
ACCES WORKSHOP: DISTRIBUTION LISTS  

Thursday 4th November, 1pm-4.30pm. Egypt Exploration Society, London.   

The workshop centred on two practical presentations by Chris Naunton (EES) and Stephen Quirke (Petrie 

Museum/UCL), who spoke about documents concerning distribution in their institutions. Discussion 

both during and after the presentations is summarised below. 

Chris Naunton presented the role of the EES in the distribution of objects, referring to examples from 

the Society’s archive that delegates were able to examine first-hand. While the founding principal of the 

Society was to acquire knowledge rather than objects, and a statement in The Times of 1882 declared 

that the Society was not permitted to take material from Egypt, from the time of Naville’s 1883 

excavations at Pithom a divisions policy became normal practice if not a formal rule. As SQ suggested, 

this related to British control of Egypt from 1882. Chris highlighted the usefulness of pamphlets 

recording the exhibition of objects once they arrived in the UK, before being further distributed to 

individual institutions. These displays included facsimiles and models, as well as original artefacts.  

Lists of the first seasons of the EEF/EES were fairly straightforward - involving one excavator and site per 

year – but by 20-30 years later funds permitted multiple excavations, making matters more complicated.  

Three main sources of information on distribution are held by the EES: 

- Individual distribution lists, based on site/season 

- Cumulative lists (by receiving institution: 1883-1899; 1900-1914; 1921-1937) – the best starting 

point for research, although these handwritten lists often contain archaic spellings or terms.  

- Letters of acknowledgement - the bulk of material held at EES, this is useful for additional info it 

provides on interpretation. 

Inevitably gaps, discrepancies and mistakes appear in the lists. This was most often caused by delays 

between excavation and distribution. Some objects appear to have stayed in Egypt in storage (e.g. under 

Brian Emery material was kept in a magazine at Saqqara, which also acted as a half-way house for 

objects transported back from EES excavations at Qasr Ibrim). This is particularly the case during the 

1940s and 50s, when there is a general hiatus in Egyptian material arriving in the UK. Some objects are 

recorded and even restored but appear to have been abandoned on site or removed to unknown 

locations. Matters are complicated further by the fact that some ‘groups’ of objects feature as a single 

item on lists. In some cases objects appear to have been swapped or mislabelled. 

Archives are useful for the supplementary information they give about the (modern) ‘life’ of a 

distributed object. Mentions are often made in press cuttings and correspondence. Field letters are 

particularly informative – as illustrated by the fact that some are reproduced verbatim in archaeological 

reports. Photographs are useful in showing the context of some objects – e.g. one coffin in a set that 

was kept, while the others were reburied. 

An obvious gain from distribution information is the virtual reunion of separated objects from the same 

context. Acquisition can be studied from the perspective of the impact it had on choices of site 



excavated and the strategy of excavation. Good records kept by excavations and sent to the Antiquities 

authorities may have been motivated by the hope of a more generous allotment of finds. Public 

perceptions of Egypt could also be shaped by material selected for shipment. SQ highlighted that 

undecorated pottery or shabti-figures were so common as not to be considered as museum objects at 

all. 

Stephen Quirke illustrated the problems and potential of distribution lists by focusing on original 

documents in the Petrie Museum Archives (see handout below), considered one of the sub-collections 

within the collection contents. Scans of these documents were compiled by SQ in 1999, and are 

available on CD-ROM. 

Files are incomplete, reflecting an undocumented history. Information is spread between: 

- Wish lists (sometimes as annotations on the annual summer exhibition pamphlet) 

- Items to be sent (though not necessarily sent in reality. Only an individual museum register 

would corroborate where/when/how items arrived) 

- Items sent (these may, however, have been moved on elsewhere) 

A major factor in the distribution of objects around the UK was the concentration of wealth in some 

sponsor institutions (e.g. the BM, V&A, Ashmolean, Pitt Rivers and Cambridge). Distribution was in 

proportion to funding, especially as before WW2 there was no government funding and museums were 

thus the sole public sponsors. 

Reiterating points Chris had made, Stephen emphasised that the lists are not simple or to be taken at 

face-value. They illustrate the distribution system in process, and not a complete record. Thus they 

contain mistakes and often present minimal or unquantified information (e.g. unless a tomb number is 

written down, precise provenance of an object is unknown). Individual receiving institutions tend to 

have much more detailed documentation, and the objects themselves - which prove the complexity of 

the distribution process. Craig Bowen, of Canterbury Museums, highlighted this by presenting 

documents containing much more information on Petrie’s 1899 Diospolis Parva file, which SG had 

shown. 

Complicating factors include the role – which decreased with time – of private donors receiving objects 

separately, and material being sent to different departments within the same institution. Logistical 

considerations, like the size and type of packing crates and packing according to typology also affected 

distribution. Information about shipping, such as post-stamped receipts would be a valuable area of 

enquiry (e.g. for the scale of the operation).  

Discussion 

While acknowledging that digitisation of fragile documents such as distribution lists is desirable, if the 

information was presented digitally several nuances – such as individual handwriting, layering of 

information and annotations – would be lost. As was pointed out, the correction of ‘mistakes’ in the 

original may also reduce the usefulness of digital versions. 



It was thought mutually beneficial to channel interest in projects through student involvement, such as 

at undergraduate dissertation level. Such projects would not only be of use of ACCES as a whole, but 

would give satisfaction to students undertaking them. This is also important as a justifiable means of 

researching collections. 

An idea for inclusion on the ACCES website was to create a template of the process of tracking an object 

from excavation to museum context. This ‘life-of-an-object’ approach would be accessible, practical and 

would encourage further research in this direction. 

Discussion also highlighted the accessibility of information. It was suggested that a basic bibliography of 

published distribution information could be made available on the ACCES website. It was noted, 

however, that museums’ access to on-line journals and specialist publications is often limited. 

FEEDBACK on Distribution Lists Workshop 

“Really useful and informative. Lots of useful, practical information and guidance. Very glad I attended. 

Lots of potential for collaboration and fruitful projects with student engagement too” 

“Very useful as I am currently engaged in research on the Macclesfield collection and have been 

struggling with the EES lists and now know of more info to look at” 

“Extremely useful as a non-Egyptologist trying to learn about nuances of how my collections came to the 

museum” 

“Very practical discussion, realism in interesting objectives (e.g. object life template)” 

“Very useful talks. As a non-Egyptologist they were very clear and helpful” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Distribution lists, organised by date and site, at the Egypt Exploration Society in London. 

 

Example of a hand-written list of objects – arranged by excavator, season, and type – given by the EES to 

the Ashmolean, Oxford. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An example of a distribution list, from the EES excavations at Tell el-Amarna, which often appear at the 

back of a published excavation report. 

 

 

 



ACCES WORKSHOP ON DISTRIBUTION LISTS 

EGYPT EXPLORATION SOCIETY 4.11.2010 

 

Stephen Quirke [SQ] on Petrie Museum distribution lists 

 

Note that the index on the published Petrie Museum Archive CD-ROM is a provisional list compiled by 

SQ 1999, without reordering of the archive, and with no archivist on staff: for the CD-ROM, items were 

scanned as present in the folder for each year, but some pages are certainly misplaced (internal evidence 

of year-dates).  

At the Petrie Museum, the museum archive is considered as one of the sub-collections within the 

collection contents – question of collection/archive relation across institutions. 

 

Files are incomplete reflecting an undocumented history 

 

Items may be in different categories, notably: 

1. Wish-lists (sometimes as annotations on the annual summer finds exhibition leaflet) 

2. Items to be sent (so need to ask, were they sent? – need regional museum register to check 

where/when/how arrived) 

3. Items sent (could have moved on) 

 

Distribution is in proportion to funding (museums are the sole 

public sponsors pre-WW2 – no government funding) 

1904 distribution file, scan 1 – 5 England collections provide 838 out of 1080 non-US  



 

 



Petrie Museum Archive: Distribution Lists 

 

Earliest file: 1885-1894 (17 scans on CD-ROM) 

Lists of items not exported, now in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, unless later distributed from there 

through the Salle de Ventes (see Egyptian Museum archives) 

 

 

 



Petrie Museum Archive: Distribution Lists 

 

Files from end of Petrie-Haworth-Kennard sponsorship years, overlapping with start of Egyptian 

Research Account: 1893-1896 

 

File for KOPTOS 1894 (9 scans on CD-ROM) 

Lists of items not exported, now in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, unless later distributed from there 

through the Salle de Ventes (see Egyptian Museum archives) 

 

Scan 1 for the tripartite division: 

 

 

 



Scan 5 adds distribution to the Egyptian Museum Berlin: 

 

 

 



Scan 3 indicates the beginning of wider distribution on (mainly UK-US?) EEF model: 

 BM here is Franks (prehistory) 

 dominance of German contributors before foundation of German Orient Society (DOG) and other 

direct German excavation societies/ archaeological institute in Egypt 

 this document is work in progress – small deletions are changes, larger deleted lines more likely 

to mean „done‟? final line seems to read “reversion” – so can only interpret the distribution lists 

accurately if you have information on current locations 

 

 



 

 



Petrie Museum Archive: Distribution Lists 

 

Files from overlap of  EEF/ERA funding: 1896-1905 

 

File for Diospolis Parva 1899 (18 scans on CD-ROM) 

 

scan 6 – 2 Bronze axes etc to Canterbury 



 

 



1899 distribution lists, scan 7 

Note lower line with addenda e.g. for Sydney “Late cartonnage sent” 

Note Edinb Sci Art – Albert industry/design model South Kensington distribution 

 

 

 



Petrie Museum Archive: Distribution Lists 

 

Files from overlap of  EEF/ERA funding: 1896-1905 

 

File for Abydos 1904 (17 scans on CD-ROM) 

scan 16  

  wants       sent 

 

 

Truro mentioned in scan 5, list of “Roman cap(ital)s” presumably from Ihnasya 



 

 


