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Kerma Beaker 
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM22.004
Object type: Beaker 
Material: Nile Silt Clay
Period: Naqada I or II Period (4000-3200BC) 
Provenance: Egypt
Dimensions: Height 12.4-12.6cm, width top 7.2cm, width bottom 3.8cm. 
Object analysis by Alistair Meiring
The beaker is roughly shaped like an elongated egg, however with the bottom being the narrower end. There is a gentle taper from a round base up to a broad mouth. The beaker widens quickly from the bottom up to about a quarter way up where it becomes near vertical. The height is between 12.4 and 12.6cm depending on where it is measured, which is very similar to that of a beverage can. The width at the bottom is 3.8cm tapering up to 7.2cm at the top. The beaker has a cylindrical shape with a faint curve, giving it a softer more organic outline. 
The exterior of the beaker is smooth but without being glossy. The texture is both even and fine, having several marks of wear with a number of scratches from age. There are visible marks on the beaker that can be identified as striation marks and obvious signs of hand finishing, this suggests that it was shaped and smoothed either by hand or by primitive tools. There are sections of the exterior which have light abrasions and chips, mostly towards the top but for the most part it is in good and near original condition. 
The beaker has a very idiosyncratic colouration which is a typical characteristic of a specific ceramic ware from the Naqada I and II periods known as the ‘Black-Topped Red Ware’. The lower half of the beaker is a rich red/brown colour reminiscent of sunbaked clay due to the iron rich nature of the silt used to fashion it and the oxidising during the firing. The upper half is a deep black similar to charcoal. This is possibly due to the beaker being placed into the ashes of the kiln towards the end of the firing which would have cut off oxygen and caused a reduction effect (David, 2023). The transition between the two colours is very abrupt with a strong and uneven line separating them. 
When researching similar objects, an interesting observation was made: although the beaker was labelled as a Kerma beaker it appears to be far more analogous with pottery from predynastic Egypt, specifically the Naqada periods, (see figure1). Reisner writes that the biggest difference between predynastic pottery and its later counterparts are that the former were hand made and the latter made using a wheel (Reisner, 1966). This beaker has visible finger marks within, proving that it could not have been made on a wheel. 
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Figure 1: Predynastic vase discovered in Northern Upper Egypt (The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
This predynastic vase from The Metropolitan Museum of Art shows very similar colouration and pattern to the Cyfarthfa beaker with the same imperfections to the shape and pattern being evident. The rim is more refined, and it is just over double the size but it is highly reminiscent of the beaker. 
[image: ]

Figure 2, Kerma Beaker (The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
The object in figure 2 is dated to the Kerma period and although at a first glance it does look similar to the Cyfarthfa beaker it is remarkably different. This beaker is much more precise; it is incredibly thin and the line separating the two colours is much more even. All of this points to the Cyfarthfa beaker being made with less advanced methods and being much more reminiscent of figure 1. 
This beaker could have had two uses within the funerary sphere. The first of these would have been to hold sacrifices for the dead which would have been replenished daily. The fluids left in these beakers was believed to have been taken to the afterlife for the deceased to enjoy (Olden, 2023). Most families would replenish these beakers themselves but richer individuals would have been able to pay a priest to do it for them (Mark, 2017). As well as this the beaker could have been used to hold fluids for the priest when conducting the funerary rites on the deceased. Water would have been used in some of the rites so it would have had to be transported to the tomb in similar vessels. (Goodman, 2020) 
In everyday life these pots would have been used for storing fluids like water and beer such as the sacrifices but also would have all other fluids such as oils, herbs and milk or small foods such as porridge, stews and legumes (Nicholson, 2009)
This provides lots of information about the Ancient Egyptian culture and their ideology. Firstly, it indicates that the Ancient Egyptians had a strong focus on the afterlife, showing dedication to replenishing the pots and even going as far as paying people to do it for them. It also helps to look at beliefs into and around the afterlife, showing that they believed the deceased would need these sacrifices in the afterlife. Finally, it assists in the understanding of the funerary rites, what the priests would do during the funerary rites and why this was significant to the Ancient Egyptians. 
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