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A discussion on the theoretical and
methodological ramifications of classification and
typology of archaeological material: a Perspective

from the Late Prehistoric Pottery (Albania)

Esmeralda Agolli
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University of Tirana,

Department of Archaeology and Culture Heritage
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Tirana, Albania
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The paper deals with the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of classification in Albanian studies of late pre-
history. By focusing on the case of pottery analysis, | discuss to what extent research in the classification and typology of
archaeological data contributes to interpretations within potential patterns of materials. In so doing | follow a twofold
perspective. First, | discuss some notable scholarly contributions which for almost 10 decades have elaborated extensively
on this matter. It must be stressed that in Albania and more broadly in southeastern Europe such agendas yet remain pe-
ripheral and not fully explored. Second, with a specific focus on Albania, | deal with the ramifications of a conceptual syn-
thesis in the classification of pottery material and to what extent reconstructing the chaine opératoire from the attributes
of the end-product are beneficial in answering an array of scientific queries. The application of the conceptual approach
shifts the analysis of late prehistoric pottery from a simple scheme of classification which at most serves as a data organi-
zational tool, to a cohesive framework that intends to measure and evaluate the properties of pottery based on a specific
research query. A classification scheme was created for every site and time period. Then, either the vessels grouped in the
‘shared concepts’ or vessels containing particular attributes categorized as ‘individual concepts’ were compared among
sites in order to measure the quantitative representation of the network’s models or potential connections in regional and
intra-regional scale. The benefits of this scheme in pottery classification and to what extent potential patterns with weak
quantitative profile impact comprehensive analysis to understand regional and intra-regional networks and beyond are
some of the questions | address in the last section.

Keywords: classification, typology, type-variety system, intuitive decisions, shared system of concepts.

An overview on theoretical and methodological
approaches in the classification of artefacts

n this section, | take a wider view on the theoretical
and methodological approaches that shaped discus-
sion and research in classification and typology. For
a variety of reasons, this discussion has been not at
all considered as a question of potential interest in the
studies of prehistoric material in Albania and beyond.

The inextricable connection between types and varie-
ties or subtypes with their pertinent cultural groups
comprised a pivotal argument which from the 1940s to
1970s led to crucial works in prehistory (Krieger 1944;
Ford 1954; Rouse 1960; 1972). In 1944, Alex Krieger pub-
lished an emblematic paper that marked an important
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step in the way the classification of artefacts was to be
conceptualized. In particular, he treated the ‘what’s’ and
‘how’s’ that define the types and subtypes in archaeo-
logical data. Therefore, the type came considered as an
indispensable element to define the characteristics of
a cultural unit and its potential relationships, and also
served as an organizational tool upon which further
examinations were carried out. Subtype, on the other
hand, comprised an integral division within the type
(Krieger 1944: 271-288). Krieger did offer an integrated
synthesis with a strong emphasis on the systemic level,
but his theoretical premise type-subtype inherited three
main limitations. First, it perceived the attributes of the
data only and exclusively as a derivate of a pertinent
cultural group. Second, it reduced highly the possibility
to consider the degree of variability, or understand to
what extent the choices of the artisan and its expertise
give particular properties to the data. Third, Krieger per-
ceived the change over time as a unified process and
lacks to pay any attention to the immediate circumstanc-
es and conditions that a particular context may yield.

Rouse (1960; 1972) argued for a classification strategy
that viewed any kind of data under the cultural perspec-
tive. Indeed, he recognized that intuitive decisions of the
scholar interfere significantly to the objectivity of inter-
pretations and of course to any potential result. Howev-
er, the quantitative applications to groups and patterns
could remedy any subjective choice that visual classifica-
tion yielded. Rouse took a broader focus on cultural re-
mains and produced a three-pier system of classification
comprised of worked and unworked equipments or arte-
facts. This group was based on the attributes of manu-
facture and use, for example, houses, axes, and vessels.
From the qualitative profile, the attributes of the arte-
fact were classified into aesthetic and functional. In a
similar vein with Krieger, he used roughly similar percep-
tions to describe the classes and types within a category
of data. A class defined a cluster of attributes classified
on the basis of morphological, descriptive, phonetic,
natural, or intrinsic properties. On the other hand, the
types comprised ‘patterns’ of attributes encountered in
a set of features that became the subject of research.
A further attempt following the classification of the cul-
tural remains into taxa and types regard their hierarchi-
cal organization into a larger scheme, a process which
is alternatively known as taxonomic classification which
organizes systematically several classes (Rouse 1972:
50-53). Rouse attempted to confine a universal order of
classification that was based on the process of data col-
lection, and its organization and interpretation. In terms

of conceptualization and application, Rouse’s work did
not deviate considerably from that of Krieger’s. Again,
the equalization among the artefacts, culture, and peo-
ple constrains the discussion into a problematic scheme
in which any variability resulted from individual choices:
other issues such as occasional expressions, or the back-
ground and expertise of the artisan, did not gain atten-
tion at all.

The equalization between culture and types or class-
es was mostly applied in the classification of pottery.
Moreover, pottery was used as a crucial group of data
for developing a classification approach coined as the
‘type-variety system’ (Colton and Hargrave 1937; Col-
ton 1952; Ford 1954; Wheat et.al. 1958; Gifford 1960).
The approach introduced two basic aspects. First, it pro-
moted at best a cohesive connection between culture
and types. Second, it brought a dynamic perspective
that integrated the theoretical underpinnings with the
methodological applications by using the properties of
pottery data.

In a similar vein with Rouse, Gifford (1960: 342-343) de-
fined the so-called pottery type as a group of attributes
that bear cultural salience. Moreover, through a pottery
type, one can perceive openly the shared concepts of a
culture and also the degree of interactions within it. The
artisan embodies his production attributes and features
of a pertinent cultural environment into his craft which
Gifford refers to as a shared system of concepts. Thus, a
type must represent a group of individual choices that
reflect other dimensions including the artisan’s status
within the social environment, imitations, and other
kinds of influences. The variety on the other hand, bears
variations, strictly associated with the individual choices
but relational to the type (Gifford 1960: 345). Gifford
elaborated on this approach which had earlier been in-
troduced by a group of authors, including him (Wheat
et. al. 1958).

It must be stressed that during the 1960s the type-varie-
ty system was rather popular but remained within vague
boundaries that evoked essential problems in the clas-
sification of pottery. Most of its critiques focused on the
perceptions of type and varieties and their frozen equali-
zation with culture. Much later, Dwight Read (2007:94)
would argue that simply by assigning cultural salience
to a type one cannot easily distinguish nor fully analyze
the dimensions of a repertoire. According to him: not all
the possible quantitative dimensions of an artefact are
culturally salient and even for a culturally salient dimen-
sion, there will be variation arising from the fact that
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the value for a dimension need not to be mapped in an
identical manner onto each artefact (Read 2007: 199).
Among other remarks, Read (2007: 56-57) noticed the
problematic gap between the assignment of types and
varieties and the role that the intuitive choices of the
scholar played on such definition. Against this backdrop,
he introduced an approach that combined inductive and
deductive principles and elaborated a classification sys-
tem that relies on a triple conceptual association among
the cultural unit, the actions of artisan, and the proper-
ties of artefacts. Read succeeded to produce a methodo-
logical framework that was narrowly defined under the
premises of ‘thinking’ and ‘action’ and the extent they
are confined by the means of culture, exchange, individ-
ual expressions, imitations, and inheritance. Type and
typology yet remained a valid avenue of his approach,
however, as Read (2007: 199-240) argued, such a scheme
was to be pursued through comprehensive analysis and
selection of qualitative attributes through the evaluation
of every ideational and physical action that produces an
artefact from the extraction of the raw material to the
formation of the end-product. The quantitative dimen-
sion became an irreplaceable parameter for measur-
ing the significant groups and patterns of a repertoire.
Reads remedied rather significantly the discrepancies of
the type-variety system by avoiding the intuitive choices
of the scholar and dissolving the imperative connection
between culture and types.

Much earlier, Adams and Adams (1991) had provided
yet another beneficial advancement especially for the
methodological implications of classification and typol-
ogy. They recognized the complexity of the matter and
saw rather skeptically the potential for a cohesive clas-
sification scheme that could be universally applied to
the archaeological data. The immense variety and na-
ture of the data was a crucial impediment that greatly
complicated this endeavor. Instead, Adams and Adams
applied a purpose-oriented approach to a particular set
of data, with the case of Medieval Nubian Pottery. They
distinguished three kinds of purposes together with
their corresponding categories including: basic (descrip-
tive, comparative, analytical, intrinsic, interpretative,
and historical), instrumental (ancillary, incidental), and
multiple (Adams and Adams 1991: 158-168). It’s to be
expected that this new conceptual order did not fully
avoid intuitive decisions. However, the approach offered
an effective conceptual and methodological framework
that facilitated further analysis of the data and certainly
opened a venue to address more specific scientific que-
ries.

In addition, | dealt in this section with the theoretical and
methodological approaches that in the last decades con-
tributed a great deal to the discussion of classification in
the archaeological artefacts. It remains however valid,
that such a vivid debate on various matters yet lacks to
offer a cohesive approach that can be cogently applied
to any kind of archaeological data. Despite the attention
that each of the above approaches gives to the method-
ological framework, especially with pottery, they rather
perceive it in a perfect state of preservation and give
insufficient attention to the fragmentary state in which
this kind of data is collected in the field and how the low
degree of preservation could impact further analysis of
the qualitative or quantitative profile. This is a limitation
that none of the above authors considers or addresses
as a crucial impediment in the classification process.

The classification of artefacts in Albanian studies:
an overview on the current state of research

Pottery studies of late prehistory in Albania, have been
carried out within the framework of the culture-histor-
ical approach. Due to the simplistic implications that
such approach evokes, classification and typology was
generally overlooked and not treated as a question of
potential importance. Any interpretation or discussion
so far continuously focuses on the qualitative proper-
ties! of the archaeological artefacts, mainly pottery and
metal finds. | have discussed elsewhere the dynamics of
research geared especially towards the qualitative and
quantitative profile of repertoires that massive cam-
paigns of fieldwork have produced in Albania (Agolli
2019: 25-42).

However, even with the qualitative profile, classification
and typology in the most simplistic terms find their uti-
lization only with the organization and order of the ar-
chaeological data. With pottery, for instance, complete
vessels were organized according to schemes of classi-
fication that was ordered on the basis of fabric (mostly
designated by macroscopic examinations) and vessel
form organized according to the interrelated type-vari-
ety system. For each designated group, accounts were
mostly provided regarding regional and intraregional
comparanda with an exclusive focus on cultural affini-
ties. The parameters and attributes that designate the
types or varieties are hardly mentioned, making this

! The qualitative profile it refers to diagnostic traits of pottery data
created by the artisan that shape measurable features.
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Figure 1. Type-Variety applied in the classification of one-handled vessels - the case of Rehové Tumulus (Aliu 2012).

process highly subjective. In other words, it seems likely
that such undertaking relies heavily on the intuitive de-
cisions of the archaeologist. For instance, in the case of
Rehové tumulus, (Aliu 2012: 167-187), the crucial attrib-
ute that designates the types in the handmade pottery
assemblage is the number of handles; other features
like, the form of neck or body and handle emplacement
rather vaguely define the varieties (see Fig. 1) (Aliu 2012:
168-169). Aliu does not provide much background on
the ‘how’s’ and ‘why’s’ of such a strategy in the classifi-
cation of material. Furthermore, this strictly taxonomic
approach is noticed in papers that focus on much con-
clusive matters including cultural background and con-
tinuity, or even ethnogenesis (Aliu 1984; 1994; 1995;
1996; 2002; Andrea 1985; 2009; Bodinaku 1989; 1990;
2001; Hoti 1981; Jubani 1969; 1982; 1983; Korkuti 1969;
1971; 1981; Korkuti - Bunguri 1996; Prendi 1956; 1957;
1959; 1966; 1974; 1977). At any case, qualitative prop-
erties of pottery mainly describe salient parameters like
decoration, vessel form, or handle form and location are
compared in synchronic or diachronic order attempting

to derive connections and networks with neighboring
cultures. Some crucial conclusions of Albanian prehis-
tory have relied on this kind of reasoning.

Recently, a few studies that focus on quantitative anal-
ysis and attempt to avoid pre-defined and intuitive as-
sumptions have been discussed (Aliu and Bejko 2009;
Agolli 2009; 2014). Among others, an interesting exam-
ple is associated with the classification and typology of
the fibulae found in the prehistoric cemeteries of the
Kolonje plateau (Aliu and Bejko 2009: 59-103). As a case
study to demonstrate how subjective qualitative analysis
can be, Aliu and Bejko have agreed to apply two con-
tradictive methods in the classification of the fibulae
repertoire. The first, known as the traditional method,
is based on a type-variety system with types and varie-
ties assigned arbitrarily such as XYZ. Among other nar-
ratives, mostly touching upon which cultures can be
attested based on the preponderance of these types
and varieties outside Kolonjé plateau, with the case of
the spectacle fibulae especially, the form of the ‘eight’
(single or double) between the discs is considered as a
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salient/definitive attribute. The second, named as the
‘independent’ method implies the statistical inference.
This method does not disqualify the principles of the
traditional method but avoids to claim any pre-defined
preference among them.? The seriation and correspond-
ence analysis identify as a significant typological feature
the section of the wire and no single or double ‘eight’
figure between the discs. For both authors, however,
this distinction may also bear chronological significance
(Aliu and Bejko 2009: 85, 94).

Bejko and Aliu attempted to integrate ‘peacefully’ this
contradiction between these conceptual and methodo-
logical approaches, which must be said could hardly be
combined. This is at best seen from the controversial re-
sults that each of these methods yielded. Despite this
outcome, however, the implication of the statistical in-
ference with the classification of the archaeological data
must be considered as a successful attempt to challenge
the simplistic typological schemes that rely on visual
evaluations of physical properties.

Although various recent studies do not address the the-
oretical implications of classification as a central query
they do give careful attention to the macroscopic and
microscopic observations of the pottery properties and,
while focusing on the compilation of catalogues, offer to
the greatest extent a coherent and detailed emphasis
on the physical and aesthetic properties. Above all, they
avoid any intuitive decision that gives prevalence to the
qualitative properties of the data (Gori 2015; Krapf 2014;
Pevnick and Agolli 2014). This amount of research allows
for subsequent research attempts to further address in-
novative theoretical and methodological agendas.

In addition, the theoretical and methodological under-
pinnings of classification and typology in late prehistoric
archaeological pottery in Albania yet remains at a semi-
nal stage. Despite some sporadic innovative attempts,
the type-variety system of classification yet is simply
used as a tool that helps to bring order to the data at
which the intuitive decisions of the archaeologist play a
key role. The main purpose here is been the designation
of groups with similar properties through a strategy that
perceived ‘pots = people’ and searched mainly for cul-
tural affinities in both inter and intra-regional scale.

The benefits of the conceptual classification ap-
proach in the analysis of late prehistoric pottery
in Albania

In this section, | focus on the implications of the concep-
tual classification framework. | applied this approach in
my dissertation research on the late prehistoric pottery
of Albania (Agolli 2014). Given the quantitative and qual-
itative profile of pottery repertoires encountered most-
ly in tumuli burials, the application of a classification
framework that took a comprehensive overview on the
properties of the pottery data was of great relevance.?
This became even more valid if into consideration was
taken the fact that largely these repertoires were com-
prised of complete or nearly complete vessels, meaning
they possess the potential to accommodate a full synop-
sis the evaluation of properties adapted from the afore-
mentioned approaches of Read and Adams and Adams.

The research was oriented towards two specific que-
ries; to evaluate the regional networks among the late
prehistoric communities (Albania) in a synchronic and
diachronic perspective as well as to evaluate the inno-
vation of pottery production over time at the site level.
The measurement of similarities and differences among
pottery repertoires at various sites comprised the back-
bone of this analysis (Agolli 2014: 40-46). Each reper-
toire was classified through a scheme that attempted to
avoid when possible intuitive decisions and employed
a conceptual framework that focused on the ideational
profile of the material,* an approach elaborated in detail
by Dwight Read (Read 2007). The principal parameter of
classification took into investigation attributes that could
be obtained from the properties of the end-product. |
attempted to analyze the ideational profile by taking a
detailed synopsis at three primary parameters: fabric,
vessel formation, and decoration. Fabric and surface
treatment are treated very briefly in Albanian publica-
tions and systematic evidence for both parameters was
not collected systematically. Detailed observations of
the qualitative attributes of pottery created a compre-
hensive understanding of attributes that occurred most
commonly and were classified as - shared concepts. On
the other hand, attributes that marked rare occurrence
were classified as - individual concepts.® Each pottery

2 From a personal communication, each author applied to the rep-
ertoire a different methodology. Aliu chose to apply the traditional
method and Bejko reprocessed the data by using the seriation and
correspondence analysis.

3 The research conducted analysis in the pottery assemblages recov-
ered in 35 tumuli, 1 shaft cemetery and 10 settlements. In total, an
amount of 1476 complete vessels was subject of analysis.

4 The ideational profile defines the understanding of the steps an ar-
tisan takes during the process of production.
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repertoire was situated within a key diagram that count-
ed on identifying choices undertaken in the making of
pottery. The scheme of the key diagram has not yet
been applied to the pottery studies. In mortuary analysis
however, this technique has offered tangible results re-
garding the distribution of data properties (Brown 1971;
Morris 1987; Papadopoulos 2005). Brown described the
key diagram as a mechanism to express the partitioning
of attribute space by a series of variables coded for an
independently measured dimension (Brown 1971: 90).
| proposed that this method held a great potential for
pottery analysis, especially for the separation of choices
implied in the object.

The choices (concepts) made on vessels were divided
into five aspects defined either as absolute or relative
distinctions. Thus, those decisions that can be clearly
distinguished were assigned as absolute distinctions,
such as handles, number of handles, and their location,
the form of the base, and techniques of decoration. The
categories of the form of neck and vessel size were de-
fined as relative distinctions on account of their fluid
variability. In the majority of cases, the form of the neck
remained an attribute with no salient distinction and
thus remained a relative attribute. For instance, in every
chronological phase, depending on the general proper-
ties of the repertoire, the form of the neck is roughly de-
fined as short, cylindrical, conical, or elongated. Vessel
size has been classified as small-medium or large. Such
distinctions were based on macroscopic observation in
which both classes may be clearly separated. This attrib-
ute was also assigned as a relative distinction. Any as-
sumption regarding vessel function was not considered,
since the repertoire or archaeological context offered
no conclusive determination. Each of the chronological
phases of the site was assigned its own group of con-
cepts, according to the degree of variability.

Given that this paper deals with the theoretical and
methodological underpinnings, | turn now to the poten-
tial outputs of the conceptual framework. Despite the
guantitative profile, once vessels were distributed ac-
cording to the pre-defined attributes in the key diagram,
at least in the shared system of concepts, the most rep-
resentative and homogeneous groups were those com-
prised of five to six vessels at maximum. For instance,

5 Both concepts were earlier introduced by Gifford 1960. In this re-
search none of them bears a cultural salience, they only represent
choices of the artisan physically implied in the data. For a definition
of each concept see: Agolli 2014: 46-47.

in the case of Prodan tumulus, the shared system of
concepts in the fourth division dropped to four, three or
even two vessels. Not to mention that ten vessels within
this repertoire embodied individual concepts and could
not be situated in any group at all (see Fig. 2). The tumu-
lus of Prodan served as an example but such quantita-
tive profile did not offer any potential for further analysis
that could involve the statistical inference at other sites
as well.

However, the conceptual classification based on the
qualitative attributes produced a strong background to
conduct regional and intra-regional comparisons as well
as measure how innovative choices among sites could
be measured in the diachronic order. Several questions
related to any meaningful distribution of vessel forms
and decorative techniques, or any pattern which at one
site could be more significant than in another could be
assessed only through the weak quantitative profile that
groups in the key diagrams offered. Nevertheless, com-
parisons among site groups could be made, and some
preferential connections between sites and distance
were identified. However, again this classification lacked
to offer a solid typology with a meaningful quantitative
representation (Agolli 2017: 319-326).

Another crucial aspect of the conceptual framework is
its capacity to produce a clear background for poten-
tial groups that combinations of attributes could create
among various sites. Given that the framework breaks
down each attribute separately based on the degree of
homogeneity, it does not offer a grasp on the degree to
which two or three attributes among various groups are
combined and if altogether they could yield potential
groups. Here perhaps the implications of a purpose-ori-
ented approach could contribute to understand better
the quantitative significance of any possible groups that
may be formed and their meaning to the regional and
intra-regional networks.

However, it must be stressed that the conceptual ap-
proach did rectify three crucial aspects: first, it avoids
the intuitive decisions that a scholar may take over the
classification process. Each repertoire is categorized
based on the steps conducted during the process of pro-
duction. Second, it creates an objective overview regard-
ing the qualitative and quantitative distribution of attrib-
utes. The progressive categorization of data into a key
diagram offers a good understanding for the measure-
ment of homogeneity and heterogeneity within a rep-
ertoire. The key diagram has the potential to measure
the degree of variety as a tool to understand ‘artisans’
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Figure 2. The formulation of the Key Diagram - the case of Prodan tumulus (Aliu 1984; Agolli 2014).

choices and how shared or individual concepts in one
repertoire play a role in identifying networks outside a
community. Third, it leaves open the possibility for fur-
ther analysis, facilitating the sorting and distribution of
various variables at regional and intra-regional scales. In
each repertoire, the groups were quantitatively weak,
however subsequent measurements that evaluate the
weight of particular attributes could indicate potential
patterns.

Conclusions

In this paper, | attempted to address a crucial issue which
in Albanian studies of late prehistoric has a particular
impact. Archaeometry and compositional analysis of the
last decade have opened insightful avenues in pottery
analysis making particular headway toward understand-
ing the properties of data and the modes of production.
However, with the case of the late prehistoric pottery in
Albania, there are two crucial matters that make the ap-
plication of a coherent classification framework rather
fundamental. First and foremost, the current state of re-
search and analysis does not offer a comprehensive ac-
count on the properties of the end-product. Over many
decades, the excavations on tumuli burials and settle-
ments have produced an immense number of vessels
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but have not quite evaluated the plethora of research
questions that pottery could impose. The implications
of a conceptual scheme of classification opens a venue
towards new queries that involve understanding any dy-
namics that the quantitative and qualitative profile of a
repertoire may represent, including site, regional, intra-
regional variability, measurement of innovation traits in
the diachronic perspective, as well the degree of varia-
bility between shared and individual concepts as choices
that are implied during the process of production. Sec-
ond, above all, the application of the conceptual classifi-
cation in the theoretical and methodological framework
gives equal attention to any attribute. It avoids intuitive
decisions and intends to offer a potential avenue to anal-
yses and questions that pottery could prominently suc-
ceed to answer.

The paper addressed a crucially important aspect not
only for the issue of classification per se but at a larger
perspective to involve in the studies of material culture
theoretical and methodological discourse, two param-
eters without which archaeology could not understand
at depth issues that imply cultural or social dynamics.
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