
 

 

 

 

 

 

  1 

Obsidian maritime connections in Eastern Mediterranean prehistory   

Theodora MOUTSIOU, University of Cyprus, Post-doctoral researcher Archaeological Research Unit University of Cyprus, 

Cyprus 

Keywords: Obsidian — Eastern Mediterranean — Holocene — maritime — connections.  

CHNT Reference: ‘Obsidian maritime connections in Eastern Mediterranean prehistory’, in CHNT – 

ICOMOS Editorial board. Proceedings of the 26th International Conference on Cultural Heritage and 

New Technologies. Heidelberg: Propylaeum.  

Introduction  

Despite recent mounting evidence demonstrating the successful early exploitation of insular 

environments around the globe as far back as 100 ka, the island of Cyprus is still persistently 

regarded as isolated from regional phenomena and largely unaffected by them. The main reason 

behind this marginality view is the island’s insularity and geographic location at the periphery of the 

continent. Following a Terminal Pleistocene occupation, the Early Holocene signals the first 

permanent settlements on the island dating to around 10 ka and followed by a settlement expansion 

in the Middle Holocene (ca. 8 ka). The traditional view of Cyprus regards these early settlements as 

the outcome of Neolithic farmers who arrived from the mainland and subsequently turned their backs 

to the continent developing in isolation because of the presumed sea barriers prohibiting 

communication.  

Obsidian in Cyprus  

Obsidian stone tools (Fig. 1) provide an ideal proxy to discuss the extent, scale and directionality of 

early social interactions between insular and mainland communities in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Obsidian is a non-native raw material to Cyprus with good quality geological sources known from 

the Aegean islands of Melos, Antiparos and Yiali, Turkey and the Caucasus. Obsidian is introduced 

to Cyprus (Moutsiou, 2018, 2019a) in the Initial Aceramic Neolithic, although its use on the island 

reaches its peak during the Early Aceramic Neolithic (8200–6900 Cal BC). At this time, it is 

distributed across the island (Moutsiou and Agapiou 2019) in quantities that exceed those of the 

preceding or following periods, even though frequencies differ among sites. A decline in obsidian 

use is noted from the Late Aceramic Neolithic onwards.   
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Fig. 1. Obsidian artefacts from Early Holocene Cyprus (© Theodora Moutsiou).  

  

With few exceptions, all the obsidian assemblages discovered on Cyprus are dominated by either 

small blades or bladelets. To date, there is no evidence of core production or core debris in Cypriot 

sites dated to the Aceramic Neolithic. In terms of production the obsidian stone tools found on Cyprus 

exhibit strong technological parallels with those of the Near East and made via the application of 

pressure flaking (Moutsiou, 2018). Combined this information suggests that the obsidian artefacts 

found on Cyprus were manufactured offshore and subsequently introduced to the island in finished 

form. X-ray Fluorescence Spectrometry (XRF) analyses (Moutsiou, 2018, 2019a) demonstrate that 

the majority of the obsidian artefacts derive from the central Anatolian volcanic complex of Göllü  

Dağ, with a lesser amount to Nenezi Dağ. For the first time we have concrete evidence for the 

presence of material from an Eastern Anatolian source, Bingöl B (Fig. 2).  

  

Fig. 2. Discriminant Function Analysis (DFA) of obsidian from Early Holocene Cyprus with the main Eastern 

Mediterranean geological obsidian sources. The figure shows that based on Sr/Rb and Zr/Rb ratios and Ti absolute 

values, the majority of the Cypriot obsidian can be attributed to the central Anatolian source of Göllü dağ. Colours: 

black=Shillourokambos, green=Ais Giorkis, orange=Mylouthkia, pink=Arkosyko (covered by the Shillourokambos main 

cluster), purle=Tenta (© Theodora Moutsiou 2018).  
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Maritime routes in Eastern Mediterranean prehistory  

Cyprus is an oceanic island that has always been disconnected from the mainland with an estimated 

gap of at least 30–60 km. Thus, at any stage in Eastern Mediterranean prehistory, people involved 

in the exchange of obsidian and likely other materials and objects would have by default relied on 

the sea and maritime travel to perform these exchange events. The location of Early Holocene 

obsidian-bearing sites along the north and south coasts of the island and the apparent obsidian gap 

between the two regions likely support two different routes for the introduction of obsidian to Cyprus: 

(a) from the Levant to the south coast of Cyprus, and (b) from Anatolia to the north coast of Cyprus.   

Sea travel between Cyprus and the neighbouring continent would not have been straightforward due 

to nautical elements like currents and winds, but a recent ongoing study suggests that such travel  

would have been possible at different times of the year and under certain weather conditions. 

Preliminary drift-induced simulation results (Nikolaidis et al., 2020) indicate that there exist at least 

two periods, during winter for South to North routes (south coast of Anatolia - Cyprus and vice versa), 

and during summer, for East to West routes (eastern coast of Levant – Cyprus and vice versa), 

whereby the sea state is favourable to drifting vessels, especially for shorter distances. During almost 

all the time, departures from the southern side of the Levantine mainland are blocked by currents 

flowing almost parallel to the coast (Fig. 3).  

  

Fig. 3. Lagrangian-based simulation algorithms for modelling the drift-induced sea-borne movements to/from Cyprus 

based on drift-induced modelling based on data and assumptions regarding the prevailing paleo-environmental 

conditions and vessel characteristics. (© Nikolaidis et al. 2020).  

Social connectivity across the sea   

Why, though, would these early communities choose to get involved in the establishment and 

maintenance of risky, time and effort consuming long-distance maritime exchange networks? From 

a cost-effective perspective the benefits associated with such an undertaking must outweigh these 
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cognitive and organisational costs. The amount of obsidian found on Cyprus indicates that the value 

of these exotics lies within the realm of their social life (Moutsiou, 2019b). The symbolic role of 

obsidian artefacts is linked to their ability to entangle communities and individuals in emotional 

bonds— either kinship or alliance relationships—that can be maintained at a distance and without 

the need for face-to-face interactions. These exotic objects functioned then as a powerful symbolic 

medium for those early Cypriot communities’ social strategies and negotiations within the changing 

Mediterranean Neolithic world, possibly as a buffer against resource stress and the risks associated 

with frontier colonisation. The Mediterranean Sea facilitated these interactions, serving as a highway 

to communication that extended across the sea.   
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