THE ORIGINS AND USE
OF THE POTTER'S WHEEL
IN ANCIENT EGYPT

S. K. Doherty

Archaeopress Egyptology 7



Archaeopress
Gordon House

276 Banbury Road
Oxford OX2 7ED

www.archaeopress.com

ISBN 978 1 78491 060 0
ISBN 978 1 78491 061 7 (e-Pdf)

© Archaeopress and S K Doherty 2015

QR Code:

http://bit.do/potterswheel

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise,

without the prior written permission of the copyright owners.

Printed in England by Hollywell Press, Oxford

This book is available direct from Archaeopress or from our website www.archaeopress.com



To the memory of Amanda, who always thought that even the smallest
achievements should be properly recorded.

Also to the memory of my cousin Ellen Doherty, taken from our family too
soon and who shared my deep love of Africa.






Contents

LIS OF FIUIS. . e iutiee et e ettt ettt e e ettt e e ettt e e e et b e e e e tbeeeeeasaeeesbaeaeastaseeaasasaesasssseeassssesanssaeesssesasassanenanses ii
LISt O TABIES ..ottt et s b e s bbbt et e ae e ne e b e e r e reearens v
ACKNOWIBAZEMENTS ... .eiieiiiee ettt ccee ettt e e e sttt e e e sate e e sttt e e e ssbeeeessseeesanseeeeanseeeeasseeesnsseeeennsenesane vii
Chapters

I OAUCTION. .ttt ettt et et e s a bt e s bt e e sh b e e s bt e e s a b e e e aeeesabeesnbeesabeesnneesabeesneeesaneennneens 1
SEEKING the POTLEI'S WHEEI ......eeeeeeeeees ettt e s e e e et e e e ta e e e sataeeeensteeeeensaeeesnraeeans 4
Ancient Sources for the POTLEI’'S WNEEI .........couviiiiieieeeeee ettt e e e e e e e e etreaeeans 23
INVENTING the POLLEI'S WIHEEI ...ttt e e st e e et e e e e sre e e snaaeeesnnaeeean 38
How did the Potter’s Wheel come t0 EGYPL? .....uoiiiiiiieceee ettt ettt e e e tae e e evaea e 55
Detecting the Use of the Potter’s Wheel in Egyptian POTtErY ......ccocveiiviiiiiciieieccee e 70
The Spread of the Potter’s Wheel from Royal to Domestic CONteXES.......ueeeeciivieeciiieee e et eeieee e 92
CONCIUSION ..ttt et b e e bt bt e e bt e e bt e e be e e bt e e bt e e bee e beeebeeeabeesbeesabeesneesareas 106
REFEIEINCES ...ttt et ettt h e b e bt et s et s b e e s b e e s b e e bt et e et e ae e ene e n e e reereearens 112
Appendices

A o 0= o T [ SN 128
APPENAIX T ettt e e st e e bt e st e et e e s a bt e e bt e sa bt e e bt e s bt e e b e e st e e e nee s reesneenate 132
PN T 1= a Yo [l | USSR 134
A o 0= o T [ YR 138

Potter’s Wheel Videos availabe at https://www.youtube.com/user/Ramessesmissy/feed or
Archaeopress Open Access site, http://www.archaeopress.com/ArchaeopressShop/Public/defaultAll.
asp?0OpenAccess=Y&intro=true



List of Figures

Figure 2.1: Different Types of Potter’s Wheels with French Mistranslations ............ccccccceeeiiieevccieecvieeeenne 5
Figure 2.2: Tomb Of Ty SHOWING POLEI ...c..eiiiiiiieiiteceee et 6
Figure 2.3: An example of an s-shaped crack, indicative of thrown pottery .........ccoceeeiiieeecciee e, 7
Figure 2.4: The Twist ReVerse TWISt DIrill ........coouuieriiiiee s e e aeee e e e e e e nreeeenes 7
Figure 2.5: Manufacturing Meidum bowls over a mould or former........cccccooeeiiiiiiei e 8
Figure 2.6: An example of a CD7 bowl, 4th dynasty, Giza.........cccceeeeuieeeeiiiieeceieee e 8
Figure 2.7: An example of the pierced wheel bearing from Tel Dalit .......cccccoevveeriiiniienieeee e 15
Figure 2.8: Japanese potter’s wheel with socketed disk. Arrangement of basalt bearings........................ 15
Figure 2.9: Clay wheelhead from pottery quarter at Ur.........ccueeeeciiieieiiie e eee e e e eee e 16
Figure 2.10: The remains of the potter’s WOrkShop ........c.cuiiiiiriiiiiiiiiiieee e 17
Figure 2.11: The Abu Sir clay wheel-head. Verner’s interpretation of how the wheel was set up............. 18
Figure 2.12: The reconstructed POtter’'s WhEel ...........oiiiuiiie ittt 18
Figure 2.13: The British Museum Collection of unprovenanced Egyptian Potter’s Wheel bearings.......... 21
Figure 3.1: Possible potter’s wheel scene from the rock cut tomb of Nebemakhet, Giza.......c.c.ccocveennee. 23
Figure 3.2: Potter’s Workshop from tomb of Ty ...ccccciiiiiciiee e 24
Figure 3.3: Stele of Prince Wepemnefret by Norman de Garis Davies .......cccocveevrviiieiiieeeeniieeenieeesieeeenn 25
Figure 3.4: Tomb of Khentika from Saqgara, in the cemetery of Pharoah Teti.......ccccccecuveeeiiveeecciiee e, 25
Figure 3.5: The loose block of a seated potter working on his potter’s wheel...........ccccooceeviiiniiinieenenne 26
Figure 3.6: The tomb of Bakt lll pottery Making SCENE..........cccuviieeeiiieiciee ettt eetee et e e e e eaveeeea 27
Figure 3.7: The pottery workshop scene from the tomb of Amenemhat..........ccccoveiiiieicciie e, 28
Figure 3.8: The pottery workshop of Khnumhotep Il at Beni Hasan .......cccccceoveeeieiiiieniiicniieeec e 29
Figure 3.9: The potter representation from the pottery scene from tomb of Nomarch Djeutihotep......... 30
Figure 3.10: The pottery workshop scene in the tomb of Djeutinotep ........cccoueeeeeiieieiiieecciee e, 30
Figure 3.11: The potters from the tomb of Horemkawef, Hierakonpolis...........ccceceveiiiiiieenciie e, 31
Figure 3.12: Pottery workshop of Kenamun (TT 93), THEDES .......covuieriieriiiiieieiieceereeeeee et 32
Figure 3.13: Servant Statuette Of POTLEI ........ccocciiii et ettt e e et e e e ta e e e e ata e e earaeaas 32
Figure 3.14: A close up of the potter’s wheel in Gemniemhat’s tomb at Saggara........ccccceevcvveeeecieresnnen. 32
Figure 3.15: Wooden model from the tomb of Gemniemhat at Saqqara .......cccceeeveeiiicieeiniieiinieec e, 33
Figure 3.16: Relief from the tomb of the 5th dynasty Vizier Ptahshepses ........ccccccvveiviieeecciee e, 35
Figure 3.17: Section of papyrus from the archive of the Raneferef’s mortuary temple......ccccecvervennnneen. 35
Figure 3.18: An example of a handmade coil built beer jar..........cooouiiiiic e 35
Figure 3.19: The Pyramid text representations of POTLErS.......c.uvivcciieiciie e 35
Figure 4.1: The Chalne Opératoire apProach .......cocueeeieeriieiieeniee ettt ettt e s e e 39
Figure 4.2: An example of Petrie’s Black tOPPEd Ware .........coouviiieiiiii ittt e 42
Figure 4.3: An example of a Bevelled rim BOW! ..........ooi i 42
Figure 4.4: Representation of a shrine on the top of the Uruk Vase ..........ccoccveieeciiiiiiiieecciee e 42



Figure 4.5: Map of the Near East and Egypt, showing keys sites mentioned in the text........c.cceevveenneen. 43

Figure 4.6: Polychrome handbuilt POtEErY.......cooiiiiiiiieeeeeee e 44
Figure 4.7: The plan of the city of UruK-Warka............cooouiie oottt etre e e 45
Figure 4.8: The Twist ReVerse TWiISt DIill ........coocuiiiiiiiieieie e e e e e e e nreee s 48
Figure 4.9: Door Socket made of Quartzite found near to the temple revetment at Hierakonpolis.......... 48
Figure 4.10: Map of the Town of Hierakonpolis ...........coocueeeiiiiie et e s 49
Figure 4.11: Map of Egypt showing basalt OULCrOPS ......ccocueiiieiriiiieiieeie e 50
Figure 4.12: Niuserre upper temple, Abu Sir 5th DYNasty......cccueiiieiiii i e 51
Figure 4.13: Examples of V-shaped bowls, made by arranging coils of clay.......cccccoviiviieicciericcceee e, 52
Figure 4.14: The Chaine Operatoire of the v-rimmed boWl............coceiiiiiiiiiiii e 53
Figure 5.1: Ceramics from Stratum 12 in BULO. ....ccocciiiiiiiei ettt et erae e e aae e 56
Figure 5.2: The Complete wall from the storeroom of the tomb of Ty......cccccciieirciii i, 58
Figure 5.3: Example of a man making pottery using the hammer and anvil technique............c.cccuee....... 59
Figure 5.4: Evidence for social status of the potter at the wheel displaying prominent ribs ..................... 59
Figure 5.5: Experimental reconstruction of the pit kilns located at HK11 C Square BANW..........ccccceueee.. 62
Figure 5.6: The Fire dog features from Hierakonpolis square A6, HK11 C.........ccooevirieiiieeeeiiiee e, 63
Figure 5.7: The screen kiln at @l Mahasna ........c.ueeiieiiiiiciie ettt eere e e e e e e e nee e e s sneaee e 63
Figure 5.8: The Assistant Potter in the tomb of Ty in front of the kiln ..........cociiiiiiii e 64
Figure 5.9: The multi-period pottery workshop at Ain Asil .........coocuiiiiiiieeccee e e 64
Figure 5.10: Hazor pottery mask and wheel bearing in Situ.......cccoccveiiviieecciiic e 65
Figure 5.11: Plan and section of cave 4034 at Lachish ..........cccuiiieiiiii it 66
Figure 5.12: The Miniature vessel dump outside Sneferu’s Meidum pyramid........c.cccocevveeeiiveececveeesnneen. 67
Figure 5.13: Examples of miniature vessels from Meidum..........cc.eoviiiiiiiniiiiiiereeeeceeee e 67
Figure 5.14: The Meidum Pyramid foundation deposit.........cccueeeeiiiiiiiiiiee et e 68
Figure 6.1: The wheel-thrown pot and the hand-built coil pot at leather hard stage...........cccceeevvvvennneen. 72
Figure 6.2: X-rays of the coil hand-built experimental pot and electric wheel-thrown pot........................ 72
Figure 6.3: Xeroradiograph of three miniature VESSEIS .........cccuviiieiiiie e 72
Figure 6.4: Indications of throWN POTLEIY......ccoccviii i e e e e e e e e e rareee s 73
Figure 6.5: Iron Oxide Spangles being added to the clay during the wedging process ........ccccceeeveurrvnen... 73
Figure 6.6: Coils clearly visible in the base of this wavy handled jar ¢.3200 B.C. ........ccccceeeviveeeeciee e, 74
Figure 6.7: The rilling marks created by the fingers of the potter........c.cccooiiiieriiinin e 74
Figure 6.8: Wavy handled jar. Constructed using coils on flat SUPPOIt........ccccovveeeiiiiiiiiiiieeeceee e, 79
Figure 6.9: Miniature Vessel from Abydos. Thrown on a potter’s Wheel ..........ccccoeiiivieeicciee e, 79
Figure 6.10: The characteristic marks of Wheel-throWing ..........ccoovviiiiiiiiiniiii e 81
FIGUIE 6.11: BIMIB2B22 ....cciiiiiiieiiesieeie ettt sttt ettt st s e b e bt et st s st e sbeesb e et e et e entesbnenbeenbeenbeennesmeesas 82
FIBUIE 6.12: BIMIB2B22 ...ttt sttt st r e ettt sa e n e ean e s an e b e bt e neen e sane e 82
Figure 6.13: The newly cured concrete potter’s wheel bearings..........ccoeeeeiiiiiiciiii e 83
Figure 6.14: The original sketch of the potter’s wheelhead found in the mortuary temple. ...................... 84
Figure 6.15: Attaching the wheelhead to the concrete wheel bearing using coils of clay.......cccccccevveenee. 85
Figure 6.16: The reconstructed POtter’'s WhEEl .........c..eiiiuiiieiciie ettt 85
Figure 6.17: The author has finished centring the lump of clay on the reconstructed ancient wheel ...... 86



Figure 6.18: The pottery tools found in the potter’s workshop at Lachish.........cccccceeiviiierniiiiicceee e, 86

Figure 6.19: Author reapplying lubricant to the concrete potter’s wheel replica .........cceceevieenieenieeneenne 87
Figure 6.20: The carved and honed granite replica potter’s wheel bearings .........cccccoccvveeeiiiecccciiee e, 87
Figure 6.21: The granite wheel bearings SEt U .....cccviiiicieie it e e e seae e 87
Figure 6.22: The outside of the replica pot. The outside of the archaeological miniature vessel.............. 88
Figure 6.23: The inside of the replica pot. The inside of the archaeological miniature vessel................... 89
Figure 6.24: The bases of the replica pots. The bases of the archaeological miniature vessel................... 89
Figure 6.25: Examples of V-shaped bowls, made by arranging coils of clay........ccccceeiviiieeciiiiccciiee e, 90
Figure 6.26: Internal view of replicated V-rim vessel (Unfired) .......ccccoveiieeeciiiicccee e 90
Figure 6.27: The smoothed outer edge of the replicated V-rim vessel .........ccoccceeveiiiiiniiiiiieniecieeeieee 91
Figure 7.1: The Statue of Djoser’s ka from his serdab at SaqQara..........cccceeeeiiieecciii e 93
Figure 7.2: A dummy stone model vase made of calcite. Meidum vessel red slipped pottery .................. 94
Figure 7.3: Model vessels made of Calcite from Giza tomb G 7440 Z, 4th dynasty.......cccccceeeuvreeecreeeennnenn. 95
Figure 7.4: 4th dynasty miniature vessels from Meidum ...........cooeciiiiiiiiie e e 96
Figure 7.5: Shape comparison of Predynastic (Nagada I-11) basalt stone vessels.........ccccooeercienieneeniennnen. 98
Figure 7.6: Built area of the mortuary temple of Old Kingdom Kings .........ccocuereeeiiiiiiiiiee e 100
Figure 7.7: G. A. Reisner’s 1930s pottery spoil heap still visible to the south of Khafre’s pyramid.......... 100
Figure 7.8: Large conical bedj® bread mould manufactured around a conical former Wodzinska ........... 101
Figure 7.9: The experimental wheel set up with pre-prepared cones of clay ........cccccevevieeiicieeeeciieeenns 102

Figure 7.10: The rilling marks are quite clearly discernible in this Meidum vessel sherd from Buhen ....102
Figure 7.11: 6th dynasty bow! with spouted rim, from Saggara SQ98-507 Type 598 .........ccceeeeecrvreeenns 103
Figure 7.12: Close up detail of a Meidum bowl! rim sherd showing the rilling marks similar to Figure.... 103
Figure 7.13: Three views of the same CD7 vessel AW1275, from Heit el Ghurob, Giza........ccccceevvveeennes 103

Figure 7.14: Drawing of CD7 bowl made of Nile Clay. Example of Meidum bowl from Giza.................... 104



Table 2.1:
Table 2.2:
Table 3.1:
Table 5.1:
Table 6.1:
Table 6.2:
Table 6.3:

List of Tables

Table of Provenanced Potter’s Wheel Bearings and Wheelheads in Egypt and the Near East..10

Selected Potter’s Wheels in World Museum Collections ...........ccoceveeeeenencenieneneeneeneeeeee 19
Wooden models of Potter’s workshops and their details ...........ccoceieiieniiiiiinicee e 33
Showing the percentages of different professions mentioned in Papyrus BM 10068................ 60
Manufacturing Marks Crit@riON.......occcuei it e e e e e e e st e e eeneae e e ennaeeas 75
Examples of Macroscopic Details for Coiling in Museum Pottery Collections ...........ccccueeen.ee.. 80
Table of Macroscopic Details for Wheel throwing in Museum Collections...........cccceeecvveeenneen. 81



vi



Acknowledgements

This book is the ultimate product of three years’ worth
of PhD research at Cardiff University. It is quite unusual
to finish a thesis (let alone a book!) on time without
considerable support from others along the way. I wish to
thank in particular Prof. Paul Nicholson for his inspiring
and generous discussions, which helped to shape my
thinking, combined with regular feedback, and many
wise words of advice regarding my research. Grateful
thanks are due to Prof. Ian Freestone for encouraging
my experimental research and supporting my scientific
endeavours. Thank you to Dr. Alan Lane for stepping in as
my 2nd supervisor during my third year. Sincere thanks to
Prof. Alan Davies and Stephen P. Meade and the technicians
of ENGIN who helped me design, make, and improve
the concrete bearings. Grateful acknowledgements to the
Cyril Fox Fund for providing the necessary financial aid to
manufacture the granite wheel bearings. Much appreciation
is due to the staff of Archaeopress for enabling this book
to be published.

I owe a huge amount of thanks to my aunt Joan Doherty
and the Clay Hill potters who let me take over Clay Hill
Pottery for my experiments. Joan thanks for sharing all
your expertise with me and helping me learn new potting
skills. I am extremely grateful to the staff of the British
Museum, the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology,
UCL, Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil, the
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford for allowing me to view and
photograph their pottery collections. Especial thanks to
Xavier Droux at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Tracey
Golding and Alice Stevenson of the Petrie Museum for all
their help. Thanks to Jimmy Peake for helping me to use
the X-Ray at Cardiff University and to Jane Henderson for
permitting me to do so. Sincere thanks to Anna Wodzinska
and Teodozja Rzeuska for inviting me to contribute to the
Old Kingdom Pottery Workshop: Chapter 2 in Warsaw,

vii

which proved to be very thought provoking, particularly in
relation to Giza and Saqqara pottery types.

My outstanding colleagues of the Gurob Harem Palace
Project directed by Dr. Ian Shaw and expertly organised
by Jan Picton and Ivor Pridden are too many to mention,
but thank you all for making my fieldwork experience in
Egypt so wonderful. The Postgraduate Quality Committee,
SHARE and the Cardiff Alumni Award, and the Carlsberg
Foundation are acknowledged for kindly funding my
fieldwork at Gurob and ethnographic work at El-Nazla
pottery. Grateful thanks are due to fellow Gurobite Dr.
Tine Bagh for sending me photos (via Paul & Ivor) of the
potter’s wheel bearing from the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotech
and to Guy Lecuyot for the Saqqara example. Many
thanks to Duncan and Matt of Cardiff Metropolitan
University Ceramics department who were so welcoming
and allowed me to take advantage of their departments’
excellent facilities.

Much love and grateful thanks to Lyn, Max & Raminta for
offering me a place to stay in London, providing excellent
dinners, combined with amazing Egyptology chats. To
Caroline Doherty, thank you for helping me put everything
into perspective. Waves of appreciation to my fellow
Cardiff PhD Postgraduates who regularly provided me
with a sympathetic shoulder and interesting insights into
the sometimes-intensive PhD experience. I am indebted
to my colleagues Carolyn and Marylyn at the MBI Al
Jaber Foundation for encouraging me to publish this book.
Considerable (and ongoing!) love and thanks to Lorna and
James Doherty for all their support and wonderful advice.
My PhD thesis and now this book was conceived when my
uncle Jack Doherty, a Potter asked me casually over a pint,
“So what is the history of the Potter’s Wheel then?”” Well
Jack, three years later, this is the result!



Caspian
Sea

Mediterraneancf

Sea

Euphrates
. Choga Mish

MAP OF THE NEAR EAST AND EGYPT, SHOWING KEYS SITES MENTIONED IN THE TEXT. S. DOHERTY

viii



'2'd 799 Ol dOldd NIVL43IONN SILvQ ADOTONOYH)D

128 005€-0005 2

09 006€-00v1 2

09 000¥-00¢S

aivan uelepeg ueliepeg J1yHjoaN wnAjeq uelepeg 006€-002s "
- o]
)8 omw,_wmo% 0 4l1-v| epebeN qll-e| epeben Ipeein LE-TE uejjeJwy 0S9€-006€ "2
29 000€-000% . ) (a-e) ipeen . ] .
JIHLIOITVHD QIVEn Zaii-ll epebeN Tell1-|l epebeN (p-2) o1ng 79-8¢€ ueazian 00€€ -059€ 2
| 39V IZNOYg A14V3 d b b .
JAVHILIOLONA/HNYN 0 e)/40H-1|-| uoidiods | gII-TvIIl epebeN | zqii-Te |1 epebeN 9/-€9 ueaulewas 00TE-00€€ 2
|1 39V 3ZNOYg A1¥v] ) : R (08 "1ed 0so€ . .
JAVHILIOLONA/HNYN T Ja[g-1owieN DIl epebeN T-T2 11l epebeN 9L-€9 | |1in) uesujewag | OO0E-00TE
favia o3 Jp—_ z qifpy-pala 2ol epeben £3 11l epeben 28-5/ 0062-000¢
|| 39V IZNOYg A14V3 .
/3ILSYNAQ ATHV3 14 e,eD/19YdIawas alil epebeN 78-SL 0062
o]
009z 118 | 1dad
11 JILSYNAQ A14V3 . . .
79 05.20 9-€ seun ‘aussnIN wopsuiy p|o wopsuly p|o wop8ury p|o wop8ury pio 1812-989¢ "
|1 DILSYNAQ A1¥V3I/||| 3DV IZNOYG ATHV] MINUX “Nispaus
(8 0012) poliad polad poliad poliad
Al 39V IZNOYg ATHV] (yanos uj osje : : : : .
(79 0002-00T2) YITT) 0T-Z SR RIEETEN oielpauLiaiu] dielpauniaju] 9lelpawJalu| 91eIpawWIalU| GZ0Z-181¢C?
| 39V 3ZNOo¥g F1aalN i 1l s b
(29 05£1-0002) ) aJjeewIN wop3uly wop3uly wop3ury wop3ury : .
VIl 39y 3ZNO¥8 31aAIN ¢crot lll leywauawy 3IPPIN 3IPPIN SIPPIN 3IPPIN 00£1-5¢02
(98 00ST-062T) sagayL poliad pouad poliad poliad
~/gll 39y 3ZNO¥S F1AaIN /T-€T pajnJ syoeseyd 9lelpawialu| 9le|pawalu| 9lelpawlalu| 9lelpawalu| 0SST-00ZT2
e1[2Qq ul SOsyAH puodas puodas puodas puodas
29 00¢T - 0SST ) | s9ssawey }
39y 3ZNOYE 31v1] 0c-81 | 195 wop3uly MaN wop3uly MaN wop3ury MaN wop3ury MaN 690T-0SST?
- 314 ‘9-g6 sajeq (zT-vd
d’ ‘a0 EHY] -€9 dd “ (LL-L9 (23
(8¢ mMﬁWM umvw,m “mﬁmy__/_ a) sanseuAq sSuny Aay hvﬂw_;ﬂﬂw_.: WMMHW_ dd ‘£g6T “9sie)) *dd ‘5867 ‘uesseq) | aduanbas ‘TO6T 31419d) Jg°1ed
¢ y 1dA33 saddn-pouad | 1dAS3 samo-poliad | s,91119d saseyd s,91419d

ix






Chapter 1:

Introduction

Despite many years work by scholars on the technology of
pottery production, it is perhaps surprising that the origins
of the potter’s wheel in Egypt has yet to be determined.
This present project seeks to rectify this situation by (1)
determining when the potter’s wheel was introduced into
Egypt, (2) establishing in what contexts wheel-made
pottery occurs, and (3) considering the reasons why the
Egyptians introduced the wheel when a well-established
hand-made pottery industry already existed. To date,
research has tended to focus on the decoration and function
of the pot rather than on the manufacturing methods used.
In the early part of the twentieth century, mention of the
potter’s wheel was often a brief comment indicating that
the wheel seemed to be in use rather than discussion on
how it came to be used as a technology or how the use
of the wheel was reflected on the pottery (Reisner, 1923;
Petrie, 1925, p. 57).

The reasons why the potter’s wheel came to Egypt have not
yet been sufficiently discussed, nor has the first use of the
wheel in Egyptbeen completely ascertained, yet the potter’s
wheel is arguably the most significant machine introduced
into Egypt during the Old Kingdom, second only perhaps
to the lever. Most ancient inventions were inspired by
shapes noted in the natural world. Wheels do not exist in
nature, and so can be viewed entirely as a human-inspired
invention. The impact of this innovation would not just
have affected the Egyptian potters themselves through the
learning of a new skill but it also signalled the beginnings
of a more complex and technologically advanced nation.
The links between the potter’s wheel and the rise of elite-
sponsored specialisation have not yet been examined. It
is through a thorough analysis of all available sources,
such as manufacturing marks on pottery, provenanced
potter’s wheels, and depictions of potters in art and text
that the origins of the potter’s wheel can begin to be
understood. Through examining manufacturing marks
on pottery and determining which are characteristic
of wheel-made wares by comparing these marks with
experimental examples, it is hoped that a more complete
view can be gained about when and in what manner the
Egyptians were manufacturing their pottery vessels on the
wheel.

There are terminological problems amongst the literature
relating to the potter’s wheel. Scholars are uncertain
whether the wheel bearings discovered on excavation sites
or depicted on tomb walls should be termed a turntable or
a potter’s wheel. There is also uncertainty about whether
these bearings were actually capable of producing thrown
pottery or were instead being used as an aid for rotating a
vessel during handbuilding. As a result, a variety of terms
exist and researchers (Arnold, 1993, pp. 41-3; Edwards &

Jacobs, 1986, pp. 55-6; Rieth, 1960, p. 20) do not seem to
agree on whether these bearings should be termed potter’s
wheel, fast simple (low) wheel (Holthoer, 1977, p. 31),
low wheel, slow (simple) wheel (Rice, 1987, pp. 132-4),
potter’s stand, turntable (Edwards & Jacobs 1986, pp. 55-
56;1987), Topferscheibe (Arnold, 1976; Faltings, 1989, p.
137), tour, tournage or tournette (Childe 1954, pp. 196-
197; Soukiassian ef al. 1990). In addition, one of the major
debates regarding the use of the potter’s wheel focuses
on whether a centrifugal force' of sufficient rotations per
minute (r.p.m.) can be achieved to throw a pot c.50-150
r.p.m. (Rye, 1981, p. 74)! or whether it could be achieved
at lower speeds contra to Edwards and Jacobs (1986, pp.
55-56;1987).

Another debate concerns whether vessels were in fact
“rotated” on the “wheel” as part of the finishing process,
with the resulting concentric rings or rilling marks created
by “Rotative Kinetic Energy” or whether this “RKE” made
the vessel appear as though it was thrown (Roux, 2003,
p.- 23; Roux & de Miroschedji, 2009). Dorothea Arnold
(1993, p. 42) notes that the term “turning” is sometimes
applied to pots that have been slowly rotated on a slow
(hand-spun) wheel, and suggests that a better term to use
would be “rotational assisted device” or turntable. The use
of the terms concentric rings and rilling are equally applied
to a pot that has been rotated or thrown, or a combination
of the two, and this can often lead to confusion. Some
pots are described as “partially rotated” implying that
only a particular section of the vessel was formed on a
wheel, often the rim of the vessel (Arnold, 1993, p. 36;
Wodzinska, 2009c, p. 25) or “wheel shaped” (Roux 2003,
p. 3) meaning that the wheel was used to thin down or
shape already roughly coiled vessels. These terminology
problems will be further addressed in Chapter 2 and in
experiments in Chapter 6.

The scope of Chapters 2 and 3 is to review the known
evidence relating to when the potter’s wheel was first
utilised in ancient Egypt. The archaeological literature will
be consulted to determine the present state of knowledge,
and with any problems, terminological contradictions,
errors, or misnomers highlighted for further examination

! Not to be confused with the term centripetal force. Centripetal force,
from the Latin for “centre seeking” is a centre seeking force through
which the force is always directed toward the centre of the circle.
Without this force, an object will simply continue moving in a straight-
line motion. By contrast, centrifugal force, from the Latin for “central
fleeing,” relates to moving or direction outward from the centre, this is
the opposite of centripetal force. Centrifugal force is occurring within the
clay when the potter’s wheel is spun sufficiently fast, the clay is directed
outward from the centre of the wheel.

2 Archaeologists (e.g. Arnold 1993) sometimes use the misnomer
“turned” to signify rotated, whereas potters use the term to indicate the
scraping or shaving off any excess clay.
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later in this thesis. Chapter 2 will guide the reader through
many of the known excavated potters’ wheels, whether
provenanced or not, in the Near East and Egypt. In Chapter
3, an analysis of the known tomb art depicting potter’s
wheels and workshops, tomb models of workshops and
limestone statuettes in Egypt only, as research to date has
not revealed relevant tomb art from the Near East will be
undertaken. Finally, Chapter 3 will describe the known
ancient textual and written sources relating to potters to
provide a broad overview of all possible sources before
they can be thoroughly analysed.

Chapter 4 will consider whether the potter’s wheel was
used differently in Egypt than in other areas of the Old
World. It is suggested that potters in the Near East did not
initially utilise the potter’s wheel for throwing vessels,
whereas the Egyptians did. By understanding how the
pottery industries developed within the Ancient Near
East and Egypt it is hoped that the underlying social and
economic structures can be understood. If both areas had
similar pottery industries based upon workshops, kilns and
wheel production run by specialist potters perhaps being
instigated or organised through elite-sponsorship, then it
is likely that the two pottery industries developed from the
same model. Inventions such as the potter’s wheel may
have been transferred to Egypt from Near Eastern centres
in a form of elite technological exchanges from one court
to another as part of diplomatic relations. Evidence for
such exchanges has been well documented in terms of art
styles, foreign pottery influences (Faltings, 1998a, 1998b;
Von der Way, 1992), foreign imports (Oren & Yekutieli,
1992, pp. 361-384) and the Egyptian colonisation of
Canaan (Brandl, 1992, pp. 441-448).

The Egyptian hierarchical structuring of Dynastic times
is thought to have been quite rigid and controlling of the
lower status members of society (Shaw, 2004, pp. 12-24)
but is this reflected upon the status of Egyptian potters?
The status of the potter will be determined through study
of the representation of potters in art e.g. tomb wall
scenes, textual evidence such as the Satire of the Trades,’
archaeological remains such as pottery workshop sites,
and comparisons with modern ethnographic studies of
potters. Any change in the status of potters could be related
to broader socio-political changes within the Egyptian
state, and could be a wider ranging phenomenon occurring
concurrently in contemporary societies in the Near East.
Through extensive reading of technological theory and
gender theory and applying this to the Egyptian model,
it is hoped to trace the development of the invention of
the potter’s wheel to the production of pottery using the
potter’s wheel. Pottery made by hand is often thought to
be the realm of women, but when the wheel begins to be
used, men tend to be the main potters (Vincentelli, 2003).
Through the application of gender theory and ethnographic
study the role of Egyptian men and women in pottery
production will be assessed in Chapter 4.

3 The Satire of the Trades claims the potter “is muddier with clay than
swine to burn under his earth,” Sallier Papyrus 11, Column V, line 5
(Parkinson, 1999, pp. 273-83) e.g. BM10182.

The stone wheel bearings which form the main moving
component of the potter’s wheel were usually made of
basalt or granite (see Table 2.2, Chapter 2; Hope, 1981;
Powell, 1995), two of the hardest stones to quarry, hew,
hone (7 on the Mohs scale, Tabor, 1954, p. 251) and
procure as they are often sourced in far-flung, hazardous
locations. Therefore, quarrying expeditions would require
much elite-instigated forethought and organisation (Harell
& Brown, 1995; Klemm & Klemm, 1993; Mallory-
Greenough, Greenough, & Owen, 1999). Chapter 4 will
assess the significance of the use of basalt and granite,
which during the Old Kingdom were normally restricted
to the production of elite royal funerary items such as
vases (Mallory-Greenough et al. 1999), mortuary pyramid
temple floors (Hoffmeir 1993, p. 117; Mallory-Greenough
et al. 2000) boundary or tomb marking stelae* (Bard
2000, p. 70; Wilkinson 2001, pp. 80-81), sarcophagi and
statues (Stocks 2003). The use of basalt for both elite
equipment and potter’s wheel bearings could signify wider
changes within the fabric of Egyptian society, beyond the
creating of pottery, such as who was determining the use
of the potter’s wheel in the first place and why it came to
be invented or introduced at all. The use of the potter’s
wheel could have represented a form of control by newly
established elite classes, perhaps demonstrating their
power and perhaps dominion over others. It could perhaps
signify close technological links to foreign nations such
as Canaan, Palestine and Mesopotamia, and such links
between these ancient societies will be examined in
Chapter 4.

Chapter 5 will investigate how the potter’s wheel might
have come to Egypt. It is commonly assumed that the
potter’s wheel was not invented in Egypt but in the Near
East (Kuhrt 1995, p. 22; Freestone and Gaimster 1997 p.
15). Consequently, this chapter will assess if this was the
case and if so, why. Through examination of technological
and economic theory and the uptake of innovations such
as the potter’s wheel, it is hoped to better understand
why the Egyptians introduced the potter’s wheel at all.
Arguably, the Egyptians had been successful in creating
far superior pottery by hand (even relatively coarse wares)
for centuries before the introduction of the potter’s wheel
(e.g. coil-made Black topped Badarian wares of Nagada
I-I1 A/B (Petrie & Quibell, 1896, pp. 12, pl xviii-xxi; Petrie
& Mace, 1901, pp. 13, pl xiii; Sowada, 1999, pp. 85-6)).
In contrast, the use of the potter’s wheel usually denoted a
deterioration in the decoration and beauty of the pottery in
favour of rather plain, utilitarian-style pots (Freestone &
Gaimster, 1997, p. 15).

Chapter 5 will try to make sense of this rather odd trend
away from decoration and will investigate if there are
other underlying political reasons for such a change in
technology. It is proposed that the reason for the invention
of the potter’s wheel was not to mass-produce utilitarian
wares, but rather to create specialised vessels made on a

4 Stelae or stele, from Latin “to stand” is the term Egyptologists use to
refer to an upright stone slab or pillar bearing an inscription or design and
serving as a monument or marker.



specialist piece of machinery. Using selected case studies,
it is proposed in Chapter 5, to consider the arguments for
the mass-production of pottery vessels and ascertain where
the first wheel thrown pottery was located. The changing
traditions of styles and forms of shaping pottery will be
studied with the view to determining the extent to which
the potter had a choice in their methods of shaping pottery,
or whether this was controlled by the clite state officials.

Chapter 6 will examine pottery of the early Old Kingdom
(c.2686-2181 B.C.) to ascertain when the potter’s wheel
was in use, what pottery types the potters were creating
with their wheels and in what contexts they occurred.
Once possible wheel thrown pottery has been identified
through examination of museum pieces, Chapter 6 will
consider to what extent the use of the potter’s wheel can
be noted on pottery. Through practical experimentation
by manufacturing replica pottery using a reconstructed
potter’s wheel based on pictorial, literary, ethnographic
work and excavated potter’s wheel bearings, as outlined
in Chapters 2 and 3, it will be possible to deconstruct the
manufacturing methods used by the Egyptians to create
wheel thrown pottery. From these experiments, a greater
understanding will be gained of how to determine what
manufacturing processes were involved in the excavated
pottery assemblages. A fresh perspective will therefore
be achieved for analysing and examining wheel thrown
pottery and a greater understanding as to why the potter’s
wheel was developed as an invention.

By undertaking experiments in understanding the
techniques of throwing on the potter’s wheel, the aim is
to resolve the terminological problem of what constitutes
a vessel thrown on a hand-spun potter’s wheel when
compared with a vessel that has been formed by coiling. The
methodology employed for the experiments will involve
firstly creating coil and wheel thrown pots, so as to enable
the author to identify the macroscopic details indicative
of manufacture. The resulting pots will be photographed
and X-rayed to provide further insights of manufacture.
The methods will be filmed and photographed in order
to deconstruct the gestures and movements made during
manufacture and ascertain whether the techniques used
could be associated with particular manufacturing marks
produced on the pots. This criterion of manufacturing
marks would then be compared to archaeological pottery
collections in museums to identify potentially wheel
thrown pottery using the characteristics of wheel throwing
and coil-building which had been identified in Experiment
1. Experiment 2 will then involve the replication of a
known potter’s wheel in the British Museum collection,
employing it for throwing selected vessels and testing the
results by comparing the macroscopic features.

Given that it is likely that the potter’s wheel was instigated
through elite sponsorship (as postulated in Chapter 5),
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in Chapter 7 the contextual evidence of the vessels will
be assessed to establish how the potter’s wheel was used
to create pottery. If the potter’s wheel was used to create
vessels for the elites, it is likely that wheel thrown vessels
would only occur in elite contexts, such as in ritual or
funerary offerings. In Chapter 6, the pottery of the early
Old Kingdom will be examined to ascertain when the
potter’s wheel was in use, what pottery types the potters
were creating with their wheel, and in what contexts they
occurred. Early wheel thrown vessels occurred in similar
cultic and funerary contexts in Levant and Mesopotamia
(Courty & Roux, 1995) and it appears that the Egyptians
adopted this new technology to produce items in similar
contexts (funerary and cultic) but in an Egyptian manner.
Social and economic literature and technological theory
relating to the uptake of this new technology will be
assessed and the reasons behind the use of the potter’s
wheel analysed. The Egyptians seemed to utilise this new
technology to produce their own version of miniature
vessels previously made in stone. The traditional methods
of hand-building pottery vessels were successful in
producing pottery items of high quality on a large scale
for the domestic market, so it would seem that the potter’s
wheel was a rather redundant invention. It is anticipated
that by investigation of the location of pottery production,
whether in an industrial workshop or domestic area, and
by considering how it was being made (wheel or hand,
or partially by hand and finished off on the wheel) and
how it was being fired (open or so-called ‘bonfire firing’
or enclosed updraught kiln), that this will indicate whether
the use of the wheel was inspired by elite sponsorship. The
use of basalt for the potter’s wheel bearings also appears
to be significant, given that it was usually restricted to
royal building materials and items such as statuary, temple
floors and sarcophagi.

By examining theories of innovation, technology and
technical systems in conjunction with ethnographic
research and analysis of the manufacturing marks of
selected Egyptian pots from various sites and sources, it is
hoped to identify the origins and use of the potter’s wheel
in Egypt. It is conjectured that the potter’s wheel was
adopted from Mesopotamia and the Levant regions and
this research will address when this occurred, attempt to
understand how this transition took place, and consider the
underlying processes and effects, to ascertain why these
might be significant. Through analysis of manufacturing
marks on pots, it is planned to deconstruct the various
manufacturing techniques that the Egyptian potter had to
learn and to replicate those in experimental reconstructions
using replica potters’ wheel bearings based on the Egyptian
standard. Understanding the techniques that the Egyptian
potter had to master, combined with the pictorial, textual
and circumstantial evidence, it is anticipated that new
insights into the production and organisation of ancient
pottery workshops will be apparent.





