
287

Documenta Praehistorica XXXIX (2012)

‘Skeuomorphs’> on the rhetoric of material
in the Gumelniţa tradition
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Introduction

The last few decades illustrate how anthropological
and archaeological studies of material (Renfrew,
Scarre 1998; Schiffer, Miller 1999; Miller 2005;
Hurcombe 2007; DeMarrais et al. 2004; Jones, Mac-
Gregor 2002; Tilley 2004; Meskell 2005; Jones 2007;
Gheorghiu, Children 2011) have become more com-
mon in the field of prehistoric studies.

Materiality is extremely important, since it offers a
special perspective on the relationship between ma-
terial and social (Hurcombe 2007.105). Because of
the large variety of materials in the Balkan and Lo-
wer Danube Chalcolithic traditions, an approach
from the perspective of materiality could offer new
data on the cultural problems of the emerging stra-
tified societies of the 5th millennium BC.

During the Chalcolithic, the raw materials used in
the prehistoric world underwent a series of modifi-
cations due to the social-economic transformations

that characterise the 5th millennium in South Eastern
Europe (see Bailey 2000; Müller 2012). This is the
moment when a new material, i.e. metal, appeared/
came into use. Metal soon became the most impor-
tant material (see Pernicka, Anthony 2010), domi-
nating the materiality of other local or exotic objects
of value.

Although not openly manifest (see Slavcev 2010),
emergent social stratification (Gheorghiu 2001.375;
Müller 2012) can be inferred from the spatial orga-
nisation of settlements, whose early levels are rela-
tively standardised and ordered by geometry (see
Todorova 1982; see also Chapman 2010.80), in the
fortification of settlements (Popovici 2010.103), or
in the removal of objects of value from the daily
economy (see Ivanov, Avramova 2000) to funerary
deposits, as well as the non-uniform distribution of
value in funerary contexts (see Slavchev 2010.200;
Lazăr et al. 2009; Comsa 1995). The relative homo-
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geneity of local and exotic objects of value could be
explained by the existence of several regional settle-
ment networks (Higham et al. 2007).

Probably the most evident exotic objects during the
Neolithic (Berciu 1966; Chapman 2007) and Chal-
colithic (Haimovici 2007) were exotic bivalves and
scaphopods (Pope, Goto 1993), such as Spondylus
gaederopus L., Glycimeris or Dentalium (Comsa
1973) imported through long-distance trade (see Sé-
fériadès 2011). The rarity of Spondylus shells –
which appear as early as the Middle Neolithic – led
to the emergence of copies made of marble (see Ber-
ciu 1966), an exotic material in the north of the
Balkans, or to the use of fossil shells (Dimitrijevi≤,
Tripkovi≤ 2006.246).

One can imagine the great importance of exotic ma-
terials in prehistoric societies (see Chapman 2003;
Chapman 2007; Vianello 2010; for the Bronze Age,
see Knapp 1998) due to their symbolic value (see Cla-
assen 1998) or, in other words, to their special mate-
riality (Chapman 2007.212; Gheorghiu 2010.15).

Skeuomorphs

The rarity of exotic materials and the beginnings of
metal working (copper and gold) were mutually in-
fluential. To meet the need for prestige objects in an
emergent stratified society, one solution would have
been the exploitation of copies of prestige objects
made of an accessible local material, which would
then lead to the proliferation of skeuomorphs, which
would have replaced the scarce originals (see Gheor-

ghiu 2010). In reality, in spite of the emergence of
skeuomorphs, they did not completely replace the
originals, continuing to exist alongside them.

A skeuomorph is a special case of the substitution
of material, being a copy of one object in a different,
usually more common, material. The reverse occurs
when a common material is used to copy one of
higher value, such as the gold astragal from grave
36 in the Varna cemetery.

The present paper discusses some examples of skeuo-
morphism from the Gumelnita tradition, when gold
replaced graphite and exotic shells.

The first example is represented by the ceramics
painted with flakes of alluvial gold (Eluère, Raub
1991) from Grave 4 of the Varna cemetery (Ivanov
1988), a large plate and a small bowl with lid. In
this instance, gold replaces the graphite, which
would normally decorate the fine pottery. Skeuo-
morphs of these two ceramic pieces were discove-
red north of the Danube, at the Sultana tell-settle-
ment, in the form of a large dish and a lid (Giurgiu
Museum). Both objects (Figs. 1 and 2) are decorated
with a graphite pattern (similar to that of the large
Varna dish painted with gold), drawn on a yellow-
reddish ground. Experiments with up-draught kilns
demonstrate that such a technical achievement was
possible using a three-stage firing process, i.e. re-
oxidizing the objects fired in a reduced atmosphere,
a process possible after three openings and closures
of the kiln’s apertures (Gheorghiu 2006.31); this
technique would later be rediscovered in Ancient

Fig. 1. Large plate decorated with graphite, Sulta-
na settlement (Giurgiu Museum). 

Fig. 2. Large lid decorated with graphite, Sultana
settlement (Giurgiu Museum).
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Greece to produce black and red figure pottery (No-
ble 1988).

A second example illustrates the use of gold to pro-
duce skeuomorphs of exotic shells like Spondylus
and Dentalium. If the shell of the scaphopod Den-
talium was used in its natural shape to form neck-
laces, the valves of the Spondylus shell underwent a
series of operations (see Tsuneki 1989; Gaydarska
et al. 2004; Kiparisi-Apostolika 2011.162), from the
cutting of the spikes, to the perforation of the mid-
dle of the valve, until the final transformation into
a ring/anulet, or bracelet (Fig. 3).

In the Gumelnita tradition (at Varna, Sultana or
Hotnitsa, see Fol, Lichardus 1988.121, Fig. 69) all
the stages of the chaîne-opératoire of the transfor-
mation of the Spondylus valves were copied in gold
(Gheorghiu 2006.30; Gheorghiu, Children 2011.
19), from the moment the spikes were removed to
the perforation of the middle of the valve (Fig. 4),
and up to the making of rings and cylindrical beads.
There is a manifest analogy between the general
proportions of the shell, the shape of the umbus or
ears of the valve, the shape and position of the tu-
bercles on the interior of the left valve, and the ge-
neral proportions and contours, as well as the posi-
tion of the perforations of the gold pendants. For
example, the central upper perforation on the gold
pendant from the Durankulak necropolis (Fig. 5)
could represent the monomyarian (i.e. the visible
notch of the central ligament of the valve) and the
two other small perforations, the promi-
nent round teeth specific to the left valve.
As for the large central perforation present
on some gold pendants, it could represent
a major stage in the manufacturing process
of the shell to become a bracelet (Gheor-
ghiu 2010.18, Fig. 2.9).

In the gold inventory of the Varna ceme-
tery, one can identify all the manufacturing

stages of the left valve of the Spondylus shell (Ghe-
orghiu 2010) as described by Tsuneki (1989.9, Fig.
6) (see the gold pendants from Grave 36, in Antho-
ny, Chi 2010. 236, Fig. 141).

An additional skeuomorph common in the Varna
and Sultana hoards (Hălcescu 1995) is the Denta-
lium tubular shell used for necklaces, which was
also copied in gold. In order to suggest the segmen-
ted shape of the necklaces made of this scaphopod,
narrow pieces of gold sheet were given a spiral
shape (Fig. 6).

Assuming that gold was mainly used as skeuomor-
phic material, one can also consider the large gold
bracelets and gold rings from the Varna cemetery
and the Sultana hoard (Fig. 7) to have been skeuo-
morphs of Spondylus bracelets and rings. In support
of this statement, I mention Grave 43 (see Fol, Li-
chardus 1988.9, Ill.2), which contains a Spondylus
bracelet repaired (or enlarged) with gold foil, which
implies compatibility between the two materials (see
also Séfériadès 1995).

A comparison between the gold objects from Varna
and the Sultana hoard reveals the existence in the
Gumelnita tradition of a quite uniform set of pres-
tige objects, consisting of skeuomorphs (Tab. 1).

When gold was substituted for the material of an
object, this changed the dimensions of the object
being copied; for example, the skeuomorphs of whole

Fig. 3. Four phases in the processing of a Spondylus shell, from the valve with spikes to a fragmented ring.

Fig. 4. Three gold pendants from Varna cemetery, showing
three stages of the chaîne opératoire of shell processing (af-
ter Gheorghiu 2010.Fig. 2.10).
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valves, or valves with central
perforation, are smaller than
the originals, the resulting
bracelets being more massive
or miniaturised.

One can infer that this rheto-
rical process of minimisation
and maximisation of skeuo-
morphs was because they
were to be exhibited either
on the body or on a costume.
Examples can be found in ot-
her traditions: skeuomorphs
of the exotic shell Cypraes are
recorded as among brooches
of the Picean culture (Landol-
fi 2005). The small perfora-
tions in the Gumelnita gold pieces found on human
skeletons could be explained as a method of faste-
ning on a textile surface (Gheorghiu 2010.22–23).

Ceramic vases like the large plate from Sultana have
perforated protuberances on their backs, a detail in-
dicating the vase could have been fixed to a wall.

A display of skeuomorphs of objects of value on the
body or on walls could have been a message refer-
ring to the social status of the owner (Veblen 1994);
for example, at the Varna cemetery the complete or
metonymic images of horned animals sewn to the

costume could be interpreted as an index of the
owner’s wealth.

A different kind of skeuomorph found at the Varna
cemetery is a human figure copied in clay and posi-
tioned in cenotaphs to replace the real body. In
Grave 2, the traits of the human figure were em-
phasised by various gold objects: a diadem on the
forehead, two round pieces on the eyes, a narrow
strip on the mouth, and wire rings piercing the ears
(see Fol, Lichardus 1988.5, Fig.1). The gold skeuo-
morphs of Spondylus shells were positioned near
the chin of the clay mask.

Skeuomorphic materials: shapes, colours and
proximity

A skeuomorph is an attempt to copy the shape, co-
lour and texture of the original. For example, the
colour palette at the Varna cemetery (see Chapman
2002.58, Tab. 2.1, 59, Tab. 2.2) shows the presence
of colour analogies, which in most cases probably
determined the selection of skeuomorphic materials:
the various nuances of red of the contour of the
Spondylus valves had a visual correspondent in the
colour of the polished copper (for copper nuances,
see Keates 2002.111), which in turn had a corre-
spondent in the flesh-like colour of the carnelian
(Rapp 2009).

These equivalent colours of copper, carnelian and
Spondylus valves suggest a rhetoric of material ba-
sed on analogy. There is general agreement that the
study of colour in prehistory is linked in particular
with texture (Lynch 1998; Jones, Bradley 1999;
Owoc 2002.133; for the relation between the colour

Varna cemetery Sultana settlement
Skeuomorphs of Spondylus shells Skeuomorphs of Spondylus shells (whole
(in different stages of manufacture, shells with central perforation and rings)
from the whole shell with central
perforation, to small bracelets\rings
and cylindrical beads)
(Graves 1, 2, 15, 36, 41)
Skeuomorphs of Dentalium shells Skeuomorphs of Dentalium shells
(as spirals made of narrow (as spirals made of narrow sheets of gold)
sheets of gold) (Graves 1, 41)
Ceramic plate and vase with lid, Ceramic plate and lid, painted with
painted with gold powder graphite on a yellow-reddish surface
on a dark surface (Grave 4)

Tab. 1. A comparison between the funerary inventory from different
graves at the Varna cemetery and the Sultana hoard and settlement ob-
jects (after Gheorghiu 2006.30).

Fig. 5. Gold pendant from Durankulak cemetery
(no scale) compared with the left valve of a Spon-
dylus shell with central perforation.
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and texture of Gumelnita fine cera-
mics, see Gheorghiu 2006); in this
haptic perspective, all the colours
mentioned belong to materials with
a high polish.

The rhetoric of materiality is obser-
vable also in the proxemics of mate-
rials with analogous colours or tex-
tures, such as the necklaces with
gold and carnelian beads (Graves 41
and 97 at Varna), or the necklace
with Spondylus and copper beads
(at Reka Devnja, see Fol, Lichardus
1988.102, Fig. 55).

An additional aspect of the visual rhe-
toric in Gumelnita is the proximity
of originals with skeuomorphs; for
example, in Grave 43 at Varna, a flint
arrow point and a stone axe were
placed near a copper arrow point
and a copper axe-hammer.

Conclusion

The emergence of skeuomorphs of
prestige objects in relation to the
new technology of metal manufactu-
ring during the Chalcolithic is part
of a wider phenomenon of skeuo-
morphism created by the process of copying (see Jo-
vanovi≤ 1996.31; Lichardus 1991) and replacing
(see Siklósi, Csengeri 2011.57) common and valu-
able materials with metal. Although the models co-
pied still preserve Neolithic shapes and symbols, a
new material began to take over, slowly modifying
the old models and suggesting new shapes. For
example, at the Varna necropolis, alongside the me-

tallic skeuomorphs of exotic shells, new images (such
as animals and various paraphernalia) are now pre-
sent. Such novel imagery does not exist at the peri-
phery of the tradition, which used only skeuomorphs
of Neolithic objects.

In the Cucuteni tradition, skeuomorphism changed
more drastically the material of objects. For exam-

ple, the Brad hoard (see Ursachi
1991), discovered in a Cucuteni A3
phase, and of a definite Gumelnita
influence, had an inventory analo-
gous with that of the Varna tombs: a
copper axe, two gold discs with two
perforations, three copper discs and
bracelets. The difference is that the
Dentalium, or Spondylus beads were
replaced here with a local product:
deer teeth.

Analysing the Gumelnita skeuo-
morphs, one can conclude that their
role was to expand the set of objects

Original material Skeuomorph
Spondylus shell Gold ring bracelets (Grave 43)< 

Spondylus bracelet mended with 
gold (Grave 43)

Perforated Spondylus shell Perforated gold appliqués (Graves
2, 15, 36, 97)

Curved fragment of Spondylus bracelet Gold crescent plate (Graves 1, 143)
Copper beads Carnelian beads (Graves 41, 43, 

97, 143)
Copper Red ochre (Grave 11)
Copper\gold Yellow ochre (Grave 111)
Dentalium shell beads Gold spirals (Grave 41)
Spondylus shell beads Marble beads (Grave 158)

Tab. 2. Skeuomorphic colours at Varna.

Fig. 6. Virtual reconstruction of a Dentalium necklace compared
with a gold necklace with spiral strips.

Fig. 7. Copy of the Sultana hoard, Oltenita Museum.
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of prestige by changing the material of these ob-
jects. Thus, the presence of skeuomorphs infers the
use of a rhetoric of the copy in relationship to the
original. For example, the use of gold is the rhetori-
cal trope of copying an object in a brighter material,
without rust and with a relatively effortless tech-
nique of acquisition, since alluvial gold (Koleseri
1789) was more easily found and processed than
copper.

The number, material and position of the skeuomor-
phic accessories of the costume at Varna suggest a
high degree of theatricality and performance (see
Gheorghiu 2010.23). A valuable vase displayed on
the walls of a house would convey a similar message.

A new material, more visible in the social spectacle
(see Debord 1992) than what preceded it, announ-
ced the intention of a social transformation and a
new manifestation of the concept of value.

The author thanks Professor Mihael Budja for the
kind invitation to contribute, and Dr. Todor Dimov
and Dr. Lolita Nikolova for permission to use the
image of the gold piece from Durankulak and to Dr.
Done Serbanescu and Dr. Cătălin Lazar for permis-
sion to study museum collections. Last, but not least,
many thanks to Mr. Bogdan Capruciu for reviewing
the English of the text. The 3D reconstructions are by
Christina Kudor, MA.
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Lazăr C., Andreescu R., Ignat T., Mărgărit M., Florea M.
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