















































Routine examination of period illustrations
displaying 17th-century objects provided the first
clue. Two Chinese porcelain cups appearing in a
still life by Christoffel Van der Berghe, dated 1617,
exactly parallel the Maine examples. Curators at the
Philadelphia Museum of Art, where the painting
hangs, were initially skeptical. They thought the
cups belonged stylistically to the mid-17th century,
and that the 1617 date of the painting was fraudu-
lent.

Fortunately, a second clue providing cor-
roborative evidence surfaced with a Sotheby’s sales
catalogue. This publication illustrated Chinese
porcelain salvaged off the Caribbean island of St.
Helena from the 1613 shipwreck of the Dutch

East-Indiaman Witte Leenw. The porcelain collec-
tion included seven intact wine cups paralleling the
examples from the Governor’s Land! Now incor-
porated into the VRCA Study Collection of ar-
tifacts, the Maine fragments have provided students
and scholars of material culture valuable informa-
tion about the presence of late Ming Dynasty
Chinese porcelain in Virginia and in addition have
convinced the Philadelphia Museum of Art curators
of the integrity of the 1617 date on the Van der
Berghe painting.

If the porcelain wine cups offer an example of
one of the more interesting ‘“when” questions
encountered in the archaeological laboratory,
another artifact from the Governor’s Land excava-

tions suggests the kind of identification, or ““what,”
question that may arise when indexing objects from
an excavation.

Sifting plow zone soil through ¥4" screen at the
17th-century William Drummond plantation site
near Jamestown enabled VRCA archaeologists to
recover thousands of artifacts essential to interpre-
tation of the site. Scattered throughout the plow
zone were thumbnail-sized sherds of an unusual
delftware hollow vessel that had been shattered by
periodic plowing. Each fragment was decorated on
the exterior with reddish-orange parallel dashes
separated by pale blue stripes, and a few pieces were
also painted with bright bluish green. While the
plow zone contained many sherds of the object too
small to identify, excavation of a soil stain where a
17th-century post had rotted uncovered a large base
section of the vessel resembling a cat’s front paws.
With this clue giving some indication of shape,
research of the literature on ceramics turned up a
parallel example in The Colonial Williamsburg
Foundation’s Department of Collections. The
fragments belonged to a jug in the shape of a cat,
decorated with orange and blue stripes and seated in
grass. Approximately seven cat jugs are docu-
mented in museum collections, most of them bear-
ing dates between 1657 and 1676. Mr. Drummond,
a participant in Bacon’s Rebellion of 1676, may
have enjoyed spirits from this ceramic feline some-
time before his untimely execution in 1677.

Ceramic cat jug fragment (ca. 1670s) from the William Drum-
mond site, Governor’s Land, near Jamestown. Intact parallel
located in The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation’s Depart-
ment of Collections.

Once artifacts have been indexed, they are
mended and numbered. A cellulose glue is used for
mending because it dries quickly and can be dis-
solved with acetone. Mends must be reversible so
that object profiles or fabrics can be studied. Using
a fine-pointed rapidograph or quill pen, the ar-
chaeologist then labels the artifacts with the site
identification. Every fragment, no matter how
small, is numbered so that its provenience, or
location on a site, will always be known.

When the preceding steps have been completed
on artifacts from every group of an excavated site,
crossmending is attempted on all of the pottery and
some of the glassware. During this procedure all the
excavation’s fragments of a particular ware type,

such as coarse earthenware or Chinese porcelain,
are spread out, and separated by shape and color.
They are further separated so that individual vessels
and pieces that belong together are easily recogniz-
able. A record of mends made between groups is
recorded in the finds list. The crossmending proce-
dure is necessary to establish relationships between
archaeological features and layers and also to de-
termine the minimum number of vessels deposited
on a site.

Crossmending, vessel counts, and fragment
counts and weights are all procedures that correlate
relationships among artifacts. They can reveal such
significant cultural information as activities that
occurred on assite, location of architectural features,
use of space, and social and economic status of a
site’s inhabitants. For example, an analysis of the

Each artifact is numbered with a fine-pointed pen.

distribution of artifacts that burned during the 1729
fire at Corotoman, Robert “King” Carter’s Lan-
caster County manor home, allowed for interpre-
tation of what otherwise may have been viewed
simply as a 40’ x 90’ Georgian-style mansion foun-
dation containing hundreds of burned artifacts.
Aided by SYMAP, a computer mapping program
which plots artifact densities and mean frequencies,
VRCA archaeologists used vessel and sherd counts
and weights to determine the location of architec-
tural features and use of space within the mansion.
Weights of window glass concentrated in certain
areas thus indicated original placement of the win-
dows, and both weights and minimum counts of
glass wine bottles suggested that the area inside the



northern doorway had been used for wine storage.
Even though the ceramics had exploded during
the fire, spreading ceramic fragments throughout
the mansion, sherd concentrations revealed where
each object had been in use. Distributions of ap-
proximately seventy vessels in the total ceramic
assemblage showed that teawares were concen-
trated in the west room of the mansion, while more
utilitarian serving wares were located in the central
hall. Only six vessels were used in the east room.
This information, together with documentary evi-
dence and data from the distribution of every other
artifact category (such as nails, architectural and
furniture hardware, personal and clothing items,
and fireplace tiles), established that the west room

The final laboratory procedure at the VRCA is
the selection of artifacts for its Study Collection.
This collection is comprised of those objects from
each archaeological assemblage which the curators
have chosen as unique, representative of the site, or
of exhibitable quality. These artifacts are stored in
special dust-free metal cabinets in the VRCA Study
Collection room of the Wren Building at the Col-
lege of William and Mary in Williamsburg. Avail-
able for scholarly research, the VRCA’s Study
Collection represents one of the largest and most
varied archaeological collections of North Ameri-
can material culture.

All objects not placed in the Study Collection
are packed into acid-free boxes and stored in the

17th-century Portuguese maiolica plate recovered from the Joseph Petitt site, James City County.

of the Corotoman mansion was a paneled, elabo-
rately furnished formal parlor, that a closet in the
central receiving hall or basement was used for
ceramic storage, and that the east end was the
location of Mr. Carter’s bedchamber.

Beyond defining the functions and decorations
of rooms, analysis of the total artifact assemblage
from Corotoman specifically delineated objects
which symbolized success and prominence in the
eyes of Robert Carter, the wealthiest planter of his
generation. This discovery has in turn aided ar-
chaeologists in identifying material indicators of
arrival at the top rung of colonial Virginia’s social

ladder.

VRCA “dead storage” facility. Nothing is thrown
away, not one rusty nail or splinter of glass, and for
good reason. Archaeologists of the future may
develop techniques for examining and interpreting
artifacts that will reveal much more information
than is presently apparent. As the science of ar-
chaeology develops, objects that seem insignificant
now could contribute to solving future puzzles of
material culture.

Beverly A. Bogley and
Merry Abbitt Outlaw
Laboratory Curators
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