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Museum Catalogue Entry
Black-topped Beaker
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM 322.004
Object type: Vessel
Material: Nile silt clay (presumed)
Period: Naqada I and II (presumed)
Provenance: Egypt (presumed)
Dimensions: Height 12.5cm, rim diameter 7.2cm, base diameter 3.8cm
Object analysis by: Kay Woodhouse


Description
Unprovenanced two tone pottery beaker having a circular body and the appearance of tapering from the rim to the base, it is marginally convex, with a maximum width of 7.8cm, towards the rim. The plain rim is circular and of uneven thickness. The base is marginally convex allowing the beaker to stand but unsteadily. 
[bookmark: _Int_ifZMGcfs]Externally the top section of body is black and the bottom red with the colours meeting on an irregular diagonal horizon, 75% sharply defined with blurring across the remainder. Approximately a third of the external body surface is black, with black evident on the rim but not extending inside the beaker.  A red slip has been applied to the body, now largely cracked. Burnishing marks are evident on the body. The beaker has a sheen, whether from the production process or post excavation cleaning is not known. The exterior of the beaker appears smooth.
Internally the beaker is pale grey with an irregular, uneven texture, ranging from a width of 0.4cm at the rim to 0.8 cm in places at a depth of 7cm. Marks from smoothing tools (at least one flat and one combed) and fingers are visible on the interior fabric. There is residue or staining towards the base along with some straw like, organic material.
The slip bears general evidence of wear at the rim, base and on the body of the beaker.
Restoration affecting 50% of the rim has taken place.  Minor losses are evident on the rim and two sherds of pot from the body have not been reinstated, a triangular piece which leaves a hole (c0.6cm²) and a piece of exterior where the interior survives (c1.5cm²). The break edges are not worn. Excess glue from the repair is evident inside the beaker. The beaker is 98% present.
Interpretation
The vessel type is known as Black-topped ware (B-ware). First appearing as specific types in Upper Egyptian burials of the Badarian period (4400-4000 BC) (Brewer, 2012, p.65-66), B-ware appears extensively in the subsequent Naqada I (4000-3500 BC) and II periods (3500-3200 BC) forming 70% of excavated grave pottery in Naqada I declining to 5% by the end of Naqada II (Bard, 1994, p.44-86).
Excavating in 1898-9, Flinders Petrie identified B-ware as Predynastic, he developed a method to relatively sequence date pottery types based on their attributes, establishing a chronology for the Predynastic (Petrie, 1901, p.4-6) , Wenke, 2009, p.130, Zakrzewski, Shortland and Rowland, 2016, p. 253,  Stevenson, 2011, p.65). Whilst periodically modified, Petrie’s concept of relative dating continues (Bard, 1994, p.42) and radiocarbon dating confirms its reliability (Dee et al, 2025, p.321-323).
B-ware was typically made of levigated (refined, fine particle) Type A Nile silt clay. Vessels were formed on a solid base, with the body made using coils of clay, shaped by hand and tool. A red clay slip was applied and once dried the vessel was burnished, using a smooth stone, diagonally on the body and horizontally around the rim. Vessels were open fired with no temperature control. Debate continues as to how the black effect was achieved with theories from single to double firing, inversion in ash/sawdust/dung and use of smoke. (Adams, 1988, p.21, Bajedot, Ownby and Gatto, 2024, p. 452-3, Bourriau, Nicholson and Rose, 2000, p.121-128, Hendrickx, 2011, p. 93-101, Takenouchi and Yamahana, 2021, p.14, Wenke, 2009, p.127, Zakrzewski, Shortland and Rowland, 2016, p. 260-262). Finished vessels were a fine ware with a quality indicating specialised production however no production facilities have been identified.  (Bajedot, Ownby and Gatto, 2024, p. 467,  Bourriau, Nicholson and Rose, 2000, p.137-8, Eyckerman and Hendrickx, 2008, p.388/407, Finkenstaedt, 1994, p.4, Hendrickx, 2011, p. 93, Midant-Reynes et al, 1996, p.93, Stevenson, 2011, p.67).
[bookmark: _Int_V9CbBTbh][bookmark: _Int_jOxahM6V]B-ware is found in both settlement and funerary contexts where it appears as singles and multiples, frequently with other pottery types (Hendrickx, Huyge and Wendrich, 2010, p.23). B-ware types are functional and/or decorative, they are not funerary specific, with some burial context vessels bearing evidence of use prior to internment (Bard,1994, p.86, Hendrickx, Huyge and Wendrich, 2010, p.23). Some settlement B-ware never appeared as a funerary offering indicating a decorative or belief vale beyond functional use. (Midant-Reynes et al, 1996, p.97).
The formal burial practices of the Naqada period may infer a respect for the dead, with the grave as evidence of a religious belief (Taylor and Antoine, 2014, p.22-43, Zakrzewski, Shortland and Rowland, 2016, p. 218). B-ware is one of a range of grave goods placed in a confined space whose type and volume are indicative of a social stratification (Ikram, 2003, p. 73, Hendrickx, Huyge and Wendrich, 2010, p.23, van der Mieroop, 2011, p.24). Placement of pottery (including B-ware) in a grave, sometimes containing food, may infer a belief in survival beyond death, an afterlife. That afterlife being an extension of an earthly existence where the same needs and comforts as in life needed to be provided, where the physical activity was possible and nourishment was required. (Adams, 1988, p.45, Hendrickx, Huyge and Wendrich, 2010, p.23, Taylor, 2001, p.13-15, Taylor and Antoine, 2014, p.22-43). 
Production of B-ware utilitarian and funerary functional vessels ceased in Naqada III (3200-3000 BC). A B-ware revival occurred in the Early Dynastic with Hes-jars symbolic in funerary ritual and cultic contexts and depicted on offering stela. The material escalation of funerary proceedings in the period and the rise of the mortuary cult appears to have a foundation in  Predynastic beliefs (Shaw, 2000, p.75, Sowada, 1999, p.85-102, Stevenson, 2015, p.155). 
Symbolically the beaker may be an attempt to recognise the duality of the Egyptian landscape – the black of the fertile Nile and the red of the chaotic desert or it’s cyclical renewal (Sowada, 1999, p.102, Finkenstaedt, 1988, p.6-7) or be reflective of a period of ideological and cultural expansion which preceded the political expansion which led to Egyptian unification. (Brewer, 2012, p.77, Ikram, 2003, p. 73, Wenke, 2009, p.190).
CCM 322.004 is B-ware Type 29b, appearing in Sequence Dates 34, 41 and 58 which fall in the Naqada I and Naqada II periods (Petrie, 1921, Plate IV), wear of the slip indicates a period of functional use, such vessels frequently appear in funerary settings (Bard,1994, p.86,  Hendrickx, Huyge and Wendrich, 2010, p.23).
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