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Pottery forms the most informative and commonplace component of the material culture of the prehistoric period. It is durable, and the typological and chronological sequence is well understood. Most pottery was functional and intended for domestic use in cooking or storage. However, the role of the material could be altered through use in different situations: some domestic vessels became grave offerings or were used in ceremonial contexts. In certain periods, for example the Early Bronze Age (2200–1600 BC), highly decorated vessels were specifically created as grave goods. Throughout prehistory it appears that potting was carried out by particularly adept individuals within each family or community, although during some periods there may have been specialist potters producing the more accomplished vessels. The primary material, the clay, appears to have been available locally, although stone inclusions may occasionally have been acquired from more distant sources.

A very large number of pottery assemblages have been recovered in the past few years. These range from sites with fewer than 10 sherds to examples with over 10,000. While this material has been assessed within a post-excavation programme, where it often makes a significant contribution to the understanding of the site, the pace of discovery has hindered examination of the wider implications of this quantity of new information.

This paper provides a re-assessment of the development sequence and chronology of prehistoric pottery types as well as a review of the context and distribution of this material. For the Early Neolithic (4000–3600 BC) new discoveries have indicated more widespread settlement than had been apparent while at the same time highlighting areas of particular settlement concentration. Some of the new material, for example Late (2900–2500 BC) and Final Neolithic (2500–2200 BC) pottery (Grooved Ware and Beaker), has dramatically altered our understanding of the patterning of these types at both a regional and national level. The very large number of sites dating to the Middle and Late Bronze Age (1600–800 BC) suggests a significant population expansion as well as more extensive and intensive settlement during this period. Nevertheless, it is also apparent, despite the large number of new sites, that pottery production and use began to decline leading to the abandonment of pottery at, or very soon after, the beginning of the Iron Age around 800 BC. 
