
PART I – ARCHAEOLOGY

INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the 19th century C.E. archaeolog-

ical sites near the modern city of Helwan in Egypt

have been known to produce significant archaeo-

logical data pertaining to possible early contacts

between Egypt and the Levant. At that time a num-

ber of surface collections of prehistoric lithic

industries were made that resulted in the naming of

the so-called Helwan Point, an index fossil of the

Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic that assists in

drawing connections between the earliest Neolith-

ic cultures of the Levant and Egypt.
1

Later, and especially through the intensive

archaeological investigation by Z. Saad of a vast

Early Dynastic cemetery near the river, more mate-

rial came to light that was believed to be evidence

for Egyptian-Levantine relations during the Early

Bronze Age. Saad published several ceramic ves-

sels of a shape and quality that could be compared

with Early Bronze II so-called Red-Polished and

Metallic Ware ceramic juglets.
2

These comple-

mented similar finds made in the other Early

Dynastic cemeteries in the Memphite region as

well as in the royal cemetery at Abydos. Although

their status as actual imports had up until recently

never been validated, their precise chronological

position has been the subject of consideration as

the Levantine production of such jars extends from

EB II to III, but imports in Egypt have rarely been

observed in contexts after Naqada IIIC or the 1st

Dynasty, thus apparently limiting their trade to a

shorter period.
3

One of the Helwan jars from tomb

419.H.8 has been acknowledged to be the only 2nd

Dynasty find of such pottery, but it was later found

to be of Egyptian manufacture (see below). 

After a long hiatus in systematic archaeological

activities at Helwan, excavation work was

resumed in 1997 initially focusing on re-excavat-

ing certain tombs previously uncovered by Saad

and on re-examining the artifacts found therein,

and later expanding to previously unexplored areas

of the cemetery.
4

This work soon resulted in the

discovery of new ceramic imports, their imitations

as well as the fortunate reassessment of that one

2nd Dynasty juglet from Helwan. This paper will

present the results gathered to-date.        

THE JUGLET FROM SAAD TOMB 419.H.8. AND

OTHER IMITATIONS

In early 2003 the Australian mission again had per-

mission to study artifacts from Saad’s excavations

then stored in the basement of the Egyptian Muse-

um in Cairo.
5

Among other ceramic objects was the

juglet from Saad Tomb 419.H.8. (Fig. 1:1). The

excavator initially identified it as of Aegean origin,

possibly in accordance with Petrie’s earlier obser-

vation of such red-polished jars in the royal tombs

at Abydos.
6

The piece was examined, drawn, pho-

tographed and its clay fabric was described with

the help of a simple 10× magnification hand lens.

The vessel has an elongated ovoid body with a

slightly flattened handle which spans from the rim
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to the shoulder, a small flat base and a slightly flar-

ing rim. The exterior surface is covered in orange-

red slip and is vertically polished. It is manufac-

tured from medium fine Nile silt with fine organic

inclusions, some fine rounded sand and some gold

mica inclusions. Considering this fabric, it would

therefore be difficult to support its identification as

an import, but rather declare it a local Egyptian

imitation of EB II–III Red Polished or Metallic

Ware.

Of very similar character and appearance, albeit

lesser quality, are three more juglets from the mod-

ern excavations (Fig. 1:2–4). They were assessed

and recorded with the same methodology as the

piece above. 

Tomb Op.4/83 produced two intact vessels that

were found together in the burial niche of a subter-

ranean chamber tomb near the head of the adult

male owner. The tomb was plundered, but the dis-

turbance focused on the body of the deceased and

presumably on objects upon his corpse as the rest of

the assemblage was very well-preserved in what

appears to be largely primary contexts. The juglets

are roughly of the same size and quality, made of

fine buff silt with red slip and are also vertically

polished. 

Tomb Op.4/19 was found to be severely plun-

dered on at least two occasions causing the con-

tents, especially the remains of the adult male

owner to be highly disarticulated. The juglet was
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Fig. 1  Line drawings of imitations of Levantine juglets from Helwan



part of a floor deposit of artifacts at the northern

end of the burial niche. This juglet is slightly dif-

ferent from the others as its surface is not polished

and its appearance is coarser (Table 1).

The precise chronological position of the jar

from Saad tomb 419.H.8 is not certain, because

the information about the tomb assemblage is

insufficient for dating. The tomb’s architecture
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Table 1  Imitations of Levantine ceramic juglets in Helwan tombs

Figure Project No. Tomb Short Description

1:1 EM03-218 Saad 419.H.8

Elongated ovoid body with handle from rim to shoulder, small flat base, slightly flaring

rim. Exterior surface covered in orange-red slip (10R 4–5/6–8) and vertically polished.

Medium fine Nile silt with fine organic inclusions, fine rounded sand (<0.4 mm), gold

mica inclusions. Height 15.3 cm, rim diameter 3.5 cm. Preservation intact

1:2 P04-79 Op.4/83

Elongated ovoid body with thick handle from rim to shoulder, small flat base, slightly

flaring rim. Exterior surface covered in red slip (2.5 YR 5/6–8) and vertically polished.

Fine buff Nile silt with very fine organic inclusions, very fine sub-rounded sand (<0.1

mm), gold mica inclusions. Height 13.5 cm, rim diameter 4.2 cm. Preservation intact,

rim chipped

1:3 P04-80 Op.4/83

Elongated ovoid body with thick handle from rim to shoulder, small flat base, slightly

flaring rim. Exterior surface covered in red slip (10R 4–5/8) and vertically polished.

Fine, soft and buff Nile silt with very fine organic inclusions, fine sub-rounded sand

(<0.8 mm), gold mica inclusions. Height 12.5 cm, rim diameter 4.2 cm. Preservation

intact, handle chipped

1:4 P01-23 Op.4/19

Elongated ovoid body with thick handle from rim to shoulder, small flat base, slightly

rounded rim. Exterior surface covered in red slip (10R 5/6) and well smoothed. Medi-

um fine Nile silt with fine organic inclusions, fine sub-rounded sand (<0.3 mm) and

some fine limestone inclusions (<0.8 mm). Height 13.3 cm, rim diameter 3.8 cm.

Preservation intact. Publ. KÖHLER, forthcoming

*
For a detailed description of the fabrics see Part III – Macroscopic and Microscopic Descriptions.

Table 2  Imported Levantine ceramic juglets in Helwan tombs 

Figure Project No. Tomb Short Description
*

2; 3:1; 7 P06-26 Op.4/117

Medium sized ovoid, handmade vessel with lattice burnished surface (2.5 YR

5–6/4–6) of soft, gritty clay. The fabric appears coarse and poorly mixed. There is a

pre-firing potmark on the upper body comprised of one horizontal and one vertical

line, with a third crossing the latter. Base diameter: c. 5 cm, max. diameter: c. 11 cm.

In fragments, neck and rim missing

3:2; 4; 8 Op.4/180

Medium sized handmade vessel with long neck and everted, direct rim, a shoulder-

based vertical handle, small rudimentary vertical ‘handle knob’ on the globular body

and a horizontal ridge below the neck. The fabric is very fine and very hard. The sur-

face was first ‘combed’, then lattice burnished and is grey-buff in colour (5 YR 6/4

– 7.5 YR 6/3). There is a post-firing, but incomplete, potmark on the upper body con-

sisting of long vertical strokes and smaller crossing lines at the top. The rim diame-

ter is ca. 5.5 cm, max. diameter c. 16.5 cm; in fragments, base and handle missing

3:3; 5; 9 Op.4/36

Fragment of a long, narrow vessel neck with interior rim ledge. The fabric is very

fine, dense and medium hard. The fracture is pink-buff with a grey core. The surface

has a dark orange red slip (2.5 YR 4/6–3/4) and streaky vertical burnish. Rim dia-

meter 5.4 cm, 20%. Publ. KÖHLER, forthcoming

3:4; 10
Saad 40.H.3,

Op.1/1

Jar base of gritty buff clay, exterior surface with orange red slip (2.5YR 4–5/6) and

vertically burnished. Base diameter 6 cm, 25%. Publ. KÖHLER 2005, pl. 28:9

3:5; 6; 11 P01-10 Op.4/15

Large globular, handmade vessel with short cylindrical neck and rounded, slightly

angular lip. The fabric is gritty and hard with an orange-buff to grey-buff fracture.

The surface is of buff (2.5 YR 6/6–7.5 YR 5/2) colour and very irregularly burnished.

The vessel has two potmarks, one pre-firing comprised of two vertical strokes below

the neck, the other is post-firing on the shoulder forming two rectangles inside each

other. Rim diameter is 12 cm, max. diameter: c. 33 cm. In fragments, lower body and

base missing. Publ. KÖHLER, forthcoming
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would support a date in the range of the 2nd and

early 3rd Dynasty. On the other hand, the three

jars from the more recent excavations allow for a

more definite chronological assessment. Tomb

Op.4/83 can be dated Naqada IIID1–2, or early to

middle 2nd Dynasty, and tomb Op.4/19 probably

a little later, being Naqada IIID2, or mid 2nd

Dynasty. 

Probable imports from Helwan
7

Apart from the imitations discussed above, a num-

ber of ceramic finds came to light in our excava-

tions whose clay fabric looked sufficiently differ-

ent to suggest an interpretation as Levantine

imports. The fabrics were initially examined and

described visually with low magnification, but

confirmation of their clays being foreign had to

wait until on-site petrographic analysis in fall 2010

(Table 2). 

The vessel P06-26 from Op. 4/117 (Fig. 2a, b)

was found in fragments at the bottom of a lateral

robbers tunnel in association with a thick, multi-

layered pad of cloth soaked in dark brown liquid

that corresponds to remnants of the vessel’s con-

tent.
8

One side of the cloth pad had a circular

depression suggesting that it may have served to

cover and seal the vessel mouth. The tomb com-

prised of a rectangular pit with horizontal roof

ledges. It was severely plundered, both via the rob-

ber’s tunnels as well as from the top. Its relative

date is Naqada IIID1 or early 2nd Dynasty.

The vessel from Op.4/180 (Fig. 4) was recov-

ered in 38 fragments throughout the heavily dis-

turbed fill of a rectangular pit tomb. The relative

date of the tomb is late Naqada IIIC or early IIID,

corresponding to late 1st to early 2nd Dynasty. Of a

comparable date, i.e. Naqada IIID1, is the context

of the neck fragment from Op.4/36 (Fig. 5) which

7

The authors are especially grateful to Eliot Braun, Jean-

Paul Thalmann and Hermann Genz for providing helpful

advice on the typology, terminology and distribution of

Levantine EB ceramics. 

8

As it is not permitted to export archaeological samples from

Egypt, scientific test results are not available yet.

Fig. 2  a) P06-26. Levantine import from Op.4/117; b) Potmark on P06-26 from Op.4/117
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Fig. 3  Line drawings of imported Levantine ceramic juglets from Helwan
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was found in the disturbed fill of a rectangular pit

tomb with lateral access ramp.  

The base fragment and several smaller body

fragments from Op.1/1,
9

Saad tomb 40.H.3, were

found during re-excavating this very large, stone-

lined pit tomb with staircase and two portcullis

stones. Considering the fact that the tomb had not

only been plundered in antiquity, was excavated

last century, but was later also used to dispose of

dead farm animals, the integrity of the context for

these ceramics is uncertain.

Finally, the fragments of the large vessel P01-

10 (Fig. 6a–c) were recorded in the upper fill lay-

ers of the substructure of the subterranean chamber

tomb Op. 4/15, which was plundered via the

entrance in antiquity. The tomb has been dated

Naqada IIID2 or mid 2nd Dynasty. 

While none of the pieces derives from a sealed

or primary context, the evidence does allow for a

date well into the 2nd Dynasty with the large jar

possibly being the latest currently attested Levan-

tine ceramic import at Helwan.    

Although the fabrics of all five vessels are quite

heterogeneous, four of them could be reconstruct-

ed as part of one general morphological group of

medium sized vessels with burnished ovoid to

globular bodies, tall narrow necks and small, flat

base, best compared with Levantine Red Polished

and Metallic Wares of EB II and III date.
10

The ves-

sel from tomb Op.4/180 stands out as it also has a

small rudimentary vertical handle on the body and

a horizontal ridge below the neck; its fabric is also

remarkably hard echoing the particular description

of Metallic Ware.
11

Typological parallels for this kind of jar can be

found occasionally in the southern Levant and Jor-

dan region, especially at sites such as Beth Yerah,
12

Hazor
13

and Tell Abu al-Kharaz.
14

But with their

9

Cf. KÖHLER 2005.

10

KANTOR 1992, fig. 11. The writers appreciate the discus-

sions among Levantine archaeologists over the various

distinctions and distribution of what is broadly termed

Metallic Ware, but we do not feel qualified to add to these

and therefore employ the more generic term ‘Levantine

juglets’ where possible.

11

GREENBERG and PORAT 1996, 6.

12

GREENBERG and EISENBERG 2002, fig. 13.7:1, 13.8:3–4.

13

GREENBERG 2000, 191, fig. 11.7, although the excavator at

Hazor notes here that the piece is probably imported from

the Lebanese coast. 

14

FISCHER 2008, fig. 135:14.

Fig. 4  Potmark on the Levantine import from Op.4/180 Fig. 5  Levantine import from Op.4/36
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Fig. 6  a) P01-10. Levantine import from Op.4/15; b) Pre-firing potmark on the Levantine import from Op.4/15; c) Post-

firing potmark on the Levantine import from Op.4/15

a)

b) c)
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pattern polished surface, they seem particularly

typical for the northern Levantine coast in the

region of Byblos
15

and beyond, such as at Tell

Fadous-Kfarabida,
16

Tell-Arqa,
17

and as far north as

Tel el-Judeida.
18

As for the large, pithos-like jar, close parallels

are more difficult to locate in the southern and cen-

tral Levant, although the EB II–III assemblages at

Beth Yerah,
19

Tell Yarmuth,
20

Tell al-Umeiri
21

and

Kirbet ez-Zayraqun
22

do offer possibilities. And

again, useful parallels can also be found in the

north, which are further supported by the results

from the petrographic analyses.
23

PART II – PETROGRAPHY

By Mary F. Ownby

INTRODUCTION/METHODOLOGY

Petrographic analysis of the imported vessels found

at Helwan aimed to shed light on their provenance.

This would provide valuable information about

early trade between Egypt and the Levant. Addi-

tionally, the postulated provenance could be exam-

ined in relation to the conclusions derived from the

above comparative analysis of this material with

similar vessels found in the Levant. The Helwan

material is particularly significant since some of the

jars are well preserved. Therefore, provenance

information can be related to vessel form and dec-

oration to examine where specific styles may have

been produced. Ultimately, this assists in future

analyses of imports found in Egypt by enabling a

vessel nearly identical to those at Helwan to have

an initial provenance assigned to them.

In order to analyze the Helwan imports, thin sec-

tions were produced on site. This generally followed

the procedure outlined by this writer.
24

However, the

project at Helwan lacked a tile cutting saw, so the

cross-sectional slices of pottery were taken with a

drimmel tool. This tool was also used to smooth

down the slices before gluing to a slide. Araldite

resin was employed as the glue to adhere the pottery

slices to the slides. For thinning, both the drimmel

tool and sand paper was used, with the final reduc-

tion in thickness achieved with aluminum oxide

powder. These methods produced acceptable thin

sections for analysis and further illustrate the poten-

tial for in-field thin section production.

RESULTS

Petrographic examination of the thin sections

focused on the inclusions and clay that were uti-

lized to produce the vessel and that are indicative

of where it was manufactured. Information on geo-

logical resources and clay availability in the Lev-

antine region was acquired through several

sources.
25

These publications identify where cer-

tain materials are available, which are then related

to those utilized in producing the analyzed vessels.

As no comparative material was examined, the

provenance determinations are based solely on

geological and soil information. Because of this,

each vessel was given a “postulated” provenance

to indicate that the determinations are made from

geological information only. Nevertheless, the

identification of the clay and inclusions seen in the

thin sections led to the five vessels being assigned

a provenance to three areas with a fair amount of

confidence.

The sample from Op. 1/1 (Fig. 3:4), was pro-

duced with a Neogene marl clay based on the

microfossils. The inclusions consisted primarily of

hypocrystalline alkali olivine basalt, quartz, lime-

stone, iron oxides and opaques, and some chert,

pyroxenes, calcite, and plagioclase. Along with the

clay, these inclusions indicate an area where Neo-

gene clay and coarsely-crystalline Pliocene basalts

are found along with chert of Cenomanian-Turon-

ian age. This information restricts the provenance

to the Akkar Plain of northern Lebanon,
26

which is

15
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the sample’s postulated provenance. At this loca-

tion, the site of Tell Arqa is notable and was in

existence during the Early Bronze Age.
27

Other

vessels produced in this region have been found in

Egypt, mostly from the Middle Bronze Age
28

and

New Kingdom.
29

The sample from Op. 4/36 (Fig. 3:3) was manu-

factured with a rendzina clay, a soil which is wide-

spread throughout the Levant and results from the

weathering of coastal limestone outcrops.
30

Howev-

er, the common presence of fine-sized plagioclase

indicates the clay was close to volcanic outcrops.

This puts the source of the raw materials in north-

ern Lebanon probably near Tripoli, where several

rivers drain the inland Lower Cretaceous and Juras-

sic basalt deposits.
31

This would create material

where the plagioclase was disassociated from the

basalt inclusions and could become a part of the

surrounding soil. The sample’s postulated prove-

nance is northern Lebanon, possibly in the Tripoli

area. A few Middle Bronze Age vessels from Tell

el-Dabca were produced with similar materials.
32

The sample P06–26 from Op. 4/117 (Fig. 3:1)

was produced from an iron-rich rendzina with

large inclusions of chert, some hypocrystalline

alkali olivine basalt, and noticeable iron-rich

argillaceous rock fragments.
33

Both the iron-rich

argillaceous inclusions and the finely crystalline

basalt fragments suggest the Lower Cretaceous

shale unit as the source for the raw materials.
34

The

large iron-stained chert to chalcedony inclusions

also support this location where Cenomanian-Tur-

onian deposits can be found in the Mount Lebanon

area. Therefore, the postulated provenance is

northern Lebanon from Beriut to the area around

Tripoli and Tell Arde. Byblos is a possible location

of production. Once again, later comparative

ceramic material made with analogous clay and

inclusions was found at Tell el-Dabca.
35

The sample from Op. 4/180 (Fig. 3:2) was man-

ufactured with material similar to sample Op.

4/117. In this case, the clay was more shale-rich

indicating a source closer to the Lower Cretaceous

outcrops, rather than farther away where it would

have mixed with other soil deposits as in the case

of sample Op. 4/117. Sample Op. 4/180 also con-

tained some plagioclase, but more fine-sized

quartz, some limestone, and large iron-rich argilla-

ceous inclusions. The postulated provenance is

suggested as northern Lebanon and possibly in the

Byblos area. Petrographic analysis of Early Bronze

Age II–III “Metallic Ware” vessels found at sites in

Israel revealed that they were also produced from

Lower Cretaceous shale derived clays, which are

prevalent throughout Mount Lebanon, but more

basalt rich in the north.
36

Sample P01-10 from Op. 4/15 (Fig. 3:5)

appeared similar to samples Op. 4/117 and Op.

4/180. However, the clay was more calcareous with

plentiful quartz and some limestone, along with a

few fragments of chert and chalcedony. Argilla-

ceous rock fragments were present, being generally

black with quartz inclusions. The plentiful quartz

grains probably relate to the sandstone outcrops

also present in the Lower Cretaceous unit. The chert

and chalcedony also suggest the raw materials

derived from near the Lebanese Mountains.
37

While

argillaceous rock fragments with quartz inclusions

are common to this unit, the ones present in this fab-

ric are unusual in being black. The calcareous

nature of the clay is also atypical but not unknown

for the Lower Cretaceous shale unit.
38

Therefore,

the general appearance suggests the sample’s postu-

lated provenance is likely to be northern Lebanon.

The fact that this vessel was burnished as were the

two other burnished vessels believed to be from the

northern Lebanon Lower Cretaceous shale unit may

strengthen the argument.
39
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Conclusion (Petrography)

Petrographic analysis of five samples of imported

pottery found at Helwan was successful in identi-

fying several areas where the vessels were likely to

have been produced. The most remarkable discov-

ery was that they predominantly derived from

northern Lebanon in the area from Beirut to Tell

Arqa. Furthermore, the petrographic analysis was

able to show that most of the vessels were made

with unrefined materials and little temper addition.

The vessels were mostly low fired, and in the case

of the iron-rich clay material, the iron assisted in

creating a stronger, more sintered fabric by lower-

ing the temperature at which this transformation

would occur. The lack of coastal sand temper, so

common in Middle and Late Bronze Age transport

jars, may suggest the vessels at Helwan were made

at local sites where the commodities were pro-

duced rather than at port sites on the Mediter-

ranean coast.

Other scientific studies of Early Bronze Age

pottery in Egypt have met with variable success

and petrographic analysis has been underutilized.

The neutron activation analysis (NAA) study by

Esse and Hopke
40

suggested vessels were coming

from the Byblos area, as did the recent particle

induced X-ray and gamma-ray emission (PIXE-

PIGME) study by Grave and Sowada.
41

The latter

study also supports the hypothesis that combed-

ware vessels were deriving predominantly from the

Byblos area. McGovern,
42

Pape,
43

and Porat and

Goren
44

analyzed the Early Bronze Age jars found

in Tomb U-j at Abydos. However, the results of the

NAA, X-ray fluorescence analysis, and two petro-

graphic studies were not all in agreement, though it

did appear that a variety of sites in the Levant could

have produced the vessels. Hopefully the success of

the current study will enable other imported vessels

found in Predynastic to Old Kingdom sites to be

similarly studied in order to better clarify early

trade between the Levant and Egypt.
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PART III – MACROSCOPIC AND MICROSCOPIC DESCRIPTIONS

Sample from Op. 1/1 (Fig. 3:4; 7) 

Inclusions: sand – fine [1], medium [2], coarse [1]; limestone – fine [1], medium [1], coarse [1]; red-brown rock particles – fine

[1], medium [1]; black rock particles – fine [1], medium [1]. Poor sorting, medium porosity, medium hard structure. Vessel wall

– unable to measure.  Break colour: light yellow.  Surfaces: exterior light yellow with red slip, interior light yellow.

Microscopic Description: 

Colour PPL: light tan

Colour XPL: medium tan

Frequency of Inclusions (estimated): 5%

Sorting: fair

Size Range: very fine to medium (0.625–0.5mm)

Shape Range: subangular to subrounded (quartz); subangular to rounded (limestone)

Main Inclusions: quartz, limestone, microfossils, iron oxides, opaques, hypocrystalline alkali olivine basalt (plagioclase, pyrox-

enes, opaques) with some altering to iddingsite

Fig. 7



Additional Inclusions: plagioclase, sparry limestone, calcite, chert, pyroxenes, serpentine, amphibole (?)

Comments: Neogene marl with subrounded basalts possibly natural to clay, chert may have been added since it is angular; low

firing temperature

Sample P01-10 from Op. 4/15 (Figs. 3:5; 8)

Inclusions: sand – fine [1], medium [1], coarse [1]; limestone –medium [1]; red-brown rock particles – fine [1], medium [1];

black rock particles – fine [1], medium [1]. Fair sorting, dense porosity, medium hard structure. Vessel wall – 6 mm. Break

colour: light grey core with reddish yellow outer zones. Surfaces: exterior reddish brown, interior reddish yellow.

Microscopic Description: 

Colour PPL: medium greyish red-brown

Colour XPL: medium greyish red-brown

Frequency of Inclusions (estimated): 20%

Sorting: fair

Size Range: very fine to medium (0.625–0.5mm)

Shape Range: angular to subrounded (quartz); subrounded to rounded (limestone)

Main Inclusions: quartz, limestone, iron oxides, opaques, argillaceous rock fragments (black with very fine quartz)

Additional Inclusions: chert, chalcedony, pyroxenes

Comments: calcareous clay with abundant quartz probably natural to clay, some decomposed limestone; medium firing temper-

ature (800–900°C)

Sample from Op. 4/36 (Figs. 3:3; 9)

Inclusions: sand – fine [1], medium [1]; no limestone; red-brown rock particles – coarse [1]; black rock particles – fine [1], medi-

um [1]. Poor sorting, dense porosity, hard structure. Vessel wall – 5 mm. Break colour: light yellow. Surfaces: exterior light

orange with red slip, interior light yellow.

Microscopic Description: 

Colour PPL: medium brownish tan

Colour XPL: medium brownish tan

Frequency of Inclusions (estimated): 5%

Sorting: poor

Size Range: very fine to coarse (0.625–1mm)

Shape Range: angular to subrounded (quartz); angular to subrounded (limestone)

Main Inclusions: quartz, plagioclase, limestone, calcite, iron oxides, opaques

Additional Inclusions: polycrystalline quartz, muscovite, microfossils (iron-infilled), chert, amphiboles, pyroxenes, serpentine,

chalcedony?

Comments: rendzina clay with no temper, possibly added or natural Terra Rossa clay also; low firing temperature
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Sample P06-26 from Op. 4/117 (Figs. 3:1; 10)

Inclusions: sand – fine [1], medium [1], coarse [1]; no limestone; red-brown rock particles – fine [1], medium [1], coarse [1];

black rock particles – fine [1], medium [1]. Poor sorting, dense porosity, medium to soft structure. Vessel wall – 7 mm. Break

colour: reddish yellow. Surfaces: exterior reddish yellow, interior light red.

Microscopic Description: 

Colour PPL: medium reddish tan 

Colour XPL: medium reddish tan

Frequency of Inclusions (estimated): 10%

Sorting: poor

Size Range: very fine to coarse (0.625–1mm)

Shape Range: angular to rounded (quartz); subangular to rounded (limestone)

Main Inclusions: quartz, limestone, iron oxides, opaques, chert, argillaceous rock fragments

Additional Inclusions: quartzite, microfossils, serpentine, hypocrystalline alkali olivine basalt (plagioclase, opaques), muscovite?

Comments: rendzina clay but very iron-rich, iron-stained chert/chalcedony with some inclusions (pyroxene?), all inclusions nat-

ural to clay; low firing temperature

Sample from Op. 4/180 (Figs. 3:2; 11)

Inclusions: sand – fine [1], medium [1]; limestone – fine [2]; red-brown rock particles – fine [1]; black rock particles – fine [1];

argillaceous inclusions – coarse [1]. Fair sorting, medium porosity, medium hard structure. Vessel wall – 4 mm. Break colour:

black core with red outer zones. Surfaces: exterior reddish brown, interior dark brown.

Microscopic Description: 

Colour PPL: dark greyish red

Colour XPL: very dark greyish red

Frequency of Inclusions (estimated): <5%

Sorting: good

Size Range: very fine to medium (0.625–0.5mm)

Shape Range: subrounded (quartz); subangular to rounded (limestone)

Main Inclusions: quartz, limestone, iron oxides, opaques, argillaceous rock fragments

Additional Inclusions: plagioclase

Comments: iron-rich shale derived clay, no temper with some fine to medium-sized decomposed limestone and very fine-sized

quartz; medium firing temperature (800–900°C)
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MIROSCHEDJI 2002, 45–47.

46

SOWADA 2009, 248.

47

HENDRICKX and BAVAY 2002, table 3.7.

48

For a summary on society in Early Dynastic Memphis, see

KÖHLER 2008a.

49

COHEN-WEINBERGER and GOREN 2004, OWNBY 2010,

SMITH et al. 2004.

50

There are no conclusive recent analyses on the contents of

such imports in Egypt, but coniferous resins and oils seem

very likely, cf. SOWADA 2009, 160–162.

PART IV – CONCLUSION

Apart from obvious local imitations, the recent

excavations at Helwan have produced five import-

ed vessels, which, although they find morphologi-

cal parallels in EB II–III contexts along the entire

Levantine region between Syria and Palestine, due

to petrographic analysis have been proposed to

derive most likely from the northern Levantine

coast. Their archaeological context in Egypt would

support a date within the final stages of what is

currently defined as Naqada III, namely IIIC and

especially D1–2, corresponding to the late 1st

Dynasty at the earliest until the middle of the 2nd

Dynasty in the historical chronology, or between c.

2900 and 2750 B.C.E. in absolute terms. 

It has been noted previously that Egyptian-

Southern Levantine contact seems ‘to have dimin-

ished in frequency from EB II onward’ and that

‘from the end of the Second Dynasty onwards,

Byblos and its hinterland had become the privi-

leged trading partner of Egypt in the Levant’.
45

And

further, ‘imported pottery is not well-attested in 2nd

Dynasty Egypt, which could represent a break in

supply or the fact that the period is poorly known to

archaeologists. Further 2nd Dynasty data is required

to illuminate this shadowy period’.
46

This is exactly what these five vessels have suc-

ceeded in achieving, namely to shed light on Lev-

antine imports during the 2nd Dynasty. They indi-

cate that the northern Levant already played an

important role prior to the end of that Dynasty, and

that contacts were so well-developed that not only

kings and members of the Memphite aristocracy

had access to commodities exchanged, as indicat-

ed by the imports found in the royal and elite

tombs in Abydos and on the west side of Mem-

phis,
47

but also members of the lesser important

elites and middle class society, most of whom were

buried at Helwan.
48

On the other side, the possible involvement of

Tell Arqa, a coastal site north of Byblos, is also an

important point as the dominance of Byblos, as

suggested in the Egyptian sources, may have over-

shadowed other existing trade partners. Interest-

ingly, trade from just this area with Egypt contin-

ues into the Middle Kingdom and New King-

dom.
49

The four Egyptian ceramic imitations, together

with such vessels carved from local stone such as

calcite (Egyptian alabaster), together with the con-

temporary authentic imports, document that at the

same time as importation of such juglets occurred

they were also being copied locally, which proba-

bly further emphasizes the value of their con-

tents.
50

It is possible that the copies replaced south-

ern Levantine juglets because the latter ceased to

be imported after the 1st Dynasty. On the other

hand, it is notable that the copies are significantly

smaller in size, thus providing lesser volume of

content. It would therefore be reasonable to con-

sider the possibility that the actual imports mainly

served for the transport and larger volume storage

of an imported commodity, and that after arrival in

Egypt, some of the contents were divided up and

refilled into smaller, Egyptian containers for local

distribution. Until a clearer picture of a differenti-

ated content pattern between northern and southern

Levantine imports can be established, this question

cannot be answered with certainty. However, it is

also possible that the Egyptians aimed to imitate a

more generic form of Levantine juglet, be it south-

ern or northern, as their originals, at least visually,

did not differ greatly.

The success of the petrographic analyses con-

ducted on-site in Egypt now opens up new avenues

to test other suspected imports and to investigate if

the currently established conclusions about the ori-

gins of already known imports are still appropriate

or require further adjustments.   
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