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Obsidian and the Aeolian Islands

Crvalier Mrdeleine
MÙg Eoliùo 98050, Lipm (MssiÉ), [,ray

Th€ geologicrl history of Lipari

t.ipari. with an area of abort 37.6 Xm'?. is lhe
iargesl of the Aeolian hlands. It reaches an
elevation of602 m at Mt Chiri.o and 594 m ,i
Mr. sanr Angelo. whtrh represenrs rhe 'urrnir oi
a volcanrc complex emerging Eom thc sea

bottom, over 1000 m deep This complex
extends nonlìward to the island of Salìna and
soùthward to that of Vùlcano, along a great
tectonic fauh that cuts up the Aeolian island arc.

'l he geoloCrcal and \oicanologrcal hrsrory o{
the emerged part of the island stans with rhe
emplacement of a serìes of lava domes, aligned
in a North - South dir€ction along the present

weslem coast of the island They are latitic
andesrlrc in composition, o1ìen intens€ly red -
blackish in color A similar couple of domes,
falther to ihe East, is similar in compositioq the
domes were isolated at the time of their
formation, and presently constitute the Mt Rosa
Promontory. Somc minor lava doùes may have
bee! in an intermediate emerged position
between the above fomations These rocks were
dated at I 00,000 y ago

Afier a long rest, volqarìic activity restaned
(probably between 70,000 and 40,000 y ago)
giving biith to ihe fonnations of the second
perìod of the geologjcal - volcanoiogical history
of thc isìand These are characterìzed by an
increasing concentralion in siljca Ai thìs stage
the volcanìc complexes of Mt Chnìco - Costa 

r0r

dAgosto and Mt. SanlAngelo were emplaced
Thesc are the most massive fo.mations of the
island, and gave to Lipai its present form The
Mt. Sant'Aùgelo lavas, flowing to the F-ast.

sunounded the iwo Mt. Rosa domes. previously
an island and translìrmed them into a

peninsula. Huge emissions of py.oclasiic
material are altemated to lavas ìn the formations
ofthis perìod.

In the very steep western coast, whe.e rhe
frort of the pyroclastic deposìts ourcrops in the
Basno Secco area, thin fossiìiferoùs layers
contain remaìns of the ancìent flora. and
intercalated f:int ìay€rs where exploited in
neolithic age. The rhyodacitic lavas emitted from
ML SantAngelo 1o the East (Pietra nera di Serra)
and. more extensively, to the South-Vr'est
(Fuardo and Pulera flo,ùs), tumìshed the best
building stone liom classical times to thc

The western coast of Lipari, formed by lavas
of the first period is very steep and ì5-30m
high;it is topped by fossil beach deposits, thar on
the Nonh shore ofthe Mt. Rosa promontory are
only 2 m high This provestilting ofthe island

At ihe end ofthe second period the South end
of the island underwent a volcano tectonic
colìapse, that produc€d a large caldera. from
which the fomations of the lhird period were
cmìtted. Tdese form th€ southem €xtremity of
the island- souih of Vaìlone Ponte and Valle
Muria. that correspoDd roughly to the southern



border ofthe islarìd during the second p€rìod.

The new activrty, younger than 45,000 y b.P .

is characterìz€d by rhyolilic lavas much richer ir,
silica than the preleding ones, and sonsequendl

much more viscous Different phases have been

identified Also in this cass a huge mass of
plroclastics was emitted fint These covered a
Ìarge part of the island and olerlaìd the older
formations. A first eflusive phas€ followed, thal
gave birth to largely submarme domes at the

base of the westem side of the promontory A
second effùsive phase generated the lava domes

of Cappero, Faicone and Capisteìlo crater. and,

more to the Nonh, on the East coast, those of
Rione Sopra la Tena arìd Castello The

fomation the domes of Mt. Giardina. Mt. &lla
Guardia arìd Fossa di tazaro is still later. Th€se

form the backbone of the newly formed

A fourth period of yolcanic actìvrty was

confined to the North - East tip ol the islard lr
originated Mt. P€làto, and was characte.ized by
extremely silicic lavas (alkaline rhyolìtes) that

mark the extreme of the Aeolian ìithologies.

Thes€ are tfte brighl white pumìces, thal loday
are cormercially exploired, and ihe obsidians,

largely amorphous or with twisted ìaninar
stnrciures, bu! aiso partly vitrmus. Exploitation
and exponation of the latter were the greal

resource oflipari in neolithic age.

The same sequence of events look placc

tuce, with ìdentical characters, in the formation

olMl Pelato Ihe opening ofa cr.ìter look place

firL wrrh Lhe emBsron of a g.tur rJrs of
pumices thar formed a volcanic cone , a were

spread largely around ln a iater phase a lava

flow was emitted. lhat broke the crater wall ànd

made its way to the sea. The lirst of ihese

sequences (probably between 11,000 and 8,000
y aso) formed the flow of Lamr-Pomiciazo,
vhose vitreous obsidians werc exploited m
neoLùrc rrmes. The secono one dfler a res' ùi
se!eral m lennra, whrch l;Lsred during
protohystoric-classical times. took pLace in

medìeval times betwe€n the end of ih€ sevenrh

arìd rhe eiÉrh century a C. It gave bình 1o lhe
Rocche Rosse lava flow. that reached th€ sea at
Pùnta della Casragna. Attrition of airbome
pumices produccd the very fine, brìght white
dust ihat covered the entire island, and parily the
nearby Vulcano island, uùder a layer 20 cm
lhick. The last episode of medieval acttvity was
the opening of the Forgia Vecchia cr3ter, near
Pirara, on the fust flank of th€ ancient Mt.
SantAngelo volcano. It origiùated thc lava flow
lha! nearly reached ihe sea aùd stopped oler the
village of Canneto.

All in alì lhe Lipari volcanjc complex must be

considered stiìl active, and may produce

volcanic activity crises, maybe in some

miìlennìa.

Obsidira

Amorg the economic resources that lhe
volca,ììc nature of the Aeolian Isiànds. and

Lipari in particular, offered to ancienl man, thE

most important is obsidian, th€ black volcànic
glass emiued 7,000 y ago by the Mi Pelato

volcano at th€ North-East tip of l,ipari island.

Obsidian was the sharpesl material available to
man durìng prehysrori,. before the technology of
melal§ took over Ir was by lir sharper lhan tlint,
Ìh€n the widely p.evalent raw material used ior
production ofNeapons and ordina,r- tooist bui it
was much more Èagile than flìnt Obsidia, could
nor substiiule flint, bul jt was more apt for
sp€cìalized tasks that drd not require st.ength. It
is common saying thal the dilierence behveen a
blade made out of flint and one made out of
obsidian is dre sane that we have today between
a kniÈ and a razor ln fact, obsrdnn cannot
sland a sirong pressure because it crumbles inio
small pieces. The very reason lhat molivaled the
early settlemenls in the Aeolian lslands, in Ljpari
in panicular, was the presence of the obsidian
flows of Mt Pelato. These obsidian flows.
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however, may have been exploìted for many-
centules before an) sefllemeÌr b\ rnhabrun§ or
the nearby coasts of Sicìly and Calabrìa, who
may hcve crossed the *a lo collecl rhe ras
mdreriJlrhar r'r() $ould later uork rn rherr home
pìaces This is suggested by remajns ofobsidian
man, lacnres on rhe calabflar coasl erpeciall)
ar Cu nga SLch mcnufacrure\ de hardl)'
datable, because pottery renains are absent, bu1

obsrdian blades or tools are also present in some
cultural l€vels of p.ehyslonc Sicilian sites that
cor d be older than the earlìest settlements in the
Aeolian Islards. One ofthese is Sperlinga dì Sarì
Basilio, near Novara Sicilia

Perhaps the problem of wate. was an obstacle
!o a stable settlement in the Aeolian Islands,
given ihe nearly complete absence ofsprings In
fact rhe earliest villaSes identifi€d in Lipari and
Salina are 

"otolderthan 
middleneolifiic, maÉe

rhe fiRn rilleanium bC. These are rhose oI
Castellaro Vecchio on the Lipari highlands,
about 400 m over s.1., excavared ìn 1955 and
1957, with other minor tra.es in the same area or
at Zilzrlo. 

^ 
few hundred meten Wost of the

present village ofvarisana dj Sotto. These minor
setdenents have not been studi€d systematically
yet, because they unde.lie rich vineyards. In fact
it was the excavations made 1o plant the grap€s
that brought to the surface collecable remains.
These show that the earliest setdements were nor
developed on the coast. but on fenile hìghlands
favorable to agricultùre, $'hile n$rby areas
could be favorable to stock-breedìng. One nay
wonder if the choice of these sites was
influenced by the small spring ofMadoro, one of
the very Èw ìn the islands. Today it isjust a linle
more than drippins, but it may have been more
abundant in the pas! because the mountains may
have not been barren as they are today. Choosuìg
the highlands, however, may have also been
determined by the need of defense agarnst ihe
danger of raids Fon the sea. On the highìands,
the ìnhabrled area could be well hjdden io arly
view liom the sea. and it had ao be reached with

a strenuous walk ìonger than an hour, which
would rule ou! Bny chance ofsurprise.

In the Castellaro excavations no trace of huts
was identfied Actually thè soil was largely
upsel by the impiantatio, of the vineyard. and
little ofthe orjgìnàl deposit was ìefÌ inJusr a f€$
pìaces A rhrn black,'h laler undcrl,.. lhe
.u{Jce huinus and o\er res rnrouched \or.aIics
and it was rich in pottery Fagments and
innumerable wa{e chrps ol ob\rd'dn ndusro.
l'$enssry obsrdran nucle, Bere lourd rn rhe
same place. perhaps ready for expor, collecled
and left on the ground for some accidenr
unknown to us The upper part of th€ obsidìan
flow" and the ancient cmte. itself (not ensting
anlnrore, but whosc position can be ea§ily
iniened by rhe pesenr morpholo$) could De

easiìy reached fi'om the Castellaro settlement. Ir
fac! they were about at ihe same elevation, only
abour I km d$ar. dd perhaps I sar eren more
easily reached than today, since the medieval
erupdor ol Vl Pelaro acc mulared huge masser
of pumices (Fiume Bianco, Costa dei Funshi
elcl in lhe say betseel Castellaro and lhe

A hut was .ecently discovered in Salina,
miraculously nearly intact on the Rinicedda
plain, aboùt 40 m over sl.. over the present
village ofRinclla Perhaps it is a sùvivor ofa
scatlered inhabit d area, as suggested by coeval
pottery remains at the border of the plain, some
100 m away It was an oval hut. about 3.5 x 2 5
m lèrge, excavated jn a compact tuff layer.
almost one m deep. Difierent soil layers were
idenlified in rhe hut Siones were accumuìated
around rts border and these wÈre certainly
connected to a wall of wood or canes.
Imùmeilble obsidian chips and nucleì around
the hut (and lèw withu rt) testi& the very
p.evaleìrt activity of its inhabitantsr obsidian
worknanship ànd export The obsìdìan flow of
Mt. Pelato is lùsl in tront of dÌe Rjnellà beach,
only about 15 km alvay lt was easily reachable
by boat, and llansport ofthe raw materiaì by bo6t



was even easier than at Casteìlaro Vecchìo.
where it had to be carfled on shouldcrs. The

typolog/ ofthe hut is known in Southem ltaly,
bu1 jt was previously unknown in the Aeoìian
lslands or in Sìcìly.

'Ihe materials collected i. these seltlements in

l,ipari and Salina are very heterogeneous,

probably in connection with the very uìde
exportation of obsìdian to dìferent shores The
prevailing pohery ìs of the ìmpasto §?e, wùh
simple priùted or incised decorations. ìargely

widespread alì over the Meditenancan, bùt it
also exhibits fieqùendy much richer, morc laned
and cornplex de'coraiions- conesponding to the

"Sentinella style", known at leasl from the

beginning of the Neolithic all over Sicily and

southem Calabria. This demonstrates a Sicilian
origln of ihe carly inhabitants of the Aeolian
Islands. But a sludy of tle impasto, recentìy

made by .ìohn Williams and Sar.ìh T Levi,
showed strons difereuces betù€en individual
preces. suggesting that 3t ìeast large pan of the

cerarnics may have reached Liparior Salina liom
diilerent places of Sicily or Calabrìa as an

exchange for obsidian. AIlrhc ceramics made in

purified clay, parded with red flames or bands

over a cream color, and with rare black lnargins,

were imponed 1ìom southern ìtaly Rclstively
few fragments of these were tuurd rn Sicily
(Stentinello, Megara HybÌaea elc ). bul they are

very abundant in thc Aeolan seltlemenis Lithic
materials give a similar nnpression.

Flini is reìàiively scar.e in comparison wnh
the huSe aÌrounts of obsidian lt \\è§ mainly
imponed liom Sìcily or from rhe Italian
penjnsula. and conesponds to the quaht) and

1\pologies known there. At Cast€llaro Vecchio
halfa dozen ofwhillsh wid€ blades wcre found.

srmrlar to those well known in vìllages fi'om the

Siracusa area ìlhey are made nr silicic
limestone. rather than reaì flint. coming from
layers in the Iblei Mts, Modica and Ragusa

arers, l.Nr rnose ol Mr lJbulo or Ml. {.1[a near

Comiso At Caslelìaro some bìades were also

found, made in a lociìl flrnt found in Lipari as

thin ìayers intercalaied in the ver! thick
plrocìastjcs erupted by the Mt S5ùt'^ngeÌo
volc&r1o, just a few hundred meteB from the

Caslelìaro inhabited area.

The filst human setrlement on the l-ipan
Casrle belongs to a lalcr phase of the Middle
Neolithic The Lipari Castle ls an isoÌaled

rhyolitic dome and has nearly venicaì. almost
inaccessible walls, thal folm a narural lòdress by
lhe wide bay ihat foms the bcst ìanding pÌace of
ihe island. Ihere must hàle been a very
populous colony, since ihe corcspoùding layer
cxtends to the whole surface oflhe rock Il is

over one meter thick and is very nch in
archaeologicaì matenal Ìt is characterized blr

painted pùrificd cemmics. always in three colors
(red belts or flames wilh black borders). John

Williams showcd that ihey were p.oduc€d
locally (with clay imponed from nodhern Sicily)
be.ause local sand e&rtrs gol sluck to the botlom
of the vases befor€ baknlg They have simple
forms Bro\yn impasto ceramìcs from drè $mc
laycr b€ar no resembìance to the Sientircllo
tradition Thus thcy do nol appear to be derived
f.om these. but rather they seem lo be nes, types

that remind other types from southem llaìy. lionl
the Adriatic coast and espccidlìy liom the
eastern Adrìaiic shores ofDalmalia and .4lbanra

These. in panicular, arc refered lo by
techniques and motiv€s ofthe deco.ation: ochre
and cinnaba. or white omaments on thc da.k
impasto background. thin €ngravings aùd

intaglios rhal show probably the oldest known 
'n

Italy meander a.d spiral motiveq these cover the

whole surface of the vàse like a carpet.

Fragments of srrange podable lamps $ìth òur
feet and anjmal legs, wilh a lvide lateral opeùing

and an arched handle at€ knoun wilh the

inaccumte name of "D niìo's Rbta" They

closely resemble some prototypes from ihe

soùth-eastem Adrìatic coast. buÌ simildr
fragments we.e also tòLrnd in noahem Greecc

and Corinthos. 1he laiter, in padicular. have
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hollow legs. while those from Dalmalia have
massive legs Therefore no .orelalion is

apparent with the Castellaro facìes described
earlier. Everrthìng would suggesl a seltlemen! of
people n'on overseas, from the other side ofthe
Adriatic sea, who became masters of ihe island

to dominate ùe trade of obsidian The
provenance of the obsidirn foùnd in Dalmarìa
and Albaniè is unkno n, bul the on€ found
around Trieste is from Lipari lhe \'ery saong
posllion of this settlement is a clear p.oof of .ì

penod of shar! conrrasts Very fèlv nagmenls of
ceramics m three collars were found in the plain
(urban aÌea and Coniradà Dnia) thal sunounds
tle Castle

At the Lipari Castle the laycr chamcterized by
ceramics in thre€ colors ìs overlain by a differenl
one, characi€rjzed by very sofhisticated painÈd
ceramics. with thin walls and refin€d shapes,

wlth painied decorations vèry ofien
miniàturized, based on complex interlocking o.
neandenng pattems. They have very panìcular
handles that look like complicatedly t\À'isted clay
ribbons. This ceramics is §,idespread all over rhe

ttalian peninsula up to southem Tùscany. and ìs
present also in Sicily, where it goes undcr rhe
name of "Sena d'Alto style , from lhe settlement
near Marcm where ìl was firsi defined Cleùly,
thìs sryle is based on new conrributions from the
Balkan peninsuìa, belongìng to a late Djminì
de€ply modified rn the italjan peninsula The
simplest impasio ceramics ànd ùe lilhics are

virtually unchanged silir respect to the old€r
phase Obsidian export continues to base of ihe
economy in tha island, and commerciaÌ
relationships \\,ith làr away shor€s a.e teslified
by a square-mouthed vase, by small ladles wilh
hollow handles (Pipe vases) and by "piniaderas"
ihat remind ihe Neolithic of lhe lìgurian coasts
(Arene Ca.dide) and nofthem Ilaly. Probably at
theend oithis pe.iod the ìnhabited area began io
move from the Castle to the s!ìrroundìng plain
(conrrada Diana), $àere remains of this s§le
were fòund, and ìhc firsr agricirltural settìements

we.e estabÌished (contrada Mulino a Vento) 
^Èagment ofthe Sierra d'Alto styÌe was tòund ln

Panarea island It seems thar at rhis stage delìns.
was not a concem ary/rnorè

Ir the follo\ùing phase, ppcr Neohlhio. the
inhabrted area developed enlirely in the plains Il
is characterized by the dlsappeannce olpainled
ceramrcs and by rhe drftision ot coral red
monochrome ceramics, \!idr shapcs that, at leasl
iniiialty, are smilar io those ol the Sen'a dAlto
ceramics because oa the high sllfi bflnks. The
brinks, howevet disappear.d soon, and the
profiles of the vases became stiffer and

sometimes with a sori ofkeel 'Ihis is the "Diana
sryle" ceramics, which shows a slow evolùtrcn
ttuoùgh the cenluries The bandles too became
simpler, similar to tubes. .aiher saddle o. reel

Iike, or became thinner almost lìke pins, wjth
only thicker exfremities; they losi any functìons
and became puÌe omatnenls. il can be said that
they are the onl! omameni ofrhis ccralnics. The
Dìana stvle ceramics was found also ln Sicily
and in the Iialian peninsula up to Cesena, in
Romagna. ùith identical shaped and motiyes.
Thus LjFri is pan (as in rhe preceding Sena
d'A1to period) of a very wrde cullural complex,
almost lmiform, or at leasl with few local

In the upler Neolithic the inhabìted drea

became very s,ìde. It extended progressìvely,
perhaps southwards, all ove. the plain, lhat is

over the area of the modem ioM and over
contrada Diana. benv€€n ihe two lorrents that
border the plain !o the North and 10 the South.
But it even crossed the lorrent Ponte to the
Soxth siice traces of it were found aiso ìn
conlrada SantAnna The.efore rt more than
doubled the modem Liprìrr ol rhe l970ties.
before its lasi urban cxpanslon. It musi have
bccn one of the la.gèsi and most populous

lÒ.àti.ns of the entire cenlral-§estem
À{edìterranean. Man}, small agicultural
seillements deleìoped on the hlghlands in
connecrron ro this \cn, wrde mhabited area
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They may have lasted only a shorr time. because
the fertiìity ofthe land may have exhausted soon,
sìnc€ ralional rotation of the crops was
unkno$n It is lhe diferences betwecn these
setilemenls that permit to reconstruct the
evolution of this culture even better than
stiatigraphy. Settlements were aho sel in the
other ìslands, that Èom ihis age on were àll
inhabited. This geat demographic development
must have taken place in conneclìon to the 8reat
development in the rade of obsidian. that
reached its clrmax in thls penod. Waste chips of
obsidian manufactured can be collected by lhe
tons at Contrada Diana.

The culrural facìes of upp€. Neolirhic,
characterized by ceramics in a stitrened and
decayed Diana style. delays iù the Aeolian
Islands up to the first centuries of the third
millennium b.C , when, by thìs time. in Sicily a

new cuhural wo.ld calling èttention lbr rtselt
enriched by orienial contributions and
chara.terized by ceramìcs in the San Cono -
Piano Notaro - Conca d'Oro I style. Well
identifiable elements of the .ew style were
implanted in the old Iocal tradition. More
changes took pìace. The inhsbned area
abandoned the plain, and aearn set rtself on the
Castle, a clear demonstmnon thal the long
pacjfic period, lasted for severaì centuries, had
ended, and new dangers were in ihe vjew ln rhe
layers of thjs age on the Caslle. however, copper
meltìng scoriae w€re found, which demonstrate
a local melal technology. A long progressive
demogmphic recession began, increasnrgly
senous dunng rhe third milìenniùm Such a
recessjon does not seem 1(} be confined only to
the Aeolian lslands, but ìs recognizable all over
the Itatian peninsula. Thus it would not seem to
b€ connected only to rhe dìminished demand of
obsidian that took place in this period.

Obsidian is very rare in the early bronze a8e
settlemenls (Capo Grrziano cullu.al facies: end
ofthe third, first half of the second miìlennìum
b.C.). It seems to have been used jusl locally,
because of ils abundance, and nol raded any
more lt can be considered absent 1ìom the
middie bronze age laye.s (Mìlazro cultural
facies, end of the xV - beginnìng of the xlll
century b C.) except t'or the accidental presence

ofchips in Ìhe g.ound, due to i1s manufacture in
earÌier millennia, whìch can stili be found.
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