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Axes along the Seine Valley: From the mine to the grave 
François Giligny

Introduction

The Paris Basin is a region rich in siliceous resources, espe-
cially �int. From the centre (Tertiary basin) to its periph-
ery (Secondary basin), it is characterised by a diversity and 
abundance of materials (Giligny ����; Bostyn et al. ����). 
Over a period of �fteen years, in collaboration with local 
research institutions and stakeholders, we conducted a 
research programme on the production and circulation 
of �int and rock axes in the west of the Ille-de-France, in 
an area of the Seine Valley between the cities of Paris and 
Rouen (Fig. �).

This area is located at the fringes of the centre of the Paris 
Basin, where the Cretaceous outcrops are limited to valleys 
and to some depressions (synclinal/anticlinal). Here, a great 
diversity and abundance of materials can be found (Fig. �): 
Secondary �int (Senonian, Campanian), Tertiary (Barto-

nian) �int, and sandstone (quartzite sandstone). All these 
materials were worked during the Neolithic in axe mines or 
workshops and are represented at both the Secondary and 
Tertiary geological levels.

Our research project consisted in identifying and ana-
lysing local and exogenous axes found through prospec
ting and excavation, which are now housed in �� public 
or private collections. The research has led us to build a 
database of ���� �int axes (Fig.  �) and about ���� pieces of 
tenacious and solid rocks. We also focused our �eld work 
on the archaeological prospecting of production sites, such 
as the Flins-sur-Seine/Aubergenville, Dép. Yvelines (Ïle-de-
France), mining site, where �int mining is known exclu-
sively through surface collections since the ����s. This 
work has now been published (Giligny/Bostyn ����), and 
we propose to use the results to illustrate the theme of the 
conference.

Zusammenfassung

Die Beile des Seine-Tals: von der Mine bis zum Grab

Als Teil einer umfangreichen Studie zum historischen Verlauf 
des Neolithikums im Seine-Tal (von Paris bis zur Mündung) 
wurde die Beilherstellung in einem fünfzehnjährigen For-
schungsprojekt untersucht. Die Produktion vor Ort wurde mit 
den importierten Beilen aus dem Armorikanischen Massiv, 
den Alpen und anderen Gebieten verglichen. Dank der loka-
len Produktionsstätten (Bergwerke und Werkstätten) können 
die Arbeitsschritte der örtlichen Beilherstellung für jedes der 
Rohmaterialien (Feuerstein aus dem Bartonium und aus der 
Kreidezeit sowie Sandstein/Quarzit) und die Unterschiede 
zu den importierten Beilen beschrieben werden. Anhand der 
Überprüfung der Rohlinge und der geschli�enen Beile aus der 
Ober�ächenprospektion und der Kartierung dieser Funde 
lässt sich die Verteilung der Beile während der unterschied-
lichen Herstellungsschritte untersuchen. Die Ausweitung der 
Studie auf den westlichen Teil des Pariser Beckens macht es 
möglich, den Tauschhandel über weite Entfernungen und den 
Status der größten Stücke zu erörtern, die als Prestigeobjekte 
galten.

Unserer Meinung nach spielte eine gesellschaftliche Elite 
bei der Kontrolle des Umlaufs dieser Waren eine Rolle und 
zentrale Orte, wie beispielsweise große Rondelle und monu-
mentale Grabanlagen, waren die territorialen Marker dieser 
Sozialstruktur.

Schlagwörter  Neolithikum, Feuersteinbeile, Bergwerke, 
chaînes opératoires, soziale Unterschiede

Summary

Research concerning axe production in the Seine Valley, from 
Paris to the estuary, was undertaken over a period of �� years. 
It is one of the topics of the largest programme studying the 
Neolithic historical trajectory in this area. The local produc-
tion was compared to the axes imported from the Armo-
rican Massif, the Alps, or other areas. The local production 
sites (mines and workshops) make it possible to describe the 
chaîne opératoire of local axe production for each raw mate-
rial (Bartonian �int, Cretaceous �int, sandstone/quartzite) 
and to di�erentiate them from imported ones. The review 
of the roughout and polished axes from the surface survey 
and the cartography of these discoveries o�er insight into 
the study of the distribution of the axes at di�erent stages of 
production. Enlarging the programme to the western part of 
the Paris Basin, it is now possible to discuss the long-distance 
exchanges and the status of the largest examples, which are 
considered prestige goods.

We propose that an elite class of the society must have 
played a role in controlling the circulation of these goods and 
that central places, such as large enclosures and monumental 
graves, were the territorial signs of this social structure.

Keywords  Neolithic, �int axes, mines, chaînes opératoires, 
social di
erences
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The main goals of the project, which aimed to character-
ise the socio-economic role of axe productions for Neolithic 
societies, was based on the following questions:

• Which was the axe production context: How many
people were involved in the community? Was there a
specialisation of extraction and production, an appren-
ticeship?

• Was there a regional specialisation (e.g., mining com-
plex) focused on axe production and controlling resour-
ces or trade?

The research protocol has followed several main steps 
(Giligny/Bostyn ����). The �rst one was the identi�cation 
of production sites (mines, workshops) and the description 
of the production processes for each local material (�int 
from the Tertiary and Secondary geological contexts). We 
intended, within production sites, to identify the degree of 
specialisation by studying the waste products.

We also analysed the axe consumption modes and their 
contexts (settlements, graves, deposits) as well as the di
u-
sion of local products at a regional scale; additionally, and 
more broadly, we identi�ed some products at an interregional 
scale at a distance of more than ��� km to the north and west. 

The distribution of exogeneous axes helped us to de�ne 
the role of the Seine Valley in long distance exchange net-
works, the Seine Valley being a major axis of circulation 
and exchange during the Neolithic, especially for exotic 
jade axes from the Alps.

In our conclusion, we try to de�ne socio-economic territo-
ries and their structuration.

The collections were documented – a large part of this 
work was performed by students in the framework of a 
master’s or PhD thesis – and a representative selection of 
axes was described in a database (with some �D models). 
We are preparing an online option for this database at the 
HumaNum repository portal�. Flint axe collections bring 
together all stages of the chaîne opératoire because most 
of them come from mines or workshops. A majority of the 
Tertiary �int axes are unpolished (the artefacts extending 
from nodule or plate, prepared with only unifacial or bifa-
cial knapping, to roughout and axe) as are almost one third 
of the Secondary �int axes. Some were reused (as hammers 
or wood-splitting wedges) or transformed into other tools 
(see Fig. � ). 

Chronological frame

The �rst Neolithic sites in the Seine Valley are dated to the 
Villeneuve-Saint-Germain Culture or VSG (����–����  BC), 
which followed the latest phase of the Linear Pottery or 
»Rubané du Bassin Parisien« (Fig. � ). Dense occupation
clusters assigned to this culture are known in the Seine Val-
ley and on the silt or loess plateaus (Bostyn et al. ����). One
isolated Linear Pottery site is known further west in the
Caen plain, and it is possible that yet unknown settlements
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Fig. �   Study area and distribution of �int mines in northern France and Belgium.

Abb. �   Untersuchungsgebiet und Verbreitung von Feuersteinbergwerken in Nordfrankreich und Belgien.

�. Bretteville-le-Rabet; �. Soignolles; �. Potigny; �. Ri Rônai »Le Fresne«; �. Fampoux-près-Arras; �. Hallencourt «Les Bouts du Mont»; �. Hardivillers »Les Plantis»; 
�. Auchy-la-Montagne; �. Luchy; ��. Velennes; ��. Airion; ��. Lamecourt «Route de Cuignières»; ��. Nointel «Bois du Chêne Auger»; ��. Ressons-sur-Matz »Le fond 
Madelon Duriez«; ��. Coudun; ��. Sérifontaine »Champignolles« ; ��. Jaméricourt; ��. Saint-Crépin-aux-Bois/Ibouvilliers; ��. Méru »Carrière Brébant«; ��. Rhomi-
gny-Lhéry; ��. Flins-sur-Seine »Le Clos«/Aubergenville; ��. Maule »Moussets«; ��. Sèvres »Le Brimborion«; ��. Meudon »Bas-Meudon«; ��. Jablines »Le Haut 
Château«; ��. Coupvray »Les Chauds Soleils«/Bouleurs ,��. Coizard-Joches »La Haie Jeanneton« ; ��. Nangis; ��. Serbonnes »Le Revers de Brossard«; ��. Pâlis 
»le Buisson Gendre«; ��. Villemaur-sur-Vanne »Le Grand Bois Marot« & »Les Orlets«; ��. Saint-Mihiel »Côte de Bar«; ��. Commercy »Côte de Bucy«.

� 	� <https://www.huma-num.fr/> (��.��.����).
























