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dating of prehistoric mining in the Ligurian Apennines dem-
onstrates that full-scale copper exploitation commenced here 
as early as the mid-fourth millennium cal. bc. Furthermore, 
his comprehensive review of the literature highlights that a 
staggering amount of copper deposits did exist throughout 
the Alpine chain. Commendably, his review is grounded in 
the pioneering work of nineteenth-century geologists such 
as Issel and Jervis, who painstakingly recorded minor and 
now-depleted copper outcrops that were often overlooked 
by later surveyors. He is therefore able to offer the reader 
a richer and more nuanced picture of the metal supplies 
that would have been used by prehistoric smelters and 
smiths. Undoubtedly, colleagues working on the isotopic 
fingerprints of Alpine copper deposits will greatly benefit 
from the new picture developed here. 

The main limitation of the book is that it does not pro-
vide a continuous narrative in which archaeometallurgical 
data are interpreted from a social perspective. Although this 
would lie beyond the scope of the book, which is presented 
as a collection of essays linked by a common theme, infer-
ence could have been enhanced by stitching together all data 
under a unifying interpretive umbrella. It is thus regrettable 
that questions concerning the broader social significance 
of manufacturing, using, exchanging and depositing met-
alwork have partly remained unanswered. In spite of this 
limitation, however, this is an excellent work that challenges 
established research agendas for prehistoric metallurgy 
north and south of the Alps. It also offers the reader a wealth 
of accurate data and insightful interpretations. It is now our 
duty as archaeologists and metallurgists to engage with this 
remarkable piece of research and let it permeate our ideas 
concerning ancient technology and society. 
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Defining a Regional Neolithic: the Evidence from Britain and 
Ireland, edited by Kenneth Brophy & Gordon Barclay, 
2009. Oxford: Oxbow Books. ISBN 987-1-84217-333-6 
paperback £28 & US$56; vii+128 pp., 54 figs., 2 tables

Gordon Noble

It is fair to say this volume has had a long gestation as these 
papers are based on a meeting of the Neolithic Studies 
Group (NSG) held in London in November 2001, with the 
papers submitted in 2002 and finally published in 2009. The 
focus of that meeting was, as the title of this volume sug-
gests, the question of regional diversity in Neolithic studies 
in Britain and Ireland, with a desire here to write ‘alternative 
Neolithics’ without over-reliance on the sequences of the 
‘usual suspects’ of Orkney and Wessex. The aims of the NSG 
meeting and the volume were to address questions of how 
regional variation is present in the archaeological record of 
the Neolithic (and whether variations in material culture has 
a socially meaningful basis), whether boundaries between 
‘regions’ can be identified and whether some regions are 
more significant than others. 

Gordon Barclay in a short, but thought-provoking 
introduction, sets the context for the 2001 meeting. In it 
he suggests that prior to the 1970s and 1980s there was a 
dominant concept of a relatively unified British Neolithic, 
prompted by an overall lack of archaeological data, a reli-
ance on antiquarian excavation in limited geographical 
areas, and the consequent spreading of interpretive narra-
tives thinly due to a paucity of evidence, giving primacy to 
core areas at the expense of others. All of this sandwiched, 
Barclay argues, with a bias towards the English evidence at 
the expense of the other three nations of the British Isles (see 
Barclay 2001 for extended discussion of this topic). Barclay 
points out the importance of recognizing how the perceived 
importance of certain regions can be affected by modern-
day political organization and stereotypes. However, the 
question might be asked as to whether some of the concerns 
CAJ 20:3, 453–5      © 2010 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
doi:10.1017/S095977431000051X

https://doi.org/10.1017/S095977431000051X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S095977431000051X


454

Reviews

expressed in Barclay’s introduction are as relevant as they 
were even eight or nine years ago. For example, we now 
have much sounder evidence through better dating, for 
the rapidity of the adoption of certain aspects of what we 
classify as Neolithic, such as carinated bowl pottery which 
appears to occur across vast areas of Britain over a relatively 
short time period (Sheridan 2007). With evidence such as 
this it becomes harder to attribute primacy to any particular 
‘core’ area, especially in an island context where innova-
tion can spread rapidly and uni-directionally. Moreover, 
with the increased scale of developer-funded archaeology 
(particularly in the last decade), where there is much more 
arbitrariness to what is excavated and where, we are also 
beginning to get glimpses (and fuller pictures) of a more 
nuanced and diverse Neolithic(s) and with it archaeology on 
a landscape scale which (at least partly) removes the bias of 
the individual researcher (e.g. Thomas 2003; Cooney 2000; 
Lewis et al. 2006). There is no harm, however, in continually 
re-assessing how our assumptions about prehistory are 
influenced by modern traditions of scholarship and identity.

Proceedings of conferences are always subject to 
variable engagements with the proposed theme of the 
conference and this is the case with this volume, with 
uneven tackling of the questions posed by Barclay. The 
volume is loosely themed and grouped into three sections 
with Barclay’s introduction and a chapter by Brophy on the 
problems and biases of distribution maps in the first section 
titled Defining Regional Neolithics. Distribution maps are of 
course the classic way of plotting regional (and wider trends) 
spreads of material culture, with their origins in culture 
history and therefore subject to the inherited biases of this 
tradition. Distribution maps are of course not all bad, for 
it is through the act of map creation that we can explore 
material culture in ways that can challenge assumed pat-
terns, but as Brophy points out, whole regions or islands 
(e.g. Shetland is nearly always symbolically decapitated, 
if shown at all) can disappear in these maps and this can 
have the (un?)intentional result of implying a core versus a 
periphery. Make sure you read this paper, before you make 
or commission a distribution map again. 

The second section is titled Material Culture. Here Roe’s 
study of the regional character of querns fits well and is a 
useful study of an often neglected form of Neolithic artefact. 
Loveday’s study of East Yorkshire sits less well, for while 
it considers regionally distinctive forms of material culture 
such as the Seamer axe it is more about the specifics of a 
regional landscape and the origin of particular regional 
practices, including monument construction. Loveday 
develops an interesting interpretation for the archaeologi-
cal visibility of certain regions in the Neolithic as cult foci, 
where concentrations of non-local materials such as axes are 
a form of ‘religiously sanctioned tribute’ deposited within 
cult sites that drew on diverse audiences. 

Inevitably the last theme Regional and Local Studies 
is the most densely populated, with six separate papers. 
Vicki Cummings opens the theme with a study of the 
landscape settings of megalithic monuments in southwest 
Wales and southwest Scotland. Here Cummings attempts 
to define groups of monuments by looking at the patterns 

of landscape setting; here Cummings is keen to point out 
the occurrence of shared practices at both the local level 
and homologies that extended to a much larger scale, across 
the Irish Sea between the two study areas. In Cummings’ 
study I did find it difficult to fully judge the arguments she 
was presenting as the graphs presented for the visual char-
acteristics of each ‘group’ did not do so in a standardized 
format, instead different categories were plotted for each 
group. I do like the approach however, and landscape setting 
will be a fundamental part of how we categorise classes of 
monuments and regional and local groupings in the future. 

Aaron Watson and Richard Bradley in their paper, 
highlight the potential connections between two regions, 
Cumbria and East Ireland, separated by the sea. As Tom 
Clare points out in the following paper, we are hampered 
in regions such as Cumbria by a dearth of excavated and 
dated sites, and this is obviously a major impediment in 
constructing regional narratives, for if your only option is 
to date sites by comparison then this automatically means 
that the region in question is already seen through the 
lens of another. Despite this, Watson and Bradley create a 
compelling narrative that cleverly links the spatial layout 
of monuments and rock-art sites in the Neolithic with 
wider conceptions of the topography of Cumbria and East 
Ireland. However, as the authors point out the question of 
chronology is essential and it remains to be seen what the 
chronological relationships are between the sites in Ireland 
and those in Cumbria, and whether the primacy of Irish 
traditions that are highlighted as a major influence in this 
paper on the development of monumentality in Cumbria, 
is borne out by future excavation and dating. 

Tom Clare in his paper uses finer-grained data, includ-
ing fieldwalking data to highlight other regional links that 
were important in the prehistory of Cumbria, including 
lowland Scotland, highlighting the difficulty in identifying 
clear boundaries across various forms of material culture 
through time. The attention then turns southwards in Patrick 
Clay’s paper with a consideration of the Neolithic of the East 
Midlands. In some ways Clay’s paper is a useful rundown of 
the evidence from this region, but Clay also makes important 
points about the representativeness of the evidence we draw 
on, which have wider implications. Clay highlights the fact 
that one part of his region, Northamptonshire, for example, 
has been heavily impacted upon by modern agriculture 
and development with only 2 to 3 per cent of the landscape 
remaining unploughed and undeveloped. If you compare 
that to the better-preserved landscapes of Orkney or Wessex 
then it is clear that we are not comparing like with like and 
this is of course a major problem in creating alternative 
regional Neolithic narratives. 

The volume ends with two papers on Ireland by 
Gabriel Cooney and Carleton Jones. Cooney considers a 
series of islands off the coast of Dublin. Cooney highlights 
the potential ‘specialness’ of these islands, and the evidence 
from these islands are undoubtedly interesting, but for me 
the question of representativeness is raised here again. 
Cooney uses Bradley’s gauge of the significance of natural 
places: deposition, embellishment of natural features and 
use of materials from these places for significant objects 
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as a means of assessing the importance of these islands 
(Bradley 2000, 36), and while the islands under question 
undoubtedly show these elements, can we really say this 
is anything unusual in the wider Neolithic world? On the 
other hand, this paper is not meant to be a definitive state-
ment, more an exploration of a number of important issues, 
and Cooney’s paper has an elegant discussion on the wider 
significance of islandness. Jones’s final paper is relatively 
brief, but highlights an essential approach to regionality, 
assessing the influence of large-scale landscape features on 
the nature of communication. While this has the potential 
to be deterministic, its usefulness is borne out when actual 
patterns are assessed in relation to the models created 
through examining geography, routeways and the potential 
of maritime connectivity. 

All in all, while this is an interesting volume, inevita-
bly it raises more questions about regionality than it perhaps 
answers, but this is an essential issue to address if we are 
to write more representative narratives of the Neolithic. 
There has been a growing awareness of the diversity of 
the Neolithic archaeological record and this has prompted 
many regional studies in recent years. However, regional-
ism can produce a sense of isolation, both in the past and in 
the present and it is of course also important to account for 
the ways in which regions interacted to make up Neolithic 
society as a whole through an examination of broader 
historical trajectories. However, with the explosions in 
data that have came about in recent years with developer 
funding a wider perspective becomes more and more of a 
challenge, in this respect detailed regional narratives will 
be the essential building blocks in understanding the wider 
Neolithic picture in the coming years.
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Ancient Churches of Ethiopia: Fourth–Fourteenth Centuries, 
by David W. Phillipson, 2009. New Haven (CT): Yale 

University Press. ISBN 978-0-300-14156-6 hardback £40 & 
US$65; 288 pp., 224 b&w ills., 50 col. ills.

Chapurukha M. Kusimba

Ancient Churches of Ethiopia, a richly illustrated book by one 
of Africa’s foremost archaeologists, is an important contribu-
tion towards the understanding of the long and illustrious 
ecclesiastical history of Africa. The early history of three of 
the world’s major religious traditions, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, cannot be fully understood without under-
standing Africa’s contributions to these world religions. In 
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt, Christianity was established in 
the first centuries of the first millennium ad. For years, the 
rock-hewn churches of Lalibela in Ethiopia have marked a 
major historical landmark in the history of Christianity in 
Africa and elsewhere even as only several hundred miles 
south in what is today Kenya, Christian missions were not 
established until the nineteenth century. The conversion of 
the so-called Ethiopian Eunuch who was head of the treas-
ury in the court of Queen Candace by Apostle Philip in Gaza, 
provides one of the first written evidences of conversion 
of gentiles to Christianity. That an Ethiopian court official 
had visited Jerusalem for purposes of worship points to an 
even earlier contact between Northeast Africa and the early 
Christian movement (Acts 8, 26–40). Early Christians used 
this story as a metaphor for the universality of Christianity 
and its openness to people at every level of society.

Ancient Churches is dedicated to David Roden Buxton 
(1910–2003), whose pioneering research (and that of Ruth 
Plant (1985)) into the then little-known history of Christian-
ity in Ethiopia introduced the splendours of this region, its 
deep-time interactions with Eurasia and the long tradition 
of literacy, scholarship and innovation to Western English-
speaking audiences (e.g. Buxton 1946; 1949; 1964; 1971). 
Indeed Ethiopia still inhabits an unusual and, at times, 
uncomfortable place in its relationship with the rest of Africa. 
As contemporary Ethiopians and Eritreans debate identity 
and national politics, historians and archaeologists are at 
pains to show how greater Ethiopia’s historical traditions, 
memories and memorials relate to those of the rest of Africa. 
Its cultures were based on unique local domesticated plants, 
and in terms of foodways the region’s cultures were at a cross-
roads between the ancient Near East and Africa (Haaland 
2006). In terms of complex societies, Ethiopia has a distinctive 
history related to its own uniqueness as well as its relation-
ship with the Arabian Peninsula and Yemen. As a conse-
quence, its unique history is part of the diversity of Africa. 

The book is divided into seven chapters. Chapter one 
provides a summary of the Aksumite foundations for the 
Christianity in Ethiopia and Eritrea. The author traces the 
Aksumite civilization, often with little firm archaeological 
evidence, to South Arabia and to Semitic speakers. Played 
down are the role of Cushitic speakers who make up more 
than 80 per cent of the historic and modern Ethiopian and 
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