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Abstract
The first part of this article aims at discussing an ambiguous contextual synchronism between two categories of artefacts 
diagnostic of the Middle Kingdom material culture: miniatures made of faience and ivory tusks decorated with carved images. 
These two types of objects have often been paired together in Egyptological literature, as they were occasionally found in the 
same archaeological contexts, although their iconographic elements seem to be completely separate: the ivory tusks feature 
a fauna with particular ferocity and inclination to kill, while the faience figurines are more shifted towards domestic and 
harmless zoological specimens. The second part of the article aims at dissecting the mechanisms behind the inclusion and 
exclusion of their zoological (and human) iconographic elements. The fauna related to the ideology of the uppermost levels 
of society seem to have been almost systematically excluded from the faience figurine corpus, while their focus is arranged 
around the natural environment of marshes, swamps and farming. The author attempts to reconnect the environment of the 
faience figurines with a rural social setting, outlined in some literary and folk texts: the ‘Tale of the Herdsman’, ‘The Journey 
of the Libyan Goddess’, and pre-Islamic Berber tales about a being called the tamza (Islamic ghoul).

A world in miniature: faience figurines in the Middle 
Kingdom
Since the Palaeolithic, humans have shaped reduced-
scale artefacts in order to interpret – and construct – 
reality through the dimensions of a medium, engaging the 
surrounding world in a tactile, sensitive, visual way.1 In 
the late fifth – early fourth millennium,2 ancient Egyptians 
started generating reduced-scale objects, more frequently 
called in Egyptological literature figurines3 or statuettes,4 
and less frequently models,5 miniatures,6 or small-scale 
objects.7 In the Naqada III and Early Dynastic Period 
assemblages of figurines made of different materials, 
principally ivory, bone, stone and faience, start to appear 
on a large scale and across the whole country,8 where 
they were mainly included in the votive deposits of early 
temples at sites such as at Tell el-Farkha, Tell Ibrahim 
Awad, Abydos, Hierakonpolis, and Elephantine.9 From 

1  Meskell, World Archaeology 47/1, 16; Bailey, in Bolger 
(ed.), A Companion to Gender Prehistory, 245.
2  Patch (ed.),  Dawn  of Egyptian Art, 97-104. In the 
Predynastic Period, a hiatus in our documentation is attested in 
correspondence with Naqada IIC-D, see: Stevenson, in Insoll 
(ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Prehistoric Figurines, 66, 77-8.
3  Waraksa, in Wendrich, UEE.
4  Janes, Shabtis: A Private View.
5  Tooley, Middle Kingdom Burial Customs.
6  Odler, Dulíková, World Archaeology 47/1.
7  Foxall, World Archaeology 47/1.
8  Patch (ed.), Dawn of Egyptian Art, 171-9.
9  Miniaci, “Early Dynastic Votive Offerings”; Bussmann, Die 

the late Old Kingdom onwards, figurines and models 
were included in burials more frequently and on a larger 
scale.10 Of these, a diagnostic type of small-scale object 
made of faience appeared in the material culture around 
1800 BC and forms the focus of this study.11 These 
Middle Kingdom faience figurines include a very broad 
spectrum of zoological forms taken from the Egyptian 
natural environment and a limited range of human 
figures, principally representing so-called “dwarfs”12 and 
“truncated-leg ladies”,13 the latter comprising female 
beings deprived of their lower legs.14 The corpus consists 
also of a few composite creatures and other objects from 
the vegetal and inanimate worlds, such as models of 
fruits, vegetables, dishes, jars, cups, bowls and balls.15 

Provinztempel Ägyptens; Bussmann, in Friedman, Fiske (eds.), 
Egypt at its Origins 3; Kemp, Ancient Egypt, 116-31.
10  Peter Ucko listed only 81 anthropomorphic figurines 
excavated from among an estimated 5000 burials in the 
Predynastic, Ucko, Anthropomorphic Figurines, 69-116. 
11  Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 112-21; Miniaci, JEgH 
7/1, 109-42. 
12  Dasen, Dwarfs, 279-85.
13  Pinch, Votive Offerings to Hathor, 198-234; see: Tooley, in 
Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of Images, 424-5.
14  For the interpretation of these figurines as regeneration 
figures connected with the khener-dancers of Hathor, see: 
Morris, JARCE 47, 101-3; Morris, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke 
(eds.), Company of Images.
15  For a more complete overview of these iconographic 
categories, see: Miniaci, Miniature Forms. Several examples 

Hudáková, Jánosi, Jurman, Siffert (eds.), 
Art-facts and Artefacts, MKS 8, London 2018, 63-84
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This corpus of figurines, although comparable to varying 
extents with other artefacts produced in earlier16 and 
later17 periods and with contemporaneous models made 
of different materials,18 is rather unique both in the range 
of motifs and in the technique of manufacture used.19 
Also, the archaeological context of Middle Kingdom 
faience figurines is unlike that of other similar miniature 
objects found in adjacent time frames, since they are 
mainly found in funerary contexts, at least in the Nile 
valley,20 and seem to be especially designed for the 
post-mortem cult; they are surprisingly absent from 
cultic environments such as temples and shrines.21 
Finally, as closely comparable figurine types are absent 
from archaeological contexts of both earlier and later 
periods,22 the faience figurines in this study represent 
a defining moment within the material culture of the 
Middle Kingdom.

An aseptic epistemology: faience figurines in isolation
The meaning of faience figurines is concealed beneath 
their silent, lustrous surfaces and obscured by the absence 
of any written words. Apart from just two instances,23 
any explicit symbolic signs are also entirely absent. 
This is further compounded by the fact that details 
of their archaeological context are rarely known, as 
undisturbed finds are extremely uncommon.24 The only 
prospect for an etiological analysis of these objects 
comes from their iconography, i.e. the embodiment of 

can be also found in Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 112-21.
16  Miniaci, “Early Dynastic Votive Offerings”.
17  Stevens, Private Religion at Amarna, 79-120. 
18  Cf. Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 111-2 (cat. no. 98: 
lion-maned human being), 117-8 (cat. no. 109: crocodile), 
122-3 (cat. no. 115: dwarf with her child).
19  Miniaci, in Jiménez Serrano, Morales (eds.), Palace Culture 
and its Echoes.
20  Miniaci, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images, 265-70.
21  Senwosret I transformed most of the local temples into state 
temples, run by the central government; therefore the absence 
of figurines might have been due to the changing status of 
temples in Egypt, see: Grajetzki, The Middle Kingdom, 37-
41; Bussmann, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company 
of Images. I am indebted to Wolfram Grajetzki for several 
observations on this point, cf. Miniaci, Ä&L 28.
22  Cf. Tristant, in Di Biase-Dyson, Donocan (eds.), The 
Cultural Manifestations of Religious Experience. 
23  E.g. Nilotic decoration including birds and plants on the 
hippopotamus Louvre E 7709 (Musée du Louvre, Paris), 
Delange, Nisole, in Visibilité de la restauration, lisibilité 
de l’œuvre, 143-50; the sA-sign held by the standing lion, 
Leiden EG-ZM2364 (Rijksmuseum Van Oudheden, Leiden), 
Schneider, Life and Death, 105 (no. 166).
24  Miniaci, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images, 238-41.

a representation channelled through a medium. Figurines 
are ‘representations’ and, as pointed out by Douglass 
Bailey, every act of representation is an interpretation of 
reality, or, more precisely, a construction of a reality.25 
Figurines embody the maker’s26 synthetic consciousness, 
as s/he manipulates the world through his/her eye, his/
her hand, and his/her cognitive knowledge. Therefore, 
although their iconography does not give access to 
past reality,27 it does represent the key to the cognitive 
processes generated by a society: the ‘world’ they wanted 
to represent/create.

However, when scholars are faced with the 
iconography of a single Middle Kingdom faience 
figurine, their explanations vary according to the subject 
represented and are sometimes divergent within the same 
subject. For instance, not only is the hippopotamus 
considered to be one of the fiercest animals inhabiting the 
Nile and a great danger to people, but at the same time also 
a benign, protective force (above all in her role as female 
counterpart).28 Likewise, canid iconography is sometimes 
associated with the forces inhabiting the dangerous desert 
or with the tame creature well integrated into domestic 
family life.29 Similarly, the dwarf symbolism may be 
easily related to fertility and childbirth, as reported in 
papyrus Leiden I 348 that recommends a woman to wear 
a ‘dwarf of clay’ during childbirth,30 but is related also 
to the ritual dance associated with funeral celebrations 
and rejuvenating powers,31 or used as a catalyst to 
attract good luck.32 In conclusion, when considered in 
isolation, faience figurines provide few clues on which 
a coherent hypothesis on their meaning and their use 
in ancient Egyptian society could be based: each figure 
has iconographic peculiarities that contain elements of 
several symbolic – often contrasting – values. 

Statistically, in 48% of the documented archaeological 
contexts, faience figurines do not occur in isolation, 
but are often coupled with at least one other element 
from the same corpus, as for example with tomb G62 at 
Abydos (vessel, bowl, lion-hippopotamus, lion-maned/-

25  Bailey, in Bolger (ed.), A Companion to Gender Prehistory, 
245.
26  Including the commissioner’s and end-user’s influence.
27  “Making figurines was not a mimetic process”, Meskell, 
World Archaeology 47/1, 14, and further, “object of material 
culture demand equal rights with language, not to be turned 
into language”, Meskell, World Archaeology 47/1, 16.
28  Säve-Söderbergh,  On Egyptian Representations of  
Hippopotamus Hunting, 46.
29  Patch, in Oppenheim et al., Ancient Egypt Transformed, 
209-10 (cat. no. 147).
30  Papyrus Leiden I 348, vs. XII.6, Borghouts, OMRO 51, 29; 
cf. Theis, Magie und Raum, 213.
31  Dasen, Dwarfs, 157.
32  Dasen, Dwarfs, 134.
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eared human creature, ‘dwarf’, goat or antelope, Fig. 1).33 
Therefore, the most productive way to approach this corpus 
is to analyse their iconographic value not within the atomic 
isolation of a single element, but rather under a unitary 
lens, since they all formed individual parts of a larger, 
interconnected ensemble. However, although a detailed 
study on this category of object is lacking,34 scholars 
have attempted general interpretative explanations for 
their iconographic selection: 

a. as substitutes for painted/relief decorated scenes 
in funerary chambers (where such scenes are absent), 
since they often represent creatures of the natural 
environment;35 

b. as symbolic images of the regenerative forces of 
nature, playing a key role in the cycles of life and death, 
and, therefore, could have been connected with the critical 
moment of birth – and rebirth;36

c. as domestic magic items to counter negative aspects 
of the environment and to direct natural forces to peoples’ 
advantage;37 

d. as votive offerings related to a more intimate piety;38 
e. as toys for children.39 

Although these figurines could have come from daily life 

33  British Museum, London, BM EA 37294–37299, see: Miniaci, 
in Regulski (ed.), Abydos: The Sacred Land.
34  Miniaci, Miniature Forms.
35  Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 120.
36  Miniaci, JEgH 7/1, 121-2.
37  Yamamoto, in Oppenheim et al., Ancient Egypt Transformed, 
190.
38  Pinch, Votive Offerings to Hathor, 342-6.
39  Janssen, Janssen, Growing up, 46. Discussion in: Tooley, GM 
123, 101-11; Quirke, in Quirke (ed.), Lahun Studies, 141-51.

and temple contexts – notwithstanding their invisibility 
in domestic and cult contexts of the Nile valley during 
the Middle Kingdom – their prevalence in funerary 
contexts of the period has influenced the orientation of 
the hypotheses towards a. and b.

Hypothesis a. does not take into consideration the fact 
that the representations on the walls of Old and Middle 
Kingdom tombs usually depict scenes of daily life, i.e. 
domestic activities, especially focussing on the production 
of food. Wooden estate and boat models, placed in the 
tombs of the immediately preceding cultural phase (late 
Old Kingdom – mid Twelfth Dynasty), may have been 
used to reconnect the deceased with the living world, 
as they aim to represent human activities connected 
with the needs of the deceased such as sustenance or 
mobility.40 This may involve, to a varying extent, a limited 
number of zoological entities, but not as the main focus; 
in contrast, faience figurine iconography focusses on the 
faunal and non-human dimensions (80.9%). In addition, 
the burial chamber (the non-accessible space) where 
faience figurines were usually placed – inside the coffin 
or among the funerary equipment –41 has no immediate 
spatial bonds with the two-dimensional scenes usually 
occupying the upper (and accessible) part of the funerary 
structure, i.e. the chapel.42

In hypothesis b., the idea that faience figurines 
were used for the protection of the deceased during the 
critical moment of resurrection to a new and eternal 

40  Eschenbrenner-Diemer, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), 
Company of Images, 171-81.
41  Cf. Brunton, Matmar, 56, pl. XLVII.17; Flinders Petrie, 
Wainwright, MacKay, The Labyrinth, Gerzeh and Mazghuneh, 
35-6, pl. 30. Discussion in: Miniaci, Miniature Forms.
42  Cf. “secrecy function” against “memory function”, Assmann, 
in Strudwick, Taylor (eds.), The Theban Necropolis, 46-52.

Fig. 1 - The group of figurines from tomb G62 of Abydos (from left to right: lion-hippopotamus, goat/antelope, grotesque  
creature/‘dwarf’, lion-maned/-eared human creature).  British Museum, London, BM EA 37296–99 © Trustees of the British  

Museum. Photo Gianluca Miniaci
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life has derived mainly from them being perceived as 
three-dimensional analogues of the iconography carved 
on ivory tusks. The latter are worked (hippopotamus) 
ivory tusks decorated with a series of protective figures, 
and occasionally inscribed. They are usually called 
magical wands or knives, more commonly known as 
Zaubermesser;43 recently, Stephen Quirke introduced 
the term “birth tusks”44 in order to differentiate them 
from other ivory wands, for instance clappers or plain 
uninscribed tusks. The range of imagery reproduced on 
the surface of the birth tusks had the symbolic purpose of 
protecting the rise of the sun-god from evil entities (Fig. 
2).45 The same protection seems to be directly transferred 
via these tusks onto the human reproductive process, 
for the mother and the child during the pregnancy and 
childbirth. Indeed, some of the birth tusks bear short 
inscriptions explicitly referring to the ‘protection of 
life’, especially of children and pregnant women. In 
addition, some painted scenes depicting nurses holding 
these tusks or tusk-like objects seem to reinforce the idea 
of birth protection attached to this category of object.46 
As these tusks are known principally from funerary 
contexts, the concept of ‘birth protection’ was in turn 
also extended to the deceased, whose destiny can be 
assimilated into that of a newly born infant, requiring 
the same protection (provided by the birth tusks during 
childbirth) and sharing a common pattern of (re)birth 
and defence against destructive forces.47

43  Altenmüller, Die Apotropaia.
44  Quirke, Birth Tusks.
45  Wegner, in Silverman, Simpson, Wegner (eds.), Archaism 
and Innovation, 458-63.
46  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 576 (social context and function).
47  Bourriau, in Quirke (ed.), Middle Kingdom Studies, 14; 
Miniaci, Quirke, BIFAO 109, 358-9.

Faience figurines and ivory tusks: an ambiguous 
contextual synchronism
Although, as explicitly pointed out by Janine Bourriau, 
faience figurines and birth tusks represent two different 
categories of objects, each with their own repertoire of 
protective imagery,48 their contextual synchronism has 
prompted scholars to find close analogies between them. 
As a result, faience figurines are often interpreted as 
protective media in rituals connected with childbirth, 
providing – with their apotropaic forms – defence against 
the inherent dangers associated with the act.49 Sometimes 
such an analogical bridge connecting the two categories 
is made explicit by scholars: “[faience figurines are] 
clearly three-dimensional versions of the protective 
demons which appear on magic rods and knives”;50 
“faience figurines and the closely related apotropaic 
objects [ivory wands, birth bricks, segmented rods]”;51 
“like the so called ‘magic wands’ or ‘birth tusks’, the 
principal role of these figurines seems to be one of 
protection in rituals connected with childbirth”.52

The proposed interconnection between faience 
figurines and birth tusks is based on three (but as will be 
seen not all valid) reasons: 1. chronological simultaneity; 
2. concurrence in the same archaeological context; 3. 
overlapping of iconographic motifs.

1. Chronological simultaneity (validity: 100%). Except 
for a few doubtful cases which could belong to the early 

48  Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 118.
49  Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 116; Pinch, Magic in 
Ancient Egypt, 131.
50  Bourriau, Pharaohs and Mortals, 116.
51  Yamamoto, in Oppenheim et al. (eds.), Ancient Egypt 
Transformed, 190.
52  Miniaci, JEgH 7/1, 121.

Fig. 2 - Ivory tusk UC 16379 © Photo Gianluca Miniaci, courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology UCL
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Middle Kingdom (2055–1950 BC),53 a high concentration 
of faience figurines can be firmly attributed to late Middle 
Kingdom contexts (1800–1650 BC),54 especially those 
documented in key sites of the late Middle Kingdom 
such as Lisht (ca. 196 items), Lahun (22 + 15 –?– items)55 
and Harageh (28 items). A large group (c. 294 items) of 
faience figurines were found at Byblos in deposit 15121–
155667, dated to 1800–1650 BC.56 Around the mid-late 
Second Intermediate Period they suddenly disappear from 
burial equipment and from the archaeological record.57 
Outside Egypt, their inclusion in burials seems to extend 
slightly beyond the limit of the late Middle Kingdom, 
especially in Nubia. Around 45 faience figurines 
(excluding vessel fragments) were recorded by George  
Reisner in the massive circular burial mounds of the Kerma 
necropolis.58 The tumuli date to the Classic Kerma Period, 
which spans from the mid-Second Intermediate Period to 
the very early Eighteenth Dynasty, c. 1600–1500 BC.59 

The chronological sequence of ivory tusks follows a 
parallel timeline. The earliest depiction of a birth tusk 
appears in the object frieze on the coffin of the governor 
Djehutynakht at Dayr al-Barsha dating to about 2000 

53  Miniaci, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images, 260-3.
54  Cf. Kemp, Merrillees, Minoan Pottery, 165-74.
55  Miniaci, in Jiménez Serrano, Morales (eds.), Palace Culture 
and its Echoes.
56  Dunand, Fouilles de Byblos, Texte, 741-66; Dunand, Fouilles 
de Byblos, Atlas, pls. 93-108; reassessed in Miniaci, Ä&L 28.
57  Miniaci, in Taylor, Vandenbeusch (eds.), Ancient Egyptian 
Coffins.
58  Reisner, Excavations at Kerma, parts IV–V, 173-4. 
59  Lacovara, BzS 2, 51-74.

BC.60 A hippopotamus tusk decorated with an animal 
head at one end, but lacking any incised decoration, 
was found placed at the wall of the great chapel of 
general Intef at Deir el-Bahari, a contemporary of king 
Mentuhotep II Nebhepetra (2055–2004 BC).61 A few 
doubtful birth tusks may belong to the early-mid Middle 
Kingdom (1950–1850 BC).62 However, the vast majority 
come from dated archaeological contexts belonging to 
the late Middle Kingdom, from the reign of Senwosret 
III (or later) to the mid-Thirteenth Dynasty (the end of a 
unified polity). The decorated tusk of king Se(ne)bkay, 
whose tomb has recently been identified by Josef Wegner 
at Abydos,63 may extend this time span even later towards 
1700–1650 BC.64 One tusk from Nubia may testify in 
favour of the use of this type of object into the Second 
Intermediate Period outside Egypt; the deposit dates 
to the Classic Kerma Period, around 1600–1500 BC.65 
Therefore, the chronological simultaneity of appearance 

and disappearance from the archaeological record inside 
and outside Egypt is totally overlapping (Fig. 3).

2. Concurrence in the same archaeological context 
(validity: 12%). The resonance of some well-known 
cases such as the Ramesseum group (preserved with an 
important group of papyri, Fig. 4), that of Renseneb and, 
more recently, Neferhotep, has influenced the overall 

60  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 575.
61  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 195 (t12).
62  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 231.
63  Wegner, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images, 479-83.
64  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 231.
65  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 180 (Ke1).

Fig. 3 - Scheme showing the chronological sequences of the faience figurines and ivory tusks 
in the material culture of the Middle Kingdom. Drawn by Gianluca Miniaci
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approach and accepted parameters of the group, although 
the validity ratio shown by the archaeological evidence 
is rather antithetical. Faience figurines and ivory tusks 
are attested in the same archaeological context only 
13 (11+2 of doubtful interpretation) times out of 171 
archaeological contexts:

Lisht North (7): House Pit 1; Pit 378; Pit 391; Pit 
475; Pit 883; Pit 884; Pit 885;66

Thebes (4): Ramesseum group (under storeroom 
no. 5);67 tomb of Renseneb (Asasif, tomb C 37/25);68 
tomb of Neferhotep (Dra Abu el-Naga); 69 tomb no. XI 
under the temple of Thutmosis III.70

Due to the doubtful presence of ivory tusks in the two 

66  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 140-3 (House Pit 1); 153-6 (Pit 378); 
149-52 (Pit 475); 167-71 (Pit 883); 201 (Pit 884); 172-8 (Pit 
885).
67  Quibell, The Ramesseum, 3-4.
68  Carnarvon, Carter, Five Years’ Explorations at Thebes, 
54-5; Miniaci, Rishi Coffins, 10, 90.
69  Miniaci, Quirke, BIFAO 109.
70  Martínez Babón, in Rosati, Guidotti (eds.), Proceedings 
of the XI International Congress, 384-6.

contexts below (recorded by excavators, but without 
picture/drawing or too fragmentary to be certain of 
identification),71 these have been separated from the above 
group:

Esna (1): tombs 256;72

Kerma (1): Tumulus K III.73

It must also be noted that all these groups come from 
disturbed contexts. Most of the tombs from Lisht 
located south of the pyramid of Amenemhat I, show a 
disturbed context (Pit 883), or were used for multiple 
burials with the subsequent disturbance of material (Pits 
378, 391, 883), or appear closely interconnected with 
later houses built over them (Pit 885).74 In addition, 
since these tombs were excavated by the Metropolitan 
Museum Expedition at the beginning of the Twentieth 
Century and still await full publication, any deductions 
based on the available information should be made with 
caution. The situation is not dissimilar for the Theban 
contexts. The group of objects from the tomb under 
storeroom no. 5 of the Ramesseum was found at the 
bottom of the shaft, in a heap in the middle c. 60 cm 
square.75 However, with intrusive material of the Third 
Intermediate Period scattered throughout the shaft and 
at the end two completely emptied burial chambers, it is 
doubtful that the group of objects were originally a single 
set and may have been amassed from different funerary 
rooms, or even brought there from outside.76 The burial 
equipment of Renseneb shared a comparable fate, as 
its set of objects was removed from the original burial 
chamber to make way for some late Second Intermediate 
Period intrusive burials and was found at the bottom 
of the shaft. A similar circumstance can be observed 
with the tomb of Neferhotep, which was excavated by 
Auguste Mariette in the Nineteenth Century, but who 
failed to make a detailed record of the archaeological 
situation. From the inscriptional evidence, all the objects 
collected and registered under the label “tombeau de 
Neferhotep” may have come from a single burial that 
was probably found undisturbed, 77 but excavations led 
by Luigi Vassalli on behalf of Mariette testify to the 
presence of multiple burials in the same area, often 
labelled under the name of a single occupant (when the 
name was known).78 Finally, it should be noted that the 

71  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 204-5.
72  Downes, The Excavations at Esna, 8, 106 (256); 106 (325).
73  Reisner, Excavations at Kerma, parts IV–V, 173-4.
74  Cf. Arnold, in Bietak (ed.), Haus und Palast, 13-21.
75  Quibell, The Ramesseum, 3; Bourriau, in Quirke (ed.), 
Middle Kingdom Studies, 20.
76  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 98-104.
77  Miniaci, Quirke, BIFAO 109, 341.
78  Miniaci, Rishi Coffins, 56-63.

Fig. 4 - The objects from Ramesseum Tomb 5. Published 
in: Quibell, The Ramesseum, pl. 3. Courtesy of the Petrie 

Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL
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archaeological context of tomb XI under the temple of 
Thutmosis III has yet to be discussed in detail.79

When the overlapping number cited above (11+2) 
is compared with all documented cases where faience 
figurines have been found without a birth tusk, 
considerable doubt is cast on there being a mutual 
relationship suggested by their concurrence in the same 
archaeological context. Nonetheless, even if small, the 
percentage of overlap remains important evidence (see 
below).

 
3. Overlay of iconographic motifs (validity: 4.8%). 
The majority of representations on birth tusks from 
documented excavations are of composite creatures; 
lion-hippopotamus, jackal-headed legs, winged-
griffin, frontal depiction of a lion-maned human figure, 
legged disk, long-necked feline, wrapped cow, human-
headed cobra, double sphinx, double bull, lion-headed 
legs, feline with short neck and long legs.80 Most of 
these creatures are missing from the corpus of faience 
figurines; only the lion-hippopotamus and the lion-
maned/-eared human figure (respectively identified 
by scholars in later sources with Ipy/Taweret and Aha/
Bes) occur in a low percentage of all known figurines. 
Only faience figures of four lion-maned/-eared human 
creatures (Aha/Bes) and twelve lion-hippopotamus (Ipy/
Taweret) are known, which actually correspond to 0.5% 
and 1.3% respectively of the whole corpus of faience 

79  Martínez Babón, in Rosati, Guidotti (eds.), Proceedings 
of the XI International Congress, 384.
80  Arranged in decreasing order of attestation, see: Quirke, 
Birth Tusks, 224.

figurines (Fig. 5). It is noteworthy that all but one of the 
lion-hippopotamus faience figurines come from a single 
context: the pro-cella deposit of the Obelisk Temple at 
Byblos.81 The standing lions, crocodiles, servals/wild 
cats and baboons may represent other points of contact 
between the two categories of artefacts. However, they 
represent a low percentage within the entire animal/
human corpus (13.2%). The faunal range of birth tusks 
evokes the combination of feline predators of the high 
desert with amphibians, providing protection based on 
‘killing’, centred on the voracious, dangerous, fearful 
aspects of the high desert, as well as marsh liminal/
threshold-crossing creatures. On birth tusks, animals 
from the flood plain and the human population (except 
for killed enemies) are absent.82 Summing up, the 
overall percentage of iconographic overlap between 
faience figurines and the carved figures on ivory tusks 
is only around 4.5%. Again, as noted for point 2, the 
percentage of overlap here is also too low to establish a 
solid correlation between the two categories of objects. 

Thus, the focus of faience figurines appears to 
lean also towards a domestic, harmless, and natural 
environment. This apparent contrast with birth tusks 
demands a more accurate analysis of the iconographic 
corpus of faience figurines in order to understand the 
frame(s) of reference for their creation.

Dissecting the corpus of faience figurines: separating 
iconographic clusters
Faience figurines were not meant to interact together 
realistically as they were predominantly standing alone 
on an elongated oval base, whose edge is painted in black. 
Only a few cases of interaction between two beings are 
shown in the corpus of faience figurines: a human figure 
carrying a calf (e.g. Brooklyn Museum E. 61.164) or 
carrying a baby/ies (e.g. Metropolitan Museum, New 
York, acc. no. 09.180.2271), a child playing with a 
dog (e.g. Antikenmuseum Basel, LgAe NN 037) and 
a lion attacking a calf (e.g. British Museum, London, 
BM EA 22876). Represented as isolated atoms, they are 
also rarely combined with other faience figurines in a 
coherent and patterned ensemble; ‘hippopotamus + dog’ 
and ‘hippopotamus + human being’ can be considered the 
most recurrent association, although such combinations 
seem rather randomly governed. Difficulties in 
identifying individual iconographic blocks of sequence 
and association is also increased by the fact that most of 
these figurines come from sequential multiple burials,83 
which contributed to the scattering and mixing of burial 

81  Dunand, Fouilles de Byblos, Texte, 745-6.
82  Quirke, Birth Tusks, 565-6.
83  Miniaci, CAJ 2018.

Fig. 5 - Chart showing the distribution of motifs within the 
corpus of the faience figurines, by Gianluca Miniaci
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equipment from individual contexts.84 In conclusion, 
based on our current state of knowledge, there is no 
apparent logic in associating faience elements together 
in the same context. 

The mechanisms behind figurine production involves 
interpretative patterns of reality, i.e. figurines symbolise 
the relationship between people and their world, as it 
is seen, evaluated, perceived and communicated.85 
Therefore, their production requires a process of 
selection, representation, and prioritisation of elements. 
The mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion of zoological 
(and human) elements in the production of faience 
figurines are clear-cut and evident, and they follow a 
deliberate logic, as they precisely exclude some elements 
and encompass others. Therefore faience figurines were 
assembled into a meta-narrative dialogue, systematically 
conceived and produced all together under a premeditated 
logic, and not randomly assembled at the whim of their 
maker. For this reason, the main aim of this study is to 
identify the boundaries affecting the choices made by 
their makers in order to understand the ontology that lies 
behind the corpus of Middle Kingdom faience figurines. 

Inclusion
The known corpus of the faience figurines includes c. 
773 examples from archaeological contexts86 and c. 253 
acquired through purchase; therefore the provenance of 
the latter is completely unknown or just assumed and 
arrived at chiefly on the basis of the place of purchase or 

84  Miniaci, in Regulski (ed.), Abydos: The Sacred Land; 
Miniaci, in Nyord (ed.), Concepts in Middle Kingdom Funerary 
Culture.
85  Answer of Douglass W. Bailey in: Hamilton, CAJ 6/2, 295.
86  For the difference in the degree of accuracy in the 
archaeological documentation, see: Miniaci, Miniature Forms.

the dealer’s statement, neither of which is reliable in the 
absence of additional information;87 c. 52 items recently 
appeared on the antiquity market and were sold in the 
most renowned auction houses.88 With these, the final 
corpus of Middle Kingdom faience figurines numbers 
about 1078 items. 

Most of the faience figurines represent zoological 
entities,89 with only 19.1% depicting human beings; 
unexpectedly, composite images amount to only 2.1%. 
Mainly due to the disproportionate number of hippopotami  
(c. 196 examples targeted; Fig. 6), the wild component 
appears as the principal focus of the faience figurine corpus. 
Lions (Pl. XIV.1) and hippopotami, representing wild and 
dangerous environments, are not shown as composite 
beings but in the shape they appear in nature (with the 
addition of an ‘interpretative’ decorative pattern). Other 
animals that may be associated with the chaotic and wild 
environment of the desert, such as the hedgehog (Pl. XIV.2), 
wild cat, and jerboa, cannot be directly connected with the 
same dangerous and voracious facets. In addition, the wild 
and fierce nature of animals, including the act of killing 
(e.g. British Museum, London, BM EA 22876), is rarely 
depicted. Most animals (82%) are simply shown standing, 
sleeping or crouching and not performing any act to indicate 
their attitude towards the surrounding world. The corpus 
also includes a significant number of tame or harmless 
creatures, taken both from the flood plain and the marshes, 
and occasionally shown interacting with human activities. 
Although most of the figurines seem isolated in their own 
individuality and completely detached from the surrounding 
environment, there are a few ecological references: 
hippopotami are decorated with aquatic plants and – less 
frequently – with insects and birds, all symbolizing their 
marsh and swamp habitat (e.g. Museum of Fine Arts, 

87  Miniaci, in Jiménez Serrano, Morales (eds.), Palace Culture 
and its Echoes.
88  The data has been drawn from the most accessible auction 
catalogues such as Christie’s, Sotheby’s etc. This work 
was made possible through the support of the Department 
of Ancient Egypt and Sudan during my period of research 
fellowship in the British Museum, London.
89  Typologically classification of animals into Darwinian 
species would be an anachronistic application of our categories 
of thinking for past societies, since anatomical, morphological, 
and biological categorisation of reality may be a system 
divergent from ancient Egyptian logic, cf. Keimer, Université 
Ibrahim. Annales de la Faculté des Lettres 2, 121-34. I prefer 
to keep each division as broad categories, often following an 
ecological division (cf. Arnold, BMMA, NS 52/4, 5-6), or 
an anthropological criterion that categorises animals in wild 
versus domestic, i.e. dangerous/harmful versus docile/harmless 
(=[proximity] intimacy, comfort, control versus [distance] 
otherness, discomfort, fear), see: Serjeantson, in Rowley-
Conwy (ed.), Animal Bones; O’Connor, in Campana (ed.), 
Anthropological Approaches to Zooarchaeology.

Fig. 6 - Faience hippopotamus from Lisht North, Pit 333, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, acc. no. 15.3.59,  
Rogers Fund, 1915. Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, New York
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Boston, acc. no. 51.8). Similar images of riverine plants 
and birds can be found decorating miniature faience jars, 
cups, bowls and vessels (e.g. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
acc. no. 20.1303) which are often associated with faience 
animals. The so-called ‘dwarfs’ carrying calves or small 
animals (Pl. XIV.3) and children playing with dogs are 
reminiscent of a pastoral and rural world. 

Therefore, the main features represented by birth tusks 
(killing, voracity, fearful desert forces, and hybridisation, 
Fig. 7) are rather marginal aspects in faience figurines, 
given the low number of hybrid creatures and the few 
examples presenting facets of killing/obvious ferocity. 
Furthermore, a symbolic reference to protection is almost 
never explicitly indicated as it is for birth tusks; rather it is 
the natural world, more frequently aligned to the marsh and 
swamp, that is preferred to the distant cosmos of the desert. 
Also symbolism and the use of hieroglyphs, components 
embedded in birth tusks, are absent or marginal in respect 
of faience figurines. Conversely, harmless animals and 
human beings play a much more crucial role with faience 
figurines than they do with birth tusks, where they are 
virtually absent.

Exclusion
The relationship between the represented object and its 
representational subject is based not only on the imaginative 
forces which lay behind the creation of the miniature 
figurines but also on the negative (in the sense of subtractive) 
processes, i.e. the isolation/exclusion of specific components. 

Horned herbivores inhabiting the desert region are 
systematically excluded from the corpus of faience 
figurines: oryx, gazelle, ibex, hartebeest, antelope 
and wild bull. In the Middle Kingdom, these animals 
become the main focus of ‘hunting in the desert’ scenes 
represented in wall-paintings and reliefs found in above-
ground tomb chapels of regional governors (Fig. 8). 
However, more than simply portraying realistic daily 
events widespread among the population, the ‘hunting 
in the desert’ environment90 encapsulates a message 
copied from royalty by the regional ruling class.91 Janice 
Kamrin has demonstrated that these hunting scenes 
and the treatment of their prominent figures in Middle 

90  Cf. Altenmüller, in LÄ, vol. III, 221.
91  Kamrin, The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II, 83-9.

Fig. 7 - Three images carved on ivory tusks, from left to right UC 15917, UC 16383, UC 35309. Photo © Gianluca  
Miniaci, courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology UCL

Fig. 8 - Detail from the hunt scene in the chapel of Khnumhotep II, Beni Hasan. Courtesy of Naguib Kanawati;  
cf. Kanawati, Evans, Beni Hassan, vol. I, pl. 124
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Kingdom chapels were inspired primarily by similar 
scenes occurring at royal centres. In Old Kingdom temple 
scenes, the king is represented as the primary hunter92 thus 
emphasizing his physical domination (= identification 
with Horus) over the chaotic power of the desert and 
marshes and their animal dwellers (= identification with 
evil forces, enemies of the gods).93 The decoration in 
private tomb chapels of the early-mid Middle Kingdom, 
depicting provincial nomarchs themselves as the hunter 
in the desert and marshes, display the same ideology 
of power.94 Moreover, oryx, antelope, gazelle and ibex 
represented the ideal wild game food source for nobles 
rather than for wider segments of the population. In the 
same vein, some of the horned herbivores may have 
had a strong connection with royalty and also with the 
goddess Hathor.95 The relationship between Hathor and 
the horned and herbivore animals of the desert is not 
only explicitly stated in some Late and Roman Period 
tales: “May she (the deceased) find Hathor who resides 
in the West […] while the hartebeests, the gazelles and 
the deer, the animals of the mountain are on the sand 
before her”,96 but is also present in the iconographic 
motifs of pharaonic times, such as on the glazed steatite 
vase found in Abydos tomb D10, which has a Hathor 
face surrounded by an ibex, a hare, a goat, a feline, 
and a hunting-dog (Eighteenth Dynasty, Fig. 9).97 The 
wild bull is a symbolic reference to kingship, power, 
and virility;98 the wounding of the wild bull in wall 
scenes from the tombs of Middle Kingdom nomarchs, 
as represented on the northern wall of Khnumhotep II’s 
chapel at Beni Hasan, may be interpreted symbolically 
as acquiring and usurping royal and divine attributes.99 
Contrarily, the only horned herbivores appearing in 

92  Borchardt, Das Grabdenkmal, vol. II, pl. 17.
93  Kamrin, The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II, 147-8. Cf. for the 
Ramesside Period: Alliot, RdE 5.
94  Kamrin, The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II, 87-8.
95  Quack, in Riemer et al. (eds.), Desert Animals in the Eastern 
Sahara, 347; Quirke, Birth Tusks, 566-7.
96  Chauveau, RdE 41, 3-8.
97  Randall MacIver, Mace, El-Amrah and Abydos, 97, pl. 38. 
98  Vernus, Yoyotte, Bestiaire des Pharaons, 562-3.
99  Kamrin, The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II, 86.

the faience figurine corpus are cows, calves, and rams 
(rare), pointing primarily to domestic, pastoral and rural 
environments rather than royal/power ideology.

Also, composite images created following the 
principle of an artificial anatomic reassembly of 
different parts of various species are deliberately absent 
from the faience figurine corpus. David Wengrow has 
demonstrated that the emergence of the first centres of 
power in the Early Dynastic Period is linked with the 
rise and spread of composite creatures: serpopards,100 
snake-necked felines,101 griffins,102 the winged falcon- 
or human-headed lion/panther,103 double-headed bulls, 
female-faced snakes,104 and anthropomorphised beetles105 
all appear on ceremonial slate palettes, ivory plaques, 
ivory knife handles, vessels,106 and on a minority 
of small (?) objects.107 The concept lying behind the 
generative process of composite images was exogenous 
to Egyptian culture, but was introduced into Egypt 
from Mesopotamia.108 During the Predynastic Period, 
composite images were transmitted to Egypt on engraved 
seals by the same route from the Near East that brought 
metals, precious stones and other commodities, deployed 
locally in legitimisation of power status.109 Accumulated 
over the decades, the number of seals bearing hybrid 
images most likely impacted on ancient Egyptian 
imagery and became instinctively tied to the social class 
taking advantage of foreign imports.110 With the rise of 
a unified territorial state in Egypt, between 3300 and 
3000 BC, images of imaginary animal creatures would 
have been taken as symbols of power and legitimisation 
of social inequality, before spreading across the country 
in a more structured and consistent way, tied to the 
uppermost segments of society;111 for all the Old and 
Middle Kingdoms they remained the prerogative of 
selected social groups. Therefore, it cannot be accidental 
that most of the hybrid creatures are missing from the 

100  Meeks, in Redford (ed.), The Oxford Encyclopedia, vol. I, 506.
101  Fischer, in Farkas, Harper, Harrison (eds.), Monsters 
and Demons, 16.
102  Sabbahy, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images.
103  Meeks, in Redford (ed.), The Oxford Encyclopedia, vol. I, 506.
104  Ciałowicz, SAAC 15, 14-6, figs. 4-6.
105  Roth, in Patch (ed.), Dawn of Egyptian Art, 198-9 (cat. no. 
180). Hendrickx, JEA 82, 23-28, fig. 1, pl. 31.
106  Patch, in Patch (ed.), Dawn of Egyptian Art, 140.
107  In the Early Dynastic Period plastic focussed on subjects 
directly inspired from visual (direct or indirect) observation 
rather than on mental composition; composite creatures were 
reserved more for two dimensional representations. However, 
see two examples in: Ciałowicz, SAAC 15, 217, figs. 24-5.
108  Wengrow, JMC 16/2.
109  Wengrow, The Origins of Monsters, 62.
110  Wengrow, The Origins of Monsters, 110-2.
111  Wengrow, The Origins of Monsters, 50-73.

Fig. 9 - Kohl vase with raised relief series of figures, from 
tomb D10, Abydos. Published in: Randall-MacIver, Mace, 

El Amrah and Abydos, pl. 38
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corpus of faience figurines, with the exclusion of the 
lion-maned/-eared human creature (Aha/Bes) + lion-
hippopotamus (Ipy/Taweret), which are, however, 
represented only rarely (Fig. 10). The presence of the 
lion-maned/-eared human creature (Aha/Bes)112 and lion-
hippopotamus (Ipy/Taweret) could be due to the start of 
the diffusion of their iconography during the late Middle 
Kingdom.113 This happened not only on a spatial level,114 
but may have occurred also on a wider social level and 
in domestic contexts.115

Therefore, the fauna related to the palace and temple, 
i.e. those represented in art to express more vigorously 
the needs and ideology of the uppermost elite, seem 
to have been systematically excluded from the faience 
figurine corpus.

Targeting the foci of faience figurine iconography 
The hippopotamus is certainly the most popular icon 
in the corpus of faience figurines, with 196 examples 
recorded from excavations and among collections. 
In the ancient Egyptian imagination this animal was 
usually associated with negative and chaotic forces, as it 
represented one of their most real and present dangers. It 
is highly aggressive and known to attack humans without 
provocation, and renowned also in ancient and modern 

112  Volokhine, BSEG 18, 81-95; Romano, BES 2, 39-56; Quirke, 
Birth Tusks, 357.
113  Ceruti, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company of 
Images, 98-107.
114  Weingarten, The Transformation of Egyptian Taweret.
115  Stevens, in Seyfried (ed.), In the Light of Amarna, 92-7.

times as an unpredictable animal likely to charge and 
attack boats.116 With its lethal canines and incisors, the 
noise produced by its jaws, and its incredible turn of 
speed, c. 30 km/h (hence the Greek name, ‘horse of the 
river’), it is no overstatement to class the hippopotamus as 
one of the most fearful living creatures. Not surprisingly, 
therefore, the ancient Egyptians often presented the 
hippopotamus as a synonym of evil and a destructive 
force, frequently associated with the god Seth and ritually 
hunted by pharaoh in order to demonstrate his protective 
role to the population.117 However, while this evil aspect 
applies to male animals, the female hippopotamus was 
perceived as a benign and benevolent creature. Female 
hippopotami are fiercely protective of their calves and 
fearless in keeping them from harm. These characteristics 
were clearly well known to the Egyptians, who created 
a composite goddess, in later sources called Taweret,118 
whose features were based on the hippopotamus (body 
and head) with the addition of a lion’s legs and mane, 
and a dorsal ridge sometimes in the form of a (complete) 
crocodile.119 This theriomorphic deity, with all its 
hippopotamus-based variants, was connected to fertility, 
birth (both human and the symbolic solar birth),120 child 
rearing, caretaking (protection of pregnant women and 
small children) and in general with the same level of 
protection121 that the animal’s fearful power and vigilant 
motherly attitude engendered.122

Due to the high number of occurrences of hippopotami 
amid the faience figurine corpus, it is tempting to 
interpret such representations as the personification – 
in zoological form – of the hippopotamus-based female 
deity.123 Unfortunately, faience figurines of hippopotami 
bear no clear indication of their gender through the 
emphasis of female attributes such as, for instance, 
the pendulous breasts of the goddess or any explicit 
connection to the defence of offspring. Therefore, the 
gender of the hippopotamus was not a main concern 
during the process of figurine creation. The ink 

116  Vernus, Yoyotte, Bestiaire des Pharaons, 261-2. 
117  Verner, ZÄS 96, 53.
118  Behrmann, Das Nilpferd, vol. II, 78-82; Vernus, Yoyotte, 
Bestiaire des Pharaons, 686-97; Loeben, in Quertinmont (ed.), 
Dieux, Génies et Démons, 46-53.
119  See: Ceruti, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company 
of Images, 113-4; Quirke, Birth Tusks, 327.
120  Nagy, in Luft (ed.), The Intellectual Heritage of Egypt, 
449-56.
121  Hippopotamus deities were also probably connected 
with the household, protecting those asleep and the weak 
or sick, Säve-Söderbergh,  On Egyptian Representations 
of Hippopotamus Hunting, 46.
122  Cf. Keimer, Université Ibrahim. Annales de la Faculté des 
Lettres 2, 121-34.
123  Cf. Loeben, in Quertinmont (ed.), Dieux, Génies et Démons, 
47.

Fig. 10 - Faience figurine of a lion-maned/-eared human 
creature (Aha/Bes). The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 
acc. no. 48.420. Acquired by Henry Walters, 1922. Photo © 

Courtesy of The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore



Miniaci

74

decoration applied to some examples, depicting Nilotic 
ornithological fauna and the flora typical of marshes 
and swamps, seems to shift the focus from the divine 
to the natural environment. In fact, the hippopotamus 
is rarely found in deep water, favouring instead rivers, 
lakes and swamps. In the iconographic clichés evident in 
ancient Egypt, out of all the creatures inhabiting marshes 
and swamps the hippopotamus is commonly paired 
with the crocodile. This is due largely to the fact that 
as crocodiles and hippopotami occupy the same natural 
habitat there are often encounters and clashes between 
them. Considered as two of the most dangerous creatures 
in ancient Egyptian society, crocodiles and hippopotami 
are frequently mentioned together in literature as dangers 
to human life and often represented in art in the same 
environment (Fig. 11), sometimes fighting each other. 
The almost total absence of the crocodile from the corpus 
of faience figurines is, therefore, rather remarkable. Like 
hippopotami, crocodiles are also amphibious and frequent 
the same wetlands, river banks, marshes and swamps, 
and similarly they are a serious threat to people’s life. 
The main difference between the two animals lies in the 
fact that crocodiles are carnivorous, feeding mostly on 
vertebrates such as fish, reptiles, birds and mammals, 
while hippopotami are insatiable (mainly) herbivores. 
The hippopotamus can spend hours grazing on grass, 
consuming up to 60–70 kg per day; in addition, at dusk, 
it may leave the water and travel inland, sometimes up 
to 10 km, often reaching cultivated lands124 where it can 
devastate entire crops and kill cattle (Fig. 12).125 There 
is a passage in the Coffin Texts explicitly stating that 
crops are one of the hippopotamus’s foods.126 Certainly, 
this aspect of the hippopotamus sets it apart from the 
crocodile and may have been one of the main concerns 
of the ancient Egyptians who produced the figurines and 
who decided to include the hippopotamus but not the 
crocodile, even though they were two beings from the 
same environment.127

There is another iconographic cluster inside the 
corpus of faience figurines that is also focused on the 
natural environment of fields and marshes: the so-
called figures of ‘dwarfs’. In fact, although improperly 
labelled as ‘dwarfs’, these faience figurines do not 
aim to represent achondroplasia as they do not follow 
the ancient Egyptian iconographic conventions for 
this condition. In the Early Dynastic Period and Old 
Kingdom dwarf representations were characterised by 
their sense of realism for the physical disproportions 
of achondroplasia,128 with figures displaying shorter 

124  Estes, The Behavior Guide to African Mammals, 222-6.
125  Kendall, Oryx 45/1, 28-34.
126  Vernus, Yoyotte, Bestiaire des Pharaons, 251.
127  Arnold, BMMA, NS 52/4, 24.
128  Patch, in Patch (ed.), Dawn of Egyptian Art, 119-21.

arms and legs and a small face on a large head; such 
features were not exaggeratedly emphasised but most 
of the time they were intended just to stereotype the 
representation, as can be seen in the tombs of Ibi (E 
62a) and Ptahhotep II (E 34).129 Moreover, dwarfs are 
rarely involved in outdoor activities (except for bird-
catching), probably due to their rarity/value, whereas 
they are often depicted looking after the owner’s pet 
animals, such as dogs and monkeys, i.e. they carry out 
domestic and trivial activities (Fig. 13).130 In addition, 
they are usually represented dressed; nudity is rarely 
part of their iconography.

Katalin Kóthay has indeed noted that the Middle 

129  Rupp, CdE 40, 280.
130  Dasen, Dwarfs, 126.

Fig. 11 - Fowling scene in chapel of Khunmhotep, Beni Hasan; 
noteworthy is the coincidence of hippopotamus and crocodile 
in the same scene. Published in: Newberry, Beni Hasan, pl. 32

Fig. 12 - Hippopotami grazing on the waterbank Photo © 
Riaan Albrecht, https://riaanalbrecht.wixsite.com/photogra-

phy <accessed 27.09.2017>
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Kingdom faience figurines referred to as ‘dwarfs’ in 
Egyptological literature thoroughly deviate from the 
previous canons of representation in two major aspects:131 
1) a change in the representations of bodily features; 
2) the introduction of a variety of new postures and 
activities.132

The faience figurines (c. 94 examples) represent 
deformed men rather than dwarfs: most of them are bald, 
with elongated flat-topped heads; they have extremely 
prominent bellies, enough to be readily associated with 
pregnancy, although most figurines with protruding 
abdomens are depicted with exposed male genitalia (Fig. 
14) or represented without female gender characteristics 
(e.g. breasts are not emphasised); they do not have 
disproportionate limbs (shorter legs and arms), although 
their exact length cannot be firmly evaluated given the 
squatting position assumed by these figurines; they have 
prominent – and often exaggerated – sexual attributes 
displaying (probably intentional) blurred boundaries 
between male and female; also the gender is not clear from 
their bodily iconography which shows a clear degree of 
ambiguity; they are often represented completely naked;133 
deformities – if present – are shown in an exaggerated 
way; finally, they are often shown performing actions 
related to outdoor or rural activities, like carrying calves 
(Fig. 15).134 The definition “figurines grotesques” given 
by Maurice Dunand is probably more appropriate than 
‘dwarfs’.135

The closest iconographic parallel for the grotesque 
human figures included in the faience figurine corpus 
is represented by the low status men depicted in Old 
and Middle Kingdom tombs: herdsmen are shown with 
protruding abdomens, pathological deformities (such 
as scrotal enlargement), bald or with head completely 
shaved, with facial and body hair, and naked with fully 
exposed genitalia. In a tomb at Meir, a herdsman in the 
act of driving fattened cattle is represented with a wizened 

131  Véronique Dasen already noted how the grotesque features 
of faience models of ‘dwarfs’ actually contrasts the realism of 
the few ivory and wooden figurines, such as British Museum, 
London, BM 58409 and Liverpool Garstang Museum of 
Archaeology at the University of Liverpool, E.7081, Dasen, 
Dwarfs, 137, pls. 35.1a-b, 34.2.
132  Kóthay, BMH 116-117, 15-6.
133  For this see: Kóthay, BMH 116-117.
134  Kóthay, BMH 116-117, 16-7.
135  Dunand, Fouilles de Byblos, Texte, nos. 15309–15360.

Fig. 13 - Scene from the tomb of Mereruka, Saqqara. Published in: van Walsem, Iconography, 116, fig. 9.11 

Fig. 14 - Faience figurine of a ‘dwarf’. British Museum, 
London, BM EA 22882 © Trustees of the British Museum. 

Photo Gianluca Miniaci

Fig. 15 - Faience figurine of a ‘dwarf’. British Museum, 
London, BM EA 59397 © Trustees of the British Museum. 

Photo Gianluca Miniaci
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body, elderly-looking face and unkempt hair.136 Herdsmen 
are usually associated with cattle and in particular are 
often represented carrying a calf on their shoulders (Fig. 
16). The relevant outdoor occupations of the herdsman 
were carried out in those territories (pastures, marshes, 
riverbanks and waters) functioning as liminal zones 
between the ordered world and the realm of the chaos.137 
In these settings, herdsmen and farmers were likely to 
occasionally encounter and face dangerous creatures, 
threatening not only their lives but more importantly the 
life and survival of the sustenance products destined for the 
entire local population. In this task, herdsmen were often 
supported by guard dogs (another element well-represented 
in the corpus of faience figurines). Herdsmen and farmers 
represented the physical protectors of tame harmless 
creatures from the threats of the wild world. In particular, 
fording scenes were associated with apotropaic performances 
of herdsmen intended to ward off the threat to their cattle 
from wild animals when crossing water (symbolizing the 
concept of malignant forces to be defeated), and the same 
men were entrusted with the task of performing protection 
rituals to ward off such dangers. In one scene in the mastaba 
of Ti a herdsman shown leading a calf into the water in order 
to induce the remaining cattle to follow is accompanied by 
the recitation of a ‘water spell’:

“Crossing the canal by the cattle. Warding off death. 
Warding off the crocodile by the herdsman: ‘O herdsman 
there! Let your face be watchful for this marsh-dweller 
who is in the water, to prevent these here (i.e. the cattle) 
falling victim to this marsh-dweller. May he come as a 

136  Blackman, The Rock Tombs of Meir, vol. II, pls. 6, 11.
137  Altenmüller, BSEG 13, 9-21; Altenmüller, MDAIK 47, 
11-9.

sightless one! Let your face be very watchful for him!’”138

In conclusion, the linking element in these scenes seems 
to be the contact zone between one natural yet chaotic 
realm full of dangerous animals, and another realm 
featuring the alluvial plain, where domestic creatures 
required protection. The river was flanked by the 
floodplain, where cultivated lands and human activities 
such as agriculture, manufacturing, food preparation 
and food storage took place. This area needed constant 
protection not only for the sake of the human population 
and domestic animals, but also for the crops and fields. 
The low-lying areas along the margins of the floodplain 
would often retain water year-round and create a marshy 
and swampy environment. This is the liminal area where 
dangerous animals from the desert, probably attracted to 
the water, ventured beyond into cultivated land where 
they brought disorder, death and destruction. It is clear 
why the ancient Egyptians felt compelled to take every 
measure, whether physical or magical, to protect this 
liminal zone.

Herdsman and the environment of the faience 
figurines: a broader setting
Tantalizingly, one written composition places the 
environment of the faience figurines into a broader 
setting. The so-called ‘Tale of the Herdsman’ is 
a fragmentary story preserved as a single copy in 
Papyrus Berlin 3024. The text of the tale has survived 
only by chance, since it is preserved on a papyrus 
sheet fortuitously glued to a different papyrus roll 
containing the ‘Dialogue of a Man and his Soul’ in 
order to strengthen its end. The text, preserved in only 
25 short columns, was probably composed during the 
early Twelfth Dynasty.139 Although the story remains 
controversial and raises several interpretative problems, 
three focal sections can be understood: a. a herdsman 
meeting with a fearful female being, possibly a goddess; 
the event happens in the marshes and the female being 
appears as a predatory creature whose skin is not smooth 
and has bristles (i.e. with fur); b. a discussion between the 
herdsman and his colleagues on the actions to be taken 
to protect the cattle and the calves they are herding;140 
c. the opening section of the recounting of a second 
meeting between the herdsman and the female creature, 
who now has a human form. 

138  Tomb of Ankhmahor: Ritner, The Mechanics, 227.
139  Vernus, Future at Issue, 185; Parkinson, Poetry and Culture, 
300.
140  Schneider, in Schneider, Szpakowska (eds.), Egyptian 
Stories, 309.

Fig. 16 - Cattle fording scene from the tomb of Ti, Saqqara. 
Published in: van Walsem, Iconography, 82, fig. 14
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a.	 “Look, I had descended to the marsh/swamp 
which is close by this low-lying land/pasture. And I 
saw a female in it (the marsh) – she was not of the 
appearances of human beings! My hair stood on end 
as I could see her bristles – her appearance was not 
smooth.
b. 	 Never will I do what she said, as dread of her 
is throughout my limbs! I (want to) say to you: So let 
us make the bulls go off course, then the calves will 
cross over so that the herd may spend the night in the 
area of the paddock (or: pasture). The herdsmen are/
shall be behind them. Our skiff is for leading the bulls 
away together with the guards placed on its stern. The 
ritualists among the herdsmen are reciting a water 
incantation by saying this spell of his (the water’s) – so 
that my spirits will rejoice, herdsmen and men: ‘There 
will be no driving me away from this marsh in a year of 
a high inundation that gives order to the ridges of the 
hills, so that a lake cannot be told from the river! Go 
on to the interior of your dwelling, while the guards are 
firm on their post. Just come! Fear of you has vanished, 
dread of you is gone away, until the rage of the Mighty 
Goddess passes and the fear of the Lady of the Two 
Lands.’
c. 	 When it was getting light, at dawn in the 
morning, one acted on his instruction. And this goddess 
approached him – while he had turned the front (bow?) 
to the lake. She came, stripped naked of her clothes and 
was disordered, (namely) her hair.”141

The nature of the story is rather unclear as to its purpose 
– whether it is a kind of folkloristic/pastoral tale142 or 
should be understood metaphorically as a religious text, 
viewing the female character as a Hathor-like deity.143 

However, the main categories involved in the tale are:

1. a fearful female creature, probably of mutating 
aspect (animal and human);

2. herdsman/herdsmen (as protectors of domestic 
animals);

3. marshes and swamps (and their proximity to low-
lying land/pasture);

4. domestic animals (cattle and calves).

Thomas Schneider has made an ingenious parallelism 
between this passage and two other texts: a composition 
known as ‘The Journey of the Libyan Goddess’ and a 
folk narrative from the Libyan-Berber region dating to 
the Islamic Period.

The original text of the tale ‘The Journey of the 

141  Translated from: Schneider, in Schneider, Szpakowska 
(eds.), Egyptian Stories, 311-6. The bold is made by the author.
142  Brunner, Grundzüge einer Geschichte; Kákosy, JEA 68, 
290-8.
143  Schneider, in Schneider, Szpakowska (eds.), Egyptian 
Stories, 315-6; Parkinson, Poetry and Culture, 300, n. 8.

Libyan Goddess’, although preserved in a Twenty-
second Dynasty papyrus from Thebes (pBerlin 3053) 
and on some re-used blocks from the temple at Elkab 
(Twenty-sixth Dynasty), most likely dates back to the 
second millennium BC. It refers to a ferocious Libyan 
goddess with a dual appearance either as a woman or 
a lioness, living on Egypt’s western borders and going 
down to the marshes and meadows, where she meets 
her believers from the rural population who had come 
to pacify her. The text does not display the features of 
a theological composition and may instead be based on 
more popular beliefs.144

In ancient Islamic folklore, the ghoul, from the Arabic 
ġūl, is a desert demon believed to rob graves and devour 
men and animals, usually dwelling in burial grounds and 
other uninhabited places (Fig. 17). In some variants, the 
ghoul is also a desert-dwelling, shape-shifting demon 
that can assume the guise of a wild animal, especially 

144  Verhoeven, Derchain, Le Voyage de la Déesse Libyque.

Fig. 17 - Faramarz killing the shah of demons (ghouls), 
from ‘Shah Namah, the Persian Epic of the Kings’ by Abu 
al-Qasim Firdawsi of Tus, Tenth Century. Photo © Welcome 
Collection, http://wellcomeimages.org/indexplus/image/

L0035191.html <accessed 27.09.2017>
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a feline.145 The Libyan-Berber tradition has preserved 
a variant of this folk tale, identifying the ghoul with a 
similar female being called tamza.146 She appears in the 
form of a big cat or lioness and also as a woman. Her 
physical features can include two heavy breasts that she 
bears on her shoulders, a body covered with fur, a mane, 
a black face with long teeth or tusks, hands with claws, 
and almost completely blind. She is considered a threat 
especially to travellers and herdsmen, as she feeds on 
human flesh and the animals of farmers and herdsmen 
(including calves). Her enemies are barking dogs and 
running (i.e. not stagnant) water. Also linguistically, in 
the Ghadames Libyan Berber dialect, the word tamza 
means ‘big cat, lioness or hyena’.147 The widespread 
geographic distribution of the tamza myth, from the 
western borders of Egypt to the Atlantic coast, seems 
to indicate that it was based on an old narrative tradition 
predating the Islamic conquest of North Africa which 
was later assimilated into the Islamic ghoul tradition.148 

Both tales – the tamza belief and ‘The Journey of 
the Libyan Goddess’ – seem to echo the fragmentary 
‘Tale of the Herdsman’, indicating that in pre-Islamic 
North Africa there was a particular folkloristic attention 
to the role played by the herdsman and the liminal zones 
represented by marshes and swamps. It is in such a 
folk substratum that faience figurines may have been 
engendered, as a response to the realities of the liminal 
zone between the marsh environment with its chaotic 
forces and the domestic fields inhabited by creatures 
needing protection from the herdsman, whose role 
included the defence of his zone from any faunal threat.

The social permeability of images
As we have seen, the isolation of zoological elements in 
the iconographic motifs displayed by faience figurines 
is non-random and follows a precise logical process of 
exclusion. Therefore, with certain exceptions, the world 
of faience figurines seems to distance itself from the royal 
and uppermost levels of society and their iconographic 
repertoire. The reasons for this may be rooted either in the 
inaccessibility of or indifference to certain motifs, which 
may be a. intentional or b. unplanned or unconscious.

a. Intentional: the interest or concern of a certain 
social segment does not overlap with those of other 
social segments; therefore, there is no willingness to 

145  Lewis, Pellat, Schacht (eds.), The Encyclopedia of Islam, 
vol. II, 1078-9; Padwick, BSOAS 3, 421-46.
146  Camps, Encyclopédie Berbère, 3024-5.
147  Laoust, Hespéris 34, 253-65.
148  In Berber lands, local belief in ogres and other fabulous 
creatures tend to be Islamised, Westermarck, Ritual and Belief 
in Morocco, vol. II; Laoust, Hespéris 34, 253-65; Laoust, 
Contes Berbères du Maroc, vol. II, 125–6.

acknowledge and/or to reproduce motifs not directly 
tied to its own social sphere.

b. Unplanned or unconscious: the exclusion of 
iconographic motifs might be dictated by the absence 
of knowledge; therefore, there is no possibility for 
reproducing motifs which are not known to certain social 
segments.

In fact, in respect of the choice of subject matter, the 
themes represented in the corpus of faience figurines 
seem to be drawn from the farming environment 
interacting with domestic and wild animals, while 
facing the daily dangers inherent with carrying out rural 
activities. The zoological species selected, the working 
class represented (‘dwarfs’ = herdsmen), and the action 
performed point to the direct experiences drawn from 
daily life, showing an intimate familiarity and knowledge 
of the farming world. Therefore, the world of faience 
figurines appears overridingly to belong to ‘folk’, 
‘personal’, or ‘popular’ culture.149 

Nonetheless, there are some severe obstacles that 
prevent us making a complete association with this type 
of object and the middle or lower segments of society.150 

1. Distribution: faience figurine distribution was 
especially concentrated in a few key sites, particularly 
in the cemeteries around Itjtawy, Abydos and Thebes; 
therefore, their circulation and consumption is in some 
way linked with economic status, power, and religious 
centres.151

2. Manufacture: the motifs reproduced were rather 
limited and show a certain degree of similarity also 
among objects found in two distant sites (as Thebes 
and Byblos). Therefore, Middle Kingdom faience 
figurines were not the instinctive product of a craftsman 
or a worker, but their production was carried out by 
specialised or overly skilled artisans, and was most 
probably intellectually controlled by a narrow segment 
of society.152

3. Contact points with the wealthy: The low percentage 
of faience figurines appearing in the same context as 
ivory birth tusks nevertheless reveals a point of contact 
with a category of objects tied to the uppermost levels 
of society. In addition, faience figurines are occasionally 
found in tombs with burial equipment known as ‘court-
type burials’.153 These tombs contain objects intended 
to identify the deceased with Osiris and are connected 

149  Cf. Bussmann, in Miniaci, Betrò, Quirke (eds.), Company 
of Images.
150  Cf. Mazé, BIFAO 116.
151  Miniaci, in Jiménez Serrano, Morales (eds.), Palace 
Culture and its Echoes.
152  Miniaci, in Miniaci et al. (eds.), The Arts of Making in 
Ancient Egypt.
153  Grajetzki, Tomb Treasures, 147-54.
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with the higher or wealthier levels of society. Also the 
very few examples of hybrid creatures in the corpus of 
faience figurines may be taken or borrowed from the 
iconography connected in earlier periods with the royal 
and uppermost classes, specifically the lion-maned/-eared 
human figure (Aha/Bes) and the lion-hippopotamus (Ipy/
Taweret). Therefore, the category of faience figurines 
shows contact points with the wealthy and the contexts 
of power.

4. Absence from daily life practice: Faience figurines 
are virtually absent from domestic and settlement 
environments. This may be due to the rarity of preserved 
Middle Kingdom domestic contexts in the archaeological 
record. Lahun may be one of the few exceptions in 
Egypt. However, there, William Matthew Flinders Petrie 
described only a couple of faience figurines as coming 
from the settlement; the remainder are only summarily 
recorded in the published report without any precise 
location given;154 therefore it is not certain if they were 
discovered in the settlement or in the town/pyramid 
cemeteries. However, the number of faience figurines 
recorded from Lahun is rather low (16 attestations),155 
above all in comparison with the number of mud figurines 
found at the site by Flinders Petrie (Fig. 18). In addition, 
in other settlements of the Middle Kingdom, such as at 
Buhen, a large number of mud figurines were found,156 
but faience figurines seem to be absent.157

5. Prestige: A large number of faience figurines (294) 
were found inside a votive deposit in the antechamber of 
the sanctuary of the Temple of Obelisks at Byblos. The 
location indicates that these objects held either a strong 
symbolic or a definite economic value (or both). Based 
on comparative analysis, it seems that the figurines found 
at Byblos were imported/brought from Egypt rather than 
manufactured locally;158 therefore, they may be connected 
with the commercial journeys undertaken by the leading 
economic social classes of Egypt. In conclusion, the 
figurines may have been considered prestigious items.

The constant danger in archaeological interpretation of 
societal aspects is to create mono-dimensional blocks 
which do not interact with others. A clear-cut distinction 
between segments of society – however we try to 
partition them: royal, uppermost, upper, mid, lower, 
lowermost, rich, wealthy, poor, underprivileged etc. – 
may not have been as clearly defined in past societies as 

154  Flinders Petrie, Kahun, Gurob and Hawara, 31, pl. 8.
155  Miniaci, in Jiménez Serrano, Morales (eds.), Palace 
Culture and its Echoes.
156  Also at Lahun a high number of mud figurines have been 
documented, Miniaci, Miniature Forms.
157  Quirke, in Quirke (ed.), Lahun Studies; Emery, Smith, 
Millard, The Fortress of Buhen, pls. 52-4.
158  Miniaci, Ä&L 28.

our theoretical models might lead us to believe. Different 
social segments interact together, exchange ideas, share 
needs, and exist together; rarely are the borders of social 
classes clearly demarcated, and social mobility – to a 
varying extent – constantly reshapes society. It has been 
shown through a comparative analysis of items of burial 
equipment and the titles borne by the deceased that in 
ancient Egypt, besides the administrative and ruling 
classes, there was also room for a social level occupied 
by the wealthy, which accumulated resources but was 
not directly connected with the ideology of power.159 The 
case of faience figurines in the Middle Kingdom perfectly 
exemplifies the permeability between the uppermost 
levels of society and a more ‘popular’ culture, whose 
concerns were more focused upon domestic and rural 
environments. Points 1–5 make it difficult to imagine 
faience figurines as the self-portraying products of the 
lower levels of society, such as farmers and herdsmen. 
Nonetheless, the motifs do not fully mirror those 
expressed by the high segments of society or embody 
the ideal concerns of the wealthy class. However, it 
should be borne in mind that the rural environment was 
not entirely exogenous to the wealthy and to the power. 
One of the fundamental elements for the sustenance of 
ancient Egyptian society relied to a very high degree on 
the roles played by farmers and herdsmen, who were 
directly involved in food production; the upper levels 
of society were directly affected by the surrounding 
natural environment.160 For instance, if a group of 
hippopotami devastated entire fields of crops, the 
effect would be felt not only by the farmers and the 

159  Grajetzki, The Middle Kingdom, 149-51; Richards, in 
Lustig (ed.), Anthropology and Egyptology, 33-42.
160  Grajetzki, The Middle Kingdom, 144.

Fig. 18 - Mud hippopotamus from Lahun. Photo ©  
Gianluca Miniaci, courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian  

Archaeology UCL



Miniaci

80

lower level of population but also by the higher classes. 
The corpus of faience figurines can be seen as an 

example of the influence that concepts/culture unfettered 
from the ideology of power had on iconography, and 
one that served also as a conduit for social relationships 
(exchanges, teaching, negotiations, and rituals).161 As 
has been seen above, one of the central themes revolves 
around the marsh environment as a liminal zone between 
the desert and the flood plain, and centred on the figure 
of the herdsman as one able to exert control over these 
environments. Other features of these faience figurines 
extend beyond the distinct natural settings with the 
probable intention of assembling both the dangerous 
and pacific attitudes of natural forces embodied by 
animals, i.e. defence and attack, fear and protection, 
adult and youthful innocence. Thus the production of 
faience figurines appears to have been an attempt to 
straddle different worlds, which were – more often than 
we think – in contact.
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