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The Evidence and Characteristics
of Korean Peninsula Initial Upper Paleolithic
and its Connections with Altai Region

This article presents the results of a study of the initial stage of the Upper Paleolithic of North
and Northeast Asia on the materials of Denisova Cave, Kara-Bom, Ust-Karakol and Suyanggae
Loc. 6 sites. The Upper Paleolithic deposits of these sites accumulated during MIS 3 and MIS
2. Two lithic traditions of Altai Mountains belong to the beginning of the Upper Paleolithic:
Kara-Bom and Ust-Karakol cultures. Lithic materials of these traditions correlate with the
Upper Paleolithic tools of Ist—4th cultural layers of Suyanggae Loc. 6 site. This site is located in
Danyang, South Korea. Researches of recent years reveal the connections of Suyanggae industry
and Altai Upper Paleolithic traditions. This allows drawing parallels with the Upper Paleolithic
industry of the Denisova Cave, since some of the relics from the East and South Chambers are
attributed to the IUP period. Coexistence of these two types in the Altai region, however, does
not deny the fact that they appear at different levels in the site of Suyanggae Loc.6. Difficulty of
applying the traditional IUP concept for Northeast Asia, which simply implies both chronological
and cultural characteristics, is obvious. In order to explain this period from an Asian perspective,
it is necessary to divide cultures into three regions: 1) traditional IUP region, 2) IUP convergence
region, and 3) conservative. Before the discovery of Suyanggae Loc.6 Korean Peninsula was
evaluated as a conservative area where early blade-tool culture did not appear, but now this
attribution has been revised.

Keywords: Korean Peninsula, Suyanggae Loc. 6, Initial Upper Paleolithic, Altai region,
Kara-Bom tradition, Ust-Karakol tradition, Denisova Cave, Three IUP Variants Model.
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[Hoka3aTesIbcTBa M XapaKTepUCTUKM
Ha4da/IbHOTO BepXHero I1ajieojnTa
Koperickoro nmoayocTpoBa 1 ero cBsA3m ¢ Ajitaem

Jaunas cmambws npedcmasisen pe3yibmamol UCCie008aHUs HAYAIbHOU CMAOUlU 6epXHe20 naje-
onuma Cegepnoti u Cegepo-Bocmounoii A3uu no mamepuanam cmosanox enucoea newepa, Kapa-
bom, Yemo-Kapakon u Cysanes-6. Bepxnenaneonumuueckue OmaoiceHust 8 JMux namamHuKkax HaKa-
nausanucy 6 mevenue MUC 3 u MUC 2. K nauany eepxne2o nanieoiuma OmHOCAmMes 08¢ KAMEHHbLEe
mpaouyuu [oprnoco Anmas: kapa-bomMcKas u ycmov-KapaKoibekas Kynvmypol. Kamennvie mamepua-
JIbL DMUX MPAOUYUTL KOPPETUPYION C 6EPXHENAICOTUMULECKUMU OPYOUaAMU u3 1—4 Kynomypuuvix cio-
es cmosinku Cysines-6. Oma cmosuka pacnonoxcena 6 Tansawne, FOxcuaa Kopes. B uccreoosanusix
nocneonux aem nokazana céazv unoycmpuu Cyaueds u mpaouyuii epxne2o naieonuma Anmas. Smo
no380/15em nPogecmu NApaiens ¢ 6epXHenaneonumuyeckoll undycmpuetl [enucosoii newjepol, max
KaK yacmu Haxo0ox u3z Bocmounoii u FOdcHoll kamep omHOCAMCS K Nepuoody HaUanbHO20 6EPXHE20
naneonuma. Cocyujecmeoganue smux 08yx munoe Ha Anmae, oonaxo, He ompuyaem mozo ¢axma,
Umo OHU NOAGNAIOMCA HA PA3HBIX YPOBHAX Ha cmosinke Cysaneas-6. Ouesuona mpyonocmes npume-
HeHUs mpaouyuoHHOU KOHYenyul HauaibHoz2o eepxneo nareonuma ois Cesepo-Bocmounoii Asuu,
KOmopasi noopasymesaem Kax XpoHoliocuieckue, max u KyIbmypHuvle xapakmepucmuxu. 9mo6v
00BACHUMb IMOM NEPUOD C AZUAMCKOU MOUKU 3PEHUsL, HeOOX0OUMO PA30eTums KyIbnypbl HA Mpu
pecuona: 1) mpaouyuonHslil HAUaIbLHBIL 6EPXHENATICONUMUYECKUL Pe2UOH, 2) HAYAIbHbII 6ePXHENA-
JeONUMU4eckutl pecuox co cxoocmeamu u 3) mpaouyuonusiil. /o omxpoimus Cysnes-6 Kopetickutl
NOIYOCMPO8 OYEeHUBANCA KAK MPAOUYUOHHAS 00ACMb, 20€ PAHHASA KYIbIMypa 1e36UIHbIX OpYOUll
He NPOAGIANACY, HO Menepb 9ma ampudyyus Ovlia nepecmompend.

Kitouesie cioBa: Kopeiickuii nonyocmpos, Cysanes-6, Hauanbhbvlil 6epXHUll naneoium Anmas,
Kapa-oomcKas mpaouyus, YyCmob-Kapakorvbekas mpaouyus, [Jenucosa newepa, mMooens mpex
8APUAHMOB HAYATLHO20 BEPXHE20 NALCONUMA.

The question about existence of the Initial Upper Paleolithic in Northeast Asia,
namely, on the Korean Peninsula, has always been debatable. Since the Initial Upper
Paleolithic makes a transitional stage between the middle and the late one, the problem
of identifying the Middle Paleolithic in Korea has also contributed to controversy.
According to recent studies, however, Levallois technology is proven to have existed
on the Korean Peninsula, making the results of identification of the Initial Upper
Paleolithic culture there adequate.

The Upper Paleolithic on the Korean peninsula can be divided into early period of
the Upper Paleolithic and later period of the Upper Paleolithic based on the appearance
of blades and microblades. It is also known as the period around 25ka.Suyanggae Loc.
6 is one of the Korean sites showing a typical blade tool industry of the Initial Upper
Paleolithic. Located in Danyang, Chungcheong province 4 layers of it were verified to
be formed during MIS 3 (cultural layers 3,4) — MIS 2 (cultural layers 1,2) in the Upper
Paleolithic. Each Paleolithic cultural layer, based on the aspect and absolute dates of
the Stone Age group, shows a unique cultural image thatcan comprehensively view the
technological system of the modern human stoneblade culture from the beginning of
IUP (45-40 ka) and to the microblade stone industry. In Suyanggae Loc. 6, there are
4 cultural layers whichinclude periods from the early stage of the Upper Paleolithic to
the later period of the Upper Paleolithic. These layers were corresponded to 46~17ka.
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Through these data it is possible to identify the aspect of change in the stone tool-
making technique [Kim. et al., 2021].

According to the analysis of lithic complex in the 4th cultural layer, we can say
that it was a workshop for acquiring blades and making tanged points.Three main
attributes within this technological system are: 1) bifacial flaking system seen in a
discoidal core with vestiges of Levallois technology, 2) emergence of the sub-wedge
shaped core-making technique [Lee H.J., 2004], 3) change in the technological
system, namely the size of the blade core and blade, is the indicator for the early stage
of the Upper Paleolithic period [Lee H.J., 2020]. The absolute dating and this aspect
of the lithic complex of 4th cultural layer show some features of the technological
system of the IUP which is based on the early blade technology and which retains
some characteristics of Levallois technique. Suyanggae’s variant of lithic industry
shows similar characteristics to the Kara-Bom variant which belongs to Altai Upper
Paleolithic industries [Derevianko, 2005]. Two transitional industrial traditions from
the Middle to the Upper Paleolithic are Kara-Bom and Ust-Karakol cultures, well-
traced at the sites of the early stage of the Upper Paleolithic. On the basis of the Ust-
Karakol in the Middle and Upper Paleolithic of Siberia, Mongolia, China, Korea,
Japan, there were formed many cultures with end cores and wedge-shaped cores and
microblades. Research in Altai revealed origins of this technical tradition in lithic
processing, which, in various versions, was widely distributed in East and North
Asialater. Processing technology of stone raw materials within the framework of the
Kara-Bom tradition was characterized by a combination of planar and volumetric
parallel splitting in the context of obtaining blades, with subordinate value of
Levallois splitting [ Slavinsky, Rybin, Belousova, 2016]. The industries of the Kara-
Bom tradition were characterized by a combination of Upper Paleolithic (scrapers,
incisors, chisels, truncated chips, leaf-shaped bifaces) and Middle Paleolithic tool
types (Levallois points, side-scrapers). It was assumed that traditions of Altai
Mountains could serve as a source for the formation of a group cultural signs for
the Initial Upper Paleolithic of Southern Siberia, Mongolia and Northeast Asia.
Existence of two Altai lithic culture systems that appeared in the early stages of the
Late Paleolithic in the Suyanggae Loc. 6 site has been confirmed. The 4™ cultural
layer of this site is a Kara-Bom type that produces large stone blades, and the 3™
cultural layer is the Ust-Karakol type that focuses on small and medium-sized stone
blades. The Ust-Karakol cultural tradition was characterized by a combinationof the
following technological features: Levallois and radialsplitting, technology for the
production of blades with prismatic cores, microbladesfrom cone-shaped and end
cores, including wedge-shaped using the pressing technique.

Denisova Cave is a reference archeological site of the Middle and Upper Paleolithic
in Altai region. The Upper Paleolithic industry of Denisova Cave is rich enough, some of
the relics from the East and South Chambers are attributed to the IUP period. According
to the absolute dates of the Pleistocene layers in the entryway zone of the South
Chamber, layer 12 was formed in the second half of MIS 4, and layer 11 accumulated
in the first half of MIS 3. The sediments of layer 9 are presumably associated with
MIS 2 [Shunkov, Kozlikin, 2021]. Cultural and chronological analogues of the industry
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of the Early Upper Paleolithic from the South Chamber are archaeological materials
from layer 11 in the central hall, layer 11.1 in the eastern gallery, layers 8 and 7 on the
entrance site of Denisova Cave. In Altai, similar lithic complexes were studied at the
sites such as Ust-Karakol (layers 11-8), Anui—4 (layers 12 and 11) and others. These
materials are associated with those identified in the Early Upper Paleolithic of Altai by
the Ust-Karakol industrial variant. Therefore, we can draw parallels between layers 9
and 11 of the South Chamber of Denisova Cave with layers 1-4 of the Suyanggae Loc.6
site. Also, the features of the Ust-Karakol industrial tradition can be found both in the
Upper Paleolithic layers of the Denisova Cave and the 3" cultural layer of Suyanggae
loc.6 site. However, while these two types coexist at a similar time in the Altai region,
they appear at different levels in the site of Suyanggae Loc. 6. To be more precise, it
can be shown as the last stage of the IUP, with some remains of technology, rather than
a typical pattern of the TUP.

Technological system of the artifacts of the 3™ cultural layer reflects the
characteristics of the Early Upper Paleolithic of Korean peninsula. According to
the analysis of lithic complex in this layer, it is possible that it was a workshop for
acquiring blades and making tanged points similar to the 4" cultural layer. The main
characteristics of the stone tool technological system include the expansion of the
medium and small blades, the emergence of the primitive microblade technological
system [Lee S. W., 2020], continuity of using sub-wedge-shaped core for blades,
and the vertical flaking for blades and its practical use for making tanged points.
In particular, the biggest change in the blade technological system of the 3—4
cultural layers is the change in the size of the blade and the change in the complex
technological system, including the selection of materials. This pattern is the result of
complex modification of the increasing need for artifacts using in small and medium-
sized blades of the change of economic activity of Suyanggae region. According to
the recent research, it is difficult to apply the traditional concept of Initial Upper
Paleolithic to Asian variants, which simply incorporated both chronology and cultural
characteristics [Derevianko, 2010; Kuhn S., 2019]. Thus, in order to explain this
period in Asian continentcomprehensively, it is easy to understand the chronology of
IUP using such a term as ‘Three IUP Variants Model’: 1) Variant I: Traditional [UP
region, 2) Variant II: I[UP hybridization region, 3) Variant III: Conservative region.
This model is capable of setting the various cultural features of the IUP broadly, from
the Middle-Upper Paleolithic transition to the Upper Paleolithic. In addition, it will
be helpful for systematical understanding of the emergence of modern humans, the
diversity of stone tool production systems and the convergence of regional industries
[Lee H.J., 2018].

Before the excavation of the 3™ and 4" cultural layers of the Suyanggae Loc. 6,
Korean peninsula was also estimated as a conservative area where the early stage of
the blade tool industry did not appear, but now it is considered to be a region that has
a unique stone tool making technology of Upper Paleolithic in East Asia, where the
blade tool industry coexists with the pebble tool tradition [Lee H.J., 2015a; 2015b].
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