Discussions in Egyptology 40, 1998 ISSN 0268-3083

TOMB SIZE DISTRIBUTION IN
EGYPTIAN PREDYNASTIC CEMETERIES

by JUAN JOSE CASTILLOS

Contrary to other variables analyzed by those interested in
mortuary practices in ancient scocieties, which may imply more or less
subjective evaluations of the intended purpose and value af the
ocbjects and structures found in the cemeteries, the size of the tombs,
that is, their volume, can usually he easily determined and provides
a useful yardstick to evaluate social conditions and their evolution

in time {1}.

This is especially true of ancient Egypt, where the size and wealth
displayed by the tombs generally indicated the status and wealth in
life of their occupant (2).

In a recent paper (3) we felt justified in drawing some conclusions
from the average volume of Egyptian Predynastic cemeteries which
seemed to indicate, besides of an agreement with the traditional
views regarding the evolution of the Predynastic cultures of Upper
and Lower Egypt (4), that the probable centres of the Badarian,
Amratian and Gerzean could have been located respectively at Badari,
the BAbydos area and Nagada.

A puzzling feature is the very high average size of the tombs at
Nagada, larger tham anywhere else in Predynastic Egypt as far as we
can tell at this stage, which could perhaps be due to the softer
texture of the ground there which made it easier to dig deep graves.

The fact that 3,000 rather large tombs and two towns could be
excavated in four or five months (5) and some comments made by Petrie
that the ground was apparently frequently scft (6), make it easier to
accept such a possibility.

Unfortunately, no decisive confirmation for this hypothesis is
currently available. Other explanations such as the importance of the
site itself as the possible capital of a Predynastic Upper Egyptian
kingdom, leave several unanswered guestions.

A further preliminary study involving at this stage just the number
of funerary offerings found in the graves (7) seemed to agree quite
closely in most cases with the evidence from the size of the tombs.
This can hardly be a mere ccincidence and stimulated the writer to
procaeed along this line of research.

Due to the unavailability of complete detailed data on recent
excavations of important Predynastic sites such as Hierakonpolis,
El Kab and others, our conclusions were defined as tentative and
subject to possible future corrections but in our opinion, ocur study
provided fresh evidence useful to detect several interesting features
such as the ones mentioned above.

Since averages, which often simplify and unclutter the general
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picture when they are representative, can sometimes be deceiving and
do not indicate the distribution of a wariable within a cemetery or
within a given area {8), the next stage was to determine the size
distribution of the tombs and to verify whether the results confirmed
or substantially differred from our previcus conclusions.

The data we publish here was generated from the formal publications
of relevant sites (9) and from the unpublished original Petrie
excavation notebooks at the Petrie Museum in Londan, England (10),

The size distribution has been arranged in 43 histograms covering a
total of 4,317 Predynastic tombs which we will use to back up some of
the points we wish to make but they also stand on their own as
independent evidence which can be used for other purposes, All
measurements indicated therein are given in cubic metres.

In some cases Upper End graphs have also been included because when
we are dealing with cemeteries involving hundreds of tombs, the
relatively few large graves are represented in the graphs by very
small bars or are completely flattened out and do not appear at all.
The Upper End histograms are enlarged illustrations of the
distribution of the larger tombs within certain cemeteries.

The first conclusion that we can draw is that the distribution
histograms agree with our previous conclusions worked out from the
arbitrary size groups (11) and from the average tomb size (12).

Graphs 11, 15 16 and 20 covering the Tasian and the Badarian tombs
show as everywhere else, a great number of small graves but also more
continuity towards the higher values than we find in the later
periods, in which the mass of small tomhbs is followed by more or less
pronounced breaks between it and the fewer large graves. This, in our
opinion, establishes a fundamental difference between the
distribution of the Badarian and the later tombs which could be a
consequence of very limited social differentiation in the former and
increasing class stratification in the latter (13).

Another interesting feature revealed by these graphs is the
probable reason for a puzzling result of our previous research,
namely, that the average tomb size at Nagada showed in both
relative chronology frameworks (Petrie's (14) and the more recent one
by Kaiser (15) and Bard (16) ), practically the same values for the
Amratian (Nagada I) and the Gerzean (Nagada II), or rather, slightly
higher for the Amratian there.

Considering histograms 30 to 35, we can see that this false
impression was caused by a very large grave (1661) which pushed up the
Amratian average size at Nagada.

If we disregard such an exceptional value, the picture agrees with
that found elsewhere of continuous development in the sense of
increasing tomb size in time, except, of course, for the probable
centres of the Badarian and Amratian cultures, where their enh%&&ﬁﬁp?e
alters this general trend which can be ascertained everywhere else.

Last but not least, the results obtained using Petrie's and Kaiser/
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Bard's chronological criteria generaily agree with each other and
they both show in most cases substantially the same picture.
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HISTOGRAMS AND STATISTICAL DATA
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ARCHAIC ~ MAADI
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GERZEAN ~ MOSTAGEDDA
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NAGADA II ~ MAQADA (KAISER/BARD)
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