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Introduction

Goal and Definition

In ancient Egyptian thought, the funerary procedure played a key role in the transition to the afterlife.
The Pyramid Texts and the depictions in private tombs show a highly evolved funerary ritual as early as
the Old Kingdom. This ritual involved a great number of individual rites which, as a whole, would ensure
a safe transition to the realm of the dead and a pleasant afterlife for the deceased. While some of these
rites are well studied and understood, others have not been explored to a point where their meaning is
entirely clear. One of these is the rite of ‘Breaking the dsr.t-Vessels’. The aim of this study is to provide a
better understanding of this rite.

This study is centred on what the ancient Egyptian texts refer to as sd dsr.wt (sd ‘(to) break’; dsr.wt ‘(the)
dsr.t-Vessels’). In previous literature, the vessels are generally referred to as ‘red vessels’ or ‘red pots’,
but I have decided to use the Egyptian term due to the uncertainties in the etymology and translation
of the name.! While the rite has been connected to several different contexts and primary sources,
[ argue that a careful differentiation between evidence identified as such is necessary. In this study
[ aim to demonstrates that there is a meaningful discrepancy between textual, iconographical, and
archaeological sources, which is reason to question the initial identification as a sd dsr.wt context. On a
level of terminology, I therefore choose to restrict my definition of the ‘Breaking the dsr.t-Vessels’ rite
(subsequently shortened to BdV) to what the ancient Egyptian sources refer to as sd dsr.wt, providing
a stable starting point for the study. Whether or not the iconographical and archaeological sources
interpreted as ‘Breaking of the Red Vessels’ by modern scholars match the criteria to be a manifestation
of the rite, and should therefore be addressed as BdV, is to be discussed only in a secondary step, after
the core of the sd dsr.wt has been explored as thoroughly as possible.

On the Necessity of a Re-Evaluation

Despite the rather scarce number of attestations of the BdV, it is relatively often discussed in secondary
literature. Being part of the final funerary rites, it is often mentioned in publications dealing with the
topic of the deceased’s transition to the afterlife. Early interpretations of the BAV also connected it to
execration rituals, causing it to occasionally appear in research on ancient Egyptian execration rites
and magic. However, the BdV has never been the centre of a detailed study exploring its dynamics and
evolution, which appears overdue by now, especially considering its entanglement with these different
spheres of ancient Egyptian belief and the implications that a re-interpretation of the BAV may mean for
them. Furthermore, recent scholarship has drawn attention to more and more contexts of intentionally
damaged objects in ancient Egypt. As one of the few textual attestations of an ancient rite featuring the
intentional damaging of an object,? a thorough investigation of the BdV is an important step towards
the study of concepts of fragmentation in ancient Egyptian culture.

! Other common terms are ‘red vases’, or ‘redware’ in English, ‘Rote Topfe’ or ‘Rote Kriige’ in German, and ‘vases rouges’ in
French. I use the word ‘vessels’ due to its neutrality concerning shape and usage.

? In Egyptian context, one could add some ritual instructions such as the order to burn wax figurines in the context of a ritual
against Apophis mentioned in pBremner-Rhind, or the instruction to burn and drink papyrus (Kithne-Wespi 2019b) as a form
of fragmentation, see also below.



BREAKING THE DSR.T-VESSELS

Even though the BdV frequently appears in scholarly works, the interpretations of the exact function
and purpose of the rite are varied. This is due to the fact that none of the ancient Egyptian evidence
gives any unambiguous information about the intention of the ritualists or the goal that the rite was
supposed to achieve. This forces scholars to base explanations on the interpretation of the symbolic
value of the vessels and the act of deliberate breaking. One reason for the ambiguity is surely that the
study of intentional damaging of pottery is neglected in Egyptology. Due to the strong philological roots
of the field, all such evidence - both in archaeological and iconographical form - has been associated
with the BdV as the only rite mentioning such a phenomenon in texts. The fact that an increasing
number of different sources are labelled as BdV has led to a conflation of different contexts, making a
coherent interpretation of the act impossible. As a result of this, it is nowadays assumed that the rite
served multiple purposes at the same time.*

The identification of the archaeological evidence of the rite has been one of the main trouble spots
in terms of the interpretation of the BdV. In particular, the association with vessels inscribed with
execration texts has caused a discrepancy of contexts in which the BdV is located. This discrepancy
was - rightfully - addressed with caution, and even concern, by some scholars. Jacobus van Dijk stated:

Our understanding of this ritual is hampered by the fact that the archaeological evidence on
the one hand, and the textual and iconographical evidence on the other, though doubtless
related, are of a different nature and seem to refer to a different ritual setting in each case.
The two categories are therefore best discussed separately.*

This separate treatment of the textual and iconographical sources, and the archaeological evidence, has
become common practice among scholars discussing the rite.’ I argue that this differentiation between
the sources - obviously a result of the scholarly struggle to cover all forms of evidence defined as BdV
under one conclusive interpretation - is alarming and calls for a re-evaluation of the rite and the various
sources and meanings assigned to it. By means of a critical evaluation of the secondary literature on the
BdV, as well as returning to the primary sources and carefully differentiating between ancient evidence
and modern interpretations, I aim to de-tangle the different sources and interpretative layers and
provide a new perspective on the BdV in its original form.

In order to do this, it is of uttermost importance to judge the evidence in its proper context, considering
the impact chronological differences may have on the sources and the rite itself. One of the main
problems of recent research on the BdV is the focus on the evidence dating to the New Kingdom,
which appears to be one of the latest stages of the rite. Since the BAV has its first appearances in the
Pyramid Texts, apparently already fully incorporated in the offering ritual,® it seems safe to assume that
the origins of this rite can be dated to the early Old Kingdom, if not before. It is important to give all
phases equal attention, but also to acknowledge the large time span - about a millennium - between
the different sets of evidence, while considering the potential effects of this on the evolution of the BdV.

3 The theory of a multiplicity of meaning was, e.g., explicitly stated by Budka (2014: 646), who assumed that the rite had several
different semantic layers.

* van Dijk 1993: 174.

5 E.g. Seiler 2005: 173-180; Budka 2010: 390-393; El-Shohoumi 2004: 216-224.

¢ 1 follow Harco Willems in his definition of the term ‘offering ritual’ as a superordinate term, including the ritual offering of
food and drink (often referred to as ‘Speiseritual’), and the ‘object ritual’ (Willems 1988: 206).



