
 

Stone Age glossary 

 

  



Adze 

A cutting tool shaped like an axe, used for trimming and 

shaping timber. 

 

Anthropology 

The study of humans, and how they live. 

 

Anthropomorphic 

Shaped like a person. See also figurine. 

 

Ard 

A type of simple plough that people used in the Neolithic. 

 

Archaeology 

The study of the human past from the physical remains 

they left behind.  

 

Archaeologist  

Someone who studies the human past by recovering and 

examining the physical remains left behind by people. 

Archaeologists do not only work on excavations but also in 

museums, archives, laboratories, local councils, universities, 

and heritage organisations.  

 

Artefact  

An object that has been made by humans, usually small 

enough to be carried (so not monuments or houses!). 

Examples are tools, weapons, cooking equipment, figurines, 

and jewellery.  



Awl  

A long pointy tool used for punching holes in things such as 

leather or marking wood. Prehistoric awls were often made 

of bone or antler. 

 

Barrow 

A mound of earth and stones that covers one or more 

burials.  

 

Blade (stone tool) 

A long narrow flake with sharp edges, that is at least twice 

as long as it is broad. 

 

Burin (stone tool) 

A pointed tool of flint or stone with a very sharp edge that 

can be used to work bone, antler, ivory and wood.  

 

Causewayed enclosure 

A type of Early Neolithic monument, made up of a large 

round ditch and many smaller circles of ditches inside it. 

We think they were places where people gathered for large 

feasts. 

 

Ceramic 

Something made of fired clay, for example pottery, 

figurines, tiles, or beads. 

 

 

 



Clan 

A group of people that are bound together by family or 

friendship, or necessity. 

 

Context 

Where a thing was found, and what it was found with. For 

example, the layer of soil an artefact was found in. The 

context of a find can often tell us, for example, how old the 

find is.  

 

Core (stone tool) 

The piece of flint (or other stone) that is hit to produce 

flakes and blades during flintknapping.  

 

Coprolite 

Ancient poo! By looking at this archaeologists can learn a lot 

about what people ate and how they lived. 

 

Cremation 

The practice of burning the dead either on a pyre (a sort of 

bed or platform made of wood), in a cremation pit, or 

occasionally by burning the house in which they lived. What 

was left was often then gathered up and placed in a 

container such as a pottery vessel, which was then buried. 

We still cremate people today. 

 

Crop 

A plant that is deliberately grown for human food or animal 

food (fodder).  



Cursus 

A type of Neolithic monument, which it is made up of a long 

rectangular enclosure with ditches and banks along the 

outside. We think they were used for ritual processions or 

other ceremonies. The longest cursus monument in Britain is 

the Dorset cursus, which is 10 kilometres long. 

 

Dendrochronology 

You can tell the age of a tree by cutting it in half and 

counting the rings across it. One ring = one year. Weather 

conditions influence the size of tree rings. If it has been a 

dry summer then the rings are thinner than they would be 

for wet summers. By comparing different samples of wood 

we can sometimes tell when a piece of wood in structure or 

artefact grew and was chopped down. 

 

Domestic 

Used in the home, such as a pot or a bed. 

 

Domesticated 

A tame animal, or a plant grown deliberately for food or 

decoration. 

 

Domestication 

Taking wild animals and plants and turning them into farm 

animals and crops. This takes a very long time. For example 

all modern cereal crops (like wheat and barley) are 

domesticated from wild grasses. Cows are descended from 

huge wild cattle called aurochs which were enormous but 



are now extinct. Dogs are descended from wild dogs (like 

wolves). 

 

Ecofact 

Natural materials that are present on archaeological sites 

as a result of human action, such as food waste like nutshell 

and animal bone. The term can also refer to environmental 

evidence of human activity, like seeds, wood, and pollen. The 

difference between an ecofact and an artefact is that the 

ecofact has not been made into something by human hands. 

 

Evolution 

How living things like plants or animals can change over long 

periods of time to adapt to their environments. 

 

Excavation 

Carefully digging up a piece of land to find out about what 

happened there in the past.  

 

Extinct 

If something is extinct then it has died out and there are 

no more examples left alive. For example, mammoths are 

extinct because there are no more of them alive today. 

 

Figurine 

A little figure that has been made into the shape of a 

human (anthropomorphic) or animal (zoomorphic), often 

small enough to be held in the hand. The ones that have 



survived are made of clay, stone, bone, antler, or ivory, and 

many of them where made in the Upper Palaeolithic period. 

 

Flake (stone tool) 

A stone or flint tool made by removing flakes from a 

prepared core.  

 

Flint 

A hard rock that was important to people throughout 

prehistory because it can be made into sharp cutting, 

scraping, and projectile tools. Flint is often black, brown, or 

grey in colour, but it can sometimes have blue, white, or red 

tones as well. Prehistoric flint tools can still be very sharp 

so be careful!  

 

Flintknapping 

Making flaked stone tools, usually by removing flakes from a 

core in a certain way using another stone as a hammer. This 

is a real skill and would have taken a long time to learn. 

 

Geophysics 

Short for geophysical survey, which is a set of techniques 

that help us ‘see’ archaeological remains underground 

without digging them up (like a doctor’s x-ray that helps her 

see your bones through your skin!). Examples are 

magnetometry, resistivity survey, and ground penetrating 

radar. Geophysics helps us decide if and where excavation 

should take place. 

 



Grave goods 

These are things that are deliberately buried with a dead 

body. This may be food, weapons, and ornaments. Grave 

goods are important sources of information for 

archaeologists. But why do we sometimes leave objects with 

a dead body when it is buried? 

 

Handaxe 

A type of stone tool mostly used in the Palaeolithic period. 

Handaxes were very useful tools for things like chopping 

and cutting.  

 

Harpoon 

A type of spear point with many small ‘hooks’ that was often 

used for fishing and hunting sea animals, like seals, in the 

Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic. 

 

Henge 

A type of Late Neolithic monument found across Britain. 

Henges are round with a bank and ditch. We think they 

were places for ceremonies and feasts. 

 

Hominid 

All modern and extinct humans and other Great Apes, 

including ourselves, extinct human species like 

Neanderthals, and primates like gorillas, chimpanzees, 

orangutans. 

 

 



Homo 

The family group of animals that we are part of. This is why 

the scientific name for modern humans is Homo sapiens. The 

other species of this family group are now extinct, for 

example Neanderthals.  

 

Homo erectus 

An extinct human species that existed between 2 million 

and 60,000 years ago in Africa, Europe, and Asia. They 

walked upright on two feet. 

 

Homo habilis 

An extinct human species that existed in Africa between 

2.4 and 1.5 million years ago. The name means ‘handy man’ 

and they used stone tools.  

 

Homo heidelbergensis 

An extinct human species that existed between 700-

200,000 years ago in Africa, Europe and parts of Asia. The 

name ‘Heidelberg’ comes from a bone of an individual of this 

species that was found near the city of Heidelberg in 

Germany. Members of this species were present in Britain – 

an example site is Boxgrove in West Sussex where skeletal 

remains and teeth of heidelbergensis, along with handaxes, 

have been found. 

 

Homo sapiens  

Our own species of modern humans. The name means ‘wise 

man’. We emerged in Africa around 160,000 years ago, and 



left Africa from around 100,000 years ago. In Europe, we 

arrived around 40,000 years ago, and this marks the 

beginning of the Upper Palaeolithic period.  

 

Hunter-gatherers 

People who get their food from wild plants and animals, not 

farming. Before the Neolithic period, all people were 

hunter-gatherers.  

 

Ice age 

There have been many ice ages throughout human history. 

An ice age is a period when it is very cold and ice sheets 

cover large areas of the planet. When people say ‘the Ice 

Age’ they usually mean the last ice age. That ice age ended 

around 10,000 years ago.  

 

Ivory 

Animal tusk, usually from elephant, walrus or narwhal. In the 

Upper Palaeolithic, mammoth ivory was used to make awls 

and to carve figurines or animal depictions. 

 

Lithics 

General term for all worked stone. Examples: flint and 

quartz 

 

Long barrow 

A type of Early Neolithic burial monument found across 

Britain, often made up of a few chambers covered by a 



stone, timber and earth mound. Human skeletons and 

sometimes grave goods are found inside the chambers. 

 

Megalith 

A very large stone, often used in the construction of 

monuments in the Neolithic and Bronze Age.  

 

Megafauna 

Large animals that were hunted by humans in the 

Palaeolithic, for example mammoths, cave lions and woolly 

rhinos. Most of them are now extinct because of human 

hunting and changes in climate. But there are similar species 

still alive today, for example lions in Africa. 

 

Mesolithic 

The middle Stone Age. The period between the Palaeolithic 

and the Neolithic, it begins at the end of the last ice age 

and ends when farming comes in.  

 

Microlith 

A very small stone tool with sharp edges, commonly made of 

flint. Microliths were stuck with resin (tree sap) to a wood 

spear to make a very useful sharp tool – like a knife with 

many small sharp points. 

 

Midden 

An collection of waste material (rubbish). Some Stone Age 

middens are very large: for example the Mesolithic shell 



middens (or shell mounds) that are full of thousands of 

shells that were leftover when people are shellfish. 

 

Monument 

In Neolithic archaeology, a monument is a large structure 

that we think was built for ceremonies and burials. There 

are many different kinds of monuments, such as portal 

dolmens, long barrows, and henges. Many monuments – but 

not all – were built using megaliths. 

 

Neanderthals 

An extinct species of human that lived around 250,000 to 

40,000 years ago in Europe and Asia. The name comes from 

the Neander Valley in Germany, where the first fossils of 

this species were found (‘thal’ means valley in German). We 

are very closely related to Neanderthals, but they are not 

our direct ancestors. They were well adapted to the cold 

climate of ice age Europe and were skilled hunters.  

 

Neolithic 

The new Stone Age is the most recent and the shortest of 

the Stone Age periods. This is when people began to start 

farming and settling down in one place. Neolithic people also 

began using pottery and building large monuments. In Britain 

the Neolithic lasted between 4000-2400 BC.  

 

Nomad 

Nomads move about instead of living only in one place. For 

example, some nomads have cattle and take their animals to 



different places where they can eat grass. Other nomads 

are hunters. 

 

Ochre 

A pigment made from earth rich in iron, which makes it red, 

brown or yellow. Stone Age people used it to colour cave 

paintings.  

 

Offering 

Something presented as a gift, perhaps to a god or between 

social groups as a sign of peaceful intentions or to get 

favours.  

 

Palaeolithic 

The earliest and longest of the Stone Age periods. It 

literally means ‘old stone’. In Britain it lasted from around 

900,000 years ago to 30,000 years ago. 

 

Passage grave  

A type of late Neolithic megalithic monument that contains 

one or more burial chambers covered by an earth mound. 

The chamber is accessed via a narrow passage. They were 

sometimes built to face the sunrise at specific times of the 

year, so that the sun lights up the inside of the monument. 

Some passage graves were decorated with spiralling 

patterns cut into the stone walls.  

 

 

 



Pollen 

Tiny pollen grains from prehistory can help archaeologists 

understand what plants were growing around an 

archaeological site. 

 

Portal dolmen 

A type of early Neolithic megalithic monument, usually made 

of three large upright megaliths and one massive capstone 

(like a giant stone table!). We think they were used for 

burials. 

 

Pottery 

A container made of ceramic. In Britain, Neolithic people 

were the first to use pottery, and they used it to cook and 

store food. Sometimes, cremated remains of dead people 

were buried in pottery vessels, particularly in the Late 

Neolithic and Bronze Age. Pottery is important for 

archaeologists because it survives well when it is buried in 

the ground.  

 

Prehistory 

This is the time before writing was used to record events 

and people. 

 

Quern 

A tool used for grinding grain into flour, often made up of 

two coarse stones. Querns were also used to grind non-food 

items like natural pigments and bark.  

 



Radiocarbon dating 

Carbon is an element that is present in every living 

organism. That means it is present in every plant and animal 

(including you!). There are different types of carbon in each 

organism. Some of the carbon is called ‘radiocarbon’, and 

this starts to decay when the organism dies. Scientists 

know how long it takes for all the radiocarbon to decay 

after the organism has died. So by measuring how much 

radiocarbon is left in a dead organism (like an old piece of 

wood or an animal bone), we can see how long ago it died. 

This is called radiocarbon dating, and it is an important 

method that helps archaeologists know how old artefacts 

and sites are. Inorganic materials like stone don’t contain 

any carbon, so they cannot be radiocarbon dated. 

 

Resin 

A sticky sap from trees and plants that can be used like 

glue to stick things together.  

 

Ritual 

A word archaeologists often use to describe activities and 

objects that people in past thought were religious, magic, or 

ceremonial. For example when people buried their dead with 

grave goods. 

 

Scraper (stone tool) 

Stone tool used for tasks such as hideworking (getting the 

hair off the skin of an animal to make it into leather) or 



plant fibre processing. A scraper is made by chipping the 

edge of a flake to create a sharp end.  

 

Sedentary  

Living in one place. Compare with nomad. 

 

Settlement 

An area where people live. Prehistoric settlements from 

periods when people were sedentary often have houses, 

community houses for food and animals, roads, fields, and 

paddocks. Settlement evidence from nomadic societies are 

harder to find because they didn’t leave as many traces in 

the ground. Think of the difference between a permanent 

house and a tent – which one would be easiest to see after a 

thousand years? 

 

Shaman 

A shaman is a person thought to have special abilities. For 

example, people may believe that a shaman can talk to 

spirits or that they have healing powers. A shaman is often 

powerful and can sometimes be a feared individual.  

 

Sherd 

A piece of broken pottery (potsherd).  

 

Shell midden (shell mound) 

A large heap of rubbish/waste material (mainly shell) from 

marine food, which took many years to accumulate. They are 

an important type of site from the British Mesolithic. They 



sometimes contain animal bones, human bones, graves, and 

hearths as well.  

 

Sickle 

A sharp tool, like a curved knife, designed for cutting crops. 

Neolithic sickles were made of flint and had handles made 

of wood or bone. 

 

Three Age System 

A system for dividing prehistory into three stages of the 

Stone Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age. It was developed in 

Denmark over 100 years ago and is still in use today, 

although the Stone Age has been further divided into 

Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic. 

 

Trilithon 

Two large upright stones supporting a third stone (lintel) 

across the top, like at Stonehenge.  

 

Wetland 

An area of land that is waterlogged, for example river and 

lake edges, and peat bogs. Wetlands are important for 

archaeologists because organic materials like wood and 

textile can survive in them. This is also why ‘bog bodies’ 

often have well preserved skin and hair. 

 

Zoomorphic 

Something that is shaped like an animal, or is thought to 

have characteristics of an animal. See also figurine. 


