PALETTES
Alice Stevenson
EDITORS
WILLEKE WENDRICH

Editor-in-Chief
Area Editor Material Culture, Art, and Architecture
University of California, Los Angeles

JACCO DIELEMAN

Editor
University of California, Los Angeles

ELIZABETH FROOD
Editor
University of Oxford

JOHN BAINES

Senior Editorial Consultant
University of Oxford

Short Citation:
Stevenson, 2009, Palettes. UEE.
Full Citation:
Stevenson, Alice, 2009, Palettes. In Willeke Wendrich (ed.), UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, Los
Angeles. http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/zz001nf6c0

1069 Version 1, August 2009
http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/zz001nf6c0

PALETTES
Alice Stevenson
Schminkpaletten
Palettes
Flat stone palettes for the grinding of pigments are particularly associated with Predynastic Egypt,
when they were made almost exclusively of mudstone and were formed into distinctive geometric and
zoomorphic shapes. Ceremonial palettes of the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic periods are
linked with the emerging ideology of kingship, and are especially elaborate, as they are often
decorated with carved relief over the entire surface. Following the Early Dynastic period, the
importance of palettes diminishes significantly.
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lat pieces of stone upon which
colored mineral matter could be
ground
are
known
from
Paleolithic and Neolithic times in Egypt (e.g.,
Caton-Thompson and Gardner 1934: pl. XII;
Debono and Mortensen 1990: 58 - 59). In the
Badarian period, these artifacts began to be
fashioned into elongated forms with notches
at each end (fig. 1; Brunton and CatonThompson 1928: pl. XXI) and were made
almost exclusively of the greenish-grey stone
procured from the Wadi Hammamat (Aston
et al. 2000: 57 - 58; Klemm and Klemm 1993:
369). This material continued to be almost the
sole medium for the production of palettes in
the Predynastic period. This stone is often
mistakenly identified as slate or schist, but it is
in fact a form of greywacke, which is an
umbrella term that encompasses the other
geological stones siltstone and mudstone, and
these stones only differ in the size of the
grains that make up the rock (Harrell 2002:

.
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Figure 1. Badarian Palette. UC 6157.

239). Such preferential selection of stone for
the production of Upper Egyptian palettes, in
comparison to the diversity of materials
utilized by contemporary groups in Nubia
(Firth 1912, 1915) and Lower Egypt (Rizkana
et al. 1989: 47 - 48) for the same purpose, is
suggestive of a perceived social value in the
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Figure 2. Palettes from el-Amrah.

Figure 3. Naqada I rhomboid palette. UC 4693.

Wadi Hammamat rock (Stevenson 2007: 151 152). Thus, the significance and value of the
palettes may have resided as much in their
originating area, their visually perceptible
qualities or “numina” (Bianchi 2008), as in the
material’s amenability to the production of flat
pieces of stone.

have been processed on the palettes, probably
mixed with resins, oils, or fats. There has been
the suggestion, on the basis of the excavations
at Adaima, that red ocher was more
commonly used on palettes in the settlement
(Baduel 2008: 1068). Smooth brown or black
jasper pebbles were used to grind the
pigment, and these types of pebbles often
accompany palettes in Predynastic burials.

Function
The vivid green mineral malachite was most
often ground upon the palettes of the
Predynastic period, at least as far as we know
from burial contexts, in which the majority
have been found. Palettes thus apparently
played a role in the production of cosmetics.
In particular, it is often assumed, following
Petrie (Petrie et al. 1896: 10), that the minerals
ground upon palettes were used to prepare
eye paint. Although the use of green eye paint
is attested in Early Dynastic times,
corroborating evidence from Predynastic
contexts is limited, with a large baked clay
female head with eyelids outlined with green
from the Naqada I grave H97 at Mahasna
(Ayrton and Loat 1911: pl. XV) being one of
the few sources suggestive of the practice.
More recently, direct traces of malachite on
the faces of several bodies at Adaima have
been observed (Crubézy et al. 2002: 463 464), bolstering Petrie’s original hypothesis.
The symbolism of the green color prompts
speculation as to a possible connection with
regeneration and fertility, properties certainly
appropriate for a mortuary context. Galena,
hematite, and red ocher are also known to
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Form
There was a diversity of palette forms in the
Predynastic period (fig. 2; Cia owicz 1991);
this was first presented in Petrie and Quibell’s
Naqada and Ballas publication (1896: pls.
XLVII - L), although it was not until 1921
that Petrie published his corpus (Petrie 1921).
Predynastic palettes display a clear
chronological development (Cia owicz 1991;
Regner 1996: 20 - 23), but their long lifehistories mean that they are less reliable than
ceramics for dating contexts. Many palettes
exhibit evidence of a longevity of use,
including deep depressions as a result of
repeated mineral grinding, or smoothed-down
breaks.
In the Naqada I period, palettes were
primarily rhomboidal in shape (fig. 3) and
could vary in size from two centimeters to
large examples of over 70 centimeters in
length. Some palettes have a pair of horns or a
bird embellishing one end (Needler 1984: pl.
57). At the end of Naqada I and during
Naqada II, palette forms proliferated. While
rhomboid examples decreased in frequency,
2

Figure 4. Naqada II fish-shaped palette. UC 10734.

Figure 5. Naqada II-III shield-shaped palette with
birds’ heads. UC 6041.

animal forms such as turtles, birds, and, in
particular, fish (fig. 4) appear, together with
shield-shaped examples, the latter often being
decorated with antithetically facing bird heads
(fig. 5). These forms are repeated across
different media and types of objects,
appearing on contemporary stone vessels,
pins, and combs, and thus, as Wengrow
suggests (2006: 88 - 123) transcend strict
distinctions between decorative form,
medium, and function. Other animal forms,
such as hippopotami, elephants, and gazelles,
are far less common shapes for palettes. The
appearance of such animals is as if in
“silhouette” (Vandier 1952: 378), with the
only interior feature commonly delineated
being an eye, which is occasionally enhanced
with a small shell or bone ring; occasionally,
the edge of fins, feet, or tails are incised. A
single hole is often drilled at the central edge
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Figure 6. Naqada III rectangular palette. UC 4758.

of the palette, presumably for suspension.
Rough and unworked pieces of mudstone
were also used for the grinding of minerals in
the Naqada I and II periods, although their
frequency is more difficult to determine given
that early excavation reports focusing on
unusual or special-interest objects tended to
be brief. There was a decline in zoomorphic
forms from the Naqada III period onwards,
with a concurrent proliferation of geometric
types, predominately rectilinear (fig. 6), and, to
a lesser extent, circular and oviform pieces.
These often have incised border lines.
A minority of palettes are further elaborated
with incised designs. For instance, the elAmrah palette (fig. 7), from a Naqada IID1
grave, bears the “Min emblem,” while a
palette from grave 59 (Naqada IIC/IID1) at
Gerzeh (the so-called “Hathor” or “Gerzeh
Palette”) is carved in rough low relief with a
stylized cow’s head surrounded by five stars.
The “Manchester” or “Ostrich Palette”
(Manchester Museum 5476) is particularly
elaborate and is decorated with a relief of a
man following a group of ostriches.
Diminutive examples of Naqada I and II
palettes have been typologically distinguished
from larger palettes through their designation
as “magic slates” (Baumgartel 1960: 85; Petrie
1921: 38 - 39). These miniature palettes are
presumed to have had no utilitarian function,
rather only a symbolic one (Regner 1996: 34 –
35), although they are of the same design and
material as their “normal-sized” counterparts.
There is, however, a continuum in the size of
3

and Friedman 1989: 9). At best, such
anachronistic
interpretations
remain
speculative. The specificity of the stones used
for palettes and grinding pebbles, together
with the relatively limited repertoire of
designs, are qualities that can be reasonably
presumed to have symbolic meanings, but the
content of that symbolism currently remains
obscure.

Context
Figure 7. “Min-palette” from el-Amrah.

palettes, thus the assessment of what
constitutes the distinction between functional
and non-functional palettes is arbitrary (contra
Regner 1996). Moreover, any distinction
between “utilitarian” and “non-utilitarian”
erroneously assumes that there is a dichotomy
between the functional and symbolic
meanings of palettes.
Palettes became progressively rarer towards
the end of the Predynastic period, from
Naqada IIIA2-B onwards, possibly because
the source of the material used to make them
had been appropriated by the elite and was
exploited for other purposes, such as the
production of bangles, stone vessels
(Stevenson 2007: 157- 158), and, in particular,
ceremonial palettes (see below). This
reduction in the availability of palettes,
together with the progressive plainness of
such pieces, contrasts with the ceremonial,
elite versions, which are discussed in more
detail below. This phenomenon forms part of
what has been termed the “evolution of
simplicity” in Naqada III (Wengrow 2006: 151
- 175), and the “aesthetic deprivation of the
non-elite” (Baines 1989: 476 - 477).
Attempts to interpret the “meaning” of
palette forms tend to appeal to, and thus
impose upon prehistory, the ideologies of
later periods, such as interpreting the
zoomorphic repertoire of palettes in terms of
gods like Horus (e.g., Baumgartel 1960: 96), or
interpreting fish-shaped palettes with
reference to later Egyptian word-play (Brewer
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Palettes have been found in the graves of
both children and adults alike, usually near the
hands and face of the deceased. Despite being
cited as the most frequent object in
Predynastic graves after pottery (Needler
1984: 13; Petrie 1921: 36), palettes were
certainly not standard mortuary equipment.
On average, only 15% of graves in any
Predynastic cemetery contained a palette
(Podzorski 1994: table 18; Stevenson 2007),
although grave robbing may have led to an
underestimation of their frequency. From
Naqada IIIA2-B onwards, this apparently low
frequency decreased even further. The
majority of the Predynastic palettes are not
associated with richly furnished graves. One
limiting factor that is often asserted is that
palettes were the property of females (e.g.,
Brunton 1948: 28; Ellis 1992, 1996; Kroeper
1996; Petrie 1953: 1). Statistical analysis of
burial contexts suggests that while palettes are
more common in the graves of females, they
are not exclusively associated with females
(Hassan and Smith 2002: 49; Stevenson 2007),
although the accuracy of sexing skeletons
found on early excavations must be taken into
account (Mann 1989).

Ceremonial Palettes
In the Naqada III period, within the context
of emerging kingship, palettes were
appropriated as vehicles to convey the
ideology and iconography of a small ruling
elite (Baines 1993: 62, 1995: 109 - 121).
Skillfully carved in elaborate relief, these
palettes are referred to as ceremonial palettes
(Petrie 1953), and share stylistic similarities
with other ceremonial objects such as knives
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and maces. Just over 25 of these ceremonial
palettes are known, both whole and
fragmentary, and while it is hard to assess how
representative these objects are, the small
numbers found in comparison to other classes
of object do suggest that the ownership of
such palettes was restricted.
The quintessential ceremonial palette is
undoubtedly the Narmer Palette (Egyptian
Museum, Cairo JE 32169), from the “Main
Deposit” at Hierakonpolis. On the basis of its
style, with the composition arranged using
registers and with examples of some of the
earliest hieroglyphs, it is considered to be
chronologically one of the latest ceremonial
palettes, in comparison to an earlier group, on
which the images are scattered across the
surface. Examples of this latter type include
the
Hierakonpolis
Two-dog
Palette
(Ashmolean Museum E.3924), carved with
primarily zoomorphic scenes; the Hunters’ or
Lion Hunt Palette (British Museum EA
20790), depicting hunting scenes; and the
Battlefield Palette (British Museum EA
20791), bearing defeated naked prisoners.
Within the decorated surface, many
ceremonial palettes retain a circular area
bounded by a raised edge for the grinding of
minerals, although indicative traces of such
use are absent.
The motifs on the ceremonial palettes have
been the subject of extensive scholarly debate
(see in particular the summaries in Cia owicz
1991; Davis 1992; and also the important
commentaries collected in Baines 2007). Early
twentieth century interpretations considered
palettes such as the Narmer Palette and the
Cities (or Libyan) Palette (Egyptian Museum,
Cairo JE 27434) to be historical documents
depicting actual events (e.g., Baumgartel 1960:
91; Ranke 1925). Such literal interpretations
are seldom fully accepted today; rather, more
general observations on the overall
representational schema on the palettes and
the ideology conveyed in this medium occupy
academic discourse. For instance, the
dominant role of animals, in both their natural
and fantastic conceptions, is one focus. These
animal motifs have been variously interpreted
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as ideological referents to themes such as the
hunt (e.g., Cia owicz 1991; Tefnin 1979),
chaos and order (e.g., Asselberghs 1961),
containment and rule (e.g., Kemp 2006: 92 99), as well as social otherness (e.g., Wengrow
2006: 215 - 217). Notable is the inclusion of
what are regarded as Near Eastern motifs on
the ceremonial palettes (e.g., Kantor 1942;
Moorey 1987; Smith 1992) including the
serpopards on the Narmer Palette, and the
palm tree flanked by two giraffes found on
the Louvre Palette and the Battlefield Palette.
Often, however, such deliberations abstract
the surface imagery of the palettes from the
artifact itself. Recent discussions have
appealed for a more holistic approach that
situates ceremonial objects as historically
contingent classes of artifact that draw
efficacy from the role that their antecedents
played in the social lives of communities
throughout the Predynastic period (Köhler
2002: 505; Stevenson 2007: 157 - 158;
Wengrow 2006: 178).
Unlike the common Predynastic palettes
discussed above, the provenances of most of
these ceremonial palettes are unknown. The
final resting place of the Narmer and Twodog palettes, while recognized as the
Hierakonpolis “Main Deposit,” is clearly not
the context of their original manufacture or
use. Similarly, the most recently discovered
palette, the Minshat Ezzat palette, despite
being found in situ in an elite threechambered First Dynasty (Naqada IIIC1)
mastaba (el-Baghdadi 1999), is in a poor state
of preservation indicative of a longevity of use
prior to its interment. A recent attempt to
assess a likely context of use is provided by
O’Connor (2002), who considers the
possibility of a secluded temple context.

Beyond the First Dynasty
The use of both plain palettes and ceremonial
palettes waned from the outset of the First
Dynasty and flat, shaped, mudstone palettes
as a distinct category disappeared by the midFirst Dynasty. It is evident that cosmetics
retained a potent symbolic role throughout
Pharaonic history, as the inclusion of
5

malachite and kohl in tomb offering lists
demonstrates. Examples of rather thick,
rectangular grinding palettes, often trapezoidal
in cross-section with a rectangular depression,
have been recovered from later tombs, such
as Old Kingdom mastabas at Giza (Kromer

1991: 30, Pl. 15/1, 27 - 33) and Middle
Kingdom tombs at Beni Hassan (Garstang
1907: 114), but no standard material was used
in their production, and their forms were
rarely elaborate.

Bibliographic Notes
The most extensive published review of palettes is provided in Cia owicz (1991), which also
summarizes scholarly opinions on the decorative motifs on ceremonial palettes. Many of the
ceremonial palettes are collected in Asselberghs (1961), Ridley (1973), and Vandier (1952),
chapters X and XI.
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