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(Figures 1 to 3, Jenkins, 2025).

Ancient Egyptian miniature clay head.
Cyfarthfa Castle Museum, Merthyr Tydfil. (CCM 175.996).
Object type: Small clay human head.
Material: Egyptian Marl clay.
Period: Not known, but possibly New Kingdom, Egypt, (circa. 1500-1000 BC).
Provenance: Provenance unknown. Donated to the museum (1911-1930), from the estate of the late Major Harry Hartley Southey.
Dimensions: Height 5.7cm. Width 5.6cm. Thickness 4.3cm.

Object analysis by Gareth Jenkins.
This small and incomplete, clay human head has significant damage to several areas, including on both sides of the face where the ears might have been. Also, below the chin where a small beard may have been and at the rear where it is believed to have slotted into a much larger feature such as a cartonnage mask. There are also some areas to the face where the clay has flaked revealing the underlying layer of clay. It appears to have been painted, as there are the remains of black paint within the eye sockets, in the nostrils and along the profile of the face and chin. Its overall colour is a grey/beige, but there also appears to be a subtle hint of green.
To the rear is a groove of approximately 2.8cm in length, and with a width of between 1.5cm and 1cm. This groove appears to have been made by placing a finger into the clay during preparation and may have been created to support or secure the head when slotted into a mask. Figures 4 and 5 show the groove.
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(Figure 4 and 5, photographs of the groove at the back of the head, Jenkins, 2025).

A visual examination of the clay fabric has concluded that it is of Egyptian marl clay, designated Marl A3 under the Vienna System (Arnold & Bourriau, 1993, pp.168-186, plate V).
Marl A3 clay.
[bookmark: _Hlk211346331]Marl clays are calcareous, meaning they are primarily composed of calcium carbonate, and they can be found in wadi deposits or in limestone and shales near the river Nile (Nicholson & Shaw, 2009, pp.121-131). Due to their high mineral salt content, marl clays typically fire to a cream or white colour, and their surface may appear to have a white slip covering (Nicholson & Shaw, 2009, pp.121-131). This coating may take on the appearance of a pale greenish-grey colour if fired at a high enough temperature (Arnold & Bourriau, 1993, p.177; Nicholson & Shaw, 2009, pp.121-131; Rzeuska, 2011, pp.462-465).
Marl A fabrics contain fine to medium-sized mineral inclusions within a solid, uniform matrix and they are usually located in Upper Egypt, most likely in the Theban region (Arnold & Bourriau, (1993), p. 177; Nicholson & Shaw, 2009, p. 131; Rzeuska, 2011, pp.462-465 ). 
Purpose and meaning.
Little research has been conducted in relation to these miniature heads and  therefore their true purpose is the subject of debate (Zinn, 2025, pers comm). They have been associated with the ‘Rishi’ style cartonnage coffin masks of the New Kingdom (Dodson,1998, p. 93-99; Garstang, 1907, pp. 174-176; Lythgoe, 1917, pp.16-24). Rishi coffins are anthropoid coffins; the word "Rishi" means "feathery" in Arabic (Lythgoe, 1917, p.16). They have certain key characteristics, such as a prominent feather pattern over the top and sides of the mask, which portray the deceased as a bird with a human head, its wings wrapped protectively along the body, with the miniature heads being entirely out of proportion to the mask's main features (Dodson, 1998, pp. 93-99). Figure 6 below is a photograph of a Rishi style cartonnage mask with a miniature head currently at Liverpool Museum which has been dated to the New Kingdom and provides a potential purpose for the miniature head subject of this catalogue and held at Cyfarthfa Castle Museum.
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(Figure 6, rishi-style mummy mask. National Museums Liverpool, 2025).
It has been proposed that the little head symbolised the bird's beak due to the arrangement of the feathers surrounding the face (Ikram & Dodson, 1998, p.169). It has also been proposed that the masks' overall design appears to have dictated the small face more so than a current style (Garstang, 1907, p.176). However, the placement of the wing feathers along the side of the face would suggest that the whole mask was intended to depict a human-headed bird, or ba (Ikram & Dodson, 1998, p. 169).
The concept of the ba in ancient Egyptian funerary practices was highly significant, with the ba being viewed as a moving spirit that embodied the deceased's personality or soul (Taylor, 2001, pp. 20-23; Tyldesley, 2011, p.114). Frequently portrayed as a bird with a human head, (Figure 7), the ba resided in a deceased person's tomb and had the ability to fly to the world of the living during the day where it could feed itself, but had to return to the tomb at night to be reunited with the deceased’s body, otherwise the deceased would perish (Taylor, 2011, pp. 20-23; Tyldesley, 2011, p. 114).
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Figure  7,  Nefertari, beloved Great Royal Wife of Ramesses the Great, depicted in Ba Bird.  Egypt Museum, 2025).
Similar miniature heads have been found at other sites in Egypt, with the current consensus of opinion being that they are a feature of rishi masks from the New Kingdom period (Dodson,1998, pp. 93-99; Serrano, et al, 2013, pp. 7-16). Figure 8 is a photograph of a mask with miniature head found during excavations in 2013 at Qubbett el- Hawa. 
It is therefore quite probable that the miniature clay head at Cyfarthfa Castle Museum was originally part of a rishi style cartonnage mask, created during the New Kingdom period in ancient Egypt and epitomises the funerary culture and beliefs of the time.
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(Figure 8. Photograph of a miniature head in a rishi style cartonnage found at Qubbet el-Hawa. Serrano, 2013).

Photographs.
Jenkins, G. (2025). Photographs of Ancient Egyptian miniature clay head. (Not published).
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