The Nguom Rockshelter and the Paleolithic Flake Industries in
Mainland Southeast Asia

The Nguom Rockshelter is a stratitied
archacological site located n the Than Sa
River Walley, Bas Thai pevince, northern
Vietnam, The rockshelier lies on the north
side of a limestone mountain, situated at
latitude of 217 47°40" North and longitude
of 1057 527°40" East. The Nguom
Rockshelter was first recognised as a
potentially important archaeological site
during the survey of the Than Sa River
WValley in 1980, This site was excavated by
the Muscum of History in 1981, and
subsequently re-excavated jointly by the
Vietnam Institute of Archaeology; the
Department of Archacology, University of
Hanoi: and the Museum of History in 1982
[Ha Van Tan 1985].

The rockshelier is an open area with a
floor space of approximately 150 square
meters, The excavated area is only 56
square melers, consists of three pits: A, B,
C.ihig. 1)

The stratigraphy from top 1o botiom
reads as follows:

Layer 1

Surface  laver, 20-30 cm  thick,
extensively disturbed by the village
mixed with prehistoric materials and

modern potsherds.

Layer 2
60 cm thick, dark grey in colour, very
loose. This Tayer encloses mainly shells of

freshwater gastropods. Stone artelhets,
animal and human bones have been found.
In pit A ata depth of 75 cm, two burials have
been uncovered. The first is a flexed burial.

The second is 4 double burial in which an
old man is placed on the left and a young
woman on the right of the grave, This burial

was surrounded by stones.

Layer 3

45-500 cm thick, very loose, grevish in
colour. In this layer. shells of land snails
Iso anumber of
mal bones. The species were all recent,
including pig (Sus Serafen, cattle (Bos ap.),
poreupine (Hysiriv sp.). monkey (Macaca
assamenyis), hog  badger (Arcronvy
collaris). An intact lower jaw of orang-utan

were abundant. There we

{Pongo pygmaens) was recovered al the
hottom ol this laver. Stone flakes and tools
have been found.

Layer d

A band of limestone rubble comprised of

weathered angular blocks ranging, in size
from gravel (o boulders almost of 25 ¢cm x
45 em. Also found were stone flakes and
tools in this layer, Its thickness averages 13
cm.

Layer 5

20125 ¢m thick, of very light vellowish
colour. The soil is composed of sand and
clay. There were also mammal bones and
stone artefacts in this layer.
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With reference o all the archacological
evidences, the cultural remains ol the
Nguom Rockshelier can be classified into 3
levels as discussed below:

Upper Cultural Level (Layer 2)

This level is characterized by the
appearance of unifacial pebble core tools
which were made by direct percussion. The
lithic industry is  represented by
surmatraliths, short axes and cdge-ground

axes. Flake wols are rarely found. Most of

the flakes are non-utilized, It 15 reasenable
o suppose that this cultwral level belongs to
the Hoabinhian. (Fig. 2)

Middle Cultural Level (Layer 3)

The lithic industry in this lever is
represented by pebble side-choppers and
end-choppers. The pebble tools here are
very similar to the Sonvian, a palcolithic
pebble core industry in Vietnam. |Ha Van
Tan 1976] (Figz.3) But in this level many
flake tools are also found.

Recently. three radiocarbon dates have
been obtained for samples from this level.
One sample came from the op of Layer 3.
The date is 18,600+ 200 BP (Bln-2691/11).
Another sample was taken from the hottom
of Layer 3. Two determinations are
available: 23,000 + 200 BP (BIn-2692/1)
and 23,100 £ 300 BP (BIn-2692/11).

Lower Cultural Level (Layer 4 and Layer
5)

This  level is  predominantly
characterized by the appearance of [lake
d stone. A
common feature of artefacts is their

toels, made of fine-graine

relatively small size. The tvpical flake wols
were deseribed as serapers and points
[Quang Van Cay er al. 1981 but the
assemblage shows a lack of uniformity.

.
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Most of the artefacts are amorphous flakes,
2-3 em long, with marginal rectouch along
the sharp edges. In Pit A, 9965 of the
10.941 flakes are refouched tools. There
were also a number of true blades and blade
tools (Figs. 4&5). The pebble ools are
rarely Tound (29).

The flake industry in this level is then the
earliest of the Nguom Rockshelier
sequence, Absolute dates of this flake
industry are still Tacking but it is clear that
this mdustry must be earlier than 23,000 BP.

Thus, the results of the Nguom
excavations indicate the existence of a Make
tool industry predating the core pebble one
1 Vietnam.

We are now aware of lake industries in
mainland Southeast Asia. At first mean the
fluke industry discovered in the Lang
Rongrien Rocksheller in Krabi Province,

southwestern Thailand, about 12 km from
the sea shore. Prof, Douglas Anderson
conducted excavations there in 1983, 984
and 1990, and a detailed report on the Lang
Rongrien Rockshelter has been published
[Anderson 1990]. Nearly hall ol the
artelucts found from the Pleistocene levels
(Unit 8, Unit & and Unit 10) are Make 1ools,
made of small pieces of chert, with cutting
types: end scrapers. side scrapers, gouge
like implements, Make knife, gravers and
microblade-like flakes, retouched and
utilized flakes. Radiocarbon dates for these
levels ranged between 27,0000 and 37,000
BP.

I want to speak more about the
archacological finds in Bailian Cave in
Liuzhou, Guangxi Province. China. A
large-scale excavation of this site was
conducted in 19811982 and, as a result, a




report was published in 1987 Tie Science
Musewm of Bailion Cave Sire T987, The
exvavators informed us ol 1wo cross-
sections of the East and West sides of the
cave, There are 8 Layers in the east portion.
Layer 1 has given a radio-carbon date of
TFORO £ 125 BP (BK 82092} Layer 3 has
given an uranium-series date of OO0 £ 800
BP (BKY 822393 Layer 7 has a
radiocarbon date ol 11,670 £ 150 BP (BK
82098} There are 10 layers in the west
portion. Laver 2 has given a Cl4 date
19910 + 180 BP (BK 82097). Laver 4 has
given a C14 date of 26,680 £ 625 BP (BK
82098). Layer 6 has an uraniume-series date
of 28,000 + 2000 BP (BKY 82141 A
radiocarbon sample from Layer 10 yielded a
dare of 37,000 + 2000 BP(BK 82101}, So.
the western lavers are dated older than the

cast ones, The sccond layer of the west
portion and the 7th layer of the cast portion
link together, forming a line of partition
between Holocene sediments above it and

Pleistocene sediments under it

In Bailian Cave, besides a number of

pottery sherds and polished wols in the
upper layer, chipped anefacts have been
mainly found. The authors of the report
classify these artefacts into 5 groups.
ranging [rom the bottom to the surlace as
follows:

Group |
From the 5th to 7th layer of the west
portion, with an abundance ol small Take

tools made of tlint,

Group Il

Shell Tayer. including the 2nd and 3rd
layers of the west portion, containing boring
pebble stone items and many flake 1wols
almost similar to microliths.

Group 111

Yellow shell layer (layer 6 of the east
portion) containing mainly pebble wols and
a nuimber of boring pebble items.

Group IV

irevish vellow shell layer, mostly
ng pebble wols and a number of
polished adzes.

Lontu

Group V
The first layer of the east portion,
containing pottery sherds.

Accordingly, we can see that the late
Pleistocene layers of Bailian Cave contin
mostly flake wols made of lint, although a
nuimtber of pebble tools are found, In the
Holocene layers, big-sized pebble tools are
dominant but flake tools reman in some
layers, This situation makes Bailian Cave
related more closely 10 Nguom Rockshelter
than to Lang Rongrien Rockshelter.

In o few words, we can see that the flake
industry of the Nguom Rockshelter is not
isolated. The discovery of 1Take industries at
Lang Rongrien and Bailian Cave shows that
these industries, together with small flake
tools belonging 1o the Pleistocene, already
existed before such pebble industries as the
Sonvian and Hoabinhian and  were
distributed widely in mainland Southeast
Asta This might be the result from a change
of the climate from a dry and cold 10 a
humid and hot one inthe whole region.

But the change
Southeast Asia is nol so simple as

in lithic technology in

represented i the various proposed models.
Recently, when Moh Khiew Cave situated
near Lang Rongrien Rockshelter was
excavated, Dr. Surin Pookajorn. a Thai
archacologist, has found that under the tlake
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ool layer (Second Cultural Level) exists a
pebble tool layer (First Cultural Level)
[Pookajorn 19917, Itis very likely that there
exists a long-lime period of humid climate
before this period of dry climate. So, the
fluctuation of climatic conditions, and
closely related to i, the change of ecological
condition to Holecene are much more
compheated than we have thought of.
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Fig. 3

Pebble tools from middle culiural level of the Ngnom Rockshelier
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