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Throughout the entire Tell el-Farkha site a number of small clay artefacts have 
been found, which are most probably the remnants of trade activities once carried out in 
that region with varying intensity. Approximately 900 tokens of various kinds have been 
found to this date: cones, balls, circles with or without a central hole, numerous fragments 
of clay seals with impressions of ropes, fabrics, hieroglyphic characters, as well as several 
cylindrical seal matrices. The fact that they are present all across the site – particularly in 
occupation layers – suggests that they were intended for daily, clearly utilitarian use. They 
may have been related to trade activities, being a collection of objects with commercial 
and bookkeeping applications. 

The best-recognised group of artefacts – and also one that has provided the most 
information – are cylindrical seals preserved both in original forms and in the forms of 
various impressions. According to many authors, the custom of using cylindrical seals 
originates from Mesopotamia, although it should be noted that they appeared almost 
simultaneously in Egypt during the Naqada II B/C period. They probably became more 
common as administration and trade developed. The oldest artefacts of this type stem 
from the Uruk culture, some of them bearing certain resemblance to Egyptian seals 
(Porada 1993: 564). In Egypt, the oldest ones were discovered in Naqada (Petrie & 
Quibell 1896), Naga ed-Der (reisner 1908: 119-122) and Matmar (brunton 1948) while 
in Lower Egypt – in Zawiyet el-Aryan (dunham 1978: pl. XVIb) or Tell el-Farkha they 
appeared later – in Naqada IIIB. 

The excavations in Tell el-Farkha have provided several examples of cylinders 
and even more of impressions. The oldest preserved artefact originates from the Central 
Kom, from layers dated to the Naqada IIIA2-IIIB period. It is a clay cylinder – made from 
crudely prepared mixture – with a 2.8 cm body diameter, 5.9 cm length, and 0.5 cm hole 
diameter (ChłodniCki & CiałowiCz 2007b: 81, pl. VII-3). Its decoration is contained in 
two registers (Fig. 1), apparently representing a royal name written in the form of serekh 
and nebti, the oldest one currently known in the Northern Egypt area (CiałowiCz 2011b: 
22-23). The remaining part of the inscription is difficult to interpret. Another artefact, 
which is of crucial importance, comes from the Western Kom (see Fig. 25 CiałowiCz on 
Protodynastic this volume). It was found in the northern wall of a western chapel in an 
administrative-cultic centre (CiałowiCz on Protodynastic this volume). It is  a damaged 
faience object with a 1.9 cm diameter and a length of 2.4 cm. The decorative area is limited 
by two circumferential lines grooved in a manner similar to the scene depicted between 
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Fig. 1. 
Central Kom. 
Cylindrical seal with royal 
serekh and nebti names. 
Clay.
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the lines, in a relatively deep relief. The preserved seal surface depicts two treading 
gazelles or ibexes with long horns curved backwards. Between them there is a diagonal 
X mark, probably symbolizing a rosette, and above there is a schematic representation 
of a falcon (CiałowiCz 2008a: 26). A number of artefacts dated to a similar period were 
found at the Central Kom, where in layers 29 half a cylindrical stone seal (2.1 cm long) 
was discovered (ChłodniCki & CiałowiCz 2005a: 52). As in the above example (Fig. 2), 
its preserved decoration – placed between two circumferential lines – depicted treading 
animals. In this case, an entire ostrich can be seen, while in front of it there is the back (leg 
and tail) of another animal – most probably a gazelle (CiałowiCz 2008a: 23).

Another item dated to the Naqada IIIC period (Eastern Kom) is a cylindrical clay 
artefact with a length of 4.5 cm and diameter ca. 2 cm. Although considerably damaged, 
its surface clearly shows remnants of some signs, among which only longitudinal and 
transverse lines are now legible. Contrary to other cylindrical seals, this object is not 
drilled through, while its state of preservation and the raw material may suggest that it 
used to serve as a model seal or a poor copy of an original artefact of this type (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 2. 
Central Kom. 
Half of a cylindrical seal with 
walking animals. Marlstone.

Fig. 3. 
Eastern Kom. 
Model (?) of cylindrical seal 
with unidentified signs (serekh?). 
Clay.

Fig. 4. 
Central Kom. 
Fragment of seal impression 
with a walking animal. 
Clay.
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One of the most interesting seal impressions is a fragment found at the Central 
Kom, depicting treading animals – most probably gazelles (Fig. 4). One animal is almost 
entirely preserved, while the other one – only partially (CiałowiCz 2008a: fig. 5). Several 
other seal impressions have also been found across the site. The Western Kom, in turn, is 
where a partially preserved seal impression comes from, which was probably placed on 
a clay seal of a vessel or rope, as markings on its internal section may suggest. It is 4.7 
cm long and 3.1 cm wide.  The essential element of the preserved part of the decoration 
consists of one register with boats arranged alternately in mirrored positions (Fig. 5).  
This artefact is also dated to the Naqada IIIB-IIIC1 period (ChłodniCki & CiałowiCz 

Fig. 5. 
Western Kom. 
Fragment of seal impression 
with a boat motif. 
Clay.

Fig. 6. 
Central Kom. 
Circular seal impression with 
geometric decoration. 
Clay.
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2003a: 75, pl. X-2). Similar dating can be ascribed to an almost round flat clay circle with 
ca. 3 cm diameter, originating from the Central Kom (ChłodniCki & CiałowiCz 2003a: 
pl. XI-4). Its obverse features an impression of a small seal with decorations in the form 
of two registers separated and limited by diagonal lines and a sort of diagonal grid. The 
decoration is largely abraded, so the existence of other decorative elements cannot be 
excluded (Fig. 6). An impression found at the Eastern Kom is also dated to the same 
period. On the obverse it has decorations including illegible hieroglyphic characters, 
while on the reverse there is a clearly visible impression of a rope or – what is even more 
probable – a rim of the vessel on which it was originally placed (Fig. 7).

The objects found on the Central and Eastern Koms are dated to the Naqada IIIC2-
IIIC3 period. Those are fragments of seal impressions containing not only geometrical 
decorations, but also hieroglyphic characters. One of the most interesting items is an 
almost entirely preserved vessel stopper (Fig. 8). Measuring 4 cm in diameter and 1.1 cm 
in length, it was accurately matched to the vessel's spout already before baking. Its outer 
surface was marked with a seal impression containing signs and symbols, but they are 

Fig. 7. 
Eastern Kom. 
Seal impression with 
unidentified hieroglyphic 
signs on one side and rope
impression on the other. 
Clay.

Fig. 8. 
Central Kom. 
Clay vessel stopper with rope 
impressions and unidentified 
signs.
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now hardly visible. The damaged image may be a representation of a bird. A particularly 
valuable finding is an impression with complex hieroglyphic inscription – currently under 
analysis – and on the reverse an impression of a rope with clearly visible binding pattern 
as well as an impression of fabric that was probably used for additional protection of the 
vessel or a small container on which the impression was made (Fig. 9).

The above-listed artefacts served as clay seals used for sealing vessels or bonding 
cords, whereas several other objects – undoubtedly constituting seal impressions – has 
characteristics indicating different mounting methods. They are precisely formed, regular 
clay lumps – at times closely resembling triangles – folded into halves and tightened on 
a rope which was placed in the middle of the clay bar. Sometimes a seal impression was 
made on the surface, as in the case of an artefact with barely decipherable vegetal and 
zoomorphic decorations, which was found on Eastern Kom, being dated to the Naqada 
IIIC2-C3 period. In the upper section of this object, similarly to several other items, there 
are openings formed by clay drying around a rope (which itself was not preserved). Those 
openings were probably used for attaching seals (Fig. 10).

Several other impressions from the Naqada IIIC2-C3 period – in varying states of 
preservation – feature signs of impressions with geometric, zoomorphic and hieroglyphic 
elements, but they are difficult to decipher and interpret. Those artefacts (ca. 40 in total) 
are currently under analysis. It should also be noted that many more comparable findings 
(over 100) have been identified as fragments of clay seals without cylinder impressions. 

Fig. 9. 
Eastern Kom. 
Clay seal impression with hieroglyphic inscription and 
textile traces as well as visible fixing method on the other 
side.

Fig. 10. 
Eastern Kom. 
Clay plug with zoomorphic and geometric 
decoration and string-hole.
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Numerous fingerprints can be noticed on them, resulting from the forming process, 
along with impressions of ropes, fabrics and organic elements to which those items were 
attached (Fig. 11). 

The second and largest group of artefacts is comprised by various tokens – mostly 
clay balls, cones as well as circles or circles with a central hole. Clay balls have been 
found all across the site (Fig. 12). Measuring several centimetres in diameter, they were 
formed of clay tempered with organic materials, sometimes with smoothed surfaces. All 
those items were intentionally baked, and have mostly remained very well preserved due 
to their shape and small size. Clay circles, on the other hand, comprise a more varied group 
(Fig. 13). They are round or oval objects of several centimetres diameter, relatively thin, 
made of clay tempered with straw, and showing various levels of accuracy. Most of them 
(61%) do not have any holes, but some do (39%), the holes being probably made either 
before or after the intentional baking process. Moreover, some of these items may have 
been made from fragments of vessels, specially processed and drilled to serve a similar 
purpose. Such artefacts are at times mistakenly identified as weaving spindle whorls, 
which seems unfounded, bearing in mind their small size and weight. They have also 
been found at other sites, e.g. in Maadi, where no clear applications have been identified. 
Although some possibilities have been suggested (e.g. rope endings or elements of 
angling equipment), they do not seem very probable (Rizkana & SeeheR 1989: 12-13, pl. 
2). It seems more justified to link them with commercial activities and the development 
of proto-hieroglyphic elements of an abstract mathematic system. Similar problems 

Fig. 11. 
Examples of clay seals with 
textile and rope traces. 
Clay.



273

Tokens and seals 

Fig. 13. 
Examples of clay circles.

Fig. 12. 
Selection of clay balls.
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and misinterpretations frequently relate to the third group classified as tokens, namely 
cones. These are pyramid-shaped clay artefacts with a height of several centimetres, and 
a flat or slightly convex base (round or oval), a few centimetres in diameter (Fig. 14). 
Although some of them have been preserved only fragmentarily, they clearly show signs 
of intentional shaping and baking. Such objects have been sometimes described as board 
game pieces or toys, but the aforementioned trade-related function seems much more 
probable. An unusual example is an artefact dated to the Naqada IIIC2-IIIC3 period. 
This cone-shaped object with a height of 4 cm and an oval 2.8 cm base is made of ochre 
(Fig. 15). It is the only cone made of this material to have been found in Tell el-Farkha 
– obviously it may only be a coincidence. However, given the significance of ochre – as 
confirmed by numerous findings – this object appears to be much more important. It can 
testify to the fact that this raw material was once imported in the form of such cones. It is 
also possible that the cones were symbolic substitutes of ochre, deposited both in tombs 
and in votive deposits. The two hypotheses are complementary.

A truly interesting although small group of artefacts is comprised by small clay 
objects – probably also serving as tokens – in the shape of plates or plaques with punctures 
or grooved lines. Around a dozen such examples have been excavated so far. Their function 
was probably closely related to economics – they may constitute an intermediate category 
between the above-mentioned objects used for counting or valuing, and fully-developed 
hieroglyphic writing. They have been found in all sections of the site. Among the objects 
discovered at the Eastern Kom there are two oval clay artefacts, intentionally shaped and 

Fig. 14. 
Selection of clay cones.

Fig. 15. 
Eastern Kom. Cone made of ochre.
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baked, with longitudinal and transverse lines grooved on one side before baking. One 
of artefacts found on the Western Kom, in turn, was probably made of a ceramic piece 
formed into an oval shape with recessed sections visible on the side (Fig. 16). 

It seems very likely that all the above-mentioned artefacts are closely associated 
with the origins of economic mechanisms, serving as tools of trade and forwarding. Their 
role in the period before the development of complex writing and valuing systems seems 
confirmed by analogous findings from the area of Mesopotamia (Jordan 1931: 369, Fig. 4; 
schmandt-besserat 1979; 1982; 1986; brandes 1979; broman-morales 1983). Referred 
to as simple or complex tokens, those artefacts – much alike the items found in Tell el-
Farkha – are closely linked to economics and trade (schmandt-besserat 1979). Tell el-
Farkha's artefacts were probably used for mathematical purposes, supporting calculations 
and substituting bills of lading. They could be placed in organic containers and shipped 
together with the goods, or they could serve as handy calculating aids. On the other hand, 
simple clay seals or ones with cylinder impressions prevented unauthorised access to 
vessels or other containers. They also indicated ownership of goods or jurisdiction of 

Fig. 16. 
Examples of complex tokens from Tell el-Farkha.
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local administration bodies that controlled trade activities and routes on a given area. 
Gazelle and ostrich symbols, as identified on some seals and impressions, can testify 
to the presence of Tell el-Farkha's authorities responsible for controlling nearby trade 
routes and goods shipped from this place. Accompanied by royal symbols (falcon, rosette, 
names of rulers), they may indicate close links of this region with towns of Upper Egypt, 
or possibly suggest the presence of local leaders who tried to take control of the region. 

Graph 1. 
Presence of tokens and seals 
at Tell el-Farkha during 
occupation phases.
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An essential tool helping achieve this goal was efficient administration and resource 
management. Auxiliary solutions included tools designed for performing calculations, 
supervising subordinates, and transferring information about transports or orders over 
long distances. As statistical analyses (Graph 1) show, pertaining to all areas of the site, 
starting from the times of Lower Egyptian culture this role could be played by clay balls 
and less often by circles, while in later periods – particularly by circles and cones. Those 
objects comprised a group of simple tokens whose presence in Tell el-Farkha has been 
confirmed even in the earliest occupation layers, which may testify to their local origin, 
and hence to the existence of advanced trade and commerce mechanisms in this area, 
even before the Naqada colonisation. Over time a group of complex tokens emerged 
– objects with similar shapes but additionally marked with lines or punctures – which 
marked the next development stage of that group of artefacts. In later periods, those items 
undoubtedly lost their material meaning, having been replaced by an abstract writing 
system. Statistical analyses of all objects from the above-mentioned groups, discovered 
during excavations up to date, allow to conclude that they first appeared on the Western 
and Central Koms, which was probably related to local trade, production and culture 
centres functioning there since the times of Lower Egyptian culture (Graph 2). Analogous 
artefacts reached the Eastern Kom only some time later. There are also certain differences 
in the chronological appearance of such objects on each Kom, which may indicate both 
their uneven development in respective periods, and certain shifts in commercial activity 
across various areas of the settlement. 

Graph 2. 
Percentage of tokens and seals.


