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Stone Objects from the 
Late Middle Kingdom Settlement at Tell el-Dabʻa

Bettina Bader

Abstract
In this article a group of hard stone objects will be presented. They were found in various parts and phases of a late Middle Kingdom 
settlement quarter at the Delta site of Tell el-Dab‘a. The relevant local Phases are G/4 and G/3-1 (c. 1770-1710 BC), about two 
generations before the onset of the so-called ‘Hyksos’ period in the Egyptian Nile Delta. The macroscopic appearance of the objects 
seems reasonably similar to warrant the presentation as a group. As these objects were found in the stoneless Delta they had been 
brought to the site from the Nile valley either in the form of raw material or as finished products. Frequently such objects remain 
without known provenance. Partly this is the reason why they are in general rarely published and discussed, especially from settle-
ments. Thus, almost no comparative corpus exists for the late Middle Kingdom.

Introduction

The excavations revealing a quarter (A/II) of the late Mid-
dle Kingdom settlement at Tell el-Dab‘a on the last re-
mains of the ancient tell took place in 1968-83 with some 
soundings during the later 1980s (see Table 1). The work 
was undertaken by the Austrian Archaeological Institute 
Cairo Branch then led by Manfred Bietak.1 Three dif-
ferent settlement areas (A/II,2 F/I3 and A/IV4) are cur-
rently known at Tell el-Dab‘a/ancient Avaris for this era. 
Whilst for area A/II the phase designations relevant for 
this article are G/4 and G/3-1, those for F/I are d/1 and 
c.5 Comparative research has shown that the lay-out, use 
and spatial distribution of various elements within this 
settlement’s quarters are distinctly different in the late 
Middle Kingdom. The differentiation begins in Phase G/4, 
in which area A/II is used as a housing quarter without 
burials within this part of the settlement.6 In contempo-
rary phase d/1 in area F/I a large elite mansion is situated 
with a high status burial ground attached to it.7  

1  See Bietak, AfO 25, 314-7. Bietak, Tell el-Dabʻa V: Ein Fried-
hofsbezirk, 27-34.
2  For a recent overview on this area see Bader, in Mynářová 
(ed.), Egypt and the Near East – The Crossroads, 41-72.
3  Müller, in Horn et al. (eds.), Current Research in Egyptology 
2010, 105-6. Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-Dabʻa/
Auaris. 
4  Hein, in Sesto Congresso Internazionale, 249-53.
5  For the most recent comprehensive stratigraphic chart see 
KutscHera et al., Radiocarbon 54, fig. 3.
6  Except one in-house burial of an infant under the floor of a room.
7  Bietak, Avaris. The Capital of the Hyksos, 21-30. ScHieStl, 

In the next later Phase, G/3-1 and c, respectively,8 
the differences continue further with small housing units 
built into the standing remains of the stately mansion in 
area F/I, whilst the outline and plans of housing units in 
area A/II remain along much the same lines as the ear-
lier phase. A crucial difference to before is represent-
ed by the presence of a small number of tombs within 
the single housing units. This is in stark contrast to the 
situation in area F/I, where a much greater number of 
graves were laid out by the inhabitants of that quarter 
within the housing units and surrounding courtyards.9 
The finds within these settlement areas also show some 
differences, and one of them is the presence of a num-
ber of stone objects of a particular greenish stone type 
found in various places of area A/II in phases G/4 and 
G/3-1. Objects of different kinds but of the same or at least 
similar material were only reported from the contempo-
rary area F/I (stratum c) in three instances, namely an 
elongated grinder or smoothing stone (reg. no. 4996),10 
a trapezoid palette (reg. no. 3307)11 and a mould for 
tools (reg. no. 4210)12.

Tell el-Dabʻa XVIII: Die Palastnekropole.
8  A comparative study of the two areas in Phase G/3-1(=c) by 
B. Bader and M. Müller is in preparation.
9  For an overview see Bader, in Mynářová (ed.), Egypt and 
the Near East – The Crossroad, passim. The tombs are pub-
lished in detail by KopetzKy, Datierung der Gräber.
10  Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-Dabʻa/Auaris, vol. 
II, 37-39 among material left on the floor of the room.
11  Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-Dabʻa/Auaris, vol. 
II, 33 from discarded material in a courtyard.
12  Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-Dabʻa/Auaris, vol. 

Miniaci, Grajetzki (eds.), The World of Middle Kingdom 
Egypt (2000-1550 BC) I, MKS 1, London 2015, 25-41
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Dating and diachronic distribution

The objects presented here were found in settlement con-
texts of Phases G/4 and G/3-1 (to F), but only one of 
them might have been an in situ find (see below). The 
majority of the finds were deposited in fill layers or trash 
accumulations. Also some of the stone objects were al-
ready broken when found or had been used for a sec-
ondary purpose.

It is a distinct possibility that the objects of Phas-
es G/4-1 are older than the layer in which they were 
found, but they cannot be dated much earlier than the 
late Twelfth Dynasty because prior to Phase H (i.e. the 
late Twelfth Dynasty) area A/II was not inhabited. More-
over, the domestic structures of this phase suggest rather 
low status inhabitants in this area because of the thin-
ness of the walls (mostly half a brick’s width) and the 
small size of the housing units (mostly consisting of only 
one room). It has been suggested that this area was used 
for low level housing, agricultural activities and animal 
pens in this period.13 Such a background may make it 
rather unlikely to expect highly desirable and rare hard 
stone objects there. 

Beyond any doubt is the lack of such material in the 
earliest settlement at the site from the beginning of the 
Twelfth Dynasty.14 The Twelfth Dynasty settlement se-
quence of Ezbet Rushdi nearby only produced three ob-
jects of similar material but of different shape.15

The other option is that these items might have de-
rived either from the cemetery close to the mansion in 
area F/I or from the mansion itself, both representing 
elite institutions of the early Thirteenth Dynasty (Phase 
G/4). The objects could have been used or in some in-
stances re-used in the settlement of Phase G/3-1 (esp. 
the rectangular weight shows signs of specific wear). 
If the elite cemetery, indeed, was the source of these 
objects, not a single one remained preserved within or 
around these tombs. This hypothesis may not seem too 
farfetched in view of the severe (later) robbing of that 
cemetery. It has to be borne in mind though that the loot-
ing only seems to have started later, probably after Phase 
G/3-1, because cultic continuity was noticed after Phase 
G/4 as well as careful avoidance of the earlier tombs in 
placing the Phase G/3-1 graves.16 

The possibility that these objects were first used in 
the mansion in Phase G/4 (=d/1) remains intact, espe-
cially with the thought in mind, that three similar finds 

II, 104 from a metal workshop. See also pHilip, Tell el-Dabʻa 
XV: Metalwork, 193, cat. no. 390.
13  Bietak, Tell el-Dabʻa V. Ein Friedhofsbezirk, 21.
14  czerny, Tell el-Dabʻa IX: Eine Plansiedlung.
15  Ernst Czerny, personal communication, 25 June 2014.
16  See ScHieStl, Tell el-Dabʻa XVIII: Die Palastnekropole, pas-
sim and 215.

were recorded from area F/I in stratum c. Although there 
were distinctly less of them in that quarter (area F/I), 
these spatial differences may be due to post-deposition-
al processes, as the difference in numbers is not so great 
as to carry much statistical significance. From the man-
sion of the early Thirteenth Dynasty (Phase G/4) only 
one possible find fits our category. This is the fragment 
of a sculpted fish figure.17

In the phases past the late Middle Kingdom there 
is not much evidence for the use of objects made of a 
greenish hard stone either. The tombs on the tell (area 
A/II) only yielded very few items fitting such a descrip-
tion,18 whilst in those of area F/I no objects of such de-
scription occurred at all.19

The settlement layers, as far as they are published, 
also yielded very few such objects,20 for example in Phase 
D/3 a fragment of a dish made from such material.21 The 
settlement remains of the Hyksos period (= later Second 
Intermediate Period = Fifteenth Dynasty in the Delta) 
in area A/V yielded one trapezoid palette,22 whilst the 
numerous offering pits of the Second Intermediate Pe-
riod did not contain any hard stone objects such as de-
scribed here.23

The raw material

Because the frequency of hard stone object finds, apart 
from flint tools, is generally very low, especially in the 
settlement quarters of the notoriously stone-less Nile 

17  Reg. no. 4466.
18  Cf. Bietak, Tell el-Dabʻa V: Ein Friedhofsbezirk, 276-7, the 
lid of a stone vessel reg. no. 1579 in Phase D/3. Forstner-Mül-
ler, Tell el-Dabʻa XVI: Die Gräber des Areals A/II, 169, reg. 
no. 2592, scarab from Phase F; 349, reg. nos. 6459A and D, 
a dish and a gaming piece made from schist. There is also a 
reference to a palette in Phase F made of greenish hard stone 
(p. 55), but the object referred to (reg. no. 5435, p. 145) is 
described as calcite in the catalogue. 
19  KopetzKy, Datierung der Gräber. It is possible that objects 
made from greenish hard stone occur in hitherto unpublished 
tombs.
20  Reg. no. 4123c represents the rim fragment of a stone vessel of 
siltstone with a horizontal lip of a type frequently found in tombs 
(probably Phase F). For the form cf. Forstner-Müller, Tell 
el-Dabʻa XVI: Die Gräber des Areals A/II, fig. 84a.9. It has 
to be noted though that the find spot was situated in the vicin-
ity of two tombs cutting into the settlement from later phases 
and may have belonged to the contents of one of them.
21  Reg. no. 2039d, Bietak, Tell el-Dabʻa V: Ein Friedhofsbe-
zirk, 267, without drawing.
22  Hein, Jánosi, Tell el-Dabʻa XI: Areal A/V, 75, reg. no. 6869 
Phase D/2‚ ‘Granatglimmerschiefer’. The material does not 
look as dense and fine as the stone objects presented here.
23  Müller, Tell el-Dabʻa XVII: Opferdeponierungen.
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Delta, a closer look at this material seems warranted.
The raw material is in all cases of dark greenish grey 

colour with whitish-greyish veins and small lighter patch-
es. The density of the stone is very high and it appears 
very compact. In some of the objects very fine grains are 
visible in their breaks with the naked eye. In most in-
stances the surface of the stone was smoothed very well 
sometimes even polished. 

The identification of the stone type cannot be defini-
tive without the aid of petrographic thin sections and the 
expertise of a geologist, and, because such a consultation 
could unfortunately not take place, several options exist. 
Comparing the macroscopic description of the objects at 
hand to the relevant literature a tentative identification of 
this stone material as sedimentary rock, namely siltstone 
or greywacke, seems most likely at the moment.24 The 
main quarry sites of siltstone and greywacke were to be 
found in the Wadi Hammamat. Greywacke represents a 
stone variety with larger grain size and cannot be com-
pletely excluded.25 

Perhaps some greenish varieties of serpentinite oc-
curring in the Eastern Desert may be taken into consid-
eration, although this is a different stone type altogether 
(metamorphic rock).26

Dolerite is also described as greyish-green stone with 
clearly visible crystals and fine to medium grain size. Be-
cause objects consisting of that material comprise almost 
exclusively spherical hammers and were found mainly 
around Aswan, it seems unlikely that this material might 
have reached the Delta.27 Also the crystals described were 
not identified in the objects.28

Previously other terms for this type of greenish stone 
were used, which include slate and schist. Nowadays such 
terms are considered to have been applied erroneously, 

24  Cf. aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, 28-32 and pl. 6.a. Note 
that one vessel thin sectioned and identified by Aston as silt-
stone (footnote 188; BM EA 2637) is listed as serpentinite in 
the object data base of the British Museum. Unfortunately no 
photograph is provided. Serpentine/serpentinite shows black 
veins, cf. aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, 56-9.
25  De putter, KarlsHausen, Les Pierres, 87-90 do not differ-
entiate greywacke and siltstone. See cl. pls. 54d.16 and 54e.17 for 
polished greywacke. Cf. also KleMM, KleMM, Steine und Stein-
brüche, 369-72, who explain the difference between the two.
26  Cf. KleMM, KleMM, Steine und Steinbrüche, cl. pl. 13.3 and p. 
376-8. Cf. also aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, 56-9, but the photo-
graphic examples shown on her pl. 12 do not resemble the objects 
from Tell el-Dab‘a. Cf. the previous note and sparKs, Stone Ves-
sels, 159, table 8 for a concise comparative approach. According 
to this table serpentinite/serpentine seems more unlikely.
27  One spherical object of a coarser greenish hard stone with 
apparent crystals fits the description of a stone hammer well 
due to the damage visible. From K1027 from the late Middle 
Kingdom settlement, see below under section 8. 
28  KleMM, KleMM, Steine und Steinbrüche, 421-2, cl. pl. 13.6.

as they refer to stone, which comes apart in layers, and 
are medium to coarse grained.29 

Considering the most likely derivation of the stone, 
from which the objects in the late Middle Kingdom set-
tlement of Tell el-Dab‘a were made, this would mean 
that such finds would have to have been brought quite a 
distance from southern Egypt into the Delta and precious 
little is known about the way to acquire such things and 
their distribution throughout the country. Whilst objects 
made from hard stone might be expected to be equally 
rare as metal objects in the archaeological record of a set-
tlement, as they were apparently continuously re-used, 
the absolute frequency of siltstone/greywacke objects is 
much higher than of metal objects in the specific case of 
the late Middle Kingdom settlement in area A/II of Tell 
el-Dab‘a, which were even rarer than siltstone/greywacke 
objects. Still, this fact might have quite different reasons 
and should therefore not be over-interpreted.

In this article the designations given to the stone type 
by the original sources will be retained with the addition 
of ‘….’ and a visual description added (mostly only of 
colour), typically derived from colour photos published 
either in books or on the internet (especially when mu-
seum databases are used). It has to be borne in mind that 
it was possible neither to revisit those objects nor to con-
duct any scientific analysis by means of thin sections. 
Moreover, photographs can be very misleading depend-
ing on the type of camera or lighting in the room where 
objects are kept. It has to be clear therefore, that any pos-
sible grouping proposed in this article is based on mac-
roscopic considerations only and must be corroborated 
by experts trained in geology. The proper identification 
of raw materials is in need of more rigorous basic work 
to reach firm conclusions. This is the more difficult as 
classification of stones are typically done along propor-
tional scales in triangular diagrams.30

Object types 

1. Trapezoid palettes and grinders (Figs. 1.a-c, 2.a-b)
An object category that is known from the Middle King-
dom in general and from cemeteries in particular is rep-
resented by trapezoid palettes with an oval depression 
on the top and sometimes with small bell-shaped de-
vices usually interpreted as aid for grinding some sub-
stance (grinder or ‘muller’), either for cosmetic purpos-
es,31 namely to grind up galena or malachite (or other 

29  aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, 31. See also aston et al., 
in nicHolson, sHaw (eds.), Ancient Egyptian Materials, 57-8. 
These terms are nevertheless often represented in older lit-
erature.
30  E.g. aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, fig. 4.
31  BietaK, Hein (eds.), Pharaonen und Fremde, 170, cat. no. 161.
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pigments) for make-up or writing.32 The grinders (e.g. 
Fig. 1.b) may be of different forms and shapes but usu-
ally they are cylindrical with a rounded top and taper-
ing in the middle (bell-shaped). It must be stressed here 
that all the palettes in area A/II were found in secondary 
deposition and the grinder separately. Hence, it is not 
possible to shed more light on the purpose and actual 
use of these objects.33 The parallels from tombs rather 
suggest a cosmetic purpose, because they were found in 
tombs of females (where this could be ascertained) and 
in combination with other cosmetic items such as kohl 
pots, mirrors and jewellery items.34 

Parallels are widely known in Egyptian art collections, 
but unfortunately only a minority is derived from controlled 
excavations. The museum databases contain numerous ex-
amples made from a variety of stone types including ‘ba-
salt’, ‘diorite’ and ‘syenite’.35 Notable exceptions are the five 
palettes from the Middle Kingdom settlement of Lahun,36 
where at least five such objects were found. They are now 
housed in the Manchester Museum but were produced from 
a different stone.37 At Harageh a similar example was found 
in a ruined house, possibly dating to the Twelfth or Thir-
teenth Dynasties.38 In the cemeteries of the Middle Kingdom 

32  petrie, Objects of daily use, 63, pl. LVI.11. Petrie grouped 
such objects with other ink trays. The measurements of 20.0 
x 11.9 cm appear larger than those from Tell el-Dab‘a.
33  One parallel from area F/I was made of the same or a similar 
material (‘Grünstein’), Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-
Dabʻa/Auaris, vol. II, 33, reg. no. 3307, from the courtyard of a 
house in stratum c (= G/3-1).
34  Cf. n. 42.
35  For the Petrie Museum see <http://www.accessingvirtuale 
gypt.ucl.ac.uk/COVES/index.php>, accessed 15.10.2014. All 
objects from this museum are described there and those rele-
vant for this article were accessed via this website.
36  petrie, Kahun, Gurob and Hawara, 30. Petrie mentions “rect-
angular trays for rubbing up paint and ink” but does not disclose 
the number of them. Further, they were identified by him as 
‘syenite’, ‘black granite’ (= gabbro according to Aston) and 
‘basalt’, but none shown. 
37  Cf. Manchester Museum website: collection database. MM 
137a-e, ‘syenite’. The sizes appear to be very similar to our ex-
amples (15.0 x 9.0 cm; 11.8 x 7.3 cm; 13.8 x 8.7 cm; 10 x 5.8 
cm; 13.0 x 9.0 cm), but the material does not seem to be greenish 
except perhaps 137a. The descriptions are the same as in JoHns, 
Catalogue of Egyptian Antiquities, 21, reg. nos. 137a-e (‘sy-
enite’), 139 (‘diorite’), and 140 (‘diorite’).
38  engelBacH, Harageh, 16-7, pl. 11, group 530. This con-
text may well also date to the late Middle Kingdom. I would 
like to thank Wolfram Grajetzki for drawing my attention 
to the double scarab from this group and its discussion by  
Miniaci, Quirke, BIFAO 109, 339-83 and to the discussion by 
KeMp, Merrillees, Minoan Pottery, 17-23, 96-7. The second 
scarab in this group also fits well into that period as it seems 
to belong to the ʻearly Tell el-Dab‘a workshopʼ by its back 
type (IIIa). Cf. Mlinar, in BietaK, czerny (eds.), Scarabs of 

such objects were also frequently found.39 Interestingly no 
such object is as yet published from the Middle Kingdom 
and Second Intermediate Period levels from Elephantine.40

The only other example from a settlement was found 
in the last (transitional) phase of the Second Intermediate 
Period to the early Eighteenth Dynasty at Balat, which 
was right at the surface and therefore not attributable to 
a particular context. Thus, it may well have been resid-
ual. The palette was fragmented and consists of ‘schiste 
verte’ with a clearly delineated depression to grind the 
pigments. The shape of the depression is rather oblong 
with curved corners than oval.41

In tomb 416 at Abydos42 one example was described 
as ‘greenish schist’,43 which may well correspond to the 
material of the examples from Tell el-Dab‘a. The shape of 
these Abydos examples differs to those from the settlement 
in that the central depression is not oval but obliquely cut 
in the corners and quite irregular. Moreover, the Abydos 
examples show a distinct edge to mark the depression. 
Whether this difference could serve as a dating criterion 
will have to be evaluated very carefully. In the cemetery 
of Lisht North a ‘diorite’ palette was found with a shal-
lower oval depression that was not sharply delineated. It 
was dated to the Twelfth to mid-Thirteenth Dynasty44 and 
might be part of a morphological development of such 
objects. Other Middle Kingdom tombs at Abydos also 
yielded such palettes with grinder, but without descrip-
tion of the material or of the sex of the tomb owner.45 An 
exception is the undisturbed tomb E3-3, which contained 
three burials with trapezoid palettes in combination with 
toiletry articles (small cosmetic containers, a mirror, beads, 

the Second Millennium BC, 113-22.
39  E.g. in Petrie Museum UC 34505 from Koptos, ‘diorite’, 
Twelfth Dynasty length 12.0 cm, height 3.1 cm. 
40  Cf. von pilgriM, Elephantine XVIII. Untersuchungen.
41  MarcHanD, souKiassian, Balat VIII. Une habitat, 105, 108, 
296 and photo 547. The photo indicates a coarser texture of 
the rock than the example from Tell el-Dab‘a. 
42  Tomb 416 contained at least one woman. Cf. KeMp, Mer-
rilleeS, Minoan Pottery, 105-75 with further references. UC 
38022 in the Petrie Museum made from ‘diorite’/’serpentinite’ 
was found in this tomb as well as a grinder of ‘basalt’. The 
same material was used for yet another palette from that Mu-
seum UC 38023 also said to come from tomb 416. 
43  KeMp, Merrillees, Minoan Pottery, 118, 416.A.07.3, fig. 
40 and pls. 10-2, now in the Ashmolean Museum E 3300, 
length 17.1 cm, width 10.6 cm, height 2.7 cm. Thus, it re-
mains unclear whether there were only two such objects as 
on the photograph or more in this tomb. 
44  MMA 22.1.16a-b with a grinder, measurements: 10.4 x 
6.7 by 3.5 cm.
45  peet, loat, The Cemeteries of Abydos. Part III, 24, pl. 
VIII.15, tomb D 109, palette combined with a small cosmetic 
faience jar.
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etc.), but the material is not described in detail.46

Another parallel of similar form with a sharp edge 
along the oval depression comes from a tomb at Dender-
ah (Twelfth Dynasty) also in combination with cosmetic 
items.47 Tomb 153 at Esna dates to the Middle Kingdom 
and was assessed as largely undisturbed, but the two pal-
ettes found are only shown on a dark photograph and seem 
to be very flat. It remains unclear if they show a depression 
at all or not. The other finds include some cosmetic con-
tainers, but the sex of the tomb owner remains unclear.48

At Qurna such a trapezoid palette with grinder and 
sharp edged depression to grind the pigments was found 
(tomb 33). The only other items on the plates of Petrie’s 
publication with the same tomb number are one stone 
vessel of beaker shape, an oval offering tray and some 
pottery. The material of the palette (‘ink-slab’) is not stat-
ed, also no tomb register provides additional information 
on the group,49 which may well date to the early Twelfth 
Dynasty.50 

Tomb 53 at Edfu dateable to the Middle Kingdom con-
tained four such items of ‘serpentine’, which include a shal-
low oval depression with a sharp edge. Their shape cor-
responds to that of the Tell el-Dab‘a ones (“en forme de 
pyramide tronquée renversée”). Two different sizes are at-
tested: 14.0 x 8.0 x 2.5 cm and 9.4 x 6.0 x 2.1 cm. One of 
the palettes was decorated with an incised cartouche around 
the oval depression.51 This example is now in the Warsaw 
Museum on display52 together with the bell-shaped grind-

46  GarStanG, El Arábah, 25-6, pl. 10. The sex of the two adult 
bodies was not ascertained the third burial belonged to a child.
47  petrie, Dendereh, 26 and pl. 20, ʻsyeniteʼ.
48  Downes, Excavations at Esna, 4-7, 99, fig. 75 from tomb 
153, 121-2. In fig. 75 the palettes are shown in the lowest row 
to left and right with letters ‘o’ and ‘Wn’, as one came from 
the shaft and one from the western chamber. The tomb reg-
ister (121-2) lists a bevelled granite palette of 10.0 x 18.0 
cm with a grinder in the western deposit under letter ‘o’; and 
another granite one also under letter ‘o’ measuring 12.8 x 7.6 
x 3.8 cm with some lumps of kohl in it. 
49  petrie, Qurneh, 3-4, pl. VIII.16. Two tombs with number 
33 seem to have existed A33 with VIII.14-16, and B33 with a 
fragmentary stela, pl. 10. It remains totally unclear to which 
tomb the other items marked with only ‘33’ belong: offering 
tray: pl. XXI.626; pottery model dishes: pl. XIV.105, 107, 109; 
a deep but narrow hemispherical cup: pl. XIV.102; a pointed 
beaker: pl. XV.174; a model jar: pl. XV.231; two small squat 
jars: pl. XV. 249-50; a medium globular jar with indentations 
on the rim: pl. XVI.337; three bag-shaped jars: pl. XVIII.424, 
439, 461; another small to medium jar pl. XVIII.421. 
50  Seiler, in scHiestl, seiler (eds.), Handbook of Pottery, esp. 
figs. 10-2.
51  MicHałowsKi et al., Tell Edfou 1938, 32, cat. nos. 11-2, 
pl. XI.10-1. 
52  Loan of the Warsaw University, reg. no. 139274 and 139278 
for palette and grinder, now described as ‘basalt’.

er also from tomb 53.53 Tombs NO 23 and NOI 28 at Edfu 
yielded such objects described as ‘schiste’, too, but they 
were published only in a small group photograph.54 One pal-
ette is shown to have a rectangular depression in the middle, 
but the material of this example is given as ‘serpentine’.55

One single, seemingly intact tomb at Qubaniya-North 
(11.l.1) contained two trapezoid palettes with one grind-
er, but only the grinder, again bell-shaped, is of green-
ish stone, whilst one of the palettes is described as ‘grey 
slate’.56 The middle of both palettes shows a depression 
from use, but no sharp edge delineates the oval grinding 
area. The sex of the tomb owner was not given, but the 
other finds tend to support an interpretation as cosmetic 
item because they comprised stone vessels and the remains 
of a possible jewellery box. All items were deposited at 
the feet of the deceased.57

A few examples of this type were found abroad at 
Gezer in the Levant, in a settlement area dated to the ear-
ly Middle Bronze Age (IIA),58 but the finds mentioned 
by Macalister vaguely in the same place also comprised 
a ‘Bügelkanne’. The interior of the palette shows ‘a dash’ 
of red pigment and the depression is sharply delineated but 
rectangular.59 Another example from gneiss-hornblende 
was found in a much later context (Late Bronze Age II, Tell 
Abu Hawam). The shallow depression was oval with an 
edge.60 Interestingly this type was not produced locally.61

Finally a possibly late example of a trapezoid palette 
is kept at the Roemer-Pelizäus Museum in Hildesheim 
with a ‘black granite’ grinder with an incised inscription of 
Ramesses II. Unfortunately these objects are not of known 
provenance. Whilst they seem to have been acquired by 
the museum as a set, it might be possible that they had 
been inscribed at a later date and re-used.62

53  MicHałowsKi et al., Tell Edfou 1938, 32, cat. no. 13, pl. XI.13, 
described as ‘schiste’.
54  MicHałowsKi et al., Tell Edfou 1939, 185, cat. nos. 151 and 
153 are described as being made of ‘schiste’ with sizes of 2.5 x 
8.9 x 7.2 cm and 2.9 x 10.6 x 6.9 cm, respectively. See also pl. 
XX.5 and 7. Cf. also SeidlMayer, Gräberfelder, esp. 63-8.
55  MicHałowsKi et al., Tell Edfou 1939, 184, cat. no. 149, pl. 
XX.3, measurements: length 6.2 cm +x, height: 3.0 cm, from 
tomb 3. 
56  Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum ÄS 7455. Cf. seipel, 
Das Vermächtnis der Pharaonen, 152, cat. no. 78. 
57  Junker, Bericht über die Grabungen von El-Kubanieh-Nord, 
146, 155, Blatt 23, no. 27. The photo shows the second palette. 
All of these objects were described by Junker as ‘black granite’.
58  sparKs, Stone Vessels, 15-6, cat. no. 15.
59  MacaliSter, Gezer, vol. II, 310-1, fig. 449.1. The palette is 
described as ‘diorite’ and measures 11 x 7.5 cm.
60  sparKs, Stone Vessels, 15-6 and 280, cat. no. 18 shown on fig. 
3.1. Cat. no. 16 is of different shape and should not be assigned 
to this group. Cf. MacaliSter, Gezer, vol. III, pl. XLIII.5.
61  sparKs, Stone Vessels.
62  petscHel, in HaSlauer (ed.), Im Reich der Pharaonen, 158.
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Fig. 1 - a) Palette reg. no. 2392, drawing by the author, KhM, Vienna; b) Grinder reg. no. 1969a, Tell el-Dab‘a Archive; 
c) Palette reg. no. 1871, Tell el-Dab‘a Archive; d) Cylindrical object reg. no. 1102, drawing by the author, KhM, Vienna; 

e) Palette reg. no. 3071a2, drawing by M.A. Negrete-Martinez
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Fig. 2 - a-b). Palette reg. no. 2392, photograph by author with permission of KhM; c-d) Cylindrical object reg. no. 1102, photo-
graph by author with permission of KhM; e-f) Stone vessel fragment reg. no. 3071a2, photograph by A. Krause © ÖAI Kairo;  

g-h) Palette reg. no. 3071a2, photograph by A. Krause, © ÖAI Kairo
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Examples from the settlement
Reg. no. 2392 (Vienna, KhM AS 3594), part of a trap-
ezoid, rectangular palette. Position: A/II-n/10, pl. 4-5, 
1.90 m/N, 3.40 m/W, 2.40 m/d (H~ 5.00 m/NN), found 
inside a wall of relative phase f. Secondary deposition. 
Phase G/3-1 to F. Records: B/W negative SW1190/42, 
44, redrawn and re-recorded. Rectangular palette with a 
shallow oval depression in the middle (due to wear?) edg-
es damaged, section shows form of irregular trapezoid. 
In one corner remains of red paint could be observed. 
The material consists of greenish-grey, dense stone, the 
surface was polished. The depression in the middle of 
the object was not sharply delineated. Measurements: 
length= 9.4 + x cm; width= 8.8 cm; height= 2.3-2.6 cm. 

Reg. no. 1871 (Cairo Museum JE 91636), rectangu-
lar, trapezoid palette. Position: A/II-k/12, pl. 5, 3.90 m/E; 
1.0 m/N; 1.45–1.50 m/d (H= c. 4.50 m/NN) measured 
down from northern section. Phase G/3-1 to F, contem-
porary with tombs k/12-1 to 3. Records: B/W negatives 
SW1143/13-14; 1184/44; 1149/2-2A; 3-3A; 2777/1; ZN 
195/68, E/26. The palette was made from greenish stone 
with a rectangular depression in the centre. One corner 
was damaged. Measurements: length= 9.9 cm; width= 
6.2 cm; height= 2.5 cm.63 

Reg. no. 1969a, grinder made of greenish stone. Posi-
tion: A/II-m/13, south eastern corner of test trench along 
southern section. Phase H to G/4-1. Records: drawing ZN 
9/69. Measurements: height= 4.0 cm; max D.= 2.8 cm.

2. Flat rectangular palettes (Figs. 1.e, 2.g-h)
Probably a simpler type of palette is represented by 
two fragments found in the settlement of the late Middle 
Kingdom. They consist just of a flat rectangular platter 
(also described as slab or plate) of up to 2 cm thickness. 
The shape of the fragments indicates that the corners of 
the palettes were well executed and that the thickness 
does not taper towards the edge. Using those palettes for 
grinding material produces a shallow rather undefined 
depression on the perceived top of the object. Such a 
use pattern was observed in reg. no. 3254b, but not in 
3071a2.

Possible examples for such flat palettes can again be 
found in tomb groups of general Middle Kingdom date, 
for example in tomb 416 at Abydos,64 although so far 
no complete parallel for a flat rectangular palette was 
located.65 The material remains frequently undescribed.

A function as whetstone is also possible, but the rec-

63  BietaK, Hein (eds.), Pharaonen und Fremde, 170, cat. no. 161.
64  KeMp, Merrillees, Minoan Pottery, 125, cat. no. 416.A07.35 
rectangular but thinner, and 124-5, cat. no. 416.A07.33 with a 
curved side, catalogue entry with parallels. 
65  If rectangular palettes are located in the literature at all, they 
are usually bevelled, and if they comprise flat non-tapering 
ends they have one curved side.

tangular shape was kept intact as far as preserved and 
there are not sufficient traces of such usage on the extant 
pieces to warrant such an interpretation.

Examples from the settlement 
Reg. no. 3071a2, palette fragment. Position: A/II-
m–n/14, from baulk, c. 3.0 m/E, level H= 4.30 m/NN. 
Phase G/3-1. Records: B/W negatives SW1466/32A, 
34A, drawing ZN 154/80, 78/2008 redrawn and re-re-
corded. Material: hard greenish stone, very dense. Meas-
urements: length= 8.9 +x cm; width= 3.6 +x cm; thick-
ness= 1.5 cm.

Reg. no. 3254b, palette fragment. Position: A/II-m/17, 
pl. 5-6, in north eastern part of square, courtyard, 1.30 
m/E, 1.40 m/N, H= 4.78 m/NN, relative stratum e = 
Phase G/3-1 to F. Records: B/W negatives SW1521/25-
26. Material: hard greenish stone, rectangular. Very 
smooth, probably reused. On the top a shallow depres-
sion was noticeable. Measurements: length= 6.0 cm +x; 
width= 3.8 cm + x; thickness= c. 1.9 cm.

3. Cylindrical tapering object (Figs. 1.d, 2.c-d)
No parallels for this object or evidence for its function 
came forward as yet. The fact that red pigment is adher-
ing to this stone object might hint at a use in combination 
with grinding of pigments or similar. Another possibili-
ty is that the object might have been a handle or foot of 
a fancy form of stone vessel, but no contemporary ones 
are known for the Middle Kingdom.66

Example from the settlement
Reg. no. 1102 (Vienna, KhM AS 1845), cylindrical, 
slightly tapering object. Position: A/II-m/13, pl. 7, rel-
ative stratum f = Phase G/3-1, exact position not record-
ed. Records: B/W negative SW1085/30, drawing ZN 
19c/68, redrawn and re-recorded. Material is probably 
siltstone: greenish, very dense and fine grained stone; 
traces of red paint were visible on the object. The object 
is very well smoothed, and even polished but broken at 
both ends. Measurements: length= 11.2 +x; thickness= 
1.9-2.3 cm.

4. Open stone vessel fragment (Figs. 3.a, 2.e-f)
Stone dishes and bowls are not very common in the Mid-
dle Kingdom at all,67 thus it is possible that this fragment 
is much older than the Middle Kingdom.68

66  I would like to thank Vera Müller for her comment on 
early stone vessels. aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, but no 
early fancy vessels are mentioned there.
67  aston, Egyptian Stone Vessels, does not list any open 
shapes for the Middle Kingdom.
68  One pre-dynastic rectangular palette with the tell-tale three 
incisions along the edges (reg. no. 2394) was found in a wall 
of the late Middle Kingdom settlement of Tell el-Dab‘a al-
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Example from the settlement
Reg. no. 3071a1, stone vessel fragment. Position: A/
II-m-n/14, from baulk, c. 3.0 m/East, level H=4.30 m/
NN. Phase G/3-1. Records: B/W negatives SW1466/32A, 
34A, drawing ZN 154/80, 79/2008 redrawn and re-re-
corded. The object shows clear tool marks from the man-
ufacturing process. There are parallel scratched in lines, 
which may be derived from some turning process. The 
surface of the dish is only partly well-polished. Ma-
terial: hard greenish stone, very dense, probably silt-
stone. Measurements: length=7.0 cm; width=8.0 cm; 
thickness=0.7 cm.

5. Polished spherical object (Figs. 3.b, 4.a)
Objects of this type are very rarely attested from con-
trolled excavations and are referred to as grinders, pound-
ers or hammers. The fact that this example from Tell el-
Dab‘a in contrast to others (see below) was extremely 
well polished with no damage to the surface at all ren-
ders the identification as pounder or hammer at least 
unlikely.69 First, the object is relatively small and not 
particularly heavy and second the polishing of the sur-
face would seem as wasted effort, if the object will be 
damaged anyway during use. 

Published parallels for such objects are rare, because 
they are not very specific or sometimes easy to recognise. 
A variety of purposes comes to mind for such objects 
and those undamaged with well executed and polished 
surfaces are in the majority in museum collections. They 
are generally labelled as grinders, hammers or pound-
ers. A few examples were identified as polishing stones, 
some perfectly spherical, from the Lisht North Ceme-
tery, dated to the Twelfth and Thirteenth Dynasty with 
a diameter of c. 6.0 cm. The stone type was not identi-
fied.70 An undated example found at Qau was made from 
a greenish stone described as ‘basalt’ and also very well 
rounded and polished. This object is described as grinder 
or pounder although it does not seem to show any broken 
surfaces.71 Another one may have been found at Balat in 
the advanced Second Intermediate Period.72 One crucial 

though no traces of such an early occupation are proven from 
the site. It could well have come from nearby much more 
ancient sites such as Minshat Abu Omar but it is impossible 
to know by what agent and when. 
69  Cf. petrie, Weights and Measures, 5.
70  Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, from Lisht North 
cemetery, e.g. MMA 11.151.733, the left example. The other 
two show several edges.
71  Petrie Museum UC 20502, measurements 4.5 x 4.4 cm. 
Weight not given.
72  MarcHanD, souKiassian, Balat VIII. Une habitat, 105, 107, 
143, 282-3, photo 524. The object consists of sandstone, but 
is very well smoothed and does not seem to show damage 
from pounding. Its diameter is similar with 6.6-6.8 cm.

question in understanding the function of these objects 
is, whether a mere polishing tool really needs to be ex-
actly spherical to do its polishing job, or if this shape is 
rather a result of its specific use.

Another interpretation for its function is as stone weight 
of round shape. Especially noteworthy is that one side of 
the spherical object from Tell el-Dab‘a is slightly flat-
tened in a way so it became stable enough not to roll 
around. Possible parallels for the shape can be found 
in Petrie’s work on weights (form 9, perhaps form 439 
although this is usually dated to the Late Period). The 
size is very similar although the flattened part is more 
pronounced in Petrie’s examples.73 Moreover, Petrie’s 
examples of this shape of weight are represented in sever-
al of his weight standard classes.74 Similar objects are in 
the collection of the Petrie Museum unfortunately most of 
them without provenance and date,75 but two were found 
at Lahun.76 At least one object of similar description is de-
rived from Minet el-Beida/Ugarit in the Levant77 showing 
a wide distribution of such shapes of weights, probably 
quite independently.

In conclusion, it is not certain whether this object 
was indeed a weight, especially as it does not contain an 
inscription with numerals. Unfortunately the weight of 
this object is not known, but even if it was, the dangers 
of using uninscribed –obvious– weights to sort them into 
a weight standard has been pointed out quite recently.78

Example from the settlement
From sherd collection K875, spherical object. Position: 
A/II-o/17, pl. 3 on a bench-like mud brick feature close 
to western section, H= 4.17 m/NN, relative stratum c = 
Phase G/4-1. Redrawn and re-recorded. Material: hard 
greenish stone, very dense, very well polished, object 

73  petrie, Weights and Measures, pls. III.9 and V.439. In pls. 
27 to 42 two references to ‘ball’ in the column for the form 
seem also to corroborate the existence of round(ed) weights, 
nos. 2097 and 2303 one of them dated by Petrie to the Twen-
ty-third Dynasty. Unfortunately many of the entries with 
form 9 are undated or dated to the Twenty-third Dynasty 
suggesting a wide date range for such weights.
74  petrie, Weights and Measures, cf. pls. 27-42: nos. 2099, 
2118, 2364, 2401, 2929, 3086, 3177, 4279. The materials 
are given as ‘alabaster’, ‘grey granite’, ‘basalt’, ‘haematite’, 
‘syenite’.
75  E.g. Petrie Museum UC: 76860, 76861, 76881, 76879, 
76869, etc. All of them are very round and polished and of 
greenish stone.
76  Petrie Museum UC 27956 and UC 27956 are slightly ir-
regular spherical weights from the settlement of Lahun and 
made from ‘basalt’ and ‘grey syenite’.
77  See Louvre AO 11675, from Ugarit, Late Bronze Age, <http://
cartelfr.louvre.fr/cartelfr/visite?srv=car_not_frame&idNotice=214 
10&langue=fr>, accessed 15.04.2015.
78  Mollat, M&G 84, 2045-77.
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intact. One side of the object is slightly flattened. Meas-
urements: diameter= 4.8-4.9 cm.

6. Other spherical objects (Fig. 3.c)
Several other spherical objects, but more irregular and 
lacking the finely polished surface came from various 
parts of the settlement. Whilst this object type was most 
probably used for grinding (of flour) or as pounding tool, 
the objects consist of a variety of stone types. Lime-
stone, quartzite, chert and the same greenish dense hard 
stone occurred throughout the phases of the late Mid-
dle Kingdom settlement. The crucial difference to the 
last object type is the unfinished even rough surface and 
quite obvious damage derived from use. Contemporary 
parallels are rarely to be found in publications79 or mu-
seum databases, where frequently no distinction can be 
made between ‘pounders’, ‘hammers’, ‘grinders’ and 
‘weights’ as these categories all contain highly polished 
and well-rounded spherical objects from many sites and 
periods.80 Only traces of use hint at the original func-
tion(s) although one does not exclude the other and these 
objects may be addressed as multi-purpose tools.

Examples from the settlement
From sherd collection K587, grinder/pounder. Position: A/
II-m/16, pl. 4-5, from both sides of the wall in the north 
west corner, H= 4.30-4.50 m/NN, Phase G/3-1. Material: 
greenish hard stone, dense, not polished, damaged. Meas-
urements: diameter=  5.4 cm x 5.2 cm; width 3.7 cm. 

From sherd collection K1084, grinder/pounder. Posi-
tion: A/II-p/16, pl. 4-5. From wall of building at eastern 
baulk, H = 4.00-4.30 m/NN, relative stratum c = Phase 
G/3-1. Old in its context. Material: greenish dense, hard 
stone. Damaged at one side. Measurements: diameter = 
5.5 x 5.2 cm. 

7. Cuboid oblong stone object with slightly domed/curved 
top (Figs. 3.e, 4.c-i; Pl. xiv)
Already at the time of the excavation the cuboid object 
of greenish stone (reg. no. 3258c) was referred to as 
stone weight. The general shape with domed top leaves 
little room for another interpretation, although the present 
weight does not include an inscription as some of the 
parallels. Most cuboid stone weights are much smaller 
and lighter than that from the late Middle Kingdom set-
tlement at Tell el-Dab‘a so that it most likely represents 

79  MarcHanD, souKiassian, Balat VIII. Une habitat, 283-5, 
in ceramic Phases 1-2 equivalent to the Thirteenth Dynasty 
and ‘the early Second Intermediate Period’. 
80  E.g. Petrie Museum UC 27957 is not as well polished as 
the other spherical weights of Lahun, but still labelled as 
weight. The original context might have improved our means 
to interpret such objects, but if found in unspecific situations 
as at Tell el-Dab‘a no additional evidence comes forward.

multiples of a unit.81 
Cuboid stone objects with domed tops occur in ex-

hibition catalogues carrying inscriptions naming a king 
and/or numerals as well as unit designations of certain 
metals, either gold or copper.82 Several Middle King-
dom king’s names from Senwosret (I) to Amenemhat 
III,83 are known from weights and so far all of them are 
cuboid with more or less rounded edges. Unfortunate-
ly most of them lack a provenance. Hitherto there is no 
reason to doubt the contemporaneity of weights and in-
scriptions although it is (theoretically) possible that the 
objects were inscribed at a later time.

Vercoutter first studied a specific period with weights 
exclusively dated to the Middle Kingdom, and combined 
all of Petrie’s weights, inscribed and uninscribed, that 
were dated to the Middle Kingdom. Most of those weights 
are actually oblong/cuboid84 and he arrived at an average 
copper unit of 27.5 g, which is about the double amount 
of the gold standard of that period, ~13.75 g.85 Those 
weights were found at Lahun,86 Quft and Mirgissa.87 Ad-
ditional material is derived from Uronarti,88 although the 
date of these weights is more difficult to ascertain, and 
from the cemetery/settlement of Lisht North.89

At Elephantine two weights of the same general shape, 
but smaller dimensions were found in the Middle King-
dom/Second Intermediate Period levels. One was well 

81  For caution on imposing weight standards on uninscribed 
weights see Mollat, M&G 84, 2051.
82  vercoutter, in enDesFelDer et al. (eds.), Ägypten und Kusch, 
437-45. petruso, BMFA 79, 44-7.
83  E.g. lacovara, in lacovara, teasley trope, D’auria (eds.), 
The Collector’s Eye, 98. As only the prenomen is mentioned it 
remains uncertain which of the three Senwosrets is meant. The 
same holds true for weights from Vienna ÄS 3148 (GriffitH, 
PSBA 15, 310, no. 37) and Baltimore accession no. 41.31. Defi-
nitely Senwosret III is mentioned on a weight from Mirgissa, cf. 
vercoutter, in enDesFelDer et al. (eds.), Ägypten und Kusch. 
A weight in the Louvre, E 9288, made from limestone, prov-
enance unknown is inscribed with the name of Amenemhat 
III. It mentions also the unit 4 nwb with a weight of 50.8 g 
making the single unit 12.7 g.
84  Compare the numbers in Vercoutter’s tables with the form 
corpus in petrie, Weights and Measures, pls. 3-8, 27-42. Cf. 
also weigall, PSBA 23, 383-6; petruso, BMFA 79, 44-7.
85  vercoutter, in enDesFelDer et al. (eds.), Ägypten und Kusch. 
86  petrie, Illahun, Kahun and Gurob, 14-5.
87  vercoutter, in enDesFelDer et al. (eds.), Ägypten und Kusch.
88  petruso, BMFA 79, 44-7.
89  cartland, BMMA 12/4, 85-90. See also Metropolitan Muse-
um of Art, New York collections database, e.g. MMA 22.1.798, 
22.1.796: inscribed with three strokes yielding a single unit of 
27.016 g; MMA 15.3.608, 15.3.607, 22.1.794, 16.3.4, 22.1.792, 
etc. These weights show wide variation as to forms (square, 
cuboid, brick shaped, various thicknesses, with and without 
rounded tops) and materials (diorite, ‘alabaster’, limestone, 
granite, sandstone, etc.).
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smoothed and described as ‘dark hard stone, perhaps 
amphibolite’ weighing 71 g with a marking of five par-
allel strokes on the rounded top (3.6 x 4.0 x 2.2 cm), 
and the other, broken one as ‘diorite’ with a preserved 
weight of 174 g (4.2 x 6.0 cm preserved).90

The study of weights in general concentrated on prov-
ing that weight standards were in use in ancient Egypt 
and to date there is a consensus about the existence of 
several such standards. They are thought to have been 
used at the same time, presumably for different commod-
ities, but the number of these standards varies in the opin-
ion of researchers,91 as well as the origin of at least some 
of those standards.92 This approach largely neglected dat-
ing, shape and material of weights.93 Cour-Marty was 
able to show that the general shape of the weights them-
selves changed over time as well as the weight standard 
units, but because only 4% of the weights are inscribed 
with units and/or commodities (gold and copper only)94 
it is currently not possible to connect any further weight 
shapes with particular commodities.

Thus, it seems that cuboid weights are particular-
ly frequent in the Middle Kingdom and perhaps in the 
Second Intermediate Period as well. Petrie arrived at 
relatively wide date ranges for his shape types ‘square, 
edges greatly rounded’, ‘square, edges less rounded’, 
‘square, edges slightly rounded’, ‘oblong’, ‘cylindrical 
top’ and ‘pillow’, but they all include the Middle King-
dom.95 The shapes that appear most frequently in Petrie’s 
various charts and are dateable to the Middle Kingdom 

90  von pilgriM, Elephantine XVIII. Untersuchungen, 274, fig. 
119.d-.c.
91  8 standards: petrie, Weights and Measures, vi, and passim. 
8 ‘Normen’: Karwiese, in czerny et al. (eds.), Timelines, 172. 
But note that he assigned one and the same weight to two dif-
ferent norms: p. 179, Petrie’s no. 2132, eleventh line from bot-
tom (it does not correspond to cour-Marty, in Berger, Ma-
tHieu (eds.), Études sur l’Ancien Empire, no. 53 but to her no. 
44) is the same as on p. 181, sixth line from the bottom given 
as CM44, which is Petrie’s no. 2132. 18 standards: Mollat, 
M&G 84, 2062. 
92  According to petrie, Weights and Measures, 13-5, 17-9 only 
the ‘kedet’ and ‘gold’ standard are of Egyptian origin. Karwie-
Se, in czerny et al. (eds.), Timelines, 173 sees a strong Meso-
potamian influence on the weights, especially on those of Deir 
el-Medina. cour-Marty, in Berger, MatHieu (eds.), Études 
sur l’Ancien Empire, 130, on the other hand does not think 
that the Shekel is present in the Egyptian weight system of 
the Old Kingdom, because the weights are very typical and 
occur certainly but only in the Late Period.
93  E.g. Petrie, Karwiese, and Mollat.
94  cour-Marty, CRIPEL 12, 21-7. cour-Marty, in Berger, 
MatHieu (eds.), Études sur l’Ancien Empire, 129-30. Karwiese, 
in czerny et al. (eds.), Timelines, 173, maintains that all stan-
dards existed from very early on, without being more specific. 
95  petrie, Weights and Measures, 2, 4-7, 10.

are his types 55, 62, 625, 63, 64, 642, 646, 65, 653, 658, 
66, 691, 692, 694, 696.96 Cour-Marty arrived at a sim-
ilar conclusion. Most of the Middle Kingdom weights 
belong to her ‘square and oblong class 7’ and the most 
frequent materials belong to a collective group of ‘min-
erals’ including quartz and serpentine and another com-
prising limestone, travertine (‘alabaster’) and sandstone. 
Basalt, diorite and granite occur quite frequently, too. 
Nevertheless, Cour-Marty’s work also shows that cuboid 
weights occur at all times albeit in significantly smaller 
percentages in the later periods.97 Whilst these results 
lead the way, more detailed studies of the material itself 
with new assessments of material, shapes, weights and 
traces of usage are necessary to gain a more detailed 
picture and avoid circular arguments.98 

Example from the settlement
Reg. no. 3258c (Tell el-Dab‘a magazine), stone weight, 
slightly damaged. Position: A/II-n/18, pl. 7-8, from fill in 
south east corner of square, in the courtyard of a house, 
H = 4.14–4.30 m/NN.99 Phase G/4-1. Records: B/W neg-
ative 1523/27-28, drawing ZN 11/1980, redrawn and 
re-recorded. Material: hard greenish stone, very dense, 
probably siltstone. The object is rectangular, with a 
slightly domed top. The edges were worked very care-
fully and the object was very well smoothed although 
very fine scratches are visible. The surface does not seem 
to have been polished. Considerable damage was done 
to the object: it is very chipped around the edges of its 
top and bottom, the right top corner is missing. The long 
sides are also quite chipped along the edges. These fea-
tures might have resulted from the use of the object as 
a tool to pound something hard. It would seem unlikely 
that such damage could have resulted just from being 
kicked about the courtyard where it was found. Meas-

96  Op. cit., pls. 6-7. Note that those shapes are kept separate by 
Cour-Marty in her rhomboid class, which seems not to have 
been discussed at all. Cf. cour-Marty, CRIPEL 12, fig. 10 
and passim.
97  cour-Marty, CRIPEL 12, 26-7 and 54-5 with fig. 26, class 7.
98  All modern studies of ancient Egyptian weights take the work 
of Petrie as the basic source of research as it gives details for thou-
sands of objects. The measurements are probably as accurate as 
they can be for Petrie’s day because he used a “new commercial 
balance by Becker” but he took “70 weighings an hour” (p. 3-4). 
The form classification seems in need of a re-evaluation, as e.g. 
Petrie Museum UC 27935 from Lahun does not really corre-
spond to shape 64 on pl. 6, as well as the rock classification. 
Uncertain provenance and dating of many finds complicate 
conclusions on developments of weight units, shapes and ma-
terials as unprovenanced examples were assigned a date by 
shape or material.
99  This description is taken from the original find slip kept 
together with the object. The register book contains a differ-
ent description (“from pit in south east corner of square”).
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Fig. 3 - a) Stone vessel fragment reg. no. 3071a2, drawing by M.A. Negrete-Martinez; b) Polisher/weight reg. no. K875, draw-
ing by the author; c) Pounder/grinder reg. no. K1084, drawing by the author, inked by W. Schenck; d) Grinder/hammer reg. no. 

K1027, drawing by the author; e) Weight reg. no. 3258c, drawing by the author
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Fig. 4 - a) Polisher/weight reg. no. K875, photograph by the author; b) Grinder/hammer reg. no. 1027, photograph by the 
author; c-f, h-i) Weight reg. no. 3258c, photograph by A. Krause, © ÖAI Cairo; g) Weight reg. no. 3258c, photograph 

by the author
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urements: length= 8.3 cm; width= 5.8 cm; height= 3.7 
cm, current weight 404g.

8. Hemispherical object (Figs. 3.d, 4.b)
For this type of object, a spherical stone broken in half 
with irregular surfaces and quite damaged, no exact par-
allels are known from a settlement. The stone fragment 
might perhaps have been part of a statue (?) that was 
re-used as tool.

Example from the settlement
From sherd collection K1027, grinder/pounder. Posi-
tion: A/II-o/17, laying on top of pl. 5, from south west 
corner, H= 3.92-4.05 m/NN, relative stratum e = Phase 
G/4-1. Probably already from below the house Phase 
G/3-1. Damaged on top in the form of hollows and holes. 
Material: hard dense dark green stone with some lighter 
veins, fine grained.

Discussion

Searching for the combination of the object groups pre-
sented here, the only site with similar finds is the settle-
ment of Lahun excavated more than 100 years ago. In 
contrast to Lahun the stone type of the objects from Tell 
el-Dab‘a is more uniform being of greenish dense hard 
stone. Apart from those stone objects there were only 
a few more stone vessel fragments of travertine (ʻcal-
citeʼ/ʻalabasterʼ) and rough to very rough limestone or 
sandstone implements for flour grinding to be found as 
well as some querns and mortars. All of these consist of 
different stone types.

It is noteworthy that both spherical and cuboid weights 
seem to occur at the same time at the settlement of La-
hun100 as well as trapezoid palettes thus ascertaining a 
similar range of object types available to the inhabitants 
there although it seems very likely that by the time they 
were deposited at Tell el-Dab‘a they were already old 
due to the intrinsic value of stone in the stoneless Delta. 
An exception is the spherical weight found on top of a 
bench inside a house, which may well be contemporary.

There is no obvious spatial clustering of those stone 
objects in any location of the late Middle Kingdom set-
tlement area A/II at Tell el-Dab‘a, and, perhaps not un-
expectedly, most of them came from fill or trash depos-
its and walls. It is, thus, unfortunate that the function 
of some of these implements still remains quite unclear 
although consideration of surface treatments and use 
traces may lead to a better awareness of possible crite-

100  Note that there is a sizeable occupation of the settlement 
of Lahun also in later periods as identified by Petrie himself, 
petrie, Illahun, Kahun and Gurob, 15.

ria for classification, especially with regard to pounders, 
grinders, polishers and weights.

Although no in depth consideration of weights and 
their use in settlements of the late Middle Kingdom can 
be offered here, there seem to have been a variety of 
types and standards in use at the same time. The assig-
nation of uninscribed weights to weight standards re-
mains tentative at best, thus, it is difficult to impose any 
standard units onto them, but Vercoutter could show that 
particularly oblong cuboid weights fit well his copper 
unit of c. 26-28.3 g averaging at 27.5 g.101 Applied to the 
cuboid weight found at Tell el-Dab‘a, which is unfortu-
nately damaged, it might have represented that standard 
as 15 times 27.5 g results in 412.5 g and its actual weight 
is 404 g. At the same time it is perfectly possible, if un-
likely that the same weight could amount to 30 units of 
the gold standard, which is currently thought to be half 
the copper standard in the Middle Kingdom.102 Howev-
er, it is extremely difficult to estimate the missing mass, 
thus it is perhaps wiser not to speculate. 

Cuboid weights were also thought to be essentially 
in use at sites where metals were worked,103 and at Tell 
el-Dab‘a there is some evidence for such a supposition, 
because several stone casting moulds for the production 
of metal tools were found in area A/II104 and F/I.105 Al-
though one would imagine that sites with such activi-
ties should be recognisable by the presence of kilns and 
large amounts of slag and ash to mark them as industri-
al sites, no such features were specifically noted during 
the excavation in area A/II. Although in some places 
ash layers of remarkable depth were noted, no industrial 
kilns were located. The fact that the cuboid weight was 
not found in context is not surprising as it shows traces 
of heavy reuse, clearly being conveniently at hand for 
some secondary pounding task giving objects like this 
a very long and varied use-life.

Compared with the thousands of finds made in the 
late Middle Kingdom settlement located in area A/II at 
Tell el-Dab‘a the proportion of stone objects is minis-

101  vercoutter, in enDesFelDer et al. (eds.), Ägypten und Kusch.
102  Note one piece with an inscription of Senwosret and nwb 
6. As it weighs 75 g one unit would be 12.5 g. Cf. lacovara, 
in lacovara, trope, D’auria (eds.), The Collector’s Eye, 98. 
Similarly the weight with the inscription of Amenemhat III 
in the Louvre weighs 50.8 g with 4 units of nwb resulting in 
12.7 g for the single unit. This standard applied to our weight 
would lead to 32 units. 35 units would weigh 437.5 g.
103  cour-Marty, CRIPEL 12, 22. cour-Marty, in Berger, 
MatHieu (eds.), Études sur l’Ancien Empire, 131 for the Old 
Kingdom.
104  Reg. no. 4588, made of limestone, Phase G/3-1, found in 
an open area between houses.
105  Müller, Das Stadtviertel F/I in Tell el-Dabʻa/Auaris, vol. 
I, 369; vol. II, 96-106.
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cule, attesting either to the attractiveness of such ob-
jects, so they were re-used many times over and not eas-
ily dumped in ordinary trash deposits or the distance to 
stone quarries was too great or the special material was 
too expensive to be brought along in higher quantities 
in the first place. As in many other instances there are 
not many contemporary data sets to which to compare 
those of Tell el-Dab‘a, in order to judge whether it is 
actually normal to find so few hard stone objects in a 
settlement or not. 

The general frequency with which stone objects were 
found as well as the dissatisfying information on con-
texts and a long use-life make it extremely difficult to 
speculate about distribution patterns and availability of 
such items, even more so if specific stone types are in 
the focus of study. As the identification of particular and 
rarer rock types and distributions of such objects with-
in Egypt are still very difficult to discern, a long way 

of research is still ahead of us and collaborations with 
trained geologists or at least thorough instruction are 
sorely needed. Thus, stone objects housed in museums 
round the world continue to provide an immensely rich 
field of research and promise improvement of our knowl-
edge about everyday life in ancient Egypt for the future.
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Pl. I: Cartonnage mask of Senetites, Dahshur, shaft 65

Pl. II: Coffin of Senu in situ, Dahshur, shaft 42

Pl. III: Faience figure of dog, Dahshur, shaft 79

Pl. IV: Beer bottles in situ at the burial chamber of 
Shaft 107, Dahshur

Pl. V: Wooden model door, Dahshur, shaft 106, tomb 
of Key

Pl. VI: Fragment of faience animal, Dahshur shaft 79

Pl. VII: Fragment of faience hippopatamus, Dahshur, 
shaft 79

Pl. VIII: Cartonnage mask of Senu, front, Dahshur, 
shaft 42

Pl. IX: Cartonnage mask of Senu, top, Dahshur, shaft 42

Pl. X: Canopic jars of Key, Dahshur, shaft 106

Pl. XI: Faience figure of frog, Dahshur, shaft 106

Pl. XII: Faience model fruits from Shaft 106, Dahshur 

Pl. XIII: Inner anthropoid coffin of Sobekhat, Dahshur, 
shaft 106

Pl. XIV: Stone weight, Tell el-Dabʻa

Pl. XV: Sarenput’s shabti (right) and its coffin (left)

Pl. XVI: Inscribed fringe with the name of Sarenput’s 
mother, Sattjeni

Pl. XVII: The mask and shroud of Heqaib III

Pl. XVIII: Rishi-coffin of Neb, found inside the burial 
chamber. The outer side of the box is entirely painted 
black

Pl. XIX: Detail of the upper half of the lid. Note the 
headdress’ lappets with a peculiar geometrical pattern 
imitating a mat

Pl. XX: End of the offering formula identifying the 
coffin’s owner

Pl. XXI: Coffin of the five-year-old child (UE 1001)

Pl. XXII: Statue, Boston, MFA 2012.567. Front view

Pl. XXIII: Statue, Boston, MFA 2012.567. Back view

Pls. XXIV-XXVII: Canopic chest of Khakheperresen-
eb, side a, b, c, d © Georges Poncet/Musée du Louvre

Pl. XXVIII: Faience lion figurine. Forepaws missing. 
The glaze is pitted and cracked. The details of the 
lion’s fur, including the striped tail are indistinct. Aby-
dos (El Arabah, tomb E.1); Manchester 1229

Pl. XXIX: Painted limestone statuette. The encrustation 
of the head adds to the top-heavy impression. Abydos 
(El Arabah, tomb E.1); Manchester 1231

Pl. XXX: Right profile detail of the statuette. The right 
hand has four instead of three incisions marking out 
the fingers

Pl. XXXI: Faience lion figurine. Forepaws missing. 
The glaze is pitted and cracked. The details of the 
lion’s fur, including the striped tail are indistinct. Aby-
dos (El Arabah, tomb E.1); Manchester 1229

Pl. XXXII: Beads and scarab, Abydos (El Arabah, 
tomb E.1); Manchester 1292

Pl. XXXIII: Beads and scarab, Abydos (El Arabah, 
tomb E.1); Manchester 1292

Pl. XXXIV: Silver torque, Abydos (El Arabah, tomb 
E.1); Manchester 1228
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