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DRAFT REPORT ON TAG MICROBURIN FINDS 

By John Newberry 

Editor’s note. This is a composite of the individual reports John Newberry prepared, on the 

microburins from the Tiverton Archaeological Group finds along the route of the North Devon 

link road. 

I’m sure John would have made changes to these reports had he been able. 

Where John refers to farms and fields, I have added the site reference identifiers, which were 

only agreed after his death. 

Trevor Dymond 

* * * * * 

Introduction. 

Once thought to be a small form of burin, a microburin is now known to be debitage resulting 
from microlith manufacture (Barton 1992, 233). It comprises the snapped off end of a bladelet 
or blade which is then discarded, leaving the rest of the blank available to be worked to 
produce one or more microliths (Reynier 2005, 131). Both proximal and distal examples of 
microburins are found (Inizan et al. 1992, 70 and Fig. 24.6 and 24.5). However in assemblages 
from Scotland (Saville 2004,, 187) to the West Country (Barton 1992, 234) most microburins 
are proximal examples. At Three Ways Wharf, Uxbridge, a large mixed Late Glacial and Early 
Holocene assemblage from Site C included 20 microburins, only one of which was a distal 
example (Grace 2011, 72). 

Snapping off the proximal end removes the butt and bulb of percussion, while snapping off the 
distal end is practised where the objective is a blank for bi-truncated microliths such as 
triangles and trapezes (Barton 1992, 234). In some cases the bladelet is notched to facilitate 
the snap. However many Devon microburins examined by the present writer have been 
snapped off without the need for a notch. This particularly applies to cases where the blank is 
relatively thin. Similarly at the Powell Early Mesolithic site at Hengistbury Head, Dorset, some 
thinner blanks showed no signs of notching (ibid. 234). 

At Hengistbury Head 229 (84%) of the 273 microburins have an oblique break and only 44 
(16%) have been snapped straight across (ibid. 234). Barton describes such transverse straight 
snap microburins as “miss-hits (ibid. 269), as do others such as Reynier (2005, 131). However, 
the number of microburins with a transverse straight snap found by the present writer in 
Devon collections (often without a notch) suggests that they are often the desired outcome 
rather than miss-hits. 

Microburins (like chips and exhausted cores) are prime evidence of on-site knapping, since they 
are of no further use and would have been discarded at the knapping site. In considering the 
frequency of microburins in an assemblage, it is important to appreciate that not all evidence 
of  the use of this technique is recognisable. Experimental work by Finlay (2000, 26) showed 
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that only in about half of the cases was a discernible microburin produced. This applied both to 
distal microburins and (surprisingly) the more robust proximal examples. All that was left from 
the other half of the experiments was “a series of indistinguishable fragments”. Finlay 
therefore stresses that in lithic studies we must not underestimate the problem of breakage 
during manufacture. 

Not all microliths were made using the microburin technique. An alternative method was to 
remove the proximal or distal end by retouch. Despite finding 1,155 microliths on the Scottish 
island of Rhum, there were only a few microburins. It is thought that in the main truncation 
was accomplished there by retouch, although the possibility that deposits containing 
microburins were not excavated could not be ruled out (Wickham-Jones and McCartan 1990, 
97 and 99). Evidence of the use of the microburin technique in the manufacture of Late Glacial 
microliths in “Long Blade” industries is very limited (Barton 1998, 160). At the Late Glacial site 
at Launde, Leicestershire, for example, none of the 12 microlith finds had evidence of being 
made using the microburin technique; instead each was truncated by retouch at its proximal 
end (Cooper 2006, 72 and 83). 

It should also be noted that the term “microlith” is now applied to rare cases where the 
proximal end has neither been removed by the microburin technique nor retouch (Barton 
1992, 269; Finlay 2000, 24). As a result , the butt and bulb of percussion are left intact on the 
microlith, as is the case with examples at Three Ways Wharf, Uxbridge ((Grace 2011, 180). This 
is a relaxation of Clark’s (1934) criteria, which stated that the blank must have had it’s proximal 
end removed to qualify as a microlith. These microliths with an intact proximal end are rare in 
Devon, but are occasionally found including, for example, one at Tottiford Reservoir, Dartmoor 
(Newberry 2010) and another at East Week, north Dartmoor (Newberry 2008). 

The TAG microburins. 

(For individual microburins, the artefact number is quoted, as well as the reference number - 
starting 101 – of my detailed notes). 

There are 24 microburins. These are overwhelmingly of flint (22), with just one of Greensand 
chert and one of Portland chert. There are also two debatable examples, one of flint and the 
other of Greensand chert. Since many of the TAG Greensand chert cores have bladelet scars 
suggesting blanks for microliths, as well as bearing in mind the popularity of Greensand chert 
for microliths at some other Devon sites (eg. Silvester et al. 1987, Table 1 and Berridge 1985) 
the scarceness of TAG microburins of this material is noteworthy. The reason is possibly that 
Greensand chert was used for microliths, but that in many cases there was no need to snap off 
the proximal end because there was no discernible bulb of percussion. A survey by the present 
writer of a sample of Greensand chert sensu stricto blades and bladelets from Mrs N Pearce`s 
collection at Telegraph Cottage, Dalwood, found that only 29% had a discernible bulb. The 
Portland chert microburin (A9 – JN 116) is from Pool Anthony (OS 1716) (site 27). It is of 
considerable interest in providing yet more prime evidence of knapping this material in the 
Mesolithic period in the Tiverton area.                                                                                                                     

Using Barton’s (1992, 264) criteria for blades and bladelets, 10 microburins are blade debitage 
and 14 bladelet. All 24 are proximal examples. The site analysis is given in Table Mb 1. All 24 
came from just three farms, with West Manley at Pool Anthony (site 10) producing 37.5 % of 
the total. A summary of the microburin sub-types is given in Tables Mb 2 and Mb3. These 
Tables show that at these TAG sites what is considered elsewhere in Britain to be the classic 
“notch and oblique snap” microburin only comprises 21 % of the total (three with a notch and 
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oblique snap and two with a notch and semi-oblique snap). Instead of one “standard” 
microburin there are six sub-types among the finds, with “no notch/straight snap” forming 50% 
of the total. 

 

Table Mb 1. Microburin sites. 

Pool Anthony – West Manley (site 10)      9 

Knightshayes Home Farm – Hayne Lawn (site 53)    4 

Little Gornhay – Ten Acres (plus one debatable) (site 33)   4 

Little Gornhay – Home Seven Acres (site 38)     3 

Pool Anthony – OS 1790 (plus one debatable) (site 34)   1 

Pool Anthony – OS 1716 (site 27)       1 

Little Gornhay – Wall Down (site 58)       1 

Little Gornhay – Middle Wall Down (site 40)     1 

TOTAL           24 

 

Table Mb 2. Microburin sub-types. 

No notch – straight snap        12 

Notch and straight snap        4 

Notch and oblique snap         3 

No notch – oblique snap        2 

Notch and semi-oblique snap        2 

No notch- slightly oblique snap       1 

TOTAL           24 

 

Table Mb 3. Types of microburin snap 

Straight snap          16 

Oblique snap          5 

Semi-oblique snap         2 

Slightly oblique snap         1 

TOTAL           24 

 

Clearly the views expressed elsewhere (page 1) that microburins with a straight snap are “miss-
hits” has no relevance to these TAG sites, where 16 (66.6%) of the 24 have such a straight snap. 

Further evidence that straight snap microburins are not miss-hits is provided by the TAG 
microliths which have a straight snap at the base (see microlith report eg. Pool Anthony 09/239 
JN 1, Crazelowman 374 JN2 and Pool Anthony 09/426 JN 4). 
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A similar straight snap picture is found elsewhere in Devon. For example, at the “Time Team” 
excavations at Tottiford Reservoir, Dartmoor, nine (75%) of the twelve microburin finds have a 
straight snap, only one has an oblique snap and two have two parts to the break outline with 
an angle between the two (Newberry 2012, 5). Similarly, of 17 microburins found in 
fieldwalking by Jane Marchand et al. at East Week, north Dartmoor (field “X”), 13 (76%) have a 
straight snap and only four an oblique snap (Newberry 2008). At both of these Dartmoor sites 
the microburins include both straight snap versions with and without a notch and also oblique 
snap versions with and without a notch. 

Some of the TAG microburins have retouch on a lateral edge. These include three straight snap 
examples from Pool Anthony, two from West Manley (site 10)(PAWM J2 and G2 – JN 105 and 
110), one from OS 1790, 9 – JN 104 (site 34), and an oblique snap example from Little Gornhay, 
Home Seven Acres (site 38) (E27, JN 123). This retouch suggests that some blanks were 
retouched first and then broken, as was the case with a Hengistbury Head microburin which 
could be refitted to a microlith (Barton 1992, 234). 

Only nine (37.5 %) of the TAG microburins have a notch. Two of these are of particular interest 
in that they did not break across the notch as the knapper intended. A Pool Anthony (OS 1790) 
(site 34) microburin (09/416 – JN 101) has a relatively deep notch but despite this broke c. 
2mm to the distal side of the notch. Similarly a Knightshayes Home Farm example from Hayne 
Lawn (site 53) (L 15 – JN 112) has a relatively deep notch and yet broke c. 4mm to the distal 
side of the notch. These breaks at the distal side of a notch are also found elsewhere in Devon, 
as at Martinsfield Farm, Broadclyst where one has a notch and straight snap (Newberry 2013) 
and the Welstor Estate near Ashburton which has an example with a notch and oblique snap 
(Newberry 2006). 

 

Chronology 

Microburin widths vary from 7mm (Pool Anthony, West Manley (site 10) C2 – JN 106) to 15mm 
(also PAWM. H2 – JN 111), with an average of 10.66mm. The Portland chert microburin (Pool 
Anthony, OS 1716 (site 27) A9 – JN 116) is 12mm wide. Of the 24 finds, 21 are 9mm or more in 
width and only three are less than this. These measurements strongly suggest that most of the 
finds (including the Portland chert example) relate to Early Mesolithic activity, although a Late 
Glacial date cannot be ruled out. They are unlikely to relate to the early part of the Later 
Mesolithic and almost certainly are not from the later part of the Later Mesolithic, when tiny 
microliths made on slender blanks appear.  

 

Conclusion 

Microburins are important interpretational artefacts. They provide good chronological 
indicators and (along with chips, exhausted cores etc.) are prime evidence of on-site knapping, 
as well as obviously indicating that such knapping was part of the microlith manufacturing 
process. Further, numerically on some sites microburins provide more evidence of microliths 
than microliths themselves. There are more microburins (24) than microliths (a maximum of  
16 – 6 classified, 8 unclassified and 2 debatable) at these TAG sites, while Jacobi (1979, 78) 
found a similar situation at a group of sites near Gwithian in Cornwall. The value of microburins 
is illustrated by the Portland chert example from Pool Anthony (OS 1716) (site 27). There are 
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no Portland chert microliths among the TAG finds, but the microburin of this material 
demonstrates it’s use at Pool Anthony for the production of microlith blanks. 

In view of their importance, it is unfortunate that most lithic reports give no information on 
microburins other than to state the number found, usually not even stating the criteria used in 
defining a microburin. Barton’s (1992) study of microburins at Hengistbury Head is a most 
welcome exception to this, enabling differences between that Dorset site and these TAG and 
other Devon sites to be identified and discussed.  

It is clear both from the TAG examples and from elsewhere in Devon that there are a number 
of sub-types of Devon microburins, in particular straight snap versions with and without a 
notch and oblique snap versions similarly with and without a notch. 

The very limited use made of Greensand chert for the microburin (and microlith) finds is 
puzzling. Whatever the reason, it is nothing to do with raw material quality. Despite some 
claims elsewhere to the contrary (eg. Todd 1987, 71), knapping tests done for the present 
writer by John Lord and Martin Green show that Devon Greensand chert is an excellent tool-
making material for everything from tiny microliths to large hand-axes. It was used for 46 of 
the 122 TAG classified cores, suggesting that local prehistoric knappers were happy with its 
quality. Further, elsewhere at Nether Exe 67% of the combined microlith and microburin finds 
were of Greensand chert (Berridge 1987, Table 1). A possible answer to this apparent limited 
use is that the numbers involved are too small to be statistically significant. More work at these 
TAG sites might clarify this raw material uncertainty. 

 

 

John. March 2013. 


