
Lijiagou: an early Holocene site in Henan Province, China

Youping Wang¹,*, Songlin Zhang², Wanfa Gu², Songzhi Wang², Jianing He¹, Xiaohong Wu¹, Tongli Qu¹, Jingfang Zhao¹, Youcheng Chen¹ & Ofer Bar-Yosef³

1 School of Archaeology and Museology, Peking University, 5 Yiheyuan Road, Haidian District, Beijing, 100871 China (Email: ypwang@pku.edu.cn)
2 Zhengzhou Municipal Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, Zhengzhou, Henan, China
3 Department of Anthropology, Harvard University, 11 Divinity Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA
It has long been believed that the earliest ceramics in the central plain of China were produced by the Neolithic cultures of Jiahu 1 and Peiligang. Excavations at Lijiagou in Henan Province, dating to the early millennia of the Holocene period, have however revealed evidence for earlier production of pottery, probably on the eve of millet and wild rice cultivation in northern and southern China respectively. It is assumed that, as in other regions such as south-west Asia and South America, sedentism preceded incipient cultivation. Here, evidence is presented that sedentary communities emerged among hunter-gatherer groups who were still producing microblades. Lijiagou demonstrates that the bearers of the microblade industry were producers of pottery, preceding the earliest Neolithic cultures in central China.
Keywords: China, early Holocene, hunter-gatherers, microblades, pottery
This paper is published in Antiquity vol. 89, issue 344, April 2015. Here we publish supplementary material.

Microblades

Detachment of blades from prismatic and/or opposed platform cores can be done in two methods, direct and indirect percussion. The first technique is when the knapper holds the core in his hand and hits it with a soft hammer or places it on his lap while sitting. Another option is to use a punch when the core is held between the arches of the feet. Microblade production can be done by direct and indirect percussion as well as by pressure flaking, exemplified in replication studies (e.g., Flenniken 1987; Inizan 1991; Inizan et al. 1992, 1999; Zhang HL 2011). However, these choices require the selection of good-quality raw material such as crystalline rocks (obsidian) or pre-heated flint or chalcedony, and the use of wooden braces for holding the small cores.

Most of the microblade assemblages recorded by the archaeological reports from north-east Asia and North America are also enriched with a flake component. This could be the result of core preparation techniques such as shaping bifacial pre-cores as well as the common product of ‘core and flake industry’, often made from different raw materials such as quartz and quartzite. 

The operational sequence of most of the reported assemblages collected or excavated in China is described through the typological classification of the cores. The main core types were labelled as ‘wedge-shaped’, ‘boat shaped’, ‘conical’, ‘funnel-shaped’, ‘semi-circular’ and ‘pencil shaped’. The basic terms are given according to the way the objects are viewed when the striking platform is up and the end tip is down. 

For clarification the following are brief definitions of the core types: 

1) ‘Wedge-shaped’ cores, known in Japan as the Yubetsu method, were prepared first as relatively thin bifaces. The elongated platform was formed by the removal of a crested blade along one of the edges of the biface, called ‘ski spall’ (Flenniken 1987). Another removal detaches one of the edges, thus preparing it for the consecutive removal of bladelets. Renewal of the platforms was either done by producing a ‘core tablet’ or by carefully retouching and reshaping the platform (e.g. Chen 2007). Finally, unused ‘bifacial cores’ could result in additional classification. A ‘biface’ abandoned before it was shaped as a core would be called a ‘tool’ such as a ‘spear head’. 

2) ‘Boat-shaped’ cores differ from the ‘wedge-shaped’ core, but obtaining the bladelets essentially follows the same procedure. Often a ‘boat -shaped’ core was prepared from a piece of tabular flint where cortex was preserved on both faces. A striking platform was created first and the shaping of the two faces of the core followed. In addition, trimming the base of the core resulted in the formation of a keel that stopped the removals of the bladelets, as in the ‘wedge-shaped’ cores. A similar operational sequence was used with a thick flake by trimming bifacially one edge and forming a platform that departs from the flake’s old striking platform. The shape of the core resembles a boat, and the bladelets were removed from one end (Chen 2007). 

3) ‘Conical’, ‘semi-conical’ and ‘funnel-shaped’ cores are morphologically similar to each other and were shaped by the same reduction sequence. Their resemblance to the common ‘prismatic’ core means that the core was either hand-held or enclosed within two wooden braces. The detachment was done either by direct or indirect percussion with a punch, and sometimes by pressure flaking. 

4) The final appearance of pressure-flaked cores, known as ‘pencil shaped’, with parallel edges almost to the distal tip is a clear testimony, as shown experimentally, that the bladelets were obtained by pressure with the device pushed against the chest (e.g. Inizan et al 1992). 

Experimental replications of almost all of these types have been rarely conducted in China. Based on Dyuktai Cave collections in Siberia, Flenniken (1987) experimented with pressure flaking and concluded that due to the need for heat treatment it is more time-consuming than direct or indirect percussion. The advantage of the products is that the bladelets (or spalls) are long and straight, with uniform cutting edges. Recently, partial replications with glass by H.L. Zhao (2011) indicated that direct or indirect percussion and pressure flaking could achieve the different core types, although ‘pencil shaped’ cores were not included in his first study. Indeed, the required investment in the production of a microblade industry may indicate that the bladelets were used for a particular function. A well-preserved bone handle with hafted fragments of microblades uncovered in Donghulin (c. 9000–7500 cal BC; Zhao et al. 2006) was employed as cutting tool. 
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