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Art of ancient Egypt

 uniquely stylized and symbolic

 connected with hieroglyphs as visual language

 followed specific rules in order to be read and 
understood

 artists not concerned with creating highly 
realistic images but followed a system called 
the Canon of Proportions to represent an ideal 
and harmonious version of reality



Iconographic descriptions of artefacts

 Iconography
 pictorial material relating to or illustrating a subject 
 traditional or conventional images or symbols 

associated with a subject (religious, legendary)
 ICONOGRAPHY AS VISIBLE RELIGION

 imagery or symbolism of art

 Description
 account – what do you see?

 Explanation – how do we have to understand this?

 Narrative – what are the cultural ideas behind that?

 Artefact



Egyptian iconography

 principal iconographic sources for Egyptian religion

 representations of scenes (both ritual and mythological) carved 
in relief or painted on the walls of Egyptian temples and tombs

 numerous images and statues of gods and pharaohs

 objects of ritual or practical function decorated with 
carved or painted religious motifs

 hieroglyphic signs belonging to the Egyptian writing 
system are representations of gods, religious symbols, 
and ritual objects

 sources remain constant from the Old Kingdom to the 
Roman period



Depiction of Egyptian gods

 human beings

 relate to their mythological functions and reveal narrative 
aspects of their relationships

 Animals

 composite form combining a zoomorphic head with a 
human body  "metamorphoses" or symbols, 
emphasizing one particular feature or event

 Animal or composite = "metamorphoses" or symbols, 
emphasizing one particular feature or event



Depiction of Egyptian gods

 symbolic realm:

 one divinity could be represented by various 
animals or objects

 Hathor: cow, lioness, snake, and sistrum (a musical 
instrument) 

 one animal could embody various gods

 cobra on the forehead of pharaoh – could be identified 
with almost all goddesses











Canon of Proportions

 system used to depict an idealized version of reality

 applicable to only the figures within an artwork and not 

the artwork as a whole (this is following the principle of 

importance)



Proportional grid lines



Canon of Proportions

 system used to depict an idealized version of reality

 applicable to only the figures within an artwork and not 

the artwork as a whole (this is following the principle of 

importance)  key features: 

 figure divided into 18 equal units starting at the soles of the 

feet to the hairline

 1 unit: from the sole of the foot to the ankle

 navel rests at the 11th unit

 19th unit = area above hairline (mostly obscured by headdress)

 The face and the legs are depicted in profile (side view) while 

the torso is depicted from the front view.



BM EA 579: Userwer



Artist's gridded sketch
New Kingdom, Dynasty 18, reign of Hatshepsut, ca. 1479–1458 B.C., 

from western Thebes



Perspective and „aspective“ 
view of a box

Box from the tomb of 
Sennedjem, New Kingdom, 
reign of Ramesses II, ca. 
1279–1213 B.C.

Box containing a necklace, 
tomb of Rekhmire (TT100)



Conventions of Egyptian art: 

Perspective - aspective
 Egyptian art: non-perspective, spaceless, flat, not realistic 

misconception on the nature of Egyptian art

 Not perspective (today considered a requirement for 

naturalistic pieces of art)

 to eye unused to conventions of Egyptian art: looks almost 

childish 





Conventions of Egyptian art: 

Perspective - aspective
 use of baseline upon which all figures stand

 divided into registers of (mostly) equal height and length

 figures are a amalgamation of different views of different 

body parts

 a side view of head 

 front view of torso, etcetera

  combination of views = product of the Egyptian 

solution to the problem of reproducing a three-

dimensional figure on a two-dimensional surface



Egyptian style of statues and reliefs

 The artist who 
carved the three-
dimensional statue 
on the right could 
show the human 
figure from all 
angles -- front, back, 
and sides.



Egyptian style of statues and reliefs

three-dimensional two-dimensional



Egyptian style of statues and reliefs

two-dimensional

 But representing a figure 
on a flat surface, as in the 
wall relief at the left, is a 
more complicated problem.

 Legs in profile 
demonstrated movement. A 
head in profile outlined the 
features clearly.





PS: Three-quarter view was not used at all





Other Artistic Rules

 Scale: The larger in scale a figure is, the more important. 

The proportions of children do not change; they are just 

shown smaller in scale. Children are depicted as having a 

finger in their mouth.

 Colour: Ancient Eyptians believed colours had meanings



Colour
 Red = Life and victory but 

also anger and fire

 Yellow/Gold = Gold is everlasting and indestructible, a 

protective colour

 Blue = The sky, water (Nile River) and primeval flood 

(creation); rebirth and fertility

 Black = Colour of the underworld and night; death but also 

rebirth (afterlife) like the fertile black soil that rejuvenated the 

land after the Nile overflowed annually

 White = Associated with omnipotence. The Upper Egypt crown 

was white

 Green = New growth, good health, life and rejuventation



Other Artistic Rules

 Gender:

 Women – lighter skin tone with both feet together

 Men – darker skin tone with left foot stepped forward 

 Roles and Gestures: Each figure = specific role

 role determined by what they were wearing, what they were 

doing, their position and posture, the other figures around them, 

and specific gestures

 cross-legged seated figure is a scribe

 person with an open hand in front of their face is in mourning.



Conventions of Egyptian art: 

Perspective - aspective
  combination of views = product of the Egyptian 

solution to the problem of reproducing a three-

dimensional figure on a two-dimensional surface

 German Egyptologist Emma Brunner-Traut developed 

term to describe this phenomenon: ASPECTIVE

 = perceptual attitude (like perspective), based on same in 

the underlying thought (and while they are different in 

execution they are the )

 Be aware: lack of conventional perspective doesn’t mean 

without space





TT ? 
Nebamun:

Garden pool



TT ? Nebamun:
Garden pool (details)









Perspective / aspective of Atef
crown



Questions to ask

 Who/what is shown in the work? 

 How is it depicted/structured?

 What are the structural elements doing? 

 Who is the main figure in the image? How can you tell? 

 What are depicted person wearing? 

 How would you describe the person’s position and posture? 

 How do the figures interact (with each other or other parts of 
the composition)? 

 What do you think their role might be? 

 What is the symbolic character?

 Why? (for all of the above)



Narmer Palette (31st century BC)


