Labels, Lithics and Landforms e-conference on controlled vocabularies for Palaeolithic and Mesolithic data: summary of session 3: Artefacts 
The session discussed the way in which lithic artefacts are recorded in the Object Type thesaurus.

Phil Carlisle (English Heritage [PC]) outlined the history of the development of the FISH thesauri and the recent work of the FISH Terminology Working Group in developing the Objects Thesaurus. He stressed that it is continuously evolving and one of the hoped for results of the e-conference is that new terms, revisions and updates can be included in the revised version. 
Francis Wenban-Smith (Southampton University [FWS]) reviewed how lithic artefacts are currently covered in the existing thesauri, and highlighted some of the issues.  Terms for lithic artefacts are distributed across seven classes (Agriculture and Subsistence, Armour and Weapons, Food Preparation and Consumption, Heating and Lighting, Manufacture and Processing, Tools and Equipment, and Unassigned). However, most lithic artefacts are (a) of uncertain or contested function, and (b) are likely to have had multiple functions, or to have changed functionality throughout their use-life.  Many of the existing scope notes are incomplete or misleading, and occasionally incorrect.
a.) Specific errors and suggestions.
3.2.1 - General term “Lithic Artefact: Suggested scope note: A piece of flint or other stone showing clear signs of human modification).

3.2.2 - Use of the term "axe" for "celt" needs to be reconsidered, as well as its sub-division into narrower categories of "Axe (tool)" and "Axe (weapon)". The definition of "axe" needs to be amended to exclude its use for "celt", and that of "axehead" to include its use for "celt".

3.2.3 - Distinction of "axe" and "adze". New term is recommended, perhaps: "axehead/adzehead" or "core-tool"; or it needs to be specified in the scope-note for "axehead" that it includes possible adzeheads.
3.2.4 - For narrower categories of "axehead", ", the terms and definitions "core axehead" and "flaked axehead" need discussion/improvement. It is recommended to have the single term "Core axehead" defined as "a knapped stone/flint axehead in which the surface is fully or mostly covered by negative removals; core axeheads may be made on flakes".

3.2.5 - Definition and types of "Handaxe" need reconsideration. Suggested scope note revision: "An unhafted Palaeolithic core-tool of flint or other stone, usually worked bifacially; can be made on a large flake-blank". Then, it is worth specifying some of the major handaxe types as narrower terms: "cleaver (handaxe)", "bout coupé" and "ovate" perhaps.

3.2.6 - Use of the term "Roughout" needs reconsideration. Ideally better to replace all this with the terms "core-tool roughout" or "Lithic implement roughout", and "handaxe roughout", to cover situations where one had a roughed-out lithic core-tool that one might or might not be confident was Palaeolithic.

3.2.7 - The current hierarchies of narrower terms for "Lithic implements" would benefit from revision. 
3.2.8 - Confusion between "Cores" and "Debitage" in the thesaurus. Currently, "Debitage" is listed as a narrower term of "tool by-product", itself a narrower term of "By-product", and it is defined as "Waste flakes and cores produced in the manufacture of stone implements". It is clearly fundamentally wrong to include cores as debitage, and other aspects of the scope note could be improved, ie. "flakes and blades of all sizes (usually of flint, although can be of other flakeable lithic material) produced during reduction of cores, or production of core-tools or flake-tools". Following from this, there should be a re-organisation of the terms that are included under "debitage", e.g. to include "Blade", "Burin spall" "Micro-burin" etc. 
Elizabeth Walker (National Museum of Wales [EW]) was in general agreement with FWS. With regard to 3.2.2-3.2.4 she agreed that axehead or adzehead are usually the preferred terms. However, axe as a term will need retention for those rare Neolithic axes which survive within their wooden hafts.  Under 3.2.8 I she agreed that debitage needs to be structured separately and that what FWS proposed made sense. 
John McNabb (Southampton University [JMc]) For Lower Palaeolithic artefacts, there is no standardised or accepted terminology. Even something like ‘core tool’ will be disputed by some. If the is description too technical it will be too narrow, or if it is too broad it will be unhelpful. He suggested Large Cutting Tool (LCT ) as a term, a broad umbrella term that can take on board typology and technology as well different periods e.g. Acheulean LCT or Mousterian LCT.
FWS did not think’ Large Cutting Tool’ (LCT) as defined by JMc an improvement on the current terms.  He was unsure whether it had been widely adopted, and did feel not think this was a good alternative to handaxe. He was concerned that many other long-recognised tool-types, and indeed large flakes, could equally be regarded as “large” and “cutting tools”. He argued that the existing term of “handaxe” was worth retaining.

Jonathan Last (English Heritage [JL]) also stated that the use of the functional categories in the object thesaurus was not useful for prehistoric finds
Helen Wells (Leicester County Council [HW]) felt that functional categories were less of an issue when recording finds as the most appropriate term is used for the find that is being recorded. She also pointed out that as long as there’s a nested approach it wouldn’t matter if terms were narrow or broad. What matters is that the broad terms are acceptable and that there are narrow terms within these if the information’s available. 
b.) An improved lithic artefact terminology

The need for a separate Class within the Object Thesaurus for Lithic Artefacts was debated. FWS felt that a separate Object Class (or even a separate Thesaurus) was essential. EW agreed that a separate object class structure developed as a part of the Archaeological object Type thesaurus would be very helpful from a museum perspective and no doubt for the PAS too and offered to contribute to its development. 
It was thought by participants that standard reference work for Lithics would be useful. Jonathan Last drew attention to the 'Guide to the Identification, Assessment and Recording of Lithics' produced for the PAS by Clive Bond.’  FWS felt that this guide needed to be looked at and moderated by a wider range of experts, and particularly lithics specialists from earlier periods of the Palaeolithic. JL agreed and suggested a revised guide and thesaurus could be developed in tandem 
Pet Watkins (Norfolk County Council [PW]) endorsed FWS suggestions and made the following additional comments:  It became clear during the Norfolk HER Pal/Meso enhancement project that improving the indexing of the objects recorded in the HER database was going to be a key enhancement task. In many cases the terms used were unnecessarily broad – reflecting (presumably) either a lack of more specific terms at the time records were created or the recorder’s unawareness of more appropriate terms. Although there were some obvious and straightforward improvements, in many cases I was uncertain which terms I should be using.  Drawing up a list of terms that had been/could be used to index lithic objects revealed a number of problems with the existing thesaurus, many of which have already been noted by FWS. 
Problems appeared to include:

(i)    A high degree of fragmentation, with terms appropriate for lithic implements scattered across different sections of the object thesaurus - thereby preventing any drawing together of what are (in this context at least) related terms.  An example of this would be PICK (‘Striking equipment’), ADZE (‘Tools and Equipment’) and AXEHEAD (‘Cutting Equipment’ and ‘Lithic implement’) – which are all closely related in the context of lithic objects. 

(ii)   Obvious gaps when the hierarchy of the thesaurus is considered, making it difficult to index less diagnostic, broken or poorly recorded pieces. These omissions also limit our ability to draw together related terms. For example a broken/poorly recorded arrowhead can be indexed as ARROWHEAD but (as noted by FWS) there is no equivalent for an object that is damaged or poorly recorded but clearly some form of core tool. The lack of a CORE TOOL term means that a more general term must be used and significant information is therefore not conveyed. There is also nothing with which to tie together the various core tool types as related terms. 

 (iii)  An uneven provision of more specific terms and other inconsistencies. For example:

The existence of RETOUCHED FLAKE but not RETOUCHED BLADE. Terms for BACKED BLADELET and CONICAL MICROBLADE CORE but not for BLADELET or MICROBLADE. No suitable terms for the various forms of retouched Upper Palaeolithic implements such as shouldered and tanged points.

 (iv) The provision of an additional layer of very specific terms, but only for certain artefact types (TRANSVERSE END SCRAPER; LANCEOLATE MICROLITH etc). 

(v)  Scope notes of varying quality/utility that often provide little or no help in matching the various terms up to the terminology that a non-specialist user will actually encounter.

All of the above makes the indexing of lithic objects extremely difficult, particularly when attempting to adopt a standardised approach.  

PW advocated a wholesale review and revision of the index terms for lithic objects. It is not simply a case of fixing/adding a few terms, which could well just make the situation more confusing for future users. As has been emphasised the variability of the form of lithic objects and the fluid and often uncertain nature of their function sets them apart from other archaeological objects and there is consequently a strong case for an entirely separate set of index terms. 

PW Advocated that the following principles should be considered when reviewing the index terms for lithic artefacts:

-       That the range of available terms and their associated scope notes facilitate the recording by non-specialists of objects described in the full range of available sources including: 1.) recently produced specialist reports (both in publications and ‘grey literature’ reports); 2.) Older specialist descriptions that invariably contain examples of non-current terminology; 3.) Antiquarian accounts.

-       The need for a clear hierarchy of terms, expanding outwards from the general LITHIC ARTEFACT term with each group of specific terms associated with a relevant more general term.

 -       The need for an appropriate balance between the general and the specific. (We should be encouraging people to use terms that are as specific as possible when indexing lithic objects, but there is an onus on those designing the terms to ensure that the more specific terms are suitable. It may, for example, be sensible to avoid the finer sub-divisions employed during detailed analysis. I feel that there is probably a ‘sweet spot’ with the best options being terms that convey key information regarding form/industry/possible function but that stay clear of specific specialist terminology the use of which may not to be universal (or necessarily enduring)).

PAS and HER integration

JL raised the issue of links between HERs  and PAS artefact data and how this varied locally. 
Sarah Maclean (English Heritage [SMc]) expanded on this explaining that PAS data in HERs in England varies from HER to HER (there are 86 HERs in all) There is an import routine for HERs that use the ExeGesIS HBSMR software but only around 75% of HERs use HBSMR/.Beyond the differing abilities of HERs to import PAS data directly into the HER there is the issue of resources. HERs have to make decisions all the time about data enhancement and prioritising different datasets. Different parts of the country have different local imperatives. That's not to say PAS data isn't important but if something desperately needs adding to the HER to enable advice to be given on a scheme (planning, agri-environment etc) then the PAS data has to wait.
Chris Webster (Somerset County Council [CW]) pointed out that PAS explicitly set out not to use HERs as they were said to be too diverse to produce a national picture of findspots. We need to be able to we have a deal of flint collecting in Somerset that only sometime sees the light of day and contributes to our shared heritage.
Nick Boldrini (Durham County Council pointed out that HER's and PAS databases are for different things hence different structures etc. HERs are essentially detailed indexes which allow decisions on research/planning etc. to be made based on the details in the index, but it must always be borne in mind that this is a subset of what is in the fuller Source. PAS is more of an archive - it is recording all the information about finds which may never be seen again by an archaeologist as they may disappear into private reporter’s collection. As such they try and record a lot more data.

So they are different systems with different aims. He also asked why do we want PAS data in HER's for research? It’s already in the PAS database, so use that. For planning & resource management there are ways to get PAS data accessible to the HER which can meet those needs. (We download the data and turn it into a GIS coverage (for those finds with at least a 6 fig grid reference) which our DC colleagues can use). But for research - I would point people back to the PAS database every time.
PW: The question of integration with the PAS is important As NB noted that there are key differences between the information held by the various HERs and that which is in the PAS database. In Norfolk we have looked to develop ways of fully integrating the finds now recorded under the PAS. At least a degree of integration is desirable as the PAS database deals only in single entities – it is only in the HERs that attention can be drawn to potential significance at the assemblage level.
N.B Should not the PAS and the HER use the same terminology?
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