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This paper presents an important lithic (stone tool) assemblage uncovered during excavations of a Neolithic mound in Tullahedy, Co. Tipperary, carried out by the Department of Archaeology, UCC, in 2006 in advance of the N7 Nenagh–Limerick HQDC. The site had previously been partially excavated by Archaeological Development Services Ltd in 1998 in advance of the N7 Nenagh Bypass. A total of 3,335 lithic finds, including 144 polished stone axeheads and fragments thereof, were recovered. In this paper, only the lithics retrieved by UCC will be discussed.

The excavations uncovered the remains of a palisade encircling a natural mound that was altered over time through the introduction of several layers of glacial till, representing the first known major Neolithic ‘landscaping project’ of such a type in Ireland. At least two houses with numerous pits were also excavated at the foot of the mound. This settlement evidence reflects several occupations throughout the Neolithic period represented by different types of stone tools and pottery.

The lithic assemblage comprises some 1,500 flaked and used stone tools and 140 polished stone axeheads and fragments thereof. The flaked artefact component is dominated by flakes, blades and large amounts of production waste. Larger stone tools such as quern-stones, hone stones, rubbing stones and hammerstones were also recovered in association with the settlement. Neolithic lithic assemblages of this size are very rare in the archaeological record of the southern half of Ireland, a fact which places even greater emphasis on the potential significance of this site.

Most of the tools date to the Neolithic period, particularly the Middle Neolithic, but there is evidence that the mound and its surrounding landscape attracted Early Mesolithic and Bronze Age settlers. Thus the assemblage from the site contains evidence for a continuity of place.

This paper will discuss the site and its stone tool assemblage in relation to the theme of transformation. It is clear that transformation was a major concern of the mounds inhabitants, both in terms of the location and the hitherto unknown technologies observed within the assemblage. It is suggested that both relate to rituals associated with rites of passage in connection with the transition of an individual from childhood to adulthood. Evidence of differential raw material use, differences in production techniques and the presence of apprentices will be presented in support of this interpretation.
