
HAL Id: halshs-01589617
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-01589617v1

Submitted on 25 Sep 2017

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

So long blades...
Laurence Manolakakis

To cite this version:
Laurence Manolakakis. So long blades... . L. Manolakakis, N. Schlanger, A. Coudart. European
Archaeology - Identities & Migrations. , , pp.265-284, 2017, 978-90-8890-520-9. �halshs-01589617�

https://shs.hal.science/halshs-01589617v1
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


9 789088 905209

ISBN 978-90-8890-520-9

ISBN: 978-90-8890-520-9

Sidestone Press

Le passé sous diverses formes – et notamment 

celle d’un récit fondateur – est au cœur du 

fonctionnement de toute société humaine. 

L’idée que le passé puisse être connaissable 

par une recherche scientifique est un enjeu 

essentiel, particulièrement abordé par les 

sociétés occidentales et notamment par des 

chercheurs européens, toutes disciplines 

confondues. Par sa pratique de l’archéologie 

et son érudition, le chercheur et le professeur 

Jean-Paul Demoule a su élaborer un tableau 

global des cultures européennes et de leurs 

transformations, incluant autant les origines 

néolithiques des inégalités sociales que 

l’émergence du mythe indo-européen ou encore 

les rapports entre patrimoine et politique. 

Dans cet ouvrage, ses collègues allemands, 

britanniques, bulgares, danois, espagnols, 

français, néerlandais, nord-américains, russes, 

suisses et tchèques prolongent et enrichissent 

– en anglais ou en français – sa vision. Ils y 

apportent leurs réflexions et leurs données 

concernant les perspectives de l’archéologie 

du XXIe siècle, les processus de la construction 

identitaire à différentes échelles, les 

mouvements migratoires de l’Europe, le statut 

du genre, le rôle des objets de prestige et des 

monuments mégalithiques dans l’émergence 

de la hiérarchisation sociale et de la sémiologie 

du pouvoir… sans oublier la mythologie et les 

réalités du phénomène indo-européen.
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As it appears in diverse guises – and notably as 

a founding narrative – the past is at the core 

of every functioning human society. The idea 

that the past can be known through scientific 

research has long been a fundamental 

challenge for western societies and for 

European researchers, from all disciplines 

concerned. Through more than four decades 

of outward-looking archaeological practice, 

the scholar, teacher and intellectual Jean-

Paul Demoule has elaborated a truly global 

approach to European cultures and their 

transformations, spanning from the social 

inequality in Neolithic times to Indo European 

research to contemporary links between 

heritage and politics. His colleagues – British, 

Bulgarians, Czechs, Danes, Dutch, French, 

Germans, North-Americans, Spaniards, Swiss 

and Russians – seek to extend and enrich his 

vision. With contributions (written in French 

and in English) spanning from prehistory to 

the modern world, they bring in this volume 

new insights and data to such issues as the 

processes of identity construction at different 

scales, migratory movements in Europe, the 

status of gender, the role of prestige objects 

and megalithic monuments in the emergence 

of social hierarchy and in the semiology of 

power… without forgetting the myths and 

realities surrounding the Indo-European 

phenomenon.
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So long blades…

Materiality and symbolism in the north-eastern 
Balkan Copper Age

Laurence Manolakakis1

Résumé
De si longues lames… Matérialité et symbolisme dans le Chalcolithique des Balkans 
nord-orientaux
Avec plus de vingt ans de recul, le besoin s’est fait sentir d’un réexamen des 
industries lithiques chalcolithiques des Balkans nord-orientaux, passé au crible des 
nouvelles données publiées et d’une chronologie affinée. Il s’agit ici d’observer plus 
finement la place économique et sociale des différentes productions laminaires 
de ces sociétés hiérarchisées, selon les découpages chronologiques de la région et 
les différents groupes culturels identifiés par la céramique. Ainsi, les traditions 
lithiques définissent deux aires de productions domestiques, l’une par percussion 
indirecte, grossièrement au sud du Danube oriental, l’autre par percussion directe 
au nord, qui restent stables durant toute la période. En parallèle, sont mises en 
évidence des productions spécialisées à vocation d’exportation, qui concernent 
tant des lames débitées par percussion indirecte issues de sites miniers spécialisés, 
que des lames débitées par pression au levier et des lames débitées par pression 
debout. Sont examinés l’évolution, la place et le rôle des différentes productions 
lithiques sur les quelques siècles qui courent de l’étape ancienne au début de l’étape 
récente de l’Enéolithique.

Mots-clefs : Chalcolithique, productions laminaires, Balkans nord-orientaux, réseaux, 
économie, biens de prestige

1 Chercheure CNRS, UMR 8215-Trajectoires (CNRS, Université Paris 1-Panthéon-Sorbonne).
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Abstract
With the benefit of more than 20 years of hindsight, the time is ripe for a re-
examination of Chalcolithic lithic industries of the north-eastern Balkans in the 
light of newly published data and a more accurate chronology. In this study, 
we present a detailed examination of the economic and social position of the 
various blade productions of these hierarchized societies, following the regional 
chronological sequences and the various cultural groups identified on the basis 
of ceramics. In fact, the lithic traditions define two areas of domestic production 
which remained unchanged throughout the period: the first, characterized by 
indirect percussion, lies broadly to the south of the eastern Danube while the 
other, involving direct percussion, lies to the north. In addition, there is evidence 
for parallel specialized productions, intended for export, which comprise blades 
manufactured by indirect percussion on specialized mining sites, as well as blades 
manufactured using lever pressure debitage and blades produced using standing 
pressure debitage. The evolution, position and role of the various lithic productions 
are examined for the centuries spanning the Early Chalcolithic to the beginning of 
the Late Chalcolithic.

Keywords: Copper Age, Chalcolithic, blade production, north-eastern Balkans, 
networks, economy, prestige goods

1. Introduction
In European societies which had long been neolithised, archaeological evidence 
reveals the emergence of economic, social, political and symbolic upheavals, 
collectively referred to by the term Chalcolithic, or chalcolithisation when 
referring to the process itself. While these changes take different forms and follow 
different timeframes depending on the region of the European continent involved, 
one of the major upheavals common throughout Europe is the emergence of 
vertical, structural and long-lasting social hierarchies. The question of power 
and the degree to which it was concentrated in the hands of elites has been the 
subject of several works by Jean-Paul Demoule (see for example Demoule 2002). 
He questions its supposed historical inevitability, advocated by evolutionist 
theories, as well as the conditions under which this power develops, which have 
been examined in particular in functionalist theories. From a historical point of 
view, on the European continent, durable social hierarchies, which are evident in 
physical space (for example, in the form of monumentality) and in symbolic space 
(most notably in funerary practices), emerged in societies that had long adopted 
agropastoralism and sedentism. Beyond the multiple factors often invoked to 
explain the phenomenon (demographic, environmental, climatic factors, etc.), 
this change clearly involved major changes in the political organisation of these 
societies. The earliest European evidence for hierarchies occurs during the first half 
of the Vth millennium BC in Bulgaria: here the appearance of ostentatious, heritable 
power statuses within cemeteries (for example Demoule, Ivanov 1979), indicate 
the existence of an elite that controlled dense, far-reaching exchange networks 
and that invested in prestige goods. The evidence is particularly strong within the 
technical domain: the appearance of gold working and copper metallurgy, and the 
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production of prestige goods that reflect very specialised and complex skills and/or 
the use of rare materials, among which we can include long blades manufactured 
by lever pressure debitage.

In the mid-1980s, thanks to Jean-Paul Demoule, I had the opportunity to 
develop an interest in long blades and the Chalcolithic lithic industries of Bulgaria. 
Throughout the Chalcolithic of north-eastern Bulgaria, a period spanning some 
700 years, two types of lithic blade production were identified as early as 1994: 
debitage using a punch and pressure debitage using a lever (Manolakakis 1996). 
A third type of debitage was also suspected, standing pressure debitage, the 
existence of which will be further discussed below. With the benefit of insights 
acquired over the 20 years since I first started working on these lithic industries, 
I feel it is now necessary to re-examine them in the light of newly published data 
and a chronology which has been fine-tuned by a growing number of new and 
more accurate radiocarbon dates. Since my objective in the early 1990s was to 
produce a first ever summary of the Bulgarian Copper Age, the socio-economic 
interpretation dealt with a broad time period and a wide geographical area, i.e. 
the two main periods of the Chalcolithic (Early and Late), which are common to 
Bulgaria as a whole, and inter-regional comparisons. In contrast, the current study 
concentrates on the region of the north-eastern Balkan (north-eastern Bulgaria 
and south-eastern Romania) in order to observe in greater detail the economic and 
social position of blade productions in these hierarchized societies, in accordance 
with the regional chronological sequence – which includes a Middle period –, 
and in terms of the various cultural groups identified on the basis of ceramics. As 
mentioned above, the term “hierarchy” is used here to designate a social, economic 
and political organization that is vertical, long-lasting and structural. In contrast 
to cemeteries, particularly those at Varna (see among others Ivanov 1978a, 1986, 
1988, 1989) and Durankulak (Todorova 2002), settlement sites reveal little 
evidence of hierarchical organisation in the form of differentiation between houses 
(Chapman 1990). However, with the identification of “flat” sites at the foot of 
tells (see for example Durankulak, Todorova 1997; and Pietrele, Hansen et al. 
2005: 4-8), or within the same micro-region (e.g. Bem 2011; Krauß 2009), it 
is now possible to see a hierarchy between sites and to interpret certain tells as 
acropolis-type sites (Reingruber 2014). This is an important indicator of social 
differentiation that previously went un-noticed as archaeologists tended to focus 
their attention on tells which were immediately identifiable in the landscape. This 
evidence now links the social hierarchy of cemeteries to that of settlements.

The Balkan chronology that provides the framework for this study centres 
on the Early, Middle and Late Chalcolithic (also known as Copper Age or 
Eneolithic), which correspond to the Late Neolithic and the beginning of the Early 
Chalcolithic in the European chronology (Lichardus et al. 1985). In the eastern 
Balkans (Slavchev 2010: 9), alternating instances of syncretism and fragmentation 
of the geographical extents of the various cultures over a relatively short period 
undoubtedly reflect social, economic and political instability at this time. While 
the dating of the transitions between periods (Early, Middle and Late) is still 
poorly documented, particularly for the end of Copper Age in Bulgaria, recent 
dating using AMS (http://14sea.org/) and focusing on contextualised artefacts 
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has provided greater detail regarding certain subdivisions within the Chalcolithic 
(Fig. 1):

 - The Early Copper Age, which began around 5000/4900 BC, lasted no more 
than two centuries (Fig. 1-a). The Boian III culture spread within Muntania, 
the Hamangia III culture occupied Romanian Dobrogea and the extreme north 
of Bulgarian Dobrudja, the Poljanica I-III culture covered the county of Šumen 
and part of Razgrad and Silistra (mostly Ludogorie area) while the Sava I-III 
culture occupied Varna county.

 - The Middle Copper Age, which began around 4800 BC, reached its high point 
around 4750 BC and only lasted 100 to 150 years (Fig. 1-b). The Boian (IV) 
culture now extended as far as Dobrogea and the Poljanica (IV) culture also 
encompassed the counties of Razgrad and Ruse in Bulgaria, while a Sava IV-
Hamangia syncretism developed in southern Dobrogea, in coastal Dobrudja 
and in the Varna region.

 - At the very beginning of the Late Copper Age (4700-4650  BC) (Fig. 1-c), 
the process of syncretism continued and for a brief period gave rise to the 
great “Eastern Balkan Late Copper Age Complex” (Slavchev, comm. pers.), 
which extended from the Ukraine to Thrace and from the Black Sea to the 
central Balkans. As the Late Chalcolithic progressed (after 4600 BC) (Fig. 1-d), 
a reconfiguration took place with, on the one hand, the Kodžadermen-
Gumelnița-Karanovo VI (KGK) complex occupying the eastern half of 
Bulgaria, Muntenia, southern Moldova and the north of Romanian Dobrogea, 
and on the other, the Varna culture extending from the lakes of Varna to 
southern Romanian Dobrogea (Slavčev this volume). The end of Chalcolithic 
remains poorly documented in Bulgaria (see in particular Krauß 2008): some 
researchers believe that it ended in the third quarter or the last quarter of the 
Vth millennium BC while others believe that it lasted until the beginning of the 
IVth millennium BC. However, on the north side of the Danube, the final phase 
of the Gumelnița culture is represented by a large number of sites which in 
recent years have repeatedly produced dates indicating that they were occupied 
up until 4000/3900 BC (the inventory of sites carried out in Dobrogea provides 
good examples; Bem 2011: 141-143.).

2. Not just long blades
In archaeological literature, the use of the terms “long blades” or “superblades”, 
obviously based on their length, is subject to variations inherent in the notion of 
size, which by its very nature is relative. This relativity, which is a function of the 
dimensions of predominant local products, leads to long-blade lengths that differ 
according to the period and the region in which they occur. Compared to many 
European lithic blades, all Balkan blades measuring 15 cm in length, particularly 
blades manufactured using a punch, may be considered as long blades. In addition, 
from a strictly technical point of view, if we base our analysis solely on the criterion of 
length, a blade of about 20 cm in length could be the product of any one of a number 
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of reduction process: punch debitage2, standing pressure debitage, or lever pressure 
debitage. The example of the blades from Grand-Pressigny, measuring up to 30 cm 
length and produced using punch debitage, is sufficient to illustrate this point.

Clearly, it is not a question of disputing the phenomenon of sought-after length, 
especially as the valorisation of length has been clearly demonstrated on the basis 
of grave goods from Varna (Manolakakis 1996). But to use only the dimensional 
criterion to define “long blades” gives rise to confusion: certain authors apply the 
term to any complete blade measuring more than 14 cm in length, for others the 
term is applied to blades measuring 20 cm or more (e.g. Klimscha 2010: 64; Hansen 

2 The term debitage refers here to the standard technological definition : the method used to produce 
blanks for tools, including all the steps of the chaîne opératoire.

Figure 1: Maps of the cultural groups in Eastern Balkans (after Slavchev 2010, this volume 
and personal communication).
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et al. 2007: 64-67, Hansen 2015: 277; Gurova 2010: 3), and so on. Worse still, 
some authors infer the original total length from a blade fragment. The addition of 
a technical criterion, such as the method of debitage, therefore allows a clearer and 
more homogenous definition of Balkan “long blades”: in this study the term will 
be reserved for blades manufactured by lever pressure debitage. These long blades 
on their own do not account for the totality of Balkan lithic production and it is 
the evolution of all of the productions which will be dealt with there.

2.1. Debitage by indirect percussion (using a punch)
This technique produces regular, wide (1.5 to 4.5 cm), thick blades with parallel 
edges and arrises, curved profiles, thick flat platforms and with a length of c.12 
cm (for more technical details, see Manolakakis 2005). Throughout Chalcolithic, 
blade debitage using a punch is characteristic of the Sava (I to IV) and Poljanica (I 
to IV) cultures and subsequently of the Kodžadermen (KGK) and Varna cultures. 
This production represents about 90% of the lithic assemblage for any given 
settlement site and the products served as blanks for all flint tool types. Flakes 
produced during the preparation or maintenance phases of blade debitage are 
also used to manufacture other tools without a specific flake reduction sequence. 
Flakes and blades, often in the form of tools, are deposited as grave goods. The 
production is carried out in, or very close to, each settlement, using flint from 
Ludogorie (Nachev & Nachev 1989, Nachev 2009: 57; Načev in press). There is 
no evidence that either cores or pre-forms were heat-treated. The blades tend to 
become lighter from Middle Chalcolithic onwards and can reach up to 18 cm in 
length. Regardless of whether they were produced by each household or by a small 
number of knappers in each village, the majority of the blades can be considered to 
be the products of domestic production, destined for local consumption. However, 
from Late Chalcolithic onwards, and perhaps even earlier, specialised sites operated 
in parallel to the domestic production, as evidenced in the Ravno 3 mine-shaft 
where all of the knapping waste present resulted from indirect percussion. Blades 
produced by indirect percussion on Ludogorie flint (or similar to Ludogorie flint, 
see also Ciornei 2015) are also known from Gumelnița settlement sites such Pietrele 
(Hansen et al. 2012: 35-40), Gumelnița (Dumitrescu 1924, fig. 1; 1966, fig. 5), 
Căsciocarele (Ștefan 1925:146-152; Dumitrescu 1965: 36), Sultana (Andrieșescu 
1924), and from Taraschina where they are accompanied by flakes (Furestier & 
Mihail 2011). This suggests that the products of specialised sites such as Ravno 
3 were destined for export. The export of blades produced by indirect percussion 
probably began in the Early Chalcolithic as blades of this kind are occasionally 
found in Hamangia III settlements and graves (Cearmurlia de Jos, Berciu 1966: 
176-189; Durankulak, Sirakov 2003) and in Boian (III and IV) settlements 
(Comșa 1974: 71 and fig.16; Berciu 1961: fig.166-6). Moreover, it appears that 
these blades (by punch) circulated northwards as far as the Lower Danube and 
into the Ukraine and Moldova (Kiosak & Subbotin 2016). To the south, in eastern 
Greek Macedonia, indirect percussion blades have apparently been identified at 
Kryoneri (Malamidou 2016), although it remains to be confirmed if they are made 
from the same types of flint.
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From an economic point of view, it appears that there are two modes of 
production for blades manufactured using a punch: on the one hand, locally-based 
domestic production intended for local consumption and perhaps for export, on 
the other, production on specialised sites intended for export. From the evidence 
of cores found in the Ravno mine-shaft, it would appear that the latter production 
reached a high level of excellence in terms of the regularity and straightness of the 
blanks produced. From a cultural point of view, indirect percussion is a strong 
and stable technical tradition within the Poljanica-Sava cultural realm, a tradition 
that persisted until the latest phase despite various reconfigurations of the cultural 
groups in this area (Fig. 2).

Figure 2: Chrono-cultural map of local lithic 
productions.
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2.2. Debitage by direct percussion
Small blades produced using direct percussion on local chalcedonies or chert 
(including nodules of Ludogorie type flint in the banks of the Danube river, 
Ciornei 2015) constitute the predominant production throughout Chalcolithic 
in settlements on the north side of the eastern Danube, within the Boian culture 
(Haită 2011: 79-88; Comșa 1974) and subsequently within the Gumelnița culture 
(Andrieșescu 1924; Dumitrescu 1924, 1965, 1966; Furestier & Mihail 2011, 
2015: 97, Ștefan 1925). This production is also attested in the early stage of the 
Hamangia (III) at Cearmurlia de Jos (Berciu 1966: 176-189), but is replaced 
by indirect percussion when this culture fuses with the Sava (IV) culture during 
Middle Chalcolithic. Although the raw material available is abundant, nodules are 
often of medium knapping quality and/or medium size (Ciornei 2015). This may 
explain the production of small items.

Thus, a north-south polarisation, loosely located on either side of the eastern 
Danube, is evident in local lithic practices throughout Chalcolithic (Fig. 2): on 
the one side we have indirect percussion within the Poljanica and Sava cultures 
and then the Kodžadermen and Varna cultures; on the other, we have direct 
percussion within the Boian and Hamangia III cultures and the subsequent 
Gumelnița culture. These practices span different cultural groups and unite them 
within a single, strong lithic tradition. In other words, the alternating cultural 
regroupings and fragmentations that are observed in the ceramic record do not 
impact upon lithic operational practices. Only the Hamangia culture appears to 
have escaped this marked stability: favouring direct percussion debitage during the 
Early Copper Age, this culture apparently assimilated the Sava technical tradition 
(indirect percussion) in the Middle Chalcolithic at the time when the two cultures 
merged. Simultaneously, blades produced using punch debitage by cultures located 
to the south of the Danube were exported to sites to the north of the river.

2.3. Lever pressure debitage (long blades)
This form of debitage produces very regular, broad (1.5 to 3.9 cm) blades that 
are relatively fine and regular in thickness and that can vary in length from about 
18 cm to 43.5 cm. The edges and arrises are parallel and the profile is straight 
with a slight curvature at the distal end. The platform is small to very small. The 
cores are prepared with 3 or 4 crests (2 lateral and 1 posterior, or 2 lateral and 2 
postero-lateral). Full debitage is unipolar and takes place on a narrow front, rarely 
close to semi-peripheral, and on a flat pressure core platform. The pressure point is 
prepared by suppressing and lightly abrading the overhang. Residues on a number 
of blade platforms, observed using a binocular microscope, and the frequent 
occurrence of typical cracks on the platform, allow us to affirm that the tip of the 
crutch was made of copper. There is no evidence that the flint was heat-treated 
during the debitage process.

This production was carried out using Ludogorie flint at a handful of deposits 
capable of providing very large, good quality nodules. Not only were such blocks 
of flint rare, but the know-how necessary for the manufacture of such long, 
regular, light blades required long apprenticeships and a high level of competence. 
This high degree of technicity is essentially characteristic of the beginning of 
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the reduction sequence, the step in which the core is prepared, a real “strategic 
moment” as defined by P. Lemonnier (1976: 143-144, 1983: 54). As highlighted 
by D. Binder and C. Perlès (1990: 263), the actual full debitage is facilitated, 
better controlled and often more standardised. In the case of lever debitage, a kind 
of “automatization” of full debitage starts, even though the preparation of the 
pressure point and the immobilisation of the core are delicate steps. In addition, 
it has been observed that the preparation of the edge angle reveals considerable 
technical skill on the part of the knappers allowing them to proceed, without being 
overly meticulous, with the removal of the overhang and the light abrasion. The 

Figure 3: Chrono-cultural maps of blades made 
by lever pressure.
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site of Kamenovo, located close to the Ravno flint deposit, has produced the first 
excavated evidence for a Late Copper Age workshop specialised in lever pressure 
debitage (Manolakakis 2008). However, Early and Middle Chalcolithic workshops 
have yet to be found and published.

While, to date, no examples of complete long blades are known from Early 
Chalcolithic contexts (Fig. 3-a), used fragments are known from the Sava culture. It 
is therefore important to determine if fragments of long blades have also been found 
in the Poljanica culture (stages I-III), at Poljanica itself, for example, or at Radingrad. 
In the case of Hamangia III settlements, the literature does not suggest the presence 
of blades, or even of blade fragments, manufactured using lever pressure although 
it is clear that long blades have been recorded in funerary contexts in Durankulak 
(Sirakov 2003: 304-305). There is also an absence of long blades in published records 
for Boian III settlements on the north side of the Danube.

In Middle Chalcolithic (Fig. 3-b), long blades in the form of used fragments 
are present on Poljanica (IV) and Sava (IV) settlement sites. In funerary contexts, 
fragments were deposited in the cemetery of Durankulak (Sirakov 2003) and, for 
the first time, a complete example has been found at Varna II (Tomb 1, Ivanov 
1978b, Manolakakis 2005). Information regarding long blades in Boian IV 
settlements is still lacking in the published sources.

In Late Chalcolithic (East Balkan Complex and subsequent KGK and Varna 
cultures, Fig. 3-c-d), long blades continue to appear in the form of used segments, 
but complete, unused long blades are now also present in settlements, often in 
“stockpile” form as at Sava (levels I-II), Smjadovo, and Hotnica (Level III). They 
are best represented in funerary contexts at Varna and Durankulak. These blades 
are now, at last, also well attested on the other side of the Danube, specifically on 
Gumelnița settlement sites (e.g. Gumelnița and Pietrele; Dumitrescu 1925: fig. 
15; Hansen et al. 2007: 64-66) where they are sometimes complete and unused or 
grouped together in batches (as at Pietrele, Gatsov & Nedelcheva 2015).

Long blades manufactured using lever pressure were also diffused further afield (Fig. 
3), particularly to Thrace but also to Macedonia and northern Greece and, to a lesser 
extent, to north-western Bulgaria. A small number of fragmented and used examples 
have been found on Early and Middle Chalcolithic sites belonging to the Marica-
Karanovo V, Gradešnica and Dikili Tash-Slatino cultures, but only in settlement 
contexts (Fig. 3-a-b). This diffusion continues in the same manner into the late period 
(Karanovo VI, Krivodol and Sitagroi IIIB-C cultures) (Fig. 3-c, d). Tell Azmak in 
Thrace stands apart in that it has yielded three complete long blades (unused).

This brief overview indicates a general rise in the frequency of long blades 
made by lever pressure debitage. During Early and Middle Chalcolithic, only small 
numbers are in circulation: they are found, in fragmented form, in both domestic 
and funerary contexts over an area stretching from the Danube to the Aegean (Fig. 
3). There remains doubt regarding their diffusion within the Boian cultural realm 
where they do not appear to be attested. As early as Middle Chalcolithic we see 
that complete, unused long blades had acquired a social value which is reflected in 
their deposition as grave goods in the rich burial of Varna II: this practice becomes 
more common in Late Copper Age. It is quite possible that this valorisation 
occurred in the early period but it is not reflected in known funerary assemblages. 
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The long blades reach their apogee in Late Chalcolithic when they are widely 
distributed, including to the north of the Danube. At this time, long blades clearly 
have a strong social function which is evident in their presence in the rich tombs 
of cemeteries located on the Black Sea coast, in their overvalued length and in the 
creation of “stockpiles” or “caches” on certain settlements. It comes as no surprise 
that these “stockpiles” are found on tells which recent research suggests acted as 
acropolises, i.e. as centres of power. All available evidence – rare extraction sites, 
specialised knapping workshops, high level of technicity – points to specialised 
production limited to a small number of workshops. The example of the Ravno 
3-Kamenovo production complex shows that these workshops were located close 
to suitable sources of flint. The relatively small quantity of long blades produced 
raises questions regarding the mechanisms of apprenticeship, transmission and 
maintenance of know-how throughout the entire Chalcolithic.

2.4. Standing pressure debitage (or small lever debitage?)
The hypothesis of standing pressure debitage emerged in the course of studies of 
the blades deposited in graves within the Varna cemetery. Very regular and narrow 
(1 to 2.10 cm in width), these blades are fine and have a constant thickness. The 
edges and arrises are parallel and rectilinear (more so than is the case for blades 
produced by lever pressure), the profile is straight with slight curving at the distal 
end, and the platform is very small. They are made in Ludogorie flint. There is 
no evidence that the flint was heat-treated. These blades measure between 8 and 
25 cm in length, but the bulk of this production consists of relatively short or 
medium length blades (between 8 and 18 cm) with blades measuring more than 
20 cm in length being very rare. Within assemblages from settlement contexts, 
distal and mesial fragments are difficult to distinguish from those produced by 
skilful punch debitage and lever pressure debitage. This explains why this type of 
production is undoubtedly underestimated in settlement contexts where complete 
blades are rarely found. Even in the case of complete blades, the technical scars 
left by standing pressure debitage are very difficult to distinguish from those left 
by lever pressure debitage. In fact, distinction is largely made on the basis of blade 
width. Knapping experiments on the various modes of pressure debitage produce 
different ranges of blade width, with some overlapping, depending on the mode 
employed (Pelegrin 2012: Fig. 18.12). In fact, lever pressure does not permit 
the production of blades that are narrow in proportion to their length, while, in 
contrast, it proves difficult to exceed a 2.2 cm blade width using standing crutch 
pressure. Nonetheless, debitage using a small lever is feasible (Abbes 2013) and 
could be envisaged. Unfortunately there is no published experimental data on this 
technique and the width spectrum of the blades produced is unknown.

Therefore, the question remains as to whether a standing crutch or a small 
lever was used in the reduction sequence for pressure debitage in the Balkans. 
In the hypothesis involving a small lever, the core would first be knapped using 
(large) lever pressure and then when a certain lower length threshold is reached, 
the knapper would change tools and the system for holding the core in place, and 
would continue debitage of the core using a small lever. In the second hypothesis, 
a specific reduction sequence for standing pressure debitage using a crutch would 
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be applied either to specifically shaped-out cores or to large lever production cores 
after a complete re-shaping out. In any case, the lower length thresholds for blades 
manufactured by lever pressure are around 18 to 22 cm while blades manufactured 
by standing pressure debitage rarely exceed these same lengths (Fig. 4).

Although poorly recognised on settlement sites, these blades resulting from 
standing pressure debitage have been identified throughout the Chalcolithic, from 
early period onwards, in settlement contexts and not just in a fragmentary used 
state; indeed, a group of complete blades has been discovered at Sava, within the 
Early Chalcolithic layers. They also occur, more often fragmented than complete, 
in funerary contexts in the Hamangia I-III zone at Durankulak (Sirakov 2003). 
As is the case for long blades, it will be essential to determine if these blades 
exist in Poljanica I-III settlements. They are best represented, quantitatively and 
qualitatively (the longest examples), in Late Chalcolithic contexts in the Varna 
cemetery but overall they remain rare.

All of the characteristics of these blades point to close similarities with the 
long blades made by lever pressure: deposits of good quality raw material, high 
level of technicity, limited production. These blades were clearly produced in 
specialised workshops by specialists with a high level of know-how. It is therefore 
tempting to link these two productions and to suggest that they were produced by 
the same craftsmen. This hypothesis would explain how a high level of competence 
was maintained and transmitted to apprentices against a background of limited 
production.

3. Materiality and symbolism
At the time when there is archaeological evidence for social hierarchy, the 
economy of the lithic production also reveals a high level of complexity, both 
in its organisation and in its functions, with the intertwining of local domestic 
productions and various specialised productions, for the most part circulating over 
quite long distances.

Certain products are exported in order to respond directly to utilitarian needs: 
for example, blades made by punch were exported to sites located north of the 
Danube, and even to eastern Greek Macedonia, making up for a lack of good 
quality and large nodules of raw material in these areas. However, as early as the 
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Early Copper Age the circulation of long blades made by lever pressure is clearly 
not a response to this necessity as can be seen in their export to sites in north-
eastern Bulgaria, an area which has no shortage of good quality raw material. On 
the contrary, they appear to be even more valued as they are found complete and 
unused (at least from the Middle Chalcolithic onwards), like rare prestige items, 
in tells (possible centres of power) and in the graves of individuals of high socio-
economic status. The circulation of long blades by lever pressure appears initially 
restricted to the “South Danube”, in the Sava-Poljanica cultural area, in the Early 
and Middle Chalcolithic but already extending towards Thrace, western Bulgaria 
and northern Greece. Export rapidly expanded to the “North Danube” at the time 
when syncretism peaked (Eastern Balkan LCA Complex and KGK) during the 
Late Copper Age, a period that coincides with the widest geographical extent of 
long blade diffusion. The Varna cemetery remains exceptional in terms of long 
blades: complete examples are most frequent here, certain blades are particularly 
long, and it has been possible to demonstrate that the longest blades are associated 
with the richest graves. It is thus at the very end of the Sava IV-Hamangia culture, 
and especially during the Varna culture, that complete long blades are deposited 
in graves and are associated with elites. In the same period, “stockpiles” of unused 
long blades appear in KGK tells, which were possibly the seats of elite power. 
In parallel, throughout the Chalcolithic, long blades are more often broken into 
segments, integrating the cycle of the domestic tools and presenting no obvious 
differences with local productions.

Clearly the long blades play a role that is more symbolic and social than 
economic since they are not used in the form in which they were produced: they are 
made to obtain a maximum length but are intentionally segmented or accidentally 
broken before being actually used. Their economic function appears to be indirect, 
embedded in exchange networks, relationships and alliances, while their social and 
symbolic function, which is linked to social elites, is evident.

The role of blades produced by standing pressure debitage are still ill-defined. 
Between the two types of exported products – namely, blades produced by punch 
debitage and blades made by lever pressure – blades manufactured by standing pressure 
debitage certainly appear to have been valued but occupy an intermediate position 
which encompasses utilitarian products in the case of short and medium-length blades 
and products that are closer to prestige items in the case of the longest blades.

At the same time, the stability of exports of punch produced blades is also 
remarkable and could be interpreted as a sign of the stability of the economic 
networks and the alliance networks that they underpin. Thus, while the rapid 
succession of episodes of syncretism and fragmentation visible in the ceramic 
traditions reveal a degree of instability, the domestic lithic productions remain very 
stable over the long term, even when examined at a more detailed spatio-temporal 
scale. In fact, the “North Danube” and “South Danube” traditions are split 
between Boian-Gumelnița direct percussion and Sava-Poljanica-Kodžadermen-
Varna indirect percussion (the coastal Hamangia culture switching from the former 
to the latter). In this case we are witnessing stability in the modes of traditional 
know-how and apprenticeship, confirmed by homogeneity in the details of the 
reduction sequence of punch debitage.



278 european archaeology: identities & migrations

As in all societies, cultural traditions define geographical spaces that vary depending 
on the productions being considered. The mutual exclusive spatial distribution of lever 
pressure long blades and obsidian artefacts, despite the fact that the latter are ubiquitous 
in the surrounding area, has already been highlighted (Manolakakis 1996: 123). This 
pattern of mutual exclusion has been interpreted as an expression of identity. Studies 
carried out at Sitagroi, on the north coast of the Aegean, add weight to this hypothesis: 
here obsidian is present in the early levels but disappears in the levels that are clearly 
related to the KGK culture and that contain fragments of long blades, only to reappear 
in later levels (Tringham 2003: 83). When examined at the scale, the distribution of 
long blades corresponds to the spatial extent of ware decorated with graphite, which 
Jean-Paul Demoule (Demoule 1991:233) has refered to as the “graphite zone”. Here 
we are comparing stylistic traditions (ceramic shapes and decoration) with technical 
traditions (lithic productions). Although beyond the scope of the present study, it 
would indeed be interesting to be able to compare the lithic stylistic traditions with 
those of the ceramics on which Jean-Paul Demoule has carried out much work (see 
for example Demoule 2004), and to compare the ceramic technical traditions, a field 
of study largely undeveloped in the north-eastern Balkans, with those of the lithics. 
Several forms of integration could thus emerge and account for the various expressions 
of “cultural identity”.

Based on currently available data, it appears that the small number of workshops 
of “master knappers” of long blades were associated with the very localised flint 
sources known in the Razgrad region. They are therefore located a considerable 
distance (125 km) from the Varna cemetery which, nevertheless, has yielded the 
majority of identified long blades.

On the one hand, questions arise regarding the social status of these master 
knappers. To date, no rich or very rich burials have been discovered in the area 
occupied by the flint sources/workshops, and certainly no cemeteries as rich as 
Varna. At Varna itself, it has been possible to show (Manolakakis 2004) that the 
elites buried in the rich and very rich tombs display their social and economic 
status by the ostentatious accumulation of goods which are both numerous and 
of multiple types: thus the grave goods include large quantities of objects, among 
which we find the longest examples of long blades as well as copper tools and 
weapons, gold ornaments and symbols of power in gold or copper (sceptres, 
diadems). But it is not possible to recognise master knappers through these grave 
goods. It is therefore tempting to think that the master knappers of long blades 
produced for the elite but did not themselves belong to that elite, a situation which 
in any case is fairly common!

On the other hand, we may wonder about the fact that the long blade 
workshops seem to be invariably located close to the flint sources. Indeed, the 
attractiveness, both economic and social, of centres like Varna is also conveyed 
by the establishment in these areas of workshops producing prestige goods for 
the elites. We could therefore envisage the presence of workshops producing long 
blades close to Varna, just as we have evidence for the presence of various gold-
working and copper metallurgy workshops here (Rusev et al. 2010, Dimitrov 2013, 
Leusch et al. 2015). In such a set-up, a small number of master knappers would 
be installed, on a more or less permanent basis, at Varna where they practiced 
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their lever debitage. They would have either procured their raw material (perhaps 
as pre-forms) from itinerant craftsmen (e.g. Hirth 2008) or by travelling from 
time to time in order to obtain it themselves at the source. This is a plausible and 
coherent hypothesis given the social and economic organisation at the time but 
unfortunately the absence of a settlement associated with Varna means that the 
question remains unanswered.

More generally, as we have seen, Ludogorie flint circulates throughout the area 
from the Aegean to Moldova over the entire Chalcolithic period. It circulates in 
various forms: blades manufactured by indirect percussion and blades made by lever 
pressure debitage. This leads to protean circulations that certainly do not conform 
to a single model but rather to combinations of most of the models proposed by 
C. Renfrew (1984, Chapter 4). For the sake of speculation, and without getting 
involved in calculations and curves, the following hypotheses can be proposed:

 - The settlements may have functioned according to the models of “direct 
acquisition” (Model 1) and “reciprocity” within the “home base” (Model 2) or 
at the “territorial boundary” (Model 3) for domestic production (local direct 
percussion and local indirect percussion).

 - The more distant settlements, such as those in the Danube delta or in Ukraine, 
may have relied on the activities of “middlemen traders” (“freelance trading”, 
Model 7) for the acquisition of indirect percussion blades (and flakes ?), as 
suggested by the distance, and the small quantities and poorer quality of the 
goods involved. Indeed, it should be remembered that, according to Renfrew, 
Model 4, the down-the-line model, does not allow circulation over long 
distances.

 - The “down-the-line” model (Model 4) could be envisaged for the circulation 
of long blades and blades made by standing pressure debitage in north-eastern 
Bulgaria.

 - The tells with “stockpiles” of long blades (e.g. Pietrele, Smjadovo or Azmak) 
could be interpreted in terms of two models which are not mutually exclusive: 
“central places” (Model 5) that would have redistributed long blades produced 
by lever pressure debitage and standing pressure debitage, and centres of elite 
power on which “middlemen” (“freelance trading”) would have converged. 
Indeed, the establishment of master knappers at the centres of power is 
completely plausible and could have attracted “middlemen”, or “emissaries”, 
who would have provided supplies of pre-formed cores (models 7 and 8).

Clearly, these are just working hypotheses but, in our opinion, the complexity 
of productions, the intensity and scope of circulation, the diversity in roles of lithic 
artefacts and their valorisation, underpin a complex framework of exchange and 
circulation networks within hierarchized societies in the north-eastern Balkans of 
the Vth millennium.
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