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PREHISTORIC SURVEYS IN THE LIBYAN SAHARA

ElenaAA. GarCea*

RESUMEN.- Informe preliminar de la prospección italo-libia de la meseta de Messak Seííafet en el suroeste
de Libia, con el catálogo de los yacimientos registrados que abarcan lasfases achelense, musleriense-ateriense
y neolítica, e incluyen abundantes conjuntos de grabados rupestres.

AssTtzácT.- Preliminary reporí of Ihe Italo-Lybian survey in Ihe Messak Settafet plaíeau (Souíhwest Lybia),
presenting lite catalogue of recorded sites of the Acheulian, Mousterian-Aterian and Neolithic phases, inclu-
ding a number of rock engravings spots.

PAtÁ BRAS Canes Sáhara líbico, Prospección arqueológica, Arte rupestre.

Ka’ WoRns: Lybian Sahara, Archaeological survey, Rock art.

1. THESTUDYAREA

Theresearchgiven in concessionto theIta-
Io-Libyan Joint Mission for Prehistoric Researchin
the Sahara,directed by Fabrizio Mori of the Univer-
sity of Rome “La Sapienza” includes the Tadrart
Acacusmountainrangeand the Messak(or Amsak)
Settafet(or Sattafet)plateau.The two sandstoneout-
cropsare locatedin south-westernLibya andare 60-
80km apart(Fig. 1).

The ladran Acacus is known for both its
rock art (Mori 1965) and archacologicaldeposits
(Mori 1965; Barich 1974, 1987; Cremaschiand Di
Lernia in press).On the contrary,the MessakSetta-
fet is renownedfor its rock art, particularly engra-
vings, but any other archacologicalinformation has
beenso-farneglected.

Ihe MessakSettafetis a fiat crescent-sha-
pedhamadaandis about250 km longand70 km w¡-
de. It appearsdeeplyincisedby the valleys of former
wadis, which run from westto east into the basin of
the Edeyenof Murzuk anddevelopedin the Middle
Pleistocene(Cremaschi 1996). Unlike the Tadrart
Acacus,naturalrocksheltersare veryrare, as the lo-
cal sandstonehas a different formation andcoarser
matrix. The Messakoutcrop representsthe western-
most edgeof tbe Nubian Sandstone(Busche1980).
The rock art is locatedalong the walls of the wadi
valleys.As it is mostly in the open-air,paintingswe-

re less likely topreservethanengravings.
The frequencyof rock engravingsand the

occurrenceof artifactualmaterialon the entiresurfa-
ce of the Messaksuggestedthat theplateauwas oc-
cupiedby different humangroups overthe Pleistoce-
ne andHoloceneperiods.Ihus,extensivearchacolo-
gical surveysbecamenecessaryandwere conducted
togetherwith geomorphologicaland palaeoclimatic
investigations.

Rock engravingswere fsrst discovered in
1850 by HeinrichBarth (1857),who visited the IlE-
zzaghenvalley. In 1932,LeoFrobenius(1937)began
to collect somedocumentationon the rock art of the
wadis Tilizzaghenand In Habeter(or Abeter), in the
Bergiug area.Beginningfrom 1933/34,thePace-Ser-
gi-CaputoMission startedits researchin the region,
but mostly concentratedon thehistorical cemeteries
aroundthe Germa oasis at the northern foot of the
Plateau(Caputo1949;Pace,CaputoandSergi 1951).
In the 1930’s, PaoloOraziosi (1942) travelledalong
the caravanroutegoing from theoasisof El Awaynat
(previouslycalledSerdeles)into the Messak,through
the wadis Tilizzaghen,In Habeter,andBergiug.Ho-
wever,his systematicresearchin the areastartedin
tbe 1960’s (Graziosi 1962, 1970).

More recently, severalauthorscollectedsys-
tematic documentationson rock art (Jacquet 1978,
1988; Jelinek 1984a, 1984b, 1985a, 1985b, 1993,
1994; Le Quellec 1984-86, 1987, 1993; Van Albada
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andVan Albadal990a, 1990b, 1992a,1992b,1993a,
1993b, 1993c, 1993d, 1994; Gauthier and Gauthier
1992, in press;Lutz and Lutz 1992a,1992b, 1993a,
1993b, 1994a,1994b,1995;GauthierandLe Quellec
1993; Le Quellecand Gauthier 1993a,1993b). In a
wider archaeologicalperspective,the needto incor-
poraterock art in a morecomplexcontext,including
alí evidencefor human occupationsandadaptations
to the geomorphologicalfeaturesof the areaand to
the local palaeoclimaticconditions, increasedwith
the increasingproductionof documentson rockart.

2. THE RESEARCH

A first part of the work of the Italo-Libyan
Mission wascarriedout in thecentralplateau,in the
wadis In Habeter,Tilizzaghen,and In Flobou (Cre-
maschi 1994, 1996); anotherstudy area comprised
the southemand the north-easternpartsof the Mes-
sak Settafet(Garcea1996).

The surveyshaddifferent purposes:identifi-
cationof archaeologicalsurfaceoccurrencesandan-

thropic deposits;systematicsurfacecollections;exca-
vation of sondagesin the open hamadaand in rock
shelters(when present);topographicmapping;and
geomorphologicalandpalaeoclimaticinvestigations.
A f¡rst map basedon Landsatimageswas drafted by
Axel and Anne Marie Van Albada after direct
ground observation. Another map at a scale of
1:250,000was elaboratedfrom the previousoneby
theItalo-LibyanMission.

The survey in the central arearevealedthat
morethan60%of the lithics on the surfacealong the
wadis,andat least20% in thearcasbetweenthe wa-
dis, werearchaeologicalartifacts (Cremaschi1994).
Theonly rock cavepresentin the areawas identified
in the wadi Mathendushand containedan anthropic
depositthat was datedbetween4565+165 and6825+
90 yearsHP. Lake basinswere locatedin front of the
centralwadis and at leastthreedifferent lake levels
wererecognised.The highestlake level was datedto
6625+100yearsHP. An intermediatelevel was dated
to 8445±160BP and the lowest level to 7325+130
HP (Cremaschi 1994). Thus, we may note that the
occupationof thecavein theplateaufolloweda reía-

Fig. ¡ .- Mapof theMessalcSettafet.
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IrahrarMellen
Northemcliff 2602356.4 ¡217’39.7’~ 8i0 6 3,4
Potteiy surfacecollection 26O233l,3~ l202935.0~ 690 ¡9.9 92 6 3,4

lssanghaten

Quartziteworkshop surfacecollection 2602O5l.7~ ¡202l03.4~ 870 ¡5 251 5 45

Rockshe¡ter excavation 2602052.6 t202¡05.2~ 790 0,1 6i 5 3,2

Bottomofthewadi 26’2055.3” ¡202lO6,0~ 780 0,1 15 5 3,2

Teknieuwen Highestconcentrationof
engravings

artifact
count+sondage

2601057.3 ¡202712.4 660 21 151 5 3,2

Adtoh-rightbranch

Adroh-leftbranch

Engravingsatthebottomof
thewadi

ailifactcount 26009~35.0 l217~37.8” 630 ¡6,2 261 6 3,9

Endorheicbasin surfacecollection 26o08~09.4 l2o24~23.3 750 [¡.6 103 6 3,8

lsser

Lowerlett bank-tethering
stones

surfacecollection 25o4Y59.6~ ¡2012 18.5” 690 45,7 206 5 3,3

Middle¡eftbank artifactcount 2600310.0 ¡21944.3 750 34,1 21 6 5,5

2kmnorthottrattk
577-cave

surfacecollection 26Óo356,0~ 1201841.5 540 2,2 309 5 6

Nearengravingssouthof
track 589

artifactcount 26~082l.6” 12’I0’35.4” 690 ¡5,8 301 5 4,3

Engravings betweeniracks

589and 597

artitactcount 2600844.3 l20Io~07.l 690 1,1 312 6 3,7

Hamadasouthoftrack597sondage 261024.i’ 12’09’06.8 720 3,5 331 6 3,2

Alamasse Engravingson Ihe barnacla artifactcount 2600257.7 l20l430.4~ 750 ¡6,4 147 5 3,8

in Hagalass
tJpperleftbank-Aterian artitactcount 2600552.3 t2’02’47.i 930 20,3 285 6 2,1
Upperlettbank-Microliths surfacecotíection 26’0645.4 1200047.2 810 3,3 266 5 4,5

Cemetery st,rfaceco¡lection 25’57~43.9 l2~O4’01.4” 780 15,8 160 6 3,6

Geddis llamadaon Ieft bank artifact count 2505911.9 ¡ 105900.3 840 8.8 288 6 2,8

lnirawen

Quariziteoutcropabove

engraving

surfacecollection 25Ó2938,8~ 1105033.3 860 56,4 195 5 4.5

Cattieengravingonthewa- 2502934.8 ll~50~33.9 840 0,1 ¡72 5 3,4

Concentrationofengravings
in theupperwadi

2503427.4~ II~4417.6’ 870 ¡3,8 311 5 3,2

Tidwa

Concentrationofengravings

andtnrnuti

25003l6.5~ tt044~39.4 840 57,6 ¡79 6 3,1

Ca.900mfromengravings
andtumuli

surface
cDllection-f-sondage

2500332.1 1 1
047’o4.6” 840 4,1 83 5 3.2

Tin Sharuma
Catarací (acave is 3km
south)

sondageinthecave24o5628.7~ ¡¡04lI7.9~ 850 16.3 217 4 3,6

Quartziteworkshop surfacecollection 2405822,l0 ll04357.0~ 720 5,7 52 4 3,3

Dunes

Área ¡ surfacecollection 24o5426.i~~ l2o0206.0~ 775 31,4 ¡03 5 3,7

Área 2 surfacecollection 24054 ¡4.2” 1200250.8 720 1,3 ¡06 5 4

Area3 surfacecollection 24~5445.2’ 1200528.4 690 4,5 78 5 4,4
Area4 surfacecollection 2405436.8 12’05’l0.3’ 780 6 3,2

ÁreaS surfacecollection 24o58~22.3 1 2~54’55.9 630 7 2,3

Area6 sondage 2593’47.8” ¡l05920.1~ 730 97,8 287 5 3,9

Neolithic site surfacecollection 25o2246.9~ 12’0¡’40.O” 730 17,1 ¡3 5 3,9

WADI LOCATION ACTJVJTY Latitude N LongitudeE m así. Range Beadng No.sat. PDOP

Table ¡ .- Positionfixes in te MessakSettafet.

tively dry episodeandcorrespondedto the largestex-
pansionof the lake. The evidenceis alsocorrobora-
ted by the palynologicaloccurrencesin thecavede-
posit, indicating a shift from humid conditions(with

Cyperaceae,Quercus and Cupressaceae)to a desert
savannahlandscape(with Echium, Gramineae,Mae-
run and Acacia) (TrevisanGrandi,Mercuri andCre-
maschi 1993).
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The survey in the southernand north-eas-
tem partsof the Messakwascarriedout by the pre-
sentauthor. Thirty-three sites were identified. They
wereplottedon thegeneralmap(Fig. 1) with thesu-
pport of further ground observationand an Ensign
Trimble Global PositioningSystem(GPS) rece¡ver.
This instrumentcouldacquireposition fixes by trac-
king up to 8 satellites.No measurementsbasedon
less than4 satelliteswere recorded.Thereceiverpro-
vided coordinatesand heightsa.s.l. with a Dilution
of Precision(OOP) rangingfrom 1 to 12. It can ob-
1am eithertwo-dimensionalposition solutionswith a
Horizontal Dilution of Precision(HDOP), or three-
dimensionalposition solutions with PDOP values.
We only took 3-D measurementsand rejected alí
PDOP valueshigher than 6. The receiveralso calcu-
lated the range(linear distancein km) and the bea-
ring (angularditference)betweentwo waypoints.For
eachwaypoint we tookfive measuresof the latitude
and the longitudeand calculatedtheir arithmetical
mean.The accuracyof position fixes has an error of
10-100m from the actualposition of a point. The list
of the sites,togetherwith their dataon thecoordina-
tes, height,range,bearing, numberof receivedsate-
llites, andPDOPis providedin Table 1 -

3. DISCUSSION

In the southernand north-easternparts of
the Messak,difterent areaswere investigated,both
along the banksof the wadis and on the hamada.
Erosion appearedto havebeenparticularly strong in
the open hamada,asthe highfrequencyof archaeolo-
gical artifacts on the surface suggested.However,
sondagesindicatedthat portions of anthropicdepo-
sits were still preservedin the subsurface.The ques-
tion regardingthe relationbetweensurfaceandsub-
surfaceartifacts requiresparticularattention in this
region. It must be rememberedthat anywhere,but
particularly where erosionis very active, their reía-
tionship may not be direct, as suggestedin the past
(RedmanandWatson1970).

Here, thesurfacehad beenrepeatedlydistur-
bed by natural agenísand recenthuman frequenta-
tions, including rock art photographers,tourists,and

oil-well builders.Nevertheless,samplingby intensive
surfacecollection (in the sense of Flannery 1976)
wasmadein someparticularareaslike, for example,
quartzitequarries,which are frequentin the Messak.
Small sondageswereexcavatedto checkthe informa-
tion on spatial variability resulting from surfaceco-
llections.

To sum up, most sitesappearedto be located
in Ihemiddle courseof the wadis,atacertaindistan-
ce from the outletsinto the oper¡ palaeolakes.Acheu-
han evidencewas more unusual than Mousterian-
Aterian occupations.suggestingthat the mountain
rangebecameincreasinglysettledin the later Pleisto-
cene.

Quartzite outcrops and workshops were
mainlyrecordedin the southernplateau,nearIhewa-
dis lmrawen, Tidwa, and Tin Sharuma.They were
exploited by both Mousterian-AterianandNeolithic
peoples.Another quartziteoutcrop occurredlo the
north, in the wadi Issanghaten,whereonly Late Neo-
lithic evidencewas present.A more intensive occu-
pation of the rangewas attestedlo theNeolithic. Du-
ring thesetimes, the Messakbecamepafl of a larger
and more systematicsettlementorganisation,which
included the palaeolakesin the lowlands, as well.
Ihe ecologicalconditions in the plateaumusthave
favouredseasonalmigrationsfrom the surrounding
lowlands in the Edeyenof Murzuk, buí alsothe Ede-
yenof Ubariand Ihe Erg Uan Kasa.

Finally, the range remaineda safe areafor
the subsistenceof human groupsuntil very recently,
as the radiometricdatesfrom the excavationof the
deposit in thewadi lssanghatenshelterindicated. In
fact, the two main archaeologicallayerswere dated
to 1775+55and2305+65yearsBP (Garcea1996).
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