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Abstract:  Considerations on the discovery of a Bronze Age stone ax in the karst basin of Ciclova (Oraviţa 
Town, Caraş- Severin County). During the field research done in 2010 and 2011, we have discovered a relatively 
well-preserved stone ax, which appears to belong to the Early Bronze Age, in the Cave from Clanţul Burcului, 
Ciclova Montana region, located in Banat. In this article, we describe the context of discovery and its implications. 
The new discovery could represent a start in the identification of new prehistoric settlements related to the 
exploitation of the natural resources from this area 
 
 
Introduction 

Among the karst zones of Romania inhabited 
during the prehistory, there are the caves of the 
karst basin Ciclova Montană, located in Banat. 
Unfortunately, despite of its very significant 
archeological potential, the region of Ciclova 
Montană has not yet been sufficiently researched. 
This has determined us to carry out several 
systematic researches out in the field during the 
period 2010-2011. On this occasion, in the Cave 
from Clanţul Burcului, we have discovered a 
relatively well-preserved stone ax, which appears 
to belong to the Early Bronze Age. 
The context of our discovery 

From the perspective of its endokarstic 
environment, this region belongs to the Anina 
Mountains (A. Roşu, 1980; R. R. Rusu, 2007; **). 
The Cave is situated on the left slope of Ciclova 
Valley (Fig. 1, 2), its relative altitude in relation to 

the valley of the Ciclova River being of 81 m (GPS 
coordinates: 45. 025399 N; 21. 730242 E). The 
cave is 21 m long and it is 4.8 m wide, the deposit 
in its main room presenting a level difference of 
1.2 m. Right after the entrance, there is the main 
room; and after having walked on 6 more meters, 
one can reach a gallery that is 1 m high and 70 cm 
wide, containing blocks of stone. To enter this 
cave, one has to go down 1.5 m. This cave has 
functioned as landfill in our times, mostly 
animal carcasses having been thrown in it. The 
layer of recent bones generally measures 40 cm, 
yet, here and there, it may even reach a thickness of 
50 cm. 

The stone ax was discovered at the basis of the 
layer of contemporary bones, on the cave floor, in a 
secondary position, so having no definite 
archeological context, as in this cave no 
archaeological surveys had been carried out before.  
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Fig. 1- Satellite image of Ciclova Montană. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 2- Topographic map of Ciclova Montană. 
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Its discovery on the cave floor, so under the layer 
of recent bones, allows us to hypothesize about the 
existence of a prehistoric cultural level in this cave, 
because it is hard to believe that the ax was 
accidentally thrown in this recent landfill. From 
this perspective, we consider that, in the future, 
archeological researches would be needed in this 
cave. 
Morphological and technological considerations 
on the ax discovered 

The ax is well preserved, the active side being 
slightly affected by separation splinters. The 
longitudinal profile is straight. As the realization of 
a perforation would have weakened the mechanical 

resistance of the item (E. Comşa, 1972), the lateral 
sides of the hole were left as a circular band wider 
than the outline of the item in order to increase its 
resistance during its use (Fig. 3, 4). Sure, this band 
may have had not just a functional character, but 
also an aesthetic one.  

The length of the ax is 9 cm, the diameter of its 
side is 3.3 cm, the diameter around its hafting hole 
measures 5.5 cm , the diameter of its hafting hole 
measuring 2.9 cm in the lower area and 3.1 cm in 
the upper area, the current length of the cutting 
edge is 4 cm, and the total weight of this object is 
220 g (Fig. 3/1, 2).  

As a raw material, the artisan used basalt to
 

1 2    3 

Fig. 3. The stine axe: 1. Drawing, 2.  Photography, 3. Microscopic image from inside the hafting hole 

 

make the ax, as this was a familiar rock in the area 
of Ciclova Montană. The use of local raw matters 
is a phenomenon frequently encountered during the 
Bronze Age. 

The observations on the perforation, based on 
its microscopic study, indicate a perforation 
realized using a tube made of bone, reed or wood 
(E. Comşa, 1972; D. Ignat, 1989; M. S. Petrescu 
2000; **). The use of a “drill” made from a softer 
material is certain, as inside the perforation one can 
see a series of very fine grooves, which look like a 
straw thread, which are probably the result of the 
fact that the “drill” was worn out and in its active 
head there appeared a burr which increased its 

diameter. The return to its initial diameter was 
realized through the removal of the part affected by 
the wear and the re-dimensioning or the 
replacement of the "drill" (fig. 3/3). 

The hafting realized through the introduction of 
a wooden handle in a perforation appears by the 
end of the Mesolithic, being used for the items 
made of bone and horn; it then became, beginning 
with the Neolithic and until the Bronze Age, the 
main hafting method (E. Comşa, 1972). The 
truncated cone shape of the perforation suggests 
the use of a wooden wedge to haft the handle (T. I. 
Lipovan, 1982; T. I. Lipovan, 1985). As far as the 
length of the handle is concerned, in the case of the 
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stone axes used for fighting during the Bronze Age, 
it was about 30-40 cm (M. Blăjan, E. Petrescu,  
2009). 
Considerations on the role of the Bronze Age 
stone axes  

From a functional perspective, the axes 
described above are considered symbols or 
signs/emblems of power (M. Munteanu, 1991; C. 
Schuster, M. Munteanu, 1995) or just tools (A. Ilie 
et al, 2010; V. Leahu, f. a.). The hypothesis 
according to which the stone ax may have had the 
role of symbol of power is supported by a series of 
indirect conclusions. The presence of perforated 
and polished stone axes and of miniature items 
made of clay in funeral contexts or in settlements 
(H. Ciugudean, 1996; A. Gligor, 2001; E. Tudor, 
1973; I. Vasiliu, 1996) also indicates another status 
of the ax, beside that of tool and weapon.  

The polishing of the stone does not become a 
must, it does not appear as a necessary progress 
from a technical perspective. The polishing is much 
more difficult from the viewpoint of the effort 
required than the carving (C. Lévi-Strauss, 2011), 
which contributes to the creation of a certain 
"status" for the polished items, which are only 
rarely abandoned, precisely because of this 
supplementary effort (C. Schuster, M. Munteanu, 
1999).  

The battle ax belonging to the Bronze Age 
discovered in the inhumation tomb no. 17 from the 
cemetery of Poiana-Piroboridava, attributed to a 
fighter, had a handle decorated with cylindrical 
bone ornaments, decorated in its turn with 
“grooved wolf teeth” and a bronze target (M. 
Blăjan, E. Petrescu, 2009). Despite the fact that this 
ax belongs to the B-category of battle axes, it 
provides a theoretical model for the handle, viable 
and possible as well for the A-type battle axes 
made of stone. This concern for the decoration of 
the handle indicates a good meant to bring prestige, 
namely a symbol of status and indirectly of power, 
and not just a simple utilitarian item.  

As far as the second hypothesis is concerned, 
the one supporting the strictly functional role of 
these items, it seems valid if we look at the usage 
marks that appear on most axes in the A-category 
(A. Ilie et al, 2010; V. Leahu f. a.), including on 
the stone ax from Ciclova Montană. A certain fact 
is that these items correspond to the ideal formula 

for this type of tools. The polished stone axes, just 
like those made of metal, have a short rectilinear 
edge, longitudinally supported by a handle which 
allows the user to obtain a significant acceleration 
and a sufficiently heavy and sharp point for the 
speed of the impact to correspond to a mass able to 
plant the tip in the wood, and to an efficient 
orientation of the cutting edge (in the case of stone 
axes) to avoid blocking it (A. Leroi-Gourhan, 
1983). To all of these, one can also add the fact that 
each element of an ax can have a definite 
functional role. Beside the cutting edge considered 
as the main and defining element of the ax, the side 
can also facilitate the understanding of the way it 
was used. Their different shapes might indicate 
different ways of using them, and a broken edge 
may indicate that the ax was used to break bones in 
order to extract their marrow or animal brains to 
extract the brain, to fix poles, to break nuts, etc. 
The conical-pointed edge may have been used for 
fighting or hunting, while the rounded edge might 
indicate a possible holding of the tool (M. Meşter 
2000). 

Battle axes with cylindrical back made of stone 
appear on the Romanian territory at the beginning 
of the period of transition towards the Bronze Age, 
afterwards becoming characteristic for the Bronze 
Age (E. Comşa, 1972; M. Munteanu, 1991; R. 
Vulpe, 1959). The different studies dedicated to 
these items divide these tools/arms into two distinct 
typological categories (A. Ilie et al, 2010; I Vasiliu, 
1996; R. Vulpe, 1959): 

- Category A, which includes battle axes with a 
cylindrical back made of stone or copper with a 
straight longitudinal profile. 

-Category B, which comprises battle axes with 
a cylindrical back made of stone or copper with a 
curved longitudinal profile.  

The stone ax from Ciclova belongs to category 
A, which appears at the end of the Eneolitical Age 
(A. Ilie et all,  2010; C. Schuster, 1997) and has 
analogies in the early Bronze Age in the Coţofeni 
culture (P. Roman 1976; H. Ciughudean 2000) but 
also in the middle Bronze Age in the Tei culture 
(A. Ilie et all,  2010; V. Leahu 2003) 
 
Conclusions 

Considering the numerous indications of 
prehistoric discoveries (P. Rogozea, 1987; V. 
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Boroneanţ 2000; S. A. Luca, 2004; S. A. Luca, 
2004a; S. A. Luca, 2005; M. S. Petrescu, 2004; M. 
S. Petrescu, 2010) in the caves from Ciclova 
Montană, and the intense inhabitation of the karst 
of Banat, in a proportion of 20-25% (M. S. 
Petrescu 1996), the discovery of the ax in the Cave 
from Cleanţul Burcului could represent a start in 
the identification of new prehistoric settlements 
related to the exploitation of the natural resources 
from this area, most probably of the bronze 
(V.Boroneanţ 2000; S. A. Luca 2005). From this 
perspective, the above-mentioned cave would 
require an archeological research in the future, able 
to highlight the existence of cultural levels and to 
redefine it as a prehistoric settlement. 
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