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IN MEMORIAM

A Reminiscence

I met Ofer in 1984, on the first day of my first year in graduate 
school. I was at Harvard to study African prehistoric archaeol-
ogy with Glynn Isaac. Ofer was there working on a book about 
Levantine prehistory. We bonded over a mutual interest in stone 
tools and disagreements over their value for paleoanthropology. 
(I was an optimist, he a pessimist.) At year’s end, Glynn and 
Ofer arranged for me to spend the summer in Jerusalem exam-
ining Paleolithic stone artifact collections at Hebrew University. 
There, I discovered my hosts on the prehistory faculty were all 
Ofer’s former and current doctoral students. This hotbed of pre-
historic research, one that punched so far above its weight in 
global archaeology, was literally “the house that Ofer built.”

A year later, I was about to quit graduate school. Glynn Isaac 
had died, and I met with our department chair to tell him I was 
leaving. He urged me not to do so, saying that Ofer had agreed to 
supervise my doctoral training from Israel. (Several years later, 
Harvard hired Ofer as MacCurdy Chair.) I learned much from 
Ofer at Harvard and excavating with him and his colleagues at 
Kebara Cave. His most enduring and inspiring lesson, however, 
was one he taught me on the streets of West Philadelphia.

Back in the early 1990s, determining what was or was not 
a “Levallois” artifact had become an issue in Pleistocene 

archaeology. Ofer jumped right into the debate, co-organizing 
with Harold Dibble a workshop on the issue at the University 
of Pennsylvania. I was one among a small number of younger 
scholars attending. After a very long day of podium presenta-
tions showcasing the occurrences of Levallois tools worldwide, 
one was eager to get to the matter at hand. I proposed pulling 
a few dozen Middle Paleolithic tools from the Penn Museum 
collections, asking individual workshop participants to count 
up Levallois/non-Levallois identifications, and then com-
paring the results. This seemed a reasonable way to gauge 
variation in Levallois identifications and the magnitude of the 
problem we were supposed to be debating. Senior scholars 
thought differently. They viewed my proposal as an insult, a 
challenge to their authority and expertise. They rebuked me 
for proposing this and complained vociferously to Ofer and 
Harold. Early that evening, I went for a head-clearing stroll. 
After a short while, I bumped into Ofer. Walking together 
back to the conference dinner, I asked why he had not come to 
my defense during my public “spanking.” He had held back, 
he said, so that I would learn to argue for myself and that 
when I recklessly picked a fight with thin-skinned colleagues, 
I should not expect a rescue mission. “Tough love” perhaps, 
but good advice. Thank you, Chief.

—John J. Shea, Stony Brook University

CALENDAR

To learn more about the Online Seminars and to register, visit www.saa.org/OnlineSeminars.

Submit and learn about the submission process at https://www.saa.org/annual-meeting/submissions.

April 15, 2020
Submissions System Opened for SAA’s 86th 
Annual Meeting in San Francisco, CA

May 19, 2020
Online Seminar: Knowledge Series: 
Archaeoastronomy, Blackfoot Narratives,  
and Antiquity on the Northern Plains with  
Eldon Yellowhorn 
3:00–4:00 p.m. 
FREE and for SAA Members Only 

May 26, 2020
Online Seminar: Integrating Drones into 
Archaeological Fieldwork 
12:00–2:00 p.m.

September 2, 2020 
Online Seminar: Magnetometer Survey for Archaeology 
2:00–4:00 p.m.

September 10, 2020
3:00 p.m. EST 
Submissions Close for SAA’s 86th Annual Meeting in 
San Francisco, CA  


