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possible that they used the stars to navigate, or relied on the sun and the

currents (see Figure 58).

Figure 58: Direction of Mediterranean Sea currents (after Pennacchioni 1996)

If we accept the possibility that late Palaeolithic groups were actively
utilizing coastal regions and were crossing the existing waters in search of food
and other resources, then the probability that these crossings would have
continued even as the rising waters made the journeys longer is extremely high.
Therefore, during the latter part of the Mesolithic it is probable that groups from
North Africa, Sicily and Malta would have continued to follow the same

navigational routes that their ancestors used to obtain food.
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Coastal Settlements — The Missing Evidence

Because these coastline communities were inundated by the rising waters
early researchers were unaware of their existence and mistakenly assumed that
Mesolithic and Early Neolithic groups lived, for the most part, in caves and rock
shelters, with occasional foraging along the coastlines. This misinterpretation
portrayed Early Neolithic life as primitive, with small family groups operating
independently. Williams-Thorpe (1995) stated that technology in the Early
Neolithic was primitive, and sea voyages were limited to short trips on rafts that
stayed within sight of the shoreline.

Recent investigations of Neolithic settlements on Sicily show that these
early sites were scattered along the coastlines in areas where harbors would
have provided access to safe landing sites and nearby fishing areas.
Archaeological evidence from Pantelleria, Malta and Lampedusa indicate that
they were probably settled by 5900 BC (Whittle 1996). However, recent research
on Pantelleria suggests that the earliest settlements on the island may have been
as early as the Late Mesolithic (Tosi 2001: personal communication). However,
this dating should be viewed with some caution since no radiocarbon dates have
been established for these sites.

The problem of chronology and settlement patterns extends beyond the
islands to the Italian mainland where the Neolithization of northern and southern
Italy during the Neolithic does not follow a set time line. This is probably because
the Italian peninsula did not transition to the Neolithic simultaneously, but was

populated by different groups moving gradually westward from the Adriatic and
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Southeastern Europe spreading their domestication technology as they migrated
west.

However, these groups were probably not the ‘first’ settlers’ in some of
these areas. Their arrival must have provided the catalyst that initiated new
agricultural technology and different cultural perspectives. Settlers from the east
probably encountered indigenous hunter/gatherer groups and small hamlets that
were already well established throughout the Italian peninsula. According to
Whittle “. . .the primary means of change throughout the central and west
Mediterranean was acculturation, started through the sea-borne transmission of
contacts, ideas and resources. . .” (Whittle 1996:291).

There is no archaeological evidence that supports this hypothesis, nor is
there any evidence that provides information regarding the mobility (or lack
thereof of early hunter/gatherer groups that populated Italy during the Late
Mesolithic. This point also brings to light another area of debate regarding the
transition from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic in the western Mediterranean. The
argument centers around the degree of change that took place with the
introduction of agriculture and what impact this new subsistence strategy had on
the hunter/gather groups that came in contact with newly established agricultural

communities.

Trade, Exchange and the Value of Obsidian
Although the causes of cultural change are often blamed on external factors

involving assimilation or aggressive intrusions, some of these changes could be
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brought about by the evolving relationship between groups without the impact of

cultural change. Trade, exchange, and to some degree the adaptation of outside

cultural traits began to reshape these societies into more complex cultural

groups. Evidence from Uzzo Cave represents this transition with the members of

this community incorporating some new ideas about agriculture and animal

husbandry into their social framework while rejecting those elements of the

intrusive cultural package that did not meet their needs (Leighton 1999).

Several theories have been put forth to explain this transition. For

example, Leighton’s (1999) subsistence theory for the Neolithic is defined by four

assumptions:

1.

changes in subsistence strategies - a greater diversity in food sources
with the use of domestic animals such as sheep, pigs, horse and oxen
and the introduction of agriculture reducing dependence on hunting
and foraging.

exploration — people began moving into new territories in search of
better grazing lands for livestock, better growing conditions and
possibly to retain their freedom of movement as more sedentary
groups gained control of exploitable environments.

technological advances in sea craft - more seaworthy vessels were
designed enabling explorers to make longer voyages over open water
and carry larger payloads of animals and people.

awareness of other communities - contacts with groups outside the

extended family unit or ‘tribe’ in an increasingly complex
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trade/exchange network that encompassed most of the Western
Mediterranean. Note: An example of this is the presence of obsidian,
greenstone and Cardial ceramics far removed from the primary source
of the raw material.

Leighton (1999) also points out that although there is evidence of a
transition from hunting and gathering to farming, this does not appear to be a
wholesale move away from earlier food gathering strategies. While there may
have been some attempts to domesticate wild species of pig or sheep there is no
evidence of this in the western Mediterranean. It is more likely that the increased
use of boats would have encouraged sedentary communities to develop along
coastlines which, in turn might have prompted prehistoric communities to choose
areas that provided safe harbors with easy access to open waters. As explorers
ventured further away from familiar shores contact with other communities would
have extended the boundaries of the ‘known world’ and could have been the
impetus for more complex trade interaction. Leighton also believes that the
diversity of subsistence strategies may indicate that not all Early Neolithic groups
were sedentary - and that, in fact there were different groups operating within the
Neolithic landscape.

This is an important point for it suggests that a mixture of groups operating
at different levels of cultural and social complexity might have been cohabitating
the western Mediterranean during most of the Neolithic. It is possible that some
of these groups were sedentary, some may have moved seasonally following or

maintaining domesticated herd animals, and some could have continued to hunt
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and forage, gradually adapting their nomadic lifestyle to accommodate the
‘intrusion’ of sedentary communities in what had heretofore been open country.

A more graphic example of how these early communities responded to the
changing cultural landscape can be seen in the presence of ditches or palisades
surrounding early hamlets in Southern Europe and the southern regions of the
Italian peninsula (Skeates 1993, 1998, 2000). As communities accumulated
‘wealth’ in the form of food, domesticated animals and permanent dwellings, they
may have felt the need to ‘protect’ these possessions. Claiming the land and
determining ‘ownership’ by groups composed of numerous family units may
represent some of the earliest efforts to change and control the environment.

These ditches have been identified as a defensive system, as drainage
ditches, as barriers for livestock, water sources, and pits left from stone
excavation. All are possible explanations for the presence of these features and
it is probable that this list is incomplete (Skeates 2000; Leighton 1999).

The use of these ditches as barriers for livestock seems the most
plausible. However, Skeates’ (2000) theory that the ditches and palisades were
used as a defense against the nomadic hunter/gatherer groups that continued to
operate throughout Europe is a plausible one and would support the premise that
a switch to a more sedentary, agricultural food strategy was not universally
accepted and that by the Middle to Late Neolithic a more stratified complex
society existed in the western Mediterranean, with both sedentary and mobile

groups operating in the same environment.
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Colonization of the Islands

There is sufficient evidence in the archaeological record to accept the fact
that complex trade and exchange systems existed by the Early Neolithic - and
possibly even earlier in the Mesolithic. It is also clear that as groups began to
establish larger, more stratified communities, there must have been an
increasing dependence on trade to provide commodities such as pottery and
finished tools to communities which lacked the resources to create their own
products. Evidence suggesting that such interaction existed is found at Neolithic
sites in Sicily where crude Incised Impressed Ware and domesticates reveal that
there were external cultural influences impacting local ceramic styles and food
strategies (Tagliacozzo 1993; Tusa 1992).

Cherry (1985) and others contend that isolated islands such as Pantelleria
were probably not permanently settled during the Neolithic. In spite of the
apparent lack of archaeological evidence indicating any long term habitation, it is
possible that temporary ‘camps’ were established on the island. These ‘camps’
might have been used as a ‘base’ for groups that would arrive on Pantelleria to
collect raw material. Temporary shelters would have provided some protection
from the elements, especially if a return trip was dependent on weather and sea
conditions, and it is highly likely that these groups took advantage of whatever
wild game was living on the island to supplement whatever food they carried with
them (Camps 1986; Bogucki 1993). Although this hypothesis is highly

speculative, future research focused on temporary encampments rather then
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permanent settlements may reveal evidence of seasonal occupation of islands
such as Pantelleria.

Nevertheless, there is also good evidence that obsidian from Pantelleria,
in the form of debitage and unfinished tools was actively being used in Malta
(Trump 1966, 1995-1996, 1996; Savona-Ventura 1996). The presence of this
type of assemblage rather than finished products indicates that raw material was
transported from Pantelleria. However, Malta’s strong connection to Sicily prior
to the collapse of the Temple period may be representational of contact with
outside groups who were exchanging and/or trading obsidian and other goods

with the Maltese.

The ‘Value’ of Pantellerian Obsidian

Chapman (1998) states that it is an “... implied part of each person’s
worldview, that there are some places in the world ...(that)...have value”
(Chapman 1998: 106). Therefore, ‘places’ have two distinct aspects. The first is
directly connected to institutional or residual memories of the activities of past
generations in connection with a specific location or ‘place.” The second
considers a place, by virtue of its location, as a center of power and therefore an
area that is considered ‘sacred’ or ‘special’.

It is possible that for Neolithic communities, Pantellerian obsidian was
highly regarded because of ‘where’ it came from rather than its functionality as a
tool. Voyages to Pantelleria might have been considered a “rite of passage” or

were thought to be so dangerous as to elevate the participants to a special
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status. This theory may account for the possible use of Salto la Vecchia
obsidian, since the risk involved in obtaining workable obsidian from this location
would require significant risk, and might have provided the means for individuals
to be elevated to a higher social status.

Furthermore, there is no clear evidence to indicate that the tools
themselves were considered valuable, and this is supported by the fact that
debitage and finished products are generally found in domestic settings rather
than burial or ritual ones.

Archaeological evidence from Sicily, Malta and Zembra indicates that
Pantellerian obsidian was actively collected throughout the Neolithic. The time
and energy required to obtain raw material and return home determined the ‘cost’
that each group was willing to pay. This also implies that not everyone within
each Neolithic community embraced agriculture. It is possible that some people
began to specialize in certain food gathering strategies, such as fishing while
living within the newly developing agricultural communities.

Since there is evidence of trade during the Neolithic it is highly likely that
there were people who resisted a more sedentary way of life in favor of
maintaining the hunter/forager lifestyle or embarking on new ventures that
involved exploration for new lands, food sources or raw materials.

Procurement of obsidian from Pantelleria may have been only a part of the
reason that groups journeyed there. Pantellerian obsidian was, to be sure, the
closest source for the North Africans, but it is unclear how much obsidian was

traded or exchanged for other goods between North African communities.
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Secondly, Pantellerian obsidian was not the only source of workable raw
material to make stone tools for the Sicilians who were in close proximity to Lipari
or for the Maltese whose link to Sicilian communities continued until just prior to
the collapse of the temple society (Basile et al. 1988). It is possible that
Pantelleria’s value as a source of workable obsidian must be considered
secondary to other reasons that go beyond its functional use.

Whitehouse’s (1993) work on Neolithic wall paintings provides some
insight as to the value and importance of real or symbolic objects. Things that
researchers perceive as common symbols might imply recurrent ritualistic
themes. In the case of Pantelleria this could be that the island was part of some
symbolic rite such as an initiation or a passage from child to ‘manhood.’

Secondly, Whitehouse implies that the retention of hunting iconography -
even after communities had transitioned to more agriculturally focused
subsistence strategies may indicate their strong connection to this older way of
life and the possibility that these sedentary communities were in contact with
nomadic groups that crossed their lands. Whitehouse also discusses unusual
ways that water is depicted which may indicate that water had become
increasingly important to these early farmers and that water held a special power.

The use of obsidian throughout the Neolithic may indicate that a more
complex society existed during this period (Renfrew 1969; Skeates 1993), which
might have included farmers, craftspeople, non-agricultural groups that may have
provided the means for trade items to be moved from one location to another.

Without this complexity, the trade of obsidian and other materials might not have
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been as successful and as far-reaching as we see expressed in the
archaeological record. Nevertheless, we must be cautious not to impose
‘western’ market economy theories on Neolithic lifeways, but the concept of trade
or exchange, where finished products and services are exchanged for other

commodities, may have been more common by the start of the Early Neolithic.
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Chapter Nine

Conclusion

Final analysis

To speculate what motivated Neolithic groups or what cultural, economic
or social choices they may have made is a worthy exercise only if the
‘interpretation’ does not go beyond the scope of the data recovered (Whittle
1996; Williams-Thorpe 1995). We only have the data that was generated by our
investigations, to go beyond that point diminishes the work and creates an
illusionary scenario that cannot be proven.

Although interpretive archaeology is a useful tool, especially when
dealing with prehistoric cultures that leave scant evidence, it must be tempered
with solid facts and repeatable testing methodology. Speculation on what
motivated Neolithic groups or what cultural economic or social choices they might
have made must be supported to some degree in the archaeological record.
Speculative interpretations are not science, nor should they be represented as
such.

Based on the results of the trace element and density analyses, it appears
that by the Early Neolithic and continuing through the beginning of the Bronze

Age different groups from North Africa exploited obsidian from Pantelleria.



These tests also reveal that early settlers on the island extracted obsidian
from Balata dei Turchi, Bagno dell’Acqua and an undetermined source that may
be associated with the Mt. Gelkhamer area.

Visual observations of the Balata dei Turchi slope indicate that the area is
easily accessible by water and provides an adequate landing site where boats or
rafts could be safely moored. The presence of high-density primary, secondary,
and tertiary flakes, cores, preforms, and point, uniface, and biface fragments
provides visual evidence of the extensive processing activity in the area.
However, the chronology for the exploitation of this area is still unclear since no

artifacts that could provide radiocarbon dates have been recovered.

Figure 59: Balata dei Turchi Shoreline

While it appears that workable obsidian from the Bagno del’Acqua area
was utilized during the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age the results of the
comparative density analysis of geologic samples and artifacts from Zembra and
Pantelleria suggest that only one primary source location was heavily utilized by

prehistoric groups from Zembra and Pantelleria (see Figure 41).



Figure 60: Bagno dell’Acqua

The obsidian from Salto la Vecchia, while workable, is not easily
accessible and is not considered a likely source of raw material. However, since
some of the in situ and off shore material expresses a chemical signature similar
to Balata dei Turchi, it is impossible to determine at this time whether any

obsidian was collected from Salto la Vecchia.

Fiaure 61: Salto la Vecchia
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Evidence of early exploitation of Pantellerian obsidian is found in
transitional Early Neolithic levels at Grotta Uzzo and at Grotta d’Oriente on the
island of Sicily (Tusa 1985) but the dates for these artifacts are considered
unreliable since these levels were apparently highly disturbed and may represent
ambiguous deposition.

Archaeological material from Skorba (Malta) and Lampedusa, although
not included in this study, also indicate that Neolithic communities on these
islands were aware of the location of this serviceable, if not aesthetically beautiful
obsidian (Trump 1995-1996, 1996; Savona-Ventura 1996). Future analysis of
artifacts from Neolithic and Bronze Age sites on Malta, Lampedusa, and Sicily
and in North Africa will hopefully clarify the role that Pantelleria obsidian played in

the establishment of prehistoric trade networks.

Conclusion

This extensive study has proven that a large source sample assemblage
can provide sufficient data to determine specific flows on source islands that
were exploited by groups during the Neolithic. Secondly, it has demonstrated
that density measurements can be used in some cases as a low cost preliminary
testing method when time, funding, and the need to preserve artifactual material

become research issues.
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The expansion of the primary source data base and the identification of
specific source flows through a multi-disciplinary approach provides a tool for
researchers to explore in more depth the methods and conditions by which
Neolithic groups collected raw material for tool production which might present a
clearer picture of the technical and social structure of Neolithic society.

Further research in the western Mediterranean should continue to explore
coastal areas for prehistoric settlements. Another future project should entail a
reassessment of obsidian artifact assemblages from earlier excavations using
the data collected during this investigation. The results of this reexamination
may enable researchers to ascertain more accurately the primary source location
of obsidian artifacts recovered from prehistoric sites in the western

Mediterranean.
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