Massive shaft-hole axes were axe currencies:
The social life of the Fardrup axes

Anne Lene Melheim

Were the Fardrup axes also ingots?

Were they a convenient way of locking up wealth
in measurable form — the wealth in this case
being a metal that could be put to practical use
by remelting or could be used in exchange?

(Liversage , )

Zusammenfassung Summary

Massive Schaftlochaxte als Wéahrung: As a contribution to the topic of the social life of axes, this arti

das Sozialleben der Fardrup-Axte cle addresses a group of bronze axes from the Nordic Bronze
Age: the massive and heavy shaft-hole axes of the Fardrup

Als Beitrag zur gesellschaftlichen Bedeutung von Axten wige (c. — BC). | argue, in line with previous research,

met sich dieser Aufsatz einer Gruppe von Bronzeaxten austtiet the Fardrup axes served at least three functions: They
Nordischen Bronzezeit, namlich den massiven und schwevegre high-end symbolic weapons, metal preforms (bronze
Schaftlochaxten vom Fardrup-Typ (ca= v. Chr.). Ich ingots), and value denominators. Although clearly inspired by
stimme mit der vorangehenden Forschung darin iberein, d&@arpathian metalwork, the Fardrup style itself was a creation
die Fardrup-Axte mindestens drei Funktionen erfiillten: Saf the Nordic world, and the old-fashioned axe shape drew its
waren hochentwickelte symbolische Wa en, metallene- Vauthority from earlier simple shaft-hole axes of stone. When
formlinge (Bronzebarren) und eine Wahrungseinheit. Obwdging cast into this particular axe shape and style, incoming
der Fardrup-Stil eindeutig von Metallarbeiten aus den Karpaetal was being transformed into a Nordic value system. |
ten inspiriert ist, stellt er selbst eine Schopfung der nordischigpothesise that the Fardrup axes functioned both as a form
Welt dar. Die altmodische Form der Axtkdpfe geht auf friilheoé,proto-currency or »axe currency« based on one or several
einfache Schaftlochéxte aus Stein zurtick. Importiertes Metadigional weight units and as a guarantee for high quality
wurde durch das GieRRen in diese Form und diesen Stil in emetal, a brand. Arguably, the need for such branding arose
nordisches Wertesystem Ubertragen. Ich stelle die Hypothegth an important newcomer — the sword — which demanded
auf, dass die Fardrup-Axte sowohl als Vorform einer Wahruatyonger control of tin contents in order to obtain blade-gual
oder »Axtwahrung« dienten, die auf einer oder mehreren régimetal.

onalen Gewichtseinheiten beruhte, als auch als Garanten fur

die hohe Qualitat des Metalls fungierten. Der Bedarf nadfeywords Bronze Age, shaft-hole axe, metal circulation,
einer solchen Markenbildung entstand wohl mit der Ankunfirovenance, weight-regulation, branding

einer Neuheit — dem Schwert —, die eine starkere Kontrolle des

Zinngehalts nétig machte, um Metall zu erhalten, das Klingen

qualitat besaf.

Schlagwérter Bronzezeit, Schaftlochaxte, Metallumlauf,
Provenienz, Gewichtsregulierung, Markenzeichen

Introduction tion; however, provenance analysis of the metal has demon
strated that there is no simple equation between craft tradi

Metal circulated in various shapes during the Bronze Ageions and metal supplies.

Whereas transportation of ore in large quantities over longer A fresh look at the Fardrup axes can shed new light on

distances seems unlikely, we positively know that ingots ofhese issues. The Fardrup axes date to ez BC

copper and tin were traded interregionally, as were alreadynd thus to the second half of the earliest phase of the-Nor

alloyed objects and various preforms, often taking the shapdic Bronze Age, period NBA Ib, which runs parallel to the

of rings, rods, and axes. Yet, a number of questions regarbeginning of the Middle Bronze Age and Reinecke’s Bz B

ing metal circulation remain open. For example, whetherin Central European chronology (Vandkilde e, «—

and how distribution chains for copper and tin were inter ). The Fardrup style, although inspired by metalwork

linked, and how transactions were managed between-paing styles in the Carpathian Basin, was developed in the

ties belonging to di erent cultural spheres. It is a fact that Nordic region. MMalmer famously interpreted the Far

crafted objects often circulated outside their area of producdrup axe as a bronze ingot and as a denominator of value
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Fig. Distribution of Fardrup and Valsgmagle axes (c.— BC) in South Scandinavia. Notice the north-westerly distribution of axes of the
Fardrup type on the smaller map. Signatures on the main map indicate: Fardrup axes (blue dots), Valsgmagle axes (red dots), analysed axes (crosses).

Abb. Verbreitungskarte der Fardrup- und Valsgmagle-Axte (ca. v. Chr.) in Siidskandinavien. Man beachte die nordwestliche Verbreitung
der Axte vom Typ Fardrup auf der kleineren Karte. Legende der groRen Karte: Fardrup-Axte (blaue Punkte), Valsgmagle-Axte (rote Punkte), analysierte
Axte (Kreuze).

(Malmer ; Malmer ;cf. Liversage , ). lwill Axe and ring currencies
pursue Malmer’s ideas further and maintain that these
axes were preforms that both embodied and represente@hroughout history, various axe shapes have embodied cul
metal values. They were a form of proto-currency or axeurally established symbolic and economic values. Prior to
currency, but also a brand. the Bronze Age, stone axes had circulated as valuables across
The simple shape anchored the Fardrup axes in afEurasia for millennia (eg., Bradley/Edmonds ). The fact
already established political economy system based orhat metal axe blades evolved into a proto-currency during
among other things, axe values, yet they were themselvabe Early Bronze Age can thus be understood as a develop
useless as axes. | will argue in this article that, by beingnent from prior practices (Kuijpers/Popa ). However,
cast into this particular shape and style, imported metalthe use of axes as a currency is a global phenomenon that
was enculturated and transformed into a Nordic system ofextends far beyond the European Bronze Age. For instance,
value. Despite the standardised shape of the axes, regionalpre-Columbian Mesoamerica, non-functional axes of-cop
variations can be observed. This allows me to hypothesisper — often nicknamed >axe money< — could be used for a
that there was a connection between the Fardrup axes, irange of purposes: as burial goods, as a medium of exchange,
their capacity as preforms, and local metalworking tradi and as wealth to be stored in caches (Coblalet ).
tions in the regions where they circulated. Crucial for myAnother example of how valuables can be converted and
analysis are the patterned variations in ornamentaladjusted to a range of circumstances and purposes is the
schemes and weights, already observed by Malmer, ankighly dynamic value system centring around ingots of cop
the new insights emerging from provenance studies of theper in precolonial Africa (Herbert ). Some were shaped
axes’ metal. On the basis of element analysid.illersage as crosses, others as rods that could be made into bracelets
( , ) argued for a single source. However, of the and necklaces which, when cut up, served as currency for
known Fardrup axes have recently been subjected to smaller purchases. Ingots of copper were thus a form of-pro
lead isotopy, which revealed considerable variation andio-currency used in economic transactions, but they also
possibly, di erent origins of the copper (Ling etl. <, entered other social and ritual spheres. For instance, in
Ngrgaard eal. ). This invites a new discussion about south-eastern Nigeria, certain ring-shaped copper ingots
these axes and their role in the circulation of metals. called manillas were used to buy foodstu s, to compensate
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Fig. The eponymous Fardrup hoard from Tranderupgérd, Fardrup,
Zealand (Denmark), with two axe heads and a mace head. Notice the
sh-blade emblem on the smaller axe; no scale.

Abb. Der eponyme Fardrup-Hort aus Tranderupgard, Fardrup, Seeland
(Danemark), mit zwei Axt- und einem Keulenkopf. Man beachte das Fisch
Klingen-Motiv auf der kleineren Axt:\d.

diviners, to satisfy court claims, to contract for a spouse, an
as gifts to the dead (Herbert , — ). These examples
are valid analogies for the European Bronze Age becau
they showcase the many and varied practices that contribut
to the curation of metal valuables and value systems.
Likewise, we see that copper and bronze were circulate
and exchanged in various forms in Bronze Age Europe — 4
rings, rods, and axes — and the use of cut-up metal as >smj
change< has been demonstrated (lalongo/Lago ). Based
on weight accordances, the Early Bronze Age Central Eur
pean Osenringehave been identi ed as a proto-currency.
Arguably, a process of commodi cation took place with the
evolution from ornament via ring money to currency (Len
erz de-Wilde ; Lenerz de-Wilde ). R. Krause and
E.Pernicka ( ) introduced the concept of Barrengeld
(ingot money) to characterise the Osenringde fact that
two-thirds of the known copper of this type is represented
by the rings themselves seems to indicate that they fung
tioned as a means of exchange in a value system whe
metal type, shape, and value corresponded (Krause/Pg
nicka ). A concentration of hoards occurs in the Alpine
foothills and river valleys at equal distance from severa
signi cant copper mines. However, the Osenringere sub
ject to di erent forms of ritual deposition, varying, as was
pointed out by HVandkilde ( ), with distance from the
source. She argued that a transformation of value occurred
when rings entered more far-away places, like Scandinavidrom Egypt, bronze axes are explicitly listed among luxury
More knowledge is needed about how already alloyeddommodities aimed at trade (Walburton e, )
bronze circulated in Bronze Age Europe, as was pointed out
in a recent article highlighting semi- nished products such
as bronze axes as potential candidates (Bergat.et ). The origin of the Fardrup axe
Palstaves are examples of bronze axes circulating widely in
Northern Europe in the Middle Bronze Age which are per Judging from nd contexts and material properties, like
haps best understood as just ingot money (Fontijn/Roymany of their stone predecessors, the Fardrup axes were
mans ). Interestingly, the Acton Park shield-patterned status objects as well as ritual objects. Malmer ( )
palstaves all seem to have been made of copper from orepunted  Fardrup axes in present-day Scandinavia and
supplier: the Great Orme mine in Wales (Williams/Le Germany, with stray nds as far north as Trgndelag in Gen
Carlier de Veslud ). This article once more puts the F&r tral Norway. HW. Ngrgaard eél. ( ) adjusted the num -
drup axes on the agenda as bronze ingots or preforms.-Cober of axesto  (Fig. ). The overwhelming majority have
sidering their distribution pattern, it does not seem likely, been found within the borders of present-day Denmark,
however, that they were primary ingots from the copperwhere they cluster in Zealand and on Funen. Most are stray
producing communities. Primary ingots aimed at interre nds or single depositions; only six hoard nds are known,
gional consumption and exportation are more likely found some of which are single type hoards with two or more axes.
among the bun (plano-convex) ingots occurring in hoardsfFrom Zealand comes the eponymous nd with two axes and
settlements, and ship-wreck sites in Europe and, occasioa Fardrup style mace head (Fijyand the larger Bregninge
ally, in Scandinavia (Berger at. a; Ling et al. hoard with nine axes. Twice, Fardrup axes occur in associa
with references). Interestingly, in a contemporary sourcetion with anged axes of the Underare type.

A report from the trade hub Avaris during the of fresh cedar which were lled with gold, lapis, [...], moringa-oil, incense, fat, honey, willow,
Hyksos period mentions »[...] hundreds of ships  silver, turquoise, bronze axes without number box-wood [...]J« (Redford , ).
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Fig. Ornaments on Fardrup axes. Linear

designs; Small arcs; ¢ Big arcs; Arcades;
S-curved lines; « The sh motif.

A Abb. Ornamente der Fardrup-Axte.

SARAARAARARS 2 geradlinige Muster; kleine Bogen;

groRe Bogen; Arkaden; Schlangenlinien;

Das Fisch-Motiv.
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Malmer () argued that the majority of Fardrup axes form of material referencing or skeuomorphism from stone
are much too heavy to be functional axes, hence he-comxe to bronze axe and vice versa (Brgndsted , ;
cluded that their main purpose was to materialise, displayStenskéld , ; Frieman ). Although imitation
and exchange metal values. Among other things, he basddom the older stone axes to bronze axes may seem the more
this on the metal’s porous structure and the often uneverikely hypothesis, it is striking that some — presumably
underside, indicating that the axes had been cast in opefate — stone axes show ornaments and sharp angles, argua
moulds. Besides, the edges do not seem to have been habdly copycatting metal shapes. Quite possibly, inspiration
ened (Liversage , with references). Almost half ( %) has gone both ways. However, the di erent spatial distribu
of the known Fardrup axes had been decorated. With soméon of stone axes versus bronze axes must also be taken
exceptions, the ornaments are shallow and seem as a rule ioto account. While Fardrup axes are concentrated in Ben
have been applied post-casting (Vandkilde <, ; Ngr- mark and Scania, simple shaft-hole axes are more numer
gaard etl. ¢). Few axes show identical designs; varia ous on the Scandinavian Peninsula, where they occur in
tion was created through a recombination of a restrictedthe tens of thousands (Lekberg , - ). According
number of geometrical features (Fig). to P.Lekberg, the circulation of simple shaft-hole axes was

Fardrup axes are otherwise characterised by their unasnitially controlled by an elite; they thus retained their
suming shape, similar to the simple shaft-hole axes of stonealue for centuries, fuelling the political economy, until

emerging in the Nordic Late Neolithic (c. — BC) they were devalued and replaced by bronze axes during the
and with temporal overlap during the Early Bronze AgeBronze Age (Lekberg , ).
(c. — [/« BC;@stmo ;Lekberg , —-¢, The shift from stone to bronze, from functional axe to

with references). The similarities have been explained as aymbolic axe, provides insights into how values were being
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Fig. Two of the three Fardrup axes from Baekbaglling, Fgvling, Jutland (Denmark); no scale.

Abb. Zwei der drei Fardrup-Axte aus Baekbglling, Fgvling, Jitland (Danema#k); o.

established, negotiated, and authorised. In a seminal-arti A case study from Beekbglling in Fgvling, Jutland (Ben
cle, Vandkilde ( ) argued that the Carpathian region mark), shows how the wider landscape setting can further
and the Hajdisamson-Apa metalworking horizon wasinform our understanding of the Fardrup axes (Fig.
crucial for the breakthrough of the Nordic Bronze AgeHere, three large axes were found on two di erent oeca
c.* BC. Atthe crossroads between the Eurasian steppes,sions in the same eld, a former wetland area (Broholm
the Aegean world, and temperate Europe, a transitionarye). The three axes are very similar in shape, decoration,
culture emerged which took up elements from di erent and metrology, a factor used to argue in favour of a single
places. Foreign styles and emblematic symbols were incodeposition event (Poulsen/Grundvad ). The site is sur
porated into local craft traditions, from which a number of rounded by other contemporary evidence of an asuent
distinguished local styles —among them the Fardrup style €ommunity with, among other things, monumental lorg
were born. ZKolcze argued that Fardrup axes were usediouses and high-status burials. This indicates that axe
actively to create cross-cultural bonds and to negotiatdepacsitions were not isolated events; rather, they were inte
social and political power and identity. She also pointed ougrated into an already inhabited cultural landscape. Flint
that such transformations are »largely dictated by theskeuomorphs such as the Atte sword, deposited with a-sim
demands of the receiving community« (Kélcze , ). ple shaft-hole axe of stone in a burial ckm from Beaek
The value system created around the simple shaft-holeglling, provide insight into how new innovations were
axes is relevant for our understanding of the Fardrup axesadapted to existing local craft traditions. The hybridisation
since it was a part of the political economy context withinprocess that led to the reinvention of an established axe
which these bronze axes were created and circulated. Howhape in the Nordic world was a >cross-craftc in the sense
ever, despite the noted continuity of practice in the Nordicthat it involved int knappers, as is indicated also by the
region, the two axe categories seem to have led quite di erunique scimitars of int and bronze belonging to the same
ent social lives. Contrary to Fardrup axes, simple shaft-holeorizon. The rst generation of metal swords in the Nordic
axes were frequently buried with the dead; moreover, andvorld reveals a similar pattern of adaptation and recreation.
importantly, these axes tend to be worn and often reworkedVhile some swords were imported from Central Europe,
(Lekberg , ). On the basis of the dierences in other swords can be categorised as local copies or derivates
length between axes from hoards, burials, and settlemervandkilde <, — ;Bunnefeld ).
sites, in decreasing order of magnitude, Lekberg argued
that: »In a perspective of potential, practical use-value,
hoard-axes may be viewed as more valuable objects thaiish, dagger, or sword?
grave-axes« (Lekberg , ¢ ). With one exception, Far-
drup axes do not occur in burials (Vandkilde -, ). A hoard of eight short-swords from Dystrup in Jutland (Den
They were, as already pointed out, mostly sacri ced singlymark), dated to c. — BC (Fig. ), allows me to
or in single-type hoards. hypothesise that there was a close connection between Far
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Fig. Swords from a hoard at Dystrupgérd, Norddjurs, Jutland (Denmark), dated to
c.» — BC. Seven swords are decorated with a sh-sword emblem. The unorna-
mented one is interpreted as a model sword; no scale.

Abb. Schwerter aus dem Hort von Dystrupgéard, Norddjurs, Jitland (Danemark),
datiertnachca. — v. Chr. Sieben Schwerter sind mit dem Fisch-Klingen-Motiv
verziert. Das unverzierte wird als Musterschwert interpretieij.o.

drup axes, in their capacity as preforms, and other metaltotal. Intriguingly, this indicates that the eight short-swords

work produced locally within the Nordic realm. The orna could have been produced from one Fardrup axe of a size

mentation on these swords is considered to be a mix oimilar to the largest axe in the eponymous hoard. The

several styles: Hajdsamson-Apa, Zajta, and Fardrup. Whesmaller axe of this hoard is about half the size, and, with a

publishing the nd, L.W.Rasmussen and M.Boas pointed weight of g, it would have yielded four swords of the

to a striking correspondence: »By weight, the eight swordDystrup type.

represent approximately the same amount of metal as the In light of this, it is remarkable that the smaller Fardrup

great axe in the Fardrup hoard« (Rasmussen/Boas , axe has a centrally placed emblem on the front, shaped like
). The weight of the great axe is g, compared to the a dagger or sword blade. It seems clear that this so-called

eight swords which, in their current state, weigh gin  sh motif, or curved ogival V-shape, had been borrowed
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from contemporary or slightly older Hungarian bronze tion of swords in rivers and lakes may indicate that there
axes. It can be read as both a representation of a sh — aas an a nity between weapons and running water bed
symbol of cosmological importance (Vandkilde )—and ies during the early part of the Nordic Bronze Age (Mel
a blade (dagger or sword; Malmer ), or a combination heim/Horn ). The fact that swords at some rock-art
of the two, henceforth the sh-blade emblem. Such mate panels in Scandinavia can be seen oating or swimming in
rial transformations were commonplace in later Nordic a waterway along with ships, for instance at Ekenberg in
Bronze Age iconography (., Ahlgvist ), where recur -  Ostergétland (Sweden; Fig) is another indication that the
ring images (&g., ships and horses) can be seen as belongsh and the sword could refer to each other. Strikingly, the
ing to a system of signs based on pictorial metonyms orsh-blade emblem is present on the Dystrup swords them
kennings (Melheim ). Moreover, the selective deposi  selves.
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Fig. Sword motives on rock art panel at Ekenberg, Ostra Eneby, Ostergétland (Sweden).

Abb. Abrieb der Schwertmotive der Felsritzungen von Ekenberg, Ostra Eneby, Ostergétland (Schweden).

The eight swords show limited signs of usage, and théncoming metal was transformed at local hubs before it was
one undecorated sword has been interpreted as a moddistributed further: a topic we shall now turn to in light of
sword because it lacks surface nish and the cutting edge ithe hypothesis that the Fardrup axes were preforms.
not hardened (Melheim/Horn ). In light of these obser- Considering the noted correlations between axe pre
vations and the fact that it is a dryland hoard, an interpretaforms and nished blades, one may ask whether the signs
tion of Dystrup as a metalworker’s hoard or cache is a-comr emblems on the Fardrup axes can be read as references to
crete possibility. While two of the analysed swords havehe artefacts >hidden within< or the capacity of the preform.
almost identical trace element compositions and tin eonOther and more frequent symbols are arcades, occurring in
tentsofc..eand . %, the third sword has a somewhat dif various numbers, which may re ect a counting system of
ferent composition with, among other things, a tin contentsome sort, possibly correlating with axe weights. For
of only ». % and a very low or absent arsenic and nickeinstance, the large axe from the Fardrup hoard has nine
content. Interestingly, the composition of the two nished arcades, the small has ve, and an axe from Fellingsbro in
swords are consistent with metal types and tin values eonvastmanland (Sweden), weighing one third of the large Far
sidered typical for Fardrup axes found in Denmark (Liver drup axe and arguably based on the same weight unit, has
sage , —). four (Fig. ). If this is the case, the overlapping metal quali

Isotopically, the three swords match best with coppetties between axes and blades as showcased by the Dystrup
from the oxidised malachite-goethite and chalcopyriteswords may suggest that the alloy was a crucial factor.
lodes at Great Orme in Wales (Melheimadt ; Wil - While axes were old news, the sword was the real innova
liams ). D. Berger etl. ( ) discussed whether the tion of the Bronze Age —a weapon that created a demand for
Dystrup metal could instead have come from Slovak coppehnigh quality metal, especially in regard to the management
ores, in analogy with other Nordic swords of the Hajdisamof tin/lead contents (Molloy ; Bruyere et al. ). |
son-Apa type and derivates thereof. This argument seentherefore posit that symbols such as the sh-blade emblem,
to be governed by the traditional idea of a link betweenarcades, etc., were a means to express the inherent value of
metal supplier and metalworking styles. However, on thethe preforms in terms of the amount of metal but also,
contrary, recent research has indicated that the crafting gpotentially, the quality of the alloy, @., the >blade quality
metals was only loosely connected or even unrelated to theronze<. Metal analyses may help con rm or disprove this
supplier (Lingetal. ;Linget al. ).Moreover,topro - hypothesis.
duce one-piece blades like the Dystrup swords, Nordic-met
alworkers used casting techniques uncommon in the Car
pathian Basin (Bunnefeld ). The suggestion that bronze Fardrup quality metal
and copper ingots provided by di erent metallurgical cen
tres ended up at local workshops in the Nordic realm, wher@he fact that Fardrup axes are not present in the areas the
they were mixed and further processed to make artefacteaw materials came from must indicate either that alloying
(Berger eal. ), is indeed intriguing. This implies that  and casting occurred at workshop sites in the Nordic region
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