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Abstract 
 
Drawing on diverse archaeological and ethnohistoric accounts, this paper offers an alternative 
scheme for identifying, describing, and comparing feasting events and evaluates the evidence for 
feasting at the Feltus site in southwestern Mississippi. Botanical, faunal, and ceramic analyses 
reveal material commonly found on Coles Creek sites, though the sheer amount of material, 
speed with which it was deposited, and size of individual specimens is exceptional. The inclusion 
of several unusual materials in high quantities (e.g., pipes and bear) further separates the Feltus 
events from everyday events. Overall, the Feltus data suggest feasting focused on building 
community and increasing group solidarity. 
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Anthropologists and archaeologists actively recognize that food is not only eaten to 

sustain the body, but also affects and is affected by the social, economic, and political world in 

which it is selected, prepared, and consumed (Appadurai 1981; Bourdieu 1984; Van der Veen 

2003). Moreover, food—and in particular the consumption of food—plays an active role in the 

creation and negotiation of social identities and relationships. Recent archaeological discussion 

of food as a socially charged material comes from the current emphasis on feasting. In the 

introduction to their volume on this topic, Dietler and Hayden (2001:2) state, “we need to think 

seriously and critically about what feasts are, how they operate, and how we can detect and 

interpret them. Otherwise, they risk becoming one more ill-digested archaeological interpretative 

fad.” This paper aims to play a part in this critical examination of feasting by creating a 

classificatory scheme that clarifies how we recognize feasts, allows for more sophisticated 

interpretations of archaeological remains, and acknowledges the importance of a large category 

of feasts that are under-theorized in archaeology—those whose primary purpose is to build 

community and increase solidarity within a group.  

 

Conceptualizing Feasting 

What constitutes the difference between feasts and everyday or “normal” food 

consumption is rarely agreed upon with researchers variably emphasizing differences in food 

quality or quantity (Ralph 2007; Van Keuren 2004; Wills and Crown 2004), the size of the group 

involved (Mills 2004; Van Keuren 2004), and the format, level of ritualization, or social role of 

the eating event (Gero 2003; Phillips and Sebastian 2004; Pollock 2003). My goal here is not to 

posit a single definition of feast, but rather to develop a scheme that allows archaeologists to 

place a given eating event in relation to others while gaining a better understanding of that event 

and the society in which it took place. Most attempts at such a classification thus far have taken 
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the form of defining subcategories of feasting (Dietler 1996; 2001; Hayden 2001); however, such 

schemes have the same problematic tendency “to present everyday domestic meals and feasts as 

mutually opposed rather than dialectically related” (Twiss 2007:51).  

Innovatively, Twiss (2007:51-54) suggests that we visualize all eating events as existing 

along a continuum and lays out defining characteristics, archaeological correlates, and expected 

social outcomes for both ends of this spectrum (Figure 1). While I find this approach more 

satisfactory than any attempt to dichotomize the distinction into non-feasts and feasts, Twiss’s 

model is limited in that it recognizes the existence of middle-ground events, but does not have 

the explanatory power to tell us very much about them. My scheme attempts to differentiate 

these middle-ground cases in a useful way.  

In reviewing the characteristics on Twiss’s continuum, I noted that they relate to two 

distinct dimensions that do not always vary in tandem. Some relate to the size of the group 

involved and others to the level of sociopolitical competition taking place. I thus created two 

distinct continua with group size being visible through the abundance of food remains, number 

and size of vessels, magnitude of dining locations, etc. (Figure 2), and the level of sociopolitical 

competition being seen through the presence of rare or exotic foods and vessels, restricted 

locations, differential consumption, and resultant material differences in wealth and status 

(Figure 3). If any eating event is measurable in these two dimensions, then we can visualize them 

as axes that define a two-dimensional space and plot a given occasion by determining its position 

along both continua (Figure 4). Each event would therefore fall in one of four quadrants (Figure 

5). Twiss’s continuum recognizes the existence of only two of these quadrants; the other two 

would have characteristics from both ends of her continuum, making further differentiation 

impossible. That said, due to a focus within the broader literature on the political and economic 



3 

roles of feasts in creating power and status differences (Dietler 2001; Phillips and Sebastian 

2004; Pollock 2003; Wiessner and Schiefenhövel 1996), most accounts of feasting also 

acknowledge the quadrant including competitive events with limited attendance. What the 

literature does not commonly acknowledge is the existence of large group events with little to no 

evidence of status negotiation or competition.  

I argue that these frequently overlooked events are feasts that may have reinforced a 

sense of group cohesion and equality rather than fostering competition. While some authors 

recognize that both effects—increasing solidarity among a community and emphasizing 

differences among its members—may happen simultaneously, primacy of both effect and 

intention is generally given to the latter (e.g., Blitz 1993; Dietler 1996; Dietler and Hayden 2001; 

Gero 2003; Pollock 2003; cf. Knight 2001). Attempts to bring non-competitive feasting into our 

larger theoretical discussions (Potter 2000; Potter and Ortman 2004; Spielmann 2002; Van der 

Veen 2003) have been only mildly successful because accepted definitions often include political 

or status-seeking behavior as part of what defines a feast. Separating the competitive dimension 

from that of scale alleviates this issue. 

To create a bridge between this theoretical construct and anthropological data, I placed 

twelve case studies on the diagram (Figure 6). I quantified each case by scoring the degree to 

which the recorded evidence supported the presence of each characteristic on the continua and 

then averaging the scores to determine its placement along each axis (Table 1). In many of these 

cases, we know a great deal about the society from things other than its feasting practices; 

however, my dissertation research provides an example where our understanding of the society 

in which the feast took place is lacking and may be helped significantly by comparison with 

similarly placed, but better understood, sites. 
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Archaeology of the Feltus Mounds 

Coles Creek culture flourished in the southern portion of the Lower Mississippi Valley 

from AD 700 –1200. Due to its position just before the rise of Mississippian cultures in the 

region, the question of whether Coles Creek represents a shift from a more egalitarian to a more 

hierarchical form of social organization has been the focus of much recent research (Barker 

1999; Kidder 1992; Kidder and Fritz 1993; Roe 2010; Schilling 2004; Wells 1998). That said, 

the material evidence for Coles Creek social organization remains ambiguous. Like later, 

decidedly hierarchical Mississippian sites, Coles Creek mound sites are characterized by large 

platform mounds arranged around open plazas. However, most models for the development of 

sociopolitical hierarchy rely on the emerging elite’s ability to control and distribute an 

agricultural surplus and Coles Creek sites lack evidence for large-scale consumption of any 

cultigen (Fritz and Kidder 2000; Kidder and Fritz 1993; Listi 2008; Roberts 2006). Likewise, the 

Coles Creek mortuary program looks egalitarian and there is no evidence for long-distance trade 

or accumulation of status items (Kassabaum 2011). Answering the question of where Coles 

Creek falls on the egalitarian-hierarchical spectrum thus relies on understanding the types and 

nature of activities, such as feasting, that took place at the sites. With that goal in mind, let’s turn 

to the Coles Creek era Feltus site. 

Feltus is located in Jefferson County, Mississippi, and originally had four mounds 

symmetrically arranged around a plaza (Figure 7). UNC has conducted 9 months of excavation at 

the site since 2006 and uncovered ample evidence of at least three episodes of feasting. In the 

earliest period of Feltus’s occupation there are is a large midden pit (Feature 4) in the south plaza 

and an expansive and thick midden underlying Mound A. The character of these refuse deposits 

suggests rapid dumping, with large, uninterrupted fill episodes, numerous pot breaks, and 
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partially articulated deer bones. Large barbeque pits (like those at Greenhouse [Ford 1951]) in 

the fill of Mound A indicate that feasting continued after mound construction began. A dense 

midden on one of the latest occupation levels of Mound B, a flank midden at the base of Mound 

C, and a midden in the bottom of a borrow pit south of Mound D may indicate that feasting 

continued into the latest periods at Feltus. Analysis of the materials from these deposits revealed 

much about the characteristics listed along my two continua and allowed me to place the site on 

my axes.  Throughout this analysis, I will look first at the Feltus assemblage as a whole and then 

at the Feature 4 deposit specifically, as the most completely excavated feasting deposit. 

Looking first at the ceramics, the decorative types and varieties at Feltus do not differ 

dramatically from what is found on any early Coles Creek site. The size of the vessels, however, 

stands out. In this case, orifice diameter is the best available indicator of vessel size as height-to-

width ratios could not be determined from most sherds. Rim diameter measurements were taken 

on any sherd representing over 5% of the total rim (n=378). A histogram of these measurements 

shows that 351 of these vessels are normally distributed with rim diameters from 3 to 36 cm 

(Figure 8a), which fits well with the distributions at Coles Creek domestic and single mound 

sites (Roe 2010; Ryan 2004:151-157). However, there are also a substantial number of sherds 

(n=27) representing large vessels with diameters between 40 and 53 cm. These vessels fall 

outside the normal range for a domestic site and likely indicate communal eating. When only the 

Feature 4 deposit is examined, the histogram of rim diameters shows a similar trend (Figure 8b). 

Vessels forms represented in the Feltus assemblage include bowls, restricted bowls, jars, 

beakers, and pipes—and with the exception of pipes, these are all common vessel forms on Coles 

Creek sites (Kidder 1993; Lee et al. 1997; Roe 2010; Ryan 2004). What makes Feltus 

exceptional is that nearly 50% of the assemblage consists of bowls (Figure 9a). When the Feature 
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4 deposit is examined separately, 56% of the total vessel count is bowls (Figure 9b). While jars, 

restricted bowls, and beakers are cooking or storage vessels, bowls are primarily serving vessels 

(Braun 1980; Rice 1987). At Coles Creek sites, and in the archaeological record more generally, 

cooking vessels typically “dominate domestic vessel refuse because, subjected to rapid heating 

and cooling and moved around often, they frequently break” (Roe 2010:132). The unusual 

predominance of the bowl form at Feltus indicates an emphasis on serving, rather than preparing 

or storing food, and thus fits well within my feasting interpretation. 

When we combine vessel size and vessel form data, the specific character of the Feltus 

feasting becomes clearer. Figure 10 shows the same histogram of rim diameter measurements for 

the entire Feltus assemblage, but overlaid on it is a histogram showing only the rim diameters of 

bowls. Bowls make up a fairly consistent percentage of the total vessel count through 30 cm; but 

after 30 cm, bowls dominate the assemblage. If Coles Creek people were living (and thus storing 

and preparing food) in scattered homesteads and gathering at Feltus only occasionally for 

communal events including feasting, then this assemblage is precisely what one would expect. 

Now turning to the food that would have been prepared and served in these pots, flotation 

and waterscreening samples from the Feltus middens revealed an abundance of plant and animal 

remains. When compared to Coles Creek domestic sites, Feltus has a similar botanical 

assemblage showing heavy reliance on acorns and thick-shelled hickory, as well as an assortment 

of starchy and oily seeds (Roberts 2006; Williams 2008); however, it has distinctly low amounts 

of fruit (Table 2). Perhaps the storability of nuts and some seeds made them particularly 

attractive foods to bring to a feast at a central location.  

Though also sizable, the faunal assemblage is in no way representative of the high faunal 

diversity of most Lower Mississippi Valley sites (Funkhouser 2013). Moreover, the minimum 
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number of individual specimens for medium sized mammals is remarkably low, while the 

identified number of large mammals, primarily bear and deer, is quite high. Outside of these 

large mammals, very large fish dominate the assemblage, including at least one garfish over 7 ft 

long. This overrepresentation of large animals and general low diversity of other classes is again 

suggestive of communal feasting (Funkhouser 2013). This interpretation is further supported by 

low overall utilization of the deer resources, meaning that meat extraction was the primary goal, 

not marrow or grease extraction or bone tool production. Finally, element distribution ratios for 

deer in the Feature 4 deposit suggest that larger cuts of meat are being favored (Table 3).  

The ceramic, floral, and faunal data from the Feltus middens thus support a model of 

feasting that brings together a lot of everyday things at a central location. For the most part, the 

assemblage does not include particularly rare, exotic, or labor-intensive foods, especially high-

quality vessels shaped or decorated in distinctive ways, or overt prestige items. In others words, 

it is the sheer amount and size (rather than the nature) of the materials at Feltus that indicate 

feasting. That said, a few unusual and presumably ritual items are associated with the middens 

and thus warrant closer attention. 

 

Ritual Inclusions 

While only a single tobacco seed has been identified from Feltus, pipes are very common 

at the site. Whether Coles Creek people were smoking tobacco or some other plant in these 

pipes, it is likely that the act of smoking played a major role in the rituals associated with the 

feasting (Kassabaum and Nelson n.d.). In most accounts of Native ritual, the act of smoking with 

others signifies or creates an important bond among people (Rafferty and Mann 2004; Springer 

1981; Steinmetz 1984) and the quantity and exceptionally large size of pipes at Feltus implies 

that in this case, it was a sizeable community. 
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An even more compelling case for interpreting the ritual inclusion of plant and animal 

species at Feltus comes from the incredible abundance of bear on the site. Ed Jackson, a faunal 

specialist at the University of Southern Mississippi, claims that he has seen more bear from 

Feltus than from all other prehistoric Southeastern sites combined (H. Edwin Jackson, personal 

communication 2012). Since Paleolithic times, bears have been potent ritual symbols for peoples 

throughout Eurasia and North America. And though the details of these stories change based on 

context, the meaning of bear has stayed remarkably constant (Bieder 2006; Black 1998; 

Hallowell 1926; Rockwell 1991; Shepard and Sanders 1985). Perhaps most important here, bears 

are food providers. In many American Indian cultures, they are seen as giving themselves 

willingly to hunters1 and thought to control all game animals and thus the success of future 

hunts2 (Beider 2006:164; Berres et al. 2004:10, 22; Black 1998:343; Rockwell 1991:26-27). 

Their meat is generally consumed in communal feasts emphasizing fellowship between the 

participants3. In addition to providing themselves and other game as meat, bears quite literally 

guided humans in the collection of edible plants (Shepard and Sanders 1985:72-73). Finally, 

stories often depict bears as producing food from their very bodies by rubbing their stomachs and 

producing nuts and berries or extracting grease from their fat without being harmed4. The 

connection between bears and feasting is thus an understandable one.  

Moreover, “many preagriculturalists saw the bear as a person, albeit a different-from-

human person who possessed immense spiritual power” (Bieder 2006:163). In addition to 

striking skeletal and muscular similarities, bears have many behavioral characteristics often 

                                                
1 e.g., Alabama (Lankford 2011:123); Cherokee (Mooney 1900:327-329); Cree (Rockwell 1991:26; 
Skinner 1914) 
2 e.g., Mesquakie (Owen 1904:55) 
3 e.g. Ainu (Hallowell 1926 111-122); Montagnais-Naskapi, Wabanaki (Hallowell 1926:67-68) 
4 e.g., Cherokee (Mooney 1900:273-274, 327-329); Lummi (Lake-Thom 1997:54-57); Pawnee (Dorsey 
1904:189-191; Rockwell 1991:71-72) 
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considered uniquely human. Bears walk on two feet, construct dwellings, eat the same foods in 

roughly the same proportions as humans, and have a voracious sweet tooth (Berres et al 2004:8; 

Black 1998:345; Hallowell 1926:148-152). Traditional accounts further suggest that bears react 

emotionally in human-like ways—they cry tears, spank their children, and moan and sigh when 

worried or upset (Hallowell 1926:148-152; Shepard and Sanders 1985:xi). Probably for these 

reasons, among others, ethnohistoric accounts repeatedly portray bears as kin or ancestors5 

(Black 1998:345). 

The specific nature of the bear remains at Feltus strengthens the connection between 

these stories and the archaeological record. Because bears were usually butchered off site, large 

bones and those of the axial skeleton are rarely found on archaeological sites (Funkhouser 2013). 

The repeated presence of leg bones and vertebrae at Feltus thus suggests that bears were not 

being used only for their meat, but rather that their death and burial may have played a part in the 

ceremonialism associated with the feasts. In ethnohistoric accounts, bears’ status as human-like 

animals meant they were treated differently from other game after their death. Bear remains were 

regularly disposed of in ritually prescribed ways aimed at giving the bear spirit time to escape6. 

The bear bone at Feltus was treated differently from the other animal bones. While the majority 

of the animal bone in the middens is burned, the bear is not. Moreover, in one instance, bear 

bone is included in a small pit with the remains of 4 to 5 children. It thus seems that specific 

rules may have guided the disposal of bear remains at Feltus in much the same way that rules 

undoubtedly guided the treatment of human remains.   

Conclusion: Conceptualizing the Feltus Feasts 
                                                
5 e.g., Cherokee (Rockwell 1991:264); Chitimacha (Swanton 1929:354); Modoc (Bieder 2006:166); 
Yuchi (Rockwell 1991:107) 
6 e.g., Cree (Rockwell 1991:40; Skinner 1914); Eskimo (Hallowell 1926:79); Menominee, Montagnais-
Naskapi, Saulteaux, Wabanaki (Hallowell 1926:63-66, 136-140); Navajo (Rockwell 1991:48-51); Ojibwa 
(Hallowell 1926:136-140; Skinner 1914:207) 
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Using this data, we can add Feltus to the earlier diagram. Vessel size, sheer amount of 

food, and an open communal location all imply that Feltus should rank high on the dimension of 

scale. With respect to the level of sociopolitical competition however, Feltus appears to rank 

relatively low with little-to-no evidence of traits such as high-quality vessels, wastage, atypical 

disposal, or prestige items. Smoking pipes and bears however, are certainly not everyday items 

for Coles Creek people and hence the need to examine their probable meaning more closely. In 

this case, both are common players in rituals explicitly associated with community building 

through establishing and maintaining relationships between participants and are rarely, if ever, 

included in rituals explicitly associated with status negotiation. 

This interpretation puts Feltus squarely in the large-scale, egalitarian communal events 

quadrant of the graph (Figure 11), thereby suggesting that archaeological case studies such as 

Upper Saratown in North Carolina (VanDerwarker et al.2007) and ethnographic case studies 

such as those from the Puebloan Southwest (Mills 2004) will aid in understanding the types and 

meanings of activities taking place at Feltus. Looking at these and other appropriate studies 

would allow for meaningful comparison between Feltus and sites that have similar 

archaeological assemblages, regardless of their temporal or geographic relationships. By drawing 

attention to the potential usefulness of such cross-cultural comparisons, I hope that my 

reconceptualization allows me and other researchers to avoid being stuck within a single, 

dominant interpretative framework and instead to recognize the variable contexts in which 

particular cultural phenomena (such as feasts) can exist. More specifically, my conception will 

allow us to acknowledge the importance of an under-theorized category of feasts—those whose 

primary purpose is to build community and increase solidarity within a group.  
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Figures and Tables 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The continuum between domestic consumption and feasting including the common 
archaeological indicators of both extremes (after Twiss 2007:Table 3-1) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2: The group size continuum with Twiss’s (2007) list of associated characteristics (plain 
text) and my additional characteristics (italics) of eating events and their archaeological 
correlates placed at either extreme. 
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Figure 3: The level of sociopolitical competition continuum with Twiss’s (2007) list of 
associated characteristics (plain text) and my additional characteristics (italics) of eating events 
and their archaeological correlates placed at either extreme. 

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 4: New conceptualization of the variety of eating events that ranks each event on a scale 
of small to large group size and high to low degree of sociopolitical competition. Twiss’s 
continuum is included to show that it recognizes only two of the four quadrants. 
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Figure 5: New conceptualization showing general categories of eating events as they would be 
placed on the axes. Twiss’s continuum is included to show that it recognizes only two of the four 
quadrants. The bottom right quadrant is also commonly included as feasting in the broader 
literature, while the top left is not. 
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Figure 6: New conceptualization showing specific ethnographic (open circles) and 
archaeological (closed circles) examples of eating events as they would be placed on the axes 
given the characteristics listed in Figures 2 and 3. Placements of the individual eating events are 
based on the data presented in Bossard and Boll (1950), Haggis et al. (2011), Jackson and Scott 
(2003), Kelly (2001), Kirch (2001), Knight (2004), LeCount (2001), Mills (2004), Pauketat et al. 
(2002), Potter (2000), Potter and Ortman (2004), Ralph (2007), Strong (2002), Twiss (2007), 
Vanderwarker et al. (2007), and Welch and Scarry (1995).  
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Table 1: These tables show the process by which events were placed along the (a) group size and 
(b) sociopolitical competition continua for one case per quadrant. Each case was given a score of 
1 (very low), 2 (low), 3 (medium), 4 (high), or 5 (very high) for each characteristic listed in 
Figures 2 and 3. These scores were then averaged and that average determined the event’s 
placement in Figure 6. Scores were determined based on the data presented in Bossard and Ball 
1950, LeCount 2001, Mills 2004, and Strong 2002. 
 
 
(a) 

 1950s  
Breakfast 

Tudor Privy 
Chamber Dining 

Puebloan  
Southwest 

Classic  
Maya 

Food Quantity 1 2 4 5 
Vessel Size 2 2 5 4 

Cooking Style 2 1 5 4 
Location 1 1 4 5 

Monumental Constructions 1 2 3 5 
Average GS Score 1.4 1.6 4.2 4.6 

 
 
(b) 

 1950s  
Breakfast 

Tudor Privy 
Chamber Dining 

Puebloan  
Southwest 

Classic  
Maya 

Food Types 1 4 1 5 
Preparation 1 4 2 5 

Vessel Types 1 4 2 5 
Location 1 3 2 5 

Monumental Constructions 1 2 3 5 
Wastage 1 -* 1 -* 
Disposal 1 -* 2 3 

Prestige Goods 1 5 1 5 
Ritual Paraphernalia 1 5 1 5 

Status Markers 1 5 1 5 
Average SC Score 1.0 4.0 1.6 4.8 

*No data available at this time, discounted from average. 
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Figure 7: Modern topographic map of Feltus showing Mounds A, B, and C (contour interval, 1 
meter). Mound D was destroyed around 1940; its former location, reconstructed 
from an 1852 survey and old aerial photographs, is indicated by a shaded oval. 
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(a)            

 
 

(b)            

 
 

Figure 8: (a) Histogram of rim diameter measurements of all vessels from Feltus for which more 
than 5% of the rim was present (n=378). The histogram shows a normal distribution from 3 to 35 
cm and two groups of exceptionally large vessels with rim diameters above 40 cm and 50 cm. (b) 
Histogram of rim diameter measurements of all Feature 4 vessels for which more than 5% of the 
rim was present (n=89). This histogram shows a normal distribution from 3 to 33 cm and two 
groups of exceptionally large vessels with rim diameters above 40 cm and 50 cm. 
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(a)            

 
 

(b)            

 
 
 

Figure 9: (a) Bar chart of vessel form identifications of all vessels for which an accurate 
estimation could be made (n=891). The chart shows that open bowls make up 46% of the total 
vessel assemblage. (b) Bar chart of vessel form identifications of all vessels from the south plaza 
midden context for which an accurate estimation could be made (n=169). The chart shows that 
open bowls make up 63% of the total vessel assemblage. 
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Figure 10: Stacked histograms of rim diameter measurements of all vessels for which more than 
5% of the rim was present (n=378, colored tan) and rim diameter measurements of all open 
bowls for which more than 5% of the rim was present (n=127, colored blue). The histogram 
shows that open bowls dominate the assemblage after approximately 30 cm. 
 
 
 
Table 2: This table records the percentage of total floral assemblage by plant category for Feltus 
and three Coles Creek domestic sites. The highlighted cells demonstrate the distinctly low 
occurrence of fruit at Feltus (from Williams 2008:Table 10). 
 
Plant Category  Feltus  Hedgeland  Shackleford 

Lake  
Lisa’s Ridge  

Acorns  36.24  37.45  51.84  58.91  
Other nuts  30.76  8.20  16.56  7.56  
Starchy and oily seeds  20.89  38.45  14.09  2.48  
Fruits  3.82  15.30  13.64  30.42  
Miscellaneous  8.28  0.61  3.87  0.63  
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Table 3: A ratio of skeletal portions using number of identified specimens (NISP) was derived to 
observe element representation within the Feature 4 deposit when compared to an expected 
standard.  Abundant portions include the axial, forequarter, and hindquarter (highlighted), while 
underrepresented portions include skull, forefoot, hindfoot, and foot.  
 
Portion Feltus NISP Feltus NISP %  Expected NISP Expected NISP % 
Head 7 6.7 63 23.9 
Axial 36 34.6 73 27.7 
Forequarter 18 17.3 8 3.0 
Hindquarter 35 33.7 16 6.1 
Forefoot 3 2.9 14 5.3 
Hindfoot 2 1.9 14 5.3 
Foot 3 2.9 76 28.8 
 
 

 
 
Figure 11: New conceptualization placing Feltus (in red) on the axes showing specific 
ethnographic (open circles) and archaeological (closed circles) examples of eating events.  
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