[image: See the source image]Excavated in 1910 by Sayyid Pasha Kashaba and now the beloved ward of the Met under the nickname ‘William’, this hippo statuette has brought a great understanding of not only ancient Egyptian craftsmanship, but most notably of religious burial practices. 
From extensive study, archaeologists have determined its origin as being from the period of Middle Kingdom in the 12th Dynasty (c. 1961-1878BC). To note further the empirical measurements, the statuette spans 11.2cm in height and 20cm in length, crafted with a “well-rounded body and stumpy legs” (1). What can be visually understood from this artefact carries with it a cultural and religious insight beyond the obvious.
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Hippopotami weren’t uncommon to see within a Middle Kingdom tomb, as they held credence among the Egyptian peoples as an aid to the deceased, ensuring rebirth. Its “seemingly benign appearance” (2) is disingenuous however, as the animals would have been one of, if not the most dangerous predator in their world. Despite their learned wariness of such a beast, they’ve been ascribed their esteemed role of company and protection in one’s posthumous journey. The featuring of hippos extended as far as mythology, with one of the most popular household deities being the goddess Taweret; the name translating to ‘the Great Female One’. With the head of a hippo and the body of a human, she was commonly depicted as pregnant to communicate her role as the protector of motherhood and fertility (3). Another goddess that vehemently proves the connection between the animal and the idea of rebirth was Hedjet, who was known to be associated with this cycle. A hippo’s inclination to rear its head to the sky and roar both at sunrise and sunset was widely observed as confirmation to their link with the cycle of life and death. Egyptians explained this behaviour as acknowledgement of the sun’s coming and going, which was symbolic of an ‘eternal cycle of rebirth the deceased hoped to join’ (Stunkel, Isabel). From this, the making of both hippo statuettes and amulets was born in the belief the creatures would help to grant qualities of life, rebirth and regeneration.
We can also look to the material used to ascertain a greater understanding of the craftsmanship of the time, among other significances. Faience is recognised to be sophisticated in that it was a challenging medium to work with, and few craftsmen possessed the skill necessary in its making. This alone is indicative of the wealth and importance an Egyptian would need to be buried along with one of these statuettes, let alone two in the case of William and his partner hippo, also displayed at the Met Museum. It was made from a self-glazing ceramic “composed of a body of crushed quartz with copper added to produce a deep blue colour” (Lacovara, Peter). This medium, despite or maybe because of its rarity, is held in high esteem as is inferred by its prevalence in funerary objects. Upon further examination, “textured patches” can be found along the underside of the figure’s belly that suggest a contact with kiln furniture, that which supported the work while firing and drying. Noting these small details allows archaeologists supplementary insight into the common crafting process of faience, and more specifically how William’s maker might have approached it. His uneven glaze seems to indicate efflorescence, while the texture and cracks may be a by-product of the cementation method. All that has been currently ascertained is the possibility both methods may have been utilised. (4) A lot of the times, faience was a fitting substitute for expensive gemstones as the bright colours of Egyptian Blue or vivid greens would perpetuate the same sense of extravagance without such exorbitant costs (5).
Egyptian Blue, the colour of William, is believed to be the first example of synthetic colour and the first notable interaction the Egyptians had with this tone, as many cite the sparse palettes of the time as evidence of a general colour-blindness. Whether or not this is true, we do know Egyptian Blue became esteemed within the society, featuring in the tombs of pharaohs and those of great import, not unlike the nomarch Senbi II in whose burial chamber William was discovered. Specific to this artefact, it can be inferred the bold blue symbolised the Nile; referencing not only the habitat of hippopotami, but what the Nile symbolised. The river was considered the boundary between life and death, or a marking thereof, in which the deceased would cross. It was also the lifeblood of Egyptian civilisation, with all dependant on its fertile soil and waters. The symbolism in this has not gone unnoticed by modern scholar nor Ancient Egyptian, recognising its role wholly as a giver of life, imbuing it with the divine status through which lens they understood nature. Ultimately, it was a focal symbol in funerary ritual. Using today’s understanding of the Nile’s importance culturally and symbolically, we can infer deeper significance from this faience statuette. It’s clear the maker and those that commissioned the figure wished to empower William and resultantly, the deceased with the Nile’s force of rebirth in order to smoothen the journey across the great river. (6)
The vegetal motifs that adorn him are recognised as lotus flowers. Similarly to the hippo and the aforementioned blue tone, the lotus in Ancient Egyptian culture was rich with symbolism, representing death and rebirth, the idea born from the way the flower closed at night and emerged with the sun. Additional reference to the meaning of this significant flower can be found in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, wherein lie spells to transform oneself into a lotus, allowing resurrection. The inclusion of both bloomed and shut lotuses would likely signify the cycle of death to new life as well as the passage of time. Decorations of flora and fauna among faience hippos were not uncommon and can be observed in the other 50-60 surviving statuettes we have today.
Linking back to the reverence hippopotami held as one of the greatest threats of the time, a hugely fascinating attribute of William is that, when excavated, only one leg was intact. Despite ideas that simply the age of such an artefact would be responsible for said maiming, it’s now understood this would have been done prior to entering the burial chamber to balance the negative connotations of danger the creature would have brought with it. The protection of the deceased has evidently been prioritised; indeed, expected from the burial of a nomarch, a gesture of warmth nonetheless. What we see in the Met Museum today has been purposely and painstakingly restored for a complete representation, though whether the restoration completes or diminishes the wholeness of the piece, is debatable. The breaking of the legs, to the individual eye at least, adds a human element that is crucial to not only remember, but understand when studying ancient civilisations. 
To conclude, what modern scholars have learnt from William is of tremendous import in observing the human aspect of Ancient Egypt. Culturally and religiously, we understand more thanks to this one beloved figurine whose touch on today’s world connects us to the ancients. Through benevolence and sentiment, objects can have huge impact.
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