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This study examines the single-edged razor with 
a horse-head handle, a distinctive object of the 
Nordic Bronze Age culture closely associated 
with males. These razors, which evolved in form 
and decoration, likely originated in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, reaching their Nordic finaliza-
tion and widespread use around 1450 BC. Despite 
changes in appearance and symbolism, the ra-
zor's role as a practical tool remained consis-
tent as it spread swiftly northward. Evidence of 
Bronze Age long-distance exchange suggests the 
paths of travelers who carried both the razor and 
related cultural ideas. The ancient Greek concept 
of xenia, or guest-friendship, offers insight into 
the social mechanisms that may have facilitated 
such exchanges. As a moral and religious obliga-
tion to provide hospitality, xenia could explain 
how trade and contact routes remained open, 
even during times of conflict. This model thus 
illuminates how fashion, ideas, and practices 
could spread widely, enabled by bonds fostering 
both material and cultural exchange across vast 
distances.

Bronze Age; razors; daggers; exchange of ideas; guest-friend-
ship.
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INTRODUCTION
Researchers into prehistoric archaeology have since long been able to iden-
tify evidence of long distance exchange of ideas, as expressed in form and 
decoration of objects of material culture. Stylistic features of the Middle 
Bronze Age such as spiral ornaments seemingly demonstrate influences 
from the Mediterranean into the Nordic Bronze Age culture, even though 
the exact ‘back-up’ by related imported objects in many cases seems missing. 
The ideas related to decorative art and many types of objects did not fly on 
the wings of imaginative birds, but in the mind of travelers, who in a period 
of dramatic changes of exchange patterns and increased mobility, brought 
ideas back to their homeland (the North). As the prominent Danish archaeo-
logist, Sophus Müller wrote in 1921: ‘Elements of decorative art, and in par-
ticular the spiral patterns, were brought here in connection with travels for the 
sake of the amber trade and through personal connections’ (Müller, 1921, p. 8; 
translated to English by F. Kaul).

Such foreign elements were re-interpreted in a creative process of 
transformation. Parts of that process may have taken place elsewhere, as 
already hinted at by Müller, somewhere in between the primary sources of 
inspiration and the areas where the new types turned up. However, cultu-
ral and economic conditions should be existent in order to receive impact 
and refashion the knowledge of certain object types into ‘new or changed 
types’ – being swiftly spread over larger areas in re-translated shape. Such 
a ‘hotspot zone’ was the southern Scandinavia area, with excellent farmland 
conditions and not the least the valuable Nordic/Baltic amber that was 
collected along the shores of South Scandinavia (Vandkilde, 2014), and 
which has been found in the Mediterranean area and even beyond, in Syria 
and Mesopotamia (Mukherjee et al., 2008; Bunnefeld & Martin, 2020), and 
Egypt (Hood, 1993; Bongianni et al., 2001; Varberg et al., 2019).
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THE SINGLE-EDGED  
RAZOR, FROM EGYPT  
TO NORTH NORWAY  
VIA CRETE
The introduction of the single-edged razor into South Scandinavia in the 
decades before 1400 BC was due to influences stemming from the Eastern 
Mediterranean (Kaul, 2013a; Kaul, 2015; Kaul, 2018a) (Fig. 1). Even though 
the razor as such represents a common European Bronze Age phenomenon, 
the shape of the Nordic razors differs markedly from almost all other Midd-
le Bronze Age razors: The Nordic razors are one edged and asymmetrical, 
whereas all other razors are two-edged and symmetrical (Jockenhövel, 1971; 
Jockenhövel, 1980). There is one exception from this, where we find the 
same design, namely in the Aegean/Minoan area. The Aegean one-edged 
razor appeared at the transition between the Late Helladic/Late Mycenean 
II and III A. It continued without many changes until and including Late 
Helladic/Late Mycenean III C. Before that the Aegean razor was two-edged 
and symmetrical, and with a leaf-shaped blade (Weber, 1996).

Fig. 1. Razors with horse headed handle, Nordic period II, c. 1400 BC. Ubby, Darup, 
Karlstrup and Petersdal, all Zealand, Denmark. Length: 9.0–10.8 cm.
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THE CRETAN DICTE 
CAVE EVIDENCE
Whereas the handle with its horse’s head is fully cast on the Nordic razors, 
the handle of the Aegean razors is flanged and with holes for rivets (Fig. 2). 
Since being partially of organic material (wood, horn, ivory), it has not been 
possible to determine the full shape of the handle of the Minoan and My-
cenaean one-edged razors. However, votive objects found in the Dicte Cave 
at Psychron, Crete, throw light on this matter. Some votive razors were cut 
out of thin sheet bronze. On these votive representations of Minoan razors, 
the full shape of the handle is present. In some cases, the handle is in the 
shape of an animal’s head, and in one case, it forms a stylized horse’s head 
(Boardman, 1961; Weber, 1996). Not just the overall design of the early one-
edged razors but also the shape of the horse headed handles thus show 
striking resemblance between the Aegean and Southern Scandinavia (Kaul, 
2013a; Kaul, 2015) (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2. Razors, Late Helladic/Late Minoan III A, from Zapher Papoura and Epano 
Gypsades, Knossos, Crete, and Prosymna, Argolis, Greece. Length: 17.5–23.6 cm.
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In Crete, it is fascinating to follow the physically alteration and transforma-
tion of the Minoan razors from functional razors following the warrior in his 
grave, for instance in the Zapher Papoura cemetery at Knossos (Evans, 1905; 
Weber, 1996), into practically unusable thin sheet objects recreated into a 
sort of ‘symbolic currency’ of votive objects substitutes. These changes from 
social ‘warrior appearance’ into a religious votive context are further emp-
hasized by the sanctity of the Dicte Cave itself, one of the most holy places 
in the ancient Greek world, as recorded by a number of classical authors, 
some seemingly regarded the cave as the birth place of Zeus, others that the 
infant Zeus was hidden and nurtured here in order to avoid him being swal-
lowed by his father, Chronos (Boardman, 1961) (Fig. 4).

At the bottom of the cave, there is a pool out of which rises a forest of 
stalactites. Most of the bronze votive objects, including knifes, razors, twee-
zers, pins, chisels, some totally unusable, as the razors, and double axes 
were found in crevices in the stalactite pillars (Hogarth, 1900). The main 
period of the bronze votives includes Middle Mycenean (MM) III to LM III, 
but there are also later depositions (Boardman, 1961; Weber, 1996).

Fig. 3. Votive razor with handle in the shape of a horse’s head, from the Dicte Cave, 
Psychron, Crete, Greece. Length: 8.6 cm. Upper, the full razor; lower, handle detail 
of the same razor.
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Fig. 4. View from the mouth of the Dicte Cave over the fertile Lasithi Plain, Central 
Crete, Greece.
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Some objects found in the depth of the Dicte Cave (also some later than 
Bronze Age) should be recognized as imported objects, including a bronze 
statuette of Amen-Ra and a Syrio-Phoenician ivory figurine and a Late Bron-
ze Age Central European Urnfield dagger (Boardman, 1961). Such pieces 
could in broader terms be understood as exotic imports. However, when 
bearing in mind the paramount sanctity of the Dicte Cave, a more specific 
explanation should be considered: that such objects were brought to the 
site by travellers, guests visiting the cave together with their hosts. As sort 
of guest-friendship approval in admiration of the sacred place, these objects 
were deposited here.

PESCHIERA DAGGERS, 
MAKING CONNECTIONS
When considering Bronze Age network and routes of interaction, one par-
ticular type should be highlighted, the Peschiera dagger, named after find 
spots at Peschiera at the South end of Lago di Garda, with large amounts 
of Bronze Age and Early Iron Age depositions, including amber. The Peschie-
ra daggers are flange hilted daggers; production began at around 1300 BC 
or a little bit later, thus representing a time a later than the dissemination 
of the razors in question. There are a number of types of these daggers, with 
different Central European distributions. Here, the Peschiera daggers of R. 
Peroni’s group A (Peroni, 1956; Bouzek, 1985), including ‘tipo Pertosa’ and 
‘tipo Cascina’ (Peroni, 1994) should be taken into consideration. These are 
flanged hilted daggers with rather narrow and parallel running flanges of 
the hilt. The blade is relatively narrow, with the edges running almost pa-
rallel. Many of the daggers of this shape come from the area south of the 
Lago di Garda and from Peschiera, where the Mincio River runs out of Lago 
di Garda, including finds from Castellaro Lagusello, Imboccatura del Mincio 
and Bacino Marina in Peschiera (Fig. 5). Some daggers have been found in 
southern Italy, including Scoglio del Tonno at Tarent, and Sicily. Four Pe-
schiera daggers, belonging to this type (Group A), were found in the Dicte 
Cave at Psychron on Crete (Boardman, 1961). A similar dagger comes from 

Fig. 5. A Peschiera dagger from Bacino Marina, Peschiera del Garda, Veneto, Italy. 
Length: 21.3 cm.
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a burial at the Zapher Papoura cemetery at Knossos, without further grave 
goods. These Peschiera daggers from Crete and a dagger from the Aegean 
island of Naxos north of Crete are very similar to the daggers from North 
Italy, in particular those from Castellaro Lagusello and Bacina Marina. The 
daggers found in Greece may have been produced at Peschiera/the Mantua 
region south of Lago di Garda, and the dagger from Scoglio del Tonno could 
represent a step on the route. At Peschiera, at the south end of Lago di 
Garda, where the Alps meet the Po Valley, two network systems could have 
met, and travellers from the North could meet travellers from the South, 
some might have continued their journey.

When from Peschiera looking north, a dagger of R. Peroni’s group A 
has been found in a burial at Peiting, Schöngau, Oberbayern (Sprockhoff, 
1936). By means of a Rixheim sword, this burial should be dated to around 
1300 BC or a bit later. In Denmark, an example of a Peschiera dagger close-
ly related to R. Peroni’s group A has been found in a burial at Brundby Mark 
on the island of Samsø (Randsborg, 1970).

EGYPTIAN RAZORS AND 
THE TRANSFORMATION 
PROCESS INTO ‘GREEK’ 
RAZORS
The path of the single edged razor brings us to ancient Egypt, where shaving 
traditions had deep roots going back to at least Early Dynastic time (Petrie, 
1917, p. 49). For the ancient Egyptians, shaggy beards and overall hairiness 
indicated bodily negligence and uncleanliness. The face, the neck, limbs, 
armpits, chest and pubic regions were regularly shaved (Davies,1982, p. 189). 
Men and women wore their natural hair close-cropped, attiring themselves 
with wigs on public occasions (and the ceremonial beard for the Pharaohs). 
The wigs would have been expensive and were probable restricted to the 
nobility (McCreesh et al., 2011). Generally, men were clean shaven, facial 
stubble being allowed only in special circumstances such as at times of 
mourning. Professional barbers played an important role in Egyptian so-
ciety, called chaku. They were attached to the permanent staff of the royal 
and noble households, of temples, and seemingly to the army (Davies, 1982).

It has been suggested that the Minoan/Mycenaean one-edged razor, 
considering its outline, could have derived from an 18th dynasty type of 
razor (Evans, 1905; Weber, 1996). It is tempting to compare the outline of 
the blade of the so-called rotating razor of Egypt with the blade of the Mi-
noan/Mycenaean one-edged razors (Kaul, 2018b). During the New Kingdom 
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the so-called rotating razor turned up (Petrie, 1917; Davies, 1982). A long, 
broad bronze blade ends in a relatively narrow cutting edge. From the midd-
le of the blade a handle fastened by rivets projects at a right angle (Fig. 6). 
By making a rotating movement, the short edge could be used in swift cut-
ting movements, cutting upwards and downwards, or differently sideward, 
alternatively. This seems to be an excellent tool for the skilled barber – 
especially when realizing that these alternatively up-and-down cuts or 
slashes are most easily employed by another person than the one being 
shaved. We may be dealing with a practical tool, not necessarily closely 
related to the person being shaved. In a couple of cases these razors had 
another sharp cutting edge, apart from the one at the end of the blade, in 
these cases along the side of the blade (The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Ar-
chaeology, London inv. nos. UC 40550; 40545; 40538). The extra edge does 
not alter the concept of this razor being for professional use, but it seems 
easy to use this edge by the person himself without involving a barber. This 
observation could be of interest when considering the possible transfer of 
a similar razor shape to Crete and Greece. Apart from a zigzag-like pattern 
on the handle and one short hieroglyphic inscription, these razors are not 
decorated.

Fig. 6. Egyptian razors, ‘rotating razors’. Upper without find provenance, lower all-
egedly from Abydos. Originally the lower razor should have had a longer blade, the 
primary cutting edge at its end now missing, and a new edge has been created. 
Upper razor: c. 16 cm, originally the two razors should have had approximately 
the same length. Both seem to have an extra cutting edge along the blade at the 
opposite side of the handle. The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, London, 
and the National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.
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When removing the peculiar handle projecting from the blade at a right 
angle, then we are close to the shape of the Minoan/Mycenaean razor, espe-
cially when considering that some of the Egyptian razors in question did 
have a supplementary cutting edge along its longer side (Kaul, 2018b). Furt-
hermore, the handle of the Minoan/Mycenaean razor was placed at the end 
of the razor, making it easier for a man to shave himself, instead of having 
a second person, a barber doing the job. In this process, the context of the 
razor seems to have changed from a professional ‘barbershop’ item to a 
more personal thing, often found in warrior’s graves.

Another Egyptian type of razor should be included, since it carries 
decoration. Like the rotating razor this razor has a narrow cutting edge at 
the one end of the blade, but with a handle with plastic figural decoration 
at the opposite end. There is no handle projecting at a right angle at the 
middle of the blade. Because of its small size and delicacy, it has been sug-
gested that it was a woman’s razor (Davies, 1982, p. 190). It could also be 
argued that the decorated handle indicates that we are dealing with a per-
sonal belonging, and for more individual use. Among the handles we could 
mention one with a plastic rendering of a hippopotamus, the goddess Ta-
weret (The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, inv. no. UC 40665) and 
one with an ape plucking palm-nuts over a lotus decoration (ibid., inv. no. 
UC 30135) (Fig. 7). In such cases the decoration should not be considered 
merely as decoration without meaning, but as iconography with an under-
lying religious significance.

Fig. 7. Egyptian razor with a handle in the shape of a plastic rendering of an ape. 
18th Dynasty. Height: 9.4 cm. The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, London.
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A piece of toilet equipment belonging to the 18th Dynasty (c. 1550–1292 BC) 
in some cases carries a handle in the shape of could be a horse in flying 
gallop, here a representation of a royal horse, because of the plumes on its 
head (Petrie, 1917; Davies, 1982, p. 190; Freed, 1982, p. 195). Probably it is the 
horses of the chariots that are represented, and the military connection 
seems clear, these implements seemingly belonging to members of the hig-
hest military ranks. The meaning of such horse representations was not a 
religious one, since the horse in Ancient Egypt as such did not became 
related to the religious sphere. The horse (with chariot) became a symbol 
of the military capacity of Egypt, a social symbol of power. A small razor 
blade and a pin for curling hair (wig) were inserted into the horse shaped 
holder. Thus, this piece toilet equipment can be seen both as a practical 
piece for body care ready at hand in the field, before battle, and a sort of 
military distinction.

In a creative process, at a time when contacts between Egypt and 
Crete were close, just before 1450 BC, a hybridization of these razor types 
could have taken place: the Aegean-Minoan one-edged razor was created 
by an amalgamation of shape and meaning of these three different types: 
1: the overall shape from the ‘rotating razor’, a practical barber shop item 
without decoration; 2: the small, narrow razor, carrying iconographic de-
coration; 3: the toilet/razor equipment with horse decoration, the horse 
decoration not related to the religious sphere, but to the social military 
sphere, probably being a personal item of a high ranked officer.

The new razor type spread swiftly, and it is not possible to detect any 
differences in the development on Crete, on the Greek islands or on main-
land Greece. Perhaps these razors were introduced at certain centres of 
production such as at Knossos. No Egyptian razors have been found in the 
Aegean area, and vice versa (Weber, 1996, p. 39–40). Ideas and influences 
can ‘travel’ without the occurrence of detectable import material.

The relation to the warrior remains, since many of these razors are 
found in warrior’s grave with weapons. In some cases, the horse headed 
handled can be detected (Dicte Cave, Crete). However, in this transforma-
tion process the meaning of the horse may have changed from being of 
military significance into being of religious significance (Kaul, 2018b).

Considering renderings of horses it may seem difficult to find religious 
aspects represented. The Mycenaean vase paintings for instance show re-
presentational processional scenes or hunting scenes with horses. However, 
when a procession including horses pulling a wagon where solar discs seem 
to be involved, then the horse might have gained a higher divine status. This 
could be the interpretation of scenes depicted on a Late Minoic III Larnax 
from Episkopi, Crete (Davaras, 1976, p. 176–177), but it is quite possible that 
we are not dealing with a procession in the world of the living, but with 
rendering of the dead going in his horse drawn chariot to the afterworld 
(Mellink, 1991, p. 301). During the last Minoan periods, 1300–1200 BC, the-
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re seem to a growing interest for the horse as a divine animal (Kaul, 2018b). 
Later, in the Geometric period, many bronze votive horse figurines deposi-
ted at major Greek sanctuaries, as well as horse representations surroun-
ded by solar symbols on the funeral pottery yield evidence of the horse’s 
religious significance.

THE NORDIC RAZOR
When the next spatial leap of the one-edged razor took place – this time a 
gigantic geographical leap – the religious character of the horse represen-
tation increased considerably. The introduction of the single edged horse 
headed razor into South Scandinavia took place in the decades before 1400 
BC, thus shortly after the appearance of this type in the eastern Mediter-
ranean (for absolute chronological considerations see Kaul, 2013a; Kaul, 
2015; Kaul, 2018b with further references). The introduction of the razor, 
reflecting an idea of the shaven warrior, should not be regarded as an  
isolated phenomenon, but as part of a larger picture of south-north social 
interaction. It should be considered as component of an ‘aristocratic  
package’, reflecting a new chiefly elite culture (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). 
At the same time elements such as the folding stool, bronze drinking vessels 
and the horse-drawn chariot were introduced or chosen in the North, all to 
be considered as ruling symbols. These features, together with the razors, 
indicate the acceptance of parts of a Minoan/Mycenaean lifestyle (Kaul, 
2013a; Kaul 2018a).

Even though the basic shape was the same, some changes appeared 
when the ideas of the one-edged razor somehow were carried from the South 
to the North, the ideas probably being mediated at some places en route. The 
handle of the Aegean razor was flange hilted, and with holes for rivets holding 
the ‘full handle’ made of organic material, such as wood, bone or ivory, secu-
red by the flanges and rivets (Weber, 1996). The handle of the Nordic razor 
was fully cast together with the blade. The horse heads of the handle are  
finely executed, small pieces of art and craftmanship. A few of the early Nor-
dic razors carry a spiral handle, a feature, which is also seen among the vo-
tive razors of the Dicte Cave. Finally, the size of the razors became smaller. 
Generally, the length of the Nordic razor is about the half of the Aegean razor.

When the single-edged razor was introduced in the North, it swiftly 
spread and became accepted over larger parts of northernmost Germany and 
southern Scandinavia as a sort of fashion or ideal. Carrying the horse’s head, 
the razor should be regarded as one of the most important bearers of icono-
graphy, the horse referring to the sun horse as demonstrated by the Chariot 
of the Sun from Trundholm Bog, Zealand, Denmark: the horse being the  
divine sun-horse securing the transport of the sun over the heavens at  
daytime and through the underworld at night (Kaul, 1998; Kaul, 2004).
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In a burial cairn at Valsta, Närke, Central Sweden, at Stockholm, a typical 
example of a Nordic period II razor has been found (Fig. 8) (Montelius, 1917, 
no. 927; Oldeberg, 1974). Together with a razor from a burial cairn at Todness 
in North Trøndelag, Norway (Rygh, 1906; Kaul, 2013b; Kaul & Rønne, 2013), 
it demonstrates the quick dissemination of the razor before 1300 BC, even 
reaching the northern border zone of the Nordic Bronze Age culture.

The northernmost of all razors with the handle in the shape of a horse’s 
head, though from Nordic Bronze Age period III (1300–1100 BC), was  
found in a stone cist inside a cairn, at the farm of Skjeggesnes, Nordland,  
Norway (Fig. 9) (Binns, 1985; Rønne, 2011; Kaul, 2013b, Kaul & Rønne, 2013). 
The cairn is part of a larger cemetery of cairns. Due to the mild climate  
(the Golf Stream), here less than 100 km’s South of the Arctic Circle, the fields 
are well suited for growing barley, but grass for hay harvest is preferred  
today (Fig. 10).

Fig. 8. Razor, Nordic period II, c. 1400 BC, from Valsta, Närke, Sweden. Preserved 
length: c. 5.0 cm.

Fig. 9. The northernmost razor of all razors with horse headed handle, Nordic peri-
od III, 1300–1100 BC, Skjeggesnes, Helgeland, Nordland, Norway. Length: c. 8.0 cm.
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Fig. 10. Skjeggesnes, Helgeland, Nordland, Norway. View over the landscape seen 
from the cairn cemetery, where the northernmost razor was found.
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A PATH OF TRANSFER AND 
TRANSLATION OF DESIGN 
FROM EGYPT TO CLOSE TO 
THE ARCTIC CIRCLE
Above we have followed the long way of the single-edged, asymmetrical 
razor, from 18th Dynasty Egypt to Bronze Age Scandinavia. Even though the 
razors in all cases had a practical function, changes in values can be obser-
ved. Probably, there was not any deeper meaning behind the so-called  
rotating razor of Egypt, except being an instrument for the generally accep-
ted hair fashion. It was well suited for a professional barber. On other types 
of razors religious motifs turn up, here probably on those for more personal 
use. Also, motifs of a more secular kind, with horse representations, pro-
bably of the chariot horse, are found.

When the horse’s head appears on at least some one-edged razors of 
the Aegean – then it was probably its social meaning related to the warrior 
that was transferred. When considering the context of the horse in the Late 
Minoan/Helladic period, then the horse seems to have had an increasing 
association to the religious sphere, the horse probably being related to a 
great female goddess, Athena-like. Perhaps the religious aspects of the 
horse were being embedded soon after the introduction of the one-edged 
razor.

Soon after the emergence of the one-edged razor in the Aegean the 
idea of this razor travelled through Europe, to South Scandinavia/nort-
hernmost Germany where it became more popular than in the Mediterra-
nean. Even though the association with the warrior and ideals as to the 
shaven warrior were transferred, the religious connotations up in the North 
became apparent. The meaning of the horse head may have changed at the 
dissemination of the razor, since the horse and the horse head in the North 
should be considered as a representation of the divine sun-horse being the 
most prominent helper of the sun (Kaul, 1998). The religious message of the 
razors became even clearer when a complex miniature iconography explo-
ded over the surfaces in the Nordic Late Bronze Age (Kaul, 1998; Kaul, 2004; 
Stig Sørensen & Appleby, 2018; Kaul, 2018b).

The introduction of the razor, reflecting the idea of the shaven warri-
or, should not be regarded as an isolated phenomenon, but as part of a 
larger picture of south-north social interaction. It should be considered as 
component of an ‘aristocratic package’, reflecting a new chiefly elite culture 
(Kristiansen & Larsson, 2005), and it should be underlined that the context 
of the razors, both in the Mediterranean Minoan-Mycenaean room and in 
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Southern Scandinavia, is often that of warrior’s graves. At the same time 
elements such as the folding stool, bronze drinking vessels and the horse-
drawn chariot were introduced or chosen in the North, all to be considered 
as ruling symbols. These features, together with the razors, indicate the 
acceptance of parts of a Minoan/Mycenaean lifestyle (Kaul, 2013a; Kaul, 
2018b).

EXCHANGE NETWORKS
Such ideas related to the dissemination and re-interpretation of certain 
elements of material culture did not travel by themselves but were related 
to the development of long-distance exchange networks. Between 1600 and 
1300 BC considerable and increasing amounts of metal came into circula-
tion. The Mitterberg mines in Austria and the North Italian Trentino ex-
traction sites reached industrial proportions. At a time just before and 
during the Nordic period II, marked changes appeared in the patterns of 
exchange and mobility. The dominant sources of copper for South Scandi-
navia became the Italian Alps, in the Trentino region north-east of the Lago 
di Garda, even though the Slovakian ore mountains, and Mitterberg,  
Austria, were still of importance (Ling et al., 2014; Bunnefeld, 2016; Ling et 
al., 2019; Reiter et al., 2019; Nørgaard et al., 2021). In Nordic Bronze Age 
period II, British copper is no longer detectable in the dataset. This takeover 
coincided with the establishment of the ‘full grown NBA’, and these changes 
coincide with burial mounds by the thousands and a unifying metalwork 
style that branded the upper echelons of men and women in distinct, yet 
shared ways. This tie-up with western riverine and land-based routes now 
connected the Nordic Bronze Age region with the South German/Central 
European Tumulus culture and the first transalpine amber routes (Nørgaard 
et al., 2021). There are many examples of close contacts between the  
Tumulus culture region and the North, some objects being ‘imported’, other 
being reshaped in decoration patterns and craftmanship, here just men-
tioning the octagonal hilted swords and the Nordic reshaping of South  
German multiple neck-rings into the characteristic Nordic neck collar  
(Kristansen & Larsson, 2005; Bunnefeld & Schwenzer, 2011; Nørgaard, 2011; 
Bunnefeld, 2016).

Abundant finds of Nordic/Baltic amber in the rich burials of the South 
German Tumulus region, as well as the opening for amber reaching areas 
of the Mediterranean south of the Alps at about 1700 BC, mark an increasing 
‘globalization’ taking place in the European Bronze Age societies, where 
Nordic/Baltic amber has turned up in Greece, for instance in the shaft gra-
ves of Mycenae (Harding & Hughes Brock, 1974; Czebreszuk, 2013). Even 
beyond the Mediterranean Nordic/Baltic amber has been found, in Syria 
and Mesopotamia (Mukherjee et al., 2008; Bunnefeld & Martin, 2020),  
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and Egypt (Hood, 1993; Bongianni et al., 2001; Varberg et al., 2019). The 
extreme long-distance exchange of commodities seems to culminate just 
before and around 1400 BC, as documented by numerous glass beads of 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian glass found in burials in Denmark and North 
Germany, also following the ‘amber routes’ through Europe (Angelini et al., 
2003; Mukherjee et al., 2008; Nicolis, 2010; Bellintani, 2010; Bellintani, 2014; 
Vandkilde, 2014; Varberg et al., 2015; Varberg et al., 2016; Kaul & Varberg, 
2017; Varberg et al., 2019; Nørgaard et al., 2021). There were of course many 
amber routes along the many rivers of Europe, along the Elbe and Rhine 
River systems in the west and along Oder and Wistula in the east, as  
already noted early in the research history (Montelius, 1906). The different 
routes of exchange can also be seen by the glass bead evidence (Varberg et 
al., 2019).

The observed changes in exchange patterns seems to coincide with 
changes in mobility patterns of single individuals as demonstrated by a 
larger strontium isotope study on human bone and teeth from Danish bu-
rials (Frei et al., 2019). Seen on the background of evidence from the Neo-
lithic, the recent results show a tendency for more individuals related to 
distant areas. The turning point seems to be around 1600 BC. Among these 
individuals with a background outside the Danish area are famous female 
oak coffin burials of Egtved and Skrydstrup Jutland (Frei et al., 2015; Frei 
et al., 2017). It should be noted that some individuals had still a local back-
ground, such as the woman from Ølby, also buried in an oak coffin, covered 
by a large burial mound (Reiter et al., 2019; Frei et al., 2019).

Even though the changing exchange patterns to a certain degree can 
be understood in geographical terms, it may be difficult to understand the-
se changes in social terms: how was the opening of the world possible? When 
dealing with the Nordic Bronze Age razors in particular, it seems difficult 
to understand how specific traits and their re-interpretation were possib-
le, when no finds in between the Eastern Mediterranean and the North 
yield bridging evidence. Since direct contact systems between the Minoan/
Mycenean seems unfeasible, even though the dissemination of ideas appe-
ars to have been swift, some middle stations or ‘hot spots’ should be con-
sidered. Hot spots, where travelers met and ideas as well as commodity 
were exchanged. Considering the importance of the copper ores of Trenti-
no, Italy, north-east of Lago di Garda, it would not be totally unattainable 
that areas at this very lake, perhaps at Peschiera, where many palafitte 
villages has yielded Nordic/Baltic amber, could be such a hot spot of social 
and cultural interaction, where ‘the North’ and the South’, at certain guest-
friendship occasions could meet. The Peschiera daggers themselves  
perhaps testify the connections in both directions.

For understanding the social mechanisms that would have made such 
connections and meetings possible, the ancient Greek concept of xenia, 
guest friendship, should be included as an elucidatory model.
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XENIA, GUEST-FRIENDSHIP
The ancient Greek concept of guest-friendship, xenia, may give us an idea 
of those social mechanisms that would make such voyages practically fea-
sible (Kaul, 2017; Kaul, 2018a). Xenia was a concept of hospitality and friends-
hip of individuals of non-related groups – city-states, ethnic groups – dis-
tinctly separated from the notions of friendship relations between members 
of the individual’s own society, kinship and family. Xenia was generally seen 
as a moral and religious obligation of hospitality securing food and accom-
modation to travellers – xenia ensured that a traveller would not be turned 
away from any house. Xenia was instituted by the gods, Zeus being the pro-
tector of the traveller, and those who did not obey the rules of guest friends-
hip would call down divine wrath. Even a humble traveller could be a god in 
disguise, testing the host (Felher et al., 1998; Herman, 2002). The word xenia 
can be traced back to linear B inscriptions from Knossos and Pylos in the 
form ke-se-nu-wo or ke-se-nu-wi-ja, probably with the same elements of mea-
ning (foreigner, guest) as in classical Greek (Hiltbrunner, 2005; Garcia, 2017).

In more specific terms, xenia was an institution of mutual guest-
friendship relations of individual partners, including rituals of gift exchange. 
Xenia could promote the exchange of goods and services, even though the 
transactions were supposed to be in a non-mercantile spirit. There was al-
ways an insider-outsider dichotomy with respect to the partners’ own social 
units. Xenia relationships could exist between members of Greek cities, bet-
ween Greeks and non-Greeks, such as Persians, Lydians, Egyptians, Phoe-
nicians and Romans, and between non-Greeks. Thus, there is no reason to 
believe that xenia should be regarded as an essentially Greek institution. 
The more formal guest-host relationships could also include friends of the 
partner. A friend of Socrates, Crito, has made this suggestion to Socrates: ‘If 
you wish to go to Thessaly, I have there xenoi who will make much of you and 
protect you, so that no one in Thessaly shall annoy you’ (after Herman, 2002, 
pp. 10–12). Escort through foreign land could also be provided by means of 
xenia connections (Herman, 2002, p. 119).

The xenia bond did not expire with the death of the partners themsel-
ves but outlived them and were passed on to their descendants, apparently 
in the male line. Even in death xenia seems to have been of importance, 
since it could be the duty of a guest-friend to look after the earthly remains 
of a dead partner and celebrating his memory (Herman, 2002). The great 
importance of xenia relationships, even for generations, is demonstrated by 
an episode described in the Iliad. Two heroes, Diomedes and Glaukas, were 
about to engage in fierce combat when they suddenly realized that their 
grandfathers were bond by Xenia. Diomedes, pleasantly surprised at the 
revelation, drove his spear into the earth and spoke to his former rival in a 
friendly tone: ‘Therefore I am your friend and host in the heart of Argos; you 
are mine in Lykia, when I come to your country. Let us avoid each other’s spears, 
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even in close fighting. There are plenty of Trojans and famed companions in the 
battle for me to kill […] But let us exchange our armour [equipment, weapons], 
so that these others may know how to be guests and friends from the days of our 
fathers’ (Iliad 6.224, after Herman 2002, p. 1).

It is important to note that the bonds between Diomedes and Glaukas 
are personal and related to ties between their grandfathers. Their revealed 
connections of guest-friendship were more important than where they ser-
ved as soldiers. Thus, such bonds should not be described as chiefly allian-
ces, even though there may have been occasions of more politically toned 
xenia bonds, for instance between a leader and a whole foreign people (Od-
yssey 9.18, after Herman, 2002). In certain cases, xenia should not be seen 
as something in conflict with marriage alliances between noble families, 
‘political’ marriages being an outcome of already established xenia bonds 
(Hiltbrunner, 2005).

At first glance, the behaviour of the two heroes, Diomedes and Glaukas, 
might seem to be disloyal. On the other hand, the text demonstrates that 
their conduct was regarded as being morally appropriate, the ideas of the 
God-given guests-friendship for a time overruling the decided progress of 
battle. Anyway, there were other warriors to kill for the two guest-friends. 
In a Bronze Age society, even in Northern Europe, such personal guest-friend 
connections – in this case of formerly opposed heroes – could indeed be very 
practical. At times of war and hostilities between the chiefdoms, such more 
personal guest-friendships relations would ensure that the routes of ex-
change would remain open, not being disrupted. Or, after a conflict, the 
connection networks would be easily re-opened not being weakened and 
destabilized by the effects of hatred and revenge, the xenia bonds enhancing 
friendly connections.

This episode of the Iliad reveals what may be understood as a Bronze 
Age situation. Here, the hero could see the guest-friendship as his own pri-
vate obligation. Such notions of the guest-friendship of the heroic, Homeric 
age were in conflict with the notions of loyalty to the Greek City state. Two 
competing moral systems were involved, one archaic and pre-political, an-
other steaming from the ideas of the polis structure. There are many refe-
rences, where army leaders or political leaders seemingly were forced to 
abandon their xenia friendships in order to uphold their loyalty to their state 
and people (Herman, 2002). When armies of hoplite structure met under 
firm command, there was a limited room left for personal guest-friendship 
discussions on the battlefield. Nevertheless, discussions related to the con-
flicting obligations as to the objective of the army command, versus the 
xenia bonds, still occurred, creating virtually rebellious situations.

When initializing such a friendship, feasting, declaration and gift ex-
change were indispensable for its validity. The gifts could include drinking 
gear (Felher et al., 1998). When referring to relations with royals or leaders, 
gifts of value not only served as marks of prestige for the owner, but also as 
proofs of being under the king’s protection (Herman, 2002).
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The patterns of social relationship of xenia outlined above, including the 
exchange of gifts – is not peculiar to the ancient Greek world. Institutions 
displaying similar features have – naturally – been observed in many other 
societies (Service, 1971; Morris, 1986; Mauss, 1993; Felher et al., 1998; Hilt-
brunner, 2005). Instead of finding a model framework among societies far 
away in time and space from the European Bronze Age, it would seem more 
straightforward to utilize the contextually closer evidence of xenia to gain 
an impression of the organization of long-distance connections and ex-
change. We should not forget that Nordic amber did reach Mycenae, and 
that the episode from the Iliad discloses the ideal behavior of Homeric 
heroes.

Thus, the God-given obligations of the guest-friendship of xenia can 
provide us with an elucidatory model for Bronze Age communication. Even 
though the notions of guest-friendship can give us a better understanding 
of the social mechanisms lying behind the networks of exchange, we have 
only vague ideas as to how the journeys and transport of valuable commo-
dities were organized.

There were no hotels or guesthouses in our modern sense (Felher et 
al., 1998) and in principle, any farm on the routes could be a place of guest-
friendship. Perhaps there were places where guest-friendship was employ-
ed on a larger scale, where many friends related to a wealthy and famed 
host were well treated, and where people from different regions could meet, 
establishing further xenia connections. It is tempting to consider certain 
(lightly defended) middle Bronze Age villages in the Alps, such as Sotciastel, 
Albanbühel and Ganglegg (Tecchiati, 1998; Steiner, 2007; Tecchiati, 2011) in 
Südtirol/ Alto Adige, and Padnal, Graubünden, Schweiz (Rageth, 1986) as 
places were guest-friends – travelers belonging to the highest echelons of 
the Bronze Age societies – could meet. Also, a number of palafitte villages 
in the area of Lago di Garda should be included (Kaul, 2018a).

The xenia-like bonds would make possible not only the exchange of 
goods over long distances, but also of gift exchange, including valuable 
drinking (feasting) gear. Furthermore, close bonds between ‘xenoi’ living far 
away from each other could provide us with an explanatory model of how 
ideas could spread over long distances.

The introduction of the single-edged razor in the North, and the idea 
of the appearance of the shaven warrior, could easily be understood as an 
outcome of meetings of guest-friends. At such occasions when guest-friends 
came close to each other, an atmosphere could be created well suited for 
imitating distant habits. Furthermore, the curious distribution of the oc-
tagonal hilted swords could excellently be understood within the contextual 
framework of the xenia concept. The occurrence of foreign swords, such as 
the octagonal hilted swords in South Scandinavia and their replica might 
in some cases reflect the exchange of weapons as an act of sealing the guest 
friendship.
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CONCLUSION
The spread and the distribution of the single edged razor and its appearan-
ce in the North, provides an excellent example of the complexity of the 
transfer of ideas (Fig. 11). Many questions arise when we simply do not reject 
our observations as ‘coincidences’. How can we connect the Mediterranean 
with the North when similar object types are absent in-between? – Where 
can we find those places where xenia interaction made transfer and trans-
lation of ideas possible? Candidates for such places could be in the Po val-
ley, at Lago di Garda, and close to the Alp passes, and in the areas just north 
of the Alps; though many other sites following the palimpsest of different 
lines of exchange are to be considered as well. We do not necessarily speak 
of direct contacts, but of possible ‘middle-stations’ where xenia was obser-
ved. Here, dialogues and exchange of ideas at the crossroads took place 
when feasting and drinking practices according to the ancient rules of  
xenia were respected.

The diffusion of the razor and the ideas behind just prior to 1400 BC 
should not be seen as part of a wave that overwhelmed the passive receivers 
in the North. Terms like ‘influence’ or ‘diffusion’ do not seem sufficiently 
explanatory. We could perhaps talk about active ‘diffusion’, where leading 
members of the societies having knowledge of the world of the South – pro-
bably after long journeys – deliberately picked up certain elements that 
could be used in self-promotion in a dynamic time of change. We could 
speak of inventive reinterpretations or creative processes of iconographic 
translations. This happened at a time, when the world opened, early steps 
of globalization processes.
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Fig. 11. Map locating examples of the Bronze Age razors. 1: Toilet equipment, with 
razor, the handle in the shape of a horse, Egypt; 2: Rotating razor, Egypt; 3: Sing-
le-edged razors, Zapher Papoura at Knossos, Crete, Greece; 4: Votive single ed-
ged razor with horse headed handle. Dicte Cave, Crete, Greece; 5: Single edged 
razor, burial at Nafplion/Tiryns, Greece. 6: Darup, Zealand, Denmark; 7: Kastrup, 
Zealand, Denmark; 8: Skivarp, Scania, South Sweden; 9: Valsta, Närke, Central 
Sweden; 10: Todness at Steinkjer, North Trøndelag, Norway; 11: Skjeggesnes, 
Nordland, North Norway.
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