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Axes make the man. The social and  
economic value of axe blades in the Neolithic 

Florian Klimscha

Zusammenfassung

Beile machen Leute. Der soziale und ökonomische Wert 
neolithischer Beilklingen

Der Beitrag untersucht anhand von Fallstudien in Mittel-  
und Südosteuropa die Herstellung und Nutzung neolithischer 
Steinbeilklingen und -axtköpfe. Es wird argumentiert, dass 
Beile und Äxte von großer Bedeutung in frühagrarischen 
Gesellschaften waren und ein hoher Aufwand bei ihrer Her-
stellung betrieben wurde. Anhand von Reduktionssequenzen 
lässt sich aufzeigen, dass auch kleine Fragmente noch zu 
neuen Beilen recycelt wurden. Als Grund dafür wird der hohe 
Aufwand beim Schleifen vorgeschlagen. In Europa lassen sich 
mehrere groß�ächig verbreitete Designs unterscheiden, die 
mit Migrationen und Innovationsbündeln korrelieren. Die 
Bedeutung von Beilen im Neolithikum ist kaum zu überschät-
zen. Sie sind die neolithischen Artefakte par excellence.

Schlagwörter  Steinbeile, Streitäxte, Prestigeobjekte, 
Reduktionssequenz, Innovationstransfer

Summary

This paper examines case studies in Central and South-East-
ern Europe concerning the production and use of Neolithic 
stone axes (including adzes) and battleaxes. It is argued that 
both axes and battleaxes were of central importance for early 
agrarian societies who put great e�ort into their production. 
Reduction sequences of stone axes and battleaxes highlight 
that even small fragments were recycled into new tools, which 
is probably the result of the high amount of labour put into 
the polishing. Several axe designs in Europe correlate with 
migrations or innovation bundles. The importance of axes in 
the Neolithic period can hardly be overestimated. They are 
the Neolithic artefacts par excellence.

Keywords  Stone axes, battle-axes, prestigious objects, 
reduction sequence, di
usion of innovations

Introduction: What is an axe?

Axes are a key element of human societies. They are the 
most important tools in many Neolithic economies and a 
major break in the development of tool technology. Since  
the Lower Palaeolithic, humans have been making tools  
that enhance the natural functions of the human body 
(Léroi-Gourhan ����), but axes are the �rst tools that use a 
long haft to give the human body the necessary leverage to 
chop down heavy objects (cf. Jankuhn ����; Finsterbusch/
Thiele ����). We mainly think of trees, but it has been sug-
gested that hunting and killing reindeer was also one of the 
primary functions of early axes (Tromnau ����). The oldest 
tools identi�ed for this task are the Lyngby axes of the Late 
Palaeolithic (Jensen ����).

German-speaking scholars separate axes into Beile and 
Äxte: a distinction that cannot be translated into English as 
well as many other languages, where the appropriate terms 
are non-existant� . The classi�cation is based on the occur-
rence of a shaft-hole and in some cases ignores the possibil-
ity that small axe blades can be hafted in an antler sleeve, 
thereby making a Beil factually an Axt. Nevertheless, the 
distinction is of great help for a principal division of the 

�nds from the point of view of hafting, and this can roughly 
be translated into functional di
erences, too. 

Especially the so-called battleaxes are noteworthy in this 
regard, and they strengthen the point that there is not only 
morphological but also functional evidence for this group-
ing. Anglophone studies, on the other hand, di
erentiate 
between axes and adzes on a functional level (cf. Hahn ����, 
���–���). However, this di
erentiation is di
cult to uphold 
with regard to the artefacts preserved in the archaeological 
record. While there have been attempts to divide functional 
groups on the microscopic level, these can only give us a 
picture of the latest reduction stage of a tool; by their very 
nature, they disregard the di
erent usages lithic artefacts 
have during their lifetime. What is ultimately needed is a 
body of case studies that combines both approaches and are 
based on a large enough sample. Otherwise, we risk taking 
taphonomic consequences for prehistoric realities when-
ever, for instance, only small reduction stages are available 
and it is not taken into account that these artefacts also had 
uses when they were larger. In this paper, I will use the 
word axe for all these artefacts. There is still too much work 
to be done to dogmatically use one set of nomenclature for 
an object group so large at the current state of research.

	 �	� Winiger ���� correctly stresses that the ter-
minology is actually �awed since, in nearly 

all cases, it is just the axe blades that are pre-
served and summed up under the term axes.

�
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	 �	� Cf. the so-called Lyngby axes, e.g., Schwantes 
����, �� Abb.  ��.

	 �	� The best overview is still Brandt ����.
	 �	� Cf. Klimscha ���� with further literature.

	 �	� However, see Klassen ���� with a possible 
deduction of Mesolithic antler axes from 
South-Eastern Europe. 

	 �	� Cf. Hofmann ���� with further literature.

	 �	� Kirleis ���� with a recent overview. 
	 �	� For the axes, see Klimscha ����. A good  

overview of the excavation can be found  
in Hansen ����.

The emergence of axes and axe ideologies

Axes were invented in the Palaeolithic• . Possibly they were 
even invented several times on the globe since, at the 
moment, it is di
cult to �nd a connection between early 
axes from Europe, Eastern Asia, and the Americas (Jankuhn 
����). I cannot deal with this large body completely and will 
refer to case studies mostly from Northern Central•  and 
South-Eastern Europe€ in the following. From the Meso-
lithic onwards, lithic axe blades that were combined with a 
shaft made from organic material were a major innovation. 
It is yet unclear where this new technology originated. In 
Europe, we see it �rst in the Maglemose (Duvensee) Culture 
of the Mesolithic (Troels-Smith ����), but very early axes in 
the � th millennium are also known from South-Eastern 
Europe (Klimscha ����). Thus, from a chronological point of 
view, it would indeed be possible to establish a connection 
between the North European Plain and the Balkans.

The concept of an axe is indeed known before the arrival 
of Neolithic settlers, and perforated antler axes are seen by 
most scholars as a Mesolithic invention that was used for 
chopping wood� . In some cases they were decorated to such 
a degree that it is di
cult not to imagine a distinguishing or 
ritual function for these objects (Mührenberg ����).

Be that as it may, axe-like tools have a long tradition, and 
even multi-part axes with blades made of �int or ground 
stone might have emerged in several places, but their �nd 
numbers explode in Neolithic times. This is especially true 
for Central Europe, where literally thousands of stone axes 
with a D-shaped section –�the so-called shoe-last celts�– can 
be attributed to the �rst farmers of the Linear Pottery Cul-
ture (LBK) and their extensive clearing of forests (Fig. �) � . In 
contrast to Palaeolithic and Mesolithic axe use, the impact 
of the LBK can be seen with pollen diagrams� , and it pos
sibly even had an e
ect on the global climate by being 
related to a rise in CO2 around ���� BC (Ruddiman ����). 
Further research is required to con�rm this scenario, but 
from the archaeological point of view the arrival of the LBK 
is a dramatic break. Houses that are larger than some of the 
hunter/gatherer sites we know from previous periods, new 
technologies, domestic animals and plants, and a new ideol-
ogy transform Central Europe permanently. This can be 
generally claimed for many early farming cultures spread-
ing in Western Eurasia in the �th and � th millennium, and 
the change is strongly connected with axes. Axes were used 
to chop down trees to clear forest for villages and farm land. 
They were used to build houses and butcher animals. And, 
as we know from the gruesome massacre �nds, they were 
also used as a weapon in times of war (Wahl/König ����). 

Maybe it is therefore no surprise that axes quickly became 
an essential part of what we can reconstruct of the rituals of 
early farmers. Axe hoards start with the LBK, but it is espe-
cially during the times following the LBK that the phenome-
non reached several peaks (Müller/Ho
mann ����). The �rst 
one can be attributed to the Stichbandkeramik and Rössen 

Cultures, as is well represented by �nds such as those from 
Schladen, Wolfenbüttel district (Fig. �). These �nds consist of 
both axes and massive perforated axes, and they have 
recently been discussed in their superregional context 
(Müller/Schirren ����). It is especially striking that the shaft-
holes are rather small with regard to the size and weight of 
the axes and that the cutting edges show barely anything 
that can be interpreted as use wear: These artefacts were far 
too large to be used. They were made to be deposited. Not all 
Neolithic hoards contain axes that big; there are also those 
which include heavily worn and smaller pieces. Nevertheless, 
it is clear that axes are known from ritual contexts right from 
the beginning of the Neolithisation, and these rituals con-
tinue for at least ��� years. The underlying beliefs were 
shared over large parts of Europe (Müller/Schirren ����, ��� 
Fig. �). A slightly o
set �nd from the Danish islands is a key 
argument for the presence of farmers on Mesolithic territory 
because axe hoards are simply not known from Mesolithic 
hunter-gatherers. Hoards, and especially those with axes, are 
an ideological innovation bound to farming.

The number of axes in use

So how many axes are there in a Neolithic household and 
how were they used in the everyday life of farmers? Sadly, 
the poor preservation of �oors from the Early and Middle 
Neolithic in Central Europe makes it hard to answer these 
questions. It is therefore necessary to shift the focus to the 
tell sites of the Copper Age in the Balkans, which are roughly 
contemporary with the Middle Neolithic (Govedarica ����), 
and to the ongoing excavations of the »Magura Gorgana« site 
in Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Romania), and its surroundings• . 
The multi-layered tell settlements provide us with precisely 
the taphonomic conditions that are necessary to go deeper 
into the meaning of Neolithic axes. As an aside, one could 
also include the circumalpine lake dwellings, which  
I will only omit due to a lack of space. In Pietrele, several 
buildings, often destroyed by �re catastrophes, were pre-
served with most of the artefacts used by the inhabitants. 
This allows an insight into the numbers of axes used at the 
same time by a single household (Klimscha ����, ���–���). It 
is not only possible to see that complete pieces were only 
found inside houses (Fig. �–�), but also that there seems to be 
a signi�cant di
erence between houses on the tell itself, but 
also between houses on the tell and those in the surrounding 
settlement, where usually much fewer pieces are found in the 
houses. This has been interpreted as a di
erence of rank, but 
taphonomic factors and possibly specialisation could also 
have in�uenced the picture (Klimscha ����; Klimscha ����). 
A single house in Pietrele can result in the same amount of 
axes as an LBK settlement (Kahn ����). Does this mean that 
axes were not used as often in the LBK? Or that they were 
shared between the inhabitants in some form of Ur-commu-
nism? I do not think so, but would explain the di
erences by 



TAGUNGEN DES L ANDESMUSEUMS FÜR VORGESCHICHTE HALLE • BAND 31 •  2024

49A X E S M A K E T H E M A N.  T H E S O C I A L  A N D EC O N O M I C VA LU E O F A X E B L A D E S IN  T H E N EO L I T H I C

Fig. �  Typical shoe-last celt and two smaller stone adzes from an LBK settlement at Rössing, Hildesheim district. Length ��.��cm. 

Abb. �  Typischer Schuhleistenkeil und zwei kleinere Steinbeile einer linienbandkeramischen Siedlung bei Rössing, Lkr. Hildesheim. Länge ��,��cm.

Fig. �a–c  Hoard �nd from Schladen, Wolfenbüttel district. Lengths of the artefacts: a ��.� cm; b ��.�  cm; c ��.�  cm. 

Abb. �a–c  Hortfund von Schladen, Lkr. Wolfenbüttel. Länge der Artefakte: a ��,��cm; b ��,��cm; c ��,��cm. 

a

b

c
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taphonomic processes. In the lake dwellings, the numbers of 
axes per house are similar to Pietrele, so I would argue that 
this picture is no exception but rather the reality for most 
Neolithic cultures of the �th and � th millennium. This is also 
the time when the Danubian Neolithic cultures reach their 
maximum expansion. From the point of view of axes, a major 
break is the rise of the South-East European Copper Age. It 
leads to a new axe design. Four-sided types in�uenced by the 
emergence of copper axes supersede roundish to D-shaped 
types (Fig. �). The latter dominate axe designs for the next 
few thousand years and are only replaced in the Bronze Age 
with socketed axes.

The life of an axe 

Even though axes are not living beings, they do have a life 
(cf. in extenso Klimscha ����, ��–���). This can best be 

understood by looking at the cutting edge and lengths of 
�int axes. The cutting edges are the most fragile part of an 
axe and break most often. The cutting edge thereby shifts 
from a rounded shape to a diagonal shape before it becomes 
triangular (Fig. �). At this point it cannot be repaired any-
more and the axe is shortened. And if a certain length can-
not be reached anymore, what is left can be recycled as a 
core, made into a small tool, or the triangular cutting edge is 
blunted and used as a hammer (Fig. �–��). 

Similar processes can be identi�ed also for the ground 
stone axes. It is possible to identify regular working steps 
here (Fig. ��–��). And the identi�cation of house-speci�c 
repair traces on ground stone axes suggests that the axes 
were indeed owned by a household (Klimscha ����). Even 
small fragments were still reworked into new axes, which is 
the best explanation for the huge typological variety of 
ground stone axes. The reason why the fragments can still 
be grouped into shapes is a simple functional principle, 

Fig. �a–b  Finds of axes from outside the houses at Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Romania). a Trench B, �nds from the gaps between the houses; left frag-
ments, right complete axes; b Trench F, �nds from the upper, burnt Central House; left complete axes, right fragment. While in the gaps between the 
houses, only very small axes survive among various fragments of axes, within the houses the complete set of large, medium, and small axes is regulary 
found, but rarely fragments. 

Abb. �a–b  Beilfunde, die innerhalb und außerhalb der Häuser bei Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien), gefunden wurden. a Fläche B, Gassen zwischen den 
Häusern; links Fragmente, rechts vollständige Beile; b Fläche F, Funde aus dem oberen, verbrannten Zentralhaus; links vollständige Beile, rechts Fragment. 
Während zwischen den Häusern nur sehr kleine Beilklingen und ansonsten nicht umgearbeitete Fragmente gefunden werden, enthalten Häuser regelmäßig 
ein komplettes Set aus großen, mittleren sowie kleinen Beilklingen und nur sehr selten einzelne Fragmente.

5 cm
a b
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Fig. �  Finds of axes from within a house at Pietrele, Giurgiu district 
(Romania), trench F, �nds from the lower, burnt Central House. 

Abb. �  Beilfunde aus dem Inneren eines Hauses bei Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu 
(Rumänien), Fläche F, Funde aus dem oberen, verbrannten Zentralhaus. 

Fig. �a–b  Comparison of the axe design from the Danubian Neolithic (a, 
from Ov‡arovo-Gorata, Targovishte Province [Bulgaria]) and the Copper 
Age (b, from Ruse [Bulgaria]). The former seems to be in�uenced by antler 
axes, whereas the latter is clearly derived from metal axes. 

Abb. �a–b  Vergleich der Beilformen aus dem donauländischen Neolithi-
kum (a, aus Ov
arovo-Gorata, Oblast Targowischte [Bulgarien]) und aus der 
Kupferzeit (b, aus Russe [Bulgarien]). Ersteres scheint von Geweihäxten 
beein�usst zu sein, wohingegen sich Letzteres eindeutig von Metallbeilen 
ableitet. 

Fig. �  Schematical development of the 
shape of a cutting edge of an axe as 
demonstrated by the �nds of silex axes 
from Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Roma-
nia); no scale.

Abb. �  Schematische Entwicklung  
der Klingenform von Beilen anhand  
von Silexbeilen aus Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu 
(Rumänien); o. M.

5 cm

5 cm
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namely the hafting: The axes are reworked as long as they 
�t into an antler sleeve (Fig. ��); and if they do not, they can 
still be used as polishers or rubbers (Fig. ��). So why did 
prehistoric communities do this? I will argue that the time 
spent working and polishing an axe blade was considerable, 
and the axe therefore was a valued possession. From experi-
mental studies it is known that it was especially the polish-
ing that took enormous time (Hansen/Madsen ����; Mad-
sen ����), and therefore this time was saved as long as the 
polished fragments of larger axes were large enough to �t in 
a handle.

This is a key result as it implies that even though the 
archaeological record is full of axes – and we know from  
the excavation from quarries that many more must have 
existed (Schyle ����) – the material was considered valu
able enough to recycle as long as possible. This parsimoni-
ous attitude stands in stark contrast to the amount of axes 

deposited in hoards (Rech ����) or the amount of labour 
and time spent for the construction of some of the really 
large specimens such as the �nd from Brunswick-Geitelde, 
which might be related to a nearby Michelsberg enclosure 
(Fig ��).

I cannot go into detail for the reduction sequences of bat-
tleaxes in this paper, but they follow the basic principles 
(Klimscha ����, ��–��). Recent studies have interpreted the 
breaking of these axes as part of a ritual (inter alia Grisse 
����), but the reduction sequences rather show that axe 
morphology is heavily determined by recycling broken cut-
ting-edge fragments into smaller axes. The possibility to 
highlight regular stages in this process as well as the much 
higher �nd frequency of butt fragments than cutting-edge 
fragments (Klimscha ����, ��) if anything demonstrates 
that battleaxes frequently broke when used, and the bigger 
part, namely the cutting edge, was recycled into a smaller 

Fig. �  The reduction sequence of �int axes at Piet-
rele, Giurgiu district (Romania).

Abb. �  Reduktionssequenz von Feuersteinbeilen aus 
Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien). 

Fig. �  Sequence of reduced �int axe blades from 
Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Romania). A damaged axe 
was further reduced with every repair until it was 
too small to be hafted and thus recycled as a core. 

Abb. �  Abfolge von reduzierten Feuersteinbeilen aus 
Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien). Beschädigte Beile 
wurden mit jeder Reparatur kleiner, bis sie zu klein 
waren, um geschäftet zu werden, und als Kern weiter-
verwendet wurden.

5 cm
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Fig. �  Flint axes with negatives from blade production from Pietrele,  
Giurgiu district (Romania). Flint axes frequently broke around the cutting 
edge; the old and damaged one could be removed and a new cutting edge 
could be fashioned. This resulted in a shortening of the axe blade. 

Abb. �  Feuersteinbeile mit den Negativen von Klingenabschlägen aus 
Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien). Feuersteinbeile brachen oft an der Schnitt-
kante. War diese alt und beschädigt, konnte sie entfernt und eine neue 
Schnittkante geschlagen werden. Dadurch verkürzte sich die Beilklinge.

Fig. ��a–b  Flint axes of di
erent lengths (a) from Pietrele, Giurgiu  
district (Romania) vary only insigni�cantly in their thickness (b). This  
is the result of the frequent shortening of axes in the recycling process. 
Damaged axes were repaired with the aim of minimising material loss. 

Abb. ��a–b  Feuersteinbeile unterschiedlicher Länge (a) aus Pietrele, Kr. 
Giurgiu (Rumänien) variieren kaum in ihrer Dicke (b). Dies ist das Resultat 
wiederholter Beilkürzungen als Teil des Recyclingprozesses. Beschädigte 
Beile wurden mit dem Ziel repariert, den Materialverlust zu minimieren.

Fig. ��a–b  Two examples of �int axes from Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Romania). The axes vary considerably in their overall size, especially in their 
length (a ��.�  cm, b �.� cm). However, the thickness is similar (a �.� cm, b �.� cm), and often smaller fragments show traces of surface retouch only 
on one side (the undamaged one), hinting at a former stage in which they were parts of larger axe blades. 

Abb. ��a–b  Zwei Feuersteinbeile aus Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien). Sie unterscheiden sich stark in ihrer Gesamtgröße, vor allem in ihrer Länge  
(a ��,�  cm, b �,� cm). In ihrer Dicke ähneln sie sich jedoch (a �,� cm, b �,� cm), und kleinere Fragmente sind oft nur auf einer Seite (der unbeschädig-
ten) ober�ächlich retouchiert. Dies weist darauf hin, dass sie einmal Teil größerer Beilklingen waren.
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Fig. ��a–c  Reduced stages of ground stone axes at Pietrele, Giurgiu dis-
trict (Romania). a Di
erent breaks and damages can occur on larger axes 
and these are the basic forms for the creation of new tools, as is shown 
here; b The most frequent damages occur at the cutting edge, and during 
a repair this creates »diagonal« cutting edges, as shown here; c Butt-frag-
ments can be recycled into smaller axes, often showing a very steep cut-
ting edge, as illustrated here.

Abb. ��a–c  Reduzierte Stadien geschli�ener Steinbeile aus Pietrele, Kr. 
Giurgiu (Rumänien). a Die unterschiedlichen Brüche und Beschädigungen, 
die an größeren Beilen vorkommen, bilden die Grundlage der Scha�ung 
neuer Werkzeuge, wie hier zu sehen; b Beschädigungen treten meist an der 
Schneide auf. Bei der Reparatur entsteht eine »diagonale« Schneide, wie 
hier zu sehen; c Nackenfragmente können zu kleineren Beilen mit oft sehr 
steiler Schneide recycelt werden. 

Fig. ��  Recycling of the di
erent parts of a medium-sized ground stone 
axe exempli�ed with �nds from Pietrele, Giurgiu district (Romania). 

Abb. ��  Recycling der verschiedenen Teile eines mittelgroßen geschli�e-
nen Steinbeils am Beispiel von Funden aus Pietrele, Kr. Giurgiu (Rumänien).

5 cm

5 cm

a b c






















