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Editors’ Foreword

During the Seminar for Arabian Studies in July 2019 in 
Leiden, a special one-day session on the Stone Tools 
of Prehistoric Arabia was held. It gathered sixteen 
participants who delivered twenty-minute papers, with 
a broader attendance by the other participants of the 
Seminar. The present Supplement to Volume 50 of the 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies is the result 
of this Leiden session, presenting twelve articles on 
the lithic materials recently found in Arabia, all having 
been peer-reviewed and edited by the co-organizers and 
external reviewers. 

Stone tools are generally associated with the 
oldest archaeological periods of human existence, the 
Palaeolithic, and are the most lasting vestiges of our 
ancestors’ productive activities. In Arabia, stone tools 
(or lithics) are found on the deflated surfaces close to 
raw material outcrops, high on the top of mountains and 
deep within valleys and terraces, on lake relics at the 
heart of the many sand seas, and even under water. For 
a long time, however, stratified archaeological records 
were rare and developing chronological frameworks 
was therefore a challenge. The discoveries made by 
international archaeological projects conducted across 
Arabia in recent years have made vital contributions 
to our field; the archaeological investigation of 
human origins in the Arabian Peninsula and a better 
understanding of cultural diversification throughout 
prehistory are good examples. The interpretation 
of the new finds provides alternative scenarios for 
how prehistoric human populations interacted with 
the diverse landscapes of Arabia as raised by Bretzke 
and Conard (2017) where the Peninsula was not 
merely a crossroads or superhighway of expansion 
for anatomically modern humans but also functioned 
as a human habitat throughout the Pleistocene. The 
topic of this special session addresses these and many 
particularly emerging interests on the deep past of the 
Arabian Peninsula.

Patterns in lithic production and their 
evolution through time are often thought to 
reflect human adaptation to changing climatic and 
palaeoenvironmental conditions, increasing cognitive 

capabilities, growing raw material economization, 
or changing socio-economic backgrounds. The wide 
range of survival strategies developed by our ancestors 
shows remarkable flexibility and a propensity for 
adaptation. Morphological variability of stone tools 
may relate to a plethora of cultural and environmental 
elements of which hafting technology, function, and raw 
material are assessed from the archaeological record. 
The study of the evolution of human populations in 
Arabia has produced a multitude of data adding to 
our understanding of the different lithic industries 
through the climate oscillations of the Pleistocene. 
(Boivin et al. 2013; Parton et al. 2015; Petraglia & Rose 
2009). Researchers have conventionally viewed Arabia 
either as a bridge or a barrier to Late Pleistocene 
human movements (Rosenberg et al. 2011). This bridge/
barrier dichotomy is apparent in the paradigms used by 
archaeologists to model the prehistoric occupations of 
the Peninsula. One of these models, ‘tabula rasa’, argues 
that the harsh environmental conditions throughout 
climatic downturns during MIS 4 (75–60 ka) and MIS 
2 (20–10 ka) caused the complete depopulation of 
Arabia (Rose, Černỳ & Bayoumi 2013; Uerpmann, Potts 
& Uerpmann 2009). Others have argued that the now 
submerged landscape of the Gulf (Rose 2010) and along 
the coast of the Red Sea (Bailey et al. 2015) may have 
served as refugia from human populations during 
these periods of aridity. These demographic models 
often envision a desert devoid of human activity, 
although anthropological and ethnographic research 
demonstrates that arid-adapted hunter-gatherers 
made targeted trips to specific events in which specific 
resources became available periodically and predictively 
within the landscape (Tanaka 1982; Yellen 1977). 

While on a geographical and chronological macro-
level such historical narratives and interpretations may 
be appropriate, identifying potential drivers at regional 
or local levels requires precise observations from the 
local archaeological records and the specific regional 
or local geographic and climatic contexts. We argue, 
however, that Arabia provides excellent potential for 
testing ideas about processes involved in the evolution 
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of diversity in lithics, given the specifics of the Arabian 
archaeological record that provides a rich archive of 
lithic production under different climatic conditions 
and a variety of subsistence strategies embedded in the 
extreme environments of the region. 

To discuss geographic and chronological patterns 
in continuity and breaks in lithic technology from 
Arabia and provide insights from experimental, 
traceological, technological, and typological research, 
we brought together for this session lithic experts 
working on Arabian pre- and proto-history. We hoped 
to provide insights in deep-time evolution and give 
experts working on Pleistocene and Holocene lithic 
assemblages the opportunity to communicate their 
insights from high-resolution records in great detail 
and set them in a palaeoenvironmental/chronological 
context. Our goal was to compile an overview of spatio-
temporal patterns in lithic typo-technology in Arabia. 
From this foundation, we could discuss the evolution of 
stone tools in Arabia — the possible factors behind this 
process and their potential implications. The following 
questions guided the discussion: are there differences 
in the form and diversity of stone-tool manufacture 
among the different archaeological periods and in 
other regions of Arabia? What differences in the lithic 
assemblages do we observe among the mobile peoples of 
the Stone Age and the more sedentary peoples of later 
periods? Do the nomadic peoples of the Pleistocene and 
Holocene share behaviour patterns in relation to stone-
tool production? Are there lithic traditions that ‘cross’ 
traditional archaeological periods?

The data, patterns, and interpretations presented in 
the present articles are an attempt to clear a path through 
the mist that still shrouds the tools used by our ancestors 
and which, it is hoped, will one day answer some of these 
questions. An overview of the Lower Palaeolithic and 
Middle Palaeolithic occupations in Central Arabia are 
depicted in Crassard and Hilbert (pp. 43-64). In Crassard 
et al. (pp. 1-14) and Hilbert and Crassard (pp. 27-42), the 
authors describe recent discoveries from north-western 
and northern Saudi Arabia. The presence of Acheulean 
and Levallois technology in particular questions the 
early dispersals of still unidentified human species and 
their cultural identities across the Peninsula. These 
three articles aim to provide a frame of reference 
for foot survey-based archaeological field missions 

working across the Peninsula. The authors place some 
emphasis on site and assemblage descriptions. In his 
contribution, Bretzke (pp. 15-26) provides an overview 
of the Palaeolithic record from south-eastern Arabia 
and describes observations on the chronological and 
typo-technological diversity. The Middle Palaeolithic 
and the Nubian Levallois technology — thought to be 
a north/north-eastern African techno-complex — its 
possible chronological depth, and the cause of technical 
orthodoxy in Arabia are addressed by Beshkani (pp. 65-
82) using both a theoretical and a technical approach. 

The Holocene is well represented by the earliest 
evidence presented by Maiorano et al. (pp. 83-100) from 
the Rub’ al-Khali in south-western Oman. The presence 
of a significant variability of Neolithic projectile points 
and other lithic objects, as well as the richness of the 
sites, reveal a redrawn picture of how the inland regions 
and especially the sand deserts were conquered during 
the Holocene climatic optimum. Kallweit and Beech (pp. 
121-136) present the Neolithic occupations of the Gulf 
Islands in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This paper 
shows, once again, a definite adaptation of human 
groups to specific environments. Away from the coast, 
the newly excavated site presented by Mateiciucová et 
al. (pp. 101-120) reveals another case of adaptation, in 
the mountainous environment of the Jabal Akhdar in 
Oman. Although undated, the lithic industries could 
go back to the Upper Palaeolithic and up to the Middle 
Holocene. The articles dealing with more recent periods 
include that by Buchinger et al. (pp. 137-148), with a 
depiction of Early Bronze Age lithic traditions from Hili 
in the UAE, showing clear continuity with Neolithic 
traditions as well as useful innovations, as demonstrated 
by the presence of microliths. These types of artefacts 
were also observed in significant number at Saruq al-
Hadid, even in the UAE, and carefully described in Moore 
et al.’s (pp. 149-166) article. A final example of a Bronze 
Age lithic assemblage from Oman and dated to the 
Hafit period is described by Ochs (pp. 167-176). Finally, 
the Iron Age in Oman also yielded some stone tools, as 
explained by Hilbert and Lischi (pp. 177-191), showing 
a variety of productions, including the use of Yemeni 
obsidian in the making of typical geometric microliths.

The special session on Stone Tools of Prehistoric 
Arabia and this supplement to Volume 50 of the 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies are an 
important source of data on human behaviour and 
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the productive capabilities of our ancestors. Most 
importantly, they provide a platform for scientific 
exchange between researchers working in different 
periods that, at times, face the same problems. Due to 
the evident taphonomic constraints that prevent the 
preservation of organic material, archaeologists are 
often faced with nothing but lithics, and even those are 
sometimes in a very poor state of preservation. Temporal 
depths of surface assemblages are usually estimated by 
comparing the technologies and tool types with those 
from areas that have seen substantially more research. 
The research presented here demonstrates how lithic 
experts are working towards the establishment of a 
local frame of reference to provide data to answer 
their specific research objectives. We hope that further 
research into these subjects will follow.

This Supplement has been possible thanks to the 
Seminar for Arabian Studies and David Davison who 
welcomed us as guest editors. We wish to thank Helen 
Knox for her help with the copy-editing and her 
reliability. The publication of this volume has been 
generously funded by the Heidelberg Academy of Science 
and Humanities through the project ‘The Role of Culture 
in Early Human Expansions’ in Germany, the French 
Centre for Archaeology and Social Sciences in Kuwait, 
and the CNRS/Lyon University team Archéorient in 
France. We warmly thank the International Association 
for the Study of Arabia and the organizers of the Seminar 
for Arabian Studies in Leiden. 
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