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Abstract

During Neolithic time, increasing knowledge and various interactions paved the ground for the
new experiments and products as well as spread of commodities and different ideas. Across the
Near East, Neolithic archaeology has mostly focused on the beginning of domestication and
sedentary life. Intensive interaction and exchange between societies, however, is amongst
outcomes of Neolithization process that resulted in diffusion of some materials such as obsidian.
To date, most of the researchers have taken the issue of long-distance contact in the light of
geographical diffusion of obsidian, while various materials and commodities were exchanged via
wide networks. In this regard, objects made of seashells are of particular importance. As a result
of recent excavation at Ali Kosh, a great number of different beads of shell and stone was
found...along with seated burials dated to the second half of the 8" millennium BC. Tiny disc-
shaped samples constitute the most common beads in the assemblage. They were previously
known as stone beads. However, our recent examination shows that they are mostly made of a
kind of bivalve sea shell known as Spondylus sp. It seems that such beads were produced on the
Pesian Gulf shores, as the closest habitat of the shell, and then were transported or exchanged as
finished goods. As evidenced by the recent stratigraphy and human isotopic analysis inhabitants of
Ali Kosh had a high level of mobility. This highlights the role of interaction and exchange
networks through which beads were diffused across lowlands of southwestern Iran. Accordingly,
the site yielded remains of 18 levels indicating subsequent short-term occupations. Furthermore, as
by the isotopic analysis, some of the buried individuals seem to have emigrated from shorelines to
the site. This highlights the role of interaction and exchange networks through which beads were
diffused across lowlands of southwestern Iran. Prevalence of shell beads at Ali Kosh reminds us
that obsidian was not the only main exchanged material in the early Neolithic. The main focus of
the present article is investigation of production and origin of oyster beads from the pre-pottery
Neolithic levels at Ali Kosh, Deh Luran Plain.
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1.Intuoduction

The earliest known evidence of adornments has so far been dated to around 100,000 BP at a
global scale (Bar-Yosef Mayer 2013). Across Iran, the earliest sample comes from Upper
Paleolithic period at Yafteh cave, Luristan. However, this was the late Epipaleolithic Natufian
period in the Levant that witnessed an increase in the use of various adornments (Kurzawska
et al. 2013). During Neolithic time, increasing knowledge and various interactions paved the
ground for the new experiments and products as well as spread of commaodities and different
ideas. In the Near East, Neolithic archaeology has mostly focused on the beginning of
domestication and sedentary life. Intensive interaction and exchange between societies,
however, is amongst the outcomes of Neolithization process that resulted in the diffusion of
various items. To date, most of researchers have investigated the Neolithic long-distance
contacts with regard to obsidian spread (see Ibafiez et al. 2016; Renfrew 1969; 1977; Renfrew
et al. 1968), while various materials and commodities were exchanged via wide networks. In
this regard, objects made of seashells are of particular importance. A notable number of early
Neolithic sites such as Shanidar B1 in Iragi Kurdistan or Kortik Tepe and Hassan Keyf in
southeastern Turkey vyielded large amounts of shell beads (Ozdogan 2016). In Iranian
archaeology, such artifacts have mostly been overlooked or just briefly noted in the literature
while they have sufficiently received attention in some parts of the world, specifically Eastern
Europe and Southern America (Carter 2011; Finet and Lamparell 2001; Mackensen et al.
2012; Séfériades 2010; Siklosi and Csengeri 2011; Tsuneki, A. 1987). Previous excavations at
some Neolithic sites such as Guran and Ganj Dareh have shown presence of shell beads
across central Zagros (Mortensen, P. 2014; Smith 1990). However, their strong presence at
the PPN levels of Ali Kosh is exceptional. Investigations turned the site into a key Neolithic
site with evidence of early agriculture and village life (Hole 2000; Hole et al. 1969) (Figures
1&2). However, the site chronology has even been controversial over the past several
decades. Thus, a brief sounding was undertaken at the site in 2017, aiming to revise its
stratigraphy and chronology (Darabi 2018). At a depth of ca. 4-5m below the surface (Ali
Kosh phase) remains of 13 human burials were uncovered. Individuals were buried in a seated
position and entirely covered with ochre (Soltysiak and Darabi 2017). According to the recent
radiocarbon dating, they can be dated to the second half of the 8" millennium BC (Darabi
2018). They were also accompanied by a large amount of different beads of shell and stone
which are typologically classified into disc-shaped, barrel-shaped, cylindrical, cowries, snail
beads and green stone beads (Figures 3& 4). Judging from anthropological analysis, no
specific sex (female or male) or age (young or old) was adorned with the beads at Ali Kosh
(Soltysiak and Darabi 2017). This may show that these artifacts were not taken as sign of
wealth or as prestige goods. Tiny disc-shaped samples constitute the most common beads in
the assemblage and represent various sizes, 3-5mm in diameter and 3mm in thickness (Figure
5). They were previously reported as white and, in some cases, black stone beads at the site
(Hole et al. 1969). However, our recent examination shows that they are mostly made of a
kind of bivalve sea shell known as Spondylus sp. which cements itself to rocks (Figure 6).
The two valves are connected with a ball-and-socket type hinge, thick enough to provide the
raw material for beads and other ornaments (Carter 2011; Finet and Lamparell 2001). Many
species of Spondylus are seen around the globe, but all live only in warm seas including the
Persian Gulf, at depths ranging from two to thirty meters. Judging from ethnoarchaeological
and experimental investigations, the ways of production of the spondylus beads are known
worldwide (Mackensen et al. 2012; Séfériades 2010; Siklosi and Csengeri 2011; Tsuneki, A.
1987) (Figure 7). Neither previous nor recent excavations at Ali Kosh showed evidence of
the raw material like fossil Spondylus or unfinished or fragmented samples at the site. At the
same time, the frequency of some stone tools like drills and perforators that might have been
used for perforating the beads is not meaningful (Table 1). This suggests that shell beads seem
to have been transported/ imported as final goods. Taking the temporal and geographical
issues, however, mechanism of their transportation from the Persian Gulf shorelines, as the
nearest habitat, to the site is questionable. Based on the paleo-coastline reconstructions of the
Persian Gulf the sea level was lower than present-day during early Neolithic period and then
began to rise through time (Lambeck 1996; Rose 2010). If so, the beads should have been
transported for more than 400km from the costal site(s) to Ali Kosh. We calculated that this
could have taken as long as a month in the early Neolithic period when no burden animals
were available to humans. Therefore, indirect spread of the beads comes to mind. In this
regard and to explain the most likely way of their spread, we applied the two main models
previously suggested for the expansion of obsidian pieces in the early Neolithic Near East:
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“Linear- Regression” (Renfrew et al. 1968) and “small-world network” (Ibafiez et al. 2016).

By putting the issue against the first model, closer sites to the coast should have presented

more volume of shell beads, whereas excavations at the contemporaneous site of Chogha

Bonut, Susiana plain, yielded just a few samples (Alizadeh 2003). However, we should keep

in mind that PPN deposits in lowland southwestern Iran have yet been exposed briefly.

Moreover, massive alluvial sediments affected discovery of the early in the region. The

second model hypothesizes 130km as the interaction buffer zone in which each Neolithic

settlement had an intensive cultural, economic, social, and industrial interaction with their

neighbors. It seems that this provided people with some shared zones wherein finished (e.g.

beads) or unfinished (e.g. obsidian) items were exchanged or circulated. This resulted from

interactions with neighboring societies. The fact that beads were enormously recovered along
with the burials of the Ali Kosh phase, the preceding (Buz Mordeh) or succeeding

(Mohammad J’afar) phases, suggests that its inhabitants had stronger connections with

eastern/southeastern areas toward the coastlines and preferred to adorn their dead with such

imported exotic items. We propose that Spondylus shells were harvested and shaped into
beads by the local people who had inhabited areas close to shorelines of the Persian Gulf.

Nevertheless, as the sea level such settlements must have been washed away or buried under

marine sediments. Also, recovery of middle locations with similar or even higher amount of

shell beads remains as an issue until further evidence will come from contemporaneous sites
in areas closer to the coastal lines. However, the circulation of the finished shells beads in
southwestern Iran supports the idea that early Neolithic people distributed or exchanged their
various goods indirectly through complex networks in the local, regional and inter-regional
scales. As evidenced by the recent stratigraphy and human isotopic analysis inhabitants of Ali

Kosh had a high level of mobility. Accordingly, the site yielded remains of 18 levels

indicating subsequent short-term occupations. Furthermore, as by the isotopic analysis, some

of the buried individuals seem to have emigrated from shorelines to the site (Soltysiak and

Darabi 2021). This highlights the role of interaction and exchange networks through which

beads were diffused across lowlands of southwestern Iran. Prevalence of shell beads at Ali

Kosh reminds us that obsidian was not the only main exchanged material in the early

Neolithic.
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Figure 1: Location of Ali Kosh on the Deh Luran Plain (map: S. Bahramiyan)
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Figure 6: A bivalve shell of Spondylus (after Finet and Lamparell 2001: 15; figs: 5-6)
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Figure 7. The reduction process of a Spondylus shell showing the production of a disc-
shaped bead (after Moor and Vilchez, 2016: 240; fig. 15)
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