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PREFACE
This small but selective volume focuses on ob-
jects that are out of the ordinary, not only in the 
sense that they imitate other objects, but also in 
the sense that they cannot serve the same pur-
pose as the originals. As imitations, simulations, 
fakes and illusions, they deceive, pretend and 
distract – while also being displayed in such a way 
as to draw attention to themselves. In most cas-
es, their anomalous status as curiosities makes 
it impossible to interpret them on the individ-
ual level. By adopting a more holistic perspec-
tive, however, we can shift our focus away from 
the individual cases, viewing them instead in the 
context of a broader cultural phenomenon. The 
essays collected here aim to shed light on this 
phenomenon, explore its diverse manifestations, 
question the purpose(s) of these objects and dis-
cuss their social implications.

The origins of this publication lie in session #259 
The Creative Reinterpretation of Material Culture 
in Prehistoric Societies: A Reappraisal, organised 
by Ariane Ballmer and Daniel Neumann at the 
25th Annual Meeting of the European Association 
of Archaeologists in Bern, 4–7 September 2019. 
Three papers from this session are published in 
the book (Ballmer & Neumann; Kaul et al.; Maran-
gou), along with three further guest contribu-
tions (Amkreutz & Fontijn; Cabanillas de la Torre 
& Gomez de Soto; Cassen & Grimaud).





We wish to express our gratitude to the authors 
for their valuable contribution and their patience 
during the preparation of the publication. Thanks 
are also due to Hélène Blitte of the Cantonal Mu-
seum of Archaeology and History in Lausanne and 
Julia Hahn of the Romano-Germanic Commission 
of the German Archaeological Institute for their 
editorial support.

We dedicate this book to David Fontijn, our col-
league and mentor, who sadly passed away in 
2023. In our minds, he will continue to stimulate 
our thinking.

Ariane Ballmer
Daniel Neumann
January 2024
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In this introductory essay, we explore the arts 
of imitation, simulation, mock-ups, and illu-
sion, situating them within the broader frame-
work of prehistoric archaeology. By examining 
the practice of pretending to be the same, while  
actually being different, we ask about the roles 
of these peculiar objects within the context of  
human–thing relations. The specific focus on 
skeuomorphs and their role in ritual practice 
makes it possible to discuss the means by which 
they are ‘activated’, especially their staging and 
their metaphorical capacity.

Skeuomorphs; ritual practice; ritual objects; staging; metaphors.
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BACKGROUND  
There exists ample evidence from European (pre-)history of artefacts that 
imitate things, while deliberately diverging from their originals. By this, we 
do not simply mean imitations in the sense of copies or counterfeits creat-
ed to reproduce an original and make it accessible (e.g. Stockhammer, 2017). 
Rather, our concern here is with imitations that do not fulfil the original 
function of their prototype.1 This phenomenon manifests in various ways: 
through formal alterations, through making the objects significantly too 
small or too large, or through the selection of atypical materials that prevent 
the objects from serving their original purpose. While these objects strong-
ly reference the essence of their prototypes, the differences can be pro-
nounced – although this is not always the case. 

In the past, terms such as ‘icon’, ‘idol’, and ‘fetish’ were applied to such 
objects, and scenarios involving object worship, votive offerings, symbolic 
currency, and token exchange have been proposed as explanations (cf. 
Eggert & Samida, 2016, pp. 124–126) – concepts primarily drawn from an-
thropological studies or ancient texts from the Mediterranean region. Al-
though it can be challenging to further develop the interpretation of these 
objects, we believe that it is important to revisit this discussion. After all, 
despite their status as exceptional, marginal, and curious specimens in 
material culture, such objects are remarkably present in the archaeological 
record. The following selection of examples illustrates the diversity of this 
phenomenon.

Clearly observable as a phenomenon from the Neolithic onwards, this 
form of imitation first becomes particularly evident in the form of minia-
turized everyday objects such as houses, furnishings, tools, animals and, 
especially, human figures made from clay (e.g. Bánffy, 1997; Bailey, 2005; 
Hansen, 2007; Mina, 2008; Becker, 2011; Meskell, 2015; Insoll, 2017). Wheth-
er they are interpreted as votive offerings or children’s toys, they are clear-
ly miniaturized imitations that were never intended to be confused with 
the prototypes. These miniatures do not constitute deceptive mock-ups 
pretending to be real, but rather they evidently function as representations 
of and placeholders for realia (see the chapter by Marangou in this book).

A large number of objects reference prototypes made from metal. Im-
itation of these objects were produced using other materials, especially 
stone (e.g. Frieman, 2012), a practice which is generally interpreted as evi-
dence for people’s fascination with the novel material, including its sub-
stantial properties and potential (Klassen, 2004; Kristiansen & Larsson, 
2005, pp. 51–60; Hansen, 2013). The Åtte sword (Føvling Sogn, southwestern 
Jutland) serves as a prime example of the emulation of a weapon type orig-
inally made from metal (Kersten, 1986, pp. 67–68, no. 3924). The composite 
sword, with a total length of 46 cm, consists of multiple flint elements (tip, 
edges, and hilt), which were originally mounted on a wooden body (Fig. 1), 

1 In the following, the term ‘prototype’ refers to 
the original object that served as the model.
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Fig. 1. Flint parts of the composite sword from Åtte (Føvling Sogn, southwestern 
Jutland). Total length: c. 46 cm.
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imitating the shape of an Early Bronze Age short sword from the Bz A2 phase. 
The Åtte sword is the best-preserved example of at least seventeen com-
parable specimens known from Denmark (Rønne, 1987, p. 87). Clearly, it did 
not provide its user with the same functionality as the bronze prototype, 
and it remains unknown whether and how it was used prior to its deposition. 
In any case, this example reflects a creative response to the emergence of 
metal objects, by adapting established technological traditions to new 
forms. It is generally assumed that copper and bronze objects were rela-
tively rare when metal objects were first introduced, especially in geograph-
ically peripheral areas (e.g. Rosenstock et al., 2016; Iversen, 2017, pp. 365–
366, 370–371; Klimscha & Neumann, 2022, pp. 385–391). Consequently, the 
Åtte sword should also be viewed as evidence of the socio- 
cultural impact of early metal objects in Northern Europe, where fully  
developed metallurgy was established relatively late, around 1700 BC (Vand-
kilde, 2014; Iversen, 2017, pp. 368–369; Nørgaard et al., 2019). Although quite 
rare, there are also cases in which stone prototypes were replicated in met-
al. One such example is the Late Neolithic copper axe from Hertinghausen 
(Kassel, Hesse, Germany) (Fig. 2), which replicates a typical polished jade-
ite axe from the western Alpine tradition (Kibbert, 1980, p. 61, no. 18; 
Pétrequin et al., 2012; Görner & Sattler, 2016).

Fig. 2. Copper axe from Hertinghausen (Kassel, Hesse, Germany), replicating a 
typical polished jadeite axe from the western Alpine tradition. Length: 12.6 cm.
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In other cases, imitations are made from the same material as their proto-
types but significantly differ in size. The miniature copper axes of the Fre-
sach-type have an average length of approximately 10 cm (Fig. 3) (Mayer, 
1977, pp. 23–24; Neumann, 2015, p. 104, fig. 22). Barely functional as tools or 
weapons, the closest morphological parallels to them are found in Late 
Copper Age axes, particularly the shaft-hole axes of the Kozarac and Bán-
yabükk/Baniabic/Vâlcele groups (Bátora, 2003; Hansen, 2009). The dis-
covery and examination of the site at Pigloner Kopf in the Non Valley, South 
Tyrol (Italy) have made it possible to scientifically confirm the chronologi-
cal assignment of these miniature axes through AMS dating of charcoal 
remains found on the artefacts’ surfaces (Oberrauch, 2019; 2000; 2024).

Fig. 3. Miniature Fresach-type copper axes and a dagger from depositions at  
Pigloner Kopf, South Tyrol (Italy). 
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The Bronze Age miniature swords, which are known above all from the 
Danish Isles, provide another striking example of the miniaturization of 
weapons. Although formally resembling contemporary sword types, they 
measure only a few centimetres in length. Interestingly, they are exclusive-
ly associated with Montelius periods IV and V of the Nordic Bronze Age 
(Notroff, 2015). They emerged around 1100 BC, at a time when burial prac-
tices were shifting from inhumation to cremation (Reiter et al., 2021; 
Sørensen & Rebay-Salisbury, 2023). This change is likely linked to a new 
conception of the afterlife, according to which the transition no longer re-
quired the physical integrity of the deceased or of the grave furnishings. 
This shift also opened the possibility of providing the deceased with place-
holders for original grave goods, such as miniatures.

The extraordinary swords of the Plougrescant-Ommerschans-type 
are perhaps the most prominent and well-known example of the opposite 
approach, in which objects were supersized (see Amkreutz & Fontijn in this 
book). In most cases, creating giant versions of ordinary objects must have 
been technologically challenging, and only a few examples of this practice 
are known. The large Jászladány-type axe from the Early Copper Age (5th 

millennium BC) found in Osijek, Croatia (Fig. 4), is an impressive early ex-
ample of this practice (Jovanović, 1979, pp. 40–41, pl. II). Both the axe head 

Fig. 4.  Jászladány-type axe from the Early Copper Age (5th millennium BC)  
from Osijek, Croatia. Different scales. Height of axe with shaft: c. 76 cm; length 
of blade: c. 40 cm.
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and shaft are solidly cast from pure copper and weigh approximately 18 kg 
in total. Not only must the effort involved have been considerable, but also 
the quantity of material resources used, enough to produce ten to twenty 
standard-sized shaft-hole axes.

In addition to miniaturizing and supersizing, mock-ups were also cre-
ated using atypical materials, whose properties prevented the objects from 
fulfilling their original function. Extraordinary burials and hoards from the 
Late Copper and Early Bronze Ages in southeastern Europe have yielded 
weapons made from precious metals (Primas, 1988; Hansen, 2001; 2009). 
Among these are the gold daggers and silver axes from the Late Copper Age/
Bronze Age tumulus at Mala Gruda on the Adriatic coast of Montenegro 
(Primas, 1996) and the Perşinari hoard in southern Romania (Vulpe, 1995; 
Popescu, 2020), which are notable examples of the practice of fashioning 
weapons from unusual materials. A series of miniature axes made from clay 
(instead of copper) from the late 4th and early 3rd millennia BC in central 
and southeastern Europe (Maran, 2008, pp. 178–181; Serengély, 2008a, pp. 
62–63; 2008b, pp. 20–21) further illustrates that these objects can differ 
from their prototypes in both size and material.

IMITATIONS, SIMULATIONS, 
MOCK-UPS, AND ILLUSIONS: 
TERMINOLOGICAL AND 
CONCEPTUAL CONSIDER-
ATIONS IN THE DISCUS-
SION OF SKEUOMORPHS 
The exemplars presented above can best be categorised as skeuomorphs. 
Skeuomorphs (a neologism derived from the Greek σκεῦος [skeuos] = con-
tainer or tool, and μορφή [morphḗ] = shape) are physical objects that ref-
erence the shape or style of other objects, primarily through visual simi-
larities in form. The differences from the original or prototype are evident 
in the skeuomorph’s size, texture, material, and method of production, al-
though the degree of similarity or difference between the original and the 
skeuomorph can vary. These artefacts formally mimic prototypical objects 
by emphasising their specific features, yet they do not (or do not entirely) 
fulfil the original function (e.g. Conway, 2024; for an overview of the diverse 
understandings of skeuomorphism in research history, see Frieman, 2012, 
pp. 9–16). Despite the fact that they strongly reference existing material 
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culture, skeuomorphs are not perceived as ‘regular’ objects, unlike their 
prototypes. It is not uncommon for skeuomorphs to be unique pieces or to 
occur in very small numbers, although other skeuomorphs are found in 
large numbers, such as certain miniature clay figurines (Marangou in this 
book) or the Armorican socketed axes from the Early Iron Age (Cabanillas 
de la Torre & Gomez de Soto in this book).

We would like to integrate the terms ‘imitation’, ‘simulation’, ‘mock-up’, 
and ‘illusion’ into the discussion, as in some cases they may provide a more 
accurate description of the circumstances. While these terms are not fully 
congruent with the concept of skeuomorphism, they do overlap in certain 
areas.

Imitations (Latin imitatio = replication; mimicking) are not simply 
copies, in the sense of a precise reproduction of many aspects of an object, 
but they also include objects that deliberately pretend to be something else, 
while remaining consciously incomplete. The concept of imitation also  
encompasses joking and cynical or malicious mocking. While a skeuomorph 
imitates parts of a prototype, most imitations are not skeuomorphs. Rath-
er, imitations can be fully functional replicas of originals, as is often seen 
in material culture (e.g. Biehl & Rassamakin, 2008). Strictly speaking, for  
instance, imitations of exclusive vessels (whether made from the same or 
different materials) are not necessarily skeuomorphs (e.g. Gill, 1986; Vick-
ers, 1989), since these copied vessels typically retain the same functional 
properties as the prototypes.

The concept of simulation (Latin simulatio = appearance, disguise, 
deception) is more complex. Colloquially, the term refers to the imitation 
of an original process, with the aim of creating a pretence, but Jean Baudril-
lard’s theory of simulation offers a deeper socio-philosophical perspective 
on this phenomenon (Baudrillard, 1981). He defines simulations as imita-
tions of the operation of a real-world process or system, and simulacra as 
copies of things that never existed or that no longer have an original. In 
Simulacra and Simulacrum, Baudrillard distinguishes four stages in the  
development of the image: the first reflects a deep, generally accepted re-
ality; the second is a recognisable copy that masks and distorts this deep 
reality; the third masks the absence of deep reality; and the fourth is pure 
simulacrum, where the simulacrum has no relation to any reality whatso-
ever. ‘The simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth – it is the truth 
which conceals that there is none. The simulacrum is true’ (Baudrillard, 1981, 
p. 9; our translation). Consequently, drawing on the example of the Åtte 
sword mentioned earlier, Tim F. Sørensen argues that such objects should 
not be seen as ‘copies of originals’, but rather as ‘original copies’ (Sørensen, 
2012, pp. 57–59). He claims that the composite swords made of flint do not 
demonstrate the inability to create bronze weapons from stone, but instead 
reflect attempts by Early Bronze Age manufacturers to distance themselves 
from both bronze craftsmanship and the formal language of the flint tradi-
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tion. In this sense, Sørensen ascribes a higher degree of independence to 
these flint/wood swords, understanding them, in Baudrillard’s terms, as  
simulacra – copies without an original that exist independently of the  
original meaning.

In contrast, a mock-up also pretends to be something, but is conceived 
from the outset as a dummy, intended to hold a place, either for the purpose 
of practicing something or to deceive.

Finally, an illusion (from the Latin illusio = irony, deception, or dis-
torted imagination) is a distortion of perception, often leading to the  
misinterpretation of sensory information. Illusions can occur across vari-
ous sensory modalities, including sight, hearing, touch, and smell, and can  
either be created intentionally or occur naturally. Visual illusions, for ex-
ample, can make objects appear to the eye to have a different size or shape 
than they actually do, or they can create the illusion of movement where 
none exists. Certain skeuomorphs produce effects that create illusions, 
such as the rock art presented by Serge Cassen and Valentin Grimaud (in 
this book), which can indeed be understood as illusory. From our perspec-
tive, the engravings appear to depict axes, although in reality they may 
represent squids. It is not only the detailed research and deep analysis that 
has brought the squids to light, but also the second glance to that illusions 
typically elicit.

Deception occurs when the non-functionality of an object is not im-
mediately apparent. We distinguish between skeuomorphs that clearly 
serve as references and whose non-functionality is obvious (such as the 
Late Neolithic/Copper Age miniature axes made from clay, as mentioned 
above) and those that are intentionally designed to conceal their non-func-
tionality at first glance (such as the Early Iron Age socketed axes presented 
by Cabanillas de la Torre & Gomez de Soto in this book).
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THE ACTIVATION OF  
SKEUOMORPHS AS RITUAL 
OBJECTS: A HYPOTHESIS 
AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
To explore the social context and significance of skeuomorphism, we will 
examine the relevant objects within their ritual contexts, drawing on  
insights from other disciplines, particularly ritual studies, social anthro-
pology, and sociology.

While the production of skeuomorphs may have been motivated by 
various considerations and served different purposes (Frieman, 2010, pp. 
36–38, tab. 1; 2012, pp. 9–16, tab. 15), this discussion focuses on their poten-
tial as ritual objects. Ritual objects are items used as utensils, devices, or 
implements in ceremonial rituals. They hold significance in the cognitive, 
emotional, and sensory experiences of the participants. In order for objects 
to be suitable for ritual use, they sometimes undergo an authentication 
process (Brosius et al., 2013, p. 13; Meier & Zotter, 2013, p. 139). Once they 
attain the status of ritual objects, they are permanently separated from 
non-ritual use. As ritual devices, they were never intrinsically effective.  
Instead, their meaning and ‘power’ resulted from the active attribution of 
meaning in the process of their creation and use in the context of ritual 
performances.

It is certainly striking that, in the archaeological record, skeuomorphs 
are rarely associated with everyday contexts. On the contrary, they are 
often separated from them. This separation typically manifests in spatial 
terms, such as the deposition of skeuomorphs in special pits, at ceremoni-
al sites, like sanctuaries or communal gathering places, or in burials. For 
instance, the curious wood/flint sword from Åtte was found in a burial 
mound, alongside a stone axe (Kersten, 1986, pp. 67–68, no. 3924). Likewise, 
the miniature Fresach copper axes are found exclusively in the eastern part 
of the Alps, mostly in the form of isolated single finds (possibly depositions) 
or within hoards. Interestingly, few other metal finds dating to the same 
period are known from the area of distribution of the miniature  
Fresach axes in the 3rd millennium BC (Oberrauch, 2024, p. 2, fig. 1). While 
there is a gap in knowledge with regard to many skeuomorphs found in 
unknown contexts, the majority of miniaturized and supersized weapons, 
as well as weapons made from precious metals, dating from the Bronze and 
Iron Ages, have been discovered in hoards and burials.
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The deliberate and obvious separation of these objects from everyday con-
texts connects to Catherine Bell’s ritual theory, in which the ostentatious 
setting apart of certain social practices plays a key role (Bell, 1992; 1997, pp. 
90–91). In many cases, the special handling of the objects can be observed: 
from how they were manufactured to the fact that they were created in a 
way that made them unusable for their original purpose to the distinctive 
way in which they were displayed and disposed of. These special forms 
appear to have been subject to very specific treatment. Ritualised practices 
involving material culture are typically not performed with insignificant 
objects. Therefore, even if we run the risk of engaging in circular reasoning 
(i.e. the presence of skeuomorphs points to a ritual context, while the ri-
tual context indicates that the skeuomorphs are significant objects), it is 
clear that we must attribute a greater social significance to the skeuo-
morphs in practice.

ACTIVATION THROUGH STAGING AND  
MISE-EN-SCÈNE
It must be assumed that skeuomorphs were displayed within ceremonial 
rituals, made visible by various means, brought to attention, and empha-
sised for inspection (Rappaport, 1999, p. 140; Coupaye, 2013, p. 278). The 
staging of objects in ritual performances involves the intentional arrange-
ment and placement of various items, artefacts, or props within a ritual 
space. This enhances the symbolic meaning, aesthetic appeal, legitimacy, 
and efficacy of the ritual (Bell, 1992, pp. 74, 90). This approach is common 
across diverse cultural and religious traditions, and it plays a significant 
role in shaping the sensory experience and narrative of the ritual for both 
participants and observers. Through the deliberate arrangement and ma-
nipulation of ritual objects, participants and observers engage in a symbo-
lic dialogue with both the natural and supernatural worlds, as well as the 
community.

The archaeological findings discussed in this book show clear signs 
of staging, in the sense that the relevant objects were selectively arranged 
within distinct frameworks – whether through the placement of figurines 
in specific scenes, the deposition of bronze objects in graves or hoards, or 
the creation of images on stone monuments. This observation is significant 
because it reveals the intentional handling of these objects, as well as high-
lighting the importance of context in the functioning of skeuomorphs.  
Staged within these ceremonial ritual performances, the skeuomorphs like-
ly played a role in co-creating and conveying content related to collective 
identity and universal realities, such as the mythical past of a community 
(e.g. Ballmer, 2015, pp. 74–79).
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ACTIVATION THROUGH METAPHORS:  
SAMENESS, DIFFERENCE, AND TENSION
Skeuomorphs should be considered material metaphors, that is, physical 
objects that refer to other things by means of an obvious citation of shape 
or style. Similarities and differences in form suggest which aspects of the 
original are to be interpreted via the skeuomorph (Frieman, 2012, pp. 11–13). 
As we have seen, the staging of objects is a crucial means for inducing in-
dividuals to inspect and consciously engage with them. In the case of skeuo-
morphs, staging, among other things, leads to an aesthetic experience of 
resemblance, i.e. the perception of similarities and redundancies (Bateson, 
1973; Harman, 2018, p. 73). In rituals, the awareness of difference, in turn, 
plays a fundamental role in both creating cognitive tension and  
resolving it (Coupaye, 2013, pp. 278–284). Roy A. Rappaport (1999, p. 150) 
suggests that the substantial nature of the representation is as important 
to its success as its metaphorical characteristics are. Unlike the prototype, 
the metaphor has the ability to create tension.

Metaphors rely on specific knowledge of references, shaped by cul-
tural values and material practices. Moreover, the metaphorical effect is 
not static, as it does not merely depend on resemblance. Instead, ‘material 
metaphors are neither straightforward nor necessarily factually imitative; they 
rely on a play of similarity or distance, likeness and difference between index 
and prototype’ (Ortman, 2000, p. 87). Thus, the metaphor unfolds its power 
through a dynamic process, working in an interplay of similarity and dif-
ference across various aspects between related objects. It is in this field of 
tension – where the experience of difference is both recognised and  
corrected – that cultural anthropology and ritual studies identify a kind of 
‘logic of magical action’ (Tambiah, 1973; Taussig, 1993, p. 42; Rappaport, 1999, 
p. 149). Considering skeuomorphism as a specific vehicle for metaphorical 
relationships, the implications of its context are the most important aspect. 
It must be assumed that skeuomorphs were carefully conceptualised and 
manufactured with high awareness of their metaphorical potential and that 
just the right degree of resemblance and variation was applied to make the 
object an effective metaphor. Conversely, their discarding can be under-
stood as the abolition of the relationship of metaphorical tension. 
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SKEUOMORPHS AND 
BEYOND. CASE STUDIES 
FROM PREHISTORIC  
EUROPE: ABOUT THE BOOK
At the beginning of this essay, we introduced a series of objects in order to 
exemplify the initial situation: objects that imitate originals but that cannot 
be used for their original purpose, primarily due to their size or the choice 
of material from which they are made. However, the five case studies in this 
book take a much freer approach and expand on the issue. They explore 
mock-ups of tools no longer in use, the creation of oversized weapons,  
miniaturized real-life scenes, objects, and creatures in clay, optical illusions 
in rock art, and the adoption of foreign forms as vehicles for indigenous 
iconographic programs. Not only do these case studies involve different 
material expressions and practices, but they also employ a variety of theo
retical and interpretive approaches. Chronologically, the case studies span 
from the Neolithic to the Early Iron Age – roughly from the end of the 7th 
millennium to around 500 BC – and feature objects from across Europe, 
including the French Atlantic coast, Brittany, the Netherlands, the Alpine 
region, southeastern Europe, the Balkan Peninsula, and the Aegean, ex-
tending as far as Egypt.

Serge Cassen and Valentin Grimaud explore the motif of the ‘sleeved 
axehead,’ an iconography that was widespread from the 5th millennium BC 
in northwestern France. Employing scientific expertise and keen insight, 
they challenge the optical illusion of the Neolithic everyday tool, convinc-
ingly reinterpreting it as a giant squid. Christina Marangou examines Neo
lithic and Early Bronze Age figurines from northern Greece and neighbour-
ing regions, discussing their role as imitations and miniature models of 
humans, animals, and houses. Focusing on the archaeological context of 
these skeuomorphs, she emphasises the polyvalent character and signifi-
cance of these figurines and models, as well as the variety of practices in 
their use.

Luc Amkreutz and David Fontijn present the Bronze Age hoard from 
Ommen (Overijssel, the Netherlands), famous for its spectacular oversized 
sword. This mega-sword is a representative of the Plougrescant-Ommer-
schans-type, which includes objects that are too large, heavy, and unwieldy 
to serve the same purpose as their prototypes. The symbolic significance 
of these objects seems obvious, especially since they were deposited in 
wetlands. Flemming Kaul, Karin Margarita Frei, and Samantha S. Reiter 
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follow the single-edged razor with a handle shaped like a horse’s head, trac-
ing its journey from the eastern Mediterranean to the Nordic Circle, where 
it was widely distributed during the Bronze Age. The case they examine 
might not be an example of skeuomorphism in the strict sense, but rather 
a complex simulation in which originally foreign tools were transformed 
into bearers of indigenous iconography – or as the authors put it ‘an inven-
tive reinterpretations or creative processes of iconographic translations’.  
Finally, Gadea Cabanillas de la Torre and José Gomez de Soto take us back 
to northwestern France, specifically to Armorica, the primary region for 
Early Iron Age socketed axe hoards. The axes seem to have been formally 
inspired by Late Bronze Age socketed axes, but lack their original function-
ality. In the Early Iron Age, these axes were manufactured in large quanti-
ties and carefully stored away: many have been discovered in Brittany and 
Normandy. While the authors acknowledge that the meaning of these  
objects and the practice of hoarding them remains unclear, they convinc-
ingly interpret this phenomenon as an intentional attempt by Early Iron 
Age peoples in Brittany and Normandy to connect with their past, at a time 
when change required legitimation.
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CONCLUSION
It is not always clear to what extent illusory and deceptive effects were 
intentionally created by the manufacturers of skeuomorphs and to what 
extent these effects are partly a result of modern misunderstandings. This 
issue arises, for example, in the case of art that makes an observer think of 
an axe when they are looking at a picture that actually represents a squid 
(see Cassen & Grimaud in this book). Did the stone carvers intend to  
obscure the squid’s true nature for reasons that remain unclear? Or were 
the squids clearly recognisable to the Neolithic eye, while our preconceived 
notions and sometimes limited imagination prevent us from identifying 
them? In their contribution, Gadea Cabanillas de la Torre and José Gomez 
de Soto wisely note that the deception by Armorican Early Iron Age axe 
manufacturers, who imitated Bronze Age axes, has been entirely effective 
to this day, as these objects have long been accepted as Late Bronze Age 
tools by modern archaeologists.

The essays in this book not only reveal the many facets of skeuomor-
phism, but also propose possible scenarios for the effectiveness of these 
objects within their social context. Beyond the process of manufacture itself, 
which would certainly have had extraordinary significance in all the cases 
presented, it is the objects’ roles in social relations – personal, political, 
supernatural, and in life and the afterlife – that transformed them into 
highly significant vehicles of worldviews, cosmology, and the mythical past. 
In some cases, their appearance may have already provoked confusion,  
distraction, or deception – prompting observers to take a second glance. As 
is clear, skeuomorphs were powerful primarily through their stimulation 
ofmetaphorical dynamics, which reveal the complexity of object–human 
relationships.
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This essay is a non-conforming presentation 
of a motif that is well known in the Neolithic 
iconographic repertoire of the west of France: 
the ‘sleeved axehead’. The identification of this  
5th millennium BC motif remains an unresolved 
issue – just as the identification of the ‘axe-plough’ 
could have been, had it not been recognised as 
a sperm whale. It is now 20 years since the lat-
ter motif was deconstructed and reinterpreted 
as part of a painstaking study that wanted not 
only to approach designs in a sincere manner but 
also to undertake an exercise into how archae-
ological knowledge is constituted. The ‘sleeved 
axehead’ was one of the terms whose legitimacy 
was gained partly through a widespread icono-
graphical tendency to take an ambiguous visual 
stimulus and make it into a clear and identifiable 
item, through a kind of optical illusion, and part-
ly through its evocation of an iconic object – the 
axe with its polished stone axehead – which rep-
resented the Neolithic par excellence, emblemat-
ic of an agricultural way of life and of an epoch, 
in just the same way as the ‘axe-plough’ reflected 
the agrarian status of all these useful and practi-
cal symbols – domestic animals and tools. In this 
study, that symbolic tool of the Neolithic forester 
is metamorphosed into another legendary beast 
of the Ocean: the giant squid, a favourite prey and 
adversary of the sperm whale.

Neolithic engravings; sleeved axehead; giant squid; sperm 
whale
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INTRODUCTION
This essay is a non-conforming presentation of a well-known motif in the 
Neolithic iconographic repertoire of the west of France: the ‘sleeved axehe-
ad’ (the sleeve being part of a composite haft). The identification of this 5th 
millennium BC motif remains an unresolved issue – just as the identifica-
tion of the ‘axe-plough’ could have been, had that motif not been recognised 
as a sperm whale. It is now 20 years since the latter motif was deconstruc-
ted and reinterpreted as part of a painstaking study that wanted not only 
to approach designs in a sincere manner but also to undertake an exercise 
into how archaeological knowledge is constituted.

In the publication La forme d’une Chose (Cassen & Vaquero, 2000), an 
improbable instrument of everyday domestic agriculture (i.e. the ‘axe-
plough’), laborious and practical, was transformed into a fabulous animal, 
the sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) – one of Nature’s wildest crea-
tures. In the present essay, La forme d’une Hache, the symbolic tool of the 
Neolithic forester (i.e. the axe) will also be metamorphosed into another 
legendary beast from the Ocean, the giant squid (Architeuthis dux), a favou-
rite prey and adversary of the sperm whale.

The endless game of ‘Chinese whispers’ between the initial form of a 
motif and its successive reinterpretations, including over the course of the 
Neolithic, is without doubt a fascinating aspect of the studies undertaken 
in the world of representations. Moreover, because people have been able 
to invent ingenious graphical solutions to the challenge of making an ab-
stract representation of creatures as extraordinary as the sperm whale and 
the giant squid, we realise at what point, and to what extent, a non-con-
forming figure can depart rapidly from its original model. The terms ‘re-
semblance’ and ‘imitation’, versions of a concept deriving from the Latin 
word conformitas, do not operate according to fixed norms, procedures or 
standards. In reality, non-conformity is the norm in this symbolic world, 
creating a gap between the reference object and one or more of its repre-
sentations. Herein lies the difficulty in participating in this domain of in-
vestigation, and the ease with which attempts are ridiculed…

While we shall not be describing the chaîne opératoire that has led us 
to our new interpretations of these engraved symbols in this article, we 
have to underline how important it is to our research to adopt an appro-
priate technical approach to the subject matter, ensuring the reproducibil-
ity of our results, and at the same time to bear in mind the iconographic 
schemes within which the motifs are found. We cannot resolve an archae-
ological enigma without achieving a good spatial resolution in setting out 
our data.

Let us now review the elements of the corpus.
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THE CORPUS AND  
ITS CHRONOLOGICAL  
ELEMENTS
Just five sites, with a series of five objects, are involved. One is in Finistère 
and the others are in Morbihan; all are in coastal locations (Fig. 1). We begin 
by describing the engraved stones, putting them back into the context of 
the funerary architecture which must have ‘animated’ them and tracing the 
sequence in which the designs were engraved. Each graphic unit will be 
tested and interrogated against what we know about the repertoire of Arm-
orican iconography. Out of this analysis there will emerge the image of a 
cephalopod, a mythical animal and the ‘consort’ of the sperm whale.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of Neolithic engraved slabs in western France. Location of the 
five funerary sites containing the engraving of the so-called ‘sleeved axehead’ 
(Hache-engainée) and location of the tomb of Luffang with its so-called ‘octopus’. 
Smaller map shows the main places where giant squid were historically obser-
ved, from Iceland to the northern coasts of the Iberian Peninsula.
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THE STANDING STONE OF TEVENN
The Kermorvan isthmus (Le Conquet, Finistère) was a special location du-
ring the Neolithic. A stone row is recorded on the ridge that leads to the tip 
of the peninsula (La Poix de Fréminville, 1832, p. 250) and P. du Chatellier 
listed four long, low barrows (Chatellier, 1903). Fieldwork by M. Le Goffic 
has enabled the identification of one of these funerary monuments (18 x 14 
x 0.5 m), in the middle of which stood a standing stone between 2–3 m in 
height, with a sunken rectangular cist 4 m to the west. (The plan is repro-
duced in Pailler, 2007, fig. 143).

The engraved standing stone that is the object of our attention (Fig. 2) 
was discovered in 1916 at Tevenn by P. Montfort and G. du Plessix (Plessix, 
1918; Devoir, 1917). It was lying at the north-west extremity of a low, 1 m-high 
barrow similar to the aforementioned examples, with its basal part still 
embedded within the sediment of the barrow. The stone had thus clearly 
been erected at this place during the Neolithic. The engravings on the side 
facing the ground had been relatively well preserved, thanks to the collapse 
of the stone. At the centre of the barrow was a cist, its walls formed by slabs 
laid edgeways. The interior of the cist (measuring 1.2 x 0.5 m) produced 
nothing except for ‘small, formless bits of pottery’ (Plessix, 1918, p. 8). While 
we cannot say any more about the pottery, it is nevertheless possible to say 
that this architectural form (i.e. the long, low barrow) is characteristic of 
the 5th millennium BC, before the development of passage tombs (Boujot & 
Cassen, 1992). 

The recording of the engravings was undertaken using a technique 
known as ICEO (Images compilées sous éclairages obliques/Compilation of 
obliquely-lit images) while the morphology of the decorated slabs was ex-
tracted from a 3D photogrammetric model (Cassen & Grimaud, 2017). The 
design features just a single motif, which has been described since the 19th 
century as ‘sheathed dagger’ or ‘sleeved axehead’. The motif is in relief: much 
of the surface of the stone around the motif had been lowered by means of 
regular picking.

THE CRUGUELLIC ORTHOSTAT
The passage tomb of Cruguellic (Ploemeur, Morbihan) was constructed on 
a slope overlooking the sea. The type of tomb has traditionally been termed 
‘double-transepted tomb’ (L’Helgouach’h, 1965) and this is the most west-
erly example, the others mostly located between the Carnac region and 
Basse-Loire. The cairn is almost square, revetted by drystone walling.

Two granite slabs (W4 and E7) have an engraved design, interpreted 
in each case as being derived from the ‘shield’ motif – a motif known in the 
repertoire of passage tomb iconography (Le Roux, 1975, p. 538).
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Fig. 2. Inventory of ‘sleeved axehead’ motifs engraved on stelae.
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Slab W4, which is of principal interest to our study (Fig. 2), is intact in its 
upper part but its lower part has clearly been truncated across the design, 
as a photograph taken when part of the stone broke off makes clear (Le 
Roux, 1977). Unsurprisingly, two lines have been recorded as belonging to 
a single motif; no other design could be detected on the upper part of the 
stone, despite a careful search (Cassen & Grimaud, 2020). The design is 
complete and it resembles the ‘buckle’ that is generally visible at the top of 
representations of the ‘axe-plough’ and of the ‘sleeved axehead’.

Three large motifs from the Armorican repertoire were identified on 
slab E7 (Fig. 3): two examples of the crook-shaped throwing-stick, a hafted 
axehead, with the axehead at right-angles to the haft, and a sperm-whale 
in the act of spouting. The whale is similar to that depicted on the capstone 
of the tomb of Kercado (Carnac), where one part of its disc was recently 
detected at the extremity of the head. The presence of a protruding penis 
is, moreover, an important point of comparison (Cassen et al., 2018). It 
should be noted that slab E7 was re-erected at the beginning of the 1970s, 
but orientated inversely to its current position in the restored monument; 
in other words, the whale motif had been upside down when the stone was 
originally erected in the tomb during the Neolithic.

Transepted passage tombs are found along the whole of the southern 
coast of the Armorican Massif, and they date to the threshold between the 
5th and 4th millennia BC (L’Helgouac’h et al., 1989). The ceramic and lithic 
assemblages from these monuments date to the Middle Neolithic and, un-
surprisingly, are characteristic of the Auzay-Sandun culture. The Cruguel-
lic tomb was reused during the Late Neolithic and the Beaker period (Le 
Roux, 1978; Cassen & François, 2009).

The chronological information obtained from the artefacts cannot be 
taken as proof of when the engravings were made; they can only provide 
pointers. The two engraved stones were erected side by side in the centre 
of the tomb, and this positioning must be deliberate. But one of the motifs 
(the ‘axe-plough’) is presented upside-down while the other (the ‘sleeved 
axehead’) is not only interrupted by a break but also remains partly con-
cealed by the way the orthostat was (re)-erected (in prehistoric times). The-
se obvious signs of re-use thus indicate that we are dealing with two im-
portant standing stones that must have been taken from another, earlier, 
context. These stones must have retained considerable evocative power for 
them to be positioned so intentionally within the tomb.

THE CAPSTONE OF RUNESTO
The tomb of Er Roh at Runesto (Plouharnel, Morbihan) is a large cist under 
a 165 m long barrow. Two polished axeheads and a chisel were discovered, 
of which one of the axeheads is large and made of jade, while the other is 
of fibrolite. This assemblage, which is exceptional with regard to funerary 
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Fig. 3. Some engraved designs of sperm whales in Morbihan, with their ‘loop’ at 
the top (the blow), comparable to that shown on the ‘sleeved axehead’ design.

contexts in the north of France, is different from the normal hoards of axe-
heads and other items that were deposited in the passage tombs of Brittany, 
Normandy and Poitou-Charentes.

It was because there seemed to us to be a functional relationship bet-
ween barrows and engraved standing stones (albeit a theoretical relation-
ship, back in 1996) that we undertook exploratory prospection work at this 
monument and discovered the engravings (Boujot et al., 2000). In contrast 
to the signs engraved on the vertical walls of the cist, those on the damaged 
capstone were left out of our survey as they could not be interpreted.

The recent study undertaken at Runesto focused on decrypting the 
designs on the capstone (Cassen et al., 2021). Starting with photogramme-
tric 3D modelling, a total geometry of the stone was produced before un-
dertaking a precise description of the monolith (Fig. 2). Then the ICEO re-
cording of the capstone’s lower face – the surface with the engravings – was 
superimposed on a corpus of 120 images, virtually lit at progressive azimut-



SERGE CASSEN & VALENTIN GRIMAUD35

hal angles of 0° to 345°, and at an inclination varying between 0° and 25°. 
The resulting image goes far beyond that recorded in 1996 and revolutio-
nises our perception of the design. In effect, it reveals the presence of the 
rare ‘sleeved axehead’ motif, sufficiently distinctive as to be immediately 
recognisable. The greatest surprise was to come, however, from the unex-
pected presence of ‘straps’ extending from one end of the design.

If we assume that the capstone had once stood upright, then the orien-
tation of the design (if one assumes that it had matched that of the Tevenn 
orthostat) leaves little undecorated space below for the stone to have been 
set into the ground – at least to modern eyes. We know, however, that qui-
te a few standing stones in the west of France had not been set deeply into 
the ground, and the very flat, stable base of the Runesto slab, around 1m 
wide, could have allowed the stone to stand upright by the force of its own 
gravity, like several others in the region.

The typology and the nature of the polished axeheads found in the 
tomb can be revised, thanks to the work of Projet JADE. One large axehead 
is made of Alpine rock, and the other – also of a remarkable size – is of fi-
brolite from Finistère, sawn from a block. The chisel that accompanied them 
is of flint from an unknown source (Pétrequin et al., 2012; Cassen et al., 2012; 
Pailler, 2012). This assemblage is thus unusual within the tombs of northern 
France, although it is not of the same quality as the famous assemblages of 
Alpine and fibrolite artefacts found in the classic Carnac tombs (Mané er 
Hroëck, Tumiac and Mont Saint-Michel). The grave goods from Runesto are 
more reminiscent of those found in the notable but less extraordinary long 
monuments such as Mané Hui (Carnac) and Er Grah (Locmariaquer). In any 
case, the Runesto assemblage does not resemble the grave goods that are 
normally found in passage tombs. Consequently, it seems most likely that 
Runesto was built during the second half of the 5th millennium.

THE STANDING STONE OF GAVRINIS
Orthostat L11 in the passage tomb of Gavrinis (Larmor-Baden, Morbihan) 
is located at the junction between the passage and the funerary chamber. 
It is engraved on both faces – the side facing the passage and the side facing 
the chamber (Fig. 4). A trial excavation of the back of the stone (i.e. the side 
abutting the cairn), undertaken as part of the work necessary to the modern 
restoration of the monument, revealed that a third face had been engraved. 
The motif consists of two long radiating arcs extending from a curvilinear 
base, below which are 13 splaying lines and, extending beyond these, a sub-
trapezoidal figure flanked by two circles – in other words, the famous ‘slee-
ved axehead’ (Le Roux, 1982; Le Roux, 1985b; Le Roux, 1992). The design is 
mostly executed in relief, rather than being made with narrow lines. One 
notes the presence of sunken ‘cupmark’-like features, symmetrically arran-
ged at the angular corners of the ‘axehead’ and surrounded by a kind of 
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Fig. 4. The three engraved faces of orthostat L11 in Gavrinis passage tomb (Lar-
mor-Baden, Morbihan): the ‘sleeved axehead’ on the hidden side; enclosed in 
concentric signs, three boats with crew on the side facing the passage.

circular, raised ‘crown’. The resulting effect is disconcerting, because it lea-
ves the viewer wondering what is really significant: the circle in relief, or 
the circular hollow that it surrounds? Doubtless it is not a case of ‘one or 
the other’, since the efficacy of the representation must have played on this 
confusion or on this visual ‘hook’.

Without describing the ensemble of signs on the two ‘wall’ faces of the 
stone, let us underline the presence of the ‘boat with crew’ motifs which are 
hard to make out, discreet, and overshadowed by the surrounding motifs 
(Fig. 4). One is at the top of the composition, sailing along an imaginary line, 
and with a probable rudder; another is at the bottom, its top bounded by a 
horizontal line with multiple concentric arcs above it. A third is located 
around the centre, but is shown vertically, along the crest of the stone, 
where a dominant person stands in the midst of a crew of eight people. The 
figure of this dominant person starts on the adjacent side of the stone. As 
we shall see, this maritime environment is no stranger to a hidden figure…



SERGE CASSEN & VALENTIN GRIMAUD37

The orthostat L11 is once more, and very clearly, a re-used stone – re-used 
when the passage tomb was built around 4000 cal BC (Cassen et al., 2014). 
The engraving of the ‘sleeved axehead’ was, incidentally, retained during 
the Neolithic, during the preparatory slab-dressing work undertaken on 
the future orthostat; but its positioning in the structure of the tomb sug-
gests that it had lost its meaning somewhat, in the minds of the tomb-build-
ers: they abandoned, or were otherwise disinterested in the motif. Thus, in 
order to research the ‘origin’ of this orthostat, we have to look at least as 
early as the second half of the 5th millennium.

Let us remember that the capstone that abuts L11 has a sperm whale 
design on its upper surface (Fig. 3), and that this had come from a standing 
stone forming part of the alignment that included the Grand Menhir at Loc-
mariaquer, well dated to c. 4500 cal BC (Le Roux, 1984; Cassen et al., 2009).

THE ORTHOSTAT OF PEN HAP
At the end of a 65 m-long barrow containing several ‘little tombs’ (Mahé, 
1825, p. 108), the passage tomb of Men Houzigianet, known as Pen Hap, is 
one of the best-known and most commonly illustrated monuments from 
the Morbihan – probably due to the perfect fit between its current physi-
ognomy and Épinal’s image of the iconic Breton dolmen. The capstone of 
the chamber is impressive, resting horizontally on its orthostats that seem 
smaller than they really are, due to their being embedded within the mass 
of the mound.

It is monolith C1 (Fig. 2), and its engravings on two sides (internal and 
external), that has attracted the attention of observers, notably members 
of the Lukis family who first recorded the designs (but did not publish the 
results) between 1854 and 1869. The drawings published by L. Davy de Cus-
sé, in his 1865–1966 inventory, may be the result of work undertaken during 
the preceding years. Whatever was the case, no accurate interpretation 
accompanied any of these drawings. For the external side of C1, it was ne-
cessary to await the arrival of the concept of the ‘axe-plough’ at the begin-
ning of the 20th century (Le Rouzic & Keller, 1910) before a relationship 
became established in the scientific community between that term and that 
figure. Clearly our own modern perspective is far removed from that agra-
rian image, and to us it seems that the best interpretation of the design, 
within its broader context, is as a whale (specifically, a sperm whale: Cassen 
& Vaquero, 2000). We shall return later to the recognition of an axe on the 
internal face of this orthostat.

This passage tomb has produced few archaeological finds. We only 
have the plan of the structure in order to evaluate its architectural type, as 
a passage tomb with a short passage and a quadrangular chamber, charac-
teristic of the beginning of the 4th millennium BC. While the design on the 
side of orthostat C1 facing the chamber is that of the ‘sleeved axehead’, the 
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design on the opposite face – with the ‘axe-plough’ – must have been part-
ly obscured by the cairn, even if one envisages that the cairn was low, not 
reaching as high as to cover the capstones. The predominant interpreta-
tion is that this is a re-used older standing stone, integrated secondarily 
into the tomb (L’Helgouac’h, 1997).

To summarise: at all these sites, from Finistère to Morbihan – and 
despite the paucity of dating evidence – all elements point towards the 
‘sleeved axehead’ as being invented and used around the same time as the 
major motifs known from the standing stones in the region (sperm whale, 
bird, hafted axehead, throwing-stick, etc.), that is, the 5th millennium BC.

THE HISTORICAL INTERPRETATION  
OF THE MOTIF
The excavation of the barrow of Tevenn at Conquet (Finistère), and the 
description of the engraving on a standing stone set into its end, is no doubt 
responsible for the popularity of the motif. The same image and the same 
name were to be repeated many times without any serious discussion: ‘a 
dagger in its sheath’ (du Plessix, 1918, p. 6) or, again, ‘sleeved axehead’ (Le 
Goffic, 2009). G. du Plessix offered, by way of comparison, images of bronze 
daggers with their hilts, along with halberds and axes, taken from a work 
by A. de Mortillet, and of an anthropomorphic stele from Italy that included 
a metal dagger, from a publication by J. Déchelette. However, it was A. de 
Mortillet who was the first to suggest, in Brittany, the idea of an ‘axehead 
in its sleeve’ when discussing the similar design found in the passage tomb 
of Pen Hap (Mortillet, 1894, p. 273). E. Patte agreed wholeheartedly with this 
interpretation and ‘easily recognised this weapon on the standing stone of 
Penhap’ (Patte, 1921, p. 187), adding that the representation was of a metal 
weapon. St-J. Péquart and Z. Le Rouzic went on to repeat the use of the term 
without contesting it (Péquart et al., 1927). G. de Closmadeuc limited his 
description to naming the sign as ‘axe-shaped’ (‘asciforme’ in French) – as 
opposed to ‘celt-shaped’ (‘celtiforme’) – even though it seemed to him that 
it could be the representation of some kind of instrument, or of a hafted 
axehead (Closmadeuc, 1873). In a radical departure from the aforementio-
ned interpretations, R. Minot saw the Pen Hap design as being a ‘circular 
idol in a double arch with a necklace, its eyes accentuated’ (Minot, 1964, 
p. 89, translated to English by the authors). For E. Shee Twohig, the Tevenn 
‘dagger’ seemed hard to make out at first sight, with its excrescences on the 
sides. She argued that, by contrast, if the design was anthropomorphic, 
these lateral features could thus be ‘eyes’ (Shee Twohig, 1981, p. 189), the-
reby reprising the earlier interpretation by R. Minot without however men-
tioning that researcher. But, finally, the ‘dagger’ hypothesis seemed the most 
satisfactory. With the excavation and restoration of Gavrinis, the case was 
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re-opened, thanks to the discovery of a new motif on the back of the L11 
orthostat there. At Gavrinis, as at Pen Hap, ‘the most plausible interpreta-
tion seems to be the representation of a polished stone axehead in its hafting 
sleeve’ (Le Roux, 1985a, p. 30, translated to English by the authors; Le Roux, 
1998, p. 32; Le Roux, 2010, p. 20; Gouézin, 2015, p. 105). The parental rela-
tionship with the sperm whale design was recognised since the engraving 
of the Pen Hap type, visible on the front of the stone, is considered to be a 
contraction of the ‘axe-plough’ design engraved on the back (L’Helgouac’h, 
1997, p. 113). So, finally, there was agreement that the design was a ‘large 
axehead, perhaps a prestige item, held in some sort of sleeve (perhaps intended 
to be an ostentatious feature)’ (Laporte & Le Roux, 2004, p. 105, translated 
to English by the authors).

FROM GRAPHIC UNITS  
TO THE SEMIOTIC  
ASSEMBLAGE
To our eyes, the ‘sleeved axehead’, whether as a genuine object or as a con-
cept, is as scarcely credible as was the ‘axe-plough’ (e.g. Cassen, 2005, p. 330; 
Cassen & Grimaud, 2017). Its interpretation, which was in need of better 
images of the five known engravings (at Tevenn, Cruguellic, Runesto, Gav-
rinis and Pen Hap), can now be constructed on a more solid empirical basis. 
Let us return to the graphic unit that constituted the origin of our intuition.

In effect, the ‘sleeved axehead’ shares with the ‘axe-plough’ the same 
geometrical line that is easily recognised: a sort of long double arc at the 
top of the motif (which can be regarded as a double line, if one counts the 
individual hollows that define it, or as a single line, if the arc that stands in 
relief was the intended design). If the observer accepts the interpretation 
of the ‘axe-plough’ design as a whale (Cassen & Vaquero, 2000), and if this 
elongated ‘buckle’ is actually the representation of the spray that emerges 
from a whale’s blow-hole, then the same sign engraved at the top of the 
‘sleeved axe’ must represent the same kind of thing: a jet of gas or liquid, 
which spurts out in a fountain (Figs. 2–3).
	 Two possibilities thus present themselves for developing the inter-
pretation of the ‘sleeved axehead’:

•	 either it is a representation of a whale, but depicted from a different  
point of view, or according to a different graphical and symbolic set of  
conventions;
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•	 or it represents another thing, and by ‘thing’ we are playing on the word 
la cosa, being the word used in Galicia (Shee Twohig, 1981; Rodriguez Casal, 
1992) to denote a Neolithic engraved sign which we think also depicts a 
whale. Let us say it is a ‘being’ that has, within its vital energy, this ability 
to gush out a gas or a liquid.

It is the latter interpretation that we are adopting, since the first would 
seem to be too redundant: why present two representations of the same 
animal? The two images do need to be kept separate, for the good reason 
that the cetacean/sperm whale and ‘sleeved axehead’ designs have been 
found in association with each other in the same findspot or the same stone 
in two cases (i.e. 40% of the corpus). At Pen Hap they appear on opposing 
faces of the same orthostat, while at Cruguellic, they appear on the only two 
decorated orthostats inside the passage tomb, placed beside each other in 
the centre of the tomb.

As regards the other stones with the ‘sleeved axehead’ design, all we 
can say about the Tevenn standing stone is that its other face had been 
engraved, but sadly the surface is too worn for anyone to make out the 
shape of the design today. As for the Runesto slab, the fact that the surface 
is missing from a large area to the left of and above the design makes it 
impossible for us to know whether there had been any further motifs; the-
re is enough space for a large motif. The structural opposition that can be 
seen at Pen Hap and Cruguellic can thus be confirmed when we build on 
our new discoveries.

Finally, the ‘sleeved axehead’ shares with the sperm whale design a 
fundamental trait, which is its size in relation to the stone and in compa-
rison with other juxtaposed signs. The sperm whale is always, in the Mor-
bihan, shown at a size that is larger than the animals and objects that 
serve to bring to life, along with the sperm whale design, a symbolic scene. 
Indeed, at Pen Hap and Cruguellic, the sperm whales and ‘sleeved axeheads’ 
are of identical size. Thus, we must consider whether this enigmatic motif 
has a similar semiotic ‘force’ to that of the famous ‘axe-plough’.

We therefore need to seek out a being that ‘spouts’ like a whale, and that 
was regarded by Neolithic people as being an equivalent creature to a whale.

There is just one animal that fulfils these prerequisites, and that is 
the cephalopod (from the Greek Képhalê, meaning ‘head’ and podes, mean-
ing ‘feet’: that is to say ‘feet-at-the-head’), and more specifically the giant 
squid, which is the favourite prey of the sperm whale. (In Europe, it is called 
Architeuthis dux, from the ancient Greek teuthis/τευθίς, meaning ‘calamary’ 
or ‘cuttlefish’ and the Latin dux, ‘leader’). Support for this interpretation 
comes from the images of the engravings at Pen Hap and Runesto which 
show splaying lines that resemble the squid’s arms and tentacles; the 
Gavrinis engraving also has this feature, but shown in a different anatom-
ical position.
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Let us review the inventory of graphical elements that constitute the motif, 
bearing in mind that these elements – like the ones we developed in our 
interpretation of the ‘axe-plough’ – are displayed in an anatomical whole 
that allows us to identify the subject, the wild animal.

THE JET (OF GAS OR WATER)
The ‘buckle’ is easily recognisable on all the motifs that constitute the cor-
pus of ‘sleeved axeheads’ (Fig. 2). These two long, concentric lines, rounded 
at the top, are in other respects identical to the ones shown extending from 
the back of the sperm whale. In our argument, they consequently represent 
a rush of air or a jet of liquid, and while from a distance it is not easy to 
distinguish between gas and liquid being sprayed out from a whale’s blow-
hole, in the case of cephalopods, they clearly eject water when they enter 
the air.

Even though the actions differ, the effects are similar. Whales come 
to the surface to refill their lungs with air through a natural process of 
breathing out then breathing in; cephalopods spurt out seawater with a 
siphon in order to propel themselves along (or upwards). This phenomenon 
is well known among those who hunt octopus, cuttlefish and squid, and one 
can find on the Internet various impressive video clips showing the power 
and scope of these water jets (see for example the Giant Humboldt Squid 
caught in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, near Vancouver Island: fishn2gthr4ev-
er, Link at the end of the bibliographical references). This is a similar phe-
nomenon to that of the ejection of the famous ink (composed of melanine, 
mixed with mucus), which makes the animal hard to see while it hides itself 
(the ink also contains enzymes that hinder the sense of smell of the aggres-
sor: Soufi-Kechaou, 2011).

The most spectacular examples of these jets have already been re-
corded in literature and reported in the press. In 1875, not far from Boffin 
Island, close to the coast of Connemara, in the west of Ireland, the capture 
of a giant squid was the occasion of a report by the Royal Irish Constabulary, 
which stated: ‘[…] the prey was partly subdued and the curragh was able to 
follow the monster easily. That which remained of the ten large arms flailed 
around in the air and the water in the most dangerous manner, but in vain. The 
trunk of the mutilated beast was floating by the side of the dinghy, occupying 
the full length of the vessel; at its end, it emitted successive jets of a liquid 
[our emphasis] which darkened the sea for several fathoms all around’ (Heu-
velmans, 1958, p. 351, translated to English by the authors).

In 1923, the New Caledonian daily newspaper La France Australe men-
tioned several sightings near to Freycinet island, reporting on large jets of 
water emanating from several huge animals; these had first been thought 
to be porpoises. One of them ‘frequently emitted a jet of smoke’ and ‘At times 
it projected its two long tentacles above the surface, and sometimes it ejected 
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water or water vapour […]’ (cited by Heuvelmans, 1965, translated to English 
by the authors). This set of characteristics, which clearly demonstrates the 
difficulties of describing the phenomenon, allows us to identify the animal 
as a giant squid.

Very few illustrators have been able to draw the animal at this preci-
se moment, because the brief sight of a jet is rarely visible, or is only seen 
when the animal is captured, and it is necessary to be present to produce 
a detailed portrayal. Images have only really entered the public sphere sin-
ce the development of the portable phone has enabled this instantaneous 
process to be captured. One can, however, cite a representation of a giant 
squid in the book of Hans Egede (a Danish missionary, 1686‒1758), publis-
hed in 1788, which shows one of these great animals ‘blowing’ on the surfa-
ce of the Sea of Norway (Fig. 5). 

This expulsion is accounted for by the manner in which cephalopods 
swim, by means of expanding their mantle, thereby filling it with water, and, 
with a brutal contraction of their whole body, propelling themselves along 
by the siphon of water that is contained in the cavity. As the siphon is orien-
tated in the same direction as the arms, the direction of movement is back-
wards. Once arrived at its destination, the animal relaxes, opens the edge 

The blow

(around 1770)

Fig. 5. Image of a giant squid blowing on the surface in the Norwegian Sea.
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of its funnel so that it is engulfed anew with water, and expels the water 
once more using its siphon. This suite of rhythmic contractions makes it 
go backwards jerkily, by virtue of it being a true system of jet propulsion 
(Anderson & Grosenbaugh, 2005).

Thus, it is this liquid ‘breath’ that the Neolithic engraver wanted to 
signify, shown projecting upwards towards the top of the representation of 
the ‘sleeved axehead’.

THE HEAD AND THE EYES
The head and the eyes are evidently indissociable, but while the eyes cannot 
help but attract attention by their astonishing presence, the head – in ac-
cordance with the definition of this class of cephalopods – seems to the 
casual observer to disappear into the body.

It is once more interesting to return to ancient accounts to under-
stand how people construct their descriptions of a rare animal. In his His-
toria de gentibus septentrionalibus written in 1555, Olaus Magnus, when 
discussing ‘horrible monsters that are found off the coast of Norway’ (book 
XXI, chapter 5, cited by B. Heuvelmans in 1958 in a French translation of 
1561, translated to English by the authors), reports large cephalopods as 
having ‘a square head, full of spikes on every side, and long horns that resem-
ble the roots of a tree that have just been pulled up; it is 10 or 12 coudées [6 to 
7 m] long. Their colour is black; they have mighty eyes’. The description of the 
head shape as being rectangular, contrary to the anatomical reality, recalls 
the way in which it is depicted on the engraving from Runesto. As we shall 
see, it is the monster as described by Olaus Magnus that was subsequent-
ly to be depicted as the Kraken.

Even more than the head, it was the eyes that exercised this kind of 
fascination over all the witnesses, without fail – and this is also the case 
with modern illustrators (Fig. 6). Thus, on the coast of the Netherlands, when 
a ‘marine monster’ was pulled from the sea at the end of 1661, between 
Schevelingen and Catwick, it was its eyes that were the centre of attention: 
‘Between the mouth and the star [sic] can be found the eyes which, when the 
fish was alive, had an appearance so frightening that they struck fear into the 
beholder’ (Heuvelmans, 1958, p. 230, translated to English by the authors).

During the 19th century, the relative rarity of encounters perpetuated 
this idea about people being dumbstruck by the petrifying gaze of the ani-
mal. The British writer F. Bullen, who embarked on a whaling ship in 1875, 
returns to this familiar sentiment in a famous tale, The Cruise of the ‘Ca-
chalot’: ‘The eyes were very remarkable from their size and blackness, which, 
contrasted with the livid whiteness of the head, made their appearance all the 
more striking. They were, at least, a foot in diameter, and, seen under such 
conditions, looked decidedly eerie and hobgoblin-like’ (Bullen, 1898, p. 144).
Its eyes are indeed extraordinary. But we now need to separate the two 
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orders in the class of cephalopods. In effect, creatures belonging to the 
octopoda order (including octopuses) do not possess such large organs of 
vision as to attract much attention from humans; the eyes are relatively 
small and have eyelids that allow them to be closed. It is the decapoda order 
creatures (cuttlefish and squids) which are singled out by their unusually 
large eyes, notably the giant squids which possess the largest eyes of any 
animal: 27 cm in diameter (for the eyeball), and with pupils 9 cm in diame-
ter (Nilsson et al., 2012; Rosa et al., 2017). Thus, the lateral circular bosses, 
located at the base of the jet on the engravings of Pen Hap, Cruguellic and 
Tevenn, at the mid-point of the body at Runesto and at its end at Gavrinis, 
signify the protruberant eyes of a cephalopod.

THE ARMS AND THE TENTACLES
The necessary distinction that has to be made between creatures belonging 
to the octopoda and decapoda orders also applies to the question of arms 
and tentacles:

Modern logosRoman oil lamp Modern logosRoman oil lamp 

Modern logosRoman oil lamp 

Fig. 6. Roman oil lamp (1st century; Knickerbocker Collection); two logos with a 
squid model. 
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•	 Octopuses possess eight arms (‘octopodes’ being Greek for ‘those with 
eight feet’), so named because they are used not only as a means of loco-
motion but also have a prehensile function. All the arms are the same length 
and are covered with suckers. The body is bag-shaped and possesses no 
internal skeletal structure.

•	The squid and the cuttlefish, members of the decapoda order (decapodes, 
‘those with ten feet’), also possess eight arms, but they also have two ten-
tacles (also known as ‘whips’). The tentacles are longer and more spindly 
than the arms, and they only have suckers at their flat, spatulate ends (as 
opposed to the arms, which have suckers along their whole length). On the 
cuttlefish, the two tentacles are retractable, and when at rest they are she-
athed. The animal can roll them out suddenly, like whips, to catch a prey.

•	 In the scientific literature, the term ‘arm’ is used to refer to the eight ‘ses-
sile arms’ (i.e. arms that are directly attached, without a peduncle), while 
‘tentacle’ is reserved for the two ‘pedunculated arms’. One can add that 
these anatomical differences relate to the very different biotopes occupied 
by these different orders of animal. The octopus mostly lives on the seabed, 
being a bottom-dwelling (benthic), animal, and is always on the lookout for 
its prey. The squid, in contrast, moves around in the water, being an open-
sea (pelagic) swimmer.

What, then, do these observations bring to bear on our understanding of 
the Neolithic representations in question?

•	 No arms figure on the Tevenn specimen, nor are there any on the Crugu-
ellic engraving, although here the breaking-off of the lower part of the 
motif prevents us from being categorical on this point.

•	 By contrast, 13 arms are shown on the Runesto specimen, with two possi-
ble additional arms in the middle and at the bottom of this set.

•	 Eleven arms can be made out at Gavrinis, with an additional two at the 
centre; the latter extend down further than the others (by an additional 3 
cm, with the others averaging 8 cm long).

•	The representation at Pen Hap has 20 arms, of which two are longer than 
the others, joining them at the centre of the body.

We have to admit that none of these numbers of arms corresponds to tho-
se actually present on either octopoda or decapoda. Nevertheless, it could 
be argued that these totals go far beyond the eight possessed by an octopus, 
thereby demonstrating that it was a squid or a cuttlefish that was repre-
sented by such a proliferation of limbs. Moreover, the presence of two con-
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vergent lines, which are longer than their neighbouring lines, on the speci-
men of Pen Hap and also on the Gavrinis example, could effectively be 
representing the two tentacles possessed by decapoda – an anatomical 
feature that is always visible on a dead specimen of the animal.

BEHOLDING THE GIANT SQUID: BEACHINGS, 
FISHING, AND SPERM WHALES
From writing about the dead animal – whose situation allows us to examine 
it, to look at its relaxed organs and to comprehend the creature – let us turn 
to the living animal and the various different opportunities that are afford-
ed to witness it, both now and in the past (Roper et al., 2015).

Beachings are rarely documented in the history of spottings since the 
animal is most often, and universally, recycled as bait for fishing. In Europe, 
an Icelandic chronicle (the Annals of Björn Jónson of Skardsa) for 1639 con-
tains the earliest detailed account of a beaching of what was indubitably a 
giant squid, on the northern coast of the island (Heuvelmans, 1958, p. 228).

Today, not far from Brittany lie the Galician and Asturian coasts in 
Spain, from where many accounts and reports of beachings have come (Gu-
erra et al., 2011; Guerra et al., 2004). The beasts are up to 5 to 10 m in length 
and weigh over 200 kg, and they attract visitors from far and wide, to such 
an extent that a museum was created in 2010 – the Centro del Calamar 
Gigante de Luarca, Asturias (Giant Squid Centre, Luarca, Asturias) – and is 
due to re-open over the summer of 2021, as a way of informing and enter-
taining a public that is fond of these encounters with fabulous beasts. The-
re is nothing similar to that Centre in Brittany, where such beachings tend 
not to make it into local gazettes; the shallower sea around the Breton 
coast are not conducive to the arrival of giant squids, or to their hunting by 
sperm whales. Nevertheless, fishers can encounter them, although they do 
not always report their sightings. For an account of a viewing of a live giant 
squid – and one that does not portray the animal as a marvel – we must go 
back to 1802, in the South Pacific, around Tasmania, where one was encoun-
tered during a French expedition. F. Peron, who joined the team as a natu-
ralist, reported: 'This day [9th January 1802], we spotted, among material 
floating in the sea, not far from our ship, an enormous example of the Sepiidae, 
probably from the genus Architeuthis, the size of a barrel; it moved noisily 
among the waves, its long arms spreading over their surface, moving about as 
though they were enormous reptiles […] Without doubt it is to an animal of this 
species that Dom Pernetty confidently attributed dimensions that are truly 
prodigious and a weight so great that it could overcome a boat by clasping its 
arms along the ropes, toppling and sinking it […] A childish tale, no doubt, and 
a revolting exaggeration, but one which finds its source in the appearance of 
several monstrous animals of this type' (cited by Heuvelmans, 1958, p. 284, 
translated to English by the authors).
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At the same time, in effect, one encounter was to make a permanent im-
pression on the public, influencing Jules Verne in his famous Twenty Thou-
sand Leagues Under the Sea (1869). The naturalist P. Denys de Montfort, in 
his Histoire naturelle des mollusques (Natural History of Molluscs), publis-
hed in 1802, faithfully recounted certain encounters between voyagers and 
giant squids around Africa, and he uncritically accepted the illustration of 
one such event painted on an ex-voto in a chapel at Saint-Malo in Brittany. 
The text deserves to be reproduced here: ‘We have seen, in the chapel of Saint 
Thomas – a saint whom the sailors of this country invoke at times of extreme 
danger – an ex-voto or tableau showing the imminent danger of destruction 
faced by a boat of this port, inundated off the coast of Angola […] all of a sudden, 
in fair weather and in full daylight, a monster of the deep, of an enormous size, 
rose up from the waves, causing them to froth over a large area, and passed 
over the deck of the boat, attaching itself to the cabin and took over the wheel 
and the masts, right up to their summits, using its long and terrifying arms […]
the monster made the boat lean over until it was nearly on its side, and going 
down into the abyss […] With mighty swings of the axe and with the blades of 
their sabres, the sailors were finally able to chop off the arms of this horrible 
creature […] and with the vessel no longer dragged onto its side nor being in 
imminent danger of being sunk, it regained its equilibrium […]’ (Denys de 
Montfort, 1802, p. 271, translated to English by the authors). The scientific 
community cast a sceptical eye on such reported dimensions, and the re-
solution of the zoological problem was to be held back by this account.

However, each new spotting served to confirm the existence of an 
animal that had hitherto been unknown or poorly known. There were ac-
counts from the 1850s in Denmark; then another in 1861, of a sighting be-
tween Tenerife and Madeira in 1861. The detailed account of that sighting 
by Lieutenant F. M. Bouyer, commander the of the French despatch steam-
er Alecton – ‘I recognised the giant octopus, whose contested existence had 
seemed to be relegated to the domain of fables’ (Bouyer, 1867, p. 21, translated 
to English by the authors) – was accredited by the consul of France, and it 
served to change the opinion of the Academy of Sciences in Paris. Finally, 
in 1873, numerous successive beachings in Newfoundland permitted people 
to examine and measure the creatures. But there was still resistance to 
accepting the existence of this creature, and notably concerning the pater-
nity of the genus (Architeuthis) which the Danish naturalist J. J. Steenstrup 
introduced in 1856: this was received in incredulous silence. Then, sudden-
ly, everybody wished to ensure a little immortality: in 1874, S. Kent tried to 
impose the term Megaloteuthis to describe the squids of Newfoundland 
(Heuvelmans, 1958, p. 333), while others proposed Megateuthis – a term that 
resonates with our Armorican megaliths…

Whalers had already been aware of the existence of these improbable 
animals for centuries, having encountered them while hunting for sperm 
whales. In 1804, B. de Lacépède confirmed their existence while investiga-
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ting the alimentary system of these whales; in particular he pointed out the 
presence of squid beaks in the whale intestines, some of a considerable size 
(Lacépède, 1804, p. 385). Sailors found the remains of these giant molluscs 
when butchering and emptying out whale carcasses. When they speared a 
whale, the agony of the animal gave rise to terrible vomiting, and brought 
to the surface of the sea gigantic tentacles, visible to all.

Writers who joined whaling ships were to witness these squids, either 
in the form of regurgitated meals or as remains in the entrails of sperm 
whales. It was as a result of this that news of their existence diffused out 
to the public. The first such writer was Herman Melville, author of the glo-
rious book Moby Dick, who dedicated a whole chapter to the terrible giant 
squid: ‘So rarely is it beheld, that though one and all of them declare it to be 
the largest animated thing in the ocean, yet very few of them have any but the 
most vague ideas concerning its true nature and form notwithstanding, they 
believe it to furnish to the sperm whale his only food […] At times, when closely 
pursued, he will disgorge what are supposed to be the detached arms of the 
squid; some of them thus exhibited exceeding twenty and thirty feet in length’ 
(Melville, 1851, p. 310).

It was these remains of meals that provided information on the size 
of the squids that nobody had yet seen as living creatures. Before 1985 – 
when full protection was granted to the sperm whale by the International 
Whaling Commission – it was possible to see, on butchery sites in the Azo-
res, ‘mouths’ of squids weighing 200 kg and exceeding 10 m in length (Jou-
bin, 1895). The earliest illustrations of such creatures date to the 1970s 
(Fig. 7), but it was not until 2009 that the first undersea photographs were 
taken, close to the Ogasawara islands (Japan). These provided a glimpse of 
a meal eaten by a female sperm whale, accompanied by her offspring; she 
was tearing to bits a squid that measured around 9 m.

The battles between sperm whales and giant squids (the latter be-
longing to the most widespread genus Architeuthis, or to the genus Mesony-
choteuthis, the ‘colossal squid’ of the Australian ocean) had long sparked 
the imagination, not least of the sailors who witnessed them on the surface 
of the sea, with the toothed jaws of the whale intertwined with the cepha-
lopod’s tentacles, held on by their suckers (Fig. 8). Let us remind ourselves 
that the sperm whale was adapted to this kind of hunt, its lower jaw being 
armed with ivory teeth some 10 cm long and its upper jaw having sockets 
into which the teeth meshed. Three sperm whale teeth were deposited with 
a human body in one of the cells of the Neolithic passage tomb of la Planche 
à Puare on l’île-d’Yeu (Vendée), a tomb with a typically Armorican plan, and 
a rare example of where bones have been preserved in the acidic environ-
ment of the metamorphic geology, thanks to the presence of marine sand 
in the tomb (Baudouin, 1907; Cassen & Vaquero, 2000).

To sum up: in Europe, the giant squid remained a fabulous animal for 
a long time, because it was so hard to spot. The crews of sail boats had the 
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Loates 2015

Fig. 7. Stamps (Australia 1973, Seychelles 1984, Namibia 1980) showing the fight 
between sperm whales and giant squids. Artist’s representation illustrating this 
confrontation.

Fig. 8. Images taken from F.T. Bullen’s book The Cruise of the ‘Cachalot’. Round the 
World after Sperm Whales (1898). On the left, the sperm whale hunt; on the right, 
the confrontation between a sperm whale and a giant squid (‘A very large sperm 
whale was locked in deadly conflict with a squid’).
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opportunity and the time to observe these molluscs, either on the surface 
of the sea as they were dying, or in the jaws of a sperm whale, its principal 
predator. Fortunately, a few officers and writers were able to report on the-
se remarkable sightings. Beachings also gave rise to reports, although in 
Brittany there are no such reports in the recent past; it is only along the 
North Sea coast that reports go back to medieval times. Today, the coast of 
north-west Iberia is progressively enriching our understanding of the eco-
logy of an animal that remains poorly understood.

THE MYTHICAL ANIMAL
Thus, the contours of the ‘true’ animal are becoming increasingly better 
known, and the foundations of our hypothesis appear to be growing firmer. 
We would like to discuss the traditional ways in which these creatures were 
depicted – often in an idealised form – to see how individuals or social 
groups conceptualised them. Octopuses and squids play a prominent role 
in non-historical tales of imaginary events, and they are often portrayed as 
beings that symbolise physical forces or else metaphysical or social gener-
alities. Sadly, lack of space precludes a review of two versions of these al-
legorical expressions of an abstract idea rendered in graphic form: the myth 
of Scylla and that of the Kraken, two mythical representations of the giant 
squid.1

Let us stay, then, with the interpretations of megalithic designs that 
have been made by our archaeological colleagues since the beginning of the 
20th century because here, too, we can see in play a kind of origin myth. 
Traditionally, origin myths underpin people’s ritual actions and, more gene-
rally they inform the courses of action and thought processes by which 
people make sense of the world (Ricœur, 1960). Despite our own desire to 
undertake a scientific study, we as archaeologists are not immune from 
wanting to understand better our place in the world…

It was in 1905 that C. Keller presented his idea: ‘I believe I have found 
the significance of an engraved, sunken design on the third upright on the left, 
at the point of inflection of the angled passage tomb at Lufang (in Crach com-
mune). This design, of a type named ‘shield-shaped’ by Dr de Closmadeuc, would 
seem to be a representation of an octopus (octopus vulgaris), a marine animal 
that is figured on numerous objects of various kinds (standard weights, pots, 
metal plaques, engraved stones and coins) that have come from excavations in 
Greece and in the Greek islands over the last 30 years […] one is led to believe 
that the three angled passage tombs of the Morbihan where one finds this design 
or others of the same type must have been constructed during the Metal Ages, 
and decorated according to the design of an object, probably a vase, imported 
from Greece’ (Keller, 1905, p. 239, translated to English by the authors).

1  The reader is referred here to the forthcoming 
volume presenting a corpus of the engraved signs 
at Gavrinis.
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Louis Siret latched onto this marine creature image and proceeded to ge-
neralise its application across the iconographic repertoire of the Morbihan. 
His inventory of ‘signs derived from octopuses, personifying the ocean’ (Si-
ret, 1913, pl. A) described the quadrangular figure at the base of orthostat 
6 at Mané Lud (Locmariaquer) as ‘the long arm of a squid’, and claimed to 
see the same figure in the crook signs and the ‘U’-sign on the small standing 
stone at Mané er Hroëck, in the same commune. The sites that demonstra-
ted this marine creature imagery par excellence were of course Luffang with 
its octopus (Fig. 9) and les Pierres Plates (Fig. 10).

Annoyed by this evident mixing-up of signs that were poorly illustrat-
ed, and by an over-generalisation of an idea, J. Déchelette quickly critiqued 
both the image and the hypothesis: ‘M. Siret has sought to explain this par-
ticularity, but in doing so he has presented an interpretation that is unaccept-
able, in his desire to assimilate the said idols to the Mycenaean octopus. Above 
the eyes of the supposed octopus, he claims to see the four pairs of arms of that 
marine animal’ and ‘in reality, what we have here is a representation of a tat-
tooed or painted design on a body’ (Déchelette, 1908, pp. 597, 611, translated 
to English by the authors). For Déchelette, only a form of facial decoration 
could account for all the observed details.

Déchelette’s standing was such that the scientific community aban-
doned Siret’s interpretation. G.-H. Luquet went on to demolish Keller’s prop-
osition by his insistence that the designs were representations of human 
figures (Luquet, 1910). But the friends of C. Keller, Z. Le Rouzic and St-J. 
Péquart, took exception to this. Péquart et al.’s Corpus des signes gravés 
re-stated Keller’s interpretation, slightly modified: ‘The engraving common-
ly called ‘the Lufang octopus’ would seem to us, despite claims to the contrary 
by several archaeologists, the representation of a cephalopod’ (Péquart et al., 
1927, p. 23, translated to English by the authors). Their discussion of the 
location of the tombs in question offered a coherent theory: ‘The fact that 
all the angled passage tombs are found on or near the sea naturally suggests 
to us the hypothesis that the builders of these monuments belonged to maritime 
societies, descended from a clan whose totem was originally the marine crea-
ture whose stylised image we see depicted on the stones’ (ibid., p. 30, translat-
ed to English by the authors). To these tombs dating to the final Neolithic, 
Z. Le Rouzic proceeded to add Gavrinis and the design that he discovered 
on its capstone P2: ‘This figure is placed exactly above the axis of the gallery, 
as if surveying its entrance. This design is undeniably one of the forms of styli-
sation of the Octopus, a fertile and fecund goddess, emerging from the water 
and guarding and protecting the tombs’ (Le Rouzic, 1935, p. 130, translated 
to English by the authors). Our own recording of this design has identified 
flying birds and nested throwing sticks (Fig. 11), but no ‘sleeved axehead’.

Henri Breuil was another commentator who contradicted Keller’s 
proposition: ‘Exceptionally, a motif the same as that at Lufang had been con-
sidered – through some kind of Oriental mirage – as an image of the Octopus; 
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Fig. 9. Orthostat 3 from the Luffang angled passage tomb (Crac'h, Morbihan) and 
the engraving interpreted as an octopus or cephalopod by C. Keller (1905), L. Si-
ret (1912), St-J. and Z. Le Rouzic (1927).

Fig. 10. The ‘octopus’ on orthostat 3 of Luffang (Crac'h, Morbihan), compared to 
the slabs in the tomb itself and in other tombs in the region.
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but it is necessary to return to the ensemble of these designs, which incontest-
ably show a signification of a human, despite its conventional [sic] character’ 
(Breuil, 1936, p. 294, translated to English by the authors). Elizabeth Shee 
Twohig admitted, à propos slab L13 at Luffang, ‘a very strong impression of 
anthropomorphism’ (Shee Twohig, 1981, p. 181). The final refutation of Keller’s 
interpretation of the motif was by Jean L’Helgouac’h: ‘It is not surprising 
that such and such specific characteristics could be interpreted in that way, 
without taking into account the ensemble of elements of this art. One thinks 
here of the ‘octopus’ of Luffang […] where the characteristics of a cephalopod 
have been accentuated by the commentator; this figuration possesses exactly 
the same characteristics as all the others, from Goërem, from Bono or from 
Pierres Plates’ (L’Helgouac’h, 1998, p. 364, translated to English by the au-
thors). To L’Helgouac’h, all these motifs are none other than the represen-
tation of an anthropomorphic ‘idol’, of which the only unclear element is 
the sex (L’Helgouac’h, 1998, p. 268). It is thus this last term, ‘idol’, which won 
the vote and is still used today.

Despite the successive ins and outs of the archaeological research 
that has been undertaken on the so-called cephalopod in these tombs that 
are characteristic of the end of the Neolithic, we must bear in mind that 
that interpretation persists and remains very popular with the public. It 
appears in tourist leaflets and booklets, in archaeological guides, in journal 
articles, on postcards, and on the Internet – where a Google search for 
‘poulpe de Luffang’ (‘the Luffang octopus’) throws up 8790 entries, as op-
posed to just 1390 entries for ‘l’idole de Luffang’ (‘the Luffang idol’) (Google 
search on 1st June 2021). All these media perpetuate this belief, probably 
because it is an attractive image, supposedly portraying an always enigma-
tic animal, found in a context that is ontologically mysterious – the context 
of ‘megalithism’. Mysterious and not problematic, since a problem is somet-
hing that one encounters, which bars the route; it is a complete entity facing 
me. In contrast, a mystery is something in which I find myself engaged, and 
whose essence is such that it does not appear as a whole thing before me 
(Marcel, 1935).

MARVELLOUS  
CONCLUSIONS
Historians and philosophers of science have often said that we are not 
capable of describing an unknown animal without dealing with it bit by bit, 
and appropriating these bits to a creature that we already know. In the 
absence of any points of comparison with our personal worlds, one sees in 
the creatures of the ocean counterparts of terrestrial creatures: spiders, 
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hares, calves, pigs, dogs, wolves, bears, horses, men and women…: ‘this meth-
od, by definition, produces a heterogeneous monster’ (Heuvelmans, 1958, p. 33, 
translated to English by the authors). The same is probably true of our at-
tempts to identify an unknown graphic representation from the distant 
past. The ‘sleeved axe’ forms part of this vocabulary. That term has gained 
legitimacy partly from its having resulted from a widespread pareidolia (i.e. 
a kind of optical illusion, a tendency to see forms or patterns in seemingly 
random marks – and here to take an ambiguous visual stimulus and attri-
bute to it a clear and identifiable object), and partly because it conjures up 
an uncontested object, representing the Neolithic par excellence: the pol-
ished axehead, emblematic of an agricultural way of life and of an epoch. In 
just the same way the term ‘axe-plough’ reflected the assumed agricultural 
status of all these useful and practical signs – domestic animals and tools.
However, what is truly astonishing, in its strange and extraordinary cha-
racter, is that during the first third of the 20th century, people should see 
one kind of cephalopod (i.e. the octopus) in the motif called ‘the shield’, 
engraved on several stelae and on the walls of several tombs dating to the 
end of the Neolithic, whereas we, today, are identifying an ‘other’ cephalo-
pod – the giant squid – on earlier stones, and among another famous as-
semblage of signs that are considered, by modern researchers, to depict an 
axehead in its sleeve. And while the early 20th century interpretative current 
was a minority view (C. Keller, Z. Le Rouzic, M. Péquart), how is it that ma-
rine animals that are as hidden away and as rarely sighted as octopuses, 
cuttlefish and squids came to appear on the symbolic scene as reconstruc-
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Fig. 11. The P2 roof slab in Gavrinis passage tomb (Morbihan). Three birds and 
eight throwing sticks, which Z. Le Rouzic interpreted as an octopus in 1935.



SERGE CASSEN & VALENTIN GRIMAUD55

ted by archaeologists? To the extent that we now find it impossible to see 
squids or octopuses in these figures that are so specific, dating between 
3500 and 3000 cal BC – the ‘shield’, ‘buckle’, ‘divinity’ figures (L’Helgouac’h, 
1993; a ‘human face’ as the ultimate evolution of this interpretation, cf. La-
porte & Le Roux, 2004, p. 113) – we remain intrigued and perplexed, unable 
to explain the phenomenon.

Let us consider that, in explaining how we substitute one form for 
another in an image, we are dealing with a spontaneous kind of subconsci-
ous deliberate mistake. According to Sigmund Freud (2015), such subcon-
scious deliberate mistakes are ‘psychic acts’ that fulfil an unconscious de-
sire in the observer. Likewise, a slip of the tongue can be a conflict between 
the conscious intention to say the right thing and an unconscious urge to 
say the contrary. It constitutes a hidden admission. It is not a case of a 
simple distraction or an act of chance; a slip of the tongue reveals a preci-
se, repressed feeling or opinion – the object of internal resistance which, 
as with all repressed urges, waits for the right moment to express itself 
openly (Saint-Jacques, 1963). In the same way, in literature, a form of words 
that interrupts the discursive flow signals the arrival of a different way of 
expressing ideas, emanating from a different discourse, parallel to that 
which is in the process of being enunciated (Fenoglio, 2003). In our disci-
pline of archaeology, we can use the concept of a subconscious deliberate 
mistake to explain the tension between a conscious desire to see one thing 
in a design, and another, unconscious, urge which makes that person see 
another thing in that design, despite their better judgement. We have al-
ready evoked this phenomenon in our discussion of the interpretation of 
the famous Neolithic ‘mother goddess’ in the Morbihan – a phallic sign, in 
our opinion – where the vocabulary and the kind of words employed to 
describe the design by those who see a mother goddess are paradoxically 
virile and masculine (Cassen, 2000, p. 657).

Whatever the case may be, we stand by our own structural coherence 
in our interpretation of the so-called ‘sleeved axehead’ design, in contra-
distinction to the incoherence of earlier interpretations of this motif, emp-
hasising the following elements of the design:

•	 the so-called ‘buckle’, an elongated design at the top of the motif: identical 
to that seen on the sperm whale design, this must signify a cause and/or 
an effect that is similar;

•	 the exaggerated circular lateral protuberances, which constitute a strong 
element of the graphic assemblage: we regard these as eyes, as did R. Minot, 
who, in 1964, was the first person to recognise this feature as eyes;

•	 the divergent lines, placed on just one side of the motif. This is unique 
within the Armorican repertoire, and it makes no sense unless it is inter-
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preted alongside the aforementioned two features. It could be seen as a 
fringe adorning an object, or as arms or feet, or fur or hair, on a being; we 
see it as arms and tentacles.

These three correlated elements of the composition signify the cephalopod 
– one that ejects water and ink, one that watches with its large eyes, one 
which touches and grabs with its arms and tentacles. And since the motif 
at Pen Hap and at Gavrinis has two limbs that are longer than the others, 
the presence of these two tentacles identifies the creature as the giant squid 
rather than the octopus – the decapod, not the octopod. Indeed, it is only 
the giant squid that is the favourite prey of the sperm whale, comparable 
to it in size and in the depth of water in which it swims, unlike the octopus 
with its small eyes, lurking in the rocks of the shore. Here is the coherence 
of this non-conformist portrait; here are the images of the two gigantic 
‘blowers’, the sperm whale and the giant squid.
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Recreating physical things in diverse materials 
or/and in altered sizes involves a transposition 
process, conceivably entailing divergent func-
tions of the copies, be they sensu stricto practical 
or fictional, or a combination of both. If the real 
or imaginary functionality of a reproduction di-
verged from that of its prototype, it is to be de-
bated whether a convenient morphology was in-
tentionally selected and imitated because of its 
concrete advantages, fortuitously referring to 
real or fantasy images, or if a theme was depic
ted because of its symbolic potential, although 
the resulting morphological characteristics were 
consecutively exploited for practical purposes, 
different or not from those of the original, or 
even if a blend of initial symbolic and utilitarian 
qualities was pursued in the same recreated and 
transformed object. Besides different materials 
used in imitations, the choice of scales, varying 
from the diminutive to the monumental is obvi-
ously significant. Small-size reproductions might 
sometimes even be further subdivided in clusters 
of different sizes, possibly implying varying uses 
and/or symbolic functions and roles of the cop-
ies. This essay endeavours to examine the social  
significance of Neolithic and Early Bronze Age 
examples, mainly from Northern Greece and  
the neighbouring areas, in archaeological con-
texts insinuating human–thing relations.

Neolithic; Early Bronze Age; imitation; miniaturization; 
materiality; symbolism
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INTRODUCTION
Besides tangible remains of real beings and things, a second, mirrored rea-
lity on a reduced scale was represented in prehistory. Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age three-dimensional eidolia (Greek      = small image)  
depict their human creators, as well as their animate and inanimate envi-
ronment – animals, structures and artefacts. Most figurines and models 
from Northern Greece and the neighbouring areas do recall reality, inclu-
ding possibly missing originals, non-identifiable prototypes being an ex-
ception. However, if miniatures provide indications of the reconstruction 
of real life, they may not necessarily constitute its accurate reflection. 
Images are both the product of imitation and the materialization of thought, 
referring to the social environment in which they were used, but also to a 
world beyond the tangible, the realm of symbols.

In fact, during the mental process of transferring a prototype to its 
image, the original features may have remained unchanged or not: unreal 
details may have been added, others removed and means of abstraction or 
exaggeration may have been applied. Imitations are an expression of diffe-
rent transfers and semiotics, while their symbolic values could be connec-
ted to the originals and/or to their miniature copies.  The copies’ (known 
or guessed) significance, use and function may also have been different 
from that of the prototypes. Therefore, it is to be debated which parts of 
the copies are real and which imaginary, which originate in the makers’ or 
users’ mental creation, and which in images and concepts of the collective 
memory of the community. Obviously, many questions remain open.

Copies being artefacts, a concrete functionality is combined with  
symbolic charge, whereas a prototype’s morphology (beyond schematisa-
tion and naturalism) may be at least partially connected to practical ad-
vantages. Means for gripping and handling or the intended place in the real, 
human space may influence the appearance of imitations. Besides, the dis-
tinction between the sensu stricto ‘utilitarian’ and the ‘symbolic’ is a modern 
concept: for example, based on their form, both real-size and miniature 
vases, boats, or houses constitute ‘containers’ with a specific volume and 
content. Similarly, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic vessels or tools that 
constitute complete figurative representations (not just decorative pat-
terns) are not only vessels or tools, but also autonomous copies of beings. 
Furthermore, different raw materials may be used and the conversion from 
an original to its copy following diverse modes of ‘transfer’ may take place 
at more than one scale depending on the possible concrete uses, not  
necessarily depending on the restrictions the raw material may have posed. 

In short, recreating physical things in altered sizes and/or in diverse 
materials involves a transposition process, conceivably entailing various 
functions of the images, concrete and/or fictional, combined in the same 
artefact. A brief overview of selected indicative examples allows us to show 
their possible social significance in contexts insinuating human–thing  
relations, in the real as well as in the miniature world.

ειδώλιο
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IMITATED ORIGINALS AND 
MINIATURIZATION
Significantly, the choice of subjects that are imitated is period-specific. In 
the Neolithic, humans, animals, various types of buildings, house equip-
ment, fixed, e.g. ovens or ‘platforms/benches’, or mobile, e.g. furniture or 
‘screens’ (Elster & Nikolaidou, 2003, pp. 432–435 on stools; Marangou, 2019, 
pp. 132–142 on furniture, pp. 142–149 on ovens), boats of different morpho-
logies, probably referring to various raw materials and types of real water-
crafts (Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 2001a; Marangou, 2001c), more rarely 
tools (Crnobrnja et al., 2009; Crnobrnja, 2011) and other implements  
(musical instruments? Todorova et al., 1983; Todorova, 2003), as well as 
vases (their identification depending on published information concerning 
‘normal’ sized pottery) are imitated in miniature size, most often in clay. 
Miniature boats, stools and vases appear since the Early Neolithic and 
houses at least from the Middle Neolithic onwards. Indistinguishable  
compositions of heterogeneous elements are attested early, such as a sea-
ted human bearing an infant, whereas in the Late Neolithic, domestic  
interiors may be modelled together with household equipment, such as 
ovens and benches (Gallis, 1985; Renfrew et al., 1986, fig. 8.20a, pl. XL, nos. 
1a–d, pl. XCV, no. 4; Elster & Nikolaidou, 2003, pp. 438–439, pls. 11.26, 11.27e;  
Alram-Stern, 2022), sometimes even with humans (Popudnja: Gusev, 1995; 
Lazarocivi & Lazarovici, 2010b, figs. 37, 38). Animals are loaded with vases, 
which could have had a combined practical function, e.g. as lamps (Maran-
gou & Stern, 2009). However, clay houses, ovens, furniture, vases, tools, 
implements and human figurines were also modelled separately: movement 
and modification of their layout and/or contents would have been possible, 
they could have been flexibly placed on particular surface areas, inside  
a vessel or a building model and even arranged to seemingly interact with 
each other.

Clay was the preferred material, although stone, as well as bone and 
shell, particularly for pendants, was occasionally used for miniatures.  
Towards the end of the Neolithic, clay was sometimes combined with stone 
(acrolithic figurines: Papathanasopoulos, 1996, figs. 216, 217). Not only the 
represented subjects, but also the contexts, when known, are mainly  
domestic, even in the case of watercraft models. Funerary contexts are rare 
and are attested in particular in the case of bone, stone or shell  
examples (see below).

In contrast to the Neolithic, in the Early Bronze Age miniature vessels, 
structures, buildings, artefacts and anthropomorphic or zoomorphic  
figurines are not combined. Rare exceptions are known. There is a prefe-
rence for either human or animal figurines. Very few miniatures of furniture 
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are known. They occur permanently combined with anthropomorphic  
figurines, such as marble compositions of humans sitting on seats, some-
times holding an object (e.g. a musical instrument). Possibly, the occupa-
tion or specialisation of the depicted person was intended to be emphasized 
(Marangou, 1992, p. 170). While in the Final Neolithic stone is combined with 
clay to create anthropomorphic acrolithic figurines, and figurines from  
stone as well as from bone are also attested at the same time, in the Early 
Bronze Age, besides some clay examples, stone and bone are the preferred 
materials in the manufacture of anthropomorphic figurines. Their making 
required specialised craftsmanship (see below). At the same time, the num-
ber of miniature vases increases, particularly in the Northeastern Aegean, 
where they outnumber other miniature categories (Marangou, 1994). They 
more often imitate vessel types associated with individual consumption 
than types connected with storage, transport and, in general, collective use. 
The total number of the latter collective use subcategories approximately 
equals the number of miniatures of types for individual use (Marangou, 
1992, p. 168; Marangou, 1994). Miniature stone or clay tools (clay ones being 
relatively rare in the Neolithic) are now well represented (Marangou, 1991b; 
Marangou, 1992, p. 170). At this stage, a newly introduced raw material, 
namely metal, was used as well for tools, manufactured by specialists.  
Anthropomorphic figurines as well as micrographic vases and tools may 
have had funerary associations in selected tombs (see below).

The interior space of houses and buildings does not seem to have been 
of interest in the Early Bronze Age, since house models seem to have been 
exceptional. They might have rather served as clay vessels in the shape of 
houses (e.g. Sampson & Fotiadi 2008, p. 221, fig. 22.6). Ships rather than 
boats are represented in miniature in the Early Bronze Age: developed  
composite dugouts, i.e. long, asymmetrical rowing vessels, such as on en
graved two-dimensional representations from the Cyclades (Doumas, 1965; 
Basch, 1987, p. 80), as well as models from the Acropolis of Athens (Basch, 
2017, fig. 7.1), Crete (ibid., p. 85), and Thermi in Lesbos (Marangou 1996b) 
are attested. Their originals would have been sea-worthy. Simpler vessels 
are very rare in this period and may have served other purposes (e.g. Troy: 
Marangou, 2001c). In fact, the Final Neolithic rock art of Strophilas on the 
island of Andros (Televantou, 2018) may be more indicative of the asymme-
trically shaped, developed dugouts of the Early Bronze Age, than of the 
Neolithic watercraft types. Most Neolithic models seem to correspond to 
originals mainly used in inland waters. The Early Bronze Age miniatures 
not only reflect the degree of technical expertise and specialisation, but 
also the general interest in sea voyages.
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SCALES AND CONCRETE 
USES: MATERIALITY
In miniaturization, the copy’s size is not only related to the prototype’s  
dimensions, but also depends on the reduction scale. Reproductions may 
sometimes even be subdivided in clusters of size, implying varying concrete 
uses and roles of the copies: there are miniaturized miniatures (‘micro- 
miniatures’: Marangou, 1992, p. 185; Marangou, 2019, p. 172), which do not  
necessarily show evidence of having been used as pendants. In the Neolithic, 
small anthropomorphic figurines could have been intended to be put inside 
a house model or a vase: together with larger examples, they possibly depic-
ted younger individuals (Gallis, 1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022). In any 
case, they may coexist with figurines of ‘standard’ miniature size (Fig. 1a) (e.g. 
in Prodromos, Dikili Tash and Dhimitra: Marangou, 1997b; Marangou, 2000; 
Marangou, 2013; Marangou, 2019). Zoomorphic figurines, mainly referring to 
domestic animals (Toufexis, 2003) may also come in different sizes (Fig. 1b), 
and diverse reduction scales may be attested for a specific set of micrographic 
vessels (Fig. 2a–b). At the same time, the sizes of miniature vases for indivi-
dual or collective use (Fig. 2c) may not vary significantly, despite the different 
dimensions of their originals (Marangou, 2019, p. 174, note 516).

Fig. 1a. Late Neolithic clay female figurines of different sizes from Dikili Tash.
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Fig. 2. Late Neolithic clay micrographic vases of Dikili Tash. a–b: Various  
dimensions of miniatures of the same original; c: Closed type miniatures with  
dimensions comparable to those of vessel types for individual use.

Fig. 1b. Late Neolithic clay animal figurines of different sizes from Dikili Tash.

b

c

a
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In the Neolithic, the approximate maximum dimensions for clay miniatures 
range between 6 and 12 cm, 12 and 20 cm, and 2 and 6 cm for humans, but 
also up to almost 1 m and even more. Animal figurines reach maximum 
dimensions of 10–20 cm and 4–6 cm, yet much larger ones are also attested. 
Micrographic vessels generally measure 3–8 cm and 1–3 cm. Micrographic 
furniture shows maximum dimensions of 5–10 cm and 3–4 cm. Houses mea-
sure from 10 to 50 cm, and boats from 6 to 25 cm (Marangou, 2013). In some 
cases, so-called ‘half-seated’ anthropomorphic figurines are equipped with 
proportionate chairs (Todorova et al., 1983, p. 91).

Furthermore, large anthropomorphic – but not only – busts have been found 
inside real-life buildings, while some rare fragmentary heads, some with 
hybrid features (Marangou & Grammenos, 2005; Marangou, 2010) are  
attested as chance finds. Such fragmentary three-dimensional terracotta 
heads may have originally belonged to large, even almost life-size statues 
(Fig. 3) (see also Galović, 1959; Marinescu-Bîlcu, 1981). At Opovo, human or 
animal (bovine?) clay heads would have been fixed on a stand (Tringham 
et al., 1985), and large figures of pigs were found at Achilleio and Anza  
(Chapman, 1981; Gimbutas, 1976; Gimbutas, 1984; Gimbutas, 1989; see also 
the fragment from Dhimitra: Marangou, 1997b, p. 238, pl. 70a–b). This could 
also be the case for some fragments of relatively large terracotta legs or 
heads (e.g. from Ftelia in Mykonos: Sampson & Mastrogiannopoulou, 2017, 
figs. 4.8–4.10; from the Late Neolithic Sarakinos cave: Sampson & Mastro-
giannopoulou, 2018, pp. 264–265), unless they would have belonged to  
anthropomorphic vessels.

Non-autonomous, large, anthropomorphic, zoomorphic or hybrid  
figures from clay could also be connected to architectural elements (e.g. to 
interior walls or on roofs), or be integral parts of domestic structures, such 
as ovens. Besides real bucrania, possibly integrating additional elements 

Fig. 3. Large, clay head from Vassilika (surface find) (front and side view).
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made of clay, clay animal heads with bovine horns are also attested  
(Kormadin: Jovanović & Glisić, 1960; Dikili Tash: Treuil & Darcque, 1998), 
in some cases decorating the rooftop of houses (Petrovic, 1990; Toufexis, 
2003, fig. 29.3). Anthropomorphic relief decoration is known in ‘special’ buil-
dings (‘temples’: Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 2010a; Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 
2010b; in Dolnoslav: Raduncheva, 1991; Promachon-Topolnica: Koukouli-
Chrysanthaki et al., 2007). On some models of buildings, such representa-
tions are replicated, for instance cylindrical anthropomorphic elements on 
the roof, or bucrania reliefs above the entrance or on inner walls have been 
evidenced (Lazarovici & Lazarovici, 2010b; Marijanović, 2015). Such figura-
tive decorations could indicate the special status of a unique (?), imposing 
(possibly common) building.

It has been suggested that statuettes with perforated shoulders or head 
may have been attached to walls with wooden dowels (Burdo et al., 2013, p. 
105). On the other hand, real buildings may also have contained decorated 
moveable elements, as is suggested by miniatures, such as the so-called ‘altar 
models’ (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 72, fig. 112 from Ovčarovo) and possibly the Dhi-
mitra micrographic ‘screen’ decorated with a bucranium in relief (Fig. 4) (Ma-
rangou, 1996a; Marangou, 1997b, p. 251), including moveable screens/parti-
tions from non-preserved, possibly organic material (Marangou, 2020, p. 39).
As can be guessed not only from their varying dimensions, but also from 

Fig. 4. Clay micrographic ‘screen’ with relief and incised decoration from Late 
Neolithic Dhimitra.
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other features, the practical use of Neolithic closed and open building mo-
dels must have been different, regardless of whether they were exact copies. 
The ‘open’ house models, in particular in the Late Neolithic, such as those 
from Thessaly and Eastern Macedonia, have maximum dimension of c. 20 
cm (Fig. 5a) (Gallis, 1985; Renfrew et al., 1986, fig. 8.20a, pl. XL no. 1, pl. XCV 
no. 4; Toufexis, 1996, p. 329, no. 266; Toufexis, 2022; Elster & Nikolaidou, 
2003, pp. 438–439; Trenner, 2010, p. 135, no. 11, p. 153; Alram-Stern, 2022). 
They feature a floor surrounded by very low walls and are unroofed, with 
the interior visible. The focus is obviously on the interior layout of the house 
and the domestic equipment, i.e. oven and ‘platform’, and sometimes also 
on the occupants – in some cases moveable (Plateia Magoula Zarkou:  
Gallis, 1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022), in others fixed (Popudnia: 
Gusev, 1995). In the case of Plateia Magoula Zarkou it has been suggested 
that the anthropomorphic figurines of different sizes and types inside the 
house model may have represented a family of three generations (Gallis, 
1985; Gallis, 2022; Alram-Stern, 2022), or an extended family of the same 
household, including people connected to them by their activities (Alram-
Stern, 2022, p. 480). The ensembles could also represent practices with an 

Fig. 5a. Late Neolithic clay open house model from Sitagroi.
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entire ‘household’ involving residents, visitors and ritual participants (as 
well as ancestors according to Burdo et al., 2013, p. 113). It should be noted 
that the two four-legged anthropomorphic figurines included in the house 
model, both considered as male, do not show any obvious sex characteris-
tics and therefore possibly contradict the interpretation of a family featu-
ring a man and a woman as parents. Combinations of female and apparent-
ly asexual figurines, with at least one of them smaller than the majority, 
have also been found in smaller or larger sets, on a platform or inside vases 
(Marangou, 2009) (see below). Therefore, the Plateia Magoula Zarkou  
ensemble might reflect a comparable situation with larger and smaller  
females and/or asexuals, in the restricted space of an open house model. 

Although there is evidence of autonomous, small roofs from Late Neo-
lithic contexts (Fig. 5b) (initial maximum dimension up to 10–12 cm, e.g. at 
Dhimitra: Marangou, 1996a, fig. 5; cf. Trenner, 2010, p. 174, no. 96; see also 
Marangou, 1992, pl. 3, nos. 9–10; Raczky & Anders, 1999), they do not seem 
to correspond to the known open house models, which are usually larger 
and have low walls, so that a roof could not be placed onto them. A ‘transi-
tional type’ of two-piece house model has been proposed by P. Raczky and 
A. Anders (1999): independent removable roofs would presumably have  
covered the house models, though allowed occasional access to the interior. 
However, no such complete example is known. The independent terracotta 
roofs size corresponds to a subcategory of the small, closed, roofed house 

Fig. 5b. Late Neolithic clay miniature house roof from Dhimitra.
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model (usually up to 10–12 cm in size), mainly attributed to the Middle 
Neolithic in Thessaly and central Greece (Theocharis, 2000, pp. 180–181; 
Marangou, 1992, p. 442, pl. 3, nos. 9–10; Gallis, 1996, p. 64; Toufexis, 2022). 
Access to the interior of these roofed, closed models might have been dif-
ficult or even impossible in some cases, even if there are holes in the roof, 
such as an opaion, possibly with a corresponding opening in the floor  
(Skafida, 1996, p. 327, nos. 262–263; proposed reconstruction in Trenner, 
2010, p. 178, pl. IIb), or in the walls (windows/doors?) (Toufexis, 1996, p. 328, 
nos. 264–265; Toufexis, 2022; Trenner, 2010, p. 164, no. 76). It has been  
suggested that some of the small models could represent granaries (Tou-
fexis, 1996; Burdo et al., 2013, p. 103). Furthermore, in cases of similar sha-
pes, it may be difficult to clearly distinguish an oven from a house model 
(Marangou, 2019, p. 148, with further references).

There are also large building models focussing on their exterior,  
sometimes without floors, and even ‘two-storey’ ones (Gallis, 1996, p. 64, fig. 
17; MN: Toufexis, 1996, p. 328, no. 264; Toufexis, 2022; Burdo et al., 2013, p. 
99, fig. 5.4; Hodroyianni-Metoki, 2017, p. 27, fig. 2). The maximum dimension 
of the floorless models reaches 40–50 cm. It has been suggested (by Trenner, 
2010, p. 153 no. 42, p. 258 no. 62) for the Late or Final Neolithic models from 
Kodjadermen and Cascioarele (Popov, 1918, p. 134, fig. 136; Dumitrescu, 1968), 
which include 3 or 4 roofs and openings in the walls, as well as generally for 
models with more than one roof and a common infrastructure, that they 
would not represent houses, but rather a whole settlement (Gheorghiu, 
2009, pp. 115–116; Trenner, 2010, p. 158, no. 62, p. 165, no. 80). Interestingly, 
concrete, specific use of such large-scale models is attested. The Sultana 
model (Gumelnita) has seventeen openings of 4.5 to 5 cm in diameter in the 
walls and the roof. Eleven golden objects and limestone beads were found 
among its fragments, which appear to have originally been kept inside the 
model (Hansen et al., 2012, pp. 93–94, figs. 4–5). A combined, both practical 
and symbolic use must be assumed, in which the miniature building would 
have covered, perhaps also ‘protected’ valuable objects. A similar combined 
purpose may be suggested for a large anthropomorphic vase from Vidra, 
found close to anthropomorphic and animal figurines and a gold ornament, 
thought to have been ‘worn’ by the vase (Rosetti, 1938; see also Marangou, 
1996a, with further references).

Neolithic boat models are attested from inland wetland sites (Fig. 6) 
(Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 2001a; Marangou, 2001c), apparently repre-
senting different types of watercrafts and providing us with valuable infor-
mation on technological progress, everyday activities and movement on 
water (see Höckmann, 1996), but also implying the prehistoric natural  
environment. Although generally preserved incompletely, they seem to have 
had an original maximum dimension of 6–25/28 cm in length (in most  
cases 10–25 cm), a width of 2.5–14 cm and a depth/height of 2–7.2 cm, with 
a length/width ratio of 2:3.4 or even 2:5.8. The real vessels would have been 
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symmetrical or asymmetrical, with an ellipsoidal or almost quadrangular 
section, with oval or trapezoidal edges, sometimes horizontally perforated, 
with straight or upwards tapered sides (Fig. 6) (Marangou, 1991a; Marangou, 
2001a; Marangou, 2001c; on an experimental, double-ended, paddled  
papyrus boat see Tzalas, 1995). Although the size of watercraft models is 
comparable to that of open house models, until now, they have been found 
empty of other miniature objects.

In the Early Bronze Age, zoomorphic figurines are mostly made of clay, 
small-sized and standing stably. In contrast, anthropomorphic figurines 
measure from a few centimetres to almost monumental sizes (Marangou, 
1997a); they are usually found isolated. Bone (Marangou 1997a) and stone 
(Thermi I–II: Marangou, 1997a; Filaniotou, 2019) are often used, raw mate-
rials which impose size restrictions. However, a similar morphology of flat 
and unstably standing figures was apparently aimed at, not only of stone 
(Thermi I–II), but even of clay (Thermi III–V) (Figs. 7a–b) (Marangou, 1992; 
Marangou, 1997a). At the same time, sherd figurines occur as well. The  
typically required focus on the frontal view (‘frontality’) is also evidenced 
on the back side of bone figurines, which is usually unworked (Fig. 8). It has 
also been suggested that natural stones with distinct shapes, which in some 
cases may have undergone some slight reworking, could constitute ‘pebble 
figurines’ (Filaniotou, 2019, pp. 147–148).

It is difficult to distinguish between a (large) stone figurine and a 
stela: both are characterised by their frontality, large size and relative  
instability (Marangou, 1997a; Marangou, 2013). Stelae being hardly worked 
on the reverse, they would have been looked at from one direction, similar-
ly to small stone or bone examples, which could possibly be suspended. 
Originally, stelae or figures could have been leant against a wall or stuck 
into the ground, the figures also deposited in Cycladic tombs. Their bulki-
ness and the fact that they were mostly found in isolation shows that they 
were very probably not designed to be ‘active’, i.e. did not need to move in 

Fig. 6. Neolithic clay miniature of watercraft from Tsangli (Thessaly).
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Fig. 8. Early Bronze Age bone anthropomorphic figurines/spatulae from Poliochni
(front and back view).

Fig. 7a–b. a: Early Bronze Age clay anthropomorphic head and torso of fragmen-
tary figurine from Thermi (Lesbos); b: Early Bronze Age clay anthropomorphic 
figurine body (head missing) from Thermi (Lesbos) (front and side view).

a b
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space or ‘interact’ with other figurative representations.
Long, rowed ship models of the Early Bronze Age show proportions of 

c. 1:12 width/length (Fig. 9) (Thermi: Marangou, 1996b). Clay and metal ship 
models are frequently attested in Crete and the Cyclades, where they were 
mainly found in funerary and rarely in domestic contexts (Wedde, 2000, pp. 
307–308, figs. 101–108). Ships are also represented in two dimensions on 
stone engravings (‘sanctuary’ of Korphi t’Aroniou: Doumas, 1965) and as 
linear, mostly incised representations on several clay ‘frying pans’ and  
other pottery sherds, mainly from Cycladic burials (Wedde, 2000, pp.  
313–315, figs. 401–422). 

A detailed study by L. Basch based on the comparison between the 
Neolithic Tsangli model (Fig. 5) (Marangou, 1991a), a Final Neolithic (?) 
(Basch, 2017, figs. 7.3–7.6) and an Early Bronze Age (?) (Basch, 2017, fig. 7.1) 
model from the Acropolis of Athens, as well as the Early Bronze Age Cycla-
dic types may show the transition from simpler Neolithic watercrafts  
to more complex Early Bronze Age vessels. Whereas the earlier watercrafts 
seem to have been mainly used for inland (exceptionally maritime, see  
below) navigation, the later examples would have required specialised  
shipbuilders and maritime navigators.

In the Early Bronze Age, micrographic tools were much more common, 
particularly the ones made of metal, yet it is difficult to distinguish small 
dimensioned operational metal tools from ‘miniature’ ones which did not 
serve their original purpose. Very small tools may have been used for fine 
work (Marangou, 1991b; Marangou, 2001b). The artefacts considered  
‘miniatures’ by their discoverers are much smaller than ordinary metal tools 
belonging to the same or a similar type. Compared to the originals, they are 
produced in a size ratio of 2:3 to 2:5 (Marangou, 1991b).

Fig. 9. Early Bronze Age clay ship model from Thermi (Lesbos).
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MAKERS AND MANUFAC-
TURE
Besides the diversity in size, differences in production processes, a variety 
of manufacturers, both experts and apprentices, must be assumed in the 
Neolithic. Some clay miniatures had been modelled and fired with skill, even 
richly decorated by connoisseurs, while others, sometimes – not always – of 
smaller size, had been made in a clumsy manner, apparently by non-experts. 
Poorly made, unsuccessfully executed examples of standard types and well-
modelled pieces of workmanship, carefully decorated with complex pat-
terns, possibly imposed by ‘rules’, are attested on the same site (Dikili Tash: 
Marangou, 2019, pp. 92, 122, 141, 173). Relatively large anthropomorphic  
figurines bore incisions (Fig. 10a) (Marangou, 1997b, p. 234; Marangou, 2019, 
p. 91), which served as auxiliary markings for the application of plastic 
details, such as arms. Whereas larger ones may also be poorly fired, smaller 
ones could be meticulously decorated either by an expert (Marangou, 2019, 
p. 92, pl. 81, no. M 1219) or by an inexperienced maker (Fig. 10b) (Marangou, 
2019, p. 92, pl. 78, nos. M 196, M 219, pl. F): independently of their size, some 
figures are made clumsily, others rather expertly. Indeed, it did not neces-
sarily have to be the very small figurines that were made by novices.

Fig. 10a. Late Neolithic clay female figurine with incisions-guides for the applica-
tion of arms, from Dhimitra (front and side view).
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As already mentioned, small, undecorated anthropomorphic figurines were 
found together with larger, decorated ones and miniature house equipment 
inside vases or house models. Such ensembles could not have been toys 
made by children (see Moses, 2015, contesting the interpretation of Cata-
höyük figurines as toys). This hypothesis seems also highly improbable in 
the exceptional case of the very poorly made micrographic vases found 
burnt in incineration tombs of adults (Soufli: Gallis, 1982). Rather, they may 
have been especially made for instant use in the funerary context.

In Late Neolithic Dikili Tash, among animal figurines of two different 
types and sizes, the larger, two-headed, heavy ones are roughly made of 
porous clay containing impurities, even pebbles, while the smaller ones are 
made of finer clay, show more details and are better fired (as in Fig. 1b). 
There is however one small example of an unfinished or failed figurine  
(Marangou, 2019, p. 122).

Fig. 10b. Late Neolithic clay decorated figurines from Dikili Tash, showing an  
expert (left) and a ‘novice’ (right) maker.
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Fig. 11. Early Bronze Age roughly-made clay micrographic vases from Poliochni.

Learning craft skills can begin early in life, by formal or informal instruc-
tion, by observation and imitation, guided by more experienced makers 
(Sofaer, 2015). Fingerprints of a child up to 10 years of age were found on 
two micrographic vases and a zoomorphic figurine of the Vinča culture: the 
well-polished zoomorphic body bearing fingerprints of a child on its back-
bone suggests that both an adult and a child, an expert and a novice, had 
worked on the same miniature (Balj, 2017). Rather than just child’s play, 
domestic apprenticeship seems a probable interpretation. However,  
connoisseurs and apprentices seem to have worked in few Neolithic houses.

There is no conclusive evidence of varying degrees of skill in Early 
Bronze Age bone figurines, although ‘child work’ is attested on clay minia-
ture vases (Fig. 11) (Marangou, 1994). With regard to stone artefacts, several 
Cycladic figurines, including an unfinished one, were found in a Skarkos 
building. They were associated with residues of marble-processing waste 
and various tools and pigments, indicating a specific space of specialized 
manufacture (Marthari, 2017). However, the specialised manufacturers of 
the figurines did not necessarily have to correspond to the individuals who 
‘used’ them: at Troy, a sherd figurine was found in a stone carver’s workshop 
and a stone one in a deer antler workshop, while at Poliochni (Green Period) 
a bone figurine was found together with several stone axes (Marangou, 
1997a; Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 2013). Working stone and bone required 
specialised technological knowledge, which may be evidenced in particular 
by the miniature metal tools (Marangou, 1991b). The discovery of such  
micrographic metal tools in a few children’s tombs opens interesting inter-
pretative directions (Marangou, 1991b) (see below).
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COPIES IN THE WORLD  
OF THE ORIGINALS:  
SYMBOLISM
Precise information of the primary archaeological contexts of the Neolithic 
figurines and models is not very common. Neolithic clay figurines and  
models are mostly found in domestic, rather than in funerary contexts, and 
seem to have been related to daily activities. Micrographic, closed vases, 
sometimes containing seeds or carbonized wood, thus ‘functional’ in a sen-
se, as well as anthropomorphic figurines were connected to food prepara-
tion and storage, or to whorls and weaving equipment, i.e. to work areas 
that are considered ‘female’ (Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 2020). Decorated 
micrographic vases and figurines were found with jewellery (Marangou, 
2001b). A relationship between anthropomorphic figurines and textiles is 
also indicated by specific imprints on clay bodies of some acrolithic exam-
ples (Marangou, 2020, figs. 10a–c). Hence, the miniatures’ domestic refe-
rence hints at everyday matters, while they could also be associated to  
ritual/magic concerns. The connection of miniatures to ovens/hearths and 
places related to fire in houses or yards in general is attested in several 
cases. This suggests that miniatures were associated either to a family or 
household, or to a group of households sharing a common oven or heating 
structure (Marangou, 2001b; Nikolaidou, 2003).

Composite works, such as permanently seated human adults with 
infants, double-headed animals, or open house models with modelled  
together platforms, ovens and even anthropomorphic figurines, could  
represent performative scenes, imaginary or real, which were conceived as 
an entity and presented in a fixed setting (Marangou, 2018a). There are also 
syntheses in sets or ‘scenes’, their distinctly modelled associated movable 
elements being occasionally grouped together and combined. The well-
known ‘cult scene’ from Ovčarovo IX, consisting of 26 miniature objects, 
anthropomorphic ‘half-seated’, mainly female figurines, miniature vessels, 
furniture and possibly musical instruments and elements of interior 
screens/partitions (?), was found inside a building, underneath the frag-
mented remains of a large, unfired clay model of a building, covering an 
area of c. 50 x 50 cm (Todorova et al., 1983, p. 91; Todorova, 2003, pp. 287, 
323, fig. 16A). The latter was probably a building model without a floor of 
similar dimensions: it could originally have covered all the miniatures (see 
above).

Groups of figurines, mainly female half-seated ones, together with 
miniature furniture and other modelled items, placed on a bench, on the 
floor, by the oven, could have been connected to large house models (e.g. 
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Ovčarovo), although not necessarily. They could not represent a family, but 
rather a larger social group (the larger figurines perhaps representing 
adults, and the smaller, younger individuals), perhaps from a whole settle-
ment (Marangou, 1996a). This also applies to the large group of 46 asexual, 
or possibly male figurines, found in front of an oven at the site of Stubline. 
The figurines stand, holding 11 preserved tools (Crnobrja et al., 2009;  
Crnobrja, 2011). A possible concurrence of oven models and anthropomor-
phic, half-seated figurines of proportionate dimensions may also be evi-
denced at Dikili Tash (Marangou, 2019, p. 149). Separately modelled anthro-
pomorphic figures and furniture miniatures were deliberately associated; 
there is also evidence of the simultaneous manufacture of a seat and an 
autonomous figurine: at Kodzadermen, a miniature seat’s backrest has even 
left imprints on an anthropomorphic figurine’s back when the material was 
still soft (Popov, 1918, p. 138, fig. 143; Gaul, 1948, p. 134, pl. LXIII, no. 1).

Besides models of furnished and inhabited house interiors or of their 
elements, occasionally flocks of miniature domestic animals are found  
(Marangou, 1996a). An exceptional example is known from the site of 
Ovčarovo, House 10, where in front of a real oven a miniature flock was found 
in the vicinity of (not inside) a house model (Todorova, 1982; Trenner, 2010, 
p. 153, no. 43). It is feasible that real animals were kept in residential buil-
dings or in courtyards (Marangou, 1992, p. 224; Marangou, 1996a). Although 
both main categories of zoomorphic figurines (including a small, perforated 
one) from Dikili Tash are standing stably (as in Fig. 1b), their obvious diffe-
rence in size and treatment could imply that they were used differently. 
Whereas the smaller ones may be movable and/or occur in groups, the larger 
and heavy ones appear rather isolated and static.

As suggested by models of special structures (‘altars’: Hansen et al., 
2011, p. 94, figs. 73–74), real screens/partitions may have been used in  
interior spaces. Sets and scenes of miniatures may have been covered by a 
house model or kept inside a vase, yet the ‘concealment’ of ‘cult scenes’ could 
also have happened by perishable means, including possible textile or  
wicker hanging fixtures (see Marangou, 2020), in particular if the miniatu-
res’ display was only occasional (Marangou, 1996a; see also prints of texti-
les on real size clay items: Marangou, 2020, with further references). Such 
real partitions could be decorated with a bucranium, as is for instance  
indicated by the clay miniature ‘screen’ from Dhimitra (Fig. 4).

Surprisingly, boat models were also found close to an oven, same as 
figurines and micrographic vases (Marangou, 1996b; 2001a, with further 
references). This means that a domestic environment may constitute the 
context even of micrographic watercrafts. It is therefore possible that mi-
niatures did not necessarily or were not supposed to depict their prototypes 
in real domestic interiors, but that they could also have rather constituted 
their symbolic representations connected to the domestic sphere (Maran-
gou, 2018b). 
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At the end of their life cycle, the miniatures seem to have been broken  
since only separate fragments are usually found (see Chapman, 2000 on 
fragmentation, and Biehl, 2003 on ‘ritual destruction’). However, in the Late 
Neolithic Sarakinos cave, a large concentration of figurines was deposited 
in an area near the entrance, while at the same time numerous other figu-
rines were found on the different floors, together with complete deer  
antlers, suggesting ritualized depositional behaviour (Sampson & Mastro-
giannopoulou, 2018). Interestingly, in the Late Neolithic Lion’s Cave (Attica), 
clay figurines were found grouped together, while stone specimens seem  
to have been intentionally placed in isolation under stone constructions  
of activity areas. Both categories were associated with other artefacts  
(Karali et al. 2018, p. 280).

Miniatures rarely occur in funerary contexts, though examples made 
of valuable materials (gold) have been found in rich burials containing ‘pre-
cious’ goods (Varna cemetery: Fol & Lichardus, 1988). On the other hand, used 
miniature bowls or ‘feeding bottles’ were included in some children’s and  
women’s (mothers?) tombs (Marangou, 1992, p. 229; Marangou, 2001b), and 
poorly made miniature vases were found in adult tombs (see above).

It seems as if in the domestic interiors of the Neolithic, presumably 
symbolic objects and everyday (female) activities were tightly linked, in 
both the tangible and the imaginary sphere (Marangou, 2001b; Marangou, 
2013). The role of (special?) women in the ritual domain may have been 
important (Marangou, 2020). However, miniatures are not found in every 
house and hence might not have constituted an inherent element of every 
household or social group (Marangou, 1996a).

The general characteristic of Early Bronze Age miniatures consists of 
diverse contexts and the absence of interrelations. Different concrete uses 
of iconographic categories seem probable: humans, animals, vases and tools 
do not occur as combined ensembles, but rather they are found individu-
ally, in some cases also in small groups of the same theme category. In fact, 
when (rarely) attested on the same site, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 
figurines are not found in the same house, at least never in the same room 
(Marangou, 1997a). Clay zoomorphic figurines, or micrographic closed  
vases, sometimes containing seeds, and exceptionally anthropomorphic 
figurines are found in contexts related to food storage, mainly in Southern 
Greece (Marangou, 2001b). Their deliberate separation also manifests  
in the fact that zoomorphic figurines are found in bothroi filled with  
common household waste, organic residues, tools, while anthropomorphic 
figurines are found in bothroi containing jewellery and pigments, ochre  
and azurite (Marangou, 1997a). The latter correlation can also be observed  
in Early Cycladic tombs.

Anthropomorphic figurines are found mostly isolated. They are found 
in few houses, only exceptionally may they occur in groups or related to 
ovens (Marangou, 1997a; on Skarkos see Marthari, 2017). More often, they 
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are found in open areas of settlements (Marthari, 2017), as well as in streets, 
in particular outside houses containing figurines (Thermi: Marangou, 1997a). 
They are also associated with funerary or ritual contexts. In fact, anthro-
pomorphic figurines are found, both whole and fragmented, in some  
Cycladic graves that do not appear to be associated with figurine manufac-
turers. This corresponds to the fact that figurines of different raw materials 
are attested in spaces of manufacturers working on other materials, as 
mentioned earlier. Ritual deposition of marble figurines, all deliberately 
broken, has been proposed by D. E. Wilson (2017). The relevant specimens 
were found as foundation deposits of houses, in addition to their discovery 
as offerings in burial or sanctuary contexts. Ritual treatment of anthropo-
morphic figurines is also attested from finds in walls or under house floors 
in the Northeastern Aegean (Hüryilmaz, 1999).

In contrast to large Neolithic figures related to houses/buildings, 
either at the entrance, or fixed on walls or placed near ovens, Early Bronze 
Age anthropomorphic stelae are found embedded in settlement enclosures 
or fortifications, sometimes even near the entrance (Thermi, Troy: Maran-
gou, 2001b, with further references), including in secondary use (Skala  
Soteros: Koukouli-Chrysanthaki, 1987, p. 391). These contexts suggest the 
objects’ involvement in collective rituals, including as foundation offerings. 
Large figures and stelae usually refer to open, non-built, public spaces, 
crossroads and streets (Troy, Thermi: Marangou, 1997a). Stone slabs with 
cavities on paved roads (Poliochni: Marangou, 2001b) might indicate col-
lective game or rituals. Unlike the Neolithic figurines which were designed 
to be viewed from all sides, Early Bronze Age anthropomorphic figurines – 
flat, plank-like, standard size ones or larger examples similar to stelae – do 
not stand stably. In particular large examples, appropriate for open public 
spaces, were leaned against a wall, embedded in it, or anchored into the 
ground. They could be seen from a distance by passers-by or assembled 
groups and could have functioned as signals of a specific location or area. 
Baetyls which may have represented animate beings are rarely found. They 
were originally placed in open, uncovered spaces, such as for instance in a 
yard at Eutresis (Marangou, 1992, p. 233 with references) or in a paved court 
at Poliochni (Cultraro, 1997).

As mentioned above, already in the Final Neolithic, symbolic objects 
and representations are often found near the entrance or on the enclosures 
of coastal settlements, perhaps for the ‘protection’ of the inhabitants or to 
‘demonstrate power’: the two-dimensional ship representations at Strophi-
las are mainly carved in public areas, such as in front of the settlement 
enclosure, most of them placed opposite of the entrance, perhaps marking 
the access to the settlement, while numerous other ships are depicted on 
the exterior façade of the enclosure (Televantou, 2018, p. 391). In Final  
Neolithic funerary contexts, such as at Kefalas (Kea: Coleman, 1977), the 
anthropomorphic figurines are attested in a central area of both sectors of 
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the cemetery, where they were placed outside of graves, including near the 
earliest grave. The cemetery is located at the base of the cape, and the area 
in which the figurines were placed is near the access to the settlement of 
Kefalas. As has also been suggested by C. Broodbank (2000), anthropomor-
phic figurines are found in domestic contexts of the Late Neolithic, where-
as in the Final Neolithic they seem to have been preferably placed in ceme-
teries, outside the graves. In the Early Bronze Age, anthropomorphic 
figurines were deposited inside the graves.

In the Early Bronze Age, models of the artificial environment do not 
contradict the context of figurines: they are rarely associated with the  
domestic sphere, but rather indicate their involvement in exterior public 
activities and collective, as well as funerary practices. Certain thematic 
categories are also connected to specialized tasks and possibly clusters of 
population (Marangou, 2018b). Two-dimensional representations of sea-
crafts may also have funerary associations, such as the incised examples 
on the Syros ‘frying-pans’ (Broodbank, 1989; Wedde, 2000), but are also 
attested in outdoor, public spaces (Doumas, 1965, p. 53, fig. 7, pl. 37a). An 
Early Bronze Age ship model (Fig. 9) has been found in a street in Thermi, 
in front of most important houses which contained figurines (Marangou, 
1996b). Yet, ship models were also found in Cycladic tombs. Such funerary 
associations with seaworthy vessels might imply the dead’s related specia-
lized activity or a similar connection.

In the Early Bronze Age, micrographic stone and clay axes are nume-
rous, while miniature metal tools also occur on sites with evidence of  
metallurgical activities. Micrographic vases, in particular vases related to 
liquids (jugs, bowls and ‘feeding bottles’), are not only attested in houses, 
but also in public outdoor spaces and in areas around wells (Marangou, 
1991b; Marangou, 2001b), as well as in graves of (usually not too young) 
children. Some miniature ‘feeding bottles’ have also been found in tombs of 
women (mothers?), and stone miniature vases containing pigments in adult 
tombs (Marangou, 2001b, with further references).

Children could have been assigned outdoor tasks, such as herding 
and tending animals, or helping with water procurement. In select Early 
Bronze Age tombs of children who had died after the age of first dentition, 
micrographic clay, open vases and, more rarely, micrographic copper or lead 
tools were found, in cemeteries where some adults had also received a dif-
ferentiated treatment in death (Devnja: see references in Marangou, 1991b). 
While the functionality of these miniature tools cannot be excluded, signi-
ficantly the children’s graves did not contain anthropomorphic figurines, 
or ‘dolls’. On the other hand, sometimes female figurines and whorls had 
been given to deceased pre-adolescent or adolescent girls, in the Final Neo-
lithic (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 199, fig. 312). Children may have become efficient 
and productive community members after reaching a certain age, a life 
stage, having entered or achieved apprenticeship or completed initiation 
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(including initiation to a craft), without excluding external ‘work’ activities 
(Marangou, 1991b; Marangou, 2001b). At least some children can also be 
associated to symbolic practices.

Therefore, the symbolic charge and concrete use of Early Bronze Age 
miniatures is different from the Neolithic ones: the choice of the depicted 
themes, their associations and combinations change. The symbolism and 
contexts of the miniature objects point to a collective rather than house-
hold/family-connection. Furthermore, we observe a shift towards their 
involvement in communal practices as well as public gatherings in outdoor 
spaces, but also towards their use in the funerary sphere, as observed in 
some burials. Finally, the miniatures, in particular in regard to certain  
thematic categories, imply a connection with specialised activities.

CONCLUSIONS
The prehistoric miniatures under discussion did not necessarily have the 
same concrete function, even when referring to the same prototype. Taking 
into consideration the factors of the miniatures’ practical usability vs.  
unusability, flexible combinability vs. fixed composition, moveability vs.  
permanently or temporarily fixed placement, they were part of a system. 
On the one hand, they could form individual entities, or on the other hand 
change their components and mise-en-scène.

Flexible combinations among Neolithic clay miniatures were possib-
le since they were usually stable and more or less proportionate in size. 
They are normally connected to domestic contexts associated to ‘female 
activities’, including in limited spaces called ‘functional’, such as inside 
house models or other containers, including exposed on real-life benches, 
or by an oven or on the floor. House models could have covered both  
miniature ‘scenes’ and valuable objects. Rare large building models with 
more than one roof on top of the same base might also represent clusters 
of houses, kin groups, or clans. Groups of miniatures were found in a few 
houses or close to some ovens, including in yards. However, it is unknown 
if they referred to just one family, or rather to a small group of households, 
a social group, or special persons from the whole settlement. In any case, 
domestic apprenticeship and manufacture by some families, households 
or individuals seems probable. On the other hand, large, immovable figures 
were fixed on architectural elements in or outside particular, ‘special’  
(common?) buildings.

The ‘interacting’ (in practical reality) of different Neolithic microgra-
phic categories could only be seen when entering buildings and probably 
not constantly. Only a few persons might have been aware of the hidden 
miniatures in storage pits or vessels. Possible ‘ritual specialists’ would have 
known the required combination of the mobile and/or fixed miniatures, the 
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respective narrative scenario as well as its performative re-enactment  
(Marangou, 2020). Large, immovable figures were sometimes connected to 
particular closed spaces, to which access was possibly restricted to special 
individuals or groups. The miniatures and their meanings seem in accor-
dance with everyday concerns, i.e. the household, livestock, subsistence, 
survival and probably with the transmission of collective beliefs and  
narratives.

In the Early Bronze Age, bone, stone, metal and clay were used for an-
thropomorphic figurines. Zoomorphic figurines were mostly manufactured in 
clay. Miniature vases from clay increased, and micrographic tools, now inclu-
ding metal ones, became much more frequent. Miniature furniture or houses 
were rather exceptional. Whereas anthropomorphic figurines, mostly of stone, 
were used in funerary and rarely in domestic-ritual contexts, a turn towards 
the public sphere and specialization, if not individuality, is suggested. Micro-
graphic human beings do not seem to have interacted with other miniatures. 
Large anthropomorphic figures or stelae as well as ship representations were 
exposed in open areas. A few closed micrographic vases and zoomorphic fi-
gurines were connected to storage. On the other hand, miniature open vases 
were possibly related to children in open areas. In some cases, they were found 
together with miniature metal tools in children’s graves, probably indicating 
young individuals of a distinguished social group, or of a gender or specific 
biological stage, hinting at an acquired special skill, a specialized craft or  
an expertise.

In conclusion to this overview, the choice of themes and transfer  
processes was intentional and connected to both practical functions and sym-
bolic meanings – domestic or public, profane, ritual or funerary, related or 
unrelated to a specific individual, family, group, gender, age or specialization. 
If miniatures reflect either a Neolithic dwelling filled with household gear and 
operated by a particular family, some households, a social group, a particular 
gender, or ritual specialists, or Early Bronze Age public, communal activities 
of guilds or groups or individuals of special, including ritual, status or exper-
tise, we still have to bear in mind that the words are lost and that the unders-
tanding of prehistoric symbols can never be absolutely objective, nor conclu-
sive: narration, ritual, apprenticeship and even play could have resulted in 
similar miniature representations, referring to a ‘looking-glass world’.
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In 1896, a farm labourer found a spectacular 
Bronze Age hoard in the peatlands north of Om-
men (Overijssel, the Netherlands). The hoard  
consisted of small tools of bronze and stone and 
one giant bronze dirk or sword. The objects re-
mained in private possession of the landown-
er and despite an earlier publication, were only  
acquired by the National Museum of Antiqui-
ties at auction in 2017 and are currently studied. 
Meanwhile it is known that the sword is part of 
a rare group of aggrandized Bronze Age dirks or 
swords of the Plougrescant-Ommerschans type – 
objects that were simply too large, heavy and un-
wieldy to use, but that represent the epitome of 
craftsmanship at the time. Because of their larg-
er-than-life size they can be interpreted as dis-
tinctly symbolic objects. Also, we know they were 
deposited in wet contexts. This makes them ide-
ally suited to cast an important light on Bronze 
Age practices with distinctly ritual and social 
connotations.

Bronze Age; Ommerschans; aggrandized; sword; dirk; depo-
sition; ritual.
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INTRODUCTION
On 5 July 2017, at around 2 p.m. the hammer falls at Christie’s in London. 
Lot 144, the Ommerschans hoard, 121 years after its discovery finally comes 
into public possession.

The hoard with the stunning and perfectly preserved sword (Fig. 1), is 
one of the most enigmatic finds in Dutch prehistory and perhaps the most 
stunning object of the somewhat meagre (in terms of ‘bling’) Dutch Bronze 
Age. Its loss and covert existence in private possession has been termed 
‘The tragedy of Ommerschans’ (Fontijn, 2001, p. 277). Why is it that an object 
of peculiar proportions and with an appealing design and symmetry still  
speaks to our imagination, captures attention and sparks discussion?  
These are perhaps not directly academic questions, but they are at the core 
of what is at stake here, why aspects of size, symmetry, craft and design 
invoke an idea of purpose and stir emotion, in the 21st century, but even 
more meaningfully in the Bronze Age.

For the Ommerschans sword part of the answer lies in the fact that it 
belongs to an exclusive group of only six swords or daggers of this  
aggrandized type, two of which were found in the Netherlands, two in France 
and two in the UK. In a period where mass-production of similar objects 
becomes part of everyday life, this rarity in combination with the larger-
than-life execution is meaningful. Yet at the same time, the members of this 
group are also very much alike creating the idea of a connected group or 
family. The Ommerschans sword in particular may throw more light on the 
meaning of this group of objects at is the only ‘member’ that was actually 
documented as part of a hoard. The various aspects of this hoard, the  
characteristics of the objects and the ways these connect with  
similar or comparative finds is part of a recent study and synthesis 
(Amkreutz & Fontijn, 2024). In this contribution we will describe the  
Ommerschans hoard and the other members of the group and briefly  
discuss the potential implications of these enigmatic giant dirks.
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Fig. 1a–b. Front and back of the Ommerschans sword or dirk. The sword measu-
res 68.3 cm in length.
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Fig. 2. The Ommerschans hoard as it was preserved shortly after its discovery.  
Note the small bronze and stone objects that have been nailed on the wooden 
plank.
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DISCOVERY
A newspaper clipping from the Provinciale Overijsselsche en Zwolsche Courant 
of 12 May 1896 reports the discovery of a copper sword near the Ommer-
schans, north of Ommen in the province of Overijssel. Because there was 
no date on the sword or the ‘ornaments, flints, etc.’ found with it, it was not 
known whether the piece was related to this 17th century fortification. The 
sword was found by the 21-year-old forester or farmer Geert Remmelts,  
who was cutting heather to make brooms, or (illegally) cutting peat. He had 
to hand over the documents to his employer, an industrialist and large 
landowner, who placed them in the care of his forester and gamekeeper.  
This man, Alexander Seemann, nailed the sword and other finds to a birch 
plank, to be hung like a trophy on the wall of the forester’s house on the 
Junne estate (Fig. 2).

On May 24, 1927, curator and director of the National Museum of An-
tiquities J. H. Holwerda, together with the mayor, visited some sites in the 
municipality and the forester. Holwerda directly writes a note on the find 
speaking of an ‘extraordinarily important bronze object’ and documents 
that it was said to have been positioned on some wooden posts under a 
layer of peat, together with other finds. He also immediately contacts the 
family to see whether it is possible to acquire the find. This is to no avail 
and he is only offered the opportunity to study the hoard, which takes  pla-
ce in the summer of 1927. At the National Museum of Antiquities,  Holwer-
da has a plaster copy made of the sword and photographs of all the finds. 
For the next 90 years these would be the most important documents as the 
hoard traveled with the owners to Germany. Except for a publication in 1961 
based on drawings made by a visiting student (Butler & Bakker, 1961) no 
archaeologist ever studied or saw the finds again and all efforts for acqui-
sition were fruitless.

Change came with the 2016 exhibition on Swords (‘Cutting Edge Past’), 
the National Museum of Antiquities hosted in 2016. One of the elements of 
the exhibition was a shrine-like display bringing together all of the mean-
while six swords of this type that, because of their similarity, were probably 
all made in a brief period in the same place. Unfortunately, the family could 
not agree on a loan and the plaster copy was used, but it did lead to their 
decision to bring the finds to auction. With the aid of national funding bo-
dies such as the Vereniging Rembrandt and the Mondriaanstichting the mu-
seum succeeded in acquiring the hoard, finally making it available to the 
general public and scientific investigation (see Amkreutz & Fontijn, 2018, 
pp. 2–3).
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THE OMMERSCHANS 
HOARD AND ITS PLACE  
OF DISCOVERY
The bronze ‘sabre’ Geert Remmelts discovered in 1896 was in fact a sword, 
or rather an aggrandized version of a dirk (see below) dating to the Middle 
Bronze Age. The Ommerschans dirk measures 68.3 cm and weighs almost 
3 kg. It is clearly too large and heavy for use and there are no rivets or other 
means of attachment present on the trapezoidal, slightly rounded hilt.  
The pointed ogival blade is demarcated by a flattened, angular rib, accom-
panied by an engraved line running to the tip and forming a dagger-like 
motif. From the tip of the motif a rounded centre rib runs to the actual point 
of the blade. The blade shows no signs of any use and no obvious casting 
roughness of seams and is almost perfectly preserved.

Only after the sword was studied anew since its acquisition by the 
museum, we observed a row of small markings on the outer beveled edge 
on either and both sides of the sword, running up to halfway from the hilt. 
Furthermore, there are distinct patches and zones in the patination on one 
side of the sword. These may relate to the other objects in the hoard that 
presumably lay on top of the blade (Bakker, 2004; Butler & Bakker, 1961). 
Clearly the sword is a magnificent object requiring in depth know-how of 
bronze casting and displaying a high degree of craftsmanship. Costly, both 
in terms of material used as well as time and energy. This makes it stand 
out all the more from the other finds that were discovered with it (Fig. 3). 
These consist of a range of bronze objects including chisels, needles, frag-
ments of what may have been a file, scrap metal, a piece of re-used decora-
ted bracelet and a Sicilian razor of Pantalica type (e.g. Butler & Bakker, 1961, 
pp. 197–201; Fontijn, 2001, pp. 265–266). Additionally, there is a set of stone 
objects consisting of two highly polished flint pieces, an amphibolite-like 
miniature adze or chisel and two coarse-grained facetted grinding stones. 
An original 1927 photograph documents a bronze wire spiral and another 
piece of flint that are meanwhile lost.

The meaning of the combination of these finds is tantalizing. On the 
one hand a pristine symbolic object of European importance, on the other 
hand a group of at first glance insignificant bronze and stone objects. As a 
hoard, this combination is unique. Nevertheless, while some of the bronze 
objects may be classified as scrap metal, most appear to be part of some-
thing like a specialized toolkit. This toolkit also comprised the series of 
potential polishing stones. In any case their co-occurrence seems to be 
distinct and meaningful.
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The hoard was found in a former raised bog north of Ommen. According  
to the newspaper clipping and oral accounts (e.g. Bakker, 2004) the hoard 
was discovered slightly beneath the surface and the smaller objects were 
possibly arranged on top of the sword (which might explain some of the 
patterns in the patination). The hoard itself was supposedly placed on a 
platform of birchwood posts (ibid.; Butler & Bakker, 1961, p. 193). Both the 
accounts, the newspaper clipping, and the overall characteristics of the 
patination argue in favour of the objects being found together. The position 
of the find is remarkable as well. It was situated in an extensive raised bog 
area and positioned along what may have been a north-south corridor for 
transport and interaction between the area of the Vecht and the more den-
sely settled area of the Drenthe moraine plateau further north (e.g. Bakker, 
2004; Butler & Bakker, 1961, p. 193). Recent studies (including Van Beek, 
2012; Van Beek & Groenewoudt, 2013) have also pointed out the existence 
of rather long-term and intensive habitation along the banks of the Vecht 
river. The Ommerschans site may thus have been situated strategically in 
the middle as a sort of stepping stone in that corridor. This becomes even 
more enigmatic as it appears the area was distinctly low-lying and flanked 
to the east by a higher sand ridge (Bakker, 2004, p. 86). Recent research 
(Bakels, 2024) suggests that the peat formation may have been a distincti-
ve factor in relation to the moment of deposition in this shifting and chan-
ging landscape.

Fig. 3. The fifteen bronze and stone objects found with, and probably on top of, 
the Ommerschans dirk. The upper right object is possibly a razor measuring 13.8 
x 3.7 cm.
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MEETING THE FAMILY
As indicated above, the Ommerschans sword is not a unique find. In total 
we now know of five other comparable swords or dirks found in the Nether-
lands, France and the United Kingdom (Fig. 4). We will now briefly introdu-
ce these (Amkreutz & Fontijn, 2017; Amkreutz & Fontijn, 2018)

The other sword that lends its name to the group is the Plougrescant 
dirk, which was found near Plougrescant in Brittany. It was first described 
by the renowned French archaeologist Gabriel de Mortillet in 1881, who 
immediately recognized that he was not dealing with a functional weapon 
but with a ritual object: ‘une simulacre, un objet rituel’. Unfortunately, little 
is known about the find circumstances, which is comparable to the other 
French sword, the one from Beaune in Burgundy. This one was acquired by 
Reverend William Greenwell (1820–1914). What is noteworthy is that the hilt 
is of a different shape.

Recent metallurgical analysis demonstrated it was a modern addition 
(Needham, 1990). The idea is that the object was only partially preserved 
and completed using a Kimberley dagger, also present in the Greenwell 
collection, as an example. The Kimberley dagger type appears to be typo-
logically related to the swords (see below). Later on, the sword was obtained 
by the banker John Pierpont Morgan who donated his collection to the 
British Museum in 1908.

Moving across the channel, two other family members have been 
found in Norfolk. The largest (by 2 cm) is the one from Oxborough. It was 
found in 1988 when a hiker tripped over the protruding hilt of this sword 
in a forest (Needham, 1990). In the Bronze Age the object was deposited in 
a peaty area with the tip pushed down in the soft ground. Recently another 
sword surfaced in Norfolk, the ‘Rudham dirk’, was ploughed up by a  
farmer from his field and for years used as a doorstop for the barn. In 2014, 
it was recognized for what it was and purchased by the Norwich Castle  
Museum and Art Gallery. Remarkably the sword was bent and folded in the 
Bronze Ages.

The other Dutch find is the Jutphaas sword, which was found in 1946 
or 1947 near Jutphaas (province of Utrecht) by a dredger extending a  har-
bour into an old stream channel of the Rhine (Butler & Sarfatij, 1970/1971). 
It hung on a boy’s bedroom for years before being recognized as a prehis-
toric sword and was acquired by the National Museum of Antiquities in 
2005. This sword is a lot shorter compared to the other five (42 cm) but is 
still like the others an unusable weapon. In execution and design it is on all 
fronts a reduced copy of the others, which, at least visually, matches all 
proportions. Hence, the bronze smith in charge knew about these pieces 
and tried to match exactly that shape and proportion.



SIZE MATTERS 112

When overviewing this group, or family of swords what stands out is that 
in 200 years of ‘documented’ archaeological research, six is an extremely 
low number. In particular for the Bronze Age, when we for the first time see 
the serial production in large numbers of axes, jewellery and weapons such 
as swords in their hundreds if not thousands, the rarity of the Plougrescant-
Ommerschans swords is striking. At the same time, they probably were 
highly recognizable and this is further substantiated by the fact that they 
are almost identical in appearance, regarding shape, proportions and exe-
cution meaning we can certainly speak of a strongly related family. It may 
be stated that while based on small differences in size and execution we 
can rule out that the same moulds were used, the visual similarity must 
have been a strong point of attention. Our recent research (Amkreutz & 
Fontijn, 2024) also suggests that the swords were probably not made by one 
craftsperson. Rather, it is more likely that several smiths, possibly on both 
sides of the North Sea, tried to make a sword that looked exactly like the 
others. Particularly if we consider the detailed similarities between the 
small Jutphaas version and the big ones, this is an impressive feature in 
itself. This, added to its impressive distribution over Northwest Europa 
(there are some 800 km between the find spot of Ommerschans and Ploug-
rescant) makes clear that to Bronze Age communities their meaning as rare 
and valuable social symbols must have been almost self-evident.

Fig. 4. The group of Plougrescant-Ommerschans swords. From left to right:  
Oxborough (Norfolk, England), Collection British Museum; Plougrescant  
(Brittany, France), Musée d’Archéologie Nationale, Saint-Germain-en-Laye; Rud-
ham (Norfolk, England), Collection Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery;  
Jutphaas (Utrecht, the Netherlands), Collection Rijksmuseum van Oudheden;  
Beaune (Burgundy, France), Collection British Museum; Ommerschans plaster 
copy (Overijssel, the Netherlands), Collection Rijksmuseum van Oudheden.
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SOME THOUGHTS ON 
AGGRANDIZED SWORDS
Throughout the earlier part of the Bronze Age, it becomes obvious that 
magnification was one way to make a statement on the significance of  
valuables (Fontijn, 2020; Hansen, 2001). Magnification is potentially a  
powerful way to do so, because it brings to mind a particular object one 
considers relevant. Enlarging it – to absurd size (in the sense that it makes 
it practically useless) – can be a way of stating that its relevance was of an 
‘other-worldly’ nature (cf. Fontijn, 2020). Another way to achieve this is by 
using a rare, unusual material for an object (like silver or gold for what is 
actually a tool or a weapon). A third approach can be to make the object 
‘other-worldly’ by making it in virtuoso quality (cf. Kuijpers, 2018). Our  
research so far suggests that in the case of Ommerschans and the other 
giant swords, all three strategies applied. The object is so enlarged that it 
is no longer functional (it is not only too large, it is also too heavy: Ommer-
schans weighs 3 kg!). Scientific analysis also points out that the sword of 
Ommerschans, as well as others in the group has a tin ratio that is too high 
for a functional object (Theunissen & Van Os, 2024). Finally, for all swords, 
but especially for Ommerschans and Jutphaas, the skill to craft it is  
impressive, even for modern standards.

For these reasons, we think it likely that a sword such as that of Om-
merschans was created as an ‘other-worldly-object’ – an ultimate valuable 
that could represent a community’s most inalienable possession. Godelier 
(1999), in an anthropological treatise on inalienable objects, claims to have 
recognized such ultimate objects in many societies. As very rare and very 
precious things, they are often regarded as objects that stand at the heart 
of a society’s identity. They refer to normal objects that look like them, but 
which are useable and circulate in some numbers (ibid.; see also Fontijn, 
2001; Fontijn, 2020). We assume object such as Ommerschans were at the 
top of a ranked system of valuables (Fontijn & Amkreutz, 2018).

Ending the life of such an extraordinary object by having it sunk down 
in a watery landscape may seem odd to us. Yet, this is what happened and 
provides the sole reason we can still see the object today. From a Bronze 
Age perspective, we think depositing it in the landscape was not an odd 
ending at all – rather it was the prescribed, appropriate ending. The majo-
rity of Bronze Age metalwork we know today (tens of thousands across 
Europe), survived the ages precisely because of this. Apparently, from a 
Bronze Age perspective, this was the best way to render their special nature 
(see Fontijn, 2020, for a much more extensive discussion). Yet – among the 
thousands of objects deposited in the Netherlands alone, the Ommerschans 
hoard still stands out. It was located in a transitory zone – at a cross-road 
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or connection between lands of what were presumable different social 
groups. Also, the objects it was associated with are unique in kind and many 
of them (such as the Pantalica razor) are not known from any adjacent 
region (as already suggested by Butler & Bakker, 1961).

CONCLUSION AND 
FUTURE PROSPECTS
The Ommerschans hoard which was acquired by the National Museum of 
Antiquities in 2017 is proving to be one of the most interesting and enigma-
tic finds of the Dutch Bronze Age. The hoard is of importance as its context 
is largely known and of the rare group of only six swords of this type it is 
the only one with accompanying objects. These hold the key, or at least a 
key for understanding its importance, regional appreciation and particular 
reason for deposition. The true value however lies in the study of the group 
as a family. Its individual members are widespread markers of Bronze Age 
networks and they should be interpreted in the light of the connections 
they represent, both in space and time. In order to further unravel these 
questions, the Ommerschans hoard has recently been researched. This in-
volves a detailed analysis of the site and the find, including novel non- 
destructive techniques such as neutron-tomography and gamma spectro-
graphy. Additionally, the other known swords have been reanalyzed by a 
number of colleagues. The combined results are presented in an edited 
volume (Amkreutz & Fontijn, 2024).
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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.



131131 FLEMMING KAUL, KARIN MARGARITA FREI & SAMANTHA S. REITER
 

131

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).



141141 FLEMMING KAUL, KARIN MARGARITA FREI & SAMANTHA S. REITER
 

141

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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Early Iron Age bronze socketed axes of the  
‘Armorican’ type are inspired by the Late Bronze 
Age socketed axes and have previously been con-
fused with them. However, they do not conform 
to Late Bronze Age standards but are skeuo-
morphic objects. Huge quantities of those axes 
have been discovered in Brittany and Normandy, 
where they were traditionally attributed to end 
of the Late Bronze Age (Ha B2–B3) and thought 
to have persisted throughout the Early Iron Age. 
However, a critical review of alleged Late Bronze 
Age hoards containing those axes proves this idea 
wrong. Their contexts date to the Ha D phase, per-
haps as early as Ha C. Both objects and contexts  
differ from their Late Bronze Age parallels and 
hint at new concepts of metal use and circulation. 
The deposition of Armorican socketed axes con-
trasts with Late Bronze Age hoarding practices 
and must be understood against a broader West-
ern European context of transition. Hoards were 
frequent during the Late Bronze Age, (nearly) 
disappeared during the Ha C phase, and became 
more frequent again during the Ha D phase. It is 
argued that the Early Iron Age, the bronze sock-
eted axes’ ‘uselessness’ is a key aspect to the un-
derstanding of how their social role differs from 
that of Late Bronze Age examples, but also of how 
new standards were established during a period 
of change. Often considered as evidence of conti-
nuity, they might also inform us about how tradi-
tional objects and practices were reused in new 
scial contexts.

Carp’s Tongue sword phase; Early Iron Age; Hallstatt D  
(Ha D); Armorican type socketed axes; hoards; depositions
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INTRODUCTION
Hoards containing Armorican socketed axes represent a specific phenome-
non located mainly in Brittany but also in Normandy, the French depart-
ment of Loire-Atlantique as well as the Channel Islands. Some small hoards 

– and a few doubtful isolated finds – are known in Britain (Schmidt & Burg-
ess, 1981, p. 148; O’Connor, 1980, p. 235; 2007, p. 68, pp. 75–76; Boughton, 
2015, p. 137). Despite the strong contrast between Carp’s Tongue sword  
hoards and Armorican axe assemblages, both were traditionally – and  
sometimes still are – considered as contemporary since the relevant objects 
were believed to date mostly to the very last phase of the Bronze Age. Sub-
sequently, it has been clearly established that the hoards were buried  
during the recent phase of the Early Iron Age (Ha D phase). At first glance, 
the persistence of the hoarding tradition focusing on bronze axes might 
give a false impression of continuity, interpreted as an archaic practice 
(Milcent, 2017a, p. 82). Although this observation might support the idea of 
an extended Late Bronze Age period in northwestern France, with the  
Early Iron Age starting only around 650 BC (Marcigny & Talon, 2009, p. 386, 
Fig. 1; Marcigny et al., 2017, Fig. 6), today, in the light of new discoveries and 
approaches, this previous framework must be drastically revised. Conse-
quently, we have chosen to study how bronze axe hoarding practices diffe-
red and mirrored each other during those two phases, to understand their 
social significance in an Atlantic Early Iron Age.
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A LONG-LASTING CONFU-
SION: A LONG ATLANTIC 
LATE BRONZE AGE IN 
NORTHWESTERN FRANCE?
The earliest socketed axes in Western Europe first appeared in the British 
Isles during the Middle Bronze Age (Hawkes, 1955; Schmidt & Burgess, 1981, 
p. 172; Eogan, 2000, p. 19). In France, they appeared in large quantities  
during the Atlantic Late Bronze Age 3. Many of them are found in hoards 
from the Carp’s Tongue sword phase, spreading from Atlantic France, the 
Picardie region to western central France, to Britain and Ireland. A substan-
tial number belong to the Plainseau type (Fig. 1, No. 1). Like other axe types, 
some come from the British Isles, and were either imported or copied (Fig. 1, 
No. 2). They are characterized by ornamental vertical ribs on their flat parts 
(Burgess, 2012). The socketed axes of the Plainseau type could most likely 
be considered prototypes for the Armorican socketed axes (Fig. 1, No. 3–8), 
as their socket and the mouth tend to have a quadrangular cross-section, 
while their collar remains circular, or at least sub-circular. In Britain, ho-
wever, other socketed axe types with a quadrangular cross-section could 
be related to the Armorican axes (Schmidt & Burgess, 1981). Recent disco-
veries, a critical re-examination of former finds and new research methods 
for the study of ancient metallurgy lead us to reject the premise according 
to which Armorican socketed type axes would date mainly to the end of the 
Bronze Age. Even though it was preceded by a lengthy debate, their attri-
bution to the Early Iron Age is now comprehensively established.

The originality of Armorican socketed axes, compared to other similar 
axes, was acknowledged from the 19th century onward, but controversies 
regarding their chronology soon arose. In their work Le Musée préhistorique, 
G. and A. de Mortillet dated these axes to the Iron Age, considering them 
as the expression of a persisting archaic tradition, practiced by a commu-
nity which favoured bronze at a time when iron metallurgy was fully mas-
tered (de Mortillet & de Mortillet, 1881, pl. XCIII). In the Bronze Age volume 
of his Manuel d’Archéologie préhistorique, celtique et gallo-romaine, a key 
work long time referred to in France, J. Déchelette dated these axes to his 
so-called Bronze IV phase, corresponding to our Late Bronze Age (Déche-
lette, 1910, p. 253, pl. IV). From the 1960s on, Armorican socketed axes have 
been subjected to specific synthetic studies, mainly by J. Briard (1965) and 
later by J. Rivallain (1971). The first of these two studies, which laid the 
foundations for the continental Atlantic Bronze Age typochronology, for-
mulated the idea that these axes must mainly be associated with the Late 



GADEA CABANILLAS DE LA TORRE & JOSÉ GOMEZ DE SOTO159

Fig.  1. The Carp’s Tongue sword phase (Bronze Final IIIb/Ha B2–B3 
phase); 1: Type Plainseau; 2: British type; 3–8: Armorican socketed 
axes; 3: Type Brandivy; 4: Type Dahouet; 5: Type Tréhou; 6: Type  
Plurien; 7: Type Couville; 8: Type Maure.
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Bronze Age Carp’s Tongue sword phase and then persisted during the  
Early Iron Age. Later, J. Briard noticed the complete absence of such axes 
in the Late Bronze Age hoards recently discovered in Brittany, which clear-
ly supported his first hypothesis (Briard, 1991, p. 136), but then was revised 
again later (Briard, 2001). Unfortunately, this latter statement remained 
practically unnoticed for a long time (i.e. Rivallain, 2012). Only Briard’s pas-
sing put an end to his ambitious project of a European synthesis on the 
subject.

A critical examination of hoards from the Carp’s Tongue sword phase 
supposedly containing socketed axes of the Armorican type, discovered in 
Brittany, Normandy or on the Channel Islands, shows that none of them is 
reliable: they are connected to poorly documented ancient discoveries or 
mixed collections, and even the mere existence of some of them is doubtful 
(for more details, see Gomez de Soto, 2015)! It must be pointed out that none 
of the early discovered and well documented hoards from the Carp’s Tongue 
sword period (e.g. Vénat, Longeville, Prairie de Mauves, Petit Vilatte, or  
Déville-lès-Rouen) has ever yielded any socketed axe of the Armorican type, 
and neither have the ones which were more recently found in Brittany (e.g. 
Gouesnac’h: Fily, 2009), Normandy (i.e. Auvers: Germond et al., 1988 and 
other unpublished recent discoveries) and western central France (e.g. 
Challans: Verney, 1990; Meschers: Gachina & Gomez de Soto, 2008; Triou: 
Pautreau et al., 1983). This had already been highlighted by J. Briard regar-
ding the discoveries made in Brittany between the 1970s and the 1990s 
(Briard, 1991; 2001). As early as in 1965, Briard had noticed that Armorican 
socketed axes were sometimes associated with personal adornment items 
from the Early Iron Age, for instance in the hoards from Plonéis, Finistère 
(Fig. 2, No. 1–2) and Loudéac, Côtes-d’Armor (Fig. 2, No. 5), and that the  
carinated pottery vessels containing the hoards from Roudouallec in  
Kerhon, Morbihan, and Mahalon in Bogoudonou, Finistère, had specific 
shapes imitating Early Iron Age bronze situlae (Briard, 1965, p. 244).

Some recent discoveries which were accompanied by comprehensible 
documentation of the archaeological contexts confirm the Ha D dating,  
namely:

•	 Kergariou in Quimper, Finistère: at the bottom of a typical Early Iron Age 
semi-subterranean storage structure, several intact axes, fragments of 
axes and various bronze artefacts – among others fragments of an armlet 
and of a small-knobbed bracelet – were assembled in a pit and its imme-
diate surroundings. The pit’s filling yielded further artefacts from the Ha D  
phase, such as pottery sherds and a fragment of a decorated lignite bra-
celet (Menez et al., 2005; Menez & Gomez de Soto, 2018).
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•	 Hoards from la Forgerais in Ruffigné, Loire-Atlantique (Fig. 2, No. 3), Trelly, 
Manche and Locoal-Mendon, Morbihan: axes associated with personal 
adornment items from the Ha D1 phase (Philippe, 1992; L’Helgouach, 1999; 
Verney, 1999; Aranda et al., 2013; Gomez de Soto, 2015, p. 125).

•	 Two recently discovered hoards contain Early Iron Age socketed axes of 
the Llyn Fawr horizon, or copies of the Armorican type: in Hengoat, Côtes-
d’Armor, a broken axe close to type Sompting (Gomez de Soto, 2015, p. 127); 
at La Touche ès Pritiaux in Saint-Glen, Côtes-d’Armor, a small axe belonging 
to the Couville type, with linear decoration (Cabanillas de la Torre et al., 
2016, no. 21) comparable to so-called linear-faceted type axes (O’Connor, 
1980, pp. 231–233, 2007; Needham et al., 1997), now subdivided into the 
types of East Rudham, Portland or linear-decorated axes (Roberts et al., 
2015, p. 373; Boughton, 2015, pp. 13–128);

•	 In a hoard found near Quimper (Fig. 2, No. 4), the axes were associated with 
fragments of two bracelets, one with round terminals (Giot, 1954). Parallels 
with similar armlets from Aquitania and Normandy confirm their dating 
at the very end of the Early Iron Age. This small assemblage seems to be 
the most recent of all datable hoards.

The persistence of the practice of hoarding on the Atlantic coast, especial-
ly in northwestern France where bronze axes continued to be produced in 
large quantities and buried in the ground, has led to a poor definition of the 
Early Iron Age in this area. Armorican socketed axes are one of the main 
sources that have only recently made it possible to distinguish the period 
from the Late Bronze Age, challenging the traditional idea of northwestern 
France being a marginal region lagging behind the developments of the 
western Hallstatt area (Milcent, 2017a, pp. 79–82). However, if closely looked 
at, hoards containing Armorican socketed axes in fact represent a comple-
tely novel standard which is clearly embedded in Early Iron Age practices 
and responds to newly emerging social needs.
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Fig. 2. Ha D ornaments from hoards of Armorican type socketed 
axes. 1–2: Coatjou-Glas in Plonéis, Finistère; 3: la Forgerais in Ruf-
figné, Loire-Atlantique; 4: around Quimper; 5: Saint-Bagan in Lou-
déac, Côtes-d’Armor (scale refers to 3 and 4).
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THE PARADOX OF THE 
ATLANTIC EARLY IRON AGE
OBSOLETE OBJECTS
From a typological point of view, the Armorican socketed axes derive from 
Late Bronze Age Plainseau and Llyn Fawr models, following a well-establis-
hed tradition. There is no need to detail their typology any further here, as 
it was described by J. Briard (1965), supplemented by J. Rivallain (1971), 
refined by J. Briard and G. Verron (1976) and recently by É. Tribouillard 
(2018). Armorican socketed axes belonging to Tréhou, Dahouet and Plurien 
types differ from earlier Plainseau type-items: their socket has a quadran-
gular cross-section with sharp angles, a more clearly defined square mouth, 
and a rectangular or trapezoidal general contour. Axes of the Couville and 
Maure types appear to be miniature versions of these. The Chailloué type, 
however, has an oval-shaped opening. Armorican axes thus form a distinc-
tively regional set of types with some local variants, as opposed to the more 
widespread Plainseau models. The vertical rib decoration on imported or 
locally copied ‘Armorican’ socketed axes found in the British Isles from the 
Late Bronze Age on, can also be found on a great number of Armorican 
socketed axes found in northwestern France. Their size can be roughly com-
pared to their Late Bronze Age counterparts, but they contain less metal 
and tend therefore to be lighter.

In fact, socketed axes of the Armorican and the Plainseau type are 
completely different objects. ‘Armorican’ items – except for the very rare 
large and solid Brandivy type – are made of a heavily leaded bronze alloy, 
while objects of the Pleucadec type are almost completely made of lead as 
has been thoroughly established through more than 30 years of metal ana-
lyses (Aranda et al., 2013). The chemical compositions of the artefacts from 
the Late Bronze Age IIIb period on the one hand, and of the ‘Armorican’ 
socketed axes on the other (both coming from the same geographical  
region), have been proven to be mutually exclusive (Aranda et al., 2013). This 
finding not only shows that hoards from the Carp’s Tongue sword period 
and hoards with Armorican items refer to different raw materials, but also 
that they had distinct physical properties. When observed in detail, it  
appears that Early Iron Age axes did not undergo the same production 
process as their earlier counterparts: they are in fact as-cast, i.e. unfinished 
objects. The casting seams resulting from the use of two-part moulds are 
clearly visible on most items. The objects were neither reworked, polished 
nor sharpened after casting, and could not have been hafted as the  
clay remains of the casting process were not even removed from the  
inside of the sockets (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. As-cast Armorican socketed axe from Saint-Glen, Côtes-d’Armor.

On the other hand, the regional Late Bronze Age socketed axes were used 
as actual tools or weapons, as proven by means of traceology and experi-
mental studies (Roberts & Ottaway, 2003). Although on a more European 
scale, Late Bronze Age objects and assemblages could have complex bio-
graphies (Dietrich, 2014) and went through specific manipulations  
before being deposited, they were sometimes buried as-cast or new (Fontijn, 
2002, pp. 30–33), in northwestern France, they were all thought and made 
to be functional objects. In contrast, Early Iron Age ‘Armorican’ items were 
designed to be completely inefficient from a practical point of view, and 
hence lacked that ‘dual role’ of bronze axes in both daily use and deposition 
(Fontijn, 2002, p. 258). Due to their material properties, their size and/or 
specific features, they could not be used otherwise than for deposition,  
despite looking similar to earlier, ‘real’ axes. This aspect seems to be their 
most important feature: they did not represent the mere metal masses, like 
Late Bronze Age scraps or ingots, but rather they were shaped and some-
times decorated to resemble a distinctive functional object.

THE ASSEMBLAGES AND THEIR CONTEXTS
At the end of the Atlantic Late Bronze Age (Bronze Final IIIb/Ha B2–B3 
phase), hoards from the Carp’s Tongue sword phase contained various types 
of artefacts, in new or used condition, intact or deliberately broken or  
otherwise damaged, as well as a great number of other unfinished or miscast 
objects, often together with copper ingots, casting refuse and bronze scrap. 
Miniatures or other objects not designed for practical use are almost  
completely absent from northwestern France during this period. Variety 
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seems to be one of the main features of regional Late Bronze Age hoards, 
following specific patterns regarding the selection of object categories, the 
object fragmentation, and their deposition in remote places.

On the contrary, socketed axes of Armorican type are mostly found 
assembled in large hoards, mostly containing only this one specific, mass-
produced object category (Fig. 4). They were deposited intact, apparently 
immediately after being crafted. Plant remains at the bottom of the pottery 
receptables in which they were deposited, for instance in Saint-Glen (Côtes-
d’Armor) or Agneaux (Manche), might indicate that they were meant to be 
preserved as such (Cabanillas de la Torre, 2016, pp. 25–26; Marcigny et al., 
2000, pp. 14–15; Marcigny, 2012, Fig. 9). Some of these hoards are huge and 
comprise several hundred very similar axes, in some cases forming sets, 
even tied together in bundles (Cabanillas de la Torre et al., 2016, pp. 23–24; 
Rivallain, 2012, p. 146). The dimension of some hoards supports the idea of 
the deposition not only taking place shortly after the production of the 
objects, but also near their place of manufacture – as opposed to many 
Bronze Age items that circulated before being buried (Fontijn, 2002, pp.  
30–33). Hence, in the case under discussion, deposition seems to happen 
at an early stage of the objects’ potential ‘lifespan’, which represents a fully 
new conception of hoarding as compared to the European Bronze Age and 
indicates that social needs and practices through storing metal were evol-
ving. A considerable number of axes remained buried in the ground, mea-
ning that they were not retrieved which leads to the assumption that they 
were deposited with a permanent objective. Their social role remains diffi-
cult to grasp, yet treating them as an innovation can shed light on the 
changes that led to this completely new practice of deposition, as well as 
to its end.
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Fig. 4. A hoard of Armorican socketed axes: Riec-sur-Belon, Quimper.
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A NEW SKEUOMORPHIC 
STANDARD IN TIMES OF 
CHANGE
ARMORICAN AXES AS PART OF NEW 
EARLY IRON AGE FEATURES IN BRITTANY 
AND NORMANDY
Armorican axe hoards show a shift from depositing actual objects to hoar-
ding simulacra of objects. This development is often interpreted as the 
invention of currency (Milcent, 2017b). The specific properties of the objects 
under discussion indicates that the act of collecting and burying would have 
had a different meaning compared to Bronze Age practices. Although the 
weight of the relevant axes was not standardised, their skeuomorphic  
nature makes them suitable for a kind of commodity money (Briard, 1987; 
Briard & Rivallain, 1987), but also for a votive offering. Being extremely  
similar, at least for Early Iron Age conditions, they may have been conside-
red as equivalents (Kujpers & Popa, 2021). Armorican axes were rarely  
buried in wet places (Tribouillard, 2016, p. 78, appendix), though generally 
knowledge about their find contexts is rare. We know of at least two cases 
in which they were hidden in places where they could be found and reco-
vered (Menez, 2005, pp. 15–27; Cabanillas de la Torre, 2020, pp. 31–34), at 
least partially, as for ritual reasons a part might have been deliberately left 
behind pars pro toto (Fontijn, 2002, p. 254). Regardless of whether we con-
sider that they were meant to remain underground or to further circulate, 
at the time, lavish hoards of Early Iron Age axes represented a novelty in 
northwestern France. They even created a new standard, as both the objects 
themselves and assemblages followed clear patterns (Rivallain, 2012;  
Tribouillard, 2016).

It is no wonder that the earliest form of the standardised, practically 
useless objects began being excessively produced during the Ha D phase. 
Major economic and technological changes began to take place and a new 
relationship with bronze emerged. Unlike in other Atlantic regions, no iron 
equivalent of the Armorican socketed axe is known from northwestern 
France, and more generally, no such functional axes are known from the 
transitional period between bronze to iron metallurgy. Yet, early iron smel-
ting and distribution is well attested in northwestern France during the 7th 
to 5th centuries BC, suggesting that some tools were probably being made 
of the new metal. In Brittany, several charcoaled remains from iron smelting 
slags have yielded radiocarbon dates ranging between the 8th and the 5th 
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century cal BC, namely from Saint-Pierre de Plesguen, Les Renardières, 
Paimpont, Les Plaintes (Vivet, 2007, p. 67) and Châteaulin, Penn ar Roz 
(Nicolas, 2013). From the 6th century BC onwards, iron objects appear in 
both graves and settlements in Normandy and Brittany and at least seven 
iron Spitzbarren (bipyramidal bars) are known from the area, dating from 
the Ha D–Lt A phases (Berranger et al., 2017, pp. 310–312, Fig. 5).

The skeuomorphism of bronze axes of the Ha D phase makes much 
more sense if we consider that, in western Europe, as iron gradually took 
its place within a ‘functional’ sphere for manufacturing tools, bronze was 
mostly used for ‘symbolic’ objects, personal adornment items, such as torcs, 
fibulae, armlets and anklets, and also found in imported fine ware. Armori-
can axes materialize this shift of bronze to a symbolic sphere, where the 
objects needed to comply with visual standards, regardless of their practi-
cal attributes. It is therefore difficult to decide whether Armorican axes 
were commodity money representing wealth, ‘specialized ingot-axes’ (Fon-
tijn, 2002, p. 257) or offerings to the gods: the most useful inference we can 
make at this point is that the axes probably functioned within a social sphe-
re where they could be multi-functional, and where they probably served 
more as a communication medium than as exchange goods.

Keeping valuables underground was also a clearly important concern 
in the Ha D settlements in Brittany and Normandy, where large semi-sub-
terranean storage structures commonly described as ‘cellars’ started being 
established during the 7th or 6th century BC (Bossard, 2020). Whether this 
architecture was due to practical reasons like safety issues, or ideological 
standards, or both, cannot be determined. The site of Quimper, Kergariou 
(Finistère, Brittany) seems to represent a link between both concepts:  
remains of a hoard of Armorican socketed axes were found in one of the 
site’s cellars, probably buried in a pit under its floor before abandoning the 
settlement (Menez, 2005, pp. 15–20). At Saint-Glen, La Touche ès Pritiaux 
(Côtes-d’Armor, Brittany), a hoard and empty ceramic containers of six  
further ones were hidden near the postholes of a roundhouse, in a spot 
opposite of both entrances where they could hardly have been noted unless 
their location was known (Fig. 5) (Cabanillas de la Torre, 2020, pp. 33–34).

To sum up, neither Armorican socketed axes themselves nor the prac-
tice of hoarding them support the idea of continuity between the Late Bron-
ze Age and the Early Iron Age in northwestern France (Milcent, 2017a, 
pp. 78–83). Rather, they seem to reveal a new era of bronze deposition 
within a different social and material context. In fact, they can be conside-
red as a typical Early Iron Age phenomenon, since the latest of the relevant 
hoards date to the transition to the La Tène period, which in both Brittany 
and Normandy is accompanied with a whole set of changes in the settle-
ment layout and architecture, in funerary practices as well as in material 
culture (Menez & Lorho, 2013; Lepaumier & Delrieu, 2010, pp. 147–154;  
Cherel et al., 2018, p. 325; Lepaumier et al., 2018).
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FURTHER UNUSABLE EARLY IRON AGE 
SOCKETED AXES IN FRANCE AND BEYOND
A substantial number of Armorican socketed axes is stored in museums 
and private collections. J. Briard (1965, pp. 275–276) noticed that mainly 
during the 19th century the contents of many hoards were widely dispersed 
due to the antiquities trade. Sometimes they were sold with a fake origin 
to please collectors who desired local discoveries; many are now presented 
as local finds because when collections were offered to museums their  
(unknown) provenance was automatically assumed to be the collector’s 
home region. The inventories show that the provenances of almost all con-
served axes outside of the Armorica or Normandy do not have a confirmed 
origin or have a doubtful one (e.g. Belgium: E. Warmenbol, 2013; 2017; British 
Isles: Eogan, 2000, pp. 193–194; P. Schmidt and C. Burgess, 1981, pp. 248–249; 
eastern and south-eastern Europe: Dietrich, 2011). The same applies to 
France, wherever critical regional inventories were established. However, 
some authentic information can be notices in some cases (e.g. Artanne or 
Beauregard-Vendon, Puy-de-Dôme: Milcent, 2004, pp. 563, 565, pl. 100).

In addition, different regional unusable socket axes are known from 
Brittany and Normandy, and beyond. A series of bronze miniature socketed 
axes from the isle of Ouessant probably dates to the Early Iron Age (Rous-
sot-Larroque & Le Bihan, 2004). In southern France, some miniature axes 
are known from Launacian hoards (Fig. 6, No. 1–4) (Guilaine et al., 2017, pp. 
48–49; Guilaine et al., 2022, pp. 103–105). 

In central France, very small, socketed axes are attested in the Ha 
D1–D2 hoard from Tavers in Loiret (Fig. 6, No. 6) (Milcent et al., 2015). Another 
very small, socketed axe, maybe from a hoard, was recently discovered in 
the French department of Aube (Fig. 6, No. 7) (unpublished). In Belgium, the 
Netherlands and the adjacent part of Germany, socketed axes of the Geis-
tingen type were produced during the Early Iron Age (Fig. 6, No. 10) (Butler 
& Steegstra, 2001–2002, pp. 303–309; Fontijn, 2002, p. 160; Kibbert, 1984, 
pp. 60–61; Warmenbol, 2013). They are also completely unfit as tools: con-
trary to Armorican axes, the copper alloys of Geistingen axes contain only 
a small amount of lead (c. 2%) but important amounts of arsenic and anti-
mony (Posma et al., 2005). At le Puiset, in the French department of Eure-
et-Loire, a hoard containing 48 socketed axes was found together with an 
ingot fragment (Douard, 2012). Those axes are slightly different from the 
Tréhou type and resemble the Geistingen type (Fig. 6, No. 9). They are de-
scribed as being similar to the 241 axes from the unpublished hoard of la 
Sente de Brouâtre in Poivilliers in the same department (Douard, 2012). Like 
the types of Tréhou and Geistingen, they are dated to the Ha D phase.

South of the English Channel and the North Sea rare linear faceted 
axes – imports or copies – are known: from Belgium, we know one from a 
Ha D1 barrow in the Court-Saint-Étienne necropolis (Mariën, 1958, Fig. 19) 
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as well as further single finds (Herpeux & Warmenbol, 2017). A linear face-
ted axe has been found in the Wijchen wagon-grave in the Netherlands 
(Pare, 1992, pl. 6, A8). A single find is known from Rethel, Ardennes depart-
ment, France (Fig. 6, No. 8) (Lambot, 1980, Fig. 33). The emergence of skeuo-
morphic objects such as bronze axes during the Early Iron Age in most of 
Western Europe suggests that although those objects looked similar to Late 
Bronze Age equivalents, they must have played a role in the social change 
that characterized the Hallstatt period.

Fig. 6. Socketed axes from the Ha D phase. 1–4: Small unusable axes from Lau-
nacian hoards; 1, 4: Saint-Saturnin, Hérault; 2: Murviel-les-Béziers, Hérault; 3: 
Agde, Hérault; 5: Armorican axe from a Launacian context, Fontvielle, Bouches-
du-Rhône; 6: Tavers hoard, Loiret; 7: ‘Aube’; 8: Rethel, Ardennes; 9: As-cast axe 
from Le Puiset, Eure-et-Loire; 10: Type Geistingen axe, Caberg, Limburg, Nether-
lands.
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WHY PRODUCE ANCIENT AXES?
First, imitating a functional object without providing it with the necessary 
features to function was a deliberate, meaningful choice compared, for 
example, to Launacian hoards containing personal adornments, which show 
closer resemblance to later Iron Age torc depositions. It is very delicate to 
suggest a single explanation for this practice, amongst other reasons  
because axes served a whole range of purposes in northwestern European 
communities, from the Neolithic to the Middle Ages, and the case of skeuo-
morphic objects adds an additional layer of complexity to the issue. The 
material value was not their only purpose: rather, they were recognisable 
artefacts, deliberately cast in a familiar shape. Since the Bronze Age, the 
shape of those ‘ingot-axes’ must have been meaningful in the metal circu-
lation (Fontijn, 2002, p. 251). It has furthermore been argued that their key 
role in every day agricultural and domestic tasks might have turned them 
into a tool connected to land claims (Fontijn, 2002, pp. 248–250). This would 
be consistent with the recent phase of the Early Iron Age in Brittany,  
where landowning families were starting to settle permanently on land for 
centuries (Menez & Lorho, 2013, pp. 182–190). The 6th century BC represents, 
more generally, a period of increase in the number of farmsteads, and a 
dramatic change in storage capacities (Le Gall, 2017, pp. 161–261; Riquier et 
al., 2018, pp. 288–296; Jahier & Besnard-Vauterin, 2013, pp. 154–155). As 
weapons, they could also have epitomized power relations, which would 
explain the symbolic significance of the object, i.e. the representation of its 
function and not its real function.

More importantly, Early Iron Age communities might have conscious-
ly reproduced objects similar to ‘old’ Late Bronze Age ones, although not 
completely identical. If those Early Iron Age axe hoards have been confused 
with Late Bronze Age ones for such a long time, maybe this could have been 
part of their original purpose. Some southern British communities collected 
and deposited older, Bronze Age objects, including axes, until the Late Iron 
Age and even the Roman period, suggesting that they consciously perceived 
them as heritage (Farley, 2011, p. 39; Stead, 1998, p. 113; Hingley, 2009, 
pp. 145–149). It has been argued that those objects played a special role in 
linking the people to their past, or rather to their idea of the past – proba-
bly as another world (Hingley, 2009, p. 157). Similarly, copying ancient 
things might have meant creating ‘fake antiquities’, and collecting them for 
either exchange or hoarding purposes an attempt to renew or reenact a 
long-standing tradition in a different social setting. In societies in which 
the past could be considered both as a source of prestige and as a world 
parallel to the present, such behaviour might have been a powerful means 
of legitimation, maybe the kind of legitimation required to settle and own 
the land. In a context of change, providing objects with this meaning – may-
be even when used as commodity money or as ingots – might have been 
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useful to assert some kind of identity or power. Though in this case, pro-
ducing functional objects would not have been necessary: they only needed 
to look like the originals, and to function symbolically as such. This expla-
nation of the skeuomorphic aspect of Armorican socketed axes is an  
attempt to consider their resemblance to Late Bronze Age types and is 
obviously compatible with other economic or votive interpretations of Ear-
ly Iron Age depositional practices, as the relevant contexts were probably 
interconnected.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Armorican socketed axes were useless objects made of a seemingly outda-
ted material, kept underground in huge quantities during the Early Iron 
Age. While they appear to have been cast for the purpose to be deposited, 
we know very little about why they were valuable enough to be preserved. 
Obviously, their real function within a social and symbolic framework  
remains elusive. Although we are as yet far from understanding their social 
significance, their Armorican socketed axes’ attribution to the Early Iron 
Age is a key finding and milestone in the interpretation of the phenomenon 
against a wider material background. A critical examination of hoards from 
the Carp’s Tongue sword phase presumably containing Armorican type so-
cketed axes clearly shows that the latter are absent during the Late Bronze 
Age (Gomez de Soto, 2015; Verron, 2018). This type of axe did not appear 
before the Early Iron Age.

At the same time, we know that bronze tools and weapons were still 
produced during the first phase of the Early Iron Age, some of them showing 
no clear typological changes, others evolving naturally, as seen in the  
hoards from the Llyn Fawr horizon in the British Isles (O’Connor, 2007), or 
in Germany with the Ha C2 hoards from Scharlachkopf in Bingen, Kr. Mainz-
Bingen in Rhineland-Palatinate (Kibbert, 1984, p. 129, pl. 100) or the one 
from Wattenheim/Alsenborn, Kr. Kaiserslautern, Saarland (Kolling, 1968, 
pl. 54–55; Kibbert, 1984, pl. 98–99). In Gaul, some socketed axe shapes of 
the Armorican type can be found during this period, like those from the 
Fossé-Creusette hoard in Verberie, Oise department (Blanchet, 2001). The 
Sompting type axes from the British Llyn Fawr horizon may also represent 
another intermediate type (O’Connor, 2007; Milcent, 2012, p. 165). Moreover, 
new research comparing the metallic compositions of objects from depo-
sitions from the Carp’s Tongue sword phase and from those containing 
Armorican type socketed axes demonstrate significant differences (Aranda 
et al., 2013).

The deposition of Armorican socketed axes is a unique phenomenon, 
but it perfectly fits into more general Early Iron Age trends. It corresponds 
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to the dynamic of hoards in modern-day France: quite numerous during 
the Bronze Final III/Ha B2–B3 phase, they disappear (or become very rare 
in many areas) during the Ha C phase, to return again in the Ha D phase  
(Gomez de Soto, 2015; Milcent et al., 2015). Assemblages of personal adorn-
ment items from central France and the Parisian Basin (i.e. Saint-Pierre-
Eynac in Haute-Loire: Millotte, 1972; Milcent, 2004, p. 541; Périgny-la-Rose 
in Aube: Piette, 1989, pp. 235–236) or from the Launacian complex in Langue-
doc are contemporary to Armorican types socketed axes hoards and  
probably show similar changes in relation to bronze. However, Early Iron 
Age communities from Brittany and Normandy expressed this new link in 
a very specific way, namely by excessively producing objects with an old 
appearance. We believe that this deliberate choice was a meaningful  
attempt to create a connection with their past during a period when change 
required legitimation.
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