“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 (MIS 11/9) sites in Britain.

The Clactonian is the name designated by archaeologists to an industry of European flint tool manufacture that dates to interglacial period known as the Hoxian. The Clactonian tools were created Homo heidelbergensis during the Middle Pleistocene (MIS 11/9) (Aston and Nick, 2017, p145-47). 
The Clactonian has been the center of heated debate within the British Paleolithic during the last 100 years. Pettit and White note that some consider it is little more than a fictional construct of archaeological sampling and systematics. Others consider it a field unworthy of study whilst some see it as key to understanding the British Paleolithic in its wider European context. (Pettit and White, 2012).
Pettitt and White define the Clactonian using John Wymer’s authoritative work thusly:

1. It is a technologically distinct, primitive core-and-flake industry that contains chopper-cores and unstandardized flake tools but definitively lacks handaxes. The use of the block-on-block or anvil technique is common.
2. It thus represents the products of a habitually non-handaxe making culture group, related not to the Acheulean but to the chopper/chopping tool industries of Asia.
3. It represents the earliest occupation of Britain, with little evidence of any chronological overlap with the Acheulean.
4. It entered Britain from the east, via central Europe and Asia, and was ultimately replaced by the Acheulean, which had a southerly origin. (Wymer, 1969, 1974) (Pettit and White, 2012).

Work by McNabb (1992) has challenged this definition, especially the notion of the Clactonian being a ‘primitive’ industry. McNabb argues that there are no technological differences between Clactonian and Acheulean core and flake working and that there is actually no group or individual features to characterize Clactonian artifacts after under taking a wide analysis of the two (McNabb 1992). There are a number of sites in Britain that can be examined when discussing the Clactonian question. 

One such example is the excavations undertaken at the Lower Paleolithic site at East Farm, Barnham, Suffolk. The work at this site has helped radically change the British Lower Paleolithic sequence. (Ashton, McNabb, Irving, Lewis and Parfitt, 1994).  This site along with Swanscombe (Kent) has been instrumental in the development of the traditional framework with a sequence of Clactonian flint industry overlain by a single Acheulian industry (Paterson 1937, Roe 1981, Wymer 1985). The thought was that the Clactonian and Acheulian industries were chronologically and culturally distinct with the ‘simple’ Clactonian core and flake industry being replaced by the more complex Acheulian with contained bifaces. Recent work at Boxgrove, Sussex and High Lodge, Suffolk could indicate that this is not the case, with the evidence showing that the Acheulian industries also pre-date Clactonian industries (Ashton et.al 1994).  Other works also indicate that there a wide variation in British Lower Paleolithic assemblages with the only real difference between Clactonian and Acheulian industries being the absence of bifaces (Aston et.al 1994) (McNabb 1992). It is on this basic that the question of the two industries cultural differences have been re-examined. Thanks largely to the excavations at Barnham it has been demonstrated that the core and flake industry previously associated with the Clactonian is in fact contemporary and in the same stratigraphic position as biface manufacture (Ashton et.al 1994). Aston and colleges argue that at Barnham whilst not all areas with artifact recovery are ‘exactly contemporary’ the evidence largely suggest that the previous interpretation of Clactonian and Acheulian industries being culturally distinct is not correct. They argue for a more complex interaction between landscapes and human dynamics influencing industry types, involving the quantity and availability of raw materials, their position within the landscape and the desired use and movements of the raw material by humans – “human behavior varies in the landscape, reflected by the flint technology, without the constraints of a purely cultural framework” (Ashton et.al 1994).  
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Clactonian flint tools from Clacton cliffs. Credit: John Wymer


The idea that the Clactonian is uniquely British must be questioned when looking at other sites such as the “Clactonian” of the Stations sous-Marines at Le Havre, Northern France. This Paleolithic material is located along the beaches of Le Harve. The recovery of bones and stone artifacts from the beaches has been happening since 1883 with Romain (1914) recognizing an Acheulean site (Ohel, Haifa and Lechevalier 1977). If the definition of the Clactonian stated earlier in this work is adhered to then “the large, thick, bulb-protruding flakes collected form the stations were definitely ascribed to the Clactonian” (Ohel et.al 1977). Ohel et.al argue that the “Le Havre Clactonian” should be doubted and suggest in their work “The "Clactonian" of Le Havre and its bearing on the English Clactonian” that the stations were instead visited by Acheulean peoples as “frontline areas” on what was then exposed shores. This has wider implications for the British Clactonian if Ohel et.al (1977) are correct in their observations. Their conclusion is the “Le Harve Clatonian” is not in fact Clactonian at all and is rather the product of early stages of industrial processes by the Acheulean people at certain spots which are designated “preparatory areas” (Ohel et.al) These are represented by the Stations sous-Marines in the case of Le Havre. If this interpretation is applied to Clactonian sites in south east England it would suggest as many others have recently that the Clactonian is misclassified. Clactonian sites do not represent a distinct difference in culture and industry to the Acheulean people but in fact represent the early stages of the industrial process (Ohel et.al. 1977). 

It would seem by examining just the two sites above that the previously held notion that the Clactonian is a distinct primitive industry is not sustainable. The presence of handaxes in the Clactonian causes problems. As an example 19 handaxes that are claimed to have come from Clactonian contexts at Swanscombe, Clacton, Little Thurrock, and Barnham are used by Pettitt and White to highlight the questions that hang over Clactonian archaeology. They argue that most of the discoveries at Clacton and Swanscombe “have question marks over their context or circumstances of their discovery, and those that do not are all non-classic forms” (Pettitt and White, 2012.)  Only two from Barnham and Little Thurrock are ones which come from come from a clear excavated context and these do not for certain correlate with Clactonian signatures (Pettitt and White, 2012.) The issues of true contemporaneity are highlighted at Little Thurrok and Barnham. Clactonian material is found throughout bed 1 (Wymer 1957, Conway 1996) with two non-classic bifaces coming from with or lying underneath bed2a which is a “ferrous hard-pan that may mark an erosional surface” (Conway 1996). Handaxe manufacturing scatters, an ovate handaxe and a butt fragment have been recovered at Barnham from the surface of the cobble band which is a lag deposit that formed a periodic land surface and is also the context from which previous Clactonian material has been recovered by Wymer and Paterson (Paterson 1937; Wymer 1985; Ashton et al. 1994; Aston 1998). The Acheulean material was recovered from different areas of the cobble band which lead Wenban-Smith (1998) to postulate that the two areas were exposed during different periods, which brings into question whether the Clactonian and Acheulian assemblages are truly contemporary (Pettitt and White, 2012) Despite the problems of establishing true contemporaneity rather just a geological one is arguably a serious issue for Paleolithic archaeology that needs to be addressed (Pettitt and White, 2012). There is also an argument to be made for a credible Clactonian presence throughout the cobble band (Pettitt and White, 2012; White 2000). 

It is also worth considering the “Clactonian notch” as it is well known with Paleolithic archaeology and has become a “technotyplogical feature” (Ohel 1978) for classification for different industrial complexes and periods (Ohel 1998). The Clactonian notch is characterized by a notch produced on an artifact by a single blow. (Ohel 1978; Bordes 1961 and Newcomer 1971 among others). This notch is typically absent of any retouch and as such is different from a “regular” notch found in the Acheulian industrial complexes which is formed by some secondary flaking and commonly retouched on the inside (Ohel 1977). The Clactonian notch as such has been widely considered to be a leading characteristic of any Clactonian assemblage (Ohel 1978). After a thorough examination of both Clactonian and non-Clactonian assemblages along with experimental knapping Ohel (1978) put forward the view that in a substantial number of cases the single-blow notch is little more than a simple accident that occurred during the process of flaking. Ohel (1978) also brings up a valid point in terms of the contexts Clactonian notches are found in thusly: 

“Whenever an edge, especially a sharp one, meets a solid substance (stone, bone, wood, metal and also a stiff tendon), and twists, or is twisted, a notch is produced. Thus, many notches could be the result of natural or human "accidents", and even if the twist was deliberate (e. g., to cut the tendon), the notch per se remains accidental. Under conditions of movement, such as those reflected by gravel deposits in which most of the Clactonian artifacts were found, Clactonian notches might have been easily produced by blows, falls, crushings, or pressures of one stone upon another” (Ohel 1978)

Ohel argues that while the notion of the Clactonian notch functioning as a “spoke-shave” is both widely accepted and appealing, it is still largely a matter of speculation. Based off these observations Ohel believes it is questionable to impute Clactonian notches to a classified tool category unless it can satisfactorily be proven that they were there result of intentional, preconceived manufacture and not accidental in nature. (Ohel 1977)
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Clactonian notch conjoined with small flake that was detached during the knapping. The flake was placed with the ventral surface on an anvil and struck on the dorsal surface with chert pebble hammerstone.

As has been demonstrated with the examples in this work, the idea of the Clactonian a being uniquely British core and flake industry has been a controversial and wildly debated topic for Paleolithic archaeologists for the last 100 years. Recent work has challenged the notion of whether the Clactonian is even distinctly separate from the Acheulian industry. As technology advances and more Archaeological evidence is excavated perhaps the Clactonian question can be fully answered although it is likely the debate will continue to rage on. 


Jamie Crofts
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