Catalogue Entry

The Female figurine
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM:1695.004
Object type: Wooden female figurine
Material: Wood
Period: Around the 12th Dynasty Ancient Egypt, Middle Kingdom
Provenance: Thebes?
Dimensions: Length 17cm. Width at the top of head 2.5cm. Width at the waist 2.5cm. Width at the hips 4.5cm. Width at broken base 3 cm
Object analysis by Sean Robert Kirkham 
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Description:
The figurine is made of wood and is 17 cm long, meaning that it would easily fit within the palm of your hand. The top half of the figurine is rectangular, particularly on the head. This rectangular top widens out slightly to about a third of the way down the figurine, at this point it curves inwards slightly for a few centimeters and then more dramatically outwards again to create the waist of the figurine. In the last quarter of the figurine near to the bottom the figurine reaches its widest point across before curving again inwards and sloping gradually in creating the hips and legs. 
The Figurine has a square face at the top with relatively simple facial features. Black hair which also looks rectangular on the upper part of the figurine and extends about a third of the way down. In the hip's region, in the lowest quarter, there is a distinct upside-down triangle with its two points stretching across the figurine from its widest point at the hips and then down to the singular point further towards the bottom of the figurine. The wood also appears to have remnants of red paint covering most of the body and black paint for the hair. 

Context:
There have been many wooden female figurines like this one that have been found in different tombs. Examples of such are the female statuettes on display at the met museum, similar objects include figurine, 26.7.1416 and 08.200.22[endnoteRef:1882], which although they are both in their own distinct artistic styles, share the same key features and are dated to the same period.  [1882:  Met Museum] 
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Both figurines, like our own, were found in a cemetery and a tomb, respectively clearly tying them to the funerary sphere. There are a few theories as to the purpose of the figurines in both life and death. It is theorized that the figurines did not have just one function but could have played many roles. From serving as magical amulets, a representation of a goddess, a toy for use in the afterlife or as a maid or concubine to serve the deceased.[endnoteRef:12377]. A popular theory was that the figurines, due to their overtly erotic features, were to primarily serve as concubines for deceased men.[endnoteRef:15981] The figurines have also served as votive offerings to the gods and during the middle kingdom, female figurines were found within nonroyal tombs.[endnoteRef:15539] It would then not be entirely unlikely that these figurines were to serve as offerings to the deceased, either as a form of appeasement or for comfort in the afterlife.  [12377:  Hayes W (1978) p.218-219]  [15981:  Waraksa E (2008) p.3]  [15539:  Waraksa E, Pinch G (2009) p.2-3] 

In life, the figurines may have also been given as offerings to temples.[endnoteRef:22103] Where they may have held a similar function to as we discussed above. This practice was done typically when asking for a blessing from the deity at the temple. The most prominent theory is that the female figurines were used particularly to ask for fertility blessings.[endnoteRef:9774] However, this was not a typical practice during the middle kingdom as temples lost their autonomy.[endnoteRef:3769] The figurines may have also served as playthings for children to use, however Hayes states that this was an unlikely function was most of the figurines lacked feet.[endnoteRef:12626]   [22103:  Waraksa E, Pinch G (2009) p.2]  [9774:  Waraksa (2008) p.3]  [3769:  Waraksa E, Pinch G, (2009) p.2-3]  [12626:  Hayes W (1978) p 219] 


Content:
As we see from the two other examples of wooden female figurines, ours is comparatively less detailed and cruder. We do see the distinctive genitalia that all 3 figurines possess. Hayes talks about how middle kingdoms female figurines, were much more realistic and attractive, with almost all of them having the features of ‘exaggerated femininity.’[endnoteRef:25135] as well as the lack of the lower part of the legs[endnoteRef:30145]. While the triangle on the bottom quarter of our figurine may not look like the genitalia on the other two figurine examples given, it is representative of genitalia as we see on paddle dolls, where the ’public triangles’ are clearly displayed.[endnoteRef:13670]. [25135:  Hayes W (1978) p.220]  [30145:  Hayes W (1978) p.220]  [13670:  Morris E (2011) p.71] 

Waraksa talks about how most female figurines are typically standardized into periods as they were likely mass produced in workshops.[endnoteRef:20426] This leads me to believe that the two comparative examples above are outliers of this as they seem to be much better produced. Our own artifact was likely from one of these workshops.  [20426:  Waraksa E (2008) p.2] 

The artifact itself clearly places emphasis on the sex of the object, clearly showing the genitalia and the hips, which mark it as being a female. While this itself is not indicative of the importance of gender in Egyptian society, it does show that the Egyptians, much like us, had a Lense with which they could communicate the character of the object. The presence of the public triangle being the major example.

Chronology:
Like the other examples above, I would date our object to around the 12th or the 13th Dynasty, placing it securely within the middle kingdom. Not only for that reason, but also has Hayes discusses that the more ‘naturalistic’ female figurines did not come about until this period as previously paddle dolls were the norm[endnoteRef:13637]. Perhaps this artifact was from the early 12th dynasty just due to its simpler nature and therefore the artform may have been in its infancy. This could also just be down to the mass production of the figurines, however.  [13637:  Hayes W (1978) p.220] 
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