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The Ideological Significance of Flint for
Neolithic and Bronze Age Communities
in the Rhine/Meuse Delta
of The Netherlands

Annelon Van Gijn

Flint tools are generally considered to be a rather mundane material, mostly related to subsistence and
craft activities. Only the large or highly crafted objects of exotic flint have commonly been attributed
a special significance but this has rarely been substantiated by empirical data. This paper attempts to
demonstrate how use-wear and residue analysis can provide empirical evidence for inferences about the
social and ideological significance of flint objects. 'l hrongh microscopic analysis, we obtain a more detailed
knowledge of the biography of the tools: special uses to which the object is put (for example evidence
Jor frequent display or lack of any use wear) or a differential treatment upon deposition (like rubbing
with ochre). Examples of the ideological significance of flint are given, illustrating how not only the big
and beantiful but also the small domestic items of flint conld have had a special (ritual or ideological)
significance for communities living in the Rhine/Meuse delta from the Middle Neolithic through the
Late Bronze Age.

A social or ideological significance has long
been assumed for flint objects that are very large
and/or very pretty, like the oversized Funnel
Beaker axes or the Late Neolithic Grand-
Pressigny daggers. However, assumptions
about the ritual meaning of these objects were
mainly based on the foreign origin of the flint
or their special depositional context (eg, Drenth
1990; Ter Wal 1996) . T would like to show in this
paper how use-wear and residue analysis of flint
tools can not only provide empitical evidence
to support such assumptions, but also supplies

clues as to the general nature of the assumed
ritual significance, Although use-wear analysis
is frequently treated as an additional source
of information about subsistence and craft
activities, it can also provide crucial indications
about the social and ideological significance
of flint implements. This is because detailed
microscopic analyses provide insight into the
biography of implements: about actual use,
hafting or handling, on repetitive behaviour
associated with the implements, and about
the treatment objects received prior to their



12 The ldeological Significance of Flint for Neolithic and Bronze Age Communities

2009). Hazendonk flint from the coastal sites
is characterised by the local production of
simple domestic tools of locally available
raw material that are used for plant fibre
processing, bone tool production and hide
preparation. Additionally, a small amount of
usually finished flint implements made of
southern Belgian flint was imported. Although
basically domestic items, these imported tools
were selected for specific tasks like harvesting
cereals, the production of ornaments and
making fire, all of which seem to have had an
ideological significance in Hazendonk society
(Van Gijn et al. 2006). They also may have been
important in the negotiation of identity (Van
Gijn 2008).

The exotic flint tools used for harvesting
cereals underwent a series of peculiar and
apparently intentional treatments prior to their
discard or deposition. First they were burned,
after which the used edge was (partially)
destroyed by removing a few roughly placed
flakes. However, the use-wear polish was
still visible at places. The last step, visible on
some harvesting implements, was the rubbing
of the tools with a red or orange substance,
possibly ochre. These simple objects, used
for an apparently profane subsistence task,
were therefore subjected to a specific, most
likely ritual, treatment: they were intentionally
destroyed and not simply discarded.

This destruction does not scem to be
related to the fact that they were made from
exotic flint, because other domestic tools from
foreign flint, used for fire- and ornament-
making, were not burned or fragmented. The
apparent ritual treatment of cereal harvesting
tools may rather be related to the fact that
growing crops in these wet environments may
still have been perceived as something ‘special’.
With respect to the site of Schipluiden, it
was argued that the fields must have been
relatively small, situated on the high points in
the landscape away from the danger of floods
(Kubiak-Mertens 2006). These fields probably
did not produce a high enough yield for cereals
to become the main staple food. This could
imply that the cereals were more a festive or
ritual food, consumed on special occasions,
an option already proposed before for early
cereal cultivation in Britain (Thomas 1999). It
should also be noted that growing crops was
something quite ‘new’ and related to a foreign
identity: that of the Michelsberg culture of the

Jfpenburg
e .Schipluiden

ool

south (Van Gijn 2008). It may be suggested
that crop growing was perceived as in some
ways contrary to nature and threatening the
‘old ways’ with their strong Mesolithic roots.
Destroying the ‘culprits’, that is the tools
involved in harvesting, could have been a way
to appease the spirits and restore the balance
in nature. There is however no evidence that
the tools were placed in a special place within
the settlement area, but this may be due to
taphonomic reasons.

In this context, it is interesting to note that
also in the Early Neolithic Bandkeramik culture
we find evidence for the ritual treatment of
agrarian implements: after the use-life of the
querns was finished, they were intentionally
broken after which the broken edges were
rubbed with ochre (Verbaas & Van Gijn 2007).
In many societies, red ochre symbolises blood
and is associated with matters of life and
death (eg, Tagon 2004). Also in the subsequent
Funnel Beaker culture, we see that agricultural
tools receive a special treatment (see below).

We have as yet no convincing evidence for
the ritual deposition of flint objects in the
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Figure 12.1: Map of
present-day Netherlands
showing the location of
the sites mentioned in

the text. The square (A)
indicates the location of
the distribution wmap in
Figure 124
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Figure 12.2a: Strike-a-
light from the grave of an
adult male found at the
Middle Neolithic site of
Sehipluiden, on the Dutch
0ast

Figure 12.2b: Wear
traces observed on

this tool (original
magnification 200%)

Hazendonk group. Flint is also not considered
anappropriate burial gift: grave goods generally
were confined to personal ornaments like
amber and jet beads (Van Gijn 2006; Van Gijn
in press a). However, there is one remarkable
exception, coming from the site of Schipluiden.
In the hand of one of the skeletons (an adult
male), three strike-a-lights were found along
with a nodule of pyrite (Van Gijn ¢ a/ 2006)
(Fig. 12.2). The hand was situated close to the
mouth, evoking the image of someone blowing
a spark. I would suggest that this special group
of burial gifts provides us with a glimpse of
the ideology of the inhabitants: it indicates the
importance of fire and suggests that the person
buried there had something to do with the
use of fire and may have had a special role in
society, maybe akin to the present-day shamans
of Siberia, We may even draw a connection to
the burning of the flint sickles of exotic origin
described above.

The Funnel Beaker culture

The subsequent Funnel Beaker period (Middle
Neolithic B, 3400-2900 cal BC) is the period
during which the megalithic graves were
constructed and used as collective burial places
(Bakker 1979; Bakker 2005; Van Gijn & Bakker
2005). It is then that we find the first evidence
for the craft production of special flint objects
deposited in special places. At the same time,
we see that domestic tools are produced
on locally available flint with a rather ad hoc
technology; imported flint is virtually absent
in the settlement assemblages.

Flint tools do however constitute important
burial gifts: we find many transverse
arrowheads and strike-a-lights, picks, axes,

Annelon Van Gign

and also scrapers and sickles. Some of these
tool types also occur in settlement contexts
but, with the exception of scrapers, in much
smaller quantities. Sickle blades are almost
exclusively found in burials, suggesting that
they constituted a special tool that could
not be discarded in settlement contexts.
Remarkably enough, some of the floors of the
megaliths and flat graves incorporated querns
or fragments thereof (Bakker 1979). These
observations are relevant in the light of the
special connotations of agricultural implements
also seen in the Hazendonk period.

Many of the picks and strike-a-lights found
in the megaliths appear unused, and it may be
argued that they were knapped specifically for
deposition in the grave. It can be imagined that
the sound of flintknapping contributed to the
occasion. The axes found in burials have, in
contrast, been extensively used and are much
smaller than the axes from the hoards (less than
150 mm in length versus 200-300 mm for the
large ceremonial axes) (Wentink 2006; Wentink
& Van Gijn 2008). The axes were re-sharpened
prior to their deposition in the graves, giving
them, as it were, a new life but retaining their
specific history. They may have embodied the
identity of their owners or their lineage and
constituted a material reference to the history
of the local community.

The large axes found in bogs as single finds or
in groups have a very different biography from
the axes deposited in the megaliths (Wentink
2006). They were made by skilled craftsmen and
imported as finished products from Northern
Germany and Denmark (Beuker 2005). They
were too big to be used and were probably
even never meant to be used. These large axes
received a special treatment prior to deposition:
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theywere rubbed with ochre and their surfaces
displayed use-wear polish that was due to
wrapping and unwrapping numerous times.
We have looked at a large number of these
axes through the years and they display
a consistent wear pattern. Unfortunately,
despite extensive expetimentation, we do not
yet know in which kind of material the axes
were wrapped, but the practice of wrapping
ceremonial or exchange objects has been noted
ethnographically (ie, Akerman e a/. 2002). On
the basis of the ideas of Weiner, Helms, Mauss
and Godelier, Wentink substantiates the idea
that the large Funnel Beaker ceremonial axes
were inalienable objects, embodying Funnel
Beaker cosmology and recognised as ‘special’
by local communities living far apart. That the
ceremonial axes were not commensurable with
the local group is shown by their deposition in
liminal places, notably in tivers, that probably
formed boundatries between the territories of
different local communities. They constituted
mobile reminders of Funnel Beaker cosmology,
with a significance transcending the local
community (Wentink 2006).

What is important to note about the Funnel
Beaker culture is the fact that the settlements,
graves and votive depositions constitute
distinct cosmological categoties that could
not be mixed: the settlement was the land of
the living, the megalith symbolised the local
ancestral lineage and the latge ceremonial axes
from the bogs thatwere brought here as finished
objects from southern Scandinavia embodied
the wider Funnel Beaker cosmology. Each of
these three categories was characterised by
different flint objects with different cultural
biographies.

The Single Grave culture

In the Single Grave culture (Late Neolithic A,
2900-2500 cal BC), the erection of the first
butial barrows is demonstrated (Fokkens 2005).
Our knowledge of settlement flint is sparse,
but the trend towards the ad hoc production of
domestic flint using local raw materials, seems
to continue and intensify (Peeters 2001). During
the eatly Single Grave culture, until &. 2600 BC,
axes continue to be deposited in wet places (Ter
Wal 1996). There are, however, some important
differences in depositional practices compared
to the preceding Funnel Beaker period. Most
of the axes display traces of use, they are
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smaller in size than the carlier Funnel Beaker
ones due to recurrent re-sharpening and they
lack the characteristic wrapping traces. They are
however still rubbed with ochre. This indicates
that the cosmological significance of these
depositions must have changed considerably,
even though some of the actual practices
continue. It is also important to note that
the integrity of the depositions has changed:
whereas, in the Funnel Beaker period, all objects
were of Scandinavian origin, these are now
supplemented with objects made of local flint,
such as the occasional scraper and small locally
produced axes (Achterop 1960). We also see
an additional northern import — unretouched
blades — gradually replacing the import of large
axes. The contents of the hoard of Nieuw
Dordrecht (Harsema 1981), with alarge axe and
several blades, all of the same flint (some blades
could be refitted), may represent this transition
during which the influx of large ceremonial axes
diminished and was gradually replaced by the
circulation of large blades (Fig. 12.3). None of
these blades displayed traces of use.

Figure 12.3: The
deposition of Nieww-
Dordrecht dated to

the early Single Grave
anlture. Some of the
blades conld be refitied
(collection Rijlesmunsernm
van Oudbeden, eiden,
Photograph: Ouentin
Bourgois)
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The burial ritual also changed: individual
dead were buried in flat graves —a type already
present in the Funnel Beaker period — or in
barrows, accompanied by a small set of grave
goods (Lanting & Van der Waals 1976). As
far as flint is concerned, both burial contexts
have the same burial gifts: axes (often of local
origin and quite small), blades of northern
flint, and arrowheads. The axes from burials
are usually relatively small and intensively used.
In contrast, the imported blades of northern
flint deposited in the graves generally do not
exhibit traces of use. Thelocally used axes and
other objects may represent personal or group
identity, just like the earlier Funnel Beaker axes
in the megaliths. The unused exotic blades,
brought to the south in finished form, may
be seen as a continuation of the importance
of an affiliation with southern Scandinavia.
However, these exotic blades are placed in
graves that are presumably linked to local
identity, and not deposited in liminal places
outside local group territories, as was the case
with the imported ceremonial axes from the
Funnel Beaker period. It is not entirely clear
how we should interpret this shift. However,
whatever the interpretation given, the flint
objects placed both in the graves and in the
deposits display a mix of imported unused
exotics and used local objects, whereas these
two spheres were strictly separated in Funnel
Beaker times, indicating that the structuting
role of flint objects became less stringent.

From ¢ 2600-2450 cal BC, that is the later
Single Grave culture, we occasionally find
another grave good: beautifully made ‘daggers’
made on very long (up to 250 mm) blades
of French Grand-Pressigny and Romigny
Léhry flint (Lanting & Van der Waals 1976).
Because they came from far away and because
of their size, craftsmanship and colour, these
daggers have traditionally been interpreted as
prestige items (Drenth & Lohof 2005), maybe
associated with the emergence of a warrior elite
buried in the barrows (Fokkens 1999). This
would have been supported by the relatively
low number of barrows containing such a
dagger. Surprisingly enough, these daggers do
notdisplay any utilitarian wear traces along the
cutting edges. It is clear that the blades were
hafted, probably a haft involving soft plant
material. The surface of the blade however
shows traces from having been pulled in
and out of a sheath many times. This sheath
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must have been made of plant material, as
the polish visible on the dorsal ridges mostly
resembles the polish obtained from contact
with silicious plants. This wear pattern may
indeed support the idea that these daggers
were display items belonging to a martial elite,
used to validate and stress a special position
in society. However, thete are arguments why
we may have to interpret the configuration of
Single Grave burial goods in another way. First
of all, use-wear analysis of TFrench and Swiss
Grand-Pressigny daggers has shown them to
be harvesting implements (Beugnier & Plisson
2004), a conclusion that is quite in contrast with
their presumed martial character. It should also
be noted that the daggers always form partof a
small fixed set of burial items, never exceeding
four to five items in total. This suggests that
the burial kit was governed by strict rules of
tradition and not used for the ‘power play’
of individuals. If this had been the case we
would expect a redundancy of prestige items.
The individual buried with this exotic object
may therefore rather be seen as a dividual (eg,
Fowler 2004), someone whose identity and
position was closely entwined with that of the
larger community of which he/she was part.
As objects from mystical faraway places are
often conceived of as linked with the ancestots
(Helms 1988), thus having significance for
the larger group, the person buried with this
precious object may embody and symbolise the
links of the local Single Grave community with
the larger Single Grave network.

Bell Beaker times and the Early
Bronze Age

From ¢ 2350 cal BC onwards, during the Bell
Beaker period, daggers of Scandinavian flint
were produced in Denmark by specialised
craftsmen and distributed across large areas of
north and west Europe (Apel 2001; Callahan
2006) including most of the Netherlands
(Bloemers 1968; Beuker & Drenth 2006).
They were imported as finished products
because we have not encountered production
waste and only very occasionally half-finished
implements. On the basis of their metrical
properties, the Scandinavian daggers from
Holland have not become shorter through
use and re-sharpening (Apel 2001), except
when they were broken (broken fragments
are encountered in settlement contexts and
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are sometimes modified into other tools).
Just like the French daggers from the Single
Grave period, they display hafting traces but
are devoid of any traces from a ‘functional’
use: we only find traces from them having been
pulled in and out of a sheath many times, again
presumably for display. These daggers were
therefore not meant to be used in the utilitarian
sense of the word. Even a long distance from
their original production centre, it was clear
to their new owners that these tools had a
special meaning and were not to be used for
mundane tasks.

Whereas the complete French daggers
are exclusively found in Single Grave burials
(Lanting & Van der Waals 1976), the later
daggers of Scandinavian origin never derive
from burials but instead are located along rivers
or near bogs, usually as single finds (Beuker
& Drenth 2006). This may suggest that they
were offerings. Interestingly enough there is
one incidence of the deposition of a Type 2
dagger with ‘display use-wear polish’, in an
earlier Single Grave burial barrow containing
a Grand-Pressigny dagger (Bloemers 1968,
76). The dagger was found as a stray find in
the flank of the barrow flank and was not
associated with a grave. It is tempting to
interpret this as evidence for the existence
of long-term memories of past important
places: the barrow was possibly seen as an
ancestral place with a special significance.
Stories of its contents may have persisted
over time. The subsequent deposition of a
Scandinavian dagger is therefore likely to have
been intentional. Its presence in a Single Grave
barrow may be interpreted as an appropriation
of this ancestral place by the later Bell Beaker
inhabitants. Alternatively, the barrow may
have been seen as a place of the ancestors,
equivalent to the bog (the most frequently
occurting context of these daggers), and thus
an appropriate location for the deposition of
a valuable Scandinavian Type 2 dagger.

Burial gifts of flint from the Bell Beaker
period include the so-called Bell Beaker knives,
tanged-and-barbed arrowheads and flakes that
are combined with other elements of the Bell
Beaker package like a beaker, wrist-guard,
ornaments, and copper dagger (Lanting &
Van der Waals 1976). Flint axes, numerous in
Single Grave burial contexts, are notably absent
in Bell Beaker graves. The arrowheads from
graves do not display wear traces, in contrast

with identical items found in contemporary
settlement contexts. On one occasion they
were all burnt, in an apparently very controlled
manner because none were broken and all
displayed a beautiful, uniform white colour
as a result, suggesting that the burning was
intentional. It seems that the Bell Beaker burial
package was composed of exotic objects like
wristguards and copper daggers, as well as
flint implements without a former functional
life. This is different from preceding periods
when we always encountered at least some flint
objects with a previous use-life in the graves.

The Early Bronze Age (¢ 2000-1800 cal
BC) sees a continuation of the import of
Scandinavian daggers, now evolved in what is
called Type 3, basically a skewomorph of metal
counterparts. The Scandinavian flint daggers
are seen as an attempt to use the relatively easily
accessible flint for the production of prestige
items, supposedly as a response to the influx
of metal objects from the South (Apel 2001).
Again, the daggers were, on the basis of their
wear pattern, interpreted as items that must
have been displayed frequently during their
life. ‘The find location of these Type 3 daggers
is, however, slightly different from that of
the earlier Type 1 and 2 daggers: they seem
to be deposited further into the bog areas
(Fig. 12.4). Although the edges of bogs and
rivers can be designated as liminal zones, the
bog itself is beyond that, either no man’s land
or the territory of the gods. We can maybe
interpret the deposition of the Scandinavian
daggers in the bogs as a continuation of the
age-old practice of depositing exotic, skilfully
made flint objects in a place with a wider
cosmological significance, transcending that
of the local community.

The demise of flint

The Bronze Age is the period during which the
number of flint artefacts found in settlement
context starts to diminish drastically. The tools
are made in an ad hoc fashion on local raw
material, often by means of bipolar flaking,
and are usually rather briefly used. They do
however play a role in quite a wide range of
daily domestic activities, such as wood- and
bone-working, which shows that flint has not
become obsolete. Also, if selected for use,
the tools seem to be curated and employed
for an extended period of time. This pertains
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Figure 12.4: The
distribution of the
Seandinavian daggers on
and around the Drents
Platean in the provinee
of Drenthe, Northern
WNetherlands. The light-
grey zone indicate the
bogs in which a relatively
large nnmber of Tipe 3
daggers were found

Peat extension around 2900 cal. BC

Scandinavian flint daggers: #Type1 OType2

especially to hide scrapers and strike-a-lights
(Van Gijn & Niekus 2001; Van Gijn in press
b). Generally speaking, flint burial goods are
limited to arrowheads, and an occasional
strike-a-light. The arrowheads of Sogel type,
like those from the famous Middle Bronze Age
barrow of Drouwen (Butler & Fokkens 2005),
were hafted and frequently display traces of
use. The strike-a-lights were also invariably
heavily used. It may be argued that both the
points and the strike-a-lights were personal
items of the dead.

Although the demise of flint is pretty much
completed by the end of the Bronze Age, it
is during this period that we see the import
of the skilfully made crescent-shaped sickles
from southern Scandinavia (Fig. 12.5). Again,
as with the Funnel Beaker axes and the French
and Scandinavian daggers, these objects came
in finished form and were invested with a great
amount of knowledge and skills. Several hoards

AType 3-6

Aunnelon Van Gijn

0 5 10
~ kilometres

< Type unknown

of these tools have been found in the northern
Netherlands, composed of three to five objects.
These objects also display cutious wear traces:
they were appatently not used as sickles but as
knives to cut turf (Van Gijn 1999). Although
this seems an extremely mundane task for such
beautiful implements, it is important to realise
that turf provided essential building material
for the houses of the living and the dead alike
in the tree- and stone-less landscape of the
northern Nethetlands. These tools may be seen
as yet another allusion to the special importance
of agricultural tools in the belief systems of the
people of the Rhine/Meuse delta. In their land
of origin, these tools were indeed sickles, used
for harvesting cereals (Helle Juel Jensen, pers.
comm.). It may be suggested that the fact that
these tools were sickles made them ‘significant’
enough to be used for the important task of
house and barrow building,

Although flint is occasionally found in Iron



12 The Ideological Significance of Flint for Neolithic and Bronze Age Communities

Age assemblages, this is generally limited to a
few scavenged pieces. Iron tools completely
displace flint counterparts, probably because,
contrary to bronze, it can be obtained relatively
easily from locally available raw materials. By
the end of the Early Iron Age, the demise
of flint seems to be complete. Remarkably
enough, the only distinctive type of flint tool
that survived throughout the Iron Age and the
Roman period, was the strike-a-light, a practice
that continued far into the 19th century as
evidenced by gunflint production (Knowles
& Barnes 1937). However, this had nothing
to do with ideology or social identity but
with a particular property of flint: its capacity
to create spatks in combination with other
materials like pytite or iron.

Conclusion

This paper set out to show the ideological
and social significance of flint through the
incorporation of use-wear and residue studies
in the wider cultural biographical approach
of artefact studies. Because of its physical
properties and its durability, flint was clearly an
important ‘focal material resource’ (Boivin 2004;
Cooney 2008) for prehistoric communities of
the Middle and Late Neolithic in the present-
day Netherlands. Especially during the Funnel
Beaker period, flint appears to have been crucial
in materialising ideological values: the cultural
biography of the flint objects from settlements,
megalithic graves and special depositions is in
all respects different and even largely mutually
exclusive. The ceremonial Funnel Beaker axe
which is wrapped and unwrapped duting its
‘use life’, rubbed with ochre and subsequently
deposited in a bog, never to be retrieved,
has a very different biography from the hide
scraper we find in a settlement context. It is
thus during this period that we first see a strict
division between settlement flint and ‘special’
flint. In preceding periods, domestic flint tools
found in settlement context may have had
a special biography as well, as illustrated by
the harvesting implements from the Middle
Neolithic Hazendonk group, but flint does
not seem to have had the structuring role it
had during the later Funnel Beaker period. The
dichotomy between domestic and ‘special’ flint
objects intensified during the Beaker period and
Bronze Age. ‘Special’ objects of high-quality
imported flint, invested with knowledge and

+ Turve-culting
# Handfing

skills, were imbued with social and ideological
significance, linking communities far and wide
apart into larger networks of exchange. These
objects did not have a domestic utilitarian role,
but were for example displayed, like the Grand-
Pressigny and Scandinavian daggers. The
ideological significance of flint continued until
the Late Bronze Age, when we see the import
of skilfully produced sickles of Scandinavian
flint that are used in their new context for
cutting turf, presumably for barrow and house
construction.

In this paper, I hope to have shown how
use-wear and residue analysis contributes to a
better understanding of the cultural biography
of flint implements. It is such a biographical
approach towards objects that provides us
with clues about the special nature of certain
objects and hence about their significance in
terms of past ideology and social practices.
This pertains not only to spectacular objects
like large axes or daggers, but also to the less
noticeable aspects of past technology, such as
simple domestic flint tools.
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