Sediment Samples from Kom el-Hisn, Egypt
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These samples are from the site of Kom el-Hisn in the Western Delta of Egypt. It is an Old Kingdom site, excavated in the 1980s. This document provides some background information on Old Kingdom Egypt, the site of Kom el-Hisn, and the samples. A set of slides in a PowerPoint file accompanies this document and descriptions of each slide appears at the bottom. Note that these samples were legally exported from Egypt in the 1980s and portions (previously analyzed) were damaged while in storage and are no longer useful for research purposes. They are provided for educational purposes only.
The Old Kingdom

The Old Kingdom is also known as the “Pyramid Age” because it was the period in which the Great Pyramid and many other pyramids were built. It is comprised of Dynasties 3-6, lasting from about 2686-2189 BC. For comparison, the story of Moses apparently takes place 1,000 years later in Dynasties 18-20 from about 1500-1069 BC, which is also when Tutankhamun (“King Tut”) ruled Egypt. 

During the Old Kingdom, the king or pharaoh ruled from Memphis which is very near to modern Cairo (Slide 1). Some notable kings at this time are:

Djoser: The first king of the 3rd Dynasty, he and his “vizier” (second in command) Imhotep began the pyramid craze by building the Step Pyramid at Saqqara, also near Cairo.

Sneferu: The first king of the 4th Dynasty, he modified the Step Pyramid of Djoser and created the classic pyramid shape building three separate pyramids, one at Meidum, the Bent Pyramid, and the Red Pyramid (this one finalized the classic design of the pyramids).
Khufu: The son of Sneferu, he built the largest pyramid, the Great Pyramid at Giza. 

Khafra: The son of Khufu, he built the second largest pyramid

Kom el-Hisn
1) Location and Identification

The site is located on the western edge of the Delta region in the north of Egypt. Not much is known about towns and cities in the Delta for three main reasons:

-- Very little stone was used in building there, so there are few large monuments

-- The Nile has deposited sediment very deep covering up most archaeological remains
-- Most of the Delta is covered by farms and villages

Egypt was divided into ‘nomes’ which are roughly equivalent to our states or counties. Kom el-Hisn is in the Third Nome of Lower Egypt, which is thought to be called “Imenti” or “Ament” and Kom el-Hisn may have been the capital of Imenti. The exact name that Kom el-Hisn was known by in ancient times is not known exactly. Many have suggested that Kom el-Hisn was called “Imu” or “Imau” which is written in hieroglyphs as:


Those glyphs represent three trees and the symbol for ‘village’ or town. This place called “Imu” is also referred to as “Residence of the Mistress of Imu”.  

Why trees and who is the “Mistress of Imu”? “Imau” as it is written above is the masculine form of the word for the date palm tree, and the goddess Hathor is also known to be associated with trees. Hathor is also closely associated with the Delta region and is often represented as a cow goddess:
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Hathor is seen here with the Sun between her horns, and her name actually means “House of Horus” with Horus – the falcon – representing the Sun. 

Inscriptions elsewhere in Egypt refer to an “Estate of the Cattle” in the Delta and specifically in the Third Nome – Imenti. Interestingly, our work at Kom el-Hisn suggests that it may have functioned as a specialized cattle production town, possibly supplying cattle for the temples and pyramids at Giza. 

And one last tidbit of information; the only large stone tomb at Kom el-Hisn is for a man named “Khesu-Wer” and one of his titles is “Overseer of the women” who have been interpreted as priestesses of Hathor.

So we have Kom el-Hisn, named after trees that are associated with Hathor, in an area where an Estate of the Cattle was, and having a tomb for a man who oversaw what seem to be priestesses of Hathor, and seems to have been involved in raising cattle. Unfortunately, we have yet to find any inscriptions actually at the site that are the ancient Egyptian equivalent to “Welcome to Imu”, so the above evidence is really circumstantial. 
2) The Importance of Kom el-Hisn

Much if not most archaeological work in Egypt has focused on the large temple and pyramid sites, the many burial grounds and tombs especially the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings, and the many hieroglyphic texts on stone monument and papyrus. I like to call these the Three Ts: Tombs, Temples, and Texts. So while we know many of the intimate details of various kings and queens of ancient Egypt, we know comparatively little about the many ordinary people and their towns that made up the bulk of the Egyptian population creating the vast wealth of the Egyptian state. This is like trying to know about modern day America by only looking at New York and Washington, D.C. 

The point of studying Kom el-Hisn and places like it is to understand how the whole of Egyptian society worked: how they produced food and other products, how they got them to market, and what role the king and his court played in all of this. In addition, Kom el-Hisn itself is important because it has fairly well preserved Old Kingdom buildings – another somewhat neglected period – a situation that is rare anywhere in Egypt and especially so in the Delta.
3) The site itself 

From what we know of Kom el-Hisn from our own and previous and subsequent research:

-- The site was probably occupied from early Dynastic times (3100 BC), during the Old Kingdom, First Intermediate period (2189-2055 BC), Middle Kingdom (2055-1650 BC), and New Kingdom (1650-1069 BC).
-- Much of the New Kingdom and Middle Kingdom remains were destroyed in the 19th and early 20th centuries by local farmers mining the site for fertilizer
-- Large cemeteries were found in the northern part of the site and were excavated in the 1940s and 1950s (slide 3).

-- Mostly consists of mud-brick buildings: bricks formed out of mud, dried in the sun, and then used for making buildings. Over time, these bricks decompose and form a mound or “kom” (“tell” elsewhere). However, some bricks remain intact and this shows where the buildings were (shown in slides 7 and 8).

4) The samples
These are the “heavy fraction” of flotation samples. The flotation method was invented by archaeologists to recover the remains of plants: plant remains usually do not preserve well in wet areas like the Delta, but when they are carbonized – burned, but not turned to ashes – they preserve well. Ordinarily, picking out small bits of carbonized plants in samples of dirt is difficult, tedious, and time-consuming. Happily, however, charred plants happen to float.
To take advantage of this property, you take a sample of sediment (dirt) and dump it into a barrel full of water. You then stir it up or otherwise agitate it, and the charred plant remains float to the surface where you can either scoop them out or drain the water off of the top into a catch bucket with some fabric over it to catch the charred plants (slides 23-25). The plants that float off are called the “light fraction” of the original sample; the heavier stuff that doesn’t float is called the “heavy fraction” and is caught in a screen at the bottom of the barrel. (Note: Much of the original sample is lost because fine sediments, such as clay, falls through the screen)

We study these “float samples” to find out what kind of plants were being used. We usually assume that the plants represent what the people were eating and that some of the plants were accidentally burned during cooking, for example. But beware! Plants can be burned for many reasons: they could have been plants close by that accidentally went in the fire, or the plants could have been fuel for the fire itself. In fact, at Kom el-Hisn, we suspect that many of the plant remains show what was eaten by farm animals: because of a lack of trees, the Kom el-Hisnians might have been burning animal dung which often still has bits of the plants the animals ate in it. 

Unfortunately, many of the original samples were stored in plastic bags that deteriorated over time, and the labels also became unreadable. Because of this, these samples are of little use for archaeologists. They were all jumbled together in their storage box and are therefore called “Mixed”. 
What you will find in the samples
These have already been analyzed archaeologically, and consist of a variety of materials:

-- Sand and Gravel: Small pieces of rock and sand. This is the basic ground that they built their town on, but much of it is also the decomposed mud bricks that they built their buildings of. 

-- Ceramics/pottery: These are larger pieces usually red in color. There are many varieties of pots: bowls, jars, plates, etc. Some were much better made than others usually because of what they were used for, very similar to our own fine china and crock pots. Some of these will also have various decoration such as incised lines. 
-- Animal bones and shell: These are usually called “faunal material” and are mostly the remains of what the people ate. There are very small pieces of bird bone (small and light), some fragments of mammals (sheep, goat, cattle, deer), and shells such as clams and snails. 

There are also rare small beads made of what is called “faience” which is a form of ceramic, and other natural and man-made oddities, though there should be nothing with inscriptions on it. 
Descriptions of Slides

1: Satellite map of Egypt showing many of the major sites and cities. Kom el-Hisn is located in the northern Delta (‘triangle’) region about midway between Cairo and Alexandria.

2: Satellite view of the Delta. 

3: Satellite view of the site as it exists today. There are modern villages surrounding it and the main areas of the site are labeled. One stone tomb is located on the site, an official known as Khesu-wer (no photos, it’s completely enclosed in a modern building)
4: Kom el-Hisn. The Field house – where project personnel live while excavating – is in the distance just off to the right. 

5: Excavations in progress in 1988. Each person had an excavation unit to work in. In 1988 these were individual rooms defined by a set of mud-brick walls, in 1984 and 1986 these were 2x2-meter squares placed randomly. Excavated sediment was placed in the baskets which had a known volume, and then these were carried by local helpers (paid) to screens.
6: The screening area. The baskets were carried over and dumped into the screens where the dirt (‘matrix’) was sifted through and any artifacts – ceramics, stone tools, shell, bone, etc. – were taken out and put in separate bags. Because we knew the volume of sediment (from the basket volume) that was removed, we could calculate the density of the different types of material (e.g., 12.2 ceramics/cubic meter). Sediment and flotation samples were not screened.

7: Strings defining excavation units. These defined the boundaries of the 2x2-meter units and allowed for accurate measurements of the locations of some artifacts and also to make scale drawings (slides 17-18)

8: A typical excavation unit or room. Note the mud-brick walls that defined structures. Also shown is a circular structure, thought to be a grain storage pit (we found several of these). The pottery inside of it was probably dumped in there as trash after it ceased to be used for grain storage. 
9: A closeup of a storage pit with several intact or nearly intact pots in it.
10: The side of an excavation unit. The horizontal layers are called “strata” (singular, stratum) and are interpreted as individual episodes of depositing a certain kind of sediment ( each represents a different slice of time and has a different interpretation for how it came to be.

11: Each wall is drawn in detail to show significant features:

-- Each stratum is numbered and described

-- Each piece of pottery, animal bone, and mud brick is drawn
-- Any other disturbance – such as animal burrows – is drawn

12: Excavation of an infant burial. After this part of the site was abandoned, it was used as a makeshift cemetery. Many of the burials were children and infants and these were often just placed against a wall and covered up. They were probably not upper class people and since infant mortality was probably quite high, they were not treated very ceremoniously. This is during the excavation of one such burial.

13: The infant (1-2 years old) after excavation. Placed in a fetal position.

14: Also after this part of the site was abandoned they built some mud-brick tombs within the old structures. These probably had plaster decoration on the walls, long since disappeared. This is an adult burial being excavated (by me) in a small brick tomb.
15: The finished burial. It was an adult and elderly woman and she had a bronze or copper mirror on her abdomen; it probably had a wooden handle as well, since disintegrated. She may or may not have been mummified (probably not), but in this damp soil everything but the bones would have decayed.

16: A closeup of the mirror with some of the burial shroud or clothing preserved on it. Copper is highly toxic to bacteria and so anything in contact with it will not decay.

17: After the excavations are done, we need to draw all of the visible architecture (mud brick walls) and anything else. We did this by laying a 1x1-meter grid over everything and drawing what is within the grid. It is divided into 10-cm squares and you draw what you see in each little square, making it easier to make an accurate drawing. It is placed following the grid lines seen in slide #7.

18: Afterwards, all of the individual drawings are attached and a master drawing is made, either on paper or in a computer. This is a small section of the site. The rooms were just numbered in order as they were excavated.

19: An inscribed seal, with a partial representation of the Horus falcon symbol. 

20: Two ceramic pots. The one on the right was found as it is (intact) while the one on the left was in fragments and was reconstructed. The numbers are for later identification and analysis. 

21: Not all pots are found intact or with all the fragments; these are reconstructed as much as possible. We do this to get the shapes of the vessels, their size, volume, etc. 
22: Even though Kom el-Hisn is not a “stone age” site, they were still making and using some stone tools. The two on top were sickle blades: they would be fitted into a wooden handle and used to harvest grain. 

23: The flotation method. The photo shows a large barrel filled with water into which the flotation sample was dumped; there is a large screen in the bottom of it to catch the heavy fraction. The water dribbles out the top spout with floating bits of charred plants in it, and falls into a catch bucket that has cheese cloth to catch the plant remains. The plants are then analyzed to find out what kinds of plants they were, what parts of the plants they were, etc. (This is from San Juan Island)

24: The “light fraction” of charred plants that floated up and out of the water.

25: The “heavy fraction” that these samples are a part of.

26: The sorts of pottery fragments that will be in the samples. They may be nice, thin-walled pottery, or coarser and cheaper chunks. They will be a dull red or orange in color and of various sizes.

27: Some animal remains that will be present. There will be small bone fragments, shells, and parts of fish. 
