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INTRODUCTION

Much has been said about the Gravettian 
assemblage from Spy cave.  De Puydt and Lohest 
directly recognised the uniqueness of the Gravet-
tian toolkits, particularly the “pointes taillées sur 
une  seule  face  et  paraissant  destinées  à  être  
emmanchées”1 (De Puydt & Lohest, 1887: 212). 
Indeed,  these  points  were  discovered  ten  years 
before the publication of the eponymous cave at 
La  Font-Robert  (Bardon  &  Bouyssonie,  1907). 
Spy cave also played an important part in determ-
ining the chronological  sequence of Palaeolithic 
industries and understanding of the Pre-Solutrean 
age  of  the  Aurignacian  (Breuil,  1905,  1907a, 
1907b, 1912).

While the quality of the early excavations 
at Spy prevents economic, technical and functional 
studies of the different assemblages, their richness, 
particularly  the  presence  of  diagnostic  artefacts, 
necessitates,  for  historiographic,  scientific  and 
deontological  reasons,  reappraisal  given  recent 
developments in methodology.

Many of the observations presented here 
corroborate the various descriptions and interpret-
ations proposed by Marcel Otte (1977, 1979) and 
Michel Dewez (1989).  However, the classifica-

tion  proposed  here  questions  the  number  of 
Gravettian  occupation  phases  at  Spy and opens 
new issues at a regional scale.

Several  different  collections  have  been 
analysed: the Twiesselmann collection, conserved 
at the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences, 
the de Loë and Hamal-Nandrin collections at the 
Royal  Museums of Art  and History and the De 
Puydt collection at the Grand Curtius Museum in 
Liège (Semal et al., this volume: chapter II).  Due 
to the heterogeneous nature of these collections, 
Gravettian artefacts have been selected based on 
their typology.  While some cores (SF1: 6; SF2) 
and unretouched blanks were examined, the tech-
nological data come mainly from the study of the 
blanks used for chronologically and typologically 
meaningful  tools.   The  resulting  selection  thus 
includes  192  artefacts  and  includes  50  Font-
Robert points, 39 Maisières points and 98 backed 
pieces.  Each tool type will  be presented separ-
ately,  being  a priori  considered as coherent  (an 
aspect that will be discussed below).

Other collections (Beaufays collection at 
Spy2, Brams collection in Floreffe, Éloy collection 
in Ramioul)  that  have not  been studied for this 
paper include similar artefacts, but their absence 
in  this  study does  not  significantly modify our 
conclusions.

257

CHAPTER XIII

WHICH GRAVETTIANS AT SPY?

Damien PESESSE & Damien FLAS

Abstract

Like the other industries from Spy, the Gravettian assemblage is a collection of artefacts lacking reliable and precise  
stratigraphic context, sometimes recovered from mixed layers.  This of course limits the value and the relevance of the information  
that can be drawn from this collection.  However, given its richness and variability, the Gravettian lithic artefacts from Spy cave  
remain an interesting assemblage that has not been re-examined in many years (Otte,  1979).   The presence of three striking  
typological elements (tanged points and points with dorsal flat retouch, Gravette points, and truncated backed pieces) contributes to  
clarification of the different phases of the Belgian Gravettian and their possible connections with neighbouring regions.

1 Translation: “points retouched on one face and seemingly intended 
to have a handle”, expression used by De Puydt and Lohest to de-
scribe Font-Robert points.

2 The Beaufays collection was still a private collection when we performed 
this study. It joined the RBINS collections in 2009 (Semal et al., 2009).
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THE TYPOLOGICAL GROUPS

Font-Robert points

This group of points shows some variab-
ility, both in general diversity and in variability 
of unique morphological and technological fea-
tures of each artefact.

The fragmentation rate of this tool type is 
high.  Of  the  50 points,  only  three  are  complete 
and two nearly complete (Figure 1: 1-6). The most 
common  fragments  are  the  tangs  (SF1: 1-4; 
N = 19) and the distal ends (N = 11).  Breaks are 
located on different parts of the tools: tip, begin-
ning of the limb, end of the tang, beginning of the 
tang.  The tang breakages, for the most part, re-

flect axial or lateral bending.

Length difference varies greatly between 
the smallest specimen, 66 mm, and the longest, 
103 mm.  Width  varies  from 13  to  30 mm and 
thickness from 2 to 10 mm.  A single artefact can 
show  different  thicknesses  (a  few  millimetres) 
between the tang and the limb.

Besides  the  general  shape  of  the  arte-
facts, the retouch does not show a clear homo-
geneity.   The tang retouch is  always steep and 
dorsal, being alternate in only one example.  The 
limb retouch is also dorsal, and can be very in-
vasive or limited, very flat or steep.  The rare in-
verse retouch of the distal part can possibly be 
related to the rejuvenation of the tool.
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Figure 1.  1-6: Font-Robert points; 7-8: Maisières points (1, 5-8 by A.-M. Wittek, ADIA; 2-4 from Otte, 1979).
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XIII.  Which Gravettians at Spy?

Such  variability  in  artefact  size  and  re-
touch can be in part explained by the nature of the 
used blanks.  Fragmentation of this tool type ob-
scures considerably the technical features of the se-
lected blanks.  Based  principally on a morpholo-
gical approach, 14 blanks show a strong regularity. 
From a technological point of view, eight blanks 
are under-crest and two are cortical.  The typolo-
gical variability can be explained in part by a fairly 
broad  range  in  blank  selection:  lateral  blanks 
(coming from the side of the débitage surface), by-
products (under-crest, cortical blank,  etc.) or very 
regular blank.  Morphological variations are then 
corrected by different shaping (retouch importance 
and location).  However, it cannot completely ex-
plain the morphological and technical diversity of 
the blanks.  Some artefacts show a strong regular-
ity:  straightness,  symmetrical  section,  regular 
dorsal ridges, constant thickness (Figure 1: 2).

Blade production appears to be unipolar 
or bipolar.  Among the 19 specimens sufficiently 
preserved to observe this feature, six show a bi-
polar dorsal scar pattern.  This presence does not 
seem  to  be  related  to  the  size  of  the  blank. 
These opposite removals are not limited to only 
the  distal  part  of  the  blank  and  invade  more 
largely  the  débitage surface.   Some  of  these 
blanks  thus  were  produced during  true  bipolar 
débitage, with two opposed platforms providing 
blades at the same time.  The width of this kind 
of blanks suggests that they were knapped from 
blade cores  with a  broad  débitage surface.  On 
the  other  hand,  some  by-products  have a  plat-
form with a relatively acute angle. These Font-
Robert points thus were not all produced from a 
single débitage schema.

Maisières points

Maisières points (Figure 1: 7-8; Figure 2: 
1-3)  show  some  similarities  with  Font-Robert 
points.   The length of the  complete  specimens 
ranges  from 56 to  102 mm,  width  from 16 to 
31 mm, and thickness from 5 to 15 mm.  Of the 
39 Maisières points, 20 are complete.

The development of retouch is quite var-
ied.   The  less  retouched  specimens  have  only 
minor retouch at the tip and on the adjoining edge. 
By  contrast,  other  artefacts  possess  complete 
dorsal retouch.  Between these two extremes, all of 

the intermediate possibilities can be found.  The re-
touch  modifies  or  strengthens the  cutting  edge. 
Several generations of retouch can sometimes be 
observed, showing significant  reduction in initial 
blank width.  When discarded, these artefacts show 
a strong irregularity, resulting from long use.  The 
life duration of this  tool is related to the blank's 
original  sizes:  some  artefacts  being  relatively 
heavy, others light and regular.

A particular point: sharpening of Maisières points

Otte (1976) recognised the uniqueness in 
the sharpening of Maisières points.  This consists 
in  a  removal,  similar  to  that  observed  on  the 
prondnik, struck from the tip and creating a later-
al cutting edge adjacent to the tip.  This kind of 
retouch has  also  been  called  “enlèvement  plan 
sommital” (“plane (or flat)  removal  at  the tip”; 
Le Mené, 1999).  The word “plan” generally re-
ferring to a removal on the ventral face, we will 
use here only the expression “removal at the tip”. 
This kind of removal modifies 30 of these tools, 
including  four  double  (Figure 1: 7;  thus  34 
sharpened points).

The laterality of these removals is interest-
ing.  Of 25 pieces, there are 16 on the right edge 
versus 9 on the left.   When both extremities  are 
sharpened, the removals are alternate (3 out of 4), so 
the sharpened edge is almost always on the right 
side of the tool.  Up to four removals can be ob-
served on the same edge. In some cases (5), the tool 
may be retouched once more after these removals.

Among  the  studied  artefacts,  only  one 
Font-Robert  point  showed such sharpening,  but 
was  atypical.   Otte  (1979)  illustrates  another 
point, typologically between a Font-Robert and a 
shouldered point, showing a clear removal of this 
kind  at  the  tip.   This  sharpening technique thus 
seems to be most of the time correlated with Mais-
ières points.  It is thus highly likely that the three 
sharpening spalls (SF1: 5) and the sharpened distal 
fragments come from Maisières points.

The goals of this sharpening are not easy 
to define. Such sharpening gives the tool a new 
unretouched cutting edge with a mean length of 
13 mm.  This removal gradient varies according 
to  the  reduction  and the  thickness  of  the  tool. 
The  cutting  edge  angle  is  thus  variable.   This 
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sharpening is not only found on heavily retouched 
blanks.  Additionally, the existence of five Mai-
sières  points  without  sharpening  indicates  that 
this removal  is not  always necessary for use of 
this tool type.  Besides the cutting edge, the tip of 
the  tool  is  acute  and  sturdy.   The  sharpening, 
likely made using an organic soft hammer (no per-
cussion traces being visible on the 34 removals 
and the three sharpening spalls),  does not leave 
any clear bulb negative that would modify the reg-
ularity of the tool.  The combination of an acute 
and robust tip with a sharp cutting edge likely con-
stitutes the goal of this particular retouch.

Otherwise, some  Font-Robert and Mais-
ières points share a common feature: an overshot 
transverse distal retouch (similar to a lateral “coup 
de  tranchet”).   The  intentional  nature  of  this 
removal, found on four Maisières points and two 
Font-Robert points, cannot be confirmed.

Backed pieces

Several  backed  tool  types  are  also 
present:  Gravette  points,  microgravettes,  trun-
cated  backed  points,  truncated  backed  pieces, 
and diverse backed pieces.
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Figure 2.  1-3: Maisières points; 4-6: Gravette points (1, 4 & 6 by A.-M. Wittek, ADIA; 2-3 & 5 from Otte, 1979).
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The Gravette points (Figure 2: 4-6; Fig-
ure 3: 1)  are  represented  by  some  particularly 
typical and impressive specimens, showing con-
siderable length and thickness, flat inverse prox-
imal  retouch and/or  distal  inverse  or  direct  re-
touch to create the tip.  These artefacts clearly 
correspond  to  the  Vachons  points  (Figure 2: 4 
& 6).  The long points of this type are nonethe-
less rare (two and one likely fragment).

Microgravettes  (Figure 3: 2-8)  are  much 
more common (31).  Some show similar features 
to the longer backed points,  such as flat  inverse 
proximal  retouch.   But  others  have  semi-abrupt 
direct or inverse distal retouch that is not found on 
the Gravette points.  The microgravette tip can be 
axial or lateral.  The back is made of a direct or 
crossed retouch.

A high number of mesial fragments has 
been found (47). Lacking characteristic features 
(proximal  and  distal  retouch),  they  cannot  be 
definitively associated with the Gravette points. 
There  are  also  two proximal  fragments  with  a 
preserved  platform,  but  they  correspond  to 
another undefined type of backed bladelets.

Less numerous but clearly diagnostic, 14 
truncated backed pieces are also present.  These 
include seven truncated pieces (Figure 3: 12-14) 
and  seven  points  with  a  truncated  base  (Fig-
ure 3: 9-11).  Of these points, six have a straight 
back and only one a curved back.  The truncation 
can be straight or oblique.  When the truncation 
is  oblique,  the  angle  with  the  back  is  similar 
among  the  different  types  of  truncated  backed 
artefacts.  Fine retouch on the edge opposite to 
the  back,  adjacent  to  the  truncation,  intensifies 
the general geometric aspect of the piece.  This 
kind of lateral retouch can be found on both bi-
truncated backed pieces and backed points with 
truncated  base  (Figure 3:  10).   The  tip  of  the 
points  with  a  straight  back  is  made  relatively 
convex by a fine retouch (Figure 3: 9).

Two  microgravettes  and  one  rough-out 
show a  bipolar  dorsal  scar  pattern.   The  other 
backed pieces  seem to come mostly from uni-
polar cores.

The different backed pieces show similar 
technical  features:  straight  and  (very)  regular 

laminar  blanks.   However,  the  size  of  the 
Vachons points (longer or smaller and narrower) 
is different from the truncated backed pieces.

Conclusion

The artefacts described here show differ-
ent  production strategies  observable  in  both the 
débitage and  transformation  of  the  blanks  and 
standardisation of the tools.  Several techno-typo-
logical associations can thus be proposed.

The Font-Robert points and the Maisières points

These two types share several similarit-
ies.   First,  the blanks used for these tool types 
show the use of a relatively wide  débitage sur-
face with an open striking platform, sometimes 
prepared (facetted).  Their retouch, despite their 
different  goals,  corresponds  to  similar  ap-
proaches  in  considering  the  final  tool.  In  both 
cases, standardisation is weak; the two tool types 
both show a broad range of variability.  There is 
no clear sub-type, only a flexible standard.  The 
sharpening  by a  flat  tip  removal  (or  “coup de 
tranchet”) is one of the common features of these 
two types.  If their use, related to the way the 
tool is handled, sets them apart, the issue of the 
functional  difference  between  these  types  de-
serves to be tackled.  Their cutting edges show 
similarities,  a  distal  fragment  of  Font-Robert 
point  being  very  difficult  to  recognise  from a 
distal fragment of a Maisières point.  This may 
suggest  a  common  functional  variety  of  these 
tool types.

The truncated backed pieces

The  second  group  is  composed  of  the 
geometric pieces.  In addition to the shared tech-
nical features of the used blanks, they have many 
similar secondary features.  They share a com-
mon “style”.

The Gravette points

The  presence  of  Gravette  and  micro-
gravette points raises several issues.  Given the 
mixed  nature  of  the  available  collection,  these 
points cannot be separated from truncated backed 
pieces based on their technological features.  It is 
only possible to note the presence of a group of 
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longer and a group of smaller specimens.  It is 
difficult  to establish if this corresponds to con-
tinuous production providing blanks for Gravette 
points/truncated  backed  pieces  and  smaller 
Gravette/microgravettes.  Little data are available 
to evaluate this hypothesis.  On the other hand, 
imagining  completely  different  blank  produc-
tions  for  the  Gravette  points  and the truncated 
backed  pieces  would  be  overstated.   We  can, 
however,  note  that  the  Gravette  points  and the 

microgravettes of the Vachons sub-type show nu-
merous technical and morphological similarities 
separating them from the other backed pieces.

Thus, based on the patchy available data, 
three assemblages can be recognised: the  Font-
Robert points and the Maisières points, the trun-
cated  (geometric)  backed  pieces  and  an  as-
semblage putting together some of the Gravette 
points.
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Figure 3.  1: distal fragment of Gravette point; 2-8: microgravettes; 9-11: truncated backed points;
12-14: truncated backed pieces (1-4, 7-9 & 11-14 by A.-M. Wittek, ADIA; 5-6 & 10 from Otte, 1979).
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COMPARISONS

The Font-Robert and Maisières points

Comparisons have been proposed between 
the  Maisières-Canal  and  Station  de  l’Hermitage 
sites (de Heinzelin, 1973; Otte, 1976, 1979, 1985; 
Haesaerts & de Heinzelin, 1979).  These sites have 
been used to define a chrono-stratigraphic frame-
work for this industry and the designations “Périg-
ordien Hennuyer” (de Heinzelin, 1973), “faciès de 
Maisières” (Otte, 1976) and “Maisiérien” (Camp-
bell, 1980) have been created.  The similar features 
are indeed numerous between Maisières and Spy: 
sturdiness of the points, high morphological vari-
ability,  bipolar  débitage (Le  Mené,  1999)  and 
typology of the Maisières points.   At Maisières, 
the specific distal sharpening is seen on numerous 
points, including many Font-Robert points (that is 
much rarer at Spy).

These  comparisons  have  been  widened 
to consider the neighbouring regions where Font-
Robert points are found (Otte, 1977, 1985).  The 
British Isles yielded similar pieces, but without 
precise  chrono-stratigraphic  context  (Jacobi, 
1980).  Here the presence of flat distal sharpen-
ing is an important feature.  A link has also been 
proposed  with  the  Southern  Paris  Basin  (Otte, 
1985).  Otte observed flat distal sharpening on a 
Font-Robert point from Cirque de la Patrie, the 
most  “Maisierian”  of  the  French  Font-Robert 
points.  However, the assemblage from the lower 
level at Cirque de la Patrie has not yet been stud-
ied and does not permit verification of this com-
parison.

Otte also emphasised similarities between 
assemblages  of  the  Swabian  Jura  and  with  La 
Vigne Brun in the Massif Central  (Otte,  1985). 
At these sites, the Font-Robert points are actually 
very different to the Maisierian pieces and fit into 
a  technical  system  producing  mainly  Gravette 
points and “fléchettes” (Pesesse, 2003; Conard & 
Moreau, 2004).  At La Vigne Brun,  Font-Robert 
points are very rare and are made on by-products, 
the  main  goal  of  the  blank  production  being 
Gravette points (Pesesse, 2003).  In this case, the 
Font-Robert point does not have the same place in 
the  technical  system and has  a  different  status. 
However, it does not mean that there are no links 
between these  regions.  Among  the  Northern 

Aquitaine  sites,  La  Font-Robert,  La  Ferrassie 
(Delporte, 1984; Le Mené, 1999), Les Vachons 
and  possibly  Laussel  could  yield  a  similar 
assemblage  structure  where  the  Font-Robert 
point would have the central place.  At La Fer-
rassie,  some  of  the  Font-Robert  points  would 
also have distal  sharpening as at Maisières (Le 
Mené, 1999).

In Belgium, this industry belongs to the 
first  phase of the Gravettian (Maisières intersta-
dial  radiocarbon  dated  around  28,000  BP; 
Damblon  & Haesaerts,  2004;  Haesaerts,  2004), 
and would later influence the French Gravettian 
(Otte, 1985).  However, this hypothesis cannot be 
verified, given the absence of a complete strati-
graphic sequence for the French Early Gravettian.

The  recent  discovery  of  a  Late  Aurig-
nacian débitage workshop with burins busqués at 
Maisières (Miller et al., 2004) provides new data 
related to  the  issue of  the  origin of  Gravettian 
lithic technology in Belgium.  This Late Aurig-
nacian industry is very similar to the Aquitaine 
Late Aurignacian (Flas, 2004; Flas  et al., 2007). 
Yet,  despite  a  similar  background  (the  Late 
Aurignacian),  these regions have very different 
Early Gravettian industries.  The transition from 
the Aurignacian to the Gravettian clearly follows 
different histories.  The issue of the origin of the 
Gravettian components in Belgium thus seems to 
be more complex (Flas, 2008).

The geometric pieces (truncated backed pieces)

Comparisons  with  the  second group  of 
artefacts – the truncated backed pieces – are sim-
pler and have been long proposed (De Puydt & 
Lohest,  1887; Ophoven, 1938; Angelroth, 1951; 
Éloy & Otte, 1995).  These pieces are present at 
several Belgian sites: Goyet, Engihoul, Fond-de-
Forêt.   The  common  typological  features  are 
clear between these assemblages, as well as for 
discrete characteristics.   Technically,  the blanks 
potentially used for the truncated backed pieces 
at  Spy  show  some  features  described  by  L. 
Klaric at Grotte Walou, including the use of soft 
stone  percussion  (Klaric, 2004).   This  industry 
seems  very  homogeneous  on  a  regional  scale. 
Outside of the Meuse region,  some typological 
comparisons can be proposed with more southern 
regions.  The site of Hault-le-Roc, south of the 
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Paris Basin, may show some similarities, notably 
given the presence of three points with a curved 
back  and  a  straight  oblique  truncated  basis 
(Nouel,  1936;  Schmider,  1971).   However,  the 
state of the assemblage does not permit verifica-
tion (Schmider, 1971).

In  the  Vienne  region,  the  Abri  Laraux 
(Pradel & Chollet, 1950; Primault, 2003), a com-
parison previously proposed by Éloy (1952), and 
the  Abri  des  Roches  (Pradel,  1965;  Primault, 
2003)  both  yielded  very  original  assemblages 
with  truncated  points  and  bi-truncated  pieces. 
These assemblages have no southern equivalent. 
The  comparison  with  the  Walloon  sites  thus 
seems to be interesting and would merit analysis 
in more depth.

The Gravette points and the microgravettes

It is more difficult to find precise com-
parisons for the Gravette points.  The Station de 
l’Hermitage  site  yielded  some  microgravettes 
and  Gravette  points,  associated  with  a  few 
“Maisierian” pieces (Straus  et al., 2000).  These 
microgravettes  are  comparable  to  some  pieces 
found at Spy.  However, no Vachons point was 
identified at Station de l’Hermitage.

At  Goyet  “abri  supérieur”  (upper  shel-
ter), the presence of Gravette points is also men-
tioned,  associated  with  geometric  pieces  (trun-
cated backed pieces; Éloy & Otte, 1995).  How-
ever, the reliability of the layers defined by Éloy 
has been brought into question by recent excava-
tions  (Toussaint  et al.,  1999)  that  yielded  only 
truncated pieces.

The Grotte Walou site, a key-site for the 
Belgian Upper Palaeolithic (Pirson  et al., 2006), 
has yielded new data.  Two different areas (B5 
and B5X) contain Gravettian assemblages show-
ing  numerous  technical  similarities  (Klaric, 
2008).   There  are,  however,  typological  differ-
ences  between  the  two:  fragments  of  long 
Gravette  points  are  found in  B5 and truncated 
and bi-truncated pieces in the B5X area (Klaric, 
2008).   Moreover,  important  chronological  dif-
ferences are added to this typological difference 
(around  22,000  uncal  BP  for  B5  and  around 
25,000 uncal BP for B5X; Dewez, 1993; Vrielyn-
ck, 1999).

At  Goyet  and  Walou,  the  association 
between  Gravette  points  and  geometric  (trun-
cated  backed)  pieces  remains  unconfirmed. 
These sites do not provide a definitive answer to 
the  issue of  the  chronostratigraphic  position of 
the  Belgian  Gravette  points.   As  no  Vachons 
points have been found in these sites, the posi-
tion of the Vachons points from Spy in the Bel-
gian  Gravettian  sequence  cannot  be  clearly 
defined.

CONCLUSION

At  the  end  of  this  study,  three  tech-
no-typological  components  were  identified. 
These  components  are  more  or  less  superim-
posed on the three phases of the Belgian Gravet-
tian (Otte & Noiret, 2007).  This is the most im-
portant result of the reappraisal of the Gravettian 
assemblage  from  Spy.   Until  now  this  as-
semblage was considered to be a relatively ho-
mogeneous  collection  (Otte,  1977,  1979). 
Dewez opted for a division of the collection into 
two assemblages,  one Maisierian and the other 
Gravettian (Dewez et al., 1986).

The  Maisierian  assemblage,  including 
Font-Robert points and Maisières points, is likely 
the most important Gravettian occupation at Spy. 
But all of the Font-Robert points cannot be with 
certainty attributed to this phase as they still ap-
pear later in Belgium (Otte, 1977).  A component 
similar to the Station de l'Hermitage assemblage, 
associating  Font-Robert  points  and  micro-
gravettes, is likely at Spy.  Finally, the group of 
truncated backed pieces testifies to the existence 
of later Gravettian occupation(s).  Given the ab-
sence of other similar assemblages, the Vachons 
points and microgravettes cannot be precisely re-
lated to one particular phase; they may be associ-
ated with the  Font-Robert points phase (Dewez, 
1989) or with the truncated backed pieces.

This division of the Gravettian collection 
from Spy is but a working hypothesis and should 
not be used as a definitive classification.  Our un-
derstanding of the assemblage is limited by the 
weaknesses in the Belgian Gravettian sequence. 
While the early phase (the Maisierian) and the 
later  phase  with truncated  pieces  are  relatively 
well known, there remain several gaps that can-
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not be filled by the Station de l’Hermitage site 
alone.  The discovery of new sequences may per-
mit refinement of the chrono-cultural framework 
of the Gravettian and proposal of new interpreta-
tions of the Spy assemblage.
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