Handbook Entry: Fragmentation

The fragmentation of archaeological material has not always been regarded to be a means of gleaning valuable information, or of contextualising the object or material within the historical setting; before Chapman’s revolutionary work on this subject, early antiquarian practice often disregarded fragmentation as rendering material of little value, many times reconstructing artefacts or skeletal remains for the purpose of exhibition. Despite these previous failings however, archaeology entered into the twenty-first century with a renewed perspective – at the forefront of which, was John Chapman[footnoteRef:1]. Chapman, a prehistoric archaeologist centering his research throughout the European Mesolithic, Neolithic and Copper Age, founded the theory of fragmentation in his 2000 publication ‘Fragmentation in Archaeology: People, Places and Broken Objects in the Prehistory of South Eastern Europe’, wherein he summarised the processes of fragmentation within the greater context of social practices, specifically of the Balkans.[footnoteRef:2] Chapman’s aim was to reshape the field’s faulted, and limited understanding of broken objects in the archaeological record, re-examining the breakage of object and human remains as additional information of value.[footnoteRef:3] His related concepts of accumulation and enchainment have also broadened archaeological perspectives, fuelling a ‘powerful interpretive shift’[footnoteRef:4] wherein archaeologists have begun to recognise numerable appearances of fragmentation within certain periods. The development of fragmentation as a theory was born from Chapman’s awareness of a void of understanding of structural relationships during Balkan prehistory, ‘between people, objects and places and the material dimensions of these relations in social practices.’[footnoteRef:5] The archaeologist’s theory provides a framework for the discussion of the phenomenon of deliberate breakage, wherein one can interpret the deeper socio-cultural and symbolic meanings. It also provides a way in which archaeology can ‘treat parts of objects in their own right, as well as provoking [the study of history] to consider issues of personhood anew’.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  Sörman, Anna, and Markus Fjellström. “Fragmentation in Archaeological Context – Studying the Incomplete.” Sörman, A., Noterman, A.A. & Fjellström, M. (eds) 2023. p.1]  [2:  During Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Copper ages.]  [3:  Chapman, Dr John. “Dr. John Chapman – Research, C1: Fragmentation Studies.” Dr. John Chapman, 4 May 2021]  [4:  Brittain, Marcus, and Oliver Harris. 2010. ‘Enchaining Arguments and Fragmenting Assumptions: Reconsidering the Fragmentation Debate in Archaeology’, World Archaeology, 42.4: 582 ]  [5:  Chapman, John. Fragmentation in Archaeology. Routledge, 15 Apr. 2000, p. 4.]  [6:  Brittain, Marcus, and Oliver Harris. 2010. ‘Enchaining Arguments and Fragmenting Assumptions: Reconsidering the Fragmentation Debate in Archaeology’, World Archaeology, 42.4: p.582] 

Fragmentation has been defined as ‘both a transformative, generative and a communicative act’[footnoteRef:7] – when an object becomes, or is made fragmented, it is consequently transformed, often irreversibly into an object of renewed considerations. It can also be said that fragmentation ‘creates new entities in the form of pieces.[footnoteRef:8]’ In discussing fragmentation, the motivation for its breakage must be considered, as there are many complex, nuanced, and culturally intricate driving factors that warrant a meaningful act such as this. Furthermore, the contextualisation of the object of study within its respective culture or period highlights the potential reasons for intentional breakage; the ritual and symbolic aspects that drive such a practice are heavily linked to the religious, spiritual, or socioeconomic facets of the society. [7:  Guernsey, Julia. 2020. Human Figuration and Fragmentation in Preclassic Mesoamerica (Cambridge University Press)]  [8:  Sörman, Anna, Astrid A Noterman, and Markus Fjellström. 2023. Broken Bodies, Places and Objects (Taylor & Francis), p. 3] 

Chapman identifies five potential explanations for fragmented objects, which can be outlined thusly:
· Accidental breakage, which is sustained as a result of continued usage to the point of disfunction, or alternatively sustained as a singular damage during either an object’s use-life, or the excavation process itself.
· Damage-related burial, wherein objects become necessary to discard due to their breakage, and subsequent inability to perform its intended function.
· Ritual killing, which relates to the symbolic ‘killing’ of an object through its deliberate destruction.
· Symbolic dispersal, referring to the spreading of objects, with the intention of its power dispersal.
· Enchainment, whereby objects are broken as a means of physicalising a connection between people and places.
Human Remains
The archaeological record reveals it is not objects alone that have been subject to fragmentation, but bodies also. While it is common for the breaking of remains to be attributed to accidental disturbances, the possibility of deliberate fragmentation through cultural and symbolic processes can also be made apparent in the examination of human remains. It is only more recently that archaeologists have begun to understand the way in which fragmentation may take a fundamental role in funerary ritual with regards to the body itself, and not just the grave goods that surround it. Additionally, human bones, when broken apart from the complete assemblage that is the human skeleton, can be removed entirely from mortuary context, allowing the involvement of the dead within existing social and political spheres. To contextualise this concept, one can observe the BA burials of Britain, wherein archaeological evidence points to the often-incomplete skeletal remains found in certain graves. Largely, this phenomenon is due to the conscious rehandling of bones – some graves were opened, and further populated when another died, some were opened specifically for meaningful interaction, or removal of bone. Artefacts fashioned from human bone have also been found in EBA burials; accompanying a cremation in Wiltshire, a belt hook of human femur. On this, Bruck comments that these such ‘powerful acts of enchainment linked dead members of the community with objects that might themselves have been viewed as imbued with life force’.[footnoteRef:9] These behaviours are highly reflective of the way in which this BA culture promoted an attentiveness and intimacy for, and with the materiality of their dead, as well as on a wider scale, revealing entwining cultural attitudes and mortuary beliefs. [9:  Bruck, Joanna. 2024. ‘Marking Boundaries, Making Connections: Fragmenting the Body in Bronze Age Britain’, in Broken Bodies, Places and Objects (Routledge), p. 30] 

Enchainment
The use of material, or object fragments in social exchange acts as a connective tissue between people, places, and of course, the object that mediates these exchanges. This means of breaking, and subsequently repurposing objects is known as the process of enchainment. The transformative element involved in an object’s deliberate breakage or burning links people in a physical, tangible way, and thus the objects become inalienable from their life histories. That is to say, the process of their production, the producers themselves, and those involved in the social exchange of its dispersal, and meaningful repurpose become inextricable aspects of the fragmented object[footnoteRef:10]. Chapman’s understanding of enchainment was one of a parallel nature and application to fragmentation theory, yet they need not always be found together, as they are ‘not necessarily a consequence of each other’[footnoteRef:11]. Enchainment therefore, does not require fragmentation to be present; fragmentation is simply the means by which an object becomes enchained, or exhibits enchainment. This concept can be observed in certain objects that have been split for the materialisation of a contractual arrangement, such as marriage, or alternatively for the identification of one that means to travel, or hold audience with another where a signifier of permission, and trust may apply. [10:  Brittain, Marcus, and Oliver Harris. 2010. ‘Enchaining Arguments and Fragmenting Assumptions: Reconsidering the Fragmentation Debate in Archaeology’, World Archaeology, 42.4: 584]  [11:  Chapman, John. 2000. Fragmentation in Archaeology (Routledge), p. 37] 

Ritual Breakage
Ritual breakage is a subset of the fragmentation theory, focused specifically on the destruction of objects during ceremonial or religious activity. This practice can be observed globally, indicating its ability to evoke a multifaceted and universal symbolism. This can be understood as a means of transforming objects into extraordinary symbols of a much greater value beyond the intrinsic, as well as of marking transitions and forging social bonds. By extension, breakage as an act can signify a social movement or transition through life, death, and status. A meaningful context in which a ritual breakage may happen, is for a rite of passage, as can be justified by Chapman’s analysis of this type of fragmentation as the materialisation of social transitions. Bruck supports this interpretation, arguing that social growth is, and was, understood as a series of life-cycles, of which are ‘mediated by rites of passage, such as initiation or marriage’. Ritually broken objects therefore, ‘[facilitate] the destruction of the old social persona and the birth of a new one.[footnoteRef:12]’ [12:  Brück, Joanna. 2005. ‘Experiencing the Past? The Development of a Phenomenological Archaeology in British Prehistory’, Archaeological Dialogues, 12.1] 

Broken Ground Stone Tool, Hilazon Tachtit
Within a sealed grave at Hilazon Tachtit cave, found in the Southern Levant, early evidence of what is referred to as ‘symbolic destructive behaviour’[footnoteRef:13] was discovered in the form of a Palaeolithic basalt tool. Belonging to a greater assemblage of grave goods, the tool was deposited in a woman’s burial pit – someone who was suggested to have shamanistic powers.[footnoteRef:14] The deposit was identified to be from the Late Natufian period, and habited a total of 28 individual human remains. In analysing the location of the cave deposits – its position on a ‘steep, high escarpment’[footnoteRef:15], and its relatively small size – it can be inferred that the cave was employed in a ritualistic manner to habit and protect the dead upon burial. The tool itself was unearthed in the grave of a roughly middle-aged to elderly female, and was among a considerable number of grave goods; some that could be remarked upon as unusual, lending the burial to the suggestion that the deceased was of high status. [13:  Dubreuil, Laure, Ahiad Ovadia, Ruth Shahack-Gross, and Leore Grosman. 2019. ‘Evidence of Ritual Breakage of a Ground Stone Tool at the Late Natufian Site of Hilazon Tachtit Cave (12,000 Years Ago)’, PLOS ONE, 14.10, ed. by Michael D. Petraglia, p.2]  [14:  According to the source (above), it is unclear for what reason this is inferred.]  [15:  Ibid, p.3] 

The broken ground stone tool was made from a vesicular basalt of fine-grain, and spanned 11.1cm in diameter and 2.8cm in thickness at its maximum dimensions. It can be described as semi-rounded in shape, due to flake removals at its edges. Aesthetically, the tool presents a reddish colouring on its surface, which pronounces itself more visibly on one half, however this colouring does not appear on its base, or its flaked edges. While further technological analysis can be done in identifying points of breakage, it is first important to visually assess an object and its properties to glean a potential purpose, and mentally collect its properties for its contextualisation against the wider culture, and period to which it belongs. A use-wear and residue analysis was carried out with the intent to resolutely identify the typology of the ground stone tool, search for wear patterns, and assess whether its fragmentation denotes recycling.
It was concluded through these scientific assessments that the utilisation of the tool involved mixing or pounding, and was therefore a small bowl of the vessel-mortar category used for the mixing and pounding of wood ash or lime plaster with liquids. It is important also, to note that there was no observation during these assessments, of use or manipulation after the bowl’s breakage or flaking. The bowl was knapped into the roughly rounded shape it appears in today, after its use-life, as at least five scars are noticeable to its surface. The mixture of these substances is typically associated with a multitude of preparatory actions, one of which being symbolic purification. 
The sequence of life events as discussed above, is indicative of a ritual type of breakage. Therefore, it can be said that this bowl constitutes one of the earliest examples of deliberate fragmentation, as this phenomenon would become common amongst human ritual spanning many cultures. Due to the placing of the repurposing of the bowl as a grave good, the motivation for its breaking is seemingly connected to burial practice, and more specifically to the assumed ‘shaman’ it was interred with. The bowl can be directly linked to shamanistic symbolism, in that the preparation of mixtures is commonly related to shamanistic ritual activity, and thereby the bowl is a personal, and thoughtful component of the burial itself. Ethnographic and historical studies, while scarce, point to objects within a shaman’s toolkit being ritualised – valuable tools may be destroyed or passed on to a succeeding shaman upon their death.[footnoteRef:16] It has been suggested that this instance of fragmentation may signify the materialising of the end of one’s role as shaman, or perhaps the production of a ‘symbolic’ tool to accompany, and be utilised by the deceased in the afterlife.[footnoteRef:17] This example stands as yet another of which’s fragmentation cannot be definitively explained, however, as has been previously outlined, the cultural context strongly indicates this is a ritual breakage, and is reflective of Natufian cultural tradition surrounding burial practice. [16:  Walter, Mariko Namba, and Eva Fridman. 2004. Shamanism: An Encyclopaedia of World Beliefs, Practices and Culture (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO)]  [17:    Dubreuil, Laure, Ahiad Ovadia, Ruth Shahack-Gross, and Leore Grosman. 2019. ‘Evidence of Ritual Breakage of a Ground Stone Tool at the Late Natufian Site of Hilazon Tachtit Cave (12,000 Years Ago)’, PLOS ONE, 14.10, ed. by Michael D. Petraglia] 
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