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CHAPTER SIX: CHIPPED AND GROUND STONE ASSEMBLAGES FROM KOM EL-HISN

Michał Kobusiewicz

The aim of this chapter is the publication of chipped stone and ground stone assemblages recovered from Kom el-Hisn, a site in Western Delta of Egypt.  These lithics were recovered during excavations in 1984, 1986, and 1988.

The contents of all excavated layers were screened.  A total of 1860 lithic objects were found from all excavations.  Slightly more than haft of the assemblages consists of flint artifacts, the remainder being ground stone objects.

Chipped stone assemblage

The description of assemblages and analyses presented below is based on materials obtained from all excavated units except three (1159S – 1040E; 1261S – 1074E and 1263S – 1074E) which are dated to the First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom.  In general, however, the few chipped and ground stone artifacts from those units do not differ from the Old Kingdom assemblage.

The chipped stone assemblage from Kom El Hisn Old Kingdom occupation consists of 986 pieces. Table 6.1 demonstrates the absolute and percentage frequencies of cores, debitage and retouched tools.


No
%

Cores
7
0.71

Debitage
524
53.14

Retouched tools
455
46.15

Total
986
100.00

 Table 6.1.  Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of retouched tools, cores and debitage.

Cores

Seven specimens were recovered.  Of these, only four undamaged cores were found. One was a large single platform core made of Egyptian flint that was in the early stages of preparation.  The striking platform and core sides were prepared by striking off single flakes.  Most of the core is covered by fine cortex.  Only one flake was struck from the flaking platform (Figure 6:1).  Two of these were medium-size discoidal cores and very flat. The back of the other one, made of Egyptian flint, was covered by smooth thin cortex.  Striking platforms ware prepared by fine flaking (Figure 6:2).  The other was a microlithic multiplatform core made of obsidian, and was completely exhausted (Figure 6.3).  We found three core fragments.  One, made from Egyptian flint, was a single platform core for blades.  The other two could not be identified.

Debitage

We recovered 524 specimens. Table 2 presents the absolute and percentage frequencies of debitage types.

Debitage type
No
%

Blades
25
4.77

Blade fragments
402
76.74

Flakes
26
4.96

Flake fragments
18
3.43

Lames á crête
8
1.52

Biface trimming flakes
1
0.19

Chips
25
4.77

Chunks
19
2.48

Total
524
100.00

Table 2. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of types of debitage

Blades are the by far the most common type.  All are straight, very regular. All identifiable pieces were struck from single platform cores. Some burned pieces are unidentifiable, but judging from their shape and proportions they were also produced by the same technology.  Of 433 pieces only 24 (5.54 percent) are not broken. The longest is 92 mm long, 19 mm wide and 4 mm thick. The shortest one is 28 x 14 x 4 mm. The range of dimensions of broken blades is as follows: length: 10 – 68 mm, width: 5 -33 mm and thickness: 1 -10 mm.

 
Of 211 pieces with the preserved platforms in the debitage, 174 (82.49 percent) are pointed, seven (3.31 percent) are lisse, six (2.84 percent) faceted, and four (1.89 percent) are cortex platform.  On 20 pieces (9.47 percent) platforms were unidentifiable.  For blades a pointed platform is practically a rule, but flakes and chips often have unidentifiable, lisse, faceted or cortex platforms, as well as pointed ones. For blades primary pieces (more than 50 percent of the surface covered by cortex) are rather rare: 10 specimens (1.90 percent). Secondary pieces (no more than 50 percent of the surface covered by cortex) are more numerous: 33 specimens (6.29 percent), and tertiary pieces (no traces of cortex) prevail – 481 specimens (91.81 percent).

Raw materials
No
%
Amount of cortex
No
%

Egyptian flint
21
84.00
Primary blades
0
0

Brown flint
3
12.00
Secondary blades
4
16.00

Transparent flint
1
4.00
Tertiary blades
21
84.00

Total
25
100.00

25
100.00

Table 3. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of raw materials and amount of cortex among wholly preserved blades.

Egyptian flint was the by far most common raw material for producing blades (84.00 percent) followed by brown flint (12.00 percent) and transparent flint (4.00 percent (Table 3).

Retouched tools

We recovered 455 retouched tools.  As displayed in Table 4, most of these were sickle blades.

Tool type
No
%

Sickle blades
393
86.38

Bifacial tools
43
9.45

Retouched blades
5
1.09

End scrapers
3
0.66

Burins
3
0.66

Notched flakes
3
0.66

Truncations
2
0.44

Perforators
2
0.44

Notched blades
1
0.22

Total
455
100.00

Table 4. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of retouched tools

These sickle blades (Figure 1:4-6; figure 2:1-9) were made on regular straight blades struck from a single platform core. It seems that the blades meant for sickle blades were usually broken to obtain the desired dimension and rectangular or, rarely, triangular shape.  But it is impossible to differentiate from intentional or accidental use-breaks.  Only in four cases can we be sure that the sickle blade was never broken after it was produced.  A few sickle blades were made on the distal part of the blade with the proximal end broken. They have a form of a very elongated right angle triangle with the hypotenuse slightly arched usually by truncation-like retouch.

Because many of the flint artifacts were damaged by fire (including 30.27 percent of the sickle blades), it is sometimes difficult to label exactly all attributes of each piece. On the base of the better preserved specimens, we can state that 79 percent of the sickle blades found at the site are made on the central section of the blade, 14 percent on the proximal section and 7 percent on the distal section.  About 67.19 percent of the sickle blades were inversely retouched along the entire preserved edge, the remained 32.81 percent were obversely retouched (Table 5). 

Side of retouch
No
%
Surface of retouch
No
%

Left edge
108
27.49
Inverse retouch
299
67.19

Right edge
93
23.66
Obverse retouch
146
32.81

Both edges
155
39.44




Unidentifiable
37
9.41




Total
393
100.00

445
100.00

Table 5. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies showing the position of retouch on sickle blades. 

   Retouch was more or less equally divided between right and left-hand margins (Table 6).  Denticulated retouch was quite common (51 percent). Simple use-retouch also occurs frequently (33 percent). A saw-like retouch appears on 16 percent of the sickle blades.  Fifty-five percent of retouched edges are irregularly retouched and 45 percent regularly, some times very finely.  Steep retouch is quite common and flat retouch rather rare. 61 percent of the sickle blades have sickle-sheen visible to the naked eye, always along the retouched edge or edges.  Of these, 66 percent are polished on only one edge ventral or dorsal side. Eight percent have both edges polished on one side only, and 6 percent are polished through out. Almost all sickle blades (94.15 percent) are made on tertiary pieces, a few (5.85 percent) on secondary ones.  Similarly 88.31 percent of this tool type is made of Egyptian flint, 3.56 percent of transparent flint, 3.05 percent of brown flint, 0.25 percent of chert, 0.25 percent of quartzitic flint and 4.58 percent are unidentifiable pieces (Table 6).

Raw material
No
%
Amount of cortex
No
%
Blade fragment
No
%

Egyptian flint
347
88.31
Primary
0
0.00
Central fragment
257
65.42

Transparent flint
14
3.56
Secondary
12
3.05
Distal fragment
25
6.36

Brown flint
12
3.05
Tertiary
370
94.15
Proximal fragment
15
3.81

Chert
1
0.25
Unidentifiable
11
2.80
Central and prox. frag.
16
4.07

Quartzitic white flint
1
0.25



Central and distal frag.
6
1.52

Unidentifiable
18
4.58



Whole piece


10
2.54







Unidentifiable
64
16.28

Total
393
100.00

393
100.00

393
100.00

Table 6. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of raw materials, amount of cortex and 

different sections of blades used for sickle production. 

The next most common type of flint tool is bifacial knife (Figure 3:1,3). We found 43 broken specimens and some fragments of this kind.  None of these was completely preserved.  Among 33 identifiable fragments 63.64 percent are central fragments, 24.24 percent are tips, and 12.12 percent are bases.  Almost all (95.35 percent) are totally covered by surface retouch on both – ventral and dorsal—sides.  Almost all (79.08 percent) were made of Egyptian flint, six (13.96 percent) of brown flint, one (2.32) of transparent flint, one  (2.32 percent) of petrified wood, and one (2.32 percent) of chert (Table 7). 

Raw materials
No
%
Amount of cortex
No
%

Egyptian flint
34
79.08
Primary
0
0.00

Brown flint
6
13.96
Secondary
2
4.65

Transparent flint
1
2.32
Tertiary
41
95.35

Petrified wood
1
2.32




Chert
1
2.32




Total
43
100.00

43
100.00

Table 7. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of different raw materials and amount of 

cortex among bifacial knifes.

Two specimens were burned.  Several of the better preserved bifacial knifes have distinct traces of heavy wear, especially near the handle, but also along the cutting edge.

 
Of three burins one is a dihedral angle burin made on cortex flake. The burin edge is made by three burin-blows struck on the left side of the proximal end. The other tool is a double dihedral side burin made on a fragment of a bifacially retouched tool of Egyptian flint. Both burin edges are situated on the same side (Figure 3:3).

One of the three end scrapers found is made on a large tertiary blade of Egyptian flint.  Its scraping edge, located at the distal end, is semicircular, and retouched by fine steep obverse retouch.  Both edges have irregular obverse and inverse retouch. The scraping edge is heavily worn and visibly polished (Figure 4:2). The second endscraper is made on a flat, regular, haft circular tertiary flake of brown flint. All edges are obversely and regularly retouched (Figure 3:4). The third one was done on a large, regular secondary flake of Egyptian flint.  It has a regular, semi-abrupt convex retouch on the distal and central part of left edge (Figure 4:1)

Both truncations are made of Egyptian flint. One is made on a tertiary blade steeply truncated with the truncation on the left side (Figure 4:3). The second one is made on secondary blade with a steep truncation located on the left side at the distal end.      

There is one microtruncation made of a small tertiary blade of Egyptian flint.  It has a very fine steep, obverse, microlithic truncation on the left side of the proximal end (Figure 4:4). 

Also present is a double notched blade combined with double truncation. It is made on a large thick tertiary blade of Egyptian flint. Both notches are inversely, steeply retouched on the left side.  Both ends of the blade are cut by truncations (Figure 4:5).

Another notched piece is made on a very massive secondary flake of transparent flint with a faceted platform. Both notches are obversely retouched, one on the right side and the other at the distal end.  The third notch, obversely retouched, is made on the flake of Egyptian flint. 

One of two perforators so far recorded is made of Egyptian flint. The point of this tool is located at the distal end and is shaped by inverse “roof-like” retouch on the ventral side and some fine obverse retouch on the left side (Figure 4:6).  The second one is also made on the flake of Egyptian flint. 

All five retouched blades are made on tertiary pieces. Four are of Egyptian flint and one on transparent flint. Three are obversely retouched on the left side.  One has its distal end obversely retouched on the left and inversely on the right side.  The other has an edge covered by inverse, irregular retouch.

We also found one almost flat rolled pebble of chert with obverse flaking along one edge.

Taking into account all objects of flint found at Kom El Hisn, the relative high number of pieces that were burned (27 percent) is striking. The amount of burned retouched tools is almost equal to the burned pieces of debitage (including cores).  The abundance of fired flints probably explains the relatively high percentage of unidentifiable pieces, as regards to raw material or side of retouch

 DISCUSSION OF CHIPPED STONE ASSEMBLAGE                            

After our careful excavations and screening of cultural contents, we have at our disposal a chipped stone assemblage representative enough for some conclusions.

It is obvious that sickle blades were the most important end product of the industry. To produce good sickle blades it was necessary to have straight, very regular, rather thin, but strong blades. For this purpose a highly specialized blade technology was applied. Blades were struck off carefully prepared single platform cores. The high frequency of pointed platforms and inconspicuous bulbs in the debitage indicates the use of soft hammers and most probably pressure technology – débitage par pression (Tixier 1984). The uniformity in the proportion of the blades, especially their width and thickness, indicates the high craftsmanship of the producers. Blades were intentionally broken to the desired size. Then, most of them were retouched before hafting. 

They were most likely hafted in wooden handles of various sizes, some of them up to 55 cm long (Emery 1938).  The mastic for hafting was preserved on some of blades. The triangular sickle blades were put at the beginning or at the end of a raw of inserts, like in sickles found in the tomb of Hemaka from the I Dynasty (Emery 1938). Because many sickle blades reveal sickle-sheen on more than one edge and more than on one side of the blade, we can presume that some that some of them were reused. Their position in the handle was changed to make use of both sharp edges of the blade.

Another technology must have been applied for the production of bifacial tools. Probably large, thick blades struck off large cores were the first stage of this kind of production.  But there is no evidence of such haft products in Kom El Hisn.  Also the characteristic thin biface trimming flakes that sickle sharpening usually produces are absent.

Judging from the scarce amount of cores, characteristic core-trimming elements, chips and chunks, the very low number of primary and even secondary pieces of debitage, as well as of biface trimming flakes mentioned above, we can suppose that the basic flint production must have been done in special workshops. Such workshops could be located somewhere on the site (though no traces yet have been discovered), or, more probably from workshops outside the settlement.  The regular standardized blades must have been brought to the site. But the process of retouching improving and fixing sickle blades into the wooden handles took place at the site itself.  This is supported by the large amount of regular fresh haft products of sickle blades without traces of use, which we found in the cultural layers all over the site.

The lack of characteristic biface trimming flakes provided by superficial flat retouch indicated that also bifacial tools, similarly like haft products of sickle blades, were prepared somewhere away from the site.

The presence of various types of retouched tools suggests numerous activities that were performed with the help of flint tools.  The total absence of metal tools on the site indirectly supports this statement.

The few flakes and chips on the site probably represent tool adjustment and repair.  No traces of heat treatment of chipped stones were observed.

Egyptian flint was by far the most common material for chipped stone production. The sources of it are known at many places in the Western and Eastern Deserts and the Nile Valley (Aston 2000, Hikade 2000, and Kopp 2006). But it is highly likely that this raw material, as with the few other raw materials we found, could have been available from gravel deposits closer to the site.  Perhaps these were in the vicinity of Khatatba and Abu Roash on the western fringe of the Delta. The closest sources of obsidian known are in the Eastern Desert south of Gebel Galala El-Baharia, or from Ethiopia.

Ground stone assemblage

The ground stone assemblage from Kom El Hisn consists of 874 specimens.  Table 8 shows the absolute and percentage frequencies of artifact types.

Ground stone objects
No.
%

Lower grinding stones
86
9.83

Upper grinding stones
35
4.00

Unidentifiable grinding stone fragments
29
3.31

Flakes
186
21.28

Chips
18
2.05

Chunks
505
57.78

Other
15
1.75

                                   Total
874
100.00

Table 8.  Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of types of ground stone objects.

Grinding stones and grinding-stone fragments represent 17.14 percent of the pieces found. Lower grinding stones (“metates”) are more than twice as numerous as upper grinding stones (“manos”), though it is possible that some of the unidentifiable fragments also represent “manos.” 

Only five completely preserved lower grinding stones were found. Their grinding surfaces are very slightly concave, pecked by a hard stone tool.  One has almost regularly circular shape and has remains of clay setting sticking to its bottom (Figure 5:1).  Four are oval – the most common form of lower grinding stone on this site (Figure 5:3-4).  Many lower grinding stones were shaped by flaking.  One small piece must have had another function than the large “metates” (Figure 5:2).

Stone debitage – flakes, chunks and chips make up a very large proportion of the total assemblage (81.17 percent).  The category “other” includes various stone artifacts that are difficult to define. One such artifact, for example, has two parallel grooves on both ends, made of light gray sandstone (Figure 6:1). We also found a small elongated pounder made of fine grained, hard, violet sand stone (Figure 6:3); a small pointed and faceted, pencil-like object of limestone (Figure 6:2); a hammer stone made of chert with traces of use (Figure 6:4); a small regular ball of sandstone (Figure 5:5); an almost regular small ball of limestone (Figure 6:5); an ovoid limestone object indicating wear by “rubbing;” another sandstone object of irregular form, with very smooth polished surfaces also shaped by rubbing; a fragment of a flat polished piece of alabaster; and five pebbles of chert of irregular ball, or cubic shape covered by polished cortex.

The Upper grinding stones we recovered were mainly fragments or, possibly repaired pieces.

By far the most desirable raw material for grinding stones appears to have been sandstone of various kinds (40.18 percent).  The most frequent were made from ordinary coarse or fine-grained sandstone of variable hardness, and in some cases with inclusions of quartz and chert. Colors are yellow, yellowish-gray, pinkish-gray, gray and violet.  Limestone, quartzitic sandstone and ferrocreate sandstone are also quite common (Table 9).

Raw material
No
%

Sandstone
351
40.16

Limestone
311
35.64

Qartzitic sandstone
38
4.34

Ferrocreate sandstone
35
4.00

Chert
15
1.71

Petrified wood
6
0.68

Alabaster
6
0.68

Granite
3
0.34

Quartz
2
0.22

Igneous rock
1
0.11

Unidentifiable
106
12.12

Total
874
100.00

Table 9. Kom El Hisn. Absolute and percentage frequencies of raw materials among ground stone objects

Most of the sandstone debitage probably was produced by resharpening and repairs of grinding stones. Flakes and chips of limestone appear in two variants – hard and soft (35.62 percent).  Both are yellowish-gray. We found a few pieces of chert, petrified wood, alabaster, granite, quartz and igneous rock, which indicates that these materials were known but rarely used.

Discussion of the ground stone assemblage

The ground stone assemblage is represented mainly by a range of lower and upper grinding stones and debitage that resulted from the production and resharpening of grinding stones.  No traces of any specialized grinding stone workshops have been found.  The production and repair of grinding stones, thus, may well have been done within the settlement, and perhaps by individual families.  The high frequency of debitage found together with the grinding stones supports this inference.  Perhaps the ground stone artifacts were roughly shaped outside the settlement, because we found few large primary stone flakes.  The considerable amount of limestone debitage has certainly another origin. Its presence perhaps reflects some unknown activity carried out at the site. Judging by the fragments of ornamented and sculpted pieces made of this raw material, limestone debitage could have something to do with artistic work. A few chunks and fragment of polished specimen of alabaster indicate the presence of this kind of luxury products.  Chert pebbles have any traces of functional wear. They could be simply nodules of raw material, (though the scarcity of chert objects in the flint assemblage rather contradicts this statement), but most probably they could have been used for some purpose, perhaps as polishers (?). 

The distribution of chipped stone debitage, retouched tools and ground stone objects across the site appears random in general, but some excavation units do not fit this overall pattern.  Excavations of Units 1192S - 1035E and 1235S - 1035E produced relatively more artifacts of all three kinds mentioned above than the other units.  In six units (1205S – 1070E; 1209S – 1074E; 1213S – 1072E; Room 5; Room 12 and the Step Trench) the number of ground stone pieces exceeds the amount of chipped stone pieces. These differences are difficult to explain without additional excavations.

The raw materials described in this report probably came from the desert boundary of Kom el-Hisn, but this area is now being cultivated. A reconnaissance of the contemporary desert west of Kom el-Hisn would likely tell us much about this question.

Conclusions

As described here, we found two types of assemblages – a chipped stone assemblage made of flint and other splintery rocks, and a ground stone assemblage, mainly of sandstone and limestone. The flint chipped stone assemblage suggests technological proficiency and probably specialization. The main end products were sickle blades. This type of flint tool is well known from numerous sites from Egypt beginning in the Neolithic (Ginter at all 1979). It continues through the Predynastic period and the Early Dynastic era (e.g., the tomb of Hemaka from 1st Dynasty at Saqqara (Emery 1938), Tell El Farkha in the Eastern Delta (Kabaciński 2003), 1st and 2nd Dynasty area of Giza at Giza (Kromer 1978), and is also found in late Old Kingdom sites, such as ‘Ain Asil in Dakhla oasis (Midant-Reines 1998), and Ain El Gazzareen (Kobusiewicz 2006) from the same oasis. 

Sickle blades are also known from many prehistoric and early historic sites in the Middle East (Rosen 1982). They are always connected with agriculture.

Bifacial knifes, like those at Kom el-Hisn, are well known in the Nile Valley from the Predynastic period up to the Middle Kingdom (Weigall 1902, Emery 1938, Kromer 1978, Midant-Reines 1984, Svoboda 2006).  Specimens from Kom el-Hisn have the shaped handles that appeared with the beginning of the Old Kingdom and persisted at least to the end of this period (Midant-Reines 1985).

The lithics from Kom El Hisn indicate that flint played a very important role in the material culture of Old Kingdom Egyptians, even in remote places like Dakhla oasis, and the periphery of the Delta.  The ground stone assemblage contains rather common forms of grinding stones and grinders made of sandstone. They were likely used for grinding cereals.  A few rare round specimens, which were accompanied by pestle-like or cylindrical grinders or pounders, may have been used to powder ochre to be used to decorate pottery. 

Both the chipped stone and ground stone assemblages point to intensive agricultural activities carried out by the ancient inhabitants of Kom El Hisn.

The large amount of stone debitage produced when shaping the ground stone objects suggest that the grinding stones were produced locally, probably in every household.  

The absence of debitage produced by flint-knapping, as well as the presence of numerous high quality standardized blades for sickle manufacturing, suggests that these blade were imported from elsewhere in the Delta or in Egypt.  Also, the presence of only the final forms of bifacial knifes and the lack of biface trimming flakes shows that these knifes have also been brought from somewhere, probably from the specialized workshops.

Thus, based on the lithic evidence, various kinds of workshops may have been concentrated at a few sites, from which finished or nearly finished flint artifacts were distributed in the late Old Kingdom period.
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Figure 1.  Kom El Hisn. 1-3 cores; 4-6 sickle blades

Figure 2.  Kom El Hisn. 1-9 sickle blades

Figure 3.  Kom El Hisn. 1,3 bifacial knifes; 2 burin; 4 end-scraper

Figure 4.  Kom El Hisn. 1-2 end-scrapers; 3-4 truncations; 5 noched blade; 6 perforator.

Figure 5.  Kom El Hisn.1,3-4 lower grinding stones; 2 small circular grinding stone; 5 ball made of sandstone.

Figure 6  Kom El Hisn. Object made of sandstone with parallel grooves; 2 pencil-like object made of limestone; 3 pounder made of hard sandstone; 4 hammer stone made of chert, 5 small balls made of limestone.







