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1

It is generally accepted that the number of preserved 
ancient Egyptian full-size tools is too low to allow 
complex conclusions to be drawn.1 Most ancient tools 
would have been recycled over time, losing their original 
shape as they were recast into other objects. There are 
some exceptions; Dynasty 1 has large numbers of tools 
that have been found in the secure archaeological contexts 
at Abydos and Saqqara, but regrettably, not many have 
been analysed. This lack of information about the finds 
from known contexts (their physical and chemical 
properties) limits the capacity to date unprovenanced 
full-size tools. Most full-size tools have been published 
merely because they were inscribed, and this caught the 
attention of scholars. Full-size tools are not the only 
evidence, however. Significant collections of model tools 
have been found from Dynasty 2 at Helwan and Abydos. 
They disappeared on a massive scale from the burial 
assemblages at the end of the Middle Kingdom, but from 
Dynasty 11, they were used in the foundation deposits, 
a practice that continued until after the end of the New 
Kingdom.2 This custom even reached the Napatan sites 
in Nubia. This work will show that the number of at least 
partially preserved Old Kingdom tools with metal blades 
greatly exceeds not only the textual sources but also 
the evidence of the iconographic sources. This material 
culture should not be ignored in the reconstruction of the 
past of ancient Egypt and this monograph is an attempt 
to fill this gap.

In his monograph on the theory of archaeology, the Czech 
archaeologist Evžen Neustupný defines an artefact as 
‘every object, formed by man intentionally to serve 
a purpose’.3 An artefact could have a practical purpose, a 
social meaning or a symbolical meaning. A tool is defined 
as ‘an object used to change the properties of other 
objects’.4 His definition enables to categorise objects 
of daily use, such as jewellery and toilet implements, as 
tools: pins used to join parts of clothing or mirrors used 
indirectly to change the human appearance. In this work, 
the definition of a tool is narrowed down to tools with 
practical purpose with a condition that their functional 
part was made in the Old Kingdom and of metal (usually 
a copper alloy, either pure copper or arsenical copper; the 
existence of bronze is supposed, but not proved for the 
Old Kingdom). This will leave out three other important 
categories of artefacts made of metal in the Old Kingdom: 
vessels, statues and statuettes, and jewellery.

There was no single term for this definition of tools in 
Old Kingdom Egyptian, as we will see; tools were split 

1   Eichler (1993, 15).
2   Weinstein (1974).
3   Neustupný (2010, 45).
4   Neustupný (2010, 61).

into several practical and cognitive categories for ancient 
Egyptians. Their common characteristic was that they 
were made of metal in the metallurgical workshops.5

Accurate dating of the decoration of private tombs is 
possible in the Old Kingdom Memphite necropolis. 
Elsewhere, there have been numerous attempts to date 
and redate specific tombs and tomb clusters.6 Much less 
attention has been paid to other datable items of art and 
material culture, although the situation has changed 
recently for pottery.7 It can be argued that other items of 
material culture were created closer to the moment of the 
burial than the tomb decoration, which was planned and 
executed well in advance of the burial itself. However, 
the provision of the Old Kingdom burial equipment has 
not been the subject of a significant study.

The iconographic and textual evidence cannot be 
ignored because it can help explain the meaning(s) and 
role(s) of tools as they were perceived by Egyptians 
during the Old Kingdom. This evidence also provides 
information about the cognitive categories of Old 
Kingdom Egyptians. Ancient Egyptian evidence can 
be aptly used to demonstrate that artefacts occurred 
in meaningful assemblages. The tool classes were not 
perceived as singular, but were organized into tool kits.8 
Elena Maragoudaki and Panayotis Kavvouras have 
recently reconstructed Late Bronze Age Mycenaean tool 
kits, containing chisels, adzes, axes, saws, drills, awls, 
hammers and mallets.9 They used a shipbuilding scene 
from the Old Kingdom, late Dynasty 5 tomb of Ty at 
Saqqara by way of comparison, but the Late Bronze 
Age is too late to investigate the origins of the tool kits. 
In Egypt, kits of tools with metal blades appear in the 
Chalcolithic period, in the second phase of Naqada 
culture in the latter half of the 4th millennium BC. The 
first complete collection of tools with copper blades was 
found in the First Dynasty Tomb 3471 at Saqqara dated 
to the reign of King Djer.10 Such tool kits continued into 
the Old Kingdom and throughout the whole Early Bronze 
Age of Egypt. Old Kingdom tool kits consisted of several 
emic artefact classes, the most frequent of which are axes, 
adzes, chisels and saws. They had distinct shapes, which 
can be discerned from the Early Dynastic tool types and 
variants by means of the tool morphology. Iconographic 
evidence and preserved tool marks reveal that tool kits, 
consisting of chisels, adzes, axes and saws, were used to 

5   Scheel (1985); Davey (2012).
6   Linacre College (2006); McFarlane and Mourad (2012). 
7   Rzeuska (2006); Arias Kytnarová (2010, 2014); Krejčí and Arias 
Kytnarová et al. (2014).
8   In the case of woodworking, copper blade tools and other tools were 
studied as a meaningful unit, a tool kit, by J. Śliwa (1975, 21–43).
9   Maragoudaki and Kavvouras (2012).
10   Emery (1949, 18–57).
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work wood and stone in the building of ships, shaping 
of wooden and stone statues and for other tasks. The 
preserved evidence can be arranged in a semiotic 
triangle of meaning, combining full-size artefacts, their 
models and their ancient Egyptian names, together with 
their connotations.

In the Old Kingdom, tool kits were represented mostly 
by assemblages of so-called copper model tools. They 
were included in the burial equipment at all major burial 
sites in the Memphite area: Meidum, Giza, Abu Rawash, 
Abusir, Saqqara, Heliopolis; they are only lacking in 
Dahshur. They appear also in the provincial cemeteries, 
with assemblages e.g. in Elephantine, Edfu, el-Kab, 
el-Khokha (Western Thebes), Abydos, Gebelein, Balat 
and Bubastis. They represented miniaturized versions 
of full-size tools used in Old Kingdom society. The 
interpretation of Old Kingdom copper tools and models 
tools has been discussed in the paper ‘Social Context 
of the Old Kingdom Copper Model Tools’ by Martin 
Odler and Veronika Dulíková and by Martin Odler in an 
article on model tools in Old Kingdom female burials.11 
This book is a continuation of the discussion on Old 
Kingdom model tool kits.

Other tool kits were also present in the iconographic 
and archaeological record – toilet implements (mirrors, 
razors, tweezers, hair curlers), weaving tools (needles, 
awls), leatherworking tools (leather-cutting knives, 
awls), tools for the retrieval and processing of food 
(fish-hooks, harpoons, knives) and weapons (axes, 
arrowheads, spearheads, daggers). Iconographic 
sources, texts and the archaeological record complement 
each other in the study of the past: it will be shown 
that some artefactual classes were preserved only in the 
iconographic evidence and, vice versa, many items of 
material culture were not reflected in the iconography.

It needs to be borne in mind that tools with copper 
alloy blades were not the only material category of 
tools utilised in the Old Kingdom. Tool kits traversed 
the borders of materials, although these borders were 
not often crossed by the contemporary specialists on 
specific materials. Stone, bone and wooden tools 
were also widely used in the Old Kingdom. The 
Encyclopedia of Egyptian Archaeology dates the use of 
stone tools from the earliest times up to Dynasty 25.12 
The case is similar in Mesopotamia, Moorey considers 
higher effectivity and cheapness of stone and ceramic 
tools.13 Mutual influence of materials can be observed – 
butcher’s knives were made of flint in the Old Kingdom, 
and a few preserved examples of metal knives have the 
lithic form. Tools made of other materials are beyond 
the scope of this work, but the use of different materials 
for tools will be noted.

11   Odler and Dulíková (2015); Odler (2015a; 2015b).
12   Tillmann (1999).
13   Moorey (1994, 256).

The present work is intended as a corpus publication of the 
preserved tools and model tools with copper alloy blades 
from the ancient Egyptian Old Kingdom. The corpus 
includes all existing tool categories: tools of craftsmen, 
cosmetic tools, textile and leatherworking tools, hunting 
and food processing tools. The artefacts have been 
described by morphological and metric variables in a 
database. The corpus comprises tools and model tools 
found in documented archaeological contexts. Only a 
limited selection of unprovenanced artefacts is included, 
falling into two categories. Artefacts with inscriptions, 
which could be dated using either the information in the 
inscription or the palaeography of the signs, are included. 
The assemblages of unprovenanced Old Kingdom 
artefacts from the Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien and 
Ägyptisches Museum der Universität Leipzig have been 
included in the corpus because they contain the most 
completely preserved model tool blades, can be dated 
by their morphology to the Old Kingdom and provide 
the dimensions of the complete tools (necessary for 
statistical evaluation). It was impossible to include every 
unprovenanced artefact found in museum collections all 
over the world, even though online collection databases 
provide easy access to some of them.

The corpus is used as a basis for a typological and 
morphological re-evaluation of Old Kingdom tools and 
model tools. Metals were controlled by weighing in ancient 
Egypt. The weight of metal artefacts changed during use 
and during the post-depositional history due to corrosion 
processes. Other measures of the tools, including their 
general size and other dimensions, are better preserved. 
The regularization and standardization of the tools will be 
examined using these measures. A reviewed and refined 
chronology of the evolution of tools and model tools is 
proposed. Their morphological evolution during the Old 
Kingdom is clarified. Material culture will be compared 
to a  proposed model: copper artefacts were produced 
within attached craft specialization14 and a  centralised 
control is assumed for the Early Dynastic period and the 
Old Kingdom. The centres of attached craft specialization 
were regionalised during the First Intermediate period and 
regional differences might be expected thereafter.

After defining the subject of the work in Chapter 1, tools 
in the archaeological theory and Egyptian archaeology are 
discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. The focus then moves on to 
the correct definitions of artefacts that will enable correct 
‘reading’ and interpretation of the tool kits (Chapter 4). The 
main research tool, a database of archaeological contexts 
and tools, is described in Chapter 5. The evidence of texts, 
iconography and palaeography on the Old Kingdom tools 
with copper blades is discussed in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 
comprises a general evaluation of the archaeological record 
of contexts with preserved tools. Chapter 8, the core of the 
volume, discusses Old Kingdom tool categories and tool 

14   Brumfiel and Earle (1987, 5–9).
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kits. New hypotheses about the meaning(s) of copper tools 
and model tools are proposed in Chapter 9.

Case studies of selected problems are appended after the 
conclusion. The first paper is an archaeometallurgical 
study of Old Kingdom copper tools and model tools 
in the collection of the Egyptian Museum of Leipzig 
University (Jiří Kmošek and Martin Odler et al.). The 
second paper deals with the promising application of 
morphometry on the statistical evaluation of the tool 
morphology focused on Old Kingdom adze blades 

(Martin Odler and Ján Dupej). The third and fourth 
papers discuss the dating of the stone and ceramic 
vessels found in the Old Kingdom archaeological 
contexts with copper model tools (Lucie Jirásková, 
Katarína Arias Kytnarová).

A catalogue of the Old Kingdom archaeological 
contexts containing tools and model tools with copper 
alloy blades, together with data sheets for complete 
tools, is presented in an online appendix to this work 
http://bit.ly/2cT1NFz.




