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Mississippian Ceramic Jars, Bottles, and
Gourds as Compound Vessels

GEORGE M. LUER

Abstract. The shapes of many Mississippian-period ceram-
ic bottles appear to imitate containers fashioned from

REPORTS

gourds (Lagenaria siceraria and Cucurbita pepo var.
ovifera). Certain of these effigy vessels suggest that some
gourd containers had ritual associations with mortuary ac-
tivities and, perhaps, the brewing of medicines. Two gourd-
effigy vessels from west-peninsular Floridas Mississippian-
period Safety Harbor culture are analyzed for vessel form,
motif, and function. It is hypothesized that vessels like these
were fit together and used in a combined fashion with jar-
shaped vessels. The compound arrangement consisted of a
jar on the bottom, a portion of a bottle in the middle, and
a movable neck on top. When joined, such vessels might
have served in heating their contents, and large prefired
basal holes appear to have allowed passage of heat or steam
through the upper two vessels. A compound use also is
suggested for some Mississippian jars and bottles in Geor-
gia, Alabama, and Arkansas.

Archaeological and ethnohistoric data from the
Southeast suggest that some Mississippian-period
jars and gourd-shaped bottles were used together as
compound vessels, possibly for brewing medicines
and for use in mortuary ritual. Archaeological evi-
dence from Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and Arkansas
hints that some ceramic jars and bottles were used in
a stacked or combined arrangement for heating their
contents. In building a case for compound use, I de-
scribe and analyze the forms and functions of three
pottery vessels from Florida. I then widen the anal-
ysis to suggest compound uses for some similar Mis-
sissippian vessels in other areas of the Southeast.

The three Florida vessels are from a sand mound
(850401) of the Safety Harbor culture (ca. A.D. 900-
1700). Ceramic types typical of the Safety Harbor cul-
ture are described by Willey (1949), Griffin and Bul-
len (1950), Sears (1967), Luer (1985, 1992, 1993),
Mitchem et al. (1985), and Mitchem (1989). Some of
these types occur predominantly in mortuary con-
texts in west-peninsular Florida, the region from the
Withlacoochee River (in north-central Florida) south
to the Ten Thousand Islands (in southwestern Flori-
da). In mortuary contexts, these widespread ceramics
are found with different local ceramic assemblages
(Luer 1991:70-71; Luer and Almy 1987:315) in both
the Tampa Bay area’s Safety Harbor culture and
southwestern Florida’s Caloosahatchee culture.

Provenience and Dating of Vessels

The pottery vessels described below came from
850401, a Safety Harbor sand mound in interior east-
ern Sarasota County about 22 km southeast of the
City of Sarasota (Figure 1). The mound is near the
edge of a freshwater slough supporting marsh and
hardwood swamp vegetation. Such an inland wet-
land setting is typical of many Safety Harbor burial
mounds, such as Tatham (8CI203), Jones (8HI4), Pic-
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Figure 1. Key sites mentioned in the text. Note location of 850401 in west-peninsular Florida.

nic (8HI3), Parrish 3 (8MA3), Wilson B (8SO77), and
Arcadia (8DE1), in the Withlacoochee, Hillsborough,
Alafia, Little Manatee, Myakka, and Peace river
drainages, respectively.

The mound was discovered in the early 1980s after
it was exposed by land clearing. Besides the vessels
described here, materials found include human bone,
pottery sherds, and chert or agatized coral bifaces
and flakes. At the time of discovery, the mound was
reported to have an oval outline of approximately 23
m by 18 m, and a height of 1.2 m.

Informant interviews in the early 1990s give some
indication of artifact proveniences. Vessel #1, an intact
vessel, was close to the mound’s southern edge at
about 40-50 cm below surface. It lay beneath white
sand in wet black sandy soil that had almost ce-
mented in places, encrusting some of the vessel. Ves-
sel #2, almost intact, was higher up near the center
of the mound in dry white sand at a depth of about
45 cm. Vessel #3 also was from high in the mound,
perhaps 3—4 m from where Vessel #2 was found, and
consisted of a number of sizeable sherds at about 60
cm below surface.

Chronometric data for the three vessels from
850401 are lacking, but ceramics of the same types
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as these vessels have been found in other mounds
that have yielded radiocarbon dates. These other
cases can be used to establish general chronological
control, and suggest that ceramics like those from
850401 were used throughout most of the Safety
Harbor period, ca. A.D. 900-1550. For example, some
ceramics like those from 850401 were found at Tath-
am Mound (Figure 1) where sherds from a Mississip-
pian-style, loop-handled jar and a Safety Harbor In-
cised bottle occurred in the mound’s upper stratum
dating to ca. A.D. 1525-1550 (or the early postcontact
period) (Mitchem 1989:363-364, 367, 375, 527-528).
Apparent precontact occurrences of both Mississip-
pian-style, loop-handled jars and Safety Harbor In-
cised bottles were in burial mounds at Tierra Verde
(8PI51) (Sears 1967) and Aqui Esta (8CH68), the latter
mound yielding radiocarbon dates of ca. A.D. 900-
1200 (Luer 1980). For the three vessels described here,
a precontact age (ca. A.D. 900-1500) is suggested; Eu-
ropean-derived materials were not found at 850401.

Vessel Descriptions

Vessel #1. This intact, composite-form vessel has an
upper neck, a middle rounded compartment with
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Figure 2. Vessel #1: (a) side view of intact vessel incorporating an
effigy of a small, fluted, bell-shaped gourd; (b) bottom view show-
ing the basal ring around a large prefired hole.

seven shallow flutes, and a lower basal ring (Figure
2). The vessel is small, measuring 14.7 cm in height
and 9.5 cm in maximum width. Its basal ring sur-
rounds a prefired hole that has an inside diameter of
3.7 cm. The lip of the basal ring measures 5-7 mm in
thickness; most of the neck’s lip is thinner and mea-
sures 3-5 mm in thickness.

The vessel’s exterior surface is smooth and pol-
ished, and no soot is visible. In sunlight, its color is
mottled, ranging from very dark grayish brown to
grayish brown (10YR 3/2, 5/2), with a few black
splotches of fire mottling (7.5YR 2/0, 10YR 2/1). The
paste is tempered with quartz sand of variable per-
centage composition (10-25 percent) (USDA-SCS
1974:15), ranging in size from mostly very fine, fine,
and medium grains (0.063 to 0.5 mm) to some coarse
and very coarse grit (0.5 to 2 mm).

An incised line circles the neck about 2 cm below
the lip. Another incised line, very faint, circles the
base of the neck. The rim has two suspension holes,
one opposite the other, that might have accommo-
dated a cord or thong.

Vessel #1 closely resembles three other Mississip-
pian period pottery vessels. These include two spec-
imens from west-central Florida, one from the Engle-
wood Mound (8501) (Figure 3c) and one from Ar-
cadia (Willey 1949:Plate 46f, Figure 63f). The Arcadia
vessel (Figure 3b) is the same small size as Vessel #1,

REPORTS

Figure 3. Three vessels incorporating effigies of small fluted
gourds: (a) Vessel #1 from 850401; (b) from Arcadia site; (c) from
Englewood Mound. The latter two are based on Willey (1949:Figure
63f and Plate 46f).

and also has a hole in its base. A third vessel from
the Burial Mound at the Bessemer Site (1JE13) in
north-central Alabama has a similar shape, but larger
size (DeJarnette and Wimberly 1941:89, Figures 56
and 65; Welch 1994).

Vessel #2. This lower portion of a Safety Harbor In-
cised bottle is missing its neck (Figure 4). The orifice
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Figure 4. Vessel #2: (a) view from above showing the smoothed
lip where the neck was removed; (b) side view showing the pedestal
base.

This content downloaded from
129.130.19.169 on Sat, 29 Aug 2020 21:45:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms




SOUTHEASTERN ARCHAEOLOGY 15(2) Winter 1996

is 6.3-6.5 cm in diameter, and its edge is 5-6 mm in
thickness. This edge (or modified lip) is uneven and
appears to have been smoothed slightly by grinding,
suggesting that it was modified for use after the neck
was removed (see below). Around the base of the
missing neck are ten raised pendent triangles.

The vessel’s maximum diameter is 19.5 cm, and its
height is 14.1-14.3 cm. It has an undecorated pedestal
base that is almost circular, with a diameter of 10-11
cm. In the middle of the base is a large round prefired
hole, 3.8 cm in diameter, with a lip that is 56 mm
thick.

In sunlight, the exterior surface of Vessel #2 ranges
from dark grayish brown around its orifice (10YR
4/2) to brown and yellowish brown around its base
(10YR 5/3, 5/4). The paste has a high percentage of
quartz sand temper (approximately 50 percent)
(USDA-SCS 1974:15), with particle size ranging from
silt to fine sand (< .063 to .25 mm). No soot is visible
on the exterior surface, which is smooth and polished
except on the pedestal base where the surface is
rough and sand grains protrude. The protruding tem-
per occurs only on the flat exterior surface of the ped-
estal base and around its rim, and does not extend to
the sloping side of the pedestal.

Prominent on Vessel #2 are incised motifs on a
punctated field. The shapes of the punctations show
that they were made with an implement with a
square or rectangular tip. As is typical of Safety Har-
bor Incised pottery, punctations are large and incised
lines are broad, shallow, and somewhat sloppily ren-
dered. However, the overall design was planned with
care.

Six incised human hands are on Vessel #2. The fin-
gers of each hand alternate, pointing upward or
downward. Three consecutive hands have five fin-
gers, whereas the other three have only four fingers.
The hands are accompanied by two possible forked
eye motifs (Figure 5a). One of these motifs occurs
with the five-fingered hands, whereas the other oc-
curs with the four-fingered hands.

The human hands and possible forked eyes are
widespread and variable Southeastern Ceremonial
Complex motifs. Vessel #2’s hands, with arms at-
tached, are a variant of the hand motif occurring on
widespread examples of Safety Harbor Incised pot-
tery. In addition to 850401, the motif occurs at the
Picnic (Bullen 1952:Figure 22i), Tierra Verde (Warren
et al. 1965:Figures 1, 2, 5), Philip (8PO446; Benson
1967:Figure 9, lower left), and Laurel (85098)
mounds (Luer and Almy 1987:306), and on a fifth
unprovenienced vessel (Brown 1994:203, lower right).

Possible forked eyes are less common on Safety
Harbor Incised pottery. Figure 5 shows that the motif
can occur directly on a hand (where an eye motif is
often depicted in Southeastern Ceremonial Complex
material) or next to a hand. The motif on Safety Har-
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Figure 5. Human hand and one-pronged ““forked-eye”” motifs: (a)
from 850401’s Vessel #2 [note five versus four fingers]; (b) from
Picnic Mound bottle [FLMNH cat. #76661]; (c) sherd from globular
portion of a Safety Harbor Incised bottle, possibly from Philip
Mound, Polk County, Florida [C. Benson collection, based on a 1983
photograph by D. Allerton]; (d) incised motifs from a bottle from
Koger’s Island, Alabama [cross-hatching omitted] [based on Webb
and DeJarnette 1942:225, Plate 268:2].

bor Incised pottery has a single attenuated point re-
sembling a ‘“‘one-pronged surround” (see Phillips
and Brown 1978:151-152).

Although speculative, this possible forked eye mo-
tif resembles a punctated motif on ceramic smoking
pipes at Cemochechobee and other sites in Georgia
and Tennessee, and it also resembles the shape of el-
bow pipes (see Schnell et al. 1981:231-232, Figures
4.22 and 4.8). If so, the motif next to human hands
on Vessel #2 may be suggestive of smoking pipes.

Vessel #2's motifs, size, form, and large punctations
resemble those of a Safety Harbor Incised bottle from
the Picnic Mound (Bullen 1952:Figure 22i; Florida
Museum of Natural History [FLMNH] cat. #76661),
located about 54 km north of 850401. The Picnic
Mound bottle also has a pedestal base and pendent
triangles like those of Vessel #2. These features are so
similar that they suggest a common origin for the
vessels, such as fabrication by the same potter.

Vessel #3. This vessel consists of seven large match-
ing sherds (4 body, 3 rim) from a collared jar (Figure
6). It is assigned to the ceramic type Lake Jackson
Plain, though no direct connection to the Lake Jack-
son site (8LE1) in northwestern Florida is suggested.
While the type does occur commonly at that site and
in that region’s Fort Walton culture, as well as in the
Rood Phase of Georgia (where it is subsumed as a
variety of Lake Jackson Decorated) (Schnell et al.
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Figure 6. Vessel #3: side view of a portion of a Lake Jackson Plain
collared jar with handle.

1981:163), Lake Jackson Plain is also a well-estab-
lished ceramic type of the Safety Harbor culture
(Griffin and Bullen 1950:10, Pl. IC-F; Luer 1980;
Mitchem et al. 1985:189, Figure 6; Sears 1967:43-48,
58-59, Figure 7:1-2).

When measured on a diameter template (see Rice
1987:Figure 7.9), Vessel #3’s rim sherds indicate that
the vessel’s orifice had a radius of approximately 14
cm. Measuring along the lips of the rim sherds shows
that together they span approximately 106 radial de-
grees, or slightly less than one-third of the orifice cir-
cumference. One of the rim sherds has a loop handle
with two projections. One projection is at the middle
of the loop and points outward, the other is at the
loop’s top and points upward above the vessel’s lip.
Originally, Vessel #3 probably had four or five loops
spaced around its rim that allowed attachment of a
woven or leather strap or carrier around the constrict-
ed neck. Measured from the lip to the shoulder, the
vessel’s neck was about 3.5 cm in height. The total
height of the vessel appears to have been approxi-
mately 22.5-25 cm.

The vessel’s exterior surface is burnished on the
rim and polished on the body, and soot was not ob-
served. The exterior is mottled, ranging from dark to
light brown (10YR 3/2, 6/3), with some black fire
clouds (10YR 4/1, 5/1). Much of the interior surface
is polished, and has a luster attributable to polishing.
Areas that are not so highly polished show parallel
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facets typical of a burnished surface (see Rice 1987:
Figure 5.13). Again, soot was not observed. In sun-
light, the color of the interior surface ranges from
brown (7YR 5/2) to light brown or light yellowish
brown (7YR 6/4, 10YR 6/3, 6/4), with a few small
fire clouds of dark gray to gray (10YR 4/1, 5/1).

Vessel #3's paste has a moderate percentage of
quartz sand temper (approximately 25 percent)
(USDA-SCS 1974:15), with grains ranging in size
from silt to fine grains (< .063 to .25 mm). Many of
these small grains sparkle on the polished and bur-
nished surfaces. Freshly broken edges of the sherds
reveal a gray core containing some black inclusions
of coarse or very coarse size (0.5 to 2 mm) that may
be carbon or a soft mineral that was in the clay.

The vessel resembles a number of Lake Jackson
Plain jars, with similar loop handles, that have come
from sites throughout west-peninsular Florida. In
general, sherds of such jars are very rare in the area’s
Mississippian-period middens, although they appear
to occur with some frequency in a few of the largest
Safety Harbor-period shell middens around Tampa
Bay (Griffin and Bullen 1950:Plate ID, E; Weisman
and Newman 1994:Figure 5E-G). Otherwise, Lake
Jackson Plain sherds (usually from only one, two, or
three jars, but sometimes more) occur in many Mis-
sissippian-influenced burial mounds throughout
west-peninsular Florida. In the greater Tampa Bay
area, these include the Tatham (Mitchem 1989:375,
Figure 8), Weeki Wachee (8HE12; Mitchem et al. 1985:
189, Figure 6), Safford (8PI3; Bullen et al. 1970:Plates
IXa and Xh—j; Smith 1971:Figure 11b), Safety Harbor
(8PI2; Willey 1949:Plates 50a and 51f), Jones (Bullen
1952:Figure 20B), Picnic (Bullen 1952:Figure 23I),
Johns Pass (8PI4; Moore 1903:Figure 88; Ostrander
1960), and Tierra Verde (Sears 1967) mounds. In the
Caloosahatchee region, sherds of Mississippian-peri-
od jars with loop handles have come from the Hick-
ory Bluff (8CH5; Moore 1905:Figure 3), Aqui Esta
(Luer 1980), Gasparilla Sound (8CH2; Moore 1905:
Figure 5), and Lake Trafford (8CR80; Goggin 1949:
319; Luer 1992:54) mounds, and some are in a collec-
tion I have seen from the Shell Creek Mound (8LL8).

Interpretation of Vessel Function

In the remainder of this paper, I offer an interpre-
tation of function for the vessels from 850401 and
similar vessels from several other sites in the South-
east, including Safety Harbor-period ceramics from
Florida and similar Mississippian ceramics from
Georgia, Alabama, and Arkansas. All of these ceram-
ics were part of a Southeastern stylistic horizon that
included the central and lower Mississippi Valley. In
addition to similarly shaped jars and bottles, shared
stylistic attributes include ““medallion”” human faces
and appliqué human hands on bottles, popeyed bird-
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heads on bowls, and a number of incised and punc-
tated motifs (Luer 1986, 1991:70-71, 1992, 1993;
Schnell et al. 1981:159-188).

Vessel #1. The rounded mid-portion of Vessel #1
(Figure 2) appears to be a lifesize effigy of a fluted
ovifera gourd (Cucurbita pepo var. ovifera). Ovifera
gourds are small in size and have a thin hard rind
that is durable and lightweight. Newsom (1987:71)
suggests that Florida Indians used them as contain-
ers, and Gilliland (1975:256) suggests that some
served as fishnet floats.

In Florida, seed and rind fragments of ovifera
gourds have been found in archaeological deposits
that are coeval with the Safety Harbor period. Ovifera
gourd remains date to ca. A.D. 700-1500 at Key Mar-
co (8CR48) (Gilliland 1975:245-246, 255-258) and ca.
A.D. 750-1600 at Hontoon Island (8VO202) (Newsom
1987). A mineralized squash seed (Cucurbita sp.) dates
to ca. A.D. 1525-1550 at Tatham Mound (Mitchem
1989:464, 485, 501, Figure 25), and an unidentified
Cucurbita dates to ca. A.D. 1000-1450 at Buck Key
(8LL722) (Scarry and Newsom 1992:390-392). In none
of these cases was the shape of a gourd determined,
due to the absence or fragmentary condition of rinds.

Vessel #1 is noteworthy because it seems to mimic
the shape of a known bell-shaped form of ovifera
gourd (see Bailey 1937:25). Some of these gourds have
flutes resembling those of the effigy. The variable
shapes of today’s ovifera gourds appear to have some
antiquity. For example, as early as A.D. 1640, an En-
glish botanist noted great variation in the color,
shape, and size of ovifera gourds from the Atlantic
coast of North America (Bailey 1937:3, 35-36).

Functionally, Vessel #1 might have served as a fun-
nel or a chimney-like vent for steam (see below) that
mimicked a container made by taking a gourd, cut-
ting open its ends, and sticking a tube-like insert in
the top and a ring-shaped insert in the bottom. Vessel
#1's large, prefired, basal hole indicates that it was not
intended to retain liquid. Moreover, the basal ring
could fit into a corresponding aperture, thus helping
to secure the vessel in place if used with an under-
lying container. Vessel #1 could rest easily on the rim
of a corresponding aperture because its gourd effigy
bulged outward.

Vessel #2. This vessel (Figure 4) may imitate another
kind of gourd container, in this case one fashioned
from a bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria). Bottle gourds
are durable, lightweight, and of variable shape and
size (Bailey 1937:91-95, 131; Speck 1941). However,
many bottle gourds are large, smooth surfaced, and
bottle shaped. A number of Florida archaeological
sites have yielded pottery effigies of bottles and dip-
pers fashioned from bottle gourds. Incised and punc-
tated designs on some of these effigies, such as Vessel
#2, may represent motifs that Indians might have
carved on real gourd bottles and dippers.
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The removal of Vessel #2’s cylindrical neck is the
same type of modification made to a number of Safe-
ty Harbor Incised bottles, such as two from the Ar-
cadia site (Willey 1949:Figure 63a, e) and one from
Tatham Mound (Mitchem 1989:Figure 5). It might
have allowed a number of necks (both broken-off
ones and vessels like Vessel #1) to have been used
interchangeably with the remaining lower portion of
the vessel (see below).

Vessel #2's large prefired basal hole is another fea-
ture shared with some other Safety Harbor Incised
vessels. Additional examples of Safety Harbor Incised
ceramics with a large prefired basal hole are a bottle
from Tatham Mound (Mitchem 1989:Figure 5) and
“cylinders” or beakers from the Circle Mound at the
Myakkahatchee site (850397) and Tatham Mound
(Luer et al. 1987:147-148; Mitchem 1989:364). Some
prefired basal holes are as large as a vessel’s aperture.

At least three hypotheses for prefired basal holes
in Florida vessels have been proposed. One suggests
that some holes allowed Weeden Island pedestalled
effigy vessels to be placed on tenoned posts (Milanich
and Fairbanks 1980:137; Milanich et al. 1984:99). An-
other hypothesis suggests that some holes helped
mark special, nonmundane vessels (Milanich et al.
1984:167). A third suggests that some were “kill-
holes” (Moore 1918:515-516). There appears to be
some evidence supporting the first two hypotheses,
but both apply specifically to certain kinds of Weeden
Island vessels.

A fourth hypothesis for large prefired basal holes,
such as in Vessels #1 and #2, is offered here. As im-
plied by Vessel #1’s possible function as a funnel or
vent, the holes might have been passages for down-
ward movement of liquid or upward movement of
heat or steam. In this regard, Vessel #2’s pedestal base
may be important. An obvious function of the base
was to provide stability when the vessel rested on a
flat surface. However, the form of the pedestal base
also might have maximized heat transfer from below.
For example, a similar shape can be found today on
the base of a glass carafe that sits on the heating el-
ement of an automatic filter drip coffee maker. Thus
by analogy of form, the pedestal base of Vessel #2
might have functioned to help conduct heat from be-
low. As far as heat and Vessel #2’s mimicry of a bottle
gourd are concerned, an experiment by ethnologist
Frank Speck (1941:103-105) indicates that bottle
gourds, at least when moist or filled with water, can
withstand high temperatures.

The protruding temper on the exterior surface of
Vessel #2's base is suggestive of attrition due to abra-
sion. Abrasion on the pedestal’s flat bottom could
have been caused by moving (dragging, pulling, and
sliding) the vessel across a surface, while abrasion
around the edge of the pedestal could have been
caused by tipping the vessel on an underlying surface
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(see Skibo 1992:114-115). Such abrasion might have
been exacerbated by heat. Both thermal stress, due to
repeated heating and cooling, and moisture can ren-
der a pottery surface more susceptible to abrasion
(Skibo 1992:106).

Vessel #3. A number of attributes suggest that Vessel
#3 was designed for cooking. In Georgia, 22 of 26
similarly shaped jars, called ““Mississippian jars,”
had soot deposits indicating that the dominant use of
this vessel form was for cooking or heating (Hally
1983:21, Figure 1E). In terms of size, Vessel #3 (with
an estimated diameter of 28 cm) is well within the
range of the Georgia sample, which includes ““small”
jars (less than 18 cm diameter) and ““large’” jars (20—
46 cm diameter) (Hally 1983:Table 1).

The surface treatment of Vessel #3 is also consistent
with cooking. Its burnished and polished interior sur-
face would have decreased the permeability of the
vessel wall, thereby increasing the heating effective-
ness of the vessel (Schiffer 1990).

Thus, the form, size, and surface treatment of Ves-
sel #3 are consistent with use to heat substances.
Nonetheless, soot was not observed on Vessel #3, pos-
sibly due to a number of reasons. Perhaps soot was
never present, perhaps it had leached away or had
been washed off after recovery, or perhaps not
enough of the vessel was found and available for in-
spection.

Discussion

The suggested practice of using combined vessels
helps to interpret the functions of a number of Safety
Harbor-period vessel forms, in particular those re-
sembling Vessels #1, #2, and #3. While it is not known
if these three vessels were associated with one anoth-
er, their forms can nonetheless serve as examples for
hypothesizing that vessels like them might have been
combined and used together. Furthermore, such a
practice is suggested by composite-form vessels from
Mississippian sites in Alabama and Arkansas
(Holmes 1903:92, Pl. XIVd; Moore 1905:182, Figure
72; Perino 1966:18, 96-98, Figures 3 and 56; Phillips
et al. 1951:Figure 104k, 1, n, t). Each of these com-
pound vessels appears to be an effigy of a bottle sit-
ting in a jar (Figure 7).

Thus, it is easy to envision that Vessel #1 could
have served as a detachable and interchangeable neck
on a lower neckless pot such as one resembling Vessel
#2. Vessel #1’s basal ring fits nicely in an orifice, like
Vessel #2’s, so that it can sit securely on top (Figure
7¢c). In turn, it is easy to imagine that such combined
vessels could then sit inside, or in the mouth of, a jar
such as one resembling Vessel #3. In the case of Vessel
#3, its mouth is large enough to allow Vessel #2 to
pass through the orifice and to sit deep within. Had
they been used together, various modifications might

187

REPORTS

Figure 7. Compound jars and bottles: (a) two compound vessels
from the Banks Village site, Arkansas [after Perino 1966:Figure 56];
(b) compound vessel from Moundyville, Alabama [after Moore 1905:
Figure 72]; (c) Vessels #1 and #2 in combined position; a lowermost
jar, such as one like Vessel #3, is suggested by dots because its
relative position is uncertain.

have allowed Vessel #2 to sit higher in Vessel #3 (such
as perhaps adding a packing of wet Spanish moss or
boiling stones). Such adjustments could have varied
considerably depending on the sizes and shapes of
the particular jars, bottles, and necks involved. This
adaptability suggests that the combining of three sep-
arate vessels also offered greater flexibility than a sin-
gle, similarly shaped, composite-form vessel would
have offered.

Given such a superimposed combination, two func-
tions can be hypothesized: (1) liquid might have been
boiled in the jar so that heat and steam were driven
upward and outward through the basal holes and or-
ifices of the upper two vessels, and (2) liquid might
have been poured in Vessel #1 so that it passed down-
ward through Vessel #2 to collect in the jar. Both func-
tions could have taken place simultaneously. If Vessel
#2 had held items for steaming, a removable Vessel
#1 would have provided better access to them.

Outside of Florida, Mississippian ceramic bottles
functioned as containers for liquids, and a basal hole
rarely occurs in them. In Georgia, Alabama, and Ar-
kansas, ceramic bottles and jars have been found with
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burials at a number of Mississippian sites. In some
cases, a pair of such vessels was placed near the head
of an individual (for example, Moore 1905:170, Figure
55 and 56; Webb and DeJarnette 1942:14, Plate 8:1, 12:
1, 12:4). In other cases, several bottles and jars, or
their fragments, were interred with one or more bur-
ials (Perino 1966:14, Figure 49 and 50; Schnell et al.
1981:45-46; Webb and DeJarnette 1942:217-218, Plates
261-264). Often, these ceramics are of appropriate
size that a bottle could have rested inside a jar or in
the mouth of a jar.

Some of these paired vessels, consisting of a jar and
a bottle (without a basal hole), could have been used
together for heating substances in a manner suggest-
ed in Figure 7. Heat applied to a jar would have, in
turn, heated a bottle. A bottle would not have been
subjected directly to flames, a requirement if gourds
originally had been employed in such use. A bottle
would have improved the heating process and con-
served heat by virtue of it being an almost enclosed
container that could cover the mouth of a jar. Thus,
paired jars and bottles probably would have retained
heat better and required less firewood than many
other forms of cooking equipment. Indeed, such a
gourd or bottle would have functioned like a lid, a
piece of equipment commonly associated with cook-
ing and heating vessels.

Again, Mississippian bottles in most of the South-
east typically lack a basal hole. This contrasts with
many Safety Harbor Incised bottles that have a pre-
fired basal hole, and it contrasts with many earlier
Weeden Island period vessels in Florida that also have
one. Thus, it may be that a basal hole was an existing
trait in Florida that was incorporated into Safety Har-
bor Incised bottles, perhaps to retain a practice such
as passing liquid or steam through vessels as dis-
cussed above.

Regardless of their exact use, however, the effigy
shapes of Vessels #1 and #2 indicate that gourd imi-
tation was integral to the intended functions of the
vessels. Prentice (1986:112-113) argues that gourds
had a very long and widespread association with sha-
manistic power, and he cites their use as ritual con-
tainers for administering medicines by a number of
Indian groups in the contact period Southeast. In one
case, Milfort (1959:138-140 [1802]) describes his ini-
tiation in 1780 as a Creek war chief when a shaman
and two warriors carried red-painted gourds filled
with a purgative mixture of water and juice of the
war medicine plant. Also in the contact period, a
gourd with two holes figured prominently in frothing
black drink by southern Florida Indians (Andrews
and Andrews 1981:24-25), and Creek Indians also
used gourds to froth black drink (Fairbanks 1979:
131).

Thus, although speculative, perhaps Vessels #1 and
#2 were used in preparing medicines. Besides their
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gourd shapes, the possibility is suggested by analogy
to practices of contemporary traditional Indians in
Oklahoma where two or more small vessels are typ-
ically used for medicines. There, among the Chiaha
band of the Seminole Nation, cooking pots usually
are large in size so that a number of people can be
fed, often for a day or more. In contrast, vessels used
in preparing medicines, such as steeping herbs, usu-
ally are smaller, and medicine men typically use at
least two vessels to mix medicines at the time they
are administered (John H. Moore, personal commu-
nication 1994).

Although methods of preparation are unclear, eth-
nohistoric data indicate that Mississippian-influenced
Indians in Florida also prepared herbal medicines. In
1539 in the Tampa Bay region, one account relates
that the wife and daughters of a chief treated an in-
jured Spanish captive “with the juices of herbs (for
having no doctors, both Indian men and women are
great herbalists)” (Varner and Varner 1951:61, 65). In
the early 1600s, Timucua Indians in northeastern
Florida used herbs as curatives, charms, potions, and
for many other purposes (Milanich et al. 1972).

Finally, it is noted again that many of the jars and
bottles cited above came from mortuary contexts.
This was true at 850401 as well as Cemochechobee,
Moundyville, Banks Village, and other sites. Thus, be-
yond technofunctional considerations, these contexts
show that some jars and gourd-shaped bottles had
meanings and uses in Mississippian mortuary ritual.

A clue to interpreting the mortuary/ritual signifi-
cance of such vessels may be in an Apalachee myth
of the 1670s (Hann 1988:81-86, 331-344). The myth
prescribed and helped validate practices in Apalachee
society (Keyes 1994). It specifically mentions cooking
pots, squashes, and steaming in the mortuary treat-
ment of a culture hero identified with thunder, rain,
and an elite warrior rank in Apalachee society. Ac-
cording to the myth, the culture hero instructed:

as soon as I die you should throw my body in some large
pots with squashes, melons and watermelons and fill them
with water. And put them on the fire until they boil very
thoroughly so that I may leave with that steam, having been
converted into mist [or smoke]. This is for when you have
your fields sown. I will remember you and give you water
[Hann 1988:343].

Earlier ethnohistoric data from Florida in the 1560s
suggest similar mortuary practice and a similar belief
linking a leader with natural productivity. The Span-
ish described a Tampa Bay area chief whose body
was boiled in large jars (Hann 1991:318), and the
French recorded a second-hand account that a Calusa
chief was believed to hold power over the productiv-
ity of the environment (Laudonniére 1975:110-111).

Furthermore, the Apalachee myth prescribed re-
quirements to achieve the high warrior status identi-
fied with the culture hero. These consisted of killing
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ten warriors, including three of an upper warrior
rank (Hann 1988:343). By extension, the myth’s de-
scription of the mortuary treatment of the culture
hero also might have prescribed the mortuary ritual
for such warriors, and thus some of its elements, such
as jars and squashes or gourds, could occur as mor-
tuary paraphernalia and symbols.

As far as the sizes of the vessels are concerned, it
seems that many Mississippian-period jars from mor-
tuary contexts (such as Vessel #3) were large enough
to have held dismembered body parts, although not
all pieces of a body at one time. Indeed, the two ac-
counts cited above state that a body was boiled in
more than one pot. The data from Florida, however,
are insufficient to assess what kinds of burials (sex,
age, status, and burial mode) might have been in-
terred with jars and gourd-effigy vessels.

Nonetheless, I speculated elsewhere that a link may
exist between a leading rank of warrior and a Safety
Harbor Incised gourd-shaped bottle that came from
a mortuary context (Luer 1993). In terms of form and
function, this particular bottle is analogous to Vessels
#1 and #2, described above. In terms of iconography,
the bottle's effigy bird feet and human hands are mo-
tifs included in the Southeastern Ceremonial Com-
plex, which was associated with Mississippian elites
and warfare (Hudson 1976:86-88; Knight 1986:677-
678). Bird feet resembling the bottle’s were depicted
as part of the costume of a leading Mississippian-
period warrior among the Timucua of northeastern
Florida in the 1560s (Lorant 1946:57, 63; Luer 1993:
246).

Beyond Florida, some Mississippian jars and bot-
tles also functioned in mortuary ritual in a number
of Southeastern cultures. For example, at the Cemo-
chechobee site in Georgia, fragments of jars and bot-
tles (closely resembling those of west-peninsular Flor-
ida) were placed with secondary bundle or partially
rearticulated, fragmentary adult skeletons in deep
tombs within a mortuary for a kin-based (rather than
achieved) elite group (Schnell et al. 1981:41-55). It
should be noted that these burial modes are consis-
tent with dismemberment and boiling of body parts,
although such burials could have resulted from other
activities as well. At a number of sites in Alabama,
intact or mostly intact Mississippian jars and bottles
accompanied primary extended burials, some of
which had numerous grave goods (Webb and De-
Jarnette 1942:9-25, 81-92, 212-235). Thus, archaeolog-
ical evidence shows that Mississippian jars and bot-
tles functioned variably and widely in the Southeast
in Mississippian mortuary ritual. Of course, they also
functioned in a wide variety of mundane contexts.

Conclusions

Three Mississippian ceramic vessels from a Safety
Harbor burial mound in west-peninsular Florida were
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analyzed for vessel form, motif, and function. One ves-
sel incorporates an effigy of a bell-shaped ovifera gourd
(Cucurbita pepo var. ovifera), another vessel is a globular
portion of a Safety Harbor Incised bottle resembling a
carved bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria), and the third
vessel is a portion of a Lake Jackson Plain collared jar.
It is hypothesized that such vessels were fit together
and used in a compound arrangement with a jar on the
bottom, a portion of a bottle in the middle, and a mov-
able neck on top. When joined, such vessels might have
served in heating their contents. Large prefired basal
holes appear to have allowed passage of heat or steam
through the upper two vessels. A compound use also
is suggested for some Mississippian jars and bottles in
Georgia, Alabama, and Arkansas. The effigy vessels
suggest that some gourd containers had ritual associa-
tions with mortuary activities and, perhaps, the brew-
ing of medicines.

Notes
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Joseph Caldwell’s Summerour Mound
(9FO16) and Woodland Platform Mounds
in the Southeastern United States

THOMAS J. PLUCKHAHN

Abstract. The Summerour Mound (9FO16), in the flood-
plain of the Chattahoochee River in northern Georgia, was
excavated by Joseph Caldwell prior to the inundation of the
Buford Reservoir (later Lake Lanier) in the 1950s. Often
interpreted as an Early Mississippian, Woodstock phase
platform mound, the site has been the subject of consider-
able misunderstanding, primarily because Caldwell himself
was confused by the site and because the excavations were
never completely reported. This paper examines the reasons
for the confusion and, using notes, artifacts, and corre-
spondence related to the excavations, provides a revised and
more detailed interpretation and description of the site. An
analysis of the ceramic collections, coupled with a radio-
carbon date for a feature on the summit, suggest that the
mound was constructed during the Late Woodland. A rect-
angular wall trench structure on top of the mound is also
assumed to date to this period. The broader implications of
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the site are examined within the context of Late Woodland
platform mounds in the southeastern United States.

In early 1951, while surveying portions of the Chat-
tahoochee River valley to be inundated for the crea-
tion of the Buford Reservoir (now known as Lake La-
nier), a Smithsonian River Basin survey crew under
the direction of Joseph Caldwell made an unexpected
discovery. In the floodplain of the Chattahoochee in
northern Georgia (Figure 1), Caldwell identified a
large, previously unreported earthen mound. As he
later wrote, ““the mound and adjacent areas were at
that time under cultivation and scattered over the sur-
face, principally on the mound, were sherds of the
Early Woodstock association with a few other earlier
types. Suspecting that we may have found a mound
of that period we initiated testing operations which
soon developed into a small scale dig” (Caldwell
1953).

More than forty years after Caldwell’s initial dis-
covery and excavation of the Summerour Mound, the
site continues to be ignored and misunderstood, pri-
marily because Caldwell himself was confused by the
site, and because the excavations were never com-
pletely reported. The mound is most often referred to
as ““Woodstock” and discussed within the context of
the Early or Emergent Mississippian period (e.g., Hal-
ly and Rudolph 1986; Ledbetter et al. 1987; Rudolph
1991).

What is immediately apparent in looking through
the collections from Summerour, however, is that true
Woodstock ceramics were relatively rare on the site.
Excluding the predominate plain sherds, the most
common decorative types are Swift Creek and Napier
Complicated Stamped. Moreover, a closer reading of
the few published descriptions of the site bears out
the fact that Caldwell himself never referred to the
site as simply Woodstock, but instead as Early Wood-
stock association or Early Woodstock focus (Caldwell
1953, 1958, n.d.). As described in the Buford survey
report (Caldwell 1953), this complex consists of the
combination of Woodstock, Napier, and a fine-lined,
late variety of Swift Creek, which Caldwell elsewhere
referred to as ““B-Complex”” (Caldwell n.d.; Rudolph
1991) (Figure 2).! On the basis of the Buford survey
and Summerour Mound excavations, Caldwell felt
that these ceramic types were all in use simultaneous-
ly in the upper Chattahoochee River valley, and that
the association could be placed chronologically be-
tween Early/Middle Woodland Cartersville and Ear-
ly Mississippian Etowah (Caldwell 1953; n.d.).

Because the Late Woodland was omitted from re-
gional chronologies of the time, Caldwell originally
placed the complex in the Middle Woodland. How-
ever, William Sears argued that, because of its asso-
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