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ABSTRACT - Anthropological and ethnographic research has shown that feasting fulfilled
important purposes in prehistoric societies. It allowed the sharing of food among
community members, it provided an opportunity for temporary leaders to display their
generosity and acquire prestige and could also lead to the appearance and consolidation
of permanent inequality. Among the markers that are used by archaeologists in order to
identify feasting, we can mention, besides the pictorial representations of such events as
in later historical art, an abundance of resources that could provide surpluses, special
kinds of food used for these events, special vessels used for serving food on such
occasions like wooden gourds and bowls, the use of prestige goods into which feast foods
could be converted, the presence of large hearths containing the remains of unusually
abundant food consumption at a given time, the occurrence of special grounds or
structures where feasts could be held and the occurrence of individuals clearly possessing
more wealth and influence than other members of their community Unfortunately, it is very
difficult to detect in the archaeological record in prehistoric times but this paper
endeavours to point out possible markers to identify feasting in predynastic Egypt since we
know such events took place at all times in the pharaonic period and it is unlikely that, as
has been found in many other prehistoric societies, it was absent in the Nile Valley in
predynastic times.

Feasting and banquets have taken place in communities all through human
history®. It would be naive to think that these gatherings were meant for just the
enjoyment of the mutual company, good food, beverages, music and other
performances, without other connotations.
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status quest, Providence, 1996, 127.



Today as in the past such events also cement loyalties, proclaim the status of
those who offer them as well as of those who attend them, are often an excuse for
the fostering of business or political agendas and go beyond the idea of having a
good time?.

Feasting was often performed with chiefs acting as hosts in order to celebrate a
range of political, economic and social events. To these gatherings chiefs from
other towns could be invited and were expected to bring gifts for their host.

Such presents were used to help fund the celebrations and involved a
redistribution of what he had received from his guests®.

It should also be emphasized that feasts, and especially the competitive ones, do
not seem to have taken place out of need but rather as a corollary to abundant
resources. This is supported by a large body of ethnographic evidence®.

The study of both ancient and modern societies has shown that feasting, also
involving gift giving, took place frequently in the past and in recent times among the
native population in places like northwest Canada to such an immoderate and
extravagant extent, since enormous quantities of wealth were destroyed, that the
government had to prohibit such wasteful practices®.

Feasting seems to have taken place among hunter-gatherers as well as in later
settled communities, with perhaps different purposes that agreed with the stage of
social development in each case®.

In ancient Egypt during historical times feasts were depicted in wall paintings in
tombs in which the simple mutual pleasures seem to have been emphasized’.

Classical writers gave us an exaggerated description of these feasts in Graeco-
Roman times: “Between the neighbouring towns of Ombi and Tentyra there burns
an ancient and long-cherished feud and undying hatred, whose wounds are not to
be healed. Each people is filled with fury against the other because each hates its
neighbours' Gods, deeming that none can be held as deities save its own. So
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when one of these peoples held a feast, the chiefs and leaders of their enemy
thought good to seize the occasion, so that their foe might not enjoy a glad and
merry day, with the delight of grand banquets, with tables set out at every temple
and every crossway, and with night-long feasts, and with couches spread all day
and all night, and sometimes discovered by the sun upon the seventh morn. Egypt,
doubtless, is a rude country; but in indulgence, so far as | myself have noted, its

barbarous rabble yields not to the ill-famed Canopus™.

But, in fact, although we cannot deny the accusation of frequent overindulgence,
they app ar to have been fairly well organized and civilized gatherings for the
enjoyment of the ancient Egyptian elite.

Now in order to deal with the problem at hand, that is, whether feasting also took
place in predynastic Egypt and how we can ascertain that, | would like to go into
some of the characteristics of this practice.

Feasting in ancient times can be described as celebratory, of mutual aid or
commensal. The latter is the one that | was mostly concerned about due to its
competitive nature as aggrandizers vied with one another to excel in these
gatherings and strengthen their power and influence within their community or
beyond through a generous display and use of their wealth.

Among the markers that are used by archaeologists in order to identify feasting,
we can mention, besides the pictorial representations of such events as in later
historical art, an abundance of resources that could provide surpluses, special
kinds of food used for these events, special vessels used for serving food on such
occasions like wooden gourds and bowls, the use of prestige goods into which
feast foods could be converted, the presence of large hearths containing the
remains of unusually abundant food consumption at a given time, the occurrence
of special grounds or structures where feasts could be held and the occurrence of
individuals clearly possessing more wealth and influence than other members of
their community.

Until recently the buried remains of wild and domestic animals, especially in
funerary contexts, was considered to be the expression of early religious practices
linked to the reverence those animals received from predanastic Egyptian
communities®.

It has been pointed out that “a cultic motivation for the independent burial of

animals ..... remains one possible interpretation. This means that alternative

interpretations are equally worth investigating™°.
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The accumulations of cattle bones as well as those of other large domesticated
animals in archaeological contexts can perhaps also be interpreted as the probable
remains of feasts™. In many parts of the world cattle has been considered a
symbol of wealth and its accumulation or the display of same by its conspicuous
consumption an exhibition of power and high status™?.

At the Sudanese site of Kerma in a Middle Kerma tomb (115) the remains of
sheep and pieces of meat were buried in the proximity of this grave clearly
belonging to a member of the local elite, while a large number of cattle bucrania
were arranged to the south, in a half moon shape®.

At Kerma the number of bucrania associated to tombs range from a few to

several thousand and although religious notions have been suggested as the
cause for this practice, the results of funerary feasts seems to be a more
reasonable interpretation.

For instance, among the Akha in southeast Asia funerary feasts held for members
of the elite involved the killing of many buffaloes, valuable gifts were given to the
presiding shaman and those who attended exchanged presents.

Other probable functions of such feasts could have also been the display of
wealth, status, not at all unselfish generosity since alliances were ratified and
strengthened and reciprocity debts were created.

As Hayden has pointed out, in these communities “wealthy people have livestock,
poor people do not. The rich can use livestock sacrifices in feasts in order to create
strong reciprocal social relationships with other members of the community or to
contract marriages and thus gain political support and power, or ‘buy power’ “ .......
“If one wishes to argue that prestige items such as gongs, swords, silver spoons,
bronze kettles, and jewelry, or domestic animals do not necessarily indicate
feasting or its associated rituals, the transegalitarian ethnographic record speaks
empirically for itself. These and other similar prestige items are everywhere

intimately tied to feasting contexts and behavior in the transegalitarian world™**.

The accumulated horns of the sacrificed livestock on these occasions were buried
in the debris of the headman’s house and left behind when he moved to another
location.
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It is possible that large assemblages of cattle bones in funerary or settlement
contexts in predynastic Egypt can be interpreted as manifestations of feasting.

In Nubia in the cemetery 142 of Naga Wadi two large pits containing the bones of
oxen were found in the vicinity of Terminal Group A human graves belonging to
members of the local elite™.

At Hemmamieh that is also the likely context for the large numbers of oxen bones
found in the settlement®, since apparently the finds of animal bones, even in
funerary contexts in predynastic Egypt, seem not to have had religious
connotations®’.

Even though some of these examples are of later date than the Egyptian
predynastic, if they correspond to feasting practices they bring closer to home a
phenomenon that is well attested at different times in many parts of the world.

Recent archaeological work carried out in the predynastic settlement at Mahasna
could identify the numerous remains of cattle (the most abundantly represented
animal species at the site) as well as fish and other wild and domestic animals
which had been sacrificed and appear to be linked to some sort of ritual or other
activity that probably took place in a large structure situated in Block 3. This could
be the remains of feasts and the place where they were carried out. Although still
merely a tentative suggestion, | think it is worthy of careful consideration since
similar contexts have also been found elsewhere in predynastic Egypt, for
instance, at the elite cemetery in Hierakonpolis®.

In a recent publication®® we were reminded that in many cases the decorated and
other pots found in predynastic tombs exhibit evidence of wear (erosion of
surfaces, small damage to the edges, repairs made to some) and were not
manufactured specifically for funerary use but came in fact from the world of the
living.

It is a tantalizing thought that some of them, especially the types that are best
suited to contain and serve various kinds of food and at the same time exhibit
elaborate decoration, could have been used in feasting, marking the status of
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those who were involved in competitive feasting and took to their graves some of
the elaborate pots that underlined their social position.

Since there is no reason to think that predynastic Egypt was an isolated island,
differing in their manifestations of social complexity from people in many other
parts of the world and being feasts a frequent and well documented phenomenon
in later pharaonic times, it might prove profitable to bear in mind the above
mentioned markers in future archaeological work on predynastic Egypt in order to
enable us to detect more unmistakable traces of feasting in settlement and
funerary contexts and how it was linked to the activities of the elite.



