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Summary

In the past �� years, we have gained a clearer image of the 
distribution of the shaft-hole axes of the �th millennium BC 
(types Baniabic [Bányabükk]/Vâlcele, Fajsz, and Corbasca). 
Corresponding �nds are known between the Carpathians and 
the Caucasus, shedding light on the di�erences in deposition. 
East of the Dnipro, axes were placed into the tombs of high- 
ranking persons as grave goods. West of the Dnipro, axes were 
deposited individually or in hoards, as o�erings to imaginary 
powers, spirits, and gods. This mechanism of deposition is 
crucial for the �nd pattern of early shaft-hole axes and 
changed during the �rd millennium BC.

Keywords  Caucasus, North Pontic, Carpathian Basin, shaft-
hole axes, deposition rules

Zusammenfassung

Praktiken der Deponierung von Schaftlochäxten  
im 4. Jahrtausend v. Chr.

In den vergangenen �� Jahren hat sich die Verbreitung der 
Schaftlochäxte des �. Jts. v. Chr. (Typen Baniabic [Bányabükk]/
Vâlcele, Fajsz und Corbasca) verdichtet. Inzwischen gibt es 
eine Reihe von entsprechenden Funden zwischen Karpaten 
und Kaukasus. Dadurch lassen sich nun auch die Unter-
schiede der Deponierung besser verstehen. Östlich des Dnipro 
gelangten die Äxte als Beigabe in die Gräber sozial hochge-
stellter Personen. Westlich des Dnipro wurden die Äxte ein-
zeln oder in Horten deponiert, als Gaben an die imaginären 
Mächte, die Geister und Götter. Diese Mechanik der Deponie-
rung ist für das Fundbild der frühen Schaftlochäxte entschei-
dend. Im �. Jt. v. Chr. wird sich dies ändern.

Schlagwörter  Kaukasus, Nordpontikum, Karpatenbecken, 
Schaftlochäxte, Deponierungsregeln

Depositional practices of shaft-hole axes  
in the 4th millennium BC

Svend Hansen

Introduction

In recent years, large-scale networks during the �th and 
� th millennium BC, particularly based on the distribution of 
jadeite axes and beads made of callaite, variscite, and tur-
quoise, were identi�ed (Pétrequin et al. ����; Querr é et al. 
����; Viel et  al. ����). These objects circulated in regional 
networks as prestige goods. A network based on heavy cop-
per axes existed in eastern Central Europe in the �th millen-
nium BC. In western Europe at the same time, such a net-
work was based on the circulation of jadeite axes. But there 
were also exchanges between these networks, as evidenced 
by jadeite axes from the Balkan Peninsula. We can therefore 
assume that there were practically no isolated regions in the 
� th millennium BC, but that they were all connected in one 
way or another. Thus, the axes discussed below should also 
be considered as evidence of communication between the 
Caucasus and the neighbouring regions to the west as far as 
the Carpathian Basin and, �nally, central Germany. In the 
case of copper and bronze axes, however, depositional prac-
tices must be taken into account.

The shaft-hole axe

The shaft-hole axe was one of the most striking innova-
tions in the history of Eurasian armament (Fig. �). It was 

extremely successful, for its manufacture apparently suc-
ceeded without major problems in many regions between 
the Taurus and Caucasus mountains in the East and as far as 
the Alps in the West. It was part of other technical innova-
tions such as arsenic bronze, which took place in the Cauca-
sus region. Guillaume Gernez refers to a »zone of conceptual 
and technical innovation« with regard to the development 
of weapons from the Caucasus, including eastern Anatolia 
(Gernez ����, ��).

According to radiocarbon dating, the development of 
these shaft-hole axes started in the second quarter of the 
€th millennium (see below Fig. •€). In grave  • of the ­.‚-m 
high kurgan • near Zamankul in North Ossetia (Russia) the 
remains of a €•- to €‚-year-old man and a ••- to •‚-year- 
old woman were found (Korenevskij/Rostunov •••€). The 
grave goods include a set of tools, a bronze adze, a �at axe, 
and a shaft-hole axe (Fig. •). The bronze vessel was probably 
the most valuable grave good. All these objects were made 
from arsenical bronze (Hansen ••••).

One of the earliest burial complexes with a shaft-hole 
axe is the eponymous tomb of Maikop (Russia; Piotrovskij 
••••). Whereas it was long dated to the •rd millennium BC, 
today there is a wide consensus that it was built before 
the middle of the €th millennium BC. The deceased was 
given a functional set of arsenic bronze tools (Fig. •): an 
adze, an axe-adze, two �at axes, two gouges, a small and a 
large dagger, and a shaft-hole axe. It is the most complete 
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Fig. �  A shaft-hole axe from Dolný Pial, okr. Levice (Slovakia). 

Abb. �  Schaftlochaxt aus Dolný Pial, Okres Levice (Alsópél/Unterpill,  
Bezirk Léva/Lewenz; Slowakei). 

Fig. �  The grave goods of Kurgan • near Zamankul, Pravoberezhny  
district (Russia).

Abb. �  Grabbeigaben aus Kurgan � bei Zamankul, Region Pravoberezhny 
(Russland).
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Fig. �  One of the earliest examples of a shaft-hole axe deposited as a grave good. Kurgan in Maikop, Rep. Adygea (Russia). 

Abb. �  Eines der frühesten Beispiele für eine Schaftlochaxt als Grabbeigabe. Kurgan in Maikop, Rep. Adygeja (Russland).
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»toolbox« in any �nd complex. Furthermore, the tomb 
was furnished with gold, silver, and bronze vessels, golden 
beads and golden appliques in the shape of lions, and two 
silver and two golden bulls (Hansen •••€). 

The burial mound of Inozemtsevo (Russia), located 
between Pyatigorsk and Mineralnye Vody, was originally 
over   m high and ‚• m in diameter. It contained a central 
(unfortunately pillaged) burial of a ‚‚- to ­•-year-old man 
(Korenevskij/Petrenko ••••). Among the grave goods, only 
a few gold beads and a few strips of gold sheet bear witness 
to what was probably originally a much more extensive 
endowment made of precious metal (Fig. €). Three metal 

vessels belong to the technically most advanced products 
of that time. The tool kit consists of two shaft-hole axes, a 
�at axe, two bronze daggers, and several arrowheads made 
of �int. 

In tomb •• of Kurgan  • of the tumulus necropolis of 
Mar'inskaya •, raion Kirov, krai Stavropol (Russia), was 
a richly furnished grave with an early shaft-hole axe, two 
knives, a dagger, a �at axe, and two awls (Kantorovi‡/
Maslov ••••) (Fig.  ‚). Further, the most important �nds 
are a stone sceptre and two golden rings, which indicate the 
high social status of the deceased person. The grave can be 
dated to around ••‚•  BC, according to radiocarbon dates.

5 cm
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In ••••, Nikolai Veselovsky found a stone »house«-shaped 
burial chamber in Kurgan I of Novosvobodnaya (formerly 
Tsarskaya, Russia). The grave goods consisted of golden and 
silver pins, rings and beads, a bronze vessel, a hook mounted 
with �gures of two �ghting men, a dagger, two gouges, and 
two axes (Gimbutas ••‚­, ­•  f. Fig. ••) (Fig.  ­). The •€C-dat-
ing for this burial falls within the last quarter of the €th mil -
lennium BC (Korenevskij/Rezepkin ••••).

The richest grave of the Novosvobodnaya cemetery was 
grave ‚ of Kurgan ••, which contained the burial of an 
adult and a child. The grave goods found there consisted 
of four shaft-hole axes, two further axes with neck knobs, 
numerous daggers, two gouges, and numerous other metal 
grave goods (Fig.  –•). Noteworthy for this grave is the 
­‚-cm-long bent sword (Fig. •) (Rezepkin ••••, •• Tab.  ­). 
One •€C-dating (Ki-•••••) lies in the •  º area between • •• 
and •••€ cal  BC, and the other •€ C-dating (Ki-•••••a) lies 
between •­€• and •• •  cal BC. Unlike in Maikop, we are 
not dealing with a functional tool set in this grave, but with 
a surplus of equipment: an »Überausstattung« (Hansen 
••••). The deceased would never have been able to use all 
the axes and daggers.

With slight variations, the shape of the axes remained 
relatively constant until the end of the €th millennium BC, 
as the two shaft-hole axes from the great kurgan of Nal‡ik 
(Russia) show, which, according to a •€C date, might belong 
to the •• th century BC (¬e‡enov •• •; Belinskij et  al. ••• ) 
(Fig. ••). In addition to the two axes, a chisel with hollow 
edge and a �at axe were part of the tool kit.

West of the Caucasus on the Crimea, there is another 
important piece of evidence for an early shaft-hole axe. The 
central grave • in Kurgan • (Kurban-Bayram�) of Dolinka, 
rajon Krasnoperekopsk (Ukraine), contained, apart from 
the shaft-hole axe, a gouge, a �at axe, and a fork-shaped 
object (Fig. ••). The recently published •€ C date proves that 
the grave dates between •‚•• and ••••  BC (Ivanova/Rass-
mann •••€, ••€). Another �nd of Maikop-type objects from 
a quarry near Krasnoperekopsk (Ukraine) in the Crimea 
consists of an axe measuring only • cm, a �at axe, a chisel, 
and a dagger (Klochko/Kozymenko ••• , €‚ Fig. •) (Fig. ••).

These axes were part of richly furnished graves and large 
kurgans in the North Caucasus and on the Crimea. Although 
the earliest burial mounds were created in Brittany (e.g. 
Tumiac) in the ‚th millennium BC, it was during the Mai-

Fig. �  The grave goods of the robbed burial mound of Inozemtsevo,  
Stavropol Krai (Russia).

Abb. �  Beigaben aus dem ausgeraubten Grabhügel von Inozemtsevo,  
Stavropol Kraj (Russland).

Fig. �  Find assemblage unearthed in the richly furnished grave of  
tomb ••, Kurgan •, Mar'inskaya •, Stavropol Krai (Russia).

Abb. �  Fundkomplex aus dem reich ausgestatteten Grab �•, Kurgan �, 
Mar'inskaja �, Stavropol Kraj (Russland).
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kop Culture of the €th millennium BC that burial mounds 
�rst became a structural component of funeral ideology. 
Giulio Palumbi interpreted the direct relationship between 
the size of the kurgans, the complexity of the grave struc-
tures, and the concentration of spectacular metal o
erings 
as a funerary ideology, which was meant to emphasise the 
formation of internally hierarchised communities founded 
on vertical social relations (Palumbi ••••, ‚‚ Fig.  €– ). He 
understands the embedding of these hills in the landscape 
as a strategy of naturalising social organisation. The burial 
mound becomes part of the landscape, and the structure of 
social inequality connected with it, more precisely, materi-
alised in it, thus becomes part of nature. 

Shaft-hole axes in the North Pontic and the  
Carpathian Basin

The similarities in shape between the axes from the grave 
of Maikop and other Early Bronze Age graves in the North 
Caucasus and the early shaft-hole axes in the Carpathian 
Basin were noted early on. Yet Alexandru Vulpe wanted 
»to explain by chance or leave unexplained for the time 
being the surprising formal similarities between the axe 
type Baniabic [today Vâlcele, S.H.] and axes from the North 
Caucasus and Central Russia [...]. No such objects are known 
from the intermediate zone« (Vulpe ����, ��). Unfortu -

nately, this conclusion was already more than improbable 
when it was published, over �� years ago. Instead, the simi
larity in form should be the starting point for a number of 
revisions of terminology and dating.

Shaft-hole axes of the types Baniabic/Vâlcele, Fajsz, and 
Corbasca, according to Alexandru Vulpe, have in common 
their compact, »plump« outlines. The shaft hole is as long  
as the axe blade. The more developed axes of the Kozarac 
type have a shaft hole longer than the axe blade (Fig. ••). 
Therefore the »plump« shaft-hole axes should be named the 
Vâlcele-Maikop type to describe their typological similar
ities and spatial dimensions.

The consequences for their dating are quite clear. Joszef 
Bátora already showed that the typologically more devel-
oped Kozarac axes (see Fig. ••), according to radiocarbon 
dates, belong to the early •rd millennium BC (Casa •••‚, 
‚ •; Primas •••­, €• Tab.  €.•; Bátora ••••). This leaves 
open the possibility of an older dating for the axes of the 
Vâlcele-Maikop and Fajsz type. The radiocarbon data con-
sistently show that the plump shaft-hole axes in the North 
Caucasus range from the second quarter of the €th millen-
nium to the •rd millennium BC (Fig. •€). These axes were in 
use roughly between • •• and ••••  BC.

The main di
erence between Caucasian and Carpathian 
axes is the metal composition. Caucasian axes were produced 
from arsenical bronze, whereas the Carpathian axes are 
either made from pure copper or with only •–• % of arsenic.

Fig. �  Objects found in the »house«-shaped burial chamber in Kurgan I of Novosvobodnaya, Maykopsky district (Russia); no scale.

Abb. �  Funde aus der »Haus«-förmigen Grabkammer in Kurgan I von Novosvobodnaja, Rajon Maikop (Russland); o. M.
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With the early dating of the grave of Maykop to before 
the middle of the €th millennium BC, the Carpathian 
shaft-hole axes with »plump« outlines, i. e. the Baniabic 
and Fajsz types in the Carpathian Basin, also move into 
the second half of the €th millennium BC (Hansen ••••). 
Radu B	 jenaru, Alin Frînculeasa, Vajk Szeverényi, Janos 
Dani, and Bianca Preda have also drawn comparable 
chronological conclusions in their studies• . Volker Heyd 
and Katherine Walker, on the other hand, think that the 
shaft-hole axes did not appear in the Carpathian Basin 

until around ••••  BC (Heyd/Walker •••€, ­ ­ Fig.  •‚,•). 
In their overview table, the gap is clearly visible and alleg-
edly existed between the last axe-adzes of the Nógrád-
marcal type around • ••  BC and the �rst shaft-hole axes 
around ••••  BC. Nonetheless, a  ••-year-long gap in the 
use of heavy metal axes probably did not exist, nor did the 
geographical gap exist between the Carpathians and the 
Caucasus (see Dobeš in this volume). In ••••, Joszef Bátora 
discussed a series of early shaft-hole axes found between 
the Caucasus and the Carpathians (Bátora ••••).

Fig. �  Grave goods of grave ‚, Kurgan ••, at 
Novosvobodnaya cemetery, Maykopsky district 
(Russia).

Abb. �  Beigaben aus Grab �, Kurgan �� der 
Nekropole von Novosvobodnaja, Rajon Maikop 
(Russland).
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	 •	� Bă jenaru/Frînculeasa •••€; Szeverényi 
••••; Dani ••••; Preda •••‚.
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Fig. 
  Grave goods of grave ‚, Kurgan ••, at Novosvobodnaya cemetery, Maykopsky district (Russia). 

Abb. �  Beigaben aus Grab �, Kurgan �� der Nekropole von Novosvobodnaja, Rajon Majkop (Russland). 
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Fig. �  The sword in Kurgan ••, grave ‚, at Novosvobodnaya cemetery, 
Maykopsky district (Russia), was bent to make it unusable.

Abb. �  Das Schwert aus Grab �, Kurgan �� der Nekropole von Novosvobod-
naja, Rajon Majkop (Russland), war durch Verbiegen intentionell unbrauch-
bar gemacht.

Fig. ��  The two shaft-hole axes, a �at axe, and a chisel were found in the 
great kurgan of Nal‡ik, Rep. Kabardino-Balkaria (Russia).

Abb. ��  Die beiden Schaftlochäxte, ein Flachbeil und ein Meißel aus dem 
großen Kurgan von Naltschik, Rep. Kabardino-Balkarien (Russland).
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Fig. ��  Grave goods from Dolinka (Kurban- 
Bayram), Crimea (Ukraine).

Abb. ��  Grabbeigaben aus Dolynka (Kurban- 
Bajram), Krim (Ukraine).
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And since then, comparable early axes from the »inter-
mediate zone« between the Caucasus and the Carpathians 
have been found in hoards. Here, the wedge-shaped shaft-
hole axe found together with several short swords in 
Ivan’ky, Cherkasy Oblast (Ukraine; Fig. •‚), should be men-
tioned (Klochko/Klochko ••••, ‚• Fig.  •). Other axes are 
known as single �nds along the Dnipro River• . The hoard 
of Ivonivka, Vinnytsia Oblast in Podolia (Ukraine; Fig. •­), 
includes a Vâlcele-type shaft-hole axe, two �at axes, and a 
chisel (Klochko/Kozymenko ••• , ‚• Fig.  •­).

In the Carpathian Basin, the �nd of Vâlcele (Baniabic, 
Bányabükk) near Cluj (Romania; Fig. • ) is the most sig-
ni�cant deposition and probably originally contained more 
than  • axes (Vulpe •• •, • ,•–••; Taf.  •–•.•‚–••; Soroce -
anu ••••, •••  
. Pl.  • –€•). Vâlcele thus represents the most 
extensive deposition of the €th millennium BC in Europe. 
The axes preserved in the museums of Debrecen and Cluj 

weigh between ••• g and •€••  g. Eight axes weigh less 
than ••••  g, and •­ axes weigh more than •••• g. Hence, 
probably much more than  • kg of copper were deposited. 
Vâlcele represents the class of monotype hoards with only 
the same type of axes. This also applies to another group of 
hoards with only two axes: Æitavany, okr. Zlaté Moravce (Slo-
vakia; Fig. ••, •–•), and Kisbér, Kom. Komárom-Esztergom 
(Hungary; Fig. ••,•–€).

The hoard from Fajsz, Kom. Bács-Kiskun, in the South 
Hungarian Plain, most of which is lost today, had a more 
complex composition containing three axes and two chisels 
(Hampel ••••, €• ) (Fig.  ••). Unfortunately, nothing more 
is known about the circumstances of its discovery. 

The hoard from Brno-Liše¨ (Czech Republic; Fig. ••) 
in Moravia was found in the Staré Zámky hilltop settle-
ment in the youngest settlement layer I, whose pottery 
partly still corresponds to the Jevišovice C•-phase, but 

Fig. ��  Finds from a destroyed grave near Krasnoperekopsk, Crimea (Ukraine).

Abb. ��  Funde aus einem gestörten Grab bei Krasnoperekopsk, Krim (Ukraine).
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	 •	� Nechitailo ••••, •• Fig.  €,•–€: Staiki, region 
Kyiv; Verkhn'odniprovs'k, Oblast Dniprope

trovsk (Ukraine); Balki, Oblast Zaporizhzhe 
(Ukraine).






















