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Report on the lithic tools of Sicilian origin 
from the prehistoric site of Skorba, Malta 

Clive Vella 

1.0 Terms of Reference 

The following report is being submitted as part of contract fulfillment for the Interreg 
IlIA KASA project. As specified in the services contract, the author is required to: 

identify the lithic material of Sicilian origin from the site of Skorba; 
compile a report on the material analysed. 

This collection and presentation of data is part of the Work Package 2, Censimento di 
monumenti di eta preistorica, romana e medievale di influenza Sicilian a a Malta. As 
required by the contract, all imported lithic tools curated at the National Museum of 
Archaeology in Valletta, Malta were analysed. This data was then inputted into a 
database (Appendix 1) and interpreted in this report. This report explains the main 
issues, trends, and results which have emerged from the documentation of obsidian and 
flint tools from the site of Skorba. 

2.0 Preamble 

2.1 The Maltese Archipelago and Sicily 

The Maltese Archipelago and Sicily are two distinct islands which maintained contact, 
either constant or irregular, throughout history. The Maltese Archipelago is made up of 
three main islands: Malta, Gozo and Comino. These islands are sedimentary in nature, 
primarily composed of limestone based rock. With an area of 314 km' and a relatively 
semi-arid climate, the biogeographical balance can be easily tipped. The islands' rock 
horizon is separated into five main horizons: the topmost rock is Upper Globigerina (Tal
Qawwi), Blue Clay (Tafal), Greensand (Rina), Globigerina (Franka) and the bottommost 
layer is Lower Coralline (Taz-Zonqor). Three out of the five rock types present can be 
quarried and fashioned for building, as seen in the megalithic temples. The impermeable 
Blue Clay acts as a water catchment level and, when present in hillsides, it produces a 
perched aquifer. The geomorphological landscape of these islands is scarred by faults, 
which were eventually deepened and widened in the last glacial era. These faults are now 
the widien (valleys) which have perennial water springs during the winter months. These 
widien act as ecological refuge areas and were frequently utilized as points of access 
between the coast and the inner areas of the islands. Due to the physical limitations of 



Malta, many materials were not available locally. Superior rock types, such as flint and 
obsidian, needed to be imported for the production of lithic tools. 

Sicily is nearly eighty times larger than all of the Maltese Islands together with the 
nearest continental shore at 3 km in Southern Calabrial1 Leighton even goes so far as to 
regard Sicily as a 'southern extension of the [Italian] peninsula ... '.2 The geological 
resources of Sicily include obsidian, flint, ochre, and even copper. Several floodplains, 
such as the Catania plain, are fertile and became prominent settlement hubs throughout 
different parts of Sicilian prehistory. 3 

It is crucial to note that two out of the three utilized raw materials for lithic tools were 
being imported from Sicily. This indicates, to some degree, an interaction between the 
Sicilian and Maltese communities was ongoing to varying fluctuations of cultural contact. 

2.2 Skorba: the site 

Skorba is a place-name which refers to a number of fields in the village of Mgarr 
within the northwestern part of Malta (Figure 1). The site is placed on the Bidnija Ridge, 
an upper coralline limestone plateau which overlooks a wide valley and, to this day, is a 
very productive horticultural area. Additionally, the area is well maintained by a natural 
hydrological supply. 

Capt C G Zarnmit first documented Skorba in 1937 and described it as a menhir,' a 
Bronze Age standing megalith, site in the early 20 th century.' After surveying the area, 
several large blocks were noted in surrounding field walls, as well as a scatter of 
prehistoric pottery sherds. After a brief excavation campaign in the area, the site was 
identified as a Late Neolithic megalithic 'temple'. Capt Zammit identified a pitted 
threshold which he claimed was a probable Temple period structure. Due to lack of 
funds, the remainder ofthe site was expropriated and left unexcavated. 

In 1961 work resumed under the direction of Or D.H Trump, who was at that time 
Curator of the Museum of Archaeology at Valletta. Over three years, several excavation 
seasons were conducted with the following aims: 

to excavate an undisturbed temple site; 
to better understand the earlier prehistoric periods of the Maltese 
Islands; 
to uncover charcoal fragments for the application of C14 dating. 

The uncovered prehistoric remains were impressive. Two megalithic temples were 
uncovered for the first time surrounded by a multi-phased settlement. 6 The uncovering of 

, Stoddart 2000: 62 
'Leighton 1999: 3 
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4 Menhir being a standing monolith that is frequently associated to Bronze Age archaeology. 
'MAR 1937: II 
, Trump 1966: 50 



a multi-phased site helped fonu a clear cultural sequence for the Maltese prehistoric 
period. 

Additionally, the Neolithic phases of Ghar Dalarn, Grey Skorba and Red Skorba are 
especially important at this site due to their first discovery in a strati graphic context. 7 The 
site was abandoned after the Red Skorba Phase, and occupation resumed during the 
Zebbug Phase. Structurally, the Zebbug phase was not well represented at Skorba. 
However, a clear stratigraphic relation was uncovered, such as in trench ZA where 
Zebbug material cut into a Red Skorba deposit and faint traces of a hut wall were 
observed8 More hut remains were uncovered for the transitional Mgarr phase and the 
Ggantija temple period phase. The settlement fabric experienced a major alteration in the 
Ggantija phase when a megalithic trefoil temple was built on the higher area of Skorba9 

Other alterations to the West Temple occurred in the Tarxien phase, which in the Maltese 
Islands appears to have led to the widespread 'embellishment' of the megalithic temples. 
During the Tarxien phase the eastern wall of the Ggantija phase temple was demolished 
to fit in a four apse megalithic temple. 1O However, no further domestic deposits were 
discovered for the Tarxien phase. A scant Bronze Age reoccupation of the temples was 
observed at Skorba, a pattern which is also experienced at Tas-Silg, Borg In-Nadur and 
Tarxien. In the Tarxien Cemetery phase, Skorba underwent a change in the purpose of 
these megalithic temples which appear to have been used for domestic dwellings." The 
Tarxien Cemetery appears to have been the last phase of prehistoric occupation at 
Skorba, after which the site was abandoned. 

Skorba is an example of a well planned site. From a physical perspective, the site is 
placed on a high vantage point in an area which has very good agricultural potential, 
replenished by the hydrological supplies. 12 Any need for soft stone building material 
would have had to depend on either the recovery of tough Upper Coralline Limestone 
from the Skorba area or the procurement of Globigerina limestone from the foot of the 
Ras Il-Pellegrin hill approximately 3 km away. Clay might have been extracted from 
Wied Qanotta, about a mile north, or from the Bingernrna Ridge a mile to the south. 13 The 
closest chert source for the production of stone tools is once again at the foot of the Ras 
Il-Pellegrin hill. Similarly, Gnejna bay, overlooked by Ras Il-Pellegrin, might have very 
easily acted as the anchorage bay for any vessels related to Skorba. 

The building of this temple was no easy feat, as Trump observed: "owing to the 
natural slope a considerable quantity of soil had to be dug out at the back and built at the 
front [to fonu] a terrace ... ".14 Despite the logistical implications of building this temple, 
the most intrinsically significant building was placed at the highest point possible in 
visual connectivity with the Ta' Hagrat temple to southwest of Skorba. This conscious 

7 Trump 2002: 58-59 
"Trump 1966: 14 
'Trump 1966: 3 
w Trump 2002: 158-159 
u Trump 1966: 7 
12 Bowen-Jones et al1961 
u Trump 1966: 13 
"Trump 1966: 3 



placement of such a multi-phased site is vital to our understanding of the archaeological 
record. 

3.0 Definitions 

3.1 Lithic Tools 

Lithics is a term derived from the Greek word lithos. which is translated as stone. Pre
dating pottery by several millennia. one can easily understand how vital this technology 
was throughout prehistory. Lithic tools are more commonly known as stone tools. I 
always like to imagine these tools as an 'extension' to the physical limitations of humans. 

Taking up the analogy oflithic tools as modern day cutlery, one can see that the same 
types of cutlery found in modern kitchens can be compared to prehistoric tools. Simple 
tasks, such as cutting meat, would become time consuming without tools. Not only can 
we cut meat but we also have the technological capacity of slicing, scraping and 
chopping through the use of different utensils. In the same manner, different lithic tools 
catered to different functions. Archaeology, along with an appropriate study of material 
culture, encourages, an analysis of each artifact leading into a better understanding of 
sites and culture in general. Indeed, one could ahnost say that these lithic tools offer 
archaeologists the opportunity of comprehending and comparing between different 
prehistoric systems in terms of extraction, production, consumption, and exchange. 15 

Therefore, lithic tools are excellent indicators as to why and how Malta and Sicily 
interacted during the prehistoric period. 

Turning now to the scientific composition, lithic materials fall under two general 
categories: minerals and rocks. A mineral is a naturally occurring element with a specific 
crystal structure and chemical composition. 16 Rock is an aggregate of one or more 
minerals. 17 This means that these rocks are not actually 'pure' and their main combining 
and determining factor is in the inclusion of a mineral known as a silicate. 18 The structure 
of these silicates is based on a silicone dioxide (Si02) tetrahedron structure. 19 A 
tetrahedron is a negatively charged ion which tends to combine with others to form 
minerals. There are five types of tetrahedra, the most important for us being the silica 
tetrahedra. Examples of this type of rock include chalcedony, flint, chert, jasper and 
obsidian. During all the prehistoric periods in the Maltese Islands, the communities 
imported flint and obsidian while also widely utilizing the local chert. 

3.2 Obsidian 

15 Kardulias and Yerkes 2003:1 
16 Kooyman 2001: 25. Such an example would be mica or quartz. 
17 Kooyman 2001: 25. Such an example would be limestone or granite, both of which are a mix of several 
minerals compacted together into one rock type. 
'" Rapp and Hill 1998: 112 
19 Kooyman 2001: 27 



Obsidian, like glass, lacks any sizeable crystals. As a result, once the obsidian is 
struck at the right angle, the force will propagate through the rock quickly without 
cumbersome crystals hindering or reducing the force's speed of propagation. Thus, 
extremely sharp tools can be manufactured from obsidian easier than in the case of flint 
or chert. 

Within the Central Mediterranean basin there are four obsidian sources which were 
utilized and exploited from the Early Neolithic period. From the obsidian sources of 
Monte Arci (Sardinia), Pahnarola, Lipari, and Pantelleria, only the latter two appear to 
have made it to the Maltese Islands (Figure 2). Obsidian, favoured in many prehistoric 
communities for its aesthetic and precise cutting products, was traded between Sicilian 
and Maltese communities in some manner or other. 

The island of Lipari has four obsidian flows, which lie generally in the northeastern 
zone of the island, specifically around the modem town of Canneto (Figure 3).20 These 
obsidian flows were formed in the last 10,000 years, which is also the fourth period of the 
island's geological formation.21 The fourth geological period can be sub-divided into two 
distinct phases between which the volcanoes appear to have been dormant. 22 Lipari 
obsidian is frequently cited as visually homogenous with a general tendency of lacking 
impurities.23 This obsidian tends to be grayish-black in reflected light, whilst it appears to 
be greyish when held against white light.24 As in any rock, even the best of sources might 
be host to impurities, and the Lipari obsidian tends to be marred rarely by impurities 
made out visually as white lines (Plate 1). 

Alhough Pantelleria does not appear to have had any permanent settlers prior to the 
Bronze Age at the village ofMursia, obsidian originating from the island arrived in Malta 
by 5,500 BC, during the Ghar Dalarn phase (Figure 4). Obsidian from Pantelleria is 
identified by its greenish tinge, which results from high ferrosity within the lava prior to 
cooling." Obsidian from this source tends to be less translucent than the Lipari obsidian, 
with a matt tinge to it when held at an angle in white light. 

3.3 Flint and Chert 

In the Central Mediterranean the two largest documented flint sources are the Monti 
Iblei flint outcrops in Sicily and the Perfugas flint source in Sardinia. However, other 
small flint sources do exist but are less noted in archaeological literature. For the Maltese 
Islands, it has been presumed that most imported flint was being extracted from the 
Monti Iblei, Sicily ( Figure 1).26 Up to this date it has never been proven that any 

20 Cavalier 1979: 112 
21 Cavalier 1979: 112 
22 Cavalier 1979: 113 
n Tykot 1996: 42 
"Tykot 1996: 42 
" Tykot 1996: 43 
26 In a conversation with ProfMoscoloni who is the lithic analyst for the Missione Archaeologica a' Malta 
he expressed his opinion that the Monti Iblei flint do not appear to be the only place from which flint was 
imported. Rather, there might be other smaller flint sources in Sicily which would explain the variety of 
flint discovered in different Maltese prehistoric sites. 



Perfugas flint arrived on the Maltese Islands. However, the lack of evidence does not 
necessarily mean the lack of Perfugas flint. Additionally, other lesser known flint sources 
are located in peninsular Italy, which are in the area of the Lagonara valley in the region 
of Liguria and also in the vicinity of Mount Lessini in the region of Veneto27 Lastly, 
there is a flint source in the Gargano area close to F oggia in the region of Puglia. 28 

Archaeologists have always considered the importation of flint to the Maltese Islands 
from these aforementioned sources improbable because they appear to have only had a 
localized range of distribution. However, we need to consider carefully whether imported 
flint does or does not hail from the Monti Iblei. 29 To date, no characterization studies 
have been carried out on flint recovered in prehistoric sites locally. The main arguments 
used for the flint provenance being from the Monti Iblei tend to rely on: 

I the fact that the Monti Iblei is the closest flint source to the Maltese 
Islands 

2 and that flint was not 'precious', therefore, energy expended into 
bringing flint from the Gargano or Lipari sources would have been 
futile. 

As noted by several researchers, including Rev Or Vittorio Rizzone who participated 
in the KASA research, the Monti Iblei region has had a proficient flint surface quarrying, 
possibly as far back as the Early Neolithic. However, such activities are difficult to date 
and identifY. This flint surface quarrying has been localized in the Irminio and Dirillo 
valleys, within the general Monti Iblei region. 30 Paolo Orsi discovered another type of 
flint quarrying exploitation, or mining, in the Monti Iblei. Furthermore, at Monte Tabuto, 
Orsi discovered a set of eight mines. Although the date of these mines is surely 
prehistoric, there is no positive way of knowing when mining commenced. The 
abandonment, or last phase of mine exploitation, in the case of the Monte Tabuto mines 
appears to have been the Bronze Age phase of Castelluccio. 

Another important consideration is the linguistic problem in the use ofthe terms chert 
and flint. Luedtke points out that the earliest reference to flint appeared about 700 AD, 
whereas chert did not appear in any literature until 1679 AD. 31 The major division in term 
usage appears to be geographic. Kooyrnan points out that the term flint 'is not a term 
[used by] North American geologists'. 32 In American literature, flint does not tend to be 
mentioned. On the other hand, British literature uses the term flint as referring to dark 
coloured siliceous deposit found in chalk beds. 33 The term chert is referred to as a lighter 
coloured, impure, lesser quality material found in limestone beds or as nodules among 
shale. 34 This report will use a geological interpretation of chert vs flint. The chert found in 

27 Di Lernia and Galiberti 1993: 22 
28 Robb and Farr 2006: 31-33. In a visit to the Gargano area I was told how most prehistoric communities 
in the area utilized flint nodules, shaped as pebbles, that were recovered from river shores. 
"Trump 2002: 38 
30 Leighton 1999: 76, personal cOlmmmication Rev Dr V Rizzone 2006. 
" Luedtke 1992: 5 
"Kooyrnan 2001: 28-29 
33 Kooyman 2001: 28 
" Luedtke 1992: 6 



the Maltese Islands is found within the Middle Globigerina limestone beds,35 whereas 
Sicilian flint is found within chalk deposits in the Monti Iblei region. 

In fact the easiest way to characterize chert and flint lithic tools are those which still 
have the cortical skin attached to the dorsal side. If there is no cortical skin left on a lithic 
tool, any visual characterization is prone to a higher chance of error. From the research 
which I have been conducting, I have developed some pointers which can aid in the 
identification of flint and chert: 

I Although colour is a very subjective factor there seems to be a 
limitation in local chert. Whereas imported flint found locally 
ranges from honey coloured to blackish, Maltese chert is mostly 
limited to a range from greyish to black colours. 

2 When a flint lithic tool is held against a white light, the edges 
appear to be translucent. Chert, even when thin at the edges, is 
opaque, probably due to the higher occurrence of calcium carbonate 
within the rock. 

3 Texture can be also an indicator. Scratching a finger against a chert 
surface creates a granular feeling. This is most probably due to the 
calcareous surroundings in which chert was deposited. Flint 
produces no hindrance to a smooth feel on its surface which is a 
result of a high percentage of Si02 

4 Lithic tools made out of chert show frequent signs of impurities. 
These range from cracks to areas which include a strong amount of 
calcium carbonate. 

However, a point of warning should be expressed regarding the visual differentiation 
oflithics. Black flint, both matte and sometimes even glossy, which was imported during 
prehistory, was observed from the anylysis of Skorba. Whilst this colour is not commonly 
represented in the local chert, this blackish flint can easily put anyone in doubt as to 
regards from which raw material the lithic tool is made. A defmite requirement for the 
future advancement of this subject is the undertaking of raw material chemical 
fmgerprinting to lessen the dependency on human judgment and thus error. 

4.0 Past work on lithic tools in Malta 

In the last two hundred years the archaeology of the Maltese Islands has focused on 
the megalithic temples debate. These structures dot the islands in clusters which are 
clearly apparent and significant. However, the desire to expose more and more of these 
structures led to most of the better preserved and larger structures being excavated earlier 
on, at a time when archaeology and its field methods were rudimentary to say the least. 
Therefore, to the detriment of all material culture, including lithic tools, these structures 
were cleared out unsystematically. Our lack of understanding and comprehension of the 
discovered contexts make interpretations difficult to archaeologists who, nowadays, 
attempt to understand culture through prehistoric artifacts. 

35 Bowen-Jones et a11961: 27 



Another important aspect to note is that the geological composure of the Maltese 
Islands is still being scientifically researched, with a great deal of information still being 
unknown. Several British geographers such as Cooke tackled Malta in the 1800s with the 
UK's geological framework in mind. 36 This led to the inappropriate use of certain terms, 
such as 'flint nodules'. This categorization by geographers led to the use of the term by 
contemporary archaeologists who showed barely any interest in analyzing the lithic tools 
discovered during excavations. In 1923 Murray published a brief article regarding some 
lithic tools of interest recovered in the Borg In-Nadur excavations led by herself and 
Edith Guest. 37 Keeping in mind the early period in which this article was written, Murray 
did an excellent job at annotating the location from which these lithic tools were 
recovered. However, no attempt was made at interpretation, probably due to the early 
stages of her study at the time. Succeeding this publication, no study was carried out on 
lithic tools. Barely any mention is made regarding lithic tools, except for furtive mentions 
of flint knives and blades at the several sites excavated by later archaeologists .. 

At the ascent of processual thinking, John Evans and David Trump attempted to 
approach material culture in a fresher and more quantitative frame of mind. 38 As Trump 
himself describes by the 1950s, several sites had been excavated. However no coherent 
chronology or interpretation of the Maltese Islands was carried out in a comprehensive 
manner. 39 Through funds from the Inter-University Council for Higher Education in the 
Colonies, John Evans managed to write up A survey of the prehistoric antiquities of the 
Maltese Islands. Through the study of ceramics, this monograph proposed a relative, yet 
sound, chronology. Between 1958 and 1963 as curator of the National Museum of 
Archaeology, Trump undertook several digs at Borg In-Nadur, Bahrija and most 
significantly, at Skorba. Fortunately by this time, the technique of radiocarbon dating was 
utilized for the dating of periods. As it turned out, the Maltese Islands were first 
colonized by 5,000 BC and not 3,000 BC as supposed by Evans prior to CI4 dating. 40 

Despite this advancement, lithic tools were still relegated to a lesser importance in 
comparison to ceramics, as in the Skorba monograph. One must also realize that hardly 
any prehistoric sites were excavated after Skorba in the 1960s. The only large scale 
prehistoric excavation after Skorba is the Xaghra Circle excavations. So far, only the two 
Zebbug period tombs have been published41 whilst the Temple period hypogeum site 
report still awaits publication. Probably due to the limited Zebbug period discovery, no 
attempts were made by the archaeologists to create a typology or identifY any 
technological trends. Even more recently, the Missione Archaeologica a' Malta have 
commenced investigations around the prehistoric megalithic temple apse. A review of the 
prehistoric artefacts recovered by the Italians in the 1960s has recently been published by 

36 Cooke 1893 
"Murray 1923: 65-67 
'" Trump 2002: 8 
39 It has to be noted that the excellent work ofUgolini were lost due to his early demise. However, Dr N 
Vella from the University of Malta is compiling a research that should help us appreciate better what had 
already been interpreted and recorded prior to \¥\VII. 
'" Trump 2002: 9 
41 Malone et a11995: 323-325 



Cazella and Moscoloni. A point of great interest is their recovery of several lithic tools 
from the Midde Bronze Age phase of Borg In-Nadur. An important aspect of this 
publication is their stress on edge types to define the functionality of lithic tools analysed. 

Therefore, it appears as if no significant amount of past research on lithic tools was 
undertaken in Malta. 

5.0 Methodology 

The main interest of this study lies in the undertaking of a formal and systematic lithic 
analysis. As a means of capturing data, a pro-forma sheet was developed which can be 
seen in Figures 1 and 2. Thankfully, I benefited from several discussions of great interest 
with competent archaeologists such as Or J Conolly of Trent University, Canada and Prof 
M Moscolono, Universita Della Sapienza Roma. A major point of interest which emerged 
was that no formal way of recording lithics exists, due to regional and research agenda 
differences. Indeed, American literature on lithic tools tends to frequently concentrate on 
tool types which are purely North American, for example the Folsom PointS.42 Therefore, 
my pro-forma sheet that was set up concentrated on recording attribute variables that are 
inclined towards understanding utilization and technological strategies. All of these basic 
variables were purposely chosen because they can later be investigated further in 
different ways in more specialized lithic studies. 

The pro-forma sheet is divisible into five areas which cover several lithic attributes 
and are considered generally relevant. The front page areas are: Basic Information, Raw 
Material Type, Dimension, Identified Features and Edge Features. 

Within the Basic Information section are five data entry points which are as follows: 
Site, Stored, Storage Code, Lithic Number and Excavator/s. At this point, the latter two 
fields need to be clarified for the site of Skorba. Whereas nowadays lithic tools would be 
ascribed a special fmd number and recorded in position, this was not the case for the 
excavations in Skorba during the 1960s. Every lithic tool had its number inked on the 
ventral side of the tools. For example, for SKPD4(12) SK refers to the site, PO is the 
trench code and 4 is the deposit number. A running number for each lithic from each 
deposit was given to all the lithics and inked in brackets after the deposit number, (12) as 
in the example give above. The excavator/s entry point was devised with recent 
excavations in mind, such as Tas-Silg (South) where all recovered artifacts have their 
discoverer acknowledged. In the case of Skorba this detail was missing, and therefore, the 
initials ofthe site director, David Trump, were used instead. 

A significant part of the pro-forma sheet is the Raw Material Type area. This part is 
especially important due to archaeological interest lying in understanding raw material 
differences in the local lithic industry. Even though the basic visual differentiation 
between obsidian and flint is relatively straightforward, the difference between the latter 
and the local silicate chert is rather complex and can be subjective. 

" Odell 2004: 5 



Another issue of important value to the KASA research is that the current mainstream 
method of lithic analysis in the Central Meditarranean might be biased, and possibly even 
flawed, when utilized in different countries. The understanding of a lithic tool's use can 
be basically inferred on two principles, function and morphology. Function mostly refers 
to the edge layout and retouching which might embellish a lithic tool. This method is 
heavily dependent on making analogies between modem day and lithic tools. 
Morphology attempts to reduce over assumption and focuses on the shape that the lithic 
tool was fashioned into by the human agent. Andrefsky explains that lithic tool function 
is dependent on its morphology.43 If the shape of the lithic had to be altered, then the 
function of the tool would change too. 

After thoroughly researching the issue of morphology, I decided to adhere to the 
American typology, as proposed by Andrefsky.44 The primary distinction is between tools 
and debitage. In this report, a tool is defined as any lithic piece which contains attributes 
indicating usage by humans. Debitage is any lithic which is removed during the 
knapping process and discarded due its inadequancy for use.45 A note of caution has to be 
expressed at this point. At the post-excavation stage debitage tends to be simply labelled 
as debitage and stowed away. However, from debitage archaeologists can learn a great 
deal in terms of behavioural patterns associated with artifact function, production 
efficiency, and use. 46 

For the benefit of the reader, the following are all the functional lithic tool types 
encountered in Skorba during analysis: unidirectional and multidirectional core, blade, 
sickle, debitage, denticulate, flake tool, knife, microlith, scraper, awllburin, and 
unknown. Blades is sub-categorised into backed blade or bladelet whilst scrapers is sub
categorised into round scraper, side scraper, transverse scraper, and thumb scraper. 

The next area of the pro-forma sheet deals with the recording of dimensions (Figure 
5). An integral part of this research was the assessment of technological aspects, 
especially since several claims have been made in the past by archaeologists regarding 
the inferior knapping quality of Maltese lithic tools. Therefore, to properly cater for this 
research question, the maximum length and width, the mid-point thickness, and 
maximum thickness were recorded. Whilst recording the maximum length and width is a 
normal part of documentation, the mid-point thickness was collected in order to gain an 
average thickness at the middle point of the lithic. The choice of this point is dependent 
on the fact that, due to the laws of physics, any kind of force will start to lose its strength 
once it goes beyond the mid point of a core. 

Proceeding to the identified features section, we start entering the more technical area 
of the sheet (Figure 5). After recording whether the ventral (inner side of the lithic) and 
the dorsal (outer side of the lithic) side are present or not, I recorded any striking 
platforms or bulbs of percussion which were observed during the analysis. For the benefit 

" Andrefsky 1998: 29-30 
.... Andrefsky 1998: 74-75 
45 Andrefsky 1998: 75. This means that the term debitage constitutes anything from a big chunk broken off 
during knapping to a chip falling off during edge retouching. 
" Andrefsky 1998: 76 



of the reader, I considered four types of striking platforms: flat, complex, cortical, and 
abraded. 

An important entry point for interpretative purposes is the Primary/Secondary/Tertiary 
Flake. This entry point is a way of systematically stating how much, if any, cortical skin 
is left on the dorsal side of a lithic. If more than 51 % of the dorsal side is covered in 
cortex, the lithic is labeled as a primary flake. A secondary flake is anything less than 
50%, and a tertiary flake has no cortical skin left. This entry point is very interesting 
since a large amount of primary flakes from a particular site or strati graphic unit would 
indicate that nodules were being brought to the site without any prior reduction, which in 
turn would make the carrying load heavier. 

The final part of the front page is the documentation of any edge attribute observed on 
the lithic tool. Retouching, an intentional type of modification to a lithic tool edge, is 
foremost amongst the attributes of interest in lithic tools. Not only is intentional 
retouching is proof of conscious planning during lithic production, but also, in the case of 
the Skorba lithic industry, retouched lithic tools are rare and mostly observed on flint and 
obsidian pieces. Indeed, this modification is dependent on the desired tool type. 47 The 
modification of the marginal edges can be either done unifacially or bifacially. A 
unifacial retouch includes the modification of just one edge surface, whereas a bifacial 
retouching includes the modification of both edge surfaces.48 Retouch can be produced by 
either pressure flaking or percussion flaking. Pressure flaking is very much dependent on 
pressure application and bending at a flake edge.49 This pressure is generally applied by a 
sharp indenter, and (from personal experience) not much force needs to be applied. As to 
ensure that the edge is properly retouched, an abrader can also be used to prepare the 
edge for retouching. On the other hand, percussion flaking is generally done by a soft 
hammer for the production of bifacial tools. 50 It has to be remembered that both primary 
and secondary retouching exist. Primary retouching is the first event of retouching, whilst 
the secondary retouch is applied to the flake when it becomes either blunt or its tool 
purpose is changed by the user. The identification of these two is very much dependent 
on the capability and knapping experience of the analyst, but secondary retouching tends 
to leave scars on the primary retouching on a flake. 

For this research, retouching was categorized as invasive parallel, invasive, stepped, or 
irregular retouching (Figure 7). Invasive parallel retouching is a parallel retouching 
which goes into the edge less than 4 mm. Invasive is retouching which goes into the edge 
up to 4mm. On the other hand, stepped retouching is retouching which looks ahnost like 
cascading steps. Irregular retouching tries to give the lithic tool a better edge for whatever 
purpose the tool is used for, however, no uniform pattern is reproduced. 

An arising point of interest in lithic analysis is the study of termination types presented 
in different lithic tool assemblages. As already mentioned above, the detachment stage of 
a flake comes under a new set of forces. These same forces are of high interest to this 
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research since through termination statistics one can very easily identifY the methods of 
flaking used in general by a group of people. 

Termination is dependent on the direction of the applied force and the amount of force 
applied. 51 By combining the research of Andrefsky, Kooyrnan and Cotterell, this report 
uses four termination types: feathered, stepped, hinged, and plunging (or outrepasse) 
(Figure 8). 

Feathered termination is produced by the flake becoming gradually thinner and thinner 
until the distal end of the nucleus is reached and detachment is complete.52 The angle of 
force has no preferential mark and Cotterell and Karnrninga have confIrmed this through 
their own experiments. 53 A feathered termination is, in fact, proof of continuous force 
propagation, 54 such as that produced by a constant stiff force. 55 A stepped termination is 
frequently an indication of an abrupt drop in force, which forces a right angle fracturing 
to occur.56 

When a flake fractured is formed close enough to the surface of a nucleus, the fracture 
can approach the nucleus distal end roughly at a right angle causing fracturing. 57 This 
right angle fracturing should not be compared to the step fracturing since this hinged 
fracturing is more rounded according to Kooyrnan. 58 Prior to the change of direction, 
Cotterell and Karnrninga noted a sharp drop in velocity which might account for the 
rounded corner rather than an actual right angle that depicts a much more abrupt velocity 
halt59 

An overshot termination is formed by the increase of a bending force that causes the 
forming flake to turn toward or away from the nucleus edge. 60 Cotterell and Karnrninga 
also cite the end of the nucleus as a valid factor. 61 This plunging effect seems to be 
intensifIed ifthe nucleus end is a sharp corner. 

The back page ofthe pro-forma sheet is geared towards the documentation of relevant 
lithic tools, details such as photography, initials, and date of recording (Figure 6). 

6.0 Presentation of data and results 

6.1.1 Obsidian lithic tools 

" Andrefsky 1998: 28 
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Obsidian is a superior quality material which is favoured by many modem knappers. 
Despite the limited points of availability, obsidian traveled from places such as 
Pantelleria up to the southern French region of Provenge. In a brief study which I had 
submitted to the University of Malta as a thesis for my Bachelor of Arts in Archaeology, 
it was concluded for several reasons obsidian was valued higher than any other lithic raw 
material. Indeed, its recovery in the Central Mediterranean archaeological record was 
either focused on specific tool types, such as projectile points, arrow heads, blades or 
knives, or else in minute fragments due to over utilization. The case for Skorba shall be 
examined from two points of view. First, I shall try to highlight any typological patterns 
which were in consistent occurrence at the site. I will also try to understand how the 
repeated manufacture of the same lithic tool types can lead us into an interpretation of 
how choice and demand influenced the fmal product. 

6.1.2 Typological Considerations 

Charts 1 and 2 show the reader that the most represented obsidian source in Skorba 
during prehistory originates from Lipari in the Aeolian Islands. This trend was already 
expressed by Or Trump in the site report. 62 However, I would like to avoid discussing the 
quantity versus phase table which was presented in Or Trump's. The phasing of deposits 
by Trump is not present in his notebooks, and therefore, it makes the task of evaluating 
his chart rather impossible and over-assumptive for a researcher who was not present 
during the excavations. Therefore, I will attempt to set up a typology for obsidian lithic 
tools in Skorba by discussing the morphological and functional tool types as already done 
for the flint lithic tools. 

Keeping in mind that obsidian must have been rather finite, it comes to no surprise 
that the least recorded tool type for obsidian lithic tools is bulky shatter. The only piece 
catalogued as a bulky shatter is SK GB2 (5). This classification was given on the premise 
that the lithic tool (SK GB2 (5» was larger than average and fitted under no other 
morphological debitage classification. Once again, as is the case for the flint flake shatter, 
it is even more difficult to differentiate between the waste from lithic manufacture and 
snapped lithic tools. The case for obsidian is even clearer due to the minute sizes in 
which they were discovered. At least 80% of the obsidian flake shatter pieces were 
observed to have flake scars on their dorsal sides. The majority of these scars were 
multidirectional, possibly indicating that the obsidian knapping was either unplanned or 
else the cores were being maximised. There are several variables which might have been 
accountable for this aspect. Probably the most logical interpretation can be identified as 
the limited obsidian quantities. Cores were knapped in more than one direction so as to 
increase the productivity, despite that such a multidirectional knapping tends to decrease 
the flake length. Since proximal flakes are less represented than the flake shatter, this can 
possibly indicate that the hammer utilized for obsidian manufacture was too hard and 
tended to shatter the upper part of the lithic. Additionally, the detached obsidian pieces 
were too thin and utilized for a prolonged period of time. As a consequence, these tools 
snapped on both the proximal and distal ends. Indeed, a small minority of obsidian flakes 
had either the distal or proximal ends present. 

"Trump 1966: 49 



Two exceptional cases require further description. SK YE 4 (8) and (15) are two 
obsidian cores from Lipari and Pantelleria, respectively. These cores are 7.8 and 10.0 cm 
in length. The percussion marks on both cores indicate that knapping was 
multidirectional. As already discussed in the previous paragraph, a multidirectional core 
can indicate several variables. Commencing from SK VE4(8), the Lipari core, only one 
out of three sides had parallel lines of blade detachment. This core had evident steep sides 
which could indicate that the knapper was trying to start another striking platform. SK 
VE4( 15), the Pantelleria core, is larger and bulkier than the Lipari core. However, it 
lacked any distinct flake detachment scars. Although this core was discarded, it was still 
in an utilizable stage. 

Despite that most obsidian lithic tools have been recorded as debitage, a strong trend 
towards the production of blades can be seen in Chart 3. My interpretation is the 
prehistoric community was strongly aware of the advantages of obsidian. It appears as if 
they realized its potential for slicing and the limited availability required a cautious use. 
Therefore, since neither flint nor chert could produce such thin, sharp implements, 
obsidian must have been reserved for these requirements. Considering the small length of 
the obsidian pieces, I have two other observations. First, these pieces were recycled until 
they became nothing more than a minute fragment, thus confIrming my previous 
statement. It appears as if these obsidian pieces are in most instances too small to have 
been hand held. Therefore, hafting of these pieces might have been the case. 
Unfortunately due to the small size of the obsidian lithic tools, this factor can not be 
proven or disproven. 

6.1.3 Technological Considerations 

In comparison to flint, obsidian pieces were recovered in small sizes (Chart 4 and 
Platel) which are below 2.5 and 1.5 cm in length and width, respectively. This average is 
being interpreted as a strong curation which must be related to the ascribed value. From 
the length and width of the obsidian pieces, it also seems that the hanunering device used 
was, more than likely, not a pebble. This can be also compared to the fact that the 
obsidian lithic tools analysed did not contain any signs of a bulb of percussion. When 
observed in a pronounced form, a bulb of percussion indicates that the knapper utilized a 
hard hanuner which would had introduced a large sudden force and expanded the force's 
propagation. 

Due to the fact that obsidian does not generally have a distinct cortical skin, it is 
impossible for us to assess transport logistics through the percentage of cortical skin on 
the dorsal side. 

Furthermore, the termination of obsidian pieces is relatively straightforward in 
comparison to flint. The majority of the termination types were classifIed as unknown 
due to the diffIculty in 'reading' the minute obsidian lithic tools. In some instances it was 
impossible to even make out which side was ventral or dorsal let alone interpret which 
kind of termination was present on this lithic tool. 



6.2 Flint Lithic tools in Skorba 

6.2.1 Flint Lithic tools 

The most striking difference between flint. chert. and obsidian is the textnre and 
strength of the material. Flint. being a metamorphic rock type. is a well matured material 
which does not snap as easily as obsidian through use. The texture of flint. despite the 
evident crystal inclusion. must have been recovered from an optimal flint source. The 
imported flint appears to have been examined for any cracks or impurities prior to 
importation. Of course. this all makes perfect sense due to the fact that it would have 
been impractical to import material of a lesser quality. 

6.2.2 Typological Considerations 

The typological examination of flint tools from the site of Skorba is conducted 
irrespective of different periods or contexts. Chart 5 shows the amounts of 
morphological tool types observed and recorded. Chart 6 presents the situation recorded 
for functional tool types across the whole prehistoric period at Skorba. 

Starting from the morphological tool types. small amounts of flint bulky shatter pieces 
were deposited at Skorba. Bulky shatter implies that the lithic tool was longer than 5-6 
cm in length and/or wider than 3 cm. Therefore imported in a rather 'chunky' state, we 
can identifY the high value which must have surrounded this lithic. Of even greater 
interest is the fact that the lithic tools SK SB 3 (4), SK N05 (142), SK WE3 (229), SK 
LB4 (37), SK F6 (2) and SK LC2 (22) are all large debitage pieces. However, they are in 
a minority amongst all the other flint types. These pieces indicate that flint cores were 
have been imported into the Maltese Islands, and therefore, these pieces are discarded 
reductive flakes during the knapping process. 

Flake shatter represents the majority of all flint pieces recovered at Skorba. A 
drawback oflithic analysis is strongly experienced when analyzing debitage since we are 
seeing the last stage in an artifact's use life. Therefore, these 140 flint flake shatter pieces 
are defmitely not all waste from lithic manufactnre but could also be discarded artifacts 
which have become too worn or broken through intensive use. Indeed, the latter line of 
thought shall be further developed in the functional tool type interpretation. 

Proximal flakes, being debitage pieces which still contain a striking platform, are a 
different matter. Turning once again to flake fracturing mechanics, if the perfect core had 
to be struck at the perfect angle, a perfect flake would be fractured off. This supposedly 
perfect flake would in tnrn have a striking platform and a bulb of percussion. In the light 
of this, considering that the proximal flakes make up about 16% of all flint debitage 



pieces, it means that such a perfection is rare. Once again, a point which might need 
further study in the future is that the hammering agent was not a pebble, but rather a 
softer material, such as wood or antler. 

Turning to the identified lithic tool pieces, there is an apparent trend towards 
unimarginal flake tools. These unimarginal flake tools are mostly composed of wider 
tools which are mostly meant for heavy duty jobs such as scraping or cutting vegetables. 
In fact, these tools are task specific in comparison to the bimarginal tools observed. This 
means the requirements or tasks for which flint was utilized was well plauned out, an 
aspect that comes to no surprise considering the fact that flint was limited. The 
bimarginal flake tools make up 22% of all the actual flint lithic tools recorded from 
Skorba. They are mostly blank with no intentional edge retouching and smaller in size. 
These tools appear to be more multi-tasked, yet, finer knapped products. I interpreted 
these tools' edges as clear slicing tools which would have been used on meat and soft 
fibres. This presence at 22% can also be explained as a consequence of having obsidian 
and utilizing the latter for slicing motions. 

Flake tools were differentiated from the other lithic tools on the principle that their 
workable edge was a product of knapping and not intentional retouching. However, this 
does not mean that they were not utilized. In fact, tools falling under 'Flake Tools' are 
problematic in the sense that rarely can the analyst identifY whether the tool was utilized 
or not. In a comparision of flint and chert flake tools, an amount of curation is visible in 
the former. This quite logically signifies the value of flint was indeed higher and 
differentiated from that ofthe local chert. 

Turning to lithic analysis from the point of view of function, an interesting picture 
emerges. Once again debitage pieces make up the largest amount of flint lithic tools 
analysed. Not surprisingly, the same argument which was used for the morphological 
debitage pieces is also valid for the functional debitage lithics. The difference between 
the flint blades and bladelets is mainly size. A normal blade is beyond 3 cm in length 
whilst a blade let is anything less. It is interesting to note that a normal sized blade is 
between 4 and 6 cm and can be easily hand held. Strangely enough, in all the lithic tools 
recorded, no evidence of hafting was recorded. Although hafting might very well be 
slightly intrusive and hence less eye grabbing, one should be able to observe a ground 
notch in the proximal part of the tool. This lack of hafting might indicate that lithic tools 
were hand held for the most part and discarded once they became too small. However, 
one flint bladelet (SK OE 4 (I», as well as the other five obsidian bladelets, might 
indicate there were composite tools in prehistoric Malta. An important side note is the 
site formation processes are not particularly 'kind' on such tiny artifacts. 63 This lack of 
hafting might also be due to the fact that the prehistoric community in Malta developed 
its own type of serrated implement, which I refer to as a denticulate tool. This tool has a 
prominent horizontal crushing of the edge to produce a dent, or several dents, which 
would make such a lithic tool better at cutting strong fibers. Since the classic case of a 

63 Tnnnp 1966: 10, I would like to point out that, for example, the Ghar Dalam hut was found at 'very little 
at the bottom of the ploughsoil'. Referring to Fig 10 in the same monograph one can see how such a hut 
was discovered under less than 40 erns. 



composite tool tends to be a sickle made up of tiny bladelets fitted into a wooden or bone 
handle, tools such as a denticulate flake would replace this function without having to go 
through the maintenance which a composite tool requires. The lack of hafting evidence 
was also observed in the scraping lithic tools recorded from the Skorba collection. All of 
the scrapers are easily held with three fingers and all scraping appears to be done by 
hand. Due to the expected steep edge in a scraper, it was noted that many of these tools 
were discarded as soon as the edge became impossible to retouch further. This highlights 
the aspect that tool curation was exhausted until its last possible resource, as already 
discussed in the obsidian section. 

Attempting to create a representative typology of flint assemblages discovered at 
Skorba was not easy, due to the fact that these tools were exploited to the extreme. 
However, briefly comparing the flint finds to the chert lithic tools, there is most certainly 
a finesse in the production of specific scrapers and cutting implements which is not 
present in the chert tools. The most representative and distinctive flint lithic tools 
observed are the blades and knives which are rarer and less refmed in the chert lithic 
tools. 

7.2 Technological Considerations 

A further evaluation of the collected data is to be directed towards the length and 
width of the lithics, their dorsal skin and termination type. 

All of the blade, backed blade, and broken blade pieces are twice as long as wide. This 
makes these lithic tools the longest pieces recorded between flint and obsidian. However, 
in comparison to the sizes, especially achieved in chert bulky shatter, flint is rather small. 
This trend shows that the flint core length is not likely to have exceeded by far the 
average length and width identified in this exercise (Chart 7). 

Unsurprisingly the flint debitage scaled at an average of 2.33 by 2.12 which seems to 
sustain the argument that the imported raw materials were curated until their maximum 
use life. At the end of this use life, their importance and use would be null. Scrapers were 
wider than all the other flint tools and tended be beyond 2 to 2.5 cm in width. Indeed, 
such a tool type would require a strong profile to sustain the strong pressure applied for a 
scraping motion. Therefore, as can be easily seen, the average length and width actually 
support my classifications of tool types and appears to link flint tools with a specialized 
manufacture, almost certainly due to its ascribed value. 

Pursuing even further the question of value, were the Sicilian counterparts exchanging 
the flint pieces in an already worked form, an unprepared core, or as a prepared core. 
Examining the count of primary/secondary/tertiary flakes, one is bound to seek the 
resounding majority of tertiary flakes as having been somehow prepared (Chart 8). The 
absence of any flint cores might hint towards the scarcity of the material in Malta in that 
form. 



For the most part, the distal termination of flint flakes is broken. Thus, the propagation 
of the force was either uneven or else the raw material contained some impurities. At 
least through my observations, the imported flint does not appear to have any significant 
flaws, as is the case for the local chert. Most significant is the fact that an ample amount 
of broken flint flakes appear to have snapped through use. The most common 
termination type is hinged. As already explained before, a hinged termination hints 
towards a sudden halt of velocity close to the distal end of a lithic tool. Considering also 
that most of the proximal ends have no striking platform, it would almost appear as if the 
knapper was introducing too much sudden force upon striking which meant that the force 
was initially strong and then quickly subsiding. 

7.0 Discussion of results 

Considering that Skorba was a domestic settlement for the majority of its history, any 
interpretations which are suggested require a strong consideration in the formation 
processes that led to the archaeological record. 

Attempting to identifY the difference in value ascribed to obsidian and flint appear at 
first sight to be a relatively easy feat. One would be tempted to identifY obsidian as more 
valuable than flint considering the reduced numbers present at Skorba. However, I would 
like to discuss a comparative typology. The easiest manner of setting up a typology is by 
classifying according to the edge.64 Furthermore, the edge can be sub-categorised 
dependent on the motion for which it was utilized: scraping, cutting, serrating, slicing, 
and perforation.65 

Referring once again to Chart 4 obsidian, in comparison to flint, appears to have been 
utilized for thinner edges which might indicate slicing. This aspect might be explained by 
two variables. Obsidian flakes tend to be at approximately 0.3 mm in width, whereas the 
flint average width is at around 0.5 mm (Figure 9). This variable is also linked to the 
material in itself. Recalling that no obsidian lithic tool had intentional retouching 
observed on the edges makes this point even more compelling. Flint, despite being of a 
high quality, contains discernible crystals and faults. Obsidian, on the other hand, is a 
glass like material which does not contain visible crystals. Therefore, tool production 
efficiency is theoretically higher in obsidian. Once again, recalling the fact that obsidian 
had a prominent distribution across all of the Central Mediterranean, it is easy to argue 
that the inherent qualitative advantages of this material were grasped early on during the 
Neolithic, making it an 'expensive' object to obtain. 

If attempting to categorise the obsidian and flint lithic tools according to the edge's 
use type, it appears our situation is relatively simple. All of the obsidian tools which fall 
underneath blade, bladelet, blade (broken), bladelet (broken) and flake tool, can have 
their edge categorized under the slicing type. This means that in no possible way could 
the lithic tools discovered have been used for serrating motions, which would had 

64 I already explained prior that a functional classification of lithic tools might be biased by modern 
analogies. 
65 This method was passed on by ProfMoscoloni from the Missione Archaeologica A' Malta. 



required a serrated retouch. A questionable aspect is whether some ofthese obsidian tools 
would have formed part of a composite tool, such as sickles. Considering that our only 
retouched obsidian lithic tool is SKCB 4(7), our possibilities of understanding are slim. 
This lithic tool is a blade let and could have very easily been part of a composite tool. 
Joining this observation with the fact that obsidian lithic tools have been recovered in 
very small pieces, it would appear as if we might be faced with the following situation: 

I Obsidian lithic tools were, for the most part, exploited for their best 
properties. Hence, knapping was geared towards an efficient 
production of thin cutting implements. Such a manufacture process 
must also be seen from the point of view of limited availability. By 
knapping thin implements, the core can be utilized for a longer span 
of time. 

2 This concern for maximization of the obsidian raw material can be 
interpreted in two ways. First, the dorsal side of the obsidian tools 
contains multidirectional scars from previous flake detachment. 
This can be interpreted as a previous multidirectional core. Such 
cores usually indicate that the knapper was not willing to allow the 
core sides to become too steep, upon which it would be discarded. 
It was rather imperative that the core is maximized until it proves to 
be impossible for further use. Secondly, we can also see the trend of 
maximization from the prolonged use-life which obsidian tools 
underwent. The discarding stage is much longer than of chert, or 
even the imported flint. 

3 The obsidian tools were analysed at their last stage, in which they 
became unusable. Despite this, it is still evident that the edge type is 
confirming that obsidian was used for specific tasks. I would like to 
add that the observation of only one retouched piece does not imply 
an unretouched assemblage. This point requires further examination 
against other obsidian finds in Maltese prehistoric sites. 

The observations for flint somewhat differs from the obsidian patterns. Probably 
due to the rock type difference, flint was chosen and exploited for 'sturdier' tool types 
which require a thicker edge (Figure 10). Indeed, in comparison to obsidian, the flint 
finds include the following sub-categorisation: 

Scraping implements-

Cutting implements
Serrating implements
Slicing implements-

Round scraper, scraper (broken), side scraper, 
transverse scraper and thumb scraper. 
Blade, blade (broken) and flake tool. 
Backed blade and denticulate flake. 
Bladelet and microlith 

The only edge type not observed during my analysis is the perforating implement type. 
These types of implements were only discovered for chert tools, and even then, their 
production was rather crude. From the above surnrnarization, the following patterns 
should be discussed: 



I Flint breaks in a more uniform mauner than chert, however, it is 
difficult to attain obsidian's thin edges. It is also important to note 
that flint, even in thin sections, is not easy to fracture. Therefore, I 
believe that this quality was observed by prehistoric communities 
and exploited. 

2 I observed retouching in the flint lithic tools, which is required 
when the section is not as thin as the obsidian tools. This retouching 
was parallel and produced in light of what the lithic tools 
morphologically appeared to be. For example, if the flint flakes 
fractured had a steep edge, they retouched it for scraping motions. 
The flint implements were intentionally retouched in the light of 
what the knapping was yielding. 

3 The flint lithic tools also underwent a prolonged use-life, though 
not as prolonged as the obsidian tools. At first thought I am tempted 
to cite the difference in value. However, I must also add that 
materials such as flint, chalcedony, jasper and chert do not have the 
same edge properties as obsidian. From personal experimentation, 
there is a stage when even a flint blade, or any other cutting tool, is 
retreated so much inwards due to constant re-sharpening that at one 
stage the edge becomes too steep. At this point it becomes 
impossible for the edge to be re-sharpened. Therefore, I would 
rather add these two reflections together by saying that, indeed, flint 
was less valued than obsidian but its recycling possibilities were 
reduced in comparison to the latter. 

There is one clear difference between the obsidian and flint lithic tools recovered from 
Skorba, cultural choice. Value is only an added part of choice. Although archaeologists 
have attempted to understand imported lithic tools from the perspective of availability or 
value, it is still completely determined on the fmal decision of the prehistoric 
communities in the Maltese Islands. Their understanding ofthe inherent qualities and the 
differences between obsidian flint and even chert was well understood. This 
understanding led to the setting up of a toolkit which was entirely dependent on the most 
distinct factor between the three materials, that is, their fracturing patterns. After the edge 
consideration there should be any doubt that there was a conscious choice for 
manufacturing patterns. 

8.0 Conclusion 

Despite the fact that travel and its logistics must not have been easy, prehistoric 
communities managed to acquire and import raw materials which were not available in 
Malta. For several decades archaeologists have assumed that the decline in obsidian and 
flint from the Early Neolithic to the Late Neolithic was related to the development of the 
megalithic temple culture in the Maltese Islands. Despite this change in religious 
manifestation, a wider analysis of the imported raw materials has given us the impression 



that availability with the site of Skorba was always limited and exhibited in extreme tool 
curation. 

Even though obsidian and flint were both imported from the Sicily area, I have tried to 
show how these two raw materials were exploited in different manners. Ahnost 
definitely, the different exploitation was dependent on the knapper's understanding of the 
different inert qualities that obsidian and flint have. However, cultural choice must have 
played a crucial role in the exploitation pattern. 

Lithic tools can provide insights on human behaviour. In turn, human behaviour 
implies that more than one human played a role with this process, and therefore, 
interaction is essential. Lithic tools are a distinct product of humans which required travel 
over landscape, interaction between societies, importation, and finally consumption. This 
report attempted to summarize about 450 obsidian and flint lithic tools. It is of course 
obvious that I could not do justice to every single lithic analysed and recorded from the 
Skorba excavations. However, I believe that by describing and interpreting the trends I 
am moving the pawn a step closer to the other side of the chess board. 
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Appendix 

Glossary of Terms 

Apse: is a semi-circular recess. 

Assemblage: a group of contemporary artifacts that can be considered a single unit for 
appropriate recording. 

Backed blade: is a blade that has one retouched edge and the other edge left blunt for 
better holding. 

Biface: a lithic tool that has two retouched surfaces. 

Blade: a lithic tool that is twice as long as it is wide. Usually used to cut through soft 
tissues 

Bladelet: a blade smaller than 5 cms long. This term IS interchangeable with 
microblade. 

Bulb of percussion: a cone-shaped bulge on the interior surface which is a result of the 
fracturing ofthe detached piece 

Chert: is the main siliceous material for rocks from a microcrystalline background. 
This material tends to be found within limestone deposits. 

Composite tool: is a tool that combines different materials such as bone and lithic tools 
to make harpoons or sickles. 

Compression rings: found on the interior surface of the detached piece compression 
rings radiate out from the striking platform. These ripples occur when the core is made up 
of a mineral that has a high Si02 content. 

Core: this is the nucleus from which pieces are detached through the use of 
billetslhamrners. 

Cortex: is a skin layer from the overlying deposit above the chertlobsidianlflint. 
Usually cortex acts as an impediment to uniform fracturing when present. Also referred 
to as cortical skin. 

Curation: is a term applied widely by Binford in the 1970s referring to the over 
exploitation of lithic tools based on availability or value of the original material. 

Debitage: is debris discarded during knapping activity. Frequently these pieces are 
scrap material which was of no use at all. 



Denticulate Flake: refers to lithic tools that have thin edges with one or several 
notches on the lithic's edge. Tends to be utilized for cutting wheat and such. 

Distal end: is the lower point of a flake where it terminates and breaks off from the 
main core/nucleus. 

Dorsal sUlface: is the face where the outer surface of the core stood prior to flake 
fracturing. 

Flake tools: refers to lithic tools with unretouched edges that have been utilized as 
general implements with no specific functional use. 

Flint: this siliceous raw material recovered from chalk deposits; falls beneath the 
wider chert branch (a set of rocks made out of microcrystalline quartz). 

Hafting: is meant to produce a handle area of a lithic tool to help movement. 

Knapping: is the term that refers to the making of tools, hence, a person making lithic 
tools is called a 'knapper'. 

Megalith: literally means big stone. It tends to refer to large stone architecture such as 
the Maltese megalithic temples. 

Microlith: a tool that is usually less than 5 cm long usually in geometric form. 

Morphology: refers to the general shape into which the lithic tool was fashioned. 
Archaeologists such as Andrefsky feel that this criteria is less biased than functional 
analysis. 

Nodule: is frequently used as a word instead of core. The meaning remains the same. 

Obsidian: a siliceous material produced from slow cooling lava. 

Percussion flaking: is the knapping by hammers such as pebbles or deer antler. 

Pressure flaking: is the knapping by pressure application on a core edge. 

Processualism: also referred to as the New Archaeology in the 1960s and 1970s was 
grounded in a scientific examination of culture change in past societies. 

Projectile point: is seen as a weapon tool, known by the more generic terms of arrow, 
spear or dart. 

Proximal end: is the point where the indenter hits upon the up coming flake. 



Radiocarbon Dating (el4): was developed by Williard Libby in 1949. This dating is 
based on the measurement of the Cl4 isotope's half life. Commonly used for 
archaeological dating. 

Retouch: is intentional modification of the tool edge so as to help its cutting for 
specific material. For example a serrated edge is more capable of cutting through hard 
muscle tissues, whereas steep retouch is used to scrape off animal fat from their hides. 
Retouching can be either unifacial or bifacial. 

Scraper: is a tool designed to scrape material such as bone, wood or fat. The edge of 
this tool is distinctly steep. According to the location of retouch on the tool scrapers are 
sub divided in end scraper, side scraper, transverse scraper or all round scraper (meaning 
all round retouching). 

Striking platform: is the place which is hit by the hammerstone or billet 
Termination 

Tools: can be divided in two segments; formal and expedient. The forrnallithics tools 
are those that follow certain symmetrical and typical tool forms, whilst an expedient lithic 
tool is one that has been chosen from the scrap heap due to its potential in being used 
(also known as opportunistic). 

Typology: is the classification of objects by sub division based on chronology or series 
of groups. 

Ventral surface: is the new surface which is produced by flake fracturing on the inside 
of a flake. 
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Cbart 1:- Chart showing the relative quantities of Lipari and Pantelleria obsidian found at Skorba according to Or Trump. 



Obsidian Functional Tool Types vs Amounts 
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Chart 3:- Chart showing the relative quantities ofthe obsidian functional tool types. 
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Average Length and Width vs Amount for Obsidian Tools 
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Cbart 4:- Chart showing the average length and width against the amounts for obsidian tools. 

Unknown 



Flint Morphological Tool Types vs Amounts 
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Chart 5:- Chart showing the relative quantities ofthe flint morphological tool types. 



Flint Functional Tool Types vs Amounts 
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Chart 6:- Chart showing the relative quantities ofthe flint functional tool types. 



Average Length and Width vs Amounts for Flint Lithic Tools. 
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Cbart 7:- Chart showing the average length and width against the amounts of flint lithic tools. 
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Chart 8:- Pie depicting the percentages of primary, secondary aod tertiary flake counts. 
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Figure 1:- Map of Malta mdicating the site ofSkorba and nearby Ta' HagraL 
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Figure 2: - Distribution map showing the raw materials utilised in Maltese prehistory. 
The sources are respectively: Lipari obsidian (circle), Pantelleria obsidian (star), Sicilian 
flint (square) and Maltese chert (triangle) (after Stoddart 1999). 
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Figure 3: - Map of obsidian sources on Lipari and Vulcano (after Ammerman 1985 
and readapted). 



Figure 4: - Map of obsidian sources on Pantelleria (after Nicoletti 1992 and 
readapted) . 
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Figure 5:- Front page of the pro-forma sheet dravm up for recording attributes of 
lithic tools. 
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Figure 6:- Back page of the pro-fo=a sheet drawn up for recording attributes of 
lithic tools. 
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Figure 7:- The schtruatic diagrams show dle four edge retouching types reoognised 
in this dissertatioo. These types are: invasive parallel (1), invasive retouch (2), steep 
retouch (3), and irregular retouch (4) (after Martinge1l2001). 
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Figure 8:- This schtruatic diagram shows the four tenninatioo types in cross-sectioo. 
The four types are feadlered (l), axial (2), hinged (3) and pltmging (4) (after Cotterell and 
Karnminga 1987). 
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Figure 9: I) Obsidian Lipari Multidirectional Core, 2) Obsidian Lipari Microblade, 
3) Obsidian Lipari Blade, 4) Obsidian Pantelleria Backed Blade (broken), 5) Obsidian 
Pantelleria Blade (broken), 6) Obsidian Lipari Microblade (broken), 7) Obsidian Lipari 
Blade, 8) Obsidian Lipari Flake Shatter and 9) Obsidian Pantelleria Flake Shatter. 
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Figure 10: I) Flint End Scraper, 2) Flint Transverse Scraper, 3) Flint Backed Blade, 
4) Flint Side Scraper, 5) Flint All Round Scraper, 6) Flint Transverse Scraper, 7) Flint 
Flake Tool, 8) Flint Microlith. 



1i"'===;;;;;;;;:==========~Plates 

Plate 1: - Obsidian still in situ at Lipari's Porgia Vecchia obsidian source. The white 
lines nmning through the obsidian are inclusions of other minerals from the volcanic 
eruption. Qrttp ://www.swisseduc.ch/strombolilpenn/vulcano/icous/obsidian block.jpg) 



Plate 1:- An example of typical obsidian flake shatter recovered from the 
excavations of Skorba. 



Plate 2:- Two typical flint broken blades from prehistoric Skorba. 
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