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Abstract

This paper explores the use of food as an indicator of ancient social relations amongst households,
using bread preparation in ancient Egypt as a case study. Technological information on bread
making gained through a multi-stranded archaeological approach is applied to an investigation of
the Amarna Workmen’s village, a short-lived Pharaonic settlement dating to about 1350 BC. The
analysis demonstrates that once supplied with raw ingredients the village households were largely
self-sufficient, but that specific households co-operated in the production of bread. This case study
is first set into context with a discussion of the issues and problems associated with the archaeology
of food. A structure is suggested to help approach this complex subject.
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Food and culture

The study of food offers unique insights into human culture. Food is not only a funda-
mental human need but can be elaborated upon in almost infinite variety. Constrained by
biological needs and limitations — and sometimes even these are transcended — the
decisions about which foods are edible, the ways ingredients are prepared and the behav-
iours associated with food consumption are primarily dictated by culture. Food choices of
all kinds help to define and cement the identity of social groups.

Food has been of interest to social anthropologists for many years (Douglas 1984: 7,
Messer 1984). More recently, sociologists have begun to investigate food and its social
significance (Mennell et al. 1992). Caplan (1994), Goody (1982), Messer (1984) and
Murcott (1988) are amongst the authors who have provided useful overviews on diverse
anthropological and sociological approaches to food.

The central role which food plays in all human societies means that food impinges on
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many aspects of culture. Since archaeology is concerned with ancient culture, ancient food
provision seems a natural area to explore. To date, most work has concentrated on raw
resources and subsistence, but archaeologists have recently begun to explore food and its
relation to culture much more widely (e.g. Gumerman 1997; Hamilakis in press).

Food and archaeology

The term ‘food’ can be very broadly defined. It can encompass raw resources or ingredi-
ents, intermediate stages of preparation, the final prepared product ready for consump-
tion, the by-products and leftovers associated with assembling, preparing and consuming
food, and discarded meal debris. A broad definition is important because single stages of
food provision cannot adequately be examined in isolation (Sherratt 1991: 221).

Challenges of food within the archaeological record

Food in all its aspects presents a particular challenge to the archacologist because it is
highly complex. Food provision involves several stages (see Table 1), many of which
involve profound alteration of raw materials and the generation of a series of by-prod-
ucts. Three main transformation processes can be pinpointed. Raw resources are modi-
fied into transitional ingredients to make them more easy to handle, to isolate what is
considered edible, and to render indigestible materials palatable. The transitional ingre-
dients are prepared into the final food product by a wide variety of treatments (e.g. Stahl
1989). Upon consumption, digestion alters fully prepared foodstuffs into absorbable
components and excreted waste. At each of these transformation stages, the nature of the
material often changes profoundly, becoming more difficult to recognize and less likely
to survive in the archaeological record. Even if each phase is retrievable archacologically,
it may be difficult to link the products of each transformation.

In addition to the transformations which food undergoes, it is extremely perishable.
Evidence of raw resources such as bones and charred plant remains can survive reason-
ably well, but prepared foods, made to be more digestible by humans, are much more
susceptible to microbial attack and decay. This is also the case for gut contents, coprolites
and cess. Such materials are unlikely to be preserved by charring. Furthermore, any
prepared food not eaten by people is often scavenged by other organisms.

Muiltiple lines of approach to the archaeology of food

Given the problems involved in the study of ancient food, an approach which helps to
structure relevant archaeological data, while taking into account the complexity of food,
would be useful to target and to interpret surviving evidence. Goody’s (1982: 36-7) classic
work provides clear descriptions of the stages of food provision. He relates his five phases
of procurement, storage, preparation, consumption and disposal to the central human
process of production. These phases, together with the processes involved and the
locations where they take place, can be tabulated to show their links with the predomi-
nant cultural factors involved (Table 1). The divisions thus created are not rigid and
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Table 1 The stages of food provision, indicating for each phase the process involved, the location
where activities take place, and the key influencing cultural factors. Compiled and adapted with
reference to Goody (1982: 37-8). The precise order of stages, particularly those between procure-
ment and consumption, can vary. Also, the preparation stage may occur in more than one step; for
example, raw resources may undergo preliminary modification prior to storage or distribution.

Processes Stages Location Dominant cultural factors
Economics:
Collecting/ Hunting/gathering/ primary production;
hunting/fishing fishing area work organization;
Procurement technology of food
Cultivating/ Farm/fishery/garden production.
growing/ Belief systems:
animal what is/is not food.
husbandry
Politics:
rent/tribute/tax/potlatch;
Allocating/ Distribution Granary/market divisions in domestic unit;
storing decisions on seed, sale,
consumption;

control of resources.

Social:
Modification/ Inside/outside dwelling division and stratification
Processing Preparation of labour.
Kitchen/other areas Economics:

technology of preparation.

Social:
Eating Consumption Table/eating area how organized;

who participates;
what is served.

Belief systems:
allocation of particular

foods;

prohibitions.

Social:
Clearing up Disposal Eating area/kitchen/ what is disposed of vs.
rubbish area consumed.
Belief systems

elements of each grade into each other. Nevertheless, this structure helps to make explicit
the diverse dimensions of food and to clarify the inter-relationships of all aspects of food
provision.

The range of archaeological data which directly or indirectly bears upon food provision
can be related to Goody’s framework. For example, subsistence is most often formulated
in terms of resources and their patterns of cultural use or change through time (Gumer-
man 1997: 105). In other words, subsistence as currently studied by archaeologists deals



124 Delwen Samuel

mainly with procurement with its primarily economic focus. However, much archaeo-
logical evidence derives from disposed material, with its implications for social and belief
systems.

Much ancient activity was associated with food production and preparation because of
their fundamental importance, not only for nutrition but as a key part of culture. There-
fore, many of the artefacts found in the archaeological record are connected with food.
Table 2 demonstrates that there is good archaeological potential to look at each stage of
food provision. Several classes of ancillary evidence are available: carefully chosen ethno-
graphic analogues, accurate experimental replication, and the biological constraints
imposed both by human nutritional needs and the characteristics of exploited foodstuffs.

Table 2 The archaeological and supporting data which relate to each stage of food provision.

Food provision stage Types of material remains Supporting data
Procurement - plant remains — ethnography
— animal remains - experimental replication
—resource procurement tools - biology

—human remains

Storage - silos - ethnography
- bins
— storage vessels

Preparation —hearths, ovens - ethnography
— other preparation installations - experimental replication
— tools e.g. mortars, querns, flint & metal ~ — biology
blades

— vessels: pottery, metal, basketry
—house layouts

—food residues and remains

— butchery marks

Consumption — vessels — ethnography
— house layouts — experimental replication
- gut contents: known individual, short (for digestive processes)
time - biology
~ coprolites: unknown individual(s), short
time

— cess: known/unknown individual/group,
variable time span

— human remains: individuals, variable
span

Disposal Remains disposed of: - ethnography
- vessels
- preparation by-products
— leftovers
Condition of remains
- e.g. whole vs. cracked bones
Disposal patterns within/around settlement




