[image: A close-up of a necklace

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] Figure 3: Scarab, reverse view. Part of CCM 348.004, Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil. Photographed and edited by Lucy Negus (2025)
[bookmark: _Hlk211856582]Figure 2: Scarab, side view. Part of CCM 348.004, Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil. Photograph by Lexin Jessop, edited by Lucy Negus (2025)

[bookmark: _Hlk211856464]Figure 1: Scarab with other strung faience objects, front view. 
CCM 348.004, Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil. Photograph by Lexin Jessop, edited by Lucy Negus (2025)


Scarab Amulet Fragment
[bookmark: _Hlk211856389]Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil 
Part of CCM 348.004Figure 4: Scarab, side view. Part of CCM 348.004, Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil. Photographed and edited by Lucy Negus (2025)

Object type: Amulet
Material: Faience
Period: Likely Third Intermediate Period-Late Period 1070 B.C.-332 B.C. 
Provenance: Unprovenanced (Egypt); part of a collection bequeathed by Major Harry Southey to Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil.
Dimensions: Height:24.2 mm Width:13.7 mm Depth:6.8 mm

Object analysis by Lucy Negus


Description
[bookmark: _Hlk212287458]
An amulet fragment made of a non-clay ceramic known as faience, with a porous whitish core and turquoise-blue glazed exterior. The fragment is the anterior section of an Egyptian scarab in high relief, with a notched clypeus, plates, eyes and head. The amulet is pierced at the top in the clypeus, with a break along the lower edge of the head that reveals the core. There are no visible inscriptions on the object.
The object’s precise archaeological provenance is unrecorded, which limits contextual interpretation[footnoteRef:1]. Inspection of the object and comparison with similar objects reveal that it was once part of a winged scarab: its shallow depth and lack of a reverse inscription eliminate the possibility of other scarab types, such as a seal or heart scarab. The pre-glaze hole at the top and the breakage line, which indicate two other holes creating a weak fracture point on the amulet, reinforce this theory. This type of amulet would be attached to moulded faience wings and sewn onto mummy wrappings, or a beaded funerary shroud. An amulet is a personal object whose form, material, or colour was believed to bestow protective or magical power upon its wearer[footnoteRef:2]. In ancient Egypt, they were worn by both the living and the dead. [1:  Katharina Zinn, ‘Material Culture, the Public, and the Extraordinary – “Unloved” Museums Objects as the Tool to Fascinate’, Open Archaeology, 11.1 (2025), 75–82 <https://doi.org/10.1515/opar-2025-0048\>.]  [2:  Carol Andrews, Amulets of Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press, 1994), p. 6.] 

[image: ]
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Understanding the amulet’s material and its manufacture provides essential context for identifying its function[footnoteRef:3]. The amulet was made by pressing composite faience paste into a clay mould and firing at 800 -1000 °C. A silica-lime-alkali glaze containing copper dioxide would be applied before refiring to produce the vibrant turquoise blue colour. Faience was the first high-tech ceramic material[footnoteRef:4]. It is made from easily accessible components: silica from quartz sand or crushed quartz pebbles, calcium oxide (lime) from plant ash or limestone, and alkali from natron deposits[footnoteRef:5]. There is a lack of archaeological evidence of manufacturing sites; we cannot determine where this amulet was made[footnoteRef:6]. [3:  Gianluca Miniaci, ‘Faience Craftsmanship in the Middle Kingdom’, in The Arts of Making in Ancient Egypt: Voices, Images, and Objects of Material Producers 2000–1550 BC, ed. by Gianluca Miniaci and Wolfram Grajetzki (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2018), p. 144.]  [4:  Paul T. Nicholson, ‘Egyptian Faience’, in Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology, ed. by Paul T. Nicholson and Ian Shaw (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 177.]  [5:  Nicholson, ‘Egyptian Faience’, pp. 186–187.]  [6:  Nicholson, ‘Egyptian Faience’, p. 178.] 

Faience was a very common material used for producing figurines, vessels, jewellery, including amulets, and ritual objects[footnoteRef:7]. Although faience is a synthetic ‘stone’ that could be seen as imitating rare semi-precious stones such as lapis lazuli and turquoise, it was considered a luxury material and has been found in both common and high-elite burial goods[footnoteRef:8]. Due to this ‘prestige paradox’, it is impossible to determine the owner of the amulet by material alone. However, the high-quality moulding and detail on the fragment (likely an initial casting, as clay moulds would degrade with reuse), in conjunction with possible placement on a beaded shroud, point towards high-elite ownership. The Egyptians referred to faience as ṯḥnt, meaning ‘shining or gleaming’[footnoteRef:9]. It symbolised the life-giving energy of the sun and the powers of rebirth[footnoteRef:10]. [7:  Riccardelli, ‘Egyptian Faience: Technology and Production’.]  [8:  Miniaci, 2018, p. 142]  [9:  Nicholson, ‘Egyptian Faience’, p. 178.]  [10:  Riccardelli, ‘Egyptian Faience: Technology and Production’.] 

There are clues to the approximate date of the amulet: winged scarabs first appeared during the 23rd Dynasty[footnoteRef:11] and became increasingly popular in the 25th Dynasty, coinciding with the rise in the use of beaded funerary shrouds[footnoteRef:12][footnoteRef:13]. Comparative amulets date within the Third Intermediate and Late Period, 1070BC-332BC. [11:  W. M. Flinders Petrie, Scarabs and Cylinders with Names: Illustrated by the Egyptian Collection in University College, London (London: British School of Archaeology in Egypt, 1915), p. 3.]  [12:  John H. Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press, 2001), pp. 206–207.]  [13:  Andrews, Amulets of Ancient Egypt, p. 59.] 

Beyond its manufacture and typology, the scarab’s symbolic meaning elucidates its funerary function. Scarab iconography features prominently in ancient Egyptian art and material culture. The scarab’s behaviour and life cycle reflect important religious ideas of rebirth, regeneration, and the cyclical nature of nḥḥ (eternal time), observed in the rising and setting of the sun and annual Nile flooding. The beetle’s daily rolling of the dung ball mirrored the sun’s journey across the sky and was associated with Khepri, the morning manifestation of the sun and creator god Ra, who pushed the solar disc every morning, renewing creation[footnoteRef:14]. Larvae emerging from buried dung balls represented life arising from decay, echoing the resurrection of the deceased. Classical writers believed all scarabs were self-generating males, reinforcing their association with divine creative power[footnoteRef:15]. Linked with Khepri and the hieroglyph 𓆣 ḫpr (‘to come into being’), the scarab embodied transformation and renewal. Its enduring symbolism made it the most popular amulet motif, often crafted from blue-green faience, a colour associated with life, growth and regeneration. The addition of wings reinforced the notion of transcendence, while the placement over the chest area of the mummy endowed the scarab with divine protective power, safeguarding the wearer during the journey to the afterlife. [14:  Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press, 1994), p. 109.]  [15:  Andrews, Amulets of Ancient Egypt, pp. 51–52.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The Egyptians viewed the afterlife as a continuation of life in the eternal, idyllic field of reeds. To pass through the trials of the underworld and reach the field of reeds, the deceased had to ensure that their ka (life-force) and ba (individual personality) were sustained and reunited to become an akh, a transfigured, eternal being[footnoteRef:16]. Egyptian magic, or Heka, which was deeply entwined with religion, believed that the spoken word or images were imbued with the (heka) power of the symbol itself[footnoteRef:17]. Attached to the mummy and activated with spells during elaborate funerary rituals, the winged scarab amulet imbued the wearer with the scarab's regenerative abilities, enabling the deceased to transform into the akh and live eternally in the afterlife.  [16:  Taylor, Death & The Afterlife, pp31-32]  [17:  Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, p107] 
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