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Abstract: With the following short review, we would like to remember our departed German 
friend and archaeologist Peter Nierling. He conducted several field trips in North Africa, Algeria, 
Lybia, and Tunisia, and on two occasions, in 1997 and 1998, one of us (A. P.) accompanied him. 
During these travels, field surveys were carried out mainly in the region of Gafsa. In the wider 
vicinity of the classical Paleolithic/Mesolithic sites of El Mekta (de Gafsa) and Lalla (de Gafsa), 
several unknown archaeological sites and find spots were localized. After these trips, one of the 
authors (A. P.) received a relatively great assemblage of various content from Peter Nierling to 
enrich the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic collections of the Hungarian stone tool research. Although 
the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic of North Africa is not our specialization, below we give a brief 
review of the assemblages.

Keywords: Middle Palaeolithic, Upper Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, North Africa, lithics

To the memory of Peter Nierling (1927–2017)

 بارغألاك اولماعتو ناوخإلاك اورشاعت

“Get together like brothers, but work together like strangers.”
Arabic Proverb

Introduction

With the following short review, we would like to remember our departed German friend Peter 
Nierling, who was an exceptional figure in German archaeology. He carried out fruitful excavations 
twice at the Mesolithic site of Bebensee (North-Germany, Province of Schleswig-Holstein) he had 
located himself. Unfortunately, he never published the results of these excavations. Thereafter, due 
to existential pressure, he took over his father’s small enterprise of lightning technology, he could 
deal with Palaeolithic and Mesolithic research only as a hobby.

At the beginning of the 2000s, he donated his large collection of Mesolithic artefacts originating 
mainly from the Province of Schleswig-Holstein to the Museum of Schleswig. He travelled to East 
Africa, mainly to Kenya about 20 times, organising collecting expeditions on his own. The collected 
lithic material, containing mostly Oldowan and Acheulean artefacts, was exhibited in Germany 
on a travelling exhibition, and he finally donated it to the Archaeological Institute of Cologne. He 
also visited North Africa, Algeria, Lybia, and Tunisia several times. On two occasions, in 1997 and 
1998, one of the authors (AP) accompanied him. During these travels, field surveys were carried out 
mainly in the region of Gafsa. In the wider vicinity of the classical Palaeolithic/Mesolithic sites of 
El Mekta (de Gafsa) and Lalla (de Gafsa), several unknown archaeological sites and find spots were  
localized. After these travels, one of the authors (AP) received a relatively large assemblage of 
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various content from Peter Nierling to enrich the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic collections of the 
Hungarian stone tool research.1 Although this part of North Africa’s human history is not our spe-
cialisation, below we give a brief review of the assemblages and their wider cultural context.

The classical scientific literature dealing with the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic of North Africa has 
served as a framework for the review of different cultures and industries.2 In the structural build-up, 
we obtained invaluable help from the paper of Le Quellec.3 Due to the nature of the theme, there is 
sometimes a disturbing confusion between the English and French geographical names. Whenever 
possible, we tried to give both variants. In our overview, we intend to follow a chronological order, 
although nearly every location yielded lithic artefacts from various periods.

Description of the sites and lithic assemblages

Gafsa (Qafṣah), originally called Capsa in Latin, is the capital of southwest Tunisia and is both a 
historical oasis and home of the mining industry, thus occupying a remarkable geographical and 
strategic position. The town, built on a rounded eminence 1,150 feet high, dominates the ravine 
of the Wadi Bayech4 between the mountainous massif of the Jebel Orbata in the S.E., the Jebel El 
Assala and Jebel Ben Younes in the N.W., and therefore the route between the steppes of Central 
Tunisia and the Chott country.

1	 This year, the collection from Tunisia was handled by the Institute of Archaeological Sciences, Eötvös 
Loránd University to help students’ training concerning Palaeolithic and Mesolithic stone tools.

2	 Camps 1974; Nehren 1992.
3	 Le Quellec 2014.
4	 Oued Baiech; a wadi (oued) is a valley or ravine, bounded by relatively steep banks, which becomes a 

watercourse in the rainy season.

Fig. 1. Environment of Gafsa with Palaeolithic/Mesolithic sites.
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Jebel el Ali

West of Gafsa, a slightly curved range of 
mountains drags in a length of about 15 km 
in a north-east−south-west direction. At the 
southwestern end of this range, we find the 
mountain Jebel el Ali. Its highest peak is the 
Kāf ad Dekouane with an elevation of 696 m 
above sea level.

The open-air Palaeolithic site is situated on 
the right side of the Gafsa−Moulares road, on 
a southern terrace of the mountain. On the 
surface stretching some acres, mingled lithic 
material of Acheulean, Mousterian and Ateri-
an characteristics was collected (Fig. 1, JeA). 

The presence of an Acheulean hand-axe of the 
amygdaloid form should be stressed (Fig. 2). Its 
measures are 166×89×33 mm. It is symmetric 
to the longitudinal axis and has a plano-con-
vex cross-section. The base is rounded. The 
elaboration of the side edges is somewhat 
different. The distal part of the left edge has 
a defined zig-zagged line, the proximal part is 
unworked. On the other hand, the entire right 
edge bears only sporadic traces of elaboration 
and can be regarded practically as straight. On 
the ventral face, the elaboration is confined 
to minimal thinning activity; for this reason, 
the blank of the hand-axe might have had a 
tabular form. Near the tip, on the left side of 
the ventral face, there is some small damage, a 
possible pitting during scrolling. Despite this 
fact, the raw material of the hand-axe cannot 
be determined conclusively. It is presumably 
flint, but the entire surface is heavily eroded 
and covered by a thick weathering crust of 
dirty brownish-yellow colour (amber). How-
ever, it is highly questionable whether this in-
tensive weathering can be regarded as an age 
factor.  

The other remarkable artefact is an alternate-
ly retouched macro-blade (Fig. 3,2). Its meas-
ures are 147×41×20 mm. It has a single arris 
and a slightly asymmetric form. The left side 
edge is approximately straight, its distal part 
is retouched in a length of 30 mm. From this 
on, the ventral face shows traces of inverse 

Fig. 2. Hand-axe from Jebel el Ali.

Fig. 3. Selected Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from 
Jebel el Ali. 1 – side-scraper, 2 – macro-blade.
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retouch in a length of 65 mm. Its butt is prepared, the bulb is well pronounced and is not lipped. 
Presumably, the “hard hammer direct percussion” technique had been used by the removal. The 
scar pattern on the dorsal face is unipolar, i.e., the flake scars start from the proximal end. On the 
proximal end, there are traces of several hinged removals. The raw material of the artefact is Upper/
Late Cretaceous Senonian flint of greyish colour, the surface is relatively fresh, unpatinated. Due to 
some analogies of the eponymous Aterian site Oued Djebbana (Bir el Ater),5 this macro-blade can 
probably be attributed to the Aterian. Among the Aterian characteristic bifacial artefacts Fig. 4,3 
and Fig. 5,1, end-scraper made on a blade (Fig. 5,2), as well as the bilateral retouched pointed tool 
made on a blade have to be noted (Fig. 5,3).

Lalla (de Gafsa)

The Wadi el Maleh is situated east of Gafsa, at the western foothill of the Jebel Orbata Mountain. 
The wadi has its mouth in Chott el-Gharsa, and it is almost a river because of a series of wadis 
in the area between Gafsa and Tozeur, forming a “right-of-way” for a distance of 70 kilometres. 
Decreasing precipitation in the area means that it does not carry water, except in the case of rain, 
usually occurring during the fall and winter. The hilly area between the western foothill of the Jebel 
Orbata and the Wadi el Maleh is dissected by several watercourses. On the left bank of the Wadi 
el Melah, there is the classical site of Lalla de Gafsa.6 This find complex of the so-called Horizon 
Collignon will be brought into strict connection with the Late Upper Palaeolithic Iberomaurusian 

5	 Morel 1974; Morel 1978.
6	 Nehren 1992, 108, 168.

Fig. 4. Selected Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from Je-
bel el Ali. 1 – side-scraper made on elongated blade, 
2 – side-scraper, 3 – bifacial artefact.

Fig. 5. Selected Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from 
Jebel el Ali. 1 – bifacial artefact, 2 – end-scraper on 
blade, 3 – laterally retouched blade.
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industry. Numerous doubts have arisen about the results of the excavation and the chronological 
and cultural classification of the assemblage of Lalla de Gafsa. According to R. Nehren,7 Ouchtata 
bladelets show a high frequency at the site that appears to be related to the “Ouchtata facies” of the 
Iberomaurusian in Tunisia.

However, only sporadically and in relatively smaller scattered find spots can we find even strayed 
lithic artefacts of a Middle Palaeolithic character (Fig. 1, LX1). These artefacts may have been 
washed down from a somewhat higher level of the foothill of the Jebel Orbata. Among them, the 
side-scrapers are clearly dominant.

One example is a convergent scraper (Fig. 6,4) is made on a slightly déjeté flake (66×43×12 mm). On 
its left side, we see recent thermal damage. This frequently occurs due to variations in temperature 
combined with humidity. Another piece is a denticulate−concave side-scraper combination (Fig. 
6,3) is made on a rightish blank (79×34×13 mm). Very similar artefacts have been published from 
open-air Aterian sites in the Djanet region (Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria).8

On the left riverbank of the Wadi el Melah, stretching about 5–7 kilometres long, two larger and 
nine smaller artefact concentrations could be localized, mainly with Iberomaurusian and Typical 
Capsian lithic material, and a third larger site with predominantly Neolithic artefacts. In Fig 1. Lalla 
(de Gafsa) denotes the classical site of Lalla de Gafsa, LX1 and LX2 denote the approximate posi-
tions of the two larger sites L5 and L7.

In Fig. 7, there are selected end-scrapers and burins made on truncation from the site of L5. The 
end-scrapers are morphologically varied: some of them are made on a regular blade (Fig. 7,2) or on 

7	 Nehren 1992.
8	 Nehren 1992, Taf. 30.

Fig. 6. Selected Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L5 near Lalla. 1–4 – side-scrapers.

Fig. 7. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from site 
L5 near Lalla. 1–4 – end-scrapers, 5–10 – burins.
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Fig. 8. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L5 near Lalla. 1–4 – unretouched blades, 5, 7 – 
backed blades, 6 – retouched blade, 8 – burin spall.

Fig. 9. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from site 
L5 near Lalla. 1–4 – retouched blades, 5–7 – backed 
blades.

Fig. 10. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L7 near Lalla. 1–4 – end-scrapers, 5–8 – unre-
touched blades.

Fig. 11. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L7 near Lalla. 1–6 – unretouched blades,  
7 – pestle with ochre remnant, 8 – retoucher.
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an irregular blade (Fig. 7,1,4) or a flake (Fig. 7,3). Generally, the end-scrapers made on a flake are 
wide, chunky exemplars. The burins on truncation are always made on an elongated blank, which 
can be either a blade or flake, in some cases the blank can even be an amorphous raw material frag-
ment. There are single, double, and multiple burins. There seems to be no tendency in the typical 
length of the burin spalls, but there are some extraordinarily long ones (Fig. 8,8).

In Fig. 9, there are blades from the site of L5. In the upper row, the first three blades have a highly 
irregular form. Blades with a stressful twisted profile are very frequent (Fig. 9,1,3). In the lower row, 
there are two backed blades (Fig. 9,5,7). The distal ends of the large blade in Fig. 9,6 are retouched. 
Unfortunately, due to various taphonomical events, it is damaged.  

In Fig. 8, there are mainly various retouched or backed microliths from the site of L5. Based on the 
typology list of Tixier,9 morphologically they are relatively common forms.   

In Fig. 10, there are selected end-scrapers and blades from the site of L7. In the total assemblage of 
this site, all end-scrapers are exclusively made on a blade of a regular form. Among the blades, there 
are relatively large examples, exceeding up to 100-110 mm. They are frequently twisted, and there 
are many plunging (outrepassé) blades. 

Among the blades of the site, only the middle-sized blades (60–80 mm) have a regular form, with 
one or two guiding arrises (Fig. 10,3–6). 

Two artefacts from the site deserve special attention. The one is an oval pebble with bruises, with 
definite traces of striking and breaking of ochre clods (Fig. 11,7). The second is a retoucher made of 
an elongated limestone pebble (Fig. 11,8).

In Fig. 12 and Fig. 13, there are several microliths from the site of L7. Besides the common forms, 
there are two special types of Tixier.10 

The first is Type 47, “Lamella aiguë, à bord abattu rectiligne et base tronquée.”11 It has a basal 
truncation (by direct or inverse retouching) forming an acute angle with the backed edge.12 Basal 
truncation (distal or proximal), is often obtained by retouching less abruptly than the back, maybe 
rectilinear, convex, or slightly concave. It is necessary to insist on the angle formed by the backed 
edge and the truncation. This angle, with a more or less marked summit, will have to be acute: in 
fact, a right-angle or obtuse angle would make the piece a right-angled or scalene triangle. The 
silhouette of some backed microblade and basal truncation may be identical to that of certain tri-
angles; but in these, as in all microliths – except segments, trapezes, or triangles – it is always the 
largest side that is not retouched.13 Two Type 47 microliths from the site of L7 can be seen in Fig. 
12,3,5, and a third in Fig. 13,1.

The second special type is Type 49 of the type list, “Pointe du Chacal” (after the eponymous site of 
“Escargotière du Chacal”, Tébessa, Algeria). It is a straight, abruptly backed microblade of a very 
slender silhouette, whose base has a short truncation adjacent to the backed edge and an opposite 
longer truncation, obtained by direct retouches.14 Two specimens of Type 49 microliths can be seen 
in Fig. 12,1,6.

9	 Tixier 1963.
10	 Tixier 1963.
11	 Tixier 1963, 98.
12	 Tixier 1963, 97, Fig. 34,14,15.
13	 Tixier 1963, 97, Fig. 34,13,14.
14	 Tixier 1963, 100, Fig. 35,2.
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The microlith in Fig. 12,7 has strong similarities to Type 68 of Tixier: “Lamelle scaléne”.15 A straight-
backed microblade, having an oblique truncation, thereafter forming a well-marked angle to the 
top; the backed edge and truncation are obtained either by abrupt retouching or, more frequently, 
by retouching Ouchtata, a portion of the butt that is always preserved.16 The piece from Lalla L7 has 
two backed edges and both ends are truncated; in a sense, it can be regarded as a more sophisticated 
form of Type 68.

El Mekta (de Gafsa)

The tribal area of Awlad Moussa (Oulad Moussa) is situated to the north of the confluence of the 
two seasonal watercourses Wadi el Kebir and Wadi Sidi Aich, directly in the northern part of 
Gafsa, which is a depression seasonally overflowed by water. On the south-western verge of the 
depression the range of hills of El Mekta runs along in the northwest-southeast direction. Smaller 
sandhills, usually with antique ruins on their tops can be found on its northern verge.17 On both 
sides of the Wadi Sidi Aich and its right tributary (Wadi es Somaa), there are wells.18   

The Palaeolithic site of El Mekta is located on the above-mentioned range of hills (34°32’ N 8°43’ E), 
about 15 km north−north-west of Gafsa, on the left side of the Wadi el Kebir, at an altitude of 430 m 
above sea level. This is the eponymous site of the Mesolithic Capsian industry. It is composed of a 

15	 Tixier 1963, 113.
16	 Tixier 1963, 111, Fig. 39,15,16.
17	 Henchir Kreriba, Henchir Gorguiba; henchir is an Arabic word meaning “farm with ruins”.
18	 Bir Djedid, Bir Guettiss, Bir Metkidés, Bir Souaï, Bir er Rinna; bir is the most comprehensive Arabic 

word for “well”.

Fig. 12. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L7 near Lalla. 1–7 – microliths.

Fig. 13. Selected Upper Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site L7 near Lalla. 1–8 – microliths.
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Typical Capsian and an Upper Capsian sequence, which may provide further insights into Capsian 
technological specificities, their evolution, as well as territory management, and exchange net-
works within communities. A short way off northward from the site, there is a Middle Palaeolithic 
open-air site with unpublished lithic material. In the collection to be reviewed, there are several 
Acheulean and Mousterian artefacts originating from this open-air site (Fig. 1, Fig. 14, M4). 

In this varied collection, the diverse hand-axes and side-scrapers are dominant; Mousterian points 
are also present, while the usage of the Levallois technique is obvious. From the Levallois cores, the 
presence of a point core of sub-triangular form should be emphasized (Fig. 15,3). Its measures are 
105×72×29 mm. It has a clear resemblance to the so-called Nubian Type 2 cores.

The lithic assemblage, belonging to the Typical Capsian and collected around the classical site of El 
Mekta (Fig. 14, M4) is relatively small.

Besides the end-scrapers, it contains several large angular burins (Fig. 16). Most burins are double 
and all of them, without exception, are made on a truncation. There is a great number of prepared 
pyramidal or mitred microcores (Fig. 17) and microliths (Figs 18–19) as well, which may possibly be 
attributed to the Upper Capsian. The micro-burin technique is well represented; both the distal (Fig. 
19,3) and proximal (Fig. 19,4) micro-burins are present. This Upper Capsian assemblage is dominated 
by bladelet production. Its main technological characteristic is the application of the pressure tech-
nique, which requires the preparation of sophisticated mitred cores.19

19	 Rahmani – Lubell 2012, 142, 143, Fig. 4,2; Belhouchet et al. 2014, 34, Fig. 7.

Fig. 14. Capsian sites in the environment of Gafsa.
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Fig. 15. Selected Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from 
site M4 near El Mekta. 1–3 – Levallois cores.

Fig. 16. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M4 
near El Mekta. 1–2 – burins, 3–5 – end-scrapers.

Fig. 17. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M4 
near El Mekta. 1–7 – cores.

Fig. 18. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M4 
near El Mekta. 1–7 – microliths.
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In Fig. 18 and Fig. 19, there are some microliths from the site of M4. Besides the common backed 
forms, which are at the same time rather hard to classify, there are two special types of Tixier.20 

The first type is Type 77 of the type list (“Lame ou lamelle denticulée”).21 It is a blade or microblade 
with several notches, at least two of which are adjacent (Fig. 19,5). 

The second one is Type 87 of the type list (“Trapèze a deux côtés concaves”)22 (Fig. 18,3, Fig. 19,1,2). 
Trapeze with its two concave sides equally or differently inclined on the bases. Trapeze with con-
cave sides comes in two slightly different forms that do not justify two type numbers: 

•	 Trapeze with regularly concave sides23

•	 Trapeze whose sides are, starting from the small base; parallel and perpendicular to this 
small base for a short distance, then abruptly diverging and rectilinear (or very slightly 
concave) to the large base.24 For this subtype, there is always a great difference between 
the two bases.

Metkides

At a short distance from the site of El Mekta, in a south-eastern direction, three smaller archaeo-
logical sites or lithic artefact concentrations were located. The sites of M1 and M2 (Fig. 1,15, M1, M2) 
yielded Typical Capsian lithic artefacts, and the site of M3 (Fig. 1,15, M3) has a small Upper Capsian 
assemblage containing only microliths. 

From both Typical Capsian sites, the site of M1 was not only very rich in lithic artefacts but had 
a varied toolkit as well. In the toolkit, the large-sized simple or double angular burins made on a 
truncation were clearly dominant.

The presence of the backed pointed tool (Fig. 20,1) and the double side-scraper (Fig. 20,3) should be 
considered as rather accidental. From the so-called tool “Couteaux à dos capsiens”,25 which is Type 
37 of the type list of Tixier (“Lame à bord abattu arqué”)26 a single exemplar was found (Fig. 20,2). 
According to the definition of Tixier, it is a blade with an arched edge struck by more or less abrupt 
retouches made either locally or entirely “on the anvil”.27 Two-sided retouching terminates either 
in the distal part or in the proximal part of the raw blade because its thickest end had been chosen 
for a certain purpose.28 These retouching “sur enclume” (on the anvil), almost always begin at the 
meeting point of an arris and the back, which seems to indicate that the piece was placed on the an-
vil, with the dorsal side turned towards the worker. The contre-coup technique applied is a special 
case of the (bipolar) anvil technique described by Bordes.29 During the blunting of the back, that is 
while striking the ventral side of the object, small flakes will be removed from the surface that was 
struck.30 This technique produces a very abrupt backed edge. 

20	 Tixier 1963.
21	 Tixier 1963, 121, 122, Fig. 43,8,12.
22	 Tixier 1963, 132; 130, Fig. 47,18,19.
23	 Tixier 1963, 130, Fig. 47,18,20,21.
24	 Tixier 1963, 130, Fig. 47,19.
25	 Camps 1974, 105, Fig. 24; 117, Fig. 29.
26	 Tixier 1963, 87.
27	 Tixier 1963, 89, Fig. 31,1.
28	 Tixier 1963, 88, Fig. 30,5.
29	 Bordes 1947, 16.
30	 Tixier 1963, 88, Fig. 30,1,2.
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Fig. 19. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M4 
near El Mekta. 1–2, 5 – microliths, 3–4 – micro- 
burins.

Fig. 20. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M1 
near El Mekta. 1–2 – backed blades, 3 – side-scraper.

Fig. 21. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M1 
near El Mekta. 1–2, 4–5 – microblades, 3 – unre-
touched microblade.

Fig. 22. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M2 
near El Mekta. 1 – retouched blade, 2 – end-scraper, 
3 – burin, 4 – partially backed blade.
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According to Balout,31 the backed blades make up a quarter to a third of the Typical Capsian toolkits 
and were sometimes made by retouching burin offcuts. Balout refers to these artefacts as “aiguillons 
droit” a broader sense Gobert.32 Type 53 of the type list of Tixier (“Aiguillon droit”)33 is defined as 
an acute microblade, blunted rectilinear (more rarely concave) by retouches on an anvil, with a tri-
angular cross-section, without an arris on one or the other surface, with a convex edge sometimes 
partially retouched, no longer showing the trace of the butt. This piece is obtained in a notable 
proportion from a primary burin spall.34 At the site of M1, there are many exemplars of these types 
of artefacts (Fig. 21,1,4,5). The other Typical Capsian site M2 yielded a smaller lithic assemblage.

One interesting piece is a single end-scraper is made on a déjeté (obliquely angled) blade. Its arched, 
leftish working edge is asymmetrical, several times renewed (Fig. 22,2). There are two entirely intact 
exemplars of Type 36 of the type list of Tixier (“Lame à tète arquée”),35 a blade whose one end has 
an edge partially blunted by abrupt convex retouching. The distal end of the long, slender artefact 
(111×31×13 mm) in Fig. 22,1 is slightly pointed. The other tool is chunkier (64×28×14 mm) in Fig. 22,4. It 
can be assumed that these tools might have had the same or similar scraping function. There is a single 
specimen of “Couteaux à dos capsiens” (Type 37 of the type list of Tixier, “Lame à bord abattu arqué”).36 

31	 Balout 1981, 577.
32	 Gobert 1950.
33	 Tixier 1963, 87.
34	 Tixier 1963, 100, Fig. 35,10.
35	 Tixier 1963, 87.
36	 Tixier 1963, 87.

Fig. 23. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M2 
near El Mekta. 1–2, 5–6 – burins, 3 – retouched 
blade, 4 – backed blade.

Fig. 24. Selected Mesolithic artefacts from site M2 
near El Mekta. 1–4 – burins, 5 – borer.
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The base of this blunted blade was broken long ago in a V-form, as the breakage surfaces have the same 
patination as the surface of the tool (Fig. 23,4). There is a rather atypical tool in Fig. 23,3. The blank of 
the tool is a rightish blade (77×17×8.5 mm). The distal part of the left side edge is finely retouched in a 
length of 37 mm, on the concave right-side there are two retouched notches and use-retouch as well. 
The presence of the perforator (borer) (Fig. 24,5) should be considered as accidental.

Discussion

The Middle Palaeolithic

Mousterian
Levallois-Mousterian industries, with a predominant Levallois technique and a high presence of 
small bifaces, endscrapers, backed knives, side-scrapers, burins, points, and denticulates, are attest-
ed throughout the Maghreb (also known as Northwest Africa or Northern Africa) and the Sahara. 
The Mousterian, more common in North Africa than assumed some decades ago, has been dated to 
160,000 BP in the Western Desert (Egypt), and between 121,000 and 87,000 BP in the Djebel lrhoud 
(Morocco), where the carrier of this industry was an archaic Homo sapiens without any relationship 
to the Neanderthals or to any oriental Homo erectus.37 North ward from the Brézina oasis (south-
ern Saharan Atlas, Algeria), the Denticulate Mousterian was found in an alluvial terrace situated 
between 110,000 and 60,000 BP.38 A local technological evolution from Acheulean techniques has 
been envisaged for some sites. At Akka, in southern Morocco, a transitional final Acheulean/early 
Mousterian industry has been recovered in an altered palaeosol and fine-grained alluvial sedi-
ments. The assemblage is reported to be “typical Mousterian of Levallois facies” but includes a few 
Acheulean-type cleavers39 possibly inherited from Saharan Acheulean and could represent a final 
Acheulean stage transitional to the Mousterian.40

An Acheulean-Mousterian continuum has also been evoked for the area of Touggourt (the site 
KM50) in Algeria.41 Some gigantic artefacts, particularly a series of blades, are sometimes found on 
Saharan sites characterised by Levallois debitage, mostly in the Ahaggar (southern Algeria, central 
Sahara)42 and in the Messak plateau (south-western Libya, central Sahara).43

They testify the presence of a particular and little-known type of industry that might well belong 
to a Mousterian of Acheulean Tradition.

Aterian
The Aterian is named after the type site of Bir el-Ater (Wadi Djebbana), south of Tébessa (Algeria). 
It is a Middle Stone Age (or Middle Palaeolithic) stone tool industry, which some authors consider 
a facies of the Mousterian with Levallois technology, often with blades.44 It is attested exclusively in 
North Africa and everywhere north of 18° North from the Atlantic to the Western Desert in Egypt, 
during Marine Isotope Stage 4. The earliest Aterian dates to c. 145,000 years ago, at the site of Ifri 

37	 Smith et al. 2007.
38	 Aumassip 2001, 48–49.
39	 Rodrigue 1987, 489–496, Fig. 4,1, Fig. 5,2, Fig. 6.
40	 Rodrigue 2000, 29.
41	 Aumassip 2001, 50.
42	 Aumassip 2001, 51, Fig. 12.
43	 Cancellieri − di Lernia 2013, 146.
44	 Tixier 1967.
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n’Ammar in Morocco.45 However, most of the early dates cluster around the beginning of the Last 
Interglacial, around 130,000 years ago, when the environment of North Africa began to ameliorate. 
It seems that Homo sapiens are responsible for the Aterian culture in the Maghreb.46 The Aterian dis-
appeared around 40,000 BC in Tripolitania (northwestern part of Libya), 22,000 BC in the Maghreb, 
and probably 20,000 BC in the southern Sahara. 

The Aterian is primarily distinguished through the presence of tanged or pedunculated tools47 gen-
erally taken to indicate hafting. Tanged tools did not necessarily serve hunting purposes or other 
functions related to meat consumption, such as butchering or scraping. Aside from side-scrapers 
and end-scrapers, the tang could be placed onto the base of almost all types of tools, including, 
borers, denticulates, and burins. Bifacially-worked, leaf-shaped tools are also a common artefact 
type in Aterian assemblages, and so are Levallois flakes and cores. The Aterian is one of the oldest 
examples of regional technological diversification, evidencing significant differentiation from older 
stone tool industries in the area, frequently described as Mousterian. The technological character 
of the Aterian has been debated for a long time.48 The problems defining the industry have related 
primarily to the fact that several similarities have been observed between the Aterian and other 
North African stone tool industries of the same date.49 Levallois reduction is widespread across the 
whole of North Africa throughout the Middle Stone Age, and scrapers and denticulates are ubiqui-
tous. Bifacial foliates moreover represent a huge taxonomic category, and the forms and dimensions 
of such foliates associated with tanged tools are extremely varied.50 Assemblages with tanged tools, 
“the Aterian”, have a significant temporal and spatial range. However, the exact geographical distri-
bution of this lithic industry is uncertain. Though technologically the Aterian has a strong Levallois 
tendency, there is some production of blades using Levallois and other reduction methods.51

Some authors consider the Aterian as the result of the adaptation of nomadic humans to a barren land-
scape.52 As a result of recent excavations, detailed data are available for the Contrabandiers Cave in 
Morocco.53 Tanged pieces are found only in the upper archaeological layers, while they are lacking in 
the lower layers. The site Ifri n’Ammar in Morocco shows that the Mousterian can be present after an 
Aterian phase within a stratified sequence.54 In Tunisia, such sites as Aïn Métherchem, El Guettar, and 
Wadi Akarit have been identified as “Proto-typical Aterian” because of the presence of tanged tools. 
The recently excavated site of Wadi Akarit yielded an archaeological level attributed to the “Proto- 
Aterian”. The occupation soil is dated by thermoluminescence to 90 ka. In the Meknassy Basin, at Aïn 
El Guettar, two archaeological levels have been identified. The upper level is Mousterian, and the lower 
level is Aterian, with no transition from the Aterian to the Mousterian level.55

To summarize the relationship between the two cultures, Dibble et al. have found that they overlap 
in many ways, including typological and technological characteristics of the lithic assemblages 
and chronology. That is why the authors tentatively refer to the two entities together as the Atero- 
Mousterian.56

45	 Richter et al. 2010; Richter et al. 2012.
46	 Ferembach 2001.
47	 Scerri 2013.
48	 Scerri 2013.
49	 Dibble et al. 2013.
50	 Scerri 2013.
51	 Hawkins 2001; Hawkins − Kleindienst 2001.
52	 Cremaschi − Trombino 2001, 45.
53	 Dibble et al. 2012.
54	 Richter et al. 2010.
55	 Aouadi-Abdeljaouad − Belhouchet 2008; Aouadi-Abdeljaouad − Belhouchet 2012.
56	 Dibble et al. 2012, 13.
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The Late Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic

The Iberomaurusian
The Iberomaurusian is a microlithic industry characterized by high (≥40%) frequencies of backed 
bladelets. Partially backed, obtuse-ended forms (blunt-ended backed bladelets)57 often constitute a 
high percentage. Other forms include straight-backed bladelets, scalene bladelets, bladelets pointed 
with a microburin facet (La Mouillah points) and backed bladelets with very light backing (Ouchta-
ta retouch).58 Retouch is generally obverse and is found preferentially on proximal ends. Burins and 
geometrics generally constitute less than 1 per cent of an assemblage, but when the latter is present, 
segments are predominant. Microburins are common in all assemblages, but one tool form that 
seems to be restricted to the Iberomaurusian is the splintered piece (pièce esquillée).59 End-scrapers 
made on flakes are always present and can form up to 9.5 per cent of an assemblage. Tools are made 
from a wide selection of raw materials including flint, limestone, sandstone, quartzite, and various 
igneous rocks. Cores are generally small, with single platforms. They are often made on only par-
tially utilized flint pebbles.60 Pyramidal forms are very rare and fluted (cannelé) cores such as those 
found in Capsian assemblages are absent.61

The Iberomaurusian sites can be found near the coasts of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. A single 
major site is also known in Libya, Haua Fteah, where the industry is locally known as the ‘Eastern 
Oranian’ and dated to ca. 14,000–10,000 BP.62 The Iberomaurusian seems to have appeared around 
the time of the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM), somewhere between ca. 25,000 and 22,500 cal BP. It 
should have lasted until the early Holocene ca. 11,000 cal. BP. In the Maghreb, from c. 18,000 to 9,500 
BC, the so-called Mechta-Afalou, Mechta el-Arbi or Mechtoid types (from the eponymous sites in 
Algeria) produced the lberomaurusian industries, mostly in coastal areas ranging from Tunis to 
eastern Morocco. However, lberomaurusian settlements are also known quite far inland, up to 2,000 
m above sea level in the Atlas Mountains. They possessed an elaborate toolkit, including diversified 
thin tools: plenty of backed bladelets (up to 98 per cent of the equipment) but also borers, drills, 
burins, and microburins.63

At Grotte des Pigeons (Taforalt Cave, Morocco), the lberomaurusian follows the Aterian after a 
considerable hiatus. A series of conventional 14C dates were obtained for Iberomaurusians layers.64 
Until now, the dates of 21,900±400 BP (Gif-2587) and 21,100±400 BP (Gif-2586) for Taforalt have stood 
as the oldest for Morocco and are broadly comparable to the lowermost Iberomaurusian layer at 
Tamar Hat, Algeria which produced an age of 20,600±500 BP (MC-822).65 Due to the post-Aterian 
hiatus, it was difficult to support the hypothesis of indigenous origins of the Iberomaurusian. Now 
some very old dates are known in Algeria (24,000 BC at Chetaïbi) and dozens of newly discovered 
sites, particularly at Aïn Khiar, have yielded microlithic industries, including pieces produced with 
the Levallois technique, that suggest a progressive facies. Thus, the Iberomaurusian culture could 
well be the outcome of a local evolution of the Aterian after the northern withdrawal of its bearers 
under the pressure of the aridity during Marine Isotope Stage 2.66

57	 Close 2002, 36.
58	 Tixier 1963, 48.
59	 Camps 1974, 64.
60	 Brahimi 1970.
61	 Camps 1974, 64, 66; Lubell et al. 1984, 149–150.
62	 Douka et al. 2014.
63	 Sari 2012, 36.
64	 Sari 2012, 447, Tab. 1. after Roche 1976.
65	 Saxon et al. 1974.
66	 Aumassip 2001, 74–75.
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The Capsian
The Capsian culture appears around 9,500 BC, and the relative chronological position of its two 
main facies (Typical Capsian and Upper Capsian) has been the subject of considerable speculation.67 
In the 1960s, these two complexes were considered as strictly consecutive phases, but in the 1970s 
it was argued that their labels should not conceal the fact that they are largely contemporaneous. 

The Typical Capsian is defined essentially by the presence of large numbers of abruptly backed 
tools made on macrolithic flakes and blades, as well as by high frequencies of burins made on trun-
cation.68 Characteristic tool forms include backed blades and endscrapers on blades or large flakes. 
Backed bladelets are always abundant (±20 %), while geometrics are less important (≤ 10 %). When 
present, geometrics are generally dominated by segments and short triangles and are not as well 
made as those in the late stages of the Upper Capsian. Microburins are always present. 

The Upper Capsian is characterized by abundant and varied geometric microliths (scalene triangles 
and trapezes) and other tools made on light bladelets that contrast with the heavier forms of the 
Typical Capsian. In the Typical Capsian zone (the Tébessa-Gafsa region), large tools do appear in 
Upper Capsian assemblages as well. The controlling factor seems to be the presence of abundant 
sources of large flint nodules. The distinction between Typical Capsian and Upper Capsian has 
become increasingly blurred as Typical Capsian assemblages with few burins and Upper Capsian 
assemblages with abundant burins have been identified. Both the Typical Capsian and the Upper 
Capsian abound in notched pieces. 

The territory of the Upper Capsian (from the Tiaret area, 50 km east of the eponymous site of Gafsa 
in Tunisia) is more extensive than the area covered by the Typical Capsian, which is spread over a 
semicircle less than 200 km in radius south of Tébessa on both sides of the Algero-Tunisian border. 
The Capsian expansion to the south is poorly defined, and Camps globally labelled several Epipal-
aeolithic inventories as Ouarglian or Mellalian (after the eponymous site Sebhka Mellala in Alge-
ria).69 Noura Rahmani showed that the geographical distribution of the Typical Capsian is strongly 
related to the availability of a very high-quality Upper Cretaceous Senonian flint frequent in the 
Tébessa-Gafsa region. This raw material was abundant enough to allow them to produce blades 
and bladelets “by technological strategies that resulted in a high wastage of flint”.70 Conversely, in 
Upper Capsian industries, bladelet production by the  pressure-flaking technique allowed serial 
production, high productivity, and standardisation of microliths. Although there is about a 
five-hundred-year period of the contemporaneity of the Typical Capsian and Upper Capsian 
(between 8,000 and 7,500 B.P.), the adoption of pressure-flaking around 8,200 cal B.P. by the 
latter group defines a major technological change from the Typical Capsian.71

When trying to elucidate the origins of this important culture, authors have particularly highlight-
ed its Mediterranean, African and Oriental affinities: three components still operating at present 
throughout the Maghreb and the Sahara. Camps supported the hypothesis of an Eastern origin,72 
but the reanalysis of Noura Rahmani’s data bestows a new vigour on the model of Peter Sheppard 
and David Lubell,73 suggesting some local evolution from the Iberomaurusian. In short, not only is 
there “no evidence supporting the development or derivation of the Capsian lithic industry from 

67	 Tixier 1963; Camps 1974.
68	 Camps 1974, 104.
69	 Camps 1974, 200.
70	 Rahmani 2004, 77.
71	 Rahmani 2004; Rahmani – Lubell 2012.
72	 Camps 1974, 193–194.
73	 Rahmani 2004; Sheppard – Lubell 1990.
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outside the Maghreb”, but “a very strong argumentation can be made for continuity in lithic tra-
ditions from the Iberomaurusian through to the early Capsian and west Algerian assemblages.”74

Sheppard notes75 that Types 48 and 49 (“Pointe de Mechta El-Arbi” and “Pointe du Chacal”) have a 
quite distinctive base treatment which may have been of stylistic significance. Tixier notes76 that 
the “Pointe du Chacal” is associated with a very well developed or late Upper Capsian, and associ-
ates the “Pointe de Mechta El-Arbi” with much older assemblages. However, Chacal points seem to 
appear already in the later phase of Iberomaurusian. At the rock shelter of Afalou Bou Rhummel 
(Tébessa, Algeria), around 12,020±170 BP and 13,120±370 BP (layer IV) a technological change is per-
ceived. There is a decrease in the number of backed bladelets for the development of sophisticated 
weapons such as Ain Keda and Chacal points with many triangles and rare trapezoids.77 

Summary

The present study is only a brief presentation of the artefacts collected from the surface in the area 
of Gafsa, Tunisia. It is by no means exhaustive, since, as is clear from the sketchy chronological and 
cultural classification of the finds, the period covered is at least 100,000 years of human prehistory 
in North Africa. However, the value of the collection and its future complete scientific processing 
lies precisely in this fact, as it will provide a more comprehensive picture of the prehistory of a 
narrower area, which will hopefully contribute greatly to a better understanding of the formation 
and chronological relations of these cultural units.
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