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Mitchell R, Childress

This paper summarizes the results of descriptive, analytical,
and comparative research conducted on an assemblage of
ate prehistoric ceramic vessels from the Central Mississippi
Valley. The database consists of a collection of 154 whole
- .or substantially complete pots from the Chucalissa site
~ (40SY1) in southwestern Tennessee. A basic description of
the stylistic and morphological nature of the assemblage is
provided and selected comparisons between the vessel and
general sherd collections from the Walls phase component
at the site are drawn. The analysis indicates that variation
in the make-up of the ceramic samples from different re-
covery contexts is conditioned by a variety of factors, in-
cluding differential vessel size, post-depositional distur-
bance, sample size differences, and selectivity on the part
of the prehistoric site occupants, It is suggested that the
systemic context of ceramic production and use is far more
complicated than is implied by the simplistic and assumptive
“ceremonial [ utilitarian” dichotomy of wares and vessel
forms. More intensive research into these and other con-
ditioning factors at the site-specific level will be required
before firm statements can be offered about the prehistoric
functions and roles of mortuary and domestic vessels.

The Chucalissa site (40SY1), a small Mississippian
mound center, is located in extreme southwestern
Tennessee on the edge of the loess bluff just south of
the mouth of Nonconnah Creek (Figure 1). The vil-
lage overlooks the Ensley Bottom of the Mississippi
Valley which extends southward into northwestern
Mississippi, the location of most of the archaeological
sites of the Walls phase (Phillips 1970:933-938; Smith
1990). Chucalissa has been extensively excavated
(Lumb and McNutt 1988:137; Smith 1990:144), and a
large curated collection of material is housed in an
on-site repository at the C. H. Nash Memorial Mu-
seum. This paper summarizes and extends research
undertaken on a portion of this material by the author
(Childress 1989).

The bulk of the archaeological deposit at Chucalissa
was generated during the Walls phase occupation of
the site. This component spans most of the period
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between A.D. 1400 and 1540 (calibrated), with a mean
date of A.D. 1470 (Lumb and McNutt 1988:115-118).
During the Walls phase, burials at Chucalissa (Nash
1972) were placed in association with rather well-
defined house clusters (Smith 1990:145), and it is from
these’ interments that most of the whole and sub-
stantially complete ceramic vessels have been recov-
ered (Childress 1989:14-15). Analysis of this mortuary
assemblage forms the basis of the descriptions and
comparisons presented in this paper.

Serious interest in the late prehistoric ceramics of
the Memphis archaeological locality began with the
work of W. H. Holmes (1886, 1903). Holmes provided
illustrations and limited descriptions of grave vessels
from such well-known local sites as Bradley, Nodena,
and Pecan Point, and initiated important research on
the significance of temporal changes in vessel attri-
butes (e.g., jar handle morphology). This line of in-
quiry was continued and greatly extended by the
monumental work of Phillips, Ford, and Griffin (1951)
during the 1940s. Regional mortuary ceramics were
also illustrated by Brown (1926), and Walls grave ves-
sels have been used for the comparative analysis of
Mississippian style complexes at the local and pan-
regional levels (Rands 1956; Phillips and Brown 1978;
see also Brown 1989). A primary feature of nearly
every published account dealing with the regional
ceramic complexes has been the recognition that mor-
tuary (whole vessel) and non-mortuary (primarily
sherd) collections should be treated as separate ana-
lytical, and in some cases classificatory, units (Phillips
1970). This separation reflects an appreciation of both
the importance of archaeological context and the
practical limitations on the amount and types of in-
formation that can be obtained from sherds and ves-
sels.

The seriation-based chronology-building efforts
undertaken by Phillips, Ford, and Griffin (1951) and
the classificatory schemes elaborated by Phillips (1970)
placed heavy stock in the utility of sherd collections
for the realization of culture-historical goals. Given
these goals, the nearly exclusive focus on surface ma-
terial, an appreciation of variation in the context of
archaeological recovery, and the lack of direct com-
parability, this was a completely reasonable approach.
In contrast to sherd collections, the role of whole
vessels in archaeological analyses has assumed a de-
cidedly different character. They have served to char-
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Figure 1. The location of Chucalissa, channel associations, and sites listed in Table 4.
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acterize the range of variation in the suite of forms
produced in different areas, as a guide to the iden-
tification of vessel form from diagnostic fragments,
as a source of information on designs that are incom-
pletely expressed on sherds, and as source materials
for the identification of local and foreign products.
These are important areas of inquiry and will contin-
ue to be as greater efforts are made to understand
prehistoric dynamics at the local and regional levels
(see Stoltman 1991).

Although regional mortuary collections have cer-
tainly been recognized as an important source of in-
formation about the past, they have at the same time
been viewed with a certain element of mistrust. With-
in the Memphis area there are several historical rea-
sons for this attitude. It is widely known that the
Walls phase area has been a focal point of pothunting
for decades. Phillips (1970:936) noted that “‘these are
the sites from which the prize pottery comes—they
are still making juicy finds at Walls. This is what
Walls-Pecan Point means to the amateurs—chances
of a head pot, an effigy in Nodena Red and White, a
rattleheaded adorno, a Walls Engraved bottle in the
"Moundyville style,” etc., etc.” The situation as noted
by Phillips has not changed; nearly all the whole
vessels from the area are in private collections and
most of them have little if any provenience data. It
is clear that, aside from general stylistic and mor-
phological information, there is little to be learned
through additional, detailed analysis of this material.
Phillips apparently shared this opinion (“axiom: the
more pots, the less data” [Phillips 1970:934]) but also
harbored additional skepticism about the general
utility of mortuary assemblages for comparative anal-
ysis. His discussions of site collections from the area
contain numerous statements concerning the “con-
taminating” effect of these collections on the surface
assemblages under study. It is clear that he considered
mortuary collections to be distinct from “normal” ce-
ramic assemblages and viewed them as samples
skewed in the direction of high-quality forms (Phil-
lips 1970:936, footnote 50).

Unfortunately, Phillips’ well-placed skepticism has
assumed an almost entrenched position among many
researchers. With the exception of Steponaitis’ (1983)
exemplary work on the Moundville collection, there
have been few detailed studies of whole vessel col-
lections from anywhere in the Southeast. This is par-
ticularly true at the intrasite level of comparison.
Within the Memphis area, this has meant that some
very basic archaeological questions have not been
addressed. One such question is the primary focus of
this paper. Specifically, what is the nature of the vari-
. ability in the mortuary and non-mortuary ceramic
b collections from a Walls phase site? Before addressing
B this question in detail, some basic information on the
& Chucalissa vessel collection is provided.
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The Vessel Collection

A majority of the 154 vessels examined are housed
at the on-site museum. One hundred seven specimens
were realovered by crews under the direction of
Charles Nash and Gerald Smith during thi 1960s and
1970s. These excavations focused on the raised mid-
den ring surrounding the central plaza, designated
Unit 3, and on a residential area north of the primary
mound (Unit 5), designated Unit 6 (Figure 2). Forty-
five vessels are from the private collection of Glenn
Barnes, who removed pots from burials at the site
during 1936 and 1937 (see Beaudoin 1953). Although
these vessels have no intrasite provenience and were
not available for direct study, they were examined
through the use of two sets of excellent photographs
made by Robert Rands during the 1950s and by Gerald
Smith in 1970. Finally, two vessels were recovered
from trench excavations made in 1940 by the Uni-
versity of Tennessee under the direction of George
Lidberg in an area that Nash later designated as Unit
8 (Figure 2).

The primary focus of the original vessel study was
quantitative description. Detailed stylistic informa-
tion was also recorded and is included in the sum-
mary descriptions that follow. Measurements of crit-
ical linear and three-dimensional vessel attributes,
combined with the use of a morphological index (Mc-
Nutt and Dye 1988), provided data for the recognition
of basic shapes (Figure 3). Measurements taken were
volume, maximum height, maximum diameter, min-
imum diameter, height of maximum diameter, body
height, body diameter, basal diameter, orifice diam-
eter, neck height, number and height of corner points,
and number and height of inflection points. The mor-
phological index was formulated by Charles McNutt
(McNutt and Dye 1988) after experimenting with dif-
ferent ratios of vessel dimensions and was designed
to allow for graphic presentation of the range of vari-
ation within the three basic vessels classes (jars, bot-
tles, and bowls). The index found to provide the best
discrimination between the major vessel classes was:

(Maximum Height)®
(Orifice Diameter)

-(Height of Maximum Diameter)
-(1000)(Volume)

Index values were computed for each specimen, ar-
ranged in descending order, and used to produce a
scatterplot for each basic vessel class. These plots con-
tained central groupings of vessels lying along a
unique-slope line with points that deviated from the
central grouping near each end. Those specimens that
were considered to deviate from the “bulk line” based
on visual inspection of the plots were deleted from
the sample. The remainder were considered to rep-
resent a measure of central tendency for the class.

I =log
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Figure 2. Site topography and 1940-1987 excavation areas at Chucalissa. Excavation units yielding samples used in
this study are shown in black. This map has a 2-ft (0.61 m) contour interval and is based on a map prepared by Charles

Nash in 1955.

Because the morphological index was not sensitive
to the complete range of variation in the collection,
the quantitative treatment was combined with more
subjective qualitative information gained from work-
ing extensively with the individual vessels. The de-
leted sample was examined and some rare forms were

included as basic shapes. The jar sample was also
divided into forms with corner points and inflection
points. The bowl and bottle classes were subdivided
based on a combination of gross morphological dif-
ferences and attribute associations (e.g., bowls with
rim effigies seemed to represent a distinctive mor-
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Figure 3. Basic vessel forms at Chucalissa.

phological subclass even though this was not indi-
cated by variation in the values of the index).

The combination of the subjective and quantitative
study of the collection resulted in the recognition of
12 basic vessel shapes (Figure 3). Attributes shown
on the drawings were derived strictly from mean
values for all critical points on the vessel profile. Each
basic shape also was characterized by a specific suite
of associated attributes such as paste type, modal rim
form, mean number of handles, basal modification,
and decoration. Some of these attributes are reflected
in the drawings themselves. Others will be summa-
rized in the descriptions that follow. Distribution of
the vessels by primary ware, vessel form, and deco-
rative treatment is provided in Tables 1 and 2. This
summary is not intended as a substitute for a detailed
body of basic data on the vessel collection, but rather
as general background information for the compar-
ative treatment that follows.
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Morphological and Stylistic Attributes

The Chucalissa vessel assemblage is dominated by
three widely recognized forms—ijars, bottles, and
bowls—that occur in roughly equal proportions
(Childress 1989:20). Each of these primary classes, in
turn, contains some slightly aberrant variations. Jars
(Figure 3a—) are made almost exclusively of coarse
shell-tempered paste and are frequently decorated
with punctations or incised patterns on the body,
shoulder, or neck. Jar handles include strap, trian-
gular strap, transitional, arcaded, applique, and sym-
bolic types (Lumb and McNutt 1988:32-42; Smith
1969). Jar forms shown in Figure 3a-b are distin-
guished by inflection and sharp corner points, re-
spectively, that separate the vessel body and neck.
This variation may reflect a degree of change along
a temporal dimension. Jars with corner points tend
to be slightly larger and usually have two or more
















the uneven representation of extremely rare ceramic
types. For derivation of the evenness measure, the
ceiling was set at 13, including 12 types plus a com-
bined “other” category (see Table 3). In most cases,
this category was empty. The establishment of a ceil-
ing was a mathematical requirement for the compu-
tation of evenness (J), since k (number of categories)
must be a constant. Richness (R) is simply a term used
for the number of decorated types represented in a
given sample. Establishment of a category limit was
not necessary for the computation of richness and the
total number of represented types was used for this
measure. Raw data for the computations are provided
in Tables 3 and 4.

A substantial body of research generated during
the past decade has demonstrated that diversity in
many kinds of archaeological materials is highly sam-
ple-size dependent (e.g., Leonard and Jones 1989).
Recent work with diversity measures essentially rep-
resents quantification of a sampling problem that ar-
chaeologists have recognized for some time (Jones et
al. 1983:70-71): that, in most cases, large samples are
required for rare classificatory “types” to be repre-
sented (Cowgill 1975:274, 1986:383-384; Lumb and
McNutt 1988:137). The chief value of quantitative ap-
proaches to this sampling reality, whether regression-
based or simulation-based, is that they allow the sig-
nificance of deviations from the expected sampling
pattern to be recognized and more objectively as-
sessed. The utility of the approach is further en-
hanced because it is generally difficult to determine
the significance of proportional variation in individ-
ual types based on visual inspection of tables con-
taining numerous categories. Evenness measures
compress this information into single values which
can be compared more easily.

Here, I use a regression-based approach to compare
both the richness and evenness of the decorated ce-
ramics drawn from the Walls component of the two
units in the general midden, the surface, and the
mortuary collection at Chucalissa. To accomplish this,
it was necessary to establish a comparative baseline
by including additional material from sites which are
both generally contemporaneous with Chucalissa and
in close proximity to it. Surface collections from elev-
en additional sites which meet these criteria were
selected (Figure 1; Table 4). Additional data for some
sites in northwest Mississippi and southwest Ten-
nessee were provided by surface collections made by
Gerald Smith (unpublished data). These counts were
combined with the original LMS surface collection
totals where possible. All of the sites in the sample
were necessarily compared; however, this should not
be confused with an attempt to analyze the Chucalissa
ceramics against the collections recovered from the
other local sites. This was primarily an intrasite anal-
ysis.
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Surface collections were used simply because they
are the only body of ceramic data currently available
for the local area. They also seemed appropriate based
on the previous demonstration that the surface ma-
terial at Chucalissa is intermediate in aggross sense
between general domestic and mortuary collections.
This is partially due to the fact that regional surface
collections are conditioned by disturbance processes
such as plowing and nonprofessional burial excava-
tion that generate a “mixed bag” of ceramic data.
Thus, if the “pure” burial and nonburial decorated
ceramic assemblages from Chucalissa are significantly
different from this material in terms of richness or
evenness, they should deviate from the regression
line. If currently held assumptions concerning the
greater degree of diversity represented by decorated
grave pots are valid, the Chucalissa mortuary sample
should lie significantly above the line. Conversely,
the two general midden samples should fall below
the regression line. I followed Grayson (1984) in con-
sidering any point less than two standard deviations
from the regression line to be insignificantly differ-
ent.

The results of simple linear regression on the data
presented in Table 4 are shown in Figures 9 and 10.
The abscissa of both of these scatterplots is the natural
logarithm of the decorated sherd count. All of the
data points lie within the two standard deviation range
of the fitted lines. The ceramic collections exhibit
values of richness and evenness which are partially
expected based on sample size. The correlation coef-
ficient for the regression of evenness on decorated
sample size (Figure 9) is relatively weak (r = 0.69, p
< 0.01), so it seems that other factors are influencing
the scatter of points. It may be that not enough points
are under consideration for a meaningful assessment
of the distribution to be made (Cowgill 1989:133). The
general midden and mortuary collections from Chu-
calissa lie respectively below and above the regres-
sion line in Figure 9, as the previously stated as-
sumption concerning the nature of ceramic grave
goods would suggest. However, the deviations are
statistically insignificant. The scatter of points vague
suggests that ceramics from different recovery con-
texts might exhibit different regression slopes (cf.
Thomas 1989) with regard to evenness. Unfortunate-
ly, the data to test this proposition are currently un-
available.

In the regression on richness and sample size (Fig-
ure 10), the positions of the mortuary and midden
samples are reversed and the overall correlation is
very strong (r = 0.94, p < 0.0001). In this case, it seems
that sample size is primarily responsible for the na-
ture of the point scatter. These regression results were
duplicated, with slightly different but statistically sig-
nificant correlation coefficients, when richness and
evenness were plotted against the total sherd count
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(see Table 4). Both of these plots suggest no differ-
ences in the representation of decorated sherd types
in samples from different recovery contexts. Fur-
thermore, they provide no support for the assumption
that mortuary collections contain inflated numbers of
decorated ceramics on either coarse or fine shell-tem-
pered pastes.

A final, simple comparison between Bell Plain ef-
figy occurrences from mortuary and non-mortuary
contexts offers additional insight into intrasite ceram-
ic variation. Once again, computations related to the
whole vessels attempted to approximate information
derived from the examination of sherd samples. Ef-
figy occurrences of applique hands, human and an-
imal heads, and lugs/tails were tabulated individu-
ally as single “sherds” in an effort to match counts
from the most recent detailed report on ceramics from
the site (Lumb and McNutt 1988:28, 31). The ratios
of effigy occurrences to total numbers of Bell Plain
sherds were then computed.

Lumb and McNutt (1988:Figure 2) noted 31 rec-
ognizable effigy occurrences on both varieties (vars.
Bell and Nickel) of Bell Plain in their sample of 3,099
sherds from Units 2 and 6SW. The ratio of effigies to
total sherds is 1:100. Fifty-one effigies occurred against
the estimated count of 2,139 Bell Plain sherds (effigies
not included) for the mortuary sample. If these effi-
gies are added to the estimated total (n = 2,190), we
may compute the ratio as 1:43, more than double the
representation in the midden context. A chi-square
test indicates that the difference is significant (X? =
14.8, df = 1, p < 0.001) and the results suggest that
the high-energy investment reflected in Bell Plain
effigy ware had a recognizable effect in the selection
of vessels for inclusion in graves. It is also possible
that differential selection of small effigy bowls for
inclusion in graves, a pattern demonstrated for coarse
shell tempered jars, underlies the difference. This
possibility will be difficult to test because we have
no data on the total size range of these forms, but it
cannot be ruled out until further research is under-
taken. No differences were observed in the range of
animal and human forms depicted—in fact, the rank
order of recognizable forms is very similar.

Discussion

This paper has presented a brief and general sum-
mary of the stylistic and morphological characteris-
tics of the mortuary vessel assemblage at Chucalissa.
Considerably more effort was expended in presenting
preliminary comparisons of ceramic collections de-
rived from different archaeological contexts at the
site. This was accomplished by estimating the number
of sherds of different types that would be obtained
if the collection of grave vessels were broken into
average-size pieces. Although the estimation tech-
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nique is time-consuming, it is extremely simple and
seems to be very useful for comparing ceramic fre-
quencies. The use of a scanner and computer-aided
design software would probably make the procedure
much faster and doubtlessly more accyyate.

It has been suggested that the vari#tions in pro-
portions of plain ware and combined decorated types
exhibited by the surface, mortuary, and general mid-
den ceramic collections are partially conditioned by
the presence of sherds derived from large, coarse shell-
tempered jars contained in midden refuse but absent
from grave lots. Other factors influencing observed
frequency variation remain to be fully explored. A
more satisfactory examination will necessarily be
contingent upon analyzing a much larger sample of
midden material and incorporating quantitative at-
tributes of basic vessel forms into the study of sherd
collections. It is hoped that the work which has been
done on the whole vessels will contribute to a more
detailed examination of the sherd samples from the
site.

The decorated ceramic types from the grave lots at
Chucalissa were compared to those contained in the
original LMS surface collections and to those in the
Walls component midden samples from two previ-
ously analyzed excavation units. A regression-based
approach then was used to compare these collections
in terms of richness of decorated types and evenness
of distribution across types. When these four samples
were pooled with surface collections from 11 nearby
late Mississippian sites, the observed measures were
shown to be almost completely in line with expec-
tations based on sample size variation. There were no
significant variations beyond a two standard devia-
tion range in richness or evenness regardless of re-
covery context. Variation in the frequency of effigies
on Bell Plain were demonstrated to vary markedly
between burial and midden contexts based on the
simple comparison of effigy-to-sherd ratios, but it is
currently unclear if this is the result of biased selec-
tion for small bowls or greater absolute numbers of
effigy vessels for grave inclusion.

These results indicate that the mortuary ceramics
at Chucalissa comprise a fairly representative subset
of the overall village vessel assemblage. In Phillips’
terms, there is little evidence that the mortuary ves-
sels from Chucalissa are very different from what one
would expect in a “normal” Walls phase site collec-
tion. However, whether the vessels were manufac-
tured specifically for interment or removed from do-
mestic or other systemic contexts has not been
addressed by this analysis. If the latter is the case, we
can say with some confidence that ceramics were not
selected for grave inclusion in direct proportion to
the overall village vessel assemblage content. Vari-
ables of vessel size and energy investment in the
manufacturing process are postulated as partial con-
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ditioning factors. Although difficult to demonstrate,
unspecified religious and ideological factors influ-
encing village-level conceptions of “appropriate-
ness” probably also played a major role in condition-
ing the make-up of the mortuary vessel collection.

In other New World regions the assumption that
mortuary vessels were specifically manufactured to
accompany the deceased has been challenged based
simply on the general observation that habitation re-
fuse frequently contains a considerable quantity of
elaborately decorated sherds (Donnan 1974:397). A
more quantified version of this observation has been
offered here and seems to lead to a similar conclusion.
Despite this recognition, analysis of southeastern
mortuary collections has frequently proceeded from
the assumption that vessels may be partitioned into
systemically associated categories based on morphol-
ogy or stylistic attributes alone. For example, in his
treatment of Mississippian burials from central Ten-
nessee, Broster (1988) examined variation in individ-
ual burials based on the presence of “technomic” and
“non-technomic” ceramic vessels. While his catego-
rization does not necessarily negate the observed
variation in individual burials, I would argue that in
the absence of the kind of analysis attempted in this
paper, the division of a mortuary collection along
these lines must be considered as little more than
arbitrary. We simply do not know much about the
emic conceptions of different vessel forms or deco-
rative types, and there is no reason to assume that
grave vessels are necessarily any more “ceremonial”
than those found in other contexts at a given site.

Questions concerning possible utilization of local
mortuary vessels have been explored in other studies
through functional and use-wear analysis (e.g., Dye
1987). Unfortunately, the Chucalissa sample is ill-
suited to this type of examination because only pho-
tographs are available for some of the pots and those
housed in the repository have been rather extensively
handled, scrubbed, and “refurbished” since their re-
covery. It is significant that the comparisons drawn
in this paper tend to support Dye’s conclusions that
some mortuary vessels from Belle Meade were used
prior to interment. As with the analysis presented in
this paper, this recognition of use-wear also fails to
address the issue of use context. Thus, while justifi-
cations for the overly simplistic practice of partition-
ing ceramics into “ceremonial” and “utilitarian” cat-
egories based on recovery context alone have not been
completely undermined by the findings of the re-
search presented here, a reconsideration of this char-
acterization certainly seems to be in order.

A final word concerning the use of evenness mea-
sures in the comparison and interpretation of the
decorated ceramics is also necessary. It was men-
tioned earlier that these measures compress distri-

be subjected to examination through diversity cop
parisons. While this facilitates comparison, it may a3
have the effect of obscuring what may be culturally.
significant patterning in the data. For instance, it Seemsi‘
nearly impossible to regard the very strong showip, §
of the types Rhodes Incised, Leland Inciged (50 of the
60 estimated sherds contained in the “other” category
of Table 3), and Walls Engraved in the mortuary sap,. 4
ple as culturally insignificant, despite statistical re.
sults. Together these types comprise 34% of the dec.
orated ceramics from grave lots. These types employ
the use of counter-clockwise, interlocking spirals ?
about the vessel body and involve considerable skil] $
in their production. Without venturing too deeply |
into the murky waters of stylistic interpretation, it
should be noted that this particular motif is generally
considered to have strong associations with death,
fertility, and underworld symbolism in Mississippian
cosmology (Emerson 1989). The prominence of this
motif is probably quite significant with regard to the
nature of the mortuary program at Chucalissa. This
kind of conclusion, however, cannot be derived from
simple comparisons of broadly defined ceramic types;
instead, it must be couched in considerations of sym-
bolism per se and perhaps even in replication studies
designed to provide empirical measures of produc-
tion time and energy expenditures associated with
the manufacture of particular designs.

Notes
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at the C. H. Nash Museum repository in Memphis. Vessels recov-
ered by University of Tennessee field crews are curated at the Frank
H. McClung Museum in Knoxville. The location of the Barnes
collection is unknown.
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