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Technologies and symbols

The present paper approach less discussed subject in archaeological
research, i.e. the symbolic value of the technologies of building and
deconstructing in prehistoric material culture, with a study-case in the Balkan-
Danube-Carpathian Chalcolithic.

In his classification of human behaviour, Leach (1983:9) insisted on “technical
actions, which serve to alter the physical state of the world “; according to this,
all aspects of behaviour could have a symbolic connotation.

The association of symbolism with technologies could be perceived, in a
primary phase, as an oxymoron, but, a minute approach of the subject would
reveal that technology could co-exist with symbolical processes, because, as
Lemonnier stressed, “men put meaning into the very production of techniques
as well as make meaning out of existing technical elements.” (Lemonnier
2002: 17).

In this perspective one could search for a symbolical connotation even into
the intimate structure of the technology, which is the chaine opératoire. If the
“[c]lhaine operatoire”, that is a series of operations which transforms a
substance from a raw material into a manufactured product” (van der Leeuw
2002: 240), seemed to have been until recently a rigid process, determined by
the nature of the processed material, current approaches tended to present it
as being a subjective choice of the technologist, being able to produce
variants according to symbolic choices.

The choice (in the chaine opératoire) - a symbolic act

As the most eloquent example to illustrate this subtitle | chose the potter’'s
choice of the temper, an action with functional and symbolic meaning at the
same time. The choice of the temper is one among many symbolic choices
during the process of manufacture of the clay object, because parallel with the
functional chaine opératoire, there is another one, the symbolic chaine
opératoire, comprising the succession of the symbolic operations.

An act of choosing a technical variant is a symbolic action; the temper in the
clay paste could be dung, sand, grog, crushed bones or flint, due to the
symbol the community intends to transmit.

To be precise, the choice belongs not only to the individual, but is created
inside the symbolic paradigm of the community; it is in fact the community’s
choice.

Even without the symbolic decision of the technologist a chaine opératoire
can develop into a symbolic action, if its meaning is analogous to the meaning
of other chaine opératoire, therefore being in a relationship of significance.

Chaines opératoire and functional-symbolic activity

| believe | identified an example of such relationship between chaines
opératoire in the Balkan-Danube-Carpathian Chalcolithic traditions, whose
material culture is characterized by a process of construction and



deconstruction from the micro level of ceramic objects to the macro level of
the tell settlements. Characteristic for the material culture of these traditions is
that all chaines opératoire of the categories identified were symbolic and in a

symbolic relationship between them.

Additionally, by studying traditional cultures, | noticed the existence of some

relationships of interdependence between the cultural categories, and, as
Lemonnier pointed out, « ..parler de systeme technique permet aussi de
mettre 'accent sur I'interdependence, l'interaction, des elements qui le
constituent.. » (Lemonnier 1983 : 12).

A tell from Eastern Europe Chalcolithic is a “cumulative place-value”

(Chapman 1994 a: 138) and an additional (Sherratt 1983: 192-3) result (of

many overlapped levels of inhabitation. A further description of the ensemble
which represents a tell could be the following: a symbolic mode of dwelling on
a limited surface surrounded by a palisade and ditch (see Gheorghiu 2000b ;
2002a ;2003a ; 2003b ; 2005), with cyclical construction and deconstruction
processes. Every wattle and daub house represents a symbolic system made
of ovens, ceramic vases, figurines and innumerable objects made of
perishable materials (see Gheorghiu 2000a ;2002a ; 2003a ; 2003b; 2005),

that are constructed and deconstructed in the same way as the settlement.

A case study: A tell settlement or additive and subtractive technologies
(after Gheorghiu 2002a)
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Perceived from the perspective of symbolic behaviour, the tell-settlement
could be seen as the result of a complex functional and symbolic activity,
defined by assemblages of symbolic technologies in different relationships of
interdependence.

The symbol of recycling

At a close reading of the tell-settlement growth one can notice that, beside the
functional and symbolic parallelism between the additive and subtractive
processes, there is one more procedure which reintegrates in the new
chaines opératoire material fragments produced from the anterior operations
(Gheorghiu 2002a). | interpret this act of recycling the old material as a
symbolic technology of rejuvenilization of the old substance of the settlement,
the metonymic old fragment mixed with the new material representing a stage
of a chaine opératoire designed to transgress the time.
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