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Abstract: 

Ceramic figurines of anthropomorphic design were included in the cultural 

material remains of Late Woodland societies. These figurines appear at several 

prehistoric sites within the Southern Illinois region. They are small and crudely shaped 

into human form. About the size of an opened hand, they all offer similar stylistic 

qualities of size, decoration and design. The archaeological record suggests these 

figurines only appear for a short time during a crucial period in prehistory. First 

appearing in an innovative time period in the Late Woodland, they cease to appear in the 

Terminal Late Woodland (Fortier and McElrath 2002) also known as Emergent 

Mississippian. This time spans from about A.D. 600 to A.D. 900 (Fortier and Jackson 

2000). 

These figurines, due to their unique stylistic attributes and short duration, can 

function as a method for dating archaeological sites during this important time. A 

temporal connection of the figurines, or a comparative analysis has never been made. The 

purpose of this research was to determine the temporal and demographic aspect of the 

occurrence of these figurines. The method of research for this project was a complete 

detailed contextual and comparative analysis of the figurines from eight different sites. 

Two sites are located in St. Clair County and three in Madison County. One site is in 

Monroe County, one is in Randolph County, and one is in Perry County. Radiocarbon 

dating of associated charred floral samples, analysis of associated ceramics, site maps, 

feature reports, published reports, and the figurine fragments themselves were utilized. 
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Introduction  

The end of the Late Woodland period was a time in which the innovations of the 

Woodland people were manifesting significant changes within their material culture. The 

archaeological record exhibits changes in settlement and subsistence patterns. Storage 

and food preparation techniques reflect changes in technology such as the invention of 

the bow and arrow, increased evidence of cooking, variations of vessel shapes, and larger 

food storage pits. Population had gradually been increasing, and evidence suggests an 

increased competition for resources. Cultivation was becoming more important. This 

allowed for a more sedentary lifestyle compared to earlier time periods (Bareis and Porter 

1984). A more sedentary lifestyle provided the opportunity for greater accumulation of 

personal goods. All of these changes are manifested in the material remains and their 

distribution throughout the landscape among the participating social groups of the Late 

Woodland period.  

 
“The timing of these figurines to coincide with the “birth pangs” of sedentism in 

the valley is perhaps related. They appear at the time when the Late Woodland peoples 
were forced to deal with meeting/greeting people in a sustained manner and they fall-off 
when a true sedentary pattern emerges during Emergent Mississippian  times” (Holley 
and Ringberg 2001: 1117). 
 

Although they have been mentioned in literature for decades, very little research has been 

done with regard to these Late Woodland ceramic figurines. By outlining a time frame 

for these figurines, a relative dating tool is achieved. Clay effigies of human form have 

been recovered from numerous sites in southern Illinois and mentioned in several 
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publications since the 1950s (Wagner 1993). Though many are in fragments, they all 

offer very distinguishing similarities of temporal and cultural affiliation. 

 A pattern is noted as to the stylized fashion and chronological occurrence of these 

figurines. Published results from the findings of sites excavated prior to the 1970s are 

questionable because much of the material was not analyzed at the time of publication. 

The excavation of additional sites within the last two or three decades offer more reliable 

information and more detailed records. 

The hypothesis for the project is that these figurines, due to their unique nature 

and limited duration within the archaeological record in the American Bottom, can be a 

very useful temporal diagnostic. The objective of the researcher was to provide evidence, 

through complete comparative analysis and radiocarbon dating, that these figurines 

appear within a specific time frame: the Late Woodland into the Terminal Late 

Woodland, and only for a limited period. The appearance of these figurines coincide 

primarily with the Sponemann phase within the Late Woodland period in the American 

Bottom. 

The primary focus of my investigation was the figurines at the Husted Site 

(11MS1960), a prehistoric Late Woodland site located in the uplands of the American 

Bottom in Madison County. Comparisons were made with figurines from other sites 

located within the southern regions of Illinois. 

The Husted Site (11MS1960) was investigated by ITARP in advance of the 

highway construction for the FAP-310 project by the Illinois Department of 

Transportation. The Husted Site was completely excavated within the proposed right of 

way. 



 6 

Along with the figurine counts from the Husted Site, seven additional sites 

throughout southern Illinois were noted for producing these Late Woodland figurines. A 

total of three sites are located in Madison County: Husted Site (11MS1960), Bland Site 

(11MS923), Sponemann Site (11MS517); two sites are located in St. Clair County: Faust 

Site I (11S237), Faust Site II (11S239); one site is located in Monroe County: Marty 

Coolage Site (11MO39); one is in Randolf: Kaesburg-Schaudt Site (11R594); one is in 

Perry County: Jamestown Site (11PY164). All of these sites lie within the western region 

of southern Illinois (Figure 1).  

These sites all have a temporally related component within the Late Woodland 

period in which these figurines were recovered. According to published reports and 

excavation notes, most of the figurine fragments were recovered primarily from domestic 

refuse contexts. Though the Bland site and the Husted site have not yet been formally 

analyzed, the artifacts and the feature reports were made accessible through the courtesy 

of ITARP. 

 The figurine from the Bland Site is a head fragment. The recovery context of this 

fragment was from a large squared orifice pit with a bell shaped profile. Though this pit 

was likely used for storage, its secondary use was refuse disposal. The fragment was 

recovered from the upper zone near the surface. The vessel rim sherds from this feature 

are a smoothed over cord mark with interior dowel impressions. The vessel also contains 

Madison County shale paste. This could possibly indicate a slightly later time period than 

the Husted Site (Joe Galloy, 2005 personal communication).  

 Unlike the Bland and Husted Sites, the Sponemann Site is a multi component site 

and far more complex. However, a radiocarbon date was provided in association with the 
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Late Woodland figurine recovered from Feature 388 at the Sponemann Site. This figurine 

was also recovered from a Late Woodland pit with an associated radiocarbon date 

ranging from A.D. 689 (790) 892 (Fortier 1991: 444). The range of these dates are 

consistent with the Sponemann phase in which these figurines occur. 

 The published reports for the Faust Sites I and II do not provide a complete 

account of context recovery for the figurines other than that they were associated with the 

Late Woodland period, specifically the Patrick and Sponemann phases. Radiocarbon 

dates were provided for these sites; however, it is unknown if these dates were taken from 

features in direct association with the figurine fragments. 

 Kuttruff reported the Mary Coolage Site in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s. 

“Three clay figurines which were associated with the Late Woodland Period, were found 

near the base of these (belled) pit features (Kuttruff 1969: 64).  

 Wagner analyzed the Jamestown Site figurines. “Portions of seven definite as well 

as two possible ceramic figurines were recovered from eight pit features and one 

structure at the Jamestown Site” (Wagner 1993: 233). 

 The figurines from the Kaesburg-Schaudt Site were recovered from pit features 

associated with a Late Woodland component. The figurine recovered from feature 41 has 

a related radiocarbon date of cal A. D. 859 (897, 922, 942) 991 at one sigma (Anne 

DiCosola, personal communication 2005). 

 The figurines recovered from the formentioned sites have a temporal, stylistic and 

contextual association. The temporal association is that of the late Late Woodland time 

period cal A.D. 650—A.D. 900 (Fortier and Jackson 2000: 123). The crude stylistic 

qualities of the armless torsos are similar in size, decoration and shape. Finally, they are 
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similar in their recovery context in that they are most frequently found in secondary 

refuse pits with other common household trash.  

 Due to the relative pattern of style, time, space and disposal of these figurines a 

cultural and temporal affiliation can be inferred between these participating social groups 

of the prehistoric Southern Illinois landscape.  

 

Figurines from the Husted Site 

Fifty-one human effigy fragments and shaped clay doodles were recovered from 

the Husted Site. These fragments were placed in typological categories. The typology 

created was one of physical form. Each figurine was sketched in an attempt to capture 

specific details of the physical attributes. After measuring, weighing, and a visual 

analysis, each fragment was separated into specific body parts such as head, head with 

attached torso, torso, seated buttocks, appendages, indeterminate, and doodles (see table 

1).  This typology creates a method of recognizing similar attributes such as shape, size, 

and characteristics. This method is a useful aid for interpreting the functional use or 

manufacture of the figurines. The physical similarities suggest functional similarities. The 

figurines are similar in that they are of human form and their size is approximately five to 

ten centimeters. They are all created without arms. They are temperless and appear to be 

fashioned from local clayey subsoil. Twelve are punctated to resemble ambiguous facial 

features, jewelry, tattooing, clothing or perhaps scarification. The size suggests they were 

used at a personal level, a material possession of an individual.  

The greatest fragment totals are in the torso category and most often it is either 

the upper or the lower torso represented. Eight of the fragments in this section are pierced 
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or punctated. In one example, punctates are present in the form of perhaps a necklace or a 

body marking. Two fragments in the torso category appear to be pierced by a stick, 

possibly to initiate breakage due to the location of puncture being at the point of break. 

Four appear to be formed around a stick or pierced while still in a plastic state, the hole 

extending throughout the entire length of the represented torso. This is also known as 

“vented” (Holley and Ringberg 2001: 1117).  

 There are eight head and eight appendage fragments. The appendages are not 

pierced or punctated. They are smooth, rounded, and somewhat conical in shape and 

quite similar to each other. The head fragments are decorated with punctated facial 

features. Hair is represented on two in the form of a topknot. A couple of the heads 

appear to have the intentional piercings similar to the torso fragments. 

 Two figurines represent the head with attached torso category. The first is an 

entire head and armless torso with the legs apparently broken off either prior to discard or 

shortly afterwards (Figure 2, 75a). The other is a head with facial features. The point of 

break is just below the shoulders. This is apparently an intentional break due to piercing 

seemingly located at the point of fracture (Figure 3, 93i). 

Two different torso shapes can be distinguished among the collection. The first 

type is slightly flattened on the ventral and dorsal sides. The second type is more rounded 

and slightly more crudely shaped. Of the 18 torso fragments recovered at Husted, three 

fell within the description of the second category (Table 1). Both seated buttocks 

fragments fell within this range as well. Many other stylistic similarities and individual 

variations are evident when comparing these types to those at other sites. For example 
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gender definition is absent with the figurines from the Husted site, however the Faust site 

II and the Kaesberg/Schaudt site figurines exhibit female gender representation. 

  

Provenience 

The area of investigation at the Husted site was limited to the highway right of 

way. Within these boundaries, 113 features were identified. Two features were single-

post structures; the remaining features were classified as pits. 

 The two structures at the Husted Site face in a northwesterly/southeasterly 

direction. They are positioned at the east and west boundaries of the site. The pit features 

are scattered intermittently throughout the site (Figure 4). A plan view of the site suggests 

groups of pit clusters (Figure 5). Clusters of pits could indicate seasonal occupations, 

with the inhabitants reoccupying the site on a seasonal basis. A large amount of nutshell 

was recovered from numerous features and the wooded bluff top environment provides 

assured seasonal harvests.  Figurine fragments were recovered from nine pit clusters 

indicating a behavior practiced repeatedly over time by the occupants of this site. 

Features 103 and 113 represent the house structures. Since the site has not yet 

been formally analyzed, it is difficult to say at this time if the two structures represent 

separate households, or if the structure was eventually rebuilt by the same occupants, in a 

slightly different location after a period of time. 

  Though the focus of this study is on anthropomorphic stylized figurines, two 

animal figures were also present within the same context. Four human effigy fragments 

were recovered from the two structures. Most were disposed of in secondary refuse pits 

that were originally used for storage or cooking, although definite determination cannot 
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be made until formal analysis of the site is complete. Three possible human torso 

fragments were recovered from feature 103. The structure itself measured 3.11meters by 

2.84 meters. This structure contained a possible hearth with large amounts of burned clay. 

 Feature 113, also a structure, measured 3.04 meters by 2.71 meters. This feature 

contained one fragment representing a seated buttocks. This was recovered from the 

basin fill. This structure did not contain a hearth. The remaining fragments were 

recovered from storage pits that were eventually used for refuse. 

The features at the Husted Site also included belled, cylindrical, and in slanted or 

bowl shaped pits. The majority of the figurine fragments from the Husted Site were 

recovered from bell shaped pits of varying depths. Their distribution within numbered 

features is shown below (Table 2).  

Ceramics 

By determining the provenience of each figurine at the Husted site through feature 

reports and site maps, a chronological definition was made through ceramic seriation. 

The association of seriated ceramics, particularly vessel rims, within the same feature fill 

further justified temporal proximity. Every rim sherd was pulled from the ceramic 

collection that was associated with the figurine fragments for identification of cultural 

affiliation. The total number of vessels represented and associated with the figurines was 

twenty-two. All twenty-two were jar vessels with the exception of one possible bowl. Of 

the twenty-two, twelve were classified as Patrick, eight were classified as Sponemann 

and two as Patrick with Sponemann influence (Table 3).  

Sponemann associated ceramics are typically associated with z-twist cord 

marking, although this is not obvious in the informal analysis of most of the rims with the 
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exception of the vessel within feature 113. This vessel exhibits a z-twist with a superior 

lip notch. Possible castellations are noted in the vessel within feature 88. This particular 

characteristic is limited to this rim, which also exhibits superior lip impressions and chert 

temper. The remaining sherds were classified as Patrick phase, which are grit tempered 

with a high frequency of s-twist, cord marked jar vessels with incurved rims. A vessel 

within feature 76 is a possible bowl.  

Clear cut boundaries between Patrick and Sponemann phases do not exist due to 

overlap in ceramic technological and stylistic attributes (Fortier et al. 1991; Joe Galloy, 

personal communication), particularly in the relatively unknown northern American 

Bottom area. The ceramics within the collection of the Husted site were informally 

analyzed and preliminarily assigned to the Patrick and Sponemann phases. Overall, the 

rim sherds were fairly typical of classic Patrick phase with some minor Sponemann like 

attributes.  

 Most of the rims contained within the associated features were grit tempered. A 

high frequency of jars were present. The higher percentage of incurved rims indicate a 

Late Woodland occupation of the Sponemann phase. However, the rims do not exhibit as 

much exterior lip notching as classically defined Sponemann characteristics ( Fortier et 

al. 1991;Galloy, personal communication). 

 

Radiocarbon Dating 

  Radiocarbon dating of a total of three samples from three separate sites resulted in 

a range of dates from cal A.D. 689-991. These samples were chosen for their association 

with figurine fragments and their potential to reveal temporal affiliation. One radiocarbon 
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sample from Husted was done on charred nut shells and nutmeat collected from flotation 

samples from feature 101. Nut provides for a more accurate range of dates due to its 

limited lifespan of a one single season. While nut was ample among numerous features at 

Husted, it was difficult to obtain enough required for radiocarbon analysis within features 

associated with figurines. Therefore the choice of features from which the sample came 

from was limited to one: Feature 101. While this belled pit produced figurine fragments 

and nutshell, there were no rims included for cultural affiliation. The radiocarbon date 

obtained from nutshell and nutmeat from pit feature 101 resulted in a date of cal A. D. 

781 (894, 925, 935) 984 (Struiver et al., 1998a).  

  The figurines from the Kaesburg-Schaudt site were recovered from pit features 

associated with a Late Woodland component. The figurine recovered from Feature 41 has 

a related radiocarbon date of cal A. D. 859 (897, 922, 942) 991 at one sigma (DiCosola, 

communication, 2005).  

A radiocarbon date was provided in association with a similar, yet more crude 

style of Late Woodland figurine recovered from feature 388 at the Sponemann site. This 

figurine was recovered from a pit with an associated radiocarbon date ranging from A.D. 

689 (790) 892 (Fortier et al. 1991: 444). These dates all have a temporal affiliation with 

the Sponemann phase in the American Bottom. 

Discussion 

 Eight sites were identified within the area of study. These eight sites were all 

located within the southwestern region of Illinois. Although the figurines were similar 

stylistically, they all offered individual variation.  
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The torso fragments at the Husted Site were absent of any gender reference, 

however gender reference is noted in torso fragments at the Kaesberg/Schaudt Site as 

well as John H. Faust Site #1. The Kaesberg-Schaudt site figurines resemble the rounded, 

ovoid shaped torsos from the Husted site. Female gender representation is evident with 

the Kaesberg-Schaudt  figurine fragment recovered from Feature 41. This appears to have 

been created by a hollow reed impression. Very similar torso fragments with gender 

representation have also been recovered from the Faust site #2. Some of the figurines 

from the Faust sites I and II are more elaborately decorated than those at other sites, 

although the general stylistic patterns still exists. They are fashioned without arms. The 

legs are represented as stumps. The size variations fall within those at other sites, and the 

two varying torso shapes of flattened and ovoid are apparent. 

The “Casper the Ghost” style figurine is evident in the Late Woodland component 

of the Sponemann site excavated from Feature 388. This is a style of figurine with its 

origins possibly being Middle Woodland. This “Casper the Ghost” style figurine is 

similar to those of Middle Woodland sites such as the Holding Site (Fortier et al. 1989: 

267). This style of figurine at the Holding Site came from feature 185 with a radiocarbon 

date cal A. D. 65 (128) 239. Perhaps the “Casper the Ghost” style figurine evolved from 

Middle Woodland ideology. Another style of figurine in the Middle Woodland period is 

far more detailed than the crude Late Woodland figurines discussed. This type of figurine 

is associated with a mortuary context. The only figurine of this type in the American 

Bottom area was recovered from the Dash Reeves Site. This was a detailed head 

fragment. The facial features are represented by incised lines, the ears are adorned with 

possible earspools, and the hair is fashioned in a front top knot (Fortier 2001). The Dash 
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Reeves Site Middle Woodland figurine style does not resemble the crude Late Woodland 

figurines. 

 Within the Late Woodland period, these figurines are associated with the Patrick 

phase and the Sponemann phase. Though evidence suggests that figurine fragments have 

been found at Patrick phase sites such as the Woodland Ridge site (Koldehoff and Wilson 

2002: 75), they are primarily associated with Sponemann phase sites in the American 

Bottom region. 

The Terminal Late Woodland occupations provide an extremely limited 

occurrence of these crude figurines as well. The Range site offers one anthropomorphic 

effigy in the shape of a human head (Kelly et al. 1990: 448). This was recovered from 

Feature 1124. There was no radiocarbon date associated with this feature.  

Following the end of the Late Woodland period, the occurrence of these crude 

anthropomorphic figurines fade from the archaeological record. 

 

Conclusion 

 The goal of this project was to explore the temporally diagnostic attributes of 

Late Woodland figurines. Though the Casper the Ghost styled figurine is found in both 

Middle and Late Woodland contexts, this crude style is the exception. The results of the 

analysis suggests that crudely shaped anthropomorphic clay figurines began to appear in 

the archaeological record during the Middle Woodland but become more common during 

the time frame of the late Late Woodland period, cal A.D. 650-900 (Fortier and Jackson 

2000), particularly in the Sponemann phase in the American Bottom region. This 
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armless, temperless, sometimes punctated, crude style of figurine is specific to this time 

period. 

 This temporal relation and repeated behavior also suggests a cultural affiliation 

between the participating groups throughout the prehistoric Illinois landscape. 

Considering the data presented for this project, it is difficult to determine a function of 

these artifacts. Are they possibly the work of children? Are they created as a spiritual 

object such as a fertility figurine, perhaps a representation of a deceased ancestor, or 

simply a means of manifesting good luck? Could they have possibly been used as ritual 

objects? The placement of an object into a ritual context that is simply misunderstood 

should be done so with caution. However, the expedience in which these figurines were 

fashioned and their method of discard should not overshadow the possibility that they 

could have been used as ritual objects. Their apparent expedient nature is typical with 

most Late Woodland artifact design strategies (Brad Koldehoff, personal communication 

2005). The concept of stylistic value varies according to the interpretation of the object 

by the individual.  DiCosola would argue that the ritual status of small items such as 

figurines may be mutable and rendered mundane by ritual practitioners prior to disposal 

in order to explain depositional context (personal communication, 2005). Once their 

purpose had been expired, they may have been intentionally broke to release the 

harnessed power held within them in preparation for safe discard.  

The typological data and archaeological analysis can aid in the interpretation of 

these artifacts, however, this data alone is not enough to determine a functional use for an 

apparently non-utilitarian object. Additional data is essential for this process. With the 
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combination of future archaeological and ethnographic research, a better understanding 

might be achieved of the material remains of this Late Woodland culture. 

Though the function of these figurines remains ambiguous, the chronological 

occurrence suggests that these crude styled anthropomorphic figurines, though their 

antecedents lie within the Middle Woodland period, are representative of the late Late 

Woodland period A.D. 650-900, particularly the Sponemann phase within the American 

Bottom region.  
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
Courtesy of ITARP 
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 Figure 3 
Courtesy of ITARP 
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 Figure 4 
Courtesy of ITARP 
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Figure 5 

Information collected Courtesy of 
ITARP 
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Fragment counts within features at the Husted Site (11MS1960) 

 

 

* Rounded shaped 

 

 

 

 

Featur

e 

Numb

er 

   

      Heads 

 

    Torsos 

 
Heads 
w/ 
attach
ed 
torsos 

      

    Appendages 

     

    Indeterminate 

 
Seated 
Buttoc
ks 

 

     Doodles 

 

       Total 

1  2  1 3  2 8 
2 1 1      2 

7 1       1 

8    2    2 
20  1*      1 

25  1      1 

31  2*      2 
35     1   1 

37    1    1 
46  2  1 1   4 

49 1    1   2 
62       2 2 

64 2    1   3 

73    1    1 
75   1     1 

85 1       1 
88     1   1 

93 1 5 1 2   1 10 

101 1 1    1*  3 
103  3      3 

113      1*  1 
Totals 8 18 2 8 8 2 5 51 

Table 1 
Collected from feature reports 

Courtesy of ITARP 
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Feature numbers, types, and depths for figurine associated features at the Husted 
Site 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feature Number Feature Type Feature Depth 
1 Belled pit 70cm 
2 Belled pit 61cm 
7 Belled pit 64cm 
8 Belled pit 73cm 
20 Cylindrical 39cm 
25 Belled pit 64cm 
31 In slanted pit 40cm 
35 Belled pit 104cm 
37 In slanted pit 74cm 
46 Belled pit 61cm 
49 Belled pit 47cm 
62 In slanted pit 34cm 
64 Belled pit 39cm 
72 In slanted pit 16cm 
73 In slanted pit 16cm 
75 Belled pit 56cm 
76 Belled pit 47cm 
85 In slanted pit 55cm 
88 Belled pit 87cm 
93 Belled pit 61cm 
101 Belled pit 70cm 
103 Structure 38cm 
113 Structure 33cm 

Table 2 
Collected from feature notes 

Courtesy of ITARP 
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11MS1960 Vessel Rims and Cultural Affiliation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Feature 
# 

Sponemann Patrick Sponemann 
inspired 
Patrick 

Total Vessels  
Represented 

1 2   2 

2 1   1 

7 1 2  3 

20  1  1 

25  2  2 

35  1  1 

37  1  1 

49  1  1 

75  1  1 

76  1 2 3 

88 1   1 

93 2 1  3 

113 1 1  2 

Table 3 
Informal Ceramic Analysis Conducted Courtesy of ITARP 


