
Preface

This book was developed from the ‘Rahmenschrift’ for the ‘cumulative habilitation’ thesis ‘Material 
Culture and Identities – Complexities of Identity Research in Archaeology as seen in a late Middle 
Kingdom settlement in Ancient Egypt. A Case Study’, approved in 2019, at the Institute for Egyptology, 
University of Vienna.

It is the result of an elongated period of research, first recording all the finds of a late Middle King-
dom settlement at Tell el-Dabᶜa, then understanding the archaeology and finally researching on the 
meaning of material culture and its relation to the identities of people and what to make of things left 
behind in antiquity and found millennia later by archaeologists. While thinking about the complicated 
nature of this relationship filled many books in the past, the intention of this book was to bring the many 
thoughts on ‘things’ of daily use, how they were made and who used what and how into a fruitful rela-
tion with a large number of actual objects recovered from a settlement of the late Middle Kingdom. The 
choice of the settlement in Area A/II at Tell el-Dabᶜa in this period as a case study within the framework 
of several archaeological theories is strongly influenced by the fact that excavations here have brought 
to light many artefacts clearly related to the Syro-Palestinian milieu, which has resulted in somewhat 
dismissive references in the Egyptological literature to that settlement being classified as a settlement of 
strongly ‘Egyptianised’ (acculturated) immigrants from Syria-Palestine. Such a view does not take into 
account the multifaceted image that the site, the inhabitants and their material culture actually deserve.

In effect, the importance of this rather humble accumulation of houses, people and items found in 
Area A/II, lies in the stage it provides for the inhabitants living here in the late Middle Kingdom, with 
contacts to both Egypt and the Near East. The features and development of its material culture provide 
several opportunities to utilise various theoretical approaches to its studies, by far exceeding the simple 
historical narrative usually offered.

Several of the approaches to the archaeological processes visible at the site suffer from a lack of data, 
either through missing comparanda or due to the fact that certain scientific data could not be collected 
because the excavation took place a long time ago and scientific sampling of various materials was, at 
the time, impossible. While some scientific data might still become available in the future, in the mean-
time this book offers a guide to thinking about material culture in a liminal space, without claiming to 
provide the only correct approach. In many ways it was a thought experiment to see what happens if 
some assumptions are not taken as certainties but instead are questioned and allow the material culture 
to speak without cramming it into a preconceived and rigid taxonomy.

As for the structure of this book, Chapters 1 to 3.3 formed the introduction to the collection of thir-
teen articles and one book previously published/in press constituting the original “habilitation” thesis. 
These chapters were expanded and some discussions were adapted to be coherent without the published 
articles directly attached in the form of references. For better understanding a number of figures have 
been added. The chapter on results summarises many of the archaeological details, which were original-
ly included in the habilitation thesis but have since appeared in print as ‘Tell el-Dabᶜa XXIV. The Late 
Middle Kingdom Settlement of Area A/II. A Holistic Study of Non-élite Inhabitants at Tell el-Dabᶜa. 
Volume 1. The Archaeological Report. The Excavations from 1966 to 1969’. The second part of this 
report dealing with the excavations from 1975 to 1985 is in an advanced stage of preparation. Several 
articles also deal with aspects of material culture, archaeological theory, and certain object classes oc-
curring in the late Middle Kingdom settlement at Tell el-Dabᶜa. This is the basis onto which the current 
volume builds.
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