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Interdisciplinary Insights into Early Holocene Life: Recent Archaeological
Discoveries at Khutsubani, Kintrishi Gorge
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Eliso KVAVADZE?, Nikoloz TSKVITINIDZE®

Abstract. Khutsubani is one of the most remarkable archaeological sites in the Kintrishi Gorge, offering crucial
insights into the mobility of people inhabiting Ajara (Western Georgia) during the Early Holocene period. The site
provides valuable information on the paleoenvironment, activities, stone processing techniques, and connections with
the Middle East. In 2024, an expedition from the Kobuleti Museum conducted extensive archaeological fieldwork at
the Khutsubani settlement. Excavations revealed flint and obsidian tools, remnants of tool production, basalt tools,
various types of pits, and more. Through interdisciplinary research, absolute dating was achieved, and the ancient
paleoclimatic environment was reconstructed. However, the most important discovery was the artifact connected
with fishing and organic remains preserved on it, which indicates the existence of fishing and, presumably, an early
stage of weaving in the region, along with hunting.

Rezumat. Khutsubani este unul dintre cele mai remarcabile situri arheologice din Cheile Kintrishi, oferind
perspective cruciale asupra mobilitdtii oamenilor care locuiau in Ajara (Georgia de Vest) in perioada mezoliticd. Situl
oferd informatii valoroase despre paleomediu, activitdti, tehnicile de prelucrare a pietrei si legdturile cu Orientul
Mijlociu. In 2024, o echipd a Muzeului Kobuleti a efectuat ample cercetdri arheologice in asezarea Khutsubani.
Sdpdturile au scos la iveald unelte din silex si obsidian, ramdsite ale productiei de unelte, piese din bazalt, diverse
tipuri de gropi si multe dltele. Prin cercetdrile interdisciplinare intreprinse s-a putut data absolut situl, fiind obtinute
si reconstituiri ale paleoclimatului antic. Cu toate acestea, cea mai importantd descoperire a fost cea a artefactului
care atestd practicarea pescuitului. Acesta, impreund cu ramdsitele organice conservate, indicd nu numai existenta
pescuitului, dar si, probabil, a unei etape timpurii a tesutului in regiune, aldturi de vandtoare.
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Introduction

The Ajara region is distinguished by its diverse archaeological sites. Among them, Early
Holocene open-air sites hold a special place. Geological data indicate the absence of karst
formations in the region, and consequently, no caves-grottos have been discovered. Ajara is
mostly represented by sites from the post-Pleistocene glacial period, belonging to the
Mesolithic and Neolithic periods. Unfortunately, most of them are damaged and/or lost, which
occurred in the second half of the last century due to the development of citrus plantations
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and/or the construction of a road. Topographically, the sites are located on natural hills and
terraces in the deep river valley.

Between 2021 and 2024, the Kobuleti Museum Expedition, led by Guram Chkhatarashvili,
conducted extensive field excavations in the Kintrishi River gorge, where several significant
sites had been identified as early as the 1960s°. Through interdisciplinary research and the
application of modern methods, the expedition successfully addressed key aspects of the lives
of ancient inhabitants of the Kintrishi Gorge, including stone processing techniques?,
activities®, the paleoclimate®, raw material procurement strategies for tool production,
mobility™ etc.

This study is based on the analysis of materials obtained from the 2024 archaeological
excavations at the Khutsubani site. Through comprehensive research, it presents a typological
classification of the stone tools discovered at the site, as well as insights into the ancient
residential and subsistence environment, including activities such as hunting, fishing, and
weaving. We believe that the results of this interdisciplinary study will significantly enhance
our understanding of various aspects of human life in the Kintrishi Gorge during the Early
Holocene period.

Geographical location

Khutsubani is situated in the Kobuleti municipality (Ajara region), in the village with the
same name. As noted earlier, the site is an open-air type located on a terrace on the right bank
of the Kintrishi River, covering approximately one hectare. Currently, the site lies within the
homestead of Marine Beridze, where, unfortunately, cultural layers are damaged due to
anthropogenic factors. As a result, archaeological material is frequently uncovered on the
modern surface.

Geographically, Khutsubani is situated in the Colchis Plain (Figure 1), which extends to the
east of the Black Sea. The region is dominated by vegetation characteristic of a subtropical
climate. Palynological studies conducted in Khutsubani in 2021 confirmed the widespread
presence of heat-loving plants!, which contributed to a favorable living environment.
However, it is also important to consider that the Ajara region, particularly the Black Sea coast,
experiences high humidity and abundant precipitation. These conditions pose significant
challenges for the preservation of faunal and anthropological materials at open-type sites.
Consequently, in many cases, the primary surviving evidence of prehistoric human life consists
of stone tools, cores, and production waste. Nonetheless, interdisciplinary studies on
prehistoric sites in Ajara offered valuable insights into the region's past.

History of archaeological research and exploration

The discovery of Khutsubani is closely linked to the work of archaeologist I. Gdzelishvili,
who, in 1959, conducted archaeological works in the Kobuleti municipality and uncovered 58
flint and obsidian artifacts'2. That same year, several artifacts were also collected in Khutsubani
by A. Ramishvili, an employee of the Batumi N. Berdzenishvili Scientific-Research Institute.
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Between 1960 and 1962, the Georgian Black Sea Archaeological Expedition carried out small-
scale reconnaissance in Khutsubani®. In 1967-1968, archaeologist Sergo Gogitidze resumed
fieldwork at Khutsubani, where he discovered approximately 600 flint and obsidian tool
fragments, both on the surface and through excavations*.

In 2021, with funding from the Kobuleti Municipality City Hall and support from the
Kobuleti Museum, archaeological fieldwork continued as part of the Georgian-Ukrainian
International Archaeological Expedition. The research findings were published in both
Georgian' and international scientific journals®®.

The primary objective of the 2024 archaeological expedition was to investigate suspicious
sites identified through accidental discoveries across the entire site area. In trench Ne 3 (Figure
2), an undisturbed cultural layer was observed, revealing the following stratigraphy.

- 0-5cmtopsoil

- 5-20cm hummus

A large number of modern metal and glass fragments were found in this layer, as well
as fragments of ceramics and tiles from a later period.

- 20-35cm blackish layer

The layer was disturbed, likely due to anthropogenic factors. In addition to several
fragments of antic period ceramics, flint and obsidian flakes were also discovered.

- 35-55cmbrown layer

The layer is undisturbed; in addition to flint and obsidian artefacts, a significant
number of basalt stones were discovered.

- 55-95cm light brown layer

This archaeologically rich layer contained significant artifacts, including a fishing net
sinker made of basalt stone. Two oval-shaped pits were also discovered. The layer has been
dated (Table 2).

- Ayellow clay layer appeared from 95 cm (bedrock)

The layer represents sediment from the Pleistocene period, where no artifact was
found.

Research methodology

Archaeological work at the Khutsubani site was conducted using standard methods.
Control trenches (2x1 m) were excavated in the study area. A thin layer of soil (5 cm) was
removed using a shovel and preparation knife. The excavated soil was sieved and washed in a
metal mesh (1x1 mm; 2x2 mm). All artifacts were assigned the appropriate inventory numbers
and recorded in a field journal. Artifacts found in situ were mapped on a general plan, with their
depths indicated.

The stone collection was studied using the typological method developed by J. Tixier'” and
Kh. Amirkhanov'®. 1t involved the categorization of artifacts according to typological
characteristics.

13 BERDZENISHVILI, NEBIERIDZE 1964, 9.
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Palynological samples collected from a net sinker and from the pits were processed at the
palynological laboratory of the Georgian National Museum means of a standard method™.

The Radiocarbon Analysis (C** AMS) was conducted in VILNIUS RADIOCARBON. There were
studied the 2 samples of charcoal from pits. Radiocarbon dates were calibrated using the online
calibration program OxCal 4.4.4%° using atmospheric data from Paula J. Reimer et alii*'.

Results

Stone complex. In 2024, 506 artifacts were found at the Khutsubani site (Table 1), out of
which 47 were tools. The main raw materials used for making tools were flint and obsidian.
However, basalt stones were also found in considerable quantities.

Techno-typological analysis of the stone collection reveals that a hand-pressing technique
was used to produce blades and microblades. Unfortunately, no cores were found, except for a
single conical core fragment. Additionally, only a few flakes and chunks and unprocessed
blades were present among the finds, further supporting the previously expressed view that
tool production did not take place on-site and that the items were likely brought in as finished
products.

The majority of the tools collection consists of burins (Figure 3/1-3), primarily made on
blades. Most are simple burins, which likely also functioned as multi-purpose tools, as some
exhibit signs of notched and retouching.

Retouched blades and flakes hold a significant place among the tools (Figure 3/11-19),
distinguished by their diversity. The retouch is generally subtle, with only occasional traces of
deep, penetrating retouch. Notched blades, bladelets and microblades (Figure 3/20-24) should
be grouped together, as both were primarily crafted from microblades. The recessing was
performed from both the ventral and dorsal sides.

Endscrapers are represented by noteworthy specimens (Figure 3/4-9), primarily
distinguished by oval and round forms with retouching on the dorsal side. Most scrapers were
crafted using flakes.

The chisels are presented as single pieces (Figure 3/10). They are made using a variety of
shapes and sizes of flakes.

The tool collection includes the smallest microblades with abrupt retouches (Figure 3/25-
34). These were crafted from the medial parts of microblades, with fine retouching along their
entire sides. Similar types of tools were used in hunting as projectile inserts.

The basalt stone collection includes axe fragments, spherical and oval stones, mortars etc.
A particularly noteworthy item is a flat oval stone with one notched side (Figure 4). The artifact
shows traces of a belt on the middle part of its surface, suggesting frequent practical use. Next,
the palynological analysis also revealed interesting findings.

Palynology. Sample 1 was collected from Pit 1. Of arboreal, the palynological spectrum of
the sample identified small amounts of pollen of spruce (Picea), walnut (Juglans regia) and
common grape vine (Vitis vinifera). Of herbaceous plants, pollen clumps and single pollen grains
of goosefoot (Chenopodiaceae) were encountered. Besides, pollen of aster (Aster), cichorium
(Cichorium), thistle (Carduus) and representatives of cereals for sowing (Poaceae) were
evidenced (Figure 5-6).

19 MOORE et alii 1991; GRICHUK, ZAKLINSKAYA 1948; GRIMM 2004.
20 BRONK RAMSEY, LEE 2013.
21 REIMER et alii 2020.
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Of non-pollen palynomorphs, abundance of residues of tracheal cells of wood, starch
grains and phytoliths of plants was defined. Great amounts of crystals of salt and bone salt were
identified as well. Volcanic ashes were evidenced in the sample collected from the pit (Figs. 5,
7). Of zoo material, remains of insects and eggs, belonging to a parasite worm Ascaris were
found. In the same sample, fibers of flax and hemp were also identified (Figure 6, 8).

Palynology. Sample 2 was collected from pit 2. Of arboreals, pollen of alder (Alnus) and
hazel (Corylus) were defined. Small amounts of pollen, belonging to cereals for sowing, and
spores of fern were also found (Figure 5, 9).

Of non-pollen palynomorphs, plenty of tracheal cells of wood, residues of plant phytoliths
and starch grains were encountered. Along with spores of unidentified fungi, spore of fungus
ustulina (Ustulina) was evidenced in the same sample (Figs 5, 10). The identification was
performed on the basis of work of van Geel B.?? Plenty of remains of fibers of linen fabric were
found in pit 2 (Figure 5, 11).

Palynology. Sample 3 was collected from the net sinker with organic residues attached to
it, being found in the same cultural layer. The net sinker was examined under a scanning
microscope. A sample was taken from the material attached to it. Later the sample was studied
under the light microscope. Identification of flax fabric fiber in the spectrum of the material in
question proved existence of flax thread (Figure 5, 12-13).

Radiocarbon. The age of the Khutsubani site was determined to be Early Holocene using
relative? and absolute? dating methods. The new absolute dates (table 2) obtained as a result
of the 2024 research, precisely determined the chronological framework of Khutsubani site.

Discussion and Conclusion.

Archaeological and laboratory work conducted at the Khutsubani site in 2024 provided us
with important information that can confirm some of the previously expressed opinions.

First of all, the oval-shaped pits discovered in the ditch are noteworthy, as they are
frequently observed at the Kobuleti site. These are considered to be supporting pits for the
pillars of a residential house?®. In contrast to the Kobuleti, the study of the pit structure found
in Khutsubani (oval, conical depth) and the detailed analysis of the material within it provide
a basis for the assumption that we are dealing with the so-called “agricultural pit”. This
hypothesis is further supported by palynological research.

Relying upon the existence of crystals of salt and bone salt in the first pit, it was supposed
that along with plants salted meat was kept in this pit. The identification of an egg of the
parasite worm Ascaris proved existence of intestinal infections for the period in question. As a
rule, the Ascaris lives in intestines of vertebrate animals. Humans, consuming meat of such
animals, become infected. These data serve as additional evidence, proving that meat was
included into the diet of the Khutsubani population during the period in question.

According to the techno-typological analysis of the stone industry, we conclude that the
ancient inhabitants of Khutsubani used a hand-pressing technique to obtain blades and
microblades. This is confirmed by both the core tablets and the narrow, thin shapes of the
blades and microblades.

22 VAN HOEVE, HENDRIKSE 1998.

23 BERDZENISHVILI, NEBIERIDZE 1964; GOGITIDZE 1978.
24 CHKHATARASHVILI et alii 2024b.

25 CHKHATARASHVILI, MANKO 2020.
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Among the tools, chisels, retouched and notched blades, and microblades with abrupt
retouched occupy a leading position. All of these tools (throwing tools, spearheads) are
associated with the manufacture of hunting tools, which closely mirrors the typology of the
stone industry found at the neighbouring archaeological site of the Kobuleti. Furthermore, a
use-wear-analysis of the tools from the Kobuleti®® reveals that the tools, which are
predominantly meat-processing knives show no signs of long-term use. In our opinion, a
similar situation likely existed in Khutsubani, which, like the Kobuleti, was a temporary site
(camp?) of Early Holocene hunters.

Among the stone materials, special attention should be given to the net sinker with one
notched side. An interdisciplinary study of the organic remains preserved on the base confirms
that local fishermen used flax thread to weave the nets. Flax (and also hemp) fabric fibres have
previously been identified at sites in the Kintrishi Gorge?” and, according to palynologists, these
fibres were likely used to make clothing?. The latest discoveries suggest that the people living
along the Kintrishi River actively utilized its resources and were engaged in both fishing and
hunting.
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Figure 3. Graphical illustration of stone complexes (illustrated by N. Tskvitinidze).

14



Guram CHKHATARASHVILI, Giorgi TAVAMAISHVILI, Maia CHICHINADZE, Eliso KVAVADZE, Nikoloz
TSKVITINIDZE

pit2 1 ] 1 | | [ |
netsinker — - L L b - = B e o e (o e e S U SRR . ) i e T P (8 - | S g TP
2040 20406080100 20406080 20406080 20 20
Figure 5. The quantitative diagram of the pollen and non-pollen palynomorphs (NPP) at
Khutsubani.
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Figure 6. Pollen grains of plants discovered in pit Ne 1: 1 - spruce (Picea); 2, 5 - walnut (]uglans
regia); 3-4 - grape (Vitis vinifera); 6 - undifferentiated pollen (Undiff. pollen); 7 - common
chicory (Cichorium); 8 - thistle (Carduus); 9-10 - cereals for sowing (Cerealia); 11-13 -
representatives of the family of goosefoot (Chenopodiaceae) (Photo by M. Chichinadze).
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Figure 7. . Non- pollen palynomorphs (NPP) dlscovered in pit Ne 1: 1-3 - tracheal cells of wood
4 - egg of the parasite worm ascaris (Ascaris); 5-7 - residues of volcanic ashes (tephra); 8-9 -
salt crystal; 10 - bone salt crystal. (Photo by M. Chichinadze).
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Figure 8. Fabric fibers discovered in pit Ne 1: 1-2 - flax (Linum); 3 - hemp (Cannabis) (Photo by
M. Chichinadze).
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Figure 9. Pollen grains and spores of plants discovered in pit 2 of trench 3: 1- hazel (Corylus);
2-3 - alder (Alnus); 4 - fern (Polypodiaceae); 5 - cereals for sowing (Cerealia) (Photo by M.
Chichinadze).
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Figure 10. Non-pollen palynomorphs (NPP) discovered in pit Ne 2: 1-2 - plant phytoliths; 3-4 -
undiff. ascospores; 5-7 - tracheal cells of wood; 6 - spore of Ustulina together with cells of
charred wood (Photo by M. Chichinadze).

Figure 11. Textile fibers discovered in pit Ne 2: 1-3 - flax fibers (Linum); 4 - hemp (Cannabis)
fiber (Photo by M. Chichinadze).
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Figure 12. Fibers of flax fabric discovered in the sample of net sinker (1-7) (Photo by M.
Chichinadze).

Figure 13. Fibers of linen fabric (Linum) discovered in the sample of net sinker (Photo by M.
Chichinadze).
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Table 1. Stone tools and remnant of production.

Stone complexes g
E g 3
= = =
)
Core 0 0 0
Tablets 1 0 1
Blades 1 0 1
Proximal parts of blades 3 1 4
Medial parts of blades 3 5 8
Distal parts of blades 2 1 3
Bladelets 1 2 3
Proximal parts of bladelets 4 6 10
Medial parts of bladelets 5 7 12
Distal parts of bladelets 1 1 2
Microblades 3 5 8
Proximal parts of microblades 5 10 15
Medial parts of microblades 7 15 22
Distal parts of microblades 2 3 5
Primary flakes 5 0 5
Secondary flakes 80 55 135
Chunks 11 0 11
Cheeps 156 59 215
Burin spalls 2 1 3
Tools 11 35 47
Burins 2 11 13
Scrapers 2 2 4
Retouched Blade 5 0 5
Retouched Bladelet 1 7 8
Retouched microblades 0 4 4
Notched bladelet 0 1 1
Notched microblade 0 1 1
Chisels 0 1 1
Retouched flakes 0 2 2
Backed microblades 1 6 7
Basalt Net sinker 0 0 1
Total 303 202 506

Table 2. Absolute dates of Khutsubani site.

Ne Layer Dates Dates 95.4 % Dates 68.3 % Lab. Index Sample Reference
(BP) (B9 (B9
L Fit Ne1 491+42 9121-8635 9113-8712 FTMGZS22-1 Charcoal Frst published
2 Fit Ne2 953445 9146-8737 9120-8769 FTMGZS22-2 Charcoal First published
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