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Abstract

In 1954 R.S. MacNeish defined a Northwest Microblade tradition based mainly on material from
the western District of Mackenzie, and in 1967 F.H. West defined a microblade using Denali complex
based on material from Alaska. In his definition MacNeish stressed the presence of notched points, and
his samples had few wedge-shaped microblade cores and notched transverse burins which are key
elements of the Denali complex. Therefore West found the need for a new taxon. Subsequently wedge-
shaped Denali (Campus) microblade cores have been found to be abundant in the Yukon and adjacent
areas. And in Alaska there are notched points in a so-called Late Denali. With due allowance for
regional and temporal variation, the two constructs describe a single entity. The Northwest Microblade
tradition takes precedence.

Résumé

En 1954, R.S. MacNeish a déterminé l’existence d’une tradition des microlames du Nord-Ouest en
se fondant principalement sur le matériel découvert dans l’ouest du district du Mackenzie et en 1967,
F.H. West celle d’un complexe de Denali qui faisait usage de microlames, d’après du matériel trouvé en
Alaska. Dans sa définition, MacNeish mentionne la présence de pointes à encoches; il comptait parmi
ses spécimens quelques nucléi cunéiformes et des burins transversaux sur encoche qui constituent des
éléments essentiels du complexe de Denali. West a donc jugé qu’il lui fallait un nouveau taxon. Par la
suite, on a constaté que les nucléi cunéiformes Denali (Campus) étaient abondants au Yukon et dans
les zones contiguës. Par ailleurs, en Alaska, on trouve des pointes à encoches dans un site qui date
prétendument du Denali tardif. Si l’on tient compte des variantes régionales et temporelles normales,
les deux hypothèses décrivent une seule et même entité. La tradition des microlames du Nord-Ouest est
antérieure.

This paper has two integrated objectives. The first is to identify and resolve differences between terms
for the microblade using cultures in northwestern Canada. The second objective is to find concordance with
the microblade using cultures of interior Alaska.

Precursors of Microblade Industries

Early occupations in Northwestern Canada preceding or lacking microblades include MacNeish’s Flint
Creek phase at Engigstciak in the Northern Yukon. Bison bones there have an antiquity of about 11,000
years, calibrated, 9800 otherwise (Cinq-Mars, Harington, Nelson and MacNeish 1991). Flint Creek may
be seen as part of a more widespread tentatively defined Northern Cordilleran tradition (Clark 1983). A
site near Beaver Creek in the southern Yukon has a lanceolate point associated with a date of 10,200 BP
and there is a 10,600 BP date not tied to the point (R. Gotthardt, personal communication 2000). The
people who left these remains are thought to have preceded microblade using peoples in Northwestern
Canada. Data are sketchy, though, and it is not clear to what degree succeeding inhabitants were founded in
the Northern Cordilleran tradition.
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The Northwest Microblade Tradition

Mackenzie

The Northwest Microblade tradition, hereafter NWMt, was defined in 1954 in MacNeish’s analysis of
the Pointed Mountain site located in the southwestern corner of the District of Mackenzie. MacNeish saw
similarities among sites with microblades and certain other artifacts found over a wide zone of the Western
Subarctic including, especially, Pointed Mountain and the Campus site in Alaska (1954:234, 250). “...It is
suggested that in interior northwest North America...there was a series of related sites with a distinctive
cultural pattern.” It was not long before this pattern was called the Northwest Microblade tradition. Charac-
teristic artifacts included wedge-shaped cores and other microblade cores, tools on blades, end scrapers
and relatively crude burins. In 1964 sites from the southwest Yukon were added. After that, before long,
this construct began to suffer from failure to clean up the data, which were a mess, and from a lack of
effective updates to accommodate new discoveries. Some archaeologists became uncomfortable with the
NWMt and consigned it to the trash bin.

There is one artifact constant involved — microblade technology — and several variables. The variables
are:

a) types of cores vary and thus include wedge-shaped cores of the Denali type, tabular Tuktu cores and
cuboid, tetrahedral, conical and informal microblade cores,
b) side-notched or corner-removed points and knives often are present
c) there may be leaf-shaped points, burins and macroblades.

The distribution of microblades runs from Siberia across the Yukon and through part of the District of
Mackenzie to the east side of Great Bear Lake. They are present in also northern Alberta, while British
Columbia presents a complex scenario that I will not attempt to analyze.

If we view assemblages from the Yukon and Alaska as the norm, those from the Mackenzie Valley and
around Great Bear Lake are seen to be heterogeneous variants. The cores vary in types and often are
poorly formalized in a manner that intergrades with flake cores. Except for their rejuvenation through
platform tablet removal I would classify many of them as flake cores. Wedge-shaped Denali cores are
uncommon, except at Pointed Mountain. The frequency of microblades and cores ranges from barely there
to numerous. Non microblade artifacts differ in kind and style from site to site. In a general way though,
Morrison (1987) found enough commonality to define a Mackenzie Middle Period in which side-notched
points and knives are common.

It is possible to recognize several phases among the easternmost sites that have yielded microblades. At
Great Bear Lake, and northward to Colville Lake and Horton Lake there are collections with microblade
industries and artifacts that plausibly belong to the Arctic Small Tool tradition (Clark 1975, 1987). They
have fingernail-size end scrapers and a penchant for fine chert, but wholly diagnostic ASTt artifacts are
lacking. One feature of the Horton and Colville Lake microblade cores is the removal of core tablets for
rejuvenation, which is not common ASTt practice. The Whirl Lake Lower Level assemblage (Gordon and
Savage 1971) might be another variation of microblade culture while the original NWMt from Pointed
Mountain is a third one, and Bezya, Alberta (Le Blanc and Ives 1986), perhaps a fourth.
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Three types of microblade cores plus aberrant or unclassified cores have been reported from Pointed
Mountain. They include wedge-shaped cores of Denali type, along with Donnelly burins and other artifacts
that Millar (1981) found similar to the American Paleoarctic from Alaska.  While this is seen as due to
interaction between the Mackenzie and Yukon basins, Millar acknowledges that Pointed Mountain is
younger than the Paleoarctic and includes later types derived from the south and notched points derived
from an unidentified Archaic source. My impression is that in the area east of the Mackenzie Mountains
there were local lithic industries whose makers had become exposed to microblade technology and had
adopted it inconsistently and not always with the knowledge or inclination to employ the Denali mode of
core production and rejuvenation. In fact, small flake cores from sites such as Peace Point, northern Alberta
(Stevenson 1986), suggest that people were on the verge of reinventing microblade technology but didn’t
have it quite right. The variability within Pointed Mountain cores leads to possible interesting interpretations.
Usually an assemblage with Denali-type wedge-shaped cores has only that type plus pyramidal cores in a
few cases and the occasional aberrant core. And the range of points at Pointed Mountain is extreme: up to
16 types of stemmed, notched and leafshaped projectiles may be recognized by a splitter, and at least half
that number by a lumper.  This suggests to me that that place was in a state of flux. It was this evidence that
MacNeish had when he proposed the NWMt. If the scenario above is correct, the NWMt is, in a sense,
just the fringe of a tradition.

Yukon

However, the scenario moves westward.  After additional field work MacNeish wavered on the inclu-
sion of any sites in the NWMt other than those of the southwest Yukon (MacNeish 1964). I don’t know if
he had thought this through, but that reduces it to a local sequence. The initial locus, Pointed Mountain, had
become marginal. This may have tightened definition of the tradition, but the shift could leave some archae-
ologists unhappy inasmuch as it is in the case of the Mackenzie that they have suggested that the NWMt
construct still has some utility.

A large number of wedge-shaped cores exhibiting preparation and rejuvenation in the Denali mode have
been recovered from the Yukon (Clark and Gotthardt 1999, Irving and Cinq-Mars 1974). They are identi-
cal to cores from Dry Creek. Early notice was drawn to Campus-Denali technology in the Yukon by John
Cook’s (1968) publication of the Otter Falls microblade core, dated to 4570 years ago. Ruth Gotthardt
now has microblades with a date of 5900 years ago while just to the south of Whitehorse microblades at
Annie Lake are as much as 7000 years old (Hare 1995). There also are tabular flat-faced cores and cuboid
to conical cores though the Denali type strongly predominates. Many assemblages also have notched flake
burins and some have leafshaped or lanceolate points.

Thus far, side-notched points are only occasionally found with microblades in the Yukon. Probably,
though, further work likely will turn something similar to the Late Denali-Northern Archaic hybrid that
occurs in Alaska. The sample of basecamp assemblages is still limited. One of the larger such assemblages
is from the Little Arm site at Kluane Lake. Workman (1978) found that the Level 5 assemblage excavated
by MacNeish in 1959 and 1960 has six Projectile points, none is side-notched, a number of Denali and
broad tabular microblade cores, 400 microblades, 12 Donnelly burins and three gravers but only seven end
scrapers and a modest number of flake tools.

Most of these Yukon assemblages with microblades are “pure”, that is, untainted by notched points, and
can be compared with early assemblages from Alaska. But data presently available suggest that in the
Yukon microblades are no more than 7500 years old. Bluefish Caves is the exception. There, a small
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Paleoarctic or early Denali assemblage is somewhere between 10,000 and 13,000 years old (Cinq-Mars
1990). What we appear to have are assemblages with microblades that tend to be early, though not as old
as early Denali, that are succeeded by assemblages with notched points which are relatively late. In the
Yukon these notched point assemblages tend to lack microblades but they often have them in the Mackenzie
and Alaska. Thus, the situation in the western Mackenzie is somewhat different from that of the Yukon.

The Northern Archaic

The Northern Archaic and Denali should be mutually exclusive, but that is not always the case, espe-
cially for the so-called Late Denali, so we are compelled to discuss both. Archaeologists are reasonably
comfortable in applying the Northern Archaic designation to the Yukon, especially to assemblages without
microblades. There is some uncertainty for the Mackenzie though, where there are assemblages that contain
both a microblade industry and denominators of the Northern Archaic such as side-notched points.
MacNeish repeatedly cited notched points as an element of  his NWMt. This was before the Northern
Archaic tradition had been defined. By zeroing in on notched points, espousal of the Northern Archaic led
to lithic cleansing of some components previously identified as Northwest Microblade, especially in the
Yukon (Workman 1978). Still, there remain in Alaska and the Mackenzie assemblages with both notched
points and microblades. We can think of “pure” Northern Archaic assemblages without points and amal-
gamated or “acculturated” assemblages that have Denali elements.  The latter sometimes are included with
the Northern Archaic and sometimes are referred to as Late Denali in Alaska. They would be called North-
west Microblade in Canada or, as in Alaska, Northern Archaic. In a discussion of the Middle Prehistoric
period of the Mackenzie valley, Morrison (1987) expressed the opinion that the Northern Archaic tradition
concept has almost completely replaced the NWMt. Nevertheless, he feels that the term “Northern Ar-
chaic” is inappropriate to describe sites in the Mackenzie valley, that the NWMt provides a better fit.

In the Yukon there are a number of local phases that can be taken to describe a Northern Archaic. The
denominators of the Northern Archaic are leafshaped and side notched spear points, big bifaces, many
endscrapers, notched cobble sinkers and choppers and hide scraping stones (Clark 1992). Thus far
microblade technology is not a major feature of the Northern Archaic in the Yukon.

Hypothetically, hallmarks of the Northern Archaic diffused northward from the plains or plains forest
ecotone to the Yukon and onward towards Bering Strait. However, thus far the oldest components are
found in northwest Alaska (Anderson 1968) where they are as much as 6500 radiocarbon years old while
Yukon sites like Taye Lake are younger.

One of the more prominent Yukon phases now assigned to this tradition had been defined by MacNeish
well before Anderson (1968) came up with the Northern Archaic concept. This is the Taye Lake phase. In
his 1964 presentation of Yukon prehistory MacNeish had Taye Lake as the last phase of the NWMt but
Workman’s (1978:126) and my scrutiny of the collection found no microblades. The Northern Archaic
provides the only suitable fit.

A Northern Archaic component recovered at Annie Lake differs somewhat from Taye Lake. The
distinctive element of the “Annie Lake complex” is a thin concave-based projectile point (Greer 1983).
Side- or corner-notched points also were recovered. Hare found that a date of 1500 BP may apply to
notched points at that site whereas Annie Lake points fall somewhere within the range of bracketing ages
2800 BP and 6260 BP (Hare 1995:67), probably near the older end of that range. These points appear to
represent a Northern Archaic phase that precedes the Taye Lake phase. Hare discusses the question of
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whether there is a transition from Little Arm (local Microblade tradition phase) to the Northern Archaic, or
whether the Annie Lake points came into the southwest Yukon with new migrants. The question remains
open, but this review suggests that the microblade culture was replaced by the Northern Archaic in the
southern Yukon without any technological intergradation. Workman had come to the same conclusion 25
years ago.

Alaska: Denali

Most archaeologists have settled on the term “Denali” for the early microblade culture of interior
Alaska. MacNeish drew the Campus site (for which see Mobley 1991) into his definition of the Northwest
Microblade tradition, and West (1967) drew on the same assemblage, and others, to define the Denali
complex.

The most succinct definition of the Denali complex (which should be called a tradition) is in the abstract
to West’s 1967 article in which Denali debuts (see also West 1981a:91):

Sites of the Denali complex are linked by distinctive microblade cores, core tablets and
microblades..., large blades, biconvex bifacial knives..., a distinctive burin type [Donnelly]
and other traits. The clearest affiliations of the Denali complex are with a series of late
Upper Palaeolithic sites west of Lake Baikal... The bearers of this culture probably entered
Alaska prior to the final submergence of the Bering land bridge (West 1967:360).

Subsequent research in Alaska has confirmed early dating of Denali (West 1981a, b, 1996), but there
also are many Denali sites with late radiocarbon dates. The microblade cores to which West refers are
termed Campus or Denali cores, sometimes Gobi cores (West 1981a). West states that “Wherever...there
is shown the presence of ‘Gobi’ cores, it may be assumed that some variety of relationship with Denali
complex does exist” (West 1981a:139). And these cores now are common in Yukon collections and
present also elsewhere in northwestern Canada.

The Northwest Microblade tradition had been defined well before West created this new construct.
West carefully outlined the perceived differences between MacNeish’s Northwest Microblade tradition and
Denali. Nevertheless, he appears to have been misled by MacNeish’s inadequate sample.  MacNeish failed
to find very many wedge-shaped cores but about 50 Denali cores were found in the Yukon later by Work-
man, Cinq-Mars and Clark.  His poor typology did not help either. The Fort Liard burin at Pointed Moun-
tain appears to be a Donnelly burin in most cases. He published only one good example but further work
has recovered additional examples. A noteworthy difference is that MacNeish stressed the presence of
notched spear points in the Northwest Microblade tradition whereas there are none in Denali proper. But
notched points are common in so-called Late Denali.

West (1967) concludes that “viewed from Alaska it would seem that the concept of the Northwest
Microblade tradition should be applied cautiously, if at all. The major virtue would be that of grouping all
sites and complex which contain microblades (excepting Anangula Island) and which are not members of
the clearly-delineated Arctic Small Tool tradition.” But I feel that the differences between Denali and the
Northwest Microblade tradition are small if due allowance is made for temporal change and regional
variation.
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One such variation is the so-called Late Denali. We noted earlier that Late Denali was especially similar
to Northwest Microblade Tradition components with notched points and to Northern Archaic components
with microblades. West does not particularly provide for any Late Denali culture, either as an entity separate
from Denali within the Denali time range. But other Alaskan archaeologists have (Bacon 1987, Dixon
1985).

Conclusions

1. West stated that wherever there are Gobi [Denali] cores some relationship with the Denali com-
plex exists. By this criterion the microblade using culture of the Yukon is Denali.

2. Assemblages comparable to Late Denali occur in the western Mackenzie but are only weakly
present in the Yukon.

3. Poorly formalized geometric cores occur in the Mackenzie District and are found to a lesser
extent in the Yukon. They tend to be late. In fact, all microblade technology west of the Yukon and
interior British Columbia may be late. Geometric and Denali cores can both occur in the same
assemblage (cf. Holmes 1986), and that raises the question, “why?” Obviously the formula for Denali
had not been lost from the cultural repertoire.

4. The Mackenzie valley and other easterly areas present a special situation. Assemblages with
microblades belong to a number of phases on the basis of other technological characteristics. Some
occurrences may represent either diffusion in which technology entered into established local cultures, or
a frontier situation in which offshoots of the mother population adapted differently to local situations. In
contrast, the Yukon and interior Alaska may have been occupied by a single long-established
microblade producing culture.

The point has been made here that MacNeish’s Northwest Microblade is in fact Denali, especially when
late changes in Denali are taken into account. Turning that around, late Denali is essentially a phase of the
Northwest Microblade tradition. After studying the Pointed Mountain collection, J.V. Millar proposed that
Denali was an early phase of the Northwest Microblade tradition, and that the material that MacNeish had
worked with was a late phase. I do not see why we cannot adopt that detail of systematics in Canada.
However, practicality, which apparently is something that Thomas Becket lacked, commends us to using
two dictionaries, one for Canada, the other one for dealing with our Alaskan colleagues. I do not believe
that it strains the mind to operate with alternate terms between countries. It is knowing the material that
counts, not shorthand labels.
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