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In prehistoric times people wore different 
ornaments made from stones, bones or 
shells to appear more impressive. Other than 
their aesthetic beauty, these decorations 
were also symbolling social differentiation 
and represented the position of their owner 
in the community. 

In Prehistory, the development towards 
social complexity led to separation of differ-
ent groups and appearance of the first lead-
ers – chiefs, priests, warriors. In this period, 
personal skills were important and sup-
ported accumulation of authority and ‘pres-
tige’. During the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
periods ‘prestige’ was marked also by pur-
chase and use of ‘exotic’ objects (like Spon-
dylus ornaments). ‘Exotic’ objects had the 
following characteristics: - they were made 
of rare, nonlocal or valued raw material; - 
they had had faraway origin; - they were ac-
quired by trade or expedition in distant, for-
eign lands; - they were accurately made; and 
– have unique form. Accumulation of ‘ex-
otic’ objects displayed wealth, success and 
power in prehistoric society (Trubitt, 2003, 
p.244, pp.247-249, p.263; Gaydarska, et al., 
2004, p.11, p.24; Николов, 2005, pp. 7-8; 
Николов, 2006, pp.77-78; Dimitrijević and 
Tripković, 2006, p. 248; Гайдарска, 2008, p. 
271; Séfériadès, 2010, p.186; Chapman, et al. 
2011, pp.139-140, p.142, pp.154-155; 

Ifantidis, 2011, p.131; Baysal and Erdoğu, 
2014, p.366; Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, 
pp.647-648; Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, 
p.103; Vitezović, 2016, p.238, p. 246; Komšo, 
2017, p.15; Lazăr, Mărgărit and Radu, 2018, 
p.18). 

‘Exotic’ objects mark ‘social connections’, 
as well. They are evidences for construction 
of economic, cultural and political relation-
ships with closer or more distance commu-
nities. ‘Exotic’ objects can be acquired in dif-
ferent ways: trough pure gift; exchange of 
gifts with economic equivalent; exchange of 
gifts without economic equivalent (generos-
ity); payment for favor; exchange of material 
goods against immaterial goods (bribe); 
commercial trade. The last one can be done 
by direct contact between two sides or with 
the assistance of middlemen when the object 
travels ‘from hand to hand’ through the 
years. Except by peaceful way ‘exotic’ objects 
can be achieved also by force – as result of 
expedition in enemy territory. In this case 
they can be seen as trophies – symbols of 
military power (Trubitt, 2003, pp.243-244, 
pp.246-247, p.259; Gaydarska, et al. 2004, p. 
11, p. 30; Гайдарска, 2008, pp. 263-264, p. 
271; Séfériadès, 2010, pp.185-186; Chapman, 
et al., 2011, p.140; Windler, 2013, pp.95-96; 
Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, pp.640-641, 
p.647; Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, p.103; 
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Vitezović, 2016, pp.238-239, p.246). Archae-
ological excavations of different prehistoric 
sites like settlements, necropolises or ritual 
structures allows to examine social differen-
tiation in this time. 

The prehistoric settlement mound 
Merdzhumekya was situated near Drama 
village, Yambol district, South-east Bulgaria. 
It was fully excavated during the Bulgarian-
German project running from 1983 to 2011. 
The joint project was undertaken by Sofia 
University “Sv. Kliment Ohridski” from Bul-
garia and Saarland University from Ger-
many. 

The archaeological site was situated on 1 
km north-east from the Drama village. Its 
measures were 6.00 m height and 160.00 x 
120.00 m diameter at its base. The settlement 
mound was inhabited during the Late Neo-
lithic – Karanovo IV culture (5200 – 4900 
BC), Early Chalcolithic – Karanovo V cul-
ture (4900 – 4500 BC) and Late Chalcolithic 
– Kodžadermen-Gumelniţa-Karanovo VI 
culture (4500 – 4300 BC). It was also partly 
inhabited during the Early Bronze Age. Dur-
ing the Middle Bronze Age (2200 – 1500 BC) 
a ritual ditch was added around the mound 
(Lichardus, et al., 2000).  

During the archaeological excavations 9 
pieces from bracelets, one plate with two 
holes and one pendant from Spondylus 
shells were found (Figure 1). Three pieces of 
shell ornaments were found in Obj. 371 – a 

stone structure with irregular form and con-
nected with religion practices. It’s dated in 
Late Chalcolithic period (Lichardus, et al., 
2000, pp.50-51). Three other Spondylus dec-
orations (2 pieces from bracelets and the 
plate) were found in Obj. 244 – two-story 
house. This was the most representative 
building from the Late Chalcolithic period. 
During the excavations more than 200 whole 
preserved ceramic vessels, different tools 
and cult objects were found (Lichardus, et 
al., 2000, p.55, p.57). One bracelet fragment 
was found in Late Chalcolithic houses Obj. 
435 and Obj. 510. A pendant, made from 
broken bracelet, was recovered in Early 
Chalcolithic house Obj. 698. Finally, one 
piece of a bracelet was found during excava-
tion at sq. P 12. Ornaments which were 
made from Spondylus shell are one of the 
most common symbols of ‘prestige’ in pre-
historic time.  

Spondylus gaederopus lives in the warm 
Aegean and Adriatic Seas. It lives in coastal 
areas at depth from 2.00 to 30.00 m. About 
its shape Spondylus shell is known as 
‘Thorny oyster’. The bigger lower valve has 
conical shape and is cemented to the rock 
base. The upper valve has irregular form 
with spikes. It can achieve a length of 15 cm 
(Tsuneki, 1989, pp.10-12; Dimitrijević and 
Tripković, 2006, p.241; Гайдарска, 2008, 
p.266; Иванов, 2010, p.56; Séfériadès, 2010, 
p.180; Chapman, et al., 2011, p.141; 

Figure 1. Objects made of Spondylus shells from Drama. Author T. Valchev.  
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Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, p.641, 
p.647; Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, p.114; 
Komšo, 2017, p.7; Lazăr, Mărgărit and Radu, 
2018, p.8, p.12). 

Production of ornaments from Spondy-
lus shells went through few phases. First, 
spikes were removed and surface polished 
until white surface of the shells appeared. It 
can have different colour like red or purple 
lines. After that, the shells were cut and drill. 
Side edges and bulges were smoothed. Dur-
ing treatment of shells different instruments 
were used like flint drillers, stone smoothers 
and mallets. Shells’ surface was polished with 
the help of sand. During treatment of thin-
core shells and strings were used. The latter 
permitted easier cut of shells (Tsuneki, 1989, 
p.10; Dimitrijević and Tripković, 2006, 
pp.241-242; Trubitt, 2003, pp.252-253; 
Иванов, 2010, p.61; Séfériadès, 2010, p.180; 
Chapman, et al., 2011, p.141; Ifantidis, 2011, 
p.131; Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, 
pp.641-643; Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, p. 
116; Vitezović, 2016, p.237, p.245; Baysal, 
2017, p.7; Lazăr, Mărgărit and Radu, 2018, 
pp.8-13). 

Esthetic qualities of decorations from 
Spondylus shells were highly valued by pre-
historic people. Four main periods can be 
singled out in their popularity. During the 
first half of 6th Millennium BC decorations 
from Mediterranean shells were common 
for Southeast Europe and North Italy. Dur-
ing the second half of 6th Millennium BC 
they were distributed over most of the Euro-
pean lands, reach to Central Europe and the 
Valley of Seine River. During the 5th Millen-
nium Spondylus decoration were more com-
mon for the North Greece and the Valleys of 
Danube and Tisza Rivers. During the 4th Mil-
lennium BC these decorations were only 
common in the settlements at the Mediter-
ranean shore.  

Spondylus decorations ‘overcome’ cul-
ture borders and reach to distant from the 
sea territories. They are indicators for eco-
nomical, political, social, cultural and reli-
gion relationships between prehistoric com-
munities (Trubitt, 2003, p.262; Gaydarska, et 

al., 2004, p.24; Dimitrijević and Tripković, 
2006, pp. 246-248; Séfériadès, 2010, p. 179, 
pp. 181-183; Chapman, et al. 2011, p. 140; 
Windler, 2013, pp.98-103; Baysal and 
Erdoğu, 2014, p.366; Chapman and 
Gaydarska, 2015, pp.639-640, pp.643-646; 
Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, p.119; Vi-
tezović, 2016, pp. 238-239, p.246; Komšo, 
2017, p.5; Lazăr, Mărgărit and Radu, 2018, 
pp.5-6). 

Decorations made from Spondylus shells, 
which were discovered around Europe, are 
uniform in shape and manufacture tech-
nique. This show that they were produced on 
few places on the coast and the ready pro-
duction were exported in Europe 
(Séfériadès, 2010, p. 184; Chapman, et al., 
2011, p.144; Baysal and Erdoğu, 2014, p.373; 
Bajčev and Stojanović, 2016, p.118; Vi-
tezović, 2016, p.245; Komšo, 2017, p.15; 
Lazăr, Mărgărit and Radu, 2018, p. 15) 

Spondylus decorations were worn on the 
most visible area of human body. They were 
symbols of social position of their owners 
and represented their status in prehistoric 
society. They were marks of wealth and suc-
cess (Trubitt, 2003, p.247; Ifantidis, 2011, 
p.131; Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, 
p.646; Baysal, 2017, p.1-2; Lazăr, Mărgărit 
and Radu, 2018, p.5).  

In case of breaking Spondylus decora-
tions were repaired or reworked to prolong 
their use as ‘exotic’ objects and symbols of 
‘prestige’. From broken bracelets prehistoric 
people made pendants or beads. Also they 
were drilled at the edges to can be worn as 
bracelets connected with string or to be 
sewed to the clothes (Николов, 2005, p.11; 
Николов, 2006, p. 80; Dimitrijević and Trip-
ković, 2006, p.245, p.249; Гайдарска, 2008, 
p.269; Chapman, et al., 2011, p.141, p.152; 
Ifantidis, 2011, p.128, p.131; Baysal and 
Erdoğu, 2014, pp.371-372; Chapman and 
Gaydarska, 2015, p.641; Bajčev and Stoja-
nović, 2016, p.118; Vitezović, 2016, p.246; 
Baysal, 2017, pp.13-14; Lazăr, Mărgărit and 
Radu, 2018, pp.12-13). 

Most of the Spondylus bracelets found in 
present Bulgaria are thin and with small 
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diameter (up to 7 cm). According to V. Ni-
kolov during Neolithic bracelets have been 
worn by children or young women. In this 
way they would have showed the prestige of 
the whole family not only the head 
(Николов, 2005, pp.10-11; Николов, 2006, 
p.80).  

J. Chapman and B. Gaydarska made ar-
chaeometric anylyses on fragments from 
Spondylus bracelets recovered in the Omur-
tag hoard (Bulgaria). They showed that the 
bracelets with inner diameter less than 4 cm 
can be fit on wrist by children younger than 
5-yr-old. Adult woman can wear bracelets 
with inner diameter more than 6 cm, and 
adult male – more than 8 cm. It was possible 
that bracelets were worn permanently from 
childhood until dead or until break 
(Gaydarska, et al., 2004, p.24; Dimitrijević 
and Tripković, 2006, p.245; Ifantidis, 2011, 
p.128; Baysal and Erdoğu, 2014, p.367; 
Chapman and Gaydarska, 2015, p.646; Ba-
jčev and Stojanović, 2016, p.115; Vitezović, 
2016, p.240). 

As private property Spondylus decora-
tions were usually placed in the graves. F. 
Ifantidis notes that we always have on mind 
that ornaments found on the mortuary do-
main, may not necessarily reflect the ‘world 
of living’ (Ifantidis, 2011, p.124). 

Prehistoric settlement mound 
Merdzhumekya is situated on the left bank 
of the Kalnitsa River – right tributary of 
Tundzha River. Tundzha River is left tribu-
tary of the Maritza River which flows into 
Aegean Sea. During the prehistory period 
main trading roads passed along the valleys 
of large rivers and their tributaries. During 
this time, Tundzha River’s valley repre-
sented a peculiar passage which connects the 
North Aegean coast with the inner lands of 
the Balkan Peninsula. It was a natural pas-
sage for cultural influences and import of 
‘exotic’ adornments from the East Mediter-
ranean Sea.  

 
	
References 
 

Гайдарска, Б., 2008. Биография на артефактите и има ли 
тя почва у нас? In: М. Гюрова, ред. 2008. 
Праисторическите проучвания в България: новите 
предизвикателства. София: Фабер. pp.261-274. 

 
Иванов, Г., 2010. Производство на накити и амулети от 

кост и черупки на мекотели като част от селищния 
живот през епохата на неолита и енеолита в 
България. In: Р. Костова, ред. 2010. Селищния 
живот на Балканите и в Мала Азия през вековете. 
Велико Търново: Университетско издателство „Св. 
Св. Кирил и Методий”. pp.55-66. 

 
Николов, В., 2005. Престиж и белези на престиж в 

неолитното общество. Археология, 1-4, pp.7-17. 
 
Николов, В., 2006. Култура и изкуство на 

праисторическа Тракия. Пловдив: Летера. 
 
Bajčev, O., and Stojanović, Iv., 2016. Exotic goods in the Ne-

olithic of the Central Balknas Spondylus and other ma-
rine shell objects from Neolithic sites in the Morava 
Valley, Serbia. In: Sl. Perić, ed. 2016. The Neolithic in 
the Middle Morava Valley, № 2. Belgrad: Alta Nova. 
pp.103-126. 

 
Baysal, E., 2017. Personal Ornaments in Neolithic Turkey, 

the Current State of Research and Interpretation. 
Arkeoloji ve sanat, 155, pp.1-22. 

 
Baysal, E., and Erdoğu, B., 2014. Frog in the Pot: Gökçeada 

(Imbros), an Aegean Stepping-stone in the Chalcolithic 
use of Spondylus Shell. Proceedings of Prehistoric Soci-
ety, 80, pp.363-378. 

 
Chapman, J., and Gaydarska, B., 2015. Spondylus gaedero-

pus/Glycymeris exchange networks in the European 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic. In: Ch. Flower, J. Harding 
and D. Hofmann, eds. 2015. The Oxford Handbook of 
Neolithic Europe. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
pp.639-656. 

 
Chapman, J., Gaydarska, B., Skafida, E., and Souvatzi, St., 

2011. Personhood and the Life Cyrcle of Spondylus 
Rings: An Example from Late Neolithic, Greece. In: F. 
Ifantidis and M. Nikolaidou, eds. 2011. Spondylus in 
Prehistory: New Data & Approaches – Contribution to 
the Archaeology of Shell Technology. Oxford: Archae-
opress. pp.139-160. 

 
Dimitrijević, V., and Tripković, B., 2006. Spondylus and 

Glycymeris bracelets: trade reflection at Neolithic 
Vinča-Belo Brdo. Documenta Praehistorica, XXXIII, 
pp.237-252. 

 
Gaydarska, B., Chapman, J., Angelova, I., Gurova, M., and 

Yanev, Sl., 2004. Nreaking, making and trading: the 
Omurtag Eneolithic Spondylus hoard. Archaeologia 
Bulgarica, VIII (2), pp.11-34. 

 
Ifantidis, F., 2011. Cosmos in Fragments: Spondylus and 

Glycymeris Adornment at Neolithic Dispilo, Greece. 
In: F. Ifantidis and M. Nikolaidou, eds. 2011. Spondylus 



 

Metalla Sonderheft 10 / 2020, 147-151                                          │ 151 

in Prehistory: New Data & Approaches – Contribution 
to the Archaeology of Shell Technology. Oxford: Ar-
chaeopress. pp.123-137. 

 
Komšo, D., 2017. A Treasure from the Depths Spondylus 

gaederopus Neolithic Europe’s Most Prized Jewellery. 
Istria: MPS Pula. 

 
Lazăr, C., Mărgărit, M., and Radu, V., 2018. Between Dom-

inant Ideologies and Techno-economical Constraints: 
Spondylus Ornaments from the Balkans in the 5th Mil-
lennium BC. In: A. Cruz and J. Gibaja, eds. 2018. Inter-
change in Pre- and Protohistory Case Studies in Iberia, 
Romania, Turkey and Israel. Oxford: Archaeopress. 
pp.5-21. 

 
Lichardus, J., Fol, Al., Getov, L., Bertemes, F., Echt, R., Kat-

inčarov, R. and Iliev, I. 2000. Forschungen in der 
Mikroregion von Drama. Bonn: Dr. Rudolf Habelt 
GmbH. 

 
Séfériadès, M., 2010. Spondylus and Long-Distance Trade 

in Prehistoric Europe. In: D. Anthony, ed. 2010. The 
Lost World of Old Europe The Danube Valley, 5000–
3500 BC. Vicencza. pp.179-190. 

 
Trubitt, M., 2003. The Production and Exchange of Marine 

Shell Prestige Goods. Journal of Archaeological Res

earch, 11 (3), pp.243-277. 
 
Tsuneki, A., 1989. The manufacture of Spondylus shell ob-

jects at Neolithic Dimini, Greece. ORIENT, XXV, pp.1-
21. 

 
Vitezović, S., 2016. The Sea within: the Use of Mollusc 

Shells as Ornamants in the Central Balkans Neolithic. 
In: C. Preoteasa and C.-D. Nicola, eds. 2016. Cucuteni 
culture within the European Neo-Eneolithic context. 
Piatra-Neamţ: Editura “Constantin Matasă”. pp. 237-
256.  

 
Windler, A., 2013. From the Aegean Sea to the Parisian ba-

sin. How Spondylus can rearrange our view on trade 
and exchange. Metalla, 20.2, pp.95-106 

 
 
 
Author 
 
Todor Valchev 
Regional Historical Museum  
8600 Yambol 
Bulgaria

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


	Cover Metalla Sonderheft 10 Seiten 1 u 2
	METALLA_Sonderheft 10_Druckansicht_2020
	ad1198238f887609bb934d53eaada6930188f6ba9dbf1647d215ec09f70162f6.pdf
	ca8d09444b12aea51f46d53f690738785308103e2a217ad76134403764ad55cb.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 0_Copertina_int.docx
	Microsoft Word - 0_INTRO.docx
	Microsoft Word - 0_zintro_1_Pag_bianca.docx

	ed22cfcff6aa1190e273a0e80d019057b9ca70fafbd7a8253c459b8bead4b634.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 1_SESSION_1_INTRO.docx
	Microsoft Word - 2_SESSION_1_LeCain.docx
	Microsoft Word - 2_SESSION_1_Pag_bianca.docx

	0eb6deb75b8faf94b84d3e63223075f6521c65be1fbdd01ff343bbaf69ae8980.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 3_SESSION_1_Anfinset.docx
	Microsoft Word - 4_SESSION_1_Pearce.docx
	Microsoft Word - 4_zintro_1_Pag_bianca.docx


	687e1285bc4bed9b1875a0cec8a4bb5d657db8c113a903ec6e2c1dd18d39378f.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 5_SESSION_1_Eser.docx
	Microsoft Word - 5_SESSION_1b_Pag_bianca.docx
	039967f8b49e587636d5245c655a5469bada3e1bc4f0e7f8136b746d453ee1eb.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 6_SESSION_1_Asmussen.docx
	Microsoft Word - 6_SESSION_1b_Pag_bianca.docx
	Microsoft Word - 7_SESSION_1_Asrih.docx


	Microsoft Word - 18_SESSION_3_Daems_&_Boogers.docx
	Microsoft Word - 18_SESSION_3_zPag_bianca.docx
	fd3e938a82807f09795eae8468ecb0c79623df159663da808961e7ed8e19688b.pdf
	Microsoft Word - Sostituire.docx
	fd3e938a82807f09795eae8468ecb0c79623df159663da808961e7ed8e19688b.pdf
	Microsoft Word - 27_SESSION_z4_Pag_bianca.docx
	fd3e938a82807f09795eae8468ecb0c79623df159663da808961e7ed8e19688b.pdf

	Cover Metalla Sonderheft 10 Seite 3 u. 4
	Cover Metalla Sonderheft 10 Seite 3
	Cover Metalla Sonderheft 10 Seite 4


