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sous la direction de Philippe Collombert et Pierre Tallet, 202��±�p. 297-310. 

Writing on Clay: Documentation from Balat 
(Dakhla Oasis, End of the 3rd Millennium)

LAURE PANTALACCI
(Université Lumière – Lyon II)

In a conference focussed on Old Kingdom papyri, a paper on Balat might seem 
out of place, since papyrus is exceedingly rarely attested there. Not a single piece of 
papyrus was found, and out of a collection of sealings now exceeding three thousand 
SLHFHV�� DW�PRVW� D� GR]HQ� RQ� SDS\UXV� KDYH� EHHQ� UHFRJQL]HG�� EHDULQJ� VOLJKW� ¿EHUV�
imprints on their back. It is clay which forms the bulk of the written d  ocumentation 
brought to light by the Ifao team since the late seventies. Until this discovery, 
throughout the three millennia of pharaonic history, this writing medium was almost 
exclusively documented by the famous collection of the Amarna tablets, which 
UHÀHFW�RULHQWDO�� L�H�� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�� UDWKHU� WKDQ�(J\SWLDQ�� DUFKLYDO� SUDFWLFHV� RI� WKH�
2nd millennium. In Old Kingdom Balat, clay has been systematically used by the 
scribes in the stead of papyrus to keep administrative records1. Clay is mostly shaped 
into tablets, but sealings could be inscribed as well.

After assessing the archaeological context of the documents, we shall present 
some observations about writing and archival practices, before commenting 
EULHÀ\�RQ�WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�FRQWHQWV�RI�WKH�GRFXPHQWV�

1.�AN OVERVIEW OF THE EPIGRAPHIC COLLECTIONS IN SITU

1.1 W hy Balat?

The village of Balat, in Dakhla oasis, lies about 800 kms south-west of the 
Memphite region. The Old Kingdom remains consist of a town site (‘Ayn Asil in 

1. This choice resulted probably from the local environment and the shortage of papyrus plants: 
P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, “Les tablettes en terre crue de Balat”, in (��/DORX (dir.), Les tablettes
à écrire de l’Antiquité à l’époque moderne (Bibliologia 12), Turnhout, 1992, p. 42.



298 LAURE PANTALACCI

the current micro-toponymy) and, about one kilometer to its West, its contemporary 
necropolis (Qila’ el-Dabba). To date, the oldest attestation of the pharaonic 
presence around Dakhla is Khufu’s inscription at the Gebel called after him2. If it 
can be surmised that people from the Valley were already familiar with the oasis 
in earlier times, no archaeological evidence of a pharaonic settlement in Balat 
predates the late 5th-early 6th Dynasty3.

7KH�¿UVW�NLQJ�DWWHVWHG�VR�IDU�RQ�D�VHDO�LPSUHVVLRQ�IURP�%DODW�LV�1HIHULUNDUH4 ; 
this sole document can hardly prove that the site was already extensively occupied 
in his reign. The city remains excavated to date range from the early 6th to the 
early 12th Dynasty. During most of this time span, the Abu Ballas road, connecting 
'DNKOD�WR�WKH�*LOI�.HELU�DQG�(DVWHUQ�6DKDUD��6RXWKHUQ�1XELD�RU�&HQWUDO�$IULFD��
was equipped and maintained to facilitate expeditions5. The main convenience of 
Dakhla was to offer a proper logistic base to launch such trips. In addition, a more 
H[WHQVLYH�XVH�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV�±�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�LQWHQVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�DJULFXOWXUH�±�
was made possible through the installation of settlers from the Nile valley, 
LQFOXGLQJ�D�JURXS�RI�RI¿FHUV�KHDGHG�E\�DQ�³DGPLUDO�JRYHUQRU´6. 

1.2 Where?

6HYHUDO� DUHDV� RI� WKH� FLW\� VLWH� KDYH� \LHOGHG� H[WHQVLYH� FROOHFWLRQV� RI�
documents (¿J������7KH�¿UVW� DUHD� H[FDYDWHG�E\� DQ� ,IDR� WHDP�XQWLO� WKH� HDUO\�
eighties (so-called “sondage nord”) is located around the northern entrance of 
a huge building7�� SUHVXPDEO\� WKH� UHVLGHQFH� RI� WKH� ¿UVW� JRYHUQRUV�� 6HYHUDO�
SKDVHV�RI�RFFXSDWLRQ�ZHUH�GH¿QHG��WZR�RI�ZKLFK�\LHOGHG�WH[WV�ZULWWHQ�RQ�FOD\�
tablets, clay labels or clay sealings8. In the course of the 6th Dynasty, during 
the reign of Pepy II, the governor Khentika moved his living and administrative 
TXDUWHUV�WR�D�QHZ�FRPSOH[�WR�WKH�6RXWK��7KLV�FRPSOH[�±�WKH�VRXWKHUQ�SDODFH�±�

2. K. P. KUHLMANN�� ³'HU� µ:DVVHUEHUJ� GHV� 'MHGHIUH¶� �&KXIX� ������� (LQ� /DJHUSODW]� PLW
([SHGLWLRQVLQVFKULIWHQ� GHU� ���'\QDVWLH� LP�5DXP� GHU�2DVH�'DFKOD´��MDAIK 61, 2005,
pp. 243-289 and pl. 42.

3. An earlier, local Sheikh Muftah culture site has been surveyed to the north of ‘Ayn Asil:
Cl. JEUTHE�� ³,QLWLDO� UHVXOWV�� 7KH� 6KHLNK� 0XIWDK� RFFXSDWLRQ� DW� %DODW� 1RUWK��� �'DNKOD
Oasis)”, Archéo-Nil 24, 2014, pp. 103-114. There remains a gap between this occupation
and the 6th Dynasty settlement.

4. L. PANTALACCI, “Noms royaux nouvellement attestés à Balat”, in Ph. Collombert,
D. Lefèvre, 6W. Polis & J. Winand (dir.), Aere perennius. Mélanges égyptologiques en
l’honneur de Pascal Vernus (OLA 242), Leuven, 2015, pp. 523-526.

5. Fr. FÖRSTER, Der Abu Ballas-Weg. Eine pharaonische Karawanenroute durch die Libysche 
Wüste (Africa praehistorica 28), Cologne, 2016, esp. pp. 462-487.

6. ‘pr-wjв jmy-jrty (j)mr-r(в��̞ PZ�Q̟r: M. VALLOGGIA, “Les Amiraux de l’oasis de Dakhlah”, 
in Fr. Geus & Fl. Thill (dir.), Mélanges offerts à Jean Vercoutter, Paris, 1985, pp. 355-364;
M. VALLOGGIA, ³1RWH�VXU�O¶RUJDQLVDWLRQ�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�GH�O¶RDVLV�GH�'DNKOD�j�OD�¿Q�GH
O¶$QFLHQ� (PSLUH´�� LQ� %��0HQX� �GLU���� Égypte pharaonique: pouvoir, société,
Méditerranées 6/7, 1996, pp. 61-68.

�� 6HH� WKH� DQQXDO� UHSRUWV� E\� /�� *IDDY et al. in BIFAO 79-81, 1980-1981; L. GIDDY,
D. JEFFREYS, G. SOUKIASSIAN & N. GRIMAL, ³5DSSRUW� SUpOLPLQDLUH� VXU� OD� TXDWULqPH
campagne de fouilles à ‘Ayn Asil (oasis de Dakhleh)”, ASAE 69, 1983, pp. 103-112.

�� 1RWHV�RQ�WKH�HSLJUDSKLF�¿QGV�E\�1��GRIMAL in the articles quoted in n. 7 above.
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KDV�EHHQ�XQGHU�H[FDYDWLRQ�VLQFH�WKH�PLG�HLJKWLHV9. During its long history, the 
building underwent several changes and a dramatic episode at the very end of 
the Old Kingdom: an arson destroyed the complex. The arsonists looted all the 
precious belongings, but documents were left behind and carbonized in situ. 
6R�PRVW�RI�WKHP�KDYH�EHHQ�SUHVHUYHG�DQG�UHFRYHUHG�LQ�WKHLU�RULJLQDO�FRQWH[W��
7KH\�PDUN�WKH�URRPV�DQG�FRXUWV�ZKHUH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�ZDV�DW�ZRUN��XQGHU�WKH�
porticos of the huge northwest peristyle court; near entrances leading to the 
inner palace; and also in and around storage facilities, especially in the 
southern quarter of the precinct. 

$QRWKHU� PDMRU� FROOHFWLRQ� ZDV� IRXQG� RXWVLGH� WKH� SDODFH�� 2XWVLGH� WKH�
VRXWKHDVW�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�SUHFLQFW��D�WHVW�WUHQFK�H[SRVHG�RQH�RI�WKHVH�
dump areas where all outdated administrative documents from the palace were 
regularly discarded together����,W�LV�ZHOO�NQRZQ�WKDW�(J\SWLDQ�VFULEHV�XVHG�WR�
produce temporary records, which were periodically collated and erased. 
:DVKHG�VKHHWV�RI�SDS\UXV�FRXOG�EH�XVHG�PRUH� WKDQ�RQFH11. Concerning clay 
sealings, it has been observed on several sites that they were discarded in a 
V\VWHPDWLF�ZD\��GHSRVLWHG�LQ�VSHFL¿F�DUHDV12. In Balat, clay tablets were treated 
exactly this way and dumped, together with the sealings, always on the same 
KHDSV��7KH�VLPLODULW\�RI�VHDO�LPSUHVVLRQV�DQG�SURSRVRJUDSKLFDO�GDWD�EHWZHHQ�
the documents found inside the burnt palace and those from the dump suggests 
that they are roughly contemporary. 

�2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LQ�WKH�QHFURSROLV�RI�4LOD¶�HO�'DEED��ZULWWHQ�GRFXPHQWV�DUH�
uncommon; only two tablets were found, out of context, as well as a few dozens 
of clay sealings, some of them inscribed13. It seems administrative control was 
much looser in the cemetery than in the city14.

���� 6HH�WKH�VHFWLRQ�Balat�LQ�WKH�DQQXDO�UHSRUW�RI�WKH�GLUHFWRU�RI�,IDR�VLQFH�������7KH�PLVVLRQ�LV�
KHDGHG�E\�*HRUJHV�6RXNLDVVLDQ�� WR�ZKRP�,�DP�GHHSO\� LQGHEWHG� IRU� VKDULQJ�JHQHURXVO\�
ZLWK�PH�HYHU�VLQFH�KLV�¿QGV��NQRZOHGJH�DQG�YLVLRQ�RI�WKH�VLWH�

���� B. MATHIEU�� ³7UDYDX[� GH� O¶,QVWLWXW� IUDQoDLV� G¶DUFKpRORJLH� RULHQWDOH� HQ� ���������´��
BIFAO������������SS�����������%��MATHIEU, “Travaux de l’Institut français d’archéologie 
RULHQWDOH�HQ����������´��BIFAO������������SS�����������,W�PXVW�EH�XQGHUOLQHG�WKDW�VR�IDU�
not a single inscribed sealing has been noticed within the dump collection.

11. � ,W�LV�RIWHQ�WKH�FDVH�LQ�1HIHULUNDUH¶V�DUFKLYH��3��POSENER-KRIÉGER & J.-L. DE CENIVAL, The 
Abu Sir Papyri (HPBM 5)��/RQGRQ��������SS��;9,,�;9,,,��

12. �$� FDVH� LQ� SRLQW� LV� WKH� PHPRULDO� WHPSOH� RI� 6HVRVWULV� ,,,� LQ�$E\GRV�� ZKHUH� WKH� GXPSV�
produced by the secular and religious activities are discarded in two separated deposits: 
-��:EGNER, The mortuary Temple of Senwosret III at Abydos �3KLODGHOSKLD�<DOH�([SHGLWLRQ�
WR�(J\SW ����1HZ�+DYHQ� ������SS����������SDUWLFXODUO\�SS����������

13.  For sealings recovered in the necropolis: A. MINAULT-GOUT et al., Balat II. Le mastaba 
G¶,PD�3HSL��PDVWDED�,,���¿Q�GH�O¶$QFLHQ�(PSLUH��),)$2������&DLUR��������SS����������	�
pl. 33; M. VALLOGGIA, Balat IV. Le monument funéraire d’Ima-Pepy / Ima-Meryrê 
(FIFAO �����&DLUR�������� ����SS��������	� ����SO���������*��CASTEL et al., Balat V. Le 
PDVWDED�GH�.KHQWLND���WRPEHDX�G¶XQ�JRXYHUQHXU�GH�O¶2DVLV�j�OD�¿Q�GH�O¶$QFLHQ�(PSLUH�
(FIFAO �����&DLUR�����������SS����������	�����¿J����������

14.  All the cults were managed in the palace, where several documents refer to the jmвېw�
VWDWXV�RI�SUHYLRXV�JRYHUQRUV��%XW�WKH�RI¿FHUV�LQ�FKDUJH�FRPLQJ�WR�WKH�QHFURSROLV�WR�SHUIRUP�
WKH�ULWXDOV�GLG�ZULWH�VRPHWLPHV�RQ�GRRU�VHDOLQJV��*��CASTEL et al., Balat 9�����SS����������
	�����¿J����������
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2. CLAY DOCUMENTS

8QWLO� QRZ� DERXW� ¿YH� KXQGUHG� DQG� WZHQW\�¿YH� WDEOHWV��PRVWO\� IUDJPHQWDU\��
have been unearthed, while, as mentioned above, the collection of sealings from 
‘Ayn Asil amounts to about three thousands pieces. 

2.1 Morphology

:KLOH�LQ�WKH�9DOOH\��SDS\UXV�LV�WKH�PDMRU�PHGLXP�IRU�NHHSLQJ�YDULRXV�UHFRUGV15, 
one of the most interesting insights gained from the excavations in ‘Ayn Asil is the 
GLYHUVLW\�RI�FOD\�REMHFWV�XVHG�IRU�ZULWLQJ��$SDUW�IURP�WKH�WDEOHWV��WKH�VFULEHV�FRXOG�
use various media, such as: 


�MDU�VWRSSHUV���EHDULQJ�PHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�RU�DPRXQW�RI�MDU�FRQWHQWV��;

�WDJV���WR�EH�KXQJ�WR�WKH�QHFN�RI�MDUV��DWWDFKHG�WR�ER[HV��EDJV�RU�FDJHV�E\�
D�VWULQJ��D�OHDWKHU�WKRQJ�RU�VLPSO\�D�JUDVV�VWDON��7ULDQJXODU�LQ�VKDSH��WKH\�
can bear their owner’s name, seal impressions or hieratic notes naming the 
commodity  to which they were attached17;
* sealings : most of the clay sealings bear seal impressions, but in addition, 
D�QXPEHU�RI�WKHP��EH�WKH\�RQ�GRRUV�RI�VWRUHURRPV��JUDQDULHV��ER[HV��VDFNV��
RU� EDVNHWV�� ZHUH� LQVFULEHG�� 7KH� WH[W� FDQ� EH� VXSHULPSRVHG� RQ� WKH� VHDO�
impression, or run beside it. In some cases, it replaces the seal�����SUREDEO\�
ZKHQ� WKH� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� FRQWH[W� DQG� WKH� DJHQWV� ZHUH� VXI¿FLHQWO\� ZHOO�
LGHQWL¿HG�WR�GLVSHQVH�ZLWK�XVLQJ�WKHLU�VHDO��
7KH�WH[W�LV�QHFHVVDULO\�VKRUW�DQG�IRUPXODLF��WKRXJK�RIWHQ�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GHFLSKHU�

on the uneven surface. A standard beginning for some of the hieratic notes found 
in the “sondage nord ”is:

– date, 
– mention of the withdrawal (šdt) of a certain species and quantity of grain (¿J���). 

In the southeast storerooms of the palace as well, sealings were frequently 
dated. Conversely, in all the collections, dated tablets are exceedingly rare (see 

15.  C. J. EYRE, The use of documents in Pharaonic Egypt� �2[IRUG� 6WXGLHV� LQ� $QFLHQW�
'RFXPHQWV���2[IRUG��������SS��������

���� A. MINAULT-GOUT et al., Balat ,,��SS���������*��&ASTEL et al., Balat V/���SS������	�����
¿J�������FHUWDLQO\�WKH�MDUV�RI�WKH�IXQHUDU\�HTXLSHPHQWV�KDYH�EHHQ�SUHSDUHG�DQG�LQVFULEHG�LQ�
WKH�FLW\��)RU�µ$\Q�$VLO��VHH�*��SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN & L. PANTALACCI, Balat VI. 
Le palais des gouverneurs de l’époque de Pépy II: les sanctuaires de ka et leurs dépendances 
�),)$2������&DLUR��������SS������������

17.  �6HH� 1� GRIMAL, ³%DODW�� 5DSSRUW� SUpOLPLQDLUH� GHV� IRXLOOHV� j� µ$\Q� $VLO�� ���������´�� 
BIFAO 80, 1980, S������Q����; N. GRIMAL, ³%DODW��5DSSRUW�SUpOLPLQDLUH�GHV�IRXLOOHV�j�µ$\Q�
$VLO������´��BIFAO�����������S������	�SO����$��*��&ASTEL et al., Balat V/���S������	�����
¿J�������Q���������)RU�SDUDOOHOV�IURP�(OHSKDQWLQH��-��3��PÄTZNICK, Die Siegelabrollungen 
und Rollsiegel der Stadt Elephantine im 3. Jahrtausend v. Chr.: Spurensicherung eines 
archäologischen Artefaktes��%$5�,6��������2[IRUG��������S�������7DIHO�,;�	�S������

���� N. GRIMAL, BIFAO� ���� ������ S�� ���� 	� SO�� ��%�� *�� SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN� 	�
L. PANTALACCI, Balat VI, SS����������
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under, 2.4). Obviously the different categories of 
written documents follow distinct, but complementary 
protocols.

2.2 Producing tablets  

The clay was widely available in Dakhla. 
Nowadays, clay quarries for the “red clay”, suitable 
for bricks and ceramics, along with pottery 
workshops, are found near the major settlements of 
Dakhla: el-Qasr, Mut, Balat, where they are 
associated with abundant water resources19. For the 
same reasons, these same three areas were probably 
already among the most densely populated at the 
end of the 3rd millennium BC20.

6WURQJ�YDULDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�FRORXU�DQG�WH[WXUH�RI�WKH�
clay may be due to the different geographical origin 

of the documents found in the palace, but sent from other oasite settlements21. But 
even tablets or sealings undoubtedly produced in the palace used different kinds 
RI�FOD\V�DQG�WHPSHU��6R�WKH�DVSHFW�DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�WKH�PDWHULDO�SULPDULO\�GHSHQGHG�
on the choice and treatment of the clay, the knack of each scribe to preparing his 
own writing stuff.

The tablets were shaped by hand, and probably smoothed by means of a special 
tool (clay or bone spatula ? pebble ?), as were the sealings. The average dimensions 
of the standard tablets are about 15 x 9 cm, with a thickness about 1.5-2 cm. This 
is a very convenient size, easy to handle - probably more than a papyrus roll. 

However, here also strong variations can be observed, suggesting that the 
length and layout of the text could be more or less precisely anticipated. It is clear 
that some tablets, at least the tiny or outsized ones, were made-to-measure. 
Compare for instance the mini letter 1508 with the long name-list 2095, both of 
them from “sondage nord” (¿J�� �). But most of our documents used more 
standardised formats.

On the other hand, it happened not unfrequently that outdated texts were 
HUDVHG� DQG� WDEOHWV�� UHXVHG��(UDVLQJ�ZDV� DFKLHYHG�E\�¿UVW� GDPSHQLQJ�� DQG� WKHQ�
wiping the whole written surface or pricking out some incised signs with a stylus 
tip. Whenever possible, the scribe applied the same layout in the palimpsest than 
LQ� WKH� ¿UVW� WH[W�� DQG� VRPHWLPHV� HYHQ�PDQDJHG� WR� UHXVH� VRPH� RI� LWV� ZRUGV� RU�

19.  N. HENEIN, Poterie et potiers d’Al-Qasr : oasis de Dakhla� �%G(� ������ &DLUR�� ������
pp. 21-22. 

20.  L. PANTALACCI, “Broadening Horizons: Distant Places and Travels in Dakhla and the 
:HVWHUQ�'HVHUW�DW�WKH�(QG�RI�WKH��UG�0LOOHQQLXP´�LQ F. Förster & H. 5LHPHU��GLU����Desert 
Road Archaeology in Ancient Egypt and Beyond (Africa Prehistorica 27), Cologne, 2013, 
pp. 285-287.

21.  This holds especially true for the collection of letters found near the northwest entrance of 
the palace: L. PANTALACCI, “La documentation épistolaire du palais des gouverneurs à 
Balat-‘Ayn Asil”, BIFAO 98, 1998, p. 304.

Figure 2 – 6HDOLQJ�������
beginning with a date, 
[withdrawal of] jt-šm‘ 

(© Ifao/A. Lecler).
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SKUDVHV��)RU�H[DPSOH�LQ�LQYHQWRULHV��KH�FRXOG�NHHS�WKH�HQWU\�QDPH�DQG�MXVW�FKDQJH�
WKH�QXPEHUV��7KH�PDMRU�FROOHFWLRQV�DOVR� LQFOXGH�EODQN� WDEOHWV��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�
HUDVHG�DQG�ZHUH�NHSW�UHDG\�IRU�IXWXUH�UHFRUGV��

2.3 Writing materials

7KH�VLJQV�ZHUH�QRW� VXSHU¿FLDOO\� LQFLVHG��EXW�GHHSO\�HQJUDYHG� LQ� WKH�ZHW�
clay surface with a bone stylus22��7KHVH�ERQH�WRROV�ZHUH�QRW�VSHFL¿FDOO\�XVHG�
by the scribes, since they were also found in assemblages clearly related to 
various handicrafts23. 

(YLGHQFH�IRU�WKH�XVH�RI�LQN�LQ�µ$\Q�$VLO�LV�VFDUFH��$Q�LQWHUHVWLQJ�GRFXPHQW�
FOHDUO\�ZULWWHQ�ZLWK�LQN�LV�WKH�FOD\�WRUVR�RI�D�PDOH�¿JXULQH��LQY���������ZKRVH�
QDPH�DQG�SDWURQ\P�LV�ZULWWHQ�LQ�EODFN�LQN�WZLFH��RQ�KLV�FKHVW�DQG�RQ�KLV�EDFN��
7KH�PDQ�LV�FDOOHG�D�<DPLWH��DQG�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�¿JXULQH�PD\�KDUGO\�KDYH�
been other than magic24��7KH�XVH�RI�LQN�RQ�FOD\�LQ�VXFK�FRQWH[WV�LV�ZHOO�DWWHVWHG�
LQ�FROOHFWLRQV�RI�H[HFUDWLRQ�¿JXULQHV�IURP�YDULRXV�VLWHV�GDWLQJ�WR�WKH�2OG�DQG�

22.  It has be determined that the shin bone of different ungulates was preferably used for this 
VSHFL¿F�SXUSRVH��/��3ANTALACCI & J. LESUR, “Élevage et consommation de viande à Balat 
�RDVLV�GH�'DNKOD���)LQ�GH�O¶$QFLHQ�(PSLUH�3UHPLqUH�3pULRGH�LQWHUPpGLDLUH´��BIFAO 112, 
������S������

23. � )RU� ERQH� WRROV� LQ� D�ZRUNVKRS� FRQWH[W�� &O� JEUTHE, Balat ;. Ein Werkstattkomplex im 
Palast der 1. Zwischenzeit in Ayn Asil (FIFAO �����&DLUR��������SS����������

24. �1��*RIMAL, “Les noyés de Balat”, in Fr. *HXV & Fl. Thill (dir.), Mélanges offerts à Jean 
Vercoutter��3DULV��������SS�����������DERXW�WKH�³.XVKLWLF´�ÀDYRU�RI�WKHVH�DQWKURSRQ\PV��
5��EL SAYED, Afrikanischstämmiger Lehnwortschatz im älteren Ägyptisch: Untersuchungen 
zur ägyptisch-afrikanischen lexikalischen Interferenz im dritten und zweiten Jahrtausend 
v. Chr���2/$�������/HXYHQ��������S������

Figure 3 –�7KH�VPDOOHVW��OHWWHU�������DQG�ELJJHVW��QDPH�OLVW�������WDEOHWV�IURP�WKH�³VRQ�
dage nord” (��,IDR�$��/HFOHU�>OHIW@��-��)��*RXW�>ULJKW@��
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Middle Kingdom25. Apart from this unique piece, a single fragment of letter 
written in ink has been found in the dump area to the northeast of the palace 
�LQY�� Q�� �����26�� 6RPH� RI� WKH� WDEOHWV� IRXQG� WKHUH� DOVR� VKRZ� IDLQW�� EXW� FOHDU�
WUDFHV�RI�DQ�LQNHG�WH[W��6R�IDU�LW�KDV�EHHQ�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�GHWHUPLQH�ZKHWKHU�WKH�
inked text is identical to the incised one, i.e. is a draft of the last, or if the 
successive texts were different. Inside the palace, only a few tablets retain 
tenuous traces of ink. 

Moreover, in all the collections, some documents show clear textile 
LPSULQWV�RU�HYHQ�LQFRUSRUDWH�WLQ\�ELWV�RI�WH[WLOH�¿EHUV��$�SODXVLEOH�H[SODQDWLRQ�
is that they were wrapped in wet linen either in order to protect their contents 
or, more probably, to prevent the clay from drying up too quickly and crac-
king27. This dampness could have washed away the ink pigments.

In the light of these remarks, it becomes obvious that ink writing on clay was 
PRUH�FRPPRQ�WKDQ�ZH�WKRXJKW�DW�¿UVW�VLJKW28. 

2.4 Storing and discarding documents

Most of the documents are mere memos, which must have been valid for a 
really short span of time. But it seems that the records produced every day by 
WKH�RI¿FLDOV�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�%DODW�KDG�D�KLJKO\�YDULDEOH�VWDWXV�DQG�OLIH�H[SHFWDQF\��
While some of them were wiped out and kept in the palace to be reused, others 
were disposed of without being recycled. Indeed, all the documents discarded in 
the dump deposit were perfectly legible, no attempt having been made to erase 
their text. Though their contents does not differ so much from the tablets found 
inside the palace, their value or validity, and treatment, happened to be different 

25.  G. POSENER, &LQT�¿JXULQHV�G¶HQYR�WHPHQW��%G( 101), Cairo, 1987, pp. 2-6. For a recent 
XSGDWH�RQ�WKH�³H[HFUDWLRQ�¿JXULQHV´��$��'��ESPINEL��³$�1HZO\�,GHQWL¿HG�2OG�.LQJGRP�
([HFUDWLRQ�7H[W´��LQ�E. Frood & A. McDonald (dir.), Decorum and Experience. Essays 
in Ancient Culture for John Baines, Oxford, 2013, pp. 26-33. In the 2nd and 1st millennia, 
some “magical bricks” are similarly made of clay and inscribed with inked texts, while 
the formulae of some others are incised or engraved: I. RÉGEN, “Une brique magique 
royale. Birmingham 1969 W 478”, ENiM 3, 2010, pp. 28-32.

26.  Photo and comment: L. PANTALACCI, “Between Old and Middle Kingdom: Palaeography 
RI�WKH�FOD\�GRFXPHQWV�IURP�%DODW´��LQ�6��$��*�OGHQ, K. van der Moezel & U. Verhoeven 
(dir.), Ägyptologische „Binsen“-Weisheiten III. Formen und Funktionen von Zeichenliste 
und Paläographie. Akten der internationalen und interdisziplinären Tagung in der 
Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur Mainz im April 2016, (Akademie der 
Wissenschaften und der Literatur. Abhandlungen der Geistes- und sozialwissenschaftlichen 
.ODVVH�(LQ]HOYHU|IIHQWOLFKXQJ������0DLQ]��������S������

27.  P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, in (��/DORX (dir.), Les tablettes à écrire, p. 43. The sealings from the 
same collection, whether inscribed or not, underwent the same treatment.

28.  Another point to be considered is the absence of writing equipment such as calami, but this 
FDQ�EH�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�¿UH��,Q�WKH�FLW\��VFULEH¶V�SDOHWWHV�PDGH�RI�FOD\�ZHUH�IRXQG��e. g. 
Cl. JEUTHE, Balat X, pp. 307 et 312, Abb. 128), and the use of red and yellow ochre is 
attested (L. GIDDY, BIFAO 81, 1981, p. 194), though to the best of my knowledge no black 
ink is reported. In the necropolis, the governors are often portrayed or even buried with 
their scribal equipment (for the ivory palette with ink pellets of Ima-pepy II, A. MINAULT-
GOUT et al., Balat ,,��Q��������SS�����������
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IURP�WKH�RQHV�IRXQG�LQ�WKHLU�RULJLQDO�FRQWH[W�RI�XVH��6R�IDU�WKH�UHDVRQ�IRU�WKHVH�
distinctions is not understood. 

7R�NHHS�LQ�RUGHU�DQG�LQ�XVH�FROOHFWLRQV�RI�GRFXPHQWV�XQGHUJRLQJ�FRQVWDQW�
recycling, it must have been necessary to sort them systematically. Chronology 
ZDV� D� PDMRU� FRQFHUQ�� ,Q� WKH� VWRUHURRPV� RI� WKH� VRXWKHUQ� SDODFH� DQG� LQ� WKH�
³VRQGDJH�QRUG´��FROOHFWLRQV�RI�GDWHG�VHDOLQJV�ZHUH�NHSW�WRJHWKHU29, near the door 
RU�FRQWDLQHU�WKH\�RQFH�VHDOHG��DZDLWLQJ�WR�EH�FRXQWHG�DQG�FKHFNHG��&RQYHUVHO\��
YHU\� IHZ� WDEOHWV� EHDU� GDWHV�� 0D\EH� GDWLQJ� ZDV� VXSHUÀXRXV� LQ� SODFHV� ZKHUH�
administrative control was exercised on a daily basis (the vague locution m hrw 
pn, ³WRGD\�RQ� WKH� VDPH�GD\´�� LV� VRPHWLPHV� XVHG� DV� D�ZD\�RI� GDWLQJ��� 6R� WKH�
tablets were only a part of the recording process, while the record date was 
UHJLVWHUHG�DQG�FRXOG�EH�FKHFNHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�RWKHU�GRFXPHQWV��

7DEOHWV� ZHUH� DOVR� VRUWHG� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKHLU� VXEMHFW� PDWWHU�� )LOHV� ZHUH�
created by tying up together several texts referring to the same topic. Though 
no such physical tie has been preserved, we observe that some of the documents 
were pierced through, presumably in order to be tied together by a string or 
WKRQJ��%RULQJ�VXFK�KROHV�WKURXJK�WKLFN�FOD\�SODWHV�FHUWDLQO\�UHTXLUHG�GH[WHULW\��
It was done once the text was written down, since most of the time the hole 
interrupts or distorts the writing (¿J���), 
but while the clay was still damp and 
malleable, otherwise it might result in 
EUHDNLQJ� WKH� GRFXPHQW�� $OWHUQDWLYHO\��
we observe grooves left by a stylus 
pressed against the edges or corners of 
WKH�WDEOHW�ZKLOH�VWLOO�GDPS��6XFK�JURRYHV�
were less destructive; in addition, they 
facilitated the hold during the writing, 
and ultimately could be used to tie up 
together several tablets or maybe to 
DWWDFK� WKH� WDEOHW�� OLNH� D� ODEHO�� WR� WKH�
REMHFW�V��WR�ZKLFK�LW�UHODWHG�

*HQHUDOO\� WKH� WDEOHWV� IRXQG� in situ 
were preserved close to or inside 
VWRUHURRPV�� :HUH� WKH\� NHSW� LQVLGH� WKH�
VWRUHURRPV��LQ�FHUDPLF�SRWV��OLNH�PRVW�RI�
the later papyri collections, or in bags or 
EDVNHWV�� ? Did they stand  in niches, on 
wooden benches or shelves31�"�:HUH�WKH\�
simply deposited on top of the various 
REMHFWV�SLOHG�XS�LQ�WKH�VWRUHURRPV�"

29. � /��*IDDY, BIFAO 81, 1981, p. 194; N. GRIMAL, BIFAO ����������S������	�SO����%��
�����2Q�VWRUDJH�PHWKRGV�LQ�(J\SW��VHH�C. J. EYRE, The Use of Documents��SS����������
31. � 7KLV�NLQG�RI�VWRUDJH�LV�ZHOO�NQRZQ�LQ�WKH�1HDU�(DVW��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�(EOD��3��MATTHIAE, 

³7KH�DUFKLYHV�RI�WKH�UR\DO�SDODFH�*�RI�(EOD��GLVWULEXWLRQ�DQG�DUUDQJHPHQW�RI�WKH�WDEOHWV�
according to the archaeological evidence”, in Kl. Veenhof (dir.), Cuneiform Archives and 
Libraries. Papers read at the 30e Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale Leiden, 4-8 July 

Figure 4 – 7DEOHW�������D�OHWWHU�SLHUFHG�
WKURXJK�LQ�LWV�FHQWHU����,IDR�$��/HFOHU��
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In administrative contexts, outside proper storage areas, the documents 
were stored in wooden boxes. It was clearly the case in the huge peristyle of 
the northwest court. In its southwest corner, a platform was installed as a 
EXUHDX�IRU� WKH�VFULEHV��ZKHUH� WKH\�FRXOG�VWRUH� WKHLU�¿OHV� LQ�D�ZRRGHQ�ER[32. 
The tablets found here refer to the highest level of state management in the 
RDVLV��GLVWULEXWLRQV�RU�QDPH�OLVWV�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�KLJKHVW�SDODWLDO�VWDII��LQFOX�
ding srw (¿J���); provisions for offerings to the gods, etc.

3. THE CONTENTS OF THE DOCUMENTS

6XFK� REVHUYDWLRQV� RQ� WKH� VWDWXV� DQG� KDQGOLQJ� RI� WKH� GRFXPHQWV� UHPDLQ�
XQSDUDOOHOHG�VR�IDU�RQ�(J\SWLDQ�VLWHV�IRU�WKLV�HDUO\�SHULRG��$V�IRU�WKHLU�FRQWHQWV��
WKH� GLIIHUHQW� FDWHJRULHV� RI� WH[WV� RQ� FOD\� DUH� DNLQ� WR�ZKDW� LV� DWWHVWHG� LQ� RWKHU�
documentary collections from the Nile Valley, such as those from Abusir, or 
IURP�,OODKXQ�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�.LQJGRP��7KH\�DUH�PDLQO\�OHWWHUV��QDPH�OLVWV��REMHFW�
lists and accounts. 

3.1 Letters

&RPPXQLFDWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�RI¿FLDOV� IRUP�DQ� LQWHUHVWLQJ�SDUW�RI� WKH�GRVVLHU��
The main collection was found near the western entrance to the formal peristyle 
court referred to above. The letters had to be very concise, considering the 
restricted space available for writing, even when several sides of the tablet –
LQFOXGLQJ�HGJHV�±�ZHUH�XVHG��6R�WKH�HXORJLHV�XVHG�E\�WKH�0HPSKLWH�VFULEHV��RU�
the calligraphic layout of the heading, typical of the contemporary letters on 
papyrus, were left out33. The letters sent to the palace from outside remain 
anonymous. Classically, the sender is referred to as EвN�MP��M�, “the servant who 
I am”, while the recipient is also addressed in the 3rd person, as MU\�PڴвW�QW\�P�
 вW, “the secretary who is in the council”34. Then three or four short sentencesڴвڴ
JLYH�RU�DVN�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�PLVVLRQV�DQG�WUDYHOV��YDULRXV�ZRUNV�DQG�ZRUNHUV��
transfer of animals or goods, etc.35

1983 �3,+$16������/HLGHQ��������SS���������6WRUDJH�RQ�VKHOYHV�PD\�EH�LPSUDFWLFDO�IRU�
papyri, but is quite appropriate for rectangular clay plates. 

32.  P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, “Travaux de l’IFAO�DX�FRXUV�GH�O¶DQQpH����������´, BIFAO 89, 
1989, pp. 293-296� �¿J�� ������ &RSSHU� KRRNV� IRXQG� LQ� WKLV� DUHD� SRLQW� WR� D� VL]HDEOH��
portable chest.

33.  About the “Memphite formula”, P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, Les archives du temple funéraire 
de Néferirkarê-Kakaï (Les papyrus d’Abousir): Traduction et commentaire �%G( �����
&DLUR��������SS�����������7KHVH�JUHHWLQJV�FRXOG�EH�HPSKDVL]HG�E\�WKHLU�FDOOLJUDSK\�DQG�
ELJJHU� VL]H�� VHH� IRU� H[DPSOH�(��EDEL, “8QSXEOL]LHUWH� DOWKLHUDWLVFKH�(OHSKDQWLQH�3DS\UL�
DXV�6WUDVVEXUJ´�� LQ� ,��*DPHU�:DOOHUW (dir.), Gegengabe: Festschrift für Emma Brunner-
Traut��7�ELQJHQ��������SS��������

34.  P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, in (��/DORX (dir.), Les tablettes à écrire��SS���������/��3ANTALACCI, 
BIFAO�����������SS����������

35.  L. PANTALACCI, BIFAO�����������SS����������
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Another type of letter, even shorter, begins with two lines giving the title and 

messenger “I sent him to…”, then noting short questions, orders or replies in one 
or two sentences. It seems these “internal” letters were sent between colleagues 

3.2 Name-lists

Other documents include lists jmy-rn(.f) , 

37

  is not used in the Abusir archive. It appears only at the end of the Old Kingdom, 
HANNIG , Ägyptisches Wörterbuch I. Altes Reich und Erste 

Zwischenzeit  
H. V ANDEKERCKHOVE  & R. M ÜLLER -W OLLERMANN , Die 

Felsinschriften des Wadi Hilâl 
th Dynasty).

37.  About such lists, N. G RIMAL , BIFAO  G RIMAL , BIFAO 
P. POSENER -K RIÉGER , in  (dir.), Les tablettes à écrire ANTALACCI , 

 
B. Menu (dir.), L’organisation du travail dans l’antiquité égyptienne et mésopotamienne 

Pantalacci Laure


Pantalacci Laure


Pantalacci Laure
st
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RQFH��Q��������D�EDUH�WLWOH��MP\�VW�ҵ) was not followed by a personal name. The 
name of the team supervisor is sometimes added on a line under the vertical 
columns of the name list����6RPH�RI�WKH�ORQJHU�OLVWV��¿J���) are a surprising mix of 
WLWOH�KROGHUV�DQG�OHVV�TXDOL¿HG�PHQ���FHUWDLQO\�LQ�D�VSHFLDO�FRQWH[W�

3.3 Lists of objects and accounts

,QYHQWRULHV�RI�REMHFWV�DUH�FDOOHG�UېW39. Also common are accounts relating to 
commodities: the governorate controlled basic food (mainly grain), but also 
processed food products (bread and meat), and PUۊW�oil. Leather, textile, mats and 
ropes, were products of local craftsmanship also widely controlled by the local 
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��%R[HV�DQG�FDVNHWV��RI�ZRRG�RU�ZLFNHUZRUN��IHDWXUH�UHJXODUO\�LQ�
WKH� OLVWV�� WKRXJK� OLNH� WKH� WH[WLOH� DQG� RWKHU� EDVNHWU\� SURGXFWV�� WKH\� OHIW� IDLQW�
archaeological traces���RU�QRQH�DW�DOO��6RPH�OLVWV�DUH�SODLQ�LQYHQWRULHV�RI�REMHFWV��
SUHVXPDEO\�NHSW�LQ�D�SDODFH�VWRUHURRP��VXFK�DV�D�VKRUW�VHULHV�RI�ZHDSRQV�RU�WRROV�
�Q��������������RWKHU�WDEOHWV�OLVW�EHORQJLQJV�RI�KLJK�RI¿FLDOV�VWRUHG�LQ�FROOHFWLYH�
IDFLOLWLHV��Q���������$�PDMRU�REVWDFOH�LQ�UHDGLQJ�WKHVH�VKRUW�WH[WV�FRPHV�IURP�RXU�
SRRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�(J\SWLDQ�YRFDEXODU\�DSSO\LQJ�WR�DUWHIDFWV�

A number of texts combine anthroponyms and lists of commodities. Those 
might record distributions – mainly of food – from the governorate supplies. The 
PDLQ� VWDSOH� ZDV� JUDLQ�� VRPHWLPHV� EUHDG�� WKH� OLVWV� RI� GLIIHUHQW� NLQGV� RI� EUHDG�
presumably refer to the distribution of cult offerings after celebrations41. Inside 
the palace precinct, the excavations brought to light several ۊZW�Nв chapels 
GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�VXFFHVVLYH�JRYHUQRUV��KRVWLQJ�WKHLU�ORQJ�ODVWLQJ�PHPRULDO�FXOWV42. 
7KHVH�FXOWV�ZHUH�YLWDO�IRU�WKH�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�SDWWHUQV�RI�WKH�SDODFH��7HPSOHV�RI�
NLQJV�RU�JRGV�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�IRXQG�VR�IDU��DQG�IRU�WKH�PRPHQW�DUH�QRW�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�
RXU�KLHUDWLF�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��%XW�KLHURJO\SKLF�PRQXPHQWV�DQG�ZLGHO\�XVHG�VHDOV�
refer to the royal mrt�WHPSOHV�RI�3HS\�,�DQG�3HS\�,,43. These sanctuaries may have 
EHHQ� ORFDWHG� LQ� WKH� QRUWKHUQ� SUHFLQFW�� RU� LQVLGH�QHDU� WKH� VRXWKHUQ� SDODFH�� WKH�
governor was the high priest of all cults.

�%G(� ������ &DLUR�� ������ S�� ����� 6HYHUDO� H[DPSOHV� IURP� WKH� SDODFH� DUH� SXEOLVKHG� LQ�
G. SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN�	�/��PANTALACCI, Balat 9,��SS����������

����� ([DPSOHV�LQ�IUDJPHQWDU\�FRQGLWLRQ��G. SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN�	�/��PANTALACCI, 
Balat 9,��SS�����������

39.  P. POSENER-KRIÉGER, Archives, SS�����������DOO�WKH�DFFRXQWV�EHLQJ�LQ�NLQG��WKH�PHDQLQJ�
“list” for U˛W suits better the contents and context of many of our documents than the 
abstract word “montant”.

����� 7KH�ÀRRUV��H[FHSWLRQDOO\��DQG�QHDUO\�DOO�WKH�VHDOLQJV�UHWDLQ�LPSULQWV�RI�WKH�YDULRXV�PDWHULDOV�
which were in contact with the clay.

41.  E.g. Q��������G. SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN�	�/��PANTALACCI, Balat VI, p. 352.
42.  G. SOUKIASSIAN, M. WUTTMANN�	�/��PANTALACCI, Balat VI; *��SOUKIASSIAN, “Les  

VDQFWXDLUHV� GH� JRXYHUQHXUV� GX� VXG�HVW� GX� SDODLV´�� LQ� G. 6RXNLDVVLDQ (dir.), Balat ;,. 
Monuments funéraires du palais et de la nécropole �),)$2������&DLUR������, SS�������

43.  About the mrt of Pepy I, see L. PANTALACCI�	�*��SOUKIASSIAN, “Un magasin royal dans 
OH�SDODLV�GHV�JRXYHUQHXUV�GH�'DNKOD´��LQ�6��9XLOOHXPLHU��3��0H\UDW��GLU����Sur les pistes du 
désert. Mélanges offerts à Michel Valloggia��*HQHYD��������SS��������������������
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3.4 Glimpses of people from Balat

(OOLSWLF�DV�WKH�GRFXPHQWV�PD\�EH��WKHLU�QXPEHU��FRQVWDQW�DQG�RU�YDU\LQJ�IHDWXUHV�
WKURZ�VRPH�OLJKW�RQ�VLJQL¿FDQW�DVSHFWV�RI�D�QRQ�PHPSKLWH��QRQ�UR\DO�VRFLHW\��

The visibility of women, as expected, is modest. Few women are named in the 
GRFXPHQWV��EH�LW�LQ�WKH�OHWWHUV��ZRUN�OLVWV�RU�DPRQJ�WKH�SULYLOHJHG�HOLWH��2QO\�D�IHZ�
ladies from the governor’s entourage are mentioned – most often, his wife, 
 Tв. In one of our best preserved lists, a complete tablet recording aۊ�PWۊ
distribution of meat to members of the highest society44, two women are listed, 
WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKHLU�VSRXVHV��RQH�RI�WKHP�ERUH�WKH�WLWOH�³NLQJ¶V�GDXJKWHU´45. 

7KH� RUJDQLVDWLRQ� RI� KXPDQ� UHVRXUFHV� DSSHDUV� DV� D� PDMRU� FRQFHUQ� LQ� WKH�
JRYHUQRUDWH��/LVWLQJ�ZRUN�JDQJV�ZDV�RQO\�D�¿UVW�VWHS��WKHQ�WKHLU�DFWLYLWLHV�KDG�WR�
EH�VFKHGXOHG�DQG�WKH�ZRUN�SODQ��VãP�Q�NвW) followed. A couple of tablets refer 
H[SOLFLWO\� WR� WKH� PRQLWRULQJ� RI� FROOHFWLYH� ZRUN� RQ� D� GDLO\� EDVLV� �hrw)��. The 
ZRUNHUV�FRXOG�EH�VHQW�RQ�H[SHGLWLRQV�RXWVLGH�WKH�FLW\��Q���������RU�ZRUN�LQ�RU�QHDU�
the palace47�� HVSHFLDOO\� IRU� KXJH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� SURMHFWV�� ,Q� VXFK� RFFDVLRQV�� WKH�
JDQJV� FDPH� IURP� GLIIHUHQW�� RIWHQ� GLVWDQW�� UHJLRQV�� DQG� GLG� QRW� DFWXDOO\� ZRUN�
WRJHWKHU��VLQFH��D�VSHFL¿F�WDVN�ZDV�VHSDUDWHO\�DVVLJQHG�WR�HDFK�JURXS�����������:H�
DUH�QRW�DEOH�WR�ORFDWH�DOO�WKH�SODFH�QDPHV�ZKLFK�DSSHDU�LQ�RXU�WH[WV��EXW�GH¿QLWHO\�
several of them, written with the determinative of the triple mountain (N 25), were 
RXWVLGH�'DNKOD�LWVHOI49��$V�DOUHDG\�VWDWHG��'DNKOD�ZDV�D�PDMRU�QRGH�LQ�D�QHWZRUN�
of desert roads leading from the Nile Valley to the west and south, and could 
RFFDVLRQDOO\�UHFUXLW�ZRUN�IRUFH�DYDLODEOH�LQ�UHPRWH�DUHDV��VXFK�DV�RWKHU�RDVHV�LQ�
WKH�/LE\DQ�GHVHUW�RU�PD\EH�QRUWKHUQ�6XGDQ��. 

Apart from (processed) food and labor, the necessary exchange between the 
pharaonic administration and people from Balat or from neighbouring communities 
PLJKW� WDNH� GLIIHUHQW� IRUPV�� 7KLV� LV� DWWHVWHG� E\� DQRWKHU� W\SH� RI� OLVWV� UHFRUGLQJ�
EDVNHWU\��OHDWKHU��DQG�DERYH�DOO��WH[WLOH�EURXJKW�WR��RU�UHPRYHG�IURP��WKH�SDODFH�

44. � 7DEOHWWH�Q��������/��PANTALACCI�	�-��LESUR, BIFAO �����������SS����������
45.  L. PANTALACCI�� ³)DPLOOH� UR\DOH� HW� SRXYRLU� RDVLWH��8QH� ¿OOH� UR\DOH� j� %DODW� j� OD� ¿Q� GH�

O¶$QFLHQ� (PSLUH´�� LQ� 5�� /HJURV� �GLU��� Cinquante ans d’éternité. Jubilé de la Mission 
Archéologique française de Saqqara �%G( ������&DLUR��������SS����������

����� 7KH�ROGHVW�NQRZQ�GRFXPHQW�RI�WKLV�W\SH�LV�QRZ�WKH�GLDU\�RI�0HUHU��RQ�D�SDS\UXV�RI�WKH�
4th Dynasty very recently found and published: P. TALLET, Les papyrus de la mer Rouge I. 
Le journal de Merer, Papyrus Jarf A et B��0,)$2�������&DLUR�������

47. � ,Q�YLHZ�RI�KRXVLQJ�WKH�ZRUNIRUFH�GXULQJ�WKHLU�WHPSRUDU\�VWD\�LQ�µ$\Q�$VLO��VHULHV�RI�VPDOO�
URRPV�DQG�IDFLOLWLHV�ZHUH�EXLOW�WR�WKH�VRXWK�HDVW�RI�WKH�SDODFH��&O��-EUTHE et al., “Ayn Asil, 
SDODLV� GHV� JRXYHUQHXUV� GX� UqJQH� GH� 3pS\� ,,�� (WDW� GHV� UHFKHUFKHV� VXU� OD� SDUWLH� VXG´��
BIFAO �����������SS����������

���� Both tablets are published in L. PANTALACCI, in B. Menu (dir.), L’organisation du travail, 
SS����������

49.  L. PANTALACCI, in B. Menu (dir.), L’organisation du travail��SS�����������)RU�FRPPHQWV�
on the use of this graphem in the Old Kingdom, see A. LOPRIENO, “Travel and Fiction in 
(J\SWLDQ�/LWHUDWXUH´�LQ�'��%��2¶&RQQRU & 6W. 4XLUNH (dir.), Mysterious Lands, Encounters 
with Ancient Egypt��/RQGRQ��������SS��������

����� 6HYHUDO�WRSRQ\PV�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�WKH�PRXQWDLQ�VLJQ��1�����RFFXU�UHJXODUO\�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�
ZLWK�SHRSOH�FRPLQJ�WR�'DNKOD����7KH�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�8SSHU�(J\SW�DQG�WKH�1XELDQ�1LOH�
WKURXJK�'DNKOD�� VXJJHVWHG� E\� WKH� LQVFULSWLRQ� RI�0RQWXKRWHS� ,,� UHFHQWO\� GLVFRYHUHG� LQ�
*HEHO�µ8ZHLQDW��LV�GLVFXVVHG�E\�)U��)ÖRSTER, Der Abu Ballas-Weg, SS����������
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storerooms51��7KH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI� WKH�WUDQVDFWLRQV�LV�UDUHO\�VSHFL¿HG�DQG�WKH�WHUPV�
(like ۊU\W�µ) are ambiguous. Besides, a number of lists are totally silent about the 
products and/or persons involved, and register only numbers. 

On the whole, the hieratic documentation from Balat is on line with 
contemporary data from the Nile valley, though on a modest scale, as it is related 
WR�D�VPDOO�SRSXODWLRQ�OLYLQJ�LQ�VSHFL¿F�FRQGLWLRQV�±�EXW�E\�QR�PHDQV�LQ�LVRODWLRQ��
The administrative routine was presumably close to what is known elsewhere in 
(J\SW��DQG�ZDV�QRW�VR�PXFK�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�SHFXOLDU�ZULWLQJ�PHGLXP��$FWXDOO\��
though this practice went widely unnoticed so far in the Nile Valley, writing on 
clay was more common than we think in the Old Kingdom and occurred elsewhere 
LQ�(J\SW52. In addition, the exceptional archaeological context in Balat evidenced 
the continuity between different types of records – texts and sealings53 – usually 
found on different media and studied until now separately (if at all). Indeed, 
keeping administrative records in 3rd� PLOOHQQLXP� (J\SW� ZDV� DQ� DFWLYLW\� PRUH�
GLYHUVL¿HG�WKDQ�MXVW�ZULWLQJ�RQ�SDS\UXV�

51.  Deliveries or distributions of similar products occur in Papyrus Gebelein IV, involving 
many persons in two villages (P. POSENER-KRIÉGER� 	� 6�� 'EMICHELIS, I papiri di 
Gebelein. Scavi G. Farina 1935��6WXGL�GHO�0XVHR�(JL]LR�GL�7RULQR��*HEHOHLQ�����7XULQ��
2004, pp. 18-20 et pl. 30-36. 

52.  In the Memphite region, several royal sites yielded numerous collections of sealings, but 
until recently these objects often passed unnoticed or poorly studied: historiographical 
VXPPDU\�LQ�-��6��NOLAN, Mud sealings and fourth Dynasty administration at Giza, PhD 
University of Chicago, Chicago, 2010, pp. 119-124 (https://oi.uchicago.edu/research/
research-archives-l ibrary/dissertat ions/mud-sealings-and-fourth-dynasty-
administration-giza). For the collection of incised sealing from the Pottery Mound in 
Giza, see his data base: http://oi-archive.uchicago.edu/research/is/scholars/nolan/
catIncised.html; also M. TORCIA RIGILLO, Giza: cretule dall’area delle piramidi��5RPH��
2003, pp. 39, 83-103.

53. � 7KLV� LV� WKH�PDLQ� SRLQW� RI�0�� 6��PINARELLO, An Archaeological Discussion of Writing 
Practice: Deconstruction of the Ancient Egyptian Scribe��*+3�(J\SWRORJ\������/RQGRQ��
2015, pp. 117-148, elaborating on recent archaeological evidence, especially from Balat.


