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Statue head (black)
Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM: 276.004
Object type: Statue Head
Material: Black Granodiorite
Period: Late Period
Provenance: unknown
Dimensions: 19cm tall, 17cm wide at base, 10cm wide at top of head, 14.5cm deep.
Object analysis by Robert Edwards
Description:
The object is a large statue head, almost certainly taken from a larger complete statue. It is made of black granodiorite, almost certainly from Aswan. The head is (probably) slightly smaller than the actual person’s head.
There is damage to the base and lower back of the head, which indicates that the head may have been detached from the body of the statue by accident, as opposed to the not-uncommon 19th and 20th century colonial practice of removing heads from statues to create busts an additional piece of evidence against intent to create a bust is the lack of mounting points or finishing of the damaged area of the statue. Additionally It also has a small amount of damage on the right side of the top of the head, likely from a blunt impact or a fall.
The statue most likely depicted an official or perhaps minor noble. This is best shown in comparison with other contemporary statues of officials that often possess the same features and wig.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  “Scribe statue of Nespakashuti.” Egyptian Museum Cairo, 2025] 

The statue was likely originally found in a tomb, a piece of information that can be derived from two pieces of information. First is the nature of the statue, it is most likely depicting an official, and a very large number of statues that depict officials of such ranks[footnoteRef:2] are found in tombs, as they depict the entombed official’s Ka. The second piece of information is the stone the statue is made of. Black granodiorite is often used in ancient Egyptian statuary for mortuary purposes, because of the ancient Egyptian association between the afterlife and the colour black. [2:  “Scribe statue of Nespakashuti.” Egyptian Museum Cairo, accessed 2025] 

The most likely purpose of the statue was as a Ka statue[footnoteRef:3] in a tomb. This would mean that the particular visage that the head depicts is the face of the person who was buried in the tomb. Ka statues are common in every time period of ancient Egypt, though their appearance may differ depending on the artistic styles of the day. The Ka statues were an important part of the funerary rites of the ancient Egyptians across every period. They were a physical representation of the Ka. The Ka is a component of the person according to the spiritual beliefs of ancient Egypt, it is among a number of spiritual components of the person, and is one of the most difficult to describe. Scholars are not in total agreement of how to define the Ka[footnoteRef:4], but it can generally be concluded that it includes the ideas of the person’s intellectual, spiritual and creative powers of the individual. While the Ka is present as part of the individual in life, when the individual dies the Ka is separated from the body. The point of a Ka statue is to act as a vessel for living relatives to grant offerings to, and seemingly to act as a ground or vessel for the Ka once it has left the body. [3:  “Sculpting the Afterlife: A Ka Statue at Glencairn Museum.” Glencairn Museum, 2024,]  [4:  Thomas, N. W. 1920] 

The head is probably from the late period, a fact that can be determined from the facial features and striated wig. The features are typical of a number of different time periods, which would make the dating of the object difficult if not for a specific artistic tendency of Late Period Egypt, archaism[footnoteRef:5]. Archaism is an artistic idea that emerged in Late Period Egypt, in which a number of developments in art (particularly from the new kingdom and third intermediate period) were abandoned in favour of a movement to older styles of art.[footnoteRef:6] This results in an interesting fusion of middle kingdom and earlier features. [5:  Baines, John, and Christina Riggs. 2001.]  [6:  Baines, John, and Christina Riggs. 2001.] 

While the original location of the statue is unknown, it is almost certain that the stone used to make it was extracted from one of the quarries of Aswan in southern Egypt.[footnoteRef:7] It would then have been carried by boat on the Nile to wherever the statue was carved, almost certainly nearby wherever the tomb was located. [7:  Harrell, James, and Per Storemyr. 2009] 

As only the head of the statue is accounted for, it is impossible to know what kind of statue it originally came from. Among the likely forms that the original complete statue may have taken is a block statue.[footnoteRef:8] This would explain having only the head of the statue, as while on a conventional statue there are a number of weak points, on a block statue[footnoteRef:9] there is only one major weak point where it can consistently break, the neck. A more conventional statue type[footnoteRef:10] is also a possibility, and only the head could have been taken, not an entirely uncommon series of events for artefacts taken from Egypt during the colonial era. Given the likeliness of this statue being a Ka statue however, the form of a more conventional statue is the more likely origine of the statue head. [8:  “Block Statue of Ankhwennefer”, Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed 2025]  [9:  “Block Statue of a Prophet of Montu and Scribe Djedkhonsuefankh, son of Khonsumes and Taat”, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2025]  [10:  “Scribe statue of Nespakashuti.” Egyptian Museum Cairo, accessed 2025] 

It is hard to tell the gender of the statue’s subject, as at the point in time this statue was most likely made, the specific details that would be used to define the gender of a person of this status are not necessarily visible on the head. It is, however, a reasonable assumption that this statue is male, given that the vast majority of officials would have been male.
There are some notable differences between this statue head and others of its period. One difference is that the wig does not flare at the base nearly as much as can be seen near the shoulders of other contemporary statues[footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12], and would likely not reach the edges of the shoulders as many other statues do. Additionally the ears are much flatter and smaller than those found on a lot of similar statue heads.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  “Scribe statue of Nespakashuti.” Egyptian Museum Cairo, accessed 2025 ]  [12:  “Block Statue of a Prophet of Montu and Scribe Djedkhonsuefankh, son of Khonsumes and Taat”, Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed 2025]  [13:  “Block Statue of a Prophet of Montu and Scribe Djedkhonsuefankh, son of Khonsumes and Taat”, Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed 2025] 
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