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CONFERENCE REVIEWS

THEORY IN ARCHAEOMETRY:                

SOCIETY FOR AMERICAN ARCHAEOLOGY 

HONOLULU, HAWAII, 3RD-7TH APRIL 2013

The 78th Annual Meeting for the SAA was convened 

in April, and as usual provided an opportunity for 

scholars to present on a wide range of topics in global 

archaeological research. Over 1000 papers were presented. 
Of particular interest to the archaeological sciences (and 

more speciically the archaeometallurgical) community 
was the session “Invention as a Process: Pyrotechnologies 
in Pre-Literate Societies”, convened by Miljana 
Radivojević from UCL’s Institute of Archaeology, and 
Benjamin Roberts of Durham University. One of the major 

themes of the session was to deconstruct a traditional focus 

on “the earliest”, “inventions,” and “origins”, to a more 
theoretically rigorous conceptualization emphasizing the 

interplay between technological invention and innovation, 

and the cultural underpinnings of technological selection.

Every archaeometallurgist knows that there is a wealth 

of archaeometallurgical data spread ubiquitously across 

the globe, with relatively few trained scholars able to 

process this data analytically (Knapp 2000). There has 
been an increasing awareness that archaeometallurgists 

and archaeometrists need not focus on cataloging inds 
or technical reports alone (although these are also very 

important). Instead, it has become clear that those with 

the most intimate knowledge of the archaeometric data 

are also uniquely suited to generate explanations of human 

behavior (Binford 1962), and need not rely wholly on 
other scholars to provide anthropological interpretations. 

Archaeometallurgists seemingly have tended to shy away 

from embracing the big picture, universalist questions that 

well-contextualized metallurgical data is apt to address. 

It was therefore immensely refreshing to attend this 

SAA session and ind that I was not alone in my desire 
to seat historical metallurgy within various theoretical 

frameworks. 

Benjamin Robert’s talk, “Inventing Metallurgy I: A Global 
Perspective,” discussed how the scholarly primacy given 
to earliest inventions has tended to overshadow research 

into the “why” and “how” of metallurgical innovations 
on a global scale (namely Europe, Asia, and Central and 

South America). Likewise, Miljana Radivojević continued 
along this trajectory by focusing on what appear to be 

independently developed metallurgical traditions in the 

Balkans of the 7th-5th millennia BC, in her talk entitled 

“Inventing Metallurgy II: A Look Through the Microscope 
Lens.” Copper ores with particular aesthetic properties were 
selected for, and this technological adoption was studied 




