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Oddity, Import or Ethnographic Curiosity? A stone axe from
Gateshead

Joshua Pollard

THE stone axe discussed in this paper is 
reported to have been found in Gateshead 

during building work in the 1960s. It was 
donated to the Museum by Mrs E. Saunders 
(accession no. 1990.8). The axe is said to have 
accompanied a human skeleton; an unusual 
association, but one of which the finder (who 
will remain anonymous) was adamant.

The axe is in a medium-grained very dark,

almost black, olive-grey speckled stone, provi
sionally identified by Mr Andrew Newman as 
a basalt or dolerite (more precise petrological 
identification must await thin-sectioning). It is 
complete, with a length of 139 mm, width of 
57 mm, and maximum thickness of 26 mm. 
There is minor damage to the blade and one 
side of the implement, the former possibly 
a product of use. The axe has a distinctive



rectangular section, with flattened upper and 
lower surfaces, and well defined angles to the 
squared off sides. In profile it is straight-sided, 
tapering only slightly towards the butt, and 
with a straight blade slightly asymmetric to the 
sides. It is asymmetrical in longitudinal profile, 
with one edge notably more acutely angled 
than the other, and in this respect the form 
approximates more to an adze-type than a true 
axe. .The implement has been extensively 
ground and polished, though traces of the ini
tial shaping (through pecking) survive along 
one edge, parts of both faces, and on the butt. 
The butt has been left roughened.

The form of the implement is not easily 
matched amongst British axes, though there is 
a resemblance to rare rectangular-sectioned 
forms of Group XXVI (carbonate mudstone) 
axe from Yorkshire (Phillips et a l 1988, 55). 
The rock source is. igneous and occurs widely 
in northern England and Scotland, and this 
may support a local origin. Alternatively, the 
implement may be Continental, and a genuine 
prehistoric import. With its markedly rectan
gular cross-section the axe resembles northern 
European Neolithic (TRB) thin-butted imple
ments. Finds of “Scandinavian” basalt and 
flint axes are by no means unknown from 
Britain, particularly from eastern England and 
Scotland (Piggott 1938,101-2; Woodcock et a l 
1988, 30-1), and include at least one example 
(that from Julliberrie’s Grave, Kent: Jessup 
1939, 267) in a secure early Neolithic context. 
An analogous example to the Gateshead axe, 
which is probably of Scandinavian origin, 
comes from the River Thames at Kew Bridge 
(Adkins & Jackson 1978, no. 240). An alterna
tive not to be wholly discounted is that the

implement is of Pacific origin, and, given the 
world-wide trading links established in New
castle during the last couple of centuries, a rel
atively recent import.

If the finder’s story is to be believed (that 
the axe accompanied a burial) then its prehis
toric provenance is not in doubt. It would 
stand as either a locally made implement of 
unusual form, or a prehistoric import. The 
association with a burial would be highly 
unusual, though stone and flint axes are 
recorded as grave goods in early individual 
burials of Kinnes’ stages D and E (Kinnes 
1979). The reader is left to make up their own 
mind over the story of this unusual, and rather 
attractive, implement.
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