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Arti-fakes and the Ethical Responsibilities of Modern Flintknappers  by Jim Burns

Collectors of authentic prehistoric Indian artifacts have had to be on the watch for “arti-
fakes,” modern-made artifacts sold/traded off as “authentic” pieces to unsuspecting 
collectors, for years.  Some of these arti-fakes are projectile points made by well-meaning 
knappers who simply want to learn, practice and enjoy the art of flintknapping.  Sadly, 
these projectile points are sometimes acquired by crooks who seek to profit off of the 
beautiful points at the expense of naïve collectors.  Other arti-fakes are purposefully 
made to be sold as “authentic” or are low-grade authentic points which have been re-
worked to “increase their value” by being sold as “high-grade authentic points.”  

Although there are some methods for attempting to determine if a particular stone point is 
authentic, such as inspection under a dissecting microscope and/or use of an ultraviolet 
viewing cabinet, the methods are not always fail-proof as experienced crooks have 
developed aging techniques which have fooled even professional archaeologists!  The 
best rule to follow to keep arti-fakes out of your collection is to limit your collection to 
personal finds or artifact dealers who have acquired a good reputation from respected 
archaeological societies.  

The purpose of the rest of this article is to offer some advice to collectors and knappers 
that will help to ensure that your endeavors do not lead to further complications in the 
market for authentic relics, a compromise of the archaeological record, or indirect and 
unknowing involvement in a third-party transaction where a fellow collector has been 
subject to outright fraud.  

Generally, flintknappers can be divided into three categories, commercial knappers, 
academic knappers, and hobby enthusiasts.  For individuals who engage in flintknapping 
as either a hobby, academic, or commercial endeavor it should be understood that an 
ethical responsibility of the highest regard is warranted.  I propose a maxim by which all 
modern flintknappers should abide:  I shall not engage in the production, sale or trade of  
reproduction artifacts unless measures are taken to clearly identify and permanently  
mark them as modern reproductions.  

It is in the interest of setting apart modern reproductions from ancient authentic relics, 
that the phrase “clearly identify and permanently mark” comes to bear.  Modern 
flintknappers must assume the ethical responsibility of taking reasonable measures and 
precautions that will ensure that the products of their activities are never co-mingled with, 
or presented as, authentic prehistoric artifacts.  That task is far easier said than done. 
What follows are some suggestions for clearly identifying and permanently marking 
reproduction artifacts, whether you produced them or acquired them.  If you are new to 
knapping or have not yet committed to marking your work on a regular basis, you might 
benefit from some additional, friendly advice on how to accomplish this effectively.  
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Just as serial numbers on guns can be eradicated, so can most attempts to “permanently” 
mark reproduction points on their surface.  With that being said, a very effective, yet 
perhaps less widely accepted suggestion is for a hole to be drilled completely through a 
modern point with a diamond tipped drill.  There is no argument that this would, in 
conjunction with additional measures, clearly identify and permanently mark the 
reproduction as such.  

Another option is the use of a diamond tipped scribe or high-speed diamond drill bit to 
mark reproduction pieces.  Signing (or initialing) and dating reproductions with a 
diamond scribe is best done nearer the center of a point where it would be more difficult 
to remove the mark via additional flaking.  Placing additional markings on the point with 
permanent black pigment or India ink that has been subsequently coated with B-72 is also 
recommended.  The use of pigment ink will offer a second, more prominent marking that 
can make the overall effort of clear identification more effective.  Individuals who sell 
modern points are encouraged to mark them with the phrase “Reproduction – For Study 
Only.”  While this may not always be practical, particularly on smaller points, a simple 
“R” would likely suffice when accompanied by a diamond scribed signature (or initials) 
and the year of manufacture.  

The next suggestions for ethical responsibility have more to do with what becomes of a 
modern reproduction after it has been clearly identified and permanently marked as such. 
It is imperative that if you choose to sell your modern work that you do so to individuals 
who can be trusted to continue the responsible custodianship that you have shown.  In 
short, sell nothing to individuals whose motives for buying reproductions may be suspect. 

Modern knappers must also be concerned about those reproductions that will never leave 
their possession – during their life time.  Non-commercial hobbyist knappers must also 
take reasonable steps to clearly identify and permanently mark their creations as modern. 
Keeping a meticulous record of reproductions in your collection complete with unique 
catalog numbers can help future heirs to easily distinguish modern reproductions from 
authentic ancient relics.  All knappers must assume an ethical responsibility for clearly 
identifying and permanently marking creations that are sure to remain intact for countless 
generations to come.  

Unfortunately, unethical knappers and fraudulent dealers will continue to flaunt any 
suggestions made concerning the management and identification of reproduction 
artifacts.  The purpose of this treatise was to simply further the expectation that all ethical 
individuals who are involved with modern flintknapping will do their part to ensure the 
long-term viability of the authentic artifact collecting hobby and the integrity of the 
archaeological record. 

*Note:  Most of this article was reproduced from The Ethical Responsibilities of Modern 
Flintknappers by James V. Fisher which appeared in The Authentic Artifact Collectors  
Association Newsletter – Volume 1, Issue 3, © 2003.  
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