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Vidra Type Axes Revisited: 
The State of Research Nearly Two Decades Later

Cristian Eduard Ștefan

Abstract: In the last third of the 5th millennium BC, a rather interesting item begins production in the 
workshops of the Eneolithic craftsmen, namely the Vidra type axe. It emerges to the north and south of the 
Danube in various contexts, domestic, cult or burial-related, exhibiting similar shapes, yet different lengths and 
weights and is believed the most sophisticated creation of the period in the field of metalworking. We attempt 
here to clarify their possible functions in the context of increased metalworking activities by late Eneolithic: 
weapons, power and status marks, metal hoarding forms? It is possible that once with the population growth 
and extended competition for resources there also occur physical confrontations between the social Eneolithic 
groups? It this item suitable for use as weapon? 

Keywords: metalworking; axe; Vidra type; Gumelnița; Cucuteni.

Introduction 
In a study published almost two decades ago, we attempted to update the information on an 

interesting type of item of the late Eneolithic, namely the Vidra type axe. We noted then that the 
item type spread in the Gumelnița and Cucuteni environments, with only a few exemplars present 
in farther areas, likely “imports” to respective areas. Intuitively and in accordance with the available 
literature of the time, we succeeded to collect data on forty-three examples of the type, present to the 
north and south of the Danube, in both domestic and burial contexts1.

In this brief contribution we propose to upgrade the data corpus on Vidra type axes, also including 
the most recent finds as well as the exemplars not included in the 2008 study, further discussing such 
novel data.

Newly discovered/published exemplars
A relatively recent and spectacular find is represented by the Polkovnik Taslakovo hoard, near the 

city of Dulovo, in the Silistra province. Twenty-two copper items were discovered there accidentally, 
of which eighteen flat axes, a Pločnik type axe and three of type Vidra2. The Vidra axes are of different 
weights (501, 404, respectively 443 grams) and different maximum lengths (15.5, 15.7, respectively 
16.4 cm)3. Moreover, one of the Vidra axes has also been tested elementally (97% Cu, with traces of 
Pb, Fe, Al, Si, Sn and Ag)4.

Another interesting hoard consisting of a Vidra type axe and a bracelet was discovered at Lișmănița, 
Darabani commune, Botoșani County. The axe was cast by the lost wax method, in a closed mould, and 
has a maximum length of 13.4 cm, weighing 361 grams. The bracelet is sized 7 x 8.8 cm and weighs 116 
gr, namely approximately a third of the axe weight and also benefited of a spectral test5. 

A hoard composed of an Vidra type axe and a bracelet, entirely similar to that of Lișmănița was 
discovered at Călărași, in the Republic of Moldova. Unfortunately, further details are missing, the axe 
being used as example in a discussion about a different find6.

1   Ștefan 2008, 79-88, Fig. 1-3.
2   Chernakov 2018, 7, Fig. 8-9.
3   Chernakov 2018, 3, Tab. 2.
4   Chernakov 2018, 10, Tab. 3.
5   Mareș 2012, 301-302, Pl. 11/2397, 40/2398, 64/2397, 81/2398.
6   Dergachev, Parnov 2022, 30, Fig. 20, 21. R
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Another interesting hoard was identified at Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, nearby the tell of Bereketska 
mogila, at ca. 500 m westwards. Two Vidra type axes were found one on top of the other, covered by 
the scattered fragments of an additional metal object. One of the axes had a maximum length of 19 
cm and weighed 1000 grams7.

An older find, of Dragoman-Slivnica, Bulgaria, is represented by a hoard composed of two Pločnik 
type axes and one of type Vidra8. Although Todorova framed the Vidra type axe in the class of Pločnik 
axes, B variation, its shape and general appearance clearly ascribe it to type Vidra, like in fact very well 
noted in the academic literature9.

A copper axe of Vidra type was discovered during the recent archaeological excavations conducted 
in the tell at Geangoești-Hulă, Dâmbovița County. The specimen has a maximum length of 16 cm 
and weighs 590 grams. It was discovered in a house from one of the upper levels of the Gumelnița 
settlement, a radiocarbon sample taken from this level indicating a value of 5352±30 BP, which, in 
2-sigma calibration means 4322-4055 cal BC10. Another exemplar was discovered in the tell type 
settlement of Gărăgău-Măgura din Luncă/Măgura din Islaz, Vârtoape commune, Teleorman County, 
however no further details are known except for a photo11. At Provadia-Solnitsata, in Bulgaria, was 
discovered a Vidra type axe associated with a biconical cup, which was interpreted as a possible 
cenotaph12. Other details are not provided.

A series of isolate finds are also worthy of attention, therefore, we shall review these below. One 
find was yielded at Sadovec, in Bulgaria, by a Sălcuța-Krivodol settlement. The item is slim, with a 
maximum length of 15.7 cm and weight of 283 grams13. At Coțofenii din Dos-Cetatea Jidovilor, in the 
well-known La Tène site, there was discovered an item in the same class, whose maximum length was 
of 12.8 cm and weight of 312 grams. Since the axe was found in La Tène milieu, the authors of the 

7   Ivanov, Avramova 2007, 144, Fig. 3, 4.
8   Todorova 1981, 35-36, cat. No. 93, 94 and 100, Taf. 6/93, 94, 100.
9   Vulpe 1975, 23, note 12; Băjenaru, Ridiche 2013, 116, Fig. 1/2.
10   Ilie 2020, 487-499, Pl. II, III.
11   Spiru 2014, 101, 185, photo 25; Pătrașcu 2002, 22.
12   Nikolov et al. 2013, 79.
13   Pernicka et al. 1997, 72, Fig. 10/5; Băjenaru, Ridiche 2013, 116.

Fig. 1. Diffusion area of Vidra type axes (red arrow – settlements/houses; white arrow – sanctuary; 
blue triangle – graves; white square – hoards; yellow pin – isolate finds).
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study assumed rightfully, that it was discovered during this period, preserved and abandoned during 
the same period in respective site14.

Another item of the type was identified by chance at Cerchejeni, Sulița commune, Botoșani County, 
on the site known as Tăblița or Movila la Fundu Viei. Its maximum length is of 15.7 cm, while the 

14   Băjenaru, Ridiche 2013, 115, Fig. 1/1.

Fig. 2. Diffusion area of Vidra type axes in Gumelnița-Karanovo VI (red arrow – settlements/houses; 
blue triangle – graves; white square – hoards; yellow pin – isolate finds).

Fig. 3. Diffusion area of Vidra type axes in Cucuteni-Tripolie (red arrow – settlements/houses; 
white arrow – sanctuary; white square – hoards; yellow pin – isolate finds).
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weight is unknown15. A last item that we report, the most recent of which we are aware, was discovered 
fortuitously near Valea Frumoasă village, Buzău County. The axe has a slim body, a maximum length 
of 17.2 cm and a weight of 292 grams. The metal composition analysis revealed a percentage of 98.33 
Cu, with other small percentages of Si, P, Cr, Fe and Ni. One may argue that part of the so-called isolate 
exemplars, especially those discovered in highlands, were intentionally hoarded16.

Discussions 
The diffusion area of this item type comprises mainly areas where pottery styles Cucuteni-

Tripolie and Gumelnița-Karanovo 
VI had spread, however there are 
a few specimens outside these 
areas, evidence that long distance 
trade exchanges occurred (Fig. 
1-3). Since the type is rather 
heterogeneous, we are likely 
dealing with the dissemination of 
the item’s representation system 
among Copper Age metalworkers. 
We also note that information was 
compiled over the course of time, 
from the few items discussed by 
Vulpe in 1975, across our map in 
2008 until that of today (Fig. 1).

With regards to the maximum 
length of the items, which could be 
documented for only forty-five of 
the specimens, it varies between 
10.2 and 24.7 cm (Fig. 4). Because 
we had access to a wider range of 
information, especially on the 
more recently discovered items, 
we may now specify the weight of 
some of these specimens, which 
varies between 283 and 1724 
grams (Fig. 5).

From the point of absolute 
chronology, we noted in the 2008 
study that many of the Vidra 
type axes were discovered in 
contexts belonging to phase B1 
of the Gumelnița culture and A3 
of the Cucuteni culture, namely, 
widely, to the last third of the 5th 
millennium BC17. This is still valid 
in the current state of research 
and is rather reinforced by the 
new advances in the absolute 
dating of late Eneolithic in south-
eastern Europe. We mentioned 
above the absolute date of the 

15   Mareș 2002, 204, Pl. 14/6; Mareș 2012, 269, Pl. 12/2391, 64/2291.
16   Munteanu et al. 2020, 62, Pl. II.
17   Ștefan 2008, 79.

Fig. 4. Item maximum lengths.

Fig. 5. Item weights.
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Geangoești late levels, which comprise, among other items, also a Vidra type axe (see infra). On the 
other hand, phase A3 of the Cucuteni culture is well delimited from the point of view of absolute 
dating, approximately between 4350-4150 BC18.

From the point of view of the find contexts (Fig. 6), we note that Vidra type axes are present 
in the Varna cemetery, particularly in cenotaph graves, which evidences the rather special symbolic 
importance of this item type19. Some of these graves are quite lavishly furnished, further emphasizing 
the importance, by association, of Vidra type axes. We consider here Gr. 4, for instance, which contains 
golden objects, other items of copper, an idol en violon, a gold painted vessel, a jade chisel, long flint 
blades, etc20. North the Danube, this item type is present in settlements/houses, hence in rather domestic 
contexts. A possible exception is represented by the axe in the Cucuteni A2 feature of Mărgineni-
Cetățuia, interpreted as sanctuary. The item was lodged in the floor and covered by the collapsed walls, 
being associated with other objects, like for instance Cucuteni A2 pottery fragments, a possible clay 
idol, but also an anthropomorphic 
head provided with a circular 
pedestal21.

Part of the Vidra axes is found 
in hoards (Dragoman-Slivnica, 
Stara Zagora, Polkovnik Taslakovo, 
Lișmănița and Călărași). Their 
structure indicates either their 
association with other axe type or 
other object types, like for instance 
bracelets. The composition of the 
Dragoman-Slivnica and Polkovnik 
Taslakovo hoards evidences at 
least the partial contemporaneity 
of the Vidra and Pločnik axe 
types, as previously believed22. 
The almost identical structure of 
the Lișmănița and Călărași hoards 
(axe and bracelet) is striking, 
the Lișmănița bracelet weighing 
approximately a third of the axe weight. This may be indicative of possible standards or incipient 
measurement units, however such hypothesis cannot be surely substantiated in this state of research.

It is possible, as noted elsewhere23, that at least a part of the isolate finds of Vidra type axes 
represents intentional hoarding. The find at Lunca Frumoasă, on a slope of a rocky terrain, could 
evidence a possible offering24. This may also be valid for the item at Cerchejeni or the Lișmănița hoard, 
however supporting arguments are missing, which makes it difficult to accept this hypothesis without 
reservations.

A question with a rather difficult answer is whether this item type is suitable for use as weapon. 
It is possible that some of the Vidra type axes had also fulfilled this role in the context of possible 
rivalries or conflicts for resources among the Eneolithic communities by the Lower Danube by late 5th 
millennium BC. Some “battle axes” in Corded Ware environments of later date, present within graves 
(Steenwijkerwold, the Netherlands for instance) or depicted on burial stelae (Trento, Italy) do not 
differ morphologically very much from some Vidra type axes, like that of “Sibiu”25. Nevertheless, until 
conclusive evidence is found in this respect, the issue remains open to debate.

18   Popovici, Drașovean 2020, 367-368.
19   Ștefan 2008, 83-84, cat. no. 28, 30-33, 36, 37, 39, 40.
20   Ivanov 1988, 51-52, Abb. 21-24.
21   Monah 2012, 54, Fig. 3/4; 5.
22   Vulpe 1975, 23, note 12.
23   Munteanu et al. 2020, 62.
24   Munteanu et al. 2020, 61. 
25   Compare Vulpe 1975, 22, cat.no. 27, Taf. 3/27 with Guilane, Zammit 2005, Fig. 44 and Pl. 22.

Fig. 6. Context of Vidra type axes.
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Conclusions
The Vidra type axe is one of the most sophisticated creations of the Eneolithic period in south-

eastern Europe. Most likely, it is an innovation of the artisans in the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI cultural 
area, possible south of the Danube, later diffused northwards, in the Cucuteni-Tripolie communities. 
It is a rather heterogeneous type, two types (long and short)26 being established north the Danube 
and three variations (A, B and C)27 to the south of the Danube. Furthermore, exemplars that could be 
weighed indicate a rather wide weight range. 

A possible future project related to this beautiful item might consider the draft of photos and 
drawings of all available specimens in a unitary system (together with their accurate measuring and 
weighing). Also, sampling the items and determining the origin of the raw material with the aid of Pb 
isotopes, could establish, even though partially, the routes of the Vidra type axes circulation between 
the Eneolithic communities by the Lower Danube.

Cristian Eduard Ștefan 
The “Vasile Pârvan” Institute of Archaeology, 
Bucharest, RO
cristarh_1978@yahoo.com
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