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Birgitte Skar

NTNU Vitenskapsmuseet, Institutt for arkeologi og kulturhistorie

Jorgen Rosvold

Norsk Institutt for naturforskning, Terrestrisk naturmangfold

Pal Nymoen
Norsk Maritimt Museum, Arkeologisk seksjon

Introduction

Environmental trajectories in the studied region

Due to varying thickness of the ice-cover
during the last glaciation the Norwegian
coastal landscape displays complex patterns of
isostatic land uplift and sea level fluctuations. In
southwestern Norway where the glacial icesheet
was relatively thin and postglacial land uplift
consequently limited, the coastline is influenced
by transgressions during the transition from
the younger Dryas to the Preboreal chronozone
prior to the period of study. Later the Tapes
transgression  during the early Atlantic
chronozone (app. 7700 BP) and the Storegga
tsunami caused by several landslides dated to
8250-6100 cal BP affected at least part of this
coastline (Bondevik et al. 2012). The succession
of settlement during the Mesolithic on the south
and southwest coast, is thus challenging to
reconstruct (Nymoen and Skar 2011; Glerstad
et al. 2020). While the southwestern exposed
coast towards the North Sea would have eroded
sites that remained inundated after the sea-level
fluctuations, the more protected waters of the
archipelago along the southern coast affords
potential for the discovery of well-preserved
submerged Mesolithic sites. The hatchet from
Kirkehavn discussed in this article is an example
of a submerged site from this area.

Direct evidence of faunal and botanical
resources available to the human population of
the Middle Mesolithic is very limited in Norway,
both in terms of sub-fossil and archaeological
finds, and the ecological basis for the human
population during this part of the Holocene
is usually inferred from other sources. While
the paleo-ecological conditions for settlement
during the Preboreal chronozone for central
Norway have been reconstructed by Breivik
(2014), similar studies have not been carried
out regarding the following Boreal chronozone
and the southern coastline of Norway. The bone
material from three archaeological occupation
phases at the west Swedish site of Huseby Klev
(Boethius 2018) presently provides the best
source of evidence currently available informing
about subsistence strategies of Mesolithic
coastal settlers in Central Scandinavia and may
serve as a proxy to the situation on the south
coast of Norway. The evidence from Huseby
Klev points to a heavy reliance on marine
mammals like white-beaked dolphin, grey seal,
and harbour porpoise during the Preboreal to
Early Boreal period (10300-9600 cal BP). This
was likely caused by favorable conditions for
marine mammals due to freshwater mixing in
the sea because of the massive glaciers melting.
During the two following occupation phases
(9600-8700 cal BP) and (8000—7700 cal BP) the
ocean became less nutritious with the cessation
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of freshwater mixing, and the continued human
reliance on this prey led to a marine mammal
collapse (Boethius 2018:110). While Huseby
Klev is a very important site illustrating Swedish
west-coast subsistence patterns during the
Mesolithic, further studies are needed to explore
the paleo-ecological conditions close to the
Norwegian southern and southwestern coastlines
to do a direct comparison.

From an environmental point of view the
present find of a bone hatchet made of whalebone
is thus important evidence of the history of the
species as well as an indication of resources
available to Middle Mesolithic settlers.

2022 24. argang
Hatchets in the Mesolithic

Here we report the find of a neatly decorated
Mesolithic hatchet made of bone that was found
at the harbor floor at Kirkehavn (Hidra) in
southern Norway (Figure 1).

The Mesolithic hatchets can be divided into
three main morphological groups; simple, cross-
and starshaped hatchets, with a wide variety
of idiosyncratic features. While the cross and
starshaped hatchets are primarily a southwestern
and western Norwegian phenomenon, we shall
here focus on the simple hatchets, to which
the Kirkehavn hatchet belongs. Distribution
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Figure 1: Map of south and southwest Norway. The location of the mentioned find spots. Location of Kirkehavn
hatchet (star), the ritual site Hummervikholmen (circle) and the ritual deposition Botne Il (circle) on overview map.
The boxes on the overview map indicate Hummervikholmen (east) and Kirkehavn (west). Map by Kristoffer R.

Rantala, IAK, NTNU.
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analyses (Gréslund 1962; Glerstad 1999, Skér
2003; Flottum Westgaard 2020) have uncovered
a main distribution pattern where simple hatchets
are dominating in southeastern, southern, and
central Norway. A recent analysis (Flottum
Westgaard 2020, appendix 1b) has, however,
demonstrated a presence of simple hatchets
along the coast as far north as Troms. In Sweden
the simple hatchets are concentrated along
the Swedish west coast from Vistergotland to
the Norwegian Border in Bohusldn, but also
have a thinner distribution along the many
watercourses reaching towards the east coast of
Central Sweden. Most often hatchets are made
from ground stone, but some are made of bone
or antler. In the few cases where they can be
directly or indirectly dated, they have a wide
chronological frame, earlier assumed to be from
app 8500-6800 cal BP (Skér 2003: 67). Even
though many are broken particularly through the
shaft hole, other signs of use are not consistent
with a particular set of work operations. These
tools resemble procession weapons rather than
part of a working toolkit. Examples of stone
hatchets resembling the Kirkehavn tool are
known from Aust-Agder. The simple hatchet
from Gjerstad (Gjessing 1945:222, fig. 69 no.
2) is one example; however, this tool was made
from a soft limestone. The present simple hatchet
represents the oldest directly dated example of
this type of artefact (Nymoen and Skar 2011).
The Scandinavian hatchets are frequently
polished and decorated, not seldom carrying
anthropomorphic traits. Complete hatchets are
rarely found in settlement deposits, but more
often as stray finds often in association with the
sea, fjords or watercourses and have potentially
played a role in connection with ritual activity
(Glerstad 1999; 2010). At the Botne II site in
Rogaland, peat layers dated between 8368—7428
cal BP (UA-2631, T-10760, T10761, UA-2630,
T10759) produced eight fragments representing
all three morphological types of hatchets made
from stone (Glerstad 1999:40). The deposition in
several stratigraphic layers and the date ranges
indicate episodic acts. From the damage and
lack of use-wear on the majority of the tools,
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Glorstad (1999:42) concluded that the artefacts
were likely intentionally destroyed and thrown
into the bog by an estuary. Based on a landscape
archaeological analysis Glerstad (2010) noted
a remarkable co-occurrence in eastern and
southern Norway during the Late Mesolithic
between hatchets, Nostvet axes, late Mesolithic
rock art and water (Glerstad 1999:45; Glerstad
2010:226). He interprets these landscape-rooms
and the association to waterways as essential
for understanding the integration of the late
Mesolithic world both in terms of practical
communication, hunting and fishing and in a
cosmological sense where the water is perceived
as a medium to communicate with the worlds
of spirits and ancestors for example through
offerings or by creating rock carvings as portals
to the spiritual world. In the late Mesolithic
southeastern context, the elk is ascribed a
pivotal meaning both as a motive in rock art
and as a very important food resource (Glorstad
2010:226-234). Glerstad develops his line of
reasoning to interpret the shapes of the antlers
from this favored animal and prey to be mirrored
in the shapes of the hatchets, thus melding the
founding powers and virility of the ancestor and
the elk as one gestalt into the hatchets and later
into the carvings. From the dates available at the
time, Glorstad sees the two material expressions,
the hatchets and the rock carvings, to follow in
chronological succession and being associated
with a change in structure of authority from
big-men to seniors.

The age of the Kirkehavn simple hatchet
(9884-9480 cal BP) and its particular context
sparked an interest in following up on Glerstad’s
initial interpretation and to investigate the raw
material from which the tool was made. Was
this a reminder that big game hunting of cervids
carried a particular meaning to the otherwise
maritime adapted foragers, as he had suggested?!

1 An early ocular inspection of the Kirkehavn hatchet
by osteologist Professor Anne Karin Hufthammer,
University of Bergen, Department of Natural History,
determined the artefact to likely be produced from elk
antler.
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Or could the raw material give other clues of
interest?

Demography and cultural change

To contextualize the Kirkehavn hatchet we will
in this paragraph describe aspects of contem-
porary demographic and cultural change that
are presently discussed. Recent studies of
ancient DNA (aDNA) from some of the oldest
human remains in coastal Europe, represented
by amongst others the ritual deposit of human
individuals at Hummervikholmen dated to c.
9500 cal BP thus overlapping with the date of
the Kirkehavn hatchet, have sustained that the
individuals represented genetic admixture and
contact between populations deriving from the
Russian mainland (eastern hunter gatherers
- EHG) and the initial pioneer population in
Western Scandinavia (western hunter gatherers
— WHGQG) (Giinther et al. 2018). The finds derive
from a submerged site by a small island in Segne
on the southern Norwegian coast, less than 100
km east of Kirkehavn.

The influx of new people into Norway has
been seen to coincide with a technological
shift introducing complex compound tools
based on a specialized production of narrow
blades and microblades (Damlien et al. 2018).
Through contextual analysis of dated sites and
lithic technologies from before 9500 BP on
the Scandinavian Peninsula and nearby areas
in Finland, Russia and Denmark, Manninen
et al. (2021) manage to throw a more detailed
light on migration events, periods of cultural
co-existence between the two groups and social
transmission of knowledge during a period of c.
1000 years of co-existence along the northern
coastline of the Scandinavian peninsula and
adjacent areas in Russia. This period is assumed
to be followed by a dispersion of groups carrying
a new and common cultural tradition southward
into the central and southern parts of the Scandi-
navian peninsula from c. 10 300 cal BP and
onwards. It is likely that this trail of west- and
southbound human dispersal took place in pulses
along several trajectories as the Fennoscandian
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ice sheet gradually melted (Damlien et al. 2018;
Kashuba et al. 2019; Manninen et al. 2021).
Other aspects indicating societal change are
the recurring settlement documented through
more permanent house types and longer stays
on settlement sites (Fretheim 2017) as well as
consistent regional distributions patterns of raw
material from known outcrops (Nyland 2016).
Both aspects point towards a beginning regiona-
lization and regional belonging during this
period of the middle Mesolithic. Simultaneously,
diversification of foraging strategies has been
recorded as an accelerating process throughout
the late early Mesolithic to the middle Mesolithic
(Damlien 2016; Skar and Breivik 2018, Boethius
2018; Mansrud and Persson 2018; Nilsson et al.
2018). Even if a common denominator during
this period is repeated returns to base localities
with stable marine resources along the coast, the
particularly strong marine adaption that has been
documented from the Hummervikholmen indivi-
duals is so far only documented in the oldest
deposits of the mentioned settlement context
at Huseby Klev. Stable isotope analysis of the
Hummervikholmen individuals indicates an
intake of more than 80% marine protein deriving
from the highest trophic levels, as for example in
seal. This has not been documented from other
areas than the south coast in Norway (Skar et
al. 2016; Giinther et al. 2018, suppl.), and may
therefore represent a regional pattern, but such a
conclusion rest on a limited Norwegian record.

The finding and investigation of the Kirkehavn
site

The hatchet from Kirkehavn was found by a
local fisherman during dredging of a peat layer
in the shallow water zone from the harbor floor at
Kirkehavn, a fishing harbor on the island of Hidra
on the south coast of Norway. The hatchet is 293
mm long with a symmetrical shaft hole 25 mm in
diameter for attaching to a handle (Figure 2). The
sides and the slightly curved upper surface are
decorated with a geometric pattern of lines and
notches. Measured from the shaft-hole one end is
longer and has a rounded neck while the opposite,
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Figure 2. The Kirkehavn simple hatchet of whale bone. Drawing by Tone Strenger (with permission).

shorter end of the hatchet is polished to a sharp
transverse edge. Line decoration is common on
these types of artefacts, but any exact match has
not been found in other Norwegian material.
During a short survey of the site in Kirkehavn
in the autumn of 1997 a peat layer was observed
extending from land at 0.5-1.5 m depth. Much
of this layer had been removed by dredging.
A profile was excavated in 1998 to date the
peat. The results showed the peat to be much
younger than the artefact. A sample from the
base of the peat was dated to 3454-3205 cal
BP (20, Beta-116096), while the top of the
peat was dated as 2779-2409 cal BP (20,
Beta-116097). The peat layer at Kirkehavn can
therefore be a marine peat (Sollesnes and Feegri
1951), but no palynological analysis has been
carried out. The fishing harbor of Kirkehavn
was established in 1990 and no archaeological
underwater survey was conducted prior to the
dredging operations, which removed as much

as 70-80% of the original peat layer from 1.5
m to 6 m depth. Despite unclarity regarding the
exact provenience of the hatchet in the marine
deposits, the hatched would have derived from
layers no deeper than the maximum extent of the
dredging c. -6 meters. The post-glacial regression
minimum on Hidra outside Flekkefjord would
be somewhere between -7 meters (Preboreal/
Boreal) on Lista to the east (Midtbe et al. 2000)
and -10 meters (Preboreal) by Egersund to the
west (Presch-Danielsen 1997). As mentioned
earlier the exact shoreline displacement for this
area is not established, although it is clear that
the hachet dates to shortly after the regression
minimum (Romundset et al. 2015: 395, fig.
6B). It is thus possible that the artefact was
originally deposited on land, in shallow water
close to the sea, or directly close to the shore
in the sea. This area was transgressed during
the Atlantic transgression (c. 7700 cal BP) to
remain inundated and later overgrown with the
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mentioned peat that has served to protect the
artefact.

Analysing the hatchet - methods

Age determination

A sample of the hatchet has previously been
radiocarbon dated by accelerator mass spectro-
metry (AMS), which resulted in an uncorrected
C age of 8980+75 years before present and an
associated 6'°C value of -16.6 %o (TUa-1583).
Based on the species identification (see below),
we calibrated this “C date and corrected for
marine reservoir effect using a AR value of
7+11 yr, which is recommended for organisms
living in the surface waters of the open North
Atlantic during the Holocene (Mangerud et al.
20006). This was performed using the Calib 7.0.2
program with Marinel3 correction (Stuiver
and Reimer 1993, Reimer et al. 2009). Unless
otherwise stated, all terrestrial and lab referenced
dates reported in the text are in calibrated ages
(Oxcal 4.4 using the IntCal20 calibration curve;
Reimer et al. 2020).

Species identification

In order to determine the species from which
the bone hatchet was made, we sampled about
40 mg of bone powder which was drilled out
from the interior side of the shaft hole. DNA
was extracted from this powder using a modified
version of the Qiagen DNeasy Blood and Tissue
Kit protocol (as described in Bjornstad and Reed
2010) at a dedicated clean-lab at NMBU Faculty
of Veterinary Medicine. Several precautions
were taken to ensure amplification of authentic
DNA from the sample (e.g. Cooper and Poinar
2000). All equipment and working surfaces were
cleaned using sodium hypochlorite, ethanol and
UV-light. Drilling and extraction were performed
in a designated lab that is physically separated
from post-PCR laboratories, and where modern
material of relevant species had never been
present. Lab coats and breathing masks were
used, and gloves were changed frequently. The
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outer surface of the sample was removed before
drilling of the bone powder. Blank extractions
or PCR controls were used in each reaction and
the DNA sequences were replicated from three
different PCRs.

PCR amplifications were done using two
different primer pairs that amplify different parts
of the mitochondrial 16S rRNA gene. For this we
used the “16Smam” primers (Taylor 1996), and
the primer pair “N16S3” (5’- CGAGGGTTT-
TACTGTCTCTTACTTCC-3"/5’-AAGCTCCA-
TAGGGTCTTCTCG-3’) which was originally
made to identify Scandinavian ungulates from
highly degraded DNA. The PCR was carried
out in 25 pL volumes using 8uL of the DNA
extracts, 0.625 U of Pfu-Turbo Hotstart DNA
Polymerase (Stratagene), 2.5 ul 10xPfu buffer,
12.5 pmol of each primer, 2.5 pg bovine serum
albumin (Sigma) and 200 uM of each ANTP. The
PCR protocol was 2 min denaturation at 95°C
followed by 46 cycles of 30 s denaturation at
95°C, 60 s annealing at 50°C, 60 s of extension
at 72°C, and a final extension step of 10 min at
72°C. Amplified PCR products (inspected on gel)
were cleaned using ExoSAP-IT (USB). Sanger
sequencing of both strands was performed using
BigDye terminator cycle sequencing kit v.1.1
on an ABI 3100 automated sequencer (Applied
Biosystems). All sequences were inspected and
aligned by eye with aid of Proseq 2.91 (Filatov
2002), and in order to identify the species the
finished sequences were put through a nucleotide
BLAST search (Zhang et al. 2000) via GenBank
and the National Center for Biotechnology
Information (NCBI). Based on these results,
the sequences were compared with published
sequences of modern Balaenidae (Milinkovitch
et al. 1994; Arnason et al. 2004; 2018; Sasaki
et al. 2005; Nyhus et al. 2016; Allwood et al.
2018).

Results

Dating

The corrections and calibration of the C date
resulted in a calibrated age of 9884-9480 cal
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Specimen

Bane hatchet
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Figure 3. Comparison of the 92 bp long mtDNA sequence (using the 16Smam primers) from the Kirkehavn hatchet (on top) with published sequences of

modern Balaenidae. This includes eight individuals of Balaena mysticetus, two individuals of Eubalaena glacialis, one individual of Eubalaena australis and one

individual of Eubalaena japonicus. Variable sites that differ from the hatchet are highlighted. Figure: Jargen Rosvold.
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BP (using 26 ranges). This date places the find
within the Early Holocene and the first phase of
the Middle Mesolithic (MM1).

DNA analysis

Reproducible sequences were obtained
from both primer sets, with no indications of
any contaminations (i.e. none of the control
samples produced any amplified PCR products).
The “N16S3” primers produced a 52 bp long
working sequence (TTAATCAGTGAAATT-
GACCTCCCCGTGAAGAGGCGGGGATAA-
TAAAATAAGA) thatidentified the bone to likely
originate from a whale, while the “16Smam”
primers produced a 92 bp long working
sequence (GCACAAAAAACCCTCCGAGT-
GATTAAAGCCTAGGCCCACTAGCCAAAG-
CATAATATCACTTATTGATCCAATCTTTT-
GATCAACGGAACAAGQ) that further identified
the bone (Ident.: 100%, E-value: 3e™, Query
cover 100%, Total score: 171) to belong to
either a bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus)
or a northern right whale (Eubalaena glacialis).
Further inspection of the results show that the
sequence is identical to all published sequences
of modern bowhead whales, as well as a large
sample of sequences from ancient bowhead
whale bones (Grond et al. 2019). The sequence
generally differs by one or two bases from the
closely related right whales (Eubalaena spp.),
but one sample of a modern northern right
whale (MF459656, Allwood et al. 2018) differs
from the others and is identical to the bowhead
whales. This result is in line with the previous
33C value from the “C analysis, which indicates
a marine diet (Figure 3). No work has previously
been done on whales at the laboratory, thus it is
highly unlikely that the identification is the result
of contamination.

Discussion

Whaling or scavenging?

The Hidra hatchet was made from the bone of a
Balaenidae whale, most likely a bowhead whale,
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but potentially a northern right whale. Bowhead
whale is a large circumpolar arctic species that
is generally associated with the pack ice (Curry
and Brownell 2014). Several Late Glacial bones
of bowheads have been found in southern
Scandinavia, and the North Sea area seems to
have been a good habitat for bowheads during
the Late Pleistocene (Aaris-Serensen et al. 2010;
Foote et al. 2013; Wiig et al. 2019). During
the Pleistocene-Holocene transitions, however,
their distributions shifted far northwards (Foote
et al. 2013; Wiig et al. 2019), along with the
rapidly warmer sea temperatures and retreating
sea ice (Moros et al. 2004; Risebrobakken et
al. 2010). At the time of the Hidra hatchet,
southern Norway would have been outside of
the normal range of bowheads, but bone finds in
Denmark of various Holocene ages indicate that
these seas experienced occasional stray animals
(Aaris-Serensen et al. 2010). The closely related,
and morphologically very similar, northern right
whale might have been more common at that
time, but bone finds of this species are also rare
(Aaris-Serensen et al. 2010; Foote et al. 2013;
Wiig et al. 2019).

Historically the bowheads and northern right
whales were both included among the “right
whales” (similarly “retthval” in Norwegian), a
group of whales that were particularly sought
after by whalers due to being large and relatively
easy to hunt and handle, as they swim relatively
slowly and usually float after they are killed.
Bowhead whale hunting, using small boats and
throwing harpoons, is well known from arctic
North America and Greenland and is likely a
very old tradition (Seersholm et al. 2016). Such a
large whale represents a rich supply of resources
of meat, bone, baleen and particularly large
amounts of blubber. The knowledge of hunting
such types of whales might thus have been well
known, and the catch could be the result of
hunting a straggler, but it is also possible that the
hatchet was made from material harvested from
a stranded whale.
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Cultural contextualisation of the Hidra hatchet

How can the Hidra hatchet be understood in its
context in the early middle Mesolithic of newly
introduced or developed cultural traditions in
western Scandinavia? A general review of other
aspects of material culture manifestations helps
fill in the picture and illustrate innovations and
cultural changes that are introduced during the
approximately 500-1000 years from the first
transformation observed in change of archery
and cutting tools (Skar 2022). These changes
may have been introduced as a result of cultural
encounters and influx of people.

In the context of the Hidra hatchet it is
particularly relevant to draw on contemporary
depictions of whales (Figure 4). Depictions of

Figure 4. c. 10 000 years old polished rock art at Lei-
knes | in Nordland, displaying a 7.63 m long whale. By
permission from Trond Ladgen.



Skar, Rosvold og Nymoen

whales are together with cervides and birds the
most common marine motives in arctic/northern
rock art that exist from Central Norway and
further north (Sognnes 1999; Steberglokken
2016:89). Many depictions of whales also further
to the south have been dated by shoreline displa-
cement to the late Mesolithic and later (Mikkelsen
1977; Steberglokken 2016). However, some
of the polished rock art in Northern Norway
illustrating whales are in fact contemporary with
the Hidra hatchet. A relatively large amount of
the polished rock art has been shoreline dated
to the period between 11 200 and 9000 cal BP
(Gjerde 2010:386, fig. 275), even though the
precision of dating rock art by shoreline displa-
cement may be estimated there are indications
that several of the Northern Norwegian sites
predate the cultural transformations happening
around 9500 cal BP. The naturalistic polished art
found in the Ofoten and Steigen areas illustrate
different types of prey for a marine adapted
population as does the recently found umiak-
like boat from Valle, - a vital part of the marine
foraging technology (Gjerde 2021). The rock art
sites have been taken to represent arenas of ritual
practice for the pioneer groups that first arrived
in this landscape (Gjerde 2021). The interpre-
tation of the role of rock art as a material culture
expression is challenging but can most directly
be associated with myths, illustrations of hunting
scenes and communication with the other world
in a context of rite of passage (Gjerde 2010).
A 7.63 m long whale from Leiknes I in Ofoten
is shoreline dated to between 10 000 and 9000
cal BP (Gjerde 2011, fig.5). Even though we are
missing contemporary hunter gatherer imagery
illustrating whales in the vicinity of the southern
coast in Norway, there is hardly any doubt that
the knowledge of whale-hunting and scavenging
of stranded whales as well as the materiality and
extraordinary richness of such a “catch” must
have been well known to the contemporary
coastal population.

The rumor of a caught or stranded bowhead
whale — an animal from which old tales were told
- would have attracted relatives and associates
within a hunter gatherer network from far away
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and would likely have caused feasting and
provisioning for quite some time. The making
of a procession weapon like the hatchet from
remnant of the whale may have been a manifes-
tation of power over the “catch” and a symbol
of the ability of the owner to communicate with
the other world. Whether the hatchet from Hidra
was intentionally deposited in the sea or in a
shallow lake close to the sea is a possibility. As
material culture remains hatchets and early rock
art share the common landscape denominator of
being localized close to the sea and as suggested
by Glerstad (1999) may signify ritual landscapes
where rites of passage may have taken place
during the Mesolithic. The oldest of the arctic
rock carvings are so far the oldest archaeologi-
cally observed manifestations of ritual practices
in Mesolithic Norway. The most recent models
of co-existence and social interaction between
culturally diverse groups in the Fennoscandian
area (Manninen et al. 2021) reach back to 11 600
cal BP on the northern and northeastern coast of
Finnmark. According to this model the culturally
and biologically mixed groups gradually
progressed towards the central and southern parts
of the Scandinavian peninsula following both an
inland and a coastal route to reach the Ofoten
area before 10 000 cal BP. The earliest Arctic
rock art could thus hypothetically be related to
cultural encounters and a need to renegotiate
social structures and access to resources.

Conclusion

The contemporaneity of several phenomena
indicating societal changes like the changes
in lithic technology, the evidence gained from
aDNA on human remains strongly indicating
an eastern migration (Glinther et al. 2018), the
reporting of ritual deposition of humans (Skar et
al. 2016), early stages of imagery in rock art and
the appearance and ritual deposition of persona-
lized equipment like the Hidra hatchet suggests
that the early middle Mesolithic is a dynamic era
involving comprehensive societal transforma-
tions. The oldest rock carvings, human burials/
deposits and sacrifices of prestigious tools may
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be understood as modes of engagement with the
landscape that upheld the cosmographical order,
by marking and maintaining different categories
of place during a period of major societal changes
(Briick 1995). Despite a fragmented archaeolo-
gical record from the middle Mesolithic there
seems to be clear indications that rituals took new
and more visible shapes, as illustrated here, and
much earlier than previously suggested. Paired
with indications of regionality both observed in
settlement (Fretheim 2017) and in raw-material
extraction and distribution (Nyland 2016), the
conditions for particular political and social roles
of power to emerge would likely have been good,
leading to more complex stratified societies and
rituals related to reproduction and renegotiation
of the social structure, as well as the right to
access particular resources in which the leader
in possession of the hatchet played a central role.
The Hidra hatchet predates the Botne context
by more than 1000-1500 years thus underlining
the early introduction and long-lived tradition of
producing this type of procession artefact. Seen
in a context of the broad spectrum of material
culture indications of major cultural change the
hatchet from Hidra and the nearby ritual site on
Hummervikholmen indicate a beginning on the
southern coast of the establishment of stratified
hunter gatherer societies with a need to manifest
social territories, a development that progresses
to throughout the Mesolithic.

Without the few but very important archaeo-
logical sites where the organic record is good, we
miss out on crucial aspects of prehistoric societal
development. In this article the inundated sites
along the southern coast have played an important
part, there are a few other Mesolithic contexts of
varying kind from which we have for example
human remains (Schiilke 2022). They are all of
the greatest importance. Still, compared to other
areas of the Scandinavian and Baltic seas (e.g.
Moe Astrup 2019; Hansson et al. 2018; Gross et
al. 2018; Nilsson et al. 2018) we have in Norway
had very little focus on the richness and crucial
importance of the sub-merged record to push
archaeological knowledge production ahead.
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Summary

Submerged archaeological sites from the early Holocene,
along the south-western and western Norwegian coastline
are important sources of new information about stone-age
human populations and coastal adaptation. In this article we
present a Mesolithic hatchet made of bone that was found at
the harbor floor at Kirkehavn in southern Norway in 1997.
While radiocarbon dating proved this hatchet to be the oldest
directly dated in Scandinavia (9884-9480 cal BP), aDNA
analysis has identified the species from which this hatchet
was made as either bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus) or
northern right whale (Eubalaena glacialis). The deposit of the
hatchet must be understood in light of other contemporary
ritual deposits along the south coast of Norway like the sub-
merged Middle Mesolithic ritual site at Hummervikholmen
and the cultural transformations taking place during this
time. The result supplements the tale of new introductions
in cultural practice and in material culture concurrently
indicating the introduction of more complex hunter gatherer
societies, while the distinctly marine adaptation continued on
this part of the coast.
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