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Abstract

In current studies, obsidian is considered both
as a highly valuable commodity, of exotic origin, and
in other cases as a raw material with practical use only.
The answer to the problem is not an easy one, since the
basic qualities of obsidian are also found in many other
raw materials, often easily accessible from prehistoric
settlements. In this assessment of the subject of distri-
bution and the chronology of obsidian finds I have
tried to view obsidian exclusively on the basis of its
chronological and cultural context. Such methodolog-
ical premise leads to a conclusion that the role, impor-
tance and value of obsidian in the life of prehistoric
communities can be best understood during the period
of neolithization of the European continent and later
on, when obsidian becomes an integral part of the
complex changes in the perception and the use of the
environment.

1 - Obsidian studies
as an archaeological discipline

In spite of an interdisciplinary approach and
the establishment of the obsidian studies as a separate
scientific discipline, the study of obsidian is still
directed towards two general subjects: one is the tech-
nology of the artifact production with a special interest
in the knapping techniques and statistical analysis, the
other studies the exchange mechanisms, where sample
characterization and the detection of the source of raw
material were conducted in order to reveal the patterns
of its distribution. It is then quite understandable why
H. O. Pollman in his Obsidian ~ Bibliographie con-
taining almost 2800 items, used a title Artefakt und
Provenienz (1999). However, even after the prospec-
tion of the sources of the raw material, the method of
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its exploitation and trade mechanisms, a key question
remains unanswered; what was the role of obsidian in
prehistory and how can we determine its value. In cur-
rent studies, obsidian is considered both as a highly
valuable commodity, of exotic origin, and in other
cases as a raw material with practical use only
(Gopher, Barkai & Marder 1998; Balkan-Atli ez al.
1999; Ammerman & Polglase 1993; Ozdogan 1994;
Renfrew & Bahn 1991). The answer to the aforemen-
tioned question is not an easy one, since the basic qual-
ities of obsidian are also met by many other raw mate-
rials, often easily available in the environment of the
prehistoric settlements. Additionally, it must not be
forgotten that obsidian was mainly used in the produc-
tion of chipped tools and that its utilitarian role is con-
firmed by contextual data and by the use-ware analy-
ses. Having in mind these general observations, it is
then necessary to determine why obsidian appears in
large quantities at certain sites, unrelated to the long
distance from the source and the restrictive conditions
of acquisition. Could it be that obsidian might have a
different role, besides an utilitarian one?

The answers to these questions, however, can-
not be reached by comparison with other kinds of exot-
ic goods which were also subject to intercultural
exchange. Unlike most of these objects/raw materials
obsidian is differentiated by its clear utilitarian role
and by its deposition within a cultural context. A good
example can be seen in the case of artifacts made of
Spondylus shell, whose appearance peaks in Europe
almost at the same time of the widest obsidian use
(Seferiades 1995; Miiller 1997; Todorova 2000), and
suggests that that distribution is a result of similar or
the same exchange mechanisms that brought in obsid-
ian. However, Spondylus shells were primarily used to
produce specific types of items (necklaces, bracelets,
amulets) which are decorative and by their use are
linked to individuals. It is to no surprise then, that the
Spondylus shell objects are mostly contextualized as a
grave goods i.e. as the property of the buried individ-
ual (Miiller 1997). Cn the other hand, in certain parts
of Europe, a contextual analysis of obsidian has shown
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that its sole usage is as a flint alternative, being dis-
carded or lost after a certain period of use, without a
significant deposition in cultural context (Tripkovi¢
2001). .
From a general point of view, technical, func-
tional and aesthetic qualities of obsidian imply that
its role might not have been strictly functional, and
that the long period of use, from Middle Paleolithic
times until the end of prehistory, could have occa-
sionally produced a different usage for it. At the
Neolithic site of Catal Hiiyiik in Anatolia obsidian
has been used for mirror production, besides its usual
role in chipped industry (Mellaart 1965: fig. 54),
whilst in the Aegean Bronze age it was used in the
production of seals and vessels (Betancourt 1997;
Warren 1969: 135-136). Varied use and a long
chronological sequence require a comprehension of
obsidian through time and cultural context that pro-
vide the role and value to the artifact.

2 - Fragmentation of time

The first appearance of obsidian on the
European continent is seen in the Middle Paleolithic
cultures of the Central European area, becoming very
common by the Upper Paleolithic (Williams-Thorpe,
Warren & Nandris 1984). However, this is not a gener-
al rule on the continent, since in some areas (Central
and Western Mediteranean) utilization does not appear
until the beginning of Neolithic (Tykot 1996), whilst in
other areas it is isolated to certain sites before the
Neolithic times (Franchthi cave in the Peloponese —
Pantelidou-Gofas 1996: 13). In any case, the long
time-span of use, covering several tens of thousands of
years, demands a break down of the period of the
obsidian use into smaller chronological sequences, in
order to realize how the obsidian was exploited, deliv-
ered to the site and processed, and what were the rela-
tions of the prehistoric communities towards it. Such a
rough division into the basic cultural-historical
sequences such as Paleolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic,
Copper age, etc. could be practical for an analysis,
since its use is mainly established by specific techni-
cal, technological and social criteria.

In this way, an opportunity for the association
of obsidian with the specific cultural and historical tra-
dition arises. However, the impossibility of a clear sep-
aration of the mentioned cultural and historical periods
is a fundamental problem, since our view of the
Neolithic as a time of sedentism, food production and
complex social organizations, is just a simplified asso-
ciation of basic values with certain cultural and histor-
ical principles. Even in the time of the developed
Neolithic these cannot be applied to all areas. It must
be then taken into account that when we speak of
neolithization, we speak of a world in transition, which

prolongs existing and accepts new values. Therefore,
the examination of the process of neolithization on the
European continent can lead to a better understanding
of the development of obsidian use and the manner in
which its value was formed (Tripkovié in press). Key
questions are:

e What is the value of obsidian? Trade and
exchange are economic categories and the involve-
ment of goods in an exchange presumes an existence
of a certain value;

e How does it differ from the rest of the
chipped stone industry and what knowledge was nec-
essary for the knapping of obsidian?

e What were the motives for the purchase of
obsidian? Acquirement was not necessary since the
environment of the most prehistoric settlements
already contains primary or secondary sources of an
alternative raw material.

3 - Obsidian as a part of the Neolithic sequence

Over the millennia, raw material was involved
in an exchange network in the regions of Near East and
Anatolia. In these regions, it is present since the
Paleolithic times, but it only appears in large amount at
the time of the first Neolithic sequences, usually in a
significant percentage on most of the sites (Moore
1982). Therefore, concerning the role of exchange as a
means of transmission of information, knowledge,
experience, raw material and technology in the process
of neolithization (Runnels & Van Andel 1988; Yakar
1996), one cannot forget the significance and the role
of obsidian. It was Andrew Sherratt who suggested
that on Catal Hilyilk domesticated cattle was
exchanged for high altitude area resources, one of
which is obsidian (1982: 254). The value of cattle does
not present a dilemma in this example, moreover since
has been clearly confirmed by several ethno-archaeo-
logical studies (Russell 1998; Russell 1993). The inter-
esting concept in this relationship between the high-
land and lowland resources is the value of obsidian;
how did this come about and what are the motives for
its acquirement in such large quantities?

A similar situation occurs on the European
continent. Simultaneously with the spread of Neolithic
across Europe, the territorial expansion of obsidian
finds appears with the exploitation of outcrops not pre-
viously used (Tripkovi¢ 2001). It is very important to
pay attention to the spatial extent of the oldest Neolith-
ic cultures and their position with regard to the obsid-
ian outcrops (fig. 1). Greece, as a separate cultural
unit, utilizes obsidian outcrops located on the island of
Melos (Perlés 2001: 201); the Starevo-Korgs-Crig
cultural complex employs obsidian sources in Hun-
gary and Slovakia (Tripkovi¢ 2001), while the Cardi-
um-Impresso cultural complex acquires obsidian from
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Figure 1. Distribution of obsidian across Europe in the Neolithic and Copper Age
(modified after Willms 1983); * - not characterized obsidian.

the island outcrops of the central Mediterranean (Tykot
1996). It is remarkable that the cultural complex
encompassing the obsidian outcrop in one area
restricts the territory within which the distribution of
obsidian occurs; obsidian originating from the out-
crops of one cultural complex is not distributed to
another. Exemptions from this rule are extremely rare
and are usually found in the border areas, where cul-
tural complexes generally overlap, as is in the case of
Middle Neolithic sequence of Obre 1 site in central
Bosnia, with reported obsidian finds originating from
Sardinia (Greif 1995: 85). In the widest sense, this
could indicate that cultural boundaries, pottery styles
and technological experiences register the operational
level of certain trade mechanisms.

It is important to mention that, like in the Near
East, obsidian in Europe plays an important role in the
transmission of Neolithic knowledge and experiences.
This can be best illustrated on the example of the
Carpathian basin, where Mesolithic communities of
the Jaszag area, with a certain percentage of obsidian
in chipped tools assemblages appear between Neolith-
ic Staréevo-Koros culture and the obsidian sources
(Kertesz 1996; Makkay 1996). It is clear that Neolith-
ic communities within this cultural complex did not
have a direct access to obsidian outcrops, which per-
haps explains why obsidian is uncommon in South
Pannonia, at the time of the earliest Neolithic cultures
of the region. On the other hand, it is to be expected

that these contacts between north and south have
somehow begun the transformation of conservative
Mesolithic communities and have prepared them for
the application of the Neolithic technologies, which
were to follow several hundred years later (Tripkovi¢
2001; Tripkovi¢ in press).

4 - The domestication of the volcano and other
obsidian stories

One question remains unanswered in this short
review of the distribution of obsidian finds; why did
the Neolithic communities rely on obsidian, despite all
difficulties associated with its acquirement. In one of
the shrines on Catal Hiiyiik a potential answer is given
on the northem wall of the shrine in horizon VII,
where an urban settlement is depicted, with houses
with approximately identical dimensions and plans.
The landscape of the settlement is dominated by the
eruption of a volcano, with smoke, flames and fireballs
rolling down the slope (Mellaart 1965: fig. 51, 52). In
this dynamic projection of a landscape, dominated by
a settlement and a volcano, one man-made and one
natural feature, archaeologists tend to recognise
Neolithic Catal Hijjiik and the Hasan Dag volcano,
located on the east part of the Konya Plain (Mellaart
1965: 83-84). The transition of the volcano from the
outer, wild and unpredictable world, into the inner,
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domesticated area, makes it domesticated in the same
sense as the clay, transformed into figurines, altars or
vessels became a domesticated form. In the same man-
ner, the representation of the volcano eruption on the
northern wall of the shrine could have represented a
way of a affirmation of the domus principle. It is then
clear, that the volcano was not domesticated in the
sense of behavioral control, but in the sense of the con-
trol of its resources, resulting in abundant quantities of
obsidian on Catal Hiiylik, and giving to it a2 symbolic
meaning in the process of domestication, in a similar
way as female and bovine figurines or bucrania repre-
sent values of the period.

With all this in mind, obsidian can be observed
as a domesticated form, taken from nature, as an inte-
gral part of the Neolithic world, together with food
production technology, items made from fired clay and
new patterns of social organization. It is feasible to
assume that the place of obsidian in the Neolithic nar-
ratives should also be the reason for its expansion,
along with other Neolithic values. However, like most
of the finds in the Near East and Anatolia, obsidian
tools on European continent show distinctive traces of
everyday use. Besides infrequent, isolated examples,
religious and symbolic aspects of obsidian are not vis-
ible. One of such distinctive examples originates from
the island of Cres, located in the eastern Adriatic,
Croatia (Greif 1995: 87). Wstill unpublished medal-
lion made of obsidian and dated to Neolithic period
was found on the island. The medallion is interesting
because of the representation of a hunt, giving him a
deeper meaning. Several times in the past, I have
pointed out that this representation could not be under-
stood without its publication, but there are certainly
two aspects present on it: obsidian as a part of the
Neolithic world, is a clear metaphor of the period, and
the representation of the hunt as a part of an older tra-
dition (Tripkovié 2001; Tripkovi¢ in press). The pre-
cise chronology of the find is still uncertain, but what
makes it interesting is the fact that the island contains
both Mesolithic and Neolithic sites (Batovi¢ 1979:
481, 488), thus making the representation of the hunt
on the medallion a possible way in which the syn-
cretism of old and new traditions could have been
locally portrayed.

Conclusion

In this assessment of the distribution and the
chronology of obsidian finds I have tried to view
obsidian exclusively on the basis of its chronological
and cultural context. Such a methodological premise
leads to the conclusion that the role, importance and
value of obsidian in the life of prehistoric communities
can be best understood during the period of neolithiza-
tion of the European continent and further on, when

obsidian becomes an integral part of the complex
changes in perception and the use of the environment.
It is noticeable that, during Neolithic, obsidian is not
contextualized into specific, individual contexts
(graves), which could reveal its role on an individual
level — a level of relation between an individual and an
artifact. With this in mind, it is certain that, if buried
with an individual, obsidian did not suggest a recog-
nizable text. I have argued that the role and the value
of obsidian on the European continent were formed
through a process in which exchange of knowledge
and experience and the introduction of new technolo-
gies were of governing importance. As a chipped stone
tool, obsidian has had a utilitarian purpose, but it also
served as a metaphor of time and value brought by
neolithization. It is then highly probable that the
Mesolithic and Neolithic communities accepted or
rejected the use of obsidian, depending on the prefer-
ence of their ideological basis towards adjustment to
the coming, or the preservation of the existing time. It
must be said that such processes can, certainly, be
viewed on a local level, only.
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