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Abstract - In January 2012, by sifting through the Gravettian lithic assemblage from the open air site Steinacker at the 
Archäologisches Landesmuseum Baden-Württemberg, Dienststelle Rastatt, one of us (L.M.) came across a hitherto unpub-
lished triangular sandstone with a deep groove (Fig. 1), interpreted here as shaft smoother. Given the rarity of such objects in 
the archaeological record, this note provides a description of the object despite its nature as surface find, and discusses its 
potential chrono-cultural affiliation. Given that the shaft smoother from Steinacker better matches the morphological varia-
bility of Palaeolithic rather than Neolithic shaft smoothers, an assignation to the Late Glacial seems the most probable 
hypothesis. With reservations, the shaft smoother from Steinacker most likely adds to the growing body of archaeological 
remains from the highly mobile Federmesser-Gruppen in south-western Germany and is hitherto the only artefact of this type 
in southern Germany.

Zusammenfassung - Im Januar 2012, beim Sichten des Gravettien Steingeräte-Inventars des Freilandfundplatzes Steinacker im 
Archäologischen Landesmuseum Baden-Württemberg, Dienststelle Rastatt, ist einem von uns (L.M.) ein bislang unveröffentlichter 
Lesefund – ein Sandstein mit tiefer Rille - aufgefallen, den wir hier als Pfeilschaftglätter interpretieren, obwohl eine anderweitige 
Verwendung durch Rückgriff auf völkerkundliche Zusammenhänge nicht auszuschließen ist. Angesichts der Seltenheit dieser 
Fundgattung im archäologischen Befund, wird in dieser Notiz neben der Beschreibung des Pfeilschaftglätters von Steinacker, seine 
mögliche chrono-kulturelle Zuordnung diskutiert. Der Großteil der Steinacker-Sammlung ist zwar dem Gravettien zuzuordnen. Da 
uns aus dieser Zeit Pfeilschaftglätter allerdings nicht überliefert sind und die Verwendung von Pfeil und Bogen im Gravettien 
umstritten ist, ist ein solcher Kontext für diesen Fund eher unwahrscheinlich. Vielmehr scheint uns eine Zuordnung in die Zeit nach 
dem letzten Kältemaximum der letzten Eiszeit wahrscheinlicher. Obwohl ein neolithischer Zusammenhang in Erwägung gezogen 
wird, stimmt das Artefakt von Steinacker jedoch besser mit der morphologischen Variabilität der spätglazialen Pfeilschaftglätter 
überein. Die Hinterlassenschaften der hochmobilen Federmesser-Gruppen in Südwestdeutschland sind gut dokumentiert. Bei dem 
Lesefund von Steinacker handelt es sich mit Vorbehalt um den ersten Pfeilschaftglätter dieser Epoche in Süddeutschland.
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Introduction

South-western Germany presents a rich record of 
Palaeolithic human occupation extending from the 
late Middle Palaeolithic to the Federmesser-Gruppen 
(e.g. Pasda 1994, 1998; Conard et al. 2006; Kind 2003; 
Moreau 2009; Street et al. 2001). In recent years 
attention is increasingly paid to open air sites (Floss & 
Poenicke 2006; Kind 2008; Floss et al. 2012). However, 
the chrono-stratigraphic record, culture historical 
evolution, and behavioural variability of the 

Palaeolithic in this region still strongly relies on 
rockshelter and cave sites of the Swabian Jura (e.g.; 
Kind 1987; Conard & Bolus 2003; Moreau 2009; 
Weber et al. 2011; Higham et al. 2012).

Located ca. 40 km south of Freiburg im Breisgau, 
the open air site Steinacker (municipality Müllheim, 
Breisgau-Hochschwarzwald district, Baden-
Wurttemberg, Germany) is known primarily for its rich 
Gravettian occupation, with an extension of surface 
finds estimated at 50 x 60 m (Pasda 1998: 37). The site 
has been discovered in the course of intensive surveys 
in 1969-1971, followed by rescue excavations 
conducted by the Landesdenkmalamt Baden-
Württemberg under the supervision of W. Mähling in 
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30 mm in thickness (Fig. 1). The groove measures  
40 mm in length, ca. 10-12 mm in width, and 4-5 mm in 
depth. The surface of the artefact is partly red-ochre-
stained and the back seems to be affected by heating. 
Since no breakage surface(s) could be identified with 
certainty, we consider the object complete. With the 
exception of the groove, no intentional shaping traces 
are visually apparent on the surface. 

Given the grainy-abrasive characteristics of the raw 
material, in conjunction with a deep, linear groove 
with a semicircular cross-section best visible in the 
profile of the object (Fig. 1), the latter conforms to the 
definition of an artefact category commonly identified 
as “shaft smoothers” (Pfeilschaftglätter) (Bolus, 2012: 
525). Therefore, the sandstone with groove from 
Steinacker has been classified as such. 

Pleistocene shaft smoothers are mainly found in 
Western Europe and the Levante, and appear to be 
morphologically and dimensionally more varied 
compared to Holocene specimens. This being said, 
the uneven front surface; the transversal instead of 
longitudinal orientation of the groove; finally, the 
triangular morphology of the artefact from Steinacker, 
are even atypical features compared to the Palaeo-
lithic shaft smoothers known so far (summarised in 
Bolus, 2012; Riede, 2012). The closest morphological 
similarities for the small size and triangular shape of 
the Steinacker object are shown by the smaller of two 
shaft smoothers from the late glacial Rhineland site of 
Andernach-Martinsberg (Fig. 2). 

Shaft smoothers had been appearing since the 
Late Weichselian in the Old World and were still 
described in historic ethnographies from North 

the 1970́ s (Mähling 1978; Holdermann 1996; Pasda 
1998). The rich Gravettian lithic assemblage, today 
curated at the Archäologisches Landesmuseum Baden-
Württemberg, Dienststelle Rastatt, is composed of 
nearly 20,000 artefacts: ca. 10,000 surface finds (Pasda 
1998: 37), in addition to 7,540 artefacts deriving from 
excavations (Holdermann 1996). Furthermore, a 
Neolithic occupation has been recognised to slightly 
overlap with the Gravettian concentration (Mähling 
1986) and, in recent years, a limited number of Middle 
Palaeolithic lithic artefacts has been recovered in the 
course of field survey (Braun 2008) extending the 
occupation history attested at Steinacker.

In January 2012, by sifting through the lithic assem-
blage of Steinacker at the Archäologisches Landes-
museum Baden-Württemberg, Dienststelle Rastatt, 
one of us (L.M.) came across a triangular sandstone 
object with a deep groove (Fig. 1), hitherto unpub-
lished. Given the rarity of such objects in the archaeo-
logical record, this note provides a description of the 
find and discusses its potential chrono-cultural 
affiliation.

Find description 

Judging from the labelling of the box that contained 
the find, it is a surface find that derived from a 1989/90 
field survey in the area of the archaeological site of 
Steinacker. It has been given the following inventory 
number by the Archäologisches Landesmuseum 
Baden-Württemberg: ID= 1971-120-9000-1. The find 
itself consists of a triangular sandstone object 
measuring 64 mm in length, 40 mm in width, and  

Fig. 1. Steinacker. Sandstone object with groove interpreted as shaft smoother (Copyright: Archäologisches Landesmuseum Baden-
Württemberg; Photo: Matthias Hoffmann). 
Abb. 1. Steinacker. Sandstein mit Rille, hier als Pfeilschaftglätter interpretiert (Copyright: Archäologisches Landesmuseum Baden-Württemberg; 
Foto: Matthias Hoffmann).
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America (Flenniken u. Ozbun, 1988). However, due to 
its atypical character, the newly discovered shaft 
smoother from Steinacker raises the question of its 
actual function in the prehistoric past. Especially, we 

cannot exclude its function as a medium for other 
abrasive purposes, e.g. in relation with colorant 
grinding or the shaping of beads or even organic tools 
(Zimmermann 1988; Bolus 2012: 529). 

Fig. 2. Andernach-Martinsberg. Sandstone object with groove interpreted as shaft smoother (Photo: L. Moreau). 
Abb. 2. Andernach-Martinsberg. Sandstein mit Rille, hier als Pfeilschaftglätter interpretiert (Foto: L. Moreau).

Fig. 3a. Map of Europe showing the localisation of Steinacker (white dot) in the context of known Palaeolithic European sites with shaft 
smoothers (Map: Sonja Grimm). All sites reported on the map are referenced in the following table in Fig. 3b. 
Fig. 3a. Steinacker (weißer Punkt) im Kontext bekannter paläolithischer Pfeilschaftglätter Europas (Kartierung: Sonja Grimm). Angaben zu den 
jeweiligen Fundplätzen befinden sich in der nachfolgenden Tabelle in Fig. 3b. 
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site region count. find context reference

Steinacker Baden-Württemberg D Gravettian, Neolithic this contribution

Dzierżysław 35 Opolskie PL Magdalenian Ginter & Połtowicz 2007

Gouërris, Grotte de (Lespugue) Midi-Pyrénées, Haute-
Garonne F Magdalenian Rozoy 1978, Bolus 2012

La Madeleine Aquitaine, Dordogne F Magdalenian Stapert 2000, Bolus 2012

Ölknitz ( Jena) Thüringen D Magdalenian Rozoy 1978, Bolus 2012

Saaleck (Bad Kösen) Sachsen-Anhalt D Magdalenian Rozoy 1978, Bolus 2012

Kniegrotte, horizon VIII (Döbritz) Thüringen D Magdalenian - Federmesser-Gr. Rozoy 1978

Petersfels (excavation Peters) Baden-Württemberg D uncertain Mauser 1970

Varennes-lès-Mâcon Bourgogne, Saône-et-
Loire F Magdalenian - Federmesser-Gr. Bolus 2012

Kleinenbroich 52 Nordrhein-Westfalen D Magdalenian - Mesolithic Thissen 1995

Lommel Limbourg B Magdalenian - Mesolithic Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Riede 2012

Luttenberg Overijssel NL Hamburgian, Havelte Stapert 2005, Bolus 2012,  
Riede 2012

Andernach-Martinsberg 2, upper 
layer Rheinland-Pfalz D Federmesser-Gruppen Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Finsterwalde 72 Brandenburg D Federmesser-Gruppen Riede 2012

Golßen Brandenburg D Federmesser-Gruppen Rozoy 1978, Bolus 2012,  
Riede 2012

Milheeze Ib/ II? Brabant NL Federmesser-Gruppen Rozoy 1978

Niederbieber II Rheinland-Pfalz D Federmesser-Gruppen Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Rekem Vlaanderen B Federmesser-Gruppen Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Wesseling Nordrhein-Westfalen D Federmesser-Gruppen Heinen 2014

Westerkappeln A Nordrhein-Westfalen D Federmesser-Gruppen Günther 1973

Møllehøje Midtjylland DK Brommean Riede 2012

Rissen 5 Hamburg D Federmesser-Gr. - Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Le Closeau, sud RN 13, locus R (Rueil-
Malmaison)

Île-de-France, Hauts-de-
Seine F Federmesser-Gruppen - Belloisian 

(Long Blade Technology) Bodu 1998

Adendorf Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Riede 2012

Alt Duvenstedt LA 121 Schleswig-Holstein D Ahrensburgian Riede 2012

Deimern 45 Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Riede 2012

Fonds-de-Forêt Wallonie B Ahrensburgian Rozoy 1978

Geldrop 3-1 Noord Brabant NL Ahrensburgian Deeben & Rensink 2005,  
Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978

Grötsch 1 (Tagebau Jänschwalde) Brandenburg D Ahrensburgian Riede 2012

Hintersee 24 Mecklenburg- 
Vorpommern D Ahrensburgian Riede 2012

Immenbeck I Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Immenbeck II Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Riede 2012

Immenbeck III Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978

Minstedt Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Riede 2012

Rissen 11 Hamburg D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Bolus 2012, Riede 2012

Steinbeck (a.d. Luhe), Hohlortsberg Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  
Riede 2012

Stellmoor, kettle-hole, Ahrensburgian 
horizon Schleswig-Holstein D Ahrensburgian Taute 1968, Rozoy 1978,  

Riede 2012

Hollage-Pye Niedersachsen D Ahrensburgian - Neolithic Baales 1996

Hangest-sur-Somme I.2 Picardie, Somme F Belloisian (Long Blade Technology) Fagnart 1997

Fig. 3b. Table with sites reported on the map Fig. 3a. 
Fig. 3a. Tabelle mit den auf der Karte in Fig. 3a aufgeführten Fundplätzen.
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Discussion

Almost the entire lithic assemblage recovered by W. 
Mähling at Steinacker in the course of both field survey 
and excavations can be assigned to an early Gravettian, 
based on the formal tool assemblage characterized by 
Font-Robert and microgravette points (Pasda 1998: 37 
ff.; Holdermann 1996) and a typo-technological varia-
bility in conformity with the Swabian Gravettian 
(Moreau 2009, 2010). Hence, an attribution of the 
shaft smoother from Steinacker to the Gravettian time 
period cannot be excluded a priori. However, since all 
shaft smoothers deriving from a secure chrono-strati-
graphic context known so far derive from post-Late 
Glacial Maximum contexts, this hypothesis appears 
rather improbable. 

Given the absence of diagnostic Final Palaeolithic 
artefacts at Steinacker (contra Mähling 1978) and its 
near surroundings (Mähling 1986), an attribution of 
the shaft smoother from Steinacker to the Neolithic is 
the first hypothesis to be envisaged. Yet, the afore-
mentioned atypical character of the shaft smoother in 
question seems to better match the morphological 
variability of Palaeolithic than Neolithic shaft 
smoothers (see Bolus 2012). Therefore, an assignation 
to the Late Glacial seems a more probable hypothesis 
despite the lack of associated archaeological material. 
Since Ahrensburgian is not attested in southern 
Germany (contra Cziesla 1992; cf. Weber et al. 2011), 
the shaft smoother from Steinacker most likely adds to 
the growing body of archaeological remains from the 
highly mobile Federmesser-Gruppen in south-western 
Germany (e.g. Jochim 1995; Eriksen 2000; Gehlen 
2001; Street et al. 2001). 

The large majority of Palaeolithic shaft smoothers 
known tend to be distributed across northern Europe 
(Fig. 3, see also Bolus, 2012). Assuming its Palaeolithic 
attribution, the shaft smoother from Steinacker is 
hitherto the only artefact of this type from southern 
Germany.
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