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Abstract
The material evidence of Paleolithic children’s activities may well be found amongst items that have been discarded or lost in 

their time and have managed to survive into the present day. But how can they be recognized amongst the thousands of artefacts and 
other associated objects? Some “unusual items” and “strange stone tools” from Middle Paleolithic sites are regarded as promising 
candidates for the attribution to products of the creativity of young Neanderthals [1]. The probability increases if unusual items 
are non-standard according to basic parameters, or too unskillful or made of too low-quality material and suspiciously impractical, 
and besides have small sizes [2]. The number of sites and identified material remains of their inhabitants’ activity, both adults and 
children, increases as we approach our time, so the probability of finding substandard items in Upper Paleolithic sites certainly 
increases. Especially considering the belonging of their inhabitants to modern humans, and hence undisputedly inherent to 
them fundamental similarity of the basic norms of social behavior. However, “unusual things” are occasionally found among the 
commonplace material of the Middle Paleolithic and even earlier sites.

Introduction
Two items recently identified in the faunal collections of two 

Pleistocene sites significantly remote from each other in time and 
space in Eastern Europe are a case in point. Unusual findings per 
se are the oldest currently known instances of anthropogenic 
modification of tusk material using bipolar-on-anvil knapping 
and trimming techniques and retouching [3]. These pieces were 
recovered at Medzhibozh A, the MIS 11 Lower Palaeolithic open-
air site in western Ukraine [4], and the MIS 5a Micoquian cave  

 
site Zaskalnaya V in Crimea [5]. Medzhibozh find is a miniature, 
trapezoidal in plan, flat fragment of a tusk dentin growth cone. 
There are multiple signs of deliberate edging, which has finally 
given the object a pointed shape (Figures 1&2). The fragment 
measures 14x16x4 mm and weighs 0.7 g. Zaskalnaya’s find was 
initially a fragment of the outer cement layer of tusk. Now it is sub-
rhomboidal, with a truncated base, (Figures 1&3) pointed. Virtually 
all edges, as well as the basal part on the ventral surface, show signs 
of deliberate working. Dimensions 14x14x3 mm, weight 0.5 g.
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Figure 1: Palaeolithic toys? Photographs and drawings of ivory fragments from Medzhibozh A layer I-II (1, 1a), and Zaskalnaya 
V, layer IV (2, 2a). All edges and partially Surfaces show numerous signs of deliberate processing.

Figure 2: Medzhibozh A, ca.400 ky BP. Details of the anthropogenically modified fragment of the dentin cone of tusk showing 
various aspects of deliberate splitting. Scale bar 1 mm and inset scale bar 250μm.

Figure 3: Zaskalnaya V, ca.80 ky BP. Details of the anthropogenically modified fragment of the outer cement layer of the tusk 
displaying scars of intentional retouch, probable use wear and trampling marks. Scale bar 1 mm.
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The artefacts are fundamentally similar in terms of the material 
(tusk, respectively Mammuthus trogontherii and Mammuthus 
primigenius), the applied processing technique (splitting), size 
(less than 2 cm), and general morphology (pointed shape). Taking 
into account the age difference of more than 300 thousand years, 
the makers of pointed tusk items differed not only in socio-cultural 
environment and degree of technological advancement but also 
in terms of anthropological affiliation. For Zaskalnaya V, they are 
Neanderthals, as confirmed directly by the bone remains found at 
the site, while for Medzhibozh A, they apparently are some early 
form of hominin. Nevertheless, in both cases, the solution was 
very similar: from a miniature fragment of an unusual, and not 
much suitable for splitting, material to create an impractical, from 
utilitarian point of view, tiny object using the technology habitually 
used in the manufacture of stone products. If these similarities 
are not accidental, we must assume the existence of close reasons 
for them. An acceptable explanation may be found by assuming 
that we are dealing with children imitating the process of making 
stone tools, i.e., imitating the behavior of adults during play. The 
young inhabitant of the upper layers of Medzhibozh A, who was 
not at all embarrassed by the small size of the tusk fragment which 
attracted his attention and by the danger of being injured during 
vertical splitting on the anvil, imitated in detail the familiar process 
of making sharp working edges on the fragment of stone. A child 

from layer IV of Zaskalnaya V, for whom the miniaturization of 
the workpiece also presented no particular difficulty in handling 
the piece of tusk found, imitated the standard process of making a 
pointed piece with a thinned base and perhaps even used it for some 
time. The utilitarian value of the objects obtained is questionable, 
indicating that the manufacturing process was not intended to 
produce a tool but “as if” a tool, an article of pretend manufacture. 
In other words, we may be dealing with “toys” made by the little 
inhabitants of Medzhibozh A and Zaskalnaya V, who realised their 
experiences of imitation and training of adult practices.
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