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INTRODUCTION
    Herodotus, Strabo, Pliny, and other Classical historians saw much in Egyptian culture that was unique, different, distinctly Egyptian--a civilization to be understood, in other words, in its own terms.  Herodotus (who possibly never set foot in Egypt [Armayor 1978a, 1978b]), for example, perpetuated the myth that the ancient Egyptians did many things "backwards," when compared to other cultures of the Mediterranean world, and he devotes much of his description of Egypt to the supposed oddities and peculiarities of that culture.

   At the level of general anthropological analysis and comparative historical studies, ancient Egypt's distinguishing cultural characteristics are overshadowed by its communalities with other ancient societies: in its essential developmental trajectory, ancient Egypt paralelled other early civilizations, like those in Mesopotamia, China, the Indus Valley, Mexico, and Peru. In all these areas, agricultural societies formed relatively early, and through subsequent millennia villages that were initially self-sufficient and socially-homogenous were transmuted into economically-interdependent, hierarchically-organized elements in a great nation-state.

     Yet there is some truth to the ancient notion of Egypt as a contrast to the general pattern of ancient cultural evolution.  Compared to Southwest Asia, for example, domesticated plants and animals appeared in the main Nile Valley very late and the transition to fully agricultural, village-based economies seems to have been quite slow.  But having made the transition to agricultural economies, Neolithic Egypt was seemingly transformed into an economically-differentiated and hierarchically-ordered society much more rapidly than many other early centers of cultural evolution (Trigger 1984:101; Trump 1980:55).  The later stages of Egypt's history, too, were marked by other contrasts with comparable civilizations, in such characteristics as:  the exceptional degree of centralization and monopolization of societal wealth and power under the pharaoh and elites (Service 1975:226); the massive stability of Egypt's political, social, and economic institutions (Trigger 1979:51; Kemp 1983:71); the low level of urbanization in ancient Egypt, relative to the apparent high degree of national political, economic, and social integration (Bietak 1979; Butzer 1976:104-105; Trigger 1984:103); and the extraordinary amounts of societal wealth and labor invested in monumental constructions (Kemp 1983:88, Haas, et al. in press).

    One of the principal assumptions of anthropologically oriented archaeology is that we can best study general cultural processes by analyzing similarities and differences of cultural developments in different areas, and thus Egypt is of potentially great significance.  

    It is within the context of such a comparative approach and the deficiencies of archaeological analyses that we undertook our research in the Fayyum Oasis (Figures 2 and 3).  Never in its ten thousand years of cultural history was the Fayyum a political capital of Egypt, like Thebes or Memphis.  But not only was the Fayyum at many times in antiquity the most densely populated and richest area of Egypt, its inhabitants also played important roles in some of the great cultural transformations of Egyptian society.  

      The Fayyum's culture history appears to begin about 10,000 years ago, when hunter-gatherers first arrived.  For at least two millennia, their successors prospered and increased in numbers by combining the rich aquatic resources of the Birket Qarun, the Fayyum lake, with the gazelle, hartebeest, and other animals and plants of the desert margins of the oasis.  In not a single site of this period (the Qarunian, c.8000 - 5000 B.C.) (Figure X [chronological table]) is there any evidence that these hunters and gatherers were domesticating plants or animals, or using these domesticates in any form of agriculture.  Then, at 7000 years ago, these hunter-gatherers were replaced, displaced, or evolved into (the evidence is still somewhat uncertain) "Neolithic" cultures based in part on domesticated wheat, barley, sheep, goats, and cattle.  But then after about millennium of this Neolithic adaptation (which, as is discussed in Chapter XX, was not a fully developed agricultural one), the Fayyum seems to have been nearly abandoned, to be reoccupied on a substantial scale about 2500 years later, in late Middle Kingdom or even New Kingdom times.  In the late New Kingdom and Ptolemaic period the Fayyum became a rich and populous province of the central Egyptian state (centered at first nearby at Heracleopolis), supplying agricultural produce and craft products not only to the rest of Egypt but to the Roman Empire as well.  The final revolutionary development in the Fayyum's early culture history was in the early Islamic era (c. A.D. 1000), when the Fayyum became the most densely populated region of the whole of Egypt--a position it occupies yet today.

     The general cultural evolutionary pattern in the Fayyum, thus, is one of periods of cultural transformation in which systems of subsistence, settlement, and political organization changed rapidly and profoundly.      One primary question of the present study is how are we to understand this culture history.  There is much truth to the Latin saying, "Natura non facit saltus," in that Nature, indeed, does not make "leaps," in the sense of skipping developmental stages.  Some scholars (e..g, Gould 1985, Simpson 1985) have, in fact, pointed to the contrast between gradual biological change and the potential for cultures to change quickly and radically, as the basis on which to question the efficacy of natural selection-based models of cultural change.  This topic is discussed more fully below (Chapter XX).  It is sufficient here simply to note that explanation of the Fayyum's saltatory culture history relates mainly to one factor--changes in the Birket Qarun, the Fayyum lake. As is demonstrated in subsequent chapters of this volume, the Fayyum never was a particularly successful agricultural niche until New Kingdom and Ptolemaic governments reclaimed land from the lake by manipulating the lake's connection with the Nile.  It is entirely possible that the apparent interuptions in occupation of the Fayyum in the epipaleolithic-Neolithic transitional period, the late Predynastic and Old Kingdom periods, and the early Middle Kingdom period, was a result of changes in, and the unpredictability of, the lake levels that determined agricultural productivity.

     The directness of the connection between lake and culture may appear to lessen the significance of this region for problem- oriented archaeological research, but in many important respects this is not necessarily the case.  The very abruptness of the cultural transitions of the Fayyum and its relatively simple ecological basis affords us an opportunity to study cultural transitions there in accessible and simplified format.  

    In attempting to analyze the archaeological record of the Fayyum, then, we concentrated on the first of its major period of transformation, the cultural changes that appeared between the Qarunian and Neolithic eras, spanning the period from about 8000 to 4000 B.C.  Our general research objectives were to try to understand not only the specific developments of this era but also to relate these developments to cultural changes in other areas of Egypt and also to relevant developments in other early examples of similar cultural contexts.

    In general, our research design has been rather inductive:  although we have specified and evaluated various hypotheses about, for example, the origins of agriculture (viz. Chapter    X), we have been more concerned with collecting data that could be used to construct testable ideas about early Egyptian agriculture, rather than to conduct such tests.

    Nonetheless, the kinds of fieldwork we did employ, and the terms of which we describe the Fayyum archaeological record are set in assumptions about the nature of cultural change in this geographical region and time span. The nature of our hypotheses in this context are detailed in Chapter XX.  As is noted there, it is possible that the problem of agricultural origins can only be partially resolved with evidence from the Fayyum. Considerable evidence exists that domesticated plants and animals were introduced into Egypt from Southwest Asia and from oases in the Sahara Desert, and, if so, the loci of these introductions may well have been far removed from the Fayyum. If the cultigens were from Southwest Asia, we would expect that the first Egyptian agricultural societies would have been in the eastern Delta, and that the Fayyum may have made the transition to agriculture long after its spread into the Delta and down the Nile. If so, the transition to agricultural economies in the Fayyum may have been more abrupt--or quite different from--the initial establishment of agriculture in Egypt. From this perspective, the series of radiocarbon dates that we and others report that show the Fayyum as perhaps the earliest agricultural center in Egypt, may be a result, simply, of the fact that the Fayyum is the only region of Egypt we would expect to find well-preserved, accessible early agricultural sites. The damming in the 3rd century B.C. of the watercourses feeding the Fayyum lake stranded these early agricultural communities out in the desert, while earlier agricultural sites elsewhere were probably washed away by changing river course, buried under alluvium, or destroyed by  relentless rebuilding in the Delta and Valley.

    This scenario does not render the Fayyum record of early agriculture unimportant: it simply raises the possibility that the agricultural origins in the Fayyum may be later and different from earlier agriculture in Egypt. Unless rather unexpected discoveries of new sites are made, however, it seems likely that much about what we will ever know about Egyptian agricultural origins will come from the Fayyum. Not a single Egyptian site between the Fayyum and Southwest Asia has been shown to span the period of agricultural origins.

A SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH IN THE FAYYUM

    The significance of our analyses muse be assessed in terms of the work of our predecessors in the Fayyum. Specific aspects of the history of research are discussed in subsequent chapters of this volume.  Figure X summarizes some of these projects (see Wendorf and Schild [1976:155-160] for a review of geological analyses prior to 1976).

    Most of the scholars who investigated the Fayyum in the 19th and early 20th centuries were heavily influenced by Herodotus' 5th century B.C. accounts of his supposed travels to the Fayyum.  Herodotus' account of the Fayyum is long, detailed, and difficult to reconcile with the physical evidence. He describes a Labyrinth built of stone and comprising two levels in which there were 3000 chambers and 12 courts, and over which was a stone roof. Herodotus personally claims to have visited the upper 1500 chambers. At one corner of the Labyrinth, he claimed, is a pyramid standing 40 fathoms, and buried beneath the Labyrinth are the bodies of 12 kings and untold mummies of scared crocodiles.  In the same area, he says, are two hundred-fathom pyramids, each crowned by a seated stone colossus.  Herodotus also reports that the Fayyum lake was artificially excavated by King Moeris, that it had a perimeter of 3600 stades, and that the connection between the lake and the Nile was by way of a channel that flowed toward the lake 6 months of the year, toward the Nile the other 6 months.

     But Armayor (1978a, 1978b) has analyzed the many discrepancies in Herodotus' descriptions, when these descriptions are compared to the accounts are compared to actual sites and other evidence, and simply concludes that Herodotus never set foot in Egypt.  And as Armayor notes (1978b), the question of the accuracy of Herodotus' observations are particularly important in the case of the Fayyum.  Petrie (1889, 1925,1926, 1912) and Caton-Thompson and Gardner (1934, 1936-1937) argued at some length about the geology of the Fayyum, with Petrie taking Herodotus as largely accurate, and Caton-Thompson and Gardner insisting that, among other errors, Herodotus could not have found a great, high-level lake in the 5th century B.C., and that nor could he have observed a reciprocal connection between the Nile and that lake--since none such existed in Herodotus' time. 

     The first systematic geological investigation of the Fayyum was by Jomard (1918), who accompanied Napoleon to Egypt in 1798, and by *Linant de Bellefonds (1843).  Both these scholars failed to understand the relationship of the lake to the fossil beaches and the ancient settlements.  Nineteenth century researchers, including Whitehouse (1882), Schweinfurth (1886), Petrie (1889), and Brown (1892) established that the "embankments" around the perimeter of the lake were fossil beaches and that the antiquities in the central part of the oasis were of Ptolemaic and later periods.

     The question of the Fayyum's origins as a depression was investigated by Beadnell (1905), who proposed tectonic movements and wind deflation as the primary causal agents, and by Sandford and Arkell, who proposed a fluviate erosion (through the Hawara Channel) model.  Caton-Thompson and Gardner (1934) and Huzayyin (1926, 1929, 1932, 1934, 1937) attempted to reconstruct ancient lake levels in the Fayyum, as did Ball (1939) and Shafei (1940), but the physical origins of the Oasis and the fluctuations of the Birket Qarun were not clearly understood until the work of Wendorf and Schild (1976) and Hassan (1976, 1984, 1985, 1986 [this volume, Chapter 3])( see also Bell 1975 and Said 1972a, 1972b). 

     In addition to these various attempts to understand the geological context of early Fayyum cultures, there have been many projects that primarily addressed the areas archaeological record.  Chief among these is that of Caton-Thompson and Gardner (1934), who defined the questions that most later investigators pursued.  Caton-Thomson and Gardner demonstrated that some aspects of agricultural economies were present in the Fayyum at a about 50000 B.C., which remains the earliest (with the possible exception of Merimde) evidence of wheat and barley and sheep-goat/cattle complex in the main Nile.  Caton-Thompson and Gardner also defined a non-agricultural "Fayyum B" culture, which they interpreted as a "degenerate" culture of hunting-fishing-foraging peoples who moved into the Oasis after the partly agricultural "Fayyum B" peoples had left or become extinct.  

    The Italian mission to the Fayyum in 1966-68 (Puglisi 1967, Musa et al. 1984, Casini 1984) investigated areas to the north of those studied by Caton-Thompson and Gardner, and Puglisi defined and epipaleolithic industry in the Fayyum on the basis of these sites.  They found sites that seem within the range of variation established by Caton-Tompson and Gardner, despite the fact that individual sites differ somewhat in terms of lithic type frequencies (Musa, et al 1984) (see Chapter XX). 

     In 1969 Wendorf and Schild (1976) reinvestigated the sites Caton-Thompson and Gardner studied and confirmed much of their analysis, though bye inverted the latter's' cultural chronology.  Based on radiocarbon dates they showed that Caton-Thompson and Gardner's non-agricultural, hunting and gathering-based "Fayyum B" cultures had preceded by several centuries at least the partly agricultural peoples of the "Fayyum A" period.

     In 1979-80, the Polish mission to the northern Fayyum worked at several localities in the area of Qasr el-Sagha, focussing primarily on epipaleolithic and neolithic sites (Ginter et al., 19XX, 19XX, 19XX).  They differentiated an "early" and a "late" neolithic and reconstructed various aspects of these cultures (see Chapter XX, pp.xx-xx, this volume)

     Our own work in the southwestern portion of the Oasis, of which this volume is a report, was concentrated on epipaleolithic and neolithic sites and several specific problems raised by Wendorf and Schild's and Ginter and Kozlowski's work (19XX).

      Some members of our Fayyum Archaeological Project returned to the Oasis in 1983 to investigate several specific problems identified in our 1981 research. Brewer (1986) made surface collections at several sites on the north side of the lake in an effort to compare resource utilization strategies there in the neolithic and epipaleolithic with our data from the southwestern Fayyum, particularly with regard to fish exploitation (see Chapter XX).  Buck (n.d., Appendix XX this volume) studied selected geomorphological aspects of northern shore sites and used satellite imagery to map the distribution of different land surfaces in this area.

     In addition to these various investigations of prehistoric occupations, many scholars have studied the Pharaonic and late period antiquities of the Fayyum.  The temple at Qasr el-Sagha has been particularly important in this regard because its location has been used to infer the extent of the lake in the period of the temple's construction.  Schweinfurth (1884) is the first to have dated the temple, and he concluded it was built in the Middle Kingdom, during Dynasties XII and XIII.  Dieter and Dorthea Arnold's studies (1979) demonstrated that Schweinfurth was largely correct, and that the temple was probably built in Dynasty XII.  Caton-Thomson and Gardner had argued that the temple was constructed in the Old Kingdom  [see also Bittel and Menghin 1933), and this error was in part responsible for their erroneous reconstruction of lake level sequences.  In fact, there has been no convincing demonstration of Old Kingdom remains anywhere in the Oasis, except possibly for a few features near Qasr el-Sagha (Ginter, et al. 19XX).  Another Middle Kingdom temple, at Medinet Ma'adi, has been excavated by Bresciani (19XX, 19XX).  Middle and New Kingdom pyramids and other sites on the extreme eastern edge of the Oasis, on the boundary between the Oasis and the Nile Valley proper, have been intensively studied for many years, especially by Petrie (XXXXXX), [Mormon group]. [Habachi].

     Excavations at Ptolemaic and Roman period communities--mainly in the early 20th century (e.g., at Soknopaiou Nesos [Boak, ed., 1935, and at Karanis [Boak and Peterson, 19XX]), produced a great wealth of documents, coins, artifacts, and architecture that together gives us a vivid picture of life in the Fayyum in this era (see, for example, Naphtali Lewis' Life in Egypt under Roman Rule (1983).  An exceptionally detailed picture of economic life in Roman Fayyum towns is presented in Studies in the Administrative and Economic History of Tebtunis in the First Century A.D., by L. Toepel (1973).

     Other research of Fayyum antiquities, extending into the Islamic era, are noted in Figure XX and referenced in the bibliography of this volume.

     In the remainder of this book we concentrate on setting the early Fayyum archaeological record in its ecological and cultural context, and then we try to relate its significance to more general aspects of the problems of agricultural origins and cultural evolution.






