
The role of FORM in ceramic analysis 

 
The consideration of form in ceramic analysis, as with ceramic analysis more generally, is 
essentially a microcosm of the challenge that Christopher Hawkes outlined in his justly famous 
1954 article on evidence, reasoning, and inference in archaeology (“Archaeological Theory and 
Method: Some Suggestions from the Old World,” American Anthropologist 56 (1954), pp. 155-
168). In elegant British understatement, he said, simply, interpretation is difficult: 
 

“You will find it by no means easy to get inside people's cultural life 
from their mere material remains … You have got to use inductive reasoning, 
to take you from comparison and analysis of observed phenomena to the 
human activity that once produced them.” (p. 161) 

 
The process that he outlined has come to be called Hawkes’ Ladder of Inference. The mode of 
ascent has us proceeding from material remains, which are visible, quantifiable, measurable, and 
describable, to immaterial issues such as behavior, thought, and belief. 
 
We start on the bottom rung of the ladder, with what we can see and extrapolate with confidence. 
Every additional step requires the question: how can we get there from here? In the case of form, 
we can proceed as follows: 
 

1. Describe specifics: vessel size, opening, volume, base for stability, handles. 

2. Consider variations. How do you decide what is the allowable range within a defined 
form?  

3. Connect specifics with available evidence: date, find-spot(s), other vessels and objects 
found with this form – and not, distribution, longevity. Note that this provides only 
circumstantial evidence, but is not necessarily causal, linked, or even meaningful. 

4. Assess: when are specific aspects of form meaningful? How do you know? 

5. Evaluate: What larger issues can form inform? What is the link between form and 
chronology, cultural identity, activities, organization of production, and cultural 
exchange?  

 

At every step, be careful. Make sure that you are not eliding logical reasoning, assuming 
connections, or inflating the meaning of the evidence. Sometimes form is un-illustrative and 

unimportant for the question to hand. Repeatedly ask yourself: does this make sense? 


