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A SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH IN THE FAYYUM

    As befits its archaeological importance, the Fayyum has been the scene of major archaeological research projects for over a century. 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 invetigated the Fayyum in the 19th and early 20th centuries were heavily influenced by Herodotus' (19XX) 5th century B.C. accounts of his supposed travels to the Fayyum--indeed, modern Egyptology is still heavily dependent on herodotus' accounts of his Egytian travels to reconstruct ancient Egypt. Herodotus' account of the Fayyum is long and detailed. He describes a Labyrinth built of stone and comprising two storeys in which there were 3000 chambers and 12 courts, over which is 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 corwned by a seated stone colossus.  Herodotus also notes 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.

     Yet there has always been serious doubt as to whether or not he ever even visited Egypt.  Armayor (1978a, 1978b) has analyuzed the many descrepancies in Herrodotus' accounts, when these accounts are compared to other evidence, and simply concludes that the man 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 gology 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 Napolean to Egypt in 1798, and Linant de Bellefonds (1843), both of whom failed to understand the relationship of the lake, the fossil beahces, and the antiquities.  Nineteenth century researchers, including Whitehouse (1882), Schweinfurth (1886), Petrie (1889), and Brown (1892) established that the "embankments" around the permimeter 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 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 Garder (1934), who defined the questions that most later investigators pursued.  Caton-Thomson and Gardern 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. Wendorf and Schild (1976) reinvestigated the sites Caton-Thomspon studied and confirmed much of her analysis, despite inverting her chrnology, so that the Fayyum B occupations were placed before the Fayyum A cultures.

    The Italian mission to the Fayyum (Puglisi 1967, Musa et al. 1984) investigated areas to the north of those studied by Wendorf and Schild and Caton-Thompson.  They found sites that seem quite withinthe range of variation established by Caton-Tompson and Garder, despite the fact that individual sites differ somewhat from those of Wendorf and Schild in point of Tixier type frequencies (Mussa, et al 1984). 

     The Polish mission to the northern Fayyum has worked at several localities in the area of Qasr el-Sagha, focussing primarily on epipaleolithic and neolithic sites (19XX, 19XX, 19XX). 

     Our own work in the southwestern portion of the Oasis, whichis the subject of this 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) m,made surface collections at several sites onthe 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.  Dieter and Dorthea Arnold's studies at Qasr el-Sagha suggests that this temple is of Middle Kingdom date--not Old Kingdom, as Caton-Thompson and Gardner surmised (1934:), and this had the effct of calling tinot question the high Old Kingdom lake levels that both Caton-Thompson and Wenordf and Schild proposed.  In fact, there has been no convincing demonstration of Old Kingdom remains anywhere in the Oasis, except for a few scattered and ambiguous sherd concentrations.  Another Middle Kingdom temple, at Medinet Ma'adi, has been excavated by XXXXX (19XX, 19XX).  The antiquities between the Nile and the Fayyum depression are 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 even into the Islamic era, can be found in

     In summary, few areasof Egypt have been intensively examined archaeologically as has the Fayyum, and the area continuies to be a rich resource for the investigation of important archaeological topics, ranging from agricultural origins to the major cultural changes of the Ptolemaic and Islamic periods.






