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UPPER EGYPTIAN VESSELS 

AT TELL EL-GHABA, NORTH SINAI: 
LUXURY OBJECTS OF THE LOCAL ELITE 

 
Silvia Lupo 

IMHICIHU-CONICET, University of Buenos Aires 
María Beatriz Cremonte 

IDGYM-CONICET, University of Jujuy 
 
 
Tell el-Ghaba is an archaeological site of the 26th Dynasty (late 7th to early 6th 
century BC) situated next to the Pelusiac branch of the Nile, which at that time 
was part of the Eastern Delta. The site was part of the expansionary policy 
towards the Levant adopted by the Saite kings at a period when the 
commercial exchange across the eastern Mediterranean was at its peak. The 
Argentine Archaeological Mission undertook research at Tell el-Ghaba as part 
of a salvage project under the auspices of UNESCO aimed at investigating the 
Northern Sinai site threatened by irrigation works at the region.1 Several 
buildings were found during the excavations in 1995–1999 and 2010. A 
geomagnetic survey carried out in 2010 by Tomasz Herbich2 allowed to determine 
the limits of the site; also, several buildings and structures were detected that 
confirmed the urban planning for the site.   
 
Upper Egyptian Vessels at Tell el-Ghaba  

Among the broad variety of Egyptian pottery manufactured in Nile clay 
represented in all excavated areas of Tell el-Ghaba, there are some vessels that 
were not made locally but of an Upper Egyptian Marl.3. Most of these vessels were 
found on the floors4 and cellar 5 of Building B located in Area I and a few in Area 
II6 and on the destruction layer of both sectors7 (Fig. 1). They consist of containers 
made of Marl A4, a fabric belonging to the Marl A group according to the Vienna 
System.8 In this Marl A4 nomenclature, fabrics with different granulometry (from 
coarse to fine) are grouped together and subdivided into two variants, variant9 and 
variant 2, with the latter becoming the more common from the 12th century BC 
onwards.10 At Tell el-Ghaba, jars and other Upper Egyptian containers have been 
reconstructed from sherds, mainly from rim sherds; closed shapes, especially jars, 
are more numerous than open shapes.   
 

Jars 
The morphology of the jars allows us to recognize different and clearly defined 
types which also appear in Upper Egypt.  
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(a) Jars with grooved rim 
The most common morphology observed is that of jars with grooved rims.11 

According to Aston, this type consists of a Theban ceramic production that was 
exported from the region.12 The oldest productions do not feature this typical 
groove under the lip and they date to the reign of Sheshonq V13 (767–730 BC).14 
Over time, however, the grooved variant became the most common and the 
most prominent.15  
 

Several jars found at Tell el-Ghaba feature grooved rims: P1125A (Fig. 2a),16 
P1208A (Fig. 2b),17 C-0521 [025],18 P0218A (Fig. 2c),19 P1143A (Fig. 2d)20 
and C-1112 (7) [001].21 They resemble jars found in ceramic contexts in 
Elephantine22 that Aston attributed to Phase III South (775/725 – 650/625 
BC).23 Their mouth diameters vary from 9 to 10 cm, just like those of the jars 
recorded at Tell el-Ghaba.    
 

In most cases they are ordinary vessels found in Elephantine as well as in 
several other sites of Upper Egypt.24 They have been found at Gurna,25 

Hermopolis,26 Amarna,27 Herakleopolis Magna (Ehnasya el-Medineh)28 and 
Karnak.29 Described by Defernez as "jarre à anses et à haut col renflé", this 
type of vessels reached its peak productivity in the 25th Dynasty30 (ca. 747–656 
BC),31 though it may have continued during the 26th Dynasty.   
 

The vessels identified at Tell el-Ghaba evidence slight rim variants, e.g. 
P1208A (Fig. 2b),32 P1143A (Fig. 2d)33 and P1151A (Fig. 2e),34 being the first 
two very similar to other vessels found in Elephantine.35 Except for P1151A, 
manufactured in TG 3336 fabric, the others correspond to fabric TG 56.37   
 

P0218A made of TG 26 fabric38 (Fig. 2c),39 exhibits a more incurved rim. Similar 
jars made of Nile clay have been found at El Amarna40 and Gurna.41 Myśliwiec 
describes five different types of rims among which the variety found at Tell el-
Ghaba42 can be identified.  
 

The morphology of these vessels is also present at Buto where it was dated by 
French to Phase I from the late 8th to the early 7th century;43 this also corresponds to 
the MJ2 type of El Amarna.44 
  

(b) Short-necked jars with modelled rim 
At Tell el-Ghaba further jars of a different morphology have also been recorded: 
these are short necked vessels characterized by a modelled rim, differing from 
those described above. P1203A made of TG 33 fabric45 (Fig. 2f)46 and C-1063 
[009] bear similarities with vessels found in sites of Upper Egypt and the Delta. 
 

Likewise, in Elephantine similar vessels were found which Aston dated in Phase 
III South (ca. 775/725 – 650/625). These are squat jars with a modelled rim of ca. 
16 cm in diameter.47 This type of jars was found at Hermopolis,48 Gurna,49  
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Karnak,50 Amarna,51 and other sites of Upper Egypt52 as well as in Dorginarti.53 In 
the Delta, they were found at Buto in Phase I.54 According to French, the large 
number  of these vessels and their distribution in the South of Egypt in the late 8th / 
early 7th century BC would signal the development of a pottery industry centred in 
Upper Egypt, perhaps in Thebes itself or in the Qena/Ballas region.55 
 

(c) Short-necked jars of fine manufacture 
The third morphological type corresponds to finely manufactured vessels that 
feature slight variants in relation to the above mentioned. P0742A made of TG 
26 fabric (Fig. 2g)56 and P0834A57 made of TG 3358 fabric have a more 
vertical neck, while P0832A made of TG 56 (Fig. 2h)59 has a more incurved 
neck. Both jars exhibit a semi-globular body. This type has also been found in 
Upper Egypt, at Amarna,60 and in the Delta,61 at Buto in Phase I.  
 

Several vessels corresponding to our Types a, b, and c were found at Buto and 
dated by French to Phase I. According to French, the campaigns initiated by 
Piankhy (747–716 BC) may have facilitated commerce between the North and 
South of Egypt as apparently the Delta was not fully dominated by this king and 
remained independent until the reign of Psammeticus I (664–610 BC). Therefore, 
it is hard to tell whether the early forms of these vessels represented at Buto arrived 
through interactions with the South at the time of Piankhy or after 664 BC in the 
Saite period.62   
 

(d) Vessels with slightly everted or direct vertical rim 
The fourth morphological type has a slightly everted or direct vertical rim 
(P1213A (Fig. 2i),63 P2019A,64 P0825A65 and C-0281 [003].66 P1213A and 
P2019A made of TG 56 and TG 26 fabrics were found in Areas I and II, 
respectively; they are associated with jars from Elephantine corresponding to 
Phase III South.67 C-0281 [003], retrieved from the cellar of Building B also 
has its parallel there as well as in other sites of Upper Egypt68 and Gurna.69  
 

Storage vessels  

Two fragmentary handled storage vessels, both with a ribbed body made of TG 
56 fabric were also recorded at Tell el-Ghaba. One (P1169A, Fig. 2j)70 was 
found on one of the floors of Building L in Area II, and the other, P1156A, in 
Area VI, where Building F is located.71 
 

Juglets  

A neck of a juglet made of TG 26 fabric (P0051A, Fig. 2k)72 was found on one of 
the floors of Building B. Its neck displays a finely manufactured direct everted rim, 
very thin walls, polished surface and grey slip. It is the only specimen recorded at 
Tell el-Ghaba for which no parallel has been found in other sites.  
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Classification of Marl A4 fabric  

The Marl A4 found at Tell el Ghaba shares with the Vienna System variants 1 and 
2, abundant sand of fine granulometry (with inclusions of quartz clasts frequently 
observed) and the abundance of pores that may correspond to burnt organic matter 
or perhaps charred limestone considering an estimated firing temperature of about 
750°C. In addition, like in variant 2, these Marl A4 fabrics from Tell el-Ghaba 
exhibit red inclusions derived from ferric oxide and surfaces featuring a greyish or 
light grey colour. This may be a consequence of either a pseudo-slip caused by salt 
migration or a slip application. The presence of plagioclase, K-feldspar and 
ferromagnesian minerals is recurrent as observed in the petrographic characterization 
of samples nos. 5, 6 and 8 of H4 fabrics of Memphis/Saqqara.73 Fabrics with 
textures similar to Marl A4 have been classified as Type V by Hope74 previously 
called Ba.II75 and fabric 1a of Amarna.76  
 
An overview of Marl A4 fabrics from Tell el-Ghaba  

Marl A4 fabrics from Tell el-Ghaba are associated with the TG 26, TG 56 and TG 
33 type standards, according to a preliminary classification based on observations 
at low magnifications under binocular lens,77 and they clearly differentiate from the 
total sample of fabrics by their texture, colour and thin walls. TG 26 and TG 56 are 
the most frequently observed at Tell el-Ghaba, while TG 33, a variant with a coarser 
granulometric composition and light colour – very pale brown (10 YR 8/4) – is less 
common. In all cases, the vessels may show evidence of a coarse light grey slip (10 
YR 7/2). Under binocular lens, types TG 26 and TG 56 are very much alike, 
except for their colour (reddish for TG 56 and grey-brown for TG 26), with being 
TG 56 the most common. Below is a detailed description of the typical Marl A4 
fabrics found at Tell el-Ghaba – TG 26, TG 56 and TG 33 (Marl A4 coarse) – which 
were examined under low magnification and their petrographic characteristics 
determined with a polarizing microscope.  
 
TG 26 Marl A4. Fabric characterization using a binocular lens.   
Recording File No. 10  –  BA/41-L0183-C-0299/97     
 

Fragment of a thin walled vessel – 4mm – soft, regular break but not very resistant. 
Uniform greyish brown (10YR5/2) section. Non plastic inclusions: small ochre [1]; 
fine sand [3]; probably small limestone [1], small black [1]. Uniform distribution 
and abundant (>30%). Rounded shapes and predominantly small sizes, a few are 
medium size. Looks like kneaded fine sand. Presence of black inclusions. Probably 
burnt organic material and/or clay nodules. Porosity: open, small and rounded 
pores and big irregular ones. Fine texture, fine grained porous fabric. Reducing 
atmosphere. Fragile fabric probably of small vessels. Both surfaces are smooth and 
greyish brown, 10YR6/2 (outer surface) and dark greyish brown, 10YR5/2 (inner 
surface) (Fig. 3a).  
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Fabrics corresponding to TG 56 are very much alike, except for their light red 
(2.5YR 6/6) colour and a light grey slip (10YR7/2) applied on the outer surface 
(Fig. 3b–c). 
 
Thin section TG 56 Marl A4. Petrographic characterization using a polarizing 
microscope.  
Recording File No. 61 – BE/68 Locus 1120 
 

The microscopic view of TG 56 (Fig. 3d) features small non plastic inclusions of 
quartz (white and  grey) with sub-rounded to angular shapes immersed in a light 
red clay matrix with abundant usually rounded heterogeneous pores (in black). In 
this clay matrix inclusions of ferric oxide (red-orange) and a few opaque minerals 
are also common. Likewise, some angular plagioclases and K-feldspar clasts, as 
well as lithoclasts of sedimentary, magmatic and metamorphic rocks (less than 
1%) are also observed.  
 

Percentage of Fabric Components (determined by Point counter analysis) and  Size 
Distribution (in microns): clay matrix (58.64 %), pores (25.56%), quartz (11.8 %),  
K-feldspar (1.2%) , plagioclases (1.8%), fragments of sedimentary rocks  (1.8 %),  
fragments of magmatic rocks (0.6%), fragments of metamorphic rocks  (04%), 
opaque minerals [ferromagnesian minerals] (0.1%). Grain size: 15–60 µm (60 %), 
60–100 µm (28 %), 100–200 µm (11 %), 1,000–2,000 µm (1 %). Estimated firing 
temperature: 750º C. 
 
TG 33 Marl A4 coarse 
Recording File No. 36  –  C-0378/97 BA/43-42 L0001 
 

Fragments of a thick walled vessel (9 mm), medium hardness (3), regular 
break but not very resistant. The section features three diffuse shades: a pale 
yellow (2.5Y7/4) layer towards the outer surface, a light yellowish grey layer 
in the middle and a thin and irregular light yellowish brown (10YR6/4) inner 
layer. Oxidizing greenish yellow fabric. Non plastic inclusions: Small rounded 
ochre [2]. Sand [1] corresponding to small and medium sized pebbles of 
vitreous quartz. Limestone [1] ranging from small to very large and rounded, 
the very large inclusions are rare and show a brown rim. Red grit: small 
angular particles. Black grit: small and medium sized angular particles. The 
fabric matrix has very small inclusions of quartz, ochre, black grit and some 
red grit, evidencing a heterogeneous distribution. These inclusions are sparse 
(ca. 10–15%). Porosity: medium. Small and medium sized pores with round and 
long shapes, medium to very large pores with irregular and elongated shapes. The 
very large ones are scarce. Pale yellow (2.5Y7/4) fabric with poorly smoothed 
surfaces and no slip. Clear powder-like fabric, not very compact, porous and 
somewhat laminar. This fine fabric has large but irregular limestone, little quartz 
and abundant but very small orange ochre inclusions. Clear inclusions are masked  
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Figure 2. Marl A4 vessels at Tell el-Ghaba.
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Figure 3.  Marl A4 Tell el-Ghaba photomicrographs under binocular lens.
 a. TG 26 (10x);  b. TG 56 (10x); 
 c. TG 56 (40x);  d. TG 56, crossed Nicoles (60x).
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by the fabric’s light colour. A relatively small amount of limestone may be found 
as tiny inclusions. Fabric equivalent to Marl A4 Coarse (Fig. 3c). 
 

Thin section TG 33. Percentage of Fabric Components (determined by Point 
counter analysis) and Size Distribution (in microns): clay mass (93 %), quartz 
(3.5 %), K-feldspars (1.30%), Plagioclases (0.3%), fragments of sedimentary rocks 
(0.9 %), fragment of magmatic rocks (0.6%), fragments of metamorphic rocks 
(0.3%). Heavy minerals (0.1%). Grain size: 15–60 µm (68 %), 60–100 µm (17 %), 
100–200 µm (10 %), 200–400 µm (5 %). Estimated firing temperature: 800º C. 
 
Conclusions 

Based on the information available, it may be concluded that the presence of 
these Upper Egyptian vessels at Tell el-Ghaba does not reflect systematic 
interactions with the South of Egypt, but rather a situation where relations 
between both regions were never completely interrupted.78  
 

By the end of the Assyrian domination in Egypt, coinciding with the end of the 
Kushite 25th Dynasty, the Assyrians, with the help of the princes of Sais79 
confronted the kings of Kush at Thebes. After defeating them, the Assyrians 
returned to Niniveh to deal with the severe internal problems in their empire, 
beset by the expansion of Babylonians and the Medes. The Kushite kings, who 
ruled the south of the Egyptian territory from Thebes, were unable to achieve 
Egypt's unification during their reign.80 This scenario may have allowed the 
permanence of polities in the Delta, among which were those of the princes of 
Sais that managed relations quite independently of the Kushite state, building 
relations with different regions of the Near East.81 With the Assyrian 
withdrawal and after a series of struggles, Psammeticus I of Sais took 
hegemony of the Delta initiating a purely native dynasty. It would appear that 
during this period people and goods were able to move quite freely between 
the northern and southern regions.  
 

At Tell el-Ghaba, the Upper Egyptian vessels manufactured in Marl A4 were 
found in Areas I and II. Several observations strengthen the hypothesis of 
differential access to these goods and may indicate a higher social status of 
their owners: their scarcity (30 jars, 3 juglets, 3 bowls and 253 non-diagnostic 
fragments), their association with the floors of Building B, where a gold bead, 
a good number of finely manufactured amulets, and small vessels of Cypriot 
and Aegean origin, especially fragrance containers and juglets, were also 
found. These fine objects of Marl A4, unique in colour and perhaps in 
contents, may be considered luxury items. Perhaps they belonged to a local 
elite related to the state administration. This can be perceived at Tell el-Ghaba 
in the coherent alignment of several buildings suggestive of urban planning, 
the existence of a 460 m2 mud brick basement for what could have been a large 
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public construction and the considerable size of another structure revealed by 
the geophysical survey point to the presence at Tell el-Ghaba of a such an 
administrative elite.  
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