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     Our third season of research at Kom el-Hisn (conducted March - June, 1988) was a continuation of our efforts to determine the composition and functions of this Old Kingdom settlement in the western Egyptian Delta (Figure 1).  

    As a provincial capital, Kom el-Hisn probably had some regional political importance, but it seems also to have been an ordinary rural agricultural town.  We chose Kom el-Hisn for long-term research precisely because of this modest national political importance and presumed provincial ordinariness:  in our work at Kom el-Hisn we are trying to assess various aspects of the processes through which the Nile Valley and Delta were integrated politically and economically.  One of the major developments of the Old Kingdom appears to have been the shift of economic and socio-political importance from Upper Egypt to Lower Egypt, perhaps in response to the agricultural potential of the Delta and the importance of foreign trade and military confrontations.  Thus, Kom el-Hisn and other Old Kingdom Delta communities can be expected to reflect important aspects of Egypt's development into a highly centralized, economically differentiated, and expansionist empire.  Thus one of the major premises of our research is that Kom el-Hisn will reflect in its archaeological record the extent to which smaller provincial settlements functioned in national and international socio-political and economic systems, and that Kom el-Hisn will also reflect the general conditions and determinants of rural agricultural life in third millennium BC Egypt.  

    In placing our research at Kom el-Hisn in the context of the national Egyptian Old Kingdom economy and socio-political structure, we formulated various hypothetical models of Kom el-Hisn's composition and functioning.  For example, Kom el-Hisn is located on routes to the Libyan frontier, and documents record the site's importance in the Libyan trade in later periods.  Thus, it is certainly possible that already by the Old Kingdom period Kom el-Hisn played some role in international trade, perhaps as an administrative center on routes over which herds of cattle were shipped to cult centers near Memphis.  Kom el-Hisn may also have functioned as a "pious donation"--a tract of land whose produce was donated by its owner to the support of cult centers.  Old Kingdom inscriptions reveal that many large areas of the Delta were exploited as pious donations.  Alternatively, Kom el-Hisn may have been founded and developed in response to local and provincial socio-economic forces, perhaps as a community of a few hundred farmers and herdsmen and as a small periodic market center.

    In general, we are trying to understand how provincial Egypt functioned in the Old Kingdom state, on the premise that such an understanding will not only reveal much about ancient Egyptian states, but it will also allow us to compare Egypt to other early civilizations.

1. Excavation Strategy
    To interpret Kom el-Hisn's archaeological record in the context of these and other speculations about its composition and functioning, we have devoted most of our efforts to excavating many of the mudbrick buildings whose remains constitute most of the main occupational areas of Kom el-Hisn.

    The locations of our excavations are illustrated in Figure 2.  In the first season (1984) we excavated small units in a stratified random sampling design in order to estimate site size, stratigraphic sequence, sedimentological characteristics, and regional environmental context.  Subsequently we concentrated on large-scale excavations designed to retrieve the contents of mudbrick buildings.  Most sediments were screened, and all artifacts (including body sherds) were saved and analyzed.  Sediment samples for floral and other analyses were taken from every excavation unit and level.  The volume of all discrete depositional units was measured precisely.  In 1988 we determined that only the earliest 40 cm of Old Kingdom occupations were beneath the watertable during the spring months, and only in part of the site.   With pumps we were able to excavate small areas of these earliest levels with adequate stratigraphic control.  We also used an auger to take hundreds of sediment samples from the site and its environs.  

    Statistical analysis of these data is basic to our research design, and this is a complex undertaking.  The extent to which, for example, the floral, faunal, and artifactual contents of sediments from building floors reflect the use of these structures has been greatly modified by a daunting array of depositional and preservational factors.  Nonetheless, preservation of bones, buildings, artifacts, and other materials at Kom el-Hisn is good, and we believe that with precise stratigraphic recording, massive sampling, and appropriate statistical methods we will be able to discern patterns of significant variability in artifacts, biological remains, and architecture that, in turn, reflect the economic composition and functions of the community. 

2.  Ecological Context.  

  Our studies indicate that Old Kingdom Kom el-Hisn's environment was, as it is today, well-watered and heavily vegetated. But Kom el-Hisn's environs were probably more heavily forested than today, after centuries of agricultural exploitation and expansion.   Our evidence suggests that Kom el-Hisn's occupations rest on a point bar deposit associated with an extinct water course--possibly a large stream connected to a major Nile distributary.  We used the Landsat 5 Tm image of the western Delta and a specially-constructed mathematical model to try to identify ancient distributaries, archaeological sites, and other deposits in Kom el-Hisn's environs, and we hope eventually to use these analytical techniques to conduct an intensive regional survey and sediment coring program. 

3. Chronology  

   Radiocarbon dates as well as artifact styles and inscriptions on clay jar-sealings indicate that most of the area we excavated was a large community between about 2500 and 2100 BC, and that some areas of the site were occupied into at least the early Middle Kingdom, to about 1800 BC.  The central area of Kom el-Hisn comprises three distinct superimposed building levels, which constitute up to 2.4 m of deposits.  We have reached apparently sterile levels only in about 22 square meters of the site.   Some sherds in auger samples from between 3 and 4 meters depth raise the possibility that pre-Old Kingdom occupations underlie part of Kom el-Hisn, perhaps in the area to the southeast of most of our excavations.  Some sherds from the eastern areas of our excavations may be of First Intermediate Period age--although the ceramics of this era are poorly known.

4. Architecture.  

    In the 1988 season we greatly expanded our excavations of buildings (Figures 3 - 4).  Most of the main occupational mound is composed of Old Kingdom mudbrick buildings whose upper wall remnants constitute the site's surface: intact walls are usually found at less than 20 cm depth.  Many of the buildings and rooms are small structures that contain hearths, storage features, smoke-blackened pottery, burned organic materials, and many other traces of domestic activities.  The large mudbrick ring-structures illustrated in Figure 3 were only two bricks wide and were apparently built to only modest height.  Their function is unclear, although one can speculate that they were cattle-pens or storage areas--(we have excavated only a small portion of them but they seem to contain little domestic debris).  Elsewhere, the large building on the northwestern edge of the area illustrated in Figure 4 is interesting in that it is the only one in which large storage features were found.  A thick Old Kingdom Period mudbrick wall encloses part of the site underlying the modern village to the west of the site.  Based on our excavations and auger samples, we estimate that this village overlays a small, walled segment of the Old Kingdom settlement, with the rest of the community extending for many hundreds of meters to the southeast and northwest.  The highest portions of the site are constituted of all three building phases; more peripheral areas have only two or one of the phases. In general, none of the buildings we have so far revealed exhibits evidence of vastly different construction cost or use.  Nor do there appear to be major differences in construction or contents of buildings when comparing the three different building phases.  Our samples are still too small to estimate cultural changes over the time sequence reflected in the three building phases, however.  

5. Domestic Economy.  

    Kom el-Hisn's floral and faunal remains are summarized in Figures 5 - 6.  Although these remains generally resemble those from other early Pharaonic sites, Kom el-Hisn contains far fewer cattle bones and cereal remains than comparable sites.  The low frequency of cattle bones is surprising in that we have concluded that the use of cattle dung as fuel was the primary source of Kom el-Hisn's plant remains.  Plant remains are mainly fodder crops (e.g., clover), as well as the weeds commonly found in fodder crops, and the wastes of cleaning grain.  Given this botanical evidence, the low frequency of cattle bones in our samples may, somewhat paradoxically, support the possibility that Kom el-Hisn was a specialized cattle-rearing center that sent most of its herds to Memphis and other cult and settlement centers.  This interpretation of Kom el-Hisn is not contradicted by the artifact assemblage:  nothing in our samples would be out of place in a relatively simple peasant agricultural community, except, perhaps, the inscribed mud-sealings, which probably reflect direct economic ties with the central government.   The Kom el-Hisn ceramics are extremely similar in styles and forms to Old Kingdom ceramics from other sites in the Delta and from elsewhere in Egypt.  Many vessels were crude containers ("beer jars" and "bread molds"); another common form is a round-bottom carinated bowl in a medium-fine clay.  We found only a few pieces of Nile Silt A pottery (fine clay with very little organic tempering), all of them small fragments of the "Maidum" bowls well known at other Old Kingdom sites (Kaiser et al. 1988); vessels made from marl clays thought to be from Upper Egypt (Qena) comprise a tiny fraction of our overall assemblage.  At present we have not been able to demonstrate statistically that the distribution of individual types of pottery or patterns of co-occurrence of types differ significantly in different areas of the site.  Stylistic attributes of some finer wares do seem to change through the stratigraphy of the site, but our samples are too small to rely on these stylistic changes for precise seriations in the absence of stratigraphic evidence.

    Kom el-Hisn's lithic artifacts also generally fit this simple agricultural pattern.  By far the most common retouched tools were "sickle blades."  Many of these appear to have been broken, either through use or intentionally, to fit sickle hafts, and well-developed sheen is visible on many of them.  The very low frequencies of cores and debitage may indicate that these blades were not made locally--although lithic workshops may well have been concentrated in areas of the site we have not yet excavated.  The raw material for these lithics is common along much of Egypt's desert margins.  The hundreds of fragments of ground stone tools found reflect the considerable importance of stone tools in Old Kingdom agriculture. 

    In general, our present samples are inadequate as a basis for estimating with accuracy Kom el-Hisn's composition and functions.  But the following observations describe the materials excavated to date:  (1) there is almost no evidence of local production of ceramics, lithic tools, or other implements; (2) artifact styles are impressively similar to those at Old Kingdom sites all over Egypt, from Giza to the Dakhla Oasis, implying strong cultural ties to the central Old Kingdom state; (3) the inscribed clay sealings probably reflect direct import or export of commodities to government stores; (4) the radical difference between Kom el-Hisn and other sites in cattle-bone frequencies, as well as the evidence that cattle-dung was a main source of fuel, may reflect cattle-raising and export as a primary economic activity; (5) the relatively minor differences in construction costs and contents of the buildings and apparently restricted range of economic activities and social classes at Kom el-Hisn are consistent with a community primarily made up of herdsmen, subsistence farmers, and a few administrators.

    We have excavated fare less than 1% of the total Old Kingdom community at Kom el-Hisn, however, and in future seasons of research we hope to establish much more precisely the place of this community in the early Egyptian state.
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