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Joxeavations at Blombos Cave, Souith Africa have yielded artefacts not generally associated
with the Middle Stone Age (MSA), notably pressure flaked sione tools, bone tools made by
shaping and grinding, ochre engraved with a cross-hatched design and a cut and &wm&ﬁm
dolphin tooth. Additionally the use of non-local raw material in the manufacture of formal
sone tools and the earliest southern African evidence for fishing suggests behaviour
previously assoc fated only with the Later Stone Age. Excellent preservation of organics and
food waste and evidence of coherent spatial organisation in the MSA lavers dated af ~ 90 kya
. the development of fully modern
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AMD SITE CONTEXT

VIOUS RESEARCH

BLOMBOS CAVE- PRE

Blombos Cave (BBC), situated near Still Bay in the southern Cape (34°25°S, 21°13°E), is
some 100 m from the coast and 35 m above sea level. The site was discovered and first
excavated by Henshilwood in 1993, with subsequent team excavations m 1997, 1998 & 1999,
The upper ~ 80 cm of Later Stone Age (LSA) deposits are dated at < 2 kyr. Sterile aeolian
dune sand (~ 10-50 cm) es the LSA from the Middle Stone Age (MSA) units. The
interior of the cave contains ~ 55 sq. m of deposit with an estimated depth of ~ 4-5 m at the
front and ~ 3 m toward the rear.

In part due to a rockfall near the entrance of the cave, the deposits are ‘sealed” within the
cave confines. There is no evidence of horizontal slippage, but due to compaction of organic
elements within lavers there 1s vertical draping especially
over and around large roofspall blocks. Despite this,
individual MSA layers can be relatively easily traced
during excavation by following dark, compacted
partings that separate major units

The matrix i the MSA is composed mainly of aeolian,
marine-derived dune sand, blown in through the cave
entrance This 1s  intercalated with marine shell,
decomposed humic materials and limestone, and wind-
bomne halites. Because the cave formed in a lime-rich
consolidated calcarenite, and the matrix is strongly
alkaline, the preservation of organic materials in the
MSA levels is remarkable.

The MSA Still Bay sequence has been dated by the TL
{(Vogel et al 1999) | ESR and AAR methods at ~ 90 -
100 kyr. Limited wxnmﬁmamm,m at the site n 1993, 1997,

1998 ? w@@@ ? the author and team have produced evidence of ‘formal” bone working
(Henshilwood & vmm? 1907), the ngacidm of * ﬁmm%&?w% pressure-flaked bifoliate points,
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QULTS OF EXCAVATED AND ANALYZED MATERIALS FROM

RES
BBC a

99 excavations 1s currently being analysed and results a
s the period 199319499

naterial excavated during the 1€
oxpected by November 1999, Analyses of the Blombos Cave material
oxi 5 .

ﬁx be collated and submitted for publication in

vidence from BBC collected during field seasons 193, 1997 & 1998 is presented here
under the headings Technology, Subsistence, Social Human Remains and is essentially
98 report. Comparisons are made here between the African

similar to that contamned in the 19
pper Mm%gwx ne UF) transition,
w%mw,mz .ﬁﬁ,mmmiaéﬂ

KW ddle Stone Age (MSA) and the European Midd
t this
3
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- does not imply, oour view, that t

s

fLim

%n? iminary arguments are to be made concerming the @%mﬁmiww modernity of the mwg:‘z@m
material then the UP/MP transition provides a useful comparison, at present. We believe that
the issue of behavioural modernity in Africa will ultimately only be settled by developing a

model based around the African evidence and not by comparison with eurocentric models.

¥

Stone Tools

Standardised, pressure-flaked, bifacial fobate points are the predominant retouched artefacts

(»50 %) in the Still Bay Industry at B ,,,\,ﬂ and range w size from 3 - 15 ¢cm. The pressure

flaking technique, used to finish these is, 15 comparable to the zz:o& known use of
1

t : i
this technique 1 the Upper ﬁ&m%gg (UP) at ~19 kyr (Mellars pers.comun.; Rigaud
wiwgmmﬁ.w

The Still Bay bifacials fit Mellar’s
(1989)  description  of morphologically

‘new’,  standardised, visually  hughly
distinctive ‘type’ fossils that in Europe
characterise the Middle/Upper Palaeolithic

teansition.
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Still Bav points were made according to a clear mental template onform to a preconceived
torm, as argued for some bifacial foli sls ; ; il Europe (¢f
Mellars 1996 contra Dibble 1989; Chase 1991). If ;mm% 1 1s the discrimnant between
MP/UP tool s it Europe, &xm if “imposed form w tool ¢ has some clear symbolic
,Mww cance’ (Mellars 1989ab, 190625 Bvers 100d) mw en mwx Bav pomts must represent
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wellars 19894). However, blade production 1s common i ﬁ;. assemblages from ~ 100 kya
i Africa (Sampson 1974; Volman 1984, Clark 1989), suggesting blades were probably not
¢ transition to modem human w&ﬁa ccw (Mellars 1989a; Foley & Lahr

o

globally important m th
097).

|

e an abundance of quartz and quartzite in the vicinity of BBC, 75% of bifacial points

Desp
é,c 70% of all retouched tools in the Still Bay are made on a non-local raw material, silcrete,
that transported to the site from ~ 30 km away. Large numbers of flakes in silcrete,
concentrated mostly around hearths, indicate extensive knapping within the cave. Mellars
(1989a, 1996) and Klein (1995) argue that in the UP high proportions of exotic raw :imzi
are transported long distances in nodule or core form and worked into finished tools at the

wg,:&m@,éxw%ﬁm:ww?ﬁumxaﬁnQé%mgr,,:w:@ca,mmw@gmw Mm.mﬁwémwg mwwm@
Rocbrooks e af 1988) and then mainly as finished tools.
Bone Tools

Bone tools are perhaps the most
surprising technological innovation in the Still
Bay, Extensive reference is made to the near
”_wm%% of bone tools in the MP/MSA and to
the presence of bone tools being a distinctive
marker in the Eurasian ﬁ,wsm_ﬁgx to modern
cognitive behaviour (e.g. Clark 1989; Deacon
1080 Klein 1989a. b, 1995; Mellars
G39a,5,1991,1996; Thackeray 1992).

Although some bone tools are recorded in
the African MSA e g a bone pomt in the
lowest HP levels at KRM (Singer & Wymer 1982), a bone pomt and utilised ivory pieces from
Kabwe (Clark er o/ 1950), notched bone pieces from Apolle Il (Volman 1984) and KRM
(Singer & Wymer 19827} and bone harpoons from Semliki Vallev (Yeller al 1995;
Brooks ¢t al 1995) none have yet been securely dated and most are single occurrences. Bone

tools dating to the MP are recently reported from a German site (Gaudzinski 1999)
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GUBSISTENCE

Mammals excavated from 6 sq. m of
i

19 in the LSA.

MSA deposits, and some LSA layers, have been

ntified by Prof. Richkard Klein and Dr. Kathy Cruz-Uribe. 31 species occur in the MSA and
These range from hyraxes

and dune mole rats to elephant, hippo and Cape

puffalo. The small sample size precludes a comprehensive MSA/LSA comparison at this stage

but prelim inary data sugges

a greater diversity of species may have been taken in the

MSA,
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worked ochre (red haematite) occurs mﬁom%%& M_r !
striated chunks. Unusually, more than 25 pieces
by mussels (bivalves) ?w% the ochre beds, now land, were cove
during the Miocene. Ochre powder may have been used cosmetically or for practical uses
at BBC in the MSA. There is strong evidence linking ochre use and symbolic behaviour both
oth ,‘%ﬁ%mﬁmm y and i the UP (¢f Mellars 1989, m lark 1989: Roberts ef of 1994 Fnicht ef

including pencils and large
,m%m holes that were drillec
ed by sea probably

¥,

5 mén% 19 ,wm %Q a con N:m view ¢f ?

A chunk of ochre from the MSA levels has been deliberatelv engraved with a cross-hatched
pattern on one facet. Evenly spaced strokes were made in one direction and then, using the
same tool, were repeated diagonal to the first to create cross-hatching Deliberate engraving
and/or the production of ‘art’ is umiversally m%xmmm with symbolic behaviour (D"Errico
pers.comm. ).

DPolphin Tool

A smgle m@u@ |

from a dolphin, Tursiops atus, has been cut and rounded at the root end
; - rilled into the root end of
reason for the drilling 1s
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© item,

HE st

a tool

with parallel incisions

nay represent a

COETHTE.




Spatial Patterning

preliminary insights into the spatial patterning in the MSA at BBC show discrete hearths
csociated with stone knapping areas, bone tool concentrations, and separate shellfish-, and
ossibly bone dumps. Specific mamqmw areas appear to be a feature of the MSA, as they are of
the LSA.

Choice of Raw Material

The predominant use of a non-local raw material, silerete, for the manufacture of the majority
of retouched lithic tools in the Still Bay layers may relate to adding exchange value to those

ner 1983) and promoting social relations (Mellars 1996), rather than having
(¢, Deacon & Wurz 1098),

tools {¢f. Wiessr
functional significance

ATING THE STILL BAY

|. CHEMICAL DATING

Preliminary dates using the luminescence dating techniques TL & IRSL place the Still Bay at
,,,,,, 100 kyr (Vogel er al E@@V and by the electron spin resonance (ESR) and ammo acid

N.m%%m sation (/ ,ﬁ.ﬁ met rem ..... - 80-100 rﬂ ( ﬁ%ﬁ&? pers. comm; Brooks pers.comm). In
1 Yalladas (TL), Dr. Alison Brooks
Cﬁ By && Dr. Stephan Woodbome(TL, m.@w ) viaited %ﬁ site and n collaboration with them

a comprehensive dating programine is in mwmom\ www 2000 —2002.

DATING BY SERIATIO

Examining the occurrence of bifacial points in excavated sequences is one approach to
predicting where to place the Still Bay within the southern African MSA. Clearly, we gain no
particular insight 1f bifacial pomnts occur through all phases of the MSA, Well excavated and
reported MSA stone artefact assemblages from the southern Cape have relatively few bifacials
At Klasies River Mouth (Singer & Wymer 1982) the few bifacial points that do occur come
from below ﬁ% level of the Howiegons Poort (HP) as do 2 larger sample of bifacials at Nelson
Bay Cave. Ewidence for gwmnim wu omts from post-HP ass &wwgamm 15 absent, for example at
Boomplaas, Die Ke i 01y and Montagu Cave (Keller 1973).

sww,wwSmﬁggﬁg@&mmmm%m%m%mz@mmwmgmmﬁ mmm@m% g\.@é%mmﬁ@mﬁwﬁfwmwEﬁ
well be mistaken. Recently excavated HP assemblages contain very low frequencies of bifacial
points (Singer & Wymer 1982 Yates pers. comm.; Deacon pers. comm.). HP assemblages
with high n rs of bifa were all excavated over 50 vears ago to less than exacting
standards mE are pro ik Manv of the artefacts previously described as “bifacial’
th m.wh,,%mi,w,,m « ve material and
prep.d finer Still
%x te points’ lies ¢irz Nzyﬁm w% ow the HP levels. Reviewmng mma region as a
v} concluded that ?m 1al Qm? are most %%m&: istic of the MSA
for the HP 15 ~ 70 kya ( Klei

n & Wurz 1998} we are

Preceding
19893 Amb
Confident m




CAPE MSA PROJECT

"URE AIMS OF THE SOUTHER
2000-2002

avations at BBU have been Iimited both horizontally and verfically. Much more extensive
are required if we are to make a substantial contribution to the debates c:m ned
cavations at BBC, each of 6 weeks duration, are planned for 2000, 2001 &

%

investigations
Further

above

CREASING SAMPLE SIZE

» MSA sample from BBC to attain
y to the debate on the origins of modern

Our pr v purpose is to enlarge threefold the
an adequate sample size that will contribute substantial

i
|

humans

INVESTIGATING SOPHISTICATED BEHAVIOUR

We will further investigate the occurrence of sophisticated behaviours in the Still Bay units at
BBC (inter alia: fishing, the manufacture of bone tools, pressure-flaked lithics, engraving and
dulling techniques).

3. LARGER FAUNAL SAMPLES

wi

Obtaining o larger MEA faunal sample will enable us to determiv sther or not MS
peaple were less effective at exploiting resources than their LSA counterparts. The existing
fauna collected from the BBC LSA levels will provide a useful benchmark and is currently

being analysed.

4. MSA HUMAN REMAINS

Given the excellent bone preservation, and the depth and volume of the MSA deposits, we
believe that BBC offers excellent potential for the recovery of further human remains.

5 SPATIAL PLOTTING

g

We will spatially plot and remove artefacts and features in the Still Bay 5. 12 sq. m of
the surface of the Still Bav deposits have alreadv been exposed and await excavation, and a
further 6 sq. m will be added. Finding possible ‘modem’ patterns in the use of space will
melude dentifying activity areas (¢.g bone and stone tool manufacturing and/or use zones);
locating and analysing processing and dump areas for fauna, and assessing the location and
ible role of mmgﬂw,ﬁr

5

: quence for the MSA
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7 DATING THE BBC MS

Dating the MSA layers at BBC, n particular the Still Bay, is a crucial part of the study. We

re using thermoluminescence Eﬁ & IRSL), electron spin resonance (ESR), amino acid
racemisation mwww%w and uranium series dating. wwcm fur, we have prelinunary results from
TL/ARSL (Vogel et al 1999), ESR and AAR. All indicate that the top of the Middle Stone Age

§0 - 100 kva We expect final dates for the in ﬁ& set of samples by the end of 1999, Giv
uncertainties and difficulties associated with these dating techniques, however, we
ipate that obtaining dates in which we have confidence will be a process, rather than an

t Working 4:% specialists i the various techniques, we are designing a dating strategy for

~orporates checks and balances, as far as possible. Thus ESR dates on tooth
al dependent main ernal dose) and TL dates on burnt lithics (signal derived
mainly from internal dose) comp e ancther, and help control for possible variations in
radioactive dose - a major sour or in luminescence dating. Luminescence dates of bulk
sediment samples will be backed up by single-grain dating, to ensure that we do not obtain
cold ages from sediments which may have derived from the fabric of the ca

ite whic!

cnamel (81

L

PALAEOENVIRONMENTAL

o GEOMORPHOLOGY, OFFSHORE BATH
RECONSTRUCTION

A comprehensive programme in these three fields, led by specialists, is in place. Work has
commenced on understanding the past environmental and geological processes that have
impacted on site formation and its wmﬁﬁﬁ gae:nﬁ% mmx r%mw? in this ?ou%%zé nclude
Dr, Nick Shacklet j and Prof.
Hilary Deacon.

INCREASING THE LSA SAMPLE

About 12 sq.um of LSA deposits have been recovered. As the excavation moves forward
towards the mouth of the cave further LSA material will be recovered. This, together, with the
previously excavated material, will provide a mmwwm comparative sample for assessing
differences in subsistence behaviour between the LSA and MSA and in the use of space within
the cave. Sheep bones from the LSA layers have been directly dated by AMS to 2000 B.P. and
provide the earliest evidence for pastoralism in %m southern Cape (Henshilwood 1997). Cattle,
sibly ﬁmwm buffalo, recently identified in the layer directly above the sheep (Klein
comm. ), A larger “cattie’ sample mwémm olve the m.,w( fication issue and may provide
the earliest evidence for cattle m the region.
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The complexities involved in the analysis of the many aspects that comprise Blombos Cave
pecialist ki ge. Over the past three vears we have built up an international team,
o will continue to be involved in the project in the future.
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