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Fig. I. Map showing routes that populations followed from Afri&a to other parts of the Old World.

Middle Egypt in Prehistory:
A Search for the Origins of Modern Human
Behavior and Human Dispersal
by Deborah I. Olszewski, Shannon P. McPherron, Harold L. Dibble, and Marie Soressi

T he word Egypt for many people evokes im-

AL ages of one of the great civilizations of the
ancient world and represents one of the major
foci of research by the University of Pennsylva-
nia Museum. Tens of thousands of years before
Egyptian civilization, however, early humans
living along the Nile River and in the deserts of
Egypt left behind stone tools, the remains of
meals, and other evidence that is the key to un-
derstanding the evolution of modern human
behavior and the dispersal of humans from Af-
rica to the Middle East, Europe, and Asia. The
archaeological signatures provided by these an-
cient sites pose a series of intriguing research

problems because interpreting their details is
fundamental to deciphering the roots of hu-
manity worldwide.

One of the primary reasons that attention
has focused on the African continent as a
source of modern humans is advances in ge-
netics. These have allowed scientists to examine
the genetic relationships between modern, liv-
ing groups of people, and the results appear to
show that African populations have the most di-
versity in mtDNA (mitochondrial DNA), a type
of DNA that is passed only from mothers to their
offspring. Diversity in mtDNA is believed to

be the result of mutations that accumulate over
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Fig. 2. Location of project areas and ASPS sites.

time (Macaulay et al. 1997). Thus, populations
with a higher frequency of diversity in mtDNA
must have been in existence longer than other
populations.

The appearance of modern humans and of
modern human behavior were not necessarily si-
multaneous. Complicating this is the question of
how researchers define modern human behavior
and how it is recognized in the archaeological re-
cord. One avenue that some scientists have taken is
to look for evidence of symbolic behavior such as
art and personal ornamentation. Often, however,
these types of items are made of organic materials,
which are not always preserved over time. The
most readily available set of cultural materials is
thus stone artifact assemblages since stone is du-
rable and survives. Many researchers believe that
careful study of the technology of stone artifact
manufacture and the organization of human ac-
tivities across the landscape will provide clues to

the origins of modern human behavior.
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The routes by which humans dispersed from
Africa—the probable source region for modern
humans—into other parts of the world ang of
considerable interest. The two major proposed
routes (Fig. 1) are along the Nile Valley Cor-
ridor, and from present-day Somalia, across
the Red Sea, and into the Arabian Peninsula.
Evidence for the origins of modern human be-
havior may also be preserved along these routes.

These landmark events occurred during the
Paleolithic (or Old Stone Age), which extends
from the time of the earliest known stone tools
about 2.5 million years ago to about 10,000
years ago when the northern latitudes began to
recover from the onslaught of the last major
glacial advance of the Pleistocene epoch ("Tce
Age”). Archaeologists have divided the Paleo-
lithic into Lower, Middle, and Upper phases.
Research into all three phases in Egypt has a
long and distinguished history, but it has only
been in the last few decades that systematic



archaeological investigations have been under-
taken (e.g., Vermeersch 2000; Wendorf and
Schild 1976; Wendorf, Schild, and Close 1989).
This research has provided an excellent baseline
of Paleolithic sites, but the framework contains
many gaps, including how ancient human settle-
ments were structured across the landscape, and
the implications of this patterning for under-
standing the origins of modern human behavior
and dispersal from Africa. Our project, the
Abydos Survey for Paleolithic Sites (ASPS),
focuses on settlement patterning, applying a
landscape archaeology approach to the region
near Abydos in Middle Egypt (Fig. 2).

In January 2000, the authors conducted a
reconnaissance survey to thoroughly examine
small portions of the topography within a
r-kilometer radius southwest of Abydos. The
topographic contexts included sand dunes, flu-

viatile sediments, gravel terraces, and high desert e ;
hammada (a surface characterized by a paving of Fig. 3. A Lower Paleolithic (Acheulian) biface
desert-weathered stones that can include stone from ASPS-20.

artifacts; see Fig. 7). Our reconnaissance was

designed to assess the occurrence of Paleolithic

Fig. 4. Flakes refitted
to a nodule (core) from
ASPS-19.
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