
 
 

 
 
 

The Corpus of Potmarks from Tarkhan  
Lisa Mawdsley 

 
Introduction 
 
From January 1912 to early March 1913, Flinders Petrie and a small team spent two short 
winter seasons at the cemetery site of Tarkhan in the Memphite-Fayum region. The principal 
results of these investigations were published in two excavation reports commonly referred to 
as Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) and Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914).  The reports and 
accompanying tomb cards provide a wealth of data on the site, particularly in relation to a 
significant corpus of potmarks. This paper takes the opportunity to report on the results of a 
recent unpublished study on the potmarks of Tarkhan (Mawdsley 2006a).   

 
Tarkhan  
 
The necropolis of Tarkhan is situated on the west bank of the Nile in the Memphite-Fayum 
region. With over 2000 burials it is the second largest Late Predynastic-Early Dynastic 
cemetery in Egypt after Helwan (Jeffreys and Tavares 1994, 143; Köhler 2004, 299). The 
cemetery was in use from the Naqada IIIA period until the end the First Dynasty, with 
sporadic re-use from the Old Kingdom through to the Roman period (Petrie and Mackay 
1915).  
 
The site is divided into two spatially and topographically separate areas commonly referred to 
as the hill and valley cemeteries (Ellis 1996, 153).  The hill cemeteries occupy a wide area 
running north-south across the site with each hill assigned a letter from A to S.  There are 
approximately 1046 burials marked on the maps for hills A-S, but only 174 of these are 
actually identified with tomb numbers (Petrie et al. 1913, LXX-LXXVI; Petrie 1914, XLVII).  
Due to wind and rain storms, many of the numbers written on limestone blocks used to 
identify the positions of burials in the hills were lost, resulting in tombs being mapped but not 
numbered (Petrie et al. 1913, 29). This loss of data makes it impossible to conduct any 
meaningful analysis on the spatial distribution of tombs with potmarks in the hill cemeteries. 
This is both unfortunate and frustrating as 70 of the 79 tombs containing vessels with 
potmarks are situated in these hills. 
 
The valley cemetery lies in a wadi that runs through the site in an approximate east-west 
direction, separating hills A-H from hills K-Q (Petrie et al. 1913, LXIX; Petrie 1914, 
XLVIII). During the second season approximately 1099 burials in the valley cemetery were 
excavated, numbered and the majority mapped (Petrie 1914, XLVI).1  To date, only nine of 
these tombs have been identified as containing vessels with potmarks. A further 38 graves, 
the majority of which were located in hills M, Q and in the plateau area above hill P, were 
also excavated during this season. For reasons unknown not all of these tombs were mapped. 
Some of these tombs contained marks and are part of the total of 70 tombs with marks in the 
hills mentioned above. 
 
The Corpus 
 
Tarkhan has the fourth largest number of published potmarks from cemetery contexts after 
Abydos, Saqqara and Minshat Abu Omar (van den Brink 1992, fig.4; Kroeper 2000, 188). To 

                                                           
1 This figure also includes graves recorded in the tomb cards but not mapped. Many of these graves are from an 
area of the valley towards the cultivation discussed by Petrie (1914, 22-23).  



 
 

 
 
 

date, 350 marks for the site have been identified (Mawdsley 2006a, 2006b, 2008).  Of this 
number, 282 marks were published in the excavation reports, with 189 marks illustrated in 
Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) and 93 marks illustrated in Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914).  The 
remaining 68 are new marks identified from searching the 2000 or so handwritten tomb cards 
for the site, and international museum catalogues. Three of these new marks were incised on 
pottery held at the South African Cultural History Museum in Cape Town and had been 
previously published by Boshoff (1996).  
 
In 1992 Edwin van den Brink produced a corpus of published First Dynasty potmarks from 
cemetery contexts in Egypt. The corpus included 246 marks from Tarkhan. Fragmentary 
marks, those with ����� plant designs, three giraffe marks, two marks representing parts of a 
falcon incised on a foreign-made vessel and a Semerkhet domain mark were omitted from the 
1992 corpus. These marks were included in my study in order to provide a complete account 
of all marks identified at the site (Mawdsley 2006a, tables 1.1-1.12). Apart from the marks 
noted above, the remaining marks were compared and the majority allocated to one of the 77 
sign-groups in van den Brink’s corpus (1992, 282-296; Mawdsley 2006a, tables 3.1-3.7; 
2008, tables 1-7). Descriptions of the marks in this paper will follow those sign-groups. This 
system was adopted as it allows the user to quickly attribute a particular mark to a 
standardised potmark group. The identifiable marks in the single, two and three sign 
arrangements were easily allocated to at least 35 of the 77 sign-groups identified by van den 
Brink (1992, 282-296). Of the 350 marks identified to date, 76 are unique to the site. Some of 
these are listed in van den Brink’s (1992) corpus as unique forms of particular marks, while 
others are recently identified single examples and have no published parallels.  
 
It should be noted that the named serekh marks illustrated in both reports were omitted as 
they were outside the scope of the study. Apart from the marks on wine jars, the corpus is not 
illustrated here due to restrictions of space but will appear on the recently launched website 
dedicated to the study of Egyptian potmarks created by Edwin van den Brink. For the 
purposes of the study Petrie’s pottery typology and Sequence Dates (hereafter SD) were 
maintained.2  
 
Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) 
 
In Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) the marks were illustrated by Hilda Petrie and Gerald 
Wainwright and are found on plates XXX and XXXI.  Plate XXX contained 59 marks, 
numbered 6 to 64, from the First Dynasty hill mastaba tomb 1060.  Two of the marks from 
this tomb depict parts of a post-fired incised falcon on a fragmentary, net patterned, burnished 
Syrian-made vessel (UC 17089, Adams and Porat 1996, 98; Adams and Cialowicz 1997, 51). 
Extra marks from this tomb are also found on seven complete pots and one incomplete pot 
and are illustrated on plates XIX and XX. This brings the total number of marks for tomb 
1060 to 67.   
Plate XXXI contained 112 marks numbered 65, 72-182.  Two of these marks were found in 
several tombs but illustrated only once, bringing the total number of marks recorded on plate 
XXXI to 114. All but 22 of the marks illustrated on plate XXXI had been allocated tomb 
numbers. A further five marks on complete pots and three unusual post-fired marks in ink 
depicting the fore- and hind-quarters of a giraffe, have also been identified on plates III, LI, 
                                                           
2 The author is well aware of the chronological issues involved in the adoption of Petrie’s Sequence Dates and is 
in the process of dating the unpublished graves, and re-dating the published graves, according to the relative 
chronological framework proposed by Hendrickx (1996; 2006; unpublished data on Tarkhan), and according to 
the recent redefinition of the Naqada IIIC period proposed by Köhler (2004). This work is being undertaken as 
part of the author’s doctoral research on the site.   



 
 

 
 
 

LII, LV and LVI. This brings the total number of marks published in Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 
1913) to 189.   
 
Tarkhan II  (Petrie 1914) 
 
Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914) includes 93 marks illustrated by Hilda Petrie numbered 3-95 on 
plates XX and XXI.  Unlike the majority of marks illustrated in Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) 
only seven of the marks in Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914) had been allocated tomb numbers. Four 
of these marks are from tomb 1756, while tombs 846 and tomb 1115 each contained one 
marked vessel or fragment. These tombs are positioned in the valley cemetery and have been 
dated to SD 78 on the basis of pottery in the graves (Petrie 1914, XXXVII-XXXVIII, XLI).  
The final mark was located in tomb 1981 (Petrie 1914, XXI). This tomb does not appear in 
the grave register or the maps but is dated on the tomb card to SD 81 and was probably 
located in the hills.   
 
With regard to the other marks, Petrie (1914, 12) simply made the comment that the ‘greater 
part are from the large graves 2050 and 2026 of S.D. 80, and 2038, 1982, 1973 of S.D 81’.  
Most of these graves are situated on a plateau at the southern end of the site just to the west of 
hill P. In Petrie’s (1914, 5) discussion of the tombs he indicated that vessels with potmarks 
were placed outside the mastaba structure of tomb 2038 as offerings, but made no mention of 
any marked vessels found within the tomb. Petrie (1914, 8) also noted that a large store of big 
marked jars, which were probably wine jars, stood at the north end of tomb 1973. It is 
difficult to know how many of the marks in these plates belong to the above-mentioned 
tombs and it is certainly not made clear in the text or register of the excavation report. The 
tomb cards for tombs 1973 and 1982 illustrate pots but make no mention of potmarks. There 
are no contents drawn on the cards for tombs 2026 and 2038, while the card for tomb 2050 
just lists the types of stone vessels.  
 
Reconciliation of marks and pottery carriers 
 
One major problem in any retrospective study of published potmarks is the fact that marks 
were often illustrated without specific reference to their original pottery carrier (van den 
Brink 1992, 267). This is particularly true of the Tarkhan material where only 27 vessels with 
marks were illustrated in the plates of both excavation reports (Petrie et al. 1913, XIX-XX, 
XLVI-VIII, LI-LVI; Petrie 1914, XXIX, XXXI). In ord er to facilitate a better understanding 
of the possible function of the marks, reconciliation of the marks with their original pottery 
carriers was considered a priority of the study. The results of this part of the study are 
reported and tabled as a checklist of both provenanced and unprovenced marks in Mawdsley 
(2008), so only an overview is provided here.3  
 
To date, the museum locations for 102 marks have been identified.  Of this number, 53 marks 
have been identified on 51 complete vessels, with 3 marks identified on 2 incomplete vessels, 
27 marks identified on 27 non-diagnostic fragments and 19 marks identified on 20 wine jar 
fragments.  On the basis of information obtained from the excavation reports and tomb cards 
a further 85 marks have been provisionally reconciled with a pottery carrier. The pottery 
                                                           
3 Since publication of the checklist a further two marks have been identified bringing the total to 350 marks for 
the site. One crossed-line mark was recorded on the tomb card for valley tomb 853 dated to SD 77. 
Unfortunately the card does not identify which vessel is marked. Another crossed-line mark was identified on a 
type 49l cylinder jar from the tomb card of valley tomb 1306 dated to SD 78. These two marks have been 
included in all of the updated calculations presented here. 
 



 
 

 
 
 

carriers for the 187 marks include 65 wine jars, 57 ovoid-shaped storage jars, 10 other storage 
vessels, 15 cylinder jars, 8 bowls, 27 non diagnostic fragments and 2 marked fragments from 
a non-Egyptian made vessel. The remaining 163 marks are yet to be reconciled with their  
original carrier and it is probable that an unknown percentage has been lost to study. 
 
Number of marked vessels  
 
For SD 77-82 there are approximately 4400 vessels recorded in the register of burials from 
both excavation reports. This figure does not include pottery recorded in the tomb cards. As it 
has been estimated that only 32% of the hill burials were ever recorded by Petrie (Ellis 1996, 
153), the original total number of vessels across the site will never be known. This has 
implications for the number of potentially marked vessels across the site. The existing figure 
of 350 marks may not accurately reflect the total number of marked vessels once contained 
within the tombs of both cemeteries.  
 
The data for SD 77 was omitted from the numerical calculations that immediately follow as 
only three tombs from this sequence date contained marked vessels. As the practice of 
marking vessels would appear to increase and become more systematic from SD 78, it is 
considered that the numerical data from SD 78-82 presents a more accurate picture of the 
percentage of marked vessels to total vessels at the site.  
 
For SD 78-82, approximately 2900 vessels were recorded in both the hill and valley registers. 
Of this number, 347 or 12 % of the vessels were marked. For SD 78-82, 76 out of 660 graves 
or 11.5 % contained marked vessels. This figure does not take into account the 22 marks in 
Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913) without tomb numbers nor the number of marks without tomb 
numbers in Tarkhan II (Petrie 1914).  I would estimate that closer to 15% of tombs at the site 
originally contained marked vessels. These figures sit well within the range found at two 
other published regional sites.  At Abu Roash 187 out of 1670 vessels were marked (van den 
Brink 1992, 267) representing 11% of the total number. At Minshat Abu Omar 322 out of 
2360 vessels were marked representing 14% of the total, while 100 out of 420 graves or 24%, 
contained marked vessels (Kroeper 2000, 215). 
 
Observable trends relating to marked vessels  
 
Van den Brink (1992, 267) indicated that there was a general consensus among scholars 
regarding the appearance of potmarks on only a few selected pottery types. The two principal 
carriers are tall jars with tapering bodies, often referred to as wine jars, and ovoid-shaped jars 
with blunt-pointed bases. The wine jars would appear to be the principal type of pottery 
vessel marked (van den Brink 1992, 267). This observation is supported by the available data 
from Tarkhan, where there are 65 examples of marked wine jars and 57 examples of marked 
ovoid-shaped storage jars. The ovoid-shaped storage jars and types other than wine jars will 
be discussed first.  
 
Ovoid-shaped storage jars 
 
A number of Petrie’s type groups fall into this very broad category, specifically types 59, 60, 
63, 64, 65, 68 (Petrie et al. 1913, L-LIII).  There is a wide variety amongst this large group in 
terms of  size, rim curvature, shape of base and surface treatment (Smythe 2004, 322), along 
with a variety of descriptions of these vessels (Klasens 1958, 20, fig.6; Kroeper 2000, 190-
191; Köhler and Smythe 2004, 130-131; Smythe 2004, 321-322). Some ovoid-shaped jars are 
also referred to as beer jars (Hendrickx et al. 2002, 302; Köhler and Smythe 2004, 130). Of 



 
 

 
 
 

the 57 vessels identified to date, the two principal marked storage types were type 59 jars 
with 31 examples and type 63 jars with 12 examples. It is unfortunate that only eight ovoid-
shaped storage jars were illustrated in the plates of both excavation reports (Petrie et al. 1913, 
XX, LI, LIII; Petrie 1914, XXIX). 
 
Marks on ovoid-shaped storage jars 
 
Of the approximately 1100 ovoid-shaped storage jars recorded in both registers, only 57 or 
5.2% were marked. This figure is lower than that observed at Minshat Abu Omar where 16% 
of ovoid storage and conical jars were marked (Kroeper 2000, 214), and at Abu Roash where 
9% of the ovoid-shaped storage vessels were marked (van den Brink 1992, 267-268).  
 
It has been noted by van den Brink (1992, 267, 277) that linear signs, made up of strokes and 
dots, were mainly applied to ovoid-shaped storage vessels, but it would appear that this trend 
is not observed on the ovoid-shaped storage jars at Tarkhan.  Only 18 out of the 57 marked 
vessels or 31% were incised with linear marks comprising from one to four vertical strokes. 
Of the 31 examples of type 59 vessels, 11 were incised with linear marks. Linear marks 
appear more frequently on types 59b, 59f, 59h, 59k and 59p. Overall the low percentage of 
linear marks on the ovoid-shaped storage jars does not take into account the fact that the 
pottery types of over 20 linear marks are unknown. Due to the unimpressive nature of linear 
marks and the possibility that single linear marks may not have been easily identified, it is 
probable that more of the ovoid-shaped storage vessels listed in the grave registers were 
marked than recorded. 
 
Of the remaining vessels, there are seven examples of the crossed-line mark (sign-group VIII) 
on types 59, 60 and 63 and four examples of a mark that may represent a shelter (sign-group 
XXI.1) on four type 59 jars. One unique mark appears to be the jackal god Wepawet (sign- 
group XXXIV. 4.1). This mark was identified on a type 59f vessel from a tomb dated to SD 
79 (Petrie 1914, LXIII) and was probably incised after firing. Of note is a type 59k vessel 
containing three separate marks, two of which were applied in ink and one incised (figure 1). 
One of the inked marks has ��� arms divided in the middle with a line, below this is a cross 
within a circle possibly representing �	�
� (Gardiner O 49). The other inked mark includes a 
star within a circle which may represent ���
� or the netherworld (Gardiner N 15). The incised 
mark maybe plant-like or linear in design.  The inked marks are interesting as they suggest 
some form of vessel re-use and may have been applied for religious or funerary purposes. 
  
 

   
Figure 1: two marks in ink applied to a type 59k 
ovoid-shaped storage vessel (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI.65). 

 
Other pottery types 
 
Bowls  
 
The eight marked bowls identified to date include a range of shapes from flat open forms to 
deeper forms such as types 2d, 12p, 17g, 17m, 27f, 27g, 33I and 37e (Petrie et al. 1913, 



 
 

 
 
 

XLVI- XLVIII).  Only four marked bowls were illustrated in Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913, 
XIX, XLVI- XLVIII). 
 
There appears to be no particular pattern with regards to marks on the bowls, although there 
are too few examples to draw any firm conclusions. The type 17g and 33I bowls have linear 
signs comprising three strokes, while the type 2d and 27g bowls are incised with �� -hoe 
marks (sign-group XVII). A type 17m bowl is incised with a plain square (sign-group I) and a 
type 27f bowl is incised with a crossed line and single vertical line (sign-group VII.2). One 
bowl was mentioned as marked on the tomb card for grave 191, but the mark was not 
illustrated. This grave contained the body of a child with at least six pottery and five stone 
vessels and was dated to SD 81 (Petrie et al. 1913, LXVI).  
 
One of the most interesting marks appears to be a ����  plant-like design and is found on a 
type 37e bowl from the mid-First Dynasty mastaba tomb 1060 (Petrie et al. 1913, XI, LVIII; 
figure 2). The bowl has been identified as an early form of the classical Old Kingdom 
Maidum bowl but deeper than later forms (Hendrickx et al. 2002, 282). It has been suggested 
that these early forms served as storage vessels for milk (Hendrickx et al. 2002, 283-284). 
Only a few examples of marked early form Maidum bowls exist and include four bowls 
dating to the later Naqada III period from cemetery contexts at Adaima. Each bowl has a 
different sign incised before firing on the exterior of the bowl, with one bowl also containing 
a post-fired mark (Gaëlle Breand personal communication, 9.01.06). As the Tarkhan vessel 
has not yet been located it is difficult to say whether the mark is pre-or post-fired. 
 

 
Figure 2: Early form of the Maidum bowl with plant-like 
mark from mastaba tomb 1060 (after Petrie et al. 1913, XIX). 

 
Other storage jars 
 
To date, 10 other marked storage vessels have been identified including types 81f, 85e, 85f 
and 88e. These may correspond to the wide group of vessels in Klasens’ (1959, 43, Fig.4) 
Class E.  Of the other storage forms, 91h (Petrie et al. 1913, LVIII; Klasens 1958, 20, Fig.6) 
has a bulbous convex-concave body and a flat base, while 91u (Petrie 1914, XXXI) is a very 
small squat jar with a flat base. A type 72g rimless jar with a groove around the shoulder and 
a flat base is also marked (Petrie et al. 1913, LIII; Klasens 1959, 43, Fig.3).  
 
Four of the type 85e and 85f bowls and one type 81f bowl were marked with linear signs 
consisting of dots, strokes and curves. The type 72g bowl was incised with a fence-like mark 
(sign-group XXII.6). The most complex mark is a square and cross combination (sign-group 
I.7) on the type 91h vessel while a unique cross within a square was incised upon a type 81f 
bowl. The type 88e vessel was incised with a ��
 hoe like design (sign-group XVII) and the 
type 91h vessel contained a tree-like sign (sign-group IV.1) 
 
Cylindrical jars   
 
The 15 marked cylindrical jars include those with and without a horizontal incised band 
including types 46b, 46h, 46d, 47b, 47m, 48l, 48s, 49d, 49l and 50e  (Petrie et al. 1913, 



 
 

 
 
 

XLIX; Petrie 1914, XXIX).  Four cylindrical jars were marked with from one to three strokes 
and two vessels were incised with a mark which may represent a shelter of some kind (sign-
group XXI). A crossed-lined mark (sign-group VIII) was identified on a type 49l jar from the 
tomb card for tomb 1306 in the valley cemetery. The remaining eight marks are unique to the 
site (Mawdsley 2008, tables 5 and 7). Two of these were post-fired, one representing a crude 
long legged bird which may be a crane on a type 46h jar (UC17312) and the other appears to 
be �� -like arms with a large star on a type 48l jar (UC17326). Another new mark incised on a 
type 48l jar (UC17324) may be two ���� signs facing each other. A unique mark with four 
inverted V signs, possibly representing a mountain range, was identified on a type 47b vessel 
in tomb 1126. A mark which has the appearance of a hobble for tethering animals, or possibly 
the determinative for a palanquin or shrine (Gardiner V19), was found on a type 46b vessel in 
tomb 183. As both of these marks were identified from the tomb cards it is not possible to say 
whether they were pre- or post-fired applications. 
 
The most interesting of the cylindrical jars are three that were marked in ink with the fore-and 
hind-quarters of a giraffe. These marks were originally described as the fore-and hind-
quarters of a zebra (Petrie et al. 1913, 9, III.6; figure 3).  All three jars were discovered in 
tomb 20 from hill G dated to SD 78 (Petrie et al. 1913, LXI, LXXIII).  It is debatable whether 
these three marks should fall into the category of potmarks or art. Regardless, they are 
certainly wonderful examples of the artistic talent of craftspeople of the period. The detail 
suggests that the artist probably observed a giraffe or at least copied another very good 
drawing of the animal. Examples of giraffes have been found in Predynastic rock art, painted 
on white cross-line pottery from the Naqada I period, depicted on a small jar from 
Hierakonpolis from the Naqada II period and on slate palettes as well as on knife and mace 
handles from the Naqada III period (Huyge 1998, 9-10). The examples from Tarkhan would 
appear to be unique within this repertoire as they depict only the fore-and hind-quarters of the 
animal. 

 
Figure 3: Fore-and hind-quarters of a giraffe on three cylinder 
 jars from hill tomb 20 (after Petrie et al. 1913, III.6). 

 
Large storage vessels or wine jars 
 
Large storage jars or wine jars are represented at Tarkhan by two types referred to as type 75 
and type 76 (Petrie et al. 1913, LIV-LVI).  The wide variety of shapes in Petrie’s type 75 
seen at Tarkhan include an ovoid body tapering to a flat base (75b, 75c, 75e, 75j, 75k, 75m) 
and an ovoid body tapering to a flat base with a shoulder that has remnants of a wavy handle 
(75s, 75u, 75v). Some types such as 75n, 75o and 75v have a tapering body more in common 
with type 76. These types are found in SD 77-81 (Petrie et al. 1913, LIV-LV). To date, 19 
examples of marked type 75 vessels have been identified.  
 
A variety of type 76 jars are also found at Tarkhan. The various shapes include tall elongated 
jars that have three bands of rope decoration around the shoulder, waist and base of pot (van 
den Brink 1996, 148). This form corresponds to Petrie’s type 76b (Petrie et al. 1913, LVI), to 
Type IVa of van den Brink’s (1996, 148) study on serekh incised pottery storage jars, and to 
wine-type 3 in Kroeper’s (2000, 192, 195) study of marked vessels at Minshat Abu Omar. 



 
 

 
 
 

Other forms include jars without bands or jars with up to three plain bands of decoration 
applied to the body. The body usually tapers to a rounded base (van den Brink 1996, 148). 
The forms at Tarkhan correspond to types 76c-76e, 76g, 76j, 76l and 76m (Petrie et al. 1913, 
LVI), to Type IV b-d (van den Brink 1996, 148) and to wine-type 0-4 (Kroeper 2000, 192, 
fig. 3). These types are found in SD 78-82 (Petrie et al. 1913, LVI).  To date, 22 examples of 
marked type 76 vessels have been identified. A further five examples of marked wine jars of 
unknown type and 20 marked fragments of wine jars (representing 19 vessels) have also been 
identified. The majority of these fragments are probably type 76 wine jars. 
 
There are 96 wine jars listed in the registers for both the valley and hill cemeteries of which 
65 vessels or 68% are marked. This data compares well with that of Abu Roash where 88 of 
the 148 Class A or wine jars recorded during the 1957-1959 seasons by Klasens were marked 
(van den Brink 1992, 267-268), representing 59% of the total number. At Minshat Abu Omar 
the figure is substantially higher with 108 of the 143 wine jars marked, representing 76% of 
the total number found at the site (Kroeper 2000, 214).  It must be emphasised that as the 
process of reconciling marks with their original carriers is still continuing it is likely that 
more of the 96 wine jars listed in the registers were actually marked.  
 
Marks on wine jars 
 
Of the 65 marks on wine jars, 33 are single signs, 28 contain two signs and 4 are comprised 
of 3 or more individual signs. Single signs account for 50% of the marks on wine jars, while 
the combination of two individual signs account for 43% and the three or more individual 
sign combinations account for 6% of the total number.  
 
The marks on wine jars are presented in tables 1-11 and are arranged according to van den 
Brink’s (1992) sign-groups. As already described by van den Brink (1992, 271) marks with 
multiple signs can be allocated to a number of different sign-groups, but were assigned to 
only one sign-group in my study for reasons of space. Published marks are identified by the 
original mark number (Petrie et al. 1913, XXX-XXXI; Petrie 1914, XX-XXI) or by a letter 
allocated to marks located in other plates of both reports. Where available, tomb numbers 
have also been included after the mark number. Recently identified marks are provided with 
their museum registration number (Mawdsley 2006a, tables 1.10-1.12). Pottery types are 
provided based upon information available in both the excavation reports, the tomb cards and 
from museum catalogues (Mawdsley 2008, tables 1-7). A number of the marks are unique to 
the site or represent rare examples found infrequently at other published sites. The marks 
described as harpoons, mace or ��
 like signs and triangles are considered to be unique or rare 
and will be discussed first. 
  
Sign-group LXII- harpoons 
 
A unique group of harpoon-like marks appear to be found exclusively on Tarkhan wine jars 
(sign-group LXII; table 1). There are 12 LXII.1 marks on 12 fragments of type 76 wine jars, 
one LXII.1 mark incised on a type 76 m jar (E4493) and one LXII.2 mark on a type 76 
fragment. The complete marked type 76m wine jar was discovered in tomb 2053 placed on a 
mat over the coffin (Petrie 1914, 6).  This tomb was located in the north corridor of the 
mastaba tomb 2050 (Petrie 1914, 6). Material from tomb 2050 has been carbon dated to the 
Naqada IIIC2 period or the reign of Den (Hendrickx 1999, 79-80), roughly corresponding 
with SD 81.  Tomb 2053 was also dated to SD 81 (Petrie 1914, XLIII), but it is difficult to 
know whether the subsidiary burial is contemporary with or slightly pre- or post-dates the 
original 2050 burial. The majority of the remaining marks are held at the Petrie Museum. 



 
 

 
 
 

Three fragments (marks 15, 17 and 23) were marked in pencil with the tomb number 2050 
and I venture to suggest that the remaining marks originated from vessels once held in this 
tomb. Petrie (1914, 5-6) makes no mention of marked vessels in tomb 2050 but does indicate 
that the tomb may have been robbed in antiquity. It is possible that the marked wine jars were 
smashed in the process of robbing the tomb leaving only the fragments which were 
subsequently retrieved by Petrie’s excavation team.  
 

 

 
15/2050 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
16 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
17/2050 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
18 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
19 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
20 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
21 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
22 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
23/2050 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
24 

LXII.1.13 
 

 

 
25 

LXII.1.13 
 

 
New mark 

E 4493 76m 
LXII.1.13 

 

 
New mark 
UC28629 
LXII.1.13 

 

 
26 

LXII.2.1 

Table 1: Harpoon-like signs on wine jars and fragments (marks 15-25, 26 after Petrie 1914, XX;  
E 4493 Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels; UC28629 Petrie Museum, London). 
 
Sign-group XXXVII- mace or ��������
 


 like signs 
 
Another unique or infrequently applied group of marks contain mace or ��
 like signs (sign-
group XXXVII; table 2). Two of these marks are combined with what appears to be another 
implement, possibly a dagger or knife (XXXVII.6.2) and are unique to the site. One mark is 
attested on a type 76m vessel from mastaba tomb 1060 and the other on a type 76c vessel 
from tomb 157. Tomb 157 is dated to SD 79 while tomb 1060 is dated to SD 80 (Petrie et al. 
1913, LXIII-LXIV). The other two marks are combined with a square and were not included 
in van den Brink’s (1992) corpus. Both of these marks were incised on type 76l vessels and 
found in tombs 126 and 90 dating to SD 80 and 81 (Petrie et al. 1913, LXIV, LXVI).  The 
combination of the square or rectangle and ��
 like sign�appeared at Abydos four times, 
incised on three vessels from the tomb of Merneith and on one vessel from the tomb of 
Semerkhet (Petrie 1900, LV; Helck 1990, 39). It has also been found at Minshat Abu Omar 
incised on a wine-type 2 jar (Kroeper 2000, 195). It is possible to speculate that the 
combination of the square or rectangle and the ��
 like sign may refer to ��
�� , the white 
house or treasury (Gardiner O 2). The earliest identified reference to the treasury as the ��
���
is attested on a seal impression from the tomb of Merneith at Abydos (Petrie 1900, XII.36). 
The ��  sign is also attested on an estate mark dated to the reign of Den (Petrie 1901, 
XVIII.144). This sign also appears to have a strong association with named serekh marks, 
two of which were found at Tarkhan in tombs 414 and 1702 (Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI.68; 
Petrie 1914, XX.1; van den Brink 2001, 39).   
 

 
32/1060 

76m 
XXXVII.6.2 

 
85/157 

76c 
XXXVII.6.2 

 
118/126 

76l 

 
M /90 

76l 

Table 2: Mace or ��
 like signs on wine jars  
(after Petrie et al. 1913, XXX-XXXI, LVI). 



 
 

 
 
 

Sign-group XIII-triangles  
 
This group includes three marks composed of three joined triangles and a second individual 
sign (sign-group XIII; table 3). The three joined triangles are combined with a stroke 
(XIII.4.1), a p-like sign (XIII.21.1) and a circle. All of the combinations appear to be unique 
to the site and were incised upon type 75b vessels. Two were identified as originating from 
tomb 42 dated to SD 78 (Petrie et al. 1913, LXI). The triangle and circle combination was a 
new mark (UC17193) without any identified tomb context and was not included in van den 
Brink’s (1992) corpus. On the excavation card for tomb 42 three large jars are roughly 
illustrated and it was noted that large jars full of scented fat in rope nets were placed at the 
south end of the tomb (Petrie et al. 1913, 9). Given this information it is possible that the 
recently identified marked vessel may also have originated from tomb 42. To date, there are 
only nine different stylistic examples of the rare three triangle mark on 16 vessels (van den 
Brink 1992, 290; Kroeper 2000, 209-210; Mawdsley 2006a, table 3.3). Tarkhan has four 
examples, three of which are unique to the site while the fourth is one of five examples 
combined with a stellar-like sign (sign-group XIII.12.4; Kroeper 2000, 210). This mark was 
discovered in tomb 1060 but as yet the original carrier has not been located. It is possible that 
the three triangle and secondary sign combination was a mark incised exclusively on wine 
jars. This suggestion is based upon the fact that the three unique examples from Tarkhan were 
incised on type 75b jars and a further two examples from Minshat Abu Omar were incised 
upon a wine type 1 jar and a wine type 4 jar (Kroeper 2000, 209- 210).  
 
A further two marks with triangles were also incised on wine jars. The first was a type 75e jar 
incised with double triangles found in tomb 54 dated to SD 79 and the second was a type 76l 
jar incised with double triangles and a circle found in tomb 158 dated to SD 81 (Petrie et al. 
1913, LXIII, LXVI).  It is interesting to note that triangles in combinations of two, three and 
four have been found inscribed on labels in Tomb Uj at Abydos in association with elephants, 
snakes and birds (Dreyer 1998, abb. 76, 80). These combinations have been interpreted as 
specific place-names (Dreyer 1998, 143-144; Kahl 2001, 118-120). It is difficult to say 
whether the triangles found incised on the wine jars were meant to indicate a specific place. 
As the two triangle combination may be ��� (Gardiner N 26) or mountain and three triangles 
may be ���
  (Gardiner N 25) or hill-country, it is possible that the triangles were meant to 
refer to places associated in some way with hills or mountains. 
 

 
 

74/42 
75b 

XIII.4.1 

 
75/42 
75b 

XIII.21.1 

 
New mark 
UC17193 

75b 

 
84/54 
75e 

XIII.1.14 

 
 

83/158 
76l 

XIII.13.7 

Table 3: Triangle signs on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI;  
UC17193 Petrie Museum, London). 
 

Sign-group I-squares  
 
With regard to the remaining marks, the most frequently applied mark appears to be from 
sign-group I. This group includes marks that are composed of a single square or square with 
one or more secondary signs. Due to the shape of the sign it has been interpreted as ��
�
�Gardiner O 6), and may have been used to represent an estate (Kroeper 2000, 216). It must 
be noted that ��
� is usually depicted as a rectangular enclosure with a smaller building within 
one corner while the square (Gardiner Q 3) denotes the letter p. First Dynasty estate names on  
 



 
 

 
 
 

seal impressions are inscribed within either a rectangular or square enclosure so it would 
appear that either shape could be used to represent an estate, although the main form was the 
rectangle. It is also possible that the square may have been used to represent ��� (Gardiner O 
1) or house.  
�
Marks in this sign-group are attested on nine wine jars, two of which are included in sign-
group XXXVII discussed above (table 2, marks 118/126 and M/90; table 4). Of interest is 
one type 76l vessel incised with a fish adjacent to a square. Fish signs have a wide 
chronological range from the reign of Den to Qa’a and are frequently found on vessels from 
Abydos, Saqqara and Minshat Abu Omar (Helck 1990, 18-19; Kroeper 2000, 208), but are 
poorly attested at Tarkhan.  
 

 
143/148 

76g 
1.1.56 

 

 
144/169 

75v 
1.1.56 

 
New mark 
Tomb 115 
75n or 75o 

1.7.15 

 
 

128/149 
75o 

1.28.23 

 
New mark 
Tomb 148 
76g or 76l 

1.28.23 

 
D/1060 

75j 
1.28.23? 

 
126/189 

76l 
1.30.53 

Table 4:  Marks with squares on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913, XX, XXXI; Tomb cards for tombs 
115 and 148, Petrie Museum, London). 
 
Sign-group II- serekh-like marks 
 
These signs are characterised by the addition of vertical and/or horizontal lines within a 
square or rectangular frame (sign-group II; table 5).  It is possible that some of these signs 
represent mid to late First Dynasty adaptations of plain serekhs (Mawdsley 2006b, 13-14). 
The majority of identified plain serekhs contain between three to six vertical lines within a 
square or rectangular frame (van den Brink 2001, 26). The three examples on identifiable 
wine jars from Tarkhan (table 5, marks 10, 12, 59) contain either one or two lines, and as 
such do not fit van den Brink’s (2001, 26) criteria for a plain serekh. However, examples of 
plain serekhs with one and two lines within a square or rectangle have been identified at el-
Beda and Turah (van den Brink 2001, 34, 38). A further example from an unidentified site in 
the Eastern Nile Delta, depicts the phonogram ���  on top of a plain serekh containing one 
vertical line within the frame. It is interesting to note that this serekh is also accompanied by 
a plant or tree-like mark from sign-group IV (van den Brink 2001, 58).  While speculative, I 
believe that the serekh-like marks incised on First Dynasty pottery may have been intended to 
represent royal estates. The combination of the plain serekh and second sign was possibly a 
shorthand version of the name of a particular royal estate or domain.  
 
Another form within sign-group II contains both horizontal and vertical lines within the 
frame, of which there are two examples on a type 76l jar and on an unidentified wine jar.  
Forms of these two marks have been found in the tomb of Merneith at Abydos and in tomb 
3506 and the tomb of Hemaka at Saqqara, both dated to the reign of Den (Helck 1990, 10-11, 
24-25). Both of the marks at Tarkhan were dated to SD 81 (Petrie et al. 1913, pl. XXXI), so 
do fit into the mid to late First Dynasty chronological sequence of the marks from Abydos 
and Saqqara. It is possible that the lattice-like design of these marks may represent a shrine, 
similar to the type known as ��
���� of which there are numerous examples on labels from 
tomb U-j at Abydos (Dreyer 1998, 122, 125) and on First Dynasty seal impressions (Kaplony 
1963 III, pl.40-47). 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

 
10 

fragment 
II.52.1 

 
12 

fragment 

 
 

59 
76m 

II.25.1 

 
121/162 
Wine jar 
II.21.2 

 
 

131/158 
76l 

II.29.4 

Table 5: Serekh-like marks on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI; Petrie 1914, XX-XXI). 
 

Sign-group III 



������������ -like marks 
  
There are seven vessels incised with �� -like arms, including three combined with a square 
allocated to sign-group I above (table 4, marks 128, 148b and D/1060; table 6).  Versions of 
this mark strongly resemble the hieroglyph ��� (Gardiner D 28), but it is not possible to say 
whether the later concepts of the k��as the animating life force were also attached to the First 
Dynasty use of this sign. One recently identified mark on a wine jar fragment held at the 
Petrie Museum (UC28642) appears to have the hieroglyphic combination of ��  and ����
Another unique mark incised on a wine jar combines the ��  arms with a stellar sign (sign-
group XIX) described as a crescent with a star by Petrie (1901, 31). A further mark incised on 
a type 75j jar from tomb 115 dated to SD 81 (Petrie et al. 1913, LXVI), is similar in 
appearance to earlier examples of the phonogram of the Horus Ka found incised upon a type 
III wine jar from Helwan and upon a wine jar fragment from Abydos (van den Brink 2001, 
52, 57).  
 

 
New mark 
UC28642 
fragment 

 
117/109 
Wine jar 

 
115/149 

75j 

 
138/115 

75n or 75o 
III.28.7 

Table 6:������ -like marks on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI; 
UC28642 Petrie Museum, London). 

 
Plant and tree-like marks  
 
There are a number of wine jars that contain a variety of marks that are best described as 
plant or tree-like (table 7). There are six examples of a plant or tree-like sign with a second 
sign (sign-group IV; table 5, marks 10 and 131/158; table 7).  There are two examples of an 
unusual sign which may represent bundles of sticks or plants (LXX.2.5).  These marks were 
incised on type 76 jars and located in tombs 1060 and 157.  It is interesting to note that both 
of these tombs also contained the only two examples of ��
 like signs combined with a second 
sign as described above (XXXVII.6.2).   
 
One mark incised upon a type 76j wine jar from tomb 5 dated to SD 79 (Petrie et al. 1913, 
LXII) may be an example of the ����� plant (Gardiner M 26) used to represent Upper Egypt.  
The mark has been found in a variety of styles in the Abydos tombs of Merneith, Anedjib and 
Semerkhet, in Saqqara tombs 3504, 3506, 3111 and in substantial numbers in the Saqqara 
tomb of Hemaka (Emery 1938, 41-42; Helck 1990, 146-147). It is possible that this mark 
indicates that the products once contained within the vessel originated from a royal estate in 
Upper Egypt. 
 
The most interesting marked wine jar in this very broad plant group is a type 76d vessel 
found in tomb 1060 incised with a man holding a �� -hoe adjacent to a plant-like mark from 
sign-group XLV (Petrie et al. 1913, LVI).  This plant may be a non-flowering form of the 



 
 

 
 
 

emblem for Lower Egypt, the 
������ (Gardiner M 16) and is also associated with named 
serekhs, several of which have been found at Tarkhan (Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI.66-67; Petrie 
1914, IX.3).  A type 75 jar and a wine jar fragment may also be incised with versions of this 
plant. 
 

 
130/162 
Wine jar 
IV.5.20 

 
38 

fragment 
IV.13.22 

 
E/1060 

76g 
IV.14.7 

 
132/136 

75v 
IV.31.10 

 
38/1060 

76m 
LXX.2.5 

 
88/157 

76c 
LXX.2.5 

 
89/5 
76j 

 
C/1060 

76d 

 
 

35 
fragment 

 
171/117 

75n or 75o 
XLV.1.5 

Table 7: Plant-like marks on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913,  
XX, XXX-XXXI; Petrie 1914, XX).  

 
Sign-Group XVII-  mr



hoes 
 
There are six examples of vessels incised with mr
hoes (sign-group XVII), including two 
type 76 vessels, a type 75 jar and a wine jar fragment incised. Two vessels included in the 
group with plant-like signs above also contained forms of the mr-hoe (marks 132/136 and 
C/1060). A type 75j and a wine jar fragment are incised with what may be hoes or 
implements of some sort (sign-group LXVI).  
 

 

 
37/1060 

75e 
XVII.1.30 

 
155/90 

76l 
XVII.1.30 

 
37 

Fragment 
XVII.1.30 

 

 
 

52 
76m 

XVII.13.1 

 

 
64/1060 

75j 
LXVI.1.5 

 

 
111/538 
Wine jar 

Table 8: mr
hoes and hoes on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXX-XXXI;   
Petrie 1914, XX-XXI).  
 

Circles 
  �
A number of marks within the Tarkhan corpus have circles, some of which appear as 
secondary signs (Mawdsley 2006a, tables 3.2-3.5). The most intriguing is composed of five 
circles in a vertical line. It is unique to the site and was incised on a type 76c wine jar from a 
tomb dated to SD 80 (Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI; table 9). Single and double circles have been 
found in the tombs of Djer, Djet and Den at Abydos (Petrie 1901, LVD), but I could not find 
another example of five incised circles amongst the published corpus of First Dynasty 
potmarks. The only parallel appears on an ivory label of Aha from the Naqada tomb of 
Neithhotep where five circles are found above three men standing in some form of shelter 
(Garstang 1905, fig. 3; Helck 1987, 146).  
 
Two further marks include circles within their design. The first is incised on a type 75j jar 
and contains a circle adjacent to mark that maybe a drill or a dagger (sign-group X). The 
second is incised upon a type 76m jar and also contains a circle below a single wavy line 
(sign-group XL) which may represent water, a snake or even the letter n (Gardiner N 35).  



 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

103/523 
76c 

 
B/1060 

75j 
 

 
New mark 

E 8712 
76m 

Table 9: Circles on wine jars (after Petrie et al. 1913,  
XXX-XXXI; E 8712 Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels).  
 

Other 
 
An unidentified wine jar and a type 75n jar are incised with a sign that may represent ��  
(Gardiner O1) or a shelter of some kind or even an open door (sign-group XXI). The type 75n 
jar also contains a second sign which may represent water and this combination is considered 
to be within the separate sign-group XXV.8.5.  
 

 
113 
Wine jar 
XXI.1.20 

 
127/110 
75n 
XXV.8.5 

Table 10: Shelter-like signs on wine jars 
 (after Petrie et al. 1913, XXXI) 

 
 
To date, there is only one example of a crossed-line mark (sign-group VIII) incised on type 
75c jar held at the Petrie Museum (UC17377). There is also only one example of a sign that 
may represent ���� (Gardiner R 8) incised on a type 76c jar. The mark has the appearance of a 
flag pole with two or three lines depicting a flag (sign-group XI). Single examples of what 
maybe a basket is incised on a type 76c jar and a loop of cord or ��� (Gardiner V 7; sign-group 
LXXI.1.5) on a type 75s vessel. There is also a single example of what appears to be a 
crocodile on a type 75k jar. It is possible that the mark may be a post-fired application due to 
the nature of the subject. The original vessel has not yet been located but the jar is illustrated 
in the pottery plates of Tarkhan I (Petrie et al. 1913, LV). 
 

 
New mark 
UC17377 

75c 
VIII.1.54 

 
110/54 

76c 
XI.3.5 

 
86/108 

76c 

 
76/268 

75s 
LXXI.1.5 

 

 
 

L 
75k 

Table 11:  Single examples of marks on wine jars (after Petrie et al.  
1913, XXXI, LV; UC17377 Petrie Museum, London). 
 
 

Frequency of application of marks  
 
Van den Brink (1992, 276) noted that there were trends relating to the frequency of 
application of single and combination marks across the fifteen sites examined for the corpus. 
As the trends were based upon the total number of published First Dynasty marks it is 
possible that the frequency distribution of mark composition varies from site to site. The 



 
 

 
 
 

cumulative data suggests that single signs represent 28.7% of the total number of attested 
marks while the combination of two individual signs represent 56.1% of the total. The less 
frequent combination of three individual signs represent 12.3% and the rare combination of 
four or more signs represent 2.9% of the total published marks (van den Brink 1992, 276).  
 

Composition of mark 
Number of 

marks 
% of total 

marks 
Single sign 146 41.7 
Two individual signs 87 25.0 
Three individual signs 18 5.1 
Four individual signs 2 0.5 
Five individual signs 1 0.3 
����� plant signs 4 1.0 
Semerkhet Domain 
mark 1 0.3 
Linear 63 18.0 
Incomplete 17 4.9 
Not illustrated 6 1.7 
Marks on foreign 
vessel 2 0.5 
Giraffe marks 3 0.8 
Total 350 100.0 

 
Figure 4: total number of marks at Tarkhan according to composition 

 
The figures for Tarkhan demonstrate that for the 350 identified marks single signs represent 
43% of the marks while the combination of two individual signs represent 25% of the total 
(figure 4). It would appear from this frequency distribution that Tarkhan had more marked 
vessels with single signs but less vessels marked with the two individual sign composition. A 
total of 18 three individual sign compositions represented 5.2% of the marks while three 
marks were composed of four or more signs. A further 17 or 4.9% of the marks were too 
incomplete or unclear to make an accurate identification and six or 1.7% of the marks were 
not illustrated. The two fragments incised with parts of a falcon on the foreign-made vessel 
and the three giraffe marks were not included in the above calculations due to the unique 
nature of these marks. The linear signs were also omitted as it is difficult to decide whether 
multiple strokes and their variations represent a single sign or a combination of signs.  
 
 
Chronological observations  
   
One important chronological trend observed by van den Brink (1992, 271, fig. 5) was the 
increasing application of marks on vessels during the reigns of Djer and Djet with a period of 
peak application during the regency of Merneith and the reign of Den. The frequency of 
application would appear to reduce during the reigns of Anedjib and Semerkhet to that 
observed during the period of Djer and Djet. By the reign of Qa’a the practice of marking 
vessels seems to have almost ceased (van den Brink 1992, 271).   
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

Sequence Date Number of 
  marks 

77 3 
78 30 
79 25 
80 115 
81 111 
82 1 

77-79 3 
77-81 6 
80-82 6 

no date 50 
Total 350 

 
Figure 5: Total number of marks at Tarkhan arranged  
according to Sequence Date 

 
This trend seems to be supported by the data at Tarkhan where 226 marked vessels or 
fragments were found in graves dated by Petrie to SD 80-81 (figure 5). According to Petrie 
(Petrie et al. 1913, 3) these sequence dates correlate with the period of the First Dynasty 
reigns of Djet, Den, Anedjib and the regency of Merneith. 
 
Based upon the figures provided by van den Brink (1992, fig.5) there were 1268 potmarks 
identified in tombs at Abydos and Saqqara during the period of Merneith and Den. The large 
number of marked vessels during this period may reflect the fact that the reign of Den was 
the longest and best attested individual reign in the First Dynasty (van den Brink 1992, fig.5; 
Wilkinson 1999, 75). It is possible that the increased number of marked vessels may relate to 
the duration of the reign rather than to an increase in the practice of marking vessels (Colin 
Hope personal communication, 23.05.08). On the other hand, the observed increase in 
marked vessels during this period may correspond with administrative changes introduced by 
Den during his reign (Wilkinson 1999, 75, 123; Mawdsley 2006a, 45-46).  
 
Conclusion 
 
Generally the trends observed by van den Brink (1992) for published First Dynasty marks are 
followed at a regional level at Tarkhan. The two exceptions to these trends relate to the 
number of linear marks on ovoid-shaped storage vessels and the greater number of single sign 
marks found on the vessels at the site. It is difficult to say whether these exceptions are 
significant or not and what the functional implications of these exceptions maybe.  It is 
possible that these variations merely reflect a random process of selection of particular 
pottery vessels as grave goods based upon personal preference or other socio-economic 
decisions made by family members of the deceased. 
 
The process of reconciling the marks with their original carriers is a continuing and important 
project. The collective data generated from this work, and current work undertaken at sites 
throughout Egypt, may facilitate a better understanding of any denotative system in 
operation. Moving from the numerical data there are a number of fundamental questions 
relating to the meaning of the marks that remain largely unsolved. Considering the close 
resemblance between certain hieroglyphs and some potmarks, are we in fact looking at a 



 
 

 
 
 

practice that developed as an alternate or shorthand script for administrative purposes?  
 
There are still a number of crucial issues relating to the function of marked vessels that need 
to be addressed, particularly in relation to their administrative use during the First Dynasty. 
The number of published marks from cemetery contexts far exceeds those from settlement 
contexts, and this has tended to influence the functional interpretation of the marks. My 
current thought on the matter is that rather than being restricted to the realms of funerary 
administration, it is possible that some of the marks reflect a pre-mortuary administrative 
function related to the origin or destination of the original contents of the jar in its first stage 
of use. I think many of the marked wine jars fall into this category.  I also believe that the 
manufacture and distribution of these marked vessels was controlled by the state and regional 
administration and that the commodities originated from royal estates and domains. The 
marks may have been used as a tool to facilitate the distribution of commodities to specific 
building projects or to institutions such as the palace, royal tomb, royal mortuary complex, 
temples and cultic structures. The commodities contained within these marked vessels may 
have been used as payment to the priests, elite and non-elite personnel associated with royal, 
religious and regional projects and institutions; as well as to support the religious activities of 
the court and the daily requirements of the king, royal family and regional elite. While 
speculative, this interpretation seeks to place certain marked vessels within the context of 
activities undertaken by the administration and royal court (Mawdsley forthcoming). What 
appears clear is that the study of potmarks demonstrates that an extensive and sophisticated 
network of product distribution existed at both a regional and state-wide level during the First 
Dynasty. With this in mind, I strongly believe that far from being enigmatic, potmarks should 
now be considered as important sources of information for understanding how the system of 
administration during the First Dynasty may have operated. 
 
While many questions remain unanswered and much work still needs to be done, it is hoped 
that my study has provided data that will contribute to a greater understanding of both the 
meaning and function of Egyptian potmarks.  
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