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Abstract

We present a projectile point recovered from the archaeological locality of El
Alto, province of Cérdoba, Argentina. Its techno-morphological characteris-
tics and the raw material used in its preparation are described. The results al-
low it to be included in the typological group of Fell projectile points. The
data provided enrich the discussion about the first stages of occupation in the
region, characterized by a meager archaeological record belonging to the final
Pleistocene and the beginning of the Holocene.
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1. Introduction

The central region of Argentina is characterized by a low-altitude mountain
range (500 - 2790 m ASL) with a complex of peaks, valleys, steep slopes and high
plains. Most of the modern plant communities were included in the Sierra Cha-
co which is a semi-arid xerophytic forest, 1100 - 1500 m ASL. Changes in the
floristic composition along the altitudinal gradient result in a high plain known
as the Upper Mountain Grassland Range (Luti et al., 1979).

The study of the first human occupations of central Argentina is a complex
challenge for archaeologists, who must deal with a scattered material culture
record. Sites with cultural contexts dated to the Pleistocene-Holocene transition

(El Alto3, La Enramada 3 and Candonga) are scarce (Cornero et al., 2014; Rive-
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ro, 2012; Rivero & Berberian, 2011; Rivero & Heider, 2020). Even so, new evi-
dence and updates to settlement models are regularly presented (Curtoni et al.,
2023; Heider et al., 2022; Laguens 2006-2007; Laguens & Alberti, 2019; Rivero,
2012; Rivero & Heider, 2020).

In this report, we present a new piece of evidence to the complicated puzzle of
the earliest regional settlement. It is a projectile point, collected on the surface,
from the archaeological locality El Alto, in the mountain grassland range at
~1800 m ASL (Cérdoba, Argentina). The discovery occurred circa (~200 m
west) of the El Alto 3 site (EA 3; Figure 1), where early contexts were identified
that have been dated between 10,600 and 12,910 cal BP (Rivero, 2012; Rivero &
Berberian, 2011). Even though this projectile cannot necessarily be linked to the
aforementioned site, its discovery enriches the discussion about the first popula-

tions that occupied the region.

2. Morphological and Technological Observations

The specimen is weathered on much of its surface. The dimensions of the speci-
men were taken following the criteria proposed by Loponte and colleagues (2015).
The total length is 37.8 mm (Figure 2). The blade is 28 mm long, 26 mm wide and
8 mm maximum thick. The stem is transversely fractured in its basal portion and
measures 9.8 mm long, 15.6 mm wide and 7 mm thick. The raw material used was
a greenish-brown, amorphous, microcrystalline silica, possibly of non-local origin,
with numerous impurities, fissures and alveoli. These sorts of raw material flaws
have certain influences on its workability and knapping behavior (Nami, 2010:
Plate XI; Nami, 2015a: p. 142). The blank on which it was manufactured is an in-
determinate flake, remnants of which are preserved on the ventral and dorsal fac-
es. It was partially reduced by bifacial flaking, probably applied with organic soft
percussors. The final shaping was made by using fairly regular pressure that left
short retouches no deeper than ~3 - 11 mm from the edges and 2 - 7 mm wide.
The stem was made similarly with short retouches, circa 2 - 7 mm deep from the
edges, and 2 - 6 mm wide, its cross section being biconvex. Evidence of abrasion is
observed on one of its edges, which is a typical procedure for sleeving this type of
pieces (Nami, 2003). A 3D model is available at Punta Fell de Cérdoba, Argentina
- 3D model by Diegorivero-IEH (@Diegorivero-IEH) [ab620el] (sketchfab.com)
(https://sketchfab.com/). This type of thin flakes manufacturing is common in

many other South American Fell points (e.g. Bird, 1969; Mayer-Oakes, 1986a,
1986b; Nami, 2003, 2014a, 2021a) and in the region (Laguens, 2006-2007).

An observation about the general shape of the piece allows us to relate it to
early South American projectile points. However, it cannot be defined as a “clas-
sic” Fell or Fishtail point (FP), like those recovered in other latitudes of South
America (Bird, 1969; Mayer-Oakes, 1986a, 1986b; Flegenheimer et al., 2013;
Flegenheimer & Weitzel, 2017; Nami, 2014b, 2021a, 2021b). The specimen has
some atypical morphological characteristics such as straight sides on the blade
and stem. Likewise, although it is fractured in the stem, it does not have fluting

and its cross-section is biconvex.
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Figure 1. Early sites (white circles), surface findings of Fishtail points (light blue circles),
Fell Point recovered in the El Alto locality (white triangle). References: CAN: Candonga;
EA 3: El Alto 3; LE 3: La Enramada 3; 1: Characato; 2: San Roque; 3: Villa del Dique; 4:
Estancia La Suiza 1.
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Figure 2. Views of Fell projectile point from EI Alto locality (Photographs: Diego Rivero).

3. Discussion

Although Fell or Fishtail points are usually reduced to a morphological type with

broad blade and “fishtail” stem, research performed on Fell points during the
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last four decades has identified important variations in both their blades and
stems, including other shapes that vary between having slightly convex and
straight edges. The stems vary between those that are concave, straight, and con-
tracting; their bases are usually concave, but there may also be straight and con-
vex shapes (Nami, 2014a, 2021a). Fluting is a feature that is not present in all Fell
points (Suarez, 2006; Flegenheimer & Weitzel, 2017; Nami, 1997, 2003, 2014b,
2021b). Furthermore, several specimens of Fell points (Figure 3) only have a
marginal retouch at the base or stem. Consequently, the stem cross-section is
biconvex and is not thinned either by fluted or by deep pressure retouching.

Although the resharpening of Fell points can affect the morphology of the
blade (Nami, 1989-1990, 2014b), in the specimen we present, we have not identi-
fied evidence of intense blade resharpening. A search for a match with the mor-
phology of this point resulted in similar early morphologies from El Inga (Ec-
uador), classified as a variant with a distinctive primarily lengthening of the stem
and the modification of its edges curve to a more nearly “tapered” shape (May-
er-Oakes, 1986b: Figure 3). Also due to its similarities with the so-called “El Inga
broad stemmed” (Mayer-Oakes, 1986a, 1986b), which Bell (1965) maintained
was a variety of the “classic” Fell points (Mayer-Oakes, 1986b: Figure 2; Nami,
2014a, 2014b: Figure 20). Among other places in the southern cone, Fell points
with similar stems were identified in the Fell cave, Magallanes, Chile (Nami,
2014a: Figure 21i), Bajo del Carmel, La Pampa, Argentina (Beroén et al., 2015),
and several were found in Uruguay (e.g., Nami, 2014a, 2021b).

0 3cm
| N

Figure 3. Broad stemmed projectile points, with stems marginally retouched and bicon-
vex section, from El Inga (Ecuador) (Photographs: Hugo G. Nami).
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This artifact exhibits fractures both at the tip and in the middle portion of the
stem, yet it retains a significant portion of its original form. Experimental and
archaeological investigations on projectile points have consistently shown that
distinct patterns of breakage emerge as a result of this utilization (e.g., Titmus &
Woods, 1986; Woods, 1988; Dockall, 1997; Knecht, 1997; Lafayette & Smith,
2012), particularly evident in “fishtail” points (Nami, 1989-1990, 2003, 2021b;
Dumbar, 2012; Weitzel et al., 2014). Experimental findings reveal that, similar to
other stemmed points, collisions result in fractures occurring in various loca-
tions, notably in the stem (Dumbar, 2012: Figure 8.7; Weitzel et al., 2014) and at
the tip (e.g., Nami, 2015b: Figures 13b, 14b; Nami, 2021a: Figure 3(b), Figure
3(n), Figure 4(g)). Therefore, it is likely that collision impact caused the fractures
observed in the artifact presented here.

In addition to the specimen we report here, six other FPP were recorded in the
region (Figure 1). In Cérdoba, Schobinger (1974) reported two specimens from
Villa del Dique, one of brown basalt and the other of crystalline quartz. Rivero
and colleagues (2015) recovered one without the base of the stem from Lake San
Roque made with a siliceous rock. In Characato, a fragment of a fluted stem
manufactured from volcanic rock was collected (Cattaneo et al., 2016). Finally, at
the beginning of this century, in San Luis two specimens were identified at Es-
tancia La Suiza 1. Both are fractured at the blade and were made with local me-
tamorphic silica (Laguens et al., 2007).

The initial settlement process of the region (Laguens et al., 2007; Rivero, 2012)
would have involved groups that reached central Argentina with low population
densities, generating a scattered archaeological record with few remains The Fell
point of El Alto is a significant additional piece of information and is included as
a specimen of the El Inga broad stemmed atypical variety. Other Fell points from
central Argentina also correspond to atypical varieties such as those with narrow
lanceolate blade like the specimens from the coasts of the San Roque Dam (Ri-
vero et al., 2015; Nami, 2021a: Figure 12(m)) and one of those recovered in Es-
tancia La Suiza 1 (Laguens et al., 2007: Figure 1(B)). Although the sample of Fell
points is scarce in the region, the high percentage of atypical specimens (almost
42%) is striking.

According to settlement models, the groups that dispersed throughout South
America did so following two main routes, one to the west by the Andes Moun-
tains and the Pacific slope; and another along the Atlantic coast until both
reached the southern tip (Miotti, 2006; Nami, 2014a, 2021a). The different Fell
point designs would have been spread across South America by socio-cultural
learning and transmission between groups linked by interaction networks. Dis-
tribution studies of Fell points (Nami 2021a) indicate that the lanceolate and
broad stemmed varieties, although they are present in a small proportion in all
regions of South America, are more common in Central America and northern
South America (Nami, 2014a, 2021a).

In addition, El Inga broad stemmed points are common in Ecuador and simi-

lar specimens have been found in Jaywamachay, Perd; Epullan locality in Neu-
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quén, Argentina; Cueva del Medio and Cueva Fell in southern Chile as well in
Uruguay (Nami, 1989-1990, 2015b; Yataco Capcha & Nami, 2016), among oth-
ers, suggesting a path of dispersion of groups or information regarding the de-
sign of the points that link the center of Argentina with the Pacific slope, com-
plementing other central Argentina settlement models that have been linked to
the Atlantic slope (Laguens, 2006-2007; Rivero, 2012), without being mutually

exclusive.

4. Final Comment

Over the past few years, archaeology has made remarkable advances in under-
standing the human groups living in Central Argentina during the Pleisto-
cene-Holocene transition. As a result, was obtained a deeper understanding of
diverse issues related to the oldest human occupations in the region. These ad-
vances contributed to the discovery of new Fell points specimens. In comparison
with other southern South American locations, their finds are relatively rare. A
large proportion of these points correspond to designs that are far from the typ-
ical fishtail or Fell projectile points, highlighting the specimen that we present in
this article, corresponding to the El Inga broad-stemmed variety.

This enables the consideration of the link between the settlement of central
Argentina and the route of dispersion of the first human groups along the Pacific

slope, as a complementary possibility to the link with the Atlantic slope route.
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