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Artifacts and the Lifestyles  

of the People Who Made Them

In any scientific endeavor, interpretations are modified when new data are 
collected. The story that follows is as accurate as the information avail-
able at this time. It represents a synopsis of the evidence about the state’s 
ancient inhabitants compiled from thousands of archaeological sites for 
more than 150 years. The presentation of this accumulated knowledge 
should convince the reader of the richness of Florida’s cultural heritage.
 Classification, or typology, is absolutely essential to describe the uni-
verse as an orderly place. Classification is a convenience tool that can be 
as simple or as complex as is necessary to reduce phenomena of any kind 
to categories that make sense and can be understood. For instance, we 
classify dogs as members of the animal kingdom and distinguish them 
from other animals based on various characteristics that we recognize 
when we see them again. Some taxonomists are “lumpers” and others are 
“splitters.” Lumpers would place all dogs in a single category no matter 
how different one dog looks from another, and they would be basically 
correct in doing so. “Splitters” would separate poodles from Great Danes, 
bulldogs from Dobermans, and they also would be basically correct in 
doing so.

classification of Florida Artifacts and cultures

Artifacts are objects made or used by people for a multitude of reasons. 
The more complex a society becomes, the more items are needed to do 
all of the things required for the society to function correctly. In Florida, 
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before the coming of Europeans, the native peoples made artifacts from 
stone, bone, wood, shell, clays (ceramics), and plant fibers (textiles). No 
metals are native to Florida, but a few artifacts made of copper have been 
recovered at Florida sites. These items were imported from elsewhere 
in the Southeast. Gold, silver, iron, glass, and nonnative ceramics occur 
at sites that date more recently than AD 1492. They were probably ob-
tained from shipwrecks or through trade and distributed by the Indians 
throughout the state.
 Artifacts usually can be classified by shape, design, function, and mate-
rial. Obviously, if you can classify an artifact using all four of these charac-
teristics, your interpretation about where it fits into the archaeology of an 
area is more secure. Stone spearheads can be described by shape, material, 
and assumed function (hunting or warfare). Some artifacts must be clas-
sified using fewer characteristics. For example, we know that the function 
of a stone hammer is to pound, but we can only guess at what it pounded. 
Since its shape or style does not change much through time, it is difficult 
to assign it to a specific period unless other information is available, such 
as associated diagnostic artifacts or organic material that can be dated by 
radiocarbon analysis. Another example is the ulna awl made from one of 
the bones of the foreleg of a deer or other animal. This artifact type was 
made for thousands of years. When reading the following pages, keep in 
mind that classification is imposed on the objects being described to cre-
ate order. This categorization does not always reflect reality; that is, it does 
not necessarily reflect what the maker had in mind when the artifact was 
manufactured or used thousands of years ago.
 In this chapter, we describe and picture the artifacts created and/or 
used by native Floridians from the very earliest evidence until after the 
Contact period. These periods of occupation in Florida can also be clas-
sified. They are called Paleoamerican (before approximately 10,000 BP), 
Archaic (from approximately 10,000 to 4200 BP), Ceramic (sometimes 
called Formative) (4200–500 BP), and Early Historic (500–300 BP). BP 
stands for “before present.” For consistency, years before present are re-
ported as conventional radiocarbon ages; that is, the uncalibrated age be-
fore 1950. (See chapter 4 for more information on the various ways of pre-
senting radiocarbon ages, methods of calibrating these to obtain calendar 
dates, and the confusion that sometimes results from the use of different 
methods of reporting.) Each period is characterized by a particular way 
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of life. The Paleoamericans, for example, were the earliest inhabitants of 
Florida, arriving sometime during the last ice age (latest Pleistocene) and 
practicing a way of life adapted to that kind of environment. The Archaic 
period is usually thought of as a time when rapid adjustments to new eco-
logical conditions took place following the retreat of the glaciers, around 
10,000 BP. By about AD 1700, the original Florida Indians had been virtu-
ally wiped out, and Indians from the north, known later as the Seminole, 
moved into the void created by their absence.

Paleoamerican Period

The Paleoamerican period began with the introduction of humans to the 
Western Hemisphere at about 20,000 BP and ended with the transition 
from the Late Pleistocene, or Ice Age, to the Holocene, or Modern era. 
The period from 11,500 to 10,000 BP has received most of the archaeologi-
cal attention, and we have learned much in the past twenty years or so. 
Recent discoveries predating 11,500 BP suggest a greater antiquity for the 
New World than previously believed. These are exciting developments, 
but as we try to demonstrate, a great deal more work needs to be done. 
Only a few chronometric dates from a limited number of sites exist for 
the Paleoamerican period in Florida, and nearly all surviving diagnostic 
artifacts from this period are made of stone. The evidence for antiquity, 
therefore, is based on the comparative method as described in chapter 4; 
that is, we assume that certain artifacts in Florida are contemporaneous 
with those from other areas that have been securely dated because their 
shapes and the technologies used to make them are nearly identical. It 
should be noted that many of the choice specimens are in the possession 
of amateur collectors, whose cooperation was essential in compiling the 
story that follows.

>20,000 to ca. 11,500 BP

This period includes what has been referred to as pre-Clovis; in other 
words, that period of time when Homo sapiens first entered the West-
ern Hemisphere and prior to the presence of Clovis and related stone 
tool types at about 11,500 BP (see discussion below). For more than 100 
years, there have been reports suggesting great antiquity for the peopling 
of the Americas. These views were not accepted because the evidence was 
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