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Predynastic Ceramic Vessel
Cyfartha Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM 270.004
Object type: Ceramic Vessel
Material: Ceramic
Period: Naqada II
Provenance: Major Harry Hartly Southey
Dimensions: 3400mm x 2800mm, Thickness – Rim:12mm, Vessel:1600mm, Diameter -  Top Rim: 1560mm, Widest: 2800mm, Base: 1010mm.
Object analysis by Soli Green

This handmade ceramic vessel is irregularly shaped with a narrow rim and a smooth, reddish-glazed, fine marl clay surface. It is approximately 34 cm tall and 28 cm wide at its widest point with three dark red-brown ornamental bands. The top two bands consist of repeating diagonal lines forming slanted line motifs, groups of which alternate direction. The lower band consists of alternating groups of six triangle shapes, separated by a palm frond motif, repeated three times. They are well-spaced and well-worked, indicating both technical expertise and aesthetic harmony. The surface is slightly textured where it has been smoothed following the coiling method of construction before the advent of the potter's wheel. This vessel most likely served both a utilitarian and symbolic purpose, perhaps used for liquid storage or as a grave good so that it could provide nourishment after death. On the shoulder of the vessel there are three small lugs spaced evenly, each with a hole suitable for securing with tie.
During Predynastic Egypt, grave offerings were interred with the deceased to transport them into eternity as an expression of religious and practical necessities(Murray, 1956). During Naqada II, these gifts usually included ceramics, equipment, ornaments, and statuettes which may have expressed the individual's status in society and their conception of existence after death. Pottery such as this decorated ware jar was particularly common as a grave good in the Naqada II period, perhaps serving not just as a container for essential supplies but as a symbolic container promising extended nourishment in the afterlife(Garstang, 2018). The fact that it occurs within tombs suggests the early development of Egyptian funerary beliefs and the growing identification between material culture and immortality.
This vessel informs us a great deal about Predynastic Egyptian values and beliefs. It has been suggested that imagery used in the motif—triangles, palm fronds, and diagonal lines—are signs for an early visual language that equated natural life with nature and supernatural forces(Bebbington, 2018).
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Figure 1 - The Met - Decorated Ware Jar Depicting Ungulates and Boats with Human Figures

Other ceramic vessels from the Naqada II period have been frequently found as grave goods, some of which have similar but more elaborate decoration. The vessel on the right is an example of Naqada II decorated ware, distinguished by its intricate red-on-buff decoration(The Met, 3500). The vessel shows a scene of boats, palm trees, animals, and human figures; this gives reason to believe that it had ceremonial or ritual importance. The motif of boats, recurring in Predynastic art, is symbolic of the journey through the afterlife or in some way linked with solar worship(Bebbington, 2018). Both vessels are of the Naqada II period of Predynastic Egypt and are made of the same material, with the characteristic red slip painted decoration. However, their designs reveal different artistic approaches. The vessel on the rights design is much more complicated and detailed. In contrast, the vessel on the left displays more simple geometric patterns-triangles and crosshatched bands-that are more abstract and decorative. While both reflect the same cultural tradition, the right-hand vessel represents a more developed stage in visual storytelling and religious expression within Naqada pottery.


The diagonal lines, show high similarity to the hieroglyph for water, which might suggest a symbolic connection to the Nile, upon which Egypt's life and fertility rests. The triangle motifs may represent desert hills or mountains and possibly indicating the lines of separation between realms of life and death. Palm frond imagery is still used today to represent growth and immortality, and this points to possible continuities in thought. These symbols together convey an early perception of order in nature and the understanding that harmony with one's surroundings was necessary. 
The likely burial context of the vessel suggest that it was symbolic or ritual in purpose and this enhances a symbolic interpretation of the motifs(University College London, no date). The lugs suggest a possible lid or cover was attached to hold the contents. As a container for liquids or grains, its purpose suggests that subsistence was not strictly material but spiritual subsistence. The positioning of vessel such as this within tombs was proof of Predynastic Egyptian belief in existence after death and that supplies had to be provided to the afterlife soul(Garstang, 2018). The vessel is therefore a functional vessel and one of the earliest depictions of Egypt's new religion and culture.
The vessel is from the Naqada II period of Predynastic Egypt, a period of development of technical skill and aesthetic refinement in ceramic production(University College London, no date). The vessel was individually crafted through coiling method prior to the invention of the potter's wheel, and its red-slipped surface and dark painted motifs are the main factors of consideration which mark this period. The geometric themes—diagonal line motifs, triangles, and palm fronds—characterise D-ware pottery, a decorated ware used in the identification of Naqada II contexts. The range of Predynastic ceramics allow archaeologists to ascertain regional variation and chronologically sequenced developments within Predynastic culture. Comparable vessels, such as those from Gerzeh and Hierakonpolis, also have associated painted bands and symbolical motifs, attesting to common visual communication of the time. These features firmly situate the vessel in the middle Predynastic period when ceramics transformed from a utilitarian tool to convey social identity, ritual significance, and nascent artistic norms in ancient Egypt(University College London, no date).
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