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   -term changes produced by delta development, the Toncrey site has also been affected by more short-term changes; the site is continually exposed to erosion and weathering, which has created significant effects.   

	  

	  

	  

Figure 2.3. U.S. Geological Survey Quadrangle Map- Bay Ronquille, 1973(top) and 
1994(bottom). The star indicates the location of the Toncrey site. Note land loss in the 
top center of map. 
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CHAPTER 3 BACKGROUND 

 

A grounding in the basic characteristics of Louisiana Late Woodland and Mississippi 

period cultures is necessary to understand the situation along the prehistoric Louisiana coast. 

This section provides a brief outline of the culture-history of the Greater Southeast from the 

Woodland through the Mississippi periods, followed by a discussion of pottery.  Generalizations 

about each period are followed by a description of the subperiods and then the discussion 

narrows to prehistoric cultures in Louisiana that are of interest to this research.  The 

characteristics listed in the paragraphs below are generalizations and do not apply to all regions 

and cultures of the southeastern United States.  

 

CULTURE HISTORY 

The Woodland Period in the Greater Southeast 

The Woodland period, 1000 B.C. to A.D. 1000 (Anderson and Mainfort 2002), is 

preceded by the Archaic period and followed by the Mississippi period of cultural development 

in the southeastern United States.  The Woodland period can be divided into three subperiods: 

Early, Middle, and Late.  These subperiods can be characterized by increases in sedentism, 

population, and organizational complexity, in addition to widespread changes in pottery style 

(Anderson and Mainfort 2002).  The dates used to define these subperiods vary between authors, 

but here I have chosen to follow those given by Anderson and Mainfort (2002).   

The Early Woodland period, 1000-200 B.C., is marked by the widespread adoption of 

pottery, increased mound construction in some areas (Anderson and Mainfort 2002), the 

reduction in the size of stemmed projectile points, and the emergence of four pottery traditions: 
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Gulf, South Appalachian, Northern, and Middle Eastern (Bense 2009).  Because vessel 

technologies and surface decorations are significantly different between these traditions, these 

pottery traditions are the basis for the description of archaeological cultures. 

Communities during the Early Woodland period were fairly small, 50 to 60 people, and, 

at least in Louisiana, minimally ranked or unranked (Anderson and Mainfort 2002:6).  Societies 

continued to live as they did during the Archaic period, subsisting on hunting and gathering 

(Anderson and Mainfort 2002; Bense 2009) and following a base camp-satellite camp settlement 

pattern.  Group interaction was limited and trade was sporadic (Bense 2009). 

The Middle Woodland period, 200 B.C.-A.D. 400 (Anderson and Mainfort 2002), is 

marked by continued increase in mound construction and the development of Hopewellian 

exchange, iconography, and ritual in some parts of the Southeast (Anderson and Mainfort 

2002:9).  With the emergence of Hopewellian ceremonial complexes, mounds were built for both 

burial and ritual (Bense 2009) and platform mounds first appeared (Anderson and Mainfort 

2002).  Changes in mound size and shape were associated with other social changes: 

sociopolitical organization became more complex, with the maximal organizational level moving 

from the extended family household to the segmented lineage or tribe, trade became more 

widespread, and base camps became more elaborate (Bense 2009:149).   

Similar to the Early Woodland, hunting and gathering remained the primary source of 

subsistence with variation in some regions (Anderson and Mainfort 2002).  Paleosubsistence 

remains reveal that native domesticates, including sunflower, chenopod, and marshelder were 

cultivated in parts of the Midsouth, which is corroborated by evidence of land clearing and the 

appearance of hoes, storage facilities, and specialized ceramic vessels for both the cooking and 

storage of these crops (Anderson and Mainfort 2002:14).  The dietary importance of these 
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remains is unknown (Anderson and Mainfort 2002); however, Bense (2009) indicates that 

horticulture began to play a larger, yet still small, role in the Tennessee Valley during the Middle 

Woodland. 

The Late Woodland period, A.D. 400-1000, is marked by population growth, sedentary 

communities, the adoption of the bow and arrow, and agriculture in some areas (Anderson and 

Mainfort 2002:15).  The Hopewell Interaction network had collapsed by A.D. 500 (Bense 

2009:162).  Although interaction across the Southeast is still evident, trade in exotics declined.  

Agriculture began to develop in some areas of the Southeast with maize becoming increasingly 

important in the northern central Mississippi Valley (Bense 2009), but across the Atlantic and 

Gulf coastal plains, fishing, hunting and gathering continued due to the natural abundance of 

resources (Anderson and Mainfort 2002).  Settlements, though small, were probably sedentary 

across the Southeast (Bense 2009).  In the LMV and along the Gulf Coast, formal civic-

ceremonial complexes emerged around A.D. 700-900 (Anderson and Mainfort 2002:16).  These 

were characterized by residential and temple mounds arranged around plazas, and were occupied 

by hereditary elites.  Additionally, the primary focus of mound function shifted from ritual and 

mortuary practices to political practices (Bense 2009). 

 

The Woodland Period in the Lower Mississippi Valley and Louisiana 

The Woodland period in the LMV has slightly different dates than other portions of the 

Southeast, ca. 800 B.C.- A.D. 1200 (Kidder 2002:69).  Congruent with other regions, this period 

is typically divided into Early, Middle, and Late subperiods.  In Louisiana, this is further divided 

into the time periods and cultures (in parentheses) of Tchula (Tchefuncte), Marksville 
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(Marksville), Baytown (Troyville), and Coles Creek (Coles Creek) (Rees 2010).  Distinct 

ceramic styles are used to distinguish and separate the cultural phases.   

The Woodland in the LMV was characterized by cultural variation and innovation; 

however, cultures were not uniform across this geographic region (Kidder 2002:66). Advances 

associated with Mississippian culture began to develop in northern areas during the Late 

Woodland, while southern areas, especially coastal Louisiana, remained more conservative 

(Kidder 2002).  Advances occurred in southern areas, but can be viewed as “indigenous cultural 

changes” (Roe and Schilling 2010:158).  Societies increased in complexity and rank became 

more important through time (Kidder 2002).  Woodland societies in the LMV subsisted on 

hunting, gathering, and fishing with a major reliance on fish and other marine resources in 

coastal areas (Brown 1984, Greenwell 1984; Kidder 2002; Shenkel 1984).  Near the end of the 

period, horticulture may have been adopted inland (Fritz and Kidder 1993).    

Mound building was a common characteristic during the Woodland period, but mound 

function and arrangement changed as time progressed (Kidder 2002).  Unlike some other areas 

of the Southeast, there was a long hiatus in mound building at the close of the Late Archaic 

period and mounds did not appear again until the very Late Tchula and Marksville periods 

(Kidder 2002).  These mounds were generally conical and used for ritual and burial purposes, 

while later Troyville and Coles Creek mounds were flat-topped platforms (Kidder 2002).  Burials 

are found in some Coles Creek mounds; however, the primary purpose of mound construction 

was not mortuary (Kidder 2002).  Coles Creek mounds were arranged around central plazas and 

usually consisted of two to four mounds (Roe and Schilling 2010:160).  Three or four mounds, 

located in the cardinal directions, are typical in southern Louisiana (Saunders and Mann 2010).  

Coles Creek mounds were presumably used as support structures for temples and for the houses 
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of the elite (Kidder 2002).  Structures were temporary and mounds were relatively public 

compared to those of Mississippian cultures (Kidder 2002; Knight 2001).  The mounds at the 

Toncrey site may have been built as flat-topped platforms and are arranged in the cardinal 

directions around the plaza.  The current, more conical shape of the Toncrey mounds may be due 

to erosion (Jones 2001).   

 

Coles Creek 

The term Coles Creek is used to define both a culture and a time period during the Late 

Woodland.  Coles Creek lasted from approximately A.D. 700-1000 (Brown 1984:97) or A.D. 

700- 1200 (Roe and Schilling 2010:157).  The interval between A.D. 1000 and 1200 is 

sometimes called “Terminal Coles Creek” (Jeter et al. 1989) or “Emergent Mississippian” 

because some characteristics of Mississippi period cultures first appeared in Coles Creek cultures 

in some areas at this time (Jeter et al. 1989; Kidder 2002).  Sites associated with this culture are 

found throughout the LMV and along the Louisiana coast (Lee 2010; Roe and Schilling 2010).  

Jeter et al. (1989) define a coastal Coles Creek culture distinct from the interior; the coastal 

culture is distinguished by, among other things, a distinct ceramic complex.  A wide variety of 

decorative styles were used, making it difficult to summarize; however, various styles suggest 

extensive interaction along the Gulf Coast to the east, as well as some interaction with the 

interior to the north (Brown 1984).  Lithics are not abundant in coastal Coles Creek contexts 

(Roe and Schilling 2010:166).  Tools were made from bone and shell.  These types of artifacts 

are less durable and therefore, the odds of survival to the present day are uncertain (Rees 

2010b:182).  When present, stone tools are simple and typically made of local materials with 

arrow points as the most common type of projectile point (Roe and Schilling 2010:166). 
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Mound-and-plaza sites were an important part of Coles Creek settlement organization. 

Platform mounds are commonly found at Coles Creek sites and are usually located at the 

cardinal directions surrounding a plaza.  Other settlements include villages and hamlets of 

variable sizes (Brown 1984).  Most Coles Creek peoples lived in non-mound settlements (Roe 

and Schilling 2010).   Rangia shell middens are also common features found at coastal Coles 

Creek sites (Brown 1984).  

The coastal Coles Creek people were a “marsh-adapted culture” (Brown 1984:101) and 

subsisted on a wide range of mammals and fish.  Deer, muskrat, raccoon, catfish, gar, drum, and 

bowfin were of primary importance, but people’s diets also included other small mammals, birds, 

and reptiles (Brown 1984).  The proportion of these various resources differed from site to site.  

Additionally rangia clams were important; however, while the rangia are highly visible in the 

archaeological record, fish probably provided the bulk of calories and protein (Brown 1984).  

 

The Mississippi Period in the Greater Southeast 

The Mississippi period, A.D. 1000-1500, is the last prehistoric period prior to European 

contact (Bense 2009:184).   This period is characterized by the development of hereditary 

chiefdoms and the Mississippian Ideological Interaction Sphere (MIIS) (Bense 2009; Blitz 

2010).  Chiefdoms were characterized by centralized power over several communities, hereditary 

inequality, and tribute (Bense 2009).  Across the Southeast, chiefdoms varied from simple to 

complex both temporally and spatially (Bense 2009).  Simple chiefdoms consist of one 

authoritative level ruling over several local communities, while complex chiefdoms involve two 

authoritative levels (Anderson 1990; Bense 2009:193).  Paramount chiefdoms involve more than 

two authoritative levels ruling over multiple communities (Anderson 1990; Bense 2009:193).   
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Surplus food was a necessary component of chiefdoms.  In the Southeast, surplus was 

acquired in two main ways (Bense 2009).  In riverine systems, maize agriculture played an 

important role in subsistence, supplemented by wild food sources.  Flood plains provided fertile 

soil for agriculture in which maize, beans, squash, sunflower, marsh elder, and gourd were the 

primary crops.  In contrast, communities along the Gulf Coast, where agriculture was adopted 

very late, if at all, acquired a surplus by intensifying existing hunting, fishing, gardening, and 

gathering (Bense 2009).  Coastal communities often only evolved into simple chiefdoms (Bense 

2009).  Most, if not all, Mississippi period societies in the Southeast were sedentary. 

The term Mississippi is used to describe a time period, while Mississippian denotes a 

culture.  Mississippian culture is characterized by shell-tempered pottery, maize agriculture, 

platform mounds, exotic trade items indicating long-distance trade, and elaborate iconography 

(Bense 2009; Rees 2010b).  Mississippian cultural influences were widespread; sites are found 

throughout the Southeast from the Gulf Coast to the Midwest and from Oklahoma to the Atlantic 

Coast (Rees 2010b). 

The MIIS is a collection of rituals and iconography associated with Mississippi period 

cultures; iconography emphasized fertility, ancestors, and war (Bense 2009:195; Blitz 2010:3).  

The MIIS peaked from A.D. 1200-1400 (Bense 2009:195) and iconography depicting these 

themes was widespread.  Symbols used in the MIIS can be found in the cultures of the Caddo of 

Oklahoma to the St. Johns in northeast Florida and from Wisconsin to southwestern Mississippi 

(Bense 2009). 

The Mississippi period is typically divided into three sub-periods: Early, Middle, and 

Late (Bense 2009).  The Early Mississippi period, A.D.1000-1200, is characterized by the spread 

of maize agriculture and shell-tempered pottery, and the development of simple chiefdoms in 
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river valley societies.  A single paramount chiefdom, centered at the Cahokia site, was the major 

source of influence (Bense 2009).  Elsewhere, settlement patterns consisted of scattered 

farmsteads, small settlements, and a large civic-ceremonial area located at the largest settlement 

or at a special ceremonial center.  The ceremonial centers usually contained several mounds 

placed around a plaza.  Local elite lived at the smaller settlements, which contained one or more 

associated mounds (Bense 2009). 

During this subperiod, development did not proceed at the same speed everywhere.   As 

noted, Cahokia, a paramount chiefdom located near present day St. Louis, was at its height, 

while Native Americans in the LMV, along the Gulf Coast, and in south Florida continued to live 

in relatively egalitarian societies as they did in the Late Woodland period (Bense 2009).  Cahokia 

declined after A.D. 1200; in the power vacuum, regional centers sprang up across the Southeast 

(Bense 2009).   

In the Middle Mississippi period, A.D.1200-1400, complex chiefdoms evolved in areas 

with rich soils where maize could be cultivated in large quantities, such as near the mouths of 

rivers, while simple chiefdoms emerged along the Gulf Coast (Bense 2009).  Civic-ceremonial 

centers were enlarged, and mound construction, displays of symbolic artifacts, and elaborate 

rituals reached their peak.  Shell-tempered pottery continued to spread throughout the region.  

Further, evidence of stockades in some areas points to increased violence and warfare (Bense 

2009). 

Decline in public ritual and mound building, and the collapse or relocation of a number of 

chiefdoms, marks the Late Mississippi period, A.D. 1400-1500 (Bense 2009).  Warfare 

continued to increase and replaced religion as the primary means of political control (Bense 
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2009). It is hypothesized that environmental and political problems led to instability, warfare, 

and reorganization of complex chiefdoms (Bense 2009). 

The Pensacola culture (A.D. 1250-1700) (Brown 2003:3), one variant of Mississippian 

culture, is important to note due to its proximity to Louisiana and its interaction with Plaquemine 

cultures.  Sites associated with Pensacola culture are found in the Mobile-Tensaw Basin and 

along the Gulf Coast from Choctawhatchee Bay in western Florida to southeastern Louisiana 

(Brown 2003:7).  Pensacola culture is identified by a distinct shell-tempered ceramic complex 

(Brown 2003), which is discussed in more detail later in this chapter.   

 

The Mississippi Period in Louisiana 

The Mississippi period in Louisiana, A.D.1200-1700, is divided into two sub-periods; the 

Middle Mississippi, A.D. 1200-1500, and the Late Mississippi-Protohistoric, A.D. 1500-1700 

(Rees 2010a; 2010b).  Plaquemine, Caddo, and Mississippian are the cultures of this period 

(Rees 2010a).   

Plaquemine refers to both a time period and a culture in Louisiana prehistory (Rees 

2010b).  Sites associated with this culture are found from the Gulf Coast north to Greenville, 

Mississippi, and from southwest Mississippi west to east Louisiana (Rees 2010b).  Plaquemine 

cultural traditions are rooted in Coles Creek.  Construction of flat-topped platform mounds 

continued; these tend to be larger than Coles Creek mounds (Rees 2010b).  Plaquemine mounds 

supported mortuary temples and residences for chiefs.  Settlement patterns remained similar to 

Coles Creek peoples; most Plaquemine peoples lived in small, dispersed communities without 

mounds (Rees 2010b).  At least limited maize agriculture became a part of the diet in most areas 

(Rees 2010b).  Artifacts linked with Plaquemine culture include ceramic and stone smoking 
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pipes, stone celts, discoidals, and small, stemmed projectile points (Rees 2010b:182).  Similar to 

Coles Creek cultures, along the coast few lithic artifacts are found.  A good source of stone was 

not locally available, so tools were made from bone and shell, which are less durable and less 

likely to survive to present day (Rees 2010b:182). 

Mississippian cultural influences were widespread in the Southeastern prehistory; 

however, Mississippian components are sparse in Louisiana (Rees 2010b).  Relatively few 

Mississippian mound sites are found in Louisiana and are nowhere near the scale of the large 

political, economic, and ceremonial centers of, for instance, Moundville and Bottle Creek in 

Alabama (Rees 2010b).  Bottle Creek is the largest Mississippian site in the Gulf Coast region 

and is associated with the Pensacola culture (Brown 2003:1).  Further, evidence of the adoption 

of maize agriculture is not as clear in Louisiana as compared to other areas of the Southeast 

(Rees 2010b).  Kidder (2002) suggested that maize domestication in the LMV fluctuated 

temporally and in level of intensity (Rees 2010b).  Jeter et al. (1989) suggested that in coastal 

areas, maize was not intensely cultivated, but functioned in some ceremonial role as a bonding 

element to the larger Mississippian interaction sphere.  These variations in Mississippi period 

cultures of Louisiana echo the conservatism demonstrated by Woodland period cultures in 

Louisiana.  

Opinions differ on the origins of Plaquemine culture.  Opinions can be broken down into 

three lines of discourse, which Rees and Livingood (2007a:6) characterized as “neither 

Mississippian nor Coles Creek,” “Mississippianized Coles Creek,” and “continuity and change.”  

“Neither Mississippian nor Coles Creek” describes an early line of reasoning, in which ceramic 

type and form was used to distinguish Plaquemine culture from Coles Creek and Mississippian 

cultures (Rees and Livingood 2007a:6-8).  Ford (1951) and Phillips (1970) are two of the early 
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archaeologists who contributed to this line of reasoning (Rees and Livingood 2007b).  The 

“Neither Mississippian nor Coles Creek” line of reasoning is useful to identify the three cultures 

archaeologically, but lacks an adequate explanation for the origins of Plaquemine culture (Rees 

and Livingood 2007b).  Two lines of reasoning (Jeter et. al 1989; Williams and Brain 1983) 

dominated the debate in the 1980’s.  Jeter et al. (1989) suggested that the origins of Plaquemine 

culture could be found in the transitional Coles Creek period, A.D. 1000-1200, and can be seen 

as a continuum in cultural development.  Williams and Brain (1983) argued that Mississippian 

influences upon indigenous Coles Creek peoples, around A.D. 1000 -1200, were responsible for 

the origin of Plaquemine culture ((Rees and Livingood 2007a; Jeter et al 1989).  Williams and 

Brain (1983) cite the widespread interaction of Mississippian peoples as evidence of external 

Mississippian influence upon indigenous Coles Creek populations.  Mississippian cultures 

certainly were influential throughout the Southeast; however, Jeter et al. (1989) believe that aside 

from a few examples involving trade ceramics from Cahokia, the nature of the interaction was in 

the realm of ideas rather than artifacts. Williams and Brain’s argument (1983), is still viewed as a 

viable explanation and is described as “Mississippianized Coles Creek,” by Rees and Livingood 

(2007a:8-10).  “Continuity and change” suggests a compromise between “neither Mississippian 

nor Coles Creek” and “Mississippianized Coles Creek” in which the question of Plaquemine 

origins is effectively rephrased as a problem of understanding continuity and change (Rees and 

Livingood 2007a:10-11).  Certainly Coles Creek, Plaquemine, and Mississippian cultures are 

interconnected, but the data currently available are not adequate to fully explain their interaction, 

especially in coastal Louisiana. 

Prehistoric coastal communities were quite different from their inland contemporaries.  

Cultural variation, especially in subsistence patterns, has been recognized along the northern 
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Gulf Coast by numerous authors, including Greenwell (1984), Knight (1984), Jeter (1989), 

Schilling (2004), Shenkel (1984), and Rees (2010b).  Jeter et al. (1989) stated that the success of 

the coastal adaptation and the isolation of coastal groups from outside forces buffered coastal 

cultures from the changes occurring in the inland areas.  The very productive estuarine systems 

of the coast allowed prehistoric communities to rely on fishing, hunting, and gathering as the 

major form of subsistence longer than inland areas.  This traditional subsistence system was 

present in most coastal cultures along both the Gulf and the Atlantic (Anderson and Mainfort 

2002), including Mississippian cultures of northwest Florida (Brose 1984), the Mississippi Gulf 

coast (Greenwell 1984), the Mobile Bay region (Knight 1984), and Coles Creek cultures in 

Louisiana (Brown 1984; Roe and Schilling 2010). 

 

POTTERY 

The processualists of the 1960s and 1970s criticized the cultural historical approach 

popular in pre-World War II archaeology; however, the cultural historical classification of 

pottery type and variety remains useful.  Each pottery type and variety has a known distribution, 

both temporally and spatially, and therefore, can be used as baseline information on cultural 

interaction or change in the prehistoric Southeast. 

Types, particularly pottery types, lie at the core of archaeological analysis in 
southeastern archaeology. They do serious work…It is by them that 
assemblages are attributed to whole cultural units…They are also used to 
construct chronologies and trace “influences”— trade, diffusion, ancestry 
and the like [Dunnel 2008:51].   
 

Pottery type and variety are useful measures of culture interaction and change because they can 

be used to trace archaeological cultures; however, it is important to note that although pottery is 
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a useful proxy to identify and trace archaeological cultures, pottery does not provide an emic 

viewpoint of the actual cultures or peoples that lived in the prehistoric Southeast.  

Distinct ceramic complexes are used to distinguish Coles Creek, Plaquemine, and 

Mississippian cultures.  Coles Creek ceramics are generally hard, well made, and grog-tempered; 

vessels were almost exclusively made into simple forms (Roe and Schilling 2010:168).  

Common vessel forms include restricted-orifice jars, beakers, and unrestricted and globular 

bowls (Roe and Schilling 2010:168).  Horizontal, rectilinear incised designs restricted to the rim 

of the vessel are typical of Coles Creek ceramics (Roe and Schilling 2010:168).  This decoration 

is abstract and does not include anthropomorphic or zoomorphic designs.  Other common 

designs include curvilinear incised designs, punctations, rocker stamping, and along the coast, 

curvilinear paddle-stamping (Roe and Schilling 2010:168).  Coles Creek Incised, French Fork 

Incised, Evansville Punctated, Pontchartrain Check Stamped, Mazique Incised, Beldeau Incised, 

and are among the pottery types diagnostic Coles Creek culture (Brown 1984; Roe and Schilling 

2010).  The most common type of pottery found in Coles Creek contexts, however, is Baytown 

Plain, which is an undecorated, grog-tempered plainware (Rees 2010b).  This high frequency is 

at least partially a consequence of the restricted zone of decoration. 

Ceramic technology and decorative styles indicate that Plaquemine pottery is rooted in 

Coles Creek culture (Rees 2010b:174; Roe and Schilling 2010:169).  Most Plaquemine ceramics 

are grog-tempered and, as in the Coles Creek period, the most common type of pottery found is 

Baytown Plain (Rees 2010b).  Many Plaquemine decorative treatments are reminiscent of their 

Coles Creek forbearers; incisions around the rim in linear or curvilinear patterns are common 

(Rees 2010b:174).  Variations of Coles Creek Incised and Mazique Incised, among others, 

continued to be made by Plaquemine cultures (Rees and Livingood 2007a).  Still, Plaquemine 
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ceramics can be distinguished from Coles Creek ceramics by new surface treatments and 

tempering; brushing over the whole vessel body, incising on the interior of vessels, and small 

quantities of pulverized mussel shell in the temper are diagnostic of Plaquemine ceramics (Rees 

2010b; Rees and Livingood 2007a).  Further, some Plaquemine vessels are engraved or incised 

with decorations that resemble Caddoan and Mississippian types found in the Red and Lower 

Mississippi Valleys (Rees 2010b:174).  Diagnostic pottery types include, but are not limited to, 

Addis Plain, Plaquemine Brushed, L’eau Noire Incised, and Mazique Incised (Rees and 

Livingood 2007a).     

Shell tempering is generally considered diagnostic of Mississippian cultures.  

Mississippian ceramics vary greatly in decoration; curvilinear abstract motifs, possibly 

representing the cosmological concepts of the Upper World, This World, and Lower World 

(Waselkov and Dumas 2010), are most common, but more elaborate MIIS designs are also 

present (Bense 2009).  Some vessels show zoomorphic designs, including, cat, owl, bird, duck, 

deer, and frog (Greenwell 1984).  Common vessel forms included bowls, jars, and plates.   

Regional variation is visible in Mississippian ceramics, both in temper and decoration.  

Traditionally, two ware classes of shell-tempered ceramics, Mississippi Plain (coarse shell) and 

Bell Plain (fine shell), are recognized throughout the Southeast (Philips 1970).  However, Fuller 

(1996) recognizes four distinct ware classes of shell-tempered ceramics in Pensacola culture 

areas: Bell Plain (fine, blocky shell), Graveline Plain (fine, lamellar shell), Mississippi Plain 

(lamellar, coarse shell), and Guillory Plain (blocky, coarse shell).  Fuller (1996) distinguishes 

between blocky, angular shell, and lamellar, flaky shell, in addition to the traditional fine and 

coarse dichotomy.  Fuller (1996) attributes these differences in ware classes to type of shell used 
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and/or method of pulverizing shell.  Blitz and Mann (2000) and Philips (1970) do not make this 

distinction in their classification of Mississippi Gulf Coast and LMV ceramic types.   

Decorative styles and motifs are more difficult to separate and summarize because 

information on style is spotty, but diagnostic types are identifiable (Blitz and Mann 2000; Fuller 

1996; Philips 1970).  Pensacola Incised, Moundville Incised, Middle River Incised, and others 

are diagnostic Pensacola pottery types (Fuller 1996), while Leland Incised, Barton Incised, and 

others are associated with Mississippian cultures in the LMV.        

Shell-tempered pottery is widely accepted as a diagnostic hallmark for the Mississippi 

period, but it also appeared in the Late Woodland (e.g., Feathers 2009; Feathers and Peacock 

2008; Lafferty 2008; Rafferty and Peacock 2008).  Throughout the twentieth century, 

archaeologists were puzzled by the frequency and distribution of shell temper and have offered a 

number of “mediocre” explanations (Feathers 2006).  Recently, Feathers (2006) investigated the 

spread of shell-tempered pottery during the Late Woodland and Mississippi periods, only to 

discover that current archaeological data were inadequate to properly explain its occurrence.  

Following Feathers’ conclusion, a number of researchers (Feathers 2009; Feathers and Peacock 

2008; Lafferty 2008; Rafferty and Peacock 2008;Weinstein and Dumas 2008) focused on 

increasing our knowledge and understanding of shell tempering with the goal explaining the 

timing and distribution of its spread.  Below are two examples.  

Feathers (2009) used thermo-luminescence to date individual sherds from several sites in 

the mid-South and made two important findings.  First, there is often variation in the age of 

ceramics from a single assemblage.  Ceramic age determined by depositional or occupational 

events provide an average and do not account for outliers.  Feathers (2009) argued that time of 

deposition does not always equal time of manufacture; ceramics should be considered on an 
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individual basis to account for all possibilities.  Second, shell tempering appears in the mid-

South earlier than previously thought, possibly as early as A.D. 411 ± 257 (Feathers 2009:131).  

Feathers (2009) hypothesized that shell tempering was used in low quantities prior to its adoption 

as the principal tempering agent in Mississippian ceramics.  

 Lafferty (2008) investigated the diffusion of shell tempering in the northern LMV.  She 

(Lafferty 2008) concluded that shell tempering increased in frequency from A.D. 800 until A.D. 

1100, after which it became the dominant temper used in ceramic assemblages.  Based on an 

analysis between domestic and ceremonial sites, Lafferty (2008) also found that the earliest 

occurrences of shell tempering are in ceremonial contexts and thus hypothesized that shell 

tempering represents trade between religious practitioners.  In-depth research resembling 

Feathers (2009) or Lafferty (2008) has yet to be conducted along the northern Gulf Coast of 

Louisiana, leaving many questions concerning the spread of shell-tempered pottery into the 

region unanswered.  Current research at the Toncrey site is not as extensive as Feathers (2009) or 

Lafferty (2008), but will at least increase our knowledge base concerning shell temper along the 

northern Gulf Coast of Louisiana. 

Other authors (e.g., Hally 1972; Kidder 1998; Shuman 2007) agree that our current 

understanding and emphasis on shell temper as purely Mississippian is problematic (Rees and 

Livingood 2007a), but “until some of these complex relationships are addressed, it is difficult to 

fathom the precise meaning of the adoption of shell tempering (Rees and Livingood 2007a:11).  

Until then, a few observations are available.  Researchers (e.g., Feathers 2009; Feathers and 

Peacock 2008; Lafferty 2008; Rafferty and Peacock 2008) concluded that shell tempering 

appeared in the mid-South during the Late Woodland and represents one facet of complex social 

interaction (Rees 2010b).  Research (e.g., Shuman 2007; Weinstein and Dumas 2008) in the 
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LMV demonstrates that shell tempering is found in combination with other tempers not 

associated with Mississippian ceramics or cultures (Rees 2010b).  Additional research is 

necessary to elaborate on these observations.  Site-specific research that accounts for regional 

variation and considers historical context may provide some answers to the enigma of shell 

temper (Rees 2010b; Rees and Livingood 2007a).  
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CHAPTER 4 PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 

 The Toncrey site was first recorded in 1936, by Fred B. Kniffen (1936a), in “A 

Preliminary Report on the Indian Mounds and Middens of Plaquemines and St. Bernard 

Parishes” (Jones 2001).  The State of Louisiana site record form (1936a) indicates a Neo-Indian, 

prehistoric camp containing earthen mounds.  [Neo-Indian is an older term that denotes the time 

period between 2000 B.C.-A.D. 1600 (Neuman 1984).  The term has been replaced by the more 

standard Woodland/Mississippian terminology described in the last chapter].  A grab surface 

collection yielded six sherds, bone, and stone.  No specific cultural affiliation was assigned at 

this time.  Other early references that simply allude to the Toncrey site include McIntyre (1958), 

Neuman (1977), and Chase (1987).  These references are vague and do not provide great detail 

(Jones 2001).   

 Although McIntyre (1958) did not discuss the Toncrey site in detail, he (McIntyre 

1958) was one of the first to discuss the distribution of sites in the Louisiana delta and to 

consider human interaction with delta development.  He (McIntyre 1958) was also a pioneer in 

using diagnostic archaeological material to date deltas; McIntyre (1958:v) advocated that “by 

mapping the initial occupation sites for each period throughout the entire survey area, it is 

possible to discern the relative pattern of the progressive development of the deltaic plain.”  

Figure 4.1 is a reproduction of McIntyre’s (1958: Plate 7,8) map of the distribution of Coles 

Creek and Plaquemine period sites.  The Toncrey site was identified as a Plaquemine period site.
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 Jones and Goodwin conducted the next recorded investigation in April 2001.  They 

performed an opportunistic surface collection along the 500 meters of shell beach midden, 

gathering decorated body and rim sherds and any bone material they encountered.  Some of the 

bone proved to be tools.  Otherwise, their collection yielded primarily ceramics indicative of 

Plaquemine/Mississippian occupation in addition to earlier Coles Creek type ceramics (Jones 

2001).  The State of Louisiana site update form (2001) indicates the presumed function to be a 

mound/ceremonial and residential site with diagnostic artifacts indicating 

Plaquemine/Mississippian cultural affiliation.  Others reportedly visited the site in the 1990s and 

conducted surface collections, but site update forms were never filed (Jones 2001).  Mann and 

Figure 4.1. Coles Creek Period (top) and Plaquemine Period (bottom) Sites Identified by 
McIntyre (1958). (Image modified from McIntyre [1958:Plate 7b, Plate 8b]) Black squares 
denote the area where the Toncrey site is located. 
	  


