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Abstract: The paper aims to establish in which way writing fiction can 
be useful for archaeological interpretation, not only as a way of presenting 
our work to the public, but as a method of acquiring new insights about 
the past. Chalcolithic metallurgy of the Southern Levant is taken here as 
an archaeological case study and the semi-fictional story is a reconstruction 
of rituals that surrounded the metallurgical process. The idea is to present 
the semi-fictional reconstruction that shows what is actually based on ar-
chaeological data on one hand and, on the other hand, what elements were 
imagined in a certain way. Two distinct strategies of constructing such alter-
native narratives are discussed and the one that appears to be particularly 
suitable, both in terms of writing and presenting, is the presentation based 
on the concept of the recombinant history. It is proposed that short semi-fic-
tional vignettes of the past should be added to interpretations, both because 
of the valuable questions that arise from the process of writing them and the 
interactive way in which they can be presented to the public.  

Introduction

A substantial part of archaeological work relies on writing, and not 
only in the context of publishing of the results of our research. Before start-
ing excavations, we usually need to write project proposals, including both 
background research and future plans. Once in the field, there are numerous 
descriptions of various features to be written down, along with field diaries, 
and various interim reports. By the time of writing of the final publication, 
archaeologists have had already written a substantial amount of text, a large 
portion of which goes unpublished and is thus never accessed by other schol-
ars, other than members of the immediate project team. And yet, it seems that 
one thing that these writings have in common is that they all aim towards ide-
alized, yet unattainable, objectiveness in describing the material and features 
which are excavated, as if any inclusion of personal impression or, even worse, 
an imaginative perspective, would decrease the legitimacy of documentation. 

In the present paper, I hope to show that that letting ourselves imagine 
the past more freely can actually lead to important insights and support our 
interpretation in ways which otherwise could have gone unnoticed. More 
specifically, I would like to show how an attempt to write a semi-fictional 
reconstruction of a metalworking process that occurred over 6000 years ago, 
has presented me with questions about that process which I previously either 
did not take into account or consider it to be out of reach of archaeology. 
However, before going into details of how this semi-fictional reconstruc-
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tion was written and what were the benefits that its planning brought to the 
understanding of an ancient metallurgy, it is necessary to present informa-
tion concerning the immediate archaeological context to be reconstructed. 
While at first it might appear that this description is too detailed at times, it 
is crucial that the available data is properly presented in order to understand 
the baseline on which the semi-fictional reconstruction was created.   

The Ghassulian metallurgy in context: 
cultural, technological and iconographical aspects 

The Ghassulian culture, dated roughly to the second half of the fifth 
millennium (Gilead 2011: 14) and belonging to the, from a prehistorian’s 
perspective, relatively short Chalcolithic period characterized by its very 
name1 as the transitional one between stone and metal ages, has captured 
attention of numerous scholars for almost a century, due to the various fea-
tures which distinguished it from both earlier and later periods, with met-
alworking being doubtlessly its most prominent innovation of all. Metal-
working appears in the later phase of the culture, seemingly out of nowhere, 
but the elaborately decorated objects cast in the lost wax technique (Fig. 1) 
testify of a great skill of the Ghassulian metalworkers. The truly exceptional 
character of the Ghassulian metallurgy is fully understood only once we ac-
knowledge that the lost wax technique is not utilized by any of the earlier or 
contemporary metallurgies around the world such as those in the Balkans 
(Radivojević, Rehren et al. 2010) or Iranian Plateau (Thornton 2009), nor by 
any of the metalworking cultures in the centuries following the end of the 
disappearance of the Ghassulian culture. 

The name for this culture was coined after the site of Teleilat Ghas-
sul, located north-east of the Dead Sea, not far from its northernmost tip 
(Neuville 1930; Albright 1932) and till today sites of similar archaeological 
assemblages have been found throughout southern Levant: in the northern 
Negev, the Dead Sea basin, the southern and the central Coastal Plain, the 
Shephelah and the Jordan Valley (Gilead 2011: 13; Rowan and Golden 2009). 
Present paper will focus on the sites in northern Negev and on the Cave of 
the Treasure in Nahal Mishmar in Judean desert, because the inhabitants 
of the former were the first in the Levantine region to master metalworking 
technique, which they used to produce numerous exceptionally decorated 
metal artifacts discovered in the latter. 

Until recently, the research of the Ghassulian copper metallurgy was in-
formally divided into two larger topics. Smelting and production of copper 
artifacts have been studied from the technological and socio-economic as-
pects (Levy and Shalev 1989), while finished artifacts have been the subject of 
symbolic and stylistic analyses (e.g. Bar-Adon 1980; Beck 1989; Gilead, Rosen 
et al. 1992; Golden “New Light on the Development of Chalcolithic Metal 
Technology in the Southern Levant” 2009; Golden Dawn of the Metal Age. 

1 From ancient Greek khalkós, meaning copper, and líthos, meaning stone. 
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Technology and Society during the Levantine Chalcolithic 2009; Golden, Levy 
et al. 2001; Goren 2008; Ilani and Rosenfeld 1994; Moorey 1988; Shalev and 
Northover 1993; Shugar 2000; Shalev and Northover 1987; Shugar and Gohm 
2011). Even though ritual aspects of indigenous and prehistoric metallurgies 
have been discussed in other contexts (Schmidt 2009; Budd and Taylor 1995), 
the ritual aspects of the metalworking such as ritualized procedures of smelt-
ing and casting for example, have been have been included in the study of the 
Ghassulian metallurgy only recently (Gošić 2015; Gošić and Gilead “Cast-
ing the Sacred - Chalcolithic Metallurgy and Ritual in the Southern Levant” 
2015; Gošić and Gilead “Unveiling Hidden Rituals: Ghassulian Metallurgy of 
the Southern Levant in Light of Ethnohistorical Record” 2015).  

Ghassulian metalworkers extracted pure copper from ore brought 
from Feinan region in Jordan (Hauptmann 1989; Shugar 1998: 114). They 
also practiced two distinct casting technologies: open mold and lost wax 
casting. The process of copper smelting and open mold casting is best doc-
umented at Abu Matar (Golden Dawn of the Metal Age. Technology and 
Society during the Levantine Chalcolithic 2009; Shugar 2000) and Shiqmim 
(Golden, Levy et al. 2001; Shalev and Northover 1987). The lost wax cast-
ing location, however, is unknown and several different locations were pro-
posed, including sites in the Beer Sheva region where evidence of metal-
working was unearthed (Moorey 1988: 186; Shugar 2000: 216) and the En 
Gedi temple (Goren 2008) where no indication of any metallurgical pro-
cesses or materials where recovered (Ussishkin 2014: 25), even though it is 
located close to the Nahal Mishmar caves where a large hoard of copper ob-
jects, cast mostly in lost wax technique was found (Bar-Adon 1980). While 
smelting and casting do not need to happen on the same location, the fact 
that no ingots have been found so far makes it likely that production of 
complex metals and their casting was an integrated process.2

The origin of materials used for lost wax casting is also unknown. Com-
plex metals, such as various alloys of copper, arsenic, antimony, nickel and 
lead were produced an unknown location from ores of unidentified source 
(Golden Dawn of the Metal Age. Technology and Society during the Levan-
tine Chalcolithic 2009: 3; Ben-Yosef, Vassal et al. 2016). None of the locations 
that have been suggested as origin, including Anatolia, Caucasus, Iranian 
Plateau, Sinai and Zagros mountains (Ilani and Rosenfeld 1994; Key 1980: 
242; Rothenberg 1991: 7; Tadmor, Kedem et al. 1995: 141-142) could have 
served as the sole source of ores used. 

Ever since the publication of the Nahal Mishmar hoard, the Ghassulian 
copper artifacts have been divided into two groups: utilitarian and prestigious 
(Potaszkin and Bar-Avi 1980: 235). According to this division, utilitarian ar-
tifacts were cast in open molds from pure copper, and the prestigious ones 
were cast in the lost wax technique from alloyed metals. The division is not 
2 A possible exception is a rectangular object made of copper rich in arsenic, antimony and 
lead, discovered at Bir es-Safadi (Golden Dawn of the Metal Age. Technology and Society 
during the Levantine Chalcolithic 2009: 144), while the small amorphous lump of arsenic rich 
metal found at Nahal Qanah resembles a byproduct of production rather than ingot (Golden 
Dawn of the Metal Age. Technology and Society during the Levantine Chalcolithic 2009: 56). 
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entirely consistent since, in few instances, pure copper was casted using the 
lost wax technique and vice versa (Key 1980: 239; Moorey 1988: 185). Dividing 
copper artifacts into prestigious (or ritual) on the one hand and utilitarian on 
the other hand, seems even less valid. First, flint tools such as axes and adzes 
were widely used during the Ghassulian (Rosen 1997: 93-98, 106). Second, the 
so called utilitarian copper tools, lack use-wear and are either too thin or too 
long to be practically used (Tadmor, Kedem et al. 1995: 97). Use-wear analysis 
of well-preserved copper chisels and axe heads from Giv’at ha-Oranim and 
one object from the Nahal Mishmar hoard indicate that they were not used for 
daily tasks (Namdar, Segal et al. 2004: 81-83). In addition, copper artifacts of 
both groups are found in the same archaeological contexts: already listed pro-
duction sites, burial caves (Gopher and Tsuk 1996; Gophna and Lifshitz 1980: 
8; Perrot and Ladiray 1980: 41, Fig. 142.1; Segal 2002; Segal and Goren 2013) 
and in Nahal Mishmar (Bar-Adon 1980: 24-133). In fact, the Nahal Mishmar 
hoard, with its 423 copper objects, constitutes most of the Ghassulian copper 
assemblage, which is why most studies, both of technology and style, have 
been conducted on these objects (e.g. Bar-Adon 1980; Beck 1989; Elliott 1977; 
Epstein 1978; Gates 1992; Tadmor 1989; Tadmor, Kedem et al. 1995). 

Many Ghassulian copper artifacts 
are elaborately decorated with various 
motifs, including anthropomorphic (e.g. 
Fig. 1.3.), zoomorphic (e.g. Fig. 1.2, 4.), ar-
chitectural (e.g. Fig. 1.4.), motifs of tools 
and weapons (e.g. Fig. 1.1-2.), as well as 
motifs that are considered to be either ab-
stract or floral, such as knobs on some of 
the crowns and standards (e.g. Fig. 1.4.) 
(Gošić and Gilead “Casting the Sacred 
- Chalcolithic Metallurgy and Ritual in 
the Southern Levant” 2015: 166-168). 
Gilead and I (Gošić and Gilead “Casting 
the Sacred - Chalcolithic Metallurgy and 
Ritual in the Southern Levant” 2015: 169) 
suggest that tools and weapons, as parts 
of the design of standards, constitute the 
last type of symbols, and that these in-
clude mostly chisels and maceheads (Fig. 
1.2.), with maceheads being probably 
the most frequently repeated symbol on 
standards and scepters. It is also the most 

common object of the hoard, and thus, the most common Ghassulian cop-
per artifact. A particularly interesting for further discussion is an axe from 
the Nahal Mishmar hoard (Fig. 1.1.) (Bar-Adon 1980: 112), which stands out 
in terms of design. The axe features one sharp and one dull edge and a hole 
for a shaft in its thickest part. Around the hole there is an image of the rope 
that ties the shaft to the axe, mimicking the way a stone axe was fastened to a 
handle. It was cast in the lost wax technique, out of complex metal. 

Milena GOŠIĆ

Fig. 1. Selected Ghassulian copper arti-
facts: 1. skeuomorphic axe; 2. standard 
featuring ibexes and motifs of tools; 3. an-
thropomorphic standard; 4. “crown” fea-
turing architectural, zoomorphic, abstract 
and possible floral (all drawings adapted 

from Bar-Adon 1980: 112, 100, 49, 28)
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The decorative motifs of the Ghassulian copper artifacts resemble dec-
orations of various other Ghassulian ritual artifacts and ceramic ossuaries 
offer the greatest variety of analogies. They have been found in numerous 
burial caves, such as Azor and Ben Shemen (Perrot and Ladiray 1980), 
Nahal Qanah (Gopher and Tsuk 1996), Peqi’in (Shalem, Gal et al. 2013), 
and Palmahim (Gophna and Lifshitz 1980). Common motifs on ossuar-
ies include anthropomorphic (Epstein 1978: 29, Plate 6c-d; Merhav 1993: 
33, Fig. 4.5; Shalem, Gal et al. 2013: 72-73) and zoomorphic motifs (Mer-
hav 1993: 33, Fig. 4.3; Milevski 2002: 138-140) as well as doorways (Epstein 
1978: 30,  Plate 6d; Gophna and Lifshitz 1980: 3, Fig. 3; Merhav 1993: 33, 
Fig. 4.3). Motifs found in copper artifacts are also found on pottery vessels 
other than ossuaries and the complete list of analogous artifacts exceeds 
the scope of this paper, but some examples worth mentioning are represen-
tations of ibexes on a crater from Ḥorvat Qarqar South (Fabian 2012), two 
bird-shaped vessels from Palmahim (Gophna and Lifshitz 1980: 4-6),  pot-
tery vessel decorated with birds from the northern Negev (Amiran 1986). 
Ceramic figurines with the protruding nose have also been found (Shalem, 
Gal et al. 2013: 72-73).  “The Gilat Woman” ceramic figurine (Commenge, 
Levy et al. 2006: 742-746; Joffe, Dessel et al. 2001) is sitting on an object 
similar in shape to a copper crown and so on. It is clear even from this short 
overview that Ghassulian copper artifacts exhibit motifs widely present in 
the repertoire of Ghassulian symbolic objects.

The role of metallurgy in Ghassulian society

The role of metallurgy in the Ghassulian society is heavily influenced 
by the fact that it is the first time people of the Levantine region mastered 
the technique of smelting metal and producing copper objects. Not only that, 
native copper is not found naturally in the region either, making copper a ma-
terial that was largely unknown. The only copper artifact from the region that 
predates Ghassulian metallurgy is an imported awl from a pottery Neolithic 
site of Tel Tsaf, in the Jordan Valley, which predates Ghassulian metallurgy by 
roughly a millennium (Garfinkel, Klimscha et al. 2014). This means that the 
Ghassulian metalworkers had also a task of presenting the craft to their peers 
and incorporating it into the preexisting social fabric, a process which we can 
refer to as the socialization of technology. The fact alone that metallurgy be-
came a part of Ghassulian society means that this process was successful, be-
cause the use of copper for producing utilitarian artifacts started in the Early 
Bronze Age (cf. Rosen 2002) only after the copper technology was socialized. 

It is important here to take a moment to reflect on how remarkably mi-
raculous this new technology must have appeared to be in the eyes of people 
who witnessed it for the first time over 6000 years ago. This is a point rela-
tively easy to overlook nowadays, when various metals build up a substantial 
part of our life, a part we tend to take for granted. Metallurgy was the first 
craft that enabled people to completely transform solid material to liquid and, 
then, to an object. The previously practiced pyrotechnologies, such as pottery 
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and lime production, utilized heat to change properties of materials, but these 
changes were not comparable to the transformation of ore, a peculiar kind of 
stone, yet still a stone readily available in nature, to a completely new, shiny 
material which could be cast in various shapes. In addition, considering the 
effects of high and long-lasting heath produced by the smelting furnace, and 
the colorful flames it emitted, it does seem like a magical process. Indeed, 
perceived in this way, metallurgy might appear to be on par with alchemy. It 
is expected that such a radically innovative process had to go through a pe-
riod of socialization during which a social perception of it was constructed. 

Another consequence of a contemporary perception of metallurgy as a 
tool producing technology of modern age is an implicit assumption that this 
was its role in the past as well. However, ever since Eliade (1978) published his 
seminal work The Forge and the Crucible which deals extensively with mag-
ical aspects of metallurgy and its relation to alchemy, it has been repeatedly 
demonstrated that metallurgy can be and frequently was a highly ritualized 
practice (Budd and Taylor 1995; Herbert 1993; Schmidt 1996). A repeating 
theme one finds in these studies is that metallurgical rituals revolve com-
monly around concepts of transformation and birth, leading to a highly sex-
ualized conceptualization of the metalworking process (cf. Schmidt 2009) 
elaborated in more detail below. Unfortunately, archaeologists excavate arti-
facts and not rituals and it is common for rituals not to leave material traces, 
as in the case of metallurgy they are mostly actions consisting of burning 
medicines, i.e. various organic materials, in the furnace, as well as chants, 
dances and body gestures, as can be seen in the works of ethnographers de-
scribing ritualization of metalworking in Africa (e.g. Cline 1937; Richards 
1981; van der Merve and Avery 1986). However, we do excavate tools and we 
can recognize traces of their use (Soriano Llopis and Gutierrez Saez 2009), 
which is, as mentioned above, lacking on the Ghassulian copper artifacts 
that have been analyzed so far. Another already mentioned indication that 
those objects were not intended for use comes from their shape, as some of 
the chisels are far too thin and elongated to be used. The decoration on the 
axe from Nahal Mishmar, which clearly signify ropes that fasten stone axes 
to their handles (Figure 1.1), suggests it was placed on a pole as a symbolic 
object. Finally, the numerous flint tools recovered from all the Ghassulian 
settlement sites (e.g. Gilead, Hershman et al. 1995; Gilead, Marder et al. 
2004; Yeivin 1959) undoubtedly demonstrate that flint was the material of 
choice for tools and weapons.  

Ghassulian metalworkers socialized metallurgy by using it for produc-
ing ritual objects that can be divided into two groups (Gošić 2015). The first 
group consists of objects such as maceheads, chisels and axes. These objects 
were present in the assemblages of early Ghassulian sites, albeit made in dif-
ferent materials, such as stone and ceramics and their shapes, ways in which 
they can be used and, at least in case of maceheads, their ritual significance, 
were widely recognized even before their metal counterparts appeared in late 
Ghassulian contexts. The purpose of these objects was to introduce metallur-
gy to the members of the Ghassulian communities that did not participate 
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in it, both in the Beer Sheva settlements and elsewhere. They were boundary 
objects, belonging both to the realm of the new social world of metallurgy 
and the preexisting world of Ghassulian ritual behavior. The second group 
consists of more innovative objects, such as standards, crowns and scepters, 
decorated by symbols already familiar to the Ghassulians, but different and 
original enough to demonstrate the potential of the technology and the su-
perior control metalworkers had over the material world. It remains unclear 
whether some or all metal artifacts were used in sympathetic magic.

Approaching unknown rituals of Ghassulian coppersmiths 

Claiming that Ghassulian metallurgy was a ritualized activity is easy, 
but reconstructing the ways in which those rituals were conceptualized and 
performed is difficult. One of the initial reasons why I considered writing a 
semi-fictional reconstruction was the frustration I felt when faced with the 
fact that even though all this wonderfully colorful data on metallurgical 
rituals was available, it could not be used as a direct analogy, as each society 
has its own specific dynamics (cf. Wylie 1985). The approach of using eth-
no-historical data for cross-cultural studies (Peregrine 2001) does offer an 
insight into traits that tend to be common and certainly supports the claim 
that metallurgy was in fact ritualized. Ethno-history can even be used to 
help us make an informed guess as to which parts of the metalworking pro-
cess were most elaborately ritualized (Gošić and Gilead “Unveiling Hidden 
Rituals: Ghassulian Metallurgy of the Southern Levant in Light of Ethno-
historical Record” 2015).  However, details of the rituals will likely remain 
forever mysterious, subject only to speculation, however informed it may be.

The information concerning ritualized metallurgy which is readily 
available is indeed vast and diverse, making the overview of all the aspects 
of these rituals too lengthy to be presented here. I will offer only a quick 
glance of what is available, mostly from Africa and Siberia. The above men-
tioned seminal work on the subject is certainly Eliade’s The Forge and the 
Crucible (1978), but important work has been also done by Herbert (1984; 
1993), Schmidt (1997; 2009), Cline (1937) and de Barros (2012), to name a 
few. When cross-examining all these examples of metallurgical rituals it 
becomes obvious that some concepts tend to repeat themselves, although 
the rituals are not always similar. What they have in common, for example, 
is that the extraction of the metal from the ore is ritually the most complex 
procedure and that the rituals revolve around the idea that metal is being 
born in a way comparable to a birth of a living creature. The result of such 
an understanding is that metallurgical process is played out through rituals 
that mimic sexual intercourse, gestation and birth. What varies is whether 
the furnace represents the female principle and the bellow represent male, 
or furnace is both male and female or male principle is represented in the 
smith. Rituals may vary, as well as the beliefs behind their performance. 
These beliefs are often portrayed in various myths, starring powerful an-
cestral smiths or civilizing heroes (e.g. Eliade 1978: 93; Herbert 1993: 151), 
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but also in numerous taboos that need to be observed in order for the smelt-
ing to be successful (e.g. Herbert 1993: 70; van der Merve and Avery 1986: 
251). There are also significant examples of ritualized production of ritual 
artifacts, including those of metal (Levy, Levy et al. 2008; Herbert 1993: 
91-104, 134-140), which are not surprising, considering that it is during the 
production process that the ritual power is embedded in the artifacts. Rit-
ual artifacts are usually invested with magical powers and it is the ability 
to control them and use them that makes the master of ritual an important 
and mighty individual in most societies.

Thus, even though it might be more cautions not to make generalized 
statements claiming all prehistoric metallurgies were ritualized, it seems 
reasonable to assume Ghassulian metallurgy was, given the nature of the 
artifacts produced, the fact it was the first such transformation achieved 
by people of the Levant and the overwhelming ethno-historical data sup-
ports the claim that in pre/industrial times it was, if not universal, a high-
ly common way of understanding metallurgy. What was limiting in ap-
proaching past rituals and understanding exactly what they entailed, is, of 
course, lack of specific archaeological finds indicative of a particular ritual. 
And thus, some years ago, the idea occurred to fill this gap by creating a 
semi-fictional reconstruction of Ghassulian metallurgical process. Such re-
construction will offer plenty of room not only for imagination, but also for 
application of various examples of ritualization learned from ethnographic 
records. The idea was rather straightforward: to write a reconstruction in a 
form of a short story that would feature a master coppersmith in the lead 
role. It would describe the metallurgical process from ore collection to final 
product of casting. And, most importantly, no part of this reconstruction 
would be allowed to contradict any of the data available from Ghassulian 
archaeology or ethnography, meaning that the idea was to write a plausible 
reconstruction that was not necessarily supported by archaeological or eth-
nographic facts – it just did not contradict any. 

Even though the complex word semi-fictional may seem self-explana-
tory, we must pause here in order to examine it more closely. According to 
Eco (1995: 75) reading a work of fiction requires a reader to accept a fiction-
al agreement, meaning that even though he is aware that the author is not 
describing an actual event, he does not consider him a liar. Instead, a hypo-
thetical world is constructed in which the narration is perceived as truth and 
the author is trusted to guide the reader through the world, or through the 
narrative woods, as Eco calls it. However, such fictional agreement does not 
occur when one approaches a text which claims to present a scholarly recon-
struction of the past. Instead, readers, often professional peers of the author, 
consider it their duty to question and evaluate various claims and interpre-
tations presented in the text and are consequently willing to consider it as 
partially or completely correct based on their own conclusion and previous 
knowledge on the subject. And the author of a semi-fictional reconstruction 
stands in between those two worlds. It is his task to present the available 
knowledge on the reconstructed past as convincingly as possible, so that 
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the reader would be willing to use it as a base on which to make a fictional 
agreement. If the author would fail to make his presentation of the known 
information from the past sufficiently convincing he, unlike the author of a 
fictional narrative, would be judged as a liar who falsely claims historicity. 

The aim of writing the reconstruction as a short story, as opposed to a 
usually archaeological article, was to allow for a greater freedom, but also to 
make the text more appealing to a wider, non-professional audience. How-
ever, writing such a story in a manner that would be truly appealing to 
any audience required from the author, which was me in present case, an 
additional quality – a talent for writing fiction, or at least a considerable 
amount of time and effort for learning how to construct and present an 
engaging account that a reader would truly enjoy not only because he is 
curious about ancient metalworking skills. The semi-fictional reconstruc-
tion was to be as much about presenting what we know and assume about 
ancient metalworking to the uninitiated, as it was about my own urge to in-
clude all the information on ritualization of metallurgy into interpretation 
of Ghassulian metalworking. It turned out, however, that I either lacked the 
talent or the time or both, as this reconstruction never got past the stage 
of planning. Even so, in the following text, I hope to show that the time 
invested in planning it was not wasted. To the contrary, I would like to sug-
gest that archaeological interpretations can actually benefit even from only 
planning such an endeavor and for a reason that occurred to me only after 
I have already given up on writing the story of Ghassulian metallurgy. And 
because the reason is closely knit to the ways in which such reconstruction 
can be presented, the following section will deal with presentation. 

From Talmud to hypertext: presentation of multilayered texts

The way in which I was planning to write the story of Ghassulian me-
tallurgy aimed at giving to the reader a freedom to choose what was of 
interest to him, especially in regard to archaeological data. It was supposed 
to be readable as a story devoid of any debate regarding archaeological 
data. Yet, in order to substantiate the claim that a reconstruction does not 
contradict any available archaeological data, a space for that data to be 
presented or, at least, referenced, was also necessary. And, while it might 
have made things more complicated, the available data was not the only 
additional layer of text which needed presentation, because I was planning 
on providing an explanation for each fictional feature I added as well. The 
need for these additional explanations was growing particularly obvious 
the more fictional information was included, because adding fiction based 
on ethnography actually meant that with every addition I had to make a 
choice between various ethnographical records which would be used as 
sources. Arbitrary as this process might be, I still considered it necessary 
to indicate why I think a particular example is well suited for Ghassulian 
metallurgy. It is understood that, regardless of how elaborately I would 
explain my choices, they would reflect my own subjective view of the issue.
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Thus, the semi-fictional story I propose would consist of at least three 
interwoven narratives that can be independently classified as either na-
tural or artificial, a division known in the literary theory (Eco 1995: 119-
120). Natural narratives are those that claim to tell of events that have ha-
ppened, while artificial narratives are the fictional ones. If we apply such 
division to the above described layers of text, the natural narratives, on 
the one hand, would consist of descriptions of excavations and the arc-
haeological assemblages discovered, but also the descriptions of the me-
tallurgical rituals known from ethnographic records and the reasoning I 
applied when choosing which ethnographic examples to use in any par-
ticular reconstruction. On the other hand, the fictional reconstruction of 
the Ghassulian metalworking ritual would be an artificial narrative. And 
regardless of how interwoven these different narratives might be, a reader 
would have to be able to tell them apart, which means they need to be 
presented in a way which clearly designates to which of the narratives any 
given section of the text belongs. Whether certain text belongs to natural 
or artificial narratives is typically discernable from the external messages 
that surround the text, referred as the paratext, or from internal textual 
signals of fictionality: for example, if “A Novel” is written at the title page 
or if the story begins with “Once upon a time…” the reader understand he 
is dealing with a work of fiction (Eco 1995: 120). Yet, in case of semi-fictio-
nal story such clues are not as helpful, because one needs to understand to 
which kinds of narratives any particular section of the same text belongs. 
With this in mind, I had to look for a way which would allow me to give a 
reliable clue to the reader as to whether a particular part of the story was 
my reconstruction or an archaeologically provable fact.  

However, if the story would have 
been referenced in any of the styles 
commonly used and the explanations 
were added to the text in form of foot-
notes, it would have appeared less like 
a short story and more like an oddly 
written scientific paper, which was 
obviously not what I was aiming for. 
Also, while citing scientific literature 
is used typically to point to relevant 
research, semi-fictional reconstruc-
tion would require multi-layered ref-
erencing system, which clearly differ-
entiates between what is supported by 
archaeological data and what is imag-
inary, while at the same time explain-
ing the reasoning behind the imagi-
nation. It has been suggested (Gilead 
2015: 245-246) that a rather ancient 
text can serve as an inspiration for 
presenting a multi-layered text, and 
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that is The Talmud, a collection of Jewish Rabbinical texts. The Talmud 
consists of two main parts: the Mishnah, which is a collection of mainly 
legal texts codified around 200 AD, and Talmud, also called Gemarah that 
was written sometime between 200 and 550 or 600 AD and which explains 
Mishnah. Figure 2 shows a sample page of Talmud. In the center of the page 
is a block of text composed of Mishnah and Gemarah, while the blocks of 
text that surround it on the margins are commentaries written mainly in 
the Middle Ages, meaning that each individual page of The Talmud consists 
of blocks of texts written over period longer than a millennium. These sepa-
rate texts are clearly tightly interconnected and are all building on Mishnah 
that is found in the center of the page, yet a reader today can clearly discern 
between the various layers of the text and thus clearly understand the ways 
in which the text was developed. According to Gilead (2015: 246) the way in 
which The Talmud simultaneously presents various layers of text is compa-
rable to how internet pages and hyper-text function. This also means that 
solutions for multilayered texts are not necessarily found only in techno-
logically advanced media, although they might offer a more elaborate and 
user-friendly ways of manipulating various layers of texts.

Another important aspect of creating a multi-layered text is making it 
readable in various ways as well. By this I do not mean that the only differ-
ence in reading is whether someone is interested in the archaeological data 
or not, but that the reader has the possibility to choose on which points he 
would like to expand his understanding and to what degree. And this is, of 
course, where hypertext comes in friendly. However, even though alterna-
tive styles of narration are discussed within the frameworks of theoretical 
archaeology, few papers are actually written using those styles. One of the 
somewhat banal, yet important reasons why such texts are rarely written 
is the way in which the scientific level of researchers is evaluated. It is pub-
lishing papers in high impact factor peer-review journals that counts, not 
creating databases of neatly interconnected data, texts and images, regard-
less of whether they include fictional sections or not. 

Rare as they might be, these multilayered texts could aid our under-
standing of the past significantly. According to Hodder and Hutson, such 
multi-layered texts, which would include passages of self-reflexivity and di-
alog, but also semi-fictional vignettes of the past, all interconnected using 
hypertext, are particularly welcomed within the post-structural approach-
es to archaeology that “[…] attempt to identify and decentre the structure 
of archaeological practice and to create less absolute, less totalised ways of 
interacting with the past.” (Hodder and Hutson 2003: 68). Such a text is 
not linear, but instead it has various layers that can lead reader in different 
directions. Instead of backing away when faced with limitations to tell the 
absolute truth about the past, we embrace the fact that there is not one 
single truth and but that we can aim to offer the most probable reconstruc-
tion, based on data that is available. From this perspective, the proposed 
reconstruction of metalworking would be one of those semi-fictional vi-
gnettes into the past, a story offered to illustrate a perspective, interlinked 
with various archaeological data, yet readable without it. 
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A particular style of alternative narration that, following the lead of 
Egyptologist Brunner-Traut, Bernbeck (2005: 116) suggests is called “as-
pectival”, with the aim of giving voice to multiple perspectives of the past 
that should reflect the fact that people of the past also imagined them in 
various ways. According to Bernebeck (2005: 116): 

“If we wish to depict the past not as a wishful dream but as an unknowable 
world inhabited and acted upon by people with different interests, we should 
recount it from several different perspectives at the same time and abandon the 
harmonious bourgeois perspective of the individual onlooker.”
As tempting as such an approach might seem, the reason why our in-

terpretation of the past will always come from an individual perspective is 
not because we are looking at it from a perspective of a single individual 
or a group of the past, but because it is our own subjective perspective. If, 
for example, I would decide to imagine the semi-fictional reconstruction 
from the point of view of a coppersmith, it would still reflect not an absolute 
truth about how coppersmith perceived it thousands of years ago, but how I 
imagined he did. Thus, even though my semi-fictional reconstruction would 
have included perspectives of coppersmiths, his helpers and also bystanders 
and other less involved individuals, it would still reflect on how the process 
looked from my perspective. However, even if we cannot leave our subjective 
perspective, embracing the idea of at least trying to expand it in a way that 
helps us position ourselves at different angles from which we can look at the 
past would make our interpretation certainly more informed. And from the 
perspective of its fictional part, it would also make it more interesting.

Examples of alternative narratives in archaeology

Considering both that my story of Ghassulian copper working was 
never written and that it would be helpful here to take a look at some al-
ternative narratives in archaeology that other authors have created, I will 
briefly present two such cases. The first one is a short story written by Ber-
nbeck (2015) and the other one is Tringham’s (2015) project based on the 
ideas of recombinant history. I will start with Bernbeck as he builds on his 
previously advocated idea on aspectival narration. 

Bernbeck (2015: 267) found his model for archaeological narration in the 
idea of nouveau roman of French writers grouped around Alain Robbe-Gril-
let, because of the fractured reality they tend to describe, featuring an often 
broken chronological systems, the importance of things and the avoidance 
of a protagonist that the reader might empathizes. The first three elements 
are certainly comparable to the archaeological record: remains of the past 
that archaeologists work with are fragments of what was once there; those 
fragments occupy different time-spans in the past, some rich in finds are 
very obvious while others are completely invisible; all that we actually have 
from the past are things, i.e., artifacts. However, it is the last of Bernbeck’s el-
ements which is reminiscent of his aspectival narration discussed above. He 
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(Bernbeck 2015: 268-269) finds this lack of protagonist to empathizes with, 
which he admits is, in case of nouveau roman, political as a coherent subject 
is seen as reminiscent of a bourgeois ideal of a past. In the archaeological 
narrative, however, this should be seen as an acknowledgment of the fact 
that putting face on the individuals from the past “[…] a real face is nothing 
other than a colonizing project that turns past Others, who likely had a fun-
damentally different kind of self, into peoples whose emotions, desires, and 
rationalities are close to our own.” (Bernbeck 2015: 269). And indeed, the 
short story (Bernbeck 2015: 269-270) he wrote, The Sherd Site describes in 
detail the artifacts – sherds, as they relate to each other, with only an allusion 
towards the people who shared the past with the sherds. 

What I had in mind of doing was driven by a completely opposite agen-
da. Instead of creating a detailed description of an archaeometallurgical as-
semblage, I was interested in trying to uncover the rituals that were part of 
their making, rituals thought out, practiced and observed by past individ-
uals. The inability to actually travel in time and interview the participants 
is what makes such a reconstruction semi-fictional. The artifacts are there, 
but the subjects were to be constructed as products of my imagination. 

A online platform created by Tringham (2015) leaves place for unlimited 
number of alternative narratives, including fictional ones that let us imagine 
past individuals, as she herself has previously discussed how important it is 
to give faces to the peoples that created societies we study (Tringham 1991: 
94). Her current online platform titled Dead Women Do Tell Tales (Tring-
ham 2017) which is conceptualized as a recombinant history (Tringham 
2015) supports unlimited recombination of narratives, images and data. The 
advantages of digitalized presentation for the past became evident already 
with Tringham’s earlier website Last House on the Hill, which is named after 
a book she coauthored with Mirjana Stojanović (Tringham and Stevanović 
2012). This website was not only an internet presentation, as it also included 
excavation diaries, loci descriptions, personal impressions from the site – 
essentially texts, images and data the book was based on, allowing to the 
visitor of the site to recreate the interpretation for himself. 

However, Dead Women Do Tell Tales goes beyond hypertext, as hy-
pertext is basically a digital version of footnote, where reader can choose 
whether to disregard it and read only the main text or follow the link to 
addition data. Recombinant histories are written with an idea that no sec-
tion of the text or data will have an assigned place within the narratives. 
Instead, each represents a fragment of the past, either in a form of data, text 
or image and it is up to the reader to choose between the fragments from 
the first one, building thus each time a new narrative. Once the website on 
which the platform is presented is open, there is no immediate introducto-
ry text about the prehistoric time the platform used to illustrate. Instead we 
are presented with interlinked topics from which to choose. After choosing 
one of the topics, we can see the stage: a portion of text relevant for that 
particular topic is available, while the topic-tree above shows what this top-
ic is related to, including images, video and other texts. Presenting the past 
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in such a manner aims at not only informing us of the past, but also shows 
wider audiences how we interpret the past, what were the questions left 
unanswered already in the field and how we attempt to fill the gaps later. 

The concept of recombinant histories can even help the audience cre-
ate their own semi-fictional reconstruction of the past, albeit with cer-
tain limitations stemming from the available archaeological data, but 
also from the ways in which meaningful narratives are created. Steaming 
from genetic studies, the concept of recombinant objects describes them 
as small parts that can be repeatedly combined one with another in order 
to form different composite objects, visually comparable to kaleidoscope. 
However, as Ryan (2006: 124) points out, narratives cannot be construct-
ed by randomly putting together excerpts of text. Author creates narra-
tives by purposefully sequencing descriptions of objects, events, etc. and 
randomly taking in or adding parts of text to a story is likely to render it 
illogical and incomprehensible (Ryan 2006: 143). When an author wants 
to present a reader with a possibility of creating his own story, it is not 
enough to just throw in pieces of text for the reader to choose from. In-
stead, he has to have multiple narratives prepared and interwoven in a 
way that would enable the reader to go through them following various, 
yet always meaningful and logical paths. The semi-fictional story I was 
planning to write was not supposed to have multiple possible endings, 
because the purpose of it was to present how I imagine the ritualization of 
the Ghassulian metallurgy might have looked. However, the concepts of 
recombinant history could still be applied if the entire story was one of the 
sections, while other sections, which the reader had an option to read or 
disregard, would include all the other layers of text needed to clarify the 
reasoning behind the reconstruction.

Recombinant histories, of which semi-fictional vignettes could be a 
part of, democratize the access to archaeological material and interpreta-
tion, while creating a setting in which any interpretation, regardless of how 
imaginative, could be allowed, as long as the available data and the reason-
ing behind it are clearly explained. What also brought me back to thinking 
about creating a fictional reconstruction of Ghassulian metalworking is 
the short format that such a platform offers. As I described above, my ini-
tial plan was to write a short story that would start with ore procurement 
and end with finished copper object, too long to be squeezed in a short 
story. Already at the beginning of writing it, it became obvious that it is go-
ing to be long list of sentences describing either actions or environmental 
setting in which it happened. I did initially plan to add characters and to 
also have a plot, but what plot was I to write while trying to describe all the 
immediate action that made the reconstruction? The whole story began to 
appear too long and tedious, both to write and read, which was thus oppo-
site of what the plan was. However, writing short imaginative fragments of 
a particular parts of the process, be it a tiring journey to get the ore from 
the desert or the ritual preparation of the furnace, seem both less intimi-
dating to write and hopefully more interesting to read.  

Milena GOŠIĆ



213

The interpretative value of planning a semi-fictional reconstruction

It might seem that, considering no story came out of it, planning and 
thinking out the framework for writing such a story was a waste of time, 
but it is far from the truth. The reason is that choosing which of the various 
elements available from ethnohistorical records I wanted to use and ob-
serving them in relation to the Ghassulian archaeology made me question 
some aspects of Ghassulian metallurgy that are otherwise not commonly 
included in archaeometallurgical studies. This point is best described by 
giving examples of such questions, so let us for a moment imagine that we 
are trying to reconstruct how a location for smelting is chosen. 

First question, and also one commonly asked in archaeological re-
search, is whether it was a secret or public process, especially in relation to 
the lost-wax technology for which we still do not know where it was prac-
ticed. Answers to such questions are numerous, but they are either restrict-
ed to describing the finds and technological processes the location of which 
is known (Shugar 2003), jump straight to giving reasons why it must have 
been hidden (Levy 1995: 234) or offer alternative, hypothetical locations 
and present arguments for why should those be considered (Goren 2008). 
However, neither one of the authors contemplates on how this process was 
made either hidden or public. Levy, for example, does not question what 
it entails in either hiding such a technological process, especially one that 
creates smoke and needs to last for hours to complete, or for how long it 
would have remained a secret? Would not someone eventually follow them, 
if it was outside settlement, making it necessary to hide the knowledge as 
well? Or was hiding based more on hiding the knowledge, not doing the 
process in secret? The reason such questions are not asked is not because 
there is something wrong with either of the studies, but because those are 
not typically asked questions anywhere, because they might seem trivial 
until we try to answer them one by one, or, in case the of a semi-fictional 
reconstruction, to explain how we think things were done and why. 

And such seemingly trivial questions just kept popping up while trying 
to make a semi-fictional reconstruction, making me understand that there 
is a lot more to say about the way in which a technology is embedded in a 
society than I previously thought. All of a sudden, a question of what time of 
the year they choose to do the smelting was connected to the surrounding 
vegetation, sources of fuel for the furnace and distance from the ore. The 
time and the season when the process was carried out and the implications 
they had on what other work a coppersmith might have done and thus af-
fected ways in which his social identity was created. If we remembered that 
arsenic was used and that there are burials with high levels of arsenic pres-
ent in the bones (Oakberg, Levy et al. 2000), we realize yet another aspect of 
metallurgy that needed to be socially handled and was probably connected 
to the location of production as well. The list of these questions is lengthy 
and only a minute sample was presented here. And the fact that questions 
are asked does not mean that answers are readily available. Some we might 
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never answer, and that is where the semi-fictional reconstruction steps in, 
to offer a glimpse into a possible world of the past, but also a glimpse into a 
reasoning of the archaeologist interpreting the past. 

Conclusion: a task for the future

Because I never wrote my semi-functional reconstruction of the Ghas-
sulian copperworking, I feel it is more appropriate to finish this paper with 
a task than with a conclusion. And that task would be to do what I suggest 
would be useful for both archaeological interpretation and presentation: to 
write a semi-fictional vignette that will describe a fragment of metalwork-
ing as it was carried out in the past.

Semi-fictional reconstructions are useful in number of ways. Writing a 
story based on personal imagination means that, instead of trying to curb 
our subjectivity, we can embrace it and use it to actually advance our under-
standing of the past. Because, once we stop trying to be objective onlookers 
with no personal agenda, we can start playing with our own perspective. 
Instead of looking at the past only from the point of view of an archaeol-
ogist, we can imagine how it might have looked from the perception of a 
child that lived in a household next to a coppersmith or an old woman that 
only heard of these magical objects people had in a village several kilome-
ters away. It is obvious that points of views of all those individuals will still 
reflect how the archaeologist who is doing the interpretations imagines it 
would have looked to them, but at least he would gain additional positions 
from which to look at the past. These additional perspectives may lead to 
new questions, which, in return will lead to new insights and, of course, 
more questions. And finally, such semi-fictional stories would be an infor-
mative, yet engaging way of presenting the past to wider audiences. If the 
means of presentation would also include a possibility for audiences to cre-
ate their own narratives, even better. 
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Милена Гошић

Књижевност у служби археолошке интерпретације

Резиме

Циљ овог рада је да покаже да се писањем фикције засноване на архео-
лошкој грађи, односно кроз процес промишљања и усклађивања замишљеног 
садржаја са доступни археолошким сазнањима, покрећу нова истраживачка 
питања која воде дубљем разумевању прошлости. За непосредни археолош-
ки контекст узета је појава металургије бакра на Леванту крајем V миленију-
ма пре нове ере и проблематика реконструкције ритуалних аспеката мета-
луршког процес у време када је металургија први пут концептуализована као 
друштвена пракса. Имајући у виду саме бакарне предмете који су произвође-
ни, непромењивост у кременим алаткама у односу на претходни период, као и 
многобројне примере ритуализоване металургије у етнологији Африке и Си-
бира, у раду се износи тврдња да је халколитска металургија на Леванту била 
ритуална пракса. Посебна пажња посвећена је теоријском оквиру за употребу 
података из етнологије. 

Мада, са археолошке стране гледано, изостанак конкретних налаза који 
упућују на ритуале није изненађујући, али представља проблем при рекон-
струкцији халколитских ритуала. Решење које се у раду нуди јесте рекон-
струкција у форми књижевног текста, у којој аутор има слободу да празнине 
попуњава идејама инспирисаним етно-историјским студијама о томе како су 
ти ритуали могли изгледати, под условом да оно што је замишљено не буде 
контрадикторно археолошком материјалу. При покушају писања овакве ре-
конструкције, уочава се и да писање фикције поткрепљене археолошким по-
дацима, али и додатним интроспективним објашњењима сопственог субјек-
тивног угла посматрања, води као постављању питања о прошлости која су 
претходно била превиђана. Тиме долазимо до закључка да прихватање соп-
ствене субјективности кроз чин писања фикције заправо води проширивању 
угла посматрања прошлости. 

Кључне речи: праисторија, халколит, алтернативни наративи, фикција 
заснована на археолошком материјалу, ритуали, металургија, рекомбинатна 
историја
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