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L A SO CIÉTÉ PRÉHISTORIQUE FR ANÇAISE

La Société préhistorique française, fondée en 1904, est une des plus anciennes sociétés d’archéologie.  
Reconnue d’utilité publique en 1910, elle a obtenu le grand prix de l’Archéologie en 1982. Elle compte 
actuellement plus de mille membres, et près de cinq cents bibliothèques, universités ou associations sont, 
en France et dans le monde, abonnées au Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française.

Tous les membres de la Société préhistorique française peuvent participer :
– aux séances scientifiques de la Société – Plusieurs séances ont lieu chaque année, en France ou dans les 
pays limitrophes. Le programme annuel est annoncé dans le premier Bulletin et rappelé régulièrement . 
Ces réunions portent sur des thèmes variés : bilans régionaux ou nationaux sur les découvertes et travaux 
récents ou synthèses sur une problématique en cours dans un secteur de recherche ou une période en 
particulier ;
– aux Congrès préhistoriques de France – Ils se déroulent régulièrement depuis la création de la Société, 
actuellement tous les quatre ans environ. Leurs actes sont publiés par la Société préhistorique française. 
Depuis 1984, les congrès se tiennent sur des thèmes particuliers ;
– à l’assemblée générale annuelle – L’assemblée générale se réunit en début d’année, en région parisienne, 
et s’accompagne toujours d’une réunion scientifique. Elle permet au conseil d’administration de rendre 
compte de la gestion de la Société devant ses membres et à ceux-ci de l’interpeller directement. Le renou-
vellement partiel du conseil se fait à cette occasion.

Les membres de la Société préhistorique française bénéficient :
– d’information et de documentation scientifiques – Le Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française com-
prend, en quatre livraisons de 200 pages chacune environ, des articles, des comptes rendus, une rubrique 
d’actualités scientifiques et une autre sur la vie de la Société. La diffusion du bulletin se fait par abonnement 
annuel. Les autres publications de la SPF – Mémoires, Travaux, Séances, fascicules des Typologies de la 
Commission du Bronze, Actes des Congrès, Tables et index bibliographiques ainsi que les anciens numé-
ros du Bulletin – sont disponibles au siège de la Société préhistorique française, sur son site web (avec une 
réduction de 20 % pour les membres de la SPF et téléchargement gratuit au format PDF lorsque l’ouvrage est 
épuisé) ou en librairie.
– de services – Les membres de la SPF ont accès à la riche bibliothèque de la Société, mise en dépôt à la 
bibliothèque du musée de l’Homme à Paris.

Régie par la loi de 1901, sans but lucratif, la Société préhistorique française vit des cotisations 
versées par ses adhérents. Contribuez à la vie de notre Société par vos cotisations, par des 
dons et en suscitant de nouvelles adhésions autour de vous. 

LES SÉANCES DE L A SO CIÉTÉ PRÉHISTORIQUE FR ANÇAISE

Les Séances de la Société préhistorique française sont organisées deux à trois fois par an. D’une durée 
d’une ou deux journées, elles portent sur des thèmes variés : bilans régionaux ou nationaux sur les décou-
vertes et travaux récents ou synthèses sur une problématique en cours dans un secteur de recherche ou une 
période en particulier.
La Société préhistorique française considère qu’il est de l’intérêt général de permettre un large accès aux 
articles et ouvrages scientifiques sans en compromettre la qualité ni la liberté académique. La SPF est une 
association à but non lucratif régie par la loi de 1901 et reconnue d’utilité publique, dont l’un des buts, défi-
nis dans ses statuts, est de faciliter la publication des travaux de ses membres. Elle ne cherche pas le profit 
par une activité commerciale mais doit recevoir une rémunération pour compenser ses coûts de gestion et 
les coûts de fabrication et de diffusion de ses publications. 
Conforméméent à ces principes, la Société préhistorique française a décidé de proposer les actes des 
Séances en téléchargement gratuit sous forme de fichiers au format PDF interactif. Bien qu’en libre accès, 
ces publications disposent d’un ISBN et font l’objet d’une évaluation scientifique au même titre que nos 
publication papier périodiques et non périodiques. Par ailleurs, même en ligne, ces publications ont un 
coût (secrétariat d’édition, mise en page, mise en ligne, gestion du site internet) : vous pouvez aider la SPF à 
poursuivre ces activités de diffusion scientifique en adhérent à l’association et en vous abonnant au Bulletin 
de la Société préhistorique française (voir au dos ou sur http://www.prehistoire.org/form/515/736/formu-
laire-adhesion-et-ou-abonnement-spf-2014.html).

http://www.prehistoire.org/form/515/736/formulaire-adhesion-et-ou-abonnement-spf-2014.html
http://www.prehistoire.org/form/515/736/formulaire-adhesion-et-ou-abonnement-spf-2014.html
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Les « Séances de la Société préhistorique française »
 sont des publications en ligne disponibles sur :

www.prehistoire.org

LA PRATIQUE DE L’ESPACE EN OCÉANIE
DÉCOUVERTE, APPROPRIATION ET ÉMERGENCE  

DES SYSTÈMES SOCIAUX TRADITIONNELS

SPATIAL DYNAMICS IN OCEANIA
DISCOVERY, APPROPRIATION AND THE EMERGENCE  
OF TRADITIONAL SOCIETIES

Actes de la séance de la Société préhistorique française de Paris,  
30 janvier-1er février 2014
Textes publiés sous la direction de Frédérique Valentin et Guillaume Molle

Dotées d’une double identité, maritime et terrestre, les îles du Pacifique, des Bismarck à l’île de Pâques, constituent des 
espaces physiques, sociaux et cognitifs aux caractéristiques variées et apparemment contraignantes. Or, des sociétés 
parvinrent à s’y adapter et à y maintenir des populations nombreuses que découvrirent les voyageurs occidentaux. Quelles 
ont été les dynamiques spatiales mises en œuvre par ces communautés ? Problème aux multiples facettes qu’explore cette 
publication réunissant seize  contributions centrées sur « La pratique de l’espace en Océanie ». 
Si, depuis les premières études de « settlement patterns », menées en Océanie dès les années 1960, de nombreux travaux ont 
documenté la variabilité des modes d’occupations de l’espace insulaire, les auteurs engagent ici une réflexion renouvelée sur 
la façon de concevoir la cartographie des structures et de l’espace et son usage pour reconstruire les trajectoires historiques 
; interrogent les rapports entre contraintes environnementales et choix des zones d’implantation des habitats, des jardins 
et des zones d’approvisionnement ; envisagent l’espace anthropisé comme révélateur des liens économiques, politiques, 
religieux, mais aussi sociaux et familiaux, entre les membres des communautés ; et finalement démontrent que les systèmes 
de relations, organisant l’espace social océanien, fonctionnent à de multiples échelles : locales et régionales, et dépassent les 
limites géographiques des îles, donnant à leur isolement terrestre une dimension toute relative.

The Pacific Islands, from the Bismarck to Easter Island, are defined by both marine and terrestrial identities. As such, they form 
physical, social and cognitive spaces of various and seemingly constraining characteristics. However, human societies succeeded 
in adapting to these landscapes and in growing large populations which were later discovered by the first European explorers. 
What were the spatial dynamics developed by the communities? This publication gathers sixteen contributions that tackled this 
multifaceted issue. 
Since the first settlement patterns analyses led in Oceania from the 1960s, many works have documented the variability of 
human occupation on the islands. The authors here renew our perspectives on mapping structures within the landscape and its 
use for reconstructing historical trajectories; they investigate relationships between ecological constraints and choice of dwelling 
places, horticultural and procurement areas; they consider the anthropogenic landscape as an indicator of economic, politic, 
religious, social and familial connections between individuals and groups; they finally demonstrate that the relationships on 
which the social space is founded operate at different scales, local and regional, exceeding the geographic boundaries of the 
islands, and leading us to put the idea of isolation into perspective. 
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Pottery spatial patterns at the Lapita site of Teouma, 
Central Vanuatu
Some preliminary refitting results

Abstract: In this paper, we will present preliminary results of spatial distribution of Lapita pottery at the Teouma burial site on Efate 
Island in Vanuatu. Based on reassembling of pots over the last ten years at the Vanuatu Culture Centre and GIS recording we argue that 
this excavation offers a possibility to discuss the spatial distribution of pottery and aspects of ritual burial patterns of the Lapita Culture 
3000 years ago. Lapita pottery at the site reveals aspects of contemporaneity between grave groups, behavioral, technical and ritual 
choices in the use of pots and aspects of complex spatial activity patterns in the burial rites.

Keywords: spatial burial patterns; intra-site analysis, rituals; Lapita; fragmentation; refitting of pottery.

Répartition spatiale des poteries du site Lapita de Teouma, Vanuatu central : résultats préliminaires des remontages

Résumé : Dans cet article, nous présentons les résultats préliminaires d’une étude de la distribution spatiale des restes de poterie décou-
verts sur le site de Teouma (Efate, Vanuatu). En nous basant sur les remontages et un SIG, nous soutenons l’idée selon laquelle cette fouille 
offre la possibilité de discuter la distribution spatiale des fragments de poteries en relation avec certains aspects des rituels et funéraires 
associés culture Lapita (ca 3000 BP). L’étude met en évidence des relations spatiales et de contemporanéité entre groupes de tombes, des 
choix comportementaux, techniques et rituels dans l’utilisation des pots ainsi qu’une spatialisation de certains gestes funéraires.

Mots-clés : répartition spatiale des sépultures, analyse intra-site, rituels, Lapita, fragmentation, remontages de céramique.
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The evidence for deliberate object (and body) fragmentation 
can no longer be overlooked or dismissed as an irrelevant  

and time-consuming curiosity 
(Chapman and Gaydarska, 2007, p. 204).

Decorated Lapita pottery has intrigued and 
fascinated researchers for more than half a cen-
tury. The elaborate designs and their potential 

significance even inspired comment more than hundred 
years ago (Meyer, 1909) and have remained central to 
discussions ever since. More recent theoretical debate 
relating to the deposition and use of Lapita pottery has 
raised a number of central problems in relation to Lap-
ita research and more specifically the fragmented nature 
of the pottery recovered from most sites (Sand et  al., 
2013, p. 2 – 12). To explain the overwhelming pattern of 
generally small sherds that have been recovered from 

the more than two hundred fifty recorded Lapita sites, 
Christophe Sand proposed that Lapita pottery could 
have been deliberately smashed and deposited in settle-
ment sites as part of a ritual associated with the taming, 
inscribing and taking possession of landscapes. This 
would have been a ritual performed over a number of 
generations as new groups colonised different islands 
and new arrivals joined earlier colonists. A key argu-
ment challenging this hypothesis of deliberate break-
age of Lapita pots, however, is the general problem of 
equifinality: that several behavioural actions may lead 
to the same material end pattern (Wylie, 1985; Ravn, 
2011a). Pots may well have sometimes been ritually 
broken during specific ceremonies but whole vessels 
may also have ended up fragmented into tens of pieces 
owing to a range of other processes (Chapman and 
Gaydarska, 2007).
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As outlined in the discussion by Christophe Sand 
and others (Sand et  al., 2013, p. 2 – 12) these factors 
might include first and foremost that a variety of post- 
depositional processes could have led to the pattern of 
small, scattered pottery sherds at sites, which is an aspect 
that remains poorly understood in this region. In associ-
ated discussion both Peter Sheppard and Matthew Spriggs 
(in Sand et  al., 2013, p. 7) pointed out that it is essen-
tial to better understand the patterns of pottery breakage 
and associated activities before we jump to conclusions. 
A further point, related to the first, is how one actually 
defines or identifies ritual in the archaeological record; is 
it possible to distinguish rituals from other human activ-
ity associated with deposition? Indeed the whole concept 
and definition of ritual is problematic; there is a tendency 
for archaeologists to reserve the term for something out 
of the ordinary but rituals of various forms are being per-
formed on a daily basis (Marshall in Sand et  al., 2013, 
p. 6). One of the ways in which these various processes 
can be better understood is a greater focus on ethno-
graphic parallels and the relevance of direct historical 
continuity in the Pacific (Chiu in Sand et al., 2013, p. 9). 
However, while the latter avenue is important and can be 
very productive, it is also problematic as the discussion 
by Matthew Spriggs (Spriggs, 2008) and Jim Roscoe 
(Roscoe, 2009) reveals, since population density, owing 
to epidemics following contact with Europeans, is, even 
today, quite different from that of the pre-contact Pacific. 
It nonetheless remains a useful approach if applied cau-
tiously where the focus is on the long-term perspective 
and involves assessing both similarities and differences, 
on both sides of the equation of past and present (Spriggs, 
2008; Ravn, 2011a, p. 720).

However, if robust data are available, further focus on 
the archaeological side of the equation is still one of the 
most fruitful lines of inquiry in the Pacific. Such an oppor-
tunity has presented itself at the Lapita site of Teouma 
on Efate. At this settlement and cemetery site a detailed 
analysis of individual pots and their spatial distribution in 
relation to burials has provided an improved understand-
ing of the actual behaviour and funerary rituals that were 
being practised there some 3,000 years ago (Bedford and 
Spriggs, 2007). This approach is the first step towards 
exploring archaeologically the hypothesis proposed by 
Christophe Sand: that at least some decorated Lapita pots 
were smashed in ceremonies associated with human col-
onisation and settlement of new landscapes. While well 
aware that we are never going to get into the heads of 
the Lapita people, a better understanding of their ritual 
behaviours may at least see us some of the way there (see 
Marshall and Spriggs in Sand et al., 2013, p. 6 – 8)!

DEFINITIONS AND HYPOTHESES

Here we present examples of vessels that as possible 
whole pots have formed part of an intentional burial 

ritual. Also we show examples where sherds from pots 

have formed part of secondary rituals. Finally, we discuss 
the possibility that some sherds may also have been the 
result of accidental breakage by trying to distinguish the 
spatial patterns that may represent a range of behaviours 
associated with burial and other activities at the site.

Generally, we suggest that the Teouma site offers ori-
ginal insights into a 3,000 year old ritual behaviour asso-
ciated with Lapita pottery. It is now possible to substan-
tiate this hypothesis because extensive data processing, 
although not complete, is approaching a level where 
complex analyses can reveal intra-spatial depositional 
patterns in relation to burials, space and time. Two prin-
cipal factors make this possible.

The first is the time-consuming reassembling of pots 
that has been conducted over the last ten years at the 
Vanuatu Culture Centre. Like the refitting of stone flakes, 
the exercise of reassembling Lapita pottery may reveal 
contemporaneity, behavioural and technical choices 
as well as spatial activity patterns in more detail. By 
this approach we also avoid the fallacy of identifying 
“redundant design elements from the same vessel” as 
coming from multiple separate pots (Chiu, 2003, p. 162).

Spatial activity patterns are revealed especially 
when data-recording of finds in a GIS system is applied; 
this approach may help more precisely to illustrate the 
intra-spatial distribution of identified whole pots in rela-
tion to burials and other features. In particular, it has been 
revealed that unambiguous clusters of sherds in some 
cases must indicate that whole pots were deposited in 
association with one or more burials.

As suggested above we argue that reassembled pots 
provide the potential for assessing the role of the pottery 
in the funerary ritual. It would be reasonable to expect that 
if pots were deposited as whole pots and broken as part of 
the rituals at the graveside, they would have been placed 
within a relatively limited spatial area as a cluster. If pots 
were simply discarded in the midden, in association with 
everyday activities, they would be distributed in a less 
densely clustered way, more widely scattered over the 
site. However, a complicating factor is that judging from 
the treatment of the individuals per se (Scott et al., 2010; 
Valentin et  al., 2010a), it is clear the burials and with 
them any grave goods were reprocessed several times and 
re-deposited in multiple graves, thus explaining the level 
of fragmentation of some of the sherds.

The data generated from the Teouma site make it pos-
sible to gain insights into the behavioural patterns behind 
some of the activities performed, thus placing the theor-
etical discussion of “the meaning of pots”, as put forward 
by Christophe Sand and coworkers (Sand et  al., 2013), 
into a stronger empirical framework than has so far been 
possible. As to the relation between religion and ritual, 
the following definition may be useful: 

Religion is no longer defined as theology, but is viewed 
much more as changing social practice, associated with 
religious transcendental discourse. Myth and ritual are 
understood as two different but interrelated social categor-
ies. As a consequence, ritual is not necessarily regarded 
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Fig. 1 – Overview of the Teouma area. The hatched area north of the dark line is the estimated shoreline 3,000 years ago (CAD 
M. Ravn).
Fig. 1 – Aperçu de l’aire de Teouma. La zone hachurée au nord de la ligne foncée correspond à la ligne de rivage d’il y a 3 000 ans 
(DAO M. Ravn).

as a representation of myth, but can be apprehended as a 
formalized act that in itself creates meaning. Instead of 
merely maintaining a cosmological order, ritual is also 
seen as a transformative act. Besides, ritual is not regarded 
as necessarily religious, since it can refer to other — legal, 
political, and social — discourses (Andrén, 2014, p. 13).

From the quotation above, we understand that ritual 
is not something only in the minds of people but is also 
composed of practices that leave a material pattern. As a 
consequence, ritual use of material culture may here be 
defined as densely “clustered deposition of special finds 
or fixed combinations of special finds in a special con-
text” (Ravn, 2011b, p. 138). Where we can identify such 
unambiguous patterns it is likely that ritual activity is 
being mapped.

INTRA-SITE DISTRIBUTION  
OF POTTERY AT TEOUMA

The Teouma site on Efate Island in Vanuatu was 
excavated by the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and the 

Australian National University in collaboration with 
numerous other institutions between 2004 and 2010. 
The site is located on a low, flat plain about 8 m above 
present sea level. Today the area is utilized as pastureland 
for cattle. When the first people arrived, they would have 
encountered a wide shallow bay. Located on the eastern 
side was a large flat, uplifted karstic reef terrace, a coral- 

rubble beach and a permanent water source in the form of 
a stream that drains from a swamp in the nearby eastern 
interior (Bedford et  al., 2010). A map created from the 
isolines reveals an impression of the coastline 3,000 years 
ago (fig. 1).

The excavation team opened up 484 m2 in the north 
area and 16 m2 in the south area (Bedford et  al., 2004, 
2006, 2009, and 2010; Spriggs and Bedford, 2013). We 
concentrate here on the main northern area. It is a previ-
ously unoccupied site beginning with a number of first 
settlers burying their dead over the area of a previously- 
uplifted reef and beach. The Lapita settlers buried their 
dead in an orange tephra layer (layer III) that overlay the 
old reef and the adjacent upper beach. Activity at the site 
began around 3000 BP (Petchey et al., 2014). A total of 
sixty-eight burial features displaying a variety of arrange-
ment of individuals was recorded (Valentin et al., 2009, 
2010a, 2011, and 2014; Scott et al., 2010). Together with 
the burials, large amounts of pottery and other artefacts 
of the Lapita culture were recovered (Constantine et al., 
2015).

Immediately to the east and respecting the cemetery 
boundaries was a contemporary Lapita midden (Spriggs 
and Bedford, 2013). Immediately sealing the graves in 
places was a late Lapita midden, which in turn was sub-
sequently sealed by a Post-Lapita midden some 50-80 cm 
thick (layer II). The site was then abandoned no later 
than about 2500 BP on the evidence of pottery styles and 
radiocarbon dating. The extensive data processing from 
this site has consisted of more than 12,000 find numbers, 
not including human skeletal remains from the burials 
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(Bentley et  al., 2007; Valentin et  al., 2010b; Kinaston 
et al., 2014; Hawkins, 2015).

In the burials, most skulls and many other upper 
skeletal elements had been removed. In addition, the 
bodies and bones were manipulated in various ways, as 
described in detail by Frédérique Valentin and cowork-
ers (Valentin et  al., 2009 and 2010a). Clearly then, we 
must assume that a number of rituals were performed in 
relation to the burials during and after the deceased were 
deposited. We shall here focus on the role of the pottery 
that has been reassembled in relation to the burials. From 
the Lapita phase at least three hundred pots have been 
wholly or partly refitted.

Here we take a closer look at a number of examples 
of Lapita pots from Teouma that have been refitted using 
criteria corresponding to codes 1, 2 and 3 of Charles Bol-
long (Bollong, 1994, p. 18). These encompass direct con-
joins through to morphological characteristics that allow 
determination that sherds are derived from a common 
vessel, and with occasional use of code 4 that “judgment 
of gross morphology permits association as ‘probable’ 
(i.e. analyst judgment of better than 50%)”. We do know 
that some pots were placed in graves as whole vessels 
(Bedford et al., 2007 and 2010), as possible grave mark-
ers and in several cases as repositories for secondary 
burials (Bedford and Spriggs, 2007; Valentin et al., 2010a 
and 2015). However, other patterns suggest some ves-
sels may have been deliberately broken and distributed 
amongst particular graves. It is important to note that 
while we have been able to reconstruct the form and full 
design motifs of dozens of vessels from this site, there are 
very few vessels that have the full complement of sherds. 
Thus, where complete vessels can be reconstructed, some 
missing sections or sherds of some pots can be attributed 
to the quarrying activities that led to the site’s discovery 
in 2004. Nonetheless, in areas of the site that were not 
disturbed by these activities, large pieces of incomplete 
individual vessels were also recovered from layer III 
deposits, raising the question of “what happened to the 
other fragments” (cf. Chapman and Gaydarska, 2007)?

Sherds from the same pot were by definition contem-
poraneous when the pot was whole; so the closer they are 
situated in space archaeologically, the more likely it is 
that they were deposited as one complete pot at a given 
time. Thus, the challenge of the following is to assess 
whether the reassembled pottery sherds were in situ and, 
if not, were they closely clustered in space in prehistory 
and to which graves, if any, they can be related. If there 
is a clear clustered association among potsherds and one 
or more graves, it may be suggested that graves where the 
sherds from the same pot appear are connected in some 
way. If pots can be identified as being associated with 
particular graves in our analysis we assign them here with 
a burial group which in turn may help explain social rela-
tionships between the various burials. If the sherds are 
scattered over the site and not associated with particular 
graves, it is however more likely that the pots had been 
originally deposited as refuse in the contemporary Lapita 
midden.

Pot TC 45 (Teouma carinated)

Pot TC 45 reveals just such a pattern where pottery pieces 
are scattered over an area. Twenty-seven pieces could be 
refitted to pot TC 45. It was found in the Lapita midden 
in the eastern part of the excavation, and while it could 
have been associated with some sort of ceremonial activ-
ity (fig. 2) it looks from its distribution that it is scattered 
more widely than other pots described below that were 
found in the cemetery area. This pot typifies the pattern 
one would expect of a pot being broken during some sort 
of activity, perhaps simply during non-ritual use, and 
becoming incorporated into the midden area.

Pot TD 16 (Teouma dish)

Twenty-eight pieces of pottery could be refitted to pot 
TD 16. This pot is a flat-bottomed dish decorated over its 
entire body (fig. 3). It is distributed in the western area 
and found in a relatively restricted area where burials B8, 
B50, B 51, B52, B53, B58 and B59 are situated. In nearby 
B52 two sherds occur within the grave fill. B53 is cut 
by B8, and B52 was buried after those two. Additionally 
both B52 and B59 were buried with anklets. It is not pos-
sible to assess conclusively whether those graves, among 
which the pottery has been deposited, were related. The 
argument, relating to the definitions given above for this, 
is that the pottery is closely confined in space. Owing 
to the confined spatial distribution, it seems less likely 
that these sherds are simply the result of refuse activity, 
but more likely that of a ritual activity related to specific 
graves where pots have been placed deliberately, as part 
of a burial ritual. It cannot be ruled out that the pot was 
damaged during later burial activity within in the same 
group of burials. Allowing for the possibility that this 
pattern may be a palimpsest accumulated over time, we 
shall call this burial concentration I (hereafter BCI).

Bird pot TC 5 (Teouma carinated)

One hundred and eighty pieces of pottery retrieved 
between 2004 and 2010 could be refitted to the distinctive 
bird pot TC 5 (Bedford and Spriggs, 2007). The large pot 
is unique within the Lapita distribution, suggesting a spe-
cialised ritual use for this item. The modelled birds on the 
rim, looking into the pot, additionally support the ritual 
function of this vessel (fig. 4). It was found in the lowest 
cultural layer and is spread over several square metres, 
but still restricted to a small number of individual graves. 
The basal part of the pot was still in situ but the upper part 
of the pot had been broken off in antiquity as a result of 
disturbance from the digging of later burials in the same 
area of the site (Bedford and Spriggs, 2007, p. 12).

The pot constitutes the container for secondary burial 
B22 and is situated between burials B6, B12, B14, B18, 
B25 and B17. Burials B1, B2, B4, and B5, B15, B19 and 
B23 are placed less centrally in relation to the pot. The 
well-delimited distribution of sherds from this pot and 
the closeness of graves in this area could suggest that 
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Fig. 2 – a: spatial distribution pattern of pot TC45, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD M. Ravn); 
b: form and design of pot TC45 (drawing S. Seoule, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 2 – a : répartition spatiale du récipient TC45, les différentes tailles des cercles et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : forme et dessin du récipient TC45 (dessin S. Seoule, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).

the burials here form part of a focal burial group among 
which related persons are buried. We shall call this burial 
concentration II (BCII). Furthermore, additional research 
needs to be done before we can rule out that the vessel 
was merely disturbed by later grave activity and thus 
incorporated into other graves adventitiously.

Pot TCC 3 (Teouma carinated convex)

Seventy-seven sherds, totalling 1,720 g, could be definit-
ively assigned to the TCC 3 vessel. This is one of the ves-
sels that has been established as being exotic to Vanuatu, 
having been brought to the site from New Caledonia 

(Dickinson et al., 2013). An initial glance at the spread of 
sherds reveals that they were found across the western part 
of the cemetery zone in two primary concentrations (fig. 
5). Further clarification can be gleaned when considering 
together sherd spread, number, weight, surface condition 
and stratigraphic location. The greatest concentration of 
sherds was that found near burials B30, B41 and B44. In a 
single square meter alone, adjacent to these burials, eight 
sherds comprising some 34% (585 g) of the total sherds 
by weight were recovered. One sherd was found in the fill 
and one on the top of a skull of secondary burial B30 asso-
ciated with burial B44. This collection of burials demon-
strates multi-phase activity, and one was one of only three 

a
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Fig. 3 – a: spatial distribution pattern of pot TD16, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD M. Ravn);  
b: flat dish TD16 (drawing S. Seoule, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 3 – a : répartition spatiale du récipient TD16, les différentes tailles des cercles et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : dessin du récipient plat TD16 (dessin S. Seoule, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).

graves where complete skulls had been redeposited. In 
the eight adjacent squares there were again eight sherds 
recovered but only weighing 85 g or 5% of the total. It is 
noticeable that in the three adjacent southernmost squares 
there were no sherds at all recovered.

The other area of the cemetery where there appears 
to be a concentration of TCC 3 sherds is between burials 
B52, B53 and B59. Fifteen sherds weighing 408 g (25% 
of total by weight) were retrieved from five square metres 

centred amongst these burials. The recovered sherds out-
side these concentrations are all generally small (less than 
20 g) and isolated. This is why they are not singled out as 
a concentration in figure 5. Later burial activity at the site 
would appear to account for much of their distribution. A 
number of sherds also confirm post-cemetery disturbance. 
Eleven were found in the Late Lapita midden sealing 
part of the cemetery and a single sherd was found in an 
area of recent disturbance associated with earthmoving.  

a

b
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Fig. 4 – a: spatial distribution pattern of pot TC5, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD M. Ravn); 
b: form and design of TC5 (drawing F. Yoringmal, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 4 – a : répartition spatiale du récipient TC5, les différentes tailles des cercles et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : forme et dessin du récipient TC5 (dessin F. Yoringmal, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).

a
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Fig. 5 – a: spatial distribution of pot TCC3, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD: M. Ravn); b: drawing 
of pot TCC 3 (drawing F. Yoringmal and S. Seoule, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 5 – a : répartition spatiale du récipient TCC3, les différentes tailles des cercles et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : dessin du récipient TCC3 (dessin S. Seoule, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).

a
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The sherds recovered from TCC 3 suggest that it was 
associated with burial rituals that took place in two separ-
ated areas of the cemetery. This is an indication that this 
exotic vessel would have to have been smashed at some 
stage of the mortuary process and then distributed among 
two separated burial activity areas.

Pot TD 4 (Teouma dish)

This is another flat-bottomed dish. Fifty three sherds 
(1,005 g) were recovered. TD 4 is a very robust vessel 
with thick walls and base and is associated with B5. 
Nine sherds (160 g; 16% of total) were recovered from 
a single square meter where B5 was centred. Sherds 
were found both amongst the burial fill and beneath the 

B5 skeleton. In the other squares totalling 8 m2 that sur-
round this square a further twenty-nine sherds (586 g; 
58.6% of total) were recorded. In summary then, 70% of 
the total number of recovered sherds, representing 74% 
(746 g) of the total weight of all sherds recovered came 
from squares centred around B5. The robust nature of 
this vessel and the recovery of numerous sherds within 
very few squares throughout the grave fill of B5 suggest 
it was broken at some stage during the burial ritual of 
this individual. Other more dispersed and isolated sherds 
from this vessel indicate both subsequent disturbance and 
displacement during cemetery use as well as recent quar-
rying activity. For instance, a single sherd was found in 
the fill of B32, which might indicate that this burial is 
later than B5 (fig. 6).

Fig. 6 – a: spatial distribution of pot TD4, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD M. Ravn); b: drawing 
of potTD 4 (drawing F. Yoringmal, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 6 – a : répartition spatiale du récipientTD4, les différentes tailles des cercles et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : dessin du récipient TD4 (dessin F. Yoringmal, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).
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Fig. 7 – a: spatial distribution of pot TC12, size of the circles and stars indicates weight of pottery sherds (CAD M. Ravn); b: drawing 
of pot TC 12 (drawing F. Yoringmal, Vanuatu Cultural Centre).
Fig. 7 – a : répartition spatiale du récipient TD12, les différentes tailles des cercels et des étoiles indiquent le poids des tessons (DAO 
M. Ravn) ; b : dessin du récipient TD12 (dessin F. Yoringmal, Centre culturel du Vanuatu).

Pot TC 12 (Teouma carinated)

TC 12 is a large, flaring carinated vessel (fig. 7). Some 
248 sherds (2,356.5 g) were identified as being associ-
ated with this vessel. However, it came from an area that 
was much disturbed by recent earthmoving activities. 
Removing those sherds that were interpreted as having 

been redeposited owing to these recent disturbances we 
are left with 198 sherds with a total weight of 1,811.5 g 
that came from 75 squares. However, almost 50% of the 
recovered sherds by weight and number come from two 
distinct areas (18 m2). The base of the vessel was recor-
ded in situ (fig. 7) indicating that it was initially likely 
to have been buried whole up to its carination. Its initial 

a
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use may have been as a burial jar (Valentin et al., 2015). 
Some thirty-five sherds (17.5% of total; 27.4% total 
weight) come from the nine square meters that surround 
the in-situ base. A large percentage of those were found in 
association with B38 (underneath the burial). The other 
concentration centres around B49. Some forty-one gen-
erally smaller, sherds (20% of total; 22% of total weight) 
were recovered from the nine square meters surrounding 
this burial. Most of the other recorded sherds are spread 
in proximity to these two concentrations, with the vast 
majority weighing less than 10 g each. It is not surpris-
ing that there is a concentration of large sherds near the 
location of the in-situ base. This is the pattern that would 
be expected if a large vessel, mostly exposed above the 
ground surface, had been damaged and its fragments 
scattered nearby over time. The second concentration six 
metres north of the in situ base, however, suggests that 
parts of this vessel were deliberately used as part of the 
burial ritual of at least one other burial (B49).

DISCUSSION

It was established during the initial excavation of 
Teouma in 2004 and more dramatically in 2005 that 

whole Lapita vessels had been placed amongst some 
of the burials and were associated with burial ritual at 
the site (Bedford et  al., 2006). Further confirmation of 
pottery associated with ritual at the Teouma cemetery 
is the presence of vessels brought from New Caledonia 
(Dickinson et al., 2013). The identification of clustered 
patterns, here defined as confined collections of sherds 
within a small area, further indicates that other whole 
pots were initially deposited in the cemetery area and 
that they are not simply representative of a general-
ised pattern of refuse disposal. However, apart from the 
whole vessels found in situ, almost every other identi-
fied individual vessel is incomplete despite excavations 
covering more than 400  m2. This suggests a number 
of scenarios and brings us back again to the problem 
of equifinality. While part of the site was damaged by 
earthmoving in 2003 this does not account for the fact 
that many incomplete vessels, comprising clusters of 
associated sherds, have been identified outside the area 
of recent damage. The burial rituals at Teouma were 
lengthy and multi-staged and the deposition of decorated 
pottery was only one of the many stages associated with 
funerary rites. Some whole vessels placed with burials 
were clearly damaged as other later burial rituals were 
being performed (e.g. TC 5 and TC 12). They may also 
have been used (and broken) in separate ceremonies 
that occurred outside specific graves or even outside the 
immediate cemetery area. Some sherds may then have 
been placed with the burials. This is one aspect to con-
sider when deciding whether to relegate decorated sherds 
from the midden zone to simple domestic discard. Pots 
may well have been broken deliberately during the burial 
ritual and some sherds may also have been removed, 

acting as ‘relics’ and strengthening connections with 
the dead (Chapman and Gaydarska, 2007, p. 99 – 100; 
Woodward, 2002, p. 1041). The (almost) whole upturned 
flat-dish that appears to have been used as an expedient 
protective cover is a further indication of the potential 
range of uses of these highly decorated vessels (Bedford 
et al., 2007).

It is worth noting that a pattern of ritual use of pot-
tery in burials is commonly found in Neolithic and Bronze 
Age societies in Europe and Asia, as John Chapman and 
Bisserka Gaydarska (Chapman and Gaydarska, 2007) dis-
cuss. In Europe, pots were smashed ritually within and in 
front of megalithic monuments and systematically rebur-
ied several times in enclosure ditches (Ravn, 2011b). We 
know of partial skeletons and pottery pieces being placed 
with several different individuals in Scandinavia (Larsson, 
2009), Britain (Thomas, 1999), Turkey (Hodder, 2006), in 
Neolithic societies in China (Morris, 2010) and in island 
Southeast Asia (Lloyd-Smith, 2009; Lloyd-Smith and 
Cole, 2010; Valentin et  al., 2015). Morris observes that 
Neolithic societies around the world seem to have chosen 
quite similar ways of dealing with burials and skeletons, 
pottery and other valued artefacts in the grave ritual, as 
also pointed out by Sand (Sand et  al., 2013, p. 5). The 
skeletons at Teouma, while all having been fragmented to 
some extent by removal of skulls and various other bones, 
are more intact than the typical Middle Neolithic skel-
etons of Europe. Burial appears more focused on actual 
individuals, as also seen from the later Neolithic, Bronze 
Age and Iron Age of Europe (e.g. Haak et al., 2008; Ravn, 
2003, p. 106). Thus, we cannot exclude that burial of fam-
ily groups was practiced in Teouma, as it certainly was in 
Late Neolithic Europe. What we can say is that in a com-
parative perspective it seems likely that the pots we find 
at Teouma should be seen as not only placed in individual 
graves both in situ and broken as a result of later burial 
activity in the area, but also that pots were smashed as part 
of a ritual of commemoration, with some of the sherds 
(and human bones) taken away off-site.

CONCLUSIONS

It hardly needs to be said that it is difficult to read 
the minds of past peoples, just as it is often difficult 

to understand the thoughts and motivations of contem-
porary populations. However, ritual is often the behavi-
oural manifestation of less tangible ideas and thoughts, 
and studying the patterning of this behaviour makes it 
possible to access certain layers of meaning. The site of 
Teouma provides us with an almost unique opportunity in 
terms of understanding aspects of Lapita ritual behaviour, 
with its well-preserved cemetery and adjacent associated 
midden deposits. However, even at a site as well-pre-
served and extensively excavated as Teouma we cannot 
be definitive about all activities that were associated with 
pottery use. What we can certainly say is that decorated 
Lapita vessels were used during different phases of Lapita 
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