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Abstract

The use of mineral elements with special characteristics, such as quartz crystals, 
in ornamental or ceremonial contexts, is not uncommon in archaeology. Their 
appearance in different archaeological sites is the basis to discuss their significance 
for past societies. However, while these objects are loaded with symbolic value, it 
is difficult to identify them in hunter-gatherer sites. In this chapter, we discuss this 
subject from the case of a series of crystals discovered in the central area of the Big 
Island of Tierra del Fuego, and we outline their interpretation based on techno-
functional analysis confronted with the ethnographic information for the region. 
Tierra del Fuego is located at the southern tip of South America. It was inhabited by 
hunter-gatherer societies since the end of last glaciation until the beginning of the 
twentieth century. In historical times, the central-northern sector of the Big Island 
was occupied by the Selknam society, in which there is an extensive ethnographic 
and ethnohistorical bibliography. Archaeological research in the central area of 
Tierra del Fuego has revealed a continuous occupation of hunter-gatherer societies. 
The analysis of provenience of raw materials lets us to propose hypothesis about 
mobility and interaction networks that can be confronted with the ethnographic 
information.

Keywords: interaction networks, ornaments, ceremonial, technofunctional analysis, 
raw materials

1. Introduction

Tierra del Fuego is located at the extreme south of South America. The archi-
pelago is formed by a large island, the Big Island of Tierra del Fuego, and a series of 
smaller ones extending to the south up to Cape Horn. From there, the Nassau Strait 
separates the southern tip of the American continent from the top of Antarctic 
Peninsula. Politically, the archipelago is divided between two countries, Chile and 
Argentina (i.e., in [1–10]).
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The Big Island is separated from the continent, to the north and west, by the 
Magellan Strait. However, by the end of last glaciation, low sea levels converted 
the island in a peninsula of Southern Patagonia and gave one of the windows of 
opportunity for the peopling of Tierra del Fuego. During that short time, pedestrian 
hunter-gatherer populations arrived from Northern Patagonia via this existing 
land connection (i.e., in [11–14]). Their older remains have been dated from 11.000 
BP. Shortly later, canoe hunter-gatherers from Southern Chile colonized the islands, 
sailing along the Pacific southern coast. Their older remains in the Big Island Beagle 
Channel coasts date from 9.000 BP (i.e., in [15, 16]) (Figure 1).

Thereafter, hunter-gatherer societies spread all over the Big Island and the archi-
pelagos, keeping these two different ways of life. One of them extended in almost all 
the Island; it was oriented to exploitation of inland resources, especially hunting of 
the biggest mammal in Tierra del Fuego, the guanaco (Lama glama guanicoe), as well 
as rodents, that was complemented by collection of a wide variety of plant prod-
ucts, eggs, and occasional fishing and shellfish collection near the coast. The other 
one developed on the southern coast of the Big Island as well as in the archipelagos 
extending to the south. It was adapted to sea mammal hunting, especially sea otters 
(Otaria flavescens and Arctocephalus australis), as well as to exploitation of coastal 
resources including all types of shellfish, maritime birds, and plant resources from 
the forest. These two different ways of life of hunter-gatherer populations persisted 
in Tierra del Fuego until the early twentieth century.

A long tradition of ethnographic and archeological studies produced a detailed 
corpus of information about the occupation dynamics of large portions of the island 
by these societies, their ways of life, and the characteristics of biotic and abiotic 
resource management strategies (i.e., in [1–6, 11, 13, 15, 17–22]).

Our research concerns specifically the central mountains region of the Big 
Island, within the frame of an ethnoarchaeological project called “Proyecto 
Arqueológico Corazón de la Isla” (PACI) that started in the late 80s and early 90s. 
This region, according to the reports written by the travelers arrived to Tierra del 
Fuego during the nineteenth century, was inhabited by the Selknam, a nomad 
hunter-gatherer society who exploited a wide range of biotic and abiotic resources 

Figure 1. 
Geographic location of the study area and archeological sites.
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that were used for subsistence goods (food, medicine), as well as sociocultural 
(shelter, clothing, technology, ornament, ceremonies, etc.).

Anthropologist A. Chapman registered different modes of interaction that 
allowed the maintenance of the hunter-gatherer way of life, until the arrival of 
the Europeans. The most important were different aggregation events, in which 
the ceremonies stand out. As an example, we can mention the initiation ritual of 
adolescent males, the Hain ceremony. While this ritual has as an essential objective 
the consolidation and maintenance of social order, it is also true that it is an oppor-
tunity to meet relatives or friends, coming from different territories, who gather 
and camp together for months. These events were ideal occasions for carrying out 
exchanges and transactions (i.e., in [4]).

Within the scope of our archeological project, evaluations and systematic 
surveys were carried out in several sectors that allowed evaluating the intensity of 
human occupation and locating archeological sites in different environments and 
microenvironments within the mountain landscape. The results of these investiga-
tions show evidence of different types of archeological sites. On one hand, there 
are small archeological sites with diffuse combustion structures, poor conservation 
of bone remains, and reduced lithic registry, attributed to short occupations of 
small and mobile family groups. On the other, there are large extensive sites with 
abundant archeological material and evidence of different activities considered as 
multiple task base camps, as Kami and Ewan (i.e., in Refs. [6, 7, 9, 18, 23, 24]).

The archeological site Kami is formed by horizontal palimpsests caused by 
successive reoccupations, at least over the last 1000 years approximately (i.e., in 
[7, 19, 24–28]). It is located on the southern coast of Fagnano Lake, the largest 
lake in the Big Island, cutting the relief in two parts, north and south of Fagnano 
(Figure 1). On the other hand, Ewan is a very special site, with only one occupation. 
It is formed by two sectors. In one of them, there is still visible part of the structure 
of a log hut, thus indicating its recent chronology (Ewan 1). The other sector (Ewan 
2), apart around 200 mts from the first one, has no aerial structure conserved. It 
was identified by systematic survey, where we could locate four more structures, 
smaller than that of Ewan I. Excavations and analysis in both sectors let us confirm 
that Ewan I was a ceremonial hut. The whole site’s settlement pattern as well as 
the characteristics of materials and distributions recorded correspond to those 
described for the Hain ceremony (i.e., in Refs. [3–5]). This ceremony was held, as 
dated by dendrochronology and other chronological indicators, in the spring–sum-
mer of 1905 (i.e., in [26, 29, 30]).

In recent years, PACI investigations have extended to the eastern and western 
extremes of this central strip of the Big Island that is to the Atlantic coast to the 
east and to the west where the international border Argentina-Chile is located. In 
general, the results obtained allowed the identification of sites near to the Atlantic 
coast (Cabo San Pablo and Lainez and Irigoyen rivers) and at the western end 
of the Fagnano Lake (National Park and Torito Bay). The spatial distribution of 
archeological sites and remains indicates a general occupation of all environments 
within the subantarctic forest. However, for the different environments, it has 
been possible to document differences in density and intensity of occupation, as 
well as differences in raw materials used, as revealed by technofunctional analy-
sis. These variations are related to the mobility of hunter-gatherer groups, due 
to the accessibility, availability, and/or seasonal abundance of resources (i.e., in 
Refs.[7, 24, 27, 28, 31–33]).

We believe that these differences are good indicators to study mobility of 
hunter-gatherer groups around the whole territory. Currently we are investigat-
ing social interaction networks from the archeological point of view, from the 
determination of nodes and internodal spaces (i.e., in [34, 35]), taking as a basis 
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the circulation of raw materials and ornaments (i.e., in [10, 36]). However, there 
are elements that we cannot explain from the point of view of circulation of raw 
materials, because they are really exceptional in archeological contexts and also 
because they have not been manufactured or used.

If we consider these elements as manuports, we can analyze the possibility of 
circulation as ornamental pieces loaded with symbolic value within social interac-
tion networks. From this point of view, we present and discuss the case of a series 
of nine prismatic quartz crystals that were discovered in one of the sites. This is 
something really unusual for the archeological record of Tierra del Fuego. The 
technofunctional analysis revealed that they have neither been manufactured nor 
used. Their provenience source is far from the site, and the primary sources of this 
raw material have not yet been identified.

Different scenarios can be proposed to explain their presence here; however, 
the most probable interpretation is that they have arrived as a “gift” between 
relatives in one of the social interaction networks. Because of their attractiveness, 
color, rarity, and difficulty to be found, they are likely to be included in exchange 
activities, reinforcing connections, like the Hain ceremony. Since the works of 
Marcel Mauss, especially the publication of the essay The Gift (i.e., in [37]), the 
concepts of “gift” and “counter-gift” start to be used to understand the economic 
logics in primitive societies. For Mauss, “gift” and “counter-gift” constitute the 
basis of reciprocity. They are not a simple exchange; they give prestige and impor-
tance to the donor. Then, Lévi-Strauss gives a clear dimension to reciprocity in 
relation to kinship relations and alliances. He considers that in primitive societies, 
the reason for gifts is to create alliances. In the type of exchange where there is a 
gift and a counter-gift, there is much more in the exchange than the exchanged 
objects themselves (i.e., in [38]). In this case, we understand as a gift the exchange 
of particular objects (with ornamental or symbolic value) that have as purpose to 
strengthen the relations between groups during and after aggregation events, as 
the Hain ceremony.

We believe that the models extracted from ethnographic and ethnohistoric 
information, which we utilize to explain this perspective on strategies imple-
mented by Fuegian hunter-gatherer societies, are an excellent starting point to 
approach the interpretation of different aspects of Paleolithic hunter-gatherer 
strategies. Consequently, it would be interesting to explore them in relation with 
different findings of quartz crystals in archeological contexts in other parts of 
the world.

2. Quartz as raw material

Quartz is a common raw material on earth that occurs in different states, such as 
milky quartz or as hyaline quartz (rock crystal). Due to this availability, it was a raw 
material highly used in prehistory, mainly milky quartz. This archeological abun-
dance does not occur in the same way for hyaline quartz crystals; however, they 
have been used as raw materials for lithic assemblages in certain regions as central 
Brazil, South Africa, Russia, Greece, and Portugal (i.e., in Refs. [39–44]). On the 
other hand, this material has been interpreted with functions associated with the 
symbolic, votive aspect, as part of funeral garments, in megalithic constructions, 
or used by the shamans for their possible magical powers (i.e., e.g., [45–49]). There 
are ethnographic works that account for the use of quartz by shamans and their 
magical-symbolic function (i.e., [50–52]). However, as mentioned by Fenandez-
Machena and Ollé (i.e., [53]), these attributions are difficult to prove with materials 
from archaeological contexts.
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In the case of quartz crystal prisms, with little or no modification, something 
similar occurs; they are not represented in a large number of archeological sites. 
Some examples are the quartz prisms found within the megalithic complex of 
Palace III, in the Almadén de la Plata, Seville. The complex consists three different 
funeral structures in type and temporality. It is a Dolmen in Gallery, a monument 
of the Tholos type of the Copper Age, and finally a cremation burial mound of the 
Iron Age. There, quartz elements of different aspects such as pebbles and sheets 
were recovered, but the most striking were the quartz prisms. In addition, other 
quartz prisms associated with other dolmen have been found in Spain such as 
Navalcán (Toledo) (i.e., in [54]) or the single crystal of Alberite (Cádiz) which 
is 20 cm long (i.e., in [55]). Another case with the presence of prisms of quartz 
crystals is the Dembeni site, on Mayotte Island in East Africa, dated between the 
ninth and twelfth centuries. These crystals are not native to the island but possibly 
come from Madagascar. The authors suggest that it would be a material transported 
as part of regional trade at short and long distance; this data is in turn supported by 
ethnohistoric information (i.e., in [56]). Finally, in Paleolithic sites associated with 
hunter-gatherer societies, some quartz crystal prisms without modification have 
been identified, in Europe, India, the Near East, and China (i.e., in [57]).

Specifically, in the Great Island of Tierra del Fuego, quartz is a raw material that 
is widely distributed. Its ubiquity, accessibility, and effectiveness to make usable 
edges can explain its presence in several archeological sites on the island.

Generally, it is milky quartz that appears in the landscape like a boulder of vari-
ous sizes (from 3 to 15 cm) or in veins within the Yaghan Formation (of the lower 
Cretaceous) (i.e., in [58]). For lithic production activity, it can be exploited using 
various knapping techniques. However, in the region a type of exploitation has been 
identified that appears on a recurring basis. This is the selection of quartz pebbles 
that are opened using bipolar percussion technique, which produces elongated 
flakes or hemi-pebbles. These have been systematically used to make only one type 
of tool, scrapers (i.e., in [59]). These are small artifacts, whose maximum lengths 
range between 1.5 and 2.5 cm. With respect to their use, in most of the cases ana-
lyzed, they have been used to scrape skins and to a lesser extent for wood and bone, 
with a kinematics of work transverse to the edge (i.e., e.g., [27, 59, 60]).

As we have written on other occasions, the particularity of the quartz edges is 
that they have no tendency to round by losing grains—as occurs with other raw 
materials such as sandstones, rhyolites, or basalts when they are used—but to shear; 
as a result, they allow longer use and continuous sharp edge, with no need for 
constant reactivation (i.e., in [61]).

Undoubtedly, this material was specially selected by hunter-gatherers of Tierra 
del Fuego, as indicated by the recurrence of this raw material in lithic samples of 
different archeological sites of the island, in particular those of the IV component 
of Tunel I (i.e., in [59]), Shamakush 1 (i.e., in [60]), Kami 1 (i.e., in [19]), and La 
Vueltas and La Herradura—although in smaller proportions (i.e., in [62]).

Unlikewise, with respect to the quartz crystals, it is surprising to note that their 
presence in archeological sites is very low: they have only been registered in Laguna 
town northwest of Filaret (NOF), in San Sebastián Bay (one fragment), and in 
Rancho Donata site (two fragments) (Borrazzo, personal communication, 2013) 
and the cases of our research that we present in this work.

3. Quartz crystals in Tierra del Fuego

During its geological evolution, Tierra del Fuego experienced the necessary condi-
tions for the development of quartz crystals: hydrothermal solutions loaded on silica 
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and cavities in the rock, where these solutions decompress and deposit dissolved 
silica. Both during the Jurassic volcanism generated by the Fm Lemaire (which occu-
pies the northern flank of the Sorondo mountain range, the Vinciguerra mountain 
range, the Valdivieso-Alvear mountain range, Montes Negros, etc. to States Island and 
to the west in Chile) and then during the regional metamorphism, these conditions 
could occur together with a moderate temperature of more than 200°C. The first 
case is more favorable than the second, because there was a higher temperature and 
wide availability of silica since it is an acid volcanism. Given the extent reached by 
the geological formations affected by these characteristics (i.e., in [58]), there may be 
outcrops of this raw material distributed in various parts of the island.

However, as mentioned above, its presence in archeological sites is very low. 
Therefore, it is interesting to mention the case of those we discovered the investiga-
tions in the central strip of Tierra del Fuego.

4. Quartz crystals at the sites of Corazón de la Isla

In the central strip of Tierra del Fuego, hyaline quartz materials were recovered 
at two archeological sites, Kami 7 site and Lainez 1 site.

Kami 7 is an extensive site located on an elevation of till, surrounded by a small 
pebble beach on the south coast of Lake Fagnano. This area has a thin soil eroded in 
many sectors, characterized by a mixed evergreen forest of Nothofagus pumilio and 
Nothofagus betuloides, and the presence of an extensive Sphagnum bog to the east 
(i.e., in Refs. [19, 28]).

The archeological researches in Kami 7 were made from two methodological 
strategies: excavation and surface collection. Two excavations were carried out: a 
large one (K7a) in which a total area of 12.75 m2 and another 1 × 1 m (K7b) were 
excavated to protect material that was at the edge of the road. Finally, the whole 
area was squared and the surface material recovered following the grid.

In the wide excavation, two combustion areas could be determined, located 1 m 
away from each other. These areas have important differences between them, as 
well as in the archeological materials associated with each one. The combustion area 
no. 1 has an approximate diameter of 60 cm, and its thickness does not exceed 3 cm. 
The associated archeological materials include coals, bone remains, remains of 
lithic technology, etc. Within the raw materials represented, there are various types 
of rhyolites and green industrial glass (flake and microflakes). The presence of glass 
microflakes in this combustion area implies that this occupation took place after 
contact with the Europeans (Table 1).

The combustion area no. 2 has an approximate diameter of 50 cm, and its thick-
ness did not exceed 2 cm. Coals of various sizes and with a wider dispersion than 
in combustion area no. 1 were recovered. It was obtained by analysis of AMS, on a 
sample of charcoal, a date of 769–974 cal AD (OxCal V 4.3.2, SHtCal 13,  95.4%)  
which implies that the site was occupied—so less—also in this antiquity. The lithic 
sample inside this combustion area is formed by 1757 elements. The majority 
correspond to remains smaller than 2 cm, followed by numerous flakes and frag-
ments of various sizes, while the finished instruments are very scarce, as well as 
cores (Table 2 and Figure 2). The raw materials represented are mainly fine- and 
medium-grain rhyolites, followed by cinerites.

During the excavation, the presence of prismatic crystals of hyaline quartz was 
recorded. They were scattered over a radius of approximately 4 m. The sample 
consists of eight crystals with varying degrees of fragmentation, although large, 
pyramidal, and bipyramidal between 1.5 and 4 cm (Figure 3). To date, no sources 
of supply of this raw material have been detected near the site.
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To carry out the techno-morphological study, we treated the crystals surfaces 
with ammonium chloride powder in order to avoid translucency that impeded 
examination (Figure 4). The crystals generally have a faceted structure that even 

Table 1. 
Not retouched artifacts from the Kami 7 site.

Table 2. 
Retouched artifacts from the Kami 7 site.

Figure 2. 
Kami 7 archeological site excavation plant.
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some of them extend on the pyramidal end (Figure 5). Although they are not 100% 
complete, we could determine that they do not present technological modifica-
tions that can be attributed to manufacture (débitage, knapping, etc.), nor do they 
present extractions of flakes by bipolar technique, so they can be considered as 
manuports. Only one of them, the largest, has a possible flake scar.

The microscopic-based functional analysis developed on the natural edges 
present in the prisms (n = 4) did not reveal traces of use. It is worth mentioning 
that three of the edges belong to the same piece. However, the analysis allowed us 
to recognize postdepositional alterations such as patinas and surfaces with abrasion 
and stretch marks (Table 3).

Figure 3. 
Quartz crystal from the Kami 7 site, natural surface.

Figure 4. 
Quartz crystals from with bleaching process for techno-morphological analysis.

Figure 5. 
Totality of quartz crystals from the Kami 7 site. A. Crystals with natural surfaces. B. Crystals with bleaching 
process.
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Lainez 1 site is located in the middle course of the homonymous valley. The 
area has a pasture vegetation near the banks of the river, frequently interrupted 
by extensive bogs. The open forest develops toward the slopes of the mountains 
(Figure 6). Near the site there are river meanders with pebbles of different sizes 
(i.e., in [22, 25]). On the site, an excavation and four surveys were carried out. 
Radiocarbon analysis indicates a date of 767–971 cal AD (OxCal V 4.3.2, SHtCal 13, 
95.4%) (i.e., in [26]).

Table 3. 
Techno-morphological characteristics of quartz crystals from the Kami 7 site.

Figure 6. 
Excavation of the Lainez site.

Figure 7. 
Elements of quartz crystal and bipolar obsidian fragment from the Lainez 1 site.
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Among the lithic materials recovered in the excavations, two subsamples stand 
out. One is composed of two obsidian artifacts and the other by eight microflakes 
and a fragment of a quartz crystal instrument. The latter were discovered in the 
same survey of 1 m2. The technofunctional studies showed no use in the instrument 
fragment, which due to its morphology could have been considered as micro-
scraper, since its maximum length does not exceed 2 cm (Figure 7).

5. Discussion

The archeology of the central strip of Tierra del Fuego is key to understand the 
ways of human circulation along the territory of the Big Island. Technofunctional 
analysis including determination of raw materials provenience has demonstrated 
that there were long-distance movements of materials. Hypothesis derived from 
the ethnographic and historical records discusses these movements as exchanges 
included in social interaction networks between different groups along Tierra del 
Fuego (i.e., in [10]). In this research, we concentrated in a series of exceptional 
materials, i.e., quartz prisms. The objective of the analysis was to determine 
whether they had been either manufactured or used and to discuss their appearance 
in some sites within the mountain environment.

5.1 Meaning of quartz as manuports

The presence of these materials in Kami 7 and Lainez sites, in the central part of 
the Big Island, is extremely interesting in several aspects.

In the first place, it is not the case of materials that were taken to the site as raw 
materials for tool making, nor for uses of any kind, as it was revealed to be the 
technofunctional analysis, since they do not present any kind of modification.

Secondly, it is unlikely that their presence is natural in the sites, since they are not 
located close or within outcrops. Although the characteristics of the geology of Tierra 
del Fuego could allow the formation of quartz crystals, these are associated with the 
Le Maire formations, and so far no outcrops of large crystals have been identified. 
Some very small crystals were found in the Emerald lagoon area, in the Paso Francés 
valley that flows into the Domo Blanco hill. And others of larger sizes have been 
identified in the elevations near the springs of the Malengüena River (Figure 8).

It is also unlikely that the crystals correspond to secondary deposits formed by 
glacial or river drag. The microscopic analysis does not reveal the characteristic 
surface alteration traces produced by glacial or river erosion. Moreover, the crystals 
were in direct association and stratigraphy with the archeological materials of Kami 
7 site, and the same happened at Lainez 1 site.

Consequently, we started to consider the possible scenarios for their arrival 
to the site, in routine migrations circuits or in more complex social interaction 
networks.

Circulation of materials along long distances is not a new phenomenon in Tierra 
del Fuego (i.e., in Refs. [25, 63]). It has been recorded in different contexts, such 
as the case of the Miraflores silicified tuff in the Kami 1 site, the quartz crystals 
in the Kami 7 site, the black obsidian and microflake of quartz crystal in Lainez 1, 
the silicified wood of Cabo San Pablo, and even the presence of a marine shell of 
Fasciolariidae family discovered in Punta Amarilla, an area inside the forest on the 
south coast of lake Fagnano (i.e., in [64]).

The Miraflores silicified tuff has its primary outcrop about 200 km in a straight 
line from Kami 1. The inhabitants of the Kami 1 site could have obtained this raw 
material directly from the outcrop, although it is a little improbable, due to both 
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distance, different landscape units, and the technological characteristics of the tools 
and fragments from Kami 1 (i.e., in [63]). In order to get to source and assure provi-
sion of material, it would be necessary that the source be included in the mobility 
circuits for seasonal migration, or resource exploitation, of the group. Alternatively, 
the raw material could have been obtained through exchange with people from 
the northern or western territories of the island, where this silicified tuff has been 
identified, in low quantities, in several sites (i.e., in [63]).

In the case of Lainez 1 site, there are two fragments of black obsidian, a raw 
material that up to now has not been discovered in Tierra del Fuego. If it corre-
sponds to a source located in the continent, on the other side of Magellan Strait, it 
would indicate long-distance interaction networks that interlink territories with 
different landscapes, peoples, and probably even languages. As here it is the case of 
just two non-used fragments, we believe that the most likely scenario corresponds 
to prestige goods exchanged in social interaction networks (i.e., in [63]). As for the 
elements of quartz crystal, outcrops or primary sources of this raw material have 
not yet been identified.

As for the silicified wood, a core was discovered in a site on the Atlantic coast. 
This raw material is very abundant across the Magellan Strait (in continental 
Patagonia), but in Tierra del Fuego, until now only one area was identified in the 
northeast, near Cullen River (i.e., in [65]).

We believe that the most relevant indicators for interaction recovered up to now 
are those that come from the analysis of raw materials use in the sites in the center 
of the island; they show evidence of nonlocal raw materials, which reveal then some 
mode of circulation. However, these observations suggest that their acquisition 
and conservation can be connected with symbolic or ornamental aspects related to 
social interaction (i.e., in [28]).

Figure 8. 
Quartz prisms from the Malengüena River. (A–D) Different quartz prisms from the Malengüena River area. 
They show natural impact traces and erosion marks.
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5.2 Interaction and symbolism in the hunter-gatherer populations of the area

There is an important number of publications where the role of quartz is 
evidenced as a raw material for the manufacture of artifacts that intervene in differ-
ent production and use processes. But in addition, quartz, especially pyramidal or 
bipyramidal prisms or monocrystals, were used for symbolic and votive purposes, 
and they could even be part of the shamans’ toolkits as suggested by Márquez 
Pecchio and Eielson (i.e., in Ref. [66]) in their work Pre-Columbian Sculpture of 
Quartz, where they comment that for some pre-Hispanic societies of Venezuela, the 
crystals were used as amulets by the shamans. It is also mentioned that because of 
their attractiveness, color, rarity, and difficulty in being found, they were objects 
that were included in exchange activities.

The central region of Tierra del Fuego was inhabited by a hunter-gatherer soci-
ety until the beginnings of the twentieth century. There are many reports written by 
travelers who arrived during the eighteenth and nineteenth century and by mission-
aries and colonialists in the early twentieth century (i.e., in Ref. [1, 2]). However, 
the best information about these people comes from the work and publications of 
two ethnographers, Martin Gusinde, who made different stays in the island during 
the years 1920, and Anne Chapman, who worked in Tierra del Fuego since 1966 
until her death in 2011 (i.e., in Refs. [3–5]).

According to the ethnographic data, each Selknam family had a territory that 
was considered as their “own,” called “haruwen.” However, the borders of these 
territories were relatively permeable. They could be opened, especially at certain 
times, such as for passage for aggregation events, or at critical times for the exploi-
tation of animal resources (i.e., in [4]).

Aggregation events and particularly ceremonies played an essential role in main-
tenance of biological and social reproduction. The most relevant for the Selknam 
people was the initiation ritual of adolescent males, the Hain ceremony. While this 
ritual has as an essential objective the consolidation and maintenance of social 
order, it is also true that it is an opportunity to meet relatives or friends coming from 
different territories, who gather and camp together for months. These events were 
ideal occasions for carrying out exchanges and transactions (i.e., in [4]). They could 
take the form of gifts, understood in the sense of Levi Strauss (i.e., in [38]), reinforce 
social links among relatives, or constitute formal exchanges. In any case, mobility 
circuits, fortuitous meetings, or events as ceremonies, many of which were made 
up of families or distant groups that shared long periods of time, were propitious 
moments to exchange material goods, sumptuaries, ideas, etc. (i.e., in Refs. [3–5]).

As for circulation of other goods within the different groups and territories, the 
literature mentions an important circulation of materials, among which perishable 
resources are abundant: woods from the forest area that are exchanged with the 
neighbors of the northern steppe (in the form of bows, sticks, etc.) or sea lion skins 
from the coastal areas (i.e., in [3]). We believe that circulation could also include 
other resources that we consider critical, such as the case of the lithic raw materials. 
However, although there are all these mentions to movements and exchanges in 
mechanisms of reciprocity and redistribution, there are no detailed accounts of the 
type of prestige goods with symbolic value that could enter in this exchange.

6. Conclusions

In most of the cases of findings of distant origin materials that we have ana-
lyzed, these are materials that have entered the productive circuit, since they were 
modified into instruments and used. However, their small number, their distant 



13

Sociocultural Interaction and Symbolism in Prehistoric South America: Quartz Crystal…
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.90851

origin, and the fact that the complete operational chains are not present suggest the 
hypothesis that these materials could have arrived as “gifts” between relatives, in 
some of the interaction circuits that reinforce connections between distant groups.

Materials that by their exotism, or by their physical characteristics, their place 
of origin, etc. that were used by societies at various times and places, can be traced 
from the Middle Paleolithic with the incorporation, by Neanderthal societies, 
of such elements as marine fossils found at the Chez-Pourrez and the Grotte de 
l’Hyene (i.e., in [67, 68]).

The justification for these hypotheses can be found in the diversity of evidence 
of the use of quartz crystals in various archeological sites around the world. The 
use of this raw material can be divided into two fields of social activities of human 
groups: on the one hand, within the production and use process, included in the 
subsistence context, and on the other, within the activities of symbolic and/or 
magical character, granting powers by the shamans.

However, in the case of the quartz crystals that we present, there is an important 
difference, and that is that they were not manufactured or used. For this reason, 
they are considered as manuports. As we said, so far there have never been dis-
covered so many crystals and of such large dimensions in sites of Tierra del Fuego. 
Then these crystals could have been collected somewhere for their peculiarity, their 
size, their translucent character, their rarity, etc.; they could have been considered 
as amulets or ornaments that could be used for exchange or have been obtained by 
exchange. From this point of view, we can consider them as elements that have an 
important ornamental or symbolic value and therefore circulated in reciprocity 
circuits that reinforced social structure.
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