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RESUME
Mots clés : Le Hoabinhien est un techno-complexe lithique spécifique de I'Asie du Sud-Est, continentale
Hoabinhien et insulaire. La connaissance de ses relations avec les principaux modéles de changement
Laos technologique a I'échelle mondiale a progressé au cours des deux derniéres décennies.
Technologie Cependant, notre compréhension du Hoabinhien comme indicateur d’une évolution au
gil;ggjud_ESt cours de la Préhistoire peut étre considérablement améliorée par 'examen de sa vari-

abilité régionale et chronologique. Nous présentons ici les caractéristiques des artefacts

hoabinhiens originaux trouvés dans un nouveau site de plein air a Houay Pano, prés de Lak
Sip (province de Luang Prabang, Laos). L'étude technologique de cet assemblage classique
comprenant des sumatralithes datés de 5,5+ 0,6 ka constitue une contribution majeure a
la préhistoire laotienne et a notre compréhension de la variabilité temporelle et spatiale du
techno-complexe Hoabinhien.
© 2018 Académie des sciences. Publié par Elsevier Masson SAS. Cet article est publié en
Open Access sous licence CC BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/

4.0/).

1. Introduction

Characterized by sumatraliths, the Hoabinhian is a lithic
techno-complex from the late Pleistocene to Holocene,
found in Mainland and Island Southeast Asia. However,
it has long been hypothesized that this techno-complex
may also have existed in Southwest China in rock-shelters
of mountainous regions (Dai, 1988), but its first occur-
rence in dated deposits has only recently been confirmed
in the Yunnan Province (Forestier et al,, 2017; Ji et al,,
2016). The oldest Hoabinhian industry in Asia is dated
around 43.5 ka in the Xiaodong rock-shelter, and one of
the more recent assemblages has been found at the bor-
der between Thailand and Myanmar, at Huai Hin, dated
to around 3700430 BP (Forestier et al., 2013). Employ-
ing ‘technological criteria’ in his analysis of Hoabinhian
artefacts, Gorman (1969, 1971, 1972) proposed that the
absence of significant changes in lithic technology could
probably be correlated with an apparent continuity in eco-
logical conditions throughout the terminal Pleistocene into
the Holocene. Such a view correlates with the geography
of the Hoabinhian that spreads over a broad region from
southern China to Sumatra, including North Vietnam, Laos,
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Malaya, and also Northeast
India.

For many years, the difficulty in defining the Hoabin-
hian phase as being distinct from the Neolithic or a local
‘Mesolithic’ (Mansuy and Colani, 1925), or even from a
Pleistocene pebble-tool culture, was due to the overlap-
ping nature of its three sub-stages, and also because some
assemblages termed ‘Hoabinhian with pottery’ were sim-
ilar to ‘Hoabinhian without ceramic’ (Reynolds, 1990). In
North Vietnam, the former cultural phase (Hoabinhian with
ceramic) of the middle Holocene was called ‘Bacsonian’,
according to the initial proposal of Mansuy (1924, 19253,
1925b) or ‘Dabutian’ in reference to the site of Da But
(Nguyen, 2005; Patte, 1932).

The ‘Neolithic transition’ is an open research topic for
East and Southeast Asia; it is limited to a period between
the Southeast Asian Hoabinhian and the advent of metals as
early as 2500 BP. Since the Neolithic of Southeast Asia prob-
ably has its roots in the sites of southern China (Hung et al.,

2017), we will not discuss this topic in this article, even
though the Hoabinhian site of Houay Pano is contemporary
with this period.

The geographical locations of the Hoabinhian lithic
assemblages have been widely accepted and used as
evidence for paleoenvironmental human adaptations in
Southeast Asia, and have been compared with other sites at
a global scale and with adjacent regions, such as East Asia
and South Asia (Gorman, 1970; Hutterer, 1977; Solheim,
1972). After two decades of defining Hoabinhian as a
techno-complex (Forestier, 2000; Forestier et al., 2005b,
2013, 2017; Moser, 2001, 2012) rather than a tradition
(Dunn, 1970), culture (Borikovsky, 1966; Matthews, 1966),
or period (Mansuy and Colani, 1925; Saurin, 1969), itis now
possible to discuss the emergence of cultural diversity in
mainland Southeast Asia from a technological perspective
(White, 2011).

As has recently been summarized (Singthong et al.,
2016), archaeological excavations in Laos have been rare
due to half a century of political instability. The re-
investigation of Laotian prehistory did not really begin until
2005 with the Middle Mekong Archaeological Project led
by J. White (Marwick et al., 2009), whose work focused on
the Luang Prabang region. This area has been known since
the late 19th century for the polished stones and metal
tools collected by the ‘Mission Pavie’ (1879-1895) (Massie,
1904). Subsequently, an archaeological survey followed by
the excavation of the Ban Don Tio cave was undertaken
(Mansuy, 1920). Fromaget and Saurin (1936) later docu-
mented the excavations carried out in the caves of Tam
Pong, west of Mekong, and at Tam Nang Anh 10 km north
of Luang Prabang city (Fig. 1). Three different archaeolog-
ical levels were identified at Tam Pong, with the presence
of unifacial lithic pieces. Following this early period of
research in Laos, only a few isolated Hoabinhian lithics and
other prehistoric artefacts were described (Raymaekers,
2001; Sayavongkhamdy et al., 2000).

The work of the Middle Mekong Archaeological Project
led to the discovery and excavation of Phou Phaa Khao
rock-shelter and Tham Vang Ta Leow cave (White and
Bouasisengpaseuth, 2008). The latter site provided three
dates of around 9000 BP at the base of a sequence
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