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Activity-area Analysis: A Comprehensive
Theoretical Model

Peter Pfdlzner, University of(Tiibingen

The Positioning of Activity-area Research
in the Theoretical Debate

Activity-area analysis in archaeology is strongly based on two influential books, edited by
Susan Kent in 1987 and 1990, entitled Method and Theory for Activity Area Research: An Eth-
noarchaeological Approach and Domestic Architecture and the Use of<Space: An Inter-disciplinary,
Cross-cultural Study (Kent 1987 and 1990). These books can be understood as an offshoot of
processual archaeology (Binford 1962; Flannery 1972a; Redman 1991; Watson 1991; Bernbeck
1997; Kienlin 1998). Today, the principles of processual archaeology are often regarded as
old-fashioned or are even ignored, despite generating concepts which are still very valuable.
One of these powerful concepts is activity-area analysis.

The basic assumption of activity-area analysis is that the distribution of objects in one
specific context is a reflection of the use of space through human action (Wilk and Rathje
1982; Wilk and Ashmore 1988; Kent 1987; Kent 1990, pp. 3-6; Rapoport 1990, pp. 11-18; Pfil-
zner 2001, p. 17). By the latter is meant daily human activities and specific single actions.
Thus, activity-area analysis enables two things: the reconstruction of single activities, which
happened at one specific point in time, and the reconstruction of a structure of repetitive
activities which create a specific pattern of objects in the archaeological record. What can
be deduced is a system of activities. These activities can be located on the household level,
as well as on the economic, political, or religious level. And they can contain activities in
former living contexts as well as in contexts of the dead, as is illustrated below. Together,
these activities reflect important aspects of the functioning of human societies on all social
levels. This understanding is based on a functionalist approach to anthropological research.!
It follows Binford’s argument that archaeology, when conceived as an anthropological re-
search, can arrive at an explanation of social processes and of social systems (Binford 1962,
1964, 1968, 1972; see also Flannery 1972b; Hammond 1971; Fritz and Plog 1970; Deetz 1972).
Thus activity-area analysis has the potential to considerably increase our understanding of
social behavior in past societies.

What needs to be emphasized at this point is that post-processual archaeology can also
add to the concept of activity-area analysis. Based on the assumption that past societies

! According to the concept of functionalism as de-
fined by Branislaw Malinowski (1944 and 1945; cf.
Haviland 1987, pp. 39-40, and Kohl 1990).
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are structured around a system of meanings and connected symbols (Hodder 1982, 1987a,
1989), the patterning of objects can be understood as a patterning of symbols. This under-
standing follows the premises of Structuralism, as defined by Lévi-Strauss, which has found
its way into archaeology (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 1969; see also Gellner 1982; Hage and Harary
1983; Hodder 1982, 1989; Leone 1998). It is also in accordance with the ideas of Interpretive
Culture Theory, as it has been most articulately expressed by Clifford Geertz.? Based on this
theoretical assumption, object patterns in specific archaeological contexts reflect not only
social actions and processes, but also cultural activities and structures. Thus we can conclude
that activity-area analysis increases our understanding of the social, as well as the cultural,
behavior in past societies.

Taken together, activity-area analysis, from a theoretical point of view, is widely ap-
plicable to different paradigms of archaeology. It can be efficiently utilized in the frame of a
systems-theory approach to ancient societies® and in a symbolic approach to ancient civiliza-
tion. However, the meticulous methodological concerns need to be considered when using
activity-area analysis in a productive and accurate way. This paper aims at both presenting a
comprehensive theoretical model for activity-area analysis, which allows for the inclusion of
the systemic and the symbolic aspects of societies, and formulating detailed methodological
guidelines for the accurate application of this kind of research.

The Archaeological Contexts for Activity-area Analysis

Activity-area analysis has most frequently been applied to the study of domestic architecture
and households in archaeology and anthropology.* This kind of analysis is most fruitfully
utilized when well-preserved archaeological house structures exist, still containing parts
of their original inventory. The aim is to identify behavior in daily household activities. In
this respect, it is an important tool of household analysis. The combination of activity-area
analysis with micro-archaeology can result in a particularly detailed understanding of house-
holds, even when the preservation of room inventories is poor, as the example of Catalhdyiik
and other sites demonstrates.® Although both activity-area analysis and micro-archaeology
— including micro-morphology and micro-stratigraphy — have a similar explanatory value,
they need to be differentiated methodologically and analytically.

The application of activity-area analysis is not only confined to the study of households,
but it can also be utilized in other functional contexts, such as the analysis of public politi-
cal buildings or of religious buildings. A Palace Analysis based on activity-area analysis, for
example, will produce data on the organization of palatial activities and on the structuring
of the palace system. A Temple Analysis based on activity-area analysis will contribute to our
understanding of religious activities including ceremonies, rituals, and social activities of
religious institutions. It can also be applied to grave contexts. This is possible when a tomb

2 Geertz 1973, 1983; see also Kaplan 1972; Kroeber  * Kent 1987, 1990; Chavalas 1988; Allison 1999; Pfal-
1952, 1963. For a critical review, see Stellrecht 1993,  zner 2001; Otto 2006; Yasur-Landau, Ebeling, and

pp- 31-37, 47-52. Mazow 2011; Parker and Foster 2012.
3 As described in Binford 1962; Clarke 1968; Plog  ® Matthews 2005 and 2012, pp. 190-207; Tringham
1975; Flannery 1972b; and Salmon 1978. 2012, pp. 91-97; Ullah 2012; Rainville 2012, pp. 153-

58; Rosen 2012, pp. 171-78.
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is found un-looted or at least with a certain portion of its grave inventory preserved. The
existence and distribution of objects in a grave can be seen as the result of specific human
actions. Objects were brought and placed by people as a result of specific funeral activities.
Furthermore, the distribution of objects can be seen to reflect specific meanings of the ob-
jects in different places. Thus, Grave Analysis on the basis of activity-area analysis can throw
a light on burial activities, on rituals, and on meanings in association with the dead world.
In conclusion, activity-area analysis of contexts of the dead may have a similar explanatory
value for ancient living societies as the living contexts themselves. It needs to be emphasized
that grave analysis by activity-area analysis helps to increase our understanding of social
behavior and cultural behavior in connection with death. A processual, systems-theory ap-
proach to grave analysis allows the detection of social behavior, while a post-processual,
symbolic approach to grave analysis focuses on cultural behavior. Both approaches add valu-
able information to the understanding of how death and the netherworld were conceived
in past societies.

All contexts that can be studied on the basis of activity-area analysis have two things in
common: They require common methodological concepts and they imply common method-
ological difficulties and constraints for the application of this type of analysis. The meth-
odological issues of activity-area analysis are fundamental and similarly relevant to all ar-
chaeological contexts.

In this paper, the theoretical model and the methodological issues for household analy-
sis are exemplified by two case studies. Both represent two completely different function-
al contexts, which, however, necessitate the rigid observance of the same methodological
principles.

Case study 1 deals with Early Bronze Age domestic contexts from the excavations at Tell
Bderi in Syria. This site is located on the Middle Habur River in the Syrian Jezirah. It is a small
urban settlement dating to the third millennium B.c. It was excavated as part of the Habur
Dam rescue excavations between 1985 and 1991 (Pfdlzner 1986/87a, 1986/87b, 1988, 1998/90,
1990, 1994). The main focus of the project was the study of houses, households, and household
activities (Pfalzner 1996, 2001). The houses were excavated on a large scale so that complete
house plans and groupings of houses in a domestic quarter are available and can be studied.
In addition, substantial house inventories were preserved in several levels due to destruc-
tions which repeatedly affected the site during the third millennium B.c. The availability of
complete house plans, the observation of changes in the single domestic structures over time
on the basis of the stratigraphic sequence of the site, and the well-preserved inventories in
many of the houses made detailed household analyses possible.

Case study 2 concerns the site of Tell Mishrife, ancient Qatna, located in western Syria
northeast of Homs. Qatna was a major kingdom of the second millennium B.c. in Syria. The
examples for activity-area analysis used and presented in this paper are taken from the re-
sults of the Syrian-German excavations of the Royal Palace of Qatna, carried out between 1999
and 2010.° Below the Royal Palace two tombs were discovered, the Royal Hypogeum and Tomb
VII (al-Magqdissi et al. 2003; Pfilzner 2002/03; idem 2011; Pfilzner and Dohmann-Pfélzner

® For this project in general, see Novék and Pfdlzner
2003, 2005: Dohmann-Pfilzner and Pfilzner 2006,
2007, 2008, 2011; Pfilzner 2007; al-Maqdissi, Morandi
Bonacossi, and Pfdlzner 2009.
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2011). Both were undisturbed and contained large inventories. The objects were found as they
had been positioned during the last phase of the long use of the grave chambers (Pfilzner
2011a; 2012). Thus, both contexts offer ideal conditions for activity-area analysis. In this
paper, the results will not be presented; instead, the main focus will be on demonstrating the
suitability and the constraints when applying the proposed theoretical and methodological
framework to specific archaeological cases.

In conclusion, it needs to be pointed out that the archaeological contexts to which ac-
tivity-area analysis can be applied are flexible and include nearly all functional types of an-
cient structures. Thus, not the type of context is pivotal but the quality of the context. Only
contexts with specific kinds of archaeological deposits are suitable for the study of activity
areas. The kind of archaeological deposit, therefore, plays a significant role in a comprehen-
sive concept for activity-area analysis.

Integrated Concept A
CQHCEpt Df Concept of Activity Area
Activity-area
Analysis

Concept B

al Indicators

Concept E 2 cts in passi 5 Concept C

of Analysis - el o Types of Assemblages

ConceptD

Identification of Depositions

Figure 2.1. The integrated concept of activity-area analysis: a scheme
(all images copyright of the author if not otherwise stated)
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An Integrated Model for Activity-area Analysis

A comprehensive model for activity-area analysis needs to include several concepts, here la-
beled Concepts A to E. All concepts are interconnected in one or several ways, and all need to
be combined in order to enable an integrated approach to the study of activity areas (fig. 2.1).

Concept A: The Concept of Activity Area

As a basic requirement for the integrated model the concept of Activity Area needs to be
precisely defined.” To do so one needs to start with a clear definition of the term “activity”:

Activities are single or repetitive actions of single persons or a group of persons at
a specific place and a specific time.

These single actions can be ubiquitous and (possibly) accidental. if they are repetitive
these actions are indicators of social and cultural behavior. Repetitive actions in houses are
an indicator of household behavior, while repetitive actions in tombs indicate ritual behavior.
In archaeological studies both types of activities are equivalent from an analytical point of
view. This understanding of activities leads to a definition of “activity area™

Activity areas are specific locations, where one or a set of single or repetitive activi-
ties can be traced.

Thus a room, a courtyard, or a grave-chamber can be identified as an activity area.
However, it is also possible to define parts of rooms, chambers, or courtyards as separate
activity areas, as long as they can be distinguished from other sets of activities in the other
parts of the same spatial unit. The smallest kind of activity areas can be attributed to certain
installations within rooms, or to single points within a larger spatial unit, where things were
dropped, hidden, deposited, worked on, or discarded, or where any other traceable human
action took place.

Methodological Considerations

In order to identify an activity area, five successive steps need to be carefully considered:
(a) an exact recording and documenting of the positions of the objects: (b) an investigation
of the functions of the individual objects in the specific context; (c) establishing the spatial
and functional relationship between the objects; (d) reconstructing the actions that created
the specific clustering of the objects; and (e) identifying the type and function of activities
that took place.

The example of a third-millennium B.c. house in Area 2965 at Tell Bderi shows how, based
on the exact spatial documentation and a precise functional interpretation of all objects
within one room, a reconstruction of a number of different activity areas in a multifunc-
tional living room could be achieved. The activities in Room A comprised food preparation,
grinding, cooking, storing, sitting, and family gathering (figs. 2.2 and 2.3; Pfdlzner 1986/87a,

7 This is based on earlier research on household ac-
tivities and activity areas, such as Wilk and Rathje
1982; Wilk and Ashmore 1988; Kent 1987; Rapoport
1990; Pfilzner 2001.
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Figure 2.3. Tell Bderi, reconstruction of the activity areas in Room A of the house in Area 2965
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Figure 2.4. Computer-rendered hand drawing of the active use inventory
in the main chamber of the Royal Hypogeum at Qatna

pp. 277-78, figs. 6-8; 1988, pp. 239-49, figs. 7-10). The set of domestic activities could be en-
larged through detailed analyses of more contemporary houses at Tell Bderi and other Early
Bronze Age settlements in northern Mesopotamia, so that a comprehensive list of household
activities and associated activity areas could be deduced (Pfilzner 1996, pp. 118-26; 2001,
pp. 139-79). A very similar approach was followed in the case of the second-millennium B.c.
houses in the Middle Euphrates region of Syria.? At Qatna the documentation of the inven-
tories of the royal tombs below the palace was made by exact drawings documenting the
positions of all objects. This was done by conventional hand drawing, as in the case of the
Royal Hypogeum (fig. 2.4). For Tomb VII both hand drawings were made and 3-D laser scan-
ning took place, documenting the exact positions of and the spatial relations between all
objects (fig. 2.5).° A functional interpretation of the objects within the grave chambers was
undertaken.’® This was based on a theoretical concept concerning the function of objects
in grave contexts (Pfdlzner 2011a, pp. 48-49). Thus it was possible to identify activity areas
within the burial chambers, particularly in the Royal Hypogeum. The activities comprised
distinct primary and secondary burial events, the laying down of objects, the re-arrangement
of objects, storing activities, eating and feasting actions, refuse disposal, offering actions,

8 Otto 2006, pp. 149-50, 233-50; here, the activity  ° Project partner: Institute for Spatial Information
areas are labeled “functional zones” (Funktionszo-  and Surveying Technology (i3mainz) at Mainz; execu-
nen). See also Otto, this volume. tion: Tobias Reich and Carsten Krimer.

0 see the different contributions in Pfdlzner 2011.
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Figure 2.5. 3-D laser-scanning of the inventory in Tomb VII at Qatna

and the carrying out of rituals, for example, for the ancestor cult. The various activities
could be spatially attributed to different chambers within the hypogeum (al-Maqdissi et al.
2003, pp. 204-10; Pfdlzner 2002/03; 2011b, pp. 80-84; 2012, pp. 207-16). Especially within the
main chamber it was even possible to distinguish different activity areas at specific places.
A precondition for this procedure was the detailed identification and careful interpretation
of the depositional and post-depositional processes, which were responsible for the creation
of the inventories in the tomb (Pfilzner 2011a, pp. 39-48).

To sum up, the carrying out of activity-area analysis is only legitimate when a rigid
documentation method is applied and when an ideal find situation exists. Disrupted or dis-
turbed contexts create distorted and incomplete results. In fact, there are only very few
archaeological contexts of the required quality. Thus, the choice of archaeological contexts
suitable for activity-area analysis needs to be carefully evaluated. The chosen contexts must
then be documented in an extremely accurate and detailed way.

Concept B: Archaeological Indicators of Activities

In archaeological contexts activities can only be identified when certain indicators are pres-
ent. These can be mobile objects or fixed installations. Four main categories of activity
indicators can be distinguished:
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B.1. Objects in Active Positions

Objects are the clearest indicators of activities, especially when they were found on the same
spot where they were originally used. If it is clear that the objects must have been used where
they were found or excavated, then one can talk of active positions.

Methodological Considerations

When a house is suddenly destroyed, as, for example, in the case of House I (Room N) at Tell
Bderi, all objects are principally deposited in the position of their last use (fig. 2.6). This is
the ideal variant of an in-situ position. It allows us to investigate and interpret the position-
ing and distribution of an object in relation to other objects in a precise way. The objects in
active positions, thus, allow conclusions regarding the range of activities which took place
in one room. This, in turn, makes it possible to indicate these activities on the floor plan
of the house, thus, illustrating the patterning of activity areas (fig. 2.7; Pfalzner 1996, pp.
118-22; 2001, pp. 281-83, table 10, plates 1-5). In addition, it is even possible to restore the
objects and physically re-install the activity areas using the original objects (fig. 2.8; Pfalzner
1986/87b, pp. 293-94, figs. 1-2).

The sudden destruction of the Royal Palace at Qatna led to a sudden inaccessibility of
the Royal Hypogeum. The tomb shaft was instantly filled with the collapsing walls of the
palace, so that no further access to the tomb chambers was possible. This led to an abrupt
end of the tomb’s active use. As a consequence, all objects remained and were preserved in
the position of their last use (Pfdlzner 2011a, pp. 39-45). As a clear testament to this we en-
countered a ceramic plate covering a meat offering, still standing in front of ancestor statues
where it had been left, and a ceramic bowl, which had been placed balancing on the edge of
the sarcophagus in the western side chamber of the tomb.

A similar situation was observed in Tomb VII at Qatna. Here, an oil lamp still stood in a
niche of the tomb wall (Pfilzner and Dohmann-Pfilzner 2011, pp. 81-82, fig. 13). The wick of
the lamp was still as it had been left after the tomb had been entered for the last time. This
pinpoints a single activity of a very short duration. This brief activity can even be assigned
a C14 date by radiocarbon dating the wick."*

The problem with objects in active positions is that there are only very few cases in
archaeology where they exist, and that these cases are difficult to identify with certainty.
Superficial, ambiguous, or misconceived assignments of active positions open many pos-
sibilities for misinterpretation.

B.2. Objects in Passive Positions

In many cases, objects, which are an indicator of former activities, are not found in the very
spot they had been used. This might be due to various circumstances; they might have been
removed after each use, they could have been broken and were discarded, or were stored
elsewhere for later use. These passive locations, where the objects were not actively used,
are nevertheless important indicators for activities. They permit the reconstruction of more
general and larger areas of activities. In addition, storing or discarding objects are an activity
by itself. The passive positions, therefore, present valuable information regarding secondary
activities related to the objects.

" The sample produced a calibrated date of 1514-
1436 B.C.
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Figure 2.8. Tell Bderi, physically reconstructed activity areas in Room N of House I (level 8)
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B.3. Refuse

Refuse is the most abundant category of archaeological finds. Nevertheless, refuse is often
not spatially analyzed in a sufficient way, as it is believed to be of minor significance. How-
ever, refuse is important for the reconstruction of activity areas because a large number of
activities produce refuse of some form or another (cf. Schiffer, Downing, and McCarthy 1981;
Shahack-Gross 2011, pp. 32-35). When refuse is left in the position where it originated (Pri-
mary Refuse; Schiffer 1987, pp. 48ff.; Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 49-50), it can give invaluable hints
relating to activities carried out at this spot. In contrast, refuse which has been discarded
elsewhere (Secondary Refuse; Schiffer 1987, pp. 58ff.; Pfalzner 2001, p. 50), gives an indication
of nearby activities. This distinction, again, influences the definition of the spatial extension
of activity areas.

Methodological Considerations

Refuse can not only give detailed information on food preparation and consumption prac-
tices of ancient households, but can also be an important indicator of craft activities. This is
exemplified by an example from Tell Bderi: In House III the refuse of pottery production and
of bronze smelting was found in two side rooms (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 223-31). Together with
indications of normal, daily household activities, this proves that the household produced
pottery and bronze objects in addition to the usual domestic activities. At House XIV at Tell
Bderi there was refuse of animal fodder and sheep/goat droppings in one room (Room DL),
which enables the reconstruction of a barn within the house and proves that the household
practiced animal husbandry besides the usual household activities (ibid., pp. 270-72, 293).

In the Royal Hypogeum of Qatna substantial amounts of refuse of discarded animal bones
— of caprids, cows, and a goose — were found below a stone bench in the southwestern corner
of the main chamber of the tomb (Vila 2011, pp. 385-91, tables 6-8). This can be interpreted
as refuse of meals consumed in the tomb chamber (ibid., pp. 401-02). The most probable
place for this activity was on the stone benches themselves, especially as there were no other
grave goods deposited on top of them. Thus, there is evidence of communal feasting within
the tomb chambers. This can be concluded from activity-area analysis.*

The difficulty with regard to refuse is to distinguish between primary, secondary, and
tertiary refuse (see below). These different categories of refuse strongly influence the in-
terpretation, as each category implies different kinds of actions in specific areas within an
archaeological context.

B.4. Installations

It needs to be taken into consideration that even when objects are lacking or an area has
been carefully cleared of all objects in ancient times the reconstruction of activity areas is
possible. For this purpose installations are most indicative. These comprise all fixed features
which were built or otherwise generated in order to fulfill certain actions. The installations
in houses normally comprise hearths and ovens, grinding tables and storage pits, benches
and working platforms, shelves and containers, and many more. At the same time, minor

2 For other examples of the use of animal bones in
household analyses, see Marom and Zuckermann
2011.
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installations — like holes stemming from wooden installations, shallow fireplaces, and in-
dividual stone settings for working activities — are to be considered. A perfect situation for
activity-area analysis is given when both installations and objects are preserved together at
one place, or when refuse is associated with installations (Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 64-67, fig. 25).

Methodological Considerations

Installations can be indicators for activity areas, even if no objects are found and even if the
installations were not in active use during the final stage of the use of a building. However,
installations are often difficult to understand. This is illustrated by an example from Tell
Bderi and other Early Bronze Age sites in northeastern Syria. In many houses lime-plastered
mudbrick installations with several parallel channels on their upper side were found (fig.
2.9). At many sites they often were interpreted as cultic libation benches. However, ethno-
archaeological comparisons from West Africa demonstrate that they are used for grinding
(fig. 2.10). In consequence, the mentioned installations can be reconstructed as grinding
tables in the houses of Tell Bderi. The channels were used to collect the ground flour to both
sides of the grinding stones, which originally were installed on top of the tables (fig. 2.11).
The grinding tables form a very important, nearly indispensable element of Early Bronze
Age houses in northern Mesopotamia (Pfélzner 2001, pp. 139-46).

However, grinding tables are not omnipresent in ancient cultures. As the example of
Egypt demonstrates, there was a different type of grinding installation in use in the third
millennium B.C. A First Intermediate Period representation shows large grinding stones put

Figure 2.10. Ethno-archaeological
Figure 2.9. Grinding table with flour channels and comparison: grinding table in use in a
cavities for the insertion of grinding stones, Tell house at the village of Tiébele, Burkina

Bderi, House I, Room BI, Early Bronze Age Faso, West Africa (author’s photo, 1992)
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Figure 2.11. Reconstruction of a grinding table
in an Early Bronze Age house at Tell Bderi,
based on ethno-archaeological analogy

Figure 2.12. Model kitchen with grinding
scene, Egypt, First Intermediate Period,
Dynasty 9, ca. 2200 B.C. (Oriental Institute
Museum Chicago, OIM E10514)

on the floor, instead of a constructed grinding table (fig. 2.12)." Interestingly, these also have
parallels in modern East Africa.’ It can be seen that there exist principal differences in the
types of grinding installations, which leave different traces in the archaeological record. The
identification of activity areas needs to take this pre-knowledge into account.

In conclusion, this example demonstrates the importance of ethno-archaeology and
cross-cultural comparisons for identifying the exact function of installations, despite the
functional and cultural variety of the forms of installations.™

Concept C: The Types of Assemblages

The assemblage is the complete group of all objects present in one archaeological or strati-
graphical unit. In order to carry out an activity-area analysis it is of crucial importance to
identify the assemblage type. If this is omitted or done erroneously, activity-area analysis
will produce incorrect results. Due to different depositional contexts, five categories of as-
semblages can be distinguished:

3 In Egypt, these large grinding stones were later,
in the Middle Kingdom, replaced by so-called quern
emplacements, built in mudbricks, that resemble the
table-like constructions known from Syria. These
quern emplacements have been found in many set-
tlements in Egypt, e.g., at Elephantine (von Pilgrim
1996, p. 213) or Deir el-Medina (Bruyére 1939, pp.
75-78), and they consist of a box-like structure con-
structed in mudbricks with a stone quern set into
the sloping top of the structure. The flour could be
collected in the lower basin (see, e.g., Samuel 1999,

p- 132, pl. 2; Robins 1990, p. 58, cat. nos. 29-30); grati-
tude to Miriam Miiller (personal communication) for
suggesting this footnote.

1 see, for example, the photo at the following link:
http://3scape.com/pic/6649/Iraqw-woman-demon-
strating-grain-grinding-techniques (accessed 11/10/
2013).

15 For a discussion of ethno-archaeological analogies
in order to reconstruct domestic installations, see
Krafeld-Daugherty 1994, pp. 1-10, 20-152.
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C.1. Active Use Inventories

An active use inventory is defined as an assemblage being deposited in a specific spatial unit,
for example, a room, a grave chamber, or a courtyard, placed in the situation of its last use.
Thus, the individual objects lie distributed at those places where they were used for the last
time before a building was destroyed or otherwise came to an abrupt end of usage (Pfilzner
2001, pp. 47, 50-52).

Methodological Considerations

Active use inventories are in most instances created when a house or other context is de-
stroyed suddenly, at a moment when most objects were actively used. It has to be taken into
account, however, that objects in passive positions also find their way into active use inven-
tories. These are objects which were not used at the time of the destruction. Furthermore,
there might be refuse in an active use inventory, that is, material that had already been
discarded during the last phase of use before the destruction. Thus, an active use inventory
is a heterogeneous assemblage.

Certainly, the most famous active use inventory is the case of Pompeii. It has often been
regarded as an ideal example for reconstructing the former life and activities of an ancient
population. It has frequently been emphasized, however, that Pompeii by no means repre-
sents the ideal case of a completely conserved city with its whole inventory frozen in time
through the sudden event of the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The inventories of Pompeii
were modified in many ways before, during, and after the deposition of the archaeologi-
cal assemblage (Schiffer 1985; Sommer 1991,
pp- 115-30; Allison 1999b, pp. 58-73; Pfdlzner
2001, pp. 46-47; see Dickmann, this volume).
The pre-destruction partial abandonment of
houses and deficiencies in the archaeologi-
cal sampling procedures are the main causes
for this.

In the same way, it is unjustified to apply
the so-called “Pompeii Premise” to other
cases where fatal destruction created what is
falsely argued to be a completely preserved
inventory (fig. 2.13). This assumption is de-
rived from a misleading model, because such
a situation does not exist in archaeological
reality (Schiffer 1987, pp. 99-120). It is never
the case in archaeology that all objects of a
former context are preserved and found. A
reduction of the inventory is caused by depo-
sitional and post-depositional events, such as
contemporary plundering, pre-destruction
partial abandonment, deterioration, later
stratigraphic disruptions, or shortcomings in

archaeological sampling and documentation

dFigure 2(.113. Active use ]ianventi)ry ofa kitchgr;’ procedures (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 46-47; 2011a,
iscovered at Pompeii, obviously re-arranged by o ~
the archaeologists (after Corti 1944, fig. 77) pp. 45-48; Otto 2006, pp. 28-29).
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It can be concluded that archaeology never reflects the “systemic inventory,” that is,
the inventory as it originally existed. Instead, the “archaeological inventory,” that is, the
inventory which we have at our disposal through an archaeological excavation, is a reduced,
degraded, and manipulated form of the systemic inventory (see also Otto, this volume, fig.
3.1; Schiffer 1972, 1976, 1987). The dichotomy between the systemic and the archaeological
inventory is a very important principle for activity-area analysis.

Two examples might illustrate this methodological principle. As for Tell Bderi, it can
be observed that in House I (phase 8a) there is a room with a grinding table, but no grind-
ing stones were found in the active use inventory of the house (Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 284-85,
tables 13-14, pl. 5). When trying to find explanations for this situation, one could argue that
the grinding table might not have been in use at the moment of destruction. Alternatively,
it could be argued that somebody removed the grinding stone immediately before the de-
struction or after it. Whatever the real reason might be, the manipulation of the active use
inventory should not be understood as a sign of the non-existence of an active use inventory.
Instead, one has to keep in mind that an active use inventory is not a systemic inventory,
but an archaeological one.

Manipulations of grave contexts are a well-known phenomenon in archaeology (Kiim-
mel 2008, pp. 480-83; 2009). There is virtually no example of a tomb which contained a full
systemic inventory. However, this does not mean that tombs do not contain active use in-
ventories. When understood as an archaeological inventory, this type of inventory can be
assigned to a number of grave contexts. This can be exemplified by the active use inventory
of the Qatna Royal Hypogeum. The tomb was actively used over a long time to continuously
perform various funerary rituals (Pfdlzner 2011c, pp. 59-65). This resulted in the creation of
a diversified and complex active use inventory. The rapid destruction of the palace and the
following inaccessibility of the tomb chambers prevented people from looting this inven-
tory. Therefore, the inventory is very rich, comprising over 2,000 objects; however, it is not
necessarily complete. A possible loss of objects could have happened in various ways (Pfal-
zner 2011a, pp. 40-48). Theoretically, this could be due to the theft of large gold objects, a
deliberate removal of prestige objects, or a deliberate taking out of metal artifacts in order
to recycle them into the palatial context. These actions could have happened long before,
or shortly before the end of the use of the tomb. In addition, post-depositional events might
have taken place, like the large-scale deterioration of organic objects and possible destruc-
tion by intruding animals. The number and type of lost items will never be determinable.
Nonetheless, the existing archaeological inventory of this un-looted tomb?¢ can, for the
most part, be regarded as an active use inventory. In addition, some of the objects that had
not been actively used during the last phase of the tomb can be regarded as a passive use
inventory (see below). Thus, both types of inventories co-exist in the Royal Hypogeum, as it
is often the case in archaeological grave contexts.

1% An “un-looted tomb” is here defined as a grave,  ment of unintentional inaccessibility of the grave
which was not robbed out at a later period, i.e., after =~ chambers.
the deliberate closure of the tomb or after the mo-
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C.2. Passive Use Inventories

On first impression, passive use inventories are very similar to active use inventories. They
differ from the latter by being deposited where the objects were not actively used.'” This
applies when objects, like tools, were stored for later use or when an entire room with its
objects was not in active use at the moment of destruction or sudden abandonment of a
building.

Methodological Considerations

Passive use inventories have a rather frequent occurrence in grave contexts (see above).
In domestic or other living contexts they exist as well, but are rather difficult to identify.
Therefore, there are only a few cases attested in houses or other buildings.® The entrance
door to House XIV at Tell Bderi was found blocked by mudbricks (fig. 2.14; Pfalzner 2001,
pp. 176-79, 293-94, tables 64-65, pls. 19-20). This was clearly done before the house was
suddenly destroyed at the end of phase 14. Thus, the house was inaccessible and temporar-
ily unoccupied during the last period of its existence. Nevertheless, the rooms of the house
contained substantial inventories (fig. 2.15). This evidence at first appears to be contradictory
and requires further explanation. It can be assumed that the inhabitants of the house were
temporarily absent, for example, because the household was semi-nomadic. The residents
took only those objects with them which were deemed necessary for the planned activities
during their absence; the remaining objects were left at home and stored in the house. The
destruction of the house happened during the absence. Therefore the assemblage in the
house is a passive use inventory. The composition of such an inventory has some signifi-
cant characteristics: household objects are only partly present, they only have a restricted
functional spectrum, and the objects are arranged in passive positions, that is, they do not
indicate where these objects were actively used. Therefore, the activity areas within this

Figure 2.14. Tell Bderi, House X1V (level Figure 2.15. Tell Bderi, House XIV (level 14),
14), isometric reconstruction of the house passive use inventory inside Room CM

with its door blocked by mudbricks

17 pfdlzner 2001, pp. 47-49, 52-53; adopted by Otto, ! Besides the mentioned cases from Tell Bderi, see
2006, p. 27 and renamed “Inventar I1.” also examples from Tell Bazi (Otto 2006, pp. 258-60)
and Tell Chuera (Pfdlzner 2001, p. 178).
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building have to be defined with more prudence than in the case of an active use inventory.
Apart from this, the act of putting away objects for long-term storage within the house is
an activity in itself.

C.3. Abandonment Inventories (= De Facto-Refuse)

This kind of inventory occurs when a room or other functional unit is abandoned in a planned
way, so that there is time to take out those things which are still functional and usable in
another context (Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 49, 53-54). What remains in an abandonment inventory
are broken, unusable, or undesired objects. Schiffer labeled this kind of partial inventory “de
facto-refuse,” because the things left behind might have been qualified by ancient people as
equal to refuse (Schiffer 1987, pp. 89-92). However, abandonment inventories occasionally
contain usable things, left behind because of a lack of means of transport, so that the quali-
fication as refuse is slightly misleading (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 45-46, 49).

Methodological Considerations

Abandonment inventories are probably the most frequent of all inventories in archaeology.
However, they are often mistaken as an active use inventory, because many broken pottery
vessels and other objects can be found. It is difficult to distinguish between those objects
which were regarded as useless and were left behind when the house was abandoned, and
those objects which were still in use. Especially with regard to pottery this distinction is dif-
ficult. The pottery vessels might have broken prior to abandonment, or later as part of the
destruction of the context. Therefore, it needs to be carefully investigated whether there
are — besides broken pottery — any other objects in the same inventory which represent
usable, intact artifacts. If other objects of this kind are lacking, an abandonment inventory
seems the most likely.

An example for this is House I1T at Tell Bderi (phase 9c1) (Pfdlzner 2001, p. 286, tables
27-28, pi. 10). In this house there is production refuse of pottery making and bronze smelting
(see above). The refuse has been left on the floor of the rooms, which is normally avoided
during the use of a house, but is a frequent practice shortly before buildings are abandoned
(Schiffer 1987, p. 97; Sommer 1991, p. 106). In addition, there are several broken pottery ves-
sels in some of the rooms and very few usable artifacts. Taken together, these are indications
for an abandonment inventory. In conclusion, a very careful investigation is necessary in
order to reliably identify an abandonment inventory.

C.4, Primary Refuse

Primary refuse includes all unusable items which were left behind and deposited archaeo-
logically at the spot where an activity took place that generated these items (Schiffer 1987,
pp. 58ff.; Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 49-50).

C.5. Secondary Refuse

Secondary refuse consists of those unusable items which were not left behind at the place
where they were generated, but which were removed and discarded elsewhere (Schiffer 1987,
pp. 58ff.; Pfdlzner 2001, p. 50).



46 Peter Pfdlzner

C.6. Tertiary Refuse

The last category of refuse is defined as those unusable items which were transported to
other than the primary or secondary refuse places by later, post-depositional processes
(Pfalzner 2001, p. 50). In archaeological practice, this is the most frequent of all refuse types.

Concept D: The Identification ofiDepositional Processes

Another indispensable prerequisite of activity-area analysis is the identification of the pro-
cesses which were responsible for the creation of archaeological depositions in a specific
spatial unit. These processes are in most cases created by human actions, but can also be
attributed to natural factors during an intermittent lack of human action. It is necessary to
determine the nature of the depositional processes in order to pinpoint and contextualize in-
dividual activities more precisely through an activity-area analysis. The functional interpre-
tation of objects and activities may differ considerably depending on the various depositional
processes. As houses or other buildings, including open areas between buildings, principally
provide the spatial frame for activity-area analysis the depositional processes connected to
the existence of buildings need to be investigated. There exists a cycle of processes in rela-
tion to the construction, use, and disappearance of buildings. The most important cyclical
processes, which result in the creation of deposits and assemblages, are the following:**

D.1. Construction Processes

They comprise all depositions connected to the initial construction of a building, including
the built structures themselves, unused building material, and debris, which accumulated
during the construction process. Also all other possible activities of the construction workers
at a building site (eating, cooking, etc.) can leave traces in construction process depositions.

D.2. Use and Re-use Processes

The intended use of buildings results in the creation of depositions in principally the same
way as other processes of the lifecycle of a building. It has to be pointed out that various
forms of usage can follow consecutively during the existence of a building. The originally
intended use is called primary use, while phases of re-use could have the same or different
function. It has to be noted that processes of use and re-use very often do not lead to the
creation of substantial, thick accumulations.

D.3. Processes of Use Interruption

Interruptions of the active use of buildings can often be observed. During these periods natu-
ral depositions or building debris can accumulate within the rooms. In many cases these can
often be more substantial than depositions deriving from use processes.

D.4, Maintenance Processes

During the lifecycle of a building regular maintenance work has to be carried out. Especially
in mudbrick architecture, regular maintenance is of great importance for the longevity of

¥ For a detailed discussion of the causes of deposi-
tion, see Pfilzner 2001, pp. 39-42.
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a building. This can include a re-plastering of walls, a re-building of individual walls, or a
renewal of floors. Furthermore, during maintenance processes edifices can be adapted to
changing functional demands occurring during the lifecycle of a building by adding new
installations, new rooms, or additional new units.

D.5. Abandonment Processes

Abandonment is the most frequent process to be observed in archaeology when the use of
a building comes to an end. This results in the accumulation of large quantities of slowly
collapsing building materials within the rooms, while an abandonment inventory very often
remains on the floors (cf., e.g., Stevenson 1982).

D.6. Destruction Processes

Destruction processes are very favorable for the creation of rich archaeological accumula-
tions, however, they occur relatively rarely, especially with regard to domestic construc-
tions. They result in the deposition of active or passive use inventories in addition to heavy
accumulations of destruction debris consisting of suddenly collapsed and often burned ar-
chitectural elements.

D.7. Deterioration Processes

Even after the end of the use of a building through abandonment or destruction the accumu-
lation of material does not come to an end. In most cases depositions stemming from long-
term processes of decay of the architecture or of surrounding structures through human and
natural forces accumulate within and on top of the ruined structures of a building.

D.8. Processes of Post-use

It can often be observed that ruined buildings, which are already in the state of decay, are
used secondarily for different purposes, such as the dumping of refuse, the digging of graves,
or squatter-like dwelling activities (LaMotta and Schiffer 1999, pp. 20-24, table 2.1; Pflzner
2001, pp. 41-42). While the remaining architectural structures of the building are mostly not
modified during these processes, the post-use of a building can lead to the accumulation of
numerous objects and even substantial inventories.*

The Cycle of Depositional Processes

A subset or all of the eight principal depositional processes described can appear in one and
the same house during different stages of its existence. As the development of a house is
cyclical, the depositional processes principally appear in a fixed sequence. Within this, each
depositional process can theoretically recur twice or more (fig. 2.16).

The developmental cycle of a house starts with the construction process. This is followed
by a first process of use. Following on from maintenance processes a re-use can happen.
Several maintenance processes, which can also include substantial modifications of a build-
ing, are each followed by another re-use phase. Alternatively, a use-interruption can take
place. Again, this might be followed by another re-use process. After this repetitive sub-cycle
ceases, there are two major variants for marking an end to the use of a house. It can happen

2 For a carefully investigated archaeological exam-
ple, see Kreppner and Schmid 2014.
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Figure 2.16. Scheme for the lifecycle of a house

either through abandonment or through destruction, each associated with different causes
and a variant nature of the process. These two alternative processes are followed by a process
of structural deterioration. Within this, often long-lasting, process, one or more processes
of post-use can take place.

In view of this complex structure of subsequent depositional processes in one building
it should be kept in mind that each of the mentioned processes creates a distinct character
of deposition. This fact makes it possible to distinguish the individual depositional processes
in the archaeological record. The necessary indicators have to be gained from the material
quality of the deposition. The character of a deposition can, for example, be mudbrick col-
lapse, mudbrick debris, mud-earth, burnt debris, ashes, or ash-mud mixtures. They all render
important information on the underlying depositional process (Pfilzner 2001, pp. 42-45).
Therefore, the thorough study and identification of the depositional character is one of the
biggest challenges of activity area research, and it is a frequent reason for misinterpretations.

Concept E: Combined Analytical Procedures

Activity-area analysis is a basic tool which produces specific and detailed results on the
micro-level. In order to achieve more general and far-reaching results activity-area analysis
has to be combined with a number of other analytical procedures. Together, these procedures
add up to a full-fledged, comprehensive household analysis.

The methodological procedures for this kind of comprehensive household analysis are
the following:

E.1. Activity-area Analysis

Activity-area analysis needs to be applied to all spatial units of a functional context under
study. It is based on a thorough study of the archaeological indicators for activities (Concept
B). Indispensable prerequisites for a successful accomplishment of activity-area analysis are
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an identification of the types of assemblages under study (Concept C), and an identifica-
tion of the depositional processes responsible for the creation of the studied assemblages
(Concept D).

E.2. Functional Analysis

Functional analysis needs to be built on activity-area analysis. It seeks to achieve a functional
identification of all spatial units of a context under study, for example, a house (Pfilzner 2001,
p. 25). It must be pointed out that the multi-functionality of rooms, which is a particular
characteristic of ancient and modern Near Eastern domestic architecture,? has to be taken
into account. The functional analysis leads to a reconstruction of the spatial patterning and
structuring of activities within a building.

Examples

At Tell Bderi, Room N of House I (phase 8) illustrates the combination of different functions
within one room (see fig. 2.6). It was a multifunctional room which can be interpreted as a
so-called nuclear room. This is the main living room of a nuclear family, the basic social unit
in third-millennium Syria (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 149-50, fig. 77).

The Royal Hypogeum of Qatna was a multi-functional room, too. Here, many different
activities could be distinguished. They range from primary to secondary and even tertiary
burial. All these stages were accompanied by rituals. For the primary burial alone, a multi-
stage sequence of rituals could be identified (Pfalzner 2012, pp. 207-11, table 1).

E.3. Economical Analysis

Economic analysis aims at investigating the economic activities and the subsistence basis of
a household. Through the study of objects, installations, plant remains, and animal bones it
is possible to identify the proportional amount of daily household activities, household craft
activities, as well as agricultural and animal husbandry activities (Faust 2011, pp. 257-66;
Graham and Smith 2012, pp. 248-50). Storage practices are another important focus of eco-
nomic household analysis (Chesson 2012, pp. 60-70). It is also desired to assess the relative
economic wealth of a household and the eventual integration of the household into larger
economic units (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 25-27; Singer-Avitz 2011, pp. 294-98).

Example

It could be determined that House I1I at Tell Bderi lived on agriculture, but not exclusively.
In addition, the household carried out pottery production and metallurgy as a household
handicraft (Pfilzner 2001, pp. 223-31, 286-87). This fact resulted in an economic diversity of
the household. Furthermore, a certain degree of economic independence of the household
from central institutions can be deduced from the attested household production. The house
even contained a store for selling its products. Here, strings of lead rings were discovered,
which served as money in the third and second millennia B.c. (Boehmer 1972, p. 166, pi.
59:1725-1728; Pfélzner 2001, p. 247).

2 See Kramer 1982, pp. 99ff.; Krafeld-Daugherty 1994,  of pre-supposed individual room functions has been
pp- 27-33; Pfilzner 2001, p. 25; contrary to this un-  proposed by Yoko Nishimura (2012, pp. 353-55, table
derstanding, a methodologically criticizable concept  1).
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E.4. Social Analysis

Social analysis aims at a reconstruction of the social and demographic composition of a
household. This includes an estimate of the number of occupants of a house, which corre-
sponds to the number of household members (Pfalzner 2001, pp. 27-34, figs. 2-9; Otto 2006, p.
33). Also gender aspects of households have been discussed (Lawrence 1999; Goldberg 1999).
Comparative ethnographic data and models as well as the specific results of the activity-area
analysis form the basis for this kind of analysis. The form of household and the type of family
are other categories to be investigated on the basis of ethnological and sociological models
(Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 27-34; Brody 2011).

Examples

In the case of House I at Tell Bderi it is possible to reconstruct an extended household, con-
sisting of two nuclear families (fig. 2.17). This is based on the identification of two residential
units in the house, each comprising a nuclear room and a grinding facility. The two nuclear
families might have included three generations, for example, one couple of a father and a
mother, and a second couple, probably of a married son or daughter with children (Pfdlzner
2001, p. 384, figs. 115-16).

Another example is House III at Tell Bderi (fig. 2.18). Again, two nuclear families can be
reconstructed on the basis of two residential units, each with an own nuclear room and grind-
ing facility. Interestingly, though, there is a third room for grinding in this house. The latter
has, however, no heating and cooking facilities. This means that two grinding rooms must
belong to one nuclear room. On the basis of ethno-archaeological data it can be argued that
two wives were present in the house. Thus, it seems to have been a polygamous household
(ibid., pp. 384-85, fig. 117-18).

E.5. Diachronic Analysis

Each household has a lifecycle, which reflects the development of the family and its home —
children grow up, found new families, and new generations occupy the house. The diachronic
analysis of houses serves as the basis for an examination of the developmental cycle of a
household. The detailed stratigraphic record of an excavated domestic structure — including
the observation of changes in the formal layout of a house over time — in combination with
an activity-area analysis of each documented phase of the building enables a reconstruction
of the development of the house and the household residing in it (Tourtellot 1988; Pfdlzner
2001, pp. 34-35).

Example

As an example for the diachronic study of a household, House I at Tell Bderi can again be
presented. In phase 10 the house was occupied by one nuclear family. There was only one
nuclear room and one grinding room. In level 8 the household grew into two nuclear families,
as has been noted above. This happened probably because one child grew up, married, and
founded one’s own family, residing within the same house (Pfilzner 2001, p. 384, figs. 115-16).

E.6. Symbolic Analysis

Besides the functional aspects of a house, which are related to the economic and social back-
ground of the household, there are symbolic aspects inherent in domestic structures (Hodder
1987b; Rapoport 1990; Allison 1999a, pp. 11-12; Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 35-36). They convey the
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Figure 2.17. Tell Bderi, House I (phase 8), reconstruction of the household composition
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Figure 2.18. Tell Bderi, House I1I (phase 9¢2), reconstruction of the household composition
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visual communication of information on the social status, the cultural and ethnic identity,
the privacy, or the ideology of the household (Hodder 1982, 1987a; Sanders 1990, pp. 49-50;
McGuire and Schiffer 1983, p. 282). The formal layout of houses, non-functional, decorative
features of houses, and the spatial distribution of the inventory serve as a basis for symbolic
analysis. The study of these aspects needs the same attention as the functional aspects of
a house, especially when a structuralistic approach is applied, as it is demanded by post-
processual archaeology. The symbolic aspects of houses are first and foremost culturally
determined. This makes their study an interpretive, hermeneutic endeavor, which at the
same time needs intuition and careful argumentation.

E.7. Architectural Classification

The architectural classification of buildings on the basis of their formal aspects is one of the
foremost methodological approaches in household studies and in archaeology in general. This
normally leads to the definition of a formal “building type.”?? However, due to the develop-
mental cycle of households and houses (see above) there exists in many, if not most, cases
no constant layout of a building. Instead, a number of formal modifications occur over the
lifespan of a house. This makes the attribution of a specific architectural “type” a difficult
and rather arbitrary procedure. As an alternative, “house-forms” should be defined. These
describe the specific formal concept of a house at one stage of its cycle. Thus, the house-
form might change over time for one and the same building. The results of the activity-area
analysis and the functional analysis of a house, together with observations on its structure,
its accessibility, and its construction technique, provide the necessary indications for the
identification of the house-form (Pfdlzner 2001, pp. 36-37, fig. 10).

The Integration of Analytical Procedures

It has to be pointed out that the mentioned analytical procedures (Concept E) are integral
parts of household analyses when applied to the study of domestic structures. When ap-
plied to other functional units, such as palace buildings, temples, or grave chambers, they
contribute to the comprehensive contextual analysis of these kinds of structures. These can
be labeled Contextual Palace Analyses, Contextual Temple Analyses, and Contextual Tomb Analyses.
The individual procedures will have different contents in each of these types of analyses, but
the methodological principles remain principally the same.

Conclusions

Concepts A to E have to be combined in order to fully exploit the explanatory potential of
archaeological remains of houses, public buildings and tombs. This combined approach can
be labeled the Integrated Concept of Activity-Area Analysis. It demonstrates that activity-area
analysis is not only an important methodological tool in archaeology, but also has particular
significance as the basic procedure for contextual analyses of houses, palaces, temples, and
tombs.

22 See, e.g., the formal house typology proposed for
the ancient Orient by Ernst Heinrich (1972-75).
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It has been demonstrated that activity-area analysis requires a high level of method-
ological awareness, an exact archaeological documentation, broad theoretical assumptions,
ethno-archaeological reasoning — and the luck of discovering well-preserved archaeological
inventories. At the same time, it enables far-reaching insights into past societies and their
social structure. Among other perspectives, it can illustrate how the lifecycles of families
are cross-culturally similar and even to some extent reflected in those of our modern times.
The concept of the nuclear family was very well established in the ancient Near East and the
growing up of children and the departure of new generations occupying and re-organizing
houses over time is an ever-repeating cycle.
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