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BOOK REVIEWS

Casting the net wide: Papers in honor of Glynn Isaac and his approach to human

origins research, edited by Jeanne Sept and David Pilbeam. Oxford, Oxbow Books,

American School of Prehistoric Research Monograph, 2012, 304 pp., £20.00

(hardback), ISBN 978-1842174548. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0067270X.2013.788868

Glynn Isaac was a remarkable scholar. He provided the intellectual spark that ignited

a quarter century of archaeological research into the origins and evolution of

hominin behaviour and almost single-handedly reoriented Early Stone Age (ESA)

archaeology in Africa from its long focus on typology and taxonomy to a focus on

natural, cultural and evolutionary processes. He directed important fieldwork in

Tanzania and Kenya, proposed several influential hypotheses about early hominin

behaviour and mentored a generation of students. And, of course, he died tragically

in his prime and at the height of his powers. Twenty-seven years after his death this

volume celebrates his long-term impact on archaeological and palaeoanthropological

research.

The 1970s were a time of intellectual excitement in African ESA archaeology.

Large-scale, well-funded interdisciplinary research programmes replaced the small-

scale efforts of previous decades. East Africa achieved international repute as the

evolutionary home of hominin anatomy and culture. New fossil finds and

archaeological sites seemed on offer to anyone who had the resources and will to

look carefully. The interpretive climate changed as well. An interest in adaptation

and cultural processes rapidly replaced earlier taxonomic concerns and these

interests required new methods in both the field and the laboratory. Glynn Isaac

was in the centre of all of this. By the early 1980s he had established a set of research

goals and standards of scholarship that have continued to guide research into the

second decade of the twenty-first century.
Isaac’s initial foray into new ways of doing archaeology occurred when he was the

on-site warden at the Olorgesailie Prehistoric Site in Kenya. Richard Potts reviews

this work and then provides a valuable summary of the significant archaeological

and palaeogeographical research that has been ongoing in the Olorgesailie Basin

since 1985. Isaac’s interest in landscapes began at Olorgesailie, but became central to

his archaeological approach at East Turkana. Anna Behrensmeyer discusses Isaac’s

approach to landscape archaeology and lays out some of the methodological

assumptions behind it. Early on Isaac realised that archaeological interpretations

had too often been based on simplistic assumptions that had little or no scientific

basis, as, for example, when an association of animal bones and stone tools was

assumed to indicate hunting. He therefore decided to establish more rigorous bases

for archaeological interpretation. One of the first was research into taphonomy, a

topic addressed in this volume by Diane Gifford-Gonzalez. Isaac encouraged other

kinds of actualistic research as well, including studies of site formation processes and
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replications of stone tools. These have been the basis of over thirty years of research

by Kathy Schick and Nick Toth, who here present a concentrated summary of their

results. Isaac was also one of the first archaeologists to urge serious attention to

primate behaviour and Jeanne Sept’s chapter does an excellent job of presenting

developments in this field relevant to archaeology. Isaac is also closely associated

with the scavenging hypothesis for early hominin meat acquisition. Chapters by

Manuel Domı́nguez-Rodrigo and John Speth tackle the current status of this
hypothesis.

Several other chapters build off methods and interests that were not central to

Isaac’s programme, but which benefitted from his approach. John Gowlett provides

an excellent summary of current thinking about the Acheulean, while Hélène

Roche reviews results of research at West Turkana archaeological sites, both

Oldowan and Acheulean. Richard Wrangham contributes a fascinating discussion

of the importance of honey in early hominin diets, making compelling use of

indirect evidence. In two chapters relevant to Isaac’s ‘home base’ hypothesis,

Merrick Posnansky provides an account of ethnoarchaeology in Ghana and

Brian Stewart, John Parkington and John Fisher summarise results of archae-

ological excavation of a near-past site in South Africa’s Western Cape Province.

Neighbouring regions also contribute. Ofer Bar-Yosef reviews evidence for

Neanderthal-modern encounters in the Near East and John Shea demonstrates

the value of Isaac’s ‘multiple working hypotheses’ in his discussion of the Near

Eastern Middle Palaeolithic. One author, Francis Musonda, steps back to attempt
a more global assessment of Isaac’s impact on African archaeology. The volume

concludes with Bernard Wood’s thoughtful and personal tribute to Isaac as a

person and a scholar.

The contributions in this volume have been written by well-established, senior

scholars who have been instrumental in continuing Isaac’s vision. They are all of

high quality, but differ in approach. Some address Isaac’s ideas directly, while

some include personal reminiscences. Others use the opportunity to repeat

arguments made in other venues and make no explicit attempt to relate them to

Isaac’s legacy. Many edited volumes trumpet new perspectives or revolutionary

new paradigms, though few actually deliver on these promises. Casting the Net

Wide takes a different perspective and looks back at an era. The breadth and

depth of Isaac’s vision were extensive enough to power a quarter century of

continuous research. This is a remarkable legacy. Not surprisingly the long-term

results have been mixed. Some of his insights have fared very well, among them the

importance of understanding site formation processes, the use of actualistic

studies and the importance of multiple working hypotheses. These are now part
of the bedrock of normal science in ESA archaeology. Other ideas have proved

more controversial. After 40 years, for example, archaeologists have reached

no consensus about the ‘scavenging’ and ‘home base’ models. The landscape

approach, which seemed so promising at the beginning, has also yielded only

modest revelations. The sanguine anticipation in the 1970s that there would be

many more high-quality Plio-Pleistocene sites has not panned out. Such ‘patches’

are few, small, and usually disturbed, while the ‘scatters’ in between have been

effectively mute.

Casting the Net Wide is as good a retrospective on this entire generation of

research as one is likely to find. The major ideas, and major methods, that have
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powered ESA archaeology since the 1970s are all presented here in their best light.

The book is a testament to Glynn Isaac’s vision and influence.

Thomas Wynn

University of Colorado, Colorado Springs

United States of America

twynn@uccs.edu

# 2013, Thomas Wynn

Material knowledges, thermodynamic spaces and the Moloko sequence of the Late Iron

Age (AD 1300�1840) in southern Africa, by Per Ditlef Fredriksen. Oxford,

Archaeopress, BAR International Series 2387, Cambridge Monographs in African

Archaeology 80, 2012, vii�133 pp., £29.00 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-4073-0979-8.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0067270X.2013.788866

The organisation and use of space in Iron Age farming communities in southern

Africa has been the subject of some intense archaeological research over the past

twenty-five years. Most work has been framed in reference to two models, the

Zimbabwe Pattern and the Central Cattle Pattern (CCP). The former is specifically

related to developments on the Zimbabwe Plateau that led to changes in the latter, an

ethnographically derived model that links the spatial organisation of settlements with

certain organisational features of Eastern Bantu-speaking societies (social ranking,

patrilineal ideology about procreation, bridewealth in cattle, male hereditary

leadership, and the positive role of ancestors in daily life).

Early debate about the CCP largely focused on how dissimilar a spatial pattern

discovered in the archaeological record must be before the CCP fails to explain its

organisation. This led to debate about what space means and a difference of opinion

about how spaces gain meaning: through social norms or through social action.

While it can be argued, as Huffman (2012) does (following Giddens), that a dialectic

between norms and action gives space meaning, archaeological research in southern

Africa has begun to examine more intensively the relationships between specific

practices, such as burials, and the broad normative rules outlined by the CCP. The

thorny part of these exchanges has come in handling what change in practices mean

relative to the social norms attached to the CCP over the past two millennia. This is

different from linking the spatial organisation of settlements to social norms because

it involves the activities that occurred in settlements, not just where they occurred.

Nevertheless, organisational features are still relevant because they form the broadest

cultural references for undertaking, rationalising and negotiating social action. This

is precisely the point at which Fredriken’s contribution is aimed. Based on his

dissertation at the University of Bergen (2009), the book presents Fredriksen’s

investigation of the dynamics of household space in precolonial Eastern Bantu-

speaking societies by shifting attention to the identity and practices of women as they

relate to the use of clay.

The first part of the book introduces the issue of studying settlement spaces in

southern Africa and outlines how Fredriksen has come to grips with the theory and

practice of the post-processual project, which in southern Africa has emphasised

bodily experience, agency and social action. The programmatic points are rehashed
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