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Introduction

Excavations at Moundville in the 1930s and
1940s were directed by Dr. Walter B. Jones and
were reported to have produced several obsidian
artifacts from widely separated areas. Since the
presence of these artifacts potentially can impor-
tant information on the nature and scale of pre-
historic exchange in the Southeast and beyond,
archival research and chemical sourcing tech-
niques were carried out to determine the authen-
ticity and geological sources for these artifacts.

Archival Research

Three artifacts were identified as obsidian. Two
eventually were reported by Christopher Peebles
(1979:222,1094); one was from the Oliver
Rhodes site and the other came from northeast
of Mound E (see also Marcoux 2000:68-69). The
third was found in Mound W fill (Johnson 2005)
(Figure 1). None were from burials.

To assess the provenience of these objects,
Hammerstedt travelled to Moundville in 2004
and 2006 to inspect the original field notes and
the artifacts. It was apparent that the Rhodes site
piece (RHO23) was a fragment of bottle glass
and not obsidian (Figure 2). No further work was
done on this artifact.

The second object, a large black and red
projectile point (NE164; Figure 3b) was re-
ported from northeast of Mound E (Figure 1) on

December 4, 1931. It was described in the field
notes as a “Beautifully made, polished obsid-
ian spear head- 4 %”.” No other description was
given.

Further investigation into the provenience
casts doubt on the authenticity of this object.
First, the notation about the point is in a different
handwriting than the rest of the notes. There is
also no mention of it in the Alabama Museum of
Natural History (AMNH) annual report tabula-
tion of excavated artifacts from NNE, although
all stone objects seem to have been lumped into
a “Miscellaneous” category (Jones 1932:7). Nor
does Jones, a geologist, mention it in his tran-
scribed field notes. Jones presumably would
have recognized the piece as important and ex-
otic given his training.

The most damning evidence comes from a
later cataloguing of the Moundville material
by Chapman in the 1940s. In both the hand-
written and typed list, the NNE point is clearly
labeled as “purchased” and “bought Dec. 3,
19317 (1941.05.F353, Sheet 22). Based on this
evidence, it seems that the point was obtained
from a visitor to the site rather than excavated.
Jones, as well as his predecessor E. A. Smith
(who purchased the famous Rattlesnake Disk),
was known to buy artifacts so this would not be
unusual behavior (Vernon J. Knight, Jr., personal
communication 2004). It is unclear how and why
the object found its way into the official catalog
but it was not made or used by the native inhabit-
ants of Moundville.
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Figure 4. Locations of Moundyville and obsidian sources mentioned in text. Base map created using ESRI
ArcMap 9.2.

ferent place. Further, artifacts from this source
are rarely found even in Guatemala, making it
unlikely that this is an accurate match.

To supplement the MURR data, Wa75 was
sent to the Northwest Research Obsidian Studies
Lab (NROSL) for XRF analysis and comparison
to a different obsidian database. Nondestructive
trace element analysis of the sample was com-
pleted using a Spectrace 5000 energy dispersive
X-ray fluorescence spectrometer. The system is
equipped with a Si(Li) detector with a resolution
of 155 eV FHWM for 5.9 keV X-rays (at 1000
counts per second) in an area 30 mm2. Signals
from the spectrometer are amplified and filtered
by a time variant pulse processor and sent to a 100
MHZ Wilkinson type analog-to-digital converter.
The X-ray tube employed is a Bremsstrahlung
type, with a rhodium target, and 5 mil Be win-
dow. The tube is driven by a 50 kV 1 mA high

voltage power supply, providing a voltage range
of 4 to 50 kV. For the elements zinc, rubidium,
strontium, yttrium, zirconium, niobium, and lead
(Zn, Rb, Sr, Y, Zr, Nb, and Pb) that are reported
in Table 1, we analyzed the collection with a col-
limator installed and used a 45 kV tube voltage
setting and 0.60 mA tube current setting. For ad-
ditional details about the analytical methods used
in the analysis of the artifact, see NROSL (2008).

The best match according to the XRF data
is the Beatys Butte source in southern Oregon
(Figure 4). Beatys Butte was a prehistorically sig-
nificant obsidian source but the geographic range
of geochemically-characterized artifacts from it
is well known and is not extraordinarily wide-
spread. It is rarely seen at sites farther south than
northern Nevada and it has previously only been
found at Oregon and Nevada sites. Further, the
overall compositional pattern of the artifact was
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Table 1. XRF Results for the Mound W Point (Wa75; ppm = parts per million).
Fe203 reported as weight percent oxide.

Element Abundances

Ti 1190 +/- 90 ppm
Mn 478 +/- 28 ppm

Fe203 0.86 +/- 0.11 ppm

Fe:Mn 15.7 ppm

Fe:Ti 25.1 ppm
Rb 131 +/- 4 ppm
Sr 153 +/- 9 ppm
Y 15 +/- 3 ppm
Zr 151 +/- 10 ppm
Nb 11 +/- 2 ppm
Ba 859 +/- 32 ppm

Conclusions

This research demonstrates several things. First,
when dealing with older excavations, it is imper-
ative that we return to the original notes and any
other available paperwork to confirm the authen-
ticity of artifacts and their provenience. The fact
that two of the three items reported here were not
“real” artifacts illustrates this point. Second, it
shows the value of submitting artifacts and geo-
logical samples to research laboratories for trace
element analysis. By expanding the reference da-
tabases available to these labs, we are more like-
ly to be able to confidently assign artifacts to a
specific source. The Mound W point comes from
a source that has not yet been identified, but it is
possible that we may yet determine its place of
origin as more samples become available. Third,
it demonstrates that some prehistoric exchange
networks, albeit through intermediaries, may ex-
tend further than previously thought.
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