
This book is dedicated to the loving memory 
of the dear friends who have shared our 

glorious days in Farafra and who are no longer with us, 
Giampaolo, Ahmed Gamal, Ahmed Abdurabbo



FROM LAKE TO SAND

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF FARAFRA OASIS 
WESTERN DESERT, EGYPT

edited by

Barbara E. Barich, Giulio Lucarini 
Mohamed A. Hamdan and Fekri A. Hassan

SAPIENZA UNIVERSITY OF ROME  
DIPARTIMENTO DI SCIENZE DELL’ANTICHITÀ

MINISTRY OF ANTIQUITIES – EGYPT



ISBN 978-88-7814-520-7 
© 2014 All’Insegna del Giglio s.a.s.

Edizioni All’Insegna del Giglio s.a.s 
via del Termine, 36; 50019 Sesto Fiorentino (FI) 
tel. +39 055 8450 216; fax +39 055 8453 188 
e-mail redazione@edigiglio.it; ordini@edigiglio.it 
sito web www.insegnadelgiglio.it

Stampato a Firenze nel dicembre 2014

Front-Cover 
Panoramic view of El-Bahr basin. Photo for the courtesy of Carlos de la Fuente

English translations 
Erika Louisa Milburn 
Sarah Court

Volume published  with funds from  the Ministry of Universities and Research (Italian National PRIN 
Programme) and the Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichità, Sezione di Preistoria e Protostoria, Sapienza 
University of Rome.



Table of Contents

List of Contributors   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . XI

List of Figures    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  XII

List of Tables   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . XX

Foreword   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . XXII

Editorial note and Acknowledgments    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    XXIII

INTRODUCTION

1.	 Farafra Oasis and the Archaeological Project    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 3
Barbara E. Barich

1.	 The land and the people   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    3
2.	 The Archaeological Project    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   9
3.	 Safeguarding the oasis: site preservation and protection    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 18
4.	 Conclusions    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   18

I – ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK

2.	 Hints at Middle Stone Age occupation in the Farafra Oasis    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 25
Philip Van Peer

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   25
2.	 The site near the Mission’s Camp in Hidden Valley   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 25
3.	 The Hidden Valley Plateau Area   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  28
4.	 The Sheikh el Obeiyid area    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 35
5.	 The Ain Dalla road    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 36
6.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  37
	 Addendum by B.E. Barich   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   38

3.	 Early to mid Holocene archaeology of the Egyptian Western Desert    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    39
Barbara E. Barich

3.	 Resuming land occupation in the early Holocene   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   39
2.	 Early Holocene archaeology at Farafra: the sites of Ain e-Raml and Abu Kasseb   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   41
3.	 The transition towards the mid Holocene at Nabta    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   47
4.	 Occupation sites in the Dakhla oasis   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   53
5	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  54

4.	 An oasis through time: integrating historical and archaeological sources on Farafra Oasis since 
Pharaonic period to the present   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    55
Mario Cappozzo, Augusto Palombini

1.	 From the origins to the New Kingdom   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   55
2.	 The Ptolemaic and Late Period   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   57
3.	 From the Middle Ages to the present    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  58

II – BEDROCK GEOLOGY AND GEOMORPHOLOGY

5.	 Desert and oasis: geomorphology and geomorphic evolution   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  63
Fekri A. Hassan, Mohamed A. Hamdan, Abdelmoneim A. Mahmoud

1.	 Origins of the Farafra depression   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   63
2.	 Bedrock geology    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 63
3.	 Aeolian landforms    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  69
4.	 Playa sediments    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  70
5.	 Conclusion: depositional history and palaeoclimate   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   78



III – THE WADI EL OBEIYID PLAYA: EL-BAHR

6.	 Sedimentological characteristics and geomorphic evolution of the Holocene playa  
of Wadi el Obeiyid    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  81
Mohamed A. Hamdan

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   81
2.	 Stratigraphy and sedimentological characteristics   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   82
3.	 Early and middle Holocene palaeoenvironmental and palaeoclimatic implications    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    . 90
4.	 Late Holocene geomorphic evolution of Wadi el Obeiyid playa    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  91

7.	 The El-Bahr/Wadi el Obeiyid playa: its general setting and the main archaeological features    . 101
Barbara E. Barich

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  101
2.	 Topography and archaeological features    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   103
3.	 The mid Holocene horizon: the main occupation phase   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    106
4.	 Excavation at the BH-90-5C sheltered site: the late occupation phase    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  123
5.	 Main typological and technological characteristics    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   125
6.	 El-Bahr/El Obeiyid playa: climatic phases, chronology and comparisons    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  126

8.	 Workshop activities: Site El-Bahr 2A   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  129
Barbara E. Barich

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  129
2.	 The site   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  129
3.	 The lithic assemblage    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    131
4.	 Discussion   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  139

9.	 Fieldwork in recent decades in the El-Bahr basin: hearths and human occupation    .   .   .   .   . 141
Marina Gallinaro

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  141
2.	 The Steinplätze   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  141
3.	 Excavated structures   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  143
4.	 Spatial analyses   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  145

IV – HIDDEN VALLEY IN THE WADI EL OBEIYID

10.	 Geology of the Holocene playa sediments of Hidden Valley, Wadi el Obeiyid, Farafra    .    .    .   151
Mohamed A. Hamdan

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  151
2.	 Methods of study   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  151
3.	 Bedrock geology and geomorphology    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   151
4.	 Lithostratigraphy    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  154
5.	 Sedimentology of the Holocene sediments    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    163
6.	 Depositional environment   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  164
7.	 Geological evolution of the Hidden Valley playa   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   164
8.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    165

11/1.	Hidden Valley: a 7000 year-old village in Wadi el Obeiyid    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 167
Barbara E.Barich

1.	 Introduction – The archaeological investigation   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    167
2.	 Stratigraphy and features    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  169
3.	 The Hidden Valley village: phases of occupation and contextual analysis   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  203

11/2.	The excavated artefacts from Hidden Valley village: 1990-2001   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 209
Barbara E. Barich

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  209
2.	 Surface   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  211
3.	 Layer I    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  217
4.	 Layer II   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  218
5.	 Layer IIA    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  225
6.	 Layer III   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    234
7.	 Layer IIIA   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  242
8.	 Technological features: an overview from the examined sectors   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    243



11/3.	The excavated artefacts from sectors B/4, D/2, E/1 at Hidden Valley  
(2003 and 2005 field seasons)   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 251
Giulio Lucarini

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  251
2.	 Surface   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  251
3.	 Layer I    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  255
4.	 Layer II   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  255
5.	 Layer IIA    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  256
6.	 Layer III   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    260
7.	 Techno-typological and functional considerations   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  261

11/4.	The bifacial products from Hidden Valley and neighbouring areas in Wadi el Obeiyid    .    .    .  265
Giulio Lucarini

1.	 The study area    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  265
2.	 The bifacial collections   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  267
3.	 The bifacial tradition of the Wadi el Obeiyid region   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  282

11/5.	Large stone tools from the Hidden Valley village and basin    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   285
Giulio Lucarini

1.	 Introduction: materials and research methodology    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   285
2.	 Technology and raw material   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    287
3.	 The Hidden Valley village assemblage   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   288
4.	 The assemblage from the Hidden Valley basin    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  294

11/6.	Ostrich eggshell products from Hidden Valley village, Farafra Oasis –  
Contributions from technological analysis    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 301
Emanuela Cristiani

1.	 The archaeological context    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   301
2.	 Methodology and materials analysed   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    302

11/7.	Hearths of the Hidden Valley area, Farafra Oasis   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   307
Marina Gallinaro

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  307
2.	 Hearths in the main Hidden Valley area   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    308
3.	 Hidden Valley 2    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    310
4.	 Discussion   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  310

11/8.	Technological and functional approach to the bone artefacts from Hidden Valley village,  
Farafra Oasis    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 315
Giacoma Petrullo

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  315
2.	 Methodology    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    315
3.	 Analysis of the archaeological artefacts   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  319
4.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    320

11/9.	The Hidden Valley technological complex – An overview    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  321
Barbara E. Barich, Giulio Lucarini

1.	 Flaked stone production    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   321
2.	 Ground stone tools    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   325
3.	 Ostrich eggshell production    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  326
4.	 Bone artefacts    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   327
5.	 Discussion: main points of comparison outside the Farafra depression   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  327

V – FOOD RESOURCES AT HIDDEN VALLEY

12.	 Plant food resources at Hidden Valley, Farafra Oasis    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 333
Ahmed G. Fahmy

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  333
2.	 Materials and methods   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  334
3.	 Results    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  334
4.	 Morphology of plant macro-remains    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    336
5.	 Synthesis    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   341
6.	 Discussion and conclusions   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   342



13.	 Exploitation and management of wild grasses at Hidden Valley, Farafra Oasis    .    .    .    .    .    .  345
Giulio Lucarini

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  345
2.	 Quantitative correlations between plant macro-remains and archaeological contexts    .    .    .    .    .    .   346
3.	 Techniques for harvesting wild and domesticated Sorghum: an experimental programme    .    .    .    .    350
4.	 Study of harvesting techniques at Hidden Valley through experimental archaeology and functional 

analysis   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  357
5.	 Study of the archaeological sample collected at Hidden Valley   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  362
6.	 Discussion: stone tools associated with harvesting activities in Hidden Valley   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   365
7.	 The use of sickles and other plant working tools in the Egyptian Western Desert and the Nile Valley    .   366

14.	 Animal remains from the Hidden Valley Neolithic site, Farafra Oasis   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 369
Achiel Gautier

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  369
2.	 The animal groups encountered    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    370
3.	 Fossil traces    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  373
4.	 Taphonomic groups    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  373
5.	 Palaeoeconomy and palaeoenvironment    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .   373
6.	 Neolithic sheep and goat in the Western Desert    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    373
7.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    374

VI – THE WADI EL OBEIYID CAVE 1 (FARAFRA CAVE)

15.	 The Wadi el Obeiyid Cave 1 – Geological features    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 377
Mohamed A. Hamdan, Fekri A. Hassan, Abdelmoneim A. Mahmoud

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  377
2.	 Cavern morphometry   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    379
3.	 Cavern sediments   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  381
4.	 Cave 1 speleothems dating and their palaeoclimatic implications   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  383
5.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    384

16.	 The Wadi el Obeiyid Cave 1: the rock art archive    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  385
Barbara E. Barich

1.	 Introduction   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  385
2.	 Structural features   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  385
3.	 Wind-blown sand deposit   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  386
4.	 Rock art works   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  387
5.	 Conclusion   .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    395

Appendix I.  The Boats Arch: a new rock art site in Wadi el Obeiyid    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 406
Giulio Lucarini, Emanuele Mariotti

Appendix II.  Vertebrate remains from Wadi el Obeiyid Cave 1, Farafra Oasis    .    .    .    .    .    .    .    .  411
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This volume presents all the data collected during the 
cycle of research conducted by the Archaeological Mis-
sion in the Farafra Oasis between 1990 and 2005, only 
in part already published in preliminary form in separate 
articles. The book offers a comprehensive and complete 
edition of the data illustrated with an ample selection of 
images, essential for a full understanding. This monograph 
has been a long time in the making, due not only to the 
quantity of information and the number of essays that it 
contains, but also to the need to ensure the conformity of 
the documentation from our early years of research. The 
documents accompanying the text consist of a substantial 
graphic and photographic repertoire (geographical and 
geological maps, contour maps, stratigraphic sections, 
plans and distribution maps of artefacts), photographs of 
the environment, photomosaics of the main settlement, mi-
crophotographs of archaeological artefacts (lithic industry, 
bone and ostrich eggshell tools). Considerable space has 
been given to the illustration of the archaeological materi-
als, documented almost exclusively using scale drawings. 
To these we should add the quantitative tables presenting a 
complete catalogue of the archaeological, archaeozoologi-
cal, palaeobotanical and anthracological materials found. 
We are proud that this amount of documents, allowing 
for a reconstruction of the prehistoric population profile 
of the Farafra Oasis and in particular the northwestern 
sector along the Wadi el Obeiyid, is now available to the 
scientific community. On this basis, the multidisciplinary 
essays contained in this volume provide a detailed picture 
of the peopling of the Farafra Oasis, hitherto one of the 
least well known within the Western Desert but particu-
larly important during the middle Holocene, the period 
when climate conditions were most favourable, with later 
brief humid episodes even in the historic periods. 

The results of this long-term research cycle, combined 
with data from the survey of the whole Wadi el Obei-
yid still in progress, allow us to identify changes in the 
peopling of the oasis and to define various occupation 
phases. The new chronology for the Wadi el Obeiyid is 
this volume’s main achievement and, as demonstrated 
in the final chapter, is in complete agreement with the 
main cultural units of other territories in the Western 
Desert (fig.21.6). On this chronological basis, the contacts 
between the latter and the peoples established on the 
Nile are brought into sharper focus. At Farafra, the first 
trend towards a prolonged presence in the area dates to 
the middle Holocene, with sites developing inside playa 
basins and reaching a considerable size. It is at this time 
that the economic profile of the oasis takes shape, with 
the first arrival of caprines to broaden the spectrum of 
resources exploited, hitherto aimed mainly at the man-
agement of spontaneous grasses and the consumption of 
game animals. The use of plants may have shaped the 
social structure, pushing human groups towards a more 
stable form of life and contributing to the development 
of increasing complexity. Contacts over greater distances, 
through which cultural features may have been transferred 
from the oasis to the societies of the Nile, date from the 
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Wadi el Obeiyid B phase (from 5800 cal. BC) onwards. 
From this point onwards, people moved over greater 
distances, establishing contacts with the Nile Valley and 
with depressions further north such as Siwa and Fayum. 
The occurrence of raw materials that were not locally 
available, alongside pottery inspired by models from the 
Nile, suggests a highly mobile pattern, including frequent 
contacts with the Nile Valley and beyond. 

This type of enterprise can be successful only with the 
support of research Institutions. We wish to acknowl-
edge the friendship, trust and support received from 
the Supreme Council of Egyptian Antiquities – now the 
Ministry of Antiquities under the Minister Mamdouh 
M. El-Damaty – and to thank the General Secretaries 
who have succeeded one another over the long period of 
research documented in this volume. Also fundamental 
was the support and financial backing of the Sapienza 
University of Rome with the Dipartimento di Scienze delle 
Antichità and the Facoltà di Scienze Umanistiche (now the 
Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia), under the aegis of which our 
research project was carried out. In particular, we thank 
the staff of the Departmental Administrative Office and 
especially the Secretaries for their enormous contribution 
to the successful outcome of our archaeological missions 
and their administrative support. 

No less valuable and concrete was the support received 
from major Italian Institutions. The Direzione Generale 
per la Promozione del Sistema Paese at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of Universities and 
Research, accompanied in the early years by grants from 
the National Research Council, provided annual fund-
ing that allowed us to plan and develop our work over 
the long term, thus ensuring its good progress. From the 
outset we have enjoyed unconditional support from Italy’s 
diplomatic Institutions in Egypt. We recall with gratitude 
the attention devoted to our Mission in the Farafra Oasis 
by the Italian Embassy under the leadership of Ambas-
sadors Francesco Aloisi de Larderel, Antonio Badini and 
Claudio Pacifico. No less important was the assistance of 
the Italian Cultural Institute; a special mention goes to 
the generous help and friendship of the late Carla Burri. 
Finally, we thank the Archaeological Centre, which after 
its reopening and under the guidance first of Maria Casini, 
and later of Rosanna Pirelli, played an essential role in 
ensuring the presence of Italian Missions in Egypt and 
was a precious resource for relations with the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities and the Ministry of Antiquities.

We will always remember the support received from 
the inhabitants of the Farafra and Bahariya Oases who 
welcomed us warmly and participated directly in our 
fieldwork. The construction in recent years of a small 
Visitor Centre in the Qasr Farafra, with the assistance 
of the Italian mission, will allow the local population, 
especially schoolchildren, to understand the oasis’ im-
portant position in Egypt’s cultural development and its 
rich environmental and cultural heritage. We hope that in 
the future at least a small part of the collections from the 
Italian excavations, currently in storage at the Antiquities 
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Storehouse in Dakhla, will be displayed in their original 
home, inside the Visitor Centre.

In the Farafra Oasis, we have always been able to rely 
on Abdurabbo Abdel Nour and his family during our 
fieldwork for both practical assistance and affectionate 
hospitality, as they welcomed us to their home every year 
and hosted the equipment for our camp. In Cairo, Mo-
hamed and Ahmed Serwy and their families also helped 
us in the difficult and laborious process of logistical 
organization of the missions, in which they have always 
assisted us with great competence and sincere friendship.

Valuable assistance in Egypt was provided by the In-
ternational Oil Egyptian Company, Egypt Branch (IOEC) 
which during the entire research project described here 
supplied safe transportation vehicles for our travel from 
Cairo and within the study area for members of our Mis-
sion. We wish to thank the Directors who have succeeded 
each other over all these years and the managers of the 
Transportation Department, Sharaf Mohamed Sami and 
Tarek Maarek for their help and collaboration. 

Finally, the volume editors wish to express their grati-
tude to all those whose participation and contribution 
made our work possible: above all the members of the 
scientific team, many of whom also took an active part 

in our fieldwork and shared its hardships; the representa-
tives in the field of the Supreme Council of Antiquities, 
now Ministry of Antiquities, who will be acknowledged 
individually in the volume but of whom we wish here to 
mention Meher Bashendi and Sayed Yamani, who fol-
lowed our research from the outset; the students from 
the Sapienza University of Rome who worked with us in 
the field; the workmen, guides and drivers.

Our awareness of the importance of the archaeologi-
cal complex brought to light in the Farafra Oasis and, at 
the same time, of its fragility, due to its exposure to both 
the deterioration of the physical environment and uncon-
trolled human activities makes us fear for its conservation. 
We ask that the area of the White Desert National Park, 
recently established under the aegis of the Egyptian-Italian 
Environmental Cooperation (EIECP), be extended to 
cover all sites of archaeological interest along the Wadi 
el Obeiyid. We hope that this book, with its complete 
documentation of the precious nature of the Farafra Oa-
sis landscape and its archaeological heritage may help to 
promote more effective policies for its safeguard. 

B.E.B.	 G.L.

The members of the Italian Archaeological Mission in the Farafra Oasis – Year 2006.
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Editorial note and Acknowledgments

The dates used in this volume are all absolute dates 
mainly, though not exclusively, obtained with the radio-
carbon method. Throughout the book these are indicated 
homogeneously as uncalibrated conventional radiocarbon 
dates (bp) to allow for immediate comparison with the ma-
jor literature on the Western Desert, which has always pre-
sented dates in this form. The conventional date is almost 
always accompanied by the calibrated BC radiocarbon date 
calculated with IntCal09 (Reimer et al. 2009). For all the 
available dates, the calibrated BC values with a confidence 
interval of 1 σ, and 2 σ are reported in full in table 17.1.

For the toponyms of the areas investigated we have 
used the most reliable versions within the sometimes 
fairly wide range used locally; these are identical in all 
the various chapters.

Unless otherwise specified, all the photographs belong 
to the Archive of the Italian Archaeological Mission in 
the Farafra Oasis. 
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We also thank: Farafra Visitor Centre (fig.1.19, 
a-b); K.Wasylikowa (fig.3.11); K.Nelson (fig.3.12); 
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A.Siliotti (fig.21.2).

The drawings of archaeological finds are the painstak-
ing and expert work of Giovanni Carboni of the Sapienza 
University of Rome and of Massimo Pennacchioni, Ente 
Cartografico dello Stato and University of Roma Tre, 
and we thank both for their exceptionally accurate and 
faithful drawings. 

The archaeological materials are usually presented at 
a scale of 2:3 unless otherwise specified in the captions. 

Massimo Pennacchioni and Fiorenza Piazzi (the latter 
free lance) were responsible for the digital reprocessing of 
the distribution maps of archaeological features and strati-
graphic sections using the recordings made in the field.

They also reprocessed the materials initially pro-
duced by Luciano Narisi of the Dipartimento di Scienze 
dell’Antichità, of the Sapienza University of Rome.

The topographical survey of the El-Bahr and Hidden 
Valley areas are by Giulio Fratini and Francesco Moriconi 
(both of the Acanthus Company), Emanuele Mariotti (at 
that time University of Siena), and Augusto Palombini 
(National Council of Research, CNR). 
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of Rome). 

The graphic edition of all the illustrations and the 
preparation of the tables included in this volume were by 
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to the Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichità, Sapienza 
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The English texts were translated and revised ini-
tially by Sarah Court and later by Erika Louisa Milburn, 
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dell’Antichità. We want to address a particular thanks 
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utmost care and professionalism.
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