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Introduction  

  

‘Food Vessels’ are elaborately decorated ceramic vessels found in many of 

Britain’s Early Bronze Age burials (c.2200-1800 cal BC). They enshrine the 

beliefs, ideals and rituals invested in the dead by many communities over 

numerous generations. Despite this, the Food Vessel ‘people’ remain 

shadowy figures on the periphery of prehistoric research. In contrast to earlier 

Beaker burials (c.2400-2000 cal BC), Food Vessels have been unfairly 

caricatured as belonging to a transitory and ‘insular’ tradition; to groups 

described by Needham as a ‘rump’ of society’,2 excluded from the knowledge 

and metalworking of the pan-European Beaker network. The purpose of this 

short paper is to argue that, when addressed in a contextual fashion, Food 

Vessel burials provide us with carefully constructed representatives of British 

communities living through a creative and exciting age of social and cultural 

change: the first age of widespread metal artefacts.   

 

 

The contextual method  

 

                                                      
1
 The ideas and findings presented here are based on ongoing doctoral research and are 

liable to change and be modified over the remaining course of the study. 
2
 Needham 2007, 44. 
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Many post-processual accounts of funerary practices impose symbolic and 

belief systems on past communities without due attention to data and context. 

Instead they draw upon particular, favoured, philosophical figures or 

interpretative movements to explain cherry picked examples. This approach 

is, however, methodologically weak: opting for Ockham’s simplicity over the 

complexity of past worlds and for theory over data.3 Employing the contextual 

approach, the available, relevant data is considered (albeit always through a 

‘cloud’ of interpretation, which occurs at every stage of the archaeological 

process)4 before a particular theory can be more rigorously selected. It 

therefore encourages a productive tension between data and theory, inductive 

and deductive logic, the past and our constructed vision of it.5 

 

A contextual methodology also provides the opportunity to explore important 

tensions between dimensions (chronological, geographical and typological) 

which reflect the choices and constraints of communities undertaking burial as 

an episode within a living tradition. It also proves essential for the study of 

Food Vessel burials, because so many were discovered prior to modern 

standards of excavation.6 Comparing these sites with those excavated to 

modern standards provides a valuable means of verifying and reappraising 

antiquarian accounts.7 

 

 

Towards the aesthetic principles of Food Vessel pottery  

 

Empirically-rooted, typologies of artefacts remain important, if not essential to 

understanding prehistoric societies.8 They provide a descriptive vocabulary 

which can be used to compare material culture and thus search for 

connections between mortuary practices. If carried out with sensitivity to the 

                                                      
3
 Hodder and Hutson 2003, 205; Insoll 2007, 111-16; cf. Wilkin forthcoming. 

4
 Hodder 1999, 80-104. 

5
 Hodder and Hutson 2003, 205; cf. MacGregor 2010, xxv-xxvi. 

6
 For example by Bateman 1861; Greenwell 1876; Mortimer 1905. 

7
 See, for example, Tuckwell 1975; Shepherd in press, for an example of the success of 

reappraising older datasets for theory building in the present. 
8
 Insoll 2007, 106-7. 
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perspective and process of the potter, they should also reveal the aesthetic 

principles which underpinned the tradition.  

 

Based on a series of museum visits across England and Wales, the proposed 

typological scheme focuses on the key decisions made by Early Bronze Age 

potters, particularly in forming the rim, shoulder and applying ‘lugs’ using thick 

coils of clay joined to form outward protruding carinations (Fig. 1). Decisions 

regarding which rim and shoulder forms should be combined created 

particular effects in the finished profile (Fig. 1). The combination of carinations 

(created by overlapping during the joining of coils) and squared, externally 

protruding rims creates single, double and (occasionally) triple concave 

‘cavettos’ zones around the shoulder. This can be described as a fundamental 

building block of the construction of Food Vessel pottery.  

 

 

Figure 1: Food Vessel from Burial 1, Goodmanham Barrow CII (102), 
Yorkshire,9  showing the key features discussed in the text (photograph by 
author, reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum) 
 

This additive logic extends to the decorative techniques and elements 

employed on areas of Food Vessel pottery. For instance, connections can be 

                                                      
9
 See Greenwell 1876, 312 for details. 
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found between the presence of lugs, applied as an additional feature to 

cavetto zones, and the density, neatness and coverage of applied decoration. 

Vessels without lugs, relatively sparse and haphazardly applied decoration 

represent a further grouping. These reflect selection for the funerary context, 

but also levels in a series of choices which we can ‘map’ and understand in 

chronological and/or social terms. Indeed, this additive approach to form and 

decoration is a defining feature of Food Vessels, more so than any other Early 

Bronze Age ceramic tradition. It provides a greater flexibility of choice that, 

importantly, is echoed in the diversity of the kinds of people who were 

honoured with burial (see below).  

 

Several authors have noted the regional character of Food Vessel pottery.10 

However, thus far the research has demonstrated that broad-scale similarities 

existed between three core regions of English Food Vessel burial (Yorkshire, 

northeast England and the Peak District) with only relatively minor regional 

patterning. There are, however, indications of finer-scale similarities and 

differences in particular barrow cemeteries, which may relate to chronology 

and/or complex networks of social interactions.  

 

 

Constructing the dead: Dealings in diversity  

 

Other factors can be considered in conjunction with Food Vessel decoration 

and form. These include the alignment and posture of the inhumed body, its 

age and sex and the presence and position of additional grave-goods. There 

is striking contrast between the grave alignment and body posture of males 

and females among the earlier Beaker burial tradition in regions of eastern 

Britain,11 as there is across the Beaker ‘network’ in Europe.12  This is likely to 

relate to the idealised, cosmological principles and concerns of Beaker 

communities, rather than reflecting everyday gender relations.  

 

                                                      
10

 See, for example, Ò Ríordáin and Waddell 1993, 2. 
11

 For example for Yorkshire and Aberdeenshire, as demonstrated by Tuckwell 1975 and 
Shepherd forthcoming. 
12

 For example see Vander Linden 2003. 
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While certain orientations/postures remain significant, Food Vessel burials do 

not appear to have followed a particular, gendered pattern. This does not 

mean that the structure of Food Vessel burial was ‘chaotic’ or ‘disorganised’. 

Indeed, the significance of these more diverse practices, in terms of the 

changing structure of ritual practice and the relationship between burials 

within the tradition, is a research priority. There is some evidence that patterns 

exist at micro-regional/time scales that remain to be teased out (personal 

datasets). Whether the sample size will be sufficiently large to be convincing 

is, however, open to debate.  

 

More promisingly, Food Vessels appear to be associated with an increase in 

the number of children represented in funerary practices in Yorkshire. The 

apparent contemporaneity of alternative grave-good traditions, including 

daggers, jet ornaments, late Beakers, enlarged Food Vessels and Collared 

Urns should also be considered.13 Choice permitted new ways of constructing 

the dead in relation to more complex social interactions (see below). The 

overall emphasis and socio-political message of Food Vessel funerary 

practices may, therefore, have been increasingly diverse and multifaceted.  It 

remains to consider the social conditions or pressures that brought about this 

transition in areas such as eastern Yorkshire.  

 

 

Food Vessel burial in the context of early bronze  

 

The complex range of changes that took place in funerary practices after the 

22nd century cal BC are arguably related to the inter- and intra-regional 

impact of contemporary early bronze production and the networks of Irish 

copper that supplied them (c.2200-2000 cal BC). This involved the 

development of networks and grave-good traditions, created with reference to 

the distribution of Irish copper, Cornish tin and finished bronze artefacts. The 

individuals and communities involved in these networks reconfigured the 

regions and routes that were actively involved in the distribution of ideas, 

                                                      
13

 Needham 2005, 206, fig. 13. 
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material culture and people, and thus to which regional and socio-political 

identity could be related and expressed.  

 

When new communities socialized and exchanged ideas and artefacts, the 

need to define and express identity relative to others became more pressing. 

Under these new conditions or pressures, the relevance of the normative ritual 

practices of earlier Beaker burials appears to have been diminished.14  The 

relatively large number of Food Vessel burials and the age structure of the 

individuals involved suggest a larger selection of society was now being 

introduced into the socio-cultural and religious meanings expressed through 

single burial. Funerary practices began to permit new kind of intra-regional 

contrasts expressed by additive, ceramic aesthetic principles and more 

nuanced selections of body alignment and posture. Food Vessel funerary 

practices can therefore not be described as normative, coherent groupings as 

the inter-regional Beaker network could be. Understanding how the more 

dynamic identities invested in the dead related to the socio-political and 

cosmological concerns of the day remains a key aim.  

 

In brief summary, Food Vessel communities actively reorganised the diversity 

and aesthetic principles of burial through their ceramics and funerary ritual. 

This was seemingly related to the enshrinement of new values and ideals in a 

world that was inter-connected in new ways by the growing (re)distribution, 

recycling and ritual deposition of metalwork. Food Vessel burial can, 

therefore, be related to new kinds of social and ritual interactions and thus 

identities. It represents a metaphor for the empowering malleability of 

metalwork production and distribution initiated by the first European Beaker 

pioneers several centuries earlier.15 

 

 

List of Figures 

 

                                                      
14

 Space does not permit an extended review of the break-down of this network of shared 
ritual practices. Evidence for it is found in the changing character of Beaker burial after the 
22nd century cal BC, in terms of typology and body posture and the contemporary 
proliferation of alternative grave-good traditions, including Food Vessels (cf. Needham 2005). 
15

 Cf. Needham 2006, 286. 
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Figure 1: Food Vessel from Burial 1, Goodmanham Barrow CII (102), 

Yorkshire, showing the key features discussed in the text (photograph by 

author, reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum). 
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