“The Clactonian is a uniquely British core-and-flake industry” (Pettitt and White, 2012, p173.)   Discuss with reference to archaeological material from other Middle Pleistocene (MIS11/9) sites in Britain.

[image: ]The ‘Clactonian’ is a term used to describe a particular assemblage of lithics – a slippery term, hard to define, and about which much discussion perseveres amongst archaeologists.   The position of the Clactonian has ebbed and flowed for almost 100 years and continues to stimulate debate with new fieldwork providing further data to enable continuing research about the meaning and importance of the Clactonian.Figure 1 - Clactonian flint tools from Clacton Cliffs (copyright: J Wymer) [From Essex Field Club]


At the start of the 20th century, the postulation about the Palaeolithic period was that it was a linear progression of cultures showing increasing levels of sophistication (White 2000). Lithic tools – particularly hand-axes – were used to specify the era into which they were allocated, with three eras being identified in the early Palaeolithic – the Chellean, Acheulean and the Mousterian (de Mortillet 1872).    In Britain, before the inception of systematic excavations, antiquarians with an interest in prehistory assembled collections of artefacts, often buying them from workers in quarries where lithic artefacts were most easily found.   This means that these early collections of lithics suffer from an automatic collection bias, with only those artefacts appearing to have value being collected (White 2000).   As hand-axes were perceived as being important codifiers and were aesthetically pleasing, it seems logical that they would be the artefact of choice for both the antiquarian and the quarrymen, with other artefacts existing in the landscape being ignored.   Therefore, artefacts accompanying hand-axes, and assemblages without hand-axes, would not have been collected.  Excavators recognised that hand-axes were not the only lithic remains extant as interest in prehistory enlarged and archaeological fieldwork developed, and their scope was expanded to include other typologies (Pettitt & White 2012).   Stratigraphical methods were introduced as an aid to contextualising assemblages, and morphological studies grew.

At Clacton-on-Sea in Essex, a site of palaeontological interest has been studied since the 1830s, with artefacts being discovered in freshwater and marine beds on the foreshore in the 1890s (Ashton 2016).   Artefacts consisting of flakes and cores were found situated in Pleistocene deposits (Pettitt & White 2012), with a further, more significant, collection of flakes and cores being discovered between 1900-1910 by Hazzeldine Warren mainly in the freshwater beds (Ashton 2016, White 2000).   Warren’s comments on the lithics industry found at Clacton were that it lacked “the usual ovate or pointed Palaeolithic types” (Warren 1912), i.e. hand-axes, and that Clactonian cores were “barbarous imitations of the Acheulian hand-axe” (O’Connor 2007: 298).   Further non-hand-axe assemblages were discovered at Swanscombe in 1913 and at Little Thurrock in 1914.   The absence of hand-axes led to the core and flake assemblages being defined as arising from a separate, distinct industry, being reclassified as a core industry, and called Clactonian (Breuil 1932), with Clacton becoming the type-site.   Breuil considered that the Clactonian and Acheulean industries represented separate populations of hominins who originated from north-east and south-west Europe respectively, habitat-tracking their preferred ecozones with the associated fauna in response to climatic changes but overlapping in specific geographical areas.   This negative definition of Clactonian, where it is delineated as being without hand-axes, makes it a very broad definition, and attempts to provide additional positive categories were made in the 1930s (White 2000).   Further excavations took place at Clacton and Barnham with attempts being made to formalise Clactonian parameters using old and new evidence.   In the 1950s, new ideas about evolutionary theory and analytical methods with improved geological and dating techniques led to the argument that the Clactonian had primacy within the British Palaeolithic sequence (White 2000).   In the 1970s, processual archaeologists argued that, following metrical analysis of Acheulean and Clactonian assemblages, there was a significant similarity between flakes and cores from both cultures and no difference could be substantiated, apart from collection bias.   This conclusion was supported by McNabb’s (1992) technological analysis, showing no tangible difference in the cores and flakes and that no specific technological attributes could be applied as Clactonian.    Ashton et al (1994) posited that the only differentiation between Clactonian and Acheulian cultures is the absence or presence of hand-axes and therefore no distinction should be made between them, citing as evidence that the core and flake industry characterised as Clactonian in Barnham was found, in 1993, to be in the same stratigraphy and contemporaneous with biface manufacture.   Further debate about cultural interpretation continued in the 1990s in Britain, discussing non-hand-axe assemblages and the reasons behind the absence of hand-axes, with theories proposed about lack of raw materials affecting lithic types (Ashton et al 1994), sample sizes, and tasks being performed in different areas leading to functional differentiation (Ashton et al 2016).    New excavations at Barnham since 2013 (Ashton et al 2016) and at Ebbsfleet in 2004 (Wenban-Smith et al 2006) using the latest scientific developments with regard to dating (MIS, palynology sequences, molluscan evidence, faunal remains, stratigraphy) has meant that the argument has revolved back to there being a distinctive phase of hominin activity characterised by a core and flake technology without hand-axes which is classified as Clactonian.   The debate has come full circle and, with future discoveries, may well change in the future. 


Evidence for the debates outlined above derive from different British sites, with Clacton having its industry in a primary context (Wymer 1988).   Other key Palaeolithic sites are Barnham, Globe Pit, Purfleet, Southfleet Road, and Swanscombe (Pettitt & White 2012).
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Figure 2 - Map of Britain showing Palaeolithic sites.  (Illustration: Craig Williams. From: Ashton 2016)

Clacton-on-Sea, Essex
The site at Clacton-on-Sea is the type-site, first excavated in 1912 with excavations continuing since.   It comprises a channel with 5m of Estuarine Beds overlying Freshwater Beds of up to 6m (Ashton 2016).    The palaeoenvironmental data correlated with the Hoxnian vegetational sequence indicates MIS11c (Marine Isotope Stage 11c) which is the Hoxnian Interglacial period (Ashton 2016).  The existence of Rhenish molluscan fauna in the Upper Freshwater Bed provides additional correlation with Hoxnian sites aiding chronology.   The lithic assemblages were excavated in the Freshwater Bed, both Upper and Lower, and are made from the river gravel.   They consist of cores, flakes and flake tools, with the tools being mainly notches with occasional denticulates and simple scrapers.   The core working used single-platform and alternating platform techniques, and the hard hammer flakes resulted from these workings (Ashton 2016).   Clacton is an example of a site containing Palaeolithic industries with faunal remains in primary context which can be related to pollen-dated interglacial sediment and represents human activity during the early Hoxnian stage (Wymer 1988).
Barnham, Suffolk
Barnham has seen excavations occurring periodically since the 1930s with the most recent taking place from 2013 (Ashton et al 2016).   1994 fieldwork showed the site to be a glacial meltwater channel infilled with Anglian till, covered with silts, clays and glaciofluvial gravels, attributed as an MIS11 sequence.   The glacial deposits are overlain by a layer of lag gravel, associated with which were two separate areas of large archaeological assemblages (Ashton et al 2016).   These two assemblages are important as they featured prominently in the 1990’s debate about cultural distinctions between the Acheulean and Clactonian (Ashton et al 1994), and because they help to clarify the British Lower Palaeolithic Sequence.   In the first area, cores, flakes, and flake tools were found, in fresh condition with refitting showing that most of the assemblage was in primary context.   The second area was in an identical stratigraphic position to the first, and contained cores, flakes, two hand-axes, and over 250 soft hammer flakes from manufacturing (Ashton et al 2016).   Another hand-axe was found elsewhere on the site, as well as over 50 hand-axe manufacturing flakes and hard hammer flakes and a core.   The original interpretation of the two sites was that local resources were being used by groups of hominins with no separation existing between the two areas which evinced no distinction between Clactonian and Acheulian groups and therefore no succession between the cultural groups (Ashton et al 1994).   The stratigraphic relationship between these two areas has been re-examined in the latest excavation, with a new area being opened near the second area.   The latest excavation has shown an additional distinct layer overlying the lag gravel layer.   This new layer provides a significant division between the lithic assemblages found in parts of the gravel, with a new interpretation of the archaeological signatures arising.   Ashton et al (2016) interpret the new evidence as showing a change in archaeological signatures during or after HoII, with non-hand-axe assemblages spanning HoII.   The sudden existence of a developed hand-axe technology, rather than evidence of in situ development, implies new groups of hominins arriving, with different traditions of flint-knapping, and is supported by evidence of land connection across the North Sea Basin (Ashton et al 2016). This new evidence has implications for other Hoxnian sites, with correlated non-hand-axe assemblages being recognised at Clacton (Freshwater Bed), Swanscombe (Lower Gravel and Lower Loam) and Southfleet Road, Ebbsfleet Valley; and with hand-axe technology being introduced at Swanscombe (Middle Gravels).
Globe Pit, Little Thurrock, Essex
Globe Pit is on the north side of the Thames on a lower terrace level than Swanscombe.   It has been a source of artefacts since the 1890s and excavated periodically since the 1950s.   There is controversy about its age as the archaeology found implies the same age as the Lower Gravels at Swanscombe but its position in the Thames Terrace staircase seems to contradict this.   The site sequence is a basal gravel rising up 2 terraces, overlain with brickearth and capped with a mixed sand and gravel bed (Pettitt & White 2012).  It has been assigned to the Lynch Hill/Corbets Tey Formation, correlated with late MIS10 and MIS9, with Clactonian cores, flakes, and flake tools being found in primary context in the upper terrace of basal gravel, flakes and cores in the lower terrace of basal gravel, and two non-classic hand-axes in the top of the lower terrace basal gravel.   There is confusion as to the relationship between the upper and lower terraces of basal gravel, with one interpretation being the material in the lower terrace is a mixture of older material from the upper terrace and younger material in primary context, due to erosion and slope degradation (Pettitt & White 2012).   
[image: ]Bluelands and Greenlands Pits, Purfleet, Essex
The sediments found in these pits represent Thames deposits of the Corbets Tey/Lynch Hill Formation, correlated with MIS10/9/8.   There are three sequences, with each containing a different industry.   The Lower Gravel and Coombe Rock contains non-hand-axe material, with the Middle Gravel Acheulean artefacts, and the Upper Gravel a Levallois industry (White 2000).    The lower deposits contain only a small sample of <100 pieces, so circumspection is needed with conclusions.   The Thames sequence position of the site, plus the interglacial mammalian faunal remains and molluscan assemblage both found in a sandy layer below the Middle Gravel substantiates the non-hand-axe material belonging to the late MIS10/early MIS9 (similar to Globe Pit above) (White 2000).   Figure 3 - Summary section of Bluelands Pit, Purfleet. [After Wymer 91985), with modifications] (From: White 2000)



Southfleet Road, Ebbsfleet, Kent
Southfleet Road is a Lower Palaeolithic site, with significant archaeological remains.   The site was discovered during the construction of the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, which has led to loss of artefacts but, once the presence of items of archaeological significance was observed, a controlled excavation was instigated in 2004.   The site is 1km 
[image: ]southeast of Swanscombe.   The stratigraphy of the site shows six units, with alluvial fan and Figure 4 - East-west section (looking north), showing excavated synclinal surface of grey clay and overlying sequence (Unit 3). (Current Archaeology 10.10.2013)

clay lacustrine deposits, interlaid with slope deposits, the whole overlain by brickearth deposits (Wenban-Smith et al 2006).   The sequence is complex, with dipping beds and other features, and studies continue to understand the geometry of the site.  Fossil remains were discovered in stratigraphic units 1-3, namely large mammals, small vertebrates, pollen, molluscs and ostracods, with analysis of these remains allowing environmental and climatic reconstruction and assisting in dating the site.   This analysis indicates a period of transition from herbaceous vegetation (Unit 2) to woodland with open habitats (Unit 3), suggesting a period of climate amelioration, from a cold stage to an interglacial period.   Evidence from biostratigraphy and chronometry suggest this interglacial is the Hoxnian – MIS11 (Wenban-Smith et al 2006).   This site is still being studied, but preliminary reports highlight three aspects of it, namely the existence of a butchery site, a flint artefact scatter, and a gravel layer containing hand-axes.   The butchery site is a close grouping of flint artefacts with teeth and bones from an adult Palaeoloxodon antiquus (straight-tusked elephant) found in a brown organic-rich horizon enclosed within Unit 3.   The lithic artefacts were found beside and within the faunal remains and their position suggests a strong causative association.   These artefacts are unpatinated, in mint condition, and their concentration suggests human knapping activity taking place next to the carcass, perhaps reflecting in situ production of flakes and flake-tools for dismantling the elephant carcass (Wenban-Smith et al 2006).   The flint artefact scatter is a large collection of globular cores, unworked flake tools, and simple notched flakes, found in Unit 3 in a similar horizon to the Palaeoloxodon remains.   The current interpretation is that this is a possible area of occupation and knapping activity.  Unit 5 is a bedded gravel layer in which were found many hand-axes.   Typologically, they bear a similarity to the hand-axes in Swanscombe Middle Gravels.   Many are in fresh or mint condition, with limited débitage evident.  Wenban-Smith et al (2006), having considered débitage evidence at the Swan Valley School site, posits the condition of the hand-axes suggests they are being manufactured elsewhere and used and discarded at the Southfleet Road site.   Southfleet Road is an interesting site, with further study being made of scavenging and hunting techniques, of the Clactonian debate, and of human behaviour [image: ]investigation.Brown organic-rich layer 

[image: ]Figure 5 - Clactonian artefacts from the Southfleet Road palaeo-landsurface (CTRL Southfleet Road Clactonian elephant site, Ebbsfleet (From: soton.ac.uk)

Swanscombe, Kent
Swanscombe is considered as a principal British Palaeolithic site because of its long sequence illustrating the development of early human technology, with what appears to be a straightforward progression in the manufacture of tool types on one site (Ashton 2017).   It has been excavated since 1913 and comprises a distinct three-part sequence of Lower Gravel/Lower Loam, Lower/Upper Middle Gravel, and a series of overlying sands, loams and gravels, which is part of the Boyn Hill/Corbetts Tey Thames Terrace.   Fluvial sedimentary and environmental evidence indicate the Hoxnian interglacial – MIS11 - with palaeobotany attributing the Lower Loam level to HoII, which is supported by molluscan evidence (Ashton 2016).   The lithic archaeology is split into three assemblages found in the three sequences, with Clactonian simple cores, flakes and flake tools being found in the Lower Gravel/Lower Loam layer.   They are possibly in secondary context as they are mostly abraded, although an area of refitting flakes in fresh condition were found at the top of the layer.   The Middle Gravel assemblage is distinct, containing similar simple artefacts but also including a large hand-axe assemblage.   The upper third layer contained distinctive ovate hand-axes, different to those below (Ashton 2016).

From the evidence of these sites, it would appear there is a strong correlation for the existence of a Clactonian industry in MIS11, with the two MIS9 sites – Globe Pit and Purfleet, both in Essex – being less certain because of dating context and small sample size.   Without further evidence from other MIS9 sites, it seems incautious to assign Clactonian activity to MIS9 (Wenban-Smith 2013).   The current definition of the Clactonian, arising from evidence assembled from the sites above, is that it was a Lower Palaeolithic industry of simple cores, flakes and flake tools, using similar technology to lithic assemblages found with hand-axes, but it was not contemporaneous with hand-axe strata on the sites where non-hand-axe and hand-axe assemblages were found.   Questions continue to arise as to the provenance of the non-hand-axe hominins, their contemporaneity with other groups, with a desire for firmer correlation between sites, and only further excavation of new sites and analysis of existing material can answer these.   As science develops and more precise techniques occur to analyse data, more questions will arise, and previous questions will be answered with those answers possibly giving rise to different questions, which is what makes this area of study so interesting and dynamic.
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