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Introduction
Recent excavations at HK11C Operation B (grid squares AB4-5) at Hierakonpolis have
revealed an array of pit-kilns dating to the Naqada II period. This discovery is extremely
valuable for the study of Predynastic pottery, especially as there has been little structural
evidence for kilns on which to base a discussion of firing techniques in this period. However,
because this new evidence is preserved only as foundations and debris, the original shape of
the kilns and the firing techniques employed are not clear-cut. To fully understand these kilns,
it has been necessary to analyze the pottery produced in them.
In this paper, the archaeological context of the kiln remnants is discussed, followed by a
presentation of the results of both laboratory analyses and in-depth observations on pottery
from Hierakonpolis. Finally, by integrating the data, a possible reconstruction of the firing
technique is proposed.
Excavation of HK11C Operation B
Locality HK11C is a large area of settlement remains located on the wadi terrace flanking
the south side of the Great Wadi (Wadi Abu Suffian). On the opposite bank and further to
the southwest is the HK6 elite cemetery. The excavation site, Operation B (grid squares AB
4-5) is situated about 30 m south of the wadi bed, and less than 10 m from the vat and firebar
installation, believed to be a brewery, uncovered in Operation A (squares A6-7) (Takamiya
2008).
Excavations at Operation B began in 2003 and on-going work has revealed at least two
different phases of occupation in the 12 x 11 m unit so far investigated (Fig. 1) (Baba 2006;
2007; 2008a). The upper level (Fig. 2), which probably dates to the middle of the Naqada II
period, is characterized by a platform kiln structure (Kiln A), remains of a rectilinear fencelike structure composed of wood posts, and several caches of worked sherds, which appear
to be tools specifically created for use in pottery-making (Baba 2008b). Most of the caches
were found within conical jars set upright in emplacements sunk into the floor. The largest
of these caches contained 554 sherd tools. The tool caches and the platform-kiln suggest that
the upper level occupation is associated with pottery-making activities, with the wooden fence
structure being part of a potter’s house or workshop.
In the lower level (Fig. 3), which can be dated to the first half of Naqada II, an array of
five pit-kiln features have been identified. Located immediately to the north of these features
is a set of five more or less well-preserved vats containing residue from the cooking of grain.
These vats are assumed to be relevant to the production of beer amongst other possible
foodstuffs (Fahmy and Perry forthcoming).
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Next to each pit-kiln was a segment of wall, crudely constructed of stone and mud, and
about 30 cm high. The pits were on average 60–70 cm in diameter and were found filled with
kiln debris, which included charcoal, ash, stone slabs, sherds and burnt mud rubble. Many of
the sherds were highly fired with burnt mud adhering to them, indicating their use as building
materials. When considering the firing technique, these materials become important. Based
on close observation of the burnt soil’s condition around each of the kiln features, it is clear
that the kilns operated individually.
A large quantity of sherds was retrieved during the excavations. The ceramic assemblage is
dominated by straw-tempered Nile silt in both the upper and lower levels. This fabric accounts
for over 80% of the total assemblage. In this fabric, the most common shape is the modeled
rim jar.1 Over 60% of all rims recovered were from these jars.2 Although no complete vessels
were recovered or refitted, the frequency of flattened bases (over 70%) suggests that the
majority had a shape like that shown in Fig. 7 (see Hendrickx 2008, 65–70 for a discussion of
corpus type and date). Therefore, the main product of the kilns was probably straw-tempered
modeled rim jars in this specific shape or close to it. The following analyses are focused on
this pottery type.
Analyses
ICP-AES analysis to determine clay
In order to understand kiln technology at Predynastic Hierakonpolis, SEM (Scanning
Electron Microscope) analysis was performed on selected sherds to estimate firing temperature.
This method was used to examine the internal morphology that developed during firing. In
particular, it was used to compare the extent of vitrification visible in the matrices of ancient
pottery and the samples of local clay used in pottery production, which were progressively
fired at known temperatures (Tite and Maniatis 1975; Maniatis and Tite 1981).
To create the comparative samples, the clay used to make straw-tempered pottery had
first to be determined. Therefore, ICP-AES (Inductively Coupled Plasma-Atomic Emission
Spectrometry) analysis was conducted on various clay samples collected at Hierakonpolis
and on archaeological sherds now stored in the British Museum. The latter materials were 35
sherds composed of the straw-tempered, untempered (black-topped and red polished), shaletempered and marl fabrics, which derive mainly from the excavation of Mound A at HK11C
by J. F. Harlan (1982, 14–25) and also from collections made by the late M. A. Hoffman from
various areas of the site.3
The clay samples were selected on the basis of location and previous studies (Allen et
al. 1989; Allen and Rogers 1982; Allen et al. 1982; Hamroush 1982; 1985; 1992). Five clay
samples were prepared:
This type is equivalent to the Fabric class 1 and Subjective shape 2b in the Hierakonpolis Pottery System Codes
(Friedman 1994).
2
Other straw-tempered shapes with a significant presence in the assemblage include large vat rims (17%),
hole-mouth jars (11%), direct rim bowls of medium size (3%) and large bowls (2.2%). These correspond
respectively to Friedman (1994) Subjective shapes 2n, 2a, 1b, 1n.
3
These sherds, along with other materials, were exported as a study collection with the permission of the
Egyptian Antiquities Organization on 28 March 1980.
1
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Wadi clay was collected at the foot of the Nubian sandstone cliffs directly south of
HK11C. This sample corresponds to the cretaceous clay or older shales discussed
by Allen and Hamroush (1986). Colour is yellow, texture is dense, clay-silt with high
plasticity.
Masmas silt was obtained at the eastern edge of the HK11 wadi terrace. Silts of the
Masmas formation at Hierakonpolis are described by Hamroush (1982). Colour is dark
brown and texture is silt-sand with moderate plasticity.
Sahaba silt was collected from the low desert approximately 300 m from the edge of
the cultivation. These silts are probably equivalent to Sahaba-Darau aggradation 4 as
described by Hamroush (1982). Colour is pale brown and texture is silt-sand with poor
plasticity.
Ballas clay was obtained from modern potters at Ballas, north of Luxor. As observed,
the clay is currently mined from the limestone bedrock on the fringes of the Western
Desert (cf. Nicholson and Patterson 1985). This sample was used as a representative
of marl clay, since calcareous clays could not be found in the vicinity of Hierakonpolis.
Colour is gray and texture is clay, very dense with high plasticity.
Modern pottery was collected to represent Nile alluvial sediment in the modern flood
plain. A water jar (zir) was purchased from the local pottery workshop in the village
near Hierakonpolis (cf. Pyke 2004). The potters said the clay was gathered from a
nearby cultivated field, mixed with ash, chaff and dung and then left to soak in a pit
before use.
ICP-AES provides the chemical composition of both trace and major elements at the same
time and enables quantitative comparison (Table 1).4 Taking advantage of its characteristics,
cluster analysis was used. Cluster analysis is the most common multivariate statistical method
used in the chemical study of pottery (e.g., Bourriau et al. 2004; Mallory-Greenough et al.
1998) because it allows all of the elemental concentrations in each sample to be considered,
representing the chemical similarities and differences as a visual tree diagram.5
In the diagram shown in Fig. 4, the four cluster groups divided best at a distance of 10.
Almost all of the straw-tempered fabrics were included in Cluster 1 with the Sahaba silt sample.
This result suggests that silts from the Sahaba formation have the best potential to be the
clay used for the majority of straw-tempered pottery found at the site. At Hierakonpolis, the
Sahaba silt formation covers the lower desert margins where the main Predynastic settlement
Samples were prepared as powder; a broken edge of each sherd was drilled with a diamond bit and the first
few millimeters of the surface layer were discarded to eliminate contamination. ICP-AES analysis was run at
the laboratory of the Royal Holloway Enterprise Ltd at Egham, Surrey, UK, using the HF dissolution method.
5
The cluster analysis was carried out by including all elements as variables, calculating standardized squared
euclidean distances, and clustering using the farthest neighbour (complete linkage) method. Data processing
used free software “College Analysis Ver.3.0” developed by Masayasu Fukui of Hukuyama Heisei University,
Japan (http://www.heisei-u.ac.jp/ba/fukui/analysis.html).
4
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is concentrated. However, this diagram also shows a distinctive clustering composed only of
straw-tempered sherds and silt collected from the Masmas formation (Cluster 4). Masmas
silts are present along the edges of the Great Wadi and underlie the settlement at HK11
(Hamroush 1982, 97; 1985, 41). These silts are therefore easily available and were collected in
the vicinity of the Operation B kiln site. The results suggest that most Nile silt pottery was
produced using Sahaba silts prevalent in the large settlement area, while at the HK11C there
was a special production of the straw-tempered pottery using the locally available clay source
(cf. Allen and Rogers 1982; Allen et al. 1989). Test samples were then made from Masmas
clay.
SEM analysis to estimate firing temperature 6
The test tiles made from Masmas clay were fired at intervals of 100ºC from 600º to 1100ºC
in the electric kiln under oxidizing conditions.7 The stages in the development of vitrification
are shown in Figure 5. These stages form the data base for estimating the firing temperatures
of the archaeological sherds.8 In this clay, there was no change by 800ºC; initial vitrification
appears in the range of 800º to 850ºC as the glassy filaments developed. Extensive vitrification
developed during firing at 850º to 900ºC as the cellular structure collapsed. The vitrified
surface area expanded at 900ºC. Then continuous vitrification formed in temperatures from
900º to over 1000ºC, when the vitrification was developed further and the pores became
larger and fewer.
The extent of vitrification observed in the ancient straw-tempered sherds was then
compared with these results. The firing temperatures for each sherd were estimated as shown
in Figure 6. From these results, the straw-tempered fabrics appear to have been fired mainly at
low temperatures: under 800ºC, but sometimes up to 1000ºC.9 This variation is probably due
to the firing conditions or firing method used, and this is a crucial point for understanding
the kiln type. Based on ethnoarchaeological studies (Gosselain 1992; Tite 1995), firing in a
bonfire is generally characterized by a wider range of temperatures than that occurring in an
updraft-kiln. Vessels with a coarse open fabric are less susceptible to firing damage and are
very suitable for such primitive firings. From the estimated temperatures, the straw-tempered
pottery at Hierakonpolis could have been fired in a bonfire kiln.
In-depth observation of firing traces
A method for detecting firing techniques based on firing stain patterns has been developed
in Japan (Kuze et al. 1997; 1999; Nagatomo 2006). In these studies, the ancient firing techniques
were reconstructed with regard to the kiln type used and the angle, layout and stacking of the
vessels inside the kiln.
This analysis was conducted using a CamScan MaXim at Cardiff University.
In this experiment, samples were fired with the vent of the kiln open to allow air in and prevent reducing
conditions.
8
For detailed descriptions of each stage of vitrification see Tite and Maniatis 1975; Maniatis and Tite 1981.
9
Previous studies have estimated relatively low temperatures: less than 800ºC (Allen et al. 1982, 211) and
750–900ºC (Hamroush 1985, 313).
6
7
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For this analysis, complete pots are preferred, but such vessels are absent in the assemblage
from the HK11C kiln site. As an alternative test sample, the straw-tempered modeled-rim
jars from Tomb 16A in the HK6 elite cemetery were used. These jars have been studied by
Hendrickx (2008) and dated to the early Naqada II period. They are thus contemporary with
the lower level at the kiln site. More than 66 straw-tempered jars are attributed to Tomb 16A.
Of these, 28 jars, which had been mended to or near to completion (Fig. 7), were subjected to
detailed examination. As Hendrickx (2008) states, it is unlikely that these jars were intended
for actual use, as there are no remains of contents, cooking-soot or heavy use-stains. This
lack of use makes these vessels perfect specimens for the observation of firing traces. For this
examination, each jar was divided into four faces as shown in Fig. 8: two faces on the interior
and two on the exterior.
Kiln type
In an attempt to distinguish the kiln type, the exterior faces of the jars were examined for
distinct black stains, or ‘fire clouds’, caused by the uneven distribution of air during the firing
(e.g., Rye 1981, 120–21). This stain was observed on 14 of the 28 jars, thus 50% of the total
(Fig. 9). Stains of this type are often seen in bonfirings because the fuel and pottery are in
close contact. They rarely occur in updraft-kilns where the pottery is separated from the fuel.
Therefore, these jars must have been fired in a bonfire, as the results of the SEM analysis also
suggest.
Angle in the kiln
The angle at which the pottery was set within the kiln can be identified by the position of
‘ash-stains’ on the interior. Such stains are generally formed when ash from the fuel falls into
the pot and accumulates horizontally at the lowest part of the interior. For example, if a pot
is set upright, the ash-stain is more likely to form around the base.
Observation of the ash-stains revealed a vertical, or upright, angle for two of the jars, a
diagonal stance for two other pots, and a horizontal, or sideways, position for three more
(Fig. 10). It follows that vessels placed on their sides horizontally within the kiln are more
likely to have a distinct black stain (fire cloud) on the downward side of the exterior. Based
on this principle, the angle of a pot with no ash-stains on the interior can still be identified
from staining on the exterior. In this way, three additional pots were identified as having been
positioned horizontally. The results of this observation suggest that the majority of the jars
were placed in the kiln lying on their sides.
Layout in the kiln
Pottery vessels are usually fired in a group rather than individually. When the pots are
placed in close contact to one another in a kiln, small ‘spot stains’ form at the places where
they touch. For example, if the jars are arranged side by side as shown in Fig. 11.1, the spotstain will appear at the point of contact on the middle part of the body. Thus, by observing
the position of the spot-stains on the exterior, the arrangement of the vessels in the kiln can
be deduced (Fig. 12).
Such stains were recorded by dividing the body of each vessel into three parts as shown
in Fig. 13. Two stains on the upper part of the body, four on the middle part, and ten on the
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lower part were observed. As the spot stains were most frequently found on the lower part of
the body, the arrangement in Fig. 11.5 is the most plausible, and a layout in a radial, flower-like
arrangement may be proposed (see Fig. 15). Although it cannot be said that all pots were fired
in the same way, this is the most likely arrangement during the firing of these straw-tempered
jars.
Stacking in the kiln
Spot-stains are also useful for determining whether the pots were stacked in the kiln. In the
assemblage from Tomb 16A, there are pots with two spot-stains on one side of the exterior.
This occurrence suggests that they were fired on their side, but had been placed above and
between two similarly positioned vessels in a lower layer (Fig. 14). Moreover, other jars had
three stains, not only on the underside but also on the topside, which indicates the existence
of more than two layers. These spot stains suggest that the jars were piled-up in at least three
layers.
It is generally observed that in stacked firings, pots in the upper layers tend to be free
of black-stains because they are above and away from the fuel. In addition, spot-stains will
disappear if the flame becomes even and stable. Within the assemblage from Tomb 16A, there
were nine well-baked jars, which exhibited no stains at all. This evidence further suggests that
not only were the jars fired in a stacked arrangement, but also that they were fired with a
stable flame, and this could only be achieved with a covering. The use of a covering allows
heat to be retained inside the kiln and makes the flame more stable. The benefits of using a
covering have been demonstrated by experimental firings (Baba 2005; Baba and Saito 2004).
Reconstruction of the firing technique
Finally, putting together the results of the pottery analyses and the archaeological evidence,
we can propose a reconstruction of the firing technique employed at HK11C. This is not
to imply that the jars from Tomb 16A at HK6 were necessarily made in the HK11C kilns,
although it is a distinct possibility; nor do we wish to imply that all firings involved only one
type of vessel. Nevertheless, the large number of jars in Tomb 16A and the evidence for
a single workshop responsible for their production, make it quite likely that these vessels
were fired together without significant mixing with other vessel shapes. Furthermore, the
proximity of the kilns in Operation B to food processing vats strongly suggests that these
jars, which overwhelmingly dominate the assemblage, are specifically associated with the food
being produced nearby. The evidence indicates that the pottery workshop and kilns were not
creating the full range of shapes found in the settlement, but were dedicated to the specialized
production of jars and a modicum of other shapes necessary in the context of industrialscale food production. Firings involving only modeled rim jars must have been quite frequent.
For the reconstruction of the firing technique, we have taken the well-preserved kiln feature
3 in Operation B as an example (see Fig. 3). The pit is approximately 70 cm in diameter and
40 cm deep; the wall beside it is 40 cm high. Within these parameters, considering the average
height of the straw-tempered jars as ranging from 25 to 30 cm (Hendrickx 2008, 65, 82–83),
the proposed flower-like layout fits fairly well into the pit (Fig. 15.1).
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The firing sequence, based on the kiln debris found filling the pit, can be proposed as
follows (Fig. 15.2): First, the firewood and kindling are arranged on the floor of the pit.
Sherds or stone slabs are then placed over the fuel to protect the pots from direct contact
with the fire. This practice is suggested by the highly fired sherds found in the pit. On top
of this, three layers of pots are stacked up, using the wall for support. Finally, the pots are
covered with sherds which are cemented together with a coating of mud.
Although there were no in situ remains of the covering, debris found in the kilns contained
a number of sherds with burnt mud adhering to them. Moreover, the ancient potter definitely
had knowledge of sherd and mud construction, since the adjacent food-production vats were
encased and supported by sherds cemented with mud (Fig. 16). It may be suggested that the
same technology was employed in kiln construction.
While the proposed firing method is primitive and can be grouped with bonfire types,
it is technologically more advanced. The use of a covering allowed the temperature to rise
gradually and the heat to be retained inside. In addition, this method is more economical: it
needs little adjustment after ignition, and requires less fuel than a simple bonfire. Furthermore,
with stacked pottery, the production volume in one firing can be substantially increased.
The kilns of HK11C date to the Naqada II period, a time when the mass-production of
pottery is becoming increasingly evident as part of the social developments leading toward
the formation of the Egyptian state. This easy and economical method would have been
welcomed, if not crucial, for the success of this growing industry.
The reconstruction proposed here is preliminary and will be revised in light of future
research and discoveries; however, it is hoped that these results with spark further discussion
of the production techniques of Predynastic pottery.
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Fig. 1: Overview of HK11C Operation B, Lower Level in 2009, looking west.

Fig. 2: Plan of the Upper level as of March 2009.
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Fig. 3: Plan of the Lower level as of March 2009.
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Fig. 4: Result of cluster analysis of BM sherds and clay samples.
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1. 600ºC

2. 700ºC

3. 800ºC

4. 900ºC

5. 1000ºC

6. 1100ºC

1
2
3
4
5

Vitrification stage

Temperature ranges (ºC)

No vitrification
Initial vitrification
Extensive vitrification
Continuous vitirification FB
Continuous vitirification MB

<800
800–850
850–900
900–1000
1000–1100

Fig. 5: SEM photomicrographs of fired samples of Masmas clay, with vitrification stages and firing temperature
for Masmas clay.
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1) BM31: <800ºC

15

2) BM28: 800–900ºC

3) BM15: 900–1000ºC

Fabric Group No.

Sherd Part Vitrification

Estimated Temperatures (ºC)
600

Straw
Straw
Straw
Straw
Straw
Straw
Straw

BM03
BM05
BM09
BM15
BM27
BM28
BM31

body
rim
body
rim
rim
rim
rim

1: No
1: No
1: No
4: Continuous
1: No
3: Extensive
1: No

700

800

900

1000

<800
<800
<800
900–1000
<800
850–900
<800

Fig. 6: SEM photomicrographs of selected straw tempered samples, with vitrification stages and estimated firing
temperatures of straw tempered sherds.
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Fig. 7: Modeled rim jars from HK6 Tomb 16A (left: 98/27, right: 176/2).

Fig. 8: Four faces of observation.
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Fig. 9: Examples with the distinct black-stains.
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Fig. 10: Examples with ash-stains and their proposed angles in the kiln.
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Fig. 11: Conceptual position of spot-stains on the exterior.

Fig. 12: Examples with spot-stains.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/baba.aspx

20					

BABA

BMSAES 13

Fig. 13: Frequency of spot-stains on the body.

Fig. 14: Examples with more than one spot-stain and proposed position during firing.
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Fig. 15: Reconstruction of the firing technique using the example of Operation B Kiln
feature 3.

Fig. 16: Profile of Pottery Vat 2 in Operation B showing sherd and mud construction techniques.
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Table 1: ICP-AES chemical data.
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Introduction1
This paper offers suggestions for fine-tuning chronological correlations between the
southern Levant and Egypt at the end of the Early Bronze (EB) Age I and the transition
to EB II, a time span that roughly corresponds with the end of Dynasty 0 and early
Dynasty 1 (Braun 2001). Since there is little agreement in the literature concerning south
Levantine periodization for this general time span (e.g., Wright 1937; 1971; Callaway 1972;
1980; de Miroschedji 1971; 1988, pls. 20–22;2 Esse 1984; Stager 1992; Paz and Paz 20073),
it is first necessary to briefly define the parameters of these periods before discussing
details of correlations with contemporary events in the Nile Valley.
Definitions of South Levantine EB I and EB II
Traditionally, following Petrie’s (1891) seminal ideas on ceramic sequencing, periodization
of the Early Bronze Age of the southern Levant is primarily based on G. E. Wright’s (1936;
1937; 1971)4and R. Amiran’s (1969) ceramic “fossiles directeurs.” Serious recognition of an
EB I and an EB II period was first offered by Wright, who endeavored to make sense out
of a rather restricted and poorly understood data set of ceramic styles known to him. Using
comparanda, he attempted to define and periodize early pottery assemblages and then
associate them with Egyptian ceramic types in order to ascertain contemporaneousness
and so develop a supra-regional chronological scheme (Wright 1937, 49–80). In his PhD
thesis on the early pottery of the region he stated (Wright 1937, 59):
The 1936 campaign at Jericho has given sufficient evidence to indicate that the pottery
of EB I is to be divided into two clear-cut phases. As a matter of convenience, these
will be labeled EB Ia and EB Ib, both of which are probably to be placed before the
First Egyptian Dynasty.
Dedicated to Ram Gophna on the occasion of his 80th birthday.
Virtually the entire range of ceramics illustrated for Tel Yarmouth, Area C, Stratum IV, attributed by de
Miroschedji (1988; pl. 21.13) to EB II, with one glaring exception, a handle that clearly belongs to the earlier
EB I, Erani C horizon (see below; Braun and van den Brink 1998), is directly paralleled at nearby Horvat
‘Illin Tahtit, dated to Late EB I (Braun 2008).
3
Much of the pottery derived from excavations of the town, which the excavators date to EB II, is identical
to that excavated in EB I tombs in Tel Aviv and Palmahim Quarry (E. Braun, E.C.M. van den Brink, Y. Paz
and R. Gophna, pers. obs.).
4
Duncan’s (1930) earlier attempt at producing a corpus of dated pottery has proven to be far off the mark.
1
2
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The evidence for the synchronism of the First Dynasty with (cir.) the beginning
of EB II is drawn mainly from the Syrian pottery found in First Dynasty tombs at
Abydos and Bashkatib.
Although Wright’s, and later Amiran’s, EB I, EB II and EB III periods (based on the
‘pottery defines a period’ paradigm) remain in general use today, these decades old
terminologies are outdated in their periodization of the Early Bronze Age. Wright’s EB
I subdivisions are no longer valid, while his and Amiran’s distinctions between EB I and
EB II are somewhat blurred, especially for the southern region. Neither of these scholars
dealt with the fragmented regionalism now known to characterize EB I pottery; nor are
their paradigms relevant to the levels of social development or historic events in the
region and beyond (Braun 1996; in press B). New information from almost half a century
of excavation and study suggests more detailed and revised correlations for the southern
Levant with the Predynastic, Protodynastic and Early Dynastic periods and their Naqada
equivalents in Egypt (Kaiser 1957; Dreyer 1998; Hendrickx 1996; 2006; Midant-Reynes
2003).
Ceramics that define EB II
Although there is a major rearrangement of settlement patterns at the end of EB I and
the beginning of EB II, with many earlier sites abandoned in favor of fewer and larger
concentrations of populations, there is no evidence of a sharp break between these
periods in traditions of domestic architecture, ceramic production (Joffe 1993, 66–67;
Braun in press B) and chipped stone industries. However, some few ceramic “fossiles
directeurs” do mark the onset of EB II and are useful in determining Egyptian correlations.
When present, in secure contexts and in situ, they are useful chronological guides for
identifying or confirming an EB II date. The major, acknowledged categories of such
ceramic indicators are as follows.
“Abydos Ware”
Wright’s “Syrian pottery” has since come to be generally identified5 by the misnomer
“Abydos Ware” (Amiran 1969, 59,62, pl. 17), although it is neither a ‘ware’ in any true
sense (e.g., Rice 1987, 5, 287) nor, as Wright noted, were vessels ascribed to it made at
Abydos or uniquely associated with that site. The category actually includes imported
Levantine pots (Figs. 1–2) found in the royal tombs of Dynasty 1 at Abydos (Petrie 1902,
pl. 8),6 at contemporary sites in Egypt (e.g., Kantor 1992; Stager 1992, figs. 6, 8, 10; van
den Brink 1988, fig. 19; Adams and Porat 1996; Kaplony 2002) and similar, local types
found at coeval south Levantine sites (e.g., Fig. 7). Thus, “Abydos Ware” is actually a term
for an eclectic collection of types easily identified by their very non-Egyptian attributes,
applied to vessels including those from their likely region of origin.
Hendrickx and Bavay (2002, 70–73), who eschew this term and distinguish between different types of
imported vessels, are a notable exception.
6
These vessels were first published under the heading “Aegean Pottery.”
5
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Such vessels may have thin, vertical handles affixed to bodies at regular intervals (e.g.,
Fig. 1.2, 3; Petrie 1902, pl. 8.6, 8); similar, simple appliqués, probably decorative vestiges
recalling such handles (e.g., Figs. 1.1, 9.3; Petrie 1902, pl. 8.7; Amiran 1969, photo 57); or
be devoid of them. Some are slipped and polished or burnished, while others are combed
(sometimes called “combed ware”; e.g., Fig. 1.2; Esse 1991, 109–115). Still others are
painted in brown or reddish brown lines over pale fabrics or light colored slips (sometimes
identified as “light faced painted ware”; Kantor 1965; Esse 1991, 107–109; Hendrickx and
Bavay 2002, table 3.8). These lines form horizontal registers of triangles, zig-zags, wavy
lines and rhombi, some of which are filled with dots (e.g., Figs. 1.5; 2). Most of the latter
are fashioned from finely levigated fabrics, skillfully slipped and painted (e.g. Figs. 1.5; 2);
however, other vessels of less well-levigated fabrics with broader and cruder lines, appear
to be imitations of such prestige items (e.g., Fig. 7).
Jugs in this category tend to have oval-shaped, elongated bodies that narrow to flat
bases (e.g., Figs. 1.1, 4–6) and are notably more streamlined than rounder jug forms of
Late EB I (e.g., Fig. 9.4–7), from which they appear to have developed. “Abydos”-type jug
handles tend to barely rise (or not at all) above the levels of rims (e.g., Figs. 1.5–7, 9.3) in
contrast to ‘high loop handles’ typical of EB I vessels (e.g., Fig. 9.8–11). Some examples
of “Abydos Ware” belong to a specialized fabric group of “Metallic Ware” (see below)
that first appears in EB II.
In Egypt, the earliest manifestation of some vessels of this ware may be in the tomb
of Djer at Abydos (e.g., Fig. 1.3, 4, 6, 7), the second king of Dynasty 1. However, the
earliest examples of painted types definitively dated were recovered from the tomb of
Djet (Petrie 1902, pl. 8), Djer’s successor. Thus, it is possible that the tardier appearance
of the painted group has chronological significance, although that observation is derived
only from proveniences in the royal cemetery of Abydos.
“Metallic Ware”
Easily recognizable because of the physical and chemical properties of its fabrics,
“Metallic Ware” (Esse 1991; Greenberg and Porat 1996) appears to have been made in
workshops located somewhere within the environs of Mt. Hermon. Its distribution was
mostly confined to the northern Levant and the more northerly regions of the southern
Levant, with some examples found in Egypt.7 Often this ware was decorated by combing
(e.g., Fig. 1.3).
Platters
The appearance of this morphological type is a sure indicator of a post-EB I dating,
i.e., within EB II–III. Examples are almost flat, very shallow vessels with thick, sharply
profiled, nearly vertical rims (Fig. 3.2) and flat bottoms. They apparently developed from
a somewhat shallow type of bowl with similar, but sharply incurving rim, which appeared
at the end of EB I (Figs. 3.1, 3–4) and continued to be made in EB II. Platters may be
of metallic ware or of other fabrics, slipped or otherwise; sometimes they are burnished.
Their colors may vary from bright orange to dark red to gray or brown.
7

It is relatively rare at sites in the southern region of the southern Levant.
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South Levantine EB I–II-Egyptian chronological correlations
Parameters marking the end of EB I and the onset of EB II are defined by Egyptian
pottery found in the southern Levant and south Levantine ceramics found in tombs of
Dynasty 1. The end of EB I is rather closely correlated with the presence of Egyptian
pottery sherds bearing the name of Narmer, recovered at sites such as Small Tel Malhata
(Amiran, Ilan and Arnon 1983; Amiran and Ilan 1993; Amiran and van den Brink 2001)
and the Lahav Terrace (Levy et al. 1995; 1997) where there is no evidence of EB II
occupation. Thus, it follows that the reign of this king should be dated to the end of
EB I, prior to the first appearance of “Abydos Ware.” Unpainted specimens of “Abydos
Ware” in the Tomb of Djer, the second king of Dynasty 1, places the end of his reign, ipso
facto, within the chronological parameters of EB II, as there appears to be no likelihood
of these objects having been placed there after the tomb was sealed. The absence of any
“Abydos Ware” in the tomb of Aha, his predecessor, suggests two possibilities: either
such pottery existed but was not imported as a royal grave offering; or it had not yet made
its appearance in its place of origin.
Thus, the onset of EB II can be placed within a time frame correlated with the reigns
of Egyptian kings. It must be dated within the following possibilities: a) extremely late
in the reign of Narmer; b) sometime during the reign of Aha, his successor; or c) within
the reign of Djer, prior to his burial, when unpainted EB II-type jugs imported from
the Levant were placed in his tomb. The length of this time span and its absolute dating
is obscure and is dependent upon interpretations of the evidence from Egypt for the
lengths of these kings’ reigns (e.g., Emery 1961, 38–91; Hoffman 1984, 15–17; Midant
Reynes 2003, 385–87; Hendrickx 2006, 88–93), but it cannot be an inordinately lengthy
period.
The contexts of two Narmer serekhs and their relationships to South LevantineEgyptian chronological correlations
Two serekhs of Narmer discussed in this paper, preserved on fragments of imported
Egyptian jars have, since their publication, been used as definitive chronological pegs
for correlating south Levantine and Egyptian chronologies for the late 4th and early 3rd
millennia BC. One derives from Tel Erani8 (e.g., Yeivin 1960; 1961; 1967; 1975; Brandl 1989;
Yeivin and Kempinski 1993); the other from the Early Bronze Age site of Arad (Amiran
1974; 1976). However, careful examination of the chrono-stratigraphic interpretations
suggested by the excavators indicates that each is problematic, and that neither is a reliable
chronological benchmark. It further suggests an alternate interpretation of the evidence
from Arad that would place the serekh found there in a different stratigraphic context and
thus slightly alter Arad’s chronological correlations with Egypt.
8

The expedition was named “Tel Gat,” when it was believed that Tel Erani was the biblical Gath of the
Philistines. The name was abandoned as a result of the excavation when nothing of the appropriate period
was discovered there.
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The Narmer serekhs from Tel Erani
In 1981 the author—as a student of the late Professor Yigael Yadin, and at his behest—
undertook to investigate the precise stratigraphic provenience of the Narmer serekh from
Tel Erani (Fig. 4.1). Yadin’s interest in it was particularly keen as he had published what
he believed was collateral evidence for his interpretation that the Narmer palette from the
Main Deposit at Hierakonpolis depicted Egyptian military penetration into the southern
Levant during the reign of that king (Yadin 1955).
The author was permitted access by Zeev Yeivin, then Deputy Director of the Israel
Department of Antiquities and Museums,9 to the field records of the Tel Erani Expedition.
Perusal of them yielded only a modicum of somewhat bewildering information concerning
the provenience of the serekh, the results of which were presented in a brief written
report to the Deputy Director on 24 December 1981. They are discussed in public for the
first time in this volume.
Available data and information
The author was able to examine several unpublished documents (Table 1) and
consult an array of publications by Shmuel Yeivin (latterly cited by Brandl 1989, 360–61)
concerning the sherd, its provenience and significance. The former documents, available
to the writer at the time of the study, are no longer accessible. They are cited in the
following discussion as listed in Table 1.
The serekh-bearing sherd is a single fragment, a small portion of a large jar. It has been
marked in ink on its interior surface with a basket designation “117,” which is attributed
to Area D excavated in the 1959 season. No absolute elevations for the basket were
recorded, nor was any precise information on the parameters of the locus available. The
basket lists of that same year attribute Basket 117 to Locus 3607. However, the daily field
journal attributes the same basket to Locus 5605. According to the field diary, Locus 3607
is a wall assigned to Level IV, while Locus 5605 was indicated to be a surface or floor.
Locus 5605 is marked on a field plan (Document 6) at an elevation of 131.80 m asl10
and is near a wall, the top of which is marked at elevation 131.74 m on another plan
(Document 7). Thus, the wall was preserved to a lesser height than the level of the floor,
indicating that these two features were not built coevally and so are not of the same
stratum. As understood by this writer, Locus 3607 was later assigned to Level IV and the
floor (Locus 5605) was attributed to Level V. It seems that Yeivin (1960) assumed that the
serekh was somehow associated with the floor, as is indicated by a published plan noting
the find spot of the serekh (Fig. 5). The floor, bordered by Locus (wall) 6606 and an unnumbered wall abutting it (marked as UW on Fig. 5), is preserved in only one corner. The
upper and lower elevations of wall UW are 131.74 m and 131.38 m respectively, while
the contiguous surface of the floor is at 131.39 m, indicating that these features are in
definitive association. Notably, no elevation is indicated for the find spot of the sherd, and
although other locus numbers are marked, there is no indication of either Locus 5605 or
The statutory body that preceded the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA), responsible for administration of
the State’s antiquities.
10
Elevations are expressed in meters above sea level.
9
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of Locus 3607 on Yeivin’s published plan. Presumably these last loci are to be found on
an unpublished plan of Level IV.
Working on the theory that the field registry, having been made closest to the time
of the actual excavation of the object, is immune from post-excavation mistakes and
tampering, Locus 5605 appears to be a more likely ascription for Basket 117, if the basket
list (as understood by this author) was a later document. This locus is variously described
as a wall, a collapsed mudbrick wall (Document 3), and a floor (Document 6). Neither the
wall nor the collapsed mudbrick wall appears on a field plan or section (Documents 6 and
7). However, a floor—presumably the one cited in Document 6—does appear on a field
plan where it is ascribed to Stratum IV.
Since there is no further indication of where within this “wall/locus” the Narmer
serekh might have been retrieved, its supposed association with any particular architectural
feature or deposit cannot be reconstructed with confidence. Yeivin’s (1960) publication
indicating that it was definitively not found on the floor, but rather near a wall (UW) that
abuts Wall 6606 (Fig. 5) is probably accurate, but of no help in determining the serekh’s
original stratigraphic association. Based on available data it is not difficult to understand
how the floor was assigned to Level V, but the rationale for associating it with the nearby
floor (given a lack of precise data concerning the find spot of the serekh) is difficult
to understand. Not only is such an ascription thorny because the object was eventually
ascribed to two different loci, but it is quite obvious that as a single small fragment of
what must have been a large jar, the serekh was recovered in a non-primary deposition.
What motivated Yeivin to assign the serekh to Level V in his publications cannot be
determined, although it may be guessed. This writer was able to interview a number of
participants in the excavation of Tel Erani the year the serekh was unearthed and they
indicated that the special significance of the sherd was not realized until a post-season
phase, when pottery that had been collected was undergoing inspection and restoration.
Apparently only then was the graffito discovered, after which, Yeivin—who was trained
as an Egyptologist—deciphered it. It seems the object was re-registered at some point
when its significance became known, and that historical and stratigraphic considerations
led Yeivin to ascribe the serekh to Level V. Perhaps B. Brandl, to whom publication of the
excavation has been entrusted since c. 1985, will shed more light on the findspot of this
object at some time in the future, although he has previously noted (Brandl 1989) that the
primary data available from this excavation are both insufficient and confused.
Interpretation of available evidence
What then may be said of the stratigraphic origins of the Narmer serekh from Tel
Erani? It obviously belongs to an occupation that had very strong Egyptian associations
and must be dated to late in EB I (Table 2). As suggested by later excavators of an
adjacent area of the site (Kempinski and Gilead 1991; Kempinski 1993, 420–21), this
places it somewhere within Yeivin’s Strata V-II, or Stratum B11 in their greatly revised and
compressed (from 12 to 5 strata) stratigraphic sequence.
11

This refers to some immediately post-Stratum C remains in the adjacent area excavated by Yeivin, as Stratum
B was not encountered in Kempinski and Gilead’s excavation.
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It cannot be earlier than Stratum B, because as Yekutieli (2006, 236–38) has convincingly
demonstrated, at least the bulk, if not all Egyptian pottery derives from post-Stratum C
deposits. Since Stratum C is dated by comparanda (Table 3) to the time span of Abydos
Tomb U-j (Braun and van den Brink 1998), that precludes the ascription of the Narmer
serekh to Stratum C, it must be assigned to a later occupation. This chrono-stratigraphic
ascription is verified by work at nearby Horbat Petora (Baumgarten and Gorzalczany
2005), only 2.5 km distant from Tel Erani (over a flat plain), where more than one hundred
5 x 5 m squares were excavated to varying depths, yielding three successive levels of
occupation associated with Erani C type pottery (Braun and van den Brink 1998), but not
a single sherd of Egyptian origin (Milevski pers. comm.).12 Thus, it is certain that major
Egyptian interaction with Tel Erani occurred in the post-Stratum C period, and that most
Egyptian finds derived from earlier levels at Tel Erani are either intrusive or misidentified
as Egyptian (Braun 2002, 175–76).
Unfortunately, no greater precision is possible for determining the stratigraphic
origin of the Narmer serekh from Tel Erani. It does, however, provide a chronological
framework for Egyptian interaction with the site beginning some time around the reign
of Narmer. Since neither evidence of the painted type of “Abydos Ware,” nor any other
positive evidence for an EB II occupation that there has been published to date, it seems
likely that relations between Tel Erani and Egypt were terminated very late in EB I,
possibly at the end of Dynasty 0 or during the early years of Dynasty 1, when the site
might even have been abandoned prior to its resettlement during EB III.
Notwithstanding the original impact of the discovery of the Narmer serekh on
the chronology of late 4th millennium south Levantine archaeology, it must now be
relegated to a place within an assemblage of more than a score of serekhs that bespeak
Egyptian interaction with royal overtones (van den Brink and Braun 2002; Braun 2005,
150–51) during the reign of the last two kings of Dynasty 0, but which offer no precise
chronological correlations.
The Narmer serekh from Arad
The second serekh chosen for discussion, from Arad (Fig. 4.2), is also claimed to be
stratigraphically provenanced, and has been assigned by its excavator, R. Amiran (1976),
to Stratum IV, a rather poorly preserved EB I village found below the lowest, “urbanized”
(i.e., fortified) EB occupation of Stratum III. However, careful examination of the
evidence suggests there are reasons this object may actually have derived from Stratum
III.
Details of the serekh and its find spots
Restored from four separate sherds, it is a sizable, but not overly large fragment of a
large, imported Egyptian jar, found in three separate loci (Amiran 1974). Two pieces are
from adjacent loci assigned to Stratum II, while the remaining two sherds were recovered
12

Notably, Horbat Petora was unoccupied in the latest phases of EB I during the period of Erani B to which
the serekh must be ascribed.
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in Locus 4219b, fill below a surface or floor level and above bedrock. The excavator’s
detailed description of this sondage is of particular import to this discussion (Amiran 1974,
4):
We first reached a stratum III floor (locus 4219a), and then through it locus 4219b,
which is a 10–15 cm layer of ashes and small stones lying upon a hard surface,
probably a floor. Both the layer of ashes and the hard surface are to be assigned to
stratum IV. The uneven surface of the bed-rock at this spot lies 5–15 cm beneath
the hard surface. We should bear in mind the possibility, which occurs at other spots
at Arad, that the hard surface is not a floor but a leveled fill—which we could assign
generally to the beginning of building operations in stratum III. Even if this were
the case, the material of locus 4219b would still belong to stratum IV. Extension
of the excavation around this locus in the coming season will clarify this point, and
may reveal additional fragments of the Egyptian jar.
Notably, the excavator’s primary tendency was to assign the fill to an early building phase
of Stratum III, but for some unstated reason she was prompted instead to assign it to
the previous occupation, Stratum IV. To date there has been no clarification in print of
this decision, while no further portions of the jar were recovered. Apparently renewed
excavation failed to further explicate the stratigraphic association of Locus 4219b, as no
additional publication was forthcoming from the excavator. Unfortunately, she has passed
on, but her meticulous description of the findspot allows for further discussion of the
stratigraphic provenience of the Narmer serekh. The following points are noteworthy
concerning the purported Stratum IV ascription of the findspot of two fragments of the
serekh:
1. Locus 4219b was excavated in a very restricted area and is not known to have been
associated with any stratified structures.
2. The local stratigraphic sequence consists of a beaten earth floor of a Stratum II
courtyard, superimposed above an earlier “hard, yellow loess surface.” This lower
surface, as noted by Amiran, was possibly man-made and may have been associated
with the construction of Stratum III, as in other areas. To the west and not directly
below this earlier surface and therefore not sealed by it, was a c. 30 cm thick layer of
fill containing “yellow loess and patches of ash” (Amiran and Ilan 1996, 12, 34, pl. 4.1)
in which two sherds of the serekh were found.
3. Apparently, Locus 4219a (the upper Stratum II courtyard surface) covered the entire
deep probe, making it a terminus post quem for Locus 4219b and the deposition of those
two serekh fragments.
4. The material making up Locus 4219b, designated an “accumulation,” could have
been deposited there anytime during the lifetimes of Strata IV, III and prior to the
construction of the courtyard surface in an early phase of Stratum II.
Amiran’s claim that Locus 4219b must be associated with Stratum IV does not appear
convincing based on the available evidence, which suggests this locus could as easily have
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been laid down during the Stratum III occupation. A suggested ascription of the serekh
to Stratum III is based on the following observations and further discussions of the
evidence:
1. The probe into Locus 4219b was small and does not offer any objective information
that makes the fill that yielded these objects definitively associated solely with Stratum
IV activity.
2. The two serekh jar fragments in Locus 4219b were obviously not part of a broken
vessel stratigraphically in situ and merely scattered over a large area; portions of the
same jar were also found in Stratum II.13
3. The serekh jar, not old enough to have originated in Chalcolithic Stratum V, must have
found its way to Arad either during Strata IV or III unless it arrived there as an heirloom
during the time span of Stratum II, a highly unlikely scenario.
4. When Amiran published the serekh, fortifications at EB sites were all thought to be
dated to the post-Narmer, EB II or EB III periods (Stager 1992, 36), thus precluding
identification of Arad III as its original stratigraphic context. However, walled towns,
now known to date to EB I (Braun 1996, 31–33; 2004a, 27; in press A; Getzov, Paz
and Gophna 2001; Paz 2002), admit of the possibility of a fortified Arad III as a
contemporary context for the serekh-bearing Egyptian vessel.
5. Published pottery of Stratum III includes many types (in regard to morphology, fabrics
or modes of decoration) eminently comparable to those associated with Stratum IV
(assigned to EB I), while only a few examples of EB II types belong to the same
assemblage.
6. Stratum IV seems to have come into existence some considerable time before the reign
of Narmer and may well have ended before its onset, especially if (as seems likely) the
beginning of Stratum III is in EB I (see below).
On the chrono-cultural associations of Arad Strata IV and III
Arad IV apparently began its existence at least as early as the Erani C period, which
is contemporary with the owner of Tomb U-j at Abydos, and considerably prior to the
reign of Narmer (Kaiser 1957; Braun and van den Brink 1998). Notably, the Stratum IV
settlement is typified by ephemeral architecture and the use of natural caves, which offer
no evidence of long-term usage. Thus, it is highly unlikely that Arad IV lasted into the
reign of Narmer, the earliest period when the serekh was introduced into the site.
Published evidence for dating the beginning of Stratum IV is clear, albeit notable in
only two minute objects. One is a fragment of a decorated jar handle from Stratum IV
(Fig. 6.3; Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 11.9) adorned with a typical, thin loop of clay associated
with Erani C type pottery. The other is a diminutive spout from Stratum IV (Fig. 6.2;
Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 11.8) similarly decorated (e.g., Fig. 6.4–5; Brandl 1989, fig. 5.2, 5;
Braun 1996; in press B).
13

Chalcolithic and EB I pottery in Locus 4219b indicates the cumulative nature of the rubble fill it
contained. Significantly, no other pottery from this locus was deemed worthy of publication, suggesting
the likelihood that it contained only sherds and nothing that could be described as archaeologically in situ.
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Additional objects are also likely to date to a pre-Narmer period within EB I. One is
a fragment of an Egyptian cylindrical vessel, painted in a lattice pattern (Fig. 6.1; Amiran
et al. 1978, pl. 113.1), of a type dating to Naqada IIIA2 (Hendrickx and Bavay 2002,
fig. 3.1), and thus significantly earlier than unpainted types contemporary with the reign
of Narmer (Naqada IIIC). It was not found in Stratum IV, but is likely to have been in
context either in that or in the succeeding level (Stratum III), unless it was imported as an
heirloom. Vessels from Stratum IV decorated with white (“lime”) slips over which thin,
red vertical stripes were painted (Amiran et al. 1978, pls. 9.2, 11.2, 3, 7, 10, 12–16), are a
common feature of Erani C horizon pottery, but that type of decoration is also associated
with later EB I in the southern region (Braun 1996; in press B).
Thus, the end of Stratum IV cannot be determined with any degree of confidence,
but as noted above, it is likely to have been some time prior to the reign of Narmer.
Accordingly, the original stratigraphic provenance of the fragmentary net-painted
cylindrical vessel could be either Stratum IV, if indeed the stratum lasted that long, or
early in Stratum III, the beginning of which should be dated to Late EB I on the basis of
associated EB I pot types. Such types include high loop handles on jugs (e.g., Fig. 9.8–11;
Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.1–5, 14) and juglets with rounded bodies (e.g., Fig. 9.1; Amiran
et al. 1978, pl. 14.14–18, 23–30), pillar handled jars (e.g., Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 15.14,
17–19), selected jar rims (e.g., Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 17.110, 112–13) and holemouth rims
adorned with horizontal bands of applied clay depressed at regular intervals to produce a
rippling, rope-like, decorative effect in relief (e.g., Seger 1996, fig. 17b.18; Braun in press
B: Late Southern EB I forms14).
There is also a modicum of evidence to indicate that Stratum III lasted into EB II.
That includes a small juglet of an EB II “Abydos” type (Fig. 9.3) and several additional
objects, which may or may not have been recovered in their original stratigraphic contexts.
They are six, or possibly seven,15 diminutive sherds (the largest is only c. 11 cm long and
each is only a small fragment of the vessel it represents) of the crudely painted type of
so-called “Abydos Ware”16 (Fig. 7.1–7). However, considering their sizes, all or some of
them could be intrusive in Stratum III. Notably, most examples of this painted style,
including several complete or nearly complete vessels found in situ (e.g. Fig. 7.8; Amiran et
al. 1978, pls. 28.2, 7, 29.4, 8, 30.4, 5, 7), derive from Stratum II contexts, suggesting that
this level is contemporaneous with the reign of Djet or later Dynasty 1 kings. Additionally
ascribed to Stratum III is one small platter fragment (Fig. 3.2) and another fragment that
is either of this type or of a shallow bowl (Fig. 3.1). However, neither is large enough
to be definitively associated with its stratigraphic context; possibly one or even both are
intrusive (from Stratum II) in the manner in which two EB II platter fragments (Amiran et
al. 1978, pl. 8.4, 5) recovered from Stratum IV contexts are intrusive. One small carinated
bowl is related to a group that first appears in Late EB I, but which continues on into
EB II (Fig. 9.1; Beck 1985). Similarly, some large shallow bowls (Amiran et al. 1978, pl.
This type of applied decoration on medium and large size vessels is typical of later EB I in the southern region
(e.g., Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 12.1, 3).
15
One sherd of this type is ascribed to Strata III/II (Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 56.1–7).
16
The Arad examples are coarser and more crudely painted than the much more elegant and finely painted
examples from Egypt, which they appear to imitate.
14
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13.39–40), probable prototypes of EB II platters, remained in use during this transitional
period.
Since there is no sharp break between EB I and EB II pot types in the southern region,
it is difficult to assign Stratum III to one or the other horizon on the basis of available
evidence. The paucity of EB II types suggests that the occupation lasted only into Early
EB II. Accordingly, Stratum III should be dated to a Late EB I-EB II transitional period.
Corollary (albeit circumstantial) evidence for the chrono-cultural ascription of Stratum
III to Late EB I exists in a large, nearly complete (its rim was not recovered) imported
Egyptian jar (Fig. 8; Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 55.6, 114) from Stratum II, which suggests
the jar bearing the Narmer serekh (its contemporary) was originally consigned to Stratum
III. Clearly visible on the shoulder of the Stratum II jar are the remains of a typical wavy
line decoration associated with a type that ceased to be made at the end of Dynasty 0, or
about the time of Narmer’s reign (i.e., van den Brink’s [1996] Type II; Hendrickx 2006).
By Stratum II this jar was an heirloom, indicating that it was probably originally consigned
to Stratum III. Do the two fragments of the Narmer serekh jar found in Stratum II suggest
a similar scenario of a jar consigned to Stratum III surviving into a later period, only
to be broken and discarded then? That would explain how some pieces were found in
contemporary debris, while others were buried in deeper, construction-related fills (i.e.,
Locus 4219b). Certainly there is considerably greater likelihood that complete or nearly
complete jars survived the passage of time from the occupation of Stratum III than their
having done so from Stratum IV.
Summary
Increased comprehension of the periodization of EB I indicates that older, and oftcited ceramic paradigms utilizing the terms EB IA and EB IB (Early EB I and Late EB I
respectively; e.g., Wright 1937; 1971; Getzov, Paz and Gophna 2001; Paz 2002) are oversimplified conceptualizations that do not fully explicate the chrono-cultural phases of
EB I and the transition to EB II (Braun 1996; Braun and van den Brink 1998; Yekutieli
2000; 2001; Braun in press B). Close analysis of the pottery of Arad III, the first fortified
settlement at the site, shows it to be post-Erani C in date and of a later southern, EB I
regional phase that develops into EB II with no major break in ceramic traditions. That
places Stratum III somewhere within the reigns of Ka or Narmer up to the reign of Djet
or slightly later (Table 2).
With the loss of the Narmer serekh from Tel Erani as a major chronological peg,
the serekh from Arad acquires greater importance for understanding correlations with
Egypt. Although it is only a fragment and was not found in situ, there is a great deal of
circumstantial evidence to indicate that the jar it adorned was originally consigned to Arad
III and not the earlier EB I settlement of Stratum IV.
Arad, always far off the beaten path, seems especially so during the lifetime of Stratum
IV, particularly as that poor village was an unlikely attraction for Egyptians presumably
bent on establishing some form of economically-based relationship. However, Arad
III—a Late EB I nascent fortified town—is a much more likely venue for the appearance
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of Egyptian jars, one of them bearing a royal insignia, especially as it dates to a period
which witnessed the most intense Egyptian interaction with the southern Levant (Braun
2003; 2004b; 2004c; van den Brink 2002; van den Brink and Braun 2002; 2004). Its
significant population would have had considerably more to offer visitors from the Nile
Valley, or perhaps Egyptian colonists from Tell es-Sakan (de Miroschedji 2001). Notably,
significantly more substantial communities than Arad IV—such as Palmahim Quarry, Tel
Dalit and Tel Aphek on the Mediterranean Littoral of the southern region—which saw the
thrust of that interaction, have yielded little, if any evidence of Egyptian pottery (Braun
2002; 2004c). They date to the time span when sites such as Tell es-Sakan (de Miroschedji
2001), the Halif Terrace (Levy et al. 1995; 1997), Lod (van den Brink and Braun 2002;
Braun 2004c) and Tel Erani (Brandl 1989) were immersed in Egyptian material culture
and presumably populated by or in direct contact with Nilotic peoples.
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Fig. 1: Examples of “Abydos Ware” from Egypt.
1. Abydos; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.14.
2. Abydos; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.16.
3. Abydos, Tomb of Djer; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.4.
4. Abydos, Tomb of Djer; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.12.
5. Saqqara; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.10.
6. Abydos, Tomb of Djer; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.2.
7. Abydos, Tomb of Djer; after Amiran 1969, pl. 17.5.

Fig. 2: Sherds of the painted style of “Abydos Ware” from the
tombs of the kings of Dynasty 1 at Abydos; 1–6 after
Petrie 1902: pls. 8.15, 16, 18, 17, 19 respectively.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/braun.aspx

2009			

NARMER SEREKHS FROM TELL ERANI AND ARAD

43

Fig. 3: EB–IEB II pottery types from Arad Stratum III.
1. Shallow bowl fragment; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 13.37.
2. A platter fragment from Stratum III; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 13.38.
3. Shallow bowl fragment; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 13.39.
4. Shallow bowl fragment; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 13.40.

Fig. 4: Sherds inscribed with serekhs of Horus Narmer.
1. From Tel Erani; after Yeivin 1960, fig. 2.
2. From Arad; after Andelkovic 1995, fig. 2.7.
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Fig. 5. Plan of findspot of serekh from Tel Erani; after Yeivin 1960, fig. 3.
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Fig. 6: Early Bronze I Pottery from pre-Narmer times.
1. Rim fragment of a lattice-painted cylindrical vessel, dated to Naqada IIIA2, an early phase of Late
EB I, prior to the period of Narmer; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 55.1.
2. Spout of a small jar of the Erani C horizon from Arad with a looped, plastic decoration around
it; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 11.8.
3. Small handle of a small jar of the Erani C horizon from Arad with a looped, plastic decoration
around it; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 11.9.
4. Pottery handle from Tel Erani, Level C, with looped plastic decoration; after Brandl 1985, fig. 5:2.
5. Pottery handle from Tel Erani, Level C, with looped plastic decoration; after Brandl 1985, fig. 5:5.
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Fig. 7: Painted pottery in the “Abydos Ware”
tradition from Arad.
1–7. Small fragments of vessels
assigned to Stratum III; after Amiran et
al. 1978, pl. 56.2, 5, 6, 3, 7, 4, 1.
8. One of several complete or nearly
complete vessels recovered in Stratum
II; after Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 59.

BMSAES 13

Fig 8. The rim-less body of an Egyptian
‘wine jar’ dating approximately
the reign of Narmer (i.e., Naqada
IIIC); after Amiran et al. 1978, pl.
55.2.
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Fig. 9: Late EB I and EB II pottery from Arad III:
1. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 13.31
2. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.14.
3. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.21.
4. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.25.
5. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.26.
6. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.27.
7. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.1.
8. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.2.
9. After Amiran et al. 1978, pl. 14.3.
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Document

Description

1

Field journal, Area D, dated 22/5/59 with excavator’s comments

2

Field journal, Area D, dated 22/5/59, schematic plan of the excavation

3

Basket list description of Locus 5605

4

Basket list description of Locus 3607

5

Sherd descriptions

6

Schematic sections indicating strata

Table 1: IAA, unpublished, archived “Tel Gat” Expedition documents consulted.

Site

Stratum/
Strata

Period (Braun)

Period
(Amiran
1996, 1)

Egyptian Dynasty

Tel Erani
(Area D)

V-II

Late EB I

Arad

IV

Late EB I, earlier phase and
possibly to very beginning of later
phase

EB Ib

Dynasty 0 (Tomb U-j), possibly
up to, or even including, reign
of Ka

Arad

III

End of Late EB I and transition to
EB II (?)

EB II

Reigns of Ka (?), Narmer, Aha
and Djer (?)

Arad

II

Full-fledged
Ware”)

EB II

Reign of Djet and later Dynasty
1 king(s)

Dynasty 0, Early Dynasty 1,
prior to reign of Djer

EB

II

(“Abydos

Table 2: Tel Erani and Arad: chronological correlations with Egypt.
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The corpus of pre-firing potmarks from Adaïma
(Upper Egypt)
Gaëlle Bréand
Introduction
The Predynastic site of Adaïma is located on the west bank of the Nile, about 8 km south of
the modern town of Esna and 30 km north of Hierakonpolis. The site was discovered and
partly excavated in 1908 by Jacques de Morgan, and then rediscovered by Fernand Debono in
1973. The most recent excavations were carried out from 1989 until 2005 under the direction
of Béatrix Midant-Reynes as part of the activities of the French Institute of Archaeology in
Cairo (Crubézy, Janin and Midant-Reynes 2002; Midant-Reynes and Buchez 2002).
The site consists of a badly plundered cemetery called the “Western Cemetery”; an intact
cemetery, containing mainly children’s graves, called the “Eastern Cemetery”; and a settlement,
which appears as a large area with artefacts scattered over the surface, extending for about
1 km along the edge of the cultivated land. The site covers about 40 ha (settlement: 35 ha;
cemeteries: 5 ha). In all, 881 graves were discovered and excavated. From a chronological
point of view, the Western Cemetery is older; its use is recorded from the Naqada IC period
until Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3. While burial continued in the Western Cemetery, the first
graves were dug in the southern part of the Eastern Cemetery in the Naqada IIC–IID
transition period and continued until Dynasty 3 (Crubézy, Duchesne and Midant-Reynes
2008; Buchez 2008). Thus, there was activity across the site spanning from Naqada IC to the
end of Dynasty 3 (3700–2600 BC). Since the site includes cemeteries and a contemporary
settlement, comparisons between the two areas are possible.
Recent results of a topographic and chronological analytical approach based on the study
of ceramics show the stages of development of the site, which can be summarized as follows
(Buchez 2008):
Naqada I–IIB/IIC: Maximum expansion:
• A possibly permanent settlement, which was steady or expanding over at least two
centuries.
• The site was comprised of groups of dwellings incorporating several entities; a familybased arrangement appears in the settlement pattern as well as in the cemeteries.
• There is no specialised production unit.
• Naqada IIC is interpreted as a phase of full development in the cemeteries with the
presence of “elite” tombs.
Naqada IIC/IID–IIIA1: Decline:
• Certain areas are abandoned including areas along the edge of the floodplain.
• There is a concomitant gradual abandonment of some areas of the cemeteries.
• The children’s cemetery presents palaeo-demographic data in favour of a reduced
population.
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Naqada IIIA1/IIIA2–Dynasty 3: Occupation limited to a single production unit:
• Smaller community.
• Possibly specialised production with implications for a large-scale production and
redistribution system.
Occupied from 3700 to 2600 BC, the site represents the settlement of a small community
without marked social differentiation. The major stages in the site’s development appear to
be closely correlated with those of the “urban centres” and, in this case, to the economic and
political growth of Hierakonpolis. According to Buchez (2008), the decrease in population
may indicate an exodus towards the “cities” such as Hierakonpolis. The result, for the Naqada
III period, is the persistence of the site in the form of a single production unit until the end
of its occupation.
The analysis was based on the study of the entire ceramic corpus. This involved 120,000
sherds and 1240 complete vessels, of which 89 came from the settlement and 1151 from
the cemeteries (Buchez 2008). All vessels deposited in graves had been used previously in
domestic contexts and not all of the vessel forms used in settlement areas were found in
graves (Buchez 2004b).
Part of this corpus of pottery bore incised signs on their exterior or interior surface.
The corpus of pre- and post-firing potmarks comprises a total of 999 signs: 662 pre-firing
potmarks called “marks,” and 337 post-firing potmarks called “graffiti.” This paper deals with
the pre-firing potmarks.
The majority of the pre-firing signs were incised into the wet clay with a blunt instrument
or finger (Total Number ‘N’ = 651; 98.3%) prior to firing, but were sometimes painted (N
= 11; 1.7%).1 A total of 581 marks were placed on the exterior of the containers, 81 on the
interior.
The carriers are of different forms and fabrics: jars, bowls and others shapes, with and
without a neck in Marl ware, more rarely in straw tempered Nile silt and Nile ware (see Fig. 1;
2; 3; 5:1–2, 6); cooking pots (see Fig. 4), terrines, porringers, basins (see Fig. 5:3–6) and bread
moulds (see Fig. 7) in straw tempered Nile silt, shale tempered Nile silt and Marl clay with
inclusions of nummulites.2
Pre-firing marks do not appear in the early phases of the site. The most ancient sign was
placed on the interior rim of a jar from a tomb in the Eastern Cemetery dated to Naqada
IID–IIIA1 (Fig. 1:5); it is a cross-like sign (Bréand 2008). The signs were in use until the end
of the occupation of the site at the end of Dynasty 3.
Out of a total of 662 marks, 280 (42.3%) are considered complete; the others are fragmentary,
but the study of their carriers can provide some information about their utilisation. A total
of 520 marks (78.5 %) come from the settlement, but unfortunately all were found on sherds.
Most of these marked sherds come from a specific area on an alluvial terrace spread out along
the edge of the floodplain and date mainly to the Naqada III period (N = 486). The remains
of the archaeological structures in the settlement appear as features dug into the terrace, and
no mounds or in situ middens have been preserved. The entire Naqada period is represented,
but the elements dating to periods earlier than the end of the Predynastic vary according to
1
2

The letter N is used here to signify Total Number.
Nummulites are microfossils included in the clay (Buchez 2004a).
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the area, either as a result of an irregular distribution from the very beginning, or differential
erosion due to post-depositional disturbances (Buchez 2004b).
A total of 142 marks (21.4 %) come from the cemeteries, the majority of which were found
on complete vessels. The Western Cemetery spreads out from the top of a small mound
formed by a rise in the bedrock covered with sand, approximately 200 m to the west of the
Predynastic settlement. This cemetery was mainly for adults and was badly plundered during
the Predynastic period; 301 tombs were studied, and the organisation and boundaries of the
cemetery have been determined. Although it seems topographically very homogeneous, with
a majority of adults (both men and women), it is actually a palimpsest of groups whose status
was different from one period to the next (Crubézy, Duchesne and Midant-Reynes 2008).
Only two marks were found in the Western Cemetery. One is a short rectilinear stroke
placed on the exterior neck of a jar made of Marl clay deposited as an offering in a tomb
dated to the Naqada IIIA1–IIIA2 transition (Fig. 1:4). The other mark is a rectangle on a
body sherd of Marl clay that was collected from the surface.
All of the other signs known from a funerary context come from the Eastern Cemetery,
which can be divided into two sections: north and south. In all, 580 graves have been
excavated. The graves located to the south and those to the north are very different, both
with regard to the occupants and the grave goods. To the south, there are only children’s
graves (in baskets, coffins, simple pits dug in the sand, or in ceramic jars) dating from the
Naqada IID–IIIA2 (IIIB–C1) period, the majority of which belong to the Naqada IIIA1
phase. To the north there are adults and children in graves dated to Naqada IIIC2–D, i.e., to
the first two dynasties, with certain tombs of Dynasty 3. Here the demography is compatible
with that of children in a natural population (Crubézy, Duchesne and Midant-Reynes 2008).
This necropolis contains 131 marked vessels distributed in 108 tombs and one cenotaph;
two vessels were found in isolation, and five fragmentary pots were gathered in a surface
collection. In 98 graves there is one marked carrier; six have two different marked carriers and
four have three different pots with signs.
The main questions to be asked about these enigmatic potmarks are as follows: How did
the system(s) of pre-firing marks work? What was their role during the time of the formation
of the pharaonic state? How are they related to the emergence of the hieroglyphic writing
system?
The signs and their carriers
Table 1 presents the signs classified3 into nine groups4 according to their formal appearance,
chiefly geometric or figurative, in order to avoid introducing a priori interpretations with their
immediate descriptions. Sub-groups appear within each main group in order to isolate the
signs accurately.5
The term “classified” employed here is not synonymous with the term “typology,” as the latter implies more
than a simple formal description.
4
Group 6 is not represented here because it only concerns post-firing signs, or “graffiti.”
5
In Table 1, the total for each main group includes the number of fragmentary signs that could not be assigned
to a sub-group.
3
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In Table 2, the presence or absence of each sub-group of signs has been indicated
according to their correlation with vessel groups I to VI in a simplified ceramic typology,
which is as follows:
• Group I: Jars, the majority in Marl clay, for the transport and storage of goods (Fig.
1).
• Group II: Other small shapes with a neck in Marl clay used for storage and/or
transport of goods (Fig. 2).
• Group III: Other small shapes without a neck in Marl clay used for consumption of
goods (Fig. 3).
• Group IV: Cooking pots in shale tempered Nile silt and Marl clay with nummulites
used for cooking and the preparation of food (Fig. 4).
• Group V: Bowls, terrines and porringers in Marl clay and straw tempered Nile silt for
food preparation, presentation and consumption; basins in straw tempered Nile silt for the
storage and preparation of food (Figs. 5 and 6).
• Group VI: Bread moulds in straw tempered Nile silt for cooking and the preparation
of food (Fig. 7).
The complete vessels chosen for illustration are mainly those available from the cemeteries.
As shown in Table 2, a large number of sign sub-groups are commonly applied to four,
five or six different ceramic vessel groups: 1A, 1B, 1C, 2A, 4A, 4B, 7A, 7B, 7C, 7F, 7G, 8B
and 8C. Thus, it may be asked: why are there similar signs on vessels destined for the storage
or transport of goods, such as jars, and also on shapes used for cooking, like bread moulds
or cooking pots? First, we must bear in mind that, when we compare the total number of
marked vessels with the sum of sherds and complete vessels recorded, the percentage of
marked vessels equals only 0.55 % of the entire assemblage. Moreover, we must consider
the time span during which the marks were used, from Naqada IID–IIIA1 until the end of
Dynasty 3, or in absolute chronology, from c. 3300–2600 BC, thus approximately 700 years.
From this vantage point, the average creation of marks would be less than one per year. In
other words, the marking of pottery is far from a systematic practice.
In most cases only a single mark composed of a single sign occurs. A few examples with
marks composed of two different signs were also found, but are of a singular type, which
associates a geometric sign with one, two or three simple rectilinear strokes (Fig. 8).
Group I: Jars (N = 117)
The relative scarcity of the so-called “wine” jar must be interpreted as an indication of the
provincial nature of the settlement. Indeed only one marked sherd belonging to this type of
vessel has been identified. It bears the shape of a falcon head (Table 1: sub-group 10A) and
was published by van den Brink (2001) as a part of a serekh. Thus, the wine transported in
these jars seems to have been a rare commodity for the inhabitants of Adaïma, even though
wine was being locally produced in Egypt from Naqada IIIB–IIIC and no longer imported
from the Levant (Buchez 2004b). The situation for the so-called “beer” jar is also notable.
In contrast to the previous type, numerous fragments of beer jars (Petrie’s types R 81 and
L 30) were found in dwellings, but no evidence of structures related to an industry for the
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production of beer has been discovered at the site (Buchez 2004b). These jars never bear
marks.
All of the jars bearing marks are made of Marl clay with the exception of two examples in
straw tempered Nile silt, three that have fine to semi-fine vegetal particles and coarse mineral
inclusions, and one in Marl clay with inclusions of nummulites. The shapes of jars on which
signs are present are varied and include the following (Fig. 1):
• Ovoid rounded large (Fig. 1:1–2): Vessels with a large ovoid body, rounded shoulders,
short neck, rounded lip, and small rounded base. The surface is smoothed.
• Narrow to almost conical (Fig. 1:3–5): Vessels with a narrow to almost conical/ovoid
body, rounded shoulders, short neck, rounded lip, rounded or flattened base. The surface
is smoothed.
• Globular (Fig. 1:6–8): Vessels with a more or less globular body, rounded shoulders,
short neck, rounded lip and rounded base. The surface is smoothed.
The signs placed on this techno-morphological type belong to many sub-groups (Table 2)
and are located on the jars preferentially on the upper exterior parts of the vessels: the lip
(N = 10), neck (N = 61) and shoulder (N = 40), rarely on the body (N = 5), and never on or
near the base. The location of one mark remains indeterminate.
Group II: Other shapes with neck (N =15)
Different shapes compose this group, but the fabric is always Marl clay (Fig. 2).
• Rounded (N = 6) (Fig. 2:1): Vessels with rounded body, rounded shoulder, long
neck, rounded lip and flattened base. The surface is smoothed and two examples have red
painted decoration of parallel vertical lines over the entire height of the body.
• Pear-shaped (N = 7) (Fig. 2:2): Vessels with pear-shaped body, rounded shoulder,
short neck, rounded lip and flattened or rounded base. The surface is smoothed and one
example has red painted decoration of parallel vertical lines over the height of the body.
• Narrow (N = 1) (Fig. 2:3): Vessel with narrow ovoid body, short neck, rounded
shoulder, rounded lip and flattened base. The surface is smoothed and this single example
presents a red painted decoration of parallel vertical lines disposed over the height of the
body.
• Large opening (N = 1) (Fig. 2:4): Vessel with ovoid body, rounded shoulder, short
neck, rounded lip and flattened base. The surface is smoothed.
The location of the marks on the exterior surface of the vessels varies but is restricted to the
upper parts of the vessels: the neck (N = 10), the body (N = 2), the shoulders (N = 2), and
the lip (N = 2), but never on or near the base.
Group III: Other shapes without neck (N = 3)
The principal characteristic of this group is the small height of the vessels (Fig. 3). The
fabric is Marl clay.
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• Tubular (N = 1) (Fig. 3:1): Vessel with tubular body, no neck, rounded lip and flattened
base. The surface is smoothed.
• Gourd-shaped (N = 2) (Fig. 3:2): Vessels with ovoid body, no neck, rounded lip and
rounded base. The surface is smoothed.
The marks are located on the body (N = 2), and on the shoulder (N = 1).
Group IV: Cooking pots (N =58)
The majority of the techno-morphological group of the so-called “cooking pots” is
composed of a specific shape always made in Shale Ware. Their production can be dated
from Naqada IIIA1 or IIIB–IIIC. At Adaïma, the persistence of a small additional production
on a domestic scale using clay with small plates of shale has been observed for the entire
Predynastic period (Buchez 2008). Eight examples of the same shape are found in Marl clay
with inclusions of nummulites (their production can be dated from Naqada (IIIA2–IIIB–
IIIC1). Unfortunately, no example of the carrier is complete. This kind of fabric may be local
and the result of domestic production. Indeed, a spot for the potential extraction of this kind
of clay has been located less than five kilometres from the site (Buchez 2008).
• Cooking pots (N = 58) (Fig. 4:1–2): Vessels with ovoid to globular body, no neck and
lip, the rim is thickened and flattened, the base is rounded. The surface is smoothed.
The location of marks on these vessels is frequent under the exterior rim (N = 36), less so
on the body (N = 8), and more rarely on the rim (N = 2), near the base (N = 1), or on the
rounded base (N = 4). The location of a few remains indeterminate (N = 7).
Group V: Bowls, terrines, porringers and basins (N =78)
This group combines various simple open shapes. Bowls and terrines were made of Marl
clay, while porringers were fashioned from straw tempered Nile silt, with the exception of
one in Marl clay. The basins were also made from straw tempered Nile silt. It can be assumed
that their use differed according to shape and fabric.
• Bowls (N = 66) (Fig. 5:1–2): Vessels with ovoid to convex body, no neck and lip,
and a flattened or (less frequently) rounded base. The surface is smoothed (N = 36) or
red polished and partly slipped over the exterior or interior (N = 30). It is possible to
identify five examples of Meidum bowls (Fig. 6), found in five different tombs all dated to
Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3. This type exhibits a rounded body, carinated shoulder without
neck, rounded lip and rounded base. The surface is smoothed and in one example red
polished, and on two examples slipped or partly slipped on the exterior. In all cases marks
are placed on the exterior of the rounded base. Only a few marked examples of this early
form of Meidum bowl are known (see also Mawdsley this volume). In addition, one bowl
also bears on its exterior body a mark made post-firing depicting a hieroglyphic ankh
(Fig. 6:4), a sign with strong symbolic value in this funerary context. This vessel was the
only offering deposited in the grave in the Eastern Cemetery containing an adult female,
who was buried in a simple pit, the body covered with a mat. The bowl was found in an
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upturned position on the pelvis.
• Terrines (N = 6) (Fig. 5:3): Vessels with ovoid to convex body, no neck, rounded lip
and flattened base or, in one case, a rounded base. The surface is smoothed and three
examples have been red polished and partly slipped. All vessels can be dated from the
contents of the tomb in which they were found: four are dated to Naqada IIIA2 and one
to Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3.
• Porringers (N = 3) (Fig. 5:4): Vessels with oblique to concave body, no neck and lip
and a flattened base. The surface is smoothed but in one case red polished and partly
slipped. Two of these are dated to Naqada IIIA1.
• Basins (N = 3) (Fig. 5:5–6): Vessels with ovoid to convex body, no neck, rounded lip,
flattened base. The surface is smoothed and in one case red polished and partly slipped.
One date of Naqada IIIA2 is available from a tomb.
The arrangement of the marks on the vessels recurs on the exterior of the body near the base
(N = 35), directly on the base (N = 15), on the middle of the body (N = 16), and under the
rim (N = 11). One is indeterminate.
Group VI: Bread moulds (N =218)
This specific techno-morphological group comprises the greatest number of individual
vessels bearing pre-firing marks. There are two reasons for this situation: firstly, this type of
vessel is easily recognisable by its fabric––always Nile clay with coarse vegetal temper––and
its quality of manufacture, which is rough and dented on the exterior. Thus, a sherd from the
body or base can be easily ascribed to this group, in contrast to body sherds in others fabrics.
Secondly, at Adaïma, bread moulds are the most abundant morphological category recorded
for the Naqada III period (Buchez 2008). The huge increase in the number of bread moulds
at the end of the Naqada III period at Adaïma and other sites demonstrate the spread of a
new way of making bread. The development of this technology may very well be linked to a
change in production levels. The potmarks on the bread moulds seem to indicate a production
integrated in a more complex system than that of auto-consumption (Buchez 2004b).
Bread moulds appear at the end of the Naqada II period and were used until the end of
the occupation of the site. Changes have been observed in their forms over time. During
Naqada IIIA2–IIIB–IIIC1, shapes were shallow to almost flat with a continuous external
profile, or with short or convex walls whose outer profile is discontinuous; at the end of
the Predynastic period, the shapes became deeper with convex walls and a discontinuous
outer profile (Buchez 2004b). The quantity produced seems to have exceeded the needs of
the restricted community observed during this period. Indeed, from Naqada IIIA2 onwards,
the occupied space in the settlement is progressively reduced. A location for the specialised
production of bread has been identified; it functioned from at least Naqada IIIA–IIIB, and
perhaps continued to be active on the edge of the domestic area until Naqada IIID–Dynasty
3 (Buchez 2008).
The shapes with marks are as follows:
• Almost flat profile (Fig. 7:1–2): Vessels with continuous profile, short convex body
and wide flattened base. The surface is smoothed.
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• Short discontinuous profile (Fig. 7:3–5): Vessels with short discontinuous profile,
convex body and flattened base. The surface is partly smoothed.
• Short continuous profile (Fig. 7:6–7): Vessels with short continuous profile, convex
body and rounded or flattened base. The surface is partly smoothed.
• Deep to very deep discontinuous profile (Fig. 7:8–9): Vessels with deep to very deep
discontinuous profile, convex body and rounded or flattened base. The surface is partly
smoothed.
The marks located on the interior and the exterior of these shapes belong to numerous
sub-groups of signs (Table 3). Only 29.5 % (N = 66) of the potmarks are located inside the
bread moulds. The marks on the inside were apparently meant for “marking” the bread, but
in the absence of experimental tests to cook bread in such vessels, this function for the signs
cannot be stated with certainty. In contrast, 69.5 % of the signs (N = 152) are found on the
exterior of the moulds; in this case, it is possible to suggest that the marks relate to the mould
itself. Various locations on the interior of the moulds can be discerned: on the body (N =
17), under the rim (N = 11), on the junction between the wall and the base (N = 10), and on
the base (N = 4). Some remain indeterminate (N = 24). The locations on the exterior of the
moulds are as follows: on the body (N = 70), under the rim (N = 30), more rarely on the base
(N = 3) and on the rim (N = 1). Numerous arrangements remain indeterminate (N = 49).
The corpus of pre-firing marks and the vessels associated with them are peculiar in
comparison with those known from other sites. In Adaïma, open and closed vessel forms
bear potmarks that can be similar; the most striking fact is that these vessels are made from
various fabrics, thereby suggesting different levels of pottery production. Pottery made of
Marl clay was probably made by specialised workshops, although there are no remains of a
pottery workshop for this type of fabric at Adaïma. It is reasonable to suggest that Adaïma is
connected to centralised places like Hierakonpolis in a regional network of exchange for this
type of material.6 On the other hand, vessels in straw tempered Nile silt, like bread moulds,
or cooking pots in Shale ware or Marl clay with inclusions of nummulites may originate from
local domestic production. Therefore, the signs cannot be considered to work within a unique
system of pottery marking, but in several systems where their role has to be envisaged in
direct relation to their carriers.
Discussion of the signs and their carriers
At present, the most ancient testimony for the existence of the practice of marking pots
before firing is known from Hierakonpolis (Hendrickx 2008). In the elite cemetery at Locality
HK6, Tomb 16A, dated to Naqada IC–IIA, has provided a group of over 66 jars of straw
tempered Nile silt, of which about 30 examples could be reconstructed. The technological
study has shown that the same movements shaped each vessel. It is therefore possible to
suggest a provenance from a single workshop probably situated at the site (see Baba this
volume), “although there is enough diversity to exclude the fact that they were made by a
6

And perhaps in the case of jars and others shapes with a neck, of course, the product they contained and
transported.
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single potter” (Hendrickx 2008, 71). Of these jars, 25 bear pre-firing potmarks of simple
geometric design always arranged on the upper part of the vessel, mainly on shoulders “and
certainly the percentage with potmarks may have been higher as many jars are only partially
preserved” (Hendricks 2008, 72). As at Adaïma, the practice is not systematic and concerns
only part of the pottery production.
In contrast to Hierakonpolis, Adaïma is a “village community” site. This status must be
kept in mind with regard to its situation in a network of exchange, and the development of
its means of production and supply. The variety of signs, the different types of functional
categories on which they occur, and the different positions of the potmarks on the vessels
point to the fact that the various markings do not all have a single meaning, and suggest
that there were several systems involved. Their economic relevance no longer has to be
demonstrated. For example, some groups seem to belong to an evolving system because
of the repetition or addition of simple strokes or dots in a more or less complex pattern, as
observed in groups and sub-groups 1, 2, 3, 4A, 4B, 9A.
The sub-groups belonging to groups 1 and 2 are clearly formed by the repetition of a
minimal unit, such as a short or long rectilinear stroke.7 This kind of sign is the most abundant
in the entire corpus (Table 1). This scalable system involving the addition of identical simple
strokes may be evidence for the existence of a system of counting. But to count what? As
Table 2 demonstrates, the more frequent sub-groups, such as 1A, 1B, 1C, 2A, are located on
five and six different types of vessels made in different fabrics. Thus, this system of counting
may therefore concern the vessels themselves. In this case, these signs could reflect the wish
to control at least part of the production. It is most likely that the signs would have been
useful to record not the pots one by one, but a group of pots ready to dry or fire.
Another evolving system seems more common to the bread moulds (Buchez 2004b),
although it appears also on jars, albeit more rarely. It includes some signs of the sub-groups
4A and 4B, which are made of parallel strokes in association with perpendicular lines and
placed preferentially on the outside of the moulds. Completely preserved examples allow us
to distinguish different recurrent associations: two perpendicular lines, an “H,” double “H,”
treble “H” and so on into a crisscross pattern. The vertical lines are always incised before the
horizontal lines. From the perspective of the existence of a system of counting, Fairservis
(1983) suggested that the vertical lines could refer to simple numbers and one horizontal
line could indicate the number ten. However, it remains difficult to verify this interpretation,
although, at Adaïma, counting the production of bread moulds could have taken place.
Group 3 (Table 1; Fig. 9) provides a good illustration of one of these systems for counting
pots.8 There are a total of 26 signs from this group divided into two sub-groups (Table 1).
These signs are generally composed of the association of a long horizontal or vertical line and
parallel short rectilinear strokes or dots, which can vary in number from one on each side (Fig.
9:3, 6) to two or three (Fig. 9:1, 2, 4, 8). Sometimes the short strokes are not symmetrically
arranged (Fig. 9:7, 10). In one case, the mark is composed of two long vertical rectilinear lines
framing two short vertical strokes which have been placed one above the other (Fig. 9:5).
This division into two groups for signs having the same formal appearance, but a difference in size is totally
arbitrary. It was established initially because Group 3 combines short and long strokes. In the future, this
division could be abolished.
8
Figure 9 illustrates ten examples representing the main range of marks that can be found in Group 3.
7
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The vessels that bear these signs are from different morphological types belonging to three
groups (Fig. 9; Table 2): jars, other shapes with a neck, and bowls. The signs are arranged on
the upper parts of the vessels with a neck and on the base or the body of the open forms.
The carriers are always made in Marl clay except for one case in Nile silt (Fig. 9:8). The surface
is smoothed and sometimes partly or totally red slipped. One is decorated with red painted
parallel strokes arranged in two rows over the body (Fig. 9:6). The date range for graves from
the Eastern Cemetery containing some of these pots indicates utilisation of these signs since
Naqada IIIA1 for the most ancient (Fig. 9:6, 9), continuing through Naqada IIIA2 (Fig. 9:5,
7) and running until Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3 and Dynasty 3 (Fig. 9:2, 8, 10).9
This kind of sign is found at other contemporary sites mainly situated in the northeastern
Delta: Tell el-Farkha (Jucha 2008), Kafr Hassan Dawood (Tassie et al. pers. comm.) and
Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 2000). There is only one example from Tell el-Farkha, which
came from a grave dated from the end of Dynasty 0 (Naqada IIIB–C1) to Dynasty 1 (Naqada
IIIC1–IIIC2) (Jucha 2008, 133). The sign occurs on a tall jar (“wine jar”) with three applied
rope bands, while the fabric is a very fine Marl clay (Jucha 2008, 135). The mark is composed
of a long vertical rectilinear line with two short strokes placed parallel to it, one on each
side (Jucha 2008, 145, table 4B). Another example is known from Kafr Hassan Dawood.
From Minshat Abu Omar, twelve examples are known (Kroeper 2000, 212–213). The formal
composition of short and long strokes is varied and marks appear mainly on different types
of jars: “wine jars” made of medium-fine Nile clay mixed with much lime (Kroeper 2000,
192); small ovoid jars with flat bases and conical jars in both Marl and Nile clays; and small
ovoid, rounded-based jars mostly of Marl clay, although some are made of Nile clay (Kroeper
2000, 190). The date of the graves containing the carriers ranges between 3200–2900 BC or
Naqada IIIB–IIIC (Kroeper 2000, 187).
In comparison, the signs from Adaïma were in use before those at northeastern Delta sites
and continue to be used thereafter. Is this sufficient evidence to suggest that this kind of sign
first emerged in Upper Egypt? The answer is probably no, since the number of examples at
each site is too small and the dating depends on the length of occupation of the sites.
If we continue to examine the interpretations proposed by different scholars (van den
Brink 1992, 276 n. 4), we will see that in some cases, such as the one described here, we must
deal with something other than what was initially considered. First, this kind of sign cannot
identify a product transported and/or stored because similar signs occur on bowls (e.g., Fig.
9:1, 2) and jars (e.g., Fig. 9:8). By definition, an open form, like a bowl, cannot be used for the
transport or the storage of goods. For the same reason, it cannot be the measure of a quantity
or a capacity of goods contained in the vessel.
As this kind of mark is found at Adaïma, Tell el-Farkha, Kafr Hassan Dawood and Minshat
Abu Omar, this distribution makes it difficult to envisage these signs as identifying a single
owner. The scalable aspect of the marks and their occurrence on (at least) four different
9

There is a hiatus in the presence of graves in the Eastern Cemetery in the Naqada IIIB period, and this period
is represented by only a small number of tombs. This situation may explain the absence of vessels bearing
signs for this period and should not be interpreted as a rupture in the utilisation of this sign group. However,
we must note that there is no example dating to the Naqada IIIC period at Adaïma. Nevertheless, one example
dating to Naqada IIIB–IIIC exists at Tell el-Farkha (Jucha 2008), and those found in Minshat Abou Omar are
also dated to Naqada IIIB–IIIC (Kroeper 2000).
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contemporary sites, more or less distant from each other, eliminate the possibility that they
are an indication of the provenance10 or destination of the vessels.
After eliminating these different propositions, the suggestion that the signs are directly
connected with their carriers remains to be examined. As the marks are incised before firing,
they must have been applied by the potters themselves. The first use of the signs can be
identified during the specific sequence of production within the chaîne opératoire. This moment
takes place between the drying and the firing of the pots. The scalable aspect shaping the
various compositions of the marks indicates clearly the intention of counting the pots.
Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether the marks are to be considered as a counting system
for pre-fired pottery or an indication for stacking in the kilns.
Concerning the question of the relation of these kinds of signs to the emergence of
hieroglyphic writing, we first have to note that the signs appear at Adaïma at the same time
as the numerals depicted on labels in ivory and bone from Tomb U-j at Abydos (Dreyer
1998, 138–139; pl. 28; Anselin 2008); that is to say Naqada IIIA1. However, the two systems
of counting seem to work differently, as the long strokes do not appear on the labels from
Tomb U-j. In this respect, the Group 3 signs from Adaïma (Fig. 9) cannot be considered as
an “official” system of counting and as an “official” transcription of numerals, and therefore
cannot be identified as hieroglyphic signs. The word “official” is employed here following
Regulski’s suggestion that “… the creation of a writing system was a conscious court initiative
in a time when many clusters of alternative systems of communication existed” (Regulski
2008, 1001–1002). To define these marks, we prefer to employ the term “aide-mémoire” taken
from Bottero (1982), who applied it to the archaic signs used in Mesopotamia at the same
time as the emergence of writing in Egypt. We are not able to decipher them as they do not
belong to the official method of counting, and they are not readable as signs encoding the
language. In other words, the reading of these signs would not have been possible outside of
their context of usage.
Finally, the small number of signs of this type currently observed at different sites11––26
at Adaïma, 12 at Minshat Abu Omar, and only one each at Tell el-Farkha and Kafr Hassan
Dawood––highlights the fact that their use is far from systematic, as is the case for potmarks
in general. Thus it seems clear that these signs were probably used only on particular occasions
(see also Wodzinska this volume) that we are not yet able to define more precisely.
Conclusion
Excavations at Adaïma have provided a total of 662 pre-firing potmarks from the settlement
area and both cemeteries. Adaïma was a “village” occupied from the end of Naqada I (3700
BC) until the end of Dynasty 3 (2600 BC). The most ancient pre-firing sign is dated to
Naqada IID–IIIA1, and the signs continue to be used until the end of the site’s occupation.
It has been demonstrated that the marking practice is far from systematic; the percentage
of marked pots is less than 1% during an average of 700 years of utilisation of potmarks.
10

This does not exclude the possibility of a single provenance, but the signs do not provide this information.
We may expect relevant new discoveries from ongoing excavations at Tell el-Iswid in the northeastern Delta
which commenced in 2007.
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The study of the correlations between the signs and their corresponding carriers has shown
that similar signs are arranged on various techno-morphological types; for example, similar
signs can be observed on open and closed forms. The signs are placed on the surface of
vessels in Marl clay and those of straw tempered Nile silt, equally in Shale Ware or more
specifically in Marl clay with inclusions of nummulites. These different fabrics suggest the
existence of at least two different levels of pottery production, the first coming from (a)
workshop(s)—which has not been identified on the site—and the other related to continuous
domestic production, especially with regard to cooking pots and bread moulds. In order to
understand the role of the marking practices on pottery in the context of the formation of
the State and the emergence of hieroglyphic writing, it has been necessary to reconsider the
different interpretations of their function proposed thus far. The study of the sign groups
demonstrates their association with not one but several systems. For example, some groups
of signs evolved according to a scalable system, chiefly constructed by the addition of a
minimal unit.
Examining each proposition, the result is that some groups of signs have to be considered
in direct relation to the production of their carriers as a means of counting the manufactured
pots. The scalable nature of some signs and the fact that they are inscribed on both open and
closed shapes (which are not destined for the same functions) imply that the role of these
marks should be understood within the chaîne opératoire of pottery production, and can be placed
more specifically between drying and firing operation stages. Following this contextualisation,
it is possible to define these signs as an aide-mémoire used by the potters themselves in order
to control part of the production. Within the framework of the contemporary emergence
of hieroglyphic writing—which is concomitant with the formation of a central court that
uses an official system of counting, which the tags containing numerals in Tomb U-j attest—
this example of a non-official system of counting has evolved as an alternative system of
communication which cannot be deciphered outside of its context of use, and therefore
cannot be considered as a transcription of hieroglyphic signs. The rarity of these signs, which
have been found thus far at four different sites located in both Upper and Lower Egypt,
indicates an occasional aspect in the usage and production of the signs.
The corpus of pre-firing potmarks from Adaïma allowed us to explore new questions about
these enigmatic inscriptions and, step by step, to address certain aspects of the organisation
of pottery production during the Naqada III period.
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Table 1: Classification of pre-firing marks according to their formal appearance. Not to scale. The totals for
each main group include fragmentary signs not represented here. (Illustrations by C. Hochstrasser-Petit
and Gaëlle Bréand.)
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Table 2: Correlations between sub-groups of signs and their carriers. Areas highlighted in grey: sign sub-groups
that occur on four, five or six different types of carriers.

1A
Inside
1
Exterior 1
7C
Inside
0
Exterior 1

1B
1
1
7D
1
0

1C
0
1
7E
0
0

1D
1
0
7F
1
0

1E
0
0
7G
1
1

2A
1
1
7H
1
0

2B
1
1
8A
1
1

2C
0
1
8B
1
0

3A
0
0
8C
0
1

3B
0
0
8D
1
1

4A
1
1
8E
0
0

4B
0
1
8F
0
1

5A
0
1
9A
1
1

5B
0
1
10A
1
1

5C 7A 7B
0
1
1
0
1
0
10B
10C
1
1
1
0

Table 3: Presence (1) or absence (0) of each sub-group of pre-firing marks on the interior and exterior surfaces
of the bread moulds.
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Fig. 1: Shapes of Techno-morphological Group I: Jars bearing pre-firing marks (Illustrations: C. HochstrasserPetit):
Large, ovoid jars with rounded base: 1: from Eastern Cemetery grave S644/1 (Naqada IIIA1?); 2: from
Eastern Cemetery grave S513/2 (Naqada IIIA1-IIIA2). Note that the two rectangular signs on the body
are post-firing graffiti.
Narrow to almost conical jars: 3: from Eastern Cemetery grave S669/1 (Naqada IIIA1); 4: from Western
Cemetery S628/1 (Naqada IID-IIIA1); 5: Eastern Cemetery S85/4 (Naqada IIIA1-IIIA2 transition).
Globular jars: 6: from Eastern Cemetery S964/1 (date indeterminate); 7: Eastern Cemetery S410/3
(Dynasty 3); 8: Eastern Cemetery S963/2 (date indeterminate).
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Fig. 2: Shapes from Group II: Other shapes with a neck bearing pre-firing marks
		 (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
1. Rounded body, from Eastern Cemetery S558/1 (Naqada IIIA2).
2. Pear-shaped, from Eastern Cemetery S660/2 (Naqada IIIA1).
3. Narrow, from Eastern Cemetery S617/3 (Naqada IIIA2?).
4. Large diameter opening, from Eastern Cemetery S501/1 (date indeterminate).

Fig. 3: Shapes from Group III: Other shapes without
neck bearing pre-firing marks
		 (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
1. Cylindrical-shaped, from Eastern Cemetery
S650/2 (Naqada IIIC).
2. Gourd-shaped, from Eastern Cemetery
S692/1 (Naqada IIIA2?).

Fig. 4: Shapes from Group IV: Cooking pots bearing
pre-firing marks
		
(Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit).
1–2. Cooking pots, from Eastern Cemetery:
S653/1 and S697/1 (dates indeterminate).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/breand.aspx

68					

BRÉAND

BMSAES 13

Fig. 5: Shapes from Group V: Bowls, terrines, porringers and basins bearing prefiring marks (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
1–2. Bowls, from Eastern Cemetery S561/3 (Naqada IIIA2); S590/2
(Naqada IIIA1).
3. Terrine, from Eastern Cemetery S834/1 (Naqada IIIA2).
4. Porringer, from Eastern Cemetery S597/4 (Naqada IIIA1).
5–6. Basins, from Eastern Cemetery S630/2 (Naqada IIIA2); S987/1
(Naqada IIIC–IIID).
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Fig. 6: Shapes from Group V: Meidum bowls bearing pre-firing marks (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
1–5: Meidum bowls from Eastern Cemetery graves S476/22; S484/2; S847/1; S850/1; S873/1a.
(All are dated to NIIID-Dynasty 3). Note that on No. 4, the hieroglyphic ankh sign is a post-firing
graffito.
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Fig. 7: Shapes from Group VI: Bread mould types bearing pre-firing marks
(Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
1–2. Almost flat profile, from Eastern Cemetery S513/1 (Naqada IIIA1–IIIA2) and
from settlement AD99.0690 (date indeterminate).
3–5. Short discontinuous profile, from Eastern Cemetery S608/8 (Naqada IIIA1);
S161/1 (Naqada IIIA1). No. 5 is from surface collection (date indeterminate).
6–7. Short continuous profile, from Eastern Cemetery S476/25 (Naqada IIID–Dynasty
III) and from settlement AD90.0186 (date indeterminate).
8–9. Deep to very deep discontinuous profile from Eastern Cemetery S959/5 (Dynasty
III); S998/2 (Dynasty III).
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Fig. 8: Examples of associated signs. Not to scale (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit and Gaëlle Bréand):
1: Sub-group 7H, placed on the exterior neck of a jar fragment in Marl clay with smoothed surface
(settlement AD98.0610; date indeterminate).
2: Sub-group 7B, placed on the exterior body of a bowl sherd in Marl clay with smoothed and partially
red slipped surface (settlement AD00.0616; date indeterminate).
3: Sub-group 7B, placed on the exterior neck of jar fragment in Marl clay with smoothed surface
(settlement AD00.0565; date indeterminate).
4: Sub-group 8C, placed on the exterior body of a bowl in Marl clay with smoothed and partially polished
surface (Eastern Cemetery S643/3; Naqada IIIA2).
5: Sub-group 7G, placed on the exterior shoulder of an ovoid rounded-base jar in Marl clay with smoothed
surface (Eastern Cemetery S471/11; Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3).
6: Sub-group 7A, placed on the exterior neck of a jar sherd in Marl clay with smoothed surface (settlement
AD99.1164; date indeterminate).
7: Sub-group 8C, placed on the flat exterior base of a sherd of indeterminate shape in Marl clay with
smoothed and red polished surface (settlement AD99.0168; date indeterminate).
8: Sub-group 8C, placed on the exterior neck of a jar sherd in Marl clay with smoothed surface (settlement
AD99.0385; date indeterminate).
9: Sub-group 7A, placed on the exterior body of short continuous profile bread mould in straw tempered
Nile silt with surface partially smoothed (settlement AD90.0186; date indeterminate).
10: Sub-group 7F, placed on the exterior shoulder of an ovoid rounded large jar in Marl clay with
smoothed surface (Eastern Cemetery S901/1; Dynasty 3?).
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Fig. 9: Signs from Group 3 and their carriers (Illustrations: C. Hochstrasser-Petit):
Bowls (Vessel Group V) from Eastern Cemetery: 1: S458/1 (date indeterminate); 2:
S476/1b (Naqada IIID–Dynasty 3); 5: S762/3 (Naqada IIIA2).
Bowls from settlement: 3: AD98.0757; 4: AD90.0089 (dates indeterminate).
Other shapes with neck (Group II) from Eastern Cemetery: 6: S597/2 (Naqada IIIA1);
7: S647/1 (Naqada IIIA2?).
Jars (Group I) from Eastern Cemetery: 8: S948/1 (Dynasty 3?); 9: S774/1 (Naqada
IIIA1); 10: S981/1 (Dynasty 3).
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In previous articles (Castillos 2006; 2007) I have suggested that the beginning of class
stratification in the Predynastic period in Upper Egypt was probably due to the actions of
aggrandizers as the most significant among a series of phenomena. These aggrandizers seized
opportunities presented to them by: 1) a certain degree of population density; 2) a relaxation
in the conditions that rejected accumulation of resources by certain members of those early
communities; 3) their resulting increase in productivity and wealth, which they could use to
achieve their goals of social, political and economic power in various ways; as well as 4) an
uneven distribution of prosperous and less prosperous groups within reasonable distance
from one another, all of which led to the birth of new and essentially different polities.
This process allowed the appearance of powerful local chiefs who changed the nature of
their original communities with new forms of social organization, in which one individual
and his enlarged family––transformed into a ruling elite––received the benefits of the labour
of a large number of serfs belonging to less-favoured communities in neighbouring areas.
According to some authors (e.g., Harris 1977), this process was not a deliberate attempt by
ambitious individuals to obtain power on a long-term basis over others, but should be seen
instead as redistributor war chiefs evolving into permanent rulers through an unconscious
transition, in which the participants “seem not to have known what they were creating.”
I find it very hard to accept such a view because the aggrandizers had to overcome multiple
sources of resistance to their ambitions and had to use many different tactics to address the
challenges that stood in the way of achieving their goals. This makes it unlikely that such a
process was set in motion without deliberation towards unplanned and unexpected results,
somewhat like Dukas’ sorcerer’s apprentice. We should perhaps bear in mind that similar
situations have arisen more recently in places like Eastern Europe, where the individuals
placed in positions of power, availing themselves of the new political climate, can hardly be
described as naive but are powerful persons, as some would like to describe those achieving
the same success in the distant past.
It has also been pointed out that this model does not seem to apply to many regions of
Sub-Saharan Africa where the activities of aggrandizers were apparently not favoured by the
social and perhaps ecological conditions, and therefore the presence of rich and powerful
chiefs cannot be detected.1 Let us bear in mind that these observations come largely from
ethnographic studies using sources collected at the time of contact with the Europeans or
later, and not from archaeological contexts. In view of aggrandizers’ policies elsewhere to
1

S. Keech McIntosh (2005) wrote: “I suggest that Africa challenges deeply embedded evolutionary notions
of complexity as differentiation by political hierarchization and provides an instructive counterpoint to
formulations that locate power centrally in individuals and focus analysis primarily on the economic strategies
used by these individuals to maintain and expand operational power … The distribution of power among
several corporate entities (e.g., lineages, secret societies, cults, age grades) can be regarded as a strategy that has
successfully resisted in a variety of ways the consolidation of power by individuals.”
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downplay their new economic status and to pay lip service to equality in some areas of
social life, it is not certain that Sub-Saharan Africa was excluded from this process towards
complexity which has been detected in many other parts of the world.2
I also find similarly unacceptable the views which assign the major role in this process
to demographic pressure (Carniero 2000), because they ignore or minimize other important
variables in the development of complexity like favourable ecological niches that relax
restrictions placed by communities on the accumulation of resources by some of their
members, as well as the role played by increased productivity in this process. Recent studies
(Barnes 2007) carried out in places like Japan have also underlined the importance of the
trade in prestige goods and the existence of more and less prosperous groups within a region
must be considered as well. All of these requirements are apparently not less important than
a certain degree of population density: if it is low, it prevents the growth of inequality, as in
Lower Egypt in the early stages of the Predynastic period; and if population density is too
high, it can be a deterrent and an obstacle to complexity rather than an advantage.3
Another much abused interpretation concerns increasing aridity (Brooks 2006). It began
with the doubtful assertion that aridity explains the end of the Old Kingdom in Egypt (Hassan
1997), a historical phenomenon that was due to a host of other political and social causes
besides environmental changes. Applied to the growth and development of social complexity,
it has at best a marginal significance. People are more resilient to adverse climatic change than
some scholars think. This is shown by the fluctuations in the Sahara between arid and more
B. Hayden and S. Villeneuve (2003) wrote: “Although some ethnographers maintain that chiefs do not benefit
significantly from their positions, we have found ample evidence that they (or more accurately, their supporting
kindred) do benefit today just as they have in the past … It is particularly interesting to observe that prior
to conversion, the gods were said to reside in the bodies of the chief.” Also B. Hayden and R. Maneeprasert
(1996) state: “As Leach (1954, 203, 206–207) has astutely observed, where resources can support hierarchical
systems, egalitarian systems are unstable and hard to maintain … As with ancestor cults elsewhere … ancestors
are used to legitimize the authority of lineage, clan, or family heads, to legitimize claims to land, and to sanction
behavior that deviates from the support of those authorities … Some form of hierarchy relating feasts to
the acquisition of high political/religious office is also frequent although masked by a requisite lip service
to equality in all things among supporters … Rich households without kin may be able to buy influence and
security, and poor households with good lineage connections may be able to achieve security by supporting
lineage leaders and indebting themselves to those leaders, but poor families without kin connections are usually
in dire straits … While most of the observations on the disposal of animal parts from curing or dispute
resolution or other ritual contexts seem too particularistic to be of general use in interpreting prehistoric
remains, one pattern does seem to be consistent and widespread. That is, the display of teeth or horns or skulls
of the highest prestige animals consumed in feasts. While such displays appear very common in many places
in the world, it is much more difficult to document the ultimate disposal patterns of such prestige displays. In
the only case documented to date (in Vietnam) the buffalo horns accumulated by a headman from successive
village sacrifices were simply left in the debris of his old house when he moved the village to a new location”.
This last comment provides interesting perspectives on similar finds of bucrania in several parts of the world
like in Predynastic Egypt at Hemamieh (see Brunton and Caton Thompson 1928, pl. 68) and also in funerary
contexts at Kerma in the Sudan (see Chaix and Hansen 2000, 269–81). The presence of these animal remains
in cemeteries in Predynastic Egypt does not seem to have had any religious connotations according to Flores
(2003).
3
“Demographic increase does not and cannot force people to invent and adopt non-egalitarian social formations
… [but] … population must reach a certain size and density before the complex social interactions that lead to
the emergence of rank can occur” (Clark and Blake 1996, 262).
2
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humid phases in the Holocene, during which people found refuge around the few remaining
lakes and oases, where they survived until more favourable conditions arrived so they could
flourish again and spread all over the land (Wendorf and Said 1996).4
The hereditary chiefs, who could transfer to their descendants their exalted new status,5
achieved their power by various means including reciprocity debts, bribes, coercion, persuasion,
and alliances. Thus they aggrandized not only themselves and their enlarged families, but also
the new group of communities under their authority through the judicious and skilful use of
their wealth.
It is unlikely that all these ambitious individuals succeeded in their efforts to secure personal
social, economic and political power, but those who did inaugurated new polities that would
prosper and expand their influence to larger areas of Upper Egypt on the way to creating
regional kingdoms, and later on unifying Egypt under the rule of a single king.
The very special position these people and their families had in their communities is
shown, among other items of archaeological evidence, for instance by a tomb (S55) recently
discovered at Adaïma and dated to the end of Naqada I. This tomb was located in a privileged
spot, safe from the floods, which was not used by others for centuries. Only in Naqada III
were some tombs dug nearby, but they did not intrude into its immediate proximity (Crubezy
et al. 2002, 488, 561).
Kinship played a very important role in early communities everywhere and no doubt
in Predynastic Egypt as well. Even in later pharaonic times it was a force that shaped to
a considerable extent social, economic and political life, and this was reflected in ancient
Egyptian literature and religious beliefs. But to the emerging Predynastic Upper Egyptian
chiefs on their way to becoming regional kings and then pharaohs, kinship was also a
hindrance that made securing wider allegiances difficult, as their power, the communities and
the territory under their control increased.
In this context the chiefs had to reconcile the expectations of their immediate and extended
families as well as those of the members of the original community to which they belonged
(most of whom naturally wished to share the benefits of the new situation), with those of
key members of the other communities they now ruled whose loyalty was equally necessary
to them. As others have reported from several parts of the world (Barnes 2007; Deflem 1999;
Gailey 1985; Gose 1993; 1996; Gullette 2006; Klein 1998; Patterson 1985), chiefs strived to
create other links between themselves and the people they ruled (as well as among the people
themselves) by various means, which contributed to make their claims to their new position
in society valid in the eyes of a majority of subjects who were not related to them in any way.
Tentative outline of basic steps in social and political development in Predynastic Egypt:
Badarian
• Temporary leaders, village economy loosely attached to the land, limited inequality
based on temporary achieved rank.
• Kinship ties strong and basic to social structure.
4
5

Quoted in Revista de la Sociedad Uruguaya de Egiptología 14 (1997), 18.
Rich or large sub-adult burials––evidence of assigned rather then acquired rank––have not been identified in
the Badarian, and start only in Naqada I.
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Naqada I and early Naqada II
• Permanent chiefs, inequality based on hereditary rule.
• Kinship ties evolving into formation of ruling elite over heterogeneous groups in
relatively small territory.
Late Naqada II and early Naqada III
• Regional kings and state formation.
• Kinship ties played down and largely replaced by other types of allegiance to semidivine king ruling over a large territory.
If we accept this interpretation for the beginning of class differentiation in early Upper
Egypt, a reasonable and pertinent question would be: What changed between the Badarian
and Naqada I periods to make it possible for these people to rise in their communities to
positions of political and economic power? It has been pointed out that the Badarians were
rather loosely attached to the land, combining agriculture with other activities, including
seasonal migrations (Hendrickx et al. 2001, 103–104). This situation changed in time as
people settled down, which––given the fertility of the Nile Valley––enabled Naqada I and
later communities to increase resources and intensify and diversify trade. This brought about
an easier lifestyle, one of the conditions that have been identified elsewhere as leading to a
certain relaxation of restraints on the accumulation of resources by community members
(Hayden 1995).
Beyond the various considerations I have already outlined within this interpretative frame, I
will now discuss several aspects of this process in other parts of the world and their relevance
for Predynastic Upper Egypt, at least as far as the still very limited evidence provided by
some of the contemporary settlements allows us to infer social change and the birth of social
complexity.
For instance, the transition from shared, community-owned resources to privately-owned
ones was probably one of the first steps in this direction. Some studies, such as those recently
made in the Northwestern United States of America in Owens Valley, California, reveal
changes that are remarkably similar to those discussed a few years ago for Central America
and the Near East (Flannery 2002, 417–433). In a first stage of this work in California, a study
of the villages of the late Holocene (Eerkens 2003) did not seem to support social models
such as the activity of aggrandizers or long-distance exchange networks in the developments
observed through time. People there seemed to have slowly changed their hunting preferences
from large to smaller game and, although an intensification in the use of small seeds took
place, storage was carried out in the open in community areas. However, more recent work
in this region has drastically changed these perceptions (Eerkens 2004). Apparently, about
600 years ago, there was a shift in the economic organization of the villages, with small seeds
increasingly processed and stored in private dwelling areas, out of the reach of freeloaders
and other community members. The processing of the seeds to make them easily digestible
and capable of being stored as a sort of mush was done by boiling them for a long time in
coarse, undecorated pots. Since the presence of these pots was consistently much higher
within the dwelling places than outside, this work was done privately and not in plain view
of other community members. Those who practiced these resource accumulation activities
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benefited in the face of seasonal fluctuations in the availability of food.
Thus, aggrandizers could––by means of the privatization and hoarding––use it for the
acquisition of status, to maintain and expand long-distance exchange networks to acquire
exotic prestige items, and to establish alliances with like-minded individuals in other
communities, as well as for the creation of reciprocity debts at the local level.
A similar trend could also be observed in hunting which also became largely privatized by
the use of the bow and arrow and a shift to targeting smaller animals. Large game required
a community effort, or at least the activity of several members, and the proceeds had to be
shared. This changed when hunting became an individual effort that could be practiced with
more emphasis by those seeking the accumulation of resources.
The situation in the more ancient phases of the Owens Valley resembles that of the
Badarian and earlier Upper Egyptian people, while later developments could perhaps be
compared with those that took place in Egypt starting with Naqada I. For instance, grain
storage pits in the Fayum (Caton Thompson and Gardner 1934, 41–54) were not linked to
dwellings and were community-owned. In the Badarian period, as far as we can tell from the
limited evidence available, storage pits were located in areas without any private connotations
(Brunton and Caton Thompson 1928, 82–83, pl. 63).6 In later periods, however, in settlements
such as Adaïma (Midant-Reynes et al. 2002, 73) or Armant (Ginter and Kozlowski 1994,
38–45), what appear to be storage pits are not only usually larger in size, but are often placed
near hearths or the remains of large structures that have been interpreted as dwellings.
It may be fruitful to explore in the near future to what extent this transition from
community-owned resources to those owned by individuals detected elsewhere applies (or
not) to early Egypt.
Social changes that took place in other parts of the world, for instance in southeast Spain
between c. 5000 and 1500 BC, may also throw light on these kinds of developments and their
context.7 In Neolithic Spain small-scale mobile communities, living on domesticated and wild
animals and plants, engaged in domestic production and perhaps to some extent exhibited
inequalities that do not seem to have been based on a lasting control of productive activities.
The study of the areas devoted to these purposes suggests that they were for the use of the
community as a whole.
The changes detected from Neolithic to Copper Age practices there seem to suggest a
transition from community or lineage group to individual household control. Open access to
all was replaced by inter-household differences based on hidden stores and possible increasing
inequalities in the access to productive activities and consumption. There is evidence for
hierarchical relations within Copper Age societies in southeast Spain, but both equal and
unequal social relations appear to have co-existed.
In Argaric times (Early Bronze Age, c. 2250 BC) there seems to have been an inverse
relationship between site size (i.e., population) and available land for dry and wet farming,
which would indicate unequal access to agricultural production. The overall evidence is that
social inequalities, coercion and exploitation appeared, or markedly increased, during the
At Hemamieh the huts did not appear to be in the vicinity of any storage pits; also at Mostagedda the storage
pits (granaries, according to Brunton 1937, 68–69, pl. 4) were not near any hut circles or hearths.
7
For an interesting and more detailed outline of a transition to complex chiefdoms in prehistoric Spain see
Chapman 2003, 101–163.
6
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Argaric. Agricultural surpluses may have been produced before, but now they were socially
appropriated. The standardization of pottery, metal objects and burials seems to have been
an ideological means by which power was legitimized and accepted in everyday life. Weapons
appear associated with a small number of adult males symbolizing the coercive powers of the
dominating group. The inequalities in everyday production suggest the existence of a class
and chiefdom society, if not a State, at this time.
It has also been reported for ancient Peru that an increase in the size of what they call
“domestic units” is linked to greater productivity and changes in the social organization of
those communities involving a higher population density (Chu Barrera 2006, 5–13). In other
places, like Ecuador, similar trends have been observed. For instance, the formative highland
communities of Ecuador had hunting and gathering subsistence patterns in the 2nd and 3rd
millennia BC and later evolved to a more or less sedentary lifestyle. There were no indications
of social inequality or complexity in their settlements or their cemeteries. Individual dwellings
were semicircular shelters. These people carried out long-distance trade with more developed
communities on the coast and also with others far to the north and south. Some of their
settlements that were abandoned showed evidence of the results of warfare (Bruhns 2003).
However, developments elsewhere in early Ecuador were more dramatic and significant
for the appearance of complexity. In the Early and Middle Valdivia periods (c. 3000–2000
BC) there was a transition which saw a dramatic increase in the size of settlements and of
individual dwellings. These grew to be up to three or four times larger than previously and
capable of accommodating eight to ten individuals. Some of these were even larger than the
rest and may represent the residence of early community leaders. There is also evidence of
increased specialization in the work of some of these people which accompanied the increase
in population density (Raymond 2003, 33–67).
It is a constant in human history that social and political change has been more often than
not linked to violence. Although it is difficult to detect warfare in the archaeological record,
in Predynastic Egypt its presence is indicated by iconographic and physical anthropological
evidence (Gayubas 2006).
What role did violence and warfare play in this process? Warfare has been defined as an
opportunistic or situational phenomenon. This contention appears supported by the study of
similar communities with virtually identical hunting-gathering (and also similarly egalitarian)
lifestyles, without highly differentiated gender roles, for instance in South America and in
Southeast Asia (Robarchek and Robarchek 1992). The former exhibited persistently high levels
of warfare while the latter were remarkably non-violent. However, after contact, the violent
communities quickly abandoned warfare and became essentially peaceful in approximately a
decade. This shows that violent behaviour among communities is often the result of people
striving to achieve certain objectives within realities they themselves are constructing and
reconstructing.
Another interesting thought emerging from these studies is that the structural features of
the social, economic and political system are crucial in determining the people with whom
one cooperates and with whom one fights, either within one’s society, in another society, or
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both. In other words, psycho-cultural factors are crucial in shaping the level of conflict and
violence, while structural determinants are crucial in the selection of social targets.8
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The site of Tell el-Farkha is located near the village of Ghazala, c. 120 km northeast of
Cairo, in the central Nile Delta. The site is composed of three koms (Western, Central and
Eastern). The first occupation at Tell el-Farkha is connected with the Lower Egyptian culture,
and began c. 3700–3600 BC. The Western Kom was the first part of the site to be occupied
and was abandoned at the beginning of Dynasty 1; the other two mounds continued to be
occupied until the beginning of Dynasty 4.
After 12 years of research by the Polish Mission, the site can be divided into three main
sectors, each with distinctive functions: residential and cultic on the Western Kom; habitation
and utility on the Central Kom; and cemetery and settlement on the Eastern Kom. Some of
the most important discoveries at the site are connected with an Early Dynastic administrativecultic centre on the Western Kom.
During the 2001 campaign, a small deposit, consisting of figurines and vessels made of
faience, clay and stone, was discovered just below the surface of the Western Kom (Fig. 1;
cf. Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2002, 73–75; Ciałowicz 2004). The deposit was uncovered
within the massive walls that delimited a relatively small room (c. 3 x 3.2 m), which was
part of a building of considerable size. This structure was made up of a series of rooms,
which agglutinated over a certain period of time or were rebuilt and developed after natural
disasters with cataclysmic consequences. One such event may have been a relatively minor
earthquake which resulted in the collapse of the walls in some of the rooms lying southeast
and northwest of the area in which the deposit was discovered. The debris covered many
of the items, including large storage vessels, thin-walled red bowls and cosmetic palettes of
greywacke.
The differences in the materials used to produce the bricks of this building are particularly
notable. The bricks were made either of silt with a considerable quantity of sand, or silt
practically devoid of sand, although brick size remained more or less constant at c. 15 by 30
cm throughout the period. Another observation that should be emphasized is the functional
distinction of particular rooms and the related differences in the thickness of walls and wall
construction techniques. The main walls and those surrounding the deposit are the thickest,
measuring c. 120 cm across. Walls, measuring one, one-and-half, or two bricks thick (i.e., 30
to 60 cm), surround other rooms that are of distinctly domestic character. Small hearths
were discovered chiefly in the small units, enclosed by thin walls that separated them from
the neighbouring spaces. A remarkable concentration of such hearths was discovered in the
northwestern part of the complex, and whole vessels, querns and grinders were recovered
from the vicinity of the hearths. In some of the other, larger rooms, storage vessels were
preserved standing in situ, or else the mud stands that supported such vessels were present.
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During the 2006–07 campaigns, the western part of the complex was excavated. In 2006,
investigations to the west of the area previously excavated revealed the rectangular outline of
walls (Room 211) in the northwestern corner (Area 53). Room 211, measuring 8 x 3.30 m,
was surrounded by brick walls (1.5 bricks or 45 cm wide) and oriented along a NW–SE axis.
In the middle of this room was a concentration of eight vessels (Fig. 2), two of which are of
particular interest. The first is a so-called ‘Nubian’ vessel, a bowl decorated with punctate dots
within incised triangles (Fig. 3). The second is a pot stand with triangles cut out of its body
found together with a bowl that fitted onto it. Both vessels (and probably the others found
in close proximity) may be considered in connection with cultic or ritual activities (Hendrickx
et al. 2002, 294; Kansa et al. 2002, 197ff.). Pottery stands supporting vessels are known from
representations dating to the beginning of the Early Dynastic period, where they mark cultic
places, as for example on the Narmer mace-head (cf. Ciałowicz 2001, 203).
A few centimetres below this, but in the same stratum within the same room, two stone
vessels were found together with a thin pottery slab (7 cm wide) to which was attached four
round containers (each about 4.5 cm in diameter) filled with a black substance. This object
may be receptacle for ink or for offerings (Fig. 4).
Beside the eastern wall of the room, a small jar (23 cm high) was found covered by a bowl
as a lid (Figs. 5–6). Inside it were 62 objects, evidently a deposit of cultic items that were
hidden within the jar. This deposit comprised 34 ivory figurines: 5 women; 2 men; 2 captives;
2 boys; 9 dwarves (Fig. 7); 2 fantastic creatures; and 12 various animals (Fig. 8). All of them
were made of hippopotamus ivory. In addition, the jar contained 17 models of different items
(Fig. 9) made of hippopotamus ivory, various stones, clay and copper, as well as 11 miniature
vessels of stone, faience and bone. Near this jar, five other small objects of hippopotamus
ivory and faience were found together with dozens of beads made in a variety of materials
including semiprecious stones (agate, carnelian, amethyst, and hematite), limestone, faience
and clay.
The jar containing the deposit was decorated with impressed dots and incised with
schematic depictions of two herbivores and a bird, before which stands a partial image of an
unidentifiable figure (Fig. 6). The bird has an ovoid body, a small head with no beak, a long
neck and legs, and three long feathers for a tail. It seems to portray an ostrich. Behind the bird
a smaller horned animal is shown. The body and neck are represented by a horizontal line
ending with a relatively long, upward curling tail. The head is oval-shaped with straight horns.
Four lines running downward from the body represent legs. The triangle carved between the
hind legs of the animal is undoubtedly a schematic depiction of an udder. The second animal
is larger and depicted in a similar way but without an udder. A male and female of some
horned species (gazelles?) are therefore portrayed on the vessel.
The difference in artistic quality between the objects inside the jar, many of which can be
counted among the most outstanding works of early Egyptian art, and the drawing decorating
the exterior of the vessel is notable. Presumably the vessel was not made by an exceptional
artist like the creator of the materials deposited within it, but rather by the person who
packed the figurines into the jar and hid it by the eastern wall of the room. The reasons for
doing so may have been various: the need to make space for new votive gifts; the desire to
hide them from some approaching danger; or even a situation in which this early sanctuary
had to be abandoned, probably for economic reasons, perhaps at the same time as the entire
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western part of the city at Tell el-Farkha fell into disuse. In this case, the relatively primitive
drawing on the vessel is unsurprising, but the combination of motifs applied to the jar no
doubt had particular significance (cf. below).
During the 2007 campaign, excavations continued in the same area. Further rooms were
revealed to the north and south, abutting the room in which the deposit was found (Fig. 10).
An open space extending to the east probably represents an internal courtyard enclosed by
much thicker walls than those separating individual rooms from one another. The situation
to the west of the deposit room is unclear. Here, the tell has been damaged by the creation
of modern fields, and in particular by the digging of a canal (now filled in) which was still
operational at the start of the Polish excavations in 1998. Only fragments of the walls survive;
they originally extended further to the west and probably formed an outer ring of rooms
encircling the shrine that contained the deposit.
To the north and south were relatively small rooms aligned along a NE–SW axis and
enclosed by thin walls (30–45 cm thick). The remains of ovens and hearths were recorded
within these rooms, as were layers of ash, abundant potsherds (very occasionally complete
vessels) and relatively rare examples of flint and stone tools. Unfortunately, work in these
rooms, particularly those to the north, is complicated by the presence of numerous pits dug
by animals as well as layers of modern rubbish.
The most significant discoveries made in 2007 were also associated with the room
containing the deposit. This room was excavated very slowly and meticulously; individual
layers were designated every 5 cm and all sediments were sieved. The fact that fragments of
the same artefact were found at considerable distances from one another, and at a variety
of depths, suggests that we are dealing with a building and accumulation of fill representing
a single period (first half of Dynasty 1). Examples include a stone vessel that had been
broken in two, the pieces being recovered from strata separated by a vertical distance of 50
cm. Similarly, various fragments of clay figurines and the aforementioned ink container (or
offering stand) were found in different layers within this room.
The walls of this room are slightly thicker than in the topmost layers, but still not as thick
as those walls of the room surrounding the deposit discovered in 2001. In the middle of
the room (Fig. 11), near its northern wall, were three large storage vessels, which had clearly
been concealed beneath the floor. Nearby, although hidden within the north wall, was a jar
covered by a small bowl identical in type to that covering the jar containing the deposit
found in 2006. Each jar contained collections of interesting objects, which will be discussed
in detail below. In addition to numerous pottery sherds, the room also yielded several other
complete, or almost complete, pottery vessels. The most significant of these were a ceramic
stand with matching vessel and a hes-jar, used in ritual libations during the Early Dynastic
period. Similar hes-jars were found in the temple deposits at Tell Ibrahim Awad (van Haarlem
1995, 45–46). The same stratum of fill also produced two stone vessels and fragments of a
clay statuette representing a seated figure. Unfortunately, all that survived of this figurine was
a pair of relatively long legs (18 cm) with closely drawn up knees, suggesting that it may have
portrayed a seated boy with a finger to his mouth. Other miniature figurines carved in bone
portray a schematic representation of a baboon, an unidentifiable animal with a long snout
(an anteater?) and a further example of a female dwarf. Also worthy of note was an amulet
in the shape of a bull’s head. Amulets of this type are particularly characteristic of terminal
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Naqada II and the whole of the Naqada III period (Hendrickx 2002, 285–88). One of the
most significant finds was a greywacke spoon (10.5 cm long) with a crocodile-shaped handle
(Fig. 12). Other finds worth mentioning include a flint knife found with several cattle ribs
alongside the three storage jars mentioned above, fragments of a greywacke bracelet, part of
a bone spoon, remnants of copper artefacts (which are unidentifiable due to their poor state
of preservation), a bone model of a fish-tail knife, and a pear-shaped mace-head. Beads made
of both semi-precious stones and faience were especially numerous (c. 350 items).
The objects recovered from the four storage jars mentioned above deserve separate
consideration. The vessel concealed in the north wall (possibly as a foundation deposit)
contained several dozen faience beads and a faience cylinder seal (2.4 cm high) incised with
crosses and two gazelles (Fig. 13). Above one of the crosses, a poorly preserved sign may
be a very schematic rendering of a falcon. At the bottom of the jar was a complete, but
undecorated, ostrich egg with an oval-shaped hole cut in its top. In the vicinity and also
hidden under the same wall were two pear-shaped mace-heads and the horn of a gazelle. A
large shell from the Red Sea (Pteroceras or Lambis truncata) was found beneath the floor in the
centre of room (Fig. 14). Such shells are sometimes depicted in Late Predynastic and Early
Dynastic art. The most important representations are depicted on the sides of the famous
Coptos Colossi. On the statue in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, two shells and the head
of a gazelle are visible, while carved onto the statue in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, are two
shells with an ostrich above, amongst other figures (Williams 1988, fig. 2).
The combination of gazelle and ostrich may be of some significance. As mentioned above,
the vessel containing the deposit of carved ivories was decorated with drawings of an ostrich
and quadrupeds, probably gazelles (Fig. 6). The combined use of these two motifs appears
on other Predynastic artefacts, for instance on the famous smaller (‘Two-Dog’) palette from
Hierakonpolis in the Ashmolean Museum (Ciałowicz 1991, 43–46). It is possible that this
combination of motifs bears some reference to power, authority or cult in the broadest
sense of this word. On the Central Kom at Tell el-Farkha half of a stone cylinder seal was
discovered in 2003 (Chłodnicki 2008, 494). It was decorated with a representation of an
ostrich and an herbivore, but unfortunately only the back legs of this unidentifiable animal
are preserved.
This group of objects and the decoration on the jar containing the deposit of ivory
figurines seem to point to a strong relationship between the inhabitants of Tell el-Farkha and
the two species in question (cf. Ciałowicz 2008). These animals may have had a cultic-symbolic
meaning, especially since neither was present in the Delta at that time. The ostrich egg must
have been brought from the south; placing it in a foundation deposit instead of using it to
produce beads indicates the symbolic significance of such a deposit. On the cylinder seal are
depictions of gazelles and a simplified image of a Horus-falcon, while the cross below may
be a schematic rosette, similar to that which appears on objects related to Kings Scorpion and
Narmer, and at the end of some rows of animals decorating the Brooklyn knife-handle and
the Davis comb. Such rosettes should probably also be associated with the iconography of
rulers (Ciałowicz 1992, 254). All these symbols may then point to a connection with a ruler
and his symbolism. We should probably interpret the mace-heads found in the vicinity in the
same way; the fact that they were discovered in a cult shrine only strengthens and emphasizes
this relationship. It is worth remembering that among the figurines in the deposit are): a man
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in a characteristic cloak, which is probably a representation of an anonymous ruler during
the sed-festival (Fig. 25); a woman with a child on her lap sitting in a palanquin (perhaps the
mother of the ruler) (Fig. 22); four cobras-uraeui (Fig. 33); and a schematic figure of a falcon
(Fig. 8), amongst others (cf. below).
The occurrence of the ostrich and (probable) gazelles incised on the vessel containing
the cultic deposit is probably not a coincidence. Combining the same animals as those found
in the foundation deposit only emphasizes their role in such rituals, perhaps suggesting that
both animals were somehow connected to specific rituals or cult, or were even symbols of
the gods or powers worshipped in the shrine at Tell el-Farkha. It is also possible that they
were somehow connected with the name of the place, perhaps the settlement itself, or a
shrine built within it. Such a conclusion may seem improbable, but it should be considered
nevertheless.
The three aforementioned jars hidden beneath the floor contained a great number of
items. The content of each jar was different. The first contained only a few faience beads and
small fragments of animal bone. Over 400 faience beads were found in the next jar, together
with three objects made of hippopotamus ivory: a circle (a finger ring?) of 2 cm diameter;
a model bull’s leg (3.2 cm high); and the poorly preserved and fragmentary remains of an
anthropomorphic figurine. Only the top of this figure survives, its hair featuring a central
parting. The eroded surface and indiscernible details make it impossible to establish whether
this is a figure of a woman or a man, although the former seems more likely.
The greatest number of valuable objects was concealed in the third vessel: a hippopotamus
ivory figurine representing a female dwarf; two cosmetic palettes: the larger one rectangular
(17 x 8.8 cm) and the smaller one fish-shaped (8.7 cm long). Other items found inside the jar
include a bone model of a dagger (Fig. 15), which imitates the copper daggers of this period
known from only a few sites in Egypt (Ciałowicz 1985, 163), and a hollow bone object which
is probably an imitation of the sheath for the dagger. Two small stone vessels (a bowl and a
water bottle), several beads and a few fragments of animal bone were also recovered from
this jar.
It is thus clear that an important administrative centre, perhaps containing a cultic place
within it, was present on the Western Kom at Tell el-Farkha at the beginning of the historic
period. Votive deposits were discovered in two shrines. The first shrine in the eastern part
of the complex was discovered in 2001, and produced figurines, rattles, miniature models of
different objects and vessels of faience, pottery and stone. The faience figurines of baboons
(Fig. 16) and a prostrate man (Fig. 17) deserve special attention.
Representations of baboons are well known from Early Dynastic sites. They have been
found in all temple areas excavated in Upper and Lower Egypt: at Hierakonpolis (Adams
1974, pls. 18–20), Abydos (Schlögl 1978, 23–25), Elephantine (Dreyer 1986, 70–72) and Tell
Ibrahim Awad (Belova and Sherkova 2002, photos 71–73, 120). Some of them, although
without provenance, are important for their size and inscriptions, such as the seated baboon
in the Berlin Museum with the name of Narmer on its base (Priese 1991, 12).
In contrast, representations of prostrate men are very rare: two of them are known from
the Kofler-Truniger collection, but probably originate from Abydos (Schlögl 1978, 95–96).
Another example was found several years ago in Tell Ibrahim Awad (Belova and Sherkova
2002, photo 39). The example from Tell el-Farkha is much better preserved than the others
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and shows many more details (Fig. 17). The prisoner is naked, although he probably wears
a penis-sheath of which only a fragment of the belt is visible. His hair is long with a central
parting. He has a large nose and a wide mouth. Some anatomical details along the back are
also indicated.
In the second, more recently discovered deposit, the number of figurines was much higher,
and more than 70 figurines and models made from hippopotamus ivory, stone, faience and
copper were found together with hundreds of beads.
The human figurines, all made from hippopotamus ivory, can be divided into several
groups. The first category is formed by representations of women (6 examples). Two of
them are depicted naked. The better preserved example (8.5 cm high) was found in 2006 in
the deposit jar (Fig. 18). She is protrayed standing, with legs together, her right arm hanging
straight down along the side of the body, with the right hand resting on the thigh. The fingers
are clearly modelled. The left arm is bent at the elbow, while the well-modelled hand is turned
upwards and holds the right breast. The features of the face are rounded: the lips are relatively
large and narrow; the nose is large and hooked; and the eyes are almond-shaped with slightly
curving eybrows. The lack of pupils in the eyes may be the result of surface damage. The
figure’s long hair is parted in the centre, hanging down the back to the waist and falling
onto the breasts in two separate bands. The figure’s pudendum and buttocks are modelled
plastically. The second example (3 cm high) was discovered in the fill of the room around the
jar. Its face is badly destroyed, and the left hand and lower legs are missing.
Two other figurines depict women wearing robes. The first (8.0 cm high) is dressed in a
long robe extending down to the lower-calves and belted at the waist (Fig. 19). She stands on
a round base with her legs together. Although the face is badly damaged, a large hooked nose,
almond-shaped eyes, and small, thick lips are visible. Her long hair is parted in the centre and
extends to the shoulders, ending in a curved lower edge. The figure holds a vessel, either a
bowl or a plate, in her outstretched hands, and leans forward slightly as if she is in the act of
offering the object. Her toes are well modelled.
The second statuette (6.9 cm high) also stands on an oval base and is dressed in a robe or
coat that extends below her slightly bent knees (Fig. 20). Her feet, with clearly indicated toes,
are close together. The hands hang down along the sides of the body to the hips, but are
less delicately modelled than the previous example. All of the fingers are individually carved.
The face is large and expressive with large almond-shaped eyes, clearly indicated eyebrows
and small, relatively thick lips. The figure’s nose is wide and straight. The left ear is marked
more deeply than the right, but both are large and protruding. The figure’s long hair extends
midway down the back in a series of horizontal waves, although the bands run vertically
across the top of the head.
The representations of women with children are particularly interesting. The first of them
(4.7 cm high) holds a child in one arm (Fig. 21). The woman stands on a base and is dressed
in a long robe that extends to her ankles. Her long hair falls midway down her back and onto
the front as two segments resting on her large breasts. The face is not preserved, although
it was almost certainly schematically rendered. The right arm is only partially preserved, but
originally hung down along the side of the body. With her left arm the woman holds on her
hip a child who was probably depicted naked. The child has a round head and protruding
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ears; its face is not indicated in any detail. The child’s left hand is bent at the elbow and rests
on its chest.
A second figurine (4.1 cm high) shows two figures sitting in what is probably an oval
palanquin, possibly made of wood and basketwork, composed of four clearly separated
horizontal segments (Fig. 22). The woman is shown from the waist up. She is enveloped in
a cloak, its edges visible at her neck. The body is very schematically modelled. The face is
unfortunately severely damaged, but the almond-shaped eyes, straight and narrow nose, and
lips can be distinguished. The figure’s hair is parted in the centre and most probably fell onto
her shoulders. The woman holds on her knees a child who sits sideways to her. This figure
is very schematically rendered, but is almost certainly dressed in a cloak with its hands held
together on the chest. The facial features are not clearly indicated.
Numerous representations of naked women occur in Predynastic and Early Dynastic
art. They appear already in the Badarian culture (Brunton and Caton-Thompson 1928, pl.
24.2; Spencer 1993, figs. 9–10, BM EA 58648 and EA 59679), and increase in popularity
in Naqada I. One of the most significant examples, though of an unknown origin, is in
the British Museum collection (EA 32141). This small figurine (11.4 cm) depicts a naked
woman, standing with her hands holding her breasts. Her hair falls to either side of the
face in thin plaits, and the disproportionately large eyes, which are inlaid with lapis-lazuli,
are particularly striking (Donadoni Roveri, Tiradritti 1998, 31; Spencer 1993, frontispiece).
Overall the secondary sexual features are strongly emphasized.
Representations of naked women continued to be popular in the Protodynastic and Early
Dynastic periods. A badly damaged figurine of bone showing a naked woman with her hands
held along the sides of the body comes from the Early Dynastic deposit at Tell Ibrahim
Awad (Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo 55). A few examples are also known from the
Main Deposit at Hierakonpolis. To this group belongs, among others, a figurine in the Petrie
Museum (Adams 1974, cat. no. 360, pls. 44–45). This large (20 cm high) ivory figurine depicts
a standing naked woman. Despite the fact that both her hands are broken off, it is evident that
the left arm was bent at the elbow and held below the breasts, while the right arm hung along
the side of the body; the right hand on the right thigh is preserved with carefully modelled
fingers. The face is distinctively modelled, with almond-shaped eyes, a relatively wide nose
and thick lips. Also of interest is the hairdo: the long hair or wig extends to the figure’s waist,
with the individual waves of hair represented by horizontal lines. This sculpture is therefore
very similar to both of those found at Tell el-Farkha (Fig. 18). The majority of figurines from
Hierakonpolis are in the Ashmolean Museum (Capart 1905, figs. 132–33), and amongst them
are representations of naked women, in poses identical to those from Tell el-Farkha, as well
as some dressed in long robes also like the examples from Tell el-Farkha.
There are no exact parallels for the figurine of the woman holding the bowl (Fig. 19),
although various statuettes from Upper and Lower Egypt show that this iconographic type
was known. Among the objects from Elephantine are three figures holding objects in their
hands. One of them represents a man clasping a round item (possibly bread) to his chest; the
second is only partially preserved and shows a woman holding a vessel on her head; while the
third, also incomplete, depicts a squatting figure holding a large vessel (Dreyer 1986, cat. nos.
24, 25, 27; pl. 14). To this type also belongs a figurine from Tell Ibrahim Awad (Belova and
Sherkova 2002, photo 104), which depicts a standing woman holding a jar in her outstretched
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hands. She is dressed in a long robe, with her hair falling onto the shoulders. Similarly, a
faience figurine from the same site shows a squatting baboon holding a jar in front of its chest
(Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo 72). This object has a counterpart in a baboon figurine
from Abydos, now part of the Kofler-Truniger collection (Schlögl 1978, 25).
A similar observation applies to the representations of women with children. No exact
parallels are known for the Tel el-Farkha example (Fig. 21), but from Elephantine there is a
partially preserved figure of a woman with a child on her back, and two other figurines of
standing women each holding in their arms two highly schematic representations of children
(Dreyer 1986, cat. 34, 36, 37, pls. 15–16). Statues of mothers with children are also housed in
the Berlin Museum collection (Priese 1991, 10), but these are without provenance. In the first
case, a naked woman holds a child to her stomach, in the second on her hip. Thus, while the
figurine from Tell el-Farkha depicting a standing woman with a child is not original, it shows
another variation on the theme.
A different view, however, is required when discussing the representation of the woman
and child sitting in the oval basket-like object, which is probably some type of litter or carrying
chair (Fig. 22). In this case attention should be focused on several representations in relief
and small objects of plastic art. In the former, figures in litters are shown, for example, on
the mace-heads of Scorpion and Narmer (Ciałowicz 2001, 197 ff.). Covered litters are known
from sculpture, sometimes including a figure within (e.g., Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo
49; Schlögl 1978, 26–27). Such objects suggest that the representation from Tell el-Farkha
might be related to the rpw.t, the image of a mother, a divine pharaoh’s mother (Kaiser 1983,
262), or in a broader sense, women from the royal family (Millet 1990, 59).
The next group from the deposit at Tell el-Farkha consists of two representations of
children. It is worth noting that the figurines of boys show two different physical types,
but in both the high skill of the artist is evident. The first boy (8.4 cm high) is a slender
figure (Fig. 23), shown sqautting on the ground with knees drawn up, but apart, and the
feet placed together with clearly modelled toes. The face is distinctively rendered: the eyes
are large and almond-shaped, but not identical, with clearly indicated pupils. The ears are
also large and unnaturally protruding. The mouth is relatively wide and thick, and the nose
slightly snubbed. The hairline is indicated over the forehead down to the ears. The left hand,
with disproportionately long and thin fingers, lays on the bent left knee, while the right hand
reaches to the mouth, with three fingers together, the thumb pointing outward and the index
finger (only partially preserved) touching the lips.
The second boy (5.2 cm high) is much more robust (Fig. 24). His face is distinctively
modelled, with large, almond-shaped eyes. The ears are also large and unnaturally protruding;
the mouth is relatively wide and thick, the nose large, wide and crooked. Over the forehead
the hairline is marked down to the ears and is also visible on the back of the head. The
genitals are plastically modelled and the line separating the buttocks line is also emphasized.
As in the previous examples, the knees are drawn up with the left arm resting on the left thigh,
although this figure has a more hunched posture. The right elbow is placed before the right
knee, the hand is drawn up to mouth level with three fingers together, and the thumb or the
index finger (only partially preserved) touching the mouth.
Several dozen figurines depicting a child with a finger to the mouth are known from
Elephantine (Dreyer 1986, pls. 11–13). The majority show standing figures, which are
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unknown from Tell el-Farkha. There are also a dozen or so figurines, mostly in faience,
showing generally naked boys (sometimes wearing a loincloth) sitting on the ground with their
knees drawn up high. They are characterized by relatively large heads and clearly modelled
features. All of them have the finger of the right hand held to the mouth, while the left
hand rests on the left knee. Similar figures are also known from other sites (e.g., Belova and
Sherkova 2002, photo 38). The best––from the artistic point of view––are the figurines from
Abydos. They were made of stone and are now in the Brooklyn Museum (Needler 1984, 347)
and the Kofler-Truniger collection (Schlögl 1978, 28). The latter, in particular, is artistically
comparable to the examples from Tell el-Farkha.
Another category comprises representations of men (4 examples). In the Tell el-Farkha
collection there is a figure of a striding man (6.5 cm high) with his left leg forward (Fig. 25).
His right foot stands on a base, with the toes plastically modelled. The figure is dressed in a
cloak that extends down to his knees. The right hand emerges from beneath the cloak and
originally held a now unidentifiable object – most probably a heka scepter or some other
insignium of power. The cloak is decorated with horizontal incisions. The face, framed by
short hair, is somewhat effaced and some of the facial details are not clear, but the eyes are
almond-shaped and the eyebrows are visibly emphasized. The nose is relatively small and
straight, while the mouth was thin with a thick lower lip. The undercutting beneath the lips
and on the cheeks suggests that a beard may once have been present. The figure’s ears are
poorly preserved, but were originally large and protruding.
Another ivory figurine of a walking man (4.8 cm high) shows him marching in a pose
almost identical to that of the previous example (Fig. 26). His left leg is forward, and the right
arm hangs down by the side of the body, with the hand in a fist and the thumb extended
downward. The left arm is bent at the elbow with the hand in a fist held on the chest. The line
of the eyebrows is clearly indicated over the almond-shaped eyes; the nose is large and wide,
the lips relatively thick and the ears protruding. The hairline is visible over the forehead. A
loincloth is modelled at the back and falls in two segments at the front. Between them there
was probably originally a penis-sheath, now lost.
A distinct subcategory among the male figurines is the representation of a captive (two
examples) with one or both hands bound behind the back. The first shows a standing male
figure (4.3 cm high), his left leg forward and slightly bent at the knee (Fig. 27). The left arm
is bent at the elbow and the hand (only partly preserved) covers the mouth. The right arm
is bent back behind the waist and was probably bound. The figure wears a penis-sheath and
loincloth around the waist. The buttocks are plastically modelled. It is not quite clear whether
the man is bearded, although this seems likely. The musculature of the figure’s body is lightly
indicated.
The second example (5.4 cm high) is unfortunately very poorly preserved, and as a result
is difficult to interpret. The face and arms are practically destroyed; only a fragment of the
left side of the head and the hairdo is present. The hair probably extended to the shoulders;
the eyes were almond-shaped, and the nose and mouth are now missing. The preserved part
of the right shoulder and a probable trace of a hand slightly bent backward, suggest that the
figure may have had its hands tied behind the back. The lower part of the figurine is rather
better preserved, and indicates that the figure was dressed in a long robe and kneeling on a
round base.
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The cloaked man from Tell el-Farkha (Fig. 25) has no direct counterpart, but the famous
figurine from Abydos in the British Museum (Petrie 1903, pl. 2.3; Spencer 1993, fig. 52, EA
37996) wears a very similar garment. In this case, too, one hand protrudes from underneath
the folds of the elaborately decorated cloak. Identification of the Abydos figure is facilitated
by the Upper Egyptian crown on his head—doubtless this sculpture represents one of the
early rulers during his sed or jubilee festival. The identity of the figure from Tell el-Farkha is
not so certain, although the decorated cloak is a significant attribute. In early Egyptian art,
this cloak is reserved for rulers as can be seen, for example, on the statues of Khasekhem or
Djoser and several reliefs (Sourouzian 1995). In many depictions, the hands protrude from
beneath the cloak’s fold and grasp the royal insignia. Similarly, the Tell el-Farkha figurine
appears to have held a now effaced heka-scepter or some other symbol of power. The lack of
a crown is not a definitive criterion since in the sed-festival scenes of Nyuserra, the king leads
the procession dressed only in an apron and headscarf (Kaiser 1971, 87–105). Although the
situation is not identical, it does allow us to suggest that in the early period a ruler could have
been shown without his crown. Thus, it may be suggested that the man in the cloak from Tell
el-Farkha may represent an anonymous ruler during his jubilee (Blaszczyk 2008).
There are no direct parallels for any of the figures of captives found at Tell el-Farkha
(Fig. 27), although it was a common theme in Predynastic and Early Dynastic art. The best
examples are the expressive figurines from Hierakonpolis (Quibell and Petrie 1900, pls. 11–
12). Representations of defeated and captured enemies are also known from Abydos (Schlögl
1978, 29) and Tell Ibrahim Awad (Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo 106), where the so-called
‘primeval idol’ is doubtless a very schematic rendering of a captive with his arms bent at the
elbows and bound behind the back.
The 13 figurines of dwarves (1 man and 12 women; Fig. 7) from Tell el-Farkha are the
largest concentration ever found in a single location in Egypt (Buszek 2008). At present, about
30 figurines of dwarves are known from different sites of the Predynastic and Early Dynastic
periods; however, the level of workmanship evident in many of the examples from Tell elFarkha, particularly in their expressive faces and the realistic way in which their deformed
bodies are shown, are without equal in other, hitherto known representations of dwarves.
Of particular interest is the very realistic figurine of the single male dwarf (4.8 cm high) in
the collection (Fig. 28). The man, with bent and bandy legs, is dressed only in a loincloth and a
penis-sheath, which looks like it was made from a piece of cloth. The pigeon toes are modelled
in detail as are the torso muscles and the disproportionately short arms that extend only to the
waist. The fingers are carefully indicated; the convex buttocks are plastically modelled. The
head is disproportionately large and round with almond-shaped eyes and marked eyebrows.
The nose is large and wide, and the mouth is fleshy and thick. The shoulder-length hair is
parted in the centre and several strands are emphasized with vertical incisions.
Some of the figurines of female dwarves are similarly realistic. One of them (3.4 cm high)
represents an expressive image of a woman standing with her bandy legs sharply bent at the
knees (Fig. 29). The knees are splayed, but the feet are together. The woman is dressed in a
long robe and she wears a heavy wig on her head. The figure’s body is schematically modelled;
only the short hands are more carefully carved with individual fingers indicated. The arms are
bent at the elbows and carved away from the body. The face is almost triangular, and slightly
tilted to the left. The eyebrows, almond-shaped eyes, thick lips and straight nose are clearly
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emphasized. The wig, parted in the centre, consists of a smooth upper section, below which
thin plaits hang down the back and over the shoulders.
Amongst the female dwarf figurines from Tell el-Farkha are two very schematic examples.
One of them (5.9 cm high) depicts a woman dressed in a long robe with her legs bent, the
knees splayed and her feet together (Fig. 30). The short arms with subtly indicated muscles
hang down close to the sides of the body. The hands are very schematic and the fingers not
indicated at all. The figure’s breasts are modelled as a single curve. The face is extremely
simple; only the lips are indicated in any detail. Her hair is parted in the centre and extends
down to her mid-back. This schematic treatment cannot be the result of a lower level of
craftsmanship; on the contrary, because the artistic standard of these figurines is very high,
we must suppose that it is a result of a conscious decision, thus suggesting that in these early
times Egyptian artists were not as restricted as they were in later times.
Figurines of dwarves from the former MacGregor collection are regarded as the oldest
examples (Steindorff 1946, 19, pl. 1). They depict naked women with bald or shaven heads,
large eyes and ears, and visibly deformed bodies: their legs are short and bent at the knees;
their arms do not extend as far as the waist. A faience figurine from Elephantine (Dreyer
1986, cat. 1; pl. 11) is also considered to be a dwarf based on the short legs and large head
when compared to the rest of the body, which seems to be proportional. A few figurines
from Abydos and Hierakonpolis also represent dwarves (Buszek 2008, 38). They are made
from stone, ivory and faience. Some of them represent female dwarves wearing heavy wigs.
They are shown naked or wearing long robes. Others are male, usually naked. Their state of
preservation and level of artistic execution is much lower than that of the figurines from Tell
el-Farkha. Two further figurines, from Tell Ibrahim Awad, can be treated as representations
of dwarves (Belova, Sherkova 2002, photos 100–102). Both are made of ivory and their state
of preservation is much like that of the bone objects found outside the deposit jar at Tell
el-Farkha. The level of decay makes it difficult to evaluate the first figure from Tell Ibrahim
Awad from the published photography (Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo 101). The figure
appears to be squatting with its knees drawn up; only the left leg is preserved and the left hand
rests on the knee. The body proportions do not suggest a dwarf, although (as far as it can be
discerned) the slightly grotesque cast of the features may justify this opinion. To sum up, it is
quite difficult to state whether the figurine in question actually represents a dwarf rather than
a squatting boy, perhaps with his finger to his mouth. Nevertheless, the figurine in Belova and
Sherkova (2002 photo 102) seems to be a female dwarf, in view of the bent legs, short arms
and heavy wig, although final conclusions depend on better photographs or illustrations of
the Tell Ibrahim Awad finds.
The figurines of fantastic creatures and cobras-uraei are unique to Tell el-Farkha; none
have any direct counterparts among the hitherto discovered small objects of art. The birdheaded figure with a lion or panther body, wings(?) on its back and two human hands (7.2 cm
high) is the most fascinating (Fig. 31). Seated on a flat base, the creature holds a tall wine jar
in its hands and between its drawn-up knees. The head is bird-like with the clearly indicated
beak of a bird of prey (probably a falcon) and incompletely preserved, pointed ears. Its eyes
are almond-shaped with a clear swelling of the eyelids. Female breasts are visibly rendered on
the body and small incised curves presumably imitating feathers on the back. A clear swelling
on the lower part of the figure is most probably a tail. The arms are bent at the elbows and
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end in hands with distinctive human fingers; however, there are no visible toes and the feet
are more like feline paws. In the Ashmolean Museum there is a small limestone figurine from
grave 721 at Naqada, which is dated to Naqada IIC (Payne 1993, 15). It portrays a recumbent
animal, probably a feline, with a bird(?) head. Unfortunately, the separately modelled ears and
tail are not preserved, but the figurine possibly represents a griffin. Griffins with a lion or
panther body, bird head and wings appear in late Predynastic reliefs from the Main Deposit
at Hierakonpolis (Ciałowicz 1999, fig. 189), on the golden knife-handle from Gebel Tarif
(Ciałowicz 1992, fig. 9), the small palette from Hierakonpolis (Ciałowicz 2001, fig. 32), and on
the more recently discovered dagger handle from grave U-127 at Abydos (Dreyer 1999, 209).
The motif of the griffin is then fairly well-known in early Egyptian art, but never (up till now)
has it been shown as it appears in the Tell el-Farkha figurine.
It is difficult to assess whether or not the small figurine (2.4 cm high) from Tell el-Farkha
depicting a snake with a female face should be connected with the goddess Wadjet (Fig. 32).
The base on which the figure stands is decorated with cross-hatching on the sides, from
which the tip of a tail emerges, suggesting that the artist meant to represent a basket, perhaps
specifically a neb-basket. The four cobras-uraei (6.1–7.3 cm high), however, seem to clearly
point to Wadjet, the divine patroness of the Lower Egyptian king (Fig. 33). The uraeus
became a characteristic element on royal crowns from the reign of Den. However, the holes
at the ends of the tails of the cobras from Tell el-Farkha, which are earlier than the reign of
Den, were evidently attached to something and therefore part of a larger whole. Whether
they were meant to be attached to royal crowns or sculptures depicting the rulers already at
this early period remains unknown.
Representations of animals form another group of images from Tell el-Farkha (Fig. 8) and
include lions, dogs, a scorpion (Fig. 34), a fish, a falcon, and a goose (Fig. 35). Some of them
exhibit the same level of execution as the human figurines; others are more poorly executed.
Similar animal figurines are known mainly from Hierakonpolis, although they are also present
at other sites, including Elephantine, Abydos, Saqqara and Tell Ibrahim Awad. A significant
group of them are now in various collections, but their origin (and therefore their date) is
not precisely defined. They are made of various materials: clay, faience, ivory, bone and stone.
They differ in details and workmanship from the Tell el-Farkha figurines, but probably of
greater importance than the standardization of stylistic features was to have representations
of this specific set of species. Moreover, this diversity is testimony to the level of artistry at
the time and shows that the art of this period is neither monotonous nor schematic.
The same is true for the models of various objects and miniature vessels (Fig. 9). Amongst
the models from Tell el-Farkha are three boats (Fig. 36), several gaming pieces, boxes, probably
a mirror and even a model of an Aspatharia-shell. Models of (sickle-shaped) papyrus boats are
known from a number of sites, for example in stone and faience from Elephantine (Dreyer
1986, 121–22) and from Tell Ibrahim Awad (Belova and Sherkova 2002, photo 50). At Tell elFarkha, the boat models probably also depict papyrus boats, although one represents a boat
with a high stern and prow.
Discoveries of the most recent campaigns confirm earlier assumptions. At the beginning
of the historic period, Tell el-Farkha was an important administrative centre with cultic places
incorporated within it. The first was discovered in 2001 and the second in 2006. It is still

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/cialowicz.aspx

96					

CIAŁOWICZ

BMSAES 13

unclear to whom the shrines were dedicated, but it is at least possible to suggest the name of
the place (cf. above).
Deposits of similar material, hitherto discovered at several sites, could not be precisely
dated. Most contained not only objects from Protodynastic and Early Dynastic times, but also
a significant number of objects from later periods, i.e., from Dynasty 6 or even the end of the
First Intermediate Period. In the deposit found in 2006 at Tell el-Farkha, all of the objects can
be dated to the transition between Dynasty 0 and Dynasty 1. This precise date is suggested by
the discovery of both deposits in surface layers on the Western Kom, which is known to have
been abandoned no later than the middle of Dynasty 1 based on ceramic finds. In addition,
the deposit from 2006 seems more homogenous than the one discovered in 2001. Among
objects undoubtedly coming from the end of Dynasty 0 and the beginning of Dynasty 1 in
the first deposit were also some earlier objects, though they probably were not numerous.
The deposits from Tell el-Farkha rank among the most important of recent discoveries
in Egypt. Previously, the only known deposits in the Delta came from Tell Ibrahim Awad,
which have thus far only been described in a very preliminary manner. Nevertheless, it can
still be stated that—concerning the quality and variety of the objects—the assemblages from
the Delta are equal to other deposits known from Upper Egypt.
Most of the figurines from Tell el-Farkha are unique pieces of art, previously unknown
from such an early period in Egyptian history. Overall analysis of the deposit from Tell
el-Farkha has revealed some interesting points. In the Tell el-Farkha deposit, figurines
representing people always occur in pairs: 2 naked women; 2 clothed women; 2 mothers with
children; 2 boys; 2 men; and 2 prisoners. In this context, special attention should be paid
to the representations of dwarves (1 male and 12 female figurines), suggesting the unique
importance of this group of people for the inhabitants of Tell el-Farkha, or for the authority
who ordered the manufacture of the figurines.
Most of the representations of humans are masterpieces of early Egyptian art, but
because of the poor state of preservation this is sometimes difficult to appreciate at first
glance. Even in the case of the very poorly preserved figurines, some individual details usually
support this statement. Special care was given to the figurines of the squatting boys, which
show a differentiation in physical type and level of workmanship. Particularly expressive, and
fortunately quite well preserved, are representations of dwarves and the realistic way their
deformed bodies and facial expressions were shown. It is especially in this group of statuettes
that the unusual talents and perceptiveness of the artist are visible. It is possible that most,
if not all, of the human figurines discovered on the Western Kom are the work of a single
person—perhaps to be known as the ‘Artist of Tell el-Farkha.’
A different situation pertains to the animal figurines (Fig. 8). Almost all of them, with the
exception of the scorpion, the goose and the fish, were poorly executed. Perhaps they were
the work of a less talented person or a pupil of our artist. The style of the work indicates that
all of them were created at about the same (rather limited) time. It is difficult to judge whether
the artist worked at Tell el-Farkha, or whether his figurines were brought to the site from the
better known centres of Early Dynastic Egypt, and deposited in the shrine at a later time. The
first possibility seems to be more reasonable considering the remains of the administrativecultic centre found at Tell el-Farkha, and the likelihood that artists were connected with such
centres.
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There are many visible similarities in style and subject matter in the deposit from Tell
el-Farkha and others discovered both in Upper and Lower Egypt. It is now seems probable
that at this time all cultic places held similar items. On the other hand, certain stylistic and
iconographic distinctions confirm the existence of local variation.
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Fig. 1: The first deposit of objects in situ when discovered in 2001.

Fig. 2: Cultic vessels discovered in 2006 in Room 211 on the Western Kom.
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Fig. 3: The Nubian vessel decorated with punctate dots
within incised triangles.

Fig. 4: Ceramic stand for ink or offerings after restoration of dispersed pieces.
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Fig. 5: Jar containing the deposit of ivory figurines in situ.

Fig. 6: Decoration on the jar containing the deposit.
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Fig. 7: A selection of the statuettes of dwarves found within the jar.

Fig. 8: A selection of the animal figurines from the deposit from the jar.
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Fig. 9: A selection of the model objects found within the deposit jar.

Fig. 10: View of the administrative-cultic centre on the Western Kom at Tell el-Farkha.
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Fig. 11: Cultic shrine during the excavations of the 2007 campaign with the buried storage jars in situ.

Fig. 12: Greywacke spoon with crocodile-shaped handle.
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Fig. 13: Faience cylinder seal with gazelles and crosses.

Fig. 14: Pteroceras shell in situ.
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Fig. 15: Bone model of a dagger.

Fig. 16: Figurines of baboons from the first deposit.
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Fig. 17: Figurine of a captive from the first deposit.
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Fig. 18: Figurine of a naked woman from the deposit jar.
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Fig. 19: Figurine of a lady holding a bowl, front and side view.
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Fig. 20: Figurine of a robed woman.
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Fig. 21: Figurine of a mother holding a child.
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Fig. 22: Figurine of a mother with child in a palanquin.
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Fig. 23: Figurine of a slender boy.
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Fig. 24: Figurine of a squatting boy.
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Fig. 25: Figurine of a king(?).
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Fig. 26: Figurine of a walking man.
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Fig. 27: Figurine of a captive.
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Fig. 28: Figurine of the male dwarf.
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Fig. 29: Figurine of a realistic female dwarf, front and side view.
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Fig. 30: Figurine of schematic female dwarf.
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Fig. 31: Figurine of a griffin.
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Fig. 33: Figurine of a cobra-uraeus.

Fig. 34: Figurine of a scorpion.
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Fig. 35: Figurine of a goose.

Fig. 36: Models of boats.
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Introduction
Prehistoric sites were first found in the area of the First Cataract of the Nile more than
a century ago (Weigall 1907; Reisner 1910; Junker 1919). These sites were assigned to the
A-Group culture (Reisner 1910) because of the Nubian elements indentified in their material
remains. A Nubian cultural affiliation was expected since the sites were located in the region
of Aswan, positioned at the border between Egypt and Nubia. However, a review of the
available data has shown that, in the area surrounding Aswan and southward to Metardul, the
percentage of Nubian material is always extremely low compared to the Egyptian component,
thus suggesting that the sites in this region should be affiliated with the Naqada culture rather
than the Nubian A-Group (Gatto and Tiraterra 1996; Gatto 1997; 1998; 2000; 2006a; 2006b).
This revised cultural affiliation, however, does not answer the question of how the Nubian
and Egyptian components are related. Before this relationship can be assessed, two questions
must be addressed:
1) What is a frontier, and so how should we define the Egyptian-Nubian frontier?
2) What are the cultural consequences resulting from the interaction of two human groups in
their boundary zone, and how can this be detected in the archaeological record?
The definition of frontiers was for a long time based on a colonialist viewpoint with the
expectation of sharp boundaries visible in cultural markers. Moreover, the colonists were seen
as cultural innovators and the natives as passive recipients (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995).
This is often still the way we define the frontier between Egypt and Nubia and interpret the
interaction between Egyptians and Nubians.
The reconceptualization of frontiers as zones of cultural interface and fluidity in group
affiliations is a new perspective in anthropological theory (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995).1 The
1

This perspective was applied by Stuart Tyson Smith in his study of the New Kingdom frontier between Imperial
Egypt and Nubia. In his work Wretched Kush (2003), he discussed how the two groups adjusted their ethnic
identities in accordance with the new political situation. The architecture, material culture and ritual contexts
of the town of Askut in Lower Nubia were analysed and found to be almost exclusively connected to the
Egyptian tradition. However, the study of pottery types and their function, and an investigation of domestic
religious areas, gave insight into the Nubian presence in the town. Nubian cooking pots were commonly used
for cooking, and Nubian pottery and clay figurines were commonly offered in the domestic shrines. Moreover,
residue analysis of the Egyptian and Nubian cooking pots showed that there were two different foodways at
the site, which were connected to the two pottery traditions. Thus, even if at an official level the town and its
community were Egyptian-like, at a domestic level (where the female sphere was more involved) the Nubian
identity was displayed. The New Kingdom cemetery at Tombos, in the Third Cataract region, was chosen
to investigate ethnicity in a funerary context. There again, most of the tombs where made following the
Egyptian style, except for a few graves of women which followed the Nubian tradition. The two communities
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assumption is that frontiers are socially charged places where innovative cultural constructs
are created and transformed. The fluidity of group affiliation in boundary areas may thus
produce integrated new entities. In the present case, we should expect that the Egyptian
and Nubian groups modified, created and syncretized emblemic elements, or cultural
markers, to produce an integrated new entity in their culture contact situation. This process
is what anthropologists call “creolization” (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). It is our goal as
archaeologists to bring to light which aspects of their social life (corresponding to symbolic
principles) are hybrid elements and which are elements of the two original identities.
To address the questions posed above, we can make the following observations:
1) It is more likely that the boundary zone between Egypt and Nubia should be interpreted
in a more nuanced manner; thus a sharp line somewhere at the First Cataract should not
be expected, but rather a larger, more fluid zone, which included not only the Nile Valley
but also the nearby deserts.
2) At this stage in current knowledge, the Egyptians cannot be defined as colonists and the
Nubians as natives; neither can it be said that there was a new cultural entity, although
these ideas should be seriously considered. The most ancient evidence for Egyptians in
the First Cataract area is dated to Naqada IC, while the first two sub-stages of the Naqada
culture are missing here, as they are from the site of Naqada southward. At Hierakonpolis,
for example, the oldest occupation phase predates Naqada IC (Hoffman 1984), but the
cultural affiliation of the material is still unclear. This might be a matter of defining what
form the early Naqada I stage takes in the southern portion of Upper Egypt, at a time
when settlement material in particular is characterized by regional differentiation. Proving
a Nubian presence in the area prior to Naqada IC is also a difficult task, because in the
5th millennium BC both Tasian and Badarian cultures are strongly related to the Nubian
tradition. Thus it is difficult to determine whether a rippled sherd from the southern part
of Upper Egypt is Tasian, Badarian, early A-Group or something else entirely if it is not
located within a broader context. In this respect, it should also be noted that some of
the undisturbed graves in the cemeteries of the First Cataract contained Nubian objects
datable to the Early A-Group phase, but lack any Egyptian artefacts. Because of this, H.S.
Smith (1991) felt that they might be older than Naqada IC. The point to be stressed is that
in the area defined as the First Cataract region––which may include the section of the
Nile Valley from Armant to Metardul, and probably even to Dakka, and the surrounding
deserts––not only is a Nubian component always present in the material culture (with
high variability in the percentages from north to south), but the material culture also
were mixed as far as their ethnic membership is concerned: the population consisted of both Egyptians and
Nubians. The Egyptians were mainly officials and soldiers and thus male; the female component appears to
have been for the most part local and thus Nubian. The New Kingdom situation may seem very similar to that
of the Predynastic period, but this might not actually be the case. The communities Smith analysed were clearly
Egyptian or Nubian, and they adjusted their ethnic affiliation in a rather opportunistic way. In the Predynastic
period, the Egyptian and Nubian identities still shared many common traits derived from a common ancestry.
The Naqada culture developed from the Badarian culture which, as the Tasian, was related to the Nubian
Neolithic tradition (Gatto 2002; 2006c). Thus, the definition of what was Egyptian or Nubian at that time in
the First Cataract region (and the southern part of Upper Egypt) is not so obvious: are the local cooking pots
(shale-tempered ware), for example, Egyptian or Nubian?
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shows peculiarities not encountered elsewhere. These peculiarities include the presence
of animal burials and animal remains within the human graves, and hybrid elements in
secular and religious artefacts (Gatto 2003; 2006a; in press). It is not by chance that the
southern section of Upper Egypt was considered and defined as something different (i.e.,
“the Head of the South”) in the Pharaonic period by the Egyptians.
Several studies of frontiers emphasize the need for both macro- and micro-scale analyses,
as well as the availability of funerary, domestic and ritual sites for study (Lightfoot and
Martinez 1995). Unfortunately, most of the sites found in the Aswan area are cemeteries. In
an effort to remedy this bias in the evidence, the ongoing survey and rescue excavation work
of “The Aswan-Kom Ombo Archaeological Project” is searching for new Predynastic/AGroup evidence in the region. Most of the sites are, unfortunately, in poor condition due
to modern damage, but a settlement and two associated cemeteries were found at Nag elQarmila, a small valley just to the north of Kubbaniya. With its well-preserved domestic and
funerary remains, Nag el-Qarmila is partially filling the gap in the available record. Moreover,
the discovery of an isolated stone tumulus in the desert south-east of Kom Ombo, and of
a rock art station in Wadi Abu Subeira, provide witness to other aspects of Egypto-Nubian
social life (Fig. 1).
The tumulus of Wadi al-Lawi
An isolated stone tumulus was found at Wadi al-Lawi, the main southern tributary in the
Kom Ombo plain (Gatto 2005; 2006a; in press). It is located in a very small valley to the west
of the main wadi, called Shaab Negema. It had already been plundered, and the structure
of the tumulus appeared heavily disturbed. The cleaning of the structure brought to light
the complexity of its building technique (Fig. 2a–b). It consists of two concentric stone
rings partially standing on the bedrock and partially on sand or a layer of crushed bedrock.
Three pots were found, one decorated on both surfaces with a wide rippled motif on a dark
brown burnished exterior and a black interior (Fig. 3). Once the plunderers’ backfill was
removed from the shaft, we collected human bones, potsherds, a quartz flake, and two bone
awls, one of which had an incised herringbone pattern on the basal part (Fig. 4). According
to the bioarchaeological analysis (B. Dickman pers. comm.), the human bones were from
two different adult individuals: one male between 35 and 50 years of age, and a younger
female between 20 and 35 years of age. Unfortunately, the plunderers completely disturbed
the burials, and it is now difficult to reconstruct the relationship between the two bodies.
The grave has parallels both in Nubia and in the deserts. The pottery associated with
the Shaab Negema tumulus is definitely related to the Early Nubian tradition of both the
Abkan and A-Group cultures of Lower Nubia, dated to the 5th and 4th millennia BCE,
respectively. However, strong similarities are also recorded with the Badarian, Tasian and
the Final Neolithic of the Western Desert, dated to the 5th millennium BCE. Moreover,
during the UNESCO Campaign of the 1960s, some campsites, radiocarbon-dated to the mid
4th millennium BC, were located in the Kom Ombo plain, far from the valley (Butzer and
Hansen 1968). Because the pottery found was mostly burnished and black-topped, ceramics
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/gatto.aspx

2009		

EGYPT AND NUBIA IN THE 5TH–4TH MILLENNIA BCE

129

already out of production in Egypt during the contemporaneous phase of the Predynastic
period, they were assigned to the Nubian A-Group. Based on these ceramic parallels, the
Shaab Negema grave may be assigned to either the early A-Group phase, or to an earlier
phase contemporary with the Badarian. The latter hypothesis is far more interesting, as no
5th millennium BC evidence has yet been found in the First Cataract area. There is, however,
an unpublished site, that was found in the 1980s by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition at
Wadi Kubbaniya. Although it was defined as a C-Group settlement by Wendorf and associates
(cf. British Museum Wendorf Collection Archive; Gatto in preparation), it may be connected
to a more ancient phase of occupation in the area. The three sherds now housed in the British
Museum as part of the Wendorf Collection show more affinities with Neolithic material
from Nubia and the Western Desert, including the Gilf Kebir, than to the C-Group culture
(Fig. 5a–c). Unfortunately, the site has not yet been relocated and no further information
about its location is available. In addition, some evidence for a 5th millennium occupation in
the First Cataract region is provided by a few sand-tempered brown burnished sherds, very
similar to Abkan pottery, which were found at Elephantine in a secondary position in one of
the natural water holes cut into the island’s granite (Gatto and Raue in press).
A human bone sample from the Wadi al-Lawi tumulus is now being processed for
radiometric dating at the IFAO laboratory in Cairo. Unfortunately it appears that the amount
of collagen in the bone is very low, so it is unlikely that radiocarbon results will help us to
illuminate the date and cultural affiliation of this isolated tumlus.
The Predynastic sites of Nag el-Qarmila
A Predynastic/A-Group settlement and cemeteries were discovered at Nag el-Qarmila north
of Kubbaniya (Fig. 6; for a detailed report on the first field season, see Gatto et al. 2009a).
According to the pottery, the excavated part of the settlement and the northern cemetery date
to Naqada IC, probably continuing into Naqada IIA, with some Naqada IIC–IIIA2 sherds
recorded on the surface. The radiocarbon dates from the stratigraphic sequence confirm the
chronology established by the ceramic remains. The village is the only settlement site, datable
to Naqada IC–IIA, north of the Second Cataract and south of Hierakonpolis, that has ever
been studied.
The northern cemetery is located on top of a Middle Pleistocene sandy river terrace. This
unfortunate location, combined with wind erosion and ancient plundering, has resulted in
major post-depositional damage to the graves. The burials related to the upper stratigraphic
unit have completely eroded away. Those from the still in situ upper stratigraphic layers are
spread over the area, but only clusters of disarticulated bones could be recorded within the
sand deposit. However, in the northern part of the cemetery, where the surface is more level,
one intact burial was found suggesting that graves at the bottom of the stratigraphy are still
preserved.
A long transect in the central part of the cemetery was excavated (Fig. 7). Due to the postdepositional disturbance and the sandy sediment, no real stratigraphy could be recorded and
no evidence of cutting, superimposition, or disturbance could be seen in the sand.
An intact burial (Fig. 8), found below almost 1.2 m of sand in the northern section of the
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trench, is that of a young woman, between 20 and 25 years of age, tightly contracted in a very
unusual position. The body is oriented NW–SE with the head to the north-west and the feet
to the south-east. The legs were flexed toward the east (left side), while the upper body was
laid flat with the head in an upright position with the chin on the chest. In this arrangement,
the individual is facing south-east, or upstream of the Nile. The right arm was extended
towards the left shoulder with both hands resting on the left shoulder.
This inhumation was placed in a very small concave oval area, measuring 80 x 53 cm. The
sides of the grave were plastered with mud (and possibly leather), and the body, resting on the
sand, was covered by matting and linen (the latter most likely only on the lower limbs). Both
were very poorly preserved. Apart from a small Black-topped jar found close to the right
shoulder (Fig. 9), the only other funerary offerings were a pebble and pieces of malachite
close to the chin and a small basket with malachite fragments on top of it, found by the waist
on the left side.
Almost all of the potsherds collected on the surface and found during the excavation
are Predynastic in date. In the excavated area, the strong dominance of Black-topped and
Red-polished Nile silt pottery, with Black-topped pottery being about two to three times
more numerous, corresponds well with distributions in contemporaneous Naqada IC–IIA
cemeteries. The significant presence of shale-tempered pottery, making up about 30% of the
assemblage, is remarkable because this ware-type is not expected in such quantities from a
cemetery site.
Nubian pottery is present as less than 10% of the assemblage, the most common class
being Black-mouthed ware, with or without rippled decoration. In a few cases, the typical
features of the two traditions were found together on the same vessel; for example, milled
rim decoration was noted on Red-Polished Naqada bowls (Fig. 10a–b).
The southern cemetery was discovered during the 2008 field season, and thus the
information available at the moment is very scanty. However, because of its location, the
pits are dug into the sandstone and this gives hope for better preservation of the graves.
Moreover, very few human bones or sherds are visible on the surface and the area does not
appear to have been damaged by modern activities, suggesting that intact graves may still be
present.
The nearby settlement, situated just to the south of the northern cemetery, is located on
the northern slope of the Nag el-Qarmila valley on top of the Pleistocene silt deposit (Gatto
et al. 2009a). The campsite overlooks the bottom of the valley where there would have been
water, either from rain runoff down the wadi, or from ponds remaining after the summer
Nile flood. An area of 5 x 8 m was excavated in the central section of the settlement. The
stratigraphy consisted of superimposed seasonal occupation layers with hearths (Fig. 11),
postholes, in-situ pots, and plastered pits (Fig. 12).
The pottery found in association with the settlement is very homogeneous. The quantitative
importance of shale ware (Fig. 13), making up approximately 50% of the assemblage,
reflects the situation at Adaïma, where it represented up to 40% of the ceramic material in
layers contemporaneous with those at our site. The presence of the shale-tempered ware is
restricted to southern Upper Egypt from Gebelein (Friedman 2000; Buchez pers. comm.)
to at least Aswan. For the sites excavated by Reisner, the material available at the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston and at the Nubian Museum in Aswan does not include statistically
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significant evidence for cooking pots, making assessment of the full ceramic assemblage
impossible. However, it is most likely that shale-tempered pottery is not present from Gerf
Hussein southward.
The Nubian ceramics are mostly comprised of Black-mouthed bowls, including one
made using a fine shale fabric never before encountered in the Lower Nubian repertoire.
The percentage of Nubian pottery is similar to that in the cemetery, and therefore extremely
low. As in the cemetery, the Nubian sherds from the village correspond rather well with
the tradition represented by the Nubian fabrics and wares in the south, but the paste of
this Aswan variant has its own characteristic traits (white clay, silty groundmass, mixture of
mineral and organic inclusions). This suggests that the pottery was being made locally.
A Nubian influence can also be detected in the lithic assemblage where quartz and
chalcedony are used, although in low percentages, together with Egyptian flint. Notable is
the presence of a few, very tiny lunates typical of the Nubian tradition (Fig. 14), made in the
aforementioned raw materials (Usai 2008). The lunates were use in a series as elements of a
sickle. Among the artifacts found during the excavation, a clay model of a boat and a copper
ring are particularly noteworthy. Complete and fragmentary upper and lower grindstones and
a stone mortar were also recovered.
The Khor Abu Subeira rock art site (KASS1)
KASS1 is located at the upper course of Khor Abu Subeira South, at the beginning of a lateral
branch of the main khor where the rocky outcrop, articulated in different large blocks, creates
steps descending from the surrounding plateau to the wadi bottom (Fig. 15). It consists of
many carved panels, located on different walls and on different levels. The short description
of the site by Murray and Myers (1933) in the 1930s mentions that “the drawings were near a
depression in the wadi where water remains after there has been rain.” A drill core test made
in 2008 in the depression and subsequent geomorphological study of the sediments confirm
the occasional presence of water in this natural pool (De Dapper pers. comm.). Only a small
number of rock engravings were mentioned by the original discoverers; Murray and Myers
also recorded the presence of a Clayton ring and a disk on the gebel near the site. These rings
and disks are objects commonly recorded in the Western Desert and are dated mainly to the
Predynastic period/Old Kingdom (Riemer and Kuper 2000; Gatto 2002–2003; Riemer 2004).
The majority of the engraved representations can be dated to the Predynastic period (for a
detailed description of the site, see Gatto et al. 2009b). They consist of boats (Fig. 16), human
figures, ibexes, antelopes/gazelles, bulls (Fig. 17), ostriches, dogs, a giraffe, an elephant and
a hippopotamus. One of the boats shows a falcon placed above the boat’s cabin (Figure 18).
As the boat type can be dated to Naqada IIC, this representation of a falcon is among the
most ancient known in Egypt (Hendrickx and Friedman in press), and probably one of the
southernmost ever found.
According to the study of rock art by Dirk Huyge (2002), giraffes, boats, human figures
with raised arms, and ibexes, are all solar symbols, implying the idea of rebirth. The falcon
representation, on the other hand, has to be linked with royal iconography, particularly related
to the Hierakonpolis monarchy, where royal evidence dates back to an even earlier period
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(Friedman 2008). Both cosmological and ideological elements are thus present in the artistic
record of the site, all clearly related to the Naqada culture. However, there may be other, more
ephemeral, elements in the surrounding landscape that may be linked to Nubian religious
beliefs. The hidden location of the site, the presence of rocks creating a water pond after
rain, and the consequent use of the site for watering by wild desert animals (such as gazelles,
antelopes and ibexes), may be interpreted as relevant to Nubian religious symbolism. It is
interesting to note that rocks, water and gazelles are elements characteristic of the two female
divinities of Elephantine Island, Satet and Anuqet, both of Nubian origin.
The combined interpretation of the artistic repertoire and the surrounding landscape may
suggest a ceremonial function for the place.
Conclusion
Evidence we can present for the elements that might be of use for detecting creolization in
the archaeological record of the First Cataract region can be summarized as follows:
1) Because of the scanty data available for the 5th millennium BC in the First Cataract region,
as well as in southern Upper Egypt generally, not much can be said. It is notable, however,
that evidence present in this region prior to Naqada IC is always related to the Nubian
tradition, the same tradition shared by the Badarian and Tasian cultures of Middle Egypt,
meaning that at that time there was not a clear distinction between two different groups,
and that probably a cultural boundary was located further north between Tasa/Badari and
Fayum/Merimde.
2) In the same region, the bulk of the archaeological record dating to the 4th millennium is
related to the Naqada culture, but a small Nubian component is always present in many
aspects of the material culture, such as pottery and lithics. It is notable that the Nubian
pottery is a local production.
3) In the ritual sphere, elements from both cultural entities might also be present, and this
is visible not only at KASS1, but also on Elephantine Island in the Satet temple (Dreyer
1986).
4) There are some hybrid elements such as the milled rim on Red-polished Naqada bowls.
5) In the First Cataract region and southern Upper Egypt there are regionally distinctive
elements such as animal burials in the human cemeteries (Flores 2003) and the great
amount of shale-tempered vessels.
There can be little doubt that the interaction between Egyptians and Nubians in their
borderland created a new cultural entity, but how best to characterize this, is still far from
being understood.
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Fig. 1: Map with the location of the sites mentioned in the text.
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Fig. 2a, b: The Wadi al-Lawi tumulus before and after the cleaning.
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Fig. 3: Rippled bowl from the Wadi al-Lawi tumulus.

Fig. 4: Bone awls from the Wadi al-Lawi tumulus.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/gatto.aspx

138		

GATTO

a) sherd with an alternating pivoting stamp decoration
and a vegetal- tempered fabric.

BMSAES 13

b) sherd with an incised decoration and a sandy fabric.

c) sherd with a combed/rippled decoration with a very
fine sandy fabric (courtesy The British Museum,
Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan).
Fig. 5: Sherds from a possible prehistoric site found by the CPE at Kubbaniya
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Fig. 6: Overview of the Nag el-Qarmila valley with the excavated cemetery WK14 in the
foreground and the settlement WK15 in the background; the newly discovered
cemetery WK22 is located on the first terrace of the gebel on the other side of the
valley.

Fig. 7: Trench excavated at WK14, the Predynastic cemetery at Nag el-Qarmila.
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Fig. 8: Intact tomb found in the Predynastic cemetery.

Fig. 9: Small Black-topped jar from the intact grave.
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Fig. 10a–b: Naqada Red Polished bowl with milled rim decoration.
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Fig. 11: Hearths in stratigraphical position in the Nag el-Qarmila settlement.

Fig. 12: Mud-lined pits from the settlement.
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Fig. 13: Shale tempered pot found in situ in the Nag el-Qarmila settlement.

Fig. 14: Lunate implement from the settlement.
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Fig. 15: General view of the rock art site at Khor Abu Subeira, looking south.

Fig. 16: Example of a boat from KASS1.
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Fig. 17: Bulls from KASS1.

Fig. 18: Facsimile copy of a scene showing a Naqada II boat with a falcon on top of the cabin.
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Burial practices of the Final Neolithic pastoralists at
Gebel Ramlah, Western Desert of Egypt
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Wendorf
During the 2000, 2001 and 2003 seasons of research by the Combined Prehistoric Expedition,
three Final Neolithic cemeteries were discovered in the southern part of the Egyptian Western
Desert (Fig. 1). All were located along the shores of a fossil playa adjacent to a prominent
hill named Gebel Ramlah (Sandy Mountain) (Fig. 2), some 25 km northwest of Gebel Nabta.
Excavation of these burial grounds was conducted in 2001 and continued in 2003 (Schild, et
al. 2002; Kobusiewicz, et al. 2004). Radiocarbon dates indicate that these burials were made in
the fifth millennium B.C., during the last phase of Neolithic settlement in this region, which
is called Bunat El Ansam (Megalith Builder) by Wendorf and Schild (2001).
Radiocarbon dating provides the following results:
Cemetery E-01-2
Burial 5:
Charcoal
Burial 10:
Charcoal
Burial 3:
Human bone

5740 ± 50 BP 4690 (16.3%) 4630 cal. BC (Poz – 459)
5610 ± 45 BP 4490 (68.2%) 4360 cal. BC (Poz – 460)
5555 ± 60 BP 4460 (68.2%) 4340 cal. BC (Poz – 466)

Cemetery E-03-1
Burial 4:
Charcoal

5535 ± 35 BP

4390 (68.2%) 4310 cal. BC (Poz – 4402)

The undisturbed nature of the skeletal remains, grave goods, and the graves themselves
facilitated the collection of important new data concerning these ancient people. The burial
grounds, designated as E-01-2, E-03-1 and E-03-2, were separated from one another by
just a few dozen meters and consisted of densely clustered graves; these concentrations do
not exceed ten meters in diameter (Figs. 3–5). Because all three cemeteries revealed striking
similarities to one another, they will be discussed as a single entity.
In total, 32 graves were discovered containing the skeletal remains of 69 individuals plus
one symbolic burial. In addition to individual interments, multiple burials are also present,
including one with eight individuals. In all cases it was possible to determine age at death
with varying degrees of certainty, and in 50 cases the sex of the individual could also be
determined. The number of females outnumbers males by more than 2:1. Children comprise
22% of the sample. Ages range from neonates to adults over 40 years old. From a physical
anthropological viewpoint, the population sample exhibits evidence of North African and
sub-Saharan admixture. They mostly enjoyed good health, with only a few individuals having
suffered from mild, hard-tissue-affecting illnesses. Moreover, there were no traces of violence
on the skeletons.
In the case of individual interments (Fig. 6), skeletons in all primary inhumations were
found in anatomical order. All had been laid out in the same manner, i.e., on their right side,
body flexed, head to the west and facing south, with their hands positioned in front of the
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/kobusiewicz.aspx

2009		

GEBEL RAMLAH

149

face. Bodies were deposited in oval pits about 60 to 80 cm below the present surface. Pits
were lined with a basket-like plait-work, the outline of which was still visible in the form
of a dark strip surrounding the body. The multiple burials contained more or less complete
skeletons, but often revealed a combination of disarticulated bones and, on occasion, a
variety of skeletal elements was missing (Fig. 7). In addition, a cenotaph––a symbolic grave
containing only grave goods with no associated human remains––was discovered in cemetery
E-01-2.
All individuals had received numerous grave goods. A total of 896 artifacts of various
types were recovered. Of these, 568 qualified as single gifts, considering that some necklaces
were composed of many beads. In 331 cases, the goods can be connected with particular
individuals. In 286 of these instances, it was also possible to state exactly their location in
relation to different parts of the body.
The most common grave goods were artifacts made of flint and agate; next, in order of
magnitude, were items of personal adornment, stone objects and bracelets. The following
categories of grave goods were identified:
1. Objects of flint and agate: These include mainly microlithic armatures––segments and,
more rarely, triangles, most probably meant as arrow heads (Fig. 8). Scrapers, truncations,
denticulated tools, Helwan-type points (Fig. 9), retouched flakes and blades, as well as
cores (Fig. 10), flakes and blades without retouch (Fig. 11) were also recovered.
2. Stone objects: This category includes numerous small polished pebbles of chert, agate
and quartz (Fig. 12), granite axes (Fig. 13), small pestles of sand stone, celts of chert and
grano-diorite, retouchers of quartz, quartzitic sandstone and basalt, and granite grinders.
3. Personal adornments: There were abundant beads and pendants of carnelian (Fig. 14),
agate, chalcedony (Fig. 15), diorite, gneiss, limestone, hematite, ostrich egg shells (Fig. 16),
petrified wood, burnt clay, shells of Nerita species (Fig. 17), Nile bivalves, animal teeth and
bird bones, as well as lip or nose plugs of turquoise, carnelian, bone (Fig. 18) and shell.
4. Palettes made of granite (Fig. 19), limestone and sandstone.
5. Bracelets made from Red Sea shells (Fig. 20) and ivory (Fig. 21).
6. Mica in irregular sheets up to 20 cm in diameter and almost 1 cm thick (Fig. 22).
7. Needles made of mammal, bird and fish bone (Fig. 23).
8. Shells of Nile bivalves (Sphatopsis rubens) and cowry.
9. Colorants: Chunks up to several centimeters in diameter and sometimes small pieces
of pigment were composed of red ochre and yellow ochre of hematite and limonite
respectively, and powdered green malachite.
10. Bone tools: So-called bone “daggers” were made of Dama gazelle bone and the proximal
radius of cattle (Fig. 24). A kind of chisel-like tool and pointed bones were also found.
11. Containers for colorants made of cattle horns (Fig. 25), ivory (Fig. 26), concave potsherds
decorated along the edge with incisions (Fig. 27), bivalve shells and small containers made
from fragments of yellowish brown sandstone covered by lids of the same material (Fig.
28).
12. Pottery included ornamented caliciform beakers (Figs. 29 and 30), bowls (Fig. 31) and
pots of different sizes and shape (Fig. 32), small cups (Fig, 33) and jars. A few sherds of
black-topped pottery were also recovered (Fig. 34).
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13. Animal bones included a goat incisor, the long bone of a Dama gazelle, and unidentified
fragments.
14. Various other objects: These include: a flat stone vessel of diorite (Fig. 35); an ornamented
object made of animal bone, similar to the so-called tusks of the Predynastic period (cf.
Petrie 1920, 34, pls. 32–33), or the “magical knives” of the Middle Kingdom (Fig. 36); a
sculpture of a tilapia fish made from a sheet of mica (Fig. 37); and a small wooden object
with two holes. In addition, some of the bodies were practically covered by powdered red
ochre based on the shape of large red tinted stains.
The number of grave goods per individual in the burials of females was more than twice that
found in the graves of males or children. With some exceptions, the categories of goods for
both sexes and children are more or less the same. In the burials of children there are more
palettes, bracelets and shells. In the graves of males, and similarly in the graves of children,
colorants were more abundant. Female burials contained relatively more jewelry and needles,
and included the decorated “magical knife” and mica fish sculpture, as well as bone tools.
Males received more pottery vessels than females, while pottery in the burials of children is
almost completely absent. Similarly, mica––so popular in the graves of adults––was never
found with children.
Most grave goods, in more than 50% of male and female graves, were deposited near the
head. This location was the rule for children. The second most common, but apparently less
preferable location, especially with regard to females, was around the knees. About 6% of
goods, mainly bracelets, occur next to the hands, elbows and forearms. Some goods (11%)
were placed near the chest and stomach, and less than 4% by the neck. In the last case, they
were mainly bead necklaces given to men. Quite exceptionally, gifts were found by the pelvis,
shoulders or feet.
In general, about 80% of the grave goods were deposited around the upper half of the
body. In the lower half, they were positioned almost exclusively by the knees. It is impossible
to discern any specially designated locations for a particular type of object. In the case of
adults, the arrangement of objects in relation to the body parts was similar. Only in the graves
of children was the position of goods restricted to the vicinity of the head.
All three cemeteries should be interpreted as extended family burial grounds. Most likely
they were located near settlements. Numerous traces of settlements are visible along the edge
of the ancient lake. The upper levels of some of them have the same Final Neolithic date.
They represent the Bunat El Ansam phase of the Neolithic of the southeastern Western
Desert (Wendorf and Schild 2001).
Within the burial grounds, distinct and dense clusters of graves can be observed. They
may represent particular families. It seems that interment of the dead in the family burial
ground was very much desired. This is especially suggested by the damage caused when
burying successive family members. The apparent lack of room in all three graveyards is
hard to explain, considering the vast space available for the contemporary playa inhabitants.
The family concentrations must have been marked in some way; however, no traces of such
markers were observed.
As mentioned above, most of the multiple burials contain disarticulated skeletons mainly
as a result of the addition of successive bodies, which caused damage to prior interments.
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There is one unusual case, Burial 2 in cemetery E-01-2, in which the semi-articulated skeletons
of five adults were deposited; perhaps they died elsewhere before retrieval and burial. Perhaps
they were herdsmen who were guarding their animals far from the village when they met their
death. A double burial, deposited in the same way with the lower half of one skeleton missing,
was discovered in the Final Neolithic layer of site E-75-8 near Nabta Playa (Wendorf and
Schild 1980). We can assume that some form of ritual was also practiced on the occasion of
symbolic interments, when a body was missing. As noted, such a cenotaph, containing only
artifacts, was discovered in cemetery E-01-2. Perhaps the strikingly small number of male
burials in all cemeteries can be explained by the death of men while active in remote areas.
Certainly, the richly ornamented caliciform beakers had some kind of ritual meaning.
Pottery of this type is known from cemeteries dated to different phases of the Neolithic,
spreading over a vast area from Middle Egypt in the north to Khartoum in the south, along
the Nile Valley as well as in the modern desert, both west and east (Geus 1979; Krzyżaniak
1991; Reinold 2001; Darnell 2002; Friedman et al. 2002; Salvatori and Usai 2002). That such
an exceptionally shaped vessel was of special importance is supported by the discovery of a
miniature caliciform beaker with two holes for hanging, found near the chest of one individual
in the Final Neolithic burial from Nabta Playa mentioned above. Also, the so-called “magical
knife” found in the female grave could have played some role in rituals of the Gebel Ramlah
inhabitants.
Of special interest are finds that may testify to the beliefs of the population discussed
here. Namely, in two cases from cemetery E-01-2, skulls were found that indicated tooth
replacement in antiquity. In both cases, the teeth were apparently collected and repositioned
by Neolithic people after being disturbed by later burials. In the first case, a young female’s
maxillary anterior alveoli contained a combination of mandibular and misplaced maxillary
teeth (Irish et al. 2005). In the second case, another young female’s maxilla and mandible
contained two incorrectly placed teeth. Also in the same cemetery, four bracelets were found
encircling a right humerus (Fig. 38), which had been moved from its original anatomical
position during the deposition of a later burial. However, the bracelets were maintained in
place by the insertion of the individual’s own right ulna and radius that had been fractured
post-mortem.
Such manipulation suggests that the intention was to repair the damage caused during
the insertion of later interments. These intentions are supported by the discoveries, from
cemetery E-03-2, of two other skulls with mis-positioned teeth. In one case, the right
orbit contained eighteen of the individual’s teeth (Fig. 39); in the other, the nasal aperture
contained one tooth. All of these examples suggest a deep conviction about the importance
of body preservation, i.e., keeping it together, ideally in an undisturbed state. Perhaps this
was necessary to secure eternal life––similar to the belief that is so popular throughout all of
ancient Egyptian civilization.
In general, in all of the investigated cemeteries, there were no indications of social
differentiation. Such differences are clearly present in the Final Neolithic sites studied for
many years near Nabta Playa, including a megalithic grave in which a four-year old child
was buried; other megaliths and fields of stone stelae were also constructed there (Wendorf
and Schild 2001). Such constructions prove the presence of a developed social system, in
which a leader was able to organize difficult enterprises. In one Gebel Ramlah cemetery, the
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identification of an individual exhibiting chronic stress from flexing and bending when lifting
and carrying objects makes us wonder. These types of activities are not typical for cattlekeepers. Perhaps this person took part, willingly or not, in the erection of the megaliths in the
Ceremonial Center not far from his village.
The communities using the cemeteries described above were almost the last dwellers
of the dying savanna, which is today’s desert. The worsening drought soon forced them to
migrate toward the Nile Valley, where they undoubtedly brought their culture, organizational
system and beliefs contributing to the birth of ancient Egyptian civilization.
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Fig. 1. Location of Gebel Ramlah.
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Fig. 2. Gebel Ramlah. General view. Cars by site E-03-2.

Fig. 3. Gebel Ramlah. Map of site E-01-2. Bur 8 is a single burial in classical position; Bur 7 is a multiple burial.
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Fig. 4. Gebel Ramlah. Map of cemetery site E-03-1.
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Fig. 5. Gebel Ramlah. Map of cemetery site E-03-2.
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Fig. 6. Gebel Ramlah. Single burial in classical position.
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Fig. 7. Gebel Ramlah. Multiple burial with mixed bones of several individuals.

Fig. 8. Gebel Ramlah. Lithics. Upper row: segments made of agate;
lower row: segments made of chalcedony.
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Fig. 9. Gebel Ramlah. Helwan-type point made of chalcedony.

Fig. 10. Gebel Ramlah. Core and cortex flake made of flint.
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Fig. 11. Gebel Ramlah. Blades and flakes made of flint.

Fig. 12. Gebel Ramlah. Polished pebbles.
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Fig. 13. Gebel Ramlah. Axe made of granite.

Fig. 14. Gebel Ramlah. Beads made of white soft stone and of carnelian.
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Fig. 15. Gebel Ramlah. Pendants made of chalcedony.

Fig. 16. Gebel Ramlah. Beads made of ostrich eggshells.
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Fig. 17. Gebel Ramlah. Beads made of shells of Nerita sp.

Fig. 18. Gebel Ramlah. Nose plug made of bone.
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Fig. 19. Gebel Ramlah. Palette and grinder made of granite with
traces of ochre.

Fig. 20. Gebel Ramlah. Bracelets made from Red Sea shells.
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Fig. 21. Gebel Ramlah. Bracelet made of ivory.

Fig. 22. Gebel Ramlah. Sheet of mica.

Fig. 23. Gebel Ramlah. Needles made of bone.

Fig. 24. Gebel Ramlah. “Dagger” made from a Dama
gazelle long bone.
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Fig. 26. Gebel Ramlah. Container for colorants
made of ivory with traces of malachite.
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Fig. 27. Gebel Ramlah. Containers for colorants made of concave fragments of pottery ornamented with
incisions.

Fig. 28. Gebel Ramlah. Small containers made of sandstone. Scale in centimeters.
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Fig. 29. Gebel Ramlah. Caliciform beaker.
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Fig. 30. Gebel Ramlah. Caliciform beaker.
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Fig. 31. Gebel Ramlah. Bowl.

Fig. 32. Gebel Ramlah. Pot.
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Fig. 33. Gebel Ramlah. Miniature pot.

Fig. 34. Gebel Ramlah. Fragments of black-topped pottery.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/kobusiewicz.aspx

172			

KOBUSIEWICZ, ET AL.

BMSAES 13

Fig. 35. Gebel Ramlah. Shallow pot with handle made of diorite.

Fig. 36. Gebel Ramlah. Ornamented “magical knife” made of bone.
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Fig. 37. Gebel Ramlah. Sheet of mica shaped as a Tilapia fish.

Fig. 38. Gebel Ramlah. Bracelets made of Red Sea shells and ivory maintained in position by the
insertion of small pieces of human bones.
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Fig. 39. Gebel Ramlah. Skull with eighteen teeth inserted in the eye socket.
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Introduction
Ancient Egyptian monuments and tombs were constructed using empirical design methods.
This paper reviews the Early Dynastic tombs at Saqqara and Helwan using modern
engineering principles in order to determine how well these early structures were designed;
how conservative the early builders were when adopting new construction techniques; and
why they chose to build in this way.
The greatest proportion of surviving mud brick structures from the Early Dynastic period
are mortuary structures such as those found at Abydos, Saqqara and Helwan. For this paper,
a total of seventeen tombs at Saqqara, dating from Dynasty 1, and twenty-five from Helwan,
dating from Dynasties 1 and 2, have been analysed.
A design analysis was undertaken on the three main structural components that make up
the tomb: the retaining walls used to hold the excavated pit of the substructure; the freestanding walls separating the magazines in the sub- and superstructures; and the roof, both
stone and timber (see Figs. 1–4).
Retaining walls
The design of gravity-retaining earth structures is based on the theory of mass; that is, the
greater the thickness of the wall (i.e., the heavier the wall is), the higher the lateral earth
pressures that can be resisted by the wall, and the higher it can be built. Furthermore, when
the wall is built with a lean-back, the lateral earth distribution on the wall is reduced, allowing
it to be built higher with a reduced thickness.
The main modes of failure that need to be checked when designing a retaining wall are
sliding, overturning and bearing capacity. The analysis of the tombs showed that sliding and
bearing capacity were not governing factors in the potential failure of the walls.1 For this
reason, the results presented here concentrate on the analysis undertaken for the capacity of
the retaining walls to resist overturning.2 For a retaining wall to resist overturning, the resisting
Sliding is the lateral movement of the entire wall. Bearing capacity and excessive settlement are the failure of
the underlying foundation strata resulting in a downward rotation of the wall structure. This also results in a
local deformation of foundation material in the vicinity of the base of the wall.
2
As with most conventional retaining wall design methods, a major consideration is the ability of the structure to
resist overturning under loaded conditions. This is addressed by grouping the forces acting upon the structure
into overturning forces and stability forces and determining their point of action upon the system. From these
forces and the location of action, their moments are determined about the toe of the wall; for the wall to be
stable, the sum of the stabilizing moments needs to be greater than the sum of the overturning moments. It is
common design practice to apply factors of safety to both the stabilizing forces and the overturning moments.
1
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forces must be equal to or greater than the overturning forces. The design methodology
adopted is based on the Coulomb Earth Pressure Theory.3 The results for the Saqqara and
Helwan tombs are presented in Graphs 1–5.
Saqqara
Of the seventeen Dynasty 1 tombs at Saqqara, eight tombs had retaining walls, which were
analysed (see Graph 1). The other tombs had substructures cut into the rock strata, thus
negating the need for retaining walls. Of these eight tombs, the graphed results demonstrate
that seven tombs had adequate retaining walls, with the exception being Tomb 3038. Tomb
3038 underwent three construction phases, and the retaining walls had rubble three-quarters
of the way up (Emery 1949, 87), which counterbalanced the lateral earth pressures acting on
the wall.4
Helwan
Of the twenty-five Early Dynastic tombs at Helwan, thirteen had retaining walls around
the burial chamber and magazines, which were analysed. The initial results showed that the
majority of the retaining walls should conceivably collapse (Graphs 2 and 3), but, as the walls
are still in-situ, this was clearly not the case.
As a number of the retaining walls are actually built in front of a stable self-supporting cut,
rather than the loose sandy gravel strata, the pressure exerted by the earth behind the retaining
wall is minimal. When these retaining walls were re-analysed to take into account the reduced
earth pressure, the subsequent results show that they were more than adequate (Graphs 4
and 5). Further analysis of certain tombs showed that the Egyptians also made full use of
buttress walls, which allowed them to build thinner retaining walls. One particular tomb that
exhibits such resourcefulness is Tomb 1.H3 at Helwan (La Loggia 2008, 80–83, fig. 5; Saad
1947, 163–164, pls. 56–58). This practice demonstrates the ancient builders’ knowledge and
understanding of their surrounding environment and geology in order to build effectively
and efficiently.

In the design of any earth-retaining structure, there are two primary areas of concern: the lateral earth pressures;
and foundation bearing capacity and overall stability. Both are based on the strength parameters of the soils:
angle of internal friction (phi=φ), soil density, and cohesion. Active earth pressure is typically calculated for
a wedge of soil trying to slide down a potential failure surface and being retained by the wall system. The
basic assumptions for this active wedge theory were developed by Coulomb in 1776. This theory models the
weight of the soil mass sliding along a theoretical plane of failure. The lateral earth pressure (Pa) is the net force
required to hold the wedge of soil in place. If unrestrained, a soil embankment will slump to its angle of repose.
Some soils, such as clays, have cohesion that enables vertical and near vertical faces to remain partially intact,
but even these may slump under the softening influence of ground water. When an earth-retaining structure
is constructed, it restricts this slump. The retained soil exerts an active pressure (Pa) on the wall. Overturning is
resisted by the vertical load of the structure.
4
Whether the Egyptian builders of Tomb 3038 took this into consideration when building a less than adequate
wall we will never know; however, one could argue that the rubble was put in place in order to compensate for
the possibility of the wall failing as it was not originally constructed sufficiently thick. The chamber was small
and did not appear to serve any significant purpose.
3
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Free-standing wall design
Robustness is the ability of a wall of a certain thickness to stand up over a given height and
length. The capacity of a wall will vary, depending on whether the wall is spanning vertically
and if it is laterally supported (such as holding up a roof); what the length of the wall is; and
if it is braced by cross walls. The free-standing walls for the tombs at Saqqara and Helwan
were designed for robustness.5
Saqqara
Fifteen Dynasty 1 tombs at Saqqara had free-standing walls, which were analysed. The
free-standing walls forming the magazine walls and those built around the burial chambers
were analysed separately and the results are presented in Graphs 6–7.
Analysis of the walls built to form the magazines in the Saqqara tombs showed that, in
most cases, they were not overly conservative; that is to say, the walls were not much thicker
than was structurally necessary. As a result, fewer mud bricks were required and construction
time was shortened (Graph 6). Tombs 3471, 3035 (Hemaka) and 3505 (Merka), however, had
substantially thicker walls. Were the tomb owners concerned that the walls might collapse, or
did they feel the need for greater security by building much thicker walls than was structurally
necessary? The answer may lie in the analysis of the burial chamber walls.
The walls constructed around the burial chambers of the tombs at Saqqara, with the
exceptions of Tombs 3036 and 3038, were all exceptionally thick (Graph 7). This result
suggests that the thicker magazine and burial chamber walls were related to security, rather
than concern for the walls collapsing, particularly as the majority of the tombs were entered
by tunnelling under the superstructure and breaking through the walls rather than coming
in through the roof (Emery 1954, 5). The thickening of these walls did not make them
impregnable, but it would have made the task of tunnelling through them more arduous and
risky for the tomb robber.
Helwan
Of the twenty-five Early Dynastic tombs at Helwan, fourteen had free-standing walls,
which were analysed and the results graphed (Graphs 8 and 9). The results show that the
actual and calculated heights of the walls are almost the same in the majority of cases, with
the exception of Tombs 1473.H.26 (Saad 1947, 110, pls. 39, 52; Köhler 2008, 123, fig. 16B),
559.H.2 (Saad 1947, 107–108, pls. 37, 45, 46; Köhler 2008, fig. 1C) and 1502.H.2 (Saad 1947,
110–111, pls. 40, 56, 61).
Compared to the Saqqara tombs, those at Helwan appear to have been built much
more economically, resulting in fewer material and labour resources being required in
their construction. Despite this, the larger Helwan tombs clearly belonged to officials of
considerable influence.

5
6

Design undertaken based on Australian Standards, AS3700:2001 Section 4.6, Design for Robustness.
Köhler (2008) has noted that the tomb number was incorrectly labeled as 1374.H.2 in Saad’s 1947 report.
Saad’s original plan, as well as his field diary, confirms that this tomb is 1473.H.2.
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Roof design: Stone
The Early Dynastic tombs were most commonly roofed with timber, although there are
instances where stone was used. For checking the capacity of the ancient stone roofs using
modern engineering principles, information on the strength of the stone, namely limestone,
was required in order to compare the maximum allowable span to the actual span.
Saqqara
Tomb 2185
The remains of the stone roof of Saqqara Tomb 2185 were limestone slabs approximately
0.25m thick spanning the 1.6m distance.7 In order to determine how well the roof was
designed, the maximum achievable span was calculated. It was assumed that sand and rubble
had been placed over the roof to a depth of 0.5m to form the false floor. Based on the
thickness of the slabs, they were capable of spanning a distance of 2.0m, indicating a very
efficient design.
Tomb 3507
At the foot of the stairway leading to the burial chamber of Tomb 3507, a limestone
lintel surmounted two rock-cut pilasters (Fig. 3) The lintel supported a stone beam roof
which covered the southern area of the burial chamber. The limestone beams measured
approximately 0.4 x 0.4m and spanned a distance of 1.47m. The full width of the burial
chamber was 3.15m, and it had been partially roofed with timber (Emery 1949, 77).
The analysis concluded that the stone beams were capable of spanning a distance of
4.04m. As no additional weight had been applied to the beams from above, these beams were
capable of spanning the full length of the burial chamber. This result shows that these early
builders were cautious, which does not surprise, as this is one of the earliest roofs built of
worked stone. It is more likely, however, that the owner chose to be buried with the traditional
timber lining, including a timber roof.
Tomb 3121
The corridor leading to the burial chamber of Tomb 3121 at Saqqara was roofed with
seven limestone beams, each measuring approximately 1.0 x 0.6m and 2.0m in length (Emery
1949, 118). While the actual width of the corridor is 1.15m, the calculations show that the
maximum achievable span was approximately 5.3m if the beams were simply supporting their
own weight. However, rubble and sand had been placed over the stone roof beams, and the
additional load from the dead weight reduced the maximum allowable span to 3.3m.8

The break in the stone slabs is in fact due to robbers breaking through this part of the tomb, and not due to
the roof collapsing. See Quibell 1923.
8
Whilst this is almost double the actual span, it is possible that the limestone was not of the best quality, or that
the depth of rubble placed over the roof was greater than that shown in the tomb report, and thus a greater
load was imposed on the roof than it was designed for. Of course, it could simply be that this was the size of
the available beams.
7
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Helwan
Tomb 60.H.1
The stone roof of Tomb 60.H.1 at Helwan is still intact. The limestone slabs are 0.25m
thick and span a 2m wide opening (Köhler 2008, 120, figs. 8B, 9–12). Calculating the theoretical
allowable span of the slabs, assuming sand and rubble placed over the roof to a depth of
0.40m, resulted in a maximum span of 2.3m. As noted with the design of the retaining walls
and free-standing walls for the Helwan tombs, the roof design follows a similar trend of
efficient and economical design.
Interpretation of stone roof results
Analysis of the stone roof beams in Saqqara Tombs 3507 and 3121, which were found
in situ, confirmed that they were capable of spanning a distance greater than the actual span.
The stone roof slabs of Tomb 2185 at Saqqara and Tomb 60.H.1 at Helwan were found to
be slightly more than adequate for the given span. This shows that whilst some of the early
designers and builders were perhaps cautious for structural, or even security reasons, they
were certainly aware of the capacity of the limestone material they were working with.
Roof design: Timber
In the same way that the material properties of limestone were used in determining the
maximum allowable span for tombs roofed with stone, so too an understanding of the
flexural strength and density of timber was necessary in order to analyse the timber roofs
(Smith 2004, 249).
The timber beams and planks used for roofs of the Saqqara tombs were made of imported
cedar from Lebanon (Emery 1961, 182), and this is most likely true of the larger Helwan
tombs. Cedar was also used for the lining and paving of the burial chambers of some of the
Saqqara tombs in the same manner in which limestone slabs were used in a small group of
Helwan tombs (Köhler 2005, 23).
Saqqara
The initial results showed that the roof timbers in only seven of the fifteen Dynasty 1
Saqqara tombs analysed were adequate (Graph 10).
The huge load imposed on these timber roof structures from the sand and rubble placed
above to form the false floor is the primary reason for this failure in the calculated results (cf.
Fig. 2). When the load on the roof was removed (Graph 11), the results show the roofs to be
more than capable of spanning the required distance with the exception of Tombs 3505 and
3506 (Fig. 4), which had roof spans of 8.2m and 11.6m respectively (Emery 1958, 9, 40).
So did the roofs collapse as soon as they were loaded with sand? This seems unlikely, as
the Egyptians would have built sturdier roofs in later tombs. Either the dimensions taken
from the plans have not provided accurate data, or the actual span was reduced through the
provision of roof supports in the form of columns or partition walls.
In consideration of the first point, whilst the widths and heights of the walls were drawn to
scale (Emery 1949, 1954, 1958), the detailing on the elevations showing roof beams and planks
may have been drawn to provide a stylistic representation rather than precise information on
the diameter and spacing of the beams (e.g. Fig. 1) Therefore, the roofs, where data was
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sourced solely from scaling of the elevation drawings,9 were re-designed to determine the
impact of increasing beam diameters and reducing the spacing between beams.10 The analysis
resulted in a further three tombs becoming adequate: Tombs 3503, X (Nebet-Ka) and 3111
(Sabu).11 The diameter of the timber beams was increased by a practical amount of only 10
cm. Modifying the dimensions and reducing the sand depth had minimal impact on the roof
design of Tombs 3506 and 3505. As some roofs still show signs of failure, could supports
have been used (Emery 1949, 74)?
Tomb 3506
Tomb 3506 underwent three construction phases. During the final phase, the white
plastered surface of the original burial chamber was covered with sand, on which a wooden
floor was laid (Fig. 4). Emery (1958, 44) wrote: “after clearing the substructure and revealing
the timber floor, the foundations of a large wooden structure could be traced in the southern
half of the room. Its character can not be ascertained, but it rested directly on the wooden
floor and was far too large for a coffin, measuring approximately 5.0 x 6.0m.” It is possible that
this wooden structure also served to support the roof, with impressions on the floor possibly
due to the heavy load applied to the timber shrine leaving distinct circular indentations.
Tomb 3038
Tomb 3038, like 3506, also underwent three construction phases. During the final design
phase, the burial pit was divided into a series of rooms. These brick partitions served to
reduce the overall span of the roof (Emery 1949, 91). This type of brick wall partitioning
may have once also existed in other tombs and acted to support the roof, with all evidence
now destroyed through fire and the passage of time.
Helwan
Whilst little or no evidence remains of the roofing structures of the Helwan tombs, the
calculations were based on averaging the beam dimensions of those tombs for which data is
available.12 The depth of sand placed on top of the roofs to form the false floor was assumed
to be the height from the bottom of the ledge where the roof beams were placed to ground
level. The results show that of the seventeen Helwan tombs analysed, eight were capable
of spanning the required distance with the full weight of sand and rubble placed on top of
them (Graph 12). If no sand was placed over the roofs, they were all capable of spanning the
required distance (Graph13).
As with the Saqqara tombs, increasing the beam diameter and reducing the span between
the beams resulted in the roofs of Helwan Tombs 559.H.2, 1.H.3 and 553.H.2 (Saad 1947,
Tombs 3357 (Hor-Aha), 3471 and 3505 were not redesigned, as the beam dimensions were provided in
Emery’s excavation reports. See Emery 1939, 1958.
���
Beams spaced closer together would have the total load distributed over a greater number of beams, and thus
each beam would have been subjected to smaller loads.
11
For Tomb 3111, the roofs over the magazines became adequate but the much larger span of the burial
chamber resulted in the beams still being inadequate.
12
Average beam dimensions of the Saqqara tombs was also used as a guide for the beam diameter and beam
spacing used in analyzing the roofs at Helwan.
9
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107, pls. 36, 44; Köhler 2008, fig. 1G) becoming adequate. As such, the roofs of these three
tombs were capable of spanning the required distance with the right combination of beam
size and spacing.
For Tombs 1473.H.2 and 407.H.4 (Saad 1951, 11–12, plan 9; Köhler 2008, fig. 1E), the
roofs appear to have been capable of spanning the required distance with the assumed depth
of sand above them only if supports were present. At Helwan, postholes have been found.
Tombs 150.H.5 (Saad 1951, 28–30, plan 15; Köhler 2008, fig. 1B) and 653.H.4 (Saad 1951,
18–20, plan 12) had postholes along the perimeter of the substructure. However, positioning
along the perimeter meant that such posts would have been useless as roof supports. In fact,
the post holes in these tombs may have formed wooden compartments.13 If these posts then
served to hold in place wooden compartments, would such compartments, spanning out
towards the centre of the tomb, have themselves acted to support the roof ?
Calculations undertaken on the effects of these timber compartments as roof supports
showed that the timber planking would need to be 20 cm up to 30 cm thick in order to
provide sufficient support before buckling under the weight of the roof. The thickness varied
depending on the load imposed by the roofs of the different tombs.
Interpretation of timber roof results
With no overwhelming evidence to suggest that the majority of the Saqqara and Helwan
roofs were supported,14 could there be another explanation, or did the ancient Egyptian
designers simply misjudge and underestimate the capacity of some of the roofs?
Misjudgement seems highly doubtful especially as the rest of the tomb structure shows
such precision in design. A possible solution to this problem lies in what modern day
engineering practice perceives as failure. The results showed that the roof failures were based
on modern engineering principles and accepted failure criteria. One such criterion is the level
of deflection a roof is allowed to undergo before it is deemed to have failed.
Re-examination of the roof designs led to a different approach being adopted in order to
provide a third and final answer to how these roofs may have been designed and constructed.
Modern design principles use numerous factors of safety and reduction in order to limit the
possibility of failure.15
For modern ceilings, the level of deflection can be no more that 0.4% of the total span. This
means that for a roof with a span of 4m, a deflection of no more than 1.6cm is permissible
before it is deemed to have failed by modern standards.16 The ancient Egyptians may not have
been too concerned if the roof deflected excessively, provided that the roof was structurally
adequate.17 Proof of this may lie in the differences between the stone roofs and the timber
Personal communication E. C. Köhler.
Evidence for roof supports do exist in the royal tombs at Abydos, see Petrie 1900, 9.
15
The use of reduction factors on the strength of the material decreases the margin of error by allowing for
these material variables. Reducing the factors of safety would not result in the structure failing (unless the
strengths of the materials used were less than what was assumed), but would simply reduce the possible
variables and uncertainties in the material properties such as the strength of the material.
16
Based on modern Australian Standards.
17
The fact that a majority of the tombs were broken into by tunneling under the tombs rather than by breaking
through the roof suggests that the roofs were very robust. Furthermore, as the tomb robbers subsequently
13
14
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roofs, and the Egyptians’ understanding of how these two materials behaved.
As discussed earlier, the stone roofs were more than adequate for spanning the required
distance when analysed using modern engineering principles. Stone is strong under
compression but weak in tension. This means that stone will not deflect when a load is
applied—such as the placement of sand forming the false floor—but will crack along the
base (Fig. 5).
Timber, unlike stone, is tensile and will deflect when a load is applied (Fig. 6). The timber
roofs were re-analysed. The level of deflection and strength of the roof (bending) were
examined independently and the results graphed. Graph 14 shows that the roofs were strong
enough to span the required distance, but would be deflecting beyond acceptable modern
standards.
Increasing the level of allowable deflection resulted in all the roofs of the Dynasty 1
tombs at Saqqara becoming adequate (see Graph 15), with the exception of Tombs 3506 and
3505 due to their large spans.18 These tombs most likely had partition walls similar to those
found in Tomb 3038, or else timber supports. Similar results were found upon re-examination
of the Helwan tombs. The use of modern deflection criteria resulted in a large proportion
of the roofs failing under deflection (see Graph 16). However, when the level of allowable
deflection was increased (see Graph 17), the Helwan roofs were shown to be adequate.
Conclusions
From the analysis of the retaining walls, free-standing walls and roofs, it is evident that the
ancient Egyptians built these early structures based on their experience, possibly gained from
past failures. The results have shown that the Egyptian builders had a good understanding of
the local geology, as seen by the care taken in retaining wall construction. The designs showed
that these builders compensated for walls built against rock compared to those built against
the gravel strata, and also made full use of buttress walls.
The free-standing walls separating the magazines and burial chambers showed differences
in thickness between those built at Saqqara and those at Helwan. The Helwan tombs were
less conservative, but still structurally adequate, leading to a saving of resources. However,
whilst the Saqqara walls were thicker, the trends show that this may have had more to do with
security, as demonstrated by the thickening of walls built around the burial chamber of these
tombs.
Finally, the design of the roofs shows that the Egyptians constructed them with a thorough
understanding of the way certain materials, such as stone and timber, behave under imposed
loads. Whilst not designed to the same level of conservatism dictated by modern standards,
they were certainly adequate and fit for purpose.
So why did the ancient Egyptians build in this way? Based on the research undertaken
thus far, the construction methods of the early Egyptians were practical from an engineering
set fire to the chambers, this would seem to suggest that the roofs were intact, perhaps with a high degree of
deflection, but intact all the same.
18
Tomb 3505 had a roof span of 8.2 m, whilst 3506 had a roof span of 11.6 m.
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perspective and demonstrate an effective use of resources through a good understanding of
the surrounding environment and the capacity of the materials they utilized. This analysis
ultimately aims to demonstrate the high degree of engineering knowledge exhibited by the
ancient Egyptian builders 5000 years ago.
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Fig. 1: Saqqara Tomb 3503. Emery’s reconstruction and north-south section (Emery 1954, pls. 38, 39).
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Fig. 2: Saqqara Tomb 3504. Reconstruction showing magazine walls and roofing beams (Emery 1954, pl. 1).
Fig. 3: Saqqara Tomb 3507.
Reconstruction of burial pit with
partial stone roof (Emery 1958,
pl. 86).
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Fig. 4: Saqqara Tomb 3506. Projection of burial chamber and east-west section showing timber roofing
(Emery 1958, pls. 41, 43).

Load from false floor

Stone Beam in tension – will crack

Fig. 5: Stone beam in tension.

Load from false floor

Tim ber Beam will de flect

Fig. 6: Deflection of timber beam.
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Graph 1: Saqqara Results - Retaining Wall along Magazines

Graph 1: Saqqara results. Retaining wall along magazines.
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Graph 2: Helwan results. Retaining wall along magazines.
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Retaining Wall along Burial
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Graph 1: Helwan Results – Retaining Wall along Burial Chamber

Graph 3: Helwan results. Retaining wall along burial chamber.
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Retaining Wall built against Rock Cut (Burial Chamber)
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Graph 1: Helwan Results – Retaining Wall built against stable cut (Burial Chamber)

Graph 5: Helwan results. Retaining wall built against stable cut (burial chamber).
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Graph 7: Saqqara results. Robustness for internal burial chamber walls.
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Robustness - Internal Magazine Walls
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Graph 8: Helwan results. Robustness for internal magazine walls.
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Graph 10: Saqqara results. Roof span with loading from sand.
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Graph 11: Saqqara results. Roof span with no loading from sand.
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Graph 12: Helwan results. Roof span with loading from sand.
Roof Spans with No Loading from Sand
1.60

20.00
18.00

1.40

16.00
14.00
1.00

12.00

0.80

10.00

Span (m)

Beam Spacing and Dimension (m)

1.20

8.00

0.60

6.00
0.40
4.00
0.20

2.00

Beam Spacing

Beam Diameter

Max. Allowable Span

25 H.5

810 H.3

25 H.4

505 H.4

553 H.2

499 H.2

480 H.3

355 H.4

407 H.4

1 H.4

150 H.5

680 H.5

653 H.4

426 H.4

385 H.4

Op1/1

1 H.3

1502 H.2

1371 H.2

559 H.2

649 H.5

68 H.4

762 H.5

185 H.4

0.00

1473 H.2

0.00

Actual span

Graph 13: Helwan results. Roof span with no loading from sand.
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Graph 14: Saqqara tombs. Maximum allowable roof span using modern deflection criteria.
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Graph 15: Saqqara tombs. Maximum allowable roof span with reduced deflection criteria.
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Graph 16: Helwan tombs. Maximum allowable roof span with modern reflection criteria.
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Graph 17: Helwan tombs. Maximum allowable roof span reduced deflection criteria.
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The corpus of potmarks from Tarkhan
Lisa Mawdsley

Introduction
Between 1911 and 1913, Flinders Petrie and a small team spent two short winter seasons at
the cemetery site of Tarkhan. The principal results of these investigations were published in
two excavation reports commonly referred to as Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) and Tarkhan
II (Petrie 1914). The reports and accompanying tomb cards provide a wealth of data on
the site, particularly in relation to a significant corpus of potmarks. This paper takes the
opportunity to report on the results of a recent unpublished study on the potmarks from
Tarkhan (Mawdsley 2006a).
Tarkhan
The necropolis of Tarkhan is situated on the west bank of the Nile in the Fayum region.
The site is divided into two topographically separate areas commonly referred to as the ‘hill’
and ‘valley’ cemeteries (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 69; Ellis 1996, 153). The cemeteries were in use
from the Naqada IIIA2 period until the end of Dynasty 1, with sporadic re-use from the Old
Kingdom through to the Roman period (Petrie and Mackay 1915, 8–38). Approximately 2165
burials dating to the Naqada IIIA2–IIIC2 period have been identified from an examination
of the published registers, maps and unpublished tomb cards.
The corpus
Tarkhan has the fourth largest number of published potmarks from cemetery contexts after
Abydos, Saqqara and Minshat Abu Omar (van den Brink 1992, fig. 4; Kroeper 2000, 188). To
date, 356 marks have been identified from the site (Mawdsley 2006a; 2006b; 2008). Of these,
282 marks were published in the excavation reports, with 189 marks illustrated in Tarkhan I
(Petrie et al. 1913) and 93 marks illustrated in Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914). The remaining 74 are
new marks identified from examination of the 1600 or so handwritten tomb cards for the
site and international museum catalogues. Three of these new marks were incised on pottery
held in the South African Cultural History Museum in Cape Town and had been previously
published by Boshoff (1996).
In 1992 Edwin van den Brink produced a corpus of published Dynasty 1 potmarks from
cemetery contexts in Egypt. The corpus included 246 marks from Tarkhan. Fragmentary
marks, those with Smaw plant designs, three giraffe marks, two marks representing parts of a
falcon incised on a foreign-made vessel, and a Semerkhet domain mark, were omitted from
the 1992 corpus. These marks were included in my study in order to provide a complete
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account of all marks identified at the site (Mawdsley 2006a, tables 1.1–12). Apart from the
marks noted above, the remaining marks were compared and the majority allocated to one of
the 77 sign-groups in van den Brink’s corpus (1992, 282–96; Mawdsley 2006a, tables 3.1–3.7;
2008, tables 1–7). Descriptions of the marks in this paper will follow those sign-groups.
The identifiable marks in the single, two and three sign arrangements were easily allocated
to at least 35 of the 77 sign-groups identified by van den Brink (1992, 282–96). Of the 356
marks identified to date, 76 are unique to the site. Some of these are listed in van den Brink’s
(1992) corpus as unique forms of particular marks, while others are recently identified single
examples and have no published parallels.
Apart from selected marks, the corpus is not illustrated here due to restrictions of space,
but will appear on the recently launched website dedicated to the study of Egyptian potmarks
created by Edwin van den Brink (www.potmark-egypt.com). As much of the work relied upon
data available from museum catalogues, the unpublished tomb cards and the two reports for
the site, it was decided to maintain Petrie’s pottery typology and Sequence Dates (hereafter
SD) as published in the Tarkhan volumes for the purposes of this study.1
Identification of pottery carriers
One major problem in any retrospective study of published potmarks is the fact that marks
were often illustrated without specific reference to their original pottery carrier (van den
Brink 1992, 267). This is particularly true of the Tarkhan material where only 27 vessels
with marks were illustrated in the plates of both excavation reports (Petrie et al. 1913, pls.
19–20, 46–48, 51–56; Petrie 1914, pls. 29, 31). In order to facilitate a better understanding of
the possible function of the marks, identifying the original pottery carriers was considered
a priority of the study. The results of this part of the study are reported and tabulated as
a checklist of both museum provenanced and unprovenanced marks in Mawdsley (2008),
so only an overview is provided here.2 The checklist provides available information on the
pottery type, museum location, tomb of origin and sign-group allocation for each mark.
To date, the museum locations for 105 marks have been identified. Of this number, 56
marks have been identified on 54 complete vessels, with 3 marks identified on 2 incomplete
vessels, 25 marks identified on 25 non-diagnostic fragments, and 21 marks identified on 22
wine jar fragments.3 On the basis of information obtained from the excavation reports and
tomb cards, a provisional identification of the pottery carriers for a further 86 marks has
The graves listed in the registers of both excavation reports were dated by Stan Hendrickx and cover a period
from Naqada IIIA2–IIIC2. This unpublished data was kindly provided to me by Stan Hendrickx after the
potmark study was completed, and I have included some of these dates in this paper where appropriate. I am
currently in the process of dating all of the unpublished tombs and re-examining the dating of the published
graves according to the relative chronological framework proposed by Hendrickx (1989; 1996; 2006), and
according to the recent inclusion of the Naqada IIIC3 phase into the Naqada III period by Köhler (2004, 300–
301; see also Smythe 2008, 157–59). This work is being undertaken as part of my doctoral research on the site.
2
Since publication of the checklist a further eight marks have been identified bringing the total to 356 marks
for the site.
3
The majority of these marks were made before the vessel was fired, but there is a small sample of post-firing
and inked marks.
1
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been made. Overall the pottery carriers for the 191 marks include 67 wine jars, 58 ovoidshaped storage jars, 10 other storage vessels, 19 cylindrical jars, 10 bowls, 25 non-diagnostic
fragments, and 2 marked fragments from a foreign-made vessel. The original carriers of the
remaining 165 marks are yet to be identified, and it is probable that an unknown percentage
has been lost to study.
Number of marked vessels
For SD 77–82 there are approximately 4400 vessels recorded in the register of burials from
both excavation reports (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 32–43; Petrie 1914, pls. 60–68). Of this
number, 356 (or 8%) of the vessels were marked. This figure appears low when compared
with two other published Lower Egyptian sites. At Abu Roash 11% of vessels were marked,
while at Minshat Abu Omar 14% of vessels were marked (van den Brink 1992, 267; Kroeper
2000, 215). The percentage ratio at Tarkhan may be misleading due to the fact that only six
marks were identified in graves dated by Petrie to SD 77. When these six marks, and the
corresponding 1500 vessels from SD 77 are removed from the calculation, the percentage
of marked vessels for the site increases to 12%. This figure sits well with the data from Abu
Roash and Minshat Abu Omar.
Number of graves with marks
To date, only 87 graves are known to have contained marked vessels. These tombs have been
identified from the excavation reports, tomb cards and museum accession registers. All but
22 of the marks illustrated in Tarkhan I included a tomb number, while only seven marks in
Tarkhan II had been allocated tomb numbers (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 30, 31; Petrie 1914, pls.
20, 21). Petrie (1914, 12) commented that the majority of the marks illustrated in the second
report originated from the large hill graves and mastabas 2050, 2026, 2038, 1982 and 1973
(SD 80–81). It is difficult to know how many of the marks belonged to these tombs, and
neither the excavation report nor the tomb cards make this clear.4
The distribution of marks amongst the 87 graves is as follows: 51 graves contained one
mark, 13 graves contained two marks, 11 graves contained three marks, nine graves contained
four or more marks and Mastaba 1060 contained a total of 67 marks. This mastaba has the
ninth largest concentration of marked vessels in Egypt after the Royal Tombs O, Z, Y, T, X
and U at Umm el-Qa‘ab and Tombs S3504 and S3035 at Saqqara (van den Brink 1992, fig. 5).
Tombs 1982, 2026 and Mastaba 2038 are known to have contained marks, but these remain
unidentified. Five marks have been identified as originating from Mastaba 2050. These could
be some of the marked vessels placed outside the mastaba as offerings mentioned by Petrie
(1914, 5). It is possible that mastabas 2038 and 2050 once contained a large quantity of
marked vessels similar in number to those deposited in Mastaba 1060.
4

One wine jar from Tomb 1973 incised with mark 52 (Petrie 1914, pl. 21.52; sign-group XVII.13) has been
identified in the collection of the Australian Institute of Archaeology, IA1.99. This vessel was one of the
marked jars located at the north end of Tomb 1973 (Petrie 1914, 8). It was purchased from the British School
of Egyptian Archaeology in 1949 by the founder of the Institute, W. J. Beasley (Mawdsley 2006b, 12–13).
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In terms of the location of graves with marked vessels, the majority were situated in
the hill cemeteries and contained 8 or more grave goods. Apart from Mastaba 1060 there
does not appear to be an immediate correlation between the total number of grave goods
and the number of marked vessels in a grave. Hill graves with a single marked vessel also
included as many pots, stone vessels and other grave goods as hill graves with several marked
vessels. Graves in the valley generally contained fewer marked vessels compared with graves
in the hill cemeteries. This difference reflects the fact that the valley cemetery contained the
greater concentration of graves dating to the Naqada IIIA2 period, which predates the more
systematic application of marks to pottery seen during the Naqada IIIC1–IIIC2 periods.
Sign composition of potmarks
In terms of the sign composition per potmark, the figures for Tarkhan (Table 1) demonstrate
that for the 356 identified marks, single signs represent 41% of the marks, while the combination
of two individual signs represents 24% of the total. The less frequent combinations of three
or more signs represent only 6% of the total number of marks found at the site. Linear signs
were omitted from the above calculation as it is difficult to decide whether multiple strokes
and their variations represent a single sign or a combination of signs. The predominance of
single signs in the corpus is in concordance with figures from other Lower Egyptian sites
such as Kafr Hassan Dawood and Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 2000, 215; Tassie et al. 2008,
214).
Broad chronological observations
It has been noted by van den Brink (1992, 271, fig. 5) that there appeared to be an increase
in the application of marks on vessels during the reigns of Djer and Djet with a period of
peak application during the regency of Merneith and the reign of Den. During the reigns
of Anedjib and Semerkhet the frequency of application would appear to be reduced to that
observed during the period of Djer and Djet. By the reign of Qa’a the practice of marking
vessels seems to have almost ceased (van den Brink 1992, 271). This trend appears to be
supported by the data from Tarkhan, where 59 marks were attributed to graves dated to SD
78–79, and 226 marks were attributed to graves dated to SD 80–81.5
Observable trends relating to marked vessels
Van den Brink (1992, 267) indicated that there was a general consensus among scholars
regarding the appearance of potmarks on only a few selected pottery types. The two principal
carriers are tall jars with tapering bodies, often referred to as ‘wine jars,’ and ovoid-shaped
5

It must be emphasized that to date only 87 tombs have been identified as containing marked vessels. Petrie
(Petrie et al. 1913, 28; Petrie 1914, 12) allocated sequence dates to marks on the basis of comparisons with the
marks from Abydos. As the majority of marks in Tarkhan II have no provenance, the above figures should be
considered hypothetical. That being said, of the 87 graves with marked vessels, 56 of these can be dated to the
Naqada IIIC1–IIIC2 period, roughly corresponding to SD 80–81.
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jars with blunt-pointed bases. The wine jars would appear to be the principal type of pottery
vessel marked (van den Brink 1992, 267). This observation is supported by the available data
from Tarkhan, where there are 67 examples of marked wine jars and 58 examples of marked
ovoid-shaped storage jars. The ovoid-shaped storage jars and types other than wine jars will
be discussed first.
Ovoid-shaped storage jars
A number of Petrie’s type groups fall into this very broad category, specifically types 59,
60, 63, 64, 65, 68 (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 50–53). These broad vessel types cover a wide
chronological range at Tarkhan from Naqada IIIA2 to Naqada IIIC2. There is a wide variety
amongst this large group in terms of size, rim curvature, shape of base and surface treatment
(Smythe 2004, 322), along with a variety of descriptions for these vessels (Klasens 1958,
20, fig. 6; Kroeper 2000, 190–91; Köhler and Smythe 2004, 130–31; Smythe 2004, 321–22).
Some ovoid-shaped jars are also referred to as beer jars (Hendrickx et al. 2002, 302; Köhler
and Smythe 2004, 130; Tassie et al. 2008, 205). It is unfortunate that only eight ovoid-shaped
storage jars were illustrated in the plates of both excavation reports (Petrie et al. 1913, 20, 51,
53; Petrie 1914, 29).
Marks on ovoid-shaped storage jars
Of the approximately 1100 ovoid-shaped storage jars recorded in both registers, only 58
(or 5.2%) were marked. This figure is lower than that observed at Minshat Abu Omar where
16% of ovoid storage jars and conical jars were marked (Kroeper 2000, 214), and at Abu
Roash where 9% of the ovoid-shaped storage vessels were marked (van den Brink 1992, 267–
68). Of the 58 marked vessels identified to date, the two principal types of marked storage
jars are type 59 jars with 31 examples and type 63 jars with 13 examples.
It has been noted by van den Brink (1992, 267, 277) that linear signs, made up of strokes and
dots, were mainly applied to ovoid-shaped storage vessels, but it would appear that this trend
is not observed on the ovoid-shaped storage jars at Tarkhan. Only 18 out of the 58 marked
vessels (or 31%) were incised with linear marks comprising from one to four vertical strokes.
Of the 31 examples of type 59 vessels, 11 were incised with linear marks. Linear marks appear
more frequently on types 59b, 59f, 59h, 59k and 59p. Overall the low percentage of linear
marks on the ovoid-shaped storage jars does not take into account the fact that the pottery
carriers for over 20 linear marks are unknown. Due to the unimpressive nature of linear marks
and the possibility that single linear marks may not have been easily identified, it is probable
that more of the ovoid-shaped storage vessels listed in the grave registers were marked than
were recorded. In terms of the meaning and function of linear marks, it is possible that they
are related to simple accounting practices or localised socio-economic activities, such as food
production or distribution (Buchez 2004, 683–85; Tassie et al. 2008, 218). It is also possible
that the pre-fired linear marks were applied at the place of manufacture of the vessel and may
have served as either workshop or makers’ marks (see Hope 1999, 126; see also Bréand this
volume). Any such interpretation is, of course, dependent upon the pottery type.
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The remaining marks on the ovoid-shaped storage vessels include examples of the
crossed-line sign (sign-group VIII), signs that may represent a shelter (sign-group XXI.1; see
Fig. 1.1), inverted Vs (sign-group XXXII; see Fig. 1.2); squares (sign-group 1), mr-hoes (signgroup XVII) and plants (sign-group XXIII).6 One unique mark appears to be the jackal god
Wepwawet (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 31.81; sign-group XXXIV. 4.1).
Other storage jars
To date, 10 other marked storage vessels have been identified including types 81f, 85e, 85f
and 88e. These may correspond to the wide group of vessels in Klasens’ (1959, 43, fig. 4)
Class E. Of the other storage forms, 91h has a bulbous convex-concave body and a flat base
(Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 58; Klasens 1958, 20, fig. 6; see Fig. 1.3), while 91u (Petrie 1914, pl. 31) is
a very small squat jar with a flat base. A type 72g rimless jar with a groove around the shoulder
and a flat base is also marked (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 53; Klasens 1959, 43, fig. 3). The most
common marks appear to be linear, although a fence-like sign (sign-group XXII.6), a square
(sign-group I), a crossed-line sign (sign-group VIII; see Fig. 1.3), a mr-hoe (sign-group XVII),
and a tree-like sign (sign-group IV.1) are also represented.
Bowls
The ten marked bowls identified to date include a range of shapes from flat open forms to
deeper forms such as types 2d, 12p, 14y 17g, 17m, 27f, 27g, 33I and 37e (Petrie et al. 1913,
pls. 46–48). Only four marked bowls were illustrated in Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 19,
46–48). There seems to be no particular pattern with regard to marks on the bowls, although
there are too few examples to draw any firm conclusions. Marks include linear or curved lines
(see Fig. 2.1), a mr-hoe (sign-group XVII) and plain square (sign-group I) signs.
One of the most interesting marks appears to be a Smaw plant-like design and is found on
a type 37e bowl from Mastaba 1060 (Petrie et al. 1913, 11, 58). As the Tarkhan vessel has not
yet been located it is difficult to say whether the mark was made pre- or post-firing. The bowl
has been identified as an early form of the classical Old Kingdom Maidum bowl but is deeper
than later examples (Hendrickx et al. 2002, 282).7
Cylindrical jars
The 19 marked cylindrical jars include types 46b, 46h, 46d, 47b, 47m, 48l, 48s, 49d, 49l and
50e (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 49; Petrie 1914, pl. 29). The earliest forms include those with an
applied decorative band (either with or without a net pattern design) and are represented
at Tarkhan by types 46b, 46d, 46f, 46h and 46k. The majority of these cylindrical jars were
For a discussion of the distribution of the crossed-lined sign (or croix simple) see Bréand (2008, 37–81); for a
discussion of the mr sign see Anselin (2007).
7
Only a few examples of marked early-form Maidum bowls have been identified, and include four bowls dating
to the later Naqada III period from cemetery contexts at Adaima (see Bréand this volume, fig. 6). Each bowl
has a different sign incised before firing on the exterior of the bowl, with one bowl also containing a mark
made post-firing. See also Hendrickx et al. 2002, 281–84.
6
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located in tombs dated to SD 77–78, corresponding to Naqada IIIA2–IIIB, and appear to
be concentrated in the valley cemetery (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 32–41; Hendrickx 1996, 59,
fig. 3). It is, however, interesting to note that seven of the marked cylindrical jars originated
from tombs located in the hill cemeteries, all of which date to the Naqada IIIA2–IIIB period.
Types such as 48s, 49d and 49l are generally found in graves that can be dated on the basis
of pottery to the Naqada IIIB period, while type 50e is found only in graves dating to the
Naqada IIIC1 period (Hendrickx 2006, 85).
Eight of the marks found on the cylindrical jars are unique to the site (Mawdsley 2008,
tables 5 and 7). Two of these were made post-firing; one represents a crude long-legged bird
which may be a crane on a type 46h jar (see Fig. 2.2) and the other appears to be a kA-like sign
with a large star on a type 48l jar (see Fig. 2.3). Other previously unattested marks include
two nvr-like signs facing each other, a line of four inverted V-signs, possibly representing
a mountain range, and a mark that has the appearance of a hobble for tethering animals
(Gardiner V19). The most interesting of the cylindrical jars are three that were marked in
ink with the fore- and hindquarters of a giraffe. These marks were originally described as the
fore- and hindquarters of a zebra (Petrie et al. 1913, 9, pl. 3.6). The remaining marks include
examples of the crossed-line sign (sign-group VIII), a shelter (sign-group XXI.1) and linear
signs.
Large storage vessels or wine jars
There are 96 large storage vessels or ‘wine jars’ listed in the published registers for both
the valley and hill cemeteries, of which 67 vessels (or 69%) are marked. These vessels are
represented by two types referred to as type 75 and type 76 (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 54–56).8
The wide variety of shapes in Petrie’s type 75 seen at Tarkhan include an ovoid body tapering
to a flat base (75b, 75c, 75e, 75j, 75k, 75m) and an ovoid body tapering to a flat base with
three to four pushed up, vestigial wavy handles at the shoulder corresponding to Type IIb of
van den Brink’s (1996, 144) study of serekh-incised pottery storage jars. These types are found
in graves dated to SD 77–81 (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 54–55). To date, 17 examples of marked
type 75 vessels have been identified.
A variety of type 76 jars are also found at Tarkhan. The various shapes include tall elongated
jars that have three bands of rope decoration around the shoulder, waist and base of the pot
(van den Brink 1996, 148). This form corresponds to Petrie’s type 76b (Petrie et al. 1913,
pl. 56), to Type IVa of van den Brink’s (1996, 148) study on serekh-incised pottery storage
jars, and to wine-type 3 in Kroeper’s (2000, 192, 195) study of marked vessels at Minshat
Abu Omar. Other forms include jars without bands or jars with up to three plain bands of
decoration applied to the body. These forms at Tarkhan correspond to types 76c–76e, 76g,
76j, 76l and 76m (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 56), to Type IV b–d (van den Brink 1996, 148) and
to wine-type 0-4 (Kroeper 2000, 192, fig. 3). These types are found in graves dated to SD 78
–82 (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 56). Currently, 23 examples of marked type 76 vessels have been
8

More detailed analysis of the wine jars from Tarkhan is required, in particular the application of pottery
indexing following the work undertaken by Köhler and Smythe (2004) and Smythe (2008, 154–57) on the wine
jars from Helwan.
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identified. A further five examples of marked wine jars of unknown type and 22 marked
fragments of wine jars (representing 21 vessels) have also been identified. One marked type
74g vessel is also included in this category of large storage or wine jars.
In terms of provenance, 46 jars can be directly associated with 26 graves. Fifteen of these
graves contained a single marked wine jar, while 11 graves contained two or more marked jars.
The remaining 21 marked wine jars have no tomb provenance (Mawdsley 2008, tables 1–6).
Marks on wine jars
Of the 67 marks on wine jars, 35 are single signs, 28 contained two signs, and 4 are comprised
of three or more individual signs. Single signs account for 52% of the marks on wine jars,
while the combination of two individual signs accounts for 41%, and the three or more
individual sign combinations for 6%, of the total number.
A very broad range of signs and sign combinations are represented on the wine jars
including crossed-lines (sign-group VIII), mr-hoes (sign-group XVII), double and triple
triangles (sign-group XIII; see Fig. 3.1), circles, squares (sign-group 1), plants, shelters (signgroup XXI.1) and even what appears to be a stylised crocodile (see Fig. 3.2). Also included in
this list are marks that have the appearance of certain hieroglyphs, such as nvr, kA, Htp and Sn
(see Fig. 3.3), along with emblems associated with Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt such as the
Smaw and the tA mHw plants, and serekh-like marks (Mawdsley 2006b; 2008, tables 1–6; see Fig.
4). It is interesting to note that linear marks used as single signs do not appear to be applied
to the wine jars. A number of the marks are unique to the site or represent rare examples
found infrequently at other published sites, such as five incised circles on a type 76c jar (see
Fig. 5) and a man holding a mr-hoe adjacent to a tA mHw plant on a type 76d vessel (Petrie et
al. 1913, pl. 56). Space precludes a detailed discussion of all the signs here, so I will focus on
three groups of signs described as harpoons, mace or HD-like signs, and three triangles, as they
are considered to be unique or rare within the repertoire of Dynasty 1 potmarks.9
Harpoons
A unique group of pre-fired single harpoon-like marks appears to be found exclusively on
Tarkhan wine jars (sign-group LXII; Gardiner T 20). A variation of this mark in the form
of a double harpoon is attested at Abusir (Bonnet 1928, pl. 30.31–32).10 There are currently
14 examples of the single harpoon mark. Petrie published 12 (1914, pl. 20.15–26) and two
were previously unpublished (Mawdsley 2006a, tables 10–11).11 Of the 14 examples, 12 were
A more detailed discussion of the marks on wine jars can be found in an unpublished version of this paper
prepared as a pre-paper for the Origins 3 Potmark Workshop, London 2008 at www.potmark-egypt.com/
Articles.asp; see also Mawdsley (2006b).
10
My thanks go to Edwin van den Brink for alerting me to the location of this double harpoon mark. Bonnet’s
(1928) mark 30.32 is closer in design to the marks at Tarkhan than mark 30.31. I would suggest that 30.31 is
a form of van den Brink’s (1992, 289) sign group XI.
11
Previously unpublished marks are Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels, E.4493 (illustrated here in Fig.
6); Petrie Museum, London, UC28629.
9
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found on 12 fragments of type 76 wine jars in the collection of the Petrie Museum, London.
A further mark was incised on a complete type 76m jar held in the collection of the Royal
Museums of Art and History, Brussels (see Fig. 6), and one mark is currently unlocated.
With regard to provenance, the complete marked type 76m wine jar from Brussels was
discovered in Tomb 2053 placed on a mat over the coffin (Petrie 1914, 6). According to
Petrie (1914, 6), this tomb was located in the north corridor of the large mastaba 2050 along
with two other graves numbered 2051 and 2054. All three graves were covered by raised
brickwork (Petrie 1914, pl. 18). Material from both Mastaba 2050 and Tomb 2053 have been
carbon dated to the Naqada IIIC2 period (Hendrickx 1999, 79–80), roughly corresponding
to SD 81. Identification of provenance for the remaining marks is more difficult. Three wine
jar fragments held in the Petrie Museum were marked in pencil with the number 2050, and
I venture to suggest that the remaining marks originated from wine jars once deposited as
offerings either outside or within the complex of this large mastaba (Petrie 1914, 5).
Due to the size and the palace-façade decorative style of Mastaba 2050 it is presumed
that the owner was an elite regional official. If the majority of the marked vessels originated
from this tomb, then the harpoon sign may have been one of some significance to the tomb
owner. It could be argued that the mark once identified products from a Fayum-based estate
administered by the owner of Mastaba 2050 on behalf of the Tarkhan urban centre. The
placement of the harpoon-marked vessel in the subsidiary Tomb 2053 could have signified
some close personal or professional association with the owner of Mastaba 2050.
Mace or HD-like signs
Another unique or infrequently-applied group of marks appearing at Tarkhan contain mace
or HD-like signs (sign-group XXXVII; Gardiner T3). While the HD-like mark as a single sign
is represented at a number of sites such as Abydos, Tell el-Farkha and Minshat Abu Omar,
there are only eight examples of this mark in a two sign combination, and one example of
a three sign combination, published to date (Petrie 1900, pl. 53; 1901, pl. 55c; Emery 1938,
pl. 41; van den Brink 1992, 294; Kroeper 2000, 209; Mawdsley 2006a, 82; Jucha 2008, 145).
Where data is available, it is interesting to note that many of the single and combination
marks appear to have been incised on wine jars, particularly at Tarkhan and Minshat Abu
Omar (Kroeper 2000, 208–209). The HD sign also appears to have a strong association with
named serekh marks, two of which were found incised on wine jars in Tarkhan Tombs 414 and
1702 (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 31.68; Petrie 1914, pl. 20.1; van den Brink 2001, 39). This sign is
also attested on an estate mark dated to the reign of Den (Petrie 1901, pl. 18.144).
At Tarkhan, the HD-like sign is combined with what appears to be another implement,
possibly a dagger or knife (sign-group XXXVII.6.2). This combination is attested twice and
appears to be unique to the site. One mark was found on a type 76m vessel from Mastaba
1060 (SD80) and the other on a type 76c vessel from Tomb 157 (SD79) (Petrie et al. 1913, pls.
63–64).12 Another two marks combine the mace or HD-like sign with a square, a combination
not attested in van den Brink’s (1992) corpus (see Fig. 7). Both of these marks were incised
12

Both tombs have been dated on the basis of pottery to the Naqada IIIC2 period by Stan Hendrickx.
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on type 76l vessels and found in Tombs 126 and 90 dated to SD 81 (Petrie et al. 1913, pl.
66). While it is not unique to Tarkhan, it is certainly a rare combination, appearing four times
at Abydos, incised on three vessels from the tomb of Merneith and on one vessel from the
tomb of Semerkhet (Petrie 1900, pl. 55; Helck 1990, 39). It has also been found at Minshat
Abu Omar incised on two wine-type 2 jars (Kroeper 2000, 195, 208). The combination of
the square or rectangle and the HD-like sign may refer to pr-HD, the ‘White House’ or treasury
(Gardiner O2). The earliest identified reference to the treasury as the pr-HD is attested on a
seal impression from the tomb of Merneith at Abydos (Petrie 1900, pl. 12.36). One major
problem with the above association is that few of the hieroglyphs identifying estate and
domain names found on seal impressions can be identified as incised marks on pottery vessels
at Tarkhan. In addition, it must be emphasized that it is almost impossible to know whether
such a combination conveyed the same (or similar) meaning when incised on pottery (see
Regulski 2008, 985–97).
Triangles
This group includes three marks composed of three joined triangles and a second individual
sign (sign-group XIII). The three joined triangles are combined with a stroke (sign-group
XIII.4.1; UC17192), a p-like sign (sign-group XIII.21.1; UC17191; see Fig. 3.1) and a circle. All
of the combinations appear to be unique to the site and were incised upon type 75b vessels.
Two were identified as originating from Tomb 42 dated to SD 78 (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. 61).13
The triangle and circle combination was a new mark (UC17193) without any identified tomb
context and was not included in van den Brink’s (1992) corpus. On the excavation card for
Tomb 42 three large jars are roughly illustrated and it was noted that large jars in rope nets
full of scented fat were placed at the south end of the tomb (Petrie et al. 1913, 9). Given this
information, it is possible that the recently identified marked vessel may also have originated
from Tomb 42.14
There are only nine different stylistic examples of the rare three triangle mark published to
date (van den Brink 1992, 290; Kroeper 2000, 209–210; Mawdsley 2006a, table 3.3). Tarkhan
has four examples, three of which are unique to the site, as mentioned above, while the fourth
is one of five examples combined with a stellar-like sign (sign-group XIII.12.4; Kroeper
2000, 210). This mark was discovered in Tomb 1060, but the original carrier has not yet been
located. It is possible that the three triangle and secondary sign combination was a mark
incised exclusively on wine jars. This suggestion is based upon the fact that the three unique
examples from Tarkhan were incised on type 75b jars, and a further three examples from
Minshat Abu Omar were incised upon wine-type 1, 3 and 4 jars (Kroeper 2000, 209–210).

13
14

Tomb dated to the Naqada IIIB period by Stan Hendrickx.
Further to this, all three jars are made from Nile silt with the following ware codes: UC17192, ware code
21324; UC17191, ware code 21324; UC17193, ware code 213+40, based on descriptions kindly provided by
Jane Smythe. For the ware codes, see Köhler (2005, 47–48).
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Discussion
There are still a number of crucial issues relating to the function of marked vessels that need to
be addressed, particularly in relation to their administrative use during Dynasty 1. (Mawdsley
forthcoming). The number of published marks from cemetery contexts far exceeds those
from settlement contexts, and this has tended to influence the functional interpretation of the
marks. A link between marked vessels, in particular wine jars, and a centralized administrative
network (possibly restricted to funerary practices) was proposed by van den Brink (1992, 274).
My current opinion on the matter differs, and I would suggest that rather than being restricted
to the realms of funerary administration, it is possible that many of the marks reflect a premortuary administrative function related to the origin or destination of the original contents
of the jar in its first stage of use. I think that the majority of the marked wine jars fall into
this category. Marked vessels such as bowls, storage jars and bread moulds also served a premortuary function related to simple accounting, domestic activities or food production, but I
think that the primary function of these marked vessels should be considered separately from
that of marked wine jars (see, for example, Buchez 2004; Bréand 2005).
In support of the above suggestion, the small number of tombs with marked vessels at
Tarkhan would tend to indicate that the primary and original function of the majority of
these vessels was not funerary. Of the 206 published tombs at Tarkhan dating to the Naqada
IIIC2 period (Hendrickx 2006, 90), only 48 are known to have contained marked vessels. If
marked vessels were produced primarily for the funerary market one would expect to see a
greater number of these vessels in graves across the cemetery, particularly during the Naqada
IIIC2 period when the practice of marking vessels reached its peak.
It would appear more likely that marked vessels, particularly wine jars, were deposited
in tombs for a variety of reasons, such as their rarity, prestige value, or an association with
a particularly significant activity, event or place (Mawdsley 2006a, 47–48; Tassie et al. 2008,
222). An example of this form of re-use may be seen in the discovery of a vessel marked
with a Smaw plant in non-elite Tarkhan hill tomb 5 dated to SD 79 or Naqada IIIB (Petrie et
al. 1913, pl. 63). As the Smaw plant has royal associations (Helck 1990, 146–47), the presence
of this wine jar in the tomb suggests that the non-elite made funerary use of marked vessels
after those vessels ceased to have any administrative function or value. It is also interesting to
note that the presence of marked vessels in graves at Tarkhan does not seem to be linked to
elite status. A different picture emerges from Kafr Hassan Dawood and Minshat Abu Omar
where marked vessels appear to have been largely restricted to elite or wealthy graves (Tassie
et al. 2008, 207, 217, fig. 3). This difference may reflect the fact that the cemetery at Tarkhan
serviced a larger urban population where access to a wide and varied range of goods for both
domestic and funerary purposes may not have been restricted to certain social classes. That
being said, the small number of marked vessels at the site is problematic and may indicate that
some other form of restriction was placed upon the use of these vessels.
In addition, the tomb cards indicate that a number of marked vessels contained substances
described by the recorder as fat, mud or ash. Marked wine jars often appeared to contain ash
or mud and examples of such vessels are mentioned in the descriptions of Tomb 54 and
Mastaba 1060 (Petrie et al. 1913, 10, 12). It would appear that the substances were used as
substitutes for the original contents of the jar, and this fact provides further evidence that the
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primary and original function of marked wine jars, in particular, was not funerary.15 It could
be argued that the presence of mud or other substances is not unique to marked wine jars
and may reflect activities related to ritual practice; however, if treatment and use within the
burial was similar for all wine jars, then exactly what purpose was served by marking some
jars and not others?
In terms of the meaning of the marks, it has been suggested that they more than likely
indicate the place of origin of the vessel (Kroeper 2000, 216; Tassie et al. 2008, 215). A strong
case has been argued for the association of the square and fish combination mark (sign-group
1.30.53) with a place or production centre(s) in the (East) Delta region (Kroeper 2000, 188,
208–209; Tassie et al. 2008, 215–217). The unique harpoon marks found at Tarkhan could
also have identified an estate or production centre, but as the mark does not appear to have
the distributive range seen with the square/fish combination it remains difficult to interpret.
While the marks appear to be restricted to the cemetery of Tarkhan, and possibly Abusir, the
non-mortuary distribution of such marked vessels may have been somewhat more extensive.
While place of origin is a logical explanation, the large number of different marks would
tend to suggest a more complex situation. Does every mark really represent an estate or
production centre? Our knowledge of the function and operation of estates, domains and
distribution centres is a developing one, and if we were to assume that every sign and signcombination represented individual production centres/estates, then the number of these
centres would be extensive. At Tarkhan there are at least 35 out of the 77 sign-groups from
van den Brink’s (1992) corpus plus an additional 76 unique marks represented on pottery
vessels. I think we should consider the possibility that marks were also incised on pottery at
the place of manufacture in order to represent the ultimate destination of the vessel. With
this in mind, I would suggest that some of the pre-incised marks may have been used as a tool
to facilitate the distribution of commodities to specific building projects or to institutions,
such as the palace, royal tomb, royal mortuary complex, temples, cultic structures, and centres
of regional administration.16 Such an arrangement pre-supposes a complex administrative
network and suggests that some products may in fact have been pre-ordered and delivered to
an exact destination for a specific purpose. The commodities contained within these marked
vessels may have been used as payment to the priests, elite and non-elite personnel associated
with royal, religious and regional projects and institutions, as well as to support the religious
activities of the court and the daily requirements of the king, royal family and regional elite.
One example of a location-related mark seems restricted to Abydos, Saqqara and Tarkhan,
and is similar in design to the hieroglyph Htp (Gardiner R 4; sign-group XVIII). These marks
are illustrated with a dome atop a rectangular structure and their significance lies in the fact
that the sign appears to be different at each site. The two examples from Tarkhan display a
rounded dome and were incised on wine jars, while the provenance of both is uncertain, it is
probable that they were associated with one or more of the large tombs or mastabas located
in the hills (Petrie 1914, 12). There are also two forms found in the tomb of Djer, two in
When the issue of a pre-mortuary function for marked wine jars was raised during the Potmark Workshop
at the Egypt at its Origins 3 colloquium in London (2008), Stan Hendrickx indicated that the marked wine jars
from Tarkhan held in the collection of the Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels, showed evidence of
wear consistent with pre-interment use. Clearly, a more detailed examination of marked wine jars is required.
16
Such marks could be referred to as location-related or location-specific marks.
15
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the tomb of Merneith, one in each of the tombs of Den and Qa’a, and in Tomb 3504 at
Saqqara (Helck 1990, 68–69). The marks found at Abydos and Saqqara contained lines or
dots within the rectangle, while the Tarkhan marks are without elaboration. The different
patterns may have been used to identify locations so that products from one or more estates
could be delivered either directly to specific tombs or to palaces or administrative centres
connected to these sites. This example raises the issue that it may be necessary to consider
the deposition of marked vessels in the elite mastaba and royal tombs separately from the
deposition of marked vessels in non-elite tombs. It is possible that some vessels, particularly
wine jars, were sent directly to the royal and elite tombs from estates and represent the first
and only use of these jars; however, the example of an ash-filled wine jar from elite Mastaba
1060 at Tarkhan suggests that perhaps a mix of used and non-used vessels were deposited in
these tombs.17 While the above suggestion contradicts my argument regarding a pre-mortuary
function for marked vessels, it must be acknowledged that my interpretation may not apply to
all situations. This contradiction also serves to highlight the complexity of the problem and
the need to examine all plausible explanations.
If the marks convey information relevant within an administrative context, how was all
this arranged and controlled, and how do the marks reflect this arrangement? Such questions
are not easily answered, but I would argue that the manufacture and distribution of marked
vessels, in particular wine jars, was controlled by the state and regional administration, and
that the commodities originated from royal estates and domains or their regional equivalents
(Mawdsley 2006a, 45).18 It is difficult to say whether this network of production and
distribution was considered as a form of taxation (see Wilkinson 1999, 126). It is possible
that we could be looking at several different types of operations here. The first concentrated
on production and distribution for taxation purposes, with some marks such as the square/
fish combination used as a visual means of identifying the source of supply. The second
concentrated on product re-distribution, with some marks identifying destination and thus
facilitating delivery. Both processes were designed to support the operation of the royal court
and regional administration.
The distinction (if any) between the operations may have related to how the product was
used and by whom. Goods produced for taxation purposes may have supplied the mortuary
needs of the royal and elite tombs, or else were perhaps used as offerings at significant royal
events, while the products destined for re-distribution were used to support the daily economic
operation of the administration at both a royal and regional level. In this context, the marks
provided the visual means that enabled the system to track the collection and distribution
of goods. It is possible that the process of pottery production and marking occurred at
both estates and at distribution centres, with each responsible for the delivery of the preIt is interesting to note that even in the Abydos Royal Tombs there is evidence of vessel re-use. Examples of
this can be seen with the identification of two different organic residues in a marked vessel from the tomb
of Djer suggestive of pre-interment use (Serpico and White 1996, 138–39), and in the presence of pre-used
vessels in the tomb of Qa’a (Engel 1997, 24).
18
A similar view is also held by those engaged in the study of the potmarks at Kafr Hassan Dawood, but differs
when considering the role played by the state in the control and application of the marks, preferring to see any
standardization as the result of economic interaction between the national (or royal) and local elites (Tassie
et al. 2008, 216, 222).
17
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ordered products; however, the practicalities involved in any such operation are unclear and
require more in-depth research. While the above scenario is highly speculative and represents
but one possible interpretation, it cannot be denied that the level of complexity required to
manage the taxation, distribution or re-distribution of products suggests a highly organized,
if not multi-layered network, with an ability to communicate effectively in order to maintain
production, identify and control access to commodities, and to satisfy supply.
In terms of the arrangement of the system, it has been proposed that the frequency of
certain sign groups at sites may be an indication of the existence of large administrative
centres located in the regions of Abydos and Memphis, and of smaller centres throughout
Egypt (van den Brink 1992, 275; see also Tassie et al. 2008, 214). With regard to Tarkhan, apart
from the harpoon sign, the only other mark that dominates the corpus is the square. There
are at least 35 examples of squares and square combinations, but as this group represents the
largest set of marks in the Dynasty 1 corpus the number at the site is not surprising (van den
Brink 1992, 282). A number of marks, such as the Htp-like sign and a sign that combines a
square, triangle and T (sign-group 1.58.42), appear to be concentrated at the major cemeteries
of Abydos, Tarkhan and Saqqara. The square-triangle-T combination is attested six times
at Tarkhan, three of which are associated with Mastaba 1060 (Petrie et al. 1913, pls. 30–31;
1914, 12). Examples of this combination are found in the tombs of Den, Merneith, Anedjib,
Semerkhet and Qa’a at Abydos (Petrie 1900, pl. 52; Helck 1990, 26–27). The mark has also
been found on vessels in the tomb of Hemaka and in Tombs 3506 and 3111 at Saqqara, with
further examples found at Abu Roash and Helwan (Emery 1938, pl. 40; Montet 1946, 159;
Helck 1990, 27; Smythe 2008, 183, fig. 32). The example from Helwan was incised upon a
wine jar (Smythe 2008, 173) and it is likely that the marks from Tomb 1060 were also incised
on wine jars.
While the Htp-like sign and the square-triangle-T combination are but two examples, the
potmark evidence would appear to indicate that Tarkhan maintained strong administrative
relationships with both Abydos and Memphis, and these economic and political
interconnections require further research. The location of the cemetery of Tarkhan would
suggest that the primary urban centre was ideally placed in an advantageous and strategic
position near the Nile with the potential for exercising some control over the flow of goods
to settlements, cemeteries, religious and royal structures in both the Delta and southern
Egypt. It seems likely that the urban centre would have also played a major role in the regional
production, collection and distribution of commodities, and in the management of those
activities. Considering the number of potmarks from the cemetery, the urban centre of
Tarkhan was undoubtedly one of the most significant non-royal administrative centres in
Egypt during this period.
Conclusion
Generally the trends observed by van den Brink (1992) for published Dynasty 1 marks are
followed at a regional level at Tarkhan. The exception to this relates to the number of linear
marks on ovoid-shaped storage vessels found at the site. It is difficult to say whether this
exception is significant or not and what the functional implications of this exception might
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be. It is possible that any variations merely reflect a random process of selection of particular
pottery vessels as grave goods based upon personal preference or other socio-economic
decisions made by family members of the deceased.
While the primary function of the majority of the pre-incised marked vessels was
administrative or domestic/food production related, it cannot be discounted that post-fired
scratched and inked marks may have been applied for funerary or other purposes, such as
artistic expression as in the case of the three giraffe marks applied in ink to three cylindrical
jars from Tarkhan, or simple graffiti (see Bréand 2005).
The process of identifying the original carriers of the Tarkhan marks is a continuing
and important project. The collective data generated from this work, and current work
undertaken at sites throughout Egypt, may facilitate a better understanding of any denotative
system in operation. At this point in time it is still difficult to say how standardised the system
of marking actually was given the large number of signs and sign combinations. There are
still many problems and issues to be resolved, particularly in relation to clarifying some of
the practicalities associated with determining the function of these marks. What appears
clear is that the study of potmarks demonstrates that an extensive and sophisticated network
of product distribution existed at both a regional and state-wide level during Dynasty 1.
With this in mind, I strongly believe that––far from being enigmatic––potmarks should now
be considered as important sources of information for understanding how the system of
administration during Dynasty 1 may have operated. While much work remains to be done,
it is hoped that my study has provided data that will contribute to a greater understanding of
both the meaning and function of Egyptian potmarks.
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Composition of mark
Single sign
Two individual signs
Three individual signs
Four individual signs
Five individual signs
Sm aw plant signs
Semerkhet Domain
mark
Linear
Incomplete
Not illustrated
Marks on foreign vessel
Giraffe marks
Total
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Number of
marks
148
87
18
2
1
4
1

% of total marks

67
17
7
2
3
356

18.8
4.8
2.0
0.5
0.8
100.0

41.5
24.4
5.0
0.5
0.3
1.1
0.3

Table 1: Sign composition of potmarks
Fig. 1: Potmarks on storage jars. 1.1: UC17282;
1.2: UC17186; 1.3: UC17343. (Courtesy
of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian
Archaeology,
University
College
London). Drawn by Jane Smythe.
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Fig. 2: Potmarks on bowl and
cylindrical jars. 2.1:
UC16092; 2.2: UC17312; 2.3:
UC17326. (Courtesy of the
Petrie Museum of Egyptian
Archaeology, University
College London). Drawn by
Jane Smythe.

Fig. 3: Potmarks on wine jars 3.1: UC17191; 3.2:
UC13403; 3.3 UC17175. (Courtesy of the
Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology,
University College London). Drawn by Jane
Smythe.
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Fig. 4: Serekh-like potmark on a wine jar. (Courtesy
of the Australian Institute of Archaeology,
Melbourne. IA1.2111) Photos by H.
Huggins and drawn by C. J. Davey. Potmark
not to scale.

Fig. 5: Five circle potmark on a wine jar. (Courtesy
of the Royal Museums of Art and History,
Brussels. E.8710). Potmark not to scale.
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Fig. 6: Harpoon-like potmark on a wine jar.
(Courtesy of the Royal Museums of
Art and History, Brussels. E.4493).
Potmark not to scale.

Fig. 7: Square and HD-like potmark on a wine jar. (Courtesy of the Royal Museums
of Art and History, Brussels. E.8711). Potmark not to scale.
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Ilona Regulski
Introduction1
The New Kingdom necropolis in the southern part of Saqqara has been the subject of
intensive study since 1975 (Fig. 1).2 Today, the area is under investigation by a joint mission of
the Leiden Museum of Antiquities and the Department of Egyptology of Leiden University.
The present article does not deal with the site’s New Kingdom tombs, but focuses on a
much earlier period of use, accidentally stumbled upon by the Dutch expedition. After a
short introduction to their initial discoveries, more recent fieldwork undertaken by the
Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo will be discussed. Then follows a brief re-assessment
of contemporary evidence in the area worth reconsidering in the light of this new evidence.
In 1991, the Dutch team excavated a secondary shaft from the Late Period next to the
south wall of the tomb of the high official Maya (Shaft V: Fig. 2; Schneider et al. 1991;
Raven et al. 2001, 64, pl. 3). At a depth of roughly 9.10 m, a burial chamber of the same
period was investigated, but an adjacent complex behind a breakthrough leading to the
west was then left unexplored. The latter complex appeared to be much older and was first
ascribed to the Old Kingdom on the basis of a few stone vessel fragments found in the fill
of the passage. This date had to be reconsidered in 2002 when a comparable complex was
discovered below the tomb of Meryneith (Raven et al. 2001–2002; van Walsem 2003). In
this case, the archaeological material clearly suggested an Early Dynastic date (c. 3150–2575
BC). Given the close resemblance to the complex below the tomb of Maya, a similar date
for both substructures seemed probable. In addition, these underground discoveries were
complemented by sporadic finds of Early Dynastic stone vessel fragments immediately below
the desert surface in different parts of the site (Raven et al. 2001–2002, 98).
The presence of Early Dynastic material in this part of Saqqara is significant and constitutes
a major addition to the current state of knowledge. In contrast to later periods, the bulk of
Early Dynastic material is concentrated around only a few sites. From the first rulers onwards,
the dynastic elite had two large cemeteries: the royal tombs of Umm el-Qa‘ab/Abydos in the
south, and another elite cemetery at Saqqara, in the vicinity of the state capital at Memphis.
The cemetery of Umm el-Qa‘ab/Abydos continued to grow after the northward expansion
of the Naqada culture and, thanks to inscriptions and the quality of surviving burial goods,
this cemetery has been identified as the burial place of the first rulers of dynastic Egypt
(Engel 2003; Wengrow 2006, 227–28; Hendrickx 2008). At North Saqqara, a series of great
tombs provided texts mentioning the same kings from Aha onwards, and these provide solid
evidence that a ruler buried at Abydos controlled the northern end of the Nile Valley as well
as Upper Egypt. These tombs belonged to the highest officials in the country (Bestock 2007;
Hendrickx 2008; Köhler 2008). The site of Saqqara became a royal necropolis at the beginning
I would like to thank Kim Duistermaat, Amber Hood and Gwen Jennes for their useful comments on the
content of this article.
2
For the history of research, see http://www.let.leidenuniv.nl/saqqara/homepage.htm.
1
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of Dynasty 2 when royal tombs were constructed about 1 km to the south of the already
existing elite necropolis in the north (Van Wetering 2004; Dreyer 2007). Only the tombs of
the first and third kings, Hetepsekhemwy and Ninetjer respectively, could be identified on the
basis of inscriptions (Höber-Kamel 2005; Engel 2006; Lacher 2008). The tomb of Ninetjer
is currently being reinvestigated by the German Archaeological Institute in Cairo (Dreyer
2004; 2005; 2006; 2007). The burial of the second king of Dynasty 2, Raneb, in the area is
rendered likely by seal impressions mentioning his name (Barsanti 1902, 183; Maspero 1902,
187; Engel 2006),3 and a stela probably found in the Memphite region (Goedicke 2000, 399).
Nonetheless, his tomb has not yet been located.
Many questions remain with regard to the nature of this royal necropolis, which is situated
just north of the Dutch concession area. For example, it is unclear how much further this
necropolis extends and how many other tombs are still buried below the rubble or later
tombs. Later king lists provide evidence for at least a few more kings after the reign of
Ninetjer. There is evidence for rulers with the names of Nebunefer (von Beckerath 1984, 43)
and Sened (Kaiser 1991, 49–55), but their exact position within the sequence of Dynasty 2 is
uncertain (Kahl 2006, 99, 104; 2007, 15–7). According to Helck, Sened would be the northern
counterpart of Peribsen, who probably only ruled in the south (Helck 1987, 104–105), whereas
Kaiser sees him as the last king to reign over Upper and Lower Egypt before Khasekhemwy
(Kaiser 1991, 49–55). King Nfr-kA-ra mentioned in the king lists is identified as Senerferka
by Ryholt (2008). These ephemeral successors of Ninetjer are almost completely unknown
from contemporary sources and their tombs have not yet been identified. The period after
the reign of Ninetjer has therefore been interpreted as one of instability (Goedicke 1988,
138–39; Gilbert 2004, 32; Dodson and Hilton 2004, 44). The record of Ninetjer’s thirteenth
year on the Palermo Stone as one of “hacking up of the fortress of Shemra” and “hacking
up the fortress of Ha” (Wilkinson 1996, 350; 2000, 125) perhaps also hints at internal unrest
(Goedicke 1988, 138–39). It is therefore uncertain whether his successors received a proper
burial at all.
In this respect, the newly discovered Early Dynastic complexes south of the already
known royal necropolis seem to promise answers to these questions. Given their geographical
location, they had been attributed to one of those Dynasty 2 kings and thus the “missing link
between the Ninetjer monument and the substructure of the original mastaba under the Step
Pyramid” (Raven et al. 2001–2002, 97, 100). Further exploration of these substructures was
therefore considered to be advisable.
Further investigations of the Early Dynastic complex below the tomb of Maya
In cooperation with the Dutch expedition, the Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo
organized a short excavation season with the following aims:4
3
4

For example in the tomb of Hetepsekhemwy, suggesting that Raneb closed the tomb of his predecessor.
The fieldwork took place from 5–17 February 2008, and the team consisted of Kim Duistermaat, Claudia
Lacher and the author. This work was carried out in close collaboration with Usama Abd es-salam el-Shimy
(Director of Saqqara) and was supervised in the field by the Inspector Adel Ragab Ali Basiuny. We wish to
express our gratitude to Maarten Raven and Harold Hays for their technical assistance and their pleasant
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To establish the size and character of the early complex below Maya’s tomb.
To establish a more specific date for the complex.
To investigate the technical possibilities of excavating the structures extending
below the New Kingdom tombs.

The substructure below the tomb of Maya could be reached through the above-mentioned
Shaft V outside the south wall of the tomb of Maya (Fig. 2). The shaft and the adjacent
chamber, both dating to the Late Period, were excavated in 1990–91 by the Dutch expedition
(Fig. 2, indicated in blue). At the north-western corner of the chamber, a breakthrough leads
into a large adjacent room. The latter was the focus of our excavation (Fig. 2, indicated in
red).
The first and largest room of this complex is orientated from north-east to south-west
and is almost 8 m in length, with an average width of 2.50 m and a maximum height of 1.88
m (Fig. 3). Two pilasters, one at the west end and another at the east end, divide room A into
two parts. Beside the westernmost pilaster, corridor A300 (4.85 m long) leads to the west.
After 4.85 m, a connecting corridor A301 runs south for a length of about 2.75 m. Probably
in the Late Period or even later, corridor A301 was reused as a burial chamber for perhaps as
many as three mummies, as shown by some bones, potsherds and faience beads. Two other
corridors, A100 (west, 3.32 m long) and A200 (east, 3.18 m long), are situated at the northern
end of room A; both are unfinished. All corridors display remarkable hemispherical recesses
in the side-walls. The main access to the tomb seems to be in the north, but this entrance is
completely filled with sand descending through a later shaft that intersects with our structure
(Fig. 3). To the south, a corridor (B100) leads into a second Early Dynastic room (B), which
was re-used as part of another Late Period tomb. This room and the connected niche (B200)
were left unexplored during the 2008 season.
Room A was filled to the ceiling with mixed debris comprised of fine sand with occasional
taffl inclusions, limestone flakes, pebbles (Fig. 4) and archaeological material. The work
therefore largely consisted of clearing out this rubble and making an architectural plan. The
fill yielded almost exclusively Early Dynastic material. Only the upper layer of the debris in
room A and corridor A301 yielded bones, pottery sherds and faience beads connected to
later burials. In corridor A100 a small amount of Coptic pottery was found on top of the fill
under shaft ‘d.’ An Old Kingdom stela fragment of a man called Masekhem and an offering
basin must also be intrusive. The Early Dynastic finds consisted of fragments of pottery and
stone vessels, and a few seal impressions. In addition, some fragments of corroded copper,
charcoal, bone and a small fragment of gold leaf were discovered.
Despite the fragmentary and disturbed nature of the material, Early Dynastic ceramic
material was recovered and many fragments were reconstructable. More than two-thirds of
all pottery fragments were from so-called beer jars made of coarse Nile clay with organic
inclusions (Fig. 5), while there were very few (c. 5%) other vessels made of Nile clays. About
30% of all fragments were made of marl clays. Only six vessels were preserved from rim to
base and one lid was found. Many large sherds of large jars (and occasionally also beer jars)
cooperation in the field. The project had the financial support of the Embassy of the Kingdom of the
Netherlands in Cairo.
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had been used in antiquity as digging tools, presumably by tomb robbers. Many of these
re-used sherds could be refitted with other fragments from the original pots. Several jars
had been covered in a thick layer of unfired mud. One more or less complete ‘wine’ jar was
found bearing a potmark, and two body sherds also bear potmarks. Several bowl fragments
were recovered, including one burnished bowl with direct rim made of Nile silt with sand
inclusions. A preliminary assessment dates the pottery firmly to the end of Dynasty 2.5
The stone vessels showed a large variety of forms and materials, including travertine,
breccia (Fig. 6), diorite, schist, anorthosite gneiss, and different kinds of limestone. The
majority of the diagnostic fragments are bowls, but a considerable number of small travertine
jars and dummy vessels were also found (Fig. 7). In addition, five fragments of a plate and
many pieces of a large offering plate were discovered. Only two bowl fragments carried
inscriptions, written in black ink on the interior of the vessel (Fig. 8). An exact reading still
awaits further analysis, but they probably refer to personal names. In addition, the writing style
resembles the palaeography of many of the ink inscriptions discovered among the deposit
of stone vessels below the Djoser pyramid (Lacau and Lauer 1965). The latter have recently
been dated to the end of Dynasty 2 (Regulski 2004).
Some fragments of taffl clay sealings were found, but only three bore seal impressions.
One of them clearly displays the name of King Khasekhemwy, the last king of Dynasty 2
and predecessor of Netjerikhet/Djoser (c. 2600 BC; Fig. 9). The sealings are very fragile, but
many of the backsides show a smooth regular pattern suggesting that they were attached to
boxes, or at least to a flat surface. Knotted cord and palm leaf impressions with fragments
of carbonised fibre are sometimes preserved. Bag sealings were also found, but large vessel
sealings were completely absent or not preserved as such.
Interpretation
Both the architecture and the finds provide strong indications for dating the substructure
below Maya’s tomb. The corridors, pilasters, and the hemispherical recesses in the walls are
typical of Dynasty 2 underground gallery tombs. For example, Room A resembles corridor
F of Ninetjer’s tomb (Dreyer 2004, 19–22; 2005, 15–18; 2006, 9–20; 2007, 130–38), and
the arrangement of the narrow corridors is also similar. In both cases the main access is in
the north. However, the plan of the substructure below Maya’s tomb is smaller and more
compact when compared to the royal tombs to the north. This could be either a functional
or a chronological difference, the latter being older. A first brief assessment of the pottery,
and especially the Khasekhemwy seal impression, narrows the possible date range down to
the end of Dynasty 2. A similar date may be proposed for the substructure below the tomb
of Meryneith, but this will be investigated further during a more extensive excavation season
in 2009.
The discovery of the royal name of Khasekhemwy is significant. Since his royal tomb is
identified with certainty at Umm el-Qa‘ab/Abydos, the Saqqara tomb probably belongs to a
high official or a member of the royal family. This is a fascinating result: rather than dealing
5

Personal communication D. Raue and J. Smythe, Spring 2008. A more detailed study of the pottery will be
undertaken by Amber Hood during the 2009 season.
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with the continuation of the already known royal necropolis, we have revealed a new cemetery
that was hitherto unknown. This discovery raises interesting questions regarding the nature
of this part of the Saqqara necropolis, and particularly its relation to the elite cemetery in
the north. Who was buried here at South Saqqara and what was the social status of the tomb
owners? As Köhler (2008, 398) has recently pointed out, Early Dynastic society at Memphis
was highly structured and complex, and mortuary data suggest that there were a number
of discrete social strata. We may assume that the cemetery at South Saqqara represents a
different social stratum than that of its northern counterpart.
In addition, the tombs at South Saqqara put other Early Dynastic remains in the area
into perspective. There are two further unfinished royal monuments to the south of the
Step Pyramid complex that may be Early Dynastic in date: an east-west ‘trench’ excavated by
Saad, and three deep shaft-like cuts, also on an east-west alignment, visible amongst the Old
Kingdom mastabas (Tavares 1998, 1137). Early Dynastic material has also been found by
the Japanese expedition further to the north, about 1.5 km north-west of the Step Pyramid
(Yoshimura et al. 2005, 369–76). More interesting with regard to the new evidence in question,
however, is a possible relationship with the enigmatic funerary enclosures to the west (the
Gisr el-Mudir and the ‘L-shaped’ enclosure; Mathieson and Tavares 1993, 27–28; Stadelmann
1996, 790–91), and the deposit of stone vessels below the Step Pyramid. Both the latter
deposit and the Gisr el-Mudir have been tentatively dated to the reign of Khasekhemwy (cf.
infra). This date now seems more plausible in light of the presence of contemporary activity
in the area.
Other evidence of late Dynasty 2 activity in South Saqqara
The Gisr el-Mudir (Arabic for ‘enclosure of the boss’), situated just west of Sekhemkhet’s
pyramid complex, was located in the early 20th century, but not investigated until the mid1990s (Mathieson and Tavares 1993, 28–31; Mathieson et al. 1997; 1999, 36–47; 2000). It
consists of masonry of roughly hewn limestone blocks in layers, making it potentially the
earliest known stone structure in Egypt. Its builder is unknown, but suggested dates have
shifted from Dynasty 3 (Swelim 1983, 33–35; Porter and Moss 2003, 417) to the Early
Dynastic period (Tavares 1998, 1136), and in particular to Dynasty 2 (Stadelmann 1985, 306).
Others have tentatively ascribed the Gisr el-Mudir to Khasekhemwy (Mathieson et al. 1997,
53; Davies and Friedman 1998, 67). Pottery discovered during the 1995 season can be dated
to the end of Dynasty 2 or beginning of Dynasty 3 (Mathieson et al. 1997, 36, 44–45, figs.
15–16.1). Consequently, it has been suggested that these empty precincts are the counterparts
of the Abydene enclosures built in mud brick (Mathieson et al. 1997, 53).
If the Gisr el-Mudir is indeed a stone version of the late Dynasty 2 funerary monuments
at Abydos, then we may also connect this monument with the great funerary enclosure at
Hierakonpolis, built by Khasekhemwy (O’Connor 1989; Friedman 1999; Adams and O’Connor
2003, 78–85; Wengrow 2006, 245–50; Friedman 2007). The Khasekhemwy enclosures at
Abydos and Hierakonpolis in particular have been attributed to a phase of dynastic rivalry
that caused a temporary fragmentation of the state (O’Connor 1989, 84). In the early part
of his reign, when only the Horus falcon wearing the White Crown surmounted his serekh,
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Khasekhem seems to have shown particular interest in, and reverence for, Hierakonpolis, the
ancient Predynastic capital in the south of the country. It has been suggested that Khasekhem
first ruled from Hierakonpolis, given the number of fine objects bearing his early name found
at the site.6 Khasekhem is generally thought to have constructed the Hierakonpolis enclosure
in anticipation of his burial there (but see Friedman 2007, 328). Campaigns against the north
ultimately resulted in Khasekhem’s victory, through which he was able to reunite Egypt. To
commemorate this achievement, he changed his name to the dual form to which he added
the epithet ‘the two lords are at peace in him,’ demonstrating that peace and harmony had
returned after the period of unrest (Wilkinson 1999, 91–92). In addition, he built another
enclosure and tomb at the ancestral site of Abydos. By analogy, one could imagine a similar
celebration in the north, symbolizing the reinstatement of the central administration at the
capital city of Memphis. Could the Gisr el-Mudir have played a role in Khasekhemwy’s reappearance as the embodiment of central power?
Although the interior spaces of these enclosures have yielded few clues as to their
function (Mathieson et al. 1997, 53; Friedman 2007, 323–28; Raue 1999, 2007), a link to the
establishment and performance of mortuary cults is generally accepted (Kemp 1966, 16;
Kaiser 1969, 17; O’Connor 1995, 328; Alexanian 1998; Wengrow 2006). However, recently
a second use of such enclosures as “arenas where ritual ceremonies promoting royal power
were celebrated” has been illustrated by McNamara (2008). He suggests that the temple
enclosure with revetted mound at Hierakonpolis could be “the remains of a sed-festival court
in which the king could make a ritual appearance, perhaps in order to receive offerings or
to stake his claim on the territory of Egypt” (McNamara 2008, 931). Numerous links can
be made between the objects found within the latter enclosure and the festivals of kingship,
particularly the sed-festival. The two statues of Khasekhem wearing the hed-sed robe (Cairo
JE 32161: Quibell and Petrie 1900, 11, pl. 41.1; Quibell and Green 1902, 44; Oxford Ash. E.
517, Quibell and Petrie 1900, 11, pl. 31; Quibell and Green 1902, 44) perhaps demonstrate
McNamara’s case best. While rituals connected with the “eternal pageantry of kingship”
may have been performed in the mortuary enclosures at Abydos, their living counterparts
were perhaps enacted in enclosures like that at Hierakonpolis (McNamara 2008, 932). As
McNamara states, “this is unlikely to have been an exclusive location for such ceremonies…”
(McNamara 2008, 932). One could imagine, therefore, the existence of a similar arena at
Saqqara, the cemetery closest to the state capital. Without claiming that the Gisr el-Mudir was
built to host Khasekhemwy’s sed-festival, it may nevertheless be suggested that its presence
was related to the reinstatement of his centralized authority.
Following this scenario, the deposit of inscribed stone vessels below the Step Pyramid can
be mentioned again. Of the 40,000 stone vessels that were discovered in the subterranean
galleries VI and VII under the eastern side of the Step Pyramid, more than a thousand bear
inscriptions written in ink (Gunn 1928, 153–74; Lacau and Lauer 1965; Helck 1979, 120–32).
They refer to individuals, provenances or destinations, and accounts, and sometimes specify
the contents of the vessels, referring mainly to bread and beer. Finally, there are references
to the ceremonies in which these vessels obviously played a part; a large number of ink
inscriptions can be linked to the sed-festival (Regulski 2004; Hornung and Staehelin 2006, 15).
The recent discovery of similar ink inscriptions on stone vessels in the Royal Museums of Art
6

There is evidence that Khasekhemwy also built a temple at Hierakonpolis (McNamara 2008, 912, 916).
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and History in Brussels (De Putter et al. 2000; Hendrickx et al. 2001) and a reinvestigation of
the entire group of inscriptions has resulted in a revision of Helck’s proposal to date most
of them to the reign of Ninetjer (Helck 1979, 120–32). Instead, it is more likely that these
vessels were provided with ink inscriptions during the preparations for Khasekhemwy’s sedfestival (Regulski 2004). Supporting evidence is provided by seal impressions carrying his
royal name, discovered in the same context as the vessels (Lacau and Lauer 1965, 93–94).
The backs of these impressions show clearly that they were applied to linen bags, suggesting
that Khasekhemwy was responsible for packing the vessels and sealing the bags containing
them. The fact that the vessels were handled in this way during his reign probably means that
the bags containing the vessels were meant to be distributed shortly thereafter. Obviously,
this did not happen; for unknown reasons, the distribution of these vessels, which were
already provided with ink inscriptions, was abandoned. In this hypothetical scenario, all the
preparations for Khasekhemwy’s festival were made, but due to his sudden death the festival
was never celebrated and the vessels were left in the royal stores. His successor Netjerikhet
was then responsible for the interment of the vessels, which were still packed in the bags.
It has been suggested that the Netjerikhet complex incorporates earlier monuments
(Stadelmann 1985, 295–308; Tavares 1998, 1137) as Khasekhemwy impressions have also
been found in the northern galleries below the pyramid. Stadelmann even suggested that the
cult installation of the western magazine was the Saqqara tomb of Khasekhemwy, which
was integrated later into the north-western extension of the Djoser complex (Stadelmann
1985, 298–99). In a nearby shaft Mariette discovered two lion-shaped offering tables made of
alabaster (CG 1321: Mariette 1885, 83–86), which, according to Stadelmann, belonged to a
funerary temple of Dynasty 2 (Stadelmann 1985, 303). This temple would have been located
to the north of the Step Pyramid, but disappeared after the incorporation of the northern
‘Massiven’ into the pyramid complex.
Although these assumptions cannot be proven with certainty and have, therefore, been
criticized in the past (for example, see Kaiser 1994), it is clear that the entire area attests to
intensive building activity during the reign of Khasekhemwy. When Khasekhemwy died, his
successor (probably his son) fulfilled the role of heir by overseeing the dead king’s burial
(Dreyer 1998, 31–34; Kahl 2006, 106; Seidlmayer 2006, 118). Once his tomb had been sealed,
Netjerikhet abandoned the Abydene cemetery, choosing the Memphite necropolis for his
imposing funerary complex. He did not choose a pristine spot, however, but an area of
great prominence, and its previous sanctity may have been an important factor in conferring
legitimacy.
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Fig. 2: Plan of the tomb of Maya with the Dynasty 2 structure indicated in red.
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Fig. 3: Early Dynastic Room A below the tomb of Maya.

Fig. 4: Profile of the filling of Room A.
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Fig. 5: Beer jar from Room A (SAK 2008 AII-602).
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Fig. 6: Breccia bowl from Room A (SAK 2008 432-11).

Fig. 7: Travertine dummy vessels from Room A.
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Fig. 8: Bowl fragment with ink inscription (SAK 2008 428-1).

Fig. 9: Seal impression from Room A yielding the royal name of Khasekhemwy (SAK 2008 472).
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Introduction
The main focus of this paper is the corpus of potmarks retrieved from the ceramic material of
the Old Kingdom settlement at Heit el-Gurob, studied by Ancient Egypt Research Associates
(AERA). The occurrence of the potmarks from Giza is then compared with the appearance
of marks from Early Dynastic/early Old Kingdom Buto, and the question of which pots bear
potmarks is investigated. Can we state that the vessels were marked to reflect similar activities
in these two different localities? Did the function of the potmarks vary between sites, or was
it also dependent on the time of their fabrication?
Heit el Gurob settlement
The Giza Plateau, with its very important Old Kingdom cemetery fields, can also be
characterized as the location of significant settlements dating mainly to Dynasty 4. One of
the largest domestic sites is Heit el-Gurob. Situated in the shadow of the knoll known as elGebel el-Quibli, Heit el-Gurob has been excavated between 1988 and 2008 by AERA under
the directorship of Mark Lehner (Lehner and Wetterstrom 2007). The settlement is a large
urban area located to the south of the Wall of the Crow. Lehner divides it into several main
districts including the Gallery Complex, the Eastern Town, and the Western Town (Fig. 1).
Within the Gallery Complex, the galleries are organized into three very regular sets of
elongated structures oriented north-south, and built around three streets running east-west,
designated Northern, Main and Southern. Each of the galleries has a similar plan composed
of an elongated rectangle separated into two areas; that is, a longer sleeping/living area and
a small house/kitchen area at the rear. The entrance to each of the galleries faced on to the
street. Some of the gallery units also contained industrial areas at the back, including bakeries,
a copper workshop, and a possible faience working area.
The Eastern and Western Towns, built respectively to the east and west of the galleries,
appear to be conventional settlements with houses. Each of the houses resembles a typical
“snail-like” Egyptian dwelling, with the private part in the centre and the industrial/kitchen
areas built around it. The houses in the Eastern Town are much smaller than those in the
Western Town. The Western Town appears to be restricted to wealthier citizens who were
probably connected to the royal court.
On the basis of the seal impressions, the entire settlement can be dated to the reigns
of Khafre and Menkaure; however, Menkaure is mentioned more frequently (Lehner 2002,
34). The very narrow time frame, large domestic area, and numerous artefacts give us a rare
opportunity to look at the lives of Old Kingdom Egyptians.
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Giza Plateau Mapping Project (GPMP) ceramics
The Heit el-Gurob ceramic assemblage reflects typical Old Kingdom material with a
predominance of bread moulds along with red-slipped vessels, stands, and crude beer jars.
Thus far 263,588 complete pots and diagnostic fragments have been described (as of the end
of 2008).
The pottery types were organized into the following shape classes (Wodzińska 2007, 285–
86): AB – jars, closed forms; CD – bowls, open forms; E – stands; F – bread moulds.
The most characteristic types are:
• Jars: AB1 – white/pink coated storage jars; AB2 – red coated storage jars; AB4 – socalled beer jars; AB7 – large marl storage jars.
• Bowls: CD1 and CD2 – plates; CD3 – bowls with straight/slightly flaring walls and
direct rim; CD6 – red carinated ‘Meidum bowls’; CD7 – white carinated bowls; CD20 and
CD21 – hole mouthed basins; CD22 – large spouted basins; CD25 – large mixing vats;
CD32 – bowls with internal ledge.
• Stands: E1 – high stands; E2 – low stands.
• Flat bread trays: F1A – rounded with ledge rim; F1B – rounded with sloping rim; F1C
– large oval trays.
• Conical bread moulds: F2A – small; F2B – medium sized; F2C – large with flat
internal bottom.
Heit el-Gurob potmarks
Heit el-Gurob yielded 456 potmarks, which represent 0.17% of all of the described ceramic
fragments. Of these 237 (51.97%) were made before firing and the other 219 (48.03%) after
firing. Marks were predominantly on the external vessel surface (approx. 80%). Ceramic
material from a settlement site is usually very fragmentary, thus, the preserved potmarks
are in many cases not completely preserved. However, the Heit el-Gurob ceramics include
many large pieces with well preserved potmarks, which allow us to make some interesting
observations about these intriguing markings.
Potmarks executed before firing
The largest number of potters’ marks made before firing were incised on the walls of bread
moulds (n=99 pieces; 41.77%) (Fig. 2). Jars (AB) were the next most frequently marked type
(n=79; 33.33%), especially type AB7, large marl storage jars. No complete jar of this type
carrying a potter’s mark has been preserved, but the fabric and surface of the sherds indicate
that they derive from AB7 jars. Marks on the bowl class (total n=46; 19.4%) were executed
most frequently on white carinated bowls, CD7. Potters’ marks on stands constituted 3.8%
of the recorded marks.
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The ceramic types at Heit el-Gurob are very numerous, encompassing aproximately 200
categories. Thus, it appears that the number and type of marked pots was quite limited. The
restricted group of ceramic types bearing potmarks has already been noted in Early Dynastic
contexts (van den Brink 1992, 269).
Let us look at the data differently. What is the percentage of marked pots within particular
ceramic types? The diagram in Fig. 3 shows the relative frequencies of nine pottery types
carrying potmarks. It is clear that, although the conical bread moulds (F2) generally bear the
most signs within the site’s entire pottery corpus, jars, especially AB7 and AB1, bowls with
ledge rim (CD23), and white carinated bowls, (CD7), were marked relatively more frequently.
These types are shown in Fig. 4.
In many cases the potmark motifs are very difficult to identify due to their fragmentary
state of preservation. However, it is possible to summarize them as follows: arch; cross; many
parallel lines; straight line; straight line and arch; straight line and dot; two parallel lines; and
probable floral motifs. Some hieroglyphic signs are also visible, such as Hm nTr, kA, mr, t, p.
It seems that the most significant potmarks made before firing occur on three ceramic
types: F1A – flat bread trays with ledge rim; F2 – conical bread moulds (medium and large
variants); and CD7 – white carinated bowls (Figs. 5). Potmarks executed before firing appear
almost exclusively on the external surface of the conical bread moulds (F2) and always on the
internal surface of the flat bread trays (F1A).
Potmarks made after firing
The potmarks made after firing were commonly incised on jars (Fig. 6). Most of them appear
on body sherds of marl clay, indicating large storage jars of AB7 type. Another large group
of marks in this category appears on the walls of jars made of Nile B2 with a white/pinkish
wash added to the external surface. These represent medium sized jars (AB1). Among the
open forms, mainly white carinated bowls (CD7) carry potmarks.
Within each shape class, the relative percentage of vessels bearing post-firing portmarks is
shown in Fig. 7. This tabulation clearly demonstrates that jars and then white carinated bowls
(CD7) carried most of the marks, as is the case for the pre-firing potmarks. The pottery types
bearing scratched marks are depicted in Fig. 8.
Like the marks made before firing, those scratched after firing are often not easy to identify;
however, it is clear that a large variety of motifs were used. In some cases the patterns are
similar to those incised before firing, but there is also a larger group of single or grouped
hieroglyphs. Additionally, the motifs of these marks were not repeated except in the case of
some single patterns, such as notches, strokes, etc.
One ceramic sherd from the Heit el-Gurob settlement bears a king’s name (Fig. 9). It is the
Horus name of Menkaure, kA Xt. It was found within debris layers in one of the houses in the
Eastern Town.
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Painted marks
Thirty-two ceramic sherds bear traces of red or white paint. Only a few ceramic types were
painted: E2 – short stands; CD7 – white carinated bowls; CD23 – ledge bowls with white
wash; E1 – tall stands; and AB4 – beer jars (Fig. 10).
The decoration is incomplete, and in most cases it is impossible to identify the painted
pattern. However, some of them can be described as crosses and parallel lines (Fig. 11). In
addition, a white carinated bowl that was found by a ramp in the western cemetery bears a
clear red painted mr sign (Fig. 12). Similar sets of painted marks were found on material from
the excavations conducted by Karl Kromer in the area located approximately 50 m to the
west of the Heit el-Gurob site. One white carinated bowl had four red painted elongated dots
(Kromer 1978, pl. 21.5). Other painted marks can be identified as crosses, human figures, and
mr signs (Kromer 1978, pl. 28).
It seems most likely that the painted motifs were marks similar to incised potmarks
(Wodzińska 2006, 410; 2007, 283).
Potmarks within the Heit el-Gurob areas
Pots bearing marks occur within the two main areas of the Heit el-Gurob site, the galleries
and the town. The Western and Eastern Towns were grouped together because they were
clearly built in a different manner and served a different purpose to the galleries. Lehner
suggests that these galleries were primarily barracks and work areas for labourers who rotated
through stints at Giza (Lehner 2007b, 190–92).
It quickly became obvious that most potmarks came from the galleries (Figs. 13 and 14).
This is also true for selected marks on conical bread moulds (F2) (Fig. 15), flat bread moulds
(F1) (Fig. 16), and white carinated bowls (CD7) (Fig. 17).
Additionally, I have observed an interesting distribution pattern in the occurrence of some
potmarks on conical and flat bread moulds. It seems that the V-shaped potmarks cluster in
the northern part of the site close to the southern face of the Wall of the Crow where one
of the settlement bakeries was discovered. Although most of that area of the site has not
yet been excavated, some bread mould sherds visible on the surface of the overburden bear
V-shaped signs not known from other areas of the Heit el-Gurob site, with one exception.
One pot with this V sign was found in Area AA, a specialized facility (perhaps for storage)
located at the western edge of the Western Town (Lehner 2007a, 21–24).
Potmark function
According to a number of Egyptologists, potmarks may have served various purposes ranging
from: property marks identifying a workshop, individual or institution; content description;
capacity indications; source notations; or quantity measure (Adams and Porat 1996, 98; van den
Brink 1992, 276, endnote 4, after unpublished manuscript of T. van den Berg; Buchez 2004,
682–83; Kroeper 2000, 216). However, it is also possible that they indicate the destination of
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marked vessels (Wodzińska 2006, 411). Of course, the problem is more complicated when we
consider marks made both before and after firing.
Function of the potmarks made before firing
Potmarks made before firing found at Heit el-Gurob are very distinctive and are connected
to specific ceramic vessel types. Their occurrence may therefore be closely linked to the
potter, pot usage, pot contents, pot distribution, pot ownership, and pot destination. The
signs in most cases are simple and do not represent hieroglyphs. They are clearly made in
an uncomplicated way by people who were evidently not educated in writing (Pantalacci
2002, 446). Since they were made before firing they could have been incised by the potter or
assistants. Therefore, their appearance is closely linked to the place of manufacture (Hope
1999, 126; see also Brèand this volume).
Ceramic vessels with repeating sets of motifs appear across the site, although the galleries
seem to be the main area of their occurrence. The Gallery Complex was a unique urban
structure. The galleries were built within a very short period of time. On the basis of their
structure and the artefacts found inside them, they are considered to be living quarters
for a large group of people, probably groups of workmen working for the royal court of
Menkaure (Lehner and Wetterstrom 2007, 43–44). It seems very likely that the workmen were
provisioned with all their basic needs (Redding 2007, 173), including the pottery.
We do not know where the Giza pottery workshops were located. However, it seems most
likely that there was not only one workshop, but a production centre responsible for making
various ceramic vessels for different recipients, e.g., for domestic and funerary purposes
(Wodzińska forthcoming). This centre did not produce all the types represented at Giza.
There is the evidence of unfired vessels indicating that bread moulds were made at the site
(Wodzińska 2007, 300; forthcoming). This contrasts with the bread moulds found at Ain
Asil in the Dakhla Oasis, which were manufactured in the pottery workshop located near the
palace of the governor (Soukiassian et al. 1990, 108–112).
If the bread moulds were made at the site, the marks placed on their surface were also
executed at the site. The potters perhaps worked very closely with the bakers, and the marks
from the moulds may indicate the producer or the baker/bakery as well as the recipient.
Let us look more closely at the bread moulds. The conical bread moulds (F2) bear marks
made before firing, almost always on the external surface. Therefore, the marks were not
visible on the baked bread. The flat bread trays (F1A) have the incised potmarks always on the
internal surface so the loaves baked in them also carry the marks. In this case the potmarks
would indicate not only the producer but also the recipient; however, we must keep in mind
that the flat bread trays have only one surface suitable for marks––the internal surface. In this
light, the potmarks may not have been intended to be visible on the bread at all. If so, it was
important that the marks were visible only on the bread moulds. Thus the marks would be
associated with the producers rather than the recipients.
Another question is why some of the marks on conical and flat bread moulds are different
although they were all made at the same site? It seems more probable that the different
marks indicated a different producer’s hand or a different production area within the galleries.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_13/wodzinska.aspx

2009				

POTMARKS OF BUTO AND GIZA

245

Furthermore, it appears that the conical and flat bread moulds were made by different potters
who specialized in particular shapes, a practice that can also be observed in modern Egyptian
pottery production (Wodzińska forthcoming). If the marks on the bread moulds can be
linked to particular bakeries, they could have been used to indicate different bakery areas
within the settlement.
It is most likely that, with the exception of the bread moulds, the Heit el-Gurob ceramic
types were manufactured in the pottery production centre located elsewhere, not in the
area directly connected to the settlement. We do not know where that centre was located.
However, there is enough evidence to say that there was at least one Giza pottery centre
producing ceramic vessels, not only for the Heit el-Gurob site and other settlement areas
on the Giza plateau, but also for the funerary context. The vessels placed in tombs are more
or less published, but little of the domestic pottery from the Giza settlement sites, other
than that from Heit el-Gurob, has been documented in print. The ceramic material from the
Khentkaus settlement (Hassan 1943) and the site excavated by Abdel Aziz Saleh (1996, 1974)
is unfortunately only briefly mentioned. It is therefore very difficult to link the products made
in this workshop and to trace them across the plateau. There are, however, three separate areas
that can be connected to one another. They are Heit el-Gurob itself; the so-called “workmen’s
barracks,” a storage and workshop area located just west of the second pyramid (Conard and
Lehner 2001); and the settlement debris of the site excavated by Karl Kromer (1978). I have
also examined scattered pottery finds in other areas at Giza during numerous walks around
the plateau. On the basis of the ceramics, it seems that the Giza pottery workshops were very
specialized and produced containers requested by a specific group of people (Wodzińska
forthcoming).
One of the very specialized Giza products is the white carinated bowl (CD7) known only
from domestic contexts. The bowls are very specific containers probably used during the
daily consumption of food (Wodzińska 2006, 415). These bowls also bear potmarks, as noted
above. The potmarks, as in the case of the bread moulds, are also simple, although they bear
different motifs. These include a cross, a series of parallel lines, and a mr sign. These marks
are either incised or, less frequently, painted. If the production of the CD7 bowls was the
result of special requirements, then the painted and incised signs would perhaps indicate
their exact destination, be it a locality or a certain group of people (Wodzińska 2006, 411).
The specific use of the pot is also associated with the particular use of a potmark. Hope
(1999, 139) states that some pots from late Dynasty 18 Karnak and Malkata were marked in
connection with the jubilee festivals. At Heit el-Gurob, the signs on the white carinated bowls
must have been linked to the workforce that lived in the galleries. Perhaps the marks indicate
the groups of workmen who were receiving certain batches of ceramics.
Function of the potmarks made after firing
The motifs of the marks from Heit el-Gurob that were scratched on the pots after firing
are more elaborate than those incised before firing. In many cases they are simple, such as
notches on the vessel rim or shoulder. However, single hieroglyphs or groups of hieroglyphs
appear frequently. The shape of the hieroglyphic signs indicates that they were made by the
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hand of someone who knew how to write; that is, by a scribe or an official. In fact, they
could have been made by anybody. Since their occurrence is not associated with the pottery
production process they could have been scratched any time between the firing and, in theory,
modern times.
The function of the marks made after firing is more difficult to determine than those done
before the pot went into the kiln. The marks could have indicated the contents of the stored
products inside certain ceramic vessels if they were different from the original contents.
According to ethnographic studies it seems clear that each pot type has its own name based
on its known specific function (Wodzińska forthcoming). For example, the modern potters
of el-Nazla in the Fayum Oasis make nine basic types of pots, each of them with a different
name (Wendrich and van der Kooij 2002, 157). If the function of a vessel changed over time,
people may have indicated this with a sign scratched on the surface.
The large storage jars, AB1 or AB7, could have been used as containers for a variety of
goods. If they were used to contain a very specific product it may have been specified by the
presence of certain potmarks placed usually on the highly visible upper part of the shoulder.
Vessels used in the daily consumption of different kinds of food could have carried marks
indicating their owners. The Heit el-Gurob site is characterized by white carinated bowls
(CD7) which probably served as bowls used in daily consumption by the workmen housed in
the galleries (Wodzińska 2006, 420). Those bowls could have been easily transported to the
activity areas of the workmen where they could have been used as short term storage pots
containing food to be eaten during work. Notably, the marks on the white carinated bowls
executed after firing are usually unique and their motifs are not frequently repeated.
It is less likely that the scratched marks were indicators of the pot’s capacity. The vessel
types with marks from Giza are rather standard in size and their capacity seemed to have been
commonly known. The capacity could have been marked to indicate the different volume of
stored goods, but such cases would have been very rare since potmarks generally are not very
numerous.
The potmarks could have also served as a sort of address indicating the location of certain
pots and the place to which they were to be moved. This usage would concern large storage/
transport jars, especially AB1 and AB7 in the GPMP typology, which bear most of the marks
made after firing, but also before firing.
Buto settlement
Tell el-Fara‘in/Buto is a settlement located in the central Delta. It has been intensively excavated
by the German Archaeological Institute for over 20 years. The archaeological area consists of
three koms, A and C being ruins of the Graeco-Roman settlement, and B containing a temple
enclosure devoted to Wadjet, mistress of Buto. Near the modern village of Sechmawy lies the
region where the earliest layers of occupation at Buto were discovered, beginning with the
Buto-Maadi culture, through the transition layers into the Naqada III period, Archaic period
(layers 4 and 5) to the beginning of the Old Kingdom (layer 6) up to the Saite period. A large
administrative building was found within the Early Dynastic strata, which functioned until
late Dynasty 3 or early Dynasty 4 (Faltings et al. 2000; Faltings and Köhler 1996; von der Way
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1997; Hartung et al. 2003). Buto was chosen for this study primarily because of the settlement
material. Secondly, the Buto ceramics and potmarks are useful here because they are from a
slightly earlier, but not too distant, time period.
Buto ceramics
During the 1997–99 seasons, ceramic material dating from Dynasty 2 to the beginning of
Dynasty 4 was retrieved (Wodzińska in Faltings et al. 2000). The assemblage of 10,728
complete pots and diagnostic pieces was comprised predominantly of bread moulds, but also
included beer jars, significant amounts of plates, some characteristic bowls with an internal
ledge placed below the rim, carinated “Meydum” bowls and large mixing vats.
Buto potmarks
One-hundred and forty ceramic fragments with potmarks were found within the described
Buto pottery material; 33 came from the so-called C trenches, making up 0.91% of all the
ceramic fragments from that context, and 107 from the D trenches, making 1.5% of all
described fragments from this context.
Most of the potmarks (n=102; 72.86%) come from bread moulds. They were made before
firing and placed on internal and external surfaces in more or less equal numbers. Like the
marks from Giza, the motifs from Buto are very difficult to identify due to the poor state of
preservation. Although none of them were found complete, some general remarks can be
made. The signs are simple, mostly geometric, such as a single line, a combination of two or
three lines, a dot, group of dots, and some curving lines (Fig. 18) (see also Köhler 1998, pls.
42–46). No hieroglyphic signs were found. All the marks are unique except for one motif, an
‘eye,’ which occurs on three different bread moulds (Fig. 19).
There are more potmarks from the trenches dated slightly earlier; that is, the D trenches
from which material dated to Dynasty 2 originates. Trenches C, on the basis of ceramic types,
can be dated to Dynasty 3 or the beginning of Dynasty 4. The difference is very small, but it
seems that fewer potmarks were made towards the beginning of the Old Kingdom.
Comparison between GPMP and Buto potmarks
It is very difficult to compare material from Giza and Buto. Both sites functioned as
settlements, but each had a different character. The Heit el-Gurob settlement, especially the
galleries, functioned as living and industrial areas for groups of workmen. Buto, on the other
hand (at least the part considered here), was rather an administrative area.
Some of the ceramic types from both sites are very similar, for example, the bread moulds.
The conical bread moulds from Buto bear most of the potmarks. Presently it is impossible
to say whether the marks were linked to specific parts of the site, since the material used in
this study came from a very small excavated area. However, it is clear that pots from Buto
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carry more potmarks than those from Giza. Moreover, different pottery types were marked
more frequently in the described settlements. Buto is characterized by bread moulds bearing
potmarks. The Heit el-Gurob site can be distinguished by the presence of signs incised and
scratched on the surface of storage jars. The differences between the two sites might be
connected to the time difference between them, but it may also be related to the different
functions of the two settlements.
The potmarks executed on the Buto bread moulds, even if very simple, are more similar
to those found at Adaima, dated to the late Naqada III period (Buchez 2004, Figs. 7 and 8),
than to those from Giza dated to late Dynasty 4.
Conclusions
In conclusion, it is possible to state that the function of the Old Kingdom potmarks, at least
those from Giza, depends on their exact context. Their meaning is closely related to the
function of the site where they were made and then used.
The Old Kingdom potmark motifs from Heit el-Gurob were not influenced by the
centralized authority as is assumed to be the case in Early Dynastic Egypt (van den Brink
1992, 274), but they were a result of local requirements associated with the specific local
usage of the ceramic vessels.
The Heit el-Gurob potmarks are closely connected to the workforce housed in the galleries.
The large storage jars/containers for various goods were used to contain very specific
products which could have been specified by the presence of certain potmarks placed usually
on the visible upper part of the shoulder. The marks on the bread moulds executed before
firing probably represent the site bakeries. The signs on the white carinated bowls might have
indicated certain groups of workmen. Marks on white carinated bowls scratched after firing
might represent their exact owners, but such a view would require further investigation.
In comparison to the potmarks found on pottery from Buto, it seems clear that the
ceramic vessels from Old Kingdom Giza were less frequently marked. Their patterns are also
different. The reason for such variation might be the time difference between the two sites,
but also the diverse functions of the settlements involved in different activities.
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Fig. 1: Plan of the Heit el-Gurob site.
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Fig. 4: GPMP ceramic types carrying potmarks made before firing.
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Fig. 5: The most characteristic signs executed on three selected pottery types: F2 – conical bread molds; F1A –
flat bread tray; and CD7 – white carinated bowl.
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Fig. 8: Heit el-Gurob ceramic types carrying potmarks made after firing.

Fig. 9: Potmark with the name of Menkaure made after firing on a
marl sherd, probably part of a large storage jar (AB7).
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Fig. 11: Heit el-Gurob ceramic vessels with painted marks.

Fig. 12: White carinated bowl (CD7) with a red painted mr sign.
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Fig. 14: Frequency of marks made after firing within
the main areas of the Heit el-Gurob site.
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Fig. 15: Frequency of marks found on conical (F2) bread molds within the
main areas of the Heit el-Gurob site.
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Fig. 16: Frequency of marks found on flat (F1) bread trays within the main
areas of the Heit el-Gurob site.
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Fig. 17: Frequency of marks found on white carinated bowls (CD7)
within the main areas of the Heit el-Gurob site.
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Fig. 18: Selected potmarks from bread molds found at Buto.
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Fig. 19: ‘Eye’ mark repeated on three
different bread moulds
from Buto.
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