
Rethinking ‘Cattle Cults’ in Early Egypt:
Towards a Prehistoric Perspective on the Narmer Palette

the bucranium-adorned Halaf pottery of the northern
arc of the Fertile Crescent (Mallowan & Rose 1935; von
Oppenheim 1943; Goff 1963), and model terracotta
‘sanctuaries’ from tombs of the Cypriot Early Bronze
Age, such as that from Vounous which contains a ritual
scene involving a figure with mixed human and cattle
attributes (Morris 1985; Karageorghis 1991).

In spite of their importance as documents of
cultural change, however, forms and images relat-
ing to cattle have often remained subject to cliché
and generalization in archaeological interpretation.
There has been a tendency to accord them a qualita-
tively different status from other, contemporaneous
forms of prehistoric animal art; a legacy, perhaps, of
earlier writings and traditional Western imaginings
of the ancient world (e.g. Rice 1998). Cauvin, for
instance, sees the complex development of cattle-
related imagery in the Near East from Neolithic to
Bronze Age times as expressing a ‘pensée mythique
d’Orient et de Méditerranée’, based around the inter-
play between primordial symbols of ‘Woman’ and
‘Bull’. His postulated ‘religion de taureau’ stems from
primeval and, he asserts, universal associations
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The Narmer Palette occupies a key position in our understanding of the transition from
Predynastic to Dynastic culture in Egypt. Previous interpretations have focused largely
upon correspondences between its decorative content and later conventions of élite dis-
play. Here, the decoration of the palette is instead related to its form and functional
attributes and their derivation from the Neolithic cultures of the Nile Valley, which are
contrasted with those of southwest Asia and Europe. It is argued that the widespread
adoption of a pastoral lifestyle during the fifth millennium BC was associated with new
modes of bodily display and ritual, into which cattle and other animals were incorporated.
These constituted an archive of cultural forms and practices which the makers of the
Narmer Palette, and other Protodynastic monuments, drew from and transformed. Tak-
ing cattle as a focus, the article begins with a consideration of interpretative problems
relating to animal art and ritual in archaeology, and stresses the value of perspectives

derived from the anthropology of pastoral societies.

The notion that cattle occupied an important place
in the early development of ritual and religious life
in the Old World predates the systematic archaeo-
logical study of prehistory. Alongside those of the
‘great mother goddess’, cults of ‘the bull’ featured
prominently in speculative prehistories of the late
nineteenth century, such as those of Robertson Smith
(1889), Frazer (1890), and Hahn (1896). Their ideas
regarding what Robertson Smith termed the ‘ancient
holiness of cattle’ derived from ancient Near Eastern
and Graeco-Roman texts, and also from what were
viewed as ‘survivals’ of ancient beliefs and practices
among contemporary pastoral peoples.

In the course of the twentieth century, archaeo-
logical investigation revealed extensive evidence that
cattle were, indeed, integrated into a wide array of
prehistoric cultural practices. Many are central to
our understanding of the major social transforma-
tions undergone in the Near East and surrounding
regions from Neolithic to Bronze Age times, and
beyond. Some of the better-known examples include
the decorated houses of Çatalhöyük in central Tur-
key (Mellaart 1967; Todd 1978; Hodder 1990; 1996),
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betweeen the bull and ‘une force brute, instinctive et
violente’ (Cauvin 1994, esp. 44–52, 163–6). Also nota-
ble are recent attempts, some more explicit than oth-
ers, to resurrect the idea of a distinctive northeast
African ‘Kulturkreis’ (or ‘culture-complex’) based
around the religious significance of cattle, from which
the belief systems of both ancient Egypt and modern
Nilotic cattle-keepers are held to have emerged (e.g.
Schwabe 1994; Celenko 1996; Wendorf & Schild 1998;
Wilkinson 1999: Hamite/Hamitic).1 In view of this
trend it seems imperative to stress that there is no
historical evidence for a direct connection between
modern Nilotic cattle-keepers and the ancient or pre-
historic peoples of Egypt. The relationship between
them was conceived within the context of racial, lin-
guistic, and theological debates of the early twenti-
eth century (Seligman 1914; 1932; 1934; Schmidt 1940).

It is not sufficient, however, simply to exorcise
the ‘cult of the bull’ from archaeological discourse
on the grounds of its datedness or spurious intellec-
tual origins. A narrow materialist account of chang-
ing human attitudes towards the animal world
during later prehistory, which discounts the rich sym-
bolic culture associated with cattle, would be equally
unrepresentative of the evidence.

An anthropological perspective

An alternative avenue of investigation has been pro-
posed by Ingold (1994, 19). ‘I am suggesting’, he
writes, ‘that we rewrite the history of human–ani-
mal relations’, taking a condition of ‘active engage-
ment, of being-in-the-world, as our starting point.
We might speak of it as a history of human concern
with animals, in so far as this notion conveys a car-
ing, attentive regard, a “being with”.’ ‘And I am
suggesting’, he goes on, ‘that those who are “with”
animals in their day-to-day lives, most notably hunt-
ers and herdsmen, can offer us some of the best
possible indications of how we might proceed.’

Where ritual and symbolic treatments of cattle
are concerned, prehistorians might therefore turn to
the rich anthropological literature on religious life in
pastoral societies. In doing so, I should stress that
my own choice of ethnography is not influenced by
geographical setting or assumed cultural continuity
between ancient and modern peoples. I envisage the
relationship between archaeology and anthropology
in much the same way that Evans-Pritchard described
that between anthropology and history in his 1961
lecture on the subject (Evans-Pritchard 1962, 46–65).
Anthropology, he suggested, had an important role
to play in freeing the interpretation of the past from

perspectives rooted in the immediate social and cul-
tural experience of the interpreters. In particular, the
physical proximity of the field-anthropologist to liv-
ing subjects raises questions that are unlikely to arise
from the historian’s purely mental and emotional
encounter with textual sources (or, by extension, from
that of the archaeologist with the material record of
past thoughts and actions). The extent to which ar-
chaeologist and anthropologist may learn from one
another’s work therefore depends, first and fore-
most, upon the strength of relationship between the
questions that each has asked of their respective ma-
terial, and upon the quality of the answers they have
provided.

This approach might seem archaic or even dis-
ingenuous, given the dense literature that appeared
from the 1960s–80s on the practical and theoretical
relationships between archaeology and anthropol-
ogy (e.g. Binford 1962; Kramer 1979; Gould 1978;
1980; Hodder 1982; 1986). My problem with most of
the approaches advocated there, however, is that
they rest upon an unacceptable combination of ar-
chaeological pessimism (can we really reconstruct
the past from its material remains?) and anthropo-
logical positivism (yes — but only according to prin-
ciples of interpretation developed by observing living
societies). Assertions about the archaeological record
are held to gain in validity by being passed through
a filter of ethnographic ‘reality’; by implication an
objective reality that few anthropologists would now
aspire to: ‘Notwithstanding the realist idiom of their
craft, they widely accept that — like other forms of
understanding — ethnography is historically con-
tingent and culturally configured’ (Comaroff &
Comaroff 1992, 9; see also Clifford & Marcus 1986;
Okely & Callaway 1992). Given this, it seems prefer-
able to return to a position similar to that outlined in
1969 by Peter J. Ucko: ‘The primary use of ethno-
graphic parallels . . . is simple. It is to widen the
horizons of the interpreter . . . the width of approach
will make the archaeologist re-analyse his own ma-
terial.’ (Ucko 1969, 262–4; cf. Frankfort 1948a, 165,
n.5; 1951, 21–2; Wengrow 1999, 606).

In his major work on Dinka religion, Divinity
and Experience, Godfrey Lienhardt (1961) described
cattle sacrifice at first hand. He characterized it as an
extension of the act of exchange beyond the earthly
realm, through which moral forces of the commu-
nity were transposed from a human agent onto a
bovine one. The role of the animal in absorbing nega-
tive influences and releasing them from their human
victims was predicated upon the close identification
of Dinka with their herds. This derived from the
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central place occupied by
cattle in their daily lives,
and from a range of so-
cial and cultural practices
which reinforced the com-
municative role of cattle
in the conduct of human
affairs.2 These included
regular exchanges of cat-
tle as the accepted form
of bridewealth, as com-
pensation for crimes, or as
a means of perpetuating
status across generations.
In addition, an array of
dances, praise songs, and
other forms of personal
and collective presenta-
tion emphasized this com-
munity of people and
cattle (cf. Coote 1992). The
performance of a sacrifice
was therefore interpreted
by Lienhardt as a vehicle
for the expression of hu-
man concerns, rooted in

man minds and actions. Forms and images relating
to them are, in turn, artificially removed from the
changing patterns of cultural expression, social in-
teraction, and practical reason from which they arose,
and which they could yet serve to inform.

The Narmer Palette

To appreciate the novelty of the design of the
Narmer palette, we must investigate its anteced-
ents. (Henri Frankfort 1951, 79)

In what follows I would like to consider the place of
cattle as ‘secondary agents’ in the formation of Dy-
nastic culture in the Nile Valley, taking as my focus
one of the best-known artefacts of the ancient Old
World. The Narmer Palette (Fig. 1) was discovered
over a century ago at the site of Hierakonpolis in
Upper Egypt (Quibell 1898). Over 60 cm in height, it
is one of a series of elaborately carved, portable
objects, dating to the formative period of Dynastic
culture in Egypt — around the turn of the third
millennium BC (the objects and current debates re-
garding their significance are reviewed by Baines
1995, with references). Other well-known examples
include the Narmer Macehead, which depicts the
presentation of cattle, goats, and human captives to

Figure 1. The Narmer Palette. (After Kemp 1989, fig. 12; actual height - 63 cm.)

real social dilemmas and deriving its cultural force
from people’s wider investment of interests and val-
ues in the lives of their herds.

Lienhardt’s analysis of cattle sacrifice draws
attention, by way of contrast, to the implausibility of
a purely religious or psychological approach to this
and related subjects, in a way that seems instructive
for archaeological interpretation. Principally, it high-
lights the dangers of slipping into a discourse
whereby animals, rather than people, are cast in the
role of what Alfred Gell has termed ‘primary agents’:

Let me return to the distinction . . . between ‘pri-
mary’ agents (entities endowed with the capacity
to initiate actions/events through will or inten-
tion) and ‘secondary’ agents, entities not endowed
with will or intention by themselves but essential
to the formation, appearance, or manifestation of
intentional actions (Gell 1998, 36).

In suggesting that cattle were ‘sacred’ creatures, in
Durkheim’s sense of things set apart from temporal
affairs and approachable only through acts of ritual
and religious observance, we risk mystifying their
place in the cultural development of the Old World
during pre- and early historic times. All symbolic
treatments of cattle then become manifestations of a
single phenomenon — their purportedly strange and
unexplained ability to exert an influence over hu-
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a seated ruler (Millet 1990), the famous flint knife
acquired near Gebel el-Araq, its decorated ivory han-
dle showing a scene of combat (Mellink & Filip 1974,
Taf. 210), and a slightly later ivory comb bearing the
name of a king of the First Dynasty (Frankfort 1948a,
fig. 17).

As Frankfort (1951, 79) observed, the material
and shape of the Narmer Palette ‘proclaim it a speci-
men of a common type of toilet article’ (cf. Baines
1995, 110). On its obverse, an empty depression is
left between the intertwined necks of two mythical
creatures for the grinding of pigments, thereafter
mixed into a coloured paste and applied to the body.
This function was fulfilled by similar, but less or-
nate, stone palettes for some two thousand years
prior to its creation. The ceremonial maces, knives,
and combs of the Protodynastic period are also large
and elaborate versions of common artefact types that
first became widespread in the Nile Valley, along
with cosmetic palettes, during the fifth and early
fourth millennia BC (Badarian/Khartoum Neolithic-
Naqada I periods; see Petrie 1920; Baumgartel 1955;
Kaiser 1964; Krzyzaniak 1991).

Most previous interpretations of the Narmer
Palette have taken neither its function (or, for those
who believe it was never actually used, the function
to which its form refers) nor the extensive prehis-
toric background to its creation, into account. More
commonly, the decorative content of the palette is
abstracted from its material context, in the search for
a self-contained message encapsulated within the
imagery. The results of such an approach have been
extremely diverse. Some have perceived a historical
document of the unification of Upper and Lower
Egypt (e.g. Asselberghs 1961; Emery 1961; Kaiser
1964), others a reflection of contemporaneous atti-
tudes towards the cosmos (e.g. Baines 1989). What is
generally agreed, however, is the importance of the
Narmer Palette as an early and definitive manifesta-
tion of what became, in time, a standard mode of
representation relating to Dynastic rulers in Egypt.
The ‘king smiting his enemies’ remained an impor-
tant motif throughout the Old, Middle, and New
Kingdoms and into Roman times, when it was re-
produced in monumental scale on the walls of tem-
ples (Hall 1986).

Returning to the scenes depicted on the object
itself, we may note the various ways in which cattle
are central to their arrangement and subject-matter.
The top of the palette is decorated on both sides with
carvings of a human face with bovine ears and horns,
which stare directly out at the observer. These mixed
human-cattle heads, like many Neolithic and Proto-

dynastic images that suggest cattle-horns, have con-
ventionally been interpreted as early manifestations
of divinities known from Dynastic sources to have
been represented with this attribute; i.e. the god-
desses Bat and Hathor (e.g. Burgess & Arkell 1958;
Fischer 1962; Hornung 1982, 103; Williams 1988, 51;
Winter 1994, 279; Wilkinson 1999). This use of later
nomenclature is an inherently selective procedure,
since many of the main zoomorphic subjects in
Neolithic and Protodynastic art (e.g. fish and scor-
pion) are not ascribed similarly important positions
to that of cattle in Dynastic representation. It there-
fore inhibits the understanding of that earlier art as a
remnant of living modes of expression with their
own coherence, leading us all too easily back to
Sethe’s (1930) proposition that animal imagery is
somehow regressive and irrational (e.g. Goldwasser
1995, 14).

The mixed human-cattle heads frame a palace
façade motif, or serekh, which contains hieroglyphs
denoting the name of the main human protagonist.
This figure is shown in two guises, which in later
times came to represent the different sets of regalia
associated respectively with rulership of Upper and
Lower Egypt. Those features of his costume associ-
ated with cattle appear on the reverse, where he
wears the White Crown of Upper Egypt and raises
his mace in a smiting gesture. They include a bull’s
tail and a row of pendants suspended from his belt
shaped to represent the head and horns of cattle,
which later appear on a Third Dynasty statue of
King Djoser from the Step Pyramid complex at
Saqqara (Firth & Quibell 1935, pl. 59).

On the obverse, the Red Crown is substituted
for the White Crown, the mace is held below his
waist, and his other hand grips a fly whisk as the
ruler proceeds towards two lines of dismembered
corpses belonging to defeated enemies.3 The latter
are shown as living subjects on four occasions. They
are easily identified, conforming to a stereotypical
image perhaps intended to establish a paradigm of
ugliness and uniformity, in opposition to the beauty
and individuality of Narmer: a theme in keeping
with the object’s cosmetic associations. In the bottom
register of the obverse the ruler’s actions in subdu-
ing them are again represented, this time through
the visual metaphor of a bull battering down the
walls of an enclosure and trampling a foe. Decorated
palettes of the same general period (see Petrie 1953;
Asselberghs 1961; Davis 1992) show the ruler in other
animal forms: as a bird of prey, scorpion, cobra, or
lion. All are creatures that, like the bull, are capable
of sudden and decisive action. This no doubt served
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to identify him with qualities of self-assertiveness,
and the ability to render his opponents passive and
helpless. On the reverse of the Narmer Palette his
actions are also represented by a falcon with a hu-
man hand, usually associated with the god Horus
(e.g. Baines 1989; 1995), which grasps a strip of land
from which the head of a defeated enemy extends.
The dual representation of the ruler’s action in avian
and bovine form is echoed in the substitution of
cattle-head pendants for a single bird-shaped tag,
attached to his belt, on the obverse of the palette.

Interpretations of the content of the Narmer
Palette and other Protodynastic monuments have
traditionally focused upon correspondences to later
imagery and beliefs associated with kingship, and
with the gods of Dynastic Egypt. Goldwasser’s (1995,
5–6) recent summary of interpretative trends con-
veys well how the tendency to view the Narmer
Palette teleologically (i.e. in terms of its relationship
to some aspect of later Dynastic culture) has remained
common to a wide range of otherwise diverse ap-
proaches: ‘Art historians have long perceived it to be
the first example of what is called in Egyptology
“the canon of proportions and subjects” — that strict
set of rules to which the main body of Dynastic art
adheres’ (see Iversen & Shibata 1975, but also Rob-
ins’ (1994) refutal; for comments on Egyptological
uses of the term ‘canonical’, Baines 1989, 472). In the
recent words of art historian Whitney Davis, ‘The
Narmer palette is the very site of the appearance of a
new image; it is the very theatre in which the new
scene of representation is being staged’ (Davis 1992,
201). Scholars of religion, on the other hand, have
emphasized the triumph of personified powers over
those animalistic powers which dominated the pre-
historic monuments such as the Two-dog Palette or
the Hunter’s Palette (Hornung 1982, 100–107). Fi-
nally, as a major historical testament, the palette has
usually been taken to mark the unification of Egypt
and the subduing of the Asiatic threat’.4

While Protodynastic monuments do, of course,
exhibit important continuities with Dynastic culture,
too direct an application of conventions and nomen-
clature derived from Dynastic sources may distort
our understanding of these earlier images. In histori-
cal times the Egyptian gods are known to us through
a system of what Hornung (1982, 117) has termed
‘ideograms’ or ‘pictorial signs that convey meaning
in a metalanguage’. They were not depicted iconically
(i.e. as they were thought to look), but aspects of
them were revealed through the interplay of hiero-
glyphic symbol and pictorial image, the canvas for
which was the static surfaces of tomb and temple

walls, and of frozen sculptures (cf. Frankfort 1948b).
By contrast, the decorated palettes, maceheads,
knives and combs of the Protodynastic period be-
long, by virtue of their form and scale, to a more
intimate and animated realm of movement, interac-
tion and display. They conveyed meaning at the
level of close interpersonal contact and performance,
drawing from and transforming an archive of estab-
lished cultural practices that preceded them (cf. Win-
ter 1994). In order to define more closely how these
earlier practices and concepts relate to the develop-
ment of the Narmer Palette, both in terms of its form
and decorative content, it is necessary to place them
within their wider prehistoric setting.

Pastoralism and the prehistory of body decoration
in the Nile Valley

Recent reviews of osteological evidence for cattle
domestication in northeast Africa suggest that do-
mestic herds became widespread in the Nile Valley
in the course of the late sixth and fifth millennia BC

(Chenal-Vélardé 1997; Gautier 1987). This period is
usually considered to have witnessed the inception
of farming practices in the region, and hence the
onset of the Neolithic period (Hassan 1988; Wetter-
strom 1993). However, in contrast to the early farm-
ing communities of the Fertile Crescent which preceded
them by some three thousand years, those of the Nile
Valley show little sign of a village-based existence.

Where occupation sites dating to the fifth and
early fourth millennia BC (Badarian/Khartoum
Neolithic-Naqada I/Early A-Group) have been
found, they typically consist of a series of superim-
posed deposits containing quantities of ash and cul-
tural debris, sometimes associated with hearths and
storage facilities, but with few traces of permanent
architecture (e.g. Brunton & Caton-Thompson 1928;
Gabra 1930; Mond & Myers 1937; Brunton 1937; 1948;
Haaland 1987; Hendrickx & Midant-Reynes 1988;
Krzyzaniak 1991; see overview in Hassan 1988, 154–
5). Thick layers of animal droppings and remnants
of ephemeral enclosures at many sites suggest that
this pattern of deposition, documented on a far
grander scale in the Neolithic ash-mounds of the
Deccan plain in India,5 reflects the seasonal sojourns
of mobile herding groups (cf. Butzer 1976, 14, 107;
Hoffman 1972; 1982).6

This poverty of domestic culture contrasts with
the richness of contemporary burial grounds, the
known distribution of which is most dense in Upper
Egypt and Central Sudan (references as in previous
paragraph; see also Petrie & Quibell 1896; Randall-
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MacIver & Mace 1902; Ayrton & Loat 1911; Geus
1991; Reinold 1991). Throughout much of the Nile
Valley, from Middle Egypt to modern Khartoum,
funerary rites took on a strikingly similar form dur-
ing the fifth millennium BC, suggesting a coherent
and widely disseminated body of beliefs and prac-
tices. While the contents of particular interments dif-
fered, all appear to represent variations within a
common form of mortuary practice, the characteris-
tics of which may be broadly outlined. The indi-
vidual was laid within an oval pit in a supine position,
knees contracted and hands often cupping the face.
The body was frequently wrapped in animal skins
or reed mats and decorated with neck, arm and leg
ornaments made of coloured stone beads, pierced
shells, worked bone, tooth, and ivory: remnant vo-
cabulary from a lost language of display which must
have expressed occasions in the human lifecycle other
than death alone. Around the body were placed sali-
ent artefacts of the social world. These typically in-
cluded stone or ceramic maces, small pottery vessels,
simple cosmetic palettes accompanied by grinding
pebbles and pigments (sometimes found within
leather pouches or small containers made of stone,
ivory, or shell), and implements made of bone or
ivory such as spatulas, hairpins, and combs (see
Baumgartel 1960). Individuals, parted from the liv-
ing group, were accompanied to the grave by those
objects through which they had observed its self-
imposed rules of consumption and presentation.

It is striking that nearly all of the items interred
with the dead were designed to be easily carried by,
or wearable on, the individual person, many relating
directly to the decoration and ornamentation of the
body. Most are provided with some means of sus-
pension, either by perforation, incised grooves, or
elaboration with decorative features that would have
allowed attachment by a string or cord. Given the
ephemerality of contemporary living sites, the cul-
tural assemblage of early Neolithic communities in
the Nile Valley therefore suggests a mobile, body-
centred habitus (Bourdieu 1977, 78), and it seems
plausible that its appearance and dissemination was
linked to the widespread adoption of a pastoral life-
style during the fifth millennium BC. This pattern of
life supplanted a relatively sedentary form of Meso-
lithic existence, based upon abundant aquatic re-
sources, and archaeologically characterized by dense
occupational deposits yielding large quantities of
pottery and heavy grindstones (Caneva 1991; Haaland
1992; 1993).

Another feature of early Neolithic mortuary cul-
ture in the Nile Valley and adjacent regions was the

interment of cattle, and other animals, in otherwise
human cemeteries. At Badari, in Upper Egypt, the
bodies of cattle were wrapped in matting and low-
ered into oval pits, undifferentiated from the human
burials around them (Brunton & Caton-Thompson
1928, 7–12, 38, pl. X.6), while at El Ghaba and
Kadruka, in Central Sudan, the horns and crania of
cattle were placed directly above the heads of hu-
man interments (Lecointe 1987; Reinold 1987; 1991).
In the Western Desert, a number of stone-covered
burials containing the remains of cattle have been
found, lining the western edge of a major wadi run-
ning into Nabta Playa (Wendorf & Schild 1998).

Burials of cattle or elements of cattle-bodies con-
tinue to be a feature of early-mid fourth-millennium
BC (Naqada I-II and A-Group) cemeteries in Upper
Egypt and Nubia, including Naqada (Petrie & Quibell
1896, 20–26); Abadiya (Petrie 1901, 33); Khor Bahan
(Reisner 1910, 138, Cemetery 17); El-Mahasna (Ayrton
& Loat 1911, 11); El-Amra (Randall-MacIver & Mace
1902, 21); Naga ed-Deir (Lythgoe & Dunham 1965,
53–4, 63, 100; fig. 21a:6, Cemetery N.7000); El-Gerza
(Petrie et al. 1912, 7); Abusir el-Meleq (Scharff 1926,
14, 73); Gebelein (Farina 1929, cited in Donadoni
Roveri 1990, 25); and Hierakonpolis, where the ribs
of buried cattle were found ‘encased in a dark or-
ganic substance’, perhaps intended to preserve the
bodies (Hoffman 1982, 55, Locality 6, Tomb 7).7 Sub-
sequently, cattle burials (most with the heads re-
moved) also formed part of the ‘royal’ A-Group
cemetery at Qustul in Lower Nubia (Williams 1986,
16), and approximately three hundred pairs of cat-
tle-horns, some of which had clearly been trained
into attractive forms,8 were inserted into clay heads
modelled on a raised bench surrounding one of the
largest tombs of the First Dynasty at Saqqara (Emery
1961, 71, pls. 8 & 9; Tomb No. 3504).

The range of species to which mortuary treat-
ment was accorded in Predynastic times also included
goat, dog and gazelle (e.g. Reisner 1910, Cemetery
17; cf. Smith 1991, 98; Brunton 1937, 90; 1948, 22;
Mond & Myers 1937, 12; Debono & Mortensen 1988,
39–47; Midant-Reynes et al. 1996, 95), and at least
one burial of an elephant, as well as a mixed hu-
man/dog burial, have recently been uncovered at
Hierakonpolis (Adams 1998).

These practices seem important for an under-
standing of the cultural processes through which
human relations with, and social representations of,
the non-human world were transformed in the Nile
Valley during Neolithic times. Their significance is
thrown into relief by comparison with the parallel
processes that accompanied the adoption of domes-
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ticated plants and animals in the early Neolithic of
the Near East, and many parts of Europe. There, as
Hodder (1990) has pointed out, houses provided a
central symbolic locus through which economic trans-
formations became encoded and objectified within
networks of social meaning (see also Cauvin 1994;
Watkins 1996; Wengrow 1998). The term ‘domestica-
tion’, etymologically linked to the house, serves to
convey both cultural and biological aspects of this
process. In the Nile Valley, however, there is little
evidence that domestic ritual played any role in re-
structuring human conceptions of the non-human
world during the crucial period of the fifth millen-
nium BC. The evidence suggests, rather, that the adop-
tion of a herding lifestyle was associated, over the
long-term, with the introduction of new forms of
rites de passage, visible to us only as they pertained to
death, and that the primary vehicle for their articula-
tion was not the house, but the bodies of people and
animals. Hence, in applying the term ‘domestica-
tion’, an inappropriate metaphor is evoked. The cul-
tural idiom of Neolithic transformation in the Nile
Valley might be better characterized, perhaps, as an
incorporation.

I have deliberately avoided equating these cul-
tural transformations fully with the process of bio-
logical domestication in animals. As J. Desmond
Clark (1971), among others, has pointed out, Old
and Middle Kingdom pictorial sources reveal that
even in much later times the practice of animal keep-
ing was not restricted to those species that were
genetically responsive to it. He therefore suggested
that Neolithic processes of animal domestication in
the Nile Valley had formed part of a broader shift
towards the capturing and taming of animals, which
is reflected in the decoration of Naqada I (C-Ware)
pottery and in contemporary rock carvings of the
Eastern Desert and Lower Nubia. Widespread bio-
logical domestication in cattle seems likely to have
been just one aspect of more encompassing practical
and conceptual changes in human–animal relations,
and the evidence of Neolithic art and ritual testifies
to the ongoing cultural importance of biologically
‘wild’ species during the Naqada I and II periods (cf.
Finkenstaedt 1980).

It seems clear, then, that many of the cultural
forms, ideas, and practices upon which the creators
of the Narmer Palette and other ceremonial items of
the Protodynastic period drew, were already a fea-
ture of Nilotic culture by the fifth millennium BC.
During the fourth millennium, the cultural uniform-
ity of the Nile Valley came to an end. This growing
disparity followed related developments in water

transport and cereal cultivation, which gave new
salience to the geophysical diversity of the valley.
South of Aswan, cataracts limited the impact of pa-
pyrus and wooden boats (Landström 1970), which
gradually transformed the pace of life on the Egyp-
tian Nile where they could sail, relatively unhin-
dered, from Elephantine to the Mediterranean coast.9

People gravitated in increasing numbers to nodal
points along the main arteries of riverine interaction
in Upper Egypt (Trigger 1983). It may be at this
juncture (roughly the Naqada I–II transition) that
cereal farming began to play a decisive role in Egypt’s
development, providing opportunities for long-term
occupation at key points of contact between the Nile
Valley and its resource-rich hinterlands (cf. Majer
1992, 230).

Cultivated cereal grains are found in abundance
at early fourth-millennium sites in the Naqada and
Armant regions (Wetterstrom 1993), in the Badari-
Hammamiya area (Brunton & Caton-Thompson 1928,
62, 77; Brunton 1937, 90; 1948, 22), and at Hierakonpolis
(El Hadidi 1982). Ongoing work at the latter site has
greatly enhanced our understanding of the cultural
changes that accompanied this new emphasis on ce-
real farming. Hoffman (1982) pointed out that, in
addition to its accessibility, the Naqada II settlement
at Hierakonpolis was favoured with an adjacent area
of extended pasturage created by the neighbouring
Wadi Abul Suffian, which generated ‘a well watered
pocket of biomass in the desert borderlands’. Other
features at the site suggest an attempt to combine
the maintenance of herds with increased sedentism,
probably through an increase in artificial feeding
with cultivated grain.10 They include the ‘barnyard-
like’ enclosures of Locality 29 (subphase B), and the
mud-brick stall traversed by two troughs at Locality
11, adjacent to the Wadi Abul Suffian, next to which
was found a large basin containing spikelets of bar-
ley. At Locality 3, some 3 km west of the main
floodplain settlement, twelve ‘hut circles’ were dis-
covered, and were interpreted by the excavator as a
‘herding station’ (Hoffman 1982).

Despite these changing patterns of interaction,
productive life, and occupation, the development of
material culture in Upper Egypt proceeded largely
along lines laid down in the preceding millennium.
This is particularly clear in the increasingly complex
mortuary rites accorded to both people and animals,
and in evolving codes of self-presentation (see
Midant-Reynes 1992, 163–216). During the Naqada I
and II periods cosmetic palettes, combs and hairpins
were increasingly decorated with figurative carv-
ings, amongst which horned animals and birds were
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common subjects, as well as other animals such as
fish and turtles (see Petrie 1921; Cialowicz 1991).
Preference for decorative forms which combined de-
sired visual qualities with a means of fixing the ob-
ject to the body seems to have been a factor in the
development of animal ornament on Neolithic cos-
metic implements (Fig. 2; Wengrow, in progress; cf.
Baumgartel 1960). They formed part of the technol-
ogy of personal display, not merely through their
practical functions in paint-preparation and groom-
ing, but also through their very appearance when
worn. This fluidity between decorative form and
function is vividly illustrated by a well-preserved
female burial excavated at Abadiya (Petrie 1901, 34,
pl.VI, grave B378); projecting from her hair were two
pins ornamented with birds, and the functional ends
of an undecorated spoon and comb.

As Baumgartel (1960, 52, 86) noted, carved de-
signs on cosmetic implements often appear to play
upon a morphological ambiguity between avian and
bovine forms (Fig. 2). Fusion of human, avian, and
bovine attributes may also be characteristic of con-
temporary clay figurines that were sometimes in-
terred with the dead. The well-known example
shown at the far right of Figure 3 has a clearly fe-
male, anthropomorphic upper body, but its head is
more beak-like than human, and its arms, like those
of the figurines shown alongside it, curve upwards
in a gesture perhaps evoking horns.11 This distinc-
tive arm posture, which appears on fragments of a
(?Naqada I) painted linen composition from Gebelein
(Scamuzzi 1965, pl. 1), is also depicted on painted
pottery of the Naqada I and II periods (e.g. Hendrickx
1998, figs. 5–6; Needler 1984, 76, fig. 1; Payne 1993,
fig. 40:861), and in contemporaneous12 rock art of the

Eastern Desert. There, similar
figures are often shown
aboard boats, the prows of
which were frequently
adorned with designs resem-
bling the horns of cattle and
other animals (C & ervíc&ek 1974,
Types IV and V; note also the
detailed carvings of boats with
horned prows on a Dynasty I
ivory tag and on the Gebel el-
Arak knife handle, both illus-
trated by Landström 1970,
figs. 18 & 76).

These developments in
representation and display
have often been characterized
in purely symbolic or religious

Figure 2. Cosmetic implements from Neolithic graves. (After Brunton 1937, pl.
LXII:47; Payne 1993, fig. 77:1904; Quibell 1904–5, pl. 45:14172; Petrie 1920,
pl. XXIX:10; scale approx. 1:3.)

terms, divorced from the material realities of state
formation on the Nile, which are thought to have
had an agrarian basis (e.g. Hassan 1988; 1992; Wilkin-
son 1999; cf. Fairservis 1989). Such an interpretation
seems to rest upon an artificial divide between linked
processes of conceptual and economic change which
led to the emergence of Dynastic culture. While ce-
real farming undoubtedly played a vital role in this
process, it was earlier changes in human–animal re-
lations during the late sixth and fifth millennia BC

that initially created a setting in which, as Comaroff
& Comaroff (1992, 130) wrote of another time and
place, cattle increasingly ‘entered into the making of
persons and things, relations and statuses’. Along-
side a variety of other animals, they presented
themselves to their human predators, keepers, and
protectors, not as sacred to profane, but as a sali-
ent part of the social and practical environment in
which Dynastic culture took form. Their incorpo-
ration into Predynastic practices relating to death
and personal display is significant because it sug-
gests a more pervasive investment of human values
in cattle than is implied by the term ‘cult’; an invest-
ment that seems likely to have been woven into the
political and economic, as well as spiritual, aspects
of social life.

The Narmer Palette marks the historical limits
of creativity within the cultural parameters estab-
lished during these preceding millennia. Encapsu-
lating potent symbols and practices of earlier times,13

it also placed them beyond the realm of concrete
action in which they originated, consigning them
instead to the domains of representation and rheto-
ric. This signifies a wider realization that the social
agency of some individuals could no longer be suffi-
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ciently expressed within the temporal and spatial
confines of embodied action and influence. As
Groenewegen Frankfort (1951, 19–21) observed, ‘from
the Narmer Palette coincidence and contiguity are
barred and the king’s more violent gesture has there-
fore the peculiar static quality of a symbol. King
Narmer’s is a timeless act’. Within centuries of its
creation, Egypt had witnessed the establishment of
an élite world in which personal achievements, sta-
tuses, rights, expectations, and obligations — the
raw materials of social identity — could be encoded
in sculpture, painting, and script, and reproduced
within the enduring and static structures of temples
and tombs.
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Notes

1. Wendorf & Schild (1998) cite Herskovits (1926) as a
source for their notion of an African ‘cattle complex’
extending from prehistoric to recent times. Herskovits
himself, however, restricted his observations to mod-
ern East Africa, noting that the ‘cattle complex’ was
‘superimposed on what appears to be an underlying
agricultural culture which may have preceded it his-
torically’. For recent comment upon Herskovits’ ‘cat-
tle complex’ see Mair (1985), who refers to it as a
‘mouldering cliché’.

2. For further ethnographic and historical studies of the
social functions of animals in pastoral societies, see
Evans-Pritchard (1940), Burton (1978), Comaroff &
Comaroff (1992), and also studies of non-African
pastoralists (not necessarily cattle-keepers) such as
Layard (1942), Jones (1974), Tapper (1979), Strathern
(1971), and Walker (1986).

3. Davies & Friedman (1998) have recently pointed out
that both the heads and penises of the dismembered
figures lie between their legs, except in the case of the
lowest body in the first row, which is shown with the
penis still attached.

4. Goldwasser’s own approach, in treating the Narmer
Palette as a ‘purposeful linguistic construct’, entirely
divorces its symbolic meaning from its attributes as
an artefact.

5. Dotted throughout the central part of the Deccan are
immense mounds formed by superimposed strata of
ash, chemically shown to be the product of burned
cow dung, and packed soil containing cultural re-
mains. Many excavated mounds have yielded evi-
dence of livestock enclosures in the form of post-hole
settings, and also frequent finds of cattle bones. The
largest, at Kudatini, reached a diameter of 100–150
feet and a height of 25–40 feet (Allchin 1963; Paddaya
1973). For cattle-keepers, such mounds may take on a
significance analogous to that of the mud-brick ‘tells’
formed by repeated superimposition of houses in tra-
ditionally constructed Middle Eastern villages (Kramer
1982), forming monuments to the productive rela-
tionship between people and the landscape. Burton
(1980, 275), for instance, decribes how ‘Atuot [Nilotic
cattle-pastoralists occupying the eastern Lakes Prov-
ince of southern Sudan] ox songs often include refer-
ence to the quantity of burnt cow dung ash (apuo)
found underneath the shelter of one’s family in a
camp, suggesting and at the same time boasting of a
long and prosperous period of residence at the camp’.

6. Clark (1971, 36) noted of Badarian occupation sites
that ‘The circle of grain pits surrounding a central
area of ash and pottery suggests a plan similar to that
of the Nilotic, cattle-herding Jie in Uganda, the Songhai
south of the Niger bend and other central African
peoples where a central stock pen is surrounded by
the grain stores and temporary or permanent dwell-
ings of the inhabitants.’

Figure 3. Neolithic clay figurines. (After Kantor 1944,
fig.7:k, n, o; scale approx. 1:6.)
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7. An anonymous CAJ referee informs me that Oliver
Myers also found an early cattle cemetery at Armant,
though this is still not properly published.

8. The deformation of animal horns into elaborate shapes
is a practice followed by herders all over the world
(Coote 1992, 253), and is achieved by cutting the horns
at a desired angle while the animal is young, such
that they grow back against the cut (cf. Lienhardt
1961, 16; Deng 1972, 78–80).

9. Early evidence for the use of boats on the Nile is
provided by the decoration of (Naqada I) White Cross-
lined pottery (C-Ware). One boat-shaped dish, for ex-
ample, is decorated on its interior with a bird’s eye
view of a vessel with two reed cabins, propelled by
paddles and bearing what appear to be horns on the
stern and prow (Petrie 1920, pl. 15, 49; cf. Landström
1970). The same kind of boat is painted in profile on
the inside of another C-Ware vessel from Gebelein, in
association with a swirling arrangement of animal
and abstract forms (Petrie 1920, pl. 23, 2; see Landström
1970 for further examples and discussion).

10. Lewis Henry Morgan’s (1877, 24) speculation that
‘Horticulture seems to have originated more in the
necessities of the domestic animals than in those of
mankind’ may yet turn out to contain a grain of truth,
for the Nile Valley at least.

11. This possibility was first intimated by Murray (1956,
92) and has since been more forcefully suggested by
C & ervíc&ek (1974), who terms it ‘die Geste des Kuhtanzes’
with reference to rock art; by Williams (1988, 51) with
reference to its appearance on decorated pottery; and
by Hassan (1992, 314). The figurine on the far right of
Figure 3 is one of eighteen excavated by de Morgan at
El Ma‘mariya, and is dated to Naqada IIa by Needler
(1984, 92). The central figurine is of unclear prov-
enance, but the form of its lower body is very close to
that of Needler’s (1984) cat.no.274, the antiquity of
which has been verified by thermoluminescence dat-
ing. That on the far left is thought to come from an
excavated context at Khizam, the site of a cemetery
dating from Naqada I to early Dynastic times (see
Ucko & Hodges 1963, 207). It may be significant that
Predynastic cattle figurines (Randall-MacIver & Mace
1902, pl. IX; Scharff 1929, Taf. 13:60; Payne 1993, fig.
14:56) frequently have beak-like heads similar to those
of some anthropomorphic figurines, reinforcing the
possibility of a deliberate ambiguity in the represen-
tation of these various kinds of animal, perhaps in-
tended to express some form of relationship between
them.

12. For the cross-dating of petroglyphs and painted pot-
tery see Resch (1967) and C &ervíc&ek (1974). There are
particularly strong relationships between the visual
style and subject matter of images painted in bold
chalky outline on Naqada I White Cross-lined ware,
and rock art of the Eastern Desert and Nubia (cf.
Berger 1992, with references).

13. This is not to exclude the influence of external (Near
Eastern) contacts upon the decoration of the Narmer

Palette, and upon other aspects of pre- and Protodynastic
culture. The central design on the palette’s obverse,
showing felines with intertwined, serpent-like necks,
appears as a motif on fourth-millennium BC cylinder
seals of Mesopotamian origin, and it is likely that
glyptic art, through its practical association with trade,
provided a major channel for the incorporation of
Mesopotamian and Susan conventions and motifs into
the cultural vernaculars of surrounding regions
(Frankfort 1951, 100–111; and, more recently, Smith
1992). This influence has been most widely discussed
in relation to Egypt, but is also evident in the material
culture of other regions on the margins of the ‘Uruk
Expansion’, such as the Caucasus, where it is attested
in the iconography of silver vessels from the Maikop
‘royal tomb’ (Sherratt 1997).

David Wengrow
St Hugh’s College
Oxford University

Oxford
OX2 6LE
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