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Jar with Boat Designs

It seems the only method archaeologists have to piece together early Egyptian history is by correlating the subtle clues in the artifacts.  While carbon dating is an effective method of placing pieces into a chronology, it provides no context or otherwise useful historical information whatsoever.  To make matters worse, the lack of a written early history only complicates pulling meaning out of these artifacts.  The Brooklyn Museum’s “Jar with Boat Designs” (09.889.400) is a prime example of this.

The jar itself is of an orange hue with darker red decoration.  This is a piece of pottery whose color and decoration seem to be typical of Naqada II era marl ware from Upper Egypt.  The prominent decoration on the jar is a scene with a long boat, presumably a Nile River boat.  The boat is long and represented in a sort of curved or arced configuration.  The many lines coming from the hull might represent oarsmen, although it seems unlikely that many oarsman fit on a single boat, unless it was extra long.  On top of the boat are two cabins of some sort with four figures on top of those, this likely represents the figures being inside the cabins.  The most prominent of these figures is that of a woman with her arms raised, making almost a heart shape as they meet above her head.  The fact that she is larger than the other figures imbues her with a greater importance than the others as well.  This might indicate that she is either a priestess or goddess or even a royal but that specific role seems unclear.  There are also what might be palm fronds at one end of the boat and long-necked birds at the other.  The jar also has what appear to be three protuberances meant for hanging it from something.  While it may look crude to modern eyes, the piece seems quite finely wrought for something that was made well over 5,000 years ago.

What makes the piece so important is that it contains two of the more recognizable and repeated symbols in early Egyptian artifacts.  The first of these symbols is that of the river boat.  Near the jar in the museum is an item titled “Palette in the Shape of a Boat” (07.447.613).  This boat appears somewhat stubby and truncated compared to the one on the vase but the similarity is there and the correlation of the symbol is not really mistakable.  Another example is the rock carvings at Barramiya.  This boat looks nearly identical to the one on the vase.  What’s more is that Barramiya is far enough away from El Adaima (where the jar was found) and Ma’mariya (where the boat-shaped palette was found) to consider the depiction to have been a widespread motif, and therefore symbolically important.  The other item in the museum that provides correlation is the “Female Figure” (07.447.505).  This statue is nearly identical to the woman on the jar as well as the one in the carving at Barramiya.  Again, the repetition of this symbol over any distance can only be taken as meaningful.

While the meaning of these motifs may be hard to definitively unravel, they do suggest something. The importance of the river and river travel among the early people of Upper Egypt would seem obvious.  Whether or not they represent a specific important historical event is likely something that won’t be agreed upon anytime soon without any further bombshell discoveries.  Egypt’s dependence on the Nile is a good starting point to begin tracking down the importance of boats though.  The female figure has a lot of possibilities but without more evidence, they will probably just remain possibilities.  As stated above, she could be a goddess, a queen or a priestess pretty easily.  What does matter, and it matters for the boat representation as well, is that they were repeated over time and over a relatively wide geographical area.  For this reason alone they should both be seen as important symbols, and the jar and other pieces to be considered significant artifacts.
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