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NOTES ET VARIÉTÉS 

THE DISCOVERY OF PALAEOLITHIC HAND AXES 

IN WESTERN TURKMENIA : 

A PRELIMINARY REPORT 

L.B. VISHNYATSKY 

Until recently there were no firmly identified 
findings of palaeolithic handaxes either in Turkme- 
nia or in the south-west part of Soviet Central Asia 
in general. The tools from Western Turkmenia 
previously described as handaxes by A.P. Okladni- 
kov(l) were recently reexamined by V.P. Loubine, 
who concluded that whereas one of them was 
definitely no biface at all, the other might be a small 
handaxe, though not of Acheulean — as proposed 
before — but rather of Mousterian age (2). Some 
other researchers also rejected the hypothesis of 
these findings dating back to the Acheulean (3) or 
even the Palaeolithic (4) period. Besides, there was 
one item from Central Kopetdag labelled by V.A. 
Ranov as a possible "handaxe" (5). Made from local 
soft limestone, it was heavily rolled and this fact, 
together with some other features, leads one to 
suppose that this artifact might not be a handaxe, 
but would more likely be a core (the present author 
knows some tortoise cores from Kopetdag which can 
easily be confused with handaxes). Unfortunately, 
the tool was not published or described in detail. It 
should be added that there are no finds of handaxes 
in adjacent regions to the south (Afghanistan, 
North-Eastern Iran), althouth we know a lot of tools 
of this type have been found in areas lying further 
north (Mangishlak peninsula, Northern shore of the 
Aral sea...), all of which were collected on the 
surface. 

The question of whether the handaxes are present 
in western regions of Central Asia is a major one. 
It is known that pebble cultures without handaxes, 
but with choppers and chopping-tools occurred in 
the eastern part of Central Asia mountains from at 
least the Middle Pleistocene up to the Holocene 
(Gissar culture). These cultures, as initially proposed 
by A.P. Okladnikov (6) and then elaborated by 

(1) OKLADNIKOV, 1966. 
(2) LOUBINE, 1984. 
(3) KLEIN, 1966. 
(4) TOLSTOV, 1958. 
(5) LUZGIN and RANOV, 1966. 
(6) OKLADNIKOV, 1966. 

FIG. 1. — Map with the locality of Yangadja site. 

V.A. Ranov (7), are rooted in Southeast Asian tra
ditions. On the other hand, the influence of Euro
pean and Near-Eastern traditions and the occur
rence of handaxes in Pleistocene cultures has been 

(7) RANOV, 1984. 
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FIG. 2. — Bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia. 

FIG. 3. — Broken bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia. 

96 



FIG. 4. — Broken bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia. 

postulated for western regions. However, real ev
idence of such occurrences, as I have shown before, 
were practically absent. 

Such evidence appeared just now. In 1987, a 
research team from the Institute of Archaeology 
(Leningrad) was engaged in field reconnaissance in 
Western Turkmenia. During the brief examination of 
the giant palaeolithic workshop on the southern 
slope of Krasnovodsk plateau, not far from Yan
gadja railway-station (fig. 1), a section with some 
biface tools, and identified handaxes among them, 
came to light. From this section, located on distinct 
hills, only bifaces, flakes and a few shapeless cores 
were collected; there was no other tool. So far, the 
total number of bifaces is no more than twenty, and 
only part of them are true handaxes : some are, 
perhaps, half-finished products intended to be 
points or something else (fig. 2). However, at least 
four of the bifaces are finally or almost finally 

prepared handaxes, somes of which, unfortunately, 
came to us broken (fig. 3 and 4). All the tools from 
the site are made of local flint, available in the area. 
It is worth mentioning that the surface of all the 
artifacts from the biface complex are covered by 
intensive desert patina. This feature is indicative of 
the relative age of our surface finds, because no 
traces of desert patina were found on the neolithic 
tools made of the same flint, which are scattered in 
the vicinity. Obviously, such an observation does not 
enable to determine precisely the age of the han
daxes, but it is evident that it should be looked for 
in the Pleistocene period. It can be hoped that future 
complex archaeological-geological investigations 
will help clear up the dating problem, but if we are 
to consider the handaxes from a typological point 
of view, then, the conclusion about the conformity 
with acheulean tools of the type is, as it seems to me, 
a quite realistic one. 

97 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I am glad to express my gratitude to my wife Galina for her 
excellent drawings of the stone tools, and also to Mr V.V. Pitulko 
for his invaluable assistance during the fieldwork. 

L.B. VISHNYATSKY 
Institute of Archaeology 

of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR, Dvortsovoya 
Leningrad 191065, USSR 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
KLEIN R.G. 
1966 Chellean and acheulean on the territory of the 

Soviet Union. American Anthropologist, 26, № 2, 
pt. 2. 

LOUBINE V.P. 
1984 The palaeolithic of Turkmenia. Sovetskaya Archeo- 

logia, № 1 (in Russian). 
LUZGIN B.K. and RANOV V.A. 
1966 About the first palaeolithic findings in Central 

Kopetdag. Bulletin Komissii po Izucheniu Chetver- 
tichnogo Perioda, v. 32 (in Russian). 

OKLADNIKOV A.P. 
1966 Palaeolithic and mesolithic of Central Asia. In : 

Srednija Asia v epochu kamnia i bronzi. Moscow, 
Leningrad, (in Russian). 

RANOV V.A. 
1984 Zentralasien. Forschungen zur Allgemeinen und 

Vergleichenden Archaologie. Band 4. 
TOLSTOV S.P. 
1958 The works of Khorezm expedition of the Academy 

of Sciences of the USSR in 1949-1953. Trudi 
Khorezmskoi expedicii. t. 2 (in Russian). 

98 


	Informations
	Autres contributions de L.B. Vishnyatsky

	Pagination
	95
	96
	97
	98

	Illustrations
	Fig. 1. — Map with the locality of Yangadja site.
	Fig. 2. — Bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia. Fig. 3. — Broken bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia.
	Fig. 3. — Broken bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia.
	Fig. 4. — Broken bifaces from the site of Yangadja, Western Turkmenia.

	Plan
	Acknowledgements 


