
31
Septembre 2021

numéro 

65 bis, rue Galande 75005 PARIS

ARCHÉO-NIL
Revue de la société pour l’étude des cultures prépharaoniques de la vallée du Nil

La violence II



Archéo-Nil est une revue internationale et pluridisciplinaire à comité de lecture (« peer review »)  dans le res-
pect des normes internationales de journaux scientifiques. Tout article soumis pour publication est examiné 
par au moins deux spécialistes de renommé internationale reconnue dans le domaine de la préhistoire ou de 
l’archéologie égyptienne. L'analyse est effectuée sur une base anonyme (le nom de l'auteur ne sera pas com-
muniqué aux examinateurs ; les noms des examinateurs ne seront pas communiqués à l'auteur).
Archéo-Nil uses a double-blind peer-review process. When you submit a paper for peer review, the journal’s editors 
will choose technical reviewers, who will evaluate the extent to which your paper meets the criteria for publication 
and provide constructive feedback on how you could improve it.

BUREAU

Président : 
Yann Tristant
Présidente d’honneur : 
Béatrix Midant-Reynes
Vice-président : 
Dominique Farout
Secrétaire : 
Marie-Noël Bellessort
Trésorière : 
Laëtitia Maggio

COMITÉ DE RÉDACTION

Directrice de publication : 
Béatrix Midant-Reynes
Rédacteur en chef : 
Yann Tristant

COMITÉ SCIENTIFIQUE

John Baines
Laurent Bavay
Charles Bonnet
Nathalie Buchez
Isabella Caneva
Josep Cervelló Autuori
Laurent Coulon
Éric Crubézy
Marc Étienne
Renée Friedman
Maria Gatto
Nicolas Grimal
Ulrich Hartung
Stan Hendrickx
Christiana Köhler
Bernard Mathieu
Dimitri Meeks
Catherine Perlès
Pierre Tallet
Dominique Valbelle
Pierre Vermeersch
Pascal Vernus

SIÈGE SOCIAL

Abs. Cabinet d’égyptologie
Collège de France
Place Marcelin-Berthelot
75005 Paris (France)

ADRESSE POSTALE

Archéo-Nil
abs / Marie-Noël Bellessort
11, rue Gabrielle d'Estrées
92170 Vanves (France)
COURRIEL : 
secretariat@archeonil.fr

COTISATIONS

Membre étudiant : 25 €
Membres titulaires : 40 €
Membres bienfaiteurs :  
50 € et plus
Membres donateur :  
100 € et plus

MAQUETTE  
Anne Toui Aubert

PHOTO DE COUVERTURE   
Michel Gurfinkel
Tous droits de reproduction 
réservés.

LISTE DES AUTEURS

Lucas BAQUE-MANZANO
Unitat de Recerca Egiptològica (URE)
Institut del Pròxim Orient Antic, 
Universitat de Barcelona (IPOA-UB)
Gran Via Corts Catalanes, 585
08007 Barcelone (Espagne)
lucbaque@gmail.com

Pablo BARBA
Institute of Archaeology
University College London
31-34 Gordon Square, Bloomsbury
London WC1H 0PY (Royaume Uni)
tcrnpba@ucl.ac.uk

Elizabeth BRICE
Department of History and 
Archaeology
25B Wally’s Walk
Macquarie University
Sydney (Australie)
elizabeth.brice@hdr.mq.edu.au

Nathalie BUCHEZ
Inrap, UMR 5608 TRACES
Inrap Hauts-de-France
32, avenue de l’Etoile du Sud
80440 Glisy (France)
nathalie.buchez@inrap.fr

Xavier DROUX
Fondation Gandur pour l’Art, Genève
University of Geneva
Department of Genetics and 
Evolution, Anthropology Unit
12, rue Michel-Servet
CH–1206 Genève (Suisse)
x.droux@fg-art.org

Julie GEREZ
juliegerez@yahoo.fr

Samuel GUERIN
Inrap , UMR 8164 HALMA
Inrap Hauts-de-France
Centre Archéologique de Passel,
Parc d'Activités
Avenue du parc 
60400 Passel (France)
samuel.guerin@inrap.fr

Alice LEPLONGEON
KU Leuven
Department of Archaeology
Geology, Leuven (Arenberg)
Celestijnenlaan 200e - box 2409
3001 Leuven (Belgique)
alice.leplongeon@kuleuven.be

Sebastián Francisco MAYDANA
Instituto de Historia Antigua Oriental 
“Dr. Abraham Rosenvasser”
Universidad de Buenos Aires
Buenos Aires (Argentine)
maydanasf@gmail.com

Béatrix MIDANT-REYNES
CNRS, UMR 5608 TRACES
Maison de la Recherche
5, allée Antonio-Machado
31058 Toulouse Cedex 09 (France)
bmidantreynes@yahoo.fr

Mathilde MINOTTI
UMR 5608 TRACES 
Université de Toulouse 2 Jean Jaurès
Maison de la Recherche Bât 26
5, allée Antonio MACHADO
31058 Toulouse Cedex 9 (France)
mathilde_minotti@hotmail.com

Keita TAKENOUCHI
Japan Society for the Promotion of 
Science
Greenhills 101, Haramachi 3-59
162-0053 Shinjuku-ku
Tokyo (Japon)
takenouchi.keita@gmail.com

Yann TRISTANT
Department of History and 
Archaeology
Macquarie University
Sydney (Australie)
yann.tristant@mq.edu.au

Julie VILLAEYS
Université Paris-Sorbonne
Paris (France)
julie.villaeys@hotmail.fr



Sommaire du n° 31

 5 Introduction 
par Béatrix Midant-Reynes

 Dossier : la violence II

  13 Objectual violence: some remarks on deliberate pottery 
fragmentation from Predynastic Egypt 
par Pablo Barba

  29 The Conqueror of the Riverline:  
on a Four-Legged White Cross-Lined Predynastic Bowl from 
the Museo Egizio (S.1825), Turin
par Lucas Baqué-Manzano

 41 Chiefs, bound captives, and harpooned hippopotamuses:  
an exceptional unpublished C-ware vessel in the Royal 
Ontario Museum, Toronto (inv. 900.2.13)
par Xavier Droux

 61 Bringing the desert to the Nile:  
Some thoughts on a Predynastic terracotta model
par Sebastián Francisco Maydana

Études et essais

 83 Forming the herd: A re-examination of Predynastic bovine 
figurines from settlement contexts
par Elizabeth Brice

 111 The emergence of mudbrick architecture in Egypt in 
the 4th millennium BCE. Reflection based on recent 
discoveries at Tell el-Iswid (Eastern Delta)
par Nathalie Buchez, Julie Gerez, Samuel Guerin & Mathilde Minotti



 135 Technical choices and processes of stone vessel manufacture 
under the reign of king Den: evidence from the Cemetery M  
at Abu Rawash 
par Keita Takenouchi

Lectures 

 160 À propos de Jessie Cauliez & Xavier Gutherz (eds.),  
Djibouti, des paysages et des Hommes. Regards sur le patrimoine 
archéologique du lac Abhé, Éditions du CERD, Djibouti, 2020,  
216 p., préface d’Yves Coppens, ISBN 978-2-95650-232-6.
par Béatrix Midant-Reynes

 161 À propos d’Elena A.A. Garcea, The Prehistory of the Sudan,  
Springer Briefs in Archaeology, Contributions from Africa, Springer 
Nature Switzerland AG, Cham, 2020, XVII + 196 pages  
(https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-47185-9)
par Alice Leplongeon

 162 À propos de Willem van Haarlem, Temple Deposits in Early Dynastic 
Egypt. The case of Tell Ibrahim Awad, BAR International Series 2931, 
BAR Publishing, Oxford, 2019, 227 pages, 10 tables, 91 figures 
(16 en couleur), 41 planches, ISBN 978-1407-35367-8
par Yann Tristant

 164 À propos de Claudia Lacher-Raschdorff, Umm el-Qaab VIII. Das Grab 
des Königs Peribsen. Archäologie und Architektur, Archäologische 
Veröffentlichungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts 128, 
Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden, 2020, 132 pages, 29 figures, 25 planches 
en couleur, 5 plans hors fomat, ISBN 978-3-447-11344-1.
par Yann Tristant

 165 À propos d’Alice Stevenson & Joris van Wetering (eds.),  
The Many Histories of Naqada. Archaeology and Heritage in an Upper 
Egyptian Region, GHP Egyptology 32, Golden House Publications, 
Londres, 2020, XVIII + 171 pages, ISBN 978-1906137694.
par Yann Tristant

 167 À propos de Jean-Louis Georget, Philippe Grosos & Richard Kuba (eds.), 
L’avant et l’ailleurs. Comparatisme, ethnologie et préhistoire, 
Éditions du Cerf – Cerf Patrimoines, Paris, 2020, 371 pages, 
99 figures, ISBN 978-2-204-13477-4.
par Julie Villaeys



ARCHÉO-NIL 13 ●n°31 - Septembre 2021

While the violence exerted on human bodies 
is a normal focus of attention in archaeol-
ogy, less consideration has been paid to the 
violence inflicted upon objects. Thus, I will 
explore new anthropological perspectives 
defining violence not as “human physical 
harm” but as “vehemence”. Here, violence 
obliges us to reconsider the relationships 
and boundaries between humans and 
non-humans. I qualitatively analyse some 
emerging cases from the Predynastic funer-
ary record that demonstrate the deliberate 
violent destruction of pottery in mortuary 
rituals and its later redistribution. Although 
the complexity and variability of the phe-
nomenon are emphasised, I propose the sig-
nificance of this practice as a “technology of 
emotion” prompting grief within the partici-
pants and as a mnemonic device connecting 
social spaces, temporalities and people.

Objectual violence:  
some remarks on deliberate pottery 
fragmentation from Predynastic Egypt
Pablo Barba1 Institute of Archaeology, University College London, United Kingdom

1. I would like to thank David Wengrow and Alice Stevenson for their stimulating comments on the ideas here 
exposed. I am grateful to Stan Hendrickx as well for his observations and his permission to use images from the Bel-
gian excavations at Elkab. I must also thank Yann Tristant and Béatrix Midant-Reynes for giving me the opportunity 
to collaborate in this volume, and the three anonymous reviewers for their constructive comments. The project that 
gave rise to these results received the support of a fellowship from “la Caixa” Foundation (ID 100010434). The fel-
lowship code is LCF/BQ/EU20/11810009. It has also received the support of the UCL, Bloomsbury and East London 
Doctoral Training Partnership (UBEL DTP), ESRC Grant Reference ES/P000592/1. 

Alors que la violence exercée sur les corps 
humains fait partie des thèmes les plus étu-
diés en archéologie, la violence infligée aux 
objets a reçu beaucoup moins de considéra-
tion. J’explore ici de nouvelles perspectives 
anthropologiques qui définissent la violence 
non pas sous l’aspect du « dommage physique 
humain » mais de celui de la « véhémence ». 
La violence nous oblige en effet à reconsidé-
rer les relations et les limites entre humains 
et non-humains. J’analyse de manière qua-
litative des exemples provenant du registre 
de l’archéologie funéraire qui témoignent de 
la destruction violente et délibérée d’objets 
céramiques dans des rituels mortuaires puis 
leur éparpillement. Bien que la diversité et la 
complexité du phénomène soient bien mises 
en évidence, je suggère que cette pratique 
est importante en tant que « technologie des 
émotions » provocant le deuil au sein des 
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a physical reality, but to an emotive inten-
sity of actions in a relationship that does 
not have to be human-to-human.3 This 
novel perspective has allowed anthropolo-
gists to widen their focus to include some 
other violent actions that, because they do 
not imply direct “evident” physical harm 
on human bodies, are not considered as 
violent practices.4 Here, the intensity of 
violence will allow us to rethink the rela-
tionship between humans and things and 
the boundaries between both. Interestingly, 
these concepts resonate across parallel dis-
ciplines with Sara Ahmed’s understanding 
of pain not as an effect of bodily damage, 
but as an unmaking of figures and surfaces 
in a process of intensification.5 

Violence and pain, as transgressions of bor-
ders between inside and outside, urge us to 
reconsider the limits of our bodily surfaces. 
In this regard, some scholars have put much 
effort into deconstructing the definitions of 
violence as a natural functional phenom-
enon (as seen in biological evolutionary 
perspectives), to understand it instead as 
a contextual cultural practice.6 If one con-
siders how violence in any social system is 
mediated by bodily and emotive cultural-
specific experiences,7 we are left to question 
the common imposition of Cartesian dual-
isms in archaeological and anthropological 
research on violence in the past. What was 
the limit of the Predynastic bodies, how did 
they define themselves, and how did those 
concepts affect their culturally embedded 
experiences of violence? For instance, terms 
such as “pain”, “harm” and “suffering” sus-
tain Western definitions of violence and 
are usually taken for granted as such. As 
we have learnt from ethnomedicine and the 
anthropology of health, such concepts rely 

participants et comme un dispositif mnémo-
nique associant les populations, les tempora-
lités et les espaces sociaux.

Introduction: what is violence?
When one hears the word “violence”, one 
tends to think naturally of wars, sacri-
fices, abuse, pain... It is thus difficult for an 
archaeologist to imagine violence as non-
human or non-material given that, in our 
society, violence is usually understood as a 
“physical harm experienced by humans”. 
However, I want to explore other dimen-
sions of violence here that might enrich 
archaeological interpretations, through a 
re-thinking of its basic definition and work-
ing with recent anthropological discussions 
on the subject. This article will explore what 
I have termed objectual violence, or the 
violent destruction inflicted upon mate-
rial culture. Through non-anthropocentric 
definitions, I will discuss some cases of 
objectual violence in the Predynastic funer-
ary record to reconsider the ontological 
connections between humans and things 
in Predynastic and Early Dynastic Egypt. 
A challenging discussion on violence will 
force us to revaluate classic definitions of 
this phenomenon, to explore the construc-
tive aspects of destruction, and to rethink 
the boundaries of our bodies and selves. 
What is violence then? As an alternative 
to the abovementioned definition, I draw 
notions from the work of the anthropolo-
gist Neil Whitehead. He resorts to the ety-
mology of the term in order to understand 
violence as “vehemence” or excessive inten-
sity exerted in a certain relationship or 
behaviour.2 Thus, violence alludes not to 

2. Whitehead 2004: 61.
3. Musical passages, bodily movements, atmospheric conditions, words and discourses… may all be termed “violent”. 
Whitehead (2004: 57) clarifies that “(t)his broad though not merely metaphorical use of the notion of violence is 
connected to the logical and semantic properties of the concept”.
4. See for instance some interesting publications on dark shamanism, witchcraft and sorcery (Stewart & Strathern 
1999; Whitehead 2002; Whitehead & Wright 2004).
5. Ahmed 2002.
6. Accomazzo 2012: 545-50; Lee 2005: 287-89; Ralph 2012: 287-89; Whitehead 2004; 2007: 41.
7. Whitehead 2007: 40-41.
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heavily on cultural semantics and are inex-
tricably tied to culturally specific concepts 
of the relationships between self, commu-
nity, personhood and embodiment.8 Think, 
for example, how the Western mind-body 
dualism has found its way into the organ-
isation of the modern healthcare system, 
divided into physicians (specialised on cor-
poreal health) and psychologists (working 
with immaterial emotions and thoughts).9 
When we define pain, and thus violence, 
strictly as a non-referential corporeal hurt, 
we are identifying it as physical, bodily, pri-
meval, natural damage. We are thus con-
tinuing with a deceitful body/pain against 
mind/language dualism already settled in 
Aristotle’s work.10 Through an unreflecting 
use of these terms, we might be imposing 
Western ideas that naturalise a certain vio-
lence, the “obvious” violence, and rejecting 
to analyse the intricated meshwork that lays 
underneath Western essentialisms. 
Before dealing with the archaeological 
record, there is one last aspect of con-
temporary discussions of violence that 
I would like to highlight. Violence cannot 
be resumed as mere annihilation, oblitera-
tion, destruction. It is, conversely, a creative 
action constitutive of social relations and 
identities of those practicing it. As a cultural 
performance in a determinate social con-
text, rather than an extra-cultural essential-

ist behaviour, we have to pay close attention 
to the poetics of violence.11 As we will see, 
the breakage of pots in Predynastic Egypt 
can be partially understood as a violent 
action erasing yet creating bodies, people 
and emotions.12

A brief historiography 
and methodology
While the study of human violence has had 
a prominent role in archaeology, objectual 
violence has not been common in archaeo-
logical research – although it has not been 
absent either. The deliberate destruction of 
material culture has received special atten-
tion in relation to upheavals and socio-
political crises, such as the archaeology of 
Christian destruction of images during 
Late Antiquity or the killing of ensouled 
monuments of kings during the Classic 
Maya collapse.13 The breakage of objects in 
funerary contexts has also been the focus 
of recent analysis. As a prominent case, 
the cremation and inhumation burials 
from the Roman Gaul have shed light on 
the dynamic gestures of participants in the 
funerary ceremonies from the Early Empire 
to the Late Antiquity. Here, the deliberate 
shattering, perforation, mutilation, and 
incomplete introduction of vessels in tombs 
might relate to a symbolic necessity to sepa-
rate the living from the dead.14 

8. Pollock 1996; Whitehead 2004. 
9. Pollock 1996: 321-22. 
10. Lee (2005) argues that Western philosophy is caught up in an oversimplifying and misleading dualism regarding 
the communicativeness of violence and pain: while language is usually defined as the cultural expression of the 
human mind, pain is understood as a non-referential natural or primitive experiential system. 
11. Whitehead 2004.
12. The definition of violence here exposed is not without critiques. Dentan (2008:50) reminds us that, if violence 
is to be understood simply as vehemence, this definition could dangerously allow “rudeness or breaking windows 
by otherwise nonviolent protestors (to) qualify as ‘violence’ or even as ‘terrorism’, justifying state (counter) terrorist 
measures”. This reasonable warning highlights, however, the sociocultural and hermeneutical praxis in which the 
usage of (the term) violence exists. “Violence as vehemence” has allowed, among other things, for criticism towards 
invisibilized and institutionalized violence, including the one performed by liberal democracies which are usually jus-
tified and normalised (Whitehead 2007:43-44, see Hall 2016). Additionally, it acknowledges the existence of a variety 
of forms of violence that are not purely material, such as sorcery or verbal aggression (Whitehead 2004: 57). Bearing 
this in mind, we must acknowledge that this novel definition, even if it does not lead “immediately to solutions”, still 
prompts “new approaches, questions and strategies” to understand violence anthropologically (Whitehead 2004: 76).
13. Harrison-Buck 2016; Pollini 2012.
14. Blaizot et al. 2007; Bonnet in press. a & b. The intentional breakage of objects, especially pottery, has been studied 
in other cultural contexts, such as Sub-Saharan Africa (Barley 1994). Worth mentioning is Chapman & Gaydarska’s 
(2007) work, who have dealt exhaustively with the topic of fragmentation and circulation of material culture during 
prehistory, although in this article the emphasis is placed on the deliberate act of violent destruction.
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Especial cultic depositions of objects are 
well known in temple, settlement and grave 
contexts from Dynastic Egypt, including the 
breakage of wares as part of wider mortuary 
rituals.15 For instance, the Pyramid Texts 
from Pepi I and Unis mention the intrigu-
ing ceremony “breaking of the red pots” as 
part of the funerary ritual associated with 
the pharaoh’s death, while the archaeo-
logical record provides other examples 
of “ritual killing” of pottery in mortuary 
contexts from places as distant as Umm el-
Qa’ab, Thebes or el-Kurru.16 As the present 
article will explore, this violent destruction 
of objects was already practiced during Pre-
dynastic Egypt. Interestingly, some striking 
patterns of breakage of grave goods already 
draw the attention of early archaeologist 
during the first half of the 20th century, 
as we can see in old excavation reports of 
Predynastic and Early Dynastic cemeteries. 
Arthur Mace analysed the breakage pat-
tern of some stone vessels from the Early 
Dynastic cemeteries of Naga-ed-Dêr. For 
tomb 5103, he defended the possibility of an 
intentional breakage and scattering of stone 
vessels. He proposed that, even if this rite 
may have had some symbolical meaning, it 
was probably better explained as a mecha-
nism to prevent plundering.17 As another 
example, Brunton cited one polished black 
vase with a hole made in one side from the 
cemetery of Matmar as an instance of “kill-
ing pots”, a practice he considered “other-
wise unknown in Predynastic times as far as 
pottery is concerned”.18 
Despite these early citations of the deliber-
ate fracture of grave goods in Predynastic 
tombs, the phenomenon has not sparked 

much interest or debate among scholars. 
An exception would be Grinsell’s cross-cul-
tural overview of the breaking of objects in 
funerary rites, which noted that the custom 
of breaking grave goods in Egypt could be 
traced back to prehistory.19 However, new 
data from recent excavations is prompting a 
renewed interest in the matter and urges us 
to reanalyse the unacknowledged evidence 
available from old reports.20 This article 
adds to this emerging research, fostering 
discussion on the deliberate fragmentation 
of grave goods and borrowing concepts 
from the anthropology of violence. 
Cases of objectual violence abound in the 
well-preserved funerary record of the Pre-
dynastic and Early Dynastic Nile Valley: 
anthropomorphic figurines, palettes, stone 
vessels, flint knives, offering tables… all 
have been intentionally fragmented in Pre-
dynastic and Early Dynastic times.21 The 
variability of materials subjected to delib-
erate fragmentation in the archaeological 
record perhaps cautions us about establish-
ing univocal explanations to what seems 
to be an incredibly complex phenomenon. 
Thus, here I will focus mainly on pottery, 
particularly on the smashing of pots in 
funerary rituals and the subsequent stages 
of their fragmentation process. However, by 
focusing on this particular type of damage 
of ware I will leave out other ritual actions 
concerning pottery that could also be inter-
preted as purposeful “killing and breakage”, 
such as reversed bowls or holes pierced in 
ceramics.22 

Before dealing with the archaeological 
examples and interpretations I must first 
highlight some methodological concerns. In 

15. Müller 2017.
16. Allen 2005; Budka 2014; López Grande & De Gregorio 2015; Müller 2017. See Budka (2014: 644-48) for an over-
view on textual, pictorial and archaeological sources on ritual breakage of pottery in Ancient Egypt.
17. Mace 1909: 36-37.
18. Brunton 1948: 17.
19. Grinsell 1961; 1973.
20. Hendrickx 2020; Junge 2019; Kuch 2018.
21. Cases of breakage of figurines can be found in Anderson (2006: 218), palettes in Ayrton and Loat (1911: 14, 17) 
and Petrie et al. (1913:10), stone vessels in Kuch (2018), flint knives in Mond & Myers (1937: 37), and offering tables 
in Vanthuyne (2016: 442), among many other examples.
22. Steffensen 2007.
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Thus, this article will trace the origins of 
objectual violence on pottery at least back 
to the 4th millennium in the Nile Valley. 
The cases will be organised roughly follow-
ing a chaîne opératoire of the smashing and 
distribution of sherds. Firstly, I will present 
some illustrative evidence for the smashing 
of pottery in funerary rituals from Predy-
nastic graves. Secondly, some examples of 
the introduction of sherds in tombs will be 
presented. Emerging from discussions on 
the anthropology and archaeology of vio-
lence, memory and emotions, some pos-
sible interpretations will be then discussed 
in relation to the highlighted cases. As a clo-
sure, some future perspectives on the study 
of deliberate object fragmentation in Egypt 
will be discussed. 

Breaking ware during funerary 
rituals
Although the deposition of intact pottery in 
graves seems to be dominant in Predynas-
tic times, the archaeological record presents 
some clear cases of the deliberate smashing 
of pots in relation to funerary rituals. The 
practice is already present at least in Badar-
ian times, as shown by grave 5719 in Badari 
(Fig. 1).24 An untouched child wrapped in 
matting was found with a small pot of fine 
black ware reduced to a mass of flakes and 
covered with a basket near to the head. In 
addition, near the face was a long rectan-
gular bowl, found in two pieces. Although 
without further information it is difficult 
to elucidate whether the latter bowl was 
broken accidentally, the state of the former 
(described as “scraps” in the index and cov-
ered by a basket) indicates a deliberately 

his seminal work, Grinsell already noted the 
difficulties archaeologists face to distinguish 
between objects intentionally fragmented 
during rituals and those broken down due 
to post-depositional processes,23 including 
pressure exerted by the filling of the grave, 
disturbance by secondary burials or rein-
ternments, and looting. The latter cause is 
one of the main dilemmas for archaeolo-
gists working with the funerary record from 
Egypt. Thus, to increase the confidence on 
the present data, the cases discussed here 
all come from undisturbed graves where 
objects were found in situ. Although infor-
mation on violent breakage patterns can 
also be obtained from partially disturbed 
graves through meticulous analysis, I have 
excluded them from this article for the sake 
of simplicity and reliability. I should also 
acknowledge that this is not an exhaustive 
dataset of objectual violence on Predynas-
tic pottery. Only some relevant cases will 
be presently explored in order to highlight 
and foster debate on this unacknowledged 
phenomenon. Finally, this article hopes to 
promote serious reflection on the nature of 
archaeological reports and the archaeologi-
cal process. Since the first archaeological 
excavations in the Nile Valley, the empha-
sis has been placed on complete pottery, 
as shown in any archaeological report or 
museum collection holding Egyptian mate-
rials. Complete artefacts have an invaluable 
role in developing chronological seriations 
and analysis of functionality. However, the 
overemphasis on intact exemplars dismisses 
the importance of utilisation, (un)inten-
tional breakage of ware and redistribution 
of sherds; these are all relevant dimensions 
of the biography of the object which should 
be considered in any interpretation of mor-
tuary rituals and grave goods. I urge readers 
to reflect on how the ways we understand 
the ceramic record and the ways we display 
the data in reports and collections can ham-
per the study of pottery fragmentation. 

23. Grinsell 1961: 478.
24. Brunton & Caton-Thompson 1928: 15

Fig. 1
Tomb 5179 from 
Badari, including 
the remains of a 
young child with 
head towards 
south, with a 
shattered black 
ware near to 
the head and 
fragmented bowl 
close to the face 
© Petrie Museum, 
UCL.



ARCHÉO-NIL ● n°31 - Septembre 202118 

Pablo Barba

shattering.25 This hypothesis is strength-
ened if we consider that the deceased was 
also accompanied by a bone tool, a hip-
popotamus tusk, two rods of wood, and 
an ivory bracelet, all in outstanding state 
of preservation despite the fragility of the 
materials. 
At Naga-ed-Dêr, we find similar examples 
of objectual violence. Tomb 7474, dating 
to the Naqada IC-IIB, was the burial of two 
adolescents interred simultaneously over a 
piece of matting.26 The tomb was well pro-
visioned, with a total of 6 well-preserved 
pots, two bead bracelets, and a necklace 
on the right defunct. However, there was a 
dark red polished jar between both bodies 
that had been found “badly broken” despite 
the exceptional conditions of the tomb. 
Interestingly, the reconstruction of the pot 
was possible despite some missing sherds.27 
Similarly, the nearby tomb 7476, holding 
the remains of an adult male, included a 
“badly broken” black-topped vessel and a 
black-topped vessel with broken rim, both 

in close contact to the front to deceased.28 
Again, the contrast in preservation of grave 
goods supports an intentional breakage. 
This same pattern is repeated in el-Amrah 
grave b215, where a pot next to the head 
was found in fragments, while the rest of 
grave goods were well-preserved, and found 
arranged in a row in front of the deceased, 
including two slate palettes, an ivory comb, 
a large shell and four pots.29 
Data from more recent and meticulous exca-
vations has also provided possible evidence 
for intentional shattering of wares in funer-
ary rites. A particularly interesting example 
is tomb 85 from Elkab.30 Apart from being 
the richest tomb in the cemetery by far, 
including 48 complete pottery containers, 
8 stone vessels, 2 palettes, 6 ivory hair pins, 
an ivory vessel, and beads; it also contained 
a spouted vessel (M284), unique in Elkab, 
that had been broken and later deliberately 
placed in the centre of the tomb as an iso-
lated group of sherds (Fig. 2 & 3). Hendrickx 
rightly highlighted a direct link between the 

25. Brunton & Caton-Thompson 1928: pl. VII.
26. Lythgoe 1965: 296, 299, figs. 133b-g.
27. See item UCLMA 6-3805 in the catalogue of the Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, Berkeley.
28. Lythgoe 1965: 299-300, figs. 134c-d.
29. Randall-MacIver & Mace 1902: 20, pl. V7.
30. Hendrickx 1994: 194-96, pl. LXIII-LXV.

Fig. 2
Vessel M284 
from Elkab in situ 
upon excavation: 
it was deposited 
in Elkab grave 
85 (originally 
numbered 76) as 
a confused group 
of broken sherds 
during burial 
© Belgian 
Archaeological Mission 
to Elkab.

Fig. 3
Reconstructed 
spouted vessel 
M284, from Elkab 
tomb 85. Notice 
its fragmentary 
state, with broken 
spout and missing 
sherds 
© Belgian 
Archaeological Mission 
to Elkab.

Fig. 2 Fig. 3
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pot and the deceased’s social persona, as it is 
an exceptional pot for an exceptional indi-
vidual.31 Furthermore, tomb 77 contained 
the remains of two adults buried, one on top 
of the other, accompanied by a total of seven 
vessels and a pierced shell.32 Both individu-
als were buried at the same time. The upper 
skeleton was accompanied by an intensely 
used vessel that was missing fragments of the 
rim, as if a sherd had been chipped off,33 as 
well as three other jars. On the other hand, 
the lower burial presented fragments of an 
intentionally broken marl ware bottle and 
sherds of two other vessels (M252.1-3) next 
to the knees (Fig. 4). None of these wares 
was found complete. More interestingly, 
the smashing of pottery was paralleled with 

the fragmentary skull of the body that they 
accompanied, the upper part of which had 
been intentionally removed upon burial. 
This burial partially resonates with Badar-
ian tomb 3107 from Matmar, where an 
adult with a right broken and healed shorter 
humerus was again given a pot “crushed to 
pieces” over the head and a well-preserved 
bone needle.34 As a final example, grave 1435 
at Armant, a double 
burial of a very young 
chi ld and an adult , 
contained only a well-
preserved black-topped 
pot next to a cluster of 
sherds (Fig. 5).35 Con-
sidering the previous 

31. Hendrickx 2020: 175-76. However, for Stan Hendrickx (pers. comm.), the evidence for the deliberate breakage 
of this pot is not conclusive: the vessel was badly used, and the spout might have disappeared before breakage. Had 
it been intentionally smashed, that “must have happened before the sherds were deposited in the tomb.
32. Hendrickx 1994:191, 2020.
33. See Hendrickx (2020: fig. 6).
34. Brunton 1948: 9.
35. Mond & Myers 1937: 27.

Fig. 4
Lower burial 
in tomb 77, 
Elkab (originally 
numbered 67) 
(left). Hypothetical 
reconstruction of 
vessel M252.1 
(upper right). 
Detail of the 
incomplete 
wares in situ 
by the knees of 
the deceased, 
with broken 
and incomplete 
vessel M252.1 
accompanied 
by the sherds 
of M252.2 
and M252.3 
(lower right) 
© Belgian 
Archaeological Mission 
to Elkab.

Fig. 5
Tomb 1435 from 
Armant, holding the 
remains of an adult 
and a child with 
head towards south 
west, accompanied 
by a black-topped 
vessel and a cluster 
of sherds. Courtesy 
of the Egypt 
Exploration Society. 
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examples and the disposition of grave goods, 
one is to think a possible mimesis between 
the pots and the buried individuals.

Circulation and deposition of sherds 
While the intentional breakage of wares in 
tombs seems to be only occasionally pres-
ent in the funerary record, the introduction 
of fragments of pottery is a more common 
feature in Predynastic tombs. Burial 87 from 
el-Gerzeh had half of a Canaanite imported 
vessel as a unique offering.36 Similarly, grave 
7019 from Naga-ed-Dêr only included 
a complete B-ware jar accompanied by 
half R-ware dish as grave goods.37 From 
Umm el-Qa’ab, grave U-129 contained the 
remains of an adult with a black-topped 
pot in front of the deceased, while a sherd 
of a similar vessel was placed at his back.38 
As some scholars have noted, the funerary 
deposition of sherds appears occasionally 
in graves with no or very few grave goods, 
which has lead archaeologists to believe that 
these tombs belong to people of low sta-
tus.39 This is perhaps also the case of Elkab 
tomb 39, where an adult male was buried 
only with a rough atypical sherd.40 The fact 
that the corpse does not follow the typical 
SE orientation points perhaps to a marginal 
social position. However, the two bodies 
buried in the nearby tomb 18 were provided 
with seven vessels (two of them heavily used 
and missing the rim), as well as a sherd of 
a L31a storage vessel.41 Moreover, in the 

cemetery of Kafr Hassan Dawood potsherds 
were found with most burials, regardless 
of the type of grave, and they were usually 
placed near the pelvis or at the face.42 Con-
sequently, the fact that sherds also appear 
in better-provided undisturbed tombs per-
haps suggests that there is much more to 
these phenomena than economic position. 
It is typically argued that the burial of sherds 
allowed a funeral with “as little costs as pos-
sible”.43 However, there is no economic dif-
ference between offering a whole pot into a 
grave or just a potsherd, at least if the sherd 
had been created through deliberate ware 
destruction: both actions imply the com-
plete disablement of the vessel.44 Thus, eco-
nomic rationalities cannot totally account 
for the introduction of sherds in a funerary 
context. There is an unacknowledged quali-
tative difference between burying a whole 
pot and just a sherd of the same. 
The careful ritual deposition and perhaps 
magic significance in some cases is a good 
place to start. Among the six wares from 
Elkab burial 9, one was a piece of a broken 
flat-based bowl found under one hand.45 

Similarly, in Helwan Operation 4, tombs 
142, 151 and 200 included small rim sherds 
of bread moulds laying under the right 
hand, very close to the deceased’s mouth, 
perhaps as a pars pro toto for a whole food 
offering.46 The double burial from grave 11 
in Adaïma contained, among other grave 
goods, 4 complete vases.47 At the top of one, 

36. Stevenson 2009: 189.
37. Lythgoe 1965: 11-13, figs. 5d-g.
38. Hartmann 2016b: 12.
39. Friedman 2002; Junge 2019, cf. Stevenson 2009: 190-91.
40. Hendrickx 1994: 170.
41. Hendrickx 1994: 163.
42. Interestingly, the number of sherds buried per grave varies in Kafr Hassan Dawood: tomb 1035 had four 
potsherds; meanwhile, tomb 958 contained only a coarse-ware potsherd interred as sole grave good (Hassan et al. 
2003:42-43).
43. Junge 2019: 110.
44. We must recognise, however, the likelihood that some sherds were not created at the moment of the funeral or 
during mortuary rituals through intentional objectual violence but were recycled materials from previous contexts 
and activities (see Fig. 6). For some possible cases of extraction of sherds during the funeral, see above tombs 77 and 
85 in Elkab, and below Helwan tomb Op4/148.
45. Hendrickx 1994: 159, pl. XXXIII.
46. Junge 2019: 110.
47. Crubézy et al. 2002, 143-49.
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which was completely filled with sand, a 
carefully positioned sherd was found next 
to a piece of coal, pointing again to a (per-
haps magic) ritual whose significance is not 
known. The deposition of sherds during 
the filling of the grave might suggest simi-
lar purposes. In Elkab, tomb 42 presented 
atypical sherds scattered in the filling while 
grave 93 included some pierced shells and 
sherds within the filling.48 In Adaïma, 
graves 216, 68 and 73 presented akin depos-
its in the filling including three sherds, three 
sherds and a flint, and a sherd with a shell, 
respectively.49 In some of these cases, the 
sherds could have been used by the diggers 
of the tomb or by plunderers during loot-
ing,50 while in other instances the fragments 
might have entered the filling by post-dep-
ositional processes related with the later 
occupation and use of cemeteries.51 Never-
theless, it is difficult to deny a more special 
significance in some of these examples. This 
might be the case of Matmar 102.52 Its fill-
ing contained multiple fragments of pottery 
that interestingly paralleled 8 stone vessels 
from the grave floor which “had been first 
broken and then thrown in”. Regarding the 
similarities between the breakage of pot-
tery and stone vessels in the tomb, Brunton 
argued that “perhaps the pottery had also 
been intentionally broken and thrown in 
when the grave was filled”.53 Thus, while 
it cannot be argued that all isolated sherds 
that were introduced in Predynastic graves 
emerged from the intentional destruction 
of pots, we should acknowledge the possi-
bility that some of them did.

I want to finish this section with the inter-
esting case of Adaïma grave 31, an ado-
lescent that received no grave goods aside 
from a sherd, used as a headrest for the skull 
of the deceased.54 What makes this tomb 
exceptional is that this sherd fits back with 
another fragment found between graves 14 
and 15, more than 20m apart from grave 31. 
As a tentative reconstruction of the events, 
a pot was perhaps broken during funer-
ary rites (or elsewhere), and one sherd was 
offered to tomb 31 upon burial. The fate of 
the other is more difficult to understand; 
it might have been buried simultaneously 
in another tomb that was later plundered 
or perhaps it was kept by a mourner and 
deposited later as an offering to an ancestor 
or another deceased individual.55 Whatever 
the intention, we are observing how dif-
ferent integer entities that were probably 
distributed, circulated and later deposited 
emerged from the violence inflicted on 
pots. Tomb Op4/148 from Helwan included 
13 beer jars holding ashes, bones, plant 
remains and small burnt sherds, potentially 
the remains of a funerary meal;56 however, 
no whole vessel could be reconstructed with 
the available sherds. Some of the cases men-
tioned above, such as the shattered ware in 
Naga-ed-Dêr 7474 or the broken pots by 
the knees of the lower skeleton in Elkab 77, 
were also incomplete, perhaps implying 
that some sherds had been taken, and circu-
lated and deposited elsewhere. This might 
also be the case for grave 2727 from Mat-
mar, which held a “rough worn sherd lying 
under the head”.57

48. Hendrickx 1994: 172-73, 200-201.
49. Crubézy et al. 2002: 161-64, 173-74, 313-15.
50. Buchez 1998: 86; Junge 2019: 107.
51. A good example would be Umm el-Qa’ab (Hartmann 2016a: 52-53)
52. Brunton 1948:23-24.
53. Brunton 1948: 24. He also notes, however, that 6 of the sherds had been used as scrappers. Nevertheless, this does 
not account for the rest of the fragments of pots and vessels found in the grave.
54. Crubézy et al. 2002, 91-92.
55. The position of this second sherd could be affected, however, by the strolling of mourners in funerary proces-
sions and other cultic rituals, as noted in Umm el-Qa’ab (Hartmann 2016a: 52-53).
56. Junge 2019:116-17. He also mentions a similar example coming from Old Kingdom tombs in West Saqqara.
57. Brunton 1948: 14, emphasis added.
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and people in rites of passage between life 
and death, here I would like to focus on 
the mnemonic, emotional and personal 
aspects of these actions. I will understand 
the breakage and distribution of pots and 
sherds as devices for connecting contexts, 
as emotional prompters and as mnemonic 
reminders of social relationships in mor-
tuary rites.59 The idea that funerary rituals 
might not be exclusively related with depict-
ing statuses and identities of the deceased,60 
but with practices of mourners to cope with 
the farewell of a member of the community 
and renegotiate social relationships is gain-
ing attention in recent publications.61 
The violent destruction of pottery was not 
the annihilation of entities. Rather, it was the 
creation of new powerful objects embedded 
with memories and emotions.62 Through 

Discussing objectual violence
Above I have briefly sketched the possible 
biographical pathways of Predynastic pots 
after their violent destruction: from their 
shattering to their deposition. Fig. 6 sum-
marises these possible routes in a simpli-
fied form through mortuary and domestic 
spaces, although this article has focused 
primarily on the destruction, circulation 
and deposition as encountered in the funer-
ary record.58 We can now discuss these 
archaeological cases from a perspective of 
objectual violence: vehement emotive acts 
of simultaneous destruction and creation of 
integer entities, questioning the boundaries 
of the prehistoric self. 
Although some aspects of the violent killing 
of material culture in Egypt might be related 
with magic rituals transforming objects 

Fig. 6
Simplified 

diagram of the 
possible routes 
of fragments of 
pottery after its 
(un)intentional 

breakage, 
including its 

circulation and 
later deposition, 

as seen in 
Predynastic cases.

58. For the sake of simplicity, I have depicted objectual violence as a somehow ordered unilineal process. However, 
we must understand that the pathways of fragmentation and circulation of pottery might have been more enmes-
hed than here acknowledged. For instance, as many tombs were reopened and plundered in antiquity, we must ask 
whether objects and fragments of grave goods were re-introduced into social circulation, as was the case in Dynastic 
Egypt (Näser 2013). See also Blanco-González (2016: 63). 
59. Stevenson 2009: 189-90; Chapman & Gaydarska 2007.
60. For a brief review and criticism of quantitative models that tend to focus on socio-economic “unidimensional” 
status through funerary data, see Stevenson (2009:178-182) and Barba (2020:1-2).
61. For examples from Predynastic and Early Dynastic Egypt and Prehistoric Near East see, among many, Barba 
(2020); Croucher (2018); Kuch (2018); Stevenson (2009); Wengrow & Baines (2004).
62. The concept of destruction as creation or transformation is well attested for Early Dynastic Egypt. As we see in 
the labels of king Hor-Aha, the sacrifice of victims was connected with the fashioning of objects, a powerful rite 
necessary to activate them (Morris 2014: 65-68).
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the exertion of violence on vessels, sherds 
were created to be circulated or deposited in 
tombs. Olivier Allard’s ethnography on the 
Warao, from the Orinoco Delta, may pro-
vide us with some clues regarding objectual 
violence in the Predynastic period.63 Allard 
warns us that the Western understanding of 
grief as an externally imposed emotion to be 
overcome through “five stages” might not 
be applicable cross-culturally. The Warao, 
for instance, pursue sorrow intentionally 
through evocations mediated by mate-
rial culture: different objects such as pho-
tographs of the corpse of the deceased are 
kept, well-cared and actively used to gener-
ate intense grief, evoke sorrow and avoid a 
breakage with the dead. This remembering 
is, in addition, a technology of emotions 
that endorsed an ethic of conviviality and 
care between people, the materialisation 
and remembering of a social relationship. 
In a similar fashion to the Warao, I argue 
that the funerary rituals from Predynastic 
Egypt, in this case the objectual violence 
upon ware, were not actions to cut ties with 
the deceased, but to foster emotions and 
memories of them that will be present dur-
ing daily life. As I propose below, the shat-
tering of vessels in ritual mortuary contexts 
was a powerful and intense action creating 
new entities, sherds, that embodied memo-
ries, social relationships, and traits of the 
deceased. Like Warao pictures, Predynastic 
sherds might have functioned as embodied 
relics of the deceased. 
On the one hand, we mentioned above 
how some of the broken vessels in funerary 
rituals were not complete, perhaps imply-
ing that some fragments were kept by the 

mourners; or how some graves included 
only one sherd, prompting the question of 
where the rest of the ware lies. Working 
with Allard’s ethnography, this interpreta-
tion questions the common assumption 
that funerary objects must be “defused”, 
either by destroying and/or burying them, 
to break ties with the deceased and avoid 
“death pollution”. Conversely, these miss-
ing fragments could have been used as 
memorabilia: they were circulated, depos-
ited and used daily to cite the deceased, 
ancestors, foster grief and sorrow, and to 
recall social relationships in various con-
texts.64 Although the data available is scant 
due to the little attention paid to ware frag-
ments, the already mentioned sherd from 
tomb 2727 at Matmar was, for instance, 
badly worn, suggesting intensive post-
breakage circulation. The intentional shat-
tering of pots acted as vehement emotional 
acts inscribing memories, social identities 
and relations into the newly created frag-
ments. Unfortunately, it is not always clear 
how and where the pots had been broken.65 
They could have been shattered in the same 
grave, in special areas of the cemetery, dur-
ing the procession towards the necropolis 
or in domestic contexts, giving the sherds a 
spatial dimension.66 Thus, sherds emerging 
from objectual violence could connect peo-
ple, spaces, and temporalities. The break-
age, circulation and deposition of sherds 
could map memories, identities, and social 
links in a dynamic Predynastic landscape. 
On the other hand, we have seen above 
that some broken pots had clear character-
istics that linked them with the deceased. 
The identification of pottery and humans 

63. Allard 2018.
64. The idea that objects from the deceased or involved in funerary rituals are socially rejected and have to be des-
troyed or buried because their “pollutant” character is widespread in archaeology and ethnography (Grinsell 1961; 
Politis 1894). Although that could be the case in some societies, this interpretation runs the risk of projecting and 
naturalising Western aversions to death to prehistory. See for instance Blanco-Gonzalez (2016: 63) on the recircula-
tion of bones and ceramics from funerary contexts in Prehistoric Iberia. 
65. Pots could have been broken elsewhere, and only deposited and rearranged in the grave. For instance, tomb 85 in 
Elkab might indicate a ritual breakage in funerary rites outside the grave, with a later deposition of the fragmented 
vessel in the tomb during burial. See also Kuch (2018).
66. See Politis (1894) for a Greek example. Although this article focuses on intentional breakage, we must consider 
the possibility of sherds being created through non-deliberate ware fragmentation (i.e., recycling fragments from 
other contexts and activities). See Fig. 6.
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is hardly a novelty in Predynastic research. 
The cases of Adaïma S15 and S35, are well-
known examples: two tombs housing the 
remains of two adults with hunchback 
deformities, specifically Pott’s disease, that 
were accompanied by a deformed vessel 
that was modified before firing.67 Similarly, 
in tomb 213-219 from HK43, a pot could 
have embodied the identities of the child 
and adult buried there through the differ-
ential depiction of ostriches.68 The Predy-
nastic record provides thus reliable cases 
of identification between humans and pots, 
although this mimesis between both enti-
ties is undertaken at different levels and 
through different mechanisms. In the case 
of Elkab tomb 77, Hendrickx rightly high-
lighted that the destruction of the vessel and 
the removal of the skull relates to an image 
of the deceased during the funerary ritual, 
rather than the living images of the deceased 
expressed in the Adaïma cases.69 Neverthe-
less, we should not understand these exam-
ples as mere symbolic identifications, but 
as an ontological relation between humans 
and pots: through material affordances, 
they embody and construct the relations 
and identities which these materials carry.70 
Thus, as might be hinted by the incomplete 
broken pots of Helwan tomb Op4/148 or 
Elkab grave 77, the sherds possibly kept 
by the mourners after the ritual shatter-
ing could have embodied the identity of 
the deceased, facilitating the remembrance 
of social identities and relations explained 
above. One problem for the archaeologist 

is, however, that the identification between 
material culture and humans might be obvi-
ous for an emic participant, but not neces-
sarily to the etic observer.71 Unfortunately, 
the cases that archaeologists can securely 
recognise might be only those self-evident 
ones based on material mimesis, such as 
the deformed pottery from Adaïma, while 
other more complex ontological identifica-
tions will remain unnoticed (see Armant 
1435: fig. 5).
Thus, objectual violence has led us to ques-
tion our assumptions and projections of 
Western essentialisms into prehistoric 
societies. The Predynastic body might have 
been less individualistic, and more divisible 
and relational than previously acknowl-
edged, with pots being material extensions 
of the human body and its surfaces.72 In 
some cases, these mimetic pots were bur-
ied with the deceased, with no other ritual 
required. However, some other instances 
required the breakage of these ontologi-
cal vessels and later redistribution of their 
sherds in complex and dynamic poetics of 
sorrow and material remembrance.

Future perspectives on Predynastic 
objectual violence
In this article, I have explored a non-
anthropocentric definition of violence, and 
analysed accordingly some cases of deliber-
ate breakage of pottery from the funerary 
record of Predynastic Egypt. Through the 
concept of objectual violence, or vehement 
rituals of poetic destruction and creation of 

67. Crubézy et al. 2002: 54-55, 99-103.
68. Hendrickx 2002.
69. Hendrickx 2020: 176.
70. See González-Ruibal et al. (2011). Crubézy (2001) considers the identification of humans and pots in Adaïma 
as an evolutionary cognitive development, a more abstract symbolic capacity prior to the emergence of writing. 
However, this approach forgets the material affordances of clay and pottery. Ethnographic research in West Africa 
show how the metaphor of pots as humans is an “old intuition”, furthermore being potting a common model to 
understand human development (Barley 1994: 85-100). Rather than a cognitive symbolic imposition of a human 
psyche, I argue that this identification relies on the material and bodily qualities of pottery and of its production. See 
also Warnier (2006) on the body as a “human container”.
71. Barley (1994) provides a wide variety of parallelisms between humans and pottery from the African context: 
while some are self-evident for both the group and the foreign observer, others could be unappreciable for the 
archaeologist. See as well the ontological identification between arrows and humans in the Awá group (González-
Ruibal et al. 2011).
72. Warnier 2006.
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material culture that foster discussions on 
the limits of the human body, I understood 
the breakage, circulation and deposition of 
sherds as mnemonic and emotional devices 
to recall identities and foster sorrow. 
However, the intention of this text was not to 
argue that the whole phenomenon of objec-
tual violence can be reduced to the fostering 
of grief and memories. As briefly sketched 
at the beginning and throughout the article, 
the destruction of objects is a highly complex 
and varied topic that might have embodied 
different meanings and purposes. There will 
be other, sometimes overlapping, plausible 
explanations for the intentional breakage of 
material culture in Egypt that should be fur-
ther studied. For instance, Grinsell proposed 
a series of cross-cultural utilitarian and 
symbolic-religious reasons for the deliberate 
destruction of material culture in funerals.73 
Among the former he included reducing the 
risk of tomb robbing of valuable objects, pre-
venting quarrels regarding inheritance, and 
allowing objects to fit in the grave. Mean-
while, objects could be destroyed as well to 
release the spirit of an object, to avoid the 
polluting nature of funerary ritual objects, to 
discard certain personal possessions closely 
tied to the deceased, or to symbolise the 
destruction of the deceased’s enemies. Cer-
tain causes of death might have required 
specific funerary rites, such as breakage of 
objects, while funerals could have also been 
prominent scenes for the practice of magic, 
sorcery, or apotropaic rituals to scare the 
dead through objectual violence. Further-
more, some social identities and personae 
might have been deemed more adequate 
than others to receive these fragmenting 
rituals. Perhaps an intensive quantitative 
analysis will find specific patterns associated 

with sex and age categories or social status 
(such as poverty and marginality). Time and 
space are also fundamental dimensions in 
Predynastic cemeteries.74 We have neither 
explored the chronological development 
and the absolute and relative frequency of 
these practices, nor their spatial distribution 
within the necropolis.
Finally, some innovative methodologies 
could create exciting new data on the frag-
mentation, circulation, and deposition of 
pottery. There is a great need for experi-
mental archaeology on ware breakage to 
better understand the patterns of pottery 
destruction present in the archaeological 
record. Especially if we consider that pots 
killed in different ways might have held dif-
ferent meanings as their material results of 
these practices differed. Similarly, recent 
research in the Roman Gaul has developed 
a pertinent methodology for the excavation 
and study of intentional breakage of pot-
tery during funerary rites that could prove 
relevant in other archaeological contexts.75 
On the other hand, tomb 31 from Adaïma 
has opened the exciting possibility of trac-
ing back the biographical histories of sherds 
being fashioned, circulated and later depos-
ited in graves, thus connecting people, times 
and spaces. The refitting of pottery vessels 
has revolved around sherds that could be 
physically matched and adjoined. However, 
cutting-edge studies on petrographic anal-
ysis of thin sections of sherds that do not 
fit together physically have proved strong 
in recognising distant fragments emerging 
from a same ware.76 These results reveal 
promising ways to understand the pre-
depositional lives, circulation, and circum-
stances of the deposition of sherds after the 
breakage of the original pottery.

73. Grinsell 1961: 476-78.
74. Barba 2020: 9; Stevenson 2009:182-185.
75. Bonnet in press a & b.
76. Blanco-González et al. 2014; Blanco-González 2016.
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