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EGYPTIAN PREDYNASTIC STONE VESSELS1 

BY A. LUCAS 

The aspects of the subject tha t  i t  is proposed to  consider are, first, the  nature of the  
stones used, second, their place of origin and, third, the bearing of the facts upon the 
problem of the  home of the people who made the vessels. 

The materials of which the vessels consist are shown in Table I ,  which is based upon 
the description given in the  archaeological reports to which reference is made, but includes 
several modifications introduced by the writer. Thus, in order to  simplify the matter as 
much as possible, related materials are grouped together under one general heading, the 
separate materials so treated being indicated in every case. Also, what is termed porphyry 
in the  archaeological reports is called by the writer porphyritic rock. The name porphyry 
(derived from a word meaning purple) was originally applied to  a certain kind of purple 
tinted rock (imperial porphyry), but in geology this primary significance has given place 
to  one in which structure and not colour is the  guiding characteristic, a porphyritic rock 
being any kind of igneous rock in which there are conspicuous crystals scattered throughout 
a differently coloured ground-mass or matrix of apparently hoxaogeneous material. 

One specimen of emery has been omitted, as this is not an  Egyptian stone; also one 
of gypsum, as the date is probably protodynastic, and several others, because either the  
nature of the  stone is not specified or the description is not sufficient for identification. 

The writer has examined as many as possible of the  stones used for vessels both in 
Predynastic and early Dynastic times, but, as they were mostly museum specimens, the  
examination was often necessarily limited to  a naked eye inspection, or, a t  most, an ex- 
amination with a lens. This, however, is not always sufficient to esta,blish the identity 
of a stone, for which purpose a microscopic study of a thin section is sometimes requisite. 
I n  a comparatively large number of cases of the more doubtful materials broken fragments 
of early Dynastic date were fortunately available2, and then a microscopic examination 
was made3. I n  a few instances, too, a chemical analysis was also carried out to  assist 
further in the identification. 

The various localities in Egypt where the stones mentioned in Table I occur and the 
places from which they were probably obtained for making vessels in Predynastic times 
are shown below. 

The first two columns of Table I1 need no justification; the  nature of the  various 
stones is tha t  recorded in the  archaeological reports quoted in connexion with Table I, 
and the occurrence of the  stones is vouched for by the geologists in the reports to  which 
reference is made. The statements in the  third column, however, which are those of the 
writer, require proof, and this will now be given. First, however, the  term "Nile Valley 
cliffs" used in tha t  column must be defined. 

Includes Badnrian and Seolithiu. 
The writer is particularly indebted to Mr. C. llf. Firth and Mr. R. Engelb~ch for these fragnlents. 
I11 many cases the writer's identification has beer1 kindly checked I.)y Dr. TT7. F. IIume, of the Geological 

Survey of Egypt and by Xr. G. W. Grabham, Geologist to t,he Sudan Government. 



EGYPTIAN PREDYNASTIC STONE VESSELS 

TABLE I. 

-I 

Alabaster'-6 7-9 Calcite 
Bss;lltl-6,7-Q,11,12 Includes fine-grained dolerite 
Brcccial, "4-9.11 Chiefly red and white 
Dioritel, 29% 11, '3  Speckled 
Granite Includes red granite, black-and-white granite iznd syeriite 
Linlestorle 1-",7-10,13 Amorphous and variously coloured 
I\[arb]eL%498.11 Includes all r:trieties of crystalline limestone except calcite 
Porphyritic rock1-"." Includes porphyritic diorite 
Schist&4.7-9 Includes various metamorphic rocks, such as  t u g  (volcanic ash), 

mudstone and slate 
Incllldes steatite 

I n  contrast to the far desert, the home of the nomad, out of sight of the Nile and a t  
a considerable distance from it, there is a desert border lying within easy reach of the 
river, often within sight of i t  and readily accessible to the valley dwellers. Any stone 
occurring in this border could easily have been worked by the Predynastic valley people 
from their homes, in the same manner as gypsum for plaster and limestone for building 
purposes and for lime-making are now worked. The villages, too, a t  that period would 
have been farther from the Nile and nearer the cliffs than are the villages to-day, on 
account of the marshes then fringing the river. No wholly satisfactory name to express 
this region has been found, but the term "Nile Valley cliffs" has been adopted as the 
best available, although i t  is not sufficiently comprehensive, since the area i t  is meant to 
describe includes not only the face of the cliffs that border the valley but the desert 
side also, with the plateaux and low hills immediately behind, as well as the land for 
a short distance up the side valleys. 

For the small amount of stone of any one sort worked in any particular locality in 
Predynastic times in order to make vessels extensive quarry operations w o ~ ~ l d  not have 
been needed, and traces of this working are not likely to have persisted to the present 
day. Doubtless, too, the stone used was often taken from blocks that had fallen from 
the cliffs, rather than from the cliffs themselves. 

The various stones may now be dealt with separately and this will be done in t,he 
alphabetical order in which they are given in the tables. 

1 Petrie, A n h i s t o ~ i cEgypt, 35, 36; Pls. xxxiv-slii. 

2 Petrie and Qnibell, i\'aqada and Ballas, 10, 36. 

3 Petrie, Wsinwright and Bfackay, The I;abyr?,'?~th,Gerteh and ,Vazghuneh, 21, 22. 

4 G. Crnrlton 2nd G. Caton-Thompson, The Baduriatz C<viZisatiott, 28, 57, 58; PI. li. 

6 G. A. Reisner in Arch. Szr~z:e,~ ~Vzlbia, Rpt.fbr 1907-1908, 116, 119, 125, 128; Pl. 64.
of 
0 C. ;\I.Firth in ditto for 1910-1911, 192. 
7 R. Engelhach, Bavage/i, 7, 14. 
6 D. Rand:tll-XacIver and A. C. IIace, El A,mraliarzd Bbydos, 16-24, 18;Pls. viii, xvi. 
9 Petrie, Diospolia I'ccrca, 19. 
10 Byrton and Loat, Predynastic Cetnetery at El al.fnhusna,11, 12, 16. 
11 E. Sarille, and others, The Cenzeteries qf Ahydos, I, 14 ; Pls. ii, iii. 
12 Niss C1a.ton-Thompson writes: ...the Neolithic Faynmis were using local basalt for stone vases as 

well as axes." Prirate letter, dated 1st Feb. 1930. 
13 Quibell and Green, Hi~.i.uEo,ipoli~,11,50 ; P1. lxiv. 

26-2 
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T A B L E  11. 

OCCURREKCE JVHERE OBTAINED 

-

Alabaster Nile Valley c l i f f s2;  Cairo-Suez desert3; Sinai 4 Nile Valley cliff's 
Basalt Near Cairo1? 5 Cairo-Suez desert 193;  E'ayyfiml~5;Apw2nB; FayyClnl 

Baharia Oasisl*7; E. desertlp21 s,g; Sinai 1 ~ 2 ~ 1 0 ~ 1 1  

Breccia Nile Val ley  cliffs" E.deserts Nile Valley cliffs 
Diorite Asw%n6;E. desertls8,g; Sinai 1o~l1 . l2  Aqwhn 
Granite Aswgn ' 8 6 ;  E.  desert1,$89; Sinai 1,10,11,12; JV. desert l 3  A ~ w 2 n  
Limestone Nile Valley cl i f fs  1.2 S i l e  Valley cliffs 
Marble E.  desert 2,8,g E.  desert 
Porphyritic rock Asw%nG; E. desert8.g; Sinsilo," E.  desert 
Schist E.  desert ' 9 8 . 9 ;  Sinai109 11 E. desert 
Serpentine E.  desert ' 1  8.9 E. desert 

Alabaster (Calcite). 

Alabaster is reported from four areas only1*, one in the Cairo-Suez desert, where it mas 
worked for a short period in modern times15, but where there is no trace of ancient 
working; a second in Sinai, where there is no evidence of its ever having been worked; 
and the third and fourth near Helwbn and in the district extending from about Miniah to 
a little south of Asyiit, respectively. I n  both places there are ancient quarries, those a t  
HelwBn dating certainly from the Old Kingdom16, and others near Tell El-'Amamah from 
at  least the Third Dynasty17. A quarry in Wbdi Asyiit was worked a t  the beginning of 

1 Geological Survey o f  Egypt, Geol. Map. 
2 W.  F. Hume,  Explan.  Notes to Geol. Map, 1912 ; alabaster, 46 ; basalt, 32, 33 ; breccia, 46 ; limestone, 

46, 47 ; marble, 47. 
3 T .  Barron, The Topog. and Geol. of the District between Cairo and Suez, 1907 ; alabaster, 20,93 ; basalt, 

103-7. 
4 H.  J .  L. Beadnell, The Wilderness of S i xa i  (1927), 83. 
5 Id., The Topog. and Geol. of the Fayu.rn Province of Egypt, 1905; basalt, 15, 28, 34, 53, 56, 62. 
V. Ball, A Description of tile First or Aszva~a Cataract of the N l e ,  1907; basalt, 69, 86, 88, 89;  diorite, 

69, 79-80, P1. v ( 2 ); granite, 68, 69-77. 
7 Ball and Beadnell, Baharia Oasis; its Topog. and Geol. (1903), 40, 63-4. 
8 Barron and Hume,  The Topog. and Geol. of the Eastern Desert of Egypt, Central Portio~z, 1908; bas&, 52, 

225, 228-9, 263; breccia, 169, 171 ; diorite, 59, 118, 221, 230, 23:3, 239, 247, 265 ; granite, 49,62-3, 118-19, 
225, 234, 247, 265 ; marble, 32,119,240, 266-7 ; porphyritic rock, 118,227-8,236, 238-40, 245,262 ; schist, 
217-21, 224, 226, 236, 238-9, 249, 264 ; serpentine, 224, 265. 

Q 
J .  Ball, The Geog. and Geol. of South-Eastern Eyypt,  1912; hasalt, 310-13; diorite, 286-93; granite, 
267-76 ; marble, 348-9 ; porphyritic rock, 276, 283-5 ; schist, 337-50 ; serpentine, 320-30. 

10 T .  Barron, The Topog. and Geol. of the Penin. of S inai  ( FVestenz Portion), 1907 ; basalt, 198-9; diorite, 
195-6 ; granite, 185-95 ; porphyritic rock, 185-6, 189-90, 192, 195, 197 ; schist, 203-4. 

11 J .  Ball, The Geog. a~zd  Geol. of West-Central Sinai,  1916; basalt, 10, 122-4; diorite, 163-4; granite, 
163-4 ; porphyritic rock, 163-4 ; schist, 164. 

12 11'. F. Hume,  The Topog, andGeol. of the Penin. ofSinai(South-Eastern Portion), 1906; diorite 71-2, 
168, 240, 242-3 ; granite, 154-62, 239-44. 

13 F. W. Moon, Notes on the Geol. of Hassanein Bey's Exped. to Sollu~n-Darjur i n  G'eog. Jourqz., L X I V  (1924), 
388-93. 

14 See Table 11. 
15 T .  Barron, The Topog, and Geol. of the District between Cairo and Suez, 20, 93. 
16 Petrie and Mackay, Heliopolis, Ka f r  Amntar and Shurafa, 39, 40. 
17 G. FV. Fraser in Proc. Soc. Bibl. Arch., XVI (1893-4), 73-82; Petrie, A History o f  Egypt,  I (1923), 45. 
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the Eighteenth Dynasty1 and mas possibly re-opened in the time of Xohammed Ali t o  
supply the stone required to or~la~nent  Frorn the above the Citadel mosque in 
considerations it may be accepted as practically certain that all the alabaster employed 
anciently, including that for the predynastic vessels, was ohtainecl frorn the Nile Valley 
cliBs. 

Basalt. 

This includes fine-grained dolerite, which is merely a coarse basalt. Coniparatirely 
large quantities of basalt were employed in the Old Kingdom; thns a pavement in the 
Fourth-Dynasty mortuary ternple of Kheops a t  Giza11 \$-as of basalt, 8s also the pavements 
of a court, of a causeway. of t'ivo small chambers and of a snlall offering place in a 
Fifth-Dynasty mortuary temple a t  Sakkbrah3, arid pavements in the mortuary temples 
of two Fifth-Dynasty pyra~ilids at  Abuqir (between C4izah and Sakkgrah), the remains of 
all of which may still be seen. A sarcophagus found in the Fourth-Dynasty pyrarnid of 
Sfykerinos a t  Gizah was also of basalt4. As this stone occurs plentifully both in the 
Fayy i imbnd  in the neighbourhood of Cairoj- -at Abu Za'bal, abont halfway between 
Cairo and Bilbeis (Bubastis); to  the north-wtlst of the Gizah pyramids (in the -4bu Rw8sh 
area) and in the Cairo-Suez desert, respectively---it is highly probable thni the supply 
was obtained locally, and, although the particulnr spot froin which i t  came cannot be 
fixed with absolute certainty, all the evidence point.: to the Fayyiin~ as the source. This 
evidence may now be considered. 

I'etrie states that the brown basalt of the early dynastic vessels "is of the same 
quality as that used in the Fourth Dynasty for building, coming fro111 El-Khankah near 
Bubastis6." There is, however. no proof of this and no evidence of ancient working 
a t  Khankah (or rather a t  Abu Za'bal ncar Khankah, where the quarries arc situated). 
So far as is known to the writer, the Bayyiim basalt is the only one near Cairo 
for which there is evidence of ancient worliing. The paved road leading to the quarry 
is mentioned by Beadnel17 and described in detail by Niss Caton-ThompsonR, the 
latter of whom tentatively suggests that  it nlay be Roman. The neighbonring small 
temple, however, according to Miss C!atoa-Thompson, possibly dates from the Old 
K i n g d ~ n l ~ . ~ ,which periotl is ell reprc~ented in the northern F ~ y y r i m ~ ~ .  The writer, 
therefore, ventures to think that both the quarry and the road are also of that date. Mis.; 
Caton-Tho~npson points out that "none of the Graeco-Rornan town3 and temples of tile 
F'ayyrirri show any trace of basalt in structure or dc~oration" and she cannot suggest for 
what purposeit wasrequireclY. The writer, too, does not know of any use of basaltin quantity 
in Egypt during the Ronlail period, but during the Old Kingdorn, as already stated, this 
stone was largely employed. It is true that the Romans exported imperial porphyry and 
speckled granite from the eastern desert to Italy, and Jliss Caton-Tho~npson raises the 
question of the possible export of basalt8; but iruperial porphyry and speckled granite are 

A. E. P. Weigall, The Alabaster Quawies of Wady Assiout, i n  Ann.  Serv., XI (1911), 176. 

2 TV. F. Hume,  The Alabas te~ Quarry of Wddt Asiut, i n  Cairo Sci. Joz~rn., V I  (191d),72. 


C .  ill. Firth i n  Ann. Serv., x x ~ x ,65, 68. 
* H. T7yse, The Pyramids of Gizeh, 11(1840), 84. Th i s  sarcophagus was lost a t  sea, bu t  a small fragment 

exists a t  t he  British Museum. 
5 See Table 11. Petrie, Royal Tombs, 11, 43. 

Beadnell, The Topog. and Geol. of the Fayuln Prouince of Egypt, P1. xviii. 

8 G. Caton-Thompson in  Antiquity, I (1987), 338-40. 

Q 0. Caton-Thompson and E. IFT. Gardner iu Geog. Jo~crn., LXXIII (1929),45. 

lo 0p. cit., 42, 43. 




special stones used for ornamental purposes that  do not occur in Italy, whereas basalt 
does occur and there is neither evidence nor probability of this having been exported. 

Miss Caton-Thompson has shown that  the good quality gypsum used during the Old 
Kingdom a t  the Gizah necropolis for mortar and plaster was obtained in all probability 
from the Fayyiiml, and the gypsum vases of Old Kingdom date found by Petrie a t  Gizah2 
were probably from the same place, since a t  that  period such vases and dishes were being 
made on a large scale in the Fayyiiml. Thus intercourse is denoted between the two 
places, which are only about 30 miles apart and easily accessible one from the other, 
i t  being a t  the present time possible to traverse the intervening desert by motor car. 

Hand specimens of four of the basalts mentioned, namely, those from the Fayyiim3, 
Abu Za'bal, the Gizah pavement and the Sakklrah pavement4 respectively, and micro- 
scopic sections of the Abu Za'bal and the Gizah material have been examined and 
compared. 

AS seen in the hand specimens, the stone from all four places is very similar, the 
most notable difference being one of colour, some pieces being black and others brown, 
thus that  from the quarry, whether from the Fayyiim or from Abu Za'bal, may be either 
black or brown, whereas tha t  employed anciently is generally brown. This difference, 
however, is not fundamental, the brown being merely weathered surface material. Another 
difference is the size of grain, which varies in different specimens, some of the Abu Za'bal 
material being slightly coarser than the rest. If the Fayyiim and Abu Za'bal basalts are 
from the same flow, which is possible, a great similarity between them is only to be 
expected. 

As seen in the slides, the Abu Za'bal and Gizah specimens, though both typical 
olivine dolerites and generally much alike, are not identical, the former showing a yellow 
alteration product with little or no green, while the latter has a considerable amount of 
green and very little yellow5. 

The evidence, therefore, for the Fayyfim having been the source of the Old Kingdom 
basalt, although entirely circumstantial, is strong. To recapitulate, during the Old 
Kingdom basalt was employed in large quantity in the necropolis stretching from Gizah to 
Sakklrah. I n  the Fayyiim, within fairly easy reach of this necropolis, there is a basalt 
quarry approached by a made road, and therefore, manifestly worked on a large scale, 
and near the quarry is a small temple possibly of Old Kingdom date. There is no 
evidence of the use of basalt in Egypt in large quantities, except during the Old 
Kingdom, and export is unlikely; there is, moreover, no evidence of the ancient 
quarrying of basalt near Cairo, except in the Fayyiim. The basalt employed in the Old 
Kingdom, when carefully examined, is found to be more nearly like that  from the Fayyii~n 
than that  from Abu Za'ba16. During the Old Kingdom, too, another material (gypsum), 
employed for plaster and mortar in the Gizah necropolis, was almost certainly procured, 

Caton-Thompson in Man, XXVIII, So.  80, 110-11. 
Petrie, Gizeh and Rifeh, 7;  PI. vi B. 

X i n d l y  supplied by Miss C'aton-Thompson. 
Kindly supplied hy Mr. C. &I.Firth. 

"ny more detailed examination than that here attempted is a matter for the petrologist. Dr. J. it '  
Evans, Past President, Geological Society of London and Dr. TV. F. Hume, Geological Survey of Egypt, 
both very kindly made a cursory examination of the material, both hand specimensand slides, and expressed 
agreement with the writer's conclusions. 

6 [Aliss Caton-Thompson writes: 
" Miss Gardner and I agree with Mr. Lucas' inference that the basalt used in Old ICingdonl monuments 

conies from the FayyGm, a view which we proposed to adrance independently in our full publication, now 
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in part a t  least, frorn the Fayyiim, and probably certain gypsum vases found a t  Gizah 
were also obtained from the Fayyiim. 

But, if basalt was obtained in large quantity from the Fayyiim during the Old 
Kingdom for paving purposes and for making a sarcophagus, it is not unreasonable to 
suppose that the small amount required for the early dynastic vessels was procured from 
the same place, and, if so, then it becomes exceedingly probable that  this was also the 
source of that employed for the predynastic vessels. This is rendered still more probable 
by the fact that this basalt was actually used in srnall quantity for vases1 and other 
purposes2 as early as the Neolithic period, which is proved by the basalt objects of that 
date found by Miss Caton-Thompson near the quarry. 

Beadnell states3 that the basalt, although generally hard and black, is frequently 
decomposed, soft and of a brown colour a t  the base. The Abu Za'bal basalt, which is 
now employed for road metal in Cairo, is also mostly black, with the inferior weathered 
surface material brown. 

At a coniparatively late date, occurrences of dolerite (coarse basalt) in the eastern 
desert became known, since in one place (Wldi Atollah, roughly midway between Kenah 
and Kostir) this rock bears inscriptions of Ramesses 1114(Twentieth Dynasty), and in 
another locality, in about the same latitude as Asyiit, but much nearer the coast than 
the Nile and close to the imperial-porphyry quarry of Gebel Dokhbn, there are dolerite 
quarries almost certainly of Roman dates. There is no evidence to show whether this 
stone was worked on a large scale or for what purpose it was required, though i t  may 
have been for purely local use, for example, for building houses for those engaged in the 
porphyry quarrying or stations and watch towers for those guarding the workmen. The 
ruins of a temple and of a small town enclosed by a fortified wall (the town containing 
a bath establishment with an eight-pillared hall and a plunge bath) still exist6, but the 
nature of the stone employed is not mentioned, though in a chamber in a small stone 
building near the quarry there are seats consisting of large dolerite blocks resting on 
dolerite slabs 5. 

in hand, on the FayjQm. We can, indeed, conbiderably strengthen this assumption as a result of our work 
in 1927-18. 

Mr. Lucas refers to the road from the basalt flow of Widin el-Faras to Hasr er-Sagha, an account of 
which I published in Antiquity, September, 1927. I agree with him that the probabilities are in favoilr of 
an Old Klngdom date, and some day, when I again hold that concession, the matter shall be gone into 
fully. But this road leads south down from the scarp, a direction which does not elucidate the question 
of tralisport to the north. SlTethink i t  more probable that an anclent and mell-defined road, 25 yards wide, 
which we followed for 12 contiuuoua miles between the modern King's Road and Dahshfir, is the route 
used. 

A -western continuati011 of this road, which me co111d not trace owing to obliterdtion by wadys, would 
lead direct to the \Vld$n el-Faras "quarries." Investigation of the eastern terminus at  Dahshfir might 
settle the matter. 

3ficroscopical examination of the FaypClm basalt and a specimen from the Fifth-Dynasty pavement a,t 
Sakbhrah shows them to be indistinguishable ; and although the rock type is a common one, the presence 
of similar inclusions in both supports their community of origin. This, in our opinion, would be established 
beyond doubt if a comparison were made with a specimen of basalt from h b u  Za'bal, the alternative source. 
To this end me are sending Mr. Lucas specimens of Fayyfim basalt." Ed.] 

1 G. Caton-Thompson, see reference No. 12, Table I. 
2 G. Caton-Thomp)son in Antiquity, I, 331, and in Jozrrn. Ro,yal Anthrop. Inst., LVI (1926),P1. ssxv, 

Fig. 1, PTo. 4. 
Qeadnell, op. cit., 61. 4 Rarron and Hume, op. ciz., 52, 263. 
"p cit., 26. "4, E. P. JYcigall, Travels in the l7p:ppc.rE'gyptitr~~Deserts, 106, 107. 
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Breccia. 

A red and white breccia and another with little or no red colour are found abundantly 
on the west bank of the Nile in several localities, for instance, north of Miniah, near 
Asyiit, a t  Thebes and near Esnah. A red and wbite breccia also occurs in the eastern 
desert1. There is no evidence to shorn from what source the small amount of this stone 
required for the few predynastic vessels was obtained, but the balance of probabilities is 
strongly in favour of the Nile Valley cliffs, where i t  occurs plentifully. 

Diorite. 

The particular kind of diorite used for the few predynastic vessels made of this 
material was a speckled variety, in which the component minerals (white felspar and 
black hornblende) are fairly evenly distl-ibuted, the banded, mottled and often slightly 
translucent varieties not being used, so far as is known, until Dynastic times. Diorite 
occurs near AswLn, in the eastern desert and in Sinai1, and, although in the eastern 
desert it is largely developed in the hills north of the Kenah-Ko@r road and was worked 
in WBdf Semnah (north-west of KO+&) by the Romans2, there is no evidence of earlier 
working. Aswin, where the speckled variety similar to that used for the predynastic 
vessels is known to  occur3, and where another stone (granite) was being worked from 
an early date, seems the most probable source of the predynastic supply. Sinai, although 
a possible source, appears very unlikely and no record of any stone-working in Sinai is 
known to the writer2. 

Granite. 

Granite, including both the red and black-and-white varieties and also syenite, is very 
widely distributed in Egypt1, but, as all kinds occur near AswLn and were worked there 
in early Dynastic times, it appears highly probable that it was from this source that  the 
granite for the few predynastic vessels was obtained. The only other granites known 
to  have been worked anciently are the red granite of WBdi Foakhir5 (a continuation of 
Wbdi HammLmLt, between Kenah and KO&), the date of the working of which is 
unknown but probably late (Weigall says R ~ r n a n ) ~ ,  and the black-and-white granite 
quarried by the Romans a t  >Ions Claudianus7. 

Limestone. 

As the cliffs bordering the Nile Valley from Cairo to a little beyond Esnah, a distance 
of about 500 miles, are of limestone, which includes almost every kind and colour, except 
possibly black, there is no need to look elsewhere for the source of the limestone used 
for the early vessels, even those of Predynastic date. 

The colours of the limestone used for the predynastic vessels comprise white, grey, 
yellowish, pink and black, the three first mentioned being very common colours in lime- 
stone and occurring in most limestone areas; pink and black limestone, however, are less 
usual and may be specially considered. Pink limestone has been noted in several places 

1 See Table 11. 

2 B,~rronand Hume, op. tit., 221, 265. 

3 .J. Ball, TILEAswan Cataract, P1. v (2). 

"ec p. -207. Bnrron and Hame, op. tit., 265 

6 TYeig,zll, Travels in the +per qqyptiaiz Deserts (l909), 50. 

f Barron and Hume, op. cit., 39, 264. 
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in the eastern desert1, but it is not necessary to go so far afield as this, since some of 
the limestone of the Nile Valley also weathers pink2, one example being that of the walls 
in the tomb of Tutrankhamiin3. A black crystalline limestone occurs near the convent 
of St. Antonp in the eastern desert4, where a t  some period i t  has been worked, and also 
in the Cairo-Suez district5 and possibly elsewhere. The workings a t  the convent are not 
likely to be connected with the few black limestone vessels of Predynastic date6, since the 
cutting of such a small amount of material as was required to make these vessels would 
not leave marks lasting several thousands of years. 

Marble. 

So far as is known, marble only occurs in the eastern desert, where i t  is recorded from 
several localities7, a grey saccharine variety from WBdi Dib (west of Gebel ZBt and fairly 
close to the coast) and both a white and a colour-banded kind from Gebel Rokham (near 
the upper part of Wbdi Xiah8, east of Esnah and roughly two-thirds of the way between 
the Nile and the Red Sea), the latter of which was exploited to a small extent in Arab 
timess. It was doubtless from one or both of these sources that  the small amount of 
marble used anciently was, a t  least in part, obtained, since a third occurrence in the far 
south-eastern desert is a very unlikely source. A crystalline limestone, however, that is 
practically marble occurs in localities other than those mentioned and probably even in 
the Nile Valley cliffs. 

Porphyritic Rock. 

Porphyritic rocks, varying considerably both in the nature and size of the conspicuous 
crystals and also in colour, are widely distributed in Egypt10 and occur near AswLn, in 
the eastern desert and in Sinai. Although this material was used in the Predynastic 
period for making vessels, i t  was not employed to any great extent, the particular variety 
generally chosen being black and white (white crystals in a black matrix). There is no 
evidence to show from where this stone was obtained, though i t  was almost certainly either 
from AswBn or from the eastern desert, and, as the latter offers more opportunities, i t  
seems the more probable source. Sinai, although possible, appears unlikely, chiefly because 
most of the other stones employed for the predynastic vessels can be shown, with a high 
degree of certainty, to have been obtained elsewhere, some of them from the eastern desert; 
had one kind of stone been obtained from Sinai, i t  seems probable that  others, also, would 
have been procured from the same place. Further, no record or trace of stone-working 
in Sinai can be found a t  any period, whereas in the case of the materials that did come 
from Sinai (copper ore and turquoise) records and proofs of the mining exist. I n  the hope 
of obtaining direct evidence on the problem, the porphyritic rocks in the Cairo Geological 
Museum have been carefully examined, but no specimen identical with the stones employed 
anciently could be found, though Dr. Hume informs me that  similar rocks do occur in 
the eastern desert. 

Earroll and Hume, op. cit., 167, 169, 170, 177. 2 Op. cit., 171. 
A. Lucas in Carter, The Torrzb of Tut-ankh-Amen, 11, 164. :< 

"urne, E ~ Z C L I L .,Votes to Geol. *+fay,4i.  
Barr011, Cairo-Suez District, 27, 99, 100, 101. 

6 Petrie, L)iospolis P a ~ v a ,  19. See Table 11. 
8 TvBd? Miah enters the Nile Valley near Edfu. 
q.Barthonx in Jle'm. de Z'Znst. d ~ & ~ ~ ~ t s ,v (1922),33. 
10 Sec Tablc 11. 

Journ. of Egypt. Arch. xvx. 



Schist. 

There are many varieties of schist, but that used by the ancient Egyptians was 
principally a fine-grained, compact, hard, crystalline, quartzose, metamorphic rock, very 
like slate in appearance and generally of various shades of grey, ranging from light to 
dark, with sometimes a greenish tint. The term schist is also here used to include tuff 
(volcanic ash), mudstone and slate. The former is a fine-grained, bluish-grey, crystalline 
stone, consisting of consolidated volcanic ash, which is sometimes calcified, that is to say, 
has undergone alteration resulting in the formation of calcium carbonate as one of the 
products. Nudstone, which is a compact clay rock, is probably the material for which 
Petrie coined the term "Durite"; he describes i t  as an "indurated mud or ash, which 
is of the composition of slate but without a slaty fracture1." Slate is generally a hard, 
fissile clay-schist, though slate formed from volcanic dust and not from clay is known. 
Schist occurs in various localities in Egypt2, being particularly plentiful in the neigh- 
bourhood of WBdi Hammamiit on the main road between Kenah and Ko$r, where there 
are ancient quarries that were worked certainly in the Fifth Dynasty3 and probably 
earlier. Weigall found one inscription stated to be of the First Dynasty4. Slate occurs in 
the low hill region to the west and north-west of Ko~6r ;  a t  Gebel Mongul (west of Gebel 
ZSt) and elsewhere in the eastern desert5. 

Serpentine. 

The serpentine employed anciently was almost necessarily obtained from the eastern 
desert%, since no other Egyptian source is known. A green variety occurs in Wbdi Umm 
Disi6 (which is situated between WBdi Kenah, into which it opens, and the Red Sea) and 
a t  the foot of Gebel El-Rebshi6, and a black variety in WBdi SodmBnG, both these latter 
places being north-west of Ko+r. In the far south-eastern desert serpentine is much more 
plentiful and covers an area of about 400 square miles7. Steatite, which is very similar 
in composition to serpentine, is found at  Hamr near Aswiin8 and at  Gebel Fatirahs (about 
the latitude of Tahtah, but much nearer the coast than the Nile). I n  the former locality 
there are ancient mines, and the mineral is still worked a t  the present day by the local 
"Arabs," who fashion i t  into bowls and pipes. 

It would be valuable if we could determine what proportion of the vases made con- 
sisted of each kind of stone, but this is hardly possible, as some of the archaeological 
reports concerned do not give the number of vessels of the different materials. The 
following table includes all that  can be found. Although figures from reports published 
earlier than Petrie's Prehistoric Egypt are given in cols. e-k, these are not included either 
in the totals or in the percentages, as they have probably already been incorporated by 
Petrie. The sources of the figures given in the nine columns a-k are indicated im-
mediately after the table. 

Petrie, Amulets, 8. 
V e e  Table 11. 
3 J. Coujat and P. IIo~ltet ,Ler inscriptio~as hiei.ogl,yphiques et hihntiques dzc Ouddi Harnnzdrncit, in Jfe'~n. 

de Z'l~st .fra~lg.darch. orient. du Caire, XXXIV (1912),122, 123. 
TVeigall, I'ruvels in the Uppm Egyptzan Deserts, 39. 
Barron and Hume, op. cit., 217-8, 221, 226, 238, 264. 0p.cit., 265. 

7 J. Ball, South-Eastera Eyypt, 320-30. 
&linesand Quarries Dept., Report on the JIi~~eralIndustry of Egypt (1932), 37. 
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TABLE 111. 

STONE a b c d Total / / I  e f g h k 

Alabaster 

Basalt 

Breccia 

Diorite 

Granite 

Limestone 

Ilarble 

Porphyritic rock 

Schist 

Serpentine 


a. Petrie, Prehistoric Egypt (1920),35, 36 : Pls. xxxiv-xlii. 
b. R. Engelhach, Zarageh (1923), 14. 
c. C. &I.Firth, Arch. Szcrcey of ~Vubia ,  Rpt. for 1910-1911 (1927), 198. 
d. Brunton and C:~ton-Thompson, The Badaria7z Civilisation (1928), 28, 57, 58; PI. li. 
e. J. E. Quibell and F. W. Green, Hierakonpolis, 11 (1902),P1. lxiv. 
f. MacIver and Mace, El AnzraI~ and Abydos (1902), 16-24. 
g. G. A. Reisner, Arch. Survey of Nz~bia,  Bpt. ,for 1907-1908 (1910), 116, 119, 125, 128. 
h. Ayrton and Loat, E l  Mahasnu (1911), 11, 16. 
k. E. Naville and others, dbydos, I, 14; Pls. ii, iii. 

The information in Tables I1 and I11 may now be combined in tabular form. The 
percentages can only be regarded as a rough approximation. 

TABLE IV. 

Alabaster 

Basalt 

Breccia 

Diorite 

Granite 

Limestone 

Marble 

Porphyritic rock 

Schist 

Serpeutine 


A statistical summary showing the Sequence Dates of the occurrence of the different 
kinds of stone employed for the predynastic vessels would be most useful, but unfortunately 
is not possible, owing to the absence in the archaeological reports of sufficient data. The 
following table, however, has been compiled. 

2i-2 
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TABLE V. 

EARLYPREDYNASTIC' AND LATE PREDYNASTIC 1 ~ I I D D L E  

Alabasters 3,597 

Basaltz73,5,G37,1C 
Breccia?+% 536 

.. . .. . . . . 
Graiiite2,' 
Limestone', & G ,  7 , s  Limestone 233,F, i , g  

h1arble3 Marble"7 

Porphyritic roclr2, Porphyritic rock33 0 

Schist2,G,7 
Serpentiue2,38 

Putting together the information contained in Tables I V  and V, i t  is evident that 
the stones employed for making vessels during the early Predynastic period included, not 
only the comparatively soft alabaster, breccia and limestone, but also the slightly harder 
marble and the much harder basalt, granite and porphyritic rock, and that by far the 
greater proportion of these stones was obtained from the Fayyiim, the Nile Valley cliffs 
and Aswbn, only two (marble and porphyritic rock) being probably procured from the 
eastern desert. During the middle and late Predynastic periods, most of the stones used 
were identical with those of the earlier period and were doubtless obtained from the same 
sources, but, in addition, three kinds (diorite, schist and serpentine) not used earlier, so 
far as is known, were also employed. Of these, diorite and schist are hard and serpentine 
soft, the diorite being probably procured from AswAn and the schist and serpentine from 
the eastern desert. 

Certain statements found in the literature of archaeology having reference to the early 
stone vessel industry may now be quoted. These are: 

"But as early as S.D. 38 a fresh influence came in.. . . I ts  origin has been provisionally 
assigned to the Red Sea district as i t  introduced hard stone vases ...ll." 

"The home of this second civilization must have been mountainous by the supply of 
stone instead of clay for vases ...12." 

"Petrie has rightly insisted that the home of the stone vase industry can ultimately 
only be sought in the mountains between Egypt and the Red Sea where all the stones 
used for the purpose do actually occur ...13." 

1 Includes Badarian and Neol~thic. Petrie, Dz'ospolis Parva, 19. 
3 Id., Prehistoric Eg.ypt,35,36 ; Pls. xxxiv-xlii. In  this report Sequence Dates are given for the different 

types of vessels, but for only a few of the materials. Among these, the breccia vessel (No. 167 ; P1. xli) and 
the pink marble vessel (No. 174 ; P1 xli) may specially be noted, as both these are early, namely S.D. 34 (p. 36). 

4 Petrie and Quibell, iTaqacla, and Ballus, 10. 

5 G. A. Reisner, The Early Dynastic Cemeteries of ATuga ed-Der, I, 129. 

V l ~ eBadaria71 Ciz~ilisation, 28, 57, 58 ; P1. li. 

7 El An~rah and Abydos, 16-24. 11, 16. 
8 El ~llai~asna, 
9 Although not employed for vessels in the earliest age, diorite was used for other purposes, both in the 

early Predynastic periocl and even in Neolithic times, a disc mace-head and a worked piece (probably part 
of a palette) of these respective dates being known. (Pre/~istoric Eqypt, 23; P1. xxv (6) ; Caton-Thompson 
in Jounz. RqyctL Antlzrop. I~zst.,LVI (1926), 313.) 

Caton-Thompson ; see reference No. 12, Table I. 
11 Petrie, Egypt and Mesopota,nia, in Ancient Egypt (1917), 33. 
lVPrehistoric Egypt, 48. l3 A. Soharff in Journal, XIV (1928), 273. 

'0 
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"The only definite indication as to their home is the fact that their most character- 
istic contributions to the prehistoric civilization are the stone vases and their pottery 
imitations; and the region which is most likely to have bred people knowing how to work 
stone and which is near enough to Egypt to allow permanent intercourse with the Nile 
Valley ...is the Arabian desert along the western shore of the Red Sea1." 

The above statements are contrary to the evidence that has been adduced, which 
points to the home of the stone vessel industry being, not in the eastern desert, but in 
or near the Nile Valley, whence the greater proportion of the material was obtained, two 
of the three principal stones, alabaster and limestone, being typical of the Nile Valley, and 
the third, basalt (which was one of the earliest2 and hardest stones used), being obtained 
almost certainly from the Fayyiim. 

As a rule, the Nile Valley people of the present day dislike and fear the desert and 
the desert dwellers, and rarely leave the valley unless obliged. In certain districts, however, 
a comparatively small number, in order to gain a livelihood, are forced to make daily 
excursions into the desert border to collect gypsum for plaster, limestone for building and 
lime-burning and nitrous earth for their crops. Anciently, conditions were very different, 
and during the Predynastic period the inhabitants of the Nile Valley were not the 
specialized agriculturists they have now become, but were in part hunters and akin to 
the desert dwellers; there can be little doubt that  many of them were in the habit 
of going considerable distances into the desert to  hunt animals for food and skins, and 
i t  was possibly during these expeditions that the earliest gold and other minerals, including 
semi-precious stones, were found in small quantities and brought back to the valley. 
There was constant intercourse, too, between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coast, as 
is proved, for example, by the Red Sea shells that  are found in the earliest graves. These 
wanderings in the desert in search of game and this intercourse with the Red Sea could 
hardly have failed to bring the hunters and others into the localities where the few 
stones (marble, porphyritic rock, schist and serpentine) that were procured from the 
eastern desert occur, most of these places being either on or about the Koptos-KO@ 
road or in or near the large wadys leading from the Nile Valley. 

It should not be forgotten, too, that  aot only was stone (including hard stone) em- 
ployed for making vessels, but that  i t  was also used, even in the earliest Predynastic 
period, for palettes and mace-heads, the earliest palettes being of slate and the earliest 
mace-heads (disc form) being of the very stones (soft alabaster, breccia and limestone, and 
hard diorite, granite and porphyritic rock) that were used for vessels3, and wherever the 
home of the stone vessel industry may have been, there also was the home of stone 
mace-heads and stone palettes. 

The fact that stone objects are made by certain desert "Arabs" at  the present day 
is sometimes quoted4 as evidence of the eastern desert origin of the stone vessel industry, 
but it has no bearing on the problem. Thus, the stone employed by these people for 
making bowls and pipes is steatite, a material so soft that  i t  may be cut with a knife, 
and i t  is obtained from the neighbourhood of Aswbn5. 

1 H. Frankfort, Studies in Early Pottey of the iVear East, I ,  100. 
2 See reference No. 12, Table I ; also The Budarian Civilisation, 28. 

Prehistoric Egypt, 23; P1. xxv. 
Frankfort, op. cit., I, 101. 

5 Xines and Quarries Dept., Report on the Mineral Industry of  Egypt (1922), 37. 
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Conclusion. 

The Nile Valley dwellers from the earliest period made and used vessels and other 
objects of stone (some very hard), most of which was procured from the Nile Valley cliffs, 
Aswiin and the Fayyiiml. The few stones from the eastern desert that  were employed 
to  a very limited extent may easily have been procured by the inhabitants of the valley 
in their excursions into the desert in search of game, gold and minerals. There is no need, 
therefore, to  postulate a desert stone-vessel-making race and there is no evidence of any 
break in the continuity of the stone vessel industry, but only evolution and progress, 
more kinds of stone being used and more vessels being made as time passed, until the 
culminating point in numbers, material and workmanship was reached in the early 
Dynastic period. 

1 There is no evidence to show whether the predynastic basalt vessels found in the Nile Valley were 
made in the Fagydm, or whether occasiorially some of the Fayyam basalt in use in the valley for building 
and other purposes was there shaped into vessels. 




