[image: A blue rock on a white surface

Description automatically generated with low confidence][image: A picture containing calendar

Description automatically generated]
Faience Kohl Container (images by Rebekah Carder)
Faience Kohl Container
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil    301.004
Object Type: Kohl-container 
Material: Faience
Period: Middle Kingdom – early New Kingdom (18th-19th dynasty?)
Provenance: Egypt
Dimensions: Width (rim) 4.6 /Width (base) 3.6 /Height 4.7 cm
Object analysis by Rebekah Carder

From the abundance of kohl containers, of various shapes and sizes, found across Egypt, it is obvious that kohl pots were a necessary part of daily life in Egypt.[footnoteRef:1]  If such containers were such an vital part of life for Egyptians, they would also be needed in the afterlife and indeed are noted as “essential parts of their funerary equipment” by El-Kilany and Raoof.[footnoteRef:2]  Kohl, the eye make up mix which the pots were intended to hold, was used for practical and medical purposes, as well as aesthetic.[footnoteRef:3]  The kohl and thus containers like this faience pot, were used by both poor and rich, young children and elderly priests alike.[footnoteRef:4]  Despite this universal use, by the Middle Kingdom the main ingredients – Malachite for a green colour or Galena for a black-grey – were both from Asia, a testament to Egypt’s influence and wealth.[footnoteRef:5]  Kohl was used to reduce the glare of the blazing sun and to prevent flies buzzing into eyes.  There are also variations on the regular eyeliner which include fermented honey and nuts mentioned to help with a “build up of water”, and other variations were used in conjunction with spells to cure inflamed eyes and diseases.  Kohl was closely tied to the ancient Egyptians’ concept of beauty, which was related to perfection and completeness, and so was painted on mummies and statues of deity, reaffirming the idea that the deceased would be a better version of themselves in the afterlife, closer to the divine.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  < https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/egypt > [accessed 02/02/2023]
Alfred Lucas, ‘Cosmetics, Perfumes and Incense in Ancient Egypt’, The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, 16.1 (1930), p.41]  [2:  Engy El-Kilany, and Enas Raoof, ‘Facial Cosmetics in Ancient Egypt’, Egyptian Journals of El-Kilany, Engy, Dan Enas Raoof, 2017, p.1]  [3:  Ibid. p.2,7-8]  [4:  Juan Carlos Moreno Garci, Stephen Quirke, and Andreas Stauder, The Arts of Making in Ancient Egypt : Voices, Images and Objects of Material Producers 2000-1500BC (Sidestone Press, 2018)
Lucas, ‘Cosmetics, Perfumes and Incense in Ancient Egypt’, p 41-42
]  [5:  El-kilany and Raoof, ‘Facial Cosmetics in Ancient Egypt’, p.7]  [6:  Ibid. p.1-8] 

It is difficult to determine if this particular kohl pot was ever used in daily life, or if it was created especially for a burial due to the somewhat vague records around its discovery and handling during the 1900’s.  On its rim is a chip which has been glued in place, and there are patches of discolouration on the rim, base and main body of the pot, which seem to be different faience.  This was probably added in the 1900’s to make the pot more sellable.[footnoteRef:7]  The pot was likely made using a mould, as finger-made pots are generally decorated with paint or inscriptions.[footnoteRef:8]  Considering its material, it is also most likely part of a trend in the 18th – 19th century, when faience and core-formed glass were a more popular choice than the stone variations which were previously and later prolific.[footnoteRef:9]  On the other hand, the shape of these pots tended to be more cylindrical as shown in figure 1.   The design of the [image: ]pot also is close to the fairly uniform shape which was established in the Middle Kingdom, further developed in the New Kingdom, with a base, round body and wide rim (see figure 2 and 3).  It does however lack the lid which is generally associated with the later style.[footnoteRef:10]  We cannot be sure if this was by design, or if the lid was not found or simply lost during handling.  If the former, there is an unlikely possibility that this was misidentified, and is an old kingdom water pot for scribes.  The design and material of kohl pots varied throughout the ancient Egyptian period, with some containers from the old kingdom sharing similarities with those of the middle and new kingdom whilst others would be considered wildly different.  However, it could be estimated that the kohl pot was produced at the end of the Middle Kingdom, or the very beginning of the New kingdom, as the trend in making kohl pots of faience was gaining momentum, but the wider transition to forming them into cylindrical containers had not yet become popular. [7:  Jean D Portell, ‘Prior Repairs: When Should they be Preserved?’, Journal of the American Institute for Conservation, 42 (2003), 363-380]  [8:  Kasia Maria Szpakowska, Daily Life in Ancient Egypt : Recreating Lahun (Blackwell Pub., 2008) p.65-66]  [9:  El-kilnay and Raoof, ‘Facial Cosmetics in Ancient Egypt’, p.8]  [10:  Ibid.] 
Fi      Figure 1. 18th Dynasty glass kohl container from                                                     <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/egypt > [accessed 02/02/2023]

[image: Kohl jar, Quartz]    [image: Kohl jar, Serpentinite ]          Figure 2 (left) kohl container from Middle Kingdom and Figure 3 (right) Kohl container from new kingdom (18th dynasty) from < https://www.metmuseum.org/art/the-collection > [accessed 02/02/2023]


A faience kohl pot’s presence in a burial provides particular insight into Egyptian beliefs in the afterlife.  The gleaming glaze used to make the pot was often associated with the shining sun and stars.[footnoteRef:11]  The make-up it was made to hold – through equation with the Eye of Horus – shared similar symbology.   An emblem of the sun reborn through the god it represented and the moon through another belief that it was one of two eyes of the falcon which was the sky.  The belief that the dead would be resurrected with the sun, joining its cycle, was an essential component of Ancient Egyptian funerary beliefs.[footnoteRef:12]  The glaze’s presence in a tomb could point to a reemphasis of this, or of everything in the tomb being imbued with the spiritual energy to be used in the afterlife along with the rebirth of the person.  Another layer to this link to resurrection through the kohl pot could be the similarities between the necessity to apply kohl daily, and the daily rising of the sun. The faience also links to an older belief that the deceased would join the gods in the stars; one of the reasons for the alignment and positioning of many early pyramids and temples.[footnoteRef:13]  The faience of vivid blue and peppering of white reinforces the idea of the night sky present with the deceased, and the round design seems to echo the cyclical nature of life which the ancient Egyptians believed in.  A tangential insight into the funerary beliefs of the ancient Egyptians comes once more through the link to the Eye of Horus.  In ancient Egyptian anatomy, the Egyptians connected various senses to sections of the Eye.[footnoteRef:14]  Its presence in a tomb, as well as anything associated with it, could therefore also be a call to reawaken or repair the senses of the mummy, or to have them heightened to divine levels in their new life, a significant invocation if the deceased had deficient sight, hearing, or (perceived) intelligence, among any other number of issues. [11:  Juan Carlos Moreno Garci, Stephen Quirke, and Andreas Stauder, The Arts of Making in Ancient Egypt : Voices, Images and Objects of Material Producers 2000-1500BC (Sidestone Press, 2018), p.140-141]  [12:  Priskin, Gyula, ‘The Eye of Horus and the Synodic Month’, Discussions in Egyptology, 53 (2000), 75-81
Harrington, Nicola, Living With the Dead : Ancestor Worship and Mortuary Ritual in Ancient Egypt (Oxbow Books, 2013)]  [13:  Zinn, Katerina, ‘The Tomb: Architecture and Archaeology: Royal and Private Tombs’ lecture. University of Wales Trinity Saint David, (27/01/2023)]  [14:  Karim ReFaey, Gabriella C Quinones, William Clifton, Shashwat Tripathi, and Alfredo Quinones-Hinojosa, ‘The Eye of Horus: The Connection Between Art, Medicine, and Mythology in Ancient Egypt’, Cures (Palo Alto, CA), 11.5 (2019), 4731–4731] 

In general, kohl pots seemed to serve a number of symbolic functions in a tomb, largely as a practical necessity for the afterlife, but also through connection with rebirth in varied ways.  They were often painted with lotus designs to emphasis this connection (see figure 4).  There are also examples of kohl pots, indicating how important and personal the inclusion of these containers were in a burial, which have the names of the deceased etched or painted on as seen in figure 5.
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                 [image: Kohl Jar Inscribed with the Names of Amenhotep III and Queen Tiye, Faience ]          Figure 4. Kohl pot with black lotus design from <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/egypt > [accessed 02/02/2023]


          Figure 5. Kohl pot with names of Amenhotep 3rd queen Tiye inscribed from 
< https://www.metmuseum.org/art/the-collection > [accessed 02/02/2023]
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