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The South Arabian Prehistory after the Last Interglacial 
 

 
Considerable work has been done on Arabian prehistory over the past ten 

years. Genetic evidence, namely Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) coalescence 

ages, gathered from modern populations across the world state that a single 

Anatomically Modern Human (AMH) expansion from Africa across the 

southern dispersal route took place at some time after Marine Isotopic Stage 

(MIS) 4 (75-60 ka. BP) and is responsible for the spread of Homo Sapiens 

across the Globe.1 As a result of these discoveries, archaeological research 

has intensified along the southern dispersal route proposed by the genetic 

evidence. 

 

Although still in its early stages, archaeological research in Arabia indeed has 

provided evidence for human occupation through the Late Pleistocene. 

Numerous collections from south and central Arabia have been mapped and 

studied, helping researchers to develop a chronological framework into which 

a plethora of surface find spots have been placed.2 So far, these sites may be 

placed within the following overall chronological structure; pre-Acheulean 

sites, characterized by crude chopping tools made on pebbles, side scrapers, 

discoid cores, hammerstones, spheroids, polyhedrons, anvil stones and the 

                                                           
1
 Endicott et al. 2009. 

2
 Uerpmann 1992; Zarins 2001; Whalen et al. 2002; Petraglia and Alsharekh 2004; Rose 

2006; Crassard 2007. 
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absence of hand axes; Acheulean sites characterized by the presence of 

hand axes, cleavers, side scrapers  and discoids;3 Middle Palaeolithic sites 

are mainly distinguished by the use of the Levallois blank production method, 

a lithic reduction chain that involves the deliberate shaping of the core`s 

dorsal surface and the preparation of a convex striking platform, which 

enables the production of a preferential blank  that is predetermined in 

shape.4 Upper Palaeolithic sites are characterized by the manufacture of 

elongated blanks, débitage which are twice as long as they are wide (known 

as blades), the manufacture of diverse bifacial implements, side scrapers, end 

scrapers, burins and projectiles.5 

 

Although the resolution of Arabia‟s Late Pleistocene archaeological data is still 

coarse, the emerging picture based on few stratified Late Pleistocene sites6 

points to demographic exchange between Africa and Arabia during the Last 

Interglacial (MIS 5). Although inconsistent with the timing proposed by the 

genetic studies, the archaeological evidence from Arabia is undeniable. 

Rather than favouring the genetic evidence over the archaeological data, or 

vice versa, we assume a neutral position and suggest a model where the 

overall genetic pattern of AMH expansion is used to back up the 

archaeological pattern of African technologies observed outside of the mother 

continent. 

 

The abundance of Pleistocene archaeological material in southern Arabia may 

be seen as a result of favourable conditions during periodic wet phases that 

brought increased rainfall to the interior of the peninsula. Vast drainage 

networks of great age throughout Arabia were re-activated during the 

Pleistocene interglacial cycles. Remarkable, deeply incised drainage systems 

may be seen cutting their way through the Nejd Plateau in southern Oman 

(Figure 1). The activation of these wadis is linked to the northward migration 

of the Intertropical Convergent Zone (ITCZ) which forces the Indian Ocean 

                                                           
3
 Amirkhanov 1994; Whalen et al. 2002. 

4
 Zarins 2001; Rose 2006; Crassard 2007. 

5
 Rose and Usik 2009; Zarins 2001. 

6
 Armitage et al. 2011; Marks 2008; Rose and Usik 2009; Rose, et al. nd. 
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Monsoon to migrate northwards, causing an increase in precipitation over 

large areas of Southern Arabia (Clemens, 1991).  

 

 

Figure 1: panoramic view of wadi Aidim, western Nejd Plateau (Photograph 
Y. Hilbert) 
 

During pluvial phases, the ITCZ moved the Indian Ocean Monsoon further into 

Arabia, transforming the dry and hostile desert into a semi-arid savannah 

capable of supporting a considerably larger biomass than today. Following the 

activation of these land masses by increased rainfall, African adapted fauna 

expanded into these new territories and subsequently human populations 

followed.7 Such pluvial events occurred in varying magnitudes and durations 

during MIS 5e (128 – 120 ka BP), MIS 5c (110 – 100 ka BP), MIS 5a (90 – 74 

ka BP), MIS 3 (60 – 25 ka BP), as well as the Early Holocene.8 

 

Proof that human populations ventured into Arabia during periods of climatic 

amelioration during MIS 5 is provided by the presence of African like 

industries at Jebel Faya in the United Arabian Emirates9 and the presence of 

North African Middle Stone Age (MSA) industries in both Yemen and Oman.10 

 

                                                           
7
 Rose 2007. 

8
 Parker 2009; Fleitmann and Matter 2009. 

9
 Armitage et al. 2011. 

10
 Rose et al. nd.; Crassard 2011. 
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Given that, at the site of Jebel Faya NE-1, a multi layered occupation 

containing three distinctive assemblages of which Assemblage C shows 

African like traits, the superimposed Assemblages A and B have no clear 

counterparts anywhere else inside or outside Arabia.11 It may be argued that 

assemblages A and B are descendents of Assemblage C and evolved in the 

Arabo-Persian Gulf refugia. The exposed Arabo-Persian Gulf basin is 

considered to be one of the three major refugia in Arabia during phases of 

climatic deterioration.12 Further possible refugia would have been the exposed 

Red Sea Basin, the Asir-Yemeni Highlands, and the southeast Arabian littoral 

zone (Figure 2). Although entirely unrelated to coastal environments, but 

clearly profiting from the incursions of the Indian Ocean Monsoon during 

favourable climatic conditions and under less active phases of the Indian 

Ocean Monsoon, the Nejd Plateau in south-western Oman may be counted 

among these possible refugia. Under present conditions, the rain belt 

generated by the Indian Ocean Monsoon reaches parts of southern Dhofar 

and eastern Yemen during the summer months, bringing cool temperatures, 

high humidity, and steady precipitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Map showing the 

three possible refugia in Arabia 

during arid periods.13 

                                                           
11

 Armitage et al. 2011. 
12

 Rose 2010. 
13

 Rose 2010, 851. 
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One of the goals of this research is to integrate the climatic framework 

provided by the environmental reconstruction of the Nejd plateau in northern 

Dhofar and the archaeological material gathered during the Dhofar 

Archaeological Project field seasons of 2010 and 2011.  

 

Would harsh environmental deterioration mean a “tabula Rasa” scenario as 

proposed by Rose (2006), which would imply that human presence across 

southern Arabia was marked by discontinuity and subsequent range 

expansions of non Arabian human populations bearing foreign lithic 

technologies? Or is it possible to determine an autochthonous evolution within 

this supposed refugium and subsequent continuity of human presence across 

the Nejd during climatic oscillations? A third possibility must also be 

entertained; namely, that human populations that expanded into Arabia during 

MIS 5 survived during unfavourable conditions within the above mentioned 

refugia and, as soon as south Arabia became wetter during the pluvial events 

of MIS 3 (60 – 25 ka BP.), further range expansions, either from the Levant or 

from Africa, encountered Arabian population living within the reactivated 

landscapes of the Nejd Plateau. This would have increased the complexity of 

the Southern Arabian late Palaeolithic record. 

 

In order to answer those question the definition of new archaeological lithic 

industries and further articulation of pre-existing traditions are necessary. By 

means of achieving a better handle on the different industries present in South 

Arabia, identification of expansions from outside Dhofar should become 

possible. 

 

 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1, panoramic view of wadi Aidim, western Nejd Plateau (Photograph Y. 

Hilbert). 
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Figure 2, Map showing a the three possible refugia in Arabia during arid 

periods (modified after Rose 2010, 851)  
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