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“Stone vases are not satisfactory”
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Abstract
Stone vessels have so far often been understood as a phenomenon of prestige within Egyptology. However, 

the study of this material provides a much more comprehensive and exciting insight into the functioning of 

the various economic networks. As an example of the 1

st

 dynasty, the following section looks at the collection 

discovered in the royal tomb of Den in Abydos. The processing of the material was intended from the outset 

as a practical example, which will make it possible to document other stone vessel groups in a similar form in 

the future and thus make them comparable. In addition, the study of production, sources of raw materials and 

stone vessels as an important medium for writing in the Early Period plays an important role.

1  Introduction

Similar to pottery, stone tableware represents a special and important category of objects for 

the archaeology of pre- and protodynastic Egypt. Unlike clay vessels, however, stone vessels 

are classified in Egyptology and Near Eastern Archaeology as so-called “small finds”

1

, not least 

because of the sometimes unusual and unique raw materials. Rarely, and mostly in elite-tombs, 

stone vessels with inscription were recorded, and therefore belong to yet another special cat-

egory in the stone vessel material. On the other hand, stone vessels represent a category of 

finds, which is also not so often found in cemeteries and settlements, especially not in larger 

quantities. However, this fact is considerably changing when moving to high-elite contexts 

such as royal tombs. As will be exemplified in this overview, in the royal necropolis, stone  

vessels are quite numerous and are considered among the prestige goods of pre- and early dynastic 

1	 Martin 1993. Some archaeologists list these kinds of objects also in the category of “other objects”: cf. Köhler 2014: 71, 

even-though stating “artefacts which are not classified as pottery, so-called Small Finds, were …”.
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Egypt as an “obsession of the elites”

2

. They combine several aspects: special raw materials, 

some of which have to be procured at considerable expense, special manufacturing know-how, 

their durability, which predestines them to be the first choice for permanent grave goods, 

and last but not least, a special symbolism of colour and material.

3

 They are often interpreted 

as indications of the emergence of the state structure, the formation of a status-orientated 

elite, and the emergence of specialised crafts.

4

 However, the basis and starting point for these 

hypotheses remains extremely poor to this day and it is therefore surprising that stone vessels 

have played a rather subordinate role in Egyptological research literature to date. The focus of 

research has primarily been typological starting with Jacques de Morgan. However, even these 

typochronological approaches have hardly been ascribed any great significance, as an important 

quote from the British archaeologist Guy Brunton illustrates very well: “Stone vases are not 

satisfactory : they are not sufficiently common ; they were used and re-used in daily life, and 

very often buried only when worn out.”

5

 In the course of the German Archaeological Insti-

tute’s excavations in the tomb of King Den (1

st

 Dynasty) in the necropolis of Abydos, several 

thousand fragments of stone vessels were documented, which led to a detailed examination and 

study of the material. Therefore, the following article will highlight and outline some import-

ant results and aspects.

2  The stone vessels in the tomb of King Den in Abydos

The royal necropolis at Abydos is situated at a wadi edge and contains elite and royal tombs 

dating from the late 5

th

 Millennium BCE until the end of the 2

nd

 Dynasty. The tomb of king 

Den, fifth king of the 1

st

 Dynasty, is situated in the very centre of this necropolis (Figs 1–2). 

The history of this particular tomb is very complex, resulting from various stages of an-

cient and modern robbery, secondary burning, and multiple excavations beginning in the 

late 19

th

 century.

6

 Despite the destruction by Coptic agency and robbery, objects and tomb 

inventory have been relocated due to the depositions of the Osiriscult-rituals in Antiquity

7

 and 

different archaeological interventions starting with Émile Amélineau

8

 and William Flinders 

Petrie

9

. 

2	 Seidlmayer 2009: 318.

3	 Kuhn 2018: 135–139.

4	 Hendrickx 2011.

5	 Brunton 1927: 6.

6	 Müller 2021: 48–54; Müller 2006: 37–38; Müller 1998: 147–149. 

7	 Müller 2021: 48–54; Müller 2006; Effland/Effland 2013.

8	 Amélineau 1899. 

9	 Petrie 1900; Petrie 1901; further excavations have been undertaken in the area by E. Naville – cf. Naville et al. 1914: 35 

with pl. VIII. Another excavation appears to have been carried out by W. B. Emery, although no documentation of this 

is known to date: cf. Dreyer 1990: 72.
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Fig. 1: Plan of the necropolis of Umm el-Qa’ab, Abydos; © DAIK, M. Sählhoff, with kind permission
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Fig. 2: Plan of the surrounding area of king Den and the spoil-heaps;  

inlay: V. Müller, 2002, after G. Dreyer et al. 2003: fig. 8; with kind permission
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During the re-excavation of the German Archaeological Institute, the tomb of Den as well 

as most of the surrounding area including the spoil-heaps from previous excavations have been 

examined by the late Günter Dreyer and Vera Müller.

10

 This time-consuming investigation has 

provided us with a lot of new material and information. 

About 20,700 fragments of stone vessels were discovered in the described excavation area.

11

 

In most cases, they were highly fragmented, and hardly any of the objects could be recovered 

intact or in situ. They were found in the king’s chamber (Fig. 2, T-KK), in the magazines and 

in large amounts in the adjacent spoil-heaps. In addition, much of the material shows severe 

burning and prolonged exposure to heat has caused demineralization and even melting. This 

mass of finds naturally posed a particular challenge for documentation and processing. Above 

all, the difficulty that almost none of the pieces were found in situ made it important that the 

origin or context of the find was also recorded on the fragments themselves. This was done 

by using lightfast markers, and so each fragment was labeled in a lengthy, time-consuming  

process – a work which was undertaken by the excavator Vera Müller. To process the stone 

vessels, the next step was to separate the available material into raw materials and then roughly 

pre-sort them into vessel shapes (Fig. 3). Despite intensive attempts, it was difficult to join the 

pieces, as burnt and unburnt fragments are sometimes matching, making it a labour-intensive 

task. Nevertheless, it was possible to reconstruct a certain amount of vessel profiles at the site, 

as well as with the help of material scattered worldwide in different museums and private col-

lections such as Brussels, London, Berlin, Cairo, and so forth.

12

2.1  “Typology at all costs…”

In addition to the reconstruction of the vessel forms, it was also an intriguing task to deal with 

the documentation and typology. Starting with Jacques de Morgan

13

 and William Matthew 

Flinders Petrie, typological work on the stone vessels was provided in the early days of Egyp-

tology (Fig. 4.) The categories and types published were usually a mix of the raw materials, 

vessel forms, and the attributed – but mostly speculative – function.

14

 The lack of clear and 

10	 For more details see the preliminary excavations reports: Dreyer 1990: 72–79; Dreyer 1993: 57–60; Dreyer 1998: 141–

147; Dreyer et al. 2003: 88–89; Müller 2003: 89–102; Müller 2006: 73–92. 

11	 Kuhn 2017; Kuhn forthcoming.

12	 This is likewise attested for the stone vessels from the tomb of Qa’a: cf. Engel 2017: 352. Already Engel and others 

have pointed out that many of the possibly joining fragments are housed today at different museums. Although Petrie 

reported leaving some of the fragments near his excavation house – which to a certain amount could be verified by the 

American team – it seems likely that a vast part of this material is now housed in the museum in Brussels, the Petrie 

Museum and to a smaller amount in other collections world-wide.

13	 De Morgan 1896. Even if De Morgan never explicitly speaks of a typology, his classification of the stone vessels, which 

he presents in several illustrations, is at least a first step in dealing with the different forms and variations.

14	 This is especially true for the typological work of De Morgan 1896; Petrie 1901; Petrie 1937; Bonnet 1928; Reisner 1931; 

Emery 1938 sq.; Klasens 1958 sq.; El-Khouli 1978. The approach via the raw material originated, for example, from Alfred 

Lucas (1930) and, more recently, Barbara G. Aston (1994). Recently, some more authors have followed the approach of 

presenting the available material via the raw material rather than the vessel form, e.g. Engel 2017.
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Fig. 3: Sorting and processing stone vessels in Abydos, © DAI-K, R. Kuhn

Fig. 4: First attempts towards a typology for stone vessels can be found in the publication by de Morgan 1896: 

fig. 629–653 (cylindrical beaker made of calcite alabaster); and fig. 608–628 (vessels made of quartz). 

These vessels were found in the so-called Royal Tomb at Naqada
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objective categories, as well as a distinct definition, is problematic and, in the end, not useful 

for fieldwork. Therefore, most of the stone vessel aficionados are trying to establish their own 

typology, which of course does not help very much for an inter-side comparison, etc. This 

is particularly evident in the classification of vessel shapes such as plates, bowls, dishes, and 

bowls, which can ultimately differ greatly depending on the author. A handbook for this kind 

of material is still a desideratum in Egyptology.

15

Thus, when reprocessing the Abydos material, a more objective methodology was select-

ed, which is ultimately based on ceramic processing using the vessel index (v

i

) and has been 

established in Egyptology by Rostislav Holthoer and Hans-Åke Nordström.

16

 They worked 

with the help of metrical characteristics that can be clearly assigned to the individual forms. 

In stone vessel processing, this method was first tested in 1988 in the context of publishing 

a private collection, but has hardly been used to date.

17

 In addition to Rudolf Wellauer, Peter 

Günther and Petra Vlcková

18

 there are above all Stan Hendrickx and Stijn Bielen who have also 

documented stone vessels, using and adapting the vessel index system,

19

 and have recorded as 

well as documented material from the old excavations at Abydos in this way.

20

 The result is not 

only the implementation of an objective and good working system, but also the possibility of 

comparison with other, already recorded and numerically large convolutes.

Diagnostic material such as rims and bases could be differentiated into restricted (R) and 

unrestricted (U) vessels and their subclasses (Fig. 5).

21

 In a second step, the nondiagnostic 

material has been connected with these vessel classes as well. 

A quantity of minimum individuals for the very vessel forms could be finally calculated by 

employing the Estimated Vessel Equivalent-system.

22

 As a result, at least more than 2,300 dif-

ferent stone vessels were identified in the area of King Den’s tomb. A very high percentage of 

about 43 % can be attributed to cylindrical beakers without (938) and with plastic rope-band 

application (126 + 209), mainly produced of calcite-alabaster. A high quantity of unrestricted 

vessel forms, such as cups, bowls, and plates – likewise produced of calcite-alabaster and grey-

wacke – are also present in the material.

23

 Although the characteristic “Leitforms” of the 

1

st

 dynasty dominate, such as cylindrical beakers, a high variation of about 33 different vessel 

forms is found in the tomb of Den, some of which are only present in very small quantities: 

these include, for example, vessels decorated in high relief, imitations of wine jars, miniature 

and dummy vessels, and so forth (Fig. 6).

15	 First attempts were made by Petrie 1937 and Aston in 1994, which should not be minimized at this point, but nevertheless 

both publications show many gaps and difficulties. 

16	 Holthoer/Nordström 1977.

17	 Günther/Wellauer 1988.

18	 Vlcková 2006.

19	 Hendrickx 1990; Hendrickx 1994; Bielen 1997; Hendrickx/Bielen/De Paepe 2001. 

20	 Bielen 1997; Hendrickx/van Winkel 1993; Hendrickx/Bielen/De Paepe 2001; Bielen 2004.

21	 Detailed and with a clear breakdown of the individual metric parameters: cf. Hendrickx 1994: 39–41, 52–54.

22	 Orton/Tyers/Vince 1993: 168–181.

23	 An in depth-presentation of the whole material by the author is in preparation: cf. Kuhn forthcoming.



166 Robert Kuhn

Fig. 5: Dividing the stone vessels by vessel index  

(UP = Unrestricted Platters; RP = Restricted Platters; UL = Unrestricted Plates; RL = Restricted Plates; 

UFB = Unrestricted Flat-based Bowls; RFB = Restricted Flat-Based Bowls; UFC = Unrestricted flat-based 

cups; RC = Restricted cups; UY = Unrestricted Cylindrical jar; UYz = Unrestricted Cylindrical jar with plastical 

band; UYr = Unrestricted Cylindrical jar with incised plastical band (incision pointing to the right)
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2.2  On trading networks and the question of raw materials

Concerning raw materials, it is interesting to note that even though calcite-alabaster and grey-

wacke dominate, a substantial variety of 17 different stones and minerals have been used to pro-

duce these vessels. In addition to others, dolomite, limestone, granite, obsidian and rock-crystal 

are attested. Due to the raw material, further questions arise regarding the type and method 

of processing (for example problems of hardness and structure), as well as possible transport 

routes and even networks (raw material sources). The so far known geological sources of these 

materials in the Nile Valley

24

 and the surrounding areas (e.g. Ethiopia for obsidian

25

) point 

already to the existence of extensive networks, probably centrally organised and led by the king 

and his elite. One problem remains, however, as for many rocks there are no longer any clear 

traces of extraction from pre-dynastic and early dynastic times, which is due not least to the 

24	 Klemm/Klemm 2008; Aston/Harrell/Shaw 2000: esp. 5–20; Aston 1994.

25	 Bavay/De Putter/Adams et al. 2000: 5–20; Giménez/Sánchez/Solano 2015: 349–359.

Fig. 6: Overview of the different stone vessel classes in the tomb of king Den at Abydos
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long mining traditions of these deposits up to the present day. The individual origin of rocks 

can therefore not (yet) always be determined with certainty. 

The networks would probably start with the survey for appropriate raw materials, continuing 

with the selection of suitable blocks to the rough portioning at the site

26

, and finally further 

transport to the appropriate specialized workshops. Due to the mostly still poor written evidence 

from the time, many of these steps remain uncertain, but indeed, they imply a clear and detailed 

organisation. This applies not only to the production of vessels in the workshops. The sheer mass 

of the objects as well as the perfection of the processing, up to the shiny polished surfaces reflects 

how excellently the craftsmen could handle the raw material. Many of the individual steps of the 

chaîne opératoire may at least be inferred from experimental archaeological investigations.

27

 The 

similarity of the finished products in the individual vessel classes as well as the existence of size-

based sets within these, also show that these objects were probably produced in groups as a step 

towards mass production by central and specialised workshops as well as technical know-how.

28

 

Compared to other convolutes published so far from Pre- and Early Dynastic tombs, the 

quantity of vessels found in Den’s tomb is enormous and just surpassed by Djoser in the early 

3

rd

 Dynasty – although the latter has never been studied or documented in toto yet.29

 So far, 

however, only a fraction of the comparable stone vessel material is available with good doc-

umentation and publication. The tomb of Qa’a, last king of the 1

st

 Dynasty, published by 

Eva-Maria Engel, should therefore be mentioned as particularly important. Engel recorded 

about 3,726 fragments of stone vessels, which can be attributed after her calculation to about 

386 different vessels made of 14 different stones/minerals.

30

 It is worth comparing these num-

bers also with other contemporary cemeteries, e.g. the elite necropolis of Saqqara – here in 

particular the tombs of the viziers Hemaka (S 3035)

31

 and Ankh-Ka (S 3036)

32

 – as well as 

other Memphite cemeteries. In the tomb of Hemaka (S 3035), Walter B. Emery documented 

about 328 stone vessels made of 11 different raw materials (cf. Tab. 1 below), all of which have 

been discovered in the burial chamber.

33

 In the Memphite region there are other cemeteries 

and elite-tombs contemporaneous with the regency of King Den: Macramallah,

34

 Abusir,

35

 

26	 This is indicated, for example, by the semi-finished products such as slate palettes made of graywacke as well as a small 

amount of semi-finished stone vessels found in the Wadi Hammamat: cf. Harrell/Bloxam/Kelany 2014: 11–30.

27	 Hester/Heizer 1981 were working foremost on ethnographic observations, as well as El-Khouli 1978; experimental- 

archaeological approaches are presented by Stocks 2003; Kuhn/Lehmann in press; Kuhn forthcoming. A very detailed doc-

umentation on stone vessel material contemporary to that of the royal tomb of Dewen has been published by Takenouchi 

2021, who is particularly taking into account the traces resulting from the production of the vessels.

28	 Costin 1991; this problem is exemplified in more detail: Kuhn in press; Kuhn/Lehmann in press.

29	 The excavators Pierre Lacau und Jean-Phillipe Lauer have, however, published the stone vessels with inscriptions: Lacau/

Lauer 1959; Lacau/Lauer 1965. An overview of the remaining vessels and vessel types in king Djoser’s tomb is only 

available in the form of preliminary reports such as Quibell 1936: 76–80.

30	 Engel 2017: 352–409.

31	 Emery 1938.

32	 Emery 1949.

33	 Emery 1938: 55–61; Kuhn forthcoming.

34	 Macramallah 1940.

35	 Bonnet 1928; Blaschta 2011.
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Abu-Rawash,

36

 and Helwan

37

. A first rough comparison of the tomb inventories with the royal 

tombs in Abydos shows that a significantly lower quantity of stone vessels per grave is recorded. 

Although there is evidence of more than 100 stone vessels per grave in the elite burials of the 

Emery-cemetery, there are often only 2 to about 20 stone vessels

38

 per grave in the so-called 

middle-class cemeteries of the Memphite region. Furthermore, it is obvious that, especially in 

less rich equipped and smaller tombs, there is a tendency of less variety concerning the raw 

material. While calcite-alabaster and limestone, and more rarely graywacke, predominate, other 

rocks and minerals are extremely rare. The tendency here may be that the variance in the raw 

material used, as well as the quantity of stone vessels, can be interpreted as an indicator of sta-

tus of the deceased in the 1

st

 Dynasty (Tab. 1). 

Tab. 1: Overview of the quantity of fragments of the stone and mineral materials used for the production of stone 

vessels (data: Emery 1938 [Hemaka]; Engel 2017 [Qa’a]; Emery 1949 [Ankh-Ka]; Emery 1959: 119–120 [S 3121])

36	 Montet 1938; Montet 1946; Klasens 1958; Klasens 1960.

37	 Köhler 2014; Köhler 2017.

38	 Some of the tombs stand out with a remarkable quantity of stone vessels like the tomb 4/94 with 54 dummy vessels made 

of limestone and some other stone vessels as well (cf. Köhler 2017: 377–379). These tombs are, however, already mostly 

belonging to a younger phase of early Egyptian history – late 2

nd

 Dynasty, or even the transitional phase to the 3

rd

 Dynasty. 

Interesting are also graves like 4/114 and 4/91 in Helwan, which stand out by the variety of 8 respectively 9 different raw 

materials: cf. Köhler 2021: 73; 159–174 (tomb 4/114); Köhler 2017: 333–347 (tomb 4/91). These mentioned tombs do also 

belong to the older phase of the cemetery and are dated by the excavator into their phases IIID1 (4/91) and IIID2 (4/114), 

which corresponds roughly with the Hendrickx chronology Naqada IIID1 and IIID2, so the early 2

nd

 Dynasty. 

Dewen Hemaka S 3121 Ankh-Ka Qa’a

Calcite-Alabaster 12089 167 15 20 2129

Greywacke 5860 133 8 19 1068

Alabaster 35 0 0 0 76

Limestone 329 8 0 3 184

Dolomite 1401 2 1 2 165

Rock Crystall 199 4 0 4 48

Serpentine 58 0 0 0 23

Basalt 38 0 0 3 2

Granite 17 0 0 0 1

Andesit-Porphyr 173 5 0 3 2

Diorite 210 23 0 7 9

Anorthosit-Gneis 46 0 0 0 3

Obsidian 10 0 0 0 3

Breccia 101 2 0 0 0

Metabolit 1 0 0 0 0

Tuff 34 15 0 12 0

Conglomerate 169 0 0 0 0

unknown 298 1 0 0 0
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2.3  Reddite ergo quae sunt Den …

In addition to this “quantity problem” it has of course to be asked, if these 20,700 fragments 

found in the area of king Den’s tomb truly belong to the original tomb inventory of that king. 

The tomb itself is located in the very centre of the 1

st

 Dynasty royal necropolis and is therefore 

surrounded by the tombs of Queen Meret-Neith, king Adj-ib and Djet in the north-western 

section, and the tombs of Semer-khet and Qa’a in the eastern and south-eastern area (Figs 1–2). 

As the material connected with the tomb of Den has been found scattered in a wide range 

in all directions, it was imperative to document all the finds and to map them by context and 

vessel class to obtain an overview of their distribution. About 5 % of the rim fragments of 

plates, for example, (almost 1,000 fragments) has been found in the filling of the king’s cham-

ber (T-KK), while a lot of more material derives from the spoil-heaps surrounding the tomb. 

Although none of the vessels has been found in situ, vessel impressions in the magazines like 

in S16 could be recorded. It cannot, however, be assured if these impressions derive from the 

deposition of pottery or stone vessels as a very comparable variation of forms and dimensions 

is to be found for both materials. However, there is also evidence for the deposition of stone 

vessels such as cylindrical beakers in wooden boxes,

39

 which has also been attested for minia-

ture vessels at sites such as Minshat Abu Omar

40

 for the 1

st

 Dynasty and the Qubbet el-Hawa 

cemetery

41

 for the Middle Kingdom.

Re-excavating the southern and eastern spoil-heaps showed, that a lot of inscribed objects 

with the name of king Den have been found, so that it is quite clear that these spoil-heaps are 

connected to the former excavations of the tomb of this particular king. This holds also true 

for the area in the east of the king’s chamber, which can be easily explained with the staircase 

giving access to the burial chamber. More problematic is the interpretation of the convolute 

deriving from the northern and western spoil-heaps. Typologically, the vessel fragments date 

to the 1

st

 Dynasty, but more than 1/3 of the material shows secondary burning. Additionally, 

some of the fragments join with others deriving from the king’s chamber or the eastern part, so 

that one can again argue for a connection with the original burial of Den. However, a mixture 

of vessels from other royal tombs nearby has to be taken into account as well.

An interesting area is also the so-called ‘Annex’ and the two southern chambers S 1 and 

S 2, where 156 fragments of cylindrical beakers and other open forms, mainly cups and bowls, 

have been recorded. Taking up Dreyer’s proposal, which considers that this feature was used as 

the main offering space,

42

 the vessels might very well have played a role during special offering 

rituals while closing the burial chamber. 

39	 Jones/Killen 2008: 290–292.

40	 Kroeper 1985; Kroeper/Krzyzaniak 1992: 90.

41	 García González 2022: 164–165.

42	 Dreyer 2010.
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2.4  Function beats form …

A characteristic feature of older typologies was the mixture of references connecting form and 

function. For example, wine jugs and cosmetic vessels were openly denoted as such without any 

corresponding chemical investigations or evidence confirming that they truly contained such 

contents. The function was often borrowed, mostly from depictions of vessels in reliefs and 

sealings, some of which also name vessel contents.

43

 However, it remains crucial to note that 

the vessels – including the stone vessels – first and foremost represent containers that could 

be used to store a wide variety of things. Although there is no doubt that there are similari-

ties between the depictions and the vessels, the actual function of each vessel remains simply 

hypothetical without appropriate investigation. Therefore, it was also interesting to note that 

in 2 % (331 fragments) of the stone vessels in Den’s tomb, evidence of the former vessel con-

tents could be visibly detected macroscopically. The vessel fragments could not be sampled on 

the excavation itself at the time of their documentation. However, chemical tests are currently 

being carried out on the vessel material in the Berlin collection. In purely macroscopic terms, 

the remains of the contents are reminiscent of burnt oils, ointments, and fats, which has al-

ready been demonstrated in the museum sampling as well.

44

 Besides oily substances, which are 

also known from the written records, other contents should be considered. For example, we 

could find traces of a backlog of a copper chisel in a calcite-bowl. The latter reminds us of the 

general possibility of the multifunctional use of these vessels. Compared to other convolutes of 

this time, most of the vessels in Den’s tomb could also have been deposited empty or as kind 

of pars pro toto. Interestingly, for most of the cylindrical beakers with rope decoration (Fig. 7), 

almost no trace of any content at all could be ascertained. In connection with the imitation of 

the rope band deriving from the sealing, this might be explained by the fact that these vessels 

are already sealed and filled qua decoration. 

The distribution of the stone vessel fragments from Den’s tomb shows a high probability of 

actual deposition in the main burial chamber of the king. Interestingly, this hypothesis fits quite 

well with Eva-Maria Engel’s observations for the royal tomb of Qa’a

45

 as well as the observations 

made in tombs of the high-elite at Saqqara. The stone vessels – like other cosmetic equipment 

such as slate palettes – belong to a special class of objects, usually buried next to the body of 

the deceased. This might be due to the characteristics of the material, especially its durability 

connected with a certain colour symbolism.

46

 

43	 The Egyptologist Heinrich Balcz presented some important ideas on this problem in a series of articles in the Mitteilungen 

des Deutschen Archäologischen Institutes Abteilung Kairo: cf. Balcz 1932–1934.

44	 Kuhn forthcoming.

45	 Engel 2017: 353.

46	 Baines 2007; Kuhn 2018.
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2.5  Hence, inscriptions beat everything …

From the very beginning, Egyptologists did not care too much about materials and forms but 

rather, of course, about the inscriptions on these vessels. During the re-excavations by the German 

Archaeological Institute, 43 new inscriptions could be found which now complete the so far 

known published material.

47

 Taking into consideration the whole material known so far from 

the tomb of Den which is scattered today across different museums, private collections and 

known from the older excavation reports, it is nevertheless striking that just very few stone 

vessels were inscribed and deposited in the royal tomb. Incised inscriptions – the largest 

amount –, ink inscriptions as well as very few vessel fragments with inscriptions in high-relief 

could be recorded. More marks on vessels that cannot be definitively ascertained as script have 

been detected, and may have played a role similar to the so-called pot-marks on pottery.

48

 The 

information provided by the convolute concerns mostly names of persons, gods, feasts, and 

institutions. The name of a product also appears twice, which could be interpreted as the name 

of the actual content: št49

.

Chronologically, and regarding the deposition, by far the most interesting convolute concerns 

the stone vessel fragments with royal names. In addition to the tomb owner Den himself, the 

name of almost every ruler of the 1

st

 Dynasty – including the name of Queen Meret-Neith – 

47	 A first overview with some examples: Kuhn 2017: 75–79; Kuhn forthcoming.

48	 As the literature has not yet recorded other examples for this phenomenon it remains to be seen what purpose and 

distribution can be connected with them. For the recent discussion of the interpretation of pot-marks on pottery cf. 

Bréand 2005: 17–30; Mawdsley 2009: 197–219; Engel 2015: 55–70.

49	 The reading of the word is not assured yet. It may be hypothesized that it is a short version for jšd (balanites aegyptiaca) 

and therefore a well-known product for the time period of the 1

st

 Dynasty. One of the examples was already found by 

W. M. F. Petrie 1901: pl. XXV.16 in the tomb of king Den. For the plant and its use in medical recipes cf. Germer 2008: 

35–37; 207–208.

Fig. 7: Rim fragments of cylindrical beakers: a. TS/0735, made of calcite-alabaster, 

drawing: R. Kuhn; b. TS/0646, made of greywacke, drawing: R. Kuhn
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has been found within Den’s material. These fragments could very well be inherited heirlooms 

(like the one of Nar(-mer)

50

; Fig. 8) or derived from the surrounding tombs as well, as it is for 

sure the case for the fragment naming Qa’a, which on top of that has been found in the western 

spoil-heaps. 

50	 Kuhn 2017: 78–79. 

Fig. 8: Stone vessel fragments naming royal kings of the 1st Dynasty: a. Nar(-mer), Ab K 5093, 

Calcite-Alabaster; drawing: R. Kuhn; © DAIK; b. Queen (?) Merit-Neith, Ab K 5090a, graywacke, 

drawing: R. Kuhn, © DAIK; c. Qa’a (?), Ab K 6256, dolomite, photograph: F. Barthel, © DAIK
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Besides the naming of a second Sed-festival for the reign of Den

51

, which is now likewise 

attested by a seal impression found by Müller, institutions such as pr-ḥḏ – the treasury –, and 

one example with the evidence for a royal domain have been documented. The latter provides 

further information on the question of storage and distribution of these prestigious goods.

52

 

3  Conclusion

Whether the stone vessels were also used as a luxury tableware in everyday life, especially by 

the elite – some show traces of repair – , cannot be conclusively affirmed yet, due to the lack 

of evidence from the settlements. However, the known material from the tombs indicates 

that these were very likely luxury items, which served as durable tableware for the afterlife, 

as storage containers for other luxury goods such as oils and, in addition, they may also have 

been related to the funeral and burial rituals that were performed when the tombs were closed 

and visited. 

Therefore, examining stone vessels is interesting in different aspects such as the raw mate-

rial, the technical problems of the manufacturing processes as well as the distribution and final 

deposition and use of these items. All of these aspects help us to understand the economical 

networks and crafts in Pre- and Early Dynastic Egypt much better. Stone vessels are by no 

means boring as lamented by Guy Brunton – it remains an exciting topic, which is far from 

being conclusively clarified.
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