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Arabian archaeology

and epigraphy

Back to Fasad... and the PPNB controversy.
Questioning a Levantine origin for Arabian Early

Holocene projectile points technology

For decades, so-called Fasad points have been discovered in Oman and the UAE.
These lithic projectile points have been until now fossiles directeurs (or defining arte-
facts) for Early Holocene human occupation prior to the development of the Arabian
Neolithic. It appears that many different types of points are described in the literature
as Fasad points, but the actual variability of the archaeological discoveries leads to
the necessity for reassessment and clarification of the very definition of this type of
artefact. We propose here a new definition of the Fasad points with the creation of
sub-types. We also discuss the trend of using this lithic type as a marker for the diffu-
sion of PPNB technology towards the south-east from the Mediterranean Levantine
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1. Introduction: the Fasad points and their
implication in the development of Arabian
prehistory

At the southern border of the immense sand dune desert of
the Rub’ al-Khali there is a Bedouin locality called Fasad,
recently renamed al-Hashman. This area is located in Dho-
far, the Sultanate of Oman’s western region, and was first
surveyed by amateur archaeologists. The collected stone
tools were then studied by the Harvard Archaeological
Expedition (Pullar 1974). It is only in the late 1980s that
‘Fasad’ was associated with a specific type of lithic point,
after the discovery in the Wahiba Sands (eastern Oman) of
a lithic industry composed of Neolithic bifacial arrow-
heads as well as some projectile points made on ‘worked
blanks’ (Edens 1988), the latter being called ‘Fasad points’
in reference to Pullar’s 1974 article. In the mid-1990s, a
‘Fasad facies’ was created (Charpentier 1996) as a new
lithic techno-complex. This was based on discoveries of
new sites in the Ja’alan region (Sharqiya province, Oman)
and on an inventory of all Fasad points found in the Oman
peninsula. Since then, Fasad is the eponym of an early
Holocene culture of Oman and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE).
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All these discoveries have led various archaeologists,
including ourselves, to call every projectile point made
on a worked blank with a tang a Fasad point. This
now needs to be reassessed, as not any tanged arrow-
head made on a flake or blade blank can be called a
Fasad point. Thanks to the latest analyses of both old
and new lithic series, it appears that in terms of typol-
ogy and technology, the Fasad points present a high
rate of variability in their own shapes and in the
method used to produce the blank. We propose here to
define what should be called a Fasad point today. We
will also apply our results to a persistent controversy
concerning the origin of the Neolithic in the Gulf, and
more broadly in the Arabian Peninsula, by comparisons
with Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB) industries from
the Levant.

2. The different types of Fasad points

A projectile point is called a Fasad point as long as it is a
pointed flake or blade with a tang clearly shaped by any
kind of retouch. The artefact is usually not retouched any-
where other than the tang, but in some cases retouch



appears along one or two edges, or is carried out at the dis-
tal part (the tip) of the blank.

The analysis of the material from the locality of Fasad
(Charpentier & Crassard 2012) shows a production of pro-
jectile points made on thin laminar blanks, usually slightly
irregular in shape. Dhofar province in Oman, up to the Ye-
meni border, marks the south-western edge of the Fasad
points’ distribution in the Oman peninsula (Fig. 1). Many
Fasad points have been collected from surface sites (e.g.
Zarins 2001), and a few from stratified and dated contexts
(e.g. Cremaschi & Negrino 2002). The points from surface
sites are often of the same type originally found at Fasad:
tanged arrowheads on a thin, narrow, long and blade-like
blank. Edges are often irregular, sometimes slightly
curved. This same type of point has been identified in the
Wabhiba Sands (Edens 1988) and along the Indian Ocean
shoreline of Oman (Charpentier et al. 2012). Some other
Fasad points in Dhofar present a thicker and sometimes
wider blank which is almost always a flake or a thick lami-
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nar flake. Technologically, this indicates that the blank
was not produced the same way.

To the north-east of the Wahiba Sands, the material
found in the Ja’alan area is somewhat different. On eight
particular sites, Fasad points have been described (Char-
pentier 2008). At Ra’s al-Jinz RJ-37, the eleven discov-
ered points were made on flakes with a naturally pointed
shape on the distal extremity. These blanks, often wide
and thick, give a robust appearance to the obtained points
(Charpentier 1991). Still in the Ja’alan, the site of Al-
Haddah BJD-1 has produced the richest collection of Fa-
sad points in Oman, with more than sixty specimens,
complete or fragmentary (Charpentier, Cremaschi &
Demnard 1997). There is high variability in the shapes
and dimensions of the points, both in their raw material
and in the shape of the blanks obtained: flakes with a cen-
tral ridge, sometimes laminar flakes, but never proper
blades or bladelets as is seen in the material from Fasad
or from the Wahiba Sands.
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Fig. 1.

A general map of the Oman peninsula and the distribution of Early Holocene projectile points.
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The UAE represent the north-eastern edge of the pres-
ence of Fasad points, in particular the points found in the
Faya area (Uerpmann, Potts & Uerpmann 2009). They
were made on short, thin, regular blades and bladelets and
present directly retouched tangs.

The Fasad facies chronology has for a long time been
based on conjecture. Exact chronology is still imprecise
for many regions. Some scholars have seen in these
points an Aterian influence, dated to the Late Pleisto-
cene (McClure 1994; Scerri 2012). This hypothesis is
certainly incorrect, as the Fasad points, like the rest of
the tools, are different from what is known in the Ate-
rian culture. First, Edens attributed the Fasad points to a
period between the fifth and the third millennium cal.
BC (Edens 1982). In Dhofar, in the rock shelters of Je-
bel al-Qara, Fasad points have been dated by radiocar-
bon to the eighth millennium cal. BC (Cremaschi &
Negrino 2002): KR-108 (8750+50 BP; 7910-7690 cal.
BC) and KR-213 (8720+£60 BP; 7740-7590 cal. BC).
Other stratified sites have been found in Dhofar, such as
Hasik (M. Tosi, personal communication) on the coast,
which is still undated. Three OSL- and AMS-dated
inland sites in Dhofar Nejd have yielded a few Fasad
points: Al-Hatab (level 1), Ghazal (level 2) and Khum-
seen (level 5), providing an approximate range between
10,000 and 7000 BP (Hilbert, Rose & Roberts 2012).
In the UAE, Fasad points have been discovered inland
around Al-Ain, along the coast at Sharjah Tower (Millet
1988; Kallweit 2003), and the points from Faya NEO1
and Nad al-Thamam have been attributed to a period
ranging between 8450-7760 and 7000-6450 cal. BC
(Uerpmann, Potts & Uerpmann 2009). The Fasad facies
is thus broadly datable to between the ninth and seventh
millennium cal. BC.

3. The other types of points made on blades

At Acila (or al-Aseila) site 36 in Qatar, small points with
an average length of 6 cm have been found. They are very
regular with a straight profile and dorsal parallel ridges.
These points have a tang that is barely formed by invad-
ing parallel and bifacial retouch, made by pressure tech-
nique. The distal extremity also presents bifacial retouch
if the blank has not provided the desired pointed shape
(Inizan 1980, 1988). These industries have been associ-
ated with the broader terminology of the Qatar B Group
(Kapel 1967). This typological group is characterised by
what Kapel called the Blade-Arrowhead culture, in refer-
ence to the Levantine terminology at that time. Blanks are
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blades de plein débitage and were produced on small nav-
iform cores with two opposed striking platforms. This
process of flaking (débitage) proceeds alternately, obtain-
ing a few straight and regular blades for each core (Pé€le-
grin & Inizan, this volume). This technology is well
known in the Levantine records and is a peculiarity of the
PPNB lithic industries. Naviform debitage was first
described by J. Cauvin (1968), and appeared around 8200
—8000 cal. BC at Mureybet, in Syria, and spread through-
out the Levant beginning in the Early PPNB around
7600 cal. BC (Abbés 2003). In north-east Saudi Arabia, a
few sites have been mentioned as having this kind of
blade production (Masri 1997), and Qatar represents its
south-eastern limit of expansion. This type of debitage
disappears during the Late or Final PPNB around
6000 cal. BC. Naviform debitage and the production of
regular blades that are sometimes transformed by pressure
retouch into Amugq points, which are very similar to the
Acila points, are thus compelling evidence for a PPNB
presence in Arabia (Fig. 2).

In contrast to the points from Acila, the Wa’shah points
found in Hadramawt, Yemen, are made by a method of
debitage free of influence from the Levant (Crassard
2008a, 2008b). Obtaining predetermined pointed blades
by a unidirectional convergent laminar method on semi-
tournant cores is indeed very different from naviform
technology. Points were then made only on these pointed
blades, exclusively by direct and abrupt retouch of the
basal extremity (Fig. 2). The ‘Wa’shah method’ is tenta-
tively dated to the Early Holocene and is particular to this
region of central-south Arabia, between Hadramawt and
Dhofar.

4. A reassessment of the definition of Fasad points
through a typo-technological approach
Archaeologists have systematically based their interpreta-
tions on typology when referring to the Fasad points, to
the detriment of the technological component. The result
is great confusion, and it would appear to be difficult to
compare them with each other. As we seek to name typo-
logically a particular type of point, rather than a real
techno-complex, and as long as Fasad points are not prop-
erly dated chronometrically or stratigraphically, it is diffi-
cult clearly to define a facies. Nevertheless, the
consistency of the Fasad point as a type throughout the
Oman peninsula is a good indicator of an archaeological
reality. We will then keep the name Fasad, but with a dif-
ferentiation of three types:



Fig. 2.
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Projectile points from traditions other than Fasad: 1-4. Acila points (Qatar, Inizan 1988); 5-8. Byblos points (South Levant, Cauvin 1997); 9. Amuq
point (South Levant, Cauvin 1997); 10-11. Wa’shah points (Yemen, Crassard 2008b).

Type 1

The Fasad point sensu stricto (Fig. 3) is a long flake
or laminar blank with retouched tang. The blank is
usually thin and long, often with irregular edges, or a
fairly thick flake with a natural point at the distal
extremity. The tang is clearly and sophisticatedly
shaped. The tang is often made by direct retouch, but
also by inverse, alternate (sensu Inizan et al. 1995) or
bifacial retouch. This type is known in Dhofar: in
Jebel al-Qara, the southern Rub’ al-Khali, the Nejd
and the coasts. It is also known in the Wahiba Sands
and the coasts of north-east Oman. It may also be

present in the UAE, in the Al-Ain region of the Abu
Dhabi Emirate.

Type 2

Fasad points of the Faya tradition (Fig. 4) are made on
thin, short blanks with regular edges. They are often pris-
matic regular pointed bladelets. The retouch is present
only on the tang and is mainly direct and abrupt. The tang
is clearly shaped, but can also be in the continuity of the
lateral edges. This type is known in the Sharjah Emirate in
the UAE, at Faya and Nad al-Thamam sites and perhaps in
the Al-Ain region.
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Fig. 3.
Fasad points sensu stricto: 1-7. Jennings collection (Ramlat Fasad, drawings G. Devilder); 8-12. Hendrick collection (Ramlat Fasad/al-Hashman,
drawings G. Devilder); 13—14. Jabal al-Qara (Cremaschi & Negrino 2002); 15-24. Dhofari sites (Zarins 2001).

Type 3 natural pointed or cutting (transverse) edge is used as the
The Fasad point of the Al-Haddah tradition (Fig. 5) is distal part. This type presents high variability in the final
made on a short, thick flake, usually irregular in shape. A shapes. The tang is made by all types of retouch — direct,
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Fasad points of the Faya tradition: 1-3. Nad al-Thamam (UAE, Uerpmann, Potts & Uerpmann 2009); 4-9. FAY-NEO1 (UAE, Uerpmann, Potts & Uerp-
mann 2009); 10. Sharjah Tower (Millet 1988); 11-12. Rothfels collection Al-Ain Museum (Kallweit 2003; NB: scale not mentioned on original illustra-

tion).

inverse, alternate and bifacial. This type is known in the
Ja’alan region of north-east Oman and possibly in Dhofar,
in the Nejd and at Jebel al-Qara (Zarins 2001: fig. 18/14c,
15e, 87a).

All these points can be dated between 9000 and
7000 cal. BC, but caution is needed as some other types
of points, showing the same ubiquitous simplicity of
shape, could also be much later, such as examples from
Hadramawt (Crassard 2008a: fig. 152) and along the Wa-
hiba coasts (Charpentier ef al. 2012: fig. 2/5).

To differentiate the types of Fasad points, a technologi-
cal analysis is thus needed: removal negatives on cores

and scar patterns on the dorsal side of blades/flakes are
good indicators for identifying the obtainment of blanks as
well as debitage methods. For the points on blades or blad-
elets, two different methods can be observed: semi-tour-
nant debitage and laterally prepared debitage with the
search for pointed blades with Y-shaped dorsal scar pat-
terns. In general, the production of blanks is exclusively
made by unidirectional debitage. There is no indication of
any use of naviform technology involved in the manufac-
ture of Fasad points. For the points on flakes, the methods
are diverse. A pointed distal extremity was clearly sought,
but sometimes a cutting transversal distal edge could be
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Fig. 5.

Fasad points of the Al-Haddah tradition: 1-6. Ra’s al-Jinz RJ-37 (Charpentier 1991); 7-14. Al-Haddah BJD-1 (Charpentier et al. 1997).

used. We can in any case conclude that the retouch is not
usually very frequent on the body of the projectile point,
as usually the tang is the only retouched part of the Fasad
points. Fasad points on flakes appear to be more expedi-
ently obtained.

The technological study is thus a good indicator for
interpreting traditions and regional differences, but it is
difficult to link the different types together. Do they reveal
a real geographical dispersion or some technical conver-
gence or reinvention? Do they show an influence from
neighbouring populations with attempts to copy the arrow-
head styles? At the present stage of research, such ques-
tions remain unanswered.

5. Questioning a PPNB origin for the Fasad
technology and taxonomy

Thus, the Fasad facies is more complex than originally
thought. There is also another aspect that needs to be clari-
fied: the origins of the Fasad facies. Is it possible to find
any link with PPNB technology? We must then trace the
history of the development of the supposed PPNB pres-
ence in the Gulf. It was first mentioned by Mortensen and
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Kapel in 1967, for the Saudi Arabian Gulf down to Qatar,
where the lithic industries named as Qatar-B were studied
in detail by Inizan. Since then, the scientific community
appears to accept that the points attributed to the Qatar B
are identical to the typical PPNB points, and that Qatar B
is thus an outgrowth of the PPNB in the Arabian Penin-
sula. Marie-Louise Inizan (1988) warned that the techno-
logical convergence of projectile points alone is not
enough to consider that relations existed between the Near
Eastern and Gulf populations. In fact, what is called Qatar-
B group represents a very heterogeneous group of points.
In order to explain prehistory in the Oman peninsula,
many scholars have wished to see in the Fasad point a
Levantine expression. Can Fasad points be Qatar B points,
thus related to the PPNB? Hence, are Fasad points PPNB
points? A simple list of arguments will show that they are
not:
® The two sub-types of Fasad sensu stricto and Fasad
of the Faya tradition are made on laminar blanks,
but none of them was produced by a standardised
laminar debitage on naviform cores, that is to say
bi-directional alternate with two opposed striking
platforms.



® These ‘classic’ Fasad points, as also observed on
Wa’shah points, come from unidirectional cores.

® The other sub-type of Fasad points, of the al-Had-
dah tradition, clearly marks a particular group with
absolutely no relation to the Levant and the PPNB.

e The different types of Fasad point have a high vari-
ability in length: the Faya points are shorter; other
Fasad points are much longer than the Acila points,
the latter being highly standardised.

® Acila points have tangs made by bifacial retouch,
sometimes shaped by parallel pressure technique,
reminiscent of Near Eastern points. The Fasad sub-
types do not present any of these criteria.

e Finally, other traditions, including the Wa’shah tra-
dition, are specific to southern Arabia and to the
Oman peninsula, and have no link at all with
Qatar-B or PPNB technologies.

In conclusion, there is no pertinent link between Ara-
bian Fasad and Levantine PPNB technologies.

6. Conclusion: towards a new scenario, prior to the
emergence of the Neolithic in Arabia

It is clear that our results go somewhat against the ar-
chaeozoological theory of a linear migration/colonisation
of sheep and goats with their herders from the Levant
(Uerpmann, Potts & Uerpmann 2009; Drechsler 2009).
Several arguments attest that domesticated animals appear
to come from the Fertile Crescent, but their diffusion by
PPNB Levantine groups is not yet confirmed. Recent
research in the Jubbah basin has shown that a fringe of
northern Arabia was occupied by much older Neolithic
PPNA and PPNB groups in Saudi Arabia (Crassard
et al., forthcoming) and it is now demonstrated that Ara-
bia was not uninhabited at the transition between the Late
Pleistocene and the Early Holocene (Rose 2010). Fasad
points, being different from PPNB points, thus provide
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