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Chiefs, bound captives, and harpooned
hippopotamuses: an exceptional

unpublished C-ware vessel in the Royal
Ontario Museum, Toronto (inv. 900.2.13)

Xavier Droux!, Fondation Gandur pour IArt, Genéve & University of Geneva,
Department of Genetics and Evolution, Anthropology Unit, Geneva, Switzerland

This article presents a Predynastic C-ware
beaker currently in the Royal Ontario
Museum, Toronto (inv. 900.2.13). The exte-
rior is decorated with two mirrored scenes
containing an exceptional series of bound
captives under the domination of two vic-
torious figures’, as well as several tassel-like
motifs which we propose to (re)interpret as
powerfacts perhaps representing flails, an
artefact common in later royal iconography
that has not previously been identified prior
to the time of king Narmer. On the interior,
the beaker is decorated with two depictions
of hunted hippopotamuses set among geome-
tric designs.

In modern times, a missing piece of the bea-
ker was replaced with a sherd from a dif-
ferent C-ware vessel with decoration that
doesn’t match the rest of the vessel, a pheno-
menon never encountered before in the cor-
pus of C-ware vessels, which inadvertently

proves the authenticity of the beaker and of
its fascinating decoration.

Cet article présente un gobelet prédynastique
de la classe C-ware de la collection du Musée
Royal de I'Ontario a Toronto (inv. 900.2.13).
Sa surface extérieure est décorée de deux
scénes similaires et symétriques contenant
une exceptionnelle série de prisonniers atta-
chés, placés sous le contréle de deux ‘vain-
queurs’ ainsi que de plusieurs motifs qui
ressemblent a une houppe. Nous proposons
de (ré)interpréter ces houppes comme des
powerfacts représentant peut-étre le fla-
gellum, un objet fréquent dans I’'iconogra-
phie royale de la période historique qui n’a
jusqu’a présent jamais été identifié avant le
régne de Narmer. A l'intérieur du gobelet, on
voit deux représentations d’hippopotames
frappés d’un harpon parmi un décor d’ordre
géométrique.

1. We thank the anonymous reviewers of the first version of this article for their time and suggestions.
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Fig. 1
Beaker Toronto
900.2.13.
Courtesy of the
Royal Ontario
Museum

© ROM.

A I’époque moderne, une partie manquante
du gobelet a été remplacée par un fragment
provenant d’un autre vase peint de la classe
C-ware dont la décoration ne correspond pas
au reste du gobelet. C’est la seule occurrence
connue parmi les vases peints de ce type, qui
a en outre 'avantage de confirmer de fagon
fortuite Pauthenticité de la piéce et de son
décor remarquable.

C-ware vessels are characteristic artefacts of
Naqada IA-IIB. Their decoration painted
in creamy white contrasts markedly against
the shiny red-polished background; it is
often geometric, with triangles and chevrons
being the most recurrent motifs. Petrie
was the first to put together a wide corpus
of C-ware vessels,” based primarily on the
results of his own excavations at Naqada
and in the region of Diospolis Parva. He
listed 163 examples that are unfortunately
only illustrated by small, post-stamp-sized
drawings and without information about
the archaeological context or provenance.

2. Petrie 1921.
3. Graff 2009.

Our knowledge of this class of objects was
greatly enhanced by Graff’s catalogue of
painted predynastic pottery,® which lists
192 vessels. Graff includes better illustra-
tions than was previously available, toge-
ther with a wealth of information regarding
provenance and current collections, among
other data. My own research has allowed me
to extend this catalogue to over 880 C-ware
vessels and fragments.* It is now possible to
see that these artefacts, though still a fairly
rare occurrence at any archaeological site,
occupied a greater place in the material
culture of Naqada IA-IIB than previously
envisaged.

There is only a minority of C-ware vessels
that can be considered to have figurative
decoration, although a number of geome-
tric decorations do also incorporate vegetal
elements, such as a single branch or plant.
Therefore, new additions to the corpus of
figurative decoration are always exciting
and help us to better understand the mea-
nings that such vessels and the painted
motifs carried for the Predynastic Egyp-
tians.’

Not all discoveries come from new exca-
vation: in the summer of 2018, I had the
opportunity to study a hitherto unpu-
blished example held by the Royal Ontario
Museum, Toronto (ROM; inv. 900.2.13,
Ponda C-0775).° The painted motifs are
poorly preserved, but close examination
permits a reconstruction of the decorative
scheme almost in its entirety: it consists of
an exceptional series of captives and two
victorious figures on the exterior of the ves-
sel and of two harpooned hippopotamuses
on its interior. A few additional designs,
including tassel-like motifs, complete the
decoration.

4. This corpus will progressively be made available from the autumn 2021 as the first published part of the Predynas-

tic Online Database (hereafter Ponda; see www.ponda.org).

5. See e.g., Navajas 2012; Droux 2016.

6. I would like to express my gratitude to Pr Krzysztof Grzymski, Senior Curator and to Cheryl Nairn, Collection
Technician, for permission to study the Predynastic painted vessels held by the Department of Art and Culture at
the ROM in June 2018. This vessel is now accessible on the ROM online catalogue.

ARCHEO-NIL o n°3l - Septembre 2021
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Most surprisingly, what looks like a near-
complete vessel today does in fact incorpo-
rate a C-ware sherd (Ponda C-0880) from
a different vessel. The reason for this odd
occurrence is no doubt to be found in the
modern history of the object. The Predy-
nastic collection of the ROM contains
twenty-three C-ware vessels, of which no
less than twenty were sourced together in
1900. These were bought from the anti-
quities dealer Muhammad Mohassib” by
Charles Trick Currelly together with forty-
eight other antiquities: the beaker under
consideration here was part of this pur-
chase. The information provided by the
dealer at the time indicated that all these
pieces were excavated in a single burial
near Qena. However, this cannot be true
since there are, beside the C-ware vessels,
a number of pieces that are, not of the
same time period, including D-ware ves-
sels.® The discrepancy between recorded
information and objects, and therefore the
lack of secure archaeological provenance,
raise the question of the authenticity of
the pieces: the early purchase date - less
than five years after Petrie’s excavations
at Nagada,’ when the first C-ware ves-
sels were documented in archaeological
context — suggests that they are unlikely
to be forgeries. As for the beaker 900.2.13
specifically, the inclusion of an extraneous
sherd to fill what was probably deemed
to be an unseemly gap by the dealer defi-
nitely proves the authenticity of both the
vessel and its decoration. Indeed, a sherd
of appropriate shape and painted on both
sides was chosen in order to match the rest
of the vessel. Its decoration is also poorly

7. Bierbrier 2012: 376-7.

preserved, so that it doesn’t stand out too
obviously against the beaker, and only a
detailed examination shows that the dia-
meter of the vessel it originated from was
slightly smaller than the beaker’s diameter.
The dealer was most likely motivated by
mercantile motives — a seemingly complete
vessel was certainly more valuable. But in
filling the gap in such a way, he also unwit-
tingly proved the authenticity of the bea-
ker and its decoration and inadvertently
brought to our attention the existence of
an otherwise unknown painted vessel.

The vessel and its decoration

The squat beaker belongs to the C-ware
class; it is made of Nile silt (Nile B) with
fine organic inclusions. It rests on a flat
base (D. 8.5 cm) and has slightly bulging
walls and a flaring rim (D. 19.1 cm; height:
13.1 cm).!? It is well polished, and the exte-
rior and upper interior are coated in a tho-
rough, red haematite slip, including the
base; the bottom of the interior surface of
the vessel was left uncoated. The decora-
tion was applied in thick off-white paint
that has flaked off and faded for the most
part.

The beaker consists of several pieces that
were glued back together, with a signifi-
cant gap partly filled by the inclusion of
the extraneous fragment (see below) and
plaster (?) filling. The surface is heavily
damaged, scratched, and eroded in parts,
especially along the break lines. In many
places, traces of the painted designs can,
however, be detected as buff lines that

8. C. Nairn, pers. comm. In the absence of secure information about the provenance of the purchased objects, even
the group of 20 C-ware vessels cannot be considered to come from a single burial. To date, as far as can be determi-
ned, the tomb with the largest number of C-ware vessels among its assemblage was tomb N1621 at Naqada, with six
C-ware vessels (see www.ponda.org); a tomb with twenty objects of this class would be highly unexpected.

9. Petrie & Quibell 1896.

10. The ratio between maximum diameter and height gives a Vessel Index Vi 147. Open vessels with a Vibetween 110—
160 are here termed ‘squat beakers’ (equivalent to Gefdssklasse 5 ‘Népfe’ in Hartmann’s typology (2016: I, 86-7); this
name is not based on nor does it indicate the assumed function of the vessel. For a similar shape, see C32N (Ash-
molean Museum AN 1896-1908 E.2780; Petrie 1921: pl. XXII; Ponda C-0151); its height is the same as that of the

Toronto vessel, but its diameter is ca. 2 cm narrower.
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Fig. 2

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13.

Detail of exterior
decoration
showing the
beginning of both
left and right
scenes, with the
two ‘chiefs’ @
and @), as well
as the shortest,
bound captives @
and @.

Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.

Fig. 3

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13.

Detail of exterior
decoration
showing part

of the left

scene, with tall
‘chief’ @, the

pair of bound
captives @-®),
and two medium
sized figures @-®
(from left to right).

Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.

Fig. 4

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13.
Detail of exterior
decoration
showing part of
the left scene,
with short bound
captive ® and
medium-sized
@-@ (from left
to right).

Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.

’
v 4
7

v

Fig. 5

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13.

Detail of exterior
decoration
showing the
connection
between the left
and right scenes,
with captives
®-@ (left) and
{-® (right hand-
side, from right
to left).

Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.
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Chiefs, bound captives, and harpooned hippopotamuses: an exceptional unpublished C-ware vessel in the Royal Ontario Museum

contrast against the shiny background
(see Figs 2a-7a), so that most of the ori-
ginal decoration can be reconstructed
(Figs 2b-7b & 8).!! However, one must be
careful not to include some buff traces that
result from the application of glue used for
mending,'* nor what appears to be added
white details over red-coloured gap-filling
material.?

S
S
S
\\\\ Extraneous sherd

Decoration on the exterior

The exterior of the beaker is decorated with
an exceptional series of thirteen human
figures.!* They have been depicted in three
different sizes instead of the usual two!?,
despite belonging only to two categories
of people: the tallest are to be considered
as ‘victorious figures’ or ‘chiefs’, and all the
others as captives. As is usual for C-ware

11. During my visit at the ROM, I had the opportunity to make a draft of the decoration and to take photographs
from twelve different angles, each time taking several shots with a tripod, shining light from a variety of directions.
Since I could not trace the decoration directly on the vessel in order to produce an epigraphically accurate drawing, I
resorted to tracing all visible details from the photographs, clearly indicating where paint actually remain and where
buff traces are still visible (Figs. 2b-7b). The rolled-out drawing (Fig. 8) was produced by illustrator Capucine Matti
from the traced drawings. Unfortunately, I haven't had the opportunity to collate my drawings and verify them with
the original beaker, so that there may be some errors and details that are not as precise as desired.

12. See esp. by the vertical break over the ‘chief” on the right scene @ (see Fig. 2a).

13. See esp. part of the front leg of the ‘chief” on the left scene @ (see Fig. 2a) and over breaks in the interior of the

vessel (see Fig. 7a).

14. Only the C-ware vessel from tomb U-239 at Abydos shows a larger group of human figures; see Table 1, no. 4.
15. For an overview of some vessels with human figures, see Graff 2004.

n°31 - Septembre 2021 o

Fig. 6

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13. Detail of
exterior decoration
showing part of

the right scene,
with medium-sized
captives -9, the
pair of short bound
captives @-@, and
the tall ‘chief’ @.
The extraneous sherd
is visible above the
figures (©-@.
Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.

Fig. 7

Beaker Toronto
900.2.13. Interior
decoration in top
view. The extraneous
sherd is visible in
bottom right.

Photograph and traced
drawing by the author.
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art, the decoration is not narrative in nature
nor a realistic rendering of reality; it is on
the contrary heavily imbued with symbo-
lism. 1

The figures can be divided into two scenes
that mirror one another!” but are never-
theless interlinked. The only clear divide
is to be found between the chiefs (D, ®),
who are placed back to back facing opposite
directions, each presiding over one of the
scenes. They each stand in front of a pair
of the smallest figures (-3, @-@); these
characters face one another and are bound
at the neck by a rope attached to a verti-
cal pole erected between them. Next come
four (@-@, left scene) and three ((0-®),
right scene) figures of intermediate size.
Figures ®-(® and (9 all face right and have a
line protruding from their neck. These lines
represent a rope that visibly loops around
the neck. The arm that one would expect to
detect to the right of captive ® is missing;
in addition, there is a small loop painted by
the wrist of his left arm, so that his arms are
likely shown tied behind his back in profile
rather than frontally. Figures @-® form a
third pair of captives; they face each other
and are bound by the neck to a pole'® placed
vertically between them, thus exactly mir-
roring the two pairs of the shortest captives.
Further, this group links the two scenes
together, with the pole serving as a virtual
division line. These examples clearly show
that despite the artist’s decision to adopt a
small and a medium size for these figures,
they should all be considered as captives.
This is less immediately obvious for two
of them. On the right scene, the upper part
of figure (0 is missing, so we cannot ascer-
tain whether a rope was tied to his neck.
He stands next to the pair of small bound

16. See e.g. Graff 2009; Hendricks & Eyckermann 2012.

captives and faces toward the chief, a posi-
tion and attitude mirrored in the left scene
by figure @. There is no clear sign that the
latter is bound, despite the relatively well-
preserved surface in this area.

All these figures are stylised in the extreme
and are little more than stick figures. A
single, long vertical line represents their
neck, torso, and ‘front’ leg.!” The back leg
is drawn parallel to the front leg in its lower
part and turns an angle just below the level
of the waist,?® where it joins the other line.
The arms, when present and/or visible, join
the line a fair distance below the head and
are painted frontally on both sides of the
body (except for figure &), see above), with
a marked angle at the elbow. The wrists
connect again to the vertical line (sometimes
not touching it) just above the waist. The
hands, not always shown, point outward.
It seems that the arms of captive @ are not
indicated at all. The same is true of the two
chiefs, which is more striking. Indeed, from
the known parallels where chiefs and cap-
tives appear together (Table 1, nos 1, 4-6),
one would expect them to be shown with
raised arms or perhaps holding a weapon
or a rope binding the captives. There is a
strange line that seems to connect the top
of the head (or the headdress) to the neck of
the chief 3, but it is most unlikely to repre-
sent his arms. It is far too small for this,
and considering the length of the medium-
sized captives’ necks, one would expect the
shoulders of the chiefs to be further down
the body. The absence of their arms cannot
be easily explained, but it doesn’t seem to be
caused by the state of the preservation of the
beaker’s decoration.*!

In front of the waist of both chiefs are filled-
in protrusions that angle upwards that can

17. In the descriptions below, ‘left’ and ‘right’ scenes correspond to the division adopted on Fig. 8; the left scene
comprises human figures - and the right scene figures (3-®).

18. Since the vertical line doesn’t reach the bottom of the vessel (and this is not due to preservation), it can be argued
that it is not a pole, but the extremity of the rope hanging between them.

19. The ‘front’ and ‘back’ legs can be the right or left leg depending of the orientation of the figure.
20. This angle is clearly not meant to represent the knee of the figures.

21. The arms of the victorious figure and of the hunters on vessel Abydos U-415/1 (see Table 1, no. 1) are not clearly
indicated either, so that their absence may be more puzzling to us than it was during the early predynastic period.
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Collection Provenance Ponda

Abydos, antiquities magazine, no. U-415/1 Abydos, tomb U-415 C-0022

Hartung 2002: 89, fig. 4; Dreyer et al. 2003: 74-5, 80-2, fig. 5, pl. 15a ; Graff 2004: 75, no.

Prisonners, no hunt

E 6, 79, fig. 7; Graff 2009: cat. 161; Hartung 2010: fig. 4b; Hendrickx & Eyckerman 2010: fig. 4;
o Hendrickx 2011: fig. 3; Droux 2015: cat. 1.64; Hartmann 2016: |: 271; Il: 146, cat. no. 1374,
2 pl. 130.
:; Abydos, antiquities magazine, no. U-415/2 Abydos, tomb U-415 C-0023
% Hartung 2002: 89, fig. 4; Dreyer et al. 2003: 78, 83-85, fig. 6a, pl. 15b; Graff 2004: 75, no.
Q 7, 79, fig. 8; Graff 2009: cat. 162; Hartung 2010: fig. 4c; Hendrickx & Eyckerman 2010: fig. 4;
5 Hendrickx 2011: fig. 3; Droux 2015: cat. 1.63; Hartmann 2016: I: 271; Il: 146, cat. no. 1375,
2 pl. 130.
o

Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, ROM 900.2.13 | No provenance | c-0775

Royal Ontario Museum online catalogue.

Cairo, Egyptian Museum, JE 99072 | Abydos, tomb U-239 | c-0019

Dreyer, Hartung & Pumpenmeier 1998: 111-4, figs 12.1, 13, pl. 6, d-f; Garfinkel 2003: 237,
fig. 11.4b-d, 239, fig. 11.6a; Graff 2004: 74-5, no. 1, fig. 2; Graff 2009: cat. 155; Hartmann
2016: 1: 242, fig. 115d; 1l: 71, cat. no. 698, pl. 65.

Brussels, Royal Museum of Art and History, C-0158

E. 3002

No provenance

Scharff 1928: 268-269, pl. XXVIII; Baumgartel 1947: 64-5, fig. 14; Vandier 1952: 287,

fig. 194; Asselberghs 1961: 302, cat. 9, pl. VI; Williams 1988: 47-48, 93, fig. 35; Davis 1989:
122-123; Hendrickx, 1994: 22-23, cat. 3; Hendrickx 1998; Garfinkel 2003: 35, fig. 2.5.10;
238, fig. 11.5; 239, fig. 11.6b; Graff 2004: 74, no. 2, 76, fig. 3; Graff 2009: cat. 145; Royal
Museum of Art and History online catalogue.

London, Petrie Museum, UC 15339 No provenance C-0437

Capart 1905: 35-6, fig. 13; Petrie 1920: pl. XVIII, 74; Petrie 1921: pl. XXV, 100M; Baumgartel
1947: 55, fig. b, 1; Vandier 1952: 271, fig. 173; Arkell 1975: 40-1, fig. 18, 9; Adams 1988:
fig. 28d; Williams 1988: 49-51, 93, fig. 36; Garfinkel 2003: 236-7, figs 11.3e, 11.4a; Graff
2004: 74, no. 3, 77, fig. 4; Graff 2009: cat. 148; Petrie Museum online catalogue.

be interpreted as penis sheaths. All the other
figures have a loop appendage at the same
place, that either represent the male sex if
the captives are considered to be naked, or
a different type of penis sheath.?> There are
only five other known C-ware vessels with
representations of captives (see Table 1)
out of a corpus of at least 22 vessels with
human figures (see also Table 2).?> With
the exception of vessel U415/2 (Table 1,
no. 2), captives are always shown together

with victorious figures, and their penis
sheaths and/or male sex is systematically
differentiated. In fact, the captives almost
always have a loop that is not filled, while
this never occurs with the representation
of the chiefs. The vessel found in tomb
U-239 at Abydos (Table 1, no. 4) is the only
exception: a small straight stroke is painted
at the waist of the captives and appears to
be an indication of nakedness rather than a
penis sheath; whether the same interpreta-

22. Their identification as male is however beyond doubt, as suggested already by Scharff (1928: 269); see Graff

(2004: 82).

23. A few additional C-ware sherds contain parts of human figures of which three were found at Hierakonpolis
(Ponda C-0127, C-0129, C-0604). Excluding sherds, the 22 listed vessels only represent about 3.6% of all complete
or near-complete C-ware vessels, much less than the 16% suggested by Graft (2004: 79). We exclude from the list two
vessels in the Museo Egizio in Turin (S. 1823, S. 1827, see Graff 2009: cat. 172, 017, respectively, and Ponda FAK-
0001, FAK-0004, respectively): their decoration is most unlikely to be authentic.

Table 1
C-ware vessels
with depictions
of human figures
where captives
are present.
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Table 2 ¢ C-ware vessels with depictions of human figures where captives are not present.

Collection Provenance Ponda
7 | Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, AN 1909.1026 Abydos, tomb B5 C-0012
Ayrton & Loat 1911: 35, pl. XXVII, 13 (top); Petrie 1921: pl. LXI, 100H (top); Vandier 1952: 283, fig. 190;
Finkenstaedt 1980: 117, fig. 1; Behrman 1989: doc. 25b; Payne 1993: 61, cat. 411, fig. 29; Osborn & Osbornova
1998: 145, fig. 13-12; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Graff 2009: cat. 84; Whitehouse 2009: 5; Droux 2015:
cat. 1.38.
8 | Abydos, antiquities magazine, no. U-415/2 | Abydos, tomb U-637 | C-0024
§ Dreyer et al. 2003: 78, 84-5, fig. 7; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Graff 2009: cat. 63; Hartung 2010: fig. 3d;
= Droux 2015: cat. 1.16; Hartmann 2016: |: 242, fig. 115f; II: 191, cat. no. 1721, pl. 165.
o
S| 9 | oxford, Ashmolean Museum, AN 1896-1908 E.2785 | Mahasna, tomb Nag el-Alawna, L209 | C-0171
T Garstang 1903: 5, pl. Ill, 1, 2; Petrie, 1920: pl. XXXIII, 1; Petrie 1921: pl. XX, 5S; Vandier 1952: 282-3, fig. 189;
Fischer 1968: 21, no. (2), fig. 15b; Finkenstaedt 1980: 118, fig. 3; Behrman 1989: doc. 23b; Payne 1993: 58,
cat. 389, fig. 27; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Graff 2009: cat. 98; Droux 2015: cat. 1.33.
10 | New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, MMA No provenance C-0447
12.182.15
Myers 1933: pl. XI, 2-3; Behrman 1989: doc. 24f; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Graff 2009: cat. 86;
Droux 2015: cat. 1.39; Metropolitan Museum online catalogue.
.:CES- 11 | New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, MMA 35.10 No provenance C-0556
‘g Behrman 1989: doc. 25a; Hayes 1990: 11, fig. 10; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Graff 2009: cat. 117;
S Hendrickx 2011: fig. 1; Droux 2015: cat. 1.30; Metropolitan Museum online catalogue.
€ | 12 | Cairo, Egyptian Museum, CG 2076 / JE 31064; Abydos, tomb U-264 C-0020
2 Abydos, antiquities magazine, no. U-264/4
= Morgan 1896: pl. II, 5; Budge 1902: 99; Capart 1905: 112, fig. 84; von Bissing 1913: 22-3, cat. 2076, pl. VII; Petrie
‘_E 1920: pl. XXIll, 2; Vandier 1952: 279-80, fig. 184; Asselberghs 1961: 303, cat. 11, pl. VIl; Behrman 1989: doc.
<3 25¢; Hendrickx & Depraetere 2004: table 3; Hartmann 2008: 167-79, figs. 4, 5 ; Graff 2009: cat. 74; Hartung 2010:
o fig. 3c; Hendrickx 2010: 111-2; Hendrickx & Eyckerman 2010: fig. 7; Hendrickx 2011: fig. 7; Droux 2015: cat. 1.19;
I Hartmann 2016: I: 242, fig. 115g; II: 83, cat. no. 806, pl. 76.
13 | Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, MFA 11.1460 Abydos, cemetery U, surface find (Peet) | C-0009
- Peet 1914: 15, pl. IV, 1, 27; Petrie 1921: pl. XXV, 100E; Vandier 1952: 282, fig. 188; Graff 2009: cat. 113; Droux
5 2015: cat. 1.14; Hartmann 2016: |: 242, fig. 115e ; II: 7, cat. no. 75, pl. 9; Museum of Fine Arts online catalogue.
=
o | 14 | Hildesheim, Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum, 5411 No provenance C-0396
§ Unpublished.
8 15 | London, Petrie Museum, UC 15328 No provenance C-0428
Petrie 1902: pl. H, 5; Capart 1905: 110, fig. 82; Petrie 1920: pl. XVI, 63; Petrie 1921: pl. XX, 5M; Behrman 1989:
doc. 27h; Graff 2009: cat. 25; Droux 2015: cat. 1.32; Petrie Museum online catalogue.
€ | 16 | Princeton, University Art Museum, y1930-493 | No provenance (Gebelein?) | C-0110
>
< Kantor 1953: 76-8, figs. 1F, 2F, 3B, 4B; Graff 2009: cat. 52; Navajas 2012: pl. XXIX, c—e; Princeton University Art
E Museum online catalogue.
; 17 | Copenhagen, Nationalmuseet, 5483 | No provenance, likely Abydos | C-0388
5 Kantor 1948: 49, fig. 3D; Droux 2015: cat. 1.59; Hendrickx et al. 2018.
18 | London, Petrie Museum, UC 9547 | Badari, tomb 3802 | C-0047
Brunton & Caton-Thompson 1928: 51, pl. XXXVIII, 70k, pl. XLVIII; Vandier 1952: 285, fig. 193; Graff 2009: cat. 11;
Petrie Museum online catalogue.
€ | 19 | Cairo, Egyptian Museum, CG 2077 / JE 26541 | Gebelein or Mohalla | C-0101
3
i Morgan 1896: pl. lll; Jéquier 1917: Wendorf 1968: 20, pl. 4; Graff 2009: cat. 141
% 20 | Hannover, Museum August Kestner, inv. 1978.13 | No provenance | C-0394
g Unpublished.
@ | 21 | London, Petrie Museum, UC 15330 | No provenance | C-0430
o
=z Petrie 1920: pl. XVI, 65; Petrie 1921: pl. XXIll, 56; Graff 2004; Graff 2009: cat. 89.
22 | Moscow, Pushkin Museun of Fine Art, inv. |, 1a 4777 | No provenance | c-0537
Scharff 1926: pl. I, 2; Scharff 1928: pl. XXVII, 4; Houtart 1934: 28-9, fig. 1; Baumgartel 1947: 64, fig. 13, 2; Vandier
1952: 285, fig. 192; Leclant & Huard 1980: 46, fig. 1; 49; 277, fig. 99, 1; Hodjash 2005: 16, no. 2; Graff 2009: cat. 9.
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tion should be adopted for the loops is pos-
sible, but not certain. The Toronto beaker
is an important addition to this very small
corpus of artefacts, since it strengthens the
view that the marked difference between
the captives” and chiefs’ waists is not acci-
dental but clearly intentional, and furthers
the iconographic distinction between the
two status.

The large, rounded heads and headdresses
of the two chiefs are also strikingly different
from the heads of the prisoners. Their head-
dresses are drawn similarly but slightly dif-
fer in particular details. That of figure @
seems to consist of four lines protruding
from the top of the head, crossed over by
three or four horizontal lines; the headdress
of chief @ has five protruding lines. Com-
parison with a well-detailed depiction on
a bottle of unknown provenance (Table 1,
no. 5) suggests that these headdresses were
made of vegetal elements: each of the four
protruding lines have small leaves painted

24. Scharff (1928: 268) already identified them as “twigs”.

25. ‘Personnages hirsutes, see Graff (2004, 2009).

= 7 iy,
\

i

along their edges, which infers that they
may be made from small tree branches.?
The cross-check pattern on the Toronto
beaker headdresses appears to mimic the
same motif, but in a more schematic, cru-
der way. In marked contrast, the heads of
the captives have a prominent, ‘beak-like’
profile and three long strands of braided
or curly hair floating behind them. They
do not wear any headdress. In that respect,
they fit comfortably into the surprisingly
coherent group of C-ware captives.?

Next to the two victorious figures and ele-
ven captives are a few other elements deco-
rating the upper part of the exterior of the
beaker. First, a long band of parallel, ver-
tical strokes runs over the succession of
medium-sized captives. It is limited by a
concentric line painted on the lip?® and
another one ca. 1.5 cm below. The lower
horizontal line extends further above the
two pairs of the smallest bound captives;
three tassel-like designs are painted above

26. This line was most likely fully concentric, but the surface of the lip is particularly eroded and prevents certainty.

Fig. 8
Beaker Toronto
900.2.13, roll-

out drawing

of the exterior
decoration,

with left scene
(figures O-@),
from left to

right) and the
right scene
(figures @-®),
from right to left).

Drawing from
photographs and traced
drawings by Capucine
Matti.
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©

Fig. 9 ¢ Selection of artefacts with flail motifs. Not to scale.

a. Bowl from Abydos, Tomb U-264, (Table 3, no. 1), © courtesy DAI Cairo.

b. Bowl, no provenance, Musée des Confluences inv. 90000135 (Table 3, no. 8), drawing by Merel Eyckerman..
C. Jar from Nagada, Tomb 1471, AN 1895.323, courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford (Table 3, no. 12), photograph and drawing by the author.
d. Bottle, no provenance, LgAe BU 03, courtesy of Antikenmuseum und Sammlung Ludwig (Table 3, no. 5), photograph by the author.

€. Bottle, no provenance, Petrie Museum UC 15334, (Table 3, no. 7). Photograph by the author.
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that line on the left scene, while the exact
arrangement in this area of the right scene
is uncertain because of the gap. The conti-
nuation of the lower horizontal line seems
certain as its extremity can be seen joining
the only fully preserved tassel-like design.
Although we cannot establish where exactly
the series of vertical strokes ended, there
is sufficient space for two more tassel-like
designs in the gap and to its right, where the
surface is unfortunately poorly preserved.
It is guaranteed that there were at least two
tassel-designs based on the presence of two
wavy lines that cannot belong to the pres-
erved one.

Several other artefacts with similar designs
are recorded in Predynastic art (see Table 3,
Fig. 9), but this motif has so far eluded a
convincing identification and interpreta-
tion. Petrie considered the designs painted
on a bowl from Mahasna (Table 3, no. 2)
as female representations; Payne suggested
that the motif painted on one of the narrow
sides of the box from el-Amra (Table 3,
no. 11) mightbe a fishing trap;”” Wolterman
considers them to be sunshades;*® Hart-
mann suggests that those painted inside
a bowl from Abydos (Table 3, no. 1, see
Fig. 9a) may be related to skin-emblems.?
In her catalogue, Graff divides the tassel-
like designs into four different types of
motifs. She follows Petrie’s interpretation
on two occasions and includes them in her
table of signs representing female figures
(Table 3, nos 2, 10),%° while another one
is interpreted as wavy water lines (Table 3,
no. 6).3! She further lists two more tassel-
like designs (Table 3, nos 5, 7), but consi-

ders them as unidentifiable motifs.** For
Hendrickx, the meaning of the motif is to
be found in a visual connection with the
ventral mane of the Barbary sheep.*?

We first suggest here that all these tassel-
like designs belong to a single group and all
represent the same ‘thing’. This assumption
is based on their shared primary characte-
ristics even when considering the variation:
they are always shown in a hanging position
with a series of undulating lines at the bot-
tom, often with a small extension at the top,
presumably for hanging or connecting to
something else that is not included in the
design. On the Toronto beaker, the undu-
lating lines are painted in a manner similar
to the hair of captives, but we should not
assume that human hair was necessarily
intended for the tassel-like designs. Indeed,
on the vessel in Lyon (Table 3, no. 7;
Fig. 9b), the undulating lines mirror those
of the frontal mane of the Barbary sheep.**
It is possible that these lines represent free-
floating elements; they are perhaps strings
that are attached to the central part of the
designs, which is potentially a more robust
element and represented with the most
variety. In some cases, X-like lines are a
visually significant feature, whether they
are created by two triangles connected at
their tip (Table 3, nos 1 [hanging from
the rim] and 2, see Fig. 9a) or by lines
crossing through the centre of rectangular
motifs (Table 3, nos 4, 11-13, see Fig. 9¢);
in one case (Table 3, no. 5, see Fig. 9d),
the rectangular motif is crosshatched. On
three vessels, the central motif is more cir-
cular (Table 3, nos 3, 7, 10, see Fig. 9e).

27. Payne 1993: 79-80. This box has often been included in the corpus of C-ware artefacts (e.g., Graff, 2009: cat. 171).
However, it is made of rough fabric and is painted with black pigment, so that it should be considered separately. It
remains however true that it is contemporaneous with the period of production of C-ware vessels, since it is dated
by context to Naqada IC; the decorative themes also closely relate to C-ware art (see Droux 2015: cat. 3.1).

28. Wolterman 2001-2002: 9-10.
29. Hartmann 2008: 171-4.

30. Graff 2009: 151, sign Hf7; see also Graff 2004: 78-9.

31. Graft 2009: 181, sign G6-G7.
32. Graff 2009: 183, 188, signs Ni5 and Ni54.

33. Hendricks, Midant-Reynes & Eyckerman 2010: 56-8. See also Hendricks et al. 2009: 231, n. 20.

34, See note 31.
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On two examples, the central motif is not
shown: the free-floating undulating lines
either hang from a horizontal line or are
connected directly to the hanging exten-
sion (Table 3, nos 6, 8, resp.) The tassel-
like designs on the Toronto beaker have
a more-or-less circular central element
in the left scene: one with chevrons in its
centre, one with concentric lines, and the
last one with two vertical lines. In the right
scene, the only preserved motif is triangu-
lar. At any rate, the presence of tassel-like
designs with fairly different central parts
on the same vessel that all occupy the same
place in the decoration proves that all these
motifs belong to a single, coherent group.
The number of tassel-like motifs depicted
on the Toronto beaker is notable, but they
do occur in multiple examples on several
vessels, with up to four on the bowl from
Zawaida (Table 3, no. 4).

Interpreting this group and determining
what ‘thing’ these tassel-like motifs repre-
sent is challenging, and our proposition
is only tentative. We first observe that in
many cases, they appear in a context that
includes either captives (the Toronto bea-
ker), wild animals that are obviously prey
(Table 3, nos. 1, 5-7, 10, 12), wild animals
that are not obviously prey (Table 3, nos 8,
11, 13), and boats (Table 3, nos 1, 11-12).
There are only three C-ware vessels where
the designs are only in association with
geometric designs, such as crosshatched
rectangles (Table 3, no. 2), panels filled
with polka dots (Table 3, no. 3), and ver-
tical series of connected hatched triangles
(Table 3, no. 4). The hunt, captives, and
boats are all part of the symbolic visual nar-
rative of power used by Predynastic elites,
and the tassel-like designs should therefore
be understood in this specific context: they
are most likely powerfacts. In these com-

plex iconographic scenes, they become
controlling elements, even when depicted
with animals that are not obviously prey;
in fact, their presence alone may be enough
to modify our understanding of the scenes.
The hunt, control, and/or capture of wild
animals can be symbolically represented
by dogs, a crosshatched net, or a harpoon,
without human presence; the tassel-like
motif seems to have played a similar role. If
this interpretation is correct, then the Bar-
bary sheep (Table 3, no. 8), hippopotamus
(Table 3, no. 11), and ibex (Table 3, no. 13)
should be reconsidered as prey too.

It is necessary to consider the nature of the
man-made object behind the two-dimen-
sional tassel-like depictions. The wildly
different interpretations offered so far, ran-
ging from stylised female figures to fishing
traps to sunshades demonstrate that it is not
an easy task. The inclusion of the motif in
scenes displaying captives and several wild
animal species prevents its identification as
a weapon or a trap. Indeed, in C-ware art,
each type of hunt includes specific symbols
of power and control: dogs chase desert
antelopes, crocodiles are captured with
nets,* and hippopotamuses are harpooned;
captives are bound by ropes and sometimes
controlled with maces. A different weapon
that could be used interchangeably between
all types of hunting and control scenes is
therefore rather unlikely.

We would like to tentatively suggest an alter-
native interpretation. The tassel-like motif
seems to be similar to a symbol that later
became a recurring element of royal regalia:
the flail.* The fringe of free-floating undula-
ting lines would be akin to the flail’s strings
- not yet standardised to three strands - atta-
ched to the central part. If this central ele-
ment was made of woven material, it would
perhaps help explain the variety of designs

35. Crocodiles are shown hunted with harpoons on a D-ware jar from Naqada tomb N193 (Naqada IIC-IID, Oxford,
Ashmolean Museum, AN 1895.579; see Payne 1993: 112, cat. no. 917, fig. 49, Ponda D-0762), but the use of this
weapon in the context of the crocodile hunt is not attested during earlier periods.

36. We do however not suggest that the pharaonic flail finds its origin in the early predynastic period. As far as we
are aware, there is no evidence of the continued use of that symbol between Naqada IIA-B and the early Dynastic
period; Narmer is shown holding a flail on the Narmer palette.
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encountered, especially the circular ones. As Insofar as the Toronto beaker is concerned,
to the extension at the top, it may represent a the six flails can be interpreted as powerfacts
diminutive handle or just a thong that could that are painted in addition to the two vic-
be attached to a handle. torious figures. They are placed above the
Collection Provenance Ponda Table 3 )
Representations

1 | Cairo, Egyptian Museum, CG 2076 / JE 31064; Abydos, tomb U-264 C-0020 of tassel-like/

Abydos, antiquities magazine, no. U-264/4 flail motifs in
predynastic art.
See Table 2, no. 12. See infra, Fig. 9a.

2 | Yale, Peabody Museum of Natural History, inv. 6797 Mahasna, tomb H88 C-0169
Ayrton & Loat 1911: 34, pl. XXIV, 3; Petrie. 1920: 16; Petrie 1921: pl. LXI, 100K; Vandier
1952: 258, fig. 182; Graff 2009: cat. 123; Yale, Peabody Museum of Natural History online
catalogue.

3 | Berkeley, Phoebe A. Hirst Museum of Anthropology, Nagada ed-Deir, tomb 7199 | C-0224
inv. 6-4328
Lythgoe & Dunham 1965: 101-2, fig. 42; Friedman 1981: 201, pl. 12A; Berkley Phoebe A.
Hearst Museum of Anthropology online catalogue.

4 | St-Germain-en-Laye, Musée d'Archéologie nationale, Zawaida, context unknown C-0574
inv. 77.709 u
Musée des Antiquités Nationales (ed.) 1982: 148-9, no. 77.709 u; Graff 2009: cat. 80.

K%} See infra, Fig. 9f.

)

A 15 | Basel, Antikenmuseum und Sammlung Ludwig, LgAe No provenance C-0345

g BU 03

% Sotheby's 1976; Page-Gasser & Wiese 1997: cat. 4a; Wiese 2001: 28, cat. 3a; Graff 2009:

= cat. 147; Droux 2015: cat. 1.51. See infra, Fig. 9d.

© 6 | Berlin, Agyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung | No provenance (Khozam?) | C-0512
Scharff 1926: 17, pl. 1, 2; Scharff 1931: 118, cat. 258, fig. 36, pl. 11; Kaiser 1967: 10,
no. 33, fig. 31-35 (centre); Graff 2009: cat. 112.

7 | London, Petrie Museum, UC 15334 | No provenance | C-0434
Petrie 1920: pl. XVII, 69; Petrie 1921: pl. XXV, 96L; Vandier 1952: 271, fig. 173; Graff 2009:
cat. 143; Petrie Museum online catalogue. See infra, Fig. 9e.

8 | Lyon, Musée des Confluences, inv. 90000135 | No provenance | C-0555
Hendrickx et al. 2010: cat. 24, 56-7, 108; Navajas 2012: 173, pl. XXX, c; Droux 2015:
cat. 1.25. See infra, Fig. 9b.

9 | Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, ROM 900.2.13 | No provenance | C-0775
See Table 1, no. 3.

10 | Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum, ROM 910.85.88 | No provenance | C-0465
Hoffman, Willoughby & Stanton 1988: 61-2, cat. 4; Graff 2009: cat. 156; Droux 2015:
cat. 1.61.

11 | Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, AN 1896-1908 E.2816 | el-Amra, tomb a41 |

3 Randall-Maclver & Mace 1902: 16, 36, pl. Xll, 10-13; Capart 1905: 132, fig. 105; Williams

m & Logan 1987: 260; Payne 1993: 79-80, cat. 600, fig. 32; Behrmann 1989: doc. 30;
Wolterman 2001-2002: fig. 4; Graff 2009: cat. 171; Droux 2015: cat. 3.1. See infra, Fig. 9c.

12 | Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, AN 1895.323 | Nagada, tomb 1471 |

[%]

° Petrie & Quibell 1896: pl. LI, 9, 27, LI, 113; Behrmann 1989: Doc. 31a; Droux 2015:

_g' cat. 4.10.

2 13 | Berlin, Agyptisches Museum und Papyrussammiung, Uncertain (Khozam?)

2 AM 22392
Wolterman 2001-2002: fig. 7.
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Fig. 10

Bowl Cairo

Museum CG 2071,
after von Bissing

54

1898: pl. IV.

two pairs of the smallest captives (-3,
@-Q@), but also immediately in front of
figures @ and likely @); the lack of clearly
visible binding for these two latter captives
may in fact be due to the presence of the
flails, which may have been deemed suffi-
cient expressions of their inferior status.

Decoration on the interior

As mentioned above, the Toronto beaker is
also decorated on the interior (Fig. 7), and
the scene perfectly complements the exte-
rior scene discussed above. Originally, two
hippopotamuses facing left were painted
on opposite sides, with several geometric
designs added between them. Unfortuna-
tely, most of the body of one of the hippopo-
tamuses is lost in the gap, with only its back
legs and part of its belly still recognisable. It
is difficult to determine if the bodies of both
animals were filled in the same manner with
zigzag designs, but the remaining traces
suggest otherwise. The preserved hippopo-
tamus has a short tail, rounded belly, short
legs that end with a slight indication of the

37. See Droux 2015.
38. Because of the gap, it is not clear whether the same motif was painted in front of the second hippopotamus.
39. See Droux 2015: cat. 1.10; Ponda C-0112, with references.
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feet, and a square head. Its ears (or eyes) are
represented by a small protuberance near
the top of the head, and his incisive tusks
protrude from the mouth. The muzzle is fil-
led with parallel lines. Generally speaking,
this hippopotamus perfectly fits the usual
iconography of the animal in C-ware art.”’
A vertical line is clearly visible at the tip
of the hippopotamus head; it extends
downward over the part of the vessel that
remained unpolished and unslipped. This
is a rare occurrence among C-ware vessels,
especially as the artist did not just acci-
dentally go a little beyond the limit: the
line ends with a double loop that is enti-
rely painted on the rough surface and the
same happened on the opposite side of the
vessel. These lines represent the ropes, coi-
led at their extremity, attached to harpoon
heads that are stuck in the animals’ muzzles
or mouths. The scene is therefore a hun-
ting scene, where only prey and weapon are
shown, but not the hunters. This is far from
unusual for hippopotamus hunts.

The rest of the decoration is fairly conven-
tional and mirrored on both sides of the
vessel. There is an oblique band with paral-
lel horizontal lines in front of the hippo-
potamus?®® with a delicately painted group
of horizontal wavy zigzags next to it and a
downturned crosshatched triangle reaching
the backside of the other hippopotamus.
This scene finds its closest parallel in the
Cairo Museum C-ware bowl CG 2071
(Fig. 10), said to come from either Gebe-
lein or Abydos.* Two hippopotamuses
are shown in exactly the same position
and attitude, although their bodies are fil-
led with chevrons. One of the animals is
harpooned in the mouth, and the rope of
the weapon, coiled at its extremity, is also
painted on bottom of the bowl that was left
rough. Between the two animals are two
large downturned triangles filled with fine
crosshatching.
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The extraneous sherd

Little can be said about the decoration of
the vessel that the extraneous sherd origi-
nated from. On the exterior (see Fig. 6),
the motifs are quite unusual, with a design
shaped like a large X. It is not impossible
that it may be a half-preserved flail motif
composed of two inverted triangles connec-
ted at their tip, in a manner similar to the
bowl from Abydos prior to the discovery of
its missing sherd (Fig. 9a). The lines to its
left could belong to an animal, possibly the
backside of a hippopotamus with remnants
of the short tail, upper part of the back legs
and the extremity of the lines decorating the
body. On the interior, the sherd is decora-
ted with a series of parallel oblique lines that
may belong to the filling of a downturned
triangle (see Fig. 7). However, the preser-
ved fragment is too small for certainty, and
it cannot be associated with any other loose
C-ware sherds nor attributed to a partially
preserved vessel thus far.

Conclusion

The Toronto C-ware beaker fits perfectly
within a recognised pictorial tradition that
used heavy symbolism and powerfacts to
represent the status enjoyed by the elites of
the early Predynastic period. It combines
depictions of captives and victorious figures
together with hippopotamuses shown as
prey, and thus shares clear similarities
with two vessels found at Abydos in tomb
U-415. The message is clear: the victorious
figures, most likely representing a chief,
is all-powerful and rules over the human
realm and appropriates the forces of nature
by killing hippopotamuses, the strongest
and most fearsome animal of their environ-
ment.

The presence of tassel-like designs allows us
to review this motif in Predynastic art and
to see that it is a powerfact often associated

40. See Finkenstaedt 1980.
41. See Droux 2015.

with hunting, captives, and boats. We sug-
gest that the motif should be identified as a
flail, which was hitherto not known to have
existed prior to the reign of king Narmer.
This proposition is only tentative and open
to debate; however, alternative interpre-
tations should take into consideration all
the occurrences of these strange-looking
depictions, since they doubtlessly form a
coherent group and represent the same
artefact and/or idea.

Determining the likely provenance of a
C-ware vessel based on the themes repre-
sented on it or its style is notoriously
precarious.** However, we can note that
depictions of harpooned hippopotamuses
predominantly come from Abydos and sur-
rounding area,*! as do most human repre-
sentations — all early Predynastic depictions
of captives with a known provenance come
from Abydos, with the exception of the
three bound prisoners found on the main
wall of the painted Tomb 100 at Hierakon-
polis (however, this tomb post-dates the
period of production of C-ware vessels). It
is therefore likely that the Toronto beaker
comes from Abydos, or at least that it was
produced there. Further, it is possible to
suggest that its closest parallel - the Cairo
Museum bowl CG 2071 - was painted by
the same person or at the same workshop:
its hippopotamuses, harpoons, and cross-
hatched triangles offer too many similari-
ties for coincidence. As a consequence, this
latter bowl is more likely to have come from
Abydos than Gebelein, which have both
been indicated as its possible provenance.
Having purchased this vessel in Egypt turns
out to have been a rather lucky investment
for Charles Trick Currelly: two vessels for
the price of one, and in more ways than one:
a beaker and an unrelated fragment; a dual,
mirrored, and elaborate decoration on the
exterior with captives under the control of
victorious figures; and a complementary
double-scene of harpooned hippopota-
muses. This vessel, despite the poor state
of preservation of its painted decoration, is
altogether a remarkable addition to the cor-
pus of C-ware vessels.
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Addendum

After this article was written and peer-
reviewed, an unpublished C-ware bottle
without known provenance or current
location was brought to our attention. The
decorative theme echoes that of the Toronto
vessel with a series of bound human figures
and chiefs. A ‘tassel-like motif is held by one
of the chiefs who appears to hold a knife to
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the head of one of the prisoners. This opens
a new avenue of investigation and the identi-
fication of the tassels with flails as proposed
here may already need revision. Other fin-
dings discussed in this article remain howe-
ver valid: all tassel-like motifs represent the
same artefact, and that this artefact is used in
iconography as a powerfact. The vessel and
its iconography will be published in detail in
the next issue of Archéo-Nil.
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