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Experimentally based use-wear 
analysis of lithics has proven useful 
in identifying their function in other 
regions.  Studies have shown that 
distinctive use-wear patterns can 
develop, including specific wear 
types (edge fracturing, polish, 
striations, etc.) and their 
characteristics (depth, length, size, 
orientation relative to the tool edge, 
etc.).   
 
It is well established that two 
primary causes of use-wear are the 
motion in which the tool was used 
and the type of contact materials 
the tool was used on.  Recently 
studies have suggested that the 
material of the tool itself is critical 
in the type and amount of use-wear 
that develops on it. Finally, 
previous studies indicate that in 
order to do replicable and valid 
analyses of lithics, comparative 
collection is paramount.   
 
Therefore, two things are needed to 
facilitate accurate assessment of the 
function of the stone tools 
recovered at PLAS.  The first is 
experimentally derived data about 
the wear that develops on tools 
made from different types of stone 
used in a variety of tasks.  The 
second is a  comparative collection 
of tools to use as a reference when 
doing analysis of artifacts. 

This research was conducted in two 
phases.  The first phase consisted of 
a series of experiments using 
replica stone tools of OC, EC, and 
SS on a variety of contact materials 
(meat, fish, wood, hide, soil).  Tools 
of each stone material type were 
used in three different motions, on 
three different contact materials as 
follows: cutting (meat, fish, and 
grass), scraping (wet hide and 
wood), chopping (wood and soil).  
Two experimental runs of each 
unique stone material, contact 
material, and distinct motion were 
conducted.   
 
Each replica tool was assigned a 
catalog number and all pertinent 
information about it (typology, size 
measurements, raw material used to 
produce the item, and photographs 
of the tool) were recorded. 
 
The contact material the tool was 
used on, the length of time the tool 
was used (one hour each), the type 
of motion the tool was used in, and 
any observations and evaluations 
made during and prior to use was 
recorded on each tool’s respective 
data sheet. 
 
The second phase of research 
consisted of microscopic (15x-60x) 
analysis of each tool.  This included 
recording of any damage, polish, or 
striations on the tool.  Photographs 
and drawings of all observed 
damage were completed for each 
tool. 

Results seem to indicate the type of 
use-wear varies depending on lithic 
type and the resources processed. 

 

The use-wear patterns observed on 
both OC and EC are consistent with 
use-wear observed on other 
varieties of chert (Grace, Keeley). 

Example: Nibbling (EC Knife used 
on grass) 

 

Since 2003 the SUCO 
Anthropology Department has been 
excavating the Pine Lake 
Archaeological Site (PLAS), which 
dates to 2500-1500 B.C.  As at other 
Northeastern sites of this age, 
organic material preservation is 
virtually non-existent. However, 
this site contains an abundance of 
lithic tools made of Onondaga chert, 
Esopus chert, and sandstone (OC, 
EC, and SS). These tools, therefore, 
are the only data set available to 
reconstruct the subsistence activities 
that took place at Pine Lake. 
Reliable use-wear analysis of lithic 
artifacts has the potential to provide 
information about ancient 
subsistence practices (Grace, 1996).  
However, no studies documenting 
use-wear on OC, EC, and SS have 
been conducted, making it 
impossible to reliably determine the 
function of the PLAS tools.  My 
research fills this gap by conducting 
use-wear experiments with replica 
tools of OC, EC, and SS for various 
activities, including processing 
meat, fish, hide, wood and grass.  
Results indicate the type of use-
wear varies depending on lithic type 
and resources processed.  The 
experimental tools and my micro-
wear analyses will be archived with 
the Anthropology department as a 
comparative collection for the 
analysis of lithic tools recovered 
from the Pine Lake site. 

 

As a means to help provide data and 
a comparative collection for use in 
determining artifact function at the 
PLAS, this project appears to have 
been successful. 
 
The results as they pertain to OC 
and EC correlate with the results of 
other experiments conducted using 
chert tools. 
 
The use-wear data observed and 
recorded pertaining to SS artifacts 
will likely serve as a much needed 
aid in properly identifying artifacts 
from geofacts at the PLAS, as well 
as other sites in the Northeast. 
 
Further research should be 
conducted regarding the use of 
these tools (hafted tools as opposed 
to un-hafted, retouched tools as 
opposed to un-retouched) in order 
to clearly determine as to whether 
there are observable differences in 
amount and potentially type of use-
wear on the tools. 
 
Bearing these things in mind, closer 
examination of actual OC, EC, and 
SS artifacts recovered from the 
PLAS is warranted to ensure 
accurate identification as an artifact, 
and potential subsistence strategies 
for which these artifacts were 
utilized at the PLAS. 

Perhaps the most surprising results 
observed relate to the use-wear 
produced on SS.  While SS tools 
exhibited similar use-wear 
(rounding, polish, fracturing) as OC 
and EC, the use-wear was not as 
pronounced.  The biggest difference 
observed was the “staining” of the 
SS in nearly all experiments.  
Additionally, polish observed on SS 
appeared to have a slightly different 
quality in comparison to the chert 
tools. 
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