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A Study of Formation Processes of Palacolithic Site at
Balwara in the Narmada Valley of Central India

Mohammad Kamrul Ahsan

Introduction

The recent investigation of several American archacologists on sitc formation processes have
ushered a new dimension in African palacolithic studics (Gifford 1980, Toth 1982, Potts 1982,
Kaufulu 1983, Shick 1984). Thesc studics inspircd archacologists to work on the ccogencsis
and anthropogencsis of Indian palacolithic archacological dcposits, giving them rcliable
macning 1o rcconstruct the human past and his behaviour (Ahsan 1993, Paddayya & Petraglia
1993). It was realiscd that site formation processes played a very important role in biasing the
archacological data. So it is nceessary Lo consider the impact of formation processes on the
archacological data before any inference about human past and his behaviour. Otherwise any
direct inference on archacological data of any site might lcad us to wrong and unreliablc
conclusions about past human aclivitics.

In the present paper the author has tried 1o understand associated formation process
(ccogencesis and anthropogencesis) of the palacolithic site Balwara of Madhya Paradesh. The site
has been well excavated during the scasons 1988-89 and 1989-90 by the Archacological Survey
of India under the guidance of Mr. S. B. Oua. The author visited the site during the excavation
work in the scason 1989-90. This paper has been written mainly on his obscrvation and the
cxcavation data gathered through personal communication with Mr. S.B. Outa. Prolcssor S.N.

Rajaguru of Deccan College, Punc also helped the author by giving many valuable suggestions
during discussion with him.

Location of the Site

The sitc is located on the west of the forest village scttlement at Balwara, which is about
2 kms north west of village Purni and 55 kms north of Khandawa in East Nimar District,
Central India. This sitc lics on the southern most [ringe of the Vindhyan hill range which

occurs in the Deccan trap country. The Narmada river flows aboul 5 kms north of the site with
the Vindhyan hills in between (lig-18&2).

Nature and Topography of the site:
Artefacts are scattered at the site over an arca of about 500 x 300 sq.m. It is an open air

palacolithic site. The site occurs almost at the contact zone of the Vindhyan hill and the
pediment developed over the Decean Trap. Since the site is on the pediment surface, it is higher



than the surrounding arca with an clevtion of 280 m above sca level overlooking the Deccan
Trap on the south. A small ephemeral stream disscets the pediment surface and mccts another
high order stream known as Pipal ghati which mects the Narmada River about 8 km north of
Balwara. This small ecphemeral strcam is locally known as Sikander stream. Watcr remains in
this stream throughout the year in the form of pool. There is good vegetational cover of dry
deciduous type around the site.

Archaeological Evidence

The Palacolithic industry encountered at the site compriscs both heavy and light duty
tools as well as a large amount of simple artcfacts. The major varictics of hcavy duty tools
include cleavers, handaxes, choppers, knives, picks, large utilized flakes elc. Whereas the light
duty 100l category comprises mostly diffcrent types of scrapers and utilized [lakes.

Of the handaxcs and clcavers, the frequency of cleavers dominates over that of handaxes.
These handaxes and clcavers arc mostly on flakes, thin, well retouched, without cortex, and
very symmetrical in shape. In gencral it is a flake-core industry (Otia personal communication).

Artelacts are made mainly on Vindhyan quartzite, apart from few artefacts on chert. Most
of the chert artefacts arc highly weathered, whereas quartzite artefacts arc fresh. However, all
artefacts show little abrasion which is duc to movement of artefacts by collivio-fluvial activity
and due 1o long term cxposure on the surface.

General Stratigraphical Observations

On the basis of obscrvations made on various deposits noticed in trial trenches at the site
cxcavated by Shri S. B. Otta of the Archacological Survey of India, the author has obscrved the
following composite stratigraphical succession which has been reconstructed during his visit in
the site:

Qualtcrnary deposits at the site cither abuts against the Vindhyan rocks or rests on the
pediment developed over weathered Deccan Trap. Stratigraphical succession at the site from

bottom to top is as follows:
a) Reddish Brown Gravely Loam

The pre-Palacolithic deposit is brownish gray to reddish in colour. This gravely loam
rests on uneven weathered Deccan trap surface. The loam is ccmented by powdery carbonate of
ground walter origin and has been deposited by a palaco-channcl which probably had no dircct
linkage with the present Narmada (personal communication with Prof. Rajaguru S N). The
gravel occurs as lenticular patchcs within the fine silty material. Litho-component of the gravel
arc dominated by local basalt and quartzitic sandstone. Since it is locally derived scdiment, the
spread over of this deposit is a very localized phcnomena conlincd only to the site.

b) Rubble Deposit

Overlying the above mentioned loam is the rubble deposit which is associated with
palacolithic artcfacts. There is a disconformity between the rubble deposit and the underlying
loam. The rubble is poorly sorted and compriscs angular blocks and chips of quartzite. The
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maximum thickness of this deposit is about 50 cms (Ahsan. 1993). In onc of the trial trenches
it has been noticed that the rubble is [ ully or partially weathered with distinct development of
wdalhcring rind on blocks. However, the artefacts associated with the rubble arc fresh, This
suggests that the deposition of rubble in the area staried long before the palacolithic occupation

at the site. This rubble scems (o have slided down from the hill slopes and was deposited over
the alluvial fill surface of the palacochannel.

¢) Yellowish Brown Silt

The artefact bearing rubble deposit is capped disconformably by yellowish brown silt.
This ycllowish brown silt is sandy silt, compact and rich in carbonates. This silt, with a

thickness of Icss than a mcler, was laid down as an overbank deposit by thé tributary of the
Narmada during the Latc Pleistocenc (Ahsan, 1993).

d) Black Clay

Stratigraphically the deposition of black clay is subscquent to yellowish brown silL.
This dcposit is compact clay, crudely laminated and fissurcd. At certain places this clay is

impregnated with powdery carbonate of ground water ori gin. The black clay is of fluvial origin
and is of carly Holocenc in age (Badam 1979).

Palaeo-environment and Palaeo-landscape

Locally derived pre-palacolithic loam of low cnergy
relatively better forest cover in a climate probably
this sedimentation was very slow
in anacrobic environment.

scdimentation, at the site indicalcs

morc wcel than the present one. Morcover,
and the oxidization of scdiment suggests that it was formed

Overlying the pre-Palacolithic loam is artefact bearing rubble deposit which is formed in
high evergy environment, The change from carlicr low ener
may be due to change in climate. i.c. from sub-humid (or wet) to semi-arid (or dry). Or such a
process has been triggered in a transitional climatic phasc from wet 10 dry or viceversa, One
thing is certain that the rubble has been deposited as colluvial product, a result of strong
stormy rain fall which is a characterstic feature of the rainfall pattern of the central Narmada
basin. These processes like debris flow, sheet wash, cte. brought the rubble from the alrcady
cxposed weathered surface of the hill 1o the pediment surface. Availability of raw malerial,
palaco-channcls, and pools in and around the site might have attracted palacolithic man 1o
occupy and exploit the site for making t0ols. The site was probably exploited by palacolithic
man scasonally. During the rainy scason due 1o hoavy rain fall, discarded artefacts along with
rubble might have changed their distribution pattern. Artefacts were added and subtracied by
Mass movement processes, surface run off, and other processes of (luvial origin. Thus the site
was scattered with rubble and artefacts unevenly. It is very difficult 1o determine the period of
palacolithic occupation with the collected data. In the post-palacolithic occupation period, the
site had under gone scasonal Mooding and surface wash. During the terminal Pleistocene, the

site was aflected by the back water [Tooding of Narmada and its tributrics like Pipalghati and
Sikander stream and the loamy sediment gol deposited at the site.

gy loam to high cnergy colluvium
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Conclusions

These brief ficld observations at Balwara site led us to infer that the sitc has two
components - fluvial and anthropogenic and these factors played an important role in the
formation of the site. It has been also scen that the site has a less disturbed context. But its
degree of disturbance is morc than that of any primary palacolithic sitc and is Iess than that of
any sccondary palacolithic site. The rcasons are described below :

1) Artefacts of Balwara arc Iess abraded. It therefore, appears that the moderate movement of
artcfacts was there by collivio-alluvio processes.

2) Movement of the artefacts in Balwara was restricted by higher terraces in the flow
dircction and so artcfact movement was within an arca of more than 500x300 sq.m.

3) In Balwara, the silc was exposcd Lo air lor a considerable period and underwent
modification through diffcrent colluvio-fluvial and diagenetic process.
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