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Violence and Power in Ancient Egypt

This book is a significant contribution to the study of Egyptology and ancient art history, delivering the results of cutting-edge research in an area of central importance. Its essential focus is violence in Ancient Egypt, which is a topic of increasing interest in current historical and cultural studies, and discusses a large corpus of images of great value, recognizing the need for a more theoretical approach to the study of Egyptian artistic expression, and emphasizing the critical importance of context in evaluating the function of representations. Throughout, the analysis shows a healthy awareness of the problem of evidence—or lack thereof. The book has a valuable cross-cultural dimension that makes it relevant not only to the Egyptological community, but also to art historians, ancient historians in general, and anthropologists. The result is a study that breaks much new ground and forces the reconsideration of entrenched views.

Dr Alan Lloyd, Swansea University, UK

Violence and Power in Ancient Egypt examines the use of Egyptian pictures of violence prior to the New Kingdom. Starting with the assertion that making and displaying such images served as a tactic of power, related to but separate from the actual practice of violence, the book explores the development and deployment of this imagery across different contexts. By comparatively utilizing violent images from a variety of other times and cultures, the book asks that we consider not only how Egyptian imagery was related to Egyptian violence, but also why people create pictures of violence and place them where they do, and how such images communicate what to whom. By cataloging and querying Egyptian imagery of violence from different periods and different contexts—royal tombs, divine temples, the landscape, portable objects, and private tombs—Violence and Power highlights the nuances of the relationship between aspects of royal ideology, art, and its audiences in the first half of pharaonic Egyptian history.

Laurel Bestock is an Associate Professor of Archaeology and Egyptology at Brown University (USA). She received her PhD in Egyptian Archaeology and Art from the Institute of Fine Arts, New York University (USA). She directs excavations in Egypt at the site of Abydos, where she investigates early kingship. In the Sudan, she co-directs excavations at the Egyptian fortress of Uronarti, seeking to understand lifestyles and cultural interactions in a colonial outpost from nearly 4,000 years ago. For her next project, she hopes to work on a book focused on food and culture at Uronarti, both in antiquity and in the context of a modern excavation team camping in tents along the Nile.
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The chronology and contexts of scenes of violence from Egypt through the Middle Kingdom*
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*  Only those kings from whose reigns we have images of violence are listed. The chart shows the contexts within which we find those images, excluding private tombs as those are often difficult to date precisely and the imagery is quite different. Question marks indicate uncertain readings or scant evidence. The purpose of this chart is to show relative chronology within Egypt and to track changes in use of violent imagery in the historic periods. Dates given are approximate and based on Shaw (2000); that the chronology of the earlier Naqada should be significantly shortened has been convincingly demonstrated by Dee et al. (2014).
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1    Picturing violence

This is not a book about violence. A reader could be forgiven for thinking it so; a flip through its pages will give numerous images of soldiers firing arrows, of kings preparing to bash in the heads of opponents, of fortress walls being stormed. But this is a book about pictures of violence, and where and why Egyptians made them for the first half of pharaonic history. Many societies made or make images of or related to violence, and their use is often complex. An example from our own time, and another not much older, serve to demonstrate some of the ways in which such images can function, some of the reasons why it is important to distinguish pictures of violence from the practice of it, and thus some of the questions that will structure the examination of Egyptian pictures of violence that follows.

2015 was the 200th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. To commemorate the battle, Belgium, where Waterloo lies, decided to issue a coin with a schematic image of the battlefield on its reverse (Figure 1.1). The most prominent visual component of the scene is the lion-topped commemorative mound erected on the site; the dirt for the mound was excavated from what had been a key position during the battle. Represented schematically against this on the coin are the roads and troop positions of the battlefield from a contest in which a coalition composed primarily of British and Prussian troops decisively defeated Napoleon Bonaparte and put an end to French ambitions for European hegemony.

Belgium is part of the eurozone. Countries in the eurozone issue their own coins, which may be decorated with images of national significance, but the coins are legal tender throughout the zone and so become dispersed. While the importance of Waterloo for shaping European history is universally acknowledged, the emotional relationship to that battle is different in different places, and has itself changed over time. No better understanding of the changes in emotional impact of the battle can be achieved than by recalling the celebration of its 100th anniversary. There was no celebration. 1915 was not a good time for any of the parties involved to recall a battle in which combined English and German troops kept Europe from being overrun by a violently expansionist France. In 2015, conversely, the shaping of modern Europe could be celebrated, if not without some ambivalence.

The coin itself proved to be a point of more than ambivalence—it became a point of active anger. The first issue struck was a €2 coin. France, which is a member of the eurozone and so a place where the coin would be legal tender, was insulted and required the withdrawal of the issue as a matter of national pride.1 In the end, a commemorative €2.5 coin was issued. This, as an irregular denomination, is legal tender only within Belgium (which did not exist in 1815). Rather than a European piece of money that commemorated an event of international significance, the coin became national and almost entirely symbolic, as well as much more limited in distribution. It was packaged in a cardboard sleeve decorated with a reproduction of a painting of the battle and sold for more than its face value.
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Figure 1.1  Belgian €2.5 coin issued to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the battle of Waterloo, in which a British and German coalition defeated the armies of Napoleon. The reverse of the coin shows the monument erected at the battlefield and the field itself, with dotted lines indicating the position of troops.
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Several points raised by the Belgian coin picturing the Waterloo battlefield help us question the relationship between images and violence more generally. At its most basic, what constitutes an image of violence? No overt violence is shown on the coin itself, though the sleeve in which it was sold was more direct, but even the reference of the schematic image is to an extremely violent event. Without the historical knowledge of what Waterloo was, would we interpret this as an image of violence at all? When are we looking at pictures of violence, or pictures about violence, and how can we tell where the boundaries are when we lack specific knowledge?

Another issue raised by the coin is that of authors and audience. One point of concern in revoking the first issue was that viewing the coin would not be voluntary, but would rather be forced on the audience by its circulation. France itself has issued commemorative images of the 200th anniversary of Waterloo, so in this case it was a combination of the author and audience that was toxic: for Belgium to force the French to be confronted with an image that elicited memories of French defeat was more of a problem than the French-controlled commemoration of that defeat. This not only suggests that we need to pay attention to who makes and who sees images referring to violence, but also that we should be alert to restrictions placed on viewership. That states are directly concerned with the ideological import of circulating such images is also clear in this case.

In the case of the coin, it is not the image itself but rather, as already suggested, the relation of that image to a real and historically well-attested event that is effective. The image tells us nothing of the event. If it were not labeled, it is unlikely that any but a select audience of military history enthusiasts would recognize it. The image does not say anything about who won, or even who fought. It works only in a context where its audience has other means of understanding what happened at Waterloo and what that meant. As such, while the image relies on a relationship to an actual event, it does not show a picture of that event or directly communicate through visual means any information about it. How can this help us approach Egypt?

In part because we lack the same kinds of detailed historical records for Egypt that we have for Europe, we generally cannot know if we have an image that refers to violence unless it directly shows it. Nonetheless, many of the questions raised above are relevant to a study of the fairly large number of remaining pictures from Egypt that do directly show violence. The first question raised by the coin, that of “what is an image of violence?” is a good starting point. From Egypt, I have identified two basic types of images that I am confident speak about violence: triumph scenes that either show the king smiting an enemy with a weapon or, in the form of a fantastical beast, trampling him; and battle images, which show troops in combat. These categories are not necessarily intrinsic to the material, and we must recognize that there may have been additional visual references to violence that we now cannot see as such. Furthermore, even though the pictures that we can study as images of violence are overt in their imagery, can we really use them as the basis of an understanding of royal actions, weapons and battlefield organization, friends and foes, specific campaigns, and booty? Or are their references as oblique as the battlefield image on the €2.5 coin? The temptation to read Egyptian imagery of violence as a direct report on the practice of violence has been strong in scholarship, for the understandable reason that if these pictures do not answer questions about historical violence, we have very little evidence to answer them at all.2
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An argument against giving in to this temptation of expecting violent imagery to communicate clearly and directly about war and the practice of violence can be advanced on two fronts. This whole book will offer a sustained discussion of specificity and what we might call reliability, and will show time and again that there are internal details of the images, either present or deliberately left out, that make reading them as 1:1 reports on actual events impossible. This does not make them entirely divorced from history, as we will repeatedly see, only unreliable guides. But beyond this, even if real events were pictured, though perhaps not with total accuracy, an attempt to understand them primarily as historical documents misses an essential point. The act of picturing violence is necessarily an act of recasting that violence, of making it tell a story that fits a bigger narrative, one that is ideologically driven rather than true to history—even if we were to assume something so simplistic as the existence of a history. The €2.5 coin—with its de-peopled imagery and surrounding political kerfuffle—demonstrates one way in which an image could be caught up in conflicting ways to remember and interpret a war, but a further example serves to demonstrate that issues of reinterpretation, context, audience, and reference to reality are present even with pictures that more realistically and directly present acts of violence.

In the 1880s, there was a craze in America (and elsewhere) for cycloramas showing various battles of the American Civil War. These enormous panoramic canvases were painted on the basis of photographs, displayed in cylindrical halls built for the purpose of making an audience feel immersed in the experience of the battlefield, and augmented by the presence of artifacts—even dummies of dead soldiers—carefully arranged before the canvas. They were the nineteenth-century precursor to IMAX. No “realer” art of war has ever existed. Yet, as Yoni Appelbaum has written,

[Their] stunning rendition of a battle utterly divorced from context appealed to a nation as eager to remember the valor of those who fought as it was to forget the purpose of their fight. [Their] version of the conflict proved so alluring, in fact, that it changed the way America remembered the Civil War.3

Only 20 years after it had been fought, with Reconstruction a demonstrable disaster, many Americans wanted to remember a different war than had happened. They wanted it to have been a shared national traumatic birth in which the valor and bravery of both sides shone—not the moral opposition it was largely understood to be at the time. With an exodus of black Americans leaving the still-repressive south, the role of slavery in the war was actively erased. The memory of the war was simplified and cleansed and images of Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg could be refashioned into a moment—a single moment to represent a bloody four years!—of valor and courage that failed, but in failing birthed a new era for the prosperous emergence of America on the world stage. The most visually realistic imagery could be employed to tell a story different from the one understood by the protagonists at the time. Pickett hated that his name was attached to the charge, about which there had been serious disagreement among the Confederate generals.4 Meade and Lee did not do battle to give rise to rampant industrialized capitalism. But the context and audience for the display of this image, much more even than what it particularly depicted, drove home the new message.
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The coin and the cyclorama together illustrate the starting point behind this study: committing violence and making pictures of it are fundamentally different tactics of power, regardless of the “realism” of the image. Both can be used as means of control. They can be exercised at vastly different times, and by very different people, to widely different ends. Even when exercised by the same people at the same time, they function differently and produce different outcomes. Pictures, even realistic ones, are so prone to manipulation and are so context-dependent in their meaning that they must be approached in their own light rather than as direct evidence of the practice of violence. Pictures can show violence differently than it happened. Pictures can show violence that never happened. Violence that did happen is also certainly not always turned into a picture. As such, studying the images left to us from Egypt allows us to better understand one tactic of pharaonic power: that of imaging it. These images do not give us reliable insight into the practice of violence itself any more than the coin tells us about Waterloo or the cyclorama lets us understand Gettysburg. This is first surprising, then disappointing. But, once accepted, it frees us to consider the images and their power on their own.

The structure of this book

I have gathered and present here all extant images of violence from Egypt that I know of dating prior to the New Kingdom. One goal of this book is that it be a sourcebook for anyone else who wishes to address how and why Egyptians visualized violence, and this is the reason I have striven both to include as much evidence as I know to exist and to illustrate as much of it as I could. The inclusion of images themselves is critical to allowing the reader to accept or challenge my own observations of each piece and the interpretations I suggest. Dimensions given are those published. Every piece for which I could obtain permission to publish is illustrated, and all, including the few I was not able to illustrate, are described.

Because my goal is not to illuminate historical events but rather to examine how pictures of violence in Egypt communicated what to whom, I have chosen to organize this material primarily by context. It has become clear to me that the same image could work differently in different places—that the king smiting an Asiatic on the walls of his tomb does something else than the same picture on a rock face in the Sinai. Context and audience were deeply entwined and often heavily regulated in ancient Egypt. “Where,” or perhaps more precisely “on what,” was thus the guiding principle followed in organizing this book.
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The material of pharaonic date is divided into contextual chapters, addressing the royal tomb; divine temples; the landscape; portable objects; and private tombs. The chapters are of wildly uneven length because these contexts are represented by vastly different amounts of material. The kings of the first half of Egyptian history spent much more time and effort on decorating their tombs with violence than anywhere else. The variety as well as the number of violent pictures from royal tombs is overwhelming even in its very fragmentary current state.

That a contextual organization makes sense can be seen from a simple chart, such as the chronological table in the front matter. Trends of scene type by context are very consistent and support the argument that the relationship between image and context was meaningful and controlled. For instance, battle scenes are known only from tombs, both royal and private. Smiting scenes are found in all contexts except private tombs. Smiting is the only scene type found in the landscape., etc.

While I thus thought the Dynastic material would be best organized contextually, the issue of the origin of violent imagery is not easy to treat in the same way. This is in part because the types of contexts on which we have violent imagery—the contexts arguably more than the images themselves—changed fundamentally both during the period of state formation in the late fourth millennium and between that period and the Old Kingdom. Consequently, the first two chapters of the book are organized chronologically and present the early occurrences of themes of violence and domination in Egyptian art. The most significant suggestion I have made on the basis of this material is that we cannot observe a coherent development of such imagery with a defined relation to nascent power structures prior to the very late Predynastic Period.5 The reign of Narmer at the start of the First Dynasty is the reign from which we have the greatest variety and number of such pictures, and it is only with his reign and perhaps the generations immediately preceding it that we see the kinds of specificity and historicity combined with general statements that we expect from later violent images. I do not think this is an accident; I think both kingship itself and visual means of depicting and upholding its ideology underwent a very rapid growth and transformation, and that pictures of violence are a good illustration of how exceptional this period was. The pivot between a chronological and a contextual discussion is thus the reign of Narmer, whose imagery looks more like that which followed but whose contexts for using it were more like those of his predecessors. Still, there is no neat dividing line and the inclusion of First and Second Dynasty material in the contextual chapters has often been awkward, though I felt it to work better than attaching it to the chronological chapters.

Another point of structure is the opening of each chapter with a comparative image. I have tried to use these as I have used the coin and cyclorama here in the introduction: to raise questions about the ways in which violent pictures, or pictures of domination in some cases, could work. In no case have I attempted to write an interpretation of the comparative image itself, nor to be comprehensive in citing bibliography about it. In the end, some of these comparisons have proved more useful than others, but they all at some point made me stop and step back from assumptions I was making about how Egyptian images must have functioned.
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Two major omissions, both intentional, must be explained: I have not dealt with texts in much detail, and I have not included New Kingdom or later material. The decision to leave out texts would be insupportable if this were a book about violence, rather than a book about pictures of violence. But texts can communicate differently, sometimes to different audiences and in different contexts than images, and my primary aim has been to ask how the imagery functions. When images and texts are together and I am confident they rely upon one another to communicate, I have usually noted the text. This primarily means image captions where those are present. In a handful of instances where texts about violence and images of violence are found in the same context but not directly together, I have brought in quotes from these texts. However, in these cases it has usually seemed to me that the texts and images are demonstrably different in intent, and this has supported rather than undermined the decision to consider imagery separately. For instance, in the most completely considered example, the private tomb of Amenemhat from Beni Hasan has both an autobiographical account of his participation in military campaigns and an image of troops attacking a fortified place (Chapter 8). They do not match; the picture is not an illustration of the text. The text can be read, to oversimplify a bit, as an indication of the close relationship between the king and his trusted official Amenemhat, and as a celebration of Amenemhat’s personal qualities. The image is doing something else entirely, and not only does it not include the king, but it also does not even include Amenemhat. This type of mismatch itself helps us understand what both the texts and the images were intended to do; here my focus is on the images, but a similarly contextual examination of texts that speak of violence would complement this study.

The decision to consider only the first half of pharaonic history has three bases, one of overwhelming importance and the other two not negligible. The smaller reasons are simpler: later Egyptian imagery has been quite extensively studied, including from the perspective of power and ideology;6 it also would have made the book much too long. But the most important reason is that I do not think it belongs in the same study. The material from the New Kingdom is much richer but it is also quite different, both in terms of content and in terms of context. This makes it on the one hand very tempting to use it to explain the earlier material, since it is much better understood, and on the other dangerous to do so. By way of an example we can look at the famous Qadesh reliefs of Ramses II (Figure 1.2),7 which show the king triumphantly riding his chariot and firing his bow, personally snatching victory from the jaws of defeat as his army reels in chaos during a massive battle against the wily and well-organized Hittites.

Superficially, this image has a great deal in common with what will be examined in this study. Here we have a scene of violence from the royal mortuary temple, which shows the king acting in unique splendor and the chaos of a battlefield. But neither in context nor in content are the similarities as close as they appear. The outside of a pylon, where the Ramses image is located, is a more or less public space, visible to everyone. The inside of a mortuary temple, where reliefs of violence in the Old and Middle Kingdoms are located, had a much more restricted audience. Qadesh scenes were also carved for Ramses in divine temples—a context that is so ill-represented prior to the New Kingdom that Chapter 5 of this book cannot come to any reasonable conclusions at all about how or even if images of violence regularly worked there. The Qadesh scene combines royal action and the battlefield; this is not known from earlier imagery, where icons of royal violence appear to have been separated from war itself and where battle was not utilized to demonstrate personal valor of the king or anyone else. For Qadesh, elements of landscape are present—a sense of place is given. This is never true in earlier imagery. This image tells a story: it does so itself, and it does so in combination with extensive texts. The image is not a perfect illustration of the story, but the two are very closely tied and are explicitly related to actual events—they say so, and we have other documentary evidence for the events. We may laugh about how “true” the picture is, how heroic Ramses really was or if he really won, but that it purports to represent a series of actual events is unquestionable.
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Figure 1.2  Ramses II of the New Kingdom rides his chariot and fires his bow in attacking the Hittites at Qadesh, Syria. From the second pylon of his mortuary temple at Thebes.



Earlier images are much less obviously narrative and do not have this relationship to texts, as suggested above. In part because of this, they also have a much less direct interest in appearing historical. We will find specificity and historicity regularly as elements of earlier images, but no attempt—and I think even a deliberate avoidance—to claim that a picture is a report in the way Qadesh claims to be. The coin and the cyclorama were used to suggest that it would be a mistake to use any image as a straightforward report on an event, and indeed no scholarship of the scenes of Qadesh fails to make the point that this is not pure historical reporting. But if we cannot use scenes of Qadesh as a simple report on Qadesh, it is equally true that we cannot use them as a simple guide to understanding earlier images of violence in Egypt. Some visual elements of violent imagery were incredibly static over time, particularly the so-called smiting scene, in which the king prepares to bash an enemy on the head with a weapon. Because of contextual changes, however, we should not assume that even such an icon—which like Qadesh could appear on the pylons of New Kingdom temples—had a static function over the whole course of Egyptian history.
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Themes

Several themes appear across different contexts with images of violence from Egypt. First and foremost is scene type; this is limited, and has already been noted above, with due caveats about our creation of categories. It was noted that explicitly violent imagery, in which a person or people are shown in the act of damaging other persons or people, can be grouped into two categories in this material: triumph (smiting, trampling) and battle. Triumph in our periods is exclusively the province of the king. Trampling is accomplished by the king in the form of a mythical animal. Smiting, in which he clubs one or more prostate prisoners with a mace, is performed usually by the king in human form but very occasionally, in early periods, by the king’s name. Is this a moment of violence or a preparation for violence, given that the mace has not yet hit the head, and is that distinction meaningful? Battle scenes include both hand-to-hand combat and ranks of soldiers attacking in unison. Often, including in all completely preserved cases, the battle occurs outside the walls of a fortified place. There is, as noted above, no evidence that battle and triumph were closely linked scene types during this period, though they became so in the New Kingdom.

Given differences in their use and apparent meaning, and remembering the questions raised by the €2.5 coin, we must question if these categories or even the category “images of violence” are inherent to the material or our own. Even the boundaries of the category as thus defined are difficult to find. Aside from the explicit images, there are several cases of imagery showing bound captives who are not being actively damaged that I have included in this study; these could be used beside images of violence or independently. I have not attempted to gather such images comprehensively. Images of captivity are included here when I have felt that they can help us understand either the presence or the absence of explicit violence in specific contexts.

The theme of the relationship between depiction and event is one that is inherent to the topic, and while I used two more recent images above to show how problematic it would be to assume a one-to-one correspondence between the two, “reality” also cannot be avoided entirely. If I have tried to not be trapped by an expectation that real events are depicted realistically, I have not tried to avoid thinking about what might have actually taken place as well as how images might relate to that. Here it is important to recognize that images might influence future events as well as reflect past events. This is abundantly clear with figurines of bound captives used ritually to damn potential enemies, but might also be a factor with other types of imagery. When is an image intended to show, and perhaps recast, what has happened, and when is it intended to influence what will happen? In fact, the relationship of such images to time seems particularly critical to me. If I were to accord them a single overarching purpose, I would say that they take events, real, ritual, or imagined, past, present, or future, and cast them timelessly, so that they tie the practice of violence to a theory or an ideal.
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Another constant theme already mentioned is that of audience. I argue that most of the contexts in which we find violent imagery before the New Kingdom were highly restricted, meaning that in most cases these pictures spoke to a selected audience. This is particularly true for triumph scenes, which would have been seen, I think, by a limited number of largely divine and perhaps priestly eyes. To such an audience, such images are reassuring rather than threatening; it is an audience that is supported rather than hurt by royal violence. The opposite may be true of the same image when deployed in the landscape; there it might have been seen by a broader audience, including people who were threatened by its promise. It is worth remembering, too, that images in ancient Egypt were often considered to have considerably more agency than we are used to according them. It may have mattered not only who could see an image, but also what the image itself could have seen and what it could have done in response to what it saw. Images as audiences themselves would likewise have played different roles in different contexts.

Related to the theme of audience is that of transmission of imagery. The smiting icon in particular is so entirely canonical from so early in pharaonic history that we can be certain it was known and seen even in periods from which we have no extant evidence. Those periods can be significantly long, such as the entire Second Dynasty. Someone in some context must have seen images of smiting that we do not have during these reigns, and made new ones. I have tried to show in Chapter 7 why I think portable objects are unlikely to have been the main carriers of such imagery, as I think they themselves were quite restricted in circulation, but I remain uncertain of what filled the gap. The one place where mode of transmission may be reasonably reconstructed is the landscape, where the images were available to be seen and could be copied directly from one another, but this is also in many ways the least typical context we have and it seems unlikely that it had a larger role in the process of transmission.

A final theme that comes up repeatedly is that of the visual representation of stereotypes of groups of people. It is a difficult topic to treat for several reasons. That there are visual ethnic stereotypes is so abundantly obvious, from all periods of Egyptian history, that it is easy to simply accept them as present, identify “peoples,” and move on. But in the nitty-gritty it is much more complicated, in terms of which attributes are static and which change, which attributes belong to which peoples, and which peoples play what roles. Furthermore, that there was an element of ideology to identifying others is clear, and some of the mismatches between visual attributes, texts, and what we know of “foreigners” on the ground may result from a different rate of change between ideological markers and actual interactions between peoples.8 Identifying “who” is thus not straightforward, particularly early on when visual stereotypes were in greater flux, and in fact I am not so confident that ambiguity was always meant to be absent; plurality and differentiation mattered more than accuracy. Even if the Egyptians did mean to designate static and bounded groups of people with these visual stereotypes, it is not so clear that they are meant to be representative of places, or that we should understand them territorially.9
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Despite real misgivings about terminology and a recognition that the issue is more complex than I had originally thought, I have used the terms common in scholarship to refer to broad groups of people: Libyans, Asiatics, and Nubians. To avoid them seemed more complicated than to use them. All deserve more attention and qualification than I can give, and many issues will be raised within discussions of individual depictions, but a few observations here will help the reader navigate what follows. “Libyans” are by far the most consistent of the visual depictions but are also the hardest to identify with a people, polity, or place known from other sources for the period considered here—an interesting combination. “Asiatics” are a group within which there are subgroups that are sometimes specified in texts and perhaps in imagery as well. Notable here are the Mentiu, a group of Asiatics who are named in inscriptions in various contexts and are the only named group of people in the images in the landscape, which themselves are restricted to the Sinai. We may see here a very deliberate and pointed reference to a particular ethnicity instead of the “all” common in other contexts. “Nubians,” who are also frequently differentiated into subgroups in texts, surprised me the most. I expected and did not find a static visual representation for people from the south, and I expected southerners to be common. This was not the case. I remain uncertain of how and when Egyptian imagery of violence includes Nubians, and which Nubians. They do not seem ever to be the victims of attack in battle in the periods under study here. A final critical note about the “who” of ethnicity is that Egyptians were given visual stereotypes, too, and that people with Egyptian stereotypical features could appear as victims in all types of scenes of violence, though they are less common than “foreigners.” Whatever else these stereotypes are doing, they are not creating a binary world in which Egypt is the good and foreigners the evil. If there is a binary at all, it is that the Egyptian king is in power and everyone else is, at least potentially, violently subject to him.10

I have tried to keep ethnic stereotypes from taking over the book, and I have not at all tried to be comprehensive in tracing the rise of visual stereotypes or including all iterations of them; like captivity, they are here only if and when they contribute to our understanding of active scenes of violence.

In the end, scenes of violence may not be straightforward historical documents, but they are rich sources for helping us understand the ways in which their contexts functioned and the ways in which ideal kingship was conceived. The ideology expressed in this imagery seems to me quite simple. Theoretical Egyptian kingship required that the king be violently physically dominant over everyone. Events, whether ritual or not, were cast in line with this theory and displayed in contexts that helped to maintain this ideal of kingship. The king’s right, even requirement, to be shown smashing heads was exclusive to him. Much less exceptional was the imagery of war, which—perhaps surprisingly—does not seem in these periods to have been closely tied to royal ideology at all. If triumph was exclusive and spectacular, warfare was rather ordinary and conflict an assumed part of life.11 But if these strains of ideology and worldview are themselves simple and far from unexpected or previously unexamined, there is no simple and single answer to the question of how images of violence worked, and we should not expect one. They worked differently, and the same image could do different things, depending on where it was and who could see it.
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2    The origins of violent imagery

In the Northern Territory of Australia, in a shelter on the Arnhem Land plateau deep above Deaf Adder Gorge, there lies a painted rock face that has been understood as showing a skirmish, with several figures wounded by spears (Figure 2.1). The image belongs to the “Dynamic Figures” tradition, which has been dated to approximately 10,000 bc;1 this tradition is the earliest utilizing figural imagery in this region, and its violent images are the oldest pictures of humans inflicting harm on one another known anywhere in the world.2 Images of fighting are rare in hunter-gatherer societies at all, and are not the most prevalent type of Dynamic Figures imagery in Arnhem Land, where male figures in ceremonial headdresses predominate, though domestic and hunting scenes are also not uncommon.3
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Figure 2.1  “Skirmish” scene, painting on rock face, near Deaf Adder Gorge, Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia. Figures are shown ducking spears, lying on the ground, and reaching to help one another. No indication of spear throwers is evident in the image, but that it represents a moment of violence is suggested by the spears evidently still in flight.
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Understanding the figures of this scene and their relation to each other is difficult. They appear to have been added in at least three phases. The clearest grouping is of six figures at the left rendered in the same pigment and style as one another.4 Immediately to the right of the scale in the image above, faint and difficult to see, is a prone figure reaching up and a second figure bending down toward it. This leaning figure, who faces to the left, has three almost vertical lines coming out the back of its leg; these lines have many shorter lines coming out of them, making them look like feathers. In the middle of the scene a figure ducks; there are three more lines of the same fletched nature to the right, not in contact with anything else. Beneath these lines is another figure leaning forward, to the right, not as severely stooped as the middle figure. The darker and more easily seen figure at the right was a later addition, indicating continued changing of and interaction with the image over time.

The Deaf Adder Gorge image does not make much immediate sense to an uninitiated viewer. It appears relatively simple, with only a small number of figures and objects shown, but reading it and advancing possible interpretations, even understanding that it is an image of violence, require knowledge of a broader corpus of images, including some that date to later periods.5 For example, would I have read the fletched-looking lines as spears if I had not been told by an expert to do so? On the leaning figure at the upper left, might I have read them instead as elements of clothing indicating the role of the figure, an iconographic device indicating power that is repeated elsewhere in the scene?

The type of spear shown here is present in other Dynamic Figures Period images, which include several cases of figures with similarly barbed shafts sticking out of different places in their bodies. There are also cases of opposed figures brandishing weapons, but this is the sole Dynamic Figures image of anything like mass combat, and groups of figures at all are quite rare in this tradition.6 This scarcity is one reason it is difficult to determine what is meant by this scene, and again one reason comparison to later scenes seems helpful. In the later Stick Figure Period, violence is a much more prevalent aspect of imagery. At that time, the scope of violence in individual images is much greater, with the introduction of large battle scenes; new motifs including different weaponry are present; and the corpus of imagery as a whole shows much greater regional variation. The interpreters of the violent imagery of Arnhem Land rock art have correlated the changes in the corpuses of these periods to substantial shifts in social and economic structures and suggest that they are reflective of actual changes in who fought, how, and why.7 From our perspective it is equally of interest that changing social and economic realities resulted in changing modes of representation, even within the same medium of expression. This rock art is no more a simple report on wars fought than is a Belgian €2.50 coin with an image of Waterloo a simple report on that battle.

Some questions about the development of early imagery of violence as well as reasonable approaches to it, which are suggested on the basis of the Arnhem Land skirmish scene, are also applicable to Egyptian art. When do such images first occur? In what media and to what end? How do those images relate to contemporary images that are not violent? How can we tell that violence is pictured? What relation might such imagery have to actual violence or other aspects of social and economic structures? Who is shown? Why were such images made? And as has already been made clear, we must ask what level of knowledge is needed to read such images, and to what degree is it safe to build on knowledge of later images—knowledge we have, but that the creators of the images in question did not.
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The earliest images of violence in Egypt

Imagery of physical domination in Egypt is known from the first major tradition of figured representation in the Nile valley: painted pottery from the Naqada I Period of the Upper Egyptian Predynastic. There is no clear relationship between the practice of violence in early Egypt and these depictions of domination. The first occurrence of such images is many thousand years after the first archaeologically attested evidence of violence on more than an interpersonal scale.8 More critically, the first attested images are extremely limited and known only from one site and in a small handful of examples, while violence itself was probably much more widespread. They are also part of scenes that include postures and iconography that suggest they are ritualized in nature rather than reportorial; the degree to which these images intended to picture either violence or accurate reports is questionable. In the subsequent Naqada II Period images of violence are even more poorly attested, though richer in content. They, too, are impossible to divorce from their ceremonial settings. From the first, then, it seems important to examine such images not as simple indications of the presence or roles of violence in Egyptian society, but rather as deliberately deployed messages intended to function in specific contexts.

Understanding the meaning of the messages in these earliest images of violence seems simpler than it is, particularly if one tries to consider such art within its own contexts, without reliance on later pharaonic traditions. Such an attempt should be made. The chief reason for caution in relating Predynastic images of violence to later periods is a lack of continuity, notable in chronological gaps, in changes of context for the display of such images, and in both modes and motifs of representation. A tendency in much recent scholarship has been to see ever-greater continuity between early Predynastic and pharaonic Egypt, particularly in terms of artistic motifs and their ideological meanings; an effect of this has been to see the ideas of Egyptian kingship, particularly about violence, as nascent in even the earliest periods.9 Especially with the earliest material, this tracing of continuity has relied primarily on presumed concepts embedded within images rather than on visual similarities, but to me the risk seems great that we only see the concepts as continuous because we expect them to be. While a focus on continuity has been a welcome corrective to earlier ideas of pharaonic Egypt’s rise as due to the invasion of a “Dynastic race,”10 there is room for more consideration of dynamism and difference within the indigenous traditions of the Nile valley.
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This chapter will deal selectively with some images of domination and violence from the Predynastic Period, in particular Naqada I-II, and the following chapter will focus on art of the Naqada III and the transition to the Early Dynastic Period. These chapters together will show that the relationship between power, violence, and iconography was flexible, though also uncommon, before the enshrinement of violence as an icon in the pharaonic smiting scene. This suggests that the development toward that scene was not linear, and that we should be quite cautious in assuming that the specifically pharaonic conceptions of violence and order communicated by that icon were already present in Predynastic power structures. Because the contexts we have in general from these early periods are not always directly comparable to later contexts—for instance, there is no standardized royal tomb, and royal involvement with divine temples is not clear—this material is organized roughly chronologically rather than contextually in the way of later chapters. However, as even relative dating is not always particularly precise, and as some categories of evidence are themselves fairly restricted chronologically, there are clusters by medium within the chronological framework. I also include a few pieces of unknown provenance.

The images treated in this chapter are found exclusively in relation to tombs and, with one exception, are found on objects in tombs rather than on the tombs themselves. It is not clear how much this mortuary prevalence is an accurate reflection of early use, since tombs in general are far and away the best-preserved type of context we have from Egypt. The mortuary context raises immediate questions about the audience for such images: who could have seen them? In the case of pots or textiles painted with images of violence, they might well have had a use in life before their interment. The case of a subterranean burial chamber with a painted wall cannot have been intended primarily for a living human viewership. Either its audience was the buried individual, and perhaps other beings in the afterlife, or its function relied most on knowledge among the living that it was there, not on them actually seeing it. Some of the early graves containing such images may have belonged to local rulers; all were unquestionably burial places for members of the emerging elite. But the relation between the people pictured in the imagery and the occupants of the tombs in which it has been found is never clear in these periods. We can never be certain if we are looking at a specific person or event, at the representation of cosmic processes, or at some combination of the two. The move from such ambiguous, perhaps general, images in the early Predynastic to exceptionally specific, labeled images in the Protodynastic and Early Dynastic is one of the most dramatic developments of Egyptian art. This is particularly the case as it accompanies in lock-step the development of what is often called the artistic canon of Egypt, that typical mode of representation that sees, among other things, Egyptians “walking like Egyptians.” No such canon, no such specificity, can be demonstrated in the early art of Egypt. But those few images of violence we have from such periods do suggest that some of the general ideas and universal forces that would be important later were in play back then as well.
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The evidence from early Egypt: Naqada I

Domination on White Cross-Lined Ware

Identifying the earliest Egyptian images of violence between people is not straightforward as the content and particularly meaning of some early representations are often unclear; a viewer without knowledge of later Egyptian art might not read these as violent at all. The first images usually discussed in this context come from pottery vessels dated to the Naqada IA-C Period (roughly 3800–3400 bc).11 The pots in question belong to a tradition variously called White Cross-Line Ware or C-Ware; this pottery is characterized by its deep red surface decorated with white lines. Five vessels of this type have been interpreted as showing larger figures dominating smaller captives, and these have been accepted by many as scenes of triumph or victory, though captivity or domination might be less loaded terms.12 The Naqada I itself was a period of increasing social stratification, read from tomb sizes and differential amounts of grave goods, but we are uncertain of its structures of power.

Naqada I material culture is limited geographically to a relatively small area in Upper Egypt. White Cross-Lined Ware, while one of the type-materials of the Naqada I, has been found in a limited number of graves. Its motifs include geometric designs, grazing animals, and hunting. There may be regional variations in the painting style and content of images.13 Images appear on multiple different types of vessels, including both open and closed forms; they are known to us almost exclusively as grave goods, though a relatively large percentage of known examples of this type is unprovenanced. White Cross-Lined Ware is the first regularly decorated type of artifact in Egypt. As such, if we accept that some White Cross-Lined Ware vessels show domination, possibly as an aftermath of violence, this motif is present as soon as objects carry images at all.14

Three of the five White Cross-Lined Ware vessels with possible captivity scenes were excavated in the Predynastic cemetery at Umm el-Qaab, Abydos, two from the same grave; the other two are unprovenanced (Figures 2.2–2.6).15 Given regional variations in the corpus, it may be reasonable to assume that these two were from Abydos. All five are tall, narrow jars with flaring rims, though the shape of their bodies varies. The representations are in all cases schematic, with figures heavily abbreviated and unrealistically depicted; arms in particular are not clear and in many cases seem to be absent.16 Where the figures have obvious markers of sex, they are male, indicated by what appear to be penis sheathes. Four of the five scenes have clear visual means of distinguishing between the protagonists, and in all cases they employ at least two of the same methods of distinction: size and headgear. The headgear itself is not entirely consistent, but in three cases the larger figures wear what seem to be rather tall headdresses composed of multiple upright elements, perhaps feathers or branches. The heads of the smaller figures on all five vessels seem to have rather wavy long hair that goes back behind their heads, or else headdresses that give this impression. Two of the scenes further distinguish the larger figures by giving them some sort of tail, and this may be indicated on a third by the presence of dots going down the back legs of the two larger figures. On three of the vessels, one or more of the large figures raises his curving arms above his head; this is a pose that will become familiar on later Naqada II Decorated Ware pottery and on ceramic figurines, and that is generally recognized as ritual in nature though its precise meaning is debated.17
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Figure 2.2 A vase of the White Cross-Lined Ware tradition with eight figures shown on its side.
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