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In 2015� the project Beyond Politics: Material Culture in Second Intermediate Period Egypt 
and Nubia1 was initiated to assess archaeological finds in their own right, independently from 
the historical, written sources. This approach was born out of necessity because the majority 

of archaeological finds do not bear dynastic affiliations. This is particularly true of the non-élite 
strata of ancient society.

The difficulties would not be alleviated even if such data were more frequent, because in the 
Second Intermediate Period (SIP) a) the sequence of pharaohs is not completely preserved2 b) the 
reconstruction is not agreed upon3 and c) numerous archaeological SIP sites do not include any 
king’s names.

Most objects discussed here lack inscriptions or names, to demonstrate the complications and 
the need to add archaeological interpretations to obtain greater insight into the reconstruction of 
the lives of past people in the SIP. This is not to say that texts should be ignored, but the full value 
of archaeological finds should be used to add knowledge of the past.

1.	 PROJECT SCOPE AND CHRONOLOGICAL RANGE

The aims of the project are to undertake new analyses of material remains of the entire SIP, 
providing data for typical material culture in the various regions of Egypt (e.g. the eastern Delta, 
Memphis-Fayoum Region, Middle Egypt, Theban area, southern Egypt4). A representative selection 
of contexts from the quantity of available material is made.

In order to define the limitations of the SIP, differences to before and after need to be ascertained, 
thus the chronological range goes from the late Middle Kingdom (MK) to the beginning of the 
New Kingdom (NK). The transitional periods between the end of the MK and the SIP and the end 

 *  Austrian Academy of Sciences.
1.  Funded by the Austrian Science Fund FWF, START-project Y754-G19, hosted by the Austrian Academy of 
Sciences, initially the Institute for Oriental & European Archaeology, renamed to Department of Prehistory and 
Western Asian & Northeast African Archaeology in 2021.
2.  Ryholt 1997. 
3.  Schneider 2006; Polz 2007.
4.  Bourriau 2010.
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New Developments in Second Intermediate Period Archaeology 
in Egypt (ca. 1800–1550 BC)

Bettina Bader*
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of the SIP and the beginning of the NK are most difficult to comprehend as these limits were defined 
in modern times and projected back. The focus of the research is on relative sequences for a number 
of sites (e.g. Tell el-Daba, Abusir el-Meleq, Ehnasya el-Medina, Bersha, Abydos, Mostagedda, Qau, 
Elephantine, Kerma). The distribution of sites is spread across Egypt and Lower Nubia.5

2.	 UNDERLYING THEORY

The Second Kamose Stela,6 an important historiographic monument, influences the interpretation 
of the archaeological remains found, even if written evidence is lacking. This narrative represents 
the view of the victor7 and contains an ideological bias, which needs to be critically assessed.

The Beyond Politics approach uses both source types, archaeology and texts, acknowledging their 
particular idiosyncrasies and avoids imposing preconceived ideas onto the material culture. The 
result is a different “type” of history. Instead of a history of events of single powerful people, insights 
into cultural, social and economic processes in the SIP are obtained. Some of these insights may 
shed light on the political history of this time but per se most material culture is unlikely to carry 
direct information about political events (except elite items – stelae, inscribed finds).

The theoretical grounding of the project is influenced by Bourdieu’s habitus theory,8 the scrutiny 
of the chaîne opératoire, and by considerations of materiality.9 The chaîne opératoire concept10 
considers in depth the sequence of steps chosen by the maker and the choices that are made to 
produce an object (e.g. Tell el-Yahudiya juglets11).

The observation of how objects are made plays a major role because it allows one to ascertain 
whether one single or several method(s) of object manufacture of the same design exists. Simplified, 
the first option would support the thesis that objects were made in one central place even by more 
people (who were taught to do things in only one way), whereas if the second supposition were true, 
the likelihood of several manufacturing places increases. Assumptions about workshop traditions 
can be made, which have immediate repercussions on the appearance of regionality.

The study of contextual assemblages of material culture to overcome the artificial division of 
object types, which archaeologists have followed since Petrie’s work12 in the early 20th century, is 
crucial. It is necessary to collaborate in larger groups of specialists to fully appreciate the contextual 
information material culture can provide.

Another important aspect is the use of finds from settlements and cemeteries. While objects 
from cemeteries are often inspired by those used in daily life, we still know very little about 
material culture in settlements, which is more fragmented than in tombs. Nevertheless, it gives 
evidence of what was done where and how. Data from old and new excavation projects needs to be 

5.  A. de Souza researches the finds of Nubian tradition.
6.  Habachi 1972.
7.  Selbin 2010.
8.  Bourdieu 1977.
9.  DeMarrais, Gosden, Renfrew (eds.) 2004.
10.  Gosselain 2000. 
11.  De Vreeze 2017, fig. 2.
12.  Petrie 1909.
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combined because many of the previously explored sites are now destroyed and we cannot afford 
to disregard this information. Moreover, contexts can often be reconstructed, and materials can be 
re-studied in museums. Data from museums and archival information combined with secondary 
studies, published data, and collaboration with ongoing projects taken together provide at first 
a local relative chronology, hopefully quite independent from the “dynastic chronology” to prevent 
circular arguments. The next step is to work on a diachronic development of different categories 
of material culture, and, finally to compare such developments with each other.

3.	 CASE STUDIES

The project idea is to collect archaeological materials from contexts as intact as possible and 
then put them in chronological order, rather from evidence within a site than by external parallels, 
to avoid argumentative circles. The term bottom-up approach was chosen to start with the smallest 
unit—the find assemblage—and build up a sequence from here, instead of starting by creating 
a corpus, which only partially represents the single contexts or assemblages.

3.1.	 CONTEXTS

The intact burial of a woman from Dra Abu el-Naga includes a number of different categories 
of material culture. The dynastic date of this group has been discussed many times (late 17th, early 
18th Dynasty, Thutmosis III13). It is a typical example for the difficulties of dating a very rich group 
that does not include conclusive inscriptional evidence. The procurement of these items, some very 
valuable, indicates that the deceased belongs to a privileged stratum of society. Nevertheless, the lack of 
an affiliation makes the possibility to tie this group of material culture into the dynastic system difficult. 
It should not be forgotten that dynasties are imposed by later sources (Manetho)14 and the ancient 
people were not aware of them. The find circumstances, manufacturing technology of objects,15 the way 
the materials are used, the origin of the materials, the distribution in the context and existing parallels 
all shed light on the frequency of such materials and how they were integrated in ancient society.

Often intact assemblages are dominated by pottery, and therefore every effort has to be made 
to understand it as a source beyond dating.16 Pottery does not tell history in events but general 
social and economic changes become visible more quickly, than in rare and costly object categories 
(e.g. jewellery, stone vessels), which are frequently re-used.

The assemblage from Abusir el-Meleq provides more diverse items.17 The rarer object types (figurine, 
stone vessels) are not numerous enough to provide good criteria to create a sequence. Moreover, stone 
vessels, are very sturdy and can be handed down for long periods, which are hard to estimate. Several 
tomb groups at Abusir only contained pottery, so that is often the best indicator to construct a sequence.

13.  Petrie 1909, pp. 6–10, pl. xxii–xxix; Aston 2007, pp. 217–219; Bourriau 2010, p. 35; Miniaci 2011, 
pp. 141–145, 249 with earlier bibliography on the coffin; Maitland, Potter, Troalen 2022. 
14.  Von Beckerath 1997, p. 5.
15.  Troalen, Tate, Guerra 2014.
16.  Bader 2020; Bader 2021.
17.  Möller, Scharff 1926, pp. 84–101. Kemp, Merrillees 1980, pp. 54–55, 90–91.
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Subsequently the material culture sequences will be compared. The archaeological phases, 
detached from the dynasties, can be synchronised so that a network of archaeological phases is the 
starting point. If finds with clear dynastic connections exist, so much the better. The sequences can 
be combined in a multiscalar manner, e.g. by object category or context type.

3.2.	 OBJECT TYPES

Practical field work by the author in all regions mentioned, confirmed the regional variation of 
material culture in the SIP, which is most visible in the pottery, simply because it is so frequent. 
Stone vessels are much more uniform, but this may just be because these finds are too rare to see 
differences clearly.

“Hemispherical cups” are highlighted as an example for an object type. These vessels appear in 
settlement contexts and tomb groups and were considered as important type “fossil” from the MK to 
the later SIP. The change in form of these vessels was formalised by the vessel index (relation of the 
maximum diameter to the height of the vessels).18 The change of this index at Tell el-Dab’a to smaller 
numbers coincides with the change of the shape from shallow and wide to narrow and high vessels.19 
Work at the site of Memphis/Kom Rabia showed cups with a higher index but later in the sequence. 
While the index was as high as stratigraphically earlier cups, scrutiny of shape and technology made it 
clear that both differed from the earlier MK cups. They clearly represent a separate, local development.20 
Similar discrepancies were noted at Balat,21 Thebes,22 Edfu23 and Aswan.24 Thus, regional variation is 
more important than has hitherto been given credit. Hemispherical cups exist at most sites in the late 
MK and the SIP, but how long they continue at which sites needs more research. At Tell el-Dab’a cups 
continue into the NK undergoing severe morphological changes,25 while at Memphis they come to an 
end in the later SIP.26 The great variability of the manufacturing technology of the cup bases also needs 
attention. The trimming patterns and the shapes are different at various sites (fig. 1a–c).

Details in manufacturing technology, shape and size need more attention, but also raw materials. 
They need to be well documented. This is particularly true for base technologies.27 In the later SIP 
open vessels begin to be set upside down on the wheel and flat based dishes were trimmed with 
a tool to produce deep horizontal scratches in the lower part of the vessel and circular ones on 
the underside of the base (fig. 1d). This tradition continues into the NK levels at some sites, but 
handmade bases still occur side by side. It needs to be stressed, that no single base manufacturing 

18.  Schiestl, Seiler 2012, pp. 84–110 with references.
19.  Bietak 1991, pp. 50–51.
20.  Bader 2007.
21.  Ballet 1990, pp. 25–28.
22.  Seiler 2012, pp. 318–320.
23.  Natasha Ayers, pers. comm. 15/11/2020.
24.  von Pilgrim 1996, pp. 186–188.
25.  David A. Aston, pers. comm. 20/01/2021. 
26.  Bader 2007, pp. 251–258.
27.  Assessment of base technologies was sadly neglected in Schiestl, Seiler 2012.
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technology can as yet be used for unequivocal dating purposes to divide the late SIP from the early 
NK at every site in Egypt. Scrutiny of details is not only important for pottery but every other 
object type, ideally in combination with scientific analysis.

4.	 CONCLUSION AND PROSPECTS

Although much work still lies ahead until final results can be presented, awareness should be 
raised concerning problematic chronological terminologies, which do not help to solve any difficulties.

Historical sources are used to map dynastic influences28 visualising the political division of the SIP, 
with several social groups exerting changing political influences. These groups are referred to as the 
13th, 14th, 15th, 16th and 17th Dynasties and the rulers of Kerma. Recently, a new, local, ruling group, 
the “Abydene” Dynasty, became better known,29 keeping the modern definition of the dynasties in 
flux.30 The use of such schemata to refer to archaeological stratigraphies for the description of material 
culture often leads to confusion and uncertainties, as not every site is clearly affiliated to a dynasty 
and several dynasties were probably in power at the same time. The 13th Dynasty is particularly 
ambivalent in relative dating, because due to historiography Egypt’s political union broke apart during 
that dynasty. Hence, the 13th Dynasty is likely of uneven duration in different regions, depending 
when the 13th Dynasty rulers were no longer recognised.31 Thus, the 13th Dynasty ended at different 
times in the regions,32 and the term “late 13th Dynasty” becomes contemporary with the 15th, 16th or 
17th Dynasty at other sites. Moreover, this process is not necessarily visible in archaeology.

This example shows that the previously assumed and practised subordination of production 
of (uninscribed) material culture to these political divisions needs to be questioned,33 because it 
has deeply influenced the study of material culture and led to simplistic interpretations. Besides, 
is it likely that the material culture would look different if a different élite group (“dynasty”) rules? 
Theoretical work suggests otherwise, because material culture is not a 1:1 reflection of historical 
events or group identities.34 Thus, using dynastic assignations for purely archaeological finds needs 
to be done with great reluctance.

The solution would be to first use archaeological phasing and then try to seek connections to 
dynastic information. That may work better at some sites than at others, e.g. currently it is unclear 
which dynast(ies) reigned at Deir el-Bersha in the SIP. Nevertheless, the presence of some material 
culture there makes fairly clear that people were active there during this time, but their allegiance (if it 
existed) remains unknown, unless interpretations of the Kamose Stela are brought in. Then again sites 
like Abydos or Thebes keep providing more information about the SIP and the élite groups ruling it. 
Nevertheless, material culture serves as valuable source on a broader basis and provides the backbone 
for any history, in which the lives of ancient people are the subject, but it does not carry clear name tags.

28.  E.g. Manley 1996, pp. 52–53; Ryholt 1997.
29.  Wegner, Cahail 2021. 
30.  Ryholt 1997; Polz 2007; Wegner, Cahail 2021.
31.  Bourriau 2000, p. 185–186.
32.  Cf. Ryholt 1997, table 1; Miniaci 2011, table 1.
33.  Bader 2021.
34.  Bader 2021 with further references.



	 44	 Bettina Bader

	 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank team members N. Ayers, A. de Souza, L. Hulková, C. Knoblauch, E. Kraft 
and co-operation partners (J. Bourriau, I. Forstner-Müller, J.-M. Galán, M. Gatto, C. Gallorini, 
P. Lacovara, S. Marchand, N. Moeller, C. Pérez-Díe, C. von Pilgrim, S. Rzepka, J. Hudec, 
H. Willems and the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities) without whom this work would not 
be possible. I would like to thank especially K. Firneiser and J. Helmbold-Doyé (Ägyptisches 
Museum Berlin) for access to material from Abusir el-Meleq. “Thank you” to all other colleagues 
too numerous to mention here due to space restrictions.

	 BIBLIOGRAPHY

Aston 2007
Aston, D.A., “Kom Rabia, Ezbet Helmi, and Saqqara 

NK 3507. A Study in Cross-Dating”, in M. Bietak, 
E. Czerny (eds.), The Synchronisation of 
Civilisations in the Eastern Mediterranean in the 
Second Millennium B.C., vol. 3: Proceedings of 
the SCIEM 2000–2nd EuroConference Vienna, 
28th of May–1st of June 2003, Vienna, 2007, 
pp. 207–248. 

Bader 2007
Bader, B., “A Tale of Two Cities: First Results of 

a Comparison Between Avaris and Memphis”, 
in M. Bietak, E. Czerny (eds.), The Synchronisation 
of Civilisations in the Eastern Mediterranean in 
the Second Millennium B.C., vol. 3: Proceedings 
of the SCIEM 2000–2nd EuroConference Vienna, 
28th of May – 1st of June 2003, Vienna, 2007, 
pp. 249–267.

Bader 2020
Bader, B., “Ancient Egyptian Pottery”, in I. Shaw, 

E. Bloxam (eds.), Oxford Handbook of Egyptology, 
Oxford, 2020, pp. 312–332.

Bader 2021
Bader, B., Material Culture and Identities in 

Egyptology: Towards a Better Understanding 
of Cultural Encounters and their Influence on 
Material Culture, Archaeology of Egypt, Sudan, 
and the Levant 3, Vienna, 2021.

Ballet 1990
Ballet, P., “La céramique du Kôm I”, BIFAO 90, 

1990, pp. 18–28.

Bietak 1991
Bietak, M., “Egypt and Canaan in the 

Middle Bronze Age”, BASOR 281, 1991, pp. 27–72.

Bourdieu 1977
Bourdieu, P., Outline of a Theory of Practice, 

Cambridge, 1977.

Bourriau 2000
Bourriau, J., “The Second Intermediate 

Period (c. 1650–1550 BC)”, in I. Shaw (ed.), 
The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, Oxford, 
2000, pp. 185–217.

Bourriau 2010
Bourriau, J., “The Relative Chronology of the 

Second Intermediate Period: Problems in 
Linking Regional Archaeological Sequences”, 
in M. Marée (ed.), The Second Intermediate 
Period (Thirteenth-Seventeenth Dynasties): Current 
Research, Future Prospects, OLA 192, Leuven, 
2010, pp. 11–37.

DeMarrais, Gosden, Renfrew 2004
DeMarrais, E., Gosden, C., Renfrew, C. (eds.), 

Rethinking Materiality, Cambridge, 2004.

de Vreeze 2017
de Vreeze, M., “‘A Strange Bird Will Breed in the 

Delta Marsh’: The Evolution of Tell el Yahudiya 
Juglets and the Role of Tell el-Dab’a as 
a Hybrid Zone”, in B. Bader, C.M. Knoblauch, 
E.C. Köhler (eds.), Vienna 2 – Ancient Egyptian 
Ceramics in the 21st Century. Poceedings of the 
International Conference Held at the University of 
Vienna 14th–18th of May, 2012, OLA 245, Leuven, 
2017, pp. 155–177.



	 Beyond Politics	 45

Gosselain 2000
Gosselain, O.P., “Materializing Identities: 

An African Perspective”, Journal of Archaeological 
Method and Theory 7/3, 2000, pp. 187–217.

Habachi 1972
Habachi, L., The Second Stela of Kamose and his 

Struggle Against the Hyksos Ruler and his Capital, 
ADAIK 8, Glückstadt, 1972.

Kemp, Merrillees 1980
Kemp, B.J., Merrillees, R.S., Minoan Pottery in 

Second Millennium Egypt, Mainz, 1980.

Maitland, Potter, Troalen 2022
Maitland, M., Potter, D.M., Troalen, L. “The burial 

of the ‘Qurna Queen’ ”, in G. Miniaci, 
P. Lacovara (eds.), The Treasure of the Egyptian 
Queen Ahhotep and International Relations at the 
Turn of the Middle Bronze Age (1600–1500 BCE), 
London, 2022, pp. 205–233. 

Manley 1996
Manley, B., The Penguin Historical Atlas of Ancient 

Egypt, London, 1996.

Miniaci 2011
Miniaci, G., Rishi Coffins and the Funerary 

Culture of Second Intermediate Period Egypt, 
GHP Egyptology 17, London, 2011.

Möller, Scharff 1926
Möller, G., Scharff, A., Die archäologischen 

Ergebnisse des vorgeschichtlichen Gräberfeldes von 
Abusir el-Meleq, WVDOG 49, Leipzig, 1926.

Petrie 1909
Petrie, W.M.F., Qurneh, BSAE, ERA 16, London, 

1909.

Polz 2007
Polz, D., Der Beginn des Neuen Reiches: Zur 

Vorgeschichte einer Zeitenwende, SDAIK 31, 
Berlin, 2007.

Ryholt 1997
Ryholt, K.S.B., The Political Situation in Egypt 

During the Second Intermediate Period, 
c. 1800–1550 BC, Copenhagen, 1997.

Schiestl, Seiler 2012
Schiestl, R., Seiler, A., Handbook of Pottery of the 

Egyptian Middle Kingdom, vol. 1: The Corpus 
Volume, Denkschriften der Gesamtakademie 72, 
CCEM 31, Vienna, 2012.

Schneider 2006
Schneider, T. “The Relative Chronology of the 

Middle Kingdom and the Hyksos Period 
(Dyns. 12–17)”, in E. Hornung, R. Krauss, 
D.A. Warburton (eds.), Ancient Egyptian 
Chronology, HbOr 83, Leiden, Boston, 2006, 
pp. 168–196.

Seiler 2012
Seiler, A., “Middle Kingdom Pottery in 

the Theban Necropolis”, in R. Schiestl, 
A. Seiler (eds.), Handbook of Pottery of the 
Egyptian Middle Kingdom, vol. 2: The Regional 
Volume, Denkschriften der Gesamtakademie 72, 
CCEM 31, Vienna, 2012, pp. 299–320.

Selbin 2010
Selbin, E., Revolution, Rebellion, Resistance: 

The Power of Story, London, New York, 2010.

Troalen, Tate, Guerra 2014
Troalen, L.G., Tate, J., Guerra, M.F., “Goldwork in 

Ancient Egypt: Workshop Practices at Qurneh 
in the 2nd Intermediate Period”, JAS 50, 2014, 
pp. 219–226.

von Beckerath 1997
von Beckerath, J., Chronologie des pharaonischen 

Ägypten: Die Zeitbestimmung der ägyptischen 
Geschichte von der Vorzeit bis 332 v. Chr, MÄS 46, 
Mainz, 1997.

von Pilgrim 1996
von Pilgrim, C., Elephantine XVIII: Untersuchungen 

in der Stadt des Mittleren Reiches und der Zweiten 
Zwischenzeit, ArchVer 91, Mainz, 1996.

Wegner, Cahail 2021
Wegner, J., Cahail, K., King Seneb-Kay's Tomb 

and the Necropolis of a lost Dynasty at Abydos, 
University Museum Monograph 155, 
Philadelphia (PA), 2021.



	 46	 Bettina Bader

©
 Ö
A
W
/B
. B
ad
er
.

©
 Ö
A
W
/B
. B
ad
er
.

©
 S
w
is
s I
ns
tit
ut
e/
Ö
A
W
/B
. B
ad
er
.

©
 K
U
 L
eu
ve
n/
B.
 B
ad
er
.

Fig. 1a.  Base of hemispherical cup, 
late Middle Kingdom, Tell el-Dab‘a. 

Fig. 1b.  Base of hemispherical cup, early SIP,  
Deir el-Bersha. 

Fig. 1c.  Base of hemispherical cup, early SIP, 
Elephantine. 

Fig. 1d.  Base of dish, Tell el-Dab‘a, late SIP/early NK.
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