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This article is one of nine papers from various scholars presented in an Archaeopress publication, Perspectives on materiality in ancient Egypt – agency, cultural reproduction and change, an edited volume by Erika Maynart, Carolina Velloza and Rennan Lemos. The author of this particular paper, Benjamin Hinson received his PhD from the University of Cambridge. He is now assistant curator in the Asian Department of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
Hinson’s paper examines the obstacles and approaches for researching the material culture of children in ancient Egypt, emphasising the need for refined interpretation and future research options. Children accounted for at least half of most ancient communities, including Pharaonic Egypt, where families generally had 2-3 children at a time. However, identifying material evidence of children in ancient Egypt is challenging due to the lack of a distinct childhood culture, as they usually interacted with the same material environment as adults.
In order to progress his theory, the author provides an initial discussion of childhood. What it means to be a child, how a child’s experiences differ distinctly from an adult. He argues that childhood is a unique social construct, which is culturally distinctive and hence has diverse meanings across different cultures. Modern interpretation of childhood is biased upon Western ideals.
The author claims that archaeological interpretations of ancient Egypt have also been impacted by current Western concepts of childhood, resulting in misidentification of objects as toys because to their size, crudeness, or visual similarity to modern playthings. He refers specifically to the work of early pioneers in archaeology such as Flinders Petrie who interpreted certain artefacts at Lahun and Naqada as toys because of their similarities to toys of his era.
The author discusses items found in children’s graves that have been interpreted as toys. He questions the interpretation of female figurines which are classed as toys in child graves but as concubines when in adult graves. This implies that the identification of artefacts as belonging to children is typically based only on morphology. He also argues that material found in child graves are usually put there by an adult, usually a parent, and that it may not be representative of the child’s earthly belongings. New re-evaluations suggest they may have had ceremonial or other purposes. 
The author believes that exploring peer-structured activities and reusing adult materials for play is crucial for understanding children's material culture. Also, that the study of children's materiality in ancient Egypt necessitates a shift in archaeological approaches to incorporate children in interpretations and challenge outdated preconceptions. The author makes it clear that to understand the materiality of children in ancient Egypt we must firstly understand what childhood meant to the Egyptians. Future study should examine the social conditions that influenced children's experiences, considering differences in class, gender, and age groups.

He argues that children's materiality should be viewed as part of broader social practices, such as craft activities and home rituals, rather than a distinct world. He examines the example of pottery production and the work of Kemp et al. (1999); Minar and Crown, (2001); and Bagwell, (2002), which are based on cognitive-development theories of skill learning. Children’s participation in pottery production may form part of education, training, trial and error, play, and self-determination but with the constant engagement of adult material. Other social activities may have included ritual practices. There is textual evidence of the  presence of children at ritual activities.
The author then suggests that consideration should also be given to a child’s independent pursuits and the tangible evidence they may leave. Play is far more than simply a diversion it is also about copying and honing skills for later life. Adult-structured activities impart social ideals, which children explore and adapt to their own needs. He also cautions regarding what is perceived as play materials by adults. He suggests that archaeologists should instead interpret the child’s outlook of play. He provides three types of activities that capture the essence of child-structured play. They include, using items from an adult environment, utilising the natural environment and those involving no tangible items.
He identifies that children's activities in Egypt included a variety of social settings and degrees of engagement. Recreational activities often reflected a society's material culture, rather than being tailored to children. The study of children's materiality focusses on their social settings and how they were materialised, rather than particular materials, therefore a specific material world was not developed for children, children's materiality mostly resembles that of adults.
The author during his discourse on the materiality of children touches on the relationship between objects and humans and how objects can shape human lives (Ingold, 2013, p.27). He discusses the significance of items and materials to social behaviours and daily living. In this instance the relationship between ancient Egytpian children and the materials that shape their world or is it our biased interpretation of their world. 
He has utilised a range of primary sources within the article, and they clearly evidence his observations and descriptions. His article concentrates on the notion of childhood, and to a degree digresses from the debate on materiality. He emphasises the lack of understanding of childhood in ancient Egypt but uses the material culture as a stepping stone to place his argument. He does to a certain extent link what Ingold calls the two sides of materiality, the fervent strength of the physical world and the ‘agency’ of humans in its appropriation and use (Ingold, 2013, p.27), however the link seems tenuous in this narrative. He admits right at the beginning that “discussing materiality of children in ancient Egypt is fraught with problems”(Hinson, 2018, p.10). However, interpreting any form of material culture is difficult simply because we do not have all of the examples of material culture generated by the ancient Egyptians, and although the grouping and collections remain largely consistent the methods of interpretation are numerous (Ikram, 2015, p.175).
Overall, I found this article to be interesting and very thought provoking. It is easy to read and engaging. It highlights a rarely investigated or considered aspect of ancient Egyptian materiality and culture, that of childhood. Research of ancient Egyptian materiality tends to focus on Pharaonic dynasticism, the development of civilisation, monumentality of art and architecture, mythology, ritual and burial customs. Little is expressed upon the role or even the idea of childhood and its materiality. However, one of the Egyptians' most distinguishing features was their fondness for children. Isis breastfeeding Horus was one of the most popular images of the time (Johnson, 2000, p.121). Children of both genders were treasured and desired in Egyptian homes of all social groups. The birth of a child was both a source of immense delight and significant anxiety, given the high percentage of infant mortality and the stress of delivery on the mother. Childbirth was regarded as a natural phenomenon and a midwife was frequently present to assist with the birth (Brewer & Teeter, 2001, pp. 97-109).
The lives of ancient Egyptian children rarely feature in scholarly discussion, unless a child is borne into an elite family, which provides a sense of status, their lives and therefore their materiality sadly appear clouded and forgotten. In most instances, they receive the same treatment and attributes usually restricted to adults. An individual that immediately comes to mind is Tutankhamun, who ascended the throne as Pharaoh at the age of eight following the death of his father (Shaw & Nicholson, 2003, pp.297-298). Did Tutankhamun ever experience a real childhood before becoming a living god?
Hinson admits that his article is not an exhaustive narrative on the materiality of children in ancient Egypt. He has merely tried to highlight its biased interpretation. A failure to incorporate children in interpretation produces an inadequate, if not deceptive, image of material culture. He outlines a number of new avenues for exploring the materiality of children, ultimately by reconsidering the old assumptions. He suggests that there is plenty of scope for further examination of this topic and that a ‘children first’ starting point, might lead to dramatically different findings on the same material.
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