
All about flints:
how to identify worked flints PREHISTORY

You might be lucky enough to find some ancient objects in your garden or while out 
walking. This includes FLINT TOOLS.  

In Europe, FLINT was the most common material for prehistoric tools because it can easily 
be found in nature. As well as being very hard, when flint breaks it creates sharp edges – 
like a knife you might have in your kitchen. 

The earliest stone tools currently discovered in Britain are from Happisburgh in Norfolk. 
They are nearly 1 million years old. However, people used similar tools into the Iron Age, 
around 2000 years ago. Even in the recent past, flint was still used for lighting fires and 
setting off guns. 
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Microliths are tiny 
flint tools. They were 
usually very sharp.
You could attach a few 
together in a row to 
make a longer knife.  
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Lots of different flint 
tools were made like 
axe heads and 
scrapers. Scrapers 
could be used to clean 
animal skins to make 
into clothes. 

Arrowhead
Most tools and 
weapons were made 
from metal. However, 
flint was still used to 
make everyday items 
like arrowheads. 

Flake

Scrapers

Metal began to 
replace flint as the 
main material for 
making tools. But flint 
was still used to make 
arrowheads and 
scrapers.  

Flints were used to 
make fires. They were 
even used in flintlock 
guns to set fire to the 
gunpowder.  

BRONZE AGE 

Hand axes were used 
for chopping and 
cutting. They could 
easily cut up animals 
that had been hunted 
for food, even 
mammoths! 



We find lots of flints because they can survive in the ground for a long time without being 
damaged. During the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods, people didn’t live in one place, 
so these flint tools are often the only evidence we have for their lives. 

We call making a flint tool knapping. There are some clues which can help you tell if a piece 
of flint has broken naturally or if someone made it into a tool. 

Follow the steps below to see if you can find out more about your piece of flint!

FLINT IDENTIFICATION

This can’t be a stone tool! Try
 searching the internet or asking

an archaeologist what it is.

What is it made from? Not
stoneStone

Can you see a 
striking platform or 
bulb of percussion?

Striking platform: a flat place 
where flint is hit with a hammer 
made from stone, bone or antler 
to start shaping it into a tool. 
Bulb of percussion: a lump made 
when the flint is hit. There might 
also be a small chip of flint missing 
– this is called a bulbar scar.  

What colour 
is the flint? 

Is the surface cracked?

When flint is heated in a fire it can 
turn light grey or white, or even 
pink. The surface of the flint can 
also crack. 
This flint could have been used to 
heat water for cooking. 

Has the 
flint been
reshaped?

Just like any tool, flints didn’t stay 
perfect forever. 
But you could make them sharper 
(or blunter) again. 
Or reshape them into a totally 
different tool by knapping off 
more pieces of flint.

Are there 
ripples on 
the flake?

When flint is hit with a hammer, it 
makes a shock wave through the 
flint. This makes pieces of flint 
flake and fall off. It can also leave 
waves or ripples on the flint.

Flint tools will show at least one or two of 
these clues. 
They might be hard to spot at first!
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