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Flint Daggers in Europe
— A Case of Cultural
Hybridization?

Jan Apel (Lund University)

The early Holocene and the development of sedentary, agriculturally based life allowed
for an unprecedented accumulation of material goods (Bogucki 2011; Scarre 2005:191).
This affected the organization and objectives of lithic technologies. In contrast to mobile
hunter-gatherers, who mainly developed elaborate technologies in response to risk (Collard et
al 2013; Torrence 2001) Neolithic societies tended to invest in products that were used to
distinguish social ranking, religious or cosmological ideas, etc. The production of such
“secondary features” (Steward 1955) was the result of an increased dynamic density and
division of labour (Durkheim 1893, Apel 2001). This novel technological environment
resulted in workshops where production-stages of certain artifacts were carried out by
specialists, sometimes on different locations in the landscape (Pelegrin 2006; Apel 2008).
For example, unfinished preforms for large flint tools such as axes and bifaces were distributed
within large networks to be finished into ready-made tools far away from the original area of
production (Apel 2001; Thuel 2004). In this paper the circulation of flint and metal daggers
in Europe during the third and second millennium BC will be discussed and related

to some ideas of the transmission mechanisms of technologies and ideas.

Some aspects of material

culture transmission

Culture can be defined as a shared flow of
information among members of a sub group
and between sub groups in a population, its
representations in people’s minds, and its
expressions in their behavior and interactions
(Sperber & Hirschfeld 2004:40). Archaco-
logists are especially concerned with externali-
zed material culture that is preserved in the
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archaeological record as artifacts and features
(Johansson 2003). There is an apparent para-
dox in the reproduction of culture among
humans. On the one hand psychological expe-
riments demonstrate the problem of a high
degree of copying errors in cultural reproduc-
tion (Bartlett 1932). If cultural reproduction
among humans only relied on copying it is
clear that low fidelity copying would wash out
any selection effects, especially in non-func-
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Figure 1. Copying experiments conducted with archaeology students at Gotland University College in 2011.

tional artifacts with primary decorative and
symbolic meaning. On the other hand it is
well known, not least among archaeologists,
that humans are able to maintain cultural
representations in what seems to be unchan-
ged fashion for very long periods of time
because of a developed working memory
(Bartlett 1932). As soon as hominins were able
to memorize a mental template or use an
externalized template, these forms could be
reproduced virtually unchanged between indi-
viduals and over generations. The difference
between copying shape and sharing a collec-
tive mental template is illustrated in figure 1.
Here, two groups of students were asked to
reproduce two original drawing by copying
the previous person. The drawings were of
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similar complexity, however, one had an arbi-
trary form and the other a known form. It is
obvious that the arbitrary form is affected by
severe cultural drift because after just five
generations its shape has changed completely.
Since the students were asked to copy each
other and granted the low fidelity of cultural
copying it is not surprising that the arbitrary
drawing is changing continuously between
each copying event. Thus, later on when they
were asked to create a formal typology of the
pictures it was easy for most students to sort
the series in chronological order. However, the
collection of five-pointed stars was not possi-
ble to sort in to a chronological series because
of the fact that they are actually not the result
of copying; Instead, they are the result of the
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individual reproduction of a shared idea. This
form of “weak” idealism has to be taken into
account when discussing human cultural
reproduction. In this paper I will look closer at
the material representations of one such exter-
nalized cultural idea — the idea of the dagger
~ that was important, especially in the early
agricultural societies of Neolithic Europe.

Flint Dagger Industries in Neolithic
and Bronze Age Europe

The idea of the dagger has a long history in
European archaeology (Skak-Nielsen 2009)
and daggers are still objects that people can
relate to: a knife-like object with two conver-
ging edges and a handle at the base. Thus,
there is no need for analogical reasoning when
daggers appear in archaeological contexts, they
are instantly recognized because they are still
part of our cultural repertoire. Dagger-like
objects appear in various materials such as
antler, wood, flint, copper and slate in hunter-
gatherer contexts as eatly as the boreal period
in northern Eurasia (Childe 1942; Forsberg
2010). There is general agreement that the
early metal daggers of Neolithic Europe origi-
nated from the Near East (Vandkilde 2007)
and were copies of pressure-flaked flint dag-
gers, with elaborate handles such as those from
Catalhdyitk in Anatolia (Connolly 1999)
dated to the seventh millennium BC (Fig 2a).
The earliest metal daggers reached Europe in
the tail end of the fourth millennium BC and
in several areas of Northern and Western
Europe these daggers were copied in local
flint-like raw materials.

Grand Pressigny and

western Europe

At around 3500 BC copper daggers made in
the Orient reached central and Waestern
Europe through far reaching exchange
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networks and copies were made in local flint
materials. During an early phase that ended
around 3000 BC, metal as well as flint daggers
are known from Europe but compared to later
periods they are scarce and usually in pristine
condition. These daggers were probably
prestige items with a high symbolic value
(Honegger & de Montmollin 2010:139).
Between 3000 and 2700 BC a specialization in
the production of flint daggers developed in
west Europe and as a result, flint daggers are
more common in the archaeological record
from this period. One area of production
stands out in western Europe: Grand-Pressigny
in Western France. During a 500 year period,
between 3100 and 2400 Cal BC, flint daggers
made of large flint blades that had been unifa-
cially or bifacially flaked were made and con-
sumed over large parts of western, central and
northern Europe (Bailly 2001; Barfield 2001,
Frieman 2012). These daggers were produced
in a local, honey-coloured high-quality flint.
This flint industry was first recognized in the
late 19th century when so-called Livre-de-
buerre (a pound of butter) flint cores were
recovered at Grand-Pressigny and finished
blade daggers in the same raw material were
recovered at the Swiss Late Neolithic lake pile
dwellings, and thus could be dendro-chrono-
logically dated (Bailly 2001; Plisson &
Beugnier 2007; Honegger & de Montmollin
2010).

The daggers were copied in different raw
materials by local craftsmen who used cruder
production methods. Thus, blade daggers with
formal properties consistent with the originals
but made in local raw materials and according
to different recipes of action have been reco-
vered in northern Germany and Denmark
(Struve 1955; Vang Petersen 1993). The
blanks for the Grand-Pressigny daggers were
made of blade-like flakes released with indirect
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technique from carefully prepared Livre de
beurre blade cores (Kelterborn 1980; Mallet
1992; Thuel 2004; Pelegrin  2006). In south-
west France, several production sites have been
found. Some of these have been interpreted as
the result of the seasonal activities of one
knapper or workshop tradition (Pelegrin
2006). However entire workshops might have
existed.

Parallel to the production of Grand-
Pressigny daggers, other regional industries
were flint daggers were produced with diffe-
rent production methods appeared. In the
Forcalquier area in southern France, flint dag-
gers were made of large blades of flint struck
from well-prepared cores in a similar way and
were unifacially sharpened into daggers and
hafted. During the same period flint daggers
produced according to a slightly different con-
cept were made in northern Italy parallel to
the production of metal daggers (Mottes
2001). These daggers were produced with a
bifacial core technology and were probably
inspired by imported metal daggers from the
southeast. Utzi the Ice man carried one of
these daggers with him when he died (South
Tyrol Museum of Archaeology 2013). Rock-
carving panels that depict what appear to be
metal daggers with triangular blades have been
dated to ca. 2800-2400 BC (Kaul 2004:42).
These daggers were most likely locally produ-
ced and it is interesting to note that the pro-
duction of metal and flint daggers seem to
have influenced each other in peculiar ways.
The production of the first flint daggers of
Europe was triggered by the presence of
imported metal daggers from Asia via east
Europe. Later on, the production of the
earliest European flint daggers and Palmela
Points was influenced by the local production
of flint daggers in west Europe. The produc-
tion of metal daggers and points in south-west
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Europe in turn influenced the local produc-
tion of flint daggers in northern Europe, i.e.
the southern parts of the British Isles.

This pattern is not possible to interpret as
a straightforward evolutionary development
towards more efficient daggers. On the con-
trary, daggers of flint and metal had different
functional properties: metal daggers can be
used for stabbing while flint daggers mainly
are cutting tools. Thus, it seems as if function
was not the only thing that was important
with the daggers. The symbolic aspects of the

daggers were probably at least as important.

The Scandinavian Flint Daggers

The Scandinavian flint daggers are dated to
the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age
(2350-1500 cal BC). They appear in six dis-
tinct types that have chronological as well as
chorological relevance (Lomborg 1973; Apel
2001). During LN I 2350-1950 cal BC) dag-
gers with lancet-shaped blades without pro-
nounced hilts (Type I) were predominantly
made around the Limfjord in northern Jutland
while daggers with lancet-shaped blades with
more pronounced hilts were made predomi-
nantly in an eastern production area including
the east Danish Island and possibly Riigen and
southwest Scania. The majority of the
Scandinavian flint daggers were made of high-
quality Senonian flint, although there are
solitary examples made by other raw materials,
such as quartzite (Scheen 1979) and
Kristianstad flint (Apel 2001). Senonian flint
occurs naturally in chalk cliffs on the Danish
islands (southeastern Zealand, Mén, Lolland
and Falster) and around the Limfjord in
northern Jutland (Fig. 2). In southwest Skine,
ice-transported chalk with Senonian flint has
been deposited at Sallerup and Kvarnby
outside Malmé and on the western part of
Jiravallen, an ancient shoreline outside Malméo
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(Becker 1980:190; Hogberg 2006). The
production of Flint Daggers in southern
Scandinavia started around 2350 BC. One of
the earliest sites with evidence of Dagger pro-
duction, Myrhéj in Himmerland on Jylland is
dated to this time. In earlier research it has
been suggested that the British flint daggers
inspired the production of lancet-shaped
Scandinavian daggers (Lomborg 1973; Apel
2001). However, as we shall see below, new
evidence suggests that it might indeed have
been the other way around: that the inspira-
tion for the initial production of flint daggers
in Britain came from south Scandinavia, via
the Netherlands. From c. 1950 BC daggers
with fish-tailed hilts (Types IV and V) began
to be produced. The Scandinavian flint dagger
tradition differs from the contemporary dag-
gers on the British Isles as well as in Eastern
Europe in treatment of the blade. Because of
the fact that many of these daggers were pres-
sure flaked, the surfaces of the blade had to be

convex in order to facilitate the pressure flakes.

The British Flint Daggers

Circa 2250 BC a regional production of bifa-
cial flint daggers appeared in Britain (Frieman
2014:23). Frieman points out that there are
no obvious British precursors for these flint
daggers, although earlier bifacial knapping
traditions exists, and suggests that the inspira-
tion for the indigenous production of flint
daggers in Britain came from the Scandianvian
lancet-shaped daggers of southern Scandinavia
via the Netherlands. There are at least 57
known Scandinavian flint daggers in the
Netherlands. Of these, over 80% are of types
I-IIT (Apel 2001:296), indicating that the con-
and the

Netherlands was most active during LN L.

nection between Scandinavia

Most of the Scandinavian flint daggers have
been recovered in the province of Drenthe and
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Figure 2 a-c. Neolithic and Bronze Age dagger
traditions in Europe.
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here, imported flint daggers made of red seno-
nian flint from the Danish island of Helgoland
have been noticed (Beuker 1988:13; Apel
2001). The geographical distribution of the
British flint daggers indicates that the produc-
tion took place mainly in the southwestern
part of Britain (Frieman 2014:3) and this is
also an area where imported Late Neolithic
flint daggers with fishtailed handles (Type IV
and V) have been recovered indicating con-
tacts between the areas during LN 1II (1950-
1700 BC cal).

The Volhynian and Yamnaia
dagger traditions

In eastern Europe, daggers have been in evi-
dence since at least 4000 cal BC, not counting
slotted bone daggers and slate daggers of the
boreal Mesolithic. In Russia, daggers made of
copper from the fourth and third millennium
BC, sometimes with elaborate hilts are known
(Childe 1942). During the third millennium
BC a tradition of making large bifacials in flint
with direct as well as pressure techniques
appear in present day eastern Poland and wes-
tern Ukraine (Libera 2001; Klochko 2001). In
the later part of the third millennium BC the
Volhynian dagger tradition appear in the same
area (Libera 2001) and also in southern
Ukraine, in the form of bifacial daggers made
within the Yamnaia culture (Razumov 2011).
The Volhynian and Yamnaian dagger tradi-
tions are distinguished by their flat and wide
blades which for the largest part is shaped with
a direct, soft percussion technique (Fig. 2¢).
Since these blades are thin and wide they were
not, as for instance the contemporary
Scandinavian daggers, meant to be extensively
pressure flaked. Daggers from this tradition
are seldom found west of the Vistula river in
central Poland, however in certain areas, such
as for instance in Lithuania, the Scandinavian
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and the Volhynian daggers traditions are both
known (Piliciauskas 2010).

Conclusion

The idea of the dagger has a longstanding
history in Europe. One of the most interesting
aspects of the flint and metal daggers of
Europe that appear from the seventh millen-
nium BC until the first millennium BC, is that
the same general idea, albeit with radically
different production techniques and recipes of
action and in a variety of raw materials, is
repeated and externalized in different, chrono-
logical, geographical and cultural settings.
This indicates that the production was not
driven purely by functional motives (Stensksld
2004). As opposed to a metal dagger, a flint
dagger is not suitable as a stabbing weapon.
On the other hand, if the bifacial edges are
retouched in the correct way, a flint dagger
will become a superb cutting tool.

The appearance of flint daggers over
Europe cannot be understood as reflecting a
straight evolutionary process whereby metal
daggers are developed from flint daggers or
vice versa. The dagger idea externalized in
different raw materials by specialized crafts-
men in different regions using a wide range of
methods, raw-materials and techniques. Such
copying has, for instance, been described in
connection with the production of Late
Neolithic/Early Bronze Age flint daggers in
Scandinavia (Apel 2001 & 2008) and is also in
relations to the Grand-Pressigny daggers
(Thuel 2004). The reproduction of Neolithic
daggers in Europe is not the result of a shared
raw material, a shared technology or a shared
function. It is a result of a shared symbolic
idea that was materialized in different ways.

(This article is based on a paper given at a
session on Flint Daggers, arranged by Berit
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Valentin Eriksen and Cate Frieman at the
EEA meeting In Oslo 2011. Unfortunately I
was not able to deliver a manuscript to the
proceedings from the session and this article is a
short, preliminary version of a text that origi-
nally was planned to be more ambitious. The
figures are from 2011 and this means that new

data has not been included. This pertains espe-
cially to new important work by Frieman
(2014) on the distribution of the British flint
dagger tradition and Razumov’s (2011) work
on the bifacial traditions of the northern Pontic
ared.)
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