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Some Recent Trends in the Archaeology
of Predynastic Egypt

Stephen H. Savage'

The traditional explanation of the origin of Egypt credits the legendary Menes
with founding the state through the conquest of the Delta region, but this is more
of a political legend than explanation. Anthropological archaeologists and Egyp-
tologists are bringing new methods and questions to their search for an adequate
explanation for the development of one of the world’s first territorial states. Early
investigations of cemetery sites in Upper Egypt and settlements in the Delta have
been supplemented by the excavation of more Upper Egyptian settlement sites,
while cemeteries and other important settlements are now being uncovered in
the Delta. Three trends are particularly important for the development of social
complexity in ancient Egypt: (1) a growing appreciation of regional differences in
Predynastic culture; (2) chronological refinements; and (3) an emphasis on group
social and political developments, and trade. A consensus appears to be develop-
ing that stresses the gradual development of complex society in Egypt, in which a
number of small polities coalesced into three or four larger entities during the late
Predynastic, followed by the assimilation of the northwestern Delta by the Thinite
rulers. The effort to control trade with the southern Levant and Mesopotamia seems
to have encouraged expansion of Upper Egyptian cultural and political influence
northward.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Ptolemaic period, a priest named Manetho wrote a history of ancient
Egypt for his Greek overlords; he described 30 ruling families, or dynasties, and
credited the founding of Egypt to the first king of the 1st Dynasty, whom he called
Menes. Over the past 125-150 years, archaeologists have learned a great deal
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about the prehistory of ancient Egypt (Fig. 1) and the development of one of the
world’s first states. Some archaeological discoveries have supported the traditional
account; others have forced revisions (while still keeping the general outline). In
the late 1800s and early 1900s, many cemeteries in Upper Egypt were cleared, and
settlement sites in Middle and Lower Egypt were investigated, especially those
thought to have a biblical connection (Trigger, 1989, p. 103). Significant advances
in chronology were made early on; Petrie’s (Petrie, 1901) invention of ceramic se-
riation provided the first framework for Egyptian prehistory and spurred an entire
generation of fieldwork. Petrie’s chronological work placed the Predynastic period
(identified earlier by Morgan [1897]) on solid ,/ground; he defined three subperi-
ods, the Amratian, Gerzean and Semainean (or “Protodynastic™), and “Sequence
Dates,” based on his division of 900 Nagada graves into 50 groups of 18 graves
each.

Petrie’s contribution spurred several decades of digging in Egypt. Many ceme-
teries were excavated, or “cleared,” in Upper Egypt, including Nagada and Ballas
(Petrie and Quibell, 1896), Armant (Mond and Meyers, 1937), Badari (Brunton
and Caton Thompson, 1928), Harageh (Engelbach and Gunn, 1923), Mahasna
(Ayrton and Loat, 1911), Matmar (Brunton, 1948), Mostagedda (Brunton, 1937),
and Naga-ed-Dér (Lythgoe, 1905; Lythgoe and Dunham, 1965). Little attention
was paid to settlement sites in Upper Egypt in these early decades, though Quibell
and Green’s work at Hierakonpolis (Quibell, 1900; Quibell and Green, 1901),
Gertrude Caton Thompson’s careful excavations at Hemamieh (Brunton and Caton
Thompson, 1928), and Petrie’s early investigation at Nagada South Town (Petrie
and Quibell, 1896) were notable exceptions.

In contrast to a largely cemetery-based archaeology of the Upper Egyptian
Predynastic, early efforts in Lower Egypt concentrated more on settlement sites
such as Merimde (Junker, 1929, 1930), el Omari (Bovier-Lapierre, 1926a, 1926b),
Maadi (Menghin, 1931, 1932, 1934; Menghin and Amer, 1932, 1936), and the
Fayum (Caton Thompson, 1927, 1934). These projects revealed a Lower Egyptian
Predynastic culture different from the valley tradition further south. Ceramics,
lithics, burial practices (when cemeteries were found), and house forms (where
they could be compared) all differed from those discovered by Petrie and his
colleagues (see Hoffman, 1984).

By the middle of the twentieth century, though, other concerns had pre-
empted Predynastic archaeology, World War II, Egyptian independence, and the
Arab-Israeli wars interrupted fieldwork, while the rising tide of nationalism in
the Middle East encouraged an emphasis on Islamic archaeology more than the
earlier periods (Trigger, 1989, p. 183). In spite of these distractions, several im-
portant contributions occurred during this period. Baumgartel (1955) discussed
her research with Petrie’s collections and stressed a Mesopotamian or Elamite ori-
gin of the “Dynastic Race.” Saad conducted extensive excavations in the environs
of Helwan (Saad, 1947, 1951, 1957, 1969). Walter Emery’s excavations in the
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Saqqara region were put on hold during World War II and again following the
1948 war with Israel, but he was able to complete the excavation of a sequence of
large, 1st Dynasty cenotaphs or tombs (Emery, 1949, 1954, 1958).

The construction of the Aswan Dam shifted the center of investigations to
Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia for several years and helped revive prehistoric
archaeology (see Adams, 1992); Wendorf and his colleagues (1968) illuminated
earlier periods in Egyptian prehistory that help set the stage for later developments.
Arkel and Ucko’s (Arkel and Ucko, 1965) review of the Predynastic collated much
of the previous work but was handicapped by the current state of research. Trigger
(1968, p. 61) noted that . .. for various reasons there have been few systematic
excavations on prehistoric sites in Egypt in recent years and most studies have
consisted of the reworking of old and rather badly published evidence.”

In spite of these efforts, by the 1950s and 1960s advances in anthropological
archaeology elsewhere seemed to have marginalized Egypt. Near Eastern archae-
ology and Egyptology were often seen by outsiders as essentially atheoretical and
still committed to the cultural historical, biblical, or classical paradigms that had
played such important roles in their early development (Trigger, 1968, p. 61, 1989).
If Egyptologists were conscious of theoretical advances taking place in anthropol-
ogy, they seemed to view them as having little relevance to ancient Egypt. The need
for theoretical abstractions was obviated by detailed evidence from hieroglyphics,
art, and political history, but anthropologists rarely possessed the skills needed to
master these subjects. So by midcentury, many anthropological archaeologists and
Egyptologists had come to view each other’s contributions as largely irrelevant to
their own fields of inquiry. Although Egyptologists and prehistorians recognized
that Egypt was one of the earliest examples of a “pristine,” “territorial” state, it was
thought that she had little to contribute to a growing anthropological interest in the
development of state-type societies elsewhere because of her perceived unique-
ness. Egypt was viewed as a peculiar place, whose cultural history was perhaps so
unique that it shed little new light on large theoretical issues (Trigger, 1993, p. 2).

By the last decades of the twentieth century, these attitudes had begun to
change. Renewed fieldwork in Egypt, led frequently by anthropologically trained
archaeologists such as the late Michael Hoffman, showed that the archaeology
of Predynastic Egypt was far more complicated than had been assumed earlier.
Regional differences began to be appreciated, and these caused some researchers
to reevaluate the chronological methods employed by earlier generations of Egyp-
tologists. The complexity now revealed called for more sophisticated models than
those provided by traditional Egyptology. Within anthropology, postprocessualism
sought to reemphasize the links between archaeology and history and encouraged
positivist archaeologists to pay less attention to general analogies and more to
reading the past from specific cultural contexts. And while few researchers work-
ing in Egypt applied this paradigm explicitly (for exceptions, see Bard, 1992a;
Rice, 1990), it has affected a partial rapproachment between Egyptologists and
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anthropologists (see the papers in Lustig, 1997; especially those by O’Connor,
Adams, Wenke, and Trigger). As a result, anthropologists are taking renewed in-
terest in early Egypt. Although unique in some ways, Egypt now resembles early
civilizations in other regions. Trigger’s study (Trigger, 1993, p. 110) of seven early
states showed that

...a wide variety of economic behavior was associated with early civilizations, the one
constant being the production of surpluses that the upper classes appropriated through
a tributary relationship. Yet I have been able to discover only one basic form of class
hierarchy, two general forms of political organization, and a single basic religious paradigm
that constituted the supernatural counterpart to the tributary relationship. I have documented
significant variation from one early civilization to another only in terms of art styles and
cultural values.

Trigger’s cross-cultural comparison helps explain the older conflicts between
anthropological archaeology and Egyptology, while showing that an anthropolog-
ical approach can contribute to a study of ancient Egypt. The “significant variation
in art styles and cultural values” that Trigger noted has formed the cleavage plane
between anthropology and Egyptology in the past, since Egyptology has focused
on the differences while anthropology has been more concerned with the class
hierarchy, economic and political organization that share similarities with other
early states. Thus the uniqueness of Egypt’s artistic expression and cultural system
led Egyptologists to consider the civilization of the Nile Valley to be something
apart. However, the fact that Trigger finds only a few cross-cultural differences in
many aspects of ancient states means that the study of any early civilization can
inform research on the others. So the study of the emergence of the Egyptian state
may shed new light on the development of others elsewhere.

The early excavations continue to influence our understanding of the Pre-
dynastic. We still know more about mortuary practices in Upper Egypt than we
know about settlement sites, and we know more about settlements in the north
than we know about cemeteries. But recent work has begun to redress these im-
balances. Hierakonpolis (Harlan, 1985; Hoffman, 1982, 1987), Nagada (Hassan,
1992), the Hu-Semaineh region (Bard, 1989, 1992b), the Badari region (Holmes,
1993; Holmes and Friedman, 1994), and the Abydos-Thinis region (Patch, 1991)
have all been the targets of regional archaeological survey and excavation. In the
Delta, renewed work at Maadi and el Omari (Caneva et al., 1987; Debono and
Mortenson, 1990; Rizkana, 1989), Heliopolis (Debono and Mortenson, 1988),
and Merimde (Eiwanger, 1988, 1992) has added to our understanding of these
early cultures, highlighting differences from each other and from Upper Egypt. In
addition, new excavations at Tell Fara’in-Buto (Faltings and Kohler, 1996; Way,
1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1991a, 1991b, 1992), Minshat abu Omar (Kroeper, 1988,
1989), and Mendes (Friedman, 1991, 1992) have further defined the Lower Egyp-
tian culture, its relations with Canaan, and its eclipse by the Nagada culture of
Upper Egypt sometime in the Late Predynastic period.
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Since the 1970s fieldwork in the Predynastic has flourished, and many im-
portant new contributions have been made. It is beyond the scope of this paper
to consider them all, and readers are encouraged to consult the abbreviated bib-
liography for some of the relevant publications. Following a short discussion of
the traditional Predynastic chronology and a summary of earlier views about how
ancient Egypt emerged from the Predynastic, I discuss three developments that I
believe are central to the renewed contribution that Egypt can bring to the study
of early complex societies. These are (1) a growing appreciation of regional de-
velopments along the Nile Valley in the Predynastic; (2) a refined chronological
framework that helps anchor not only Egyptian prehistory but also the larger Near
East; and (3) the study of sociopolitical developments and trade, which frames a
fresh understanding of the evolution of the Egyptian state. These considerations
are not independent of each other. Many researchers are beginning to appreciate
this fact, and a nascent consensus appears to be forming that emphasizes the grad-
ual coalescence of a series of small polities, encouraged by competition in the
mortuary regime and the effort to control foreign trade.

Predynastic Chronological Considerations

Chronological difficulties abound in the Predynastic. Petrie’s Amratian,
Gerzean, and Semainan periods were replaced by Kaiser’s (Kaiser, 1957) Nagada I,
11, and III, and a complicated set of 11 to 15 subphases. The Semainan was gen-
erally rejected by Egyptologists, some of whom referred to the last part of the
Predynastic as the “Protodynastic period” (see Kantor, 1944, 1992). An earlier
tradition, now called the “Badarian,” was foreseen by Petrie (who had started his
Sequence Dates at 30 to leave room for it} but not documented until Brunton
and Caton Thompson’s (Brunton and Caton Thompson, 1928) work at Badari
and Hemmamiah. The growing appreciation of regional differences along the
Nile, which I discuss later, has encouraged some researchers to set aside chrono-
logical schemes that assumed similar cultural trajectories, in favor of tying re-
gional chronologies together through external methods such as radiocarbon dating.
Hassan’s (Hassan, 1985, 1988) radiocarbon-based chronology recognizes four ab-
solute periods in the Nile Valley: (1) the Early Predynastic (ca. 5000-3900 B.C.),
(2) Middle Predynastic (ca. 3900-3650 B.C.), (3) Late Predynastic (ca. 3650-
3300 B.C.), and (4) Terminal Predynastic (ca. 3300-3050 B.C.). These periods are
roughly equivalent to the Badarian, Nagada I (Amratian), Nagada II (Gerzean),
and Nagada III (Protodynastic).

The term “Dynasty 0" complicates the chronology as well. It describes a politi-
cal period rather than a cultural period, sometime before the 1st Dynasty (belonging
to the Nagada III or Protodynastic), during which some researchers believe Egypt
had already been unified under the rule of Upper Egyptian paramount chieftains
or kings (e. g., Kaiser and Dreyer, 1982). Renewed work at the Umm el-Qaab near
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Abydos has revealed a series of tombs belonging to rulers attributed to Dynasty
0. Royal names have been found incised on pottery vessels, including “Scorpion”
(not the “Scorpion” from the well-known “Scorpion Macehead” discovered by
Quibell, 1900, at Hierakonpolis) and “Ka” (Kaiser and Dreyer, 1982, p. 263). Two
other, as yet undeciphered royal names are referred to as “King A” (Brink, 1996)
and “King B” (Wilkinson, 1995, p. 206, 1999, pp. 52-58). These new discoveries
document the power of the Thinite royal family before the unification of Egypt,
although the term “Dynasty 0” implies a family of kings ruling over the whole of
Egypt, and this has not yet been demonstrated.

The development of regional chronologies has fostered a reinterpretation of
existing mortuary data. Where once variation in the mortuary regime was thought
to reflect temporal development in a relatively straightforward way, new research
suggests that Predynastic cemeteries are far more complicated spaces where de-
scent group rivalries demanded different burial treatments. These document the
existence of local and regional competition in the Predynastic, setting the stage for
the unification of Egypt at the beginning of the 1st Dynasty (ca. 3050 B.C.).

The Origins of Ancient Egypt—Earlier Views
The Legend of Menes

In considering the origins of the Egyptian state, it is best to start with the
Egyptians themselves. The traditional story was recorded by Manetho, a priest
who lived during the late fourth and early third centuries B.C. Looking back
over 2,500 years, Manetho desribed 30 dynasties who had ruled Egypt. The first
two consisted of a family of rulers from This, who conquered Lower Egypt (see
Trigger, 1983, p. 52) to found the state. Manetho names Menes as the first king of
the 1st Dynasty. Before Menes, Manetho states that Egypt was ruled by a series
of demigods from Upper and Lower Egypt; on the Pyramid Texts of the late Old
Kingdom (ca. 2350-2150) they are called the “Divine Souls of Nekhen” (ancient
Hierakonpolis) and “Divine Souls of Pe” (Buto in the northwest Delta). “Together,
the Souls of Nekhen and Pe are considered to be collective representations of the
deceased kings of the Predynastic Upper and Lower Egyptian kingdoms whose
capitals were housed at Hierakonpolis and Buto respectively” (Friedman, 1996,
p- 344).

The traditional explanation of Egypt’s beginning, like Manetho’s dynastic
division of Egyptian history, is much more recent than the events it describes.
There are no extant copies of Manetho’s text; it is described in the writings of
Josephus from the middle of the first century A.D. However, several lists of kings
from ancient Egypt appear to support Manetho’s system, including the Palermo
Stone (which lists kings from the 5th Dynasty back before the 1st Dynasty,
and a series of mythological kings who had ruled over a prehistoric, unified
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Egypt); the Karnak Tablet from the 18th Dynasty lists kings back to Menes. The
Abydos Tablet from the reign of Seti I and the Saqqara Tablet from the reign
of Rameses II (both 19th Dynasty) list rulers at least as far back as the 1st Dy-
nasty. The Turin Papyrus, written sometime in the 19th Dynasty, includes mythical,
semidivine kings before the 1st Dynasty (see Hoffman, 1984). The name Menes
(or Meni) does not appear in the lists until the 18th Dynasty (Vercoutter, 1992,
p- 199).

The discovery of the Narmer Palette at Hierakonpolis (Quibell, 1900) pro-
vided artistic, if not archaeological, support for the traditional view; it also in-
troduced the difficulty of a Thinite versus Hierakonpolis origin for the founder
of the Egyptian state. On one side of the palette, Narmer is depicted wearing the
white crown of Upper Egypt, delivering the coup d’grace to a helpless victim
identified with the sites of Buto and Sais in the northwestern Delta; on the other
side of the palette, Narmer wears the red crown of Lower Egypt and observes a
procession of standard bearers carrying nome symbols. The main register on the
palette depicts two mythological “serpo-leopards” with their necks intertwined.
The traditional interpretation of the iconography views the intertwined beasts as a
symbol of political unification resulting from warfare.

There are many problems with the traditional view, which stem primarily
from the lack of historical connections between the sources and the events, dif-
ficulties related to the interpretation of specific finds, and a tendency to read the
artifacts literally. Fairservis (1991) recently reevaluated the meaning of the Narmer
Palette, concluding that it has nothing to do with the unification of Upper and
Lower Egypt. Moreover, it is of uncertain archaeological provenience, having
been found in the “main deposit” of the temple enclosure at Hierakonpolis, where
Fairservis describes it as having been “‘junked’ by later occupiers of the temple
area” (1991, p. 1). The cache of objects may be a foundation deposit accompany-
ing the remodeling of the temple (Quibell, 1900), but the remodeling may have
taken place as late as the 2nd or 3rd Dynasty, several centuries after the event the
palette proports to describe. Wilkinson (1999) and Millet (1990) further caution
against reading the Narmer Palette literally; Wilkinson indicates that “it is perhaps
safer to ignore the palettes and maceheads as potential historical sources” (1999,
p- 49).

The identification of Narmer as the first king of the 1st Dynasty is fairly
secure, although his identification with the legendary Menes is less certain. Menes
might have been Pharaoh Aha, Hor-Aha, or he might have been Narmer. It is
clear, though, that Narmer was a historical figure, his tomb has been excavated at
Abydos, and his name is found incised on potsherds and other objects from Tell
Erani in the north (Ward, 1969) to Hierakonpolis in the south (Wilkinson, 1999,
p. 69, lists numerous other examples).

The issue is not Narmer’s existence, but rather the role he may have had in
bringing about the unification of Egypt. Dreyer’s reexcavation around the tomb of
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Narmer at Abydos revealed a small ivory label on which Narmer smites an enemy
identified with Buto by the papyrus reeds sprouting from his head. Dreyer states
that it is “the same event as depicted on the Narmer Palette. From this we may
conclude that the Narmer Palette indeed refers to an historical event which took
place in a certain year” (Dreyer, in Davies and Friedman, 1998, p. 35). Although
Wilkinson has cautioned against reading the Narmer Palette literally, he agrees
that the label lends new weight to the historical interpretation (1999, pp. 49, 68).
In any event, as Wenke (1991) points out, the traditional description is more of a
political history than explanation. Recent research has shown that there probably
was no unified polity in existence in Lower Egypt around 3100 B.C. (Kemp, 1989,
pp- 43, 44).

The “Dynastic Race” Hypothesis

Petrie (1939) believed that ancient Egypt was unified by an invading “dynas-
tic race” that originated in the east, somewhere around ancient Elam or Sumer,
and entered Upper Egypt via the Wadi Hammamat around the beginning of the
Gerzean period (ca. 3500 B.C.), conquering the “primitive” Egyptians. Influenced
by the appearance of Mesopotamian trade items and architectural elements found
in Predynastic and Dynastic contexts, Petrie’s views were based on the hyper-
diffusionism of his day. The idea was discarded by Massoulard (1949) in favor
of indigenous development, though several researchers (e.g., Baumgartel, 1955;
Edwards, 1971; Emery, 1961) continued to espouse the older view. Modern schol-
arship agrees with Massoulard (though see Rice, 1990, for an exception).

Recent Views, Anthropological and Otherwise

Anthropologists have suggested several possible explanations for the devel-
opment of the Egyptian state. Wittfogel’s (Wittfogel, 1952) hydraulic hypothesis
attributed the rise of political power to the need to manage expanding irrigation sys-
tems; Carneiro’s circumscription hypothesis (Carneiero, 1970, also see Bard and
Carneiro, 1989) outlined a process of conflict over scarce resources, leading finally
to the creation of a single state polity. Both of these ideas have been rejected by later
scholarship. While Wittfogel’s notion may be applicable to ancient Mesopotamia,
it appears that irrigation in the Nile Valley was not centrally controlled because
basin agriculture, fed by the annual Nile flood, was the dominant mode (see Hassan,
1988; Lamberg-Karlovsky and Sabloff, 1979). Likewise, population pressure, or
circumscription, may not have played a significant role. Hassan (1988, p. 165)
argues that the population of ancient Egypt was insufficient to create much cir-
cumscription, as do Kemp (1989, p. 31) and Wilkinson (1999, p. 45). However,
Hoffman (1984, pp. 309, 310) suggests that population concentration (though not






