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STONE TOOL PRODUCTION 
 صناعة الأدوات الحجرية

Thomas Hikade 

Steingeräteherstellung 
 

Industrie lithique 

In ancient Egypt, flint or chert was used for knapped stone tools from the Lower Palaeolithic down 
to the Pharaonic Period. The raw material was available in abundance on the desert surface, or it 
could be mined from the limestone formations along the Nile Valley. While the earliest lithic 
industries of Prehistoric Egypt resemble the stone tool assemblages from other parts of Africa, as 
well as Asia and Europe, the later Prehistoric stone industries in Egypt had very specific 
characteristics, producing some of the finest knapped stone tools ever manufactured in the ancient 
world. Throughout Egypt’s history, butchering tools, such as knives and scrapers, and harvesting 
tools in the form of sickle blades made of flint, underlined the importance of stone tools for the 
agrarian society of ancient Egypt. 

الأدوات الحجرية منذ استخدم المصري القديم الظران أو حجر الصوان في صناعة 
ام اللازمة موجودة العصور الحجرية الباكرة وحتى العصور الفرعونية، وكانت المواد الخ

بكثرة بالصحراء أو كان يمكن إستخلاصھا من تكوينات الحجر الجيري على طول وادي 
كانت الصناعة الحجرية المصرية بعصور ما قبل التاريخ مشابھة للصناعة الحجرية . النيل

بأفريقيا وآسيا وأوروبا، ولكن إختلفت ھذه الصناعة في مصر بآخر عصور ما قبل التاريخ 
. حت فريدة من نوعھا ونتج عنھا أجود أنواع الأدوات الحجرية بالعالم القديم بأكلمهوأصب

ان كثرة وإستخدام الأدوات الحجرية على مدار تاريخ مصر القديمة مثل أدوات الجزارة 
ومنھا السكاكين، وأدوات الزراعة ومنھا المنجل ذو الحد المصنوع من الظران توضح 

 .جتمع الزراعي بمصر القديمةأھمية الأدوات الحجرية للم
 

vidence for anatomically modern 
humans exists for approximately 
200,000 years, yet stone tools of a 

much older age have been found in Africa, 
Europe, and Asia. These stone tools were 
made by our ancestors, such as homo habilis or 
homo erectus. It is with the latter that we can 
associate the finds from the Lower 
Palaeolithic (700,000-175,000 BCE) in Egypt, 
a time when the climate was semi-arid with 
savannahs and annual rainfalls of about 250-
500 mm (Butzer 1980). Yet, so far, none of 
the tools have actually been found in 
association with bones of homo erectus. 

The Lower Palaeolithic starts with the 
appearance of the Acheulean industry, named 
after the site Saint-Acheul in France, which is 
rarely found in datable contexts in Egypt. 
Finds of this period were discovered in 
Western Thebes in Upper Egypt in the 19th 
century (Pitt Rivers 1882 and Schweinfurth 
1902, 1903), while finds from Lower Egypt 
come from Abbasiya, near Cairo (Bovier-
Lapierre 1926). A first attempt to summarize 
the Old Stone Age in Egypt was made by 
Jacques de Morgan (1897), and surveys along 
the Nile Valley in Nubia and Egypt, as well as 
in  the  Fayum  oasis,  aimed to document and 
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Figure 1. Making a bifacial hand axe. 

 
Figure 2. Levallois flake and point. 

associate the geology of Egypt with its 
prehistory (Sandford 1934; Sandford and 
Arkell 1939). In the early 1930s, excavations 
were undertaken in the Fayum oasis (Caton-
Thompson and Gardner 1934), whence 
Palaeolithic artifacts were already known 
(Seton-Karr 1904). The Kharga Upper 
Acheulean industry was later described as 
having produced very well-made handaxes 
with some simple Clactonian choppers 
(Caton-Thompson 1952). Further south in the 
Western Desert, at sites such as Bir Tarfawi 
and Bir Sahara, late Acheulean lakes allowed 
humans to exploit aquatic resources (Wendorf 
et al. 1993). A recent study concentrating on 
the site of Nag Ahmed el-Khalifa, south of 

Abydos, which dates to 400,000-300,000 BP, 
found that the people there fully focused on 
handaxes as their main tool type, most being 
of cordiform shape (Vermeersch, P.M. et al. 
2000: 57 - 73). Handaxes were indeed the 
main tool type of the Lower Palaeolithic. 
Homo erectus removed flakes from a nodule on 
the ventral and the dorsal surface with a direct 
hammer stone technique, giving the tool an 
amygdaloid, subtriangular, lanceolate, or 
cordiform shape with converging edges (fig. 
1). The multi-functional ax would have 
satisfied various needs, such as crushing 
bones, skinning mammals, scraping hides, etc. 
- in short, butchering found carcasses or 
hunted game and, when needed, it could be 
used as a weapon. It remains surprising that 
the handax was so long-lasting and dominated 
flint tools for several hundreds of thousands 
of years. One reason for this conservatism 
may have been the inability of early humans 
to fully integrate knapping skills and toolkits 
with knowledge of the environment. 

The Middle Palaeolithic 

The Middle Palaeolithic (175,000-40,000 
BCE) saw the appearance of modern humans 
in Africa and some human remains have been 
found associated with Middle Palaeolithic 
material (Wendorf and Schild 1992: 53 - 54). 
This time period is essentially characterized by 
a higher stone tool variety in comparison with 
the Lower Palaeolithic, which also reflects 
cultural diversity. The lithic industries of the 
Middle Palaeolithic are also known as 
Mousterian, after the type site of Le Moustier, 
a rock shelter in the Dordogne in 
southwestern France. The Mousterian is 
characterized by its special core reduction 
strategy (“Levallois technique”). Using a hard 
hammer technique, this technique provided 
control over the size and shape of the final 
flake. The method also allowed for the 
production of projectile points, the so-called 
“Levallois points” (fig. 2). A variant in Egypt 
and Sudan was the Nubian Levallois point 
(fig. 3). Levallois points could be attached to a 
wooden shaft as sharpened spear heads. The 
instrument could be used as a thrusting 
weapon, but also could be thrown at prey, 
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thus reducing the risk of injury during the 
hunt and enabling the hunting of animals 
previously out of range. 

 
Figure 3. Nubian Levallois point (sequence from 
top left to bottom right). 

Middle Palaeolithic scrapers are particularly 
varied (Bordes 1961), whether due to different 
tool industries made by different people or to 
varying seasonal activities at different sites. It 
is also possible that the basic shape and size 
of scrapers was originally more or less the 
same (Dibble 1984), and that many scraper 
types in fact represent different stages in a 
changing reduction continuum from blank to 
discarded tool. 

Middle Palaeolithic lithic industries in Egypt 
share some features with the overall picture in 
North Africa, Europe, and Asia, especially the 
clear shift away from a bifacial core industry 
towards a flake/blade industry. Due to the 
lack of deeply stratified sites, the 
archaeological record of the Middle 
Palaeolithic still shows wide chronological 
gaps from site to site, which makes it difficult 
to paint a homogeneous picture of the period 
in Egypt. A few elements are specific to 
North Africa, like the tanged point for socket-
hafting of the Aterian, a Levallois-based 
industry originally named after Bir el-Ater in 
Algeria and widespread across the Maghreb, 
the Sahara, and even south into Niger (Caton-
Thompson 1946; Kleindienst 2001). 

A late Middle Palaeolithic industry of the 
southern Nile Valley is known from Khor 
Musa near the Second Cataract (Marks 1968; 
Wendorf et al. 1979). It is a well-defined 
Levallois-based flake-industry in which 
denticulates and well-made burins played a 
major role, usually for specific work on bones 
or wood. 

Many of the Middle Palaeolithic sites so far 
investigated in the Nile Valley are related to 
the exploitation of chert in the form of 
cobbles. One such site is Nazlet Khater 4, c. 
30 km northwest of Sohag in Middle Egypt 
(Vermeersch, P.M. et al. 2002: 211 - 271). 
Nazlet Khater is thus far the oldest 
subterranean mining site in the world, with 
many extraction ditches, shafts, and galleries. 
While finds of human remains and artifacts of 
the Palaeolithic are very rare, it is from the 
very late Middle Palaeolithic that we have the 
first burial of a modern human in Egypt. Near 
Dendara in Middle Egypt, and in an area of 
chert mining activity, a child was buried about 
55,000 years ago (Vermeersch, P.M.e.a. 1998). 
A long-used Middle Palaeolithic site with a 
fireplace with the burnt bones of buffalo and 
gazelle, as well as catfish and shell, is known 
from Sodmein Cave in the Eastern Desert 
(Van Peer et al. 1996). 

The Upper Palaeolithic 

Due to the lack of a lithic sequence from the 
Middle to the Upper Palaeolithic, the 
transition to and the development of the 
material culture of the Upper Palaeolithic 
(40,000-35,000 BCE) in the Western Desert 
and the Nile Valley is still not well 
understood. Finds from the Dahkla oasis give 
evidence that the Western Desert was 
apparently not depopulated and no 
occupational hiatus existed during that time 
(Wiseman 2001). One of the very few Upper 
Palaeolithic sites known from the Nile Valley 
is the already-mentioned mining site at Nazlet 
Khater 4 in Middle Egypt. Altogether, the 
material remains of the Upper Palaeolithic are 
very scarce in Egypt and future research is 
needed in order to place the Nile Valley into 
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the wider scheme of the Upper Palaeolithic in 
northern Africa. 

The Final Palaeolithic 

With climate change in the Final Palaeolithic 
in Egypt (25,000-7000 BCE), aquatic 
resources were increasingly exploited. Large 
mammals still complemented the diet, but 
fish, especially catfish (Clarias), clearly became 
one of the main staples, along with wetland 
tubers, particularly nut-grass tubers. 
Microlithic bladelet tools became common in 
most parts of Northern Africa (fig. 4). Backed 
bladelet tools are so standardized, non-
varying, and consistent in their forms that it is 
assumed that they were made and used in 
face-to-face social contexts, playing a 
significant role in the social identity of the 
people who manipulated them (Close 2002). 
Small backed bladeletes, lunates, and 
triangulates were possibly used as part of 
composite pieces of equipment like harpoons 
or spears. With this new industry, a dramatic 
increase in the produced cutting edge of flint 
can be observed. For hundreds of thousands 
of years, the cutting edge gained from 1 kg of 
raw material remained under 10 m, but the 
amount of cutting edge now climbed to 
almost 100 m (Keefer 1993: 21). 

 
Figure 4. “Typical” Late Palaeolithic tools and 
core. 

The most important site for this period lies 
at Wadi Kubbaniya north of Aswan (Wendorf 
et al. 1986-), with almost 30 locales of the 
Late  Palaeolithic.  The sites lie on sand dunes, 

 
Figure 5. “Helwan points” and lunates (after 
Schmidt 1996b). 

on the plains in front of the dunes, and on 
high areas near the mouth of the wadi. The 
chronological sequence between 25,000 and 
11,000 BP shows a rather rapid change of 
material culture with different strategies of 
sustenance, all competing for the resources 
along the Nile Valley. This competition was 
due to high floods during the Holocene wet 
phase (12,000-8500 BP) in the valley, which 
were followed by a hyper-arid climate that 
also limited the living and exploitation space 
in the alluvial plain. This struggle for 
resources and the consequences of violent 
conflicts are well attested by the Wadi 
Kubbaniya skeleton of a man in his early 
twenties who was speared from behind 
(Wendorf and Schild 1986), and by the dozens 
of people who were killed and buried at Jebel 
Sahaba (Wendorf 1968a: 954 - 995). 

The Epipalaeolthic 

The microlithic character of stone tool 
assemblages remained more or less intact 
during the Epipalaeolithic (7000-6000 BCE), 
but showed influences from the Levant 
(Schmidt 1996b). Tools from Helwan are 
dominated by scalene bladelet tools, backed 
triangles, and lunates with some so-called 
Helwan points (fig. 5) – an elongated 
projectile point with bilateral notches and a 
short tang. Retouch can cover the whole 
point, the tip, or just the hafting area. The 
majority of these points do not exactly 
resemble Egyptian points, and their likely 
origin is the Sinai and the southern Levant, 
with the best parallels from the Pre-Pottery 
Neolithic B. In the Fayum, the Epipalaeolithic 
is known as Qarunian or Fayum B, and dates 
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to approximately 8200-7200 BP (Brewer 1989; 
Wendorf and Schild 1976: 155 - 226). The 
lithic industry possesses a microlithic 
character based on backed or scalene 
bladelets, lunates, and triangles. The toolkit 
ranges from backed pieces (more than 50% of 
all the tools), notched and denticulated tools, 
geometrics, and some microburins, to a few 
endscrapers and even rarer perforators. In 
Upper Egypt, the campsites of Elkab (c. 8000 
BP) yielded a lithic industry, the Elkabian, 
based on wadi pebbles and consisting mainly 
of bladelets as well as blade tools (Vermeersch 
1970; 1978). Amongst the bladelet tools are 
backed pieces, lunates, notches, denticulates, 
and geometrics and microburins. At the 
Epipalaeolithic site at Tree Shelter in the 
Eastern Desert, approximately 25 km west of 
Quseir, hunter-gatherers already visited the 
place around 7000 BCE. Overall, their lithic 
industry is strikingly similar to the Elkabian 
and is characterized by the production of 
blades and bladelets (Vermeersch 2008: 89 - 
94). Yet with respect to tools, endscrapers are 
rare at Elkab, while at Tree Shelter they 
account for the majority of tools, indicating 
hide preparation. Surprisingly, there was also a 
bifacial arrowhead among the stone tools at 
Tree Shelter, thus introducing bifacial flaking 
to this area (Vermeersch 2008: fig. 53.2). The 
lithic assemblages from the Eastern Desert 
and Elkab show similarities with sites in the 
Western Desert, where a similar bladelet 
technology can be found at sites such as E-72-
5 in the Dyke area, and denticulated, notched 
pieces and microburins are common tool 
types (Schild and Wendorf 1977). This type of 
assemblage is also quite similar to the 
inventories associated with the “Early 
Neolitihic” sites at el-Ghorab and Nabta Playa 
in the Western Desert (Wendorf and Schild 
1998: 101 - 105). 

The Neolithic (6000-4500 BCE) 

There are several sites in the Western Desert 
of post-Palaeolithic date that had an 
important influence on the development of 
Predynastic stone tool technology. In the 
Dakhla oasis we find the Beshendi and Sheikh 
Muftah industries (McDonald 1993, 2003). 

The former is a flake industry based on small 
flint nodules and quartzite. The inventories 
are characterized by many projectile points, 
up to 40% of all the tools, many of them 
bifacially retouched. There are also large 
bifacial tools present such as foliates and 
knives. Notched or denticulated pieces, 
scrapers, perforators, and side-blow flakes 
complement the tool kit. At Sheikh Muftah 
sites, imported tabular flint, which was often 
heat-treated, was the preferred raw material 
for perforators, scrapers, and denticulated 
pieces. There are fewer projectile points; a 
bifacial, tanged arrowhead is the major 
projectile form. Side-blow flakes, picks, 
sickles, and a few knives are present as well. 
Bifacial tools are also found in assemblages 
from the Farafra oasis (Barich et al. 1996). 
Calibrated dates for some sites are in the 
range of around 5900-6500 BCE. Many 
bifacial tools also come from Rohlf’s Cave at 
Djara, where large, leaf-shaped, bifacial knives 
with fine, parallel ripples dominate the stone 
tool assemblages (Kuper 1996: figs. 3 - 4). 
Common elements at the sites listed above are 
projectile points and side-blow flakes. Many 
of the sites in the Western Desert share 
several Neolithic characteristics, such as 
pottery and grinding stones, as well as 
domesticated cattle and a lithic industry with 
bifacial tools, such as arrowheads, foliates, and 
knives (McDonald 1996). The Eastern Desert 
is by far less well explored in comparison to 
the Western Desert. During the Neolithic, 
herders came to the already- mentioned site of 
Tree Shelter, now bringing with them herds of 
sheep and goat (Linseele and van Neer 2008). 
Irregular visits to the site ended in 
approximately 3700 BCE. At the nearby site 
of Sodmein Cave, people also came to the 
area, bringing with them large herds of 
sheep/goat as well (Vermeersch et al. 1994). 

Most of the Neolithic sites in the Nile Valley 
and the adjacent Fayum oasis cover the time 
span of the fifth millennium BC, with the 
Fayum A culture probably setting off the 
sequence in the second half of the sixth 
millennium BC. The lithic industry of Fayum 
A (Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934) is 
generally characterized by a flake industry 
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with frequent denticulates, notched pieces, 
and retouched flakes. Also present are bifacial 
tools and scrapers on side-blow flakes. Axes 
often possess a polished working edge. The 
typical projectile point was the so-called 
bifacial “Fayum point” with a concave hollow 
base and long wings. 

The site of Merimde Beni-Salame provides a 
sequence of almost 1000 years during the late 
6th and first half of the fifth millennium BCE 
(Eiwanger 1984, 1988, 1992, 1999). The most 
ancient level is the so-called “Urschicht,” with 
a flake-blade industry using mainly light 
brown terrace pebbles. Dorsal retouching is 
common, while ventral retouches remained 
scarce, as did end retouching. Coarse tools are 
represented by scrapers on core caps and 
some bifacially retouched tools. Amongst the 
arrowheads, a small artifact stands out 
(Eiwanger 1984: pl. 57, I.1106). It was 
completely retouched on the dorsal, while the 
ventral shows only retouching at the tip and 
along the shaft. The projectile point has fins 
and two opposite notches on either margin, 
similar to the Epipalaeolithic Helwan points. 
The lithic industry of level II is of a very 
different character, dominated by bifacials 
(Eiwanger 1988: pls. 33 - 41). Amongst the 
various types of bifacials are perforators, 
sickles, and denticulates, with the latter two 
often bearing sickle sheen. Another group of 
bifacial tools are axes with polished cutting 
edges. A new form of projectile point had a 
triangular shape with straight ending wings, 
sometimes finely denticulated edges, and a 
concave base. Blades were still produced and 
turned into simple blade tools, but their 
length increased when compared to the 
Urschicht. The lithic industry of the youngest 
phase at Merimde (level III-V) can be seen as 
a continuation of the bifacial industry from 
level II. Flintknappers again made use of wadi 
pebbles, albeit on a small scale. The form of 
the triangular projectile point was becoming 
more clearly defined in level IV when it 
reaches the classical Merimde point for arrows 
and harpoons alike.  

The lithic industry from el-Omari (Debono 
and Mortensen 1990), south of modern Cairo, 

is based on flakes that overwhelmingly use the 
locally available, roughly fist-sized gravel flint, 
resulting in relatively small flakes, alongside a 
core industry for bifacial tools. The latter 
especially show similarities with Merimde 
Beni-Salame and the Fayum Neolithic. The 
main tool types are denticulated and notched 
pieces, perforators, various retouched pieces, 
scrapers, and a few sickle blades. A unique 
tool at el-Omari is the handled knife made on 
large blades (Debono and Mortensen 1990: 47 
- 48, pls. 19.7 - 19.13, 20.1 - 20.3). Made from 
a grayish flint that was brought to the site in 
the form of blanks, they feature a steep 
retouching on the back and a cutting edge on 
the right and left margin. Microliths are 
another element at el-Omari reminiscent of an 
Epipalaeolithic tradition (Debono and 
Mortensen 1990: pl. 23 nos. 1 - 28). The 
polished axes from the later phase at el-
Omari, however, point to a southern tradition 
from the Badari region. This late Neolithic 
industry in Upper Egypt was a flake-blade 
industry with various retouched pieces, drills, 
and endscrapers as the dominant tool types 
(Brunton and Caton-Thompson 1928: 35 - 37, 
pls. XXVIII and XXIX; Holmes 1989: 93 - 
188). Concave-base projectile points are also 
similar to those from Lower Egypt, but are 
often more finely made. Knives, adzes, or 
fishtail knives were rare elements. Although 
the exact chronological position of the 
Badarian remains somewhat debated, it is 
clear that it gives the first evidence for 
agriculture in Upper Egypt, and that in the 
region it developed into the Naqada I culture, 
which is characterized, in regard to its lithic 
material, by the Mostagedda industry. All in 
all, the Badarian stone industry is not merely a 
rough core industry, but a flake-blade industry 
with increasing standardization of lithic 
implements. 

The Predynastic 

With respect to Upper Egypt, a rather 
homogenous lithic tradition was once 
assumed, but based on studies by Diane L. 
Holmes (1989), this tradition was not as 
coherent as originally presumed, and today 
three major industries can be separated: the 
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Badari region, i.e. the Mostagedda industry, 
the Naqada region, and Hierakonpolis. 

The Mostagedda industry, with finds from 
settlements and cemeteries, developed from 
its predecessor, the Badarian. The lithic 
industry was a flake-blade industry on single 
platform cores with a bladelet technology on 
heat-treated cores. The raw material is mostly 
beige, but also brown, and brown-banded. 
The tool kit contained various perforators, 
picks, retouched pieces, retouched tabular 
slabs, sickle stones, axes, and concave-base 
arrowheads. Over time, the demand for larger 
tools increased, and people started to mine 
flint in the limestone cliffs, as the desert 
cobbles did not deliver the quality or the size 
required. Larger, regular blades were produced 
by specialized flinknappers. Knives, axes, or 
so-called fishtail knives were, however, rare 
elements. The fishtail knives were made by 
highly skilled knappers as prestige objects to 
be carried only by the elite (Hikade 2003b) 
(fig. 6). They belong to the finest stone tools 
ever made in Egypt, as do ripple-flaked knives 
(fig. 7) (Kelterborn 1984; Midant-Reynes 
1987). These delicate knives have, on one 
face, a retouching pattern that resembles 
ripples, while the opposite side remains purely 
polished. Only the area of the handle shows 
bifacial retouching. The cutting edge was 
often finished with an extremely fine 
denticulation. Although generally seen as 
characteristic of the fourth millennium BC, 
these prestige objects are actually very rare 
overall. Some flint knives of the late fourth 
millennium BCE could have amazing 
dimensions, such as the gigantic pieces from 
the Main Deposit at Hierakonpolis (Quibell 
1900: pl. III) or the recently discovered 50 
cm-long example found at Tell el-Farkha in 
the Nile delta (Ciałowicz et al. 2007: 28, fig. 
36b). 

The raw material of the Naqada lithic 
industry is overwhelmingly a beige flint from 
the higher slopes of the local wadis, with a 
few rare pieces made from silicified limestone 
or obsidian.  The industry is a flake industry 
with relatively small flakes. Over time, larger 
and  more regular blades were also made from 

 
Figure 6. Fishtail knife from tomb U-127 from 
Cemetery U at Abydos. 

 
Figure 7. Ripple-flaked knife from tomb U-503 
from Cemetery U at Abydos. 

much larger cores. While the flake industry is 
the dominant technology in the settlement 
site, larger blades and bladelets, some from 
heat-treated cores, and tools thereof, 
dominate the collections from the cemeteries. 
The main non-bifacial tool categories are 
burins, notched or denticulated pieces, 
truncations, sickle blades, end- and 
sidescrapers, small and larger perforators, and 
various other retouched implements.  
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Figure 8. Micro endscraper and bladelet core from 
Maadi. 

 
Figure 9. Flint axe from Maadi. 

The lithic industry at Hierakonpolis is a 
combination of a flake industry, a distinct 
blade technology, and a glossy bladelet 
technology (Holmes 1989: 284 - 321). Flake 
technology dominates the earlier assemblages, 
while larger regular blades indicate 
developments during the Naqada II period, 
showing a uniting element in the lithic 
assemblages throughout the Nile Valley. A 
special segment of stone tool production 
comes from HK29A, known as the first 
ceremonial building in Egypt and often 
referred to as the ancient National Shrine of 
Upper Egypt (Holmes 1992). Here, bifacial 
thinning flakes indicate the production of 
bifacial tools, and an abundance of microdrills 
points to the manufacture of stone beads. A 
new element of flintknapping, clearly showing 
the outstanding craftsmanship of the time, is 
the production of flint artifacts in the shape of 
animals. Made by pressure flaking, the range 
of animals encompasses wild animals such as 
hippopotamus (fig. 12) and ibex, but also 
cows, goats, and even dogs. These artifacts 
probably functioned as votive offerings 

(Friedman 2005, 2007). So far, approximately 
60 animal figures in flint are known, the 
provenanced ones mostly from 
Hierakonpolis, thus it seems that we are 
dealing with a Hierakonpolis specialty 
(Friedman 2000: 14, 17). 

At the site of Adaima about 20 km north of 
Hierakonpolis we can observe the dichotomy 
of a local and non-local lithic industry quite 
typical for Predynastic Egypt (Briois 2000, 
2001, 2002; Briois and Landier 2003; Briois 
and Midant-Reynes 2008; Briois et al. 2004; 
Midant-Reynes and Prost 2002). The local 
industry is characterized by the use of locally 
available pebbles for overwhelmingly 
expedient tools such as scrapers, borers, or 
denticulated pieces made on the spot (Briois 
and Midant-Reynes 2008: fig. 4). All stages of 
the production sequence can be found in the 
lithic assemblage for this industry at Adaima. 
The non-local lithic industry comprised 
finished bifacial knives and regular blades 
sometimes used as blanks for sickle blades 
which had been made by specialized 
craftsmen and brought to the settlement 
(Briois and Midant-Reynes 2008: figs. 5 and 
6). 

At the onset of the fourth millennium BC, 
we can observe a sophisticated blade and 
bladelet industry in the north of Egypt. In this 
so-called Maadi/Buto culture, larger blades 
were often retouched to make perforators, 
backed pieces, and end-scrapers (Schmidt 
1993, 1996a). At the site of Maadi, a 
particularly rich assemblage can be studied 
(Caneva et al. 1989; Hikade 2003a; Rizkana 
and Seeher 1988). Small bladelets, often with a 
twisted long axis, were struck from small 
cores and often turned into micro-endscrapers 
(fig. 8). Another dominant tool type is the 
burin, mostly made on existing tools that were 
altered to make an implement for carving 
wood, bones, and possibly also for drilling 
holes in materials such as leather. Bifacials are 
generally rare at Maadi. Until recently, it was 
believed that copper replaced flint for larger 
tools at Maadi. This assumption was based on 
a lack of heavy stone tools from older 
excavations.  However, one recently excavated 
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Figure 10. Upper Egyptian Hemmamijje knife 
found at Maadi. 

 
Figure 11. Upper Egyptian rhomboid flint knife 
found at Maadi. 

flint ax (fig. 9) shows that copper had not 
replaced flint entirely (Hikade 2003a). Upper 
Egyptian knives of the type Hemmamjje (fig. 
10), bifacial rhomboid (fig. 11), and fishtail 
knives at Maadi show contact with the south. 
Two more groups can be considered imports 
from outside Egypt: the so-called Canaanean 
blades, which are large regular harvesting 
tools, and the circular or tabular scrapers 
(Schmidt 1984). Together with the foreign 
underground dwellings, these are clear 
indications that Maadi was part of a larger 
trading and exchange network and acted as 
the entrepôt to Egypt. 

In light of all of the tool categories, we 
should not forget that for all lithic cultures of 
the Predynastic, a large number of ad hoc or 
expedient tools, which defy any 
categorization, supplemented the stone tool 
kit. 

It is after this long – in some parts diverse, 
and  in  others  quite similar – development of 

 
Figure 12. Flint hippopotamus from Hierakonpolis 
(c. 10 cm long). 

the lithic industries from the seventh to fourth 
millennium BCE that finally, with the end of 
the fourth millennium BCE, and then in 
particular during the Early Dynastic Period, 
we see an increasing standardization of 
Egyptian knapped stone tools. 

Dynastic Egypt 

The trend towards standardization continued 
in the Early Dynastic Period (3030-2650 
BCE). At Helwan, finds were discovered from 
a flint workshop that obviously specialized in 
the production of large bifacial knives (Hikade 
1999), sometimes of enormous dimensions. 
One such knife, probably used by King 
Djoser or a high priest during the burial of 
King Khasekhemwy at Abydos, was 72 cm 
long (Hikade 1997). Large bifacial knives were 
manufactured in special workshops either in 
settlements, e.g., at Buto (Kindermann 2008), 
or next to cemeteries, as evidenced at Helwan 
(Hikade 1999). The use of flint knives is 
depicted in many slaughtering scenes in the 
Old Kingdom tombs of Giza and Saqqara. 
The mastaba of Ptahhotep serves as a good 
example (de Garis Davies 1901: pl. XXIII), 
showing butchers cutting off the legs of cattle 
with large knives. In the lower register of this 
wall scene, at the left and in the middle of the 
upper register, a man is shown resharpening 
(Egyptian pdt) a used knife with a retouching 
stick. 

One of the most common tool types of the 
Early Dynastic Period down to the end of the 
4th Dynasty is the once so-called “razor blade” 
(Reisner 1927: 26), which is, in fact, a bi-
truncated  tool  on  a  very regular, large blade. 
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Figure 13. Sequence of regular, bi-truncated blade 
tools from Umm el-Qaab (1st Dynasty) and 
Elephantine Island (2nd to 5th Dynasty). 

The early forms of the 1st Dynasty were oval 
in shape, becoming rectangular from the 2nd 
Dynasty onwards (fig. 13). The tool was used 
throughout the country and was supplied by 
specialized workshops. On the island of 
Elephantine, it is so common that it makes up 
one third of all tools dating to the Early 
Dynastic Period and the early Old Kingdom, 
and it was possibly as multi-functional as a 
Swiss Army Knife (Hikade 2002). 

Larger, Old Kingdom assemblages of 
knapped stone tools were also discovered at 
Giza (Conard 2000; Kromer 1978), and the 
importance of the flint sickle for the agrarian 
society of ancient Egypt is mirrored at sites 
such as Kom el-Hisn (Wenke et al. 1988). 
From Ain Asil in the Dakhla oasis comes an 
assemblage from the second half of the third 

millennium BCE that features a high amount 
of scrapers, indicating a special task such as 
hide processing (Midant-Reynes 1998). The 
use of flint tools continued throughout the 
second millennium BCE as the raw material 
was cheap and plentiful and thus more 
affordable and accessible than metal. The 
tomb of the nomarch Amenemhet at Beni 
Hasan (BH2) of the 12th Dynasty (Griffith 
1896: 33 - 38, pls. VII - X; Newberry 1893: 
31, pl. XI) has a scene showing the mass 
production of flint knives by men (Lundt 
2008). In wall decoration, the shape of the 
knives of the Old Kingdom, the First 
Intermediate Period, and Middle Kingdom 
look very similar. They have a straight back 
and a convex cutting edge. However, in most 
cases the handles were more elaborate in the 
Old Kingdom (Hikade and Van Haarlem 
2006). 

A fine lithic sequence from the Middle to 
the New Kingdoms can be studied at the sites 
of Tell el-Daba and Qantir in the eastern Nile 
Delta (Tillmann 1986, 1992). Lithic 
assemblages are also known from the New 
Kingdom capital at Tell el-Amarna (Miller 
1987). Right down to the first millennium 
BCE, flint was used as a raw material for 
implements such as arrowheads. The finds in 
the royal tombs at el-Kurru (Dunham 1950: 
13 - 18, pl. LXXIc) are a good example of 
this. 

The specialized craftsmanship of 
flintknapping probably came to an end in the 
first millennium BCE. 

 

Bibliographic Notes 
For a very good introduction to flintknapping in general see Whittaker (1994). A comprehensive 
work on stone tool assemblages for Prehistoric and Pharaonic Egypt is still a desiderata, and thus 
the reader has to refer to various site reports and articles. For a brief overview of Prehistoric 
Egypt see Hendricks and Vermeersch (2000); for a more extensive work, see the monograph by 
Midant-Reynes (2000). For the Lower Palaeolithic see also the earlier work by Caton-Thompson 
and Gardner (1934), which provides a wide range of illustrations of Old Stone Age tools, as well 
as the summary given by J.D. Clark (1992). F. Wendorf (1968b), and the studies by P.M. 
Vermeersch and his team (1970, 1978, 1992, 1994, 1998, 2000, 2002) are essential for the Middle 
and Upper Palaeolithic. The site at Wadi Kubbaniya (Wendorf et al. 1986-) is the key site that 
provides the chronological sequence for the time between c. 22,000-11,000 BP and its associated 
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lithic industries. A survey of the transition phase from the Middle and Upper Palaeolithic to the 
Epipalaeothic of Egypt in the broader framework of northern and eastern Africa is provided by 
P.M. Vermeersch (1992). The interaction between the people of the Western Desert and the Nile 
Valley, as well as the history of research in the Western Desert from 1850 onwards, are 
summarized by R. Kuper (2002). The archaeological sequence of a fully Neolithic settlement in 
Lower Egypt is covered in detail by Eiwanger’s work at Merimde (Eiwanger 1984, 1988, 1992), 
which can be supplemented by material from the recently studied stone tools from el-Omari 
(Debono and Mortensen 1990). For the fourth millennium BC, an early study of stone tools by 
Huzzayin (1937) on material from Armant was one of the first detailed studies, but the seminal 
study by Holmes (1989) is crucial. Her studies have shown the various differences between tool 
assemblages from throughout Upper Egypt that only became more homogenous at the very end 
of the Predynastic. A comprehensive study of lithic industries for the Dynastic Period is still 
lacking. 
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