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Pre-dynastic, black-topped vessel
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM 322.004
Object type: vessel
Material: Nile silt clay
Period: Naqada I-II period (c. 3800-3300 BCE)
Provenance: Upper Egypt
Dimensions: H=15cm, W=8cm, wall thickness: 4 to 8 mm depending on a side. 
Object analysis by Narantsatsralt Ganbaatar

Description
This small, hand-built vessel stands roughly the height of a man’s hand. Its rounded base tapers gently upward into a smooth, subtly curved shoulder, then ends in a slightly everted rim. The rim and upper interior are deep charcoal black, fading gradually into the warm red of the lower body. The vessel’s surface is even with faint horizontal striations from shaping by hand. It feels finely made, thin-walled but sturdy and light to lift. The transition from red to black is soft. Inside, the surface is equally polished, indicating deliberate attention to detail, even in areas unseen once the object was filled or placed in a tomb.
This vessel belongs to the class of black-topped red ware characteristic of Upper Egypt during the Naqada I-II phase (National Museums Liverpool, n.d.). Such vessels are predominantly recovered from burials rather than domestic settings and served as funerary offerings (Cleveland Museum of Art, n.d.). They likely contained water, wine, or food and were placed near the dead as sustenance for the journey to the afterlife (Sowada & N., 1999, pp. 85-102). Their consistent presence in graves suggests that their primary function was symbolic provision for the deceased, rather than utilitarian household use (Sowada & N., 1999, pp. 85-102).
The conservative shape of the vessel, which is simple, symmetrical and without extraneous features, follows Predynastic conventions for offering jars. In fact, ceramicists likely modelled these pots after prestigious stone jars and gourd bowls, copying the black-lipped aesthetic of natural gourds (Arkell & J., 1960, pp. 1-7). In Egyptian art, this dual-colour scheme has symbolic meaning: red was associated with chaos and death, while black symbolised the fertile, life-giving soil of the Nile and rebirth (Ćwiek & Andrzej, 2014, pp. 123-134). Thus, the red body and black rim together may evoke the cycle of death and renewal. The two-tone jar can be “read” as an offering symbol. Its blackened interior could represent the primordial waters or fertile soil, and any liquid poured from it would metaphorically release life-giving water, the Nile’s renewal, to the tomb of the deceased. This colour symbolism reinforces why such vessels were favoured in mortuary rites.
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Figure 1: Black-topped red ware beaker, Predynastic Egypt, Naqada I, in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 15.2.16

Numerous parallels exist. For instance, Figure 1 shows a Naqada I–II black-topped beaker from the Metropolitan Museum (USA) with the same red body and black-topped rim. This comparative vessel confirms that our jar belongs to a broad class of Predynastic fine ware. In each case, the vessels appear to be offerings (as indicated by their findspots in tombs), reinforcing our conclusion that the object’s purpose was funerary libation.
The style of this vessel, characterized by a tall, cylindrical body with a blackened rim, is diagnostic of late Badarian through Naqada II pottery (approximately 4000–3400 BCE). Black-topped ware first appears in the late 5th millennium BCE and reaches its peak frequency in Naqada I–II contexts. It fades after the unification of Egypt, disappearing by the end of Dynasty I. The vessel’s execution and form suggest a fairly advanced stage of the tradition, likely Naqada II B-C. By contrast, earlier Badarian black-top jars are coarser. The absence of hieroglyphs or specific royal emblems means we rely on style. Its resemblance to dated examples dates it securely to the late Predynastic. For chronology, note that the mouth and shoulder are neither extremely flared as in some early examples, nor overly short as in later Early Dynastic black-topped survivors, consistent with mid-4th-millennium ware.
Together, the form, finish, and archaeological parallels definitively demonstrate that this vessel is a typical Predynastic black-topped ritual vessel, crafted for funerary offerings. Its deliberate craftsmanship and symbolic colour scheme directly reflect early Egyptian beliefs about life, death, and rebirth. Comparison with published examples confirms its role and underlines its significance in mortuary tradition, which is that this object embodies the intersection of artistic convention and funerary function.
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