
Mayan Flaked Knives u) E;~ '$.i>~ Fol.. St /l ' -,. .. 
' ~<1 -"✓'46--<-4 After much studying of the flint cores from ·Mexic o and many tr! a11i and ~ 

attempts to dupli cate their work and much discouragement , I have finally 
succeeded in duplica ting the work .of the Mayans in making a core and 
flaked knives and I fe e l that I ha ve now achieved a pe,r.i:~ duplicat1; cc'( 
of their work . I now know that it must ha ve taken even ancient man · 
years of trial and error me thod before he , 'llll.).., achieved perfection in 
removing f.laked knives from a block of obsidian . 

In re ading my research about this ancient art , I would like to recall 
to you a very interesting article ~~-Hf--:tihts a~t . ( -This article state s 
that #early man made many things wit h his hands which , because of their 
destructible nature , ha ve not survived . But is is doubtful if he did 
anything tha t required a higher type of cerebra tion than does the pre -
para tion of fine flint instruments. · The antropologist, Leichy, had to 
spend several years iri experime ntation before he could chip a flint ax 
equal to workman ship of men turned out in the late Paleolithic. He found 
that success depended on th~ knowledge of the clevage plane s in the rough 
stone and on the ability to strike a blow with just the right amount of 
force and at just the right angle , and at the proper point. He found it 
also important that t he maker .of the knife select the proper striking tool . 
It would seem that by random pounding a man might learn the relative 
hardness of various stone , and thus come to choose flint in preference to 
softer ma terial for his weapons , but it is inconceivable tha t , with out 
instruments, he could, in the space of a single lifetime, discover how to 
chip flints equal to the ne olithic scrapers . Actually the art of 
developing flint chipping spread ove r nearly a million yea rs and this in 
s pite of the fact tha t no animal !l more curious, more impelled to feel 
things, handle them,, bite them, t ear them to plhces , pound th~m and to 
experiment with them in every conceivable way than apes and children. 
Curiosity and manual restlessness have been the chief forces that ha ve 
impelled man ' s exploitation of the world and ultimately has enabled him 
to win what control he has of it at the present time . It is interesting 
to note {),OW long t took man to. come into his own in the prolog of " Man 
and His Godsu by Homer W. Smth . , MP-- gm.J.th has been tr.y-ing tg. d.uplicate the 
f--3:-~ntwoPking pro-0ess of the ancien~ , ~~ I have been studying and 
experimenting since childhood . But it has just been since I have 
accomplished the art of duplicating the flaked knives and the resulting 
core that I have felt I was really getting a good working lrnowledge of the 
art of stone chipping . Flaked knives, of course , are t he single prisms 
that are removed from the resulting coreo There are so many factors 
inv~lve in prod~ing qne of these knives and one of the m9st important a, -<'~ ,. • is ce o · at rial .' g.e.tting a p:i,ec.e of stone wi thout a flaw and as 
near perfect a piece as one can find. 

The next important step is proper blocking of the stone in preparat ing for 
removing the knives. The block should be squared up , or a t le a st ha ve a 
perfect right angle side established for the ini tia Y remova l of stone. 
This is t he most important flake/ and must be removed correctly to assure 
removal of further knives and an ultimately perfect core. When removing 
this fla ke the ang l e must be perfeot and cannot vary even one degree or ~ 
the flake wi 11 "kick out" or break out short . Of cour se if this happens.} ~ 

one must start all o6 e.i, z.,~aino If t hefirst flake i properly taken.land ~ 
you have followed the ~1; angle from the top of the core1.,bfo1:se, you will f 
ha ve established a guiding ridge to follow in removing the ne i t fla ke . I~r 

\ 
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at any time/one fails to remove the flake the entire length of the piece of 

stone being worked, and the flake sho4 ld break off or hinge, then one must 

start over:, for one cannot remove t he F~ ·other than from the top of the 

stone being worked . Once the hinge has occurre~ or the breaking off of 

the flake, there is not su,fficient material left at top, where you apply 

the pressure, to bear the strength necessary to break the stone the full 

length of the flake. When ,.... applying the pressure at the top of :the 
stone, you must ha ve a pla tform or you must have a surface which will 
hold this pressure. The small area ,on which you apply the pressure is 

much smaller than the actual amount of stone broken. Therefore , your 
tool..1and t he placement , of your tooi is important. If you try to remove ' a 

flaRe which is larger in proportio~ than the established platform, your 

tool will probably slip.l'o~Ak,ick out and if it does this it will splinter 
. the edge which would e -r;he same problem as if you had broken a falke 

off short . This judgement of platfzrm size and ~ ~~ rinding and roughing( 
up of the ·platform does m:evh,.;:a tendancy to reliev'EJ"'·~ and s tart it ~ 1g 
~•lit:. You might compare it to tearing a telephone book in half . y ~"'-"-<-~ 

actually only tear one page at a time, although it would seem all pages 

are torn at the same time . Removing a flake works in very mucl:J.. the sa~e 

wa'Y..I your material having a certain amount of flexibility ooe must pull 

away from the stone at the top for guiding the flake . It is actually peel­

ing the material off with a direct thrust . This thrust is carried all the 

way thru, it is not stopped . You cap feel it go~and you have to follow 
it right on thru all the way. Otherwise, it will flex and will break off 

short before you have completed the full flake . Holding your ma.terial 

to be worked presents another proble~ and one nru.st have the material 
properly supported . For -e-msupport , e ancient man, no doubt , used a 
piece of log . He probably split it at one end and placed the stone in the 

split portion or drove a wedge in and removed the wedge and then used a 

rack stick with perhaps leather thongs similar to a tourniquet. He used 

this type of holding device for twisting the stone t !ght and at the same 
time he was able to take t loose to keep turning the block of stone he was 

working , for you must have the working surface of the stone towards the 

o~ter edge . ~ ancient man probably chose a site where there was sand 
or soft dirt to catch his lm:ire s as they were removed, as they came l oose 
from the working stone with considerable force and when they fall they 

would shatter and break unless they would fall on soft ground . Ancient 

man might even have used wadded up buckskin or brush for catching the 
knives as they vvere removed. · 

When applying pressure it is important to know just how much pressure 
to use in order to determine how to set the tool on the leading edge 
after ,one has established a platform. In establishing' the platform, 
one nru.st free the outer edge for each flake that is removed. This is 
done with a piece of horn or some hard pointed instrument and the flake 

must be removed to the right and to the left of where the pressure is 
going to be applied, yet it must be over a ridge · that has been previously 

established . Vi/hen the pressure .is to be applied , one nru.st be able to 

determine how nru.ch pressure is necessary to remove the size of flake he 
has prepared to take . One must apply both outward and downymrd pressure . 

First apply the downward pressure and then the outward pressure and as 
you apply tre outward pressure you must at the same time increase the 
downward pressure and as soon as you feel the f l ake giving at the top J 

from the outward pressure you will feel the flake follow thru . This, ', 
of coUI'se , happens very rapidly, but , after you have become accustomed to 
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working the stone you can actually feel this happen as the flake is being 
removed. Flakes will be removed all around the surface of the stone. If 
the stone ta square or rectangular piece, then one ~must first remove the 
four corners. If you fail to remove · the corners it is useless to carry on 
any further . They must be rechipped, reflaked, resquarec}in order to 
get a sharp ridge. that Li true and symetricak,,the full length of the working 
piece of ~t 1 The stone might be bruisecf0,,and still fairly irregular on 
the sides . ne takes off the first flake ,""'reshapes the platform again 
and then es off the next flake parallel to that one and continues this 
on both sides of your first corner until you reach the center and then you 
will remove the other corner and work back until eventually you will end up 
with a ~airly circular piece of stone . Coptfnue this method of removing 
flakes , going around and around the• WGrking"'s'ton.e until you make a 
mistake and , if you ~o , you just start on another block of stone or if 
there Js e~oughH~a~eria~ left in the stone you have been working on.you 
can s4;t e_ thi~ ~ and establish a new line or; ridg running the full 
length of the stone. · ~,,,,( 1 J ' "!I, , > , ,.. 'l' ,, C.. 

I 

To prepare the original piece of stone so it will be workable is , in 
itself , a difficult operation . 1 When making flaked knives, one cannot use 
a piece of stone that has a big block of stone sticking out someplace on 

· the working piece down the center of the core because , at the top , where 
you apply the pressure , there just isn't enough stone to withstand the 
pressure necessary to carry thru an irregular chunk someplace further 
down towards the middle of the core. The ideal type of flake and ths 
one that ' the ancient man seemed to prefer was one that was beveled on 
both edges and flat on the surface . If the flake is removed properly, 
it will be similar to a hollow ground razor blade . It has a concave surface 
to the leading edge. If the flake, or knife , is properly made it will have 
a very sharp edge and will cut thru leather, etc . as easy as one cuts 
butter . No steel razor blade seems to be as sharp as an obsidian flaked 
knife . These were , indeed , satisfactory tools for ancient nnn . These 
knives , or flakes, can be hafted and used as knives, spears , or for any 
type of cutting instrument . How to hold the stone to be worked is very 
important. The stone is supported in a clamp or wooden vise for holding 
it perfectly still for flaking . The stone cannot rest on any solid 
object or it will cause a compression of the stone and when the pressure 
is applied it would give pressure in two ways, both up and down. The 
stone should be held in the -vise tightly, but resting on nothing and the 
side of the stone being worked should protrude from the vise so the flake 
dan run off free on the working side . If the stone to be worked is 
supported against the ground or any solid object all you would be doing 
when the pressure was applied .would be to cause a compression and the 
flake would not be removed and all you would accomplish is to crush a 
portion of the stone and the flake would break off short and one could 
never remove ·the f lake in its entire~y . 

' Ancient .man ,. no doubt, supported himself against a tree or ledge and held 
the wooden log vise betvveen both feet when removing the flaked ·knives . 
Since ancient man's wooden log vise has long since disappeared , we must 
guess at his method of stone holding and position, but my experience in 
making the knives leades· me to believe that such was his ~ethod o My 
holding device is a wooden clamp and could be duplicated, a~ explained 
before, by making a cut in a log to hold the working stoneo One would 
then stand on the log to keep it from turning. The stone must be secured 
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very firmly in the vise with the working edge protruding beyond the 
edge of the vise. The body of the person working the stone must be held 
upright and very rigid. For my chipping tool I use a wooden staff or 
crutch with a point affixed to the end. The point can be of ivory or 
bone or metal and does not necessarily have to be of stone. Stone could 
be used, but it would have to be of a harder variety than the stone being 
worked, such as . jade or any stone of extreme toughness in order to stand 
the outward and downward pressure. Some of the flakes that I have been 
able to remove have been as much as an inch across and as much as five 
inches in length - therefore, you can readily see that the point used 
f or removing the flake should not be of stone for it would not be strong 
enough to stand the pressure to re mo've a flake of this size. 

This is an important part in re moving a flake. · Th is and having the 
propF platform with an abraided surface so it will clear itse)f from 
its Mother piece and follow thru for the full length of the stone with 
the desired shape. 

It, no doubt, took ancient man many years to lear this and it may even be 
a carry-over from the Folsom point, but the Folsom point is even a more 
complex tool than &ven these flaked knives, and yet ancient man was 
apparently able to accomplish these arts at least 12,000 to 25,000 years 
ago. Histnry shows that instead of ancient man improving on his flint­
working and reaching a greater degree of skill, he apparently degenerat~d 
in the art, for the acme of all flintworking is the Folsom point. Folsom 
man removed one of these flaked knives, you might say, from each side of 
their previously chipped projectile point. Folsom man had to establish 
not only his ridge down the center of his poi~t in order to guide the 
flake, but he also had to establish his pla tform for removing the large. 
flakes and he only had a thin piece of material on which to do this, for 
he had already made a shaped and flaked point. He had to remove this 
broad flake and do so without hinging or snipping the end off his point. 
For as the flake being removed spreads to the outer edge it will, like 

0 a concoidal fracuture, have a tendancy to make a cone, and as the flake j moves out it will spread and have a tendancy to cleve the point in half. 
To gui_de the flake and leave the hollow ground effect, which one finds in 
in.ej r&1}.t points, and carry the flake thru to the point,. and most flakes 
have a slight curve4 and, · at the same time support the woP¼Ea.ng stone so 
the flake wi·~ot crush, one can put _a tremendous amount of pressure on 
the big block of~st~ut !ll- r~moving .., large flake 1 such as the 
folsom point has, from a sl'~artifact and at the same time hold the xxNgi 
single blade securely enough - to ~n-stan-d__!:;he pres sure and control and 
guide the pressure, shows a great deal mo r e-·--skill than the removal of 
flaked knives from a core. Yet these two operations are very closely 
related. 

In trying to make Folsom points, I work first with flaked knives from a 
co're and then try doing the same thing on a chipped point. Although 
they are closely related, there is a very definite difference and problem 
for, with the Folsom point I am working with a much smaller and much 
thinner piece of stone. Whether it is a specific touch or a little 
different holding problem, I have not as yet determined, but I do find 
the .tops of the Folsom points will crush. I have tried to a braid the top 
of · the Folsom point to free the flake, but this will weaken it too much and 
wi 11 ~1-crush- . fjc-<,,.J~ P~✓--d~ 1¼:, fll..d.~A.. -v~ '}h'u. ,;;r_ '1vt..-/r1..J:. 

µ)}-dW A U 4--P,_e-uptu., fl 
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It seems like it takes a lot more force to remove a flake from a thin 
flexible pmce of stone like the projectile point, and if you are successful 
in fluting one side you have so weakened your stone by taking off perhaps 
a third of it, that you will break the point when you start to remove the 
flake from the opposite side. Yet Folsom man was able to do this 
repeatedly with a great deal of precision and all I am trying to do is 
make a replica or copy of Folsom p-oint and learn their technique . The 
more I learn about this method, ,the mo r e I feel that Modern man is really 
just a "copy-cat" and did not really develope anything on his own . I · 
have made some Folsom points as good as some of the folsom points f'o:µria., 
but I have never achieved the classic style of many of the points found 
showing superior workmanship . Folsom points had a polished edge and they 
were polished for the purpose of holding~llJ.~m J_;":L t,11e}.£.r,.,J:~~~r .ViJJJJ! •";.J,'t;r 
A polished piece will stand the pressu¥e -a.'ha~i~~✓cffi'"cc~ip and ~:m nof r-, 
set up internal strains if there is some sharp projecting pointu:2n~~th~,..,._W 
edge or - somewhat of a saw effect from the fresh flaking. Unle,ss ~-s 
removed, it will set up internal strains and when you apply the pressure 
~e top and these strains are present your ioP,gitudinal flake will 

come off i~A~~~ piece , in fact your point will nearly always break. 
SWben working a ~wif I break a pemttf I keep right on breaking them 
in tbe same way until I am sure that wha t I am . doing is wrong and that it 
is not just an accident or some imperfection in the stone. Sometime 1 by 
this process of elimination~I hope to learn their exact technique and 
understand better how they were able to free these flakes.from the Folsom 
points. 

A Folsom point has certain characteristics that I have not been able to 
interpret properly, for one would have to have both the detached flake and 
the point to determine just what did happen . Whe n one has only the flake 
or only the point he can ju$t guess at what happened. And that is what 
I am doing now - guessing and guessing. I have bee :r;i doing this for many 
yea r·s and sometime I hope t o be able to guess as well as they did. 

I saw some of the flakes that Dr. H.H. Roerts excavated from the 
Lindenmeyer site in Colcorado. These flakes had a polished surface on the 
platform and indica ted that they were removed from the original projectile 
by pressure. If they had been removed by precussion and struck, ~ would 
have h~d ripple marks a nd precussibn would also have knocked the far end 
off the point off because the operation ·works on the same principle as a 
teter board. If you strike on one end, the 9.i,;.her end receives the same 
amount of shock. So the Folsom Pprbnt was P'fii~'o"er by pres sure and was held 
in some sort of a wise ar~angement and there was a prepared platform which 
was polished to withstand the pressure . They had a method of figuring 
the angle which enabled them to remove the flake out at the bottom rather 
than having it turn back under which is the natural tendency of a flake -
to curve towards the \'.me applying pressure or towards the workiRg piece 
of stone .~~--U-; ~.,_c,9,ri~. and t has a tendency to spread out and bec ome 
cone-like in shape ana"~ ven though you carry the flake the full length 
it still has the tendency to pull back underneath. There is a certa in 
amount of tearing as a flake is removed a nd it must be remembe r ed tha t 

/71~-&n is a somewhat flexible DR terial. fll'lb16sidi~.n will do ~~ ..t; 
bending before it will break. Ancient ma n was able to bend the material 
and when the Folsom point was finished they had a perfect con~ effect 
similar to a lens. If you run your fingers the full length of the flutes 
on both sides, you will find that it swells and comes back in Jfairly close 
towards the basal portion of where the pressure was appliedo They were 
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ab1.e to remove this bulb when they polished this lit tle projection at the 
top of their point ~E.n~t the basal porti on of the ~ e. Tha t established 
a portion of 1'W:s1°~~i~- you might say would be U;i1',£ }'i: ~ the cone. And 
with this cone they we r e able to hold it in fairly close. And by mkking 
this close enougu-1 it kept it from sprea ding out and t _hey were also able 
to guide t his{~i1't'h a little more pre-cision and accuracy. There is no 
apparent way of placing it on the ground,f it was, or putting it in the 
sand or to place the foot on it or something like that for removing this 
flake because jif you d~ with the amount of stone tha t is brokenpit would 
completely shatter the point. 

I 

There are times when I have appldld pres.,sure on these materials when a 
flake.,. wi 11 run the full length of ~Pif½e it wi 11 come to the surface 
there will be almost no outward pr essure. I will attempt to do the same 
thing again and it wil just crush and it will break off short and kick 
out. And yet as near as I can · tell, my method of doing t h is is exactly 
the same, my stone is the same, all conditi ons P~ r";, ,9-~R~·r,~~:tJ¥utht3 ... 1/ 1Mllfo ..., £Ut 
there is something lacking in my technique .1''ft sha ll tf~.?ff{t '.Q-.l\0 my practice ;.,~ 
until I someday u.nerstand exactly wha t is happening.~ After I understand 
it, I might find tha t it is even a simpler process than I am now using, 
but there are certain mechanics and laws of physics in these materials . 
that will always remain the same. If the st:-me is the same, the laws will 
remain the same. Ancient man had a knowledge and understanding · of these 
m~teria ls that we,today, even with all our skills and chemistry, cannot 
match. There were some ancient man that were not just workmen making a 
tool, but we r e actually artists in their skill. There were even tribal 
characteristics that definitely show in some points. You will also find 
carelessly made points. Some of the ancient men took pride in the making 
qf their points, while others were not so adept and not so particular. 
3 ome of these men developed a skill in making these points that we cannot 
understand today. Even our Plains Indians and recent Indians were not 
able to d o this fluting and making of the flaked knives. Even as high a 
developed culture as the Hopewellian peoples and the Mound builders of 
Ohio could not do this type of work. The y made some little 'flaked . knives 
very tiny and very simple things compared with the Aztecs and the Mayans 
and the Mayans did very smple work compared to the Folsom man. To 
understand why the art of flintworking degenerated instead of improving 
is hard to understand. Maybe in Folsom time the game was more plentiful 
and man had a lot of time on his bands a nd some of his work was done for 
arts sake as well as utilitarie.no The Folsom point was a very satisfactory 
-t"ool. When it was hafted, it held very firmly and he could use it as an 
aJTfle alfle or a spear and hdf.M"Vf"§f~ to kill sabre tooth tigers and we 
know that he killed elephants and giant bison,a now extinct bison, much 
larger than anything tha t lives today. Pile s of bone containing as many 
as hundreds of these animals have been found that were killed by Folsom 
man and his Folsom point. This point was his only weapon against these 
hugh- beasts rI~a"'"ftt was ~ a de qua te. Thie was apparent ry ttse-d for R&n-y-
ye Iii rs :w.,:t-5:-3:--t.ha.~h,e--e-ew-a-nG-&-¥"'r-ow-aaQ-;i;.~~~~e-~~~& 
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