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Original Text

As an established technical research orientation, use-wear analysis is only now
beginning to enter adulthood. It has gone through its share of growing pains, as practi-
tioners have struggled over definitions, agonized over the invidious nature of non-utiliza-
tion damage, debated the effects of soil chemistry, and competed to demonstrate the via-
bility of the new discipline — or, at least, their version of it — through a series of con-
trolled blind tests. The process has been messy, and as filled with pathos and human
foibles as a Shakespearian theater piece (Odell, 1990). Only academics could battle
so fiercely over issues that ultimately have so little impact on the human condition.

Not many years ago, there was no use-wear analysis. The promise of being able to tell
what a tool was used for was a glimmer in the eye of prehistorians such as Evans
(1872), Lubbock (1872), and Pfeiffer (1912). In the early days Cecil Curwen
(1930, 1935) came as close to a systematic functional study as anyone, but this was
not exactly a major breakthrough, as an observer could see most of his sickle gloss with
the naked eye. By the 1950s, the prospect of being able to determine the real function
of a stone tool, apart from relying on its form, seemed pretty remote throughout most of
the world.

But during these years a force was brewing in Russia. In archaeology, many issues are
amenable to at least partial resolution through experimentation, and the Russians took to
experimental archaeology with a vengeance. In the 1950s, large numbers of Russian ar-
chaeologists went on experimental expeditions for the purpose of resolving major archaeo-
logical issues. Two of these were organized in Kaunas, Lithuania (1956) and Irkutsk
(1957) to evaluate the effectiveness of copper vs. stone tools (Semenov, 1959).

Among the topics considered appropriate for experimentation was stone tool manu-
facture and function. A major section of the Kaunas Expedition was devoted to pris-
matic blade manufacture, as was a third expedition, this one to the Crimea in 1959
(Semenov, 1965). In addition, the Traceology Laboratory at the Institute of
Archaeology in St. Petersburg, a permanent body devoted to the study of stone tool

function using a newly established technique soon to be called “use-wear analysis”
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had previously been established in St. Petersburg by Sergei Semenov. Functional obser-
vations were recorded through binocular microscopes using reflective lighting, of the
analytical type later termed “low-power” (Odell and Odell-Vereecken, 1980). The goal
of the St. Petersburg institute was to resolve some of the largest and most intractable
problems of prehistory (Odell, 1995).

Publication in Russian of Semenov’s Prehistoric Technology in 1957 took the
archaeological world by storm. Semenov himself had not just appeared out of the ether
like a chimera, of course, but had produced a long string of publications, many of
which broached functional topics. Several of his papers have been translated into Eng-
lish and published through a recently held use-wear conference in Verona, Italy ( Longo
and skakun, 2005). This is the first time that these papers have been available to a
wider audience.

The translation of Prehistoric Technology into English in the mid-1960s ( Semenov,
1964) produced a sort of seismic event in the archaeological world. Almost everybody
recognized its worth but nobody was doing this type of analysis, which made lots of
scholars feel compelled to mention its existence. So for a decade or so it became the
most cited work in the journal American Antiquity ( Sterud, 1978), and probably in
many other journals, as well.

Semenov’s ideas were disseminated initially to Australia, Western Europe and
America. Here major laboratories engaged in use-wear analysis were established, but
were maintained only as long as their principal practitioner stayed there. When they
left, and in the beginning, all principal practitioners were graduate students, the labs
reverted to what they had done before. Other labs specializing in use-wear analysis
arose, the Institut fiir Urgeschichte in Tiibingen, the Institute of Archaeology in Lon-
don, and the Institut de Préhistoire Orientale in eastern France come to mind, but many
of them also seem to have lost much of their original enthusiasm.

The ways that individual research units are organized for the pursuit of a particular
objective reflects the way the larger society is organized. In Western Europe and
America, many institutes of higher learning exist, but they are all self-contained
entities. This means that each one tries to cover all of the principal subject areas within
its purview. The result is that each institute may possess a Shakespeare scholar, a
microbiologist, and a Keynesian economist, but they won’t possess more than two or

three of each. Instead, they will branch out into, say, Joyce, avian studies, and micro-
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economics. Institutes in Western Europe and America simply do not devote 5-10 posi-
tions to the pursuit of the Italian Renaissance, for example, such that one institute
becomes a formidable force in this area, as happened with archaeological functional
studies in St. Petersburg. At present, the largest institute operating in the use-wear
field, other than researchers still engaged in St. Petersburg, is probably the Institut de
Préhistoire Orientale in France. Meanwhile, use-wear studies have branched out beyond
Australia, Western Europe and America to Japan, the Middle East ( notably Israel)
and South America.

Now China has entered the game. The Beijing Use-wear Workshop of which this
volume is a result has set the stage for future contributions in this discipline. The first
week of introductory lectures and discussions at this workshop was truly educational. I
know, I was there, and I received most of the education.

Subsequent flint knapping, tree felling, butchering, and other functional exercises in
the Nihewan Basin began a process that I hope will continue for many years to come. I
am referring to the practice of conducting one’s own experiments, thereby accumulating
visceral experiences that are crucial for making functional interpretations of stone tool
edges and surfaces.

And as it is inefficient for any one researcher to conduct all types of experimental data
himself or herself, this is also the beginning of a cumulative comparative collection. The
worth of such a collection to future technicians will be directly proportional to the
amount of care and effort invested in it. From the collective enthusiasm and effort
already expended, I can accurately state that this Chinese research team is off to a good
start.

Chinese use-wear scholars are now in the position of being able to influence their own
research model. They can choose to form a large, integrated and unified structure on the
order of the Traceology Laboratory in St. Petersburg. Or they can break into small ,
relatively independent units such as exist throughout the rest of the world. Either model
has its strengths and drawbacks, and neither one may be entirely appropriate for the cur-
rent Chinese situation. But one element is certain: these Chinese researchers are in the
enviable position of being, at least to some degree, in control of their own destiny. The

rest of us will be observing this noble experiment with intense interest.



