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(L-R) Figure. 1 = female figurine, front. Figure. 2 = female figurine, right side view. Figure 3 = female figurine, back. Figure 4 = female figurine, left side view.

Female Wooden Figurine

Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM 1695.004

Object type: Figurine

Material: Wood, paint 

Period: Old Kingdom 

Provenance: unknown (Egypt); Collected by Major Harry Harley Southey; Donated to Cyfarthfa Castle Museum.

Dimensions: H. 17cm; W. 4.5 cm; D. 2.5 cm

Object analysis by Rebecca Smith


Description

This wooden figurine is of a nude female. The break present at the bottom of the figurine appears to be deliberate, based on the way it is broken. Other obvious damage to the figurine include a major crack or split in the wood (visible in figure 1) – this damage likely occurred when the bottom of the figurine was broken off. Also apparent is the missing arms of the figurine, now only showing two holes on either side of the ‘upper body’ where the fixed arms would have been attached (shown in figure 2 and figure 4). How and why the arms of the figurine are missing is unknown. 

The female figurine is made from a soft, light coloured wood. The way in which the wood at the bottom of the figurine broke proves that it is made from a soft wood. There are various types of soft woods that were available and used in ancient Egypt; date palm wood, lime wood and sycamore wood[footnoteRef:1]. The wood is decorated with black paint to colour the hair of the figurine, a common practice in ancient Egyptian figurines[footnoteRef:2]. Also present is slip, possibly used as a way to colour the skin of the female figurine in a lighter tone, which was also common practice in all depictions of gender in Egyptian art where men were darker skinned than women.  [1:  Gale, R., Gasson, P., Hepper, N., & Killen, G. (2000). Wood. In (Eds.) P. Nicholson, & I. Shaw, Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology. pp. 334-371]  [2:  Lee, L. & Quirke, S. (2000). Painting materials. In (Eds.) P. Nicholson & I Shaw, Ancient Egyptian materials and technology. pp.334-371] 


Dating the figuring is difficult due to the figurine’s lack of provenance. While there is a form of dating objects of unknown origin, a scientific method known as dendrochronology which uses the DNA of the wood to date the object and possibly even find the specific species of the wood (mentioned in Nicholson and Shaw’s deities book ‘Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology’)[footnoteRef:3], this was obviously not an option in this case. An alternative way of dating the figurine is based on its style. The female figurine appears to be wearing a tripartite wig (often worn over natural hair for females), most prevalent in the Old Kingdom[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  Gale, R., Gasson, P., Hepper, N., & Killen, G. (2000). Wood. In (Eds.) P. Nicholson, & I. Shaw, Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology. pp. 334-371]  [4:  Robins, G. (1999). Hair and the Construction of Identity in Ancient Egypt, c. 1480-1350 B.C. pp.63-8] 


The figurine’s provenance is unknown. It was likely found in a burial tomb in Egypt, however the exact location is not known. The female figurine was part of an Egyptian collection owned by Major Harry Hartley Southey (1871-1917). After his death, the collection was donated by Southey’s father to Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, where it has resided ever since. 

[image: ]The basic dimensions of the figurine are 17cm height, 4.5cm width (at its widest point at the hips, shown in figure 1) and 2.5cm depth (at its largest, again at the hips of the figurine). The detailed dimensions highlight the figurine’s feminine shape, with the width and depth of the waist being much smaller than those of the hips, measuring 2.5cm width and 8mm depth. The figurine is very straight for the majority of the body, with the head to the waist of the figurine all measuring approximately 2.5cm wide, then widening at the hips of the figurine before ending with 3cm width at the thighs where the figurine is broken.  

This female figurine is unique. The figurine has certain characteristics similar to domestic figurines and Ushabtis[footnoteRef:5]. However, it more closely resembles a Paddle Doll in its truncated shape, wooden material, as well as it’s possible purpose as a fertility figurine for birth as well as rebirth into the afterlife due to the pubic triangle (shown in figure 1 and figure 5)[footnoteRef:6]. Pinch and Robbins suggest that depictions of a naked woman wearing a wig, as is the case with this figurine, is a symbol of ensured conception and safe birth and also for rebirth[footnoteRef:7]. Another possibility due to damage on the head is that the figurine is of Isis (known to represent magic and life) with her throne headdress having been broken off, however due to the figurine being nude this seems unlikely. Alternatively, the figurine could have been used as ritual object, explaining the damage to the figurine, which Waraksa suggests was deliberate, based on similar nude female figurines, and was a part of “healing and apotropaic rites”[footnoteRef:8]. [5:  Smith, D. E. (2013). Ushabtis: An Analysis of a Type of Ancient Egyptian Mortuary Figurine.]  [6:  Morris, E. F. (2011). Paddle Dolls and Performance. pp.71-103]  [7:  Robins, G. (1996). Dress, Undress and Representation of Fertility and Potency in New Kingdom Art. In (Ed.) N. Kampen, Sexuality in Ancient Art. ; Pinch, G. (1983). Childbirth and female figurines at Deir el-Medina and el-Amarna. pp.405-14]  [8:  Waraksa, E. (2008). Female Figurines (Pharaonic Period). pp.1-3] 
Figure 5 = Paddle Doll, 11th-late 12th Dynasty. Accession Number: 31.3.25a,b.  Metropolitan Museum of Art.


Dating the figurine is difficult without provenance; the location of the tomb that this figurine was likely found in would have provided insight into the Period and Dynasty in which this object originated. Without this dating it is difficult to determine the intended purpose of the figurine. The figurine’s purpose was most likely as a ritualistic device, likely for fertility, magico-medicine or resurrection into the afterlife. 
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