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    Like many Delta sites, Kom el-Hisn's cultural deposits are distributed on and through a gezira, a sand-gravel formation that was probably created in part by Pleistocene floods--though some levels of the present mound at Kom el-Hisn contain pottery at levels that suggest Holocene sand-gravel deposition or redeposition of older materials.





    In the 1940s and 1950s, nearly a thousand burials were excavated on the main sand/gravel mound that borders the Old Kingdom settlement at the Kom el-Hisn (Hamada and el-Amir 1947; Hamada and Farid 1947, 1948, 1950).  These graves varied greatly in contents and construction, and apparently ranged in age from the Late Period to the First Intermediate Period (Brunton 1947).  The presence of Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom inscribed objects clearly date the burials to these periods.  No burials of Old Kingdom age--the period most represented in our own excavations--were reported.  Thus, we are faced with a situation in which hundreds of burials were known from periods for which we could find no (or only traces) of in situ occupations at Kom el-Hisn, whereas the period for which we have found many hectares of occupations are represented by no burials. 





    In relating these burials to our own work at the site, we considered whether or not any of the burials excavated by earlier investigators may have been misidentified and, in fact, were of Old Kingdom age. 


�



    Unfortunately, the earlier excavations at Kom el-Hisn were published in extremely preliminary format, and our efforts to locate artifacts from these excavations in the Egyptian Museum or in provincial Delta Museums have not met with success.  


      


    Hamada et al. found six different kinds of burials, which they described as follows:  an "A" group, comprising 60 simple burials in sand with no lining or coffin; a "B" group, in which the body was placed in a plaster coffin set in the sand, of which they found seven examples; a "C" group, of "massive" brick walls built to form an enclosure just wide enough for the body, sometimes floored with mudbricks and covered with several layers of mudbrick (seven examples); a "D" group of 14 "ordinary" brick tombs in which the body was placed in a rectangular enclosure of mudbricks that was floored with mudbricks, and then after the burial the chamber was filled with sand and in many cases roofed with mudbricks; an "E" group of five burials in which traces of wooden coffins were visible; and a single example of an "F" type burial in which the body was placed in an oblong clay coffin.





    Found with the bodies were numerous grave goods (Figure x), including items of gold and other precious commodities.  Burials seem to be of both sexes; from the limited information given in the reports, it seems that most corpses were laid out on their backs in an extended position, north to south in orientation, with the head to the north in some cases, to the south in others, and the face to the east.  Hands crossed over the breast were not unusual (Hamada et at. 1947: 196), some burials were flexed, and they note that heads were missing in an unspecified number of cases.  Hamada and Farid concluded that most of the burials with weapons were of males (whom they suspected of having been killed fighting Libyans), and those with kohl pots and mirrors were thought to be females.  Multiple burials were "not uncommon."





    From the published photographs and illustrations and other information given by Hamada et al., it is difficult to estimate the ages of these burials with reliability.  Brunton was quite certain that most of the first season's finds were from no later than the First Intermediate Period; but pottery and inscribed pieces from subsequent seasons show that at least some of the burials found in subsequent seasons were Middle Kingdom and later in age.  Given the shortness of the First Intermediate Period, the poorly documented state of its artifactual record, and the fact that we have epigraphic remains from Pepi I (i.e., from the end of the Old Kingdom) from within mudbrick buildings at Kom el-Hisn, it is at least possible that some of the burials described as First Intermediate Period in age by Brunton could instead have been of the time of Pepi I.





    In this context we should examine Shafiq Farid's (1973) finds at Kom Abu Billo (the necropolis of the city of Therenuthis, which is just to the north of Merimde Beni Salame (Figure x).  Farid found an unspecified number of what he grouped as "Old and Middle Kingdom" burials, at least one of which contained an alabaster vessel inscribed with the cartouch of Pepi I (6th Dynasty).  He reports that most of these burials were simply inhumations in sand, but that plaster, reed, and wood coffins were also evident.  In some cases brick tombs were constructed.  It is not possible from this report to compare the materials from Kom Abu Billo with those from Kom el-Hisn, but they sound quite similar.  Farid describes bronze mirrors, kohl sticks, and schist, alabaster, and ceramic vessels at both sites.





    Conceivably, then, some of the burials from Kom el-Hisn were Old Kingdom in age, although it must be repeated that neither Brunton (who noted that he actually examined the pottery) nor Hamada, el-Amir, and Farid claimed an Old Kingdom date for anything from Kom el-Hisn. 





    The burials found in our own excavations (Figures x-y) resemble in some respects those reported by Hamada et al.:  both the TS-1 and the 1213S-1072E burials were in plaster coffins and their orientations are roughly north-south with the head to the north.  The child burial (1213S-1072E), although too poorly preserved for accurate drawing, was also clearly oriented north-south, with the head to the north and the body fully extended.





   Because the burials in 1213S-1072E were cut into Old Kingdom architecture, we doubt that they are of Old Kingdom age.  Burials within residential rooms of this period are not known, so far as we have been able to establish.  The burial in TS-1, however, may be Old Kingdom.  The intentional construction of mudbrick walls suggests at least approximate contemporaneity with these walls, and every diagnostic sherd associated with these walls is evidently of Old Kingdom age.  Also, the cranium found in a pot in TS-1, if it in fact belongs to the corpse in this burial, was in a vessel whose style is very reminiscent of the First Intermediate Period (see Chapter III, Plate ).  Perhaps, then, people of the First Intermediate Period discovered the burial in the course of construction and reburied the head.  Alternatively, separate burial of heads was observed elsewhere at Kom el-Hisn, by Farid et al. 19xx: ), and we cannot rule out the possibility that both body and head were buried, separately, at the same time.





   In an entirely speculative spirit, we analyzed by means of a cluster analysis the contents of the graves described by Hamada and Farid from the first season, for which they have some tabulated data.  The point of this analysis was to attempt to identify clusters of similar graves, with the assumption that such clusters might reflect different periods, or social classes, or sexes, or some other culturally significant distinction.  The results of this analysis are presented in Figure  x.  The qualifications on such analyses are many, and they are almost entirely tautological in the sense that the results are determined by the variables selected and how they are weighted, as well as by the coefficients and clustering algorithms employed.      





     The cluster dendrogram indicates that, given the values and procedures used in this case, these graves do not show any strict associations between type of burial and contents.  Nor does the clustering of kinds of grave goods indicate strict patterns of association--though the association of kohlpots and bracelets, in contrast to weapons, may be linked to some sex differences.  
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