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ABSTRACT 

This study is an attempt to apply a decorative motif 

analysis similar to those used successfully in the past with 

the Lapita ceramic tradition on the Mangaasi ceramic 

tradition of central vanuatu. Definition was made of those 

elements which typified the tradition. These elements were 

then applied to other ceramic assemblages from the western 

Pacific. 

Definition of the Mangaasi tradition allowed for re-

examination of the Mangaasi site assemblage and extra-areal 

comparisons with other incised/applied relief traditions. 

Results indicate that the Mangaasi site was intact, as 

originally deduced by Garanger. Strong associations were 

found between the various assemblages within Vanuatu, 

indicating that the Mangaasi tradition was common throughout 

central Vanuatu. Other results indicate a strong relation-

ship between the earliest layer at the type site and 

assemblages from both Fiji and New Caledonia. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to apply the methods of 

ceramic analysis used in the past on the Lapita Tradition 

(Poulsen 1971; Mead et al 1975) to the Mangaasi Tradition. 

It is anticipated that this study will aid both to accurately 

define the Mangaasi incised/applied relief pottery tradition 

and also examine possible inter-relationships between the 

Mangaasi Tradition and other incised/applied relief 

assemblages recovered in the Pacific. In addition, the 

information generated in this study will be used to examine 

the contentions of Graeme Ward that the Mangaasi site 

materials need to be re-interpreted (Ward 1979; Garanger 

1971). 

As the use of decorative design system analysis has 

assumed wide popularity in Lapita studies in the Pacific, 

a brief discussion of this form of analysis with cautionary 

notes is included. Illustrated and detailed description of 

the specific design categories used in this analysis will be 

provided, as will the rationale behind the units selected 

for examination. Results will be discussed both at the 

level of conclusions reached within this specific study and 

finally with an integration of this study into the larger 

perspective of Western Pacific prehistory. 
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II. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

As the orientation of this work is towards a specific 

areal analysis, a general survey of the literature on the 

pottery present throughout the western Pacific will not be 

made. In any case this would be a largely redundant 

activity, as is has been thorougly covered in recent 

publications . 

The earliest European accounts of pottery in Vanuatu 

are those of the Quiros Expedition which visited the islands 

in the early 1600's . They noted that: 

"The natives make from a black clay some very well

worked pots, large and small, as well as pans and 

porringers in the shape of small boats. It was 

supposed that they make some beverage, because in 

the pots and in cavities were found certain sour 

fruits." (Quiros 1904 : 269) 

On Espiritu Santo (from where Quiros made his observations) 

pottery is still being produced (Shutler 1971). 

In the 1930's a rising interest in determining the 

origin of "Pacific peoples" led to detailed examination 

of the then available ethnographic and archaeological 

material with emphasis on the material culture of various 

island populations. Based on the then popular diffusionist 

theories of single-point invention and dispersal , various 
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patterns of single-point migration for the Pacific were 

formulated. Two examples of this approach were those of 

Heine-Geldern (1932) and Speiser (1946) (Shutler and Shutler 

1967:94-95). The most detailed and complex study dealing 

specifically with the Melanesian area was Reisenfeld's The 

Megalithic Culture of Melanesia (1950). 

While the approach used by Riesenfeld has fallen in 

disrepute, much of his work is still valuable both as a 

general source and for his suggestions of the possible ties 

among various Melanesian pottery assemblages. 

"And in spite of many dissimilarities, particularly 

in ornamentation, between the prehistoric and the 

recent coiled pottery (in Melanesia) we can conclude 

that the recent coiled pottery is but a perpetuation 

of the prehistoric pottery, and that its modifications 

are accordingly due to the various racial and cultural 

intermingling of its introducers, the stone-using 

immigrants, and apparently also to a development of 

it s own ... That the coiled pottery in the whole of 

Melanesia actually forms a relatively homogeneous 

element belonging to one and the same culture is 

moreover confirmed by the fact that it is alike, to 

a certain extent, even in shape and function . " 

(Riesenfeld 1950:638-639) 
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The dangers of such a limited approach as the diffusion

migration theory are visible in Riesenfeld's work, which 

naturally had to deal with the available material of the 

time: 

"It further ensues from our investigation that the 

Papuans originally had no knowledge of pottery at 

all, which explains why in the west, south and the 

interior of New Guinea - the very centre of the Papuan 

tribes - pottery is completely non-existent. This 

might seem to be a somewhat surprising conclusion, 

since the Papuans have a neolithic culture, but it 

is quite consistent when it is recalled that it was 

the stone-using immigrants who introduced the pig 

and numerous food plants, and that the Papuans were 

previously ignorant of these things." (Riesenfeld 

1950:639) 

With. the advent of detailed archaeological work done 

in the area in the 1950's the first detailed descriptions 

of in situ pottery assemblages became available. 

Following these initial investigations in Fiji and New 

Caledonia (Gifford 1951; Gifford and Shutler 1956) the 

areas under investigation were expanded. Early recognition 

of the importance of the Lapita were present at many 

sites under investigation during the 1960's led 

unfortunately to a rather narrow focus of interest. The 

diagnostic Lapita were, in combination with rich assemblages 
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of adzes, fishhooks and other forms of material culture left 

little attention paid to the incised ware present at many 

sites. Thus reports which provided description of Lapita 

ware would often simply comment on the incised ware without 

any detailed discussion of design or decorative features 

present. In large part this was due to the fact that there 

was no detailed examination of the decorative system of 

incised/applied relief assemblages enabling archaeologists 

to correlate their material with other assemblages. 

In part this problem is the same as Clark and Terrell 

noted in the earlier Lapita studies: 

"Similarities among potsherds today identified as 

Lapita ware - found at sites on islands as far apart 

as New Guinea in the west and Samoa in the east -

were first recognized in the 1940's. "Lapita" 

implies a distinctive style of pottery decoration 

with •stamped dentate and other design elements used 

in clearly structured motif bands. Yet until 

recently similarities and differences within the 

class called "Lapita ware" were so incompletely and 

unsystematically reported in the literature that no 

one could possibly be sure what the Lapita problem 

actually was, even when it was phrased solely as the 

fortunes and fate of decorative potsherds." (Clark 

and Terrell 1978:308) 
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