
Arab.arch.ep'g.1994,5,81-88

Prinled in Oenmark AIl,'ighls ",s"ved

CopyrighllJ0 Munksgaard 1994

Arabian archaeology
and epigraphy

155N 0905-7196

An Early Palaeolithic site near Saiwan
(Sultanate of Oman)

PAOLO BrACI

Dipartimento di Scienze Storico-Archeologi che e Orientalistiche, University of Venice, Italy

The Author describes a lithic assemblage aHributable to the Early Palaeolithic,
discovered in the winter of 1984-85 near Saiwan in central-eastem Oman. The

chert assemblage, characterized by large-sized artefacts with plain, sloping, striking
platform, various types of hand-axes, side scrapers and cores, is probably to be
aHributed to a late phase of the Acheulian Culture.

The site of Saiwan was accidentally discover-
ed by the Author and other members of the
Italian Archaeological Expedition in Decem-
ber 1984 during a field excursion in central-
eastern Oman. Its approximate location is
some twelve kilometres west-north-west of

Saiwan in an area of longitudinal, red, sand
dunes, that constitute the south-westernmost
appendix of the Wahiba Sands formation, six
kilometres to the east of the shores of a dried,

quaternary, lake basin (Fig. 1). The site, at
present crossed by a track, was easily recog-
nizable thanks to the presence of a great num-
ber of weathered chert artefads lying on its
surface. A few hundred of these were colleded

by five persons in one hour and are now in
the stores of the Ministry of National Heri--
tage and Culture of the Sultanate of Oman'
(1).

The chipped stone assembIage
The assemblage consists of some three hun-
dred artefads obtained from a variety of
pale yellowish brown chert (lO YR6/2).
Many of them have a thick patina of mod-

erate yellowish (lO YR5/4) colour (2) and
one or both surfaces partly eolised. It com-
prises 206 unretouched, complete artefads,
that were measured to develop the diagrams
and the histograms of Fig. 2 (3). The indus-
try mainly consists of flat (46.7%) tools, fol-
lowed by carinated/flat (21.8%) and very
flat (19.0%) pieces. The macroliths represent
96.6 % of the total assemblage which is
composed, in descending arder, of blade-like
flakes (29.1%), blades (26.2%), flakes (25.2%),
narrow blades (8.7%), wide flakes (8.1%) and
very wide flakes (2.7%). Many unretouched
artefads have wide, high-angled, plain strik-
ing platforms, typical of the hard-hammering
"Cladonian" technique; 50% are corticated.
Both the instruments and the cores are de-

scribed following the typological classifi-
cation of F. Bordes (4).

Hand-axes
The instruments include eleven bifacial hand-

axes mainly chipped from chert nodules or,
more rarely, from large flakes, with a flaked,
bifacial retouch that gives them a charader-
istic sinuous profile. Simple, continuous, com-
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Fig. 1.
Saiwan: approximate location of the Early Palaeolithic site (dot). a) sand dunes, b) dry quaternary lake basin (Drawn
by P. Biagi).

plementary, retouch sometimes occurs along
one or both edges. Most hand-axes are partly
corticated on one or both surfaces. According
to their dimensions, they fall within a well-
defined spot of band IV of Bordes' s diagram
(Fig. 3) (5), characterized by ovals-discoids-
limandes. More precisely they are to be aHri-
buted to the following categories: ovaI (Fig.
4: 2, S, 6), discoid (Fig. 4: 3), limande (Fig. 4:
I) and lageniforme (Fig. 5: 4, 5). Only one
sub-triangular hand-axe (Fig. 5: 3) falls into
band IL Of particular interest is the presence
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of two bifaciat elongated, lageniforme hand-
axes with rounded, proximat and pointed, dis-
taI ends.

Bifacial discoids
These are thick, corticated instruments ob-

tained with centripetal strokes on both sur-
faces (Fig. 5: 1, 2). A marginaI, simple retouch
is sometimes present along part of the edge.
Some are probably to be interpreted as bifacial
flake cores.



Side scrapers
This group includes a variety of types, in-
cluding: one thick bifaciat bitransverse speci-
men obtained from a wide flake (Fig. 6: I);
one transverse from a large flake, with deep,
simple retouch (Fig. 6: 2); some others from
flakes with marginaI, simple, inverse, lateral
(Fig. 6: 3) or with marginaI, simple, alterna-
tive (Fig. 6: 4) or bilateral (Fig. 6: 5) retouch.
Two other instruments are from blades: one

has marginaI, simple, bilateral retouch (Fig.
6: 6), and the other, marginaI, simple, left
retouch (Fig. 6: 7).

Cores

Apart from the discoids, the assemblage in-
cludes four bIade cores, only one of which has
an oblique platform prepared with one single
stroke (Fig. 6: 8). The striking platform is plain
and oblique in the other cases (Fig. 6: 9-11).
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Fig. 2.
Saiwan: length/width and length-width/thickness diagrams and histograms of the complete, unretouched artefads
(Drawn by P. Biagi).
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Fig. 3.
Saiwan: Bordes's diagrarn of the hand-axes (Drawn by P. Biagi).

Considerations

Even though the presence of Acheulian assem-
blages was documented from the Arabian
Peninsula many years ago (6), sites of this
Culture are almost unknown in Oman. In fad,
only a few Early Palaeolithic tools come from
surface sites discovered in Dhofar at Hanun,
Ghubara South, Wady al Umayri 14-16 (7)
and Qaharir (8), often colleded with other

chipped stone artefads of later periods. Other
Omani Palaeolithic finds' are those of Sawa-

qim, in the interior of Quriyat, and probably
that of PDO at Muscat (9). Apart from these,
no site of this period is recorded from the
territory surrounding the Wahiba Sands, accu-
rately investigated in the late Eighties (lO). A
previous survey in the region nearby, along
the western fringe of the sands, was carried
out by B. de Cardi and her team. It led to
the discovery of many sites of various ages,
including many aceramic ones, none of which
is attributable to the Palaeolithic (11).

The absence of reliable Middle Pleistocene
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sequences, in Oman, as well as of Palaeolithic
assemblages recovered in situ makes the dat-
ing of the Saiwan industry rather problema tic.
The whole assemblage shows homogeneous
technological charaderistics, patina and
smoothed surfaces caused by eolisation. The
occurrence of several hand-axes of various

evolved shapes belonging, almost exclusively,
to band IV of Bordes' s diagram, together with
a remarkable percentage of unretouched
blades and of a few side scrapers on bIade,
suggest that the site of Saiwan might be attri-
buted to a late period in the development of
the Acheulian Culture.
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Fig. 4.
Saiwan: hand-axes: lirnande (1), ovai (2, 5, 6), discoid (3), fragrnent (4) (1:2) (Drawn by G. Bornbonato).
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Fig.6.
Saiwan: bifacial scraper (l), transverse scraper (2), side scrapers (3-7), bIade cores
(3-11) (1:2) (Drawn by P. Biagi and G. Almerigogna).
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