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Egyptian Hippos, The Protector of the Dead.
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‘William’ has stolen the hearts of all visitors of The Met Museum, located in New York. With his striking blue colour and decretive painted plants, but this Ancient Egyptian hippopotamus has more purpose and history than being ornamental that meets the eye.

William was found in 1910, in the tomb of a steward called Senbi II at Meir (West bank of the Nile), and has been dated to 1961-1878 BC, 12th Dynasty, Middle Egypt (1). He gained his name from a comment describing him in a British magazine in 1931 (2).Figure 1
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His composition is a ceramic material called Egyptian faience, when once fired reveals a vivid blue glaze. His colouring suggests the hippo’s aquatic habitat, the Nile, and the Niles importance to the Egyptians due to its rejuvenation properties and being the critical life source to the country. Throughout his body we see delicately black painted river plants, and the opening and closing of lotus flowers. The lotus was symbolic in Ancient Egypt, located on the Nile these flowers open and close with each day and night, a popular sign of rebirth, everlasting continuity and the passing of time. Figure 2
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The hippopotamus was an animal that was both respected and feared in Ancient Egypt. Although Egyptian hippos are extinct today, hippos in Africa are the number one cause of deaths to humans related to large animal attacks. This animal could be extremely destructive on the Nile, causing the capsize of boats, the destruction of farmland/eating of crops and consequently killing humans. Furthermore, female hippos with their young could be immensely protective and unpredictable, increasing their aggression massively. However, this shaped the way Egyptians saw female hippos, a sign of fertility due to the fierce protective nature of mother/child and their habitat being mostly submerged in the Nile which provides the country fertile land. These creatures, along with loins and elephants were popular (although dangerous) hunts for the pharaoh with his royal parties/high status officials. In figure 3 we can see a high-status official Ty from the 5th Dynasty overseeing a hunt of hippos. This had more significance than just telling the story of a hunt this man once oversaw, but that the successful hunt of such a beast shows the immense power of the individual and the conquering of evil. Figure 3: “A hippopotamus hunt scene in the marshes from the Tomb of Ty at Saqqara”
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Egyptian Mythology was the cornerstone of Egyptian life, with the Gods playing a huge role in sociocultural Ancient Egyptian society. One focal point of Egyptian mythology was the family unit, which was then followed by humans who shared these beliefs. Although Egyptian mythology focus’s change during the passing of kingdoms, in the middle kingdom we have strong material culture related to most popular of the hippo goddesses, although considered a minor household deity, Taweret. Taweret is depicted with the face and body of a hippo with a crocodile tail and loin paws. In amulets and statues, she is found standing upright with a wide swollen abdomen and heavy breasts, portraying pregnancy. In some statues she has her jaws open, snarled with teeth bare in a fierce display of maternal protectiveness. This further supports the continuation of hippos being worshipped and attributed as an identity of fertility and rebirth. Taweret was also worn as amulets (made from Egyptian faience), mostly by women who were wishing to get pregnant, pregnant or recently postpartum, and was placed in home shrines, around a new baby, and etched on walls of temples or tombs to reject any potential evil, she is seen as an apotropaic deity.Figure 4
Figure 5

Nevertheless, William is not shaped in the Goddess Taweret, but of an ordinary hippo and was found in the tomb of a male, not a woman who was a mother. But the hippo is seen playing a part in the afterlife, and we can see this “from the papyrus of the royal scribe Ani … to spells 185 and 186 of the Book of the Dead” (3) seen below. Here we get conflicting information on who the Hippo god/goddess is, with Christine El Mahdy in her book ‘Mummies Myth and Magic’ describing the hippo in the image as “the hippopotamus goddess Opet, who wears horns and a disc and stands by a sa amulet, a sign of protection” (3). The British Museum further described the actions of Opet as “Opet offers life and a flaming taper for warmth to the deceased” (4). Opet has been seen as being a predecessor of the Goddess Taweret, as Opet and Taweret are depicted visually identically and are designated Goddess of fertility and rebirth. However, there can be a wider historical context of the mythology in this text as Mahdy describes the use of animals to represent the Gods as “hawk-headed god Horus stands as victor on his defeated uncle Seth, represent as a hippopotamus: a simple graphic device to illustrate a major Egyptian myth of triumph of one god over another” (5). So, the role of the hippopotamus in the Book of the Dead is not very clear, but we do know the animal represented roles of deity’s which did have a presence in the deceased’s journey into the afterlife. 
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Figure 6


















[image: ][image: ]
[image: ][image: ]William can be registered as a metaphysical object, due to the suggestion of being a protector of the deceased, an apotropaic power. He was specifically placed in the tomb for this reason, along with many other hippo statues found in middle kingdom dated tombs. 50-60 (6) faience hippos have been found in total, and a lot of these other hippos had the same affliction as William, the legs were purposefully broken before being placed in the tomb. William was found with one leg, although for today’s presentation’s sake has been reconstructed. Egyptologists believe that although he had the job of guarding the deceased and aiding/ promoting the rebirth of the subject’s ka (life force), he was also maimed as to not attack the deceased due to the hippo’s chaotic unpredictable nature. This was not only seen in the statues but in hieroglyphics as well. In King Hor’s sarcophagus (dated Middle Kingdom) we also see animals in text not finished due to the fear of the animals abandoning the spell, rendering it incomplete and useless. (See below)Figure 7
Figure 9
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In conclusion the hippo has strong connotations with Egyptian Mythology with the religion having several hippo god/goddesses associated with rebirth, and through the material culture found in middle kingdom tombs and depictions in the Book of the Dead, the afterlife. William is one of many hippos found which was crafted by the Ancient Egyptian people for the purpose of defending the deceased from evil spirits and guaranteeing the regeneration of the individuals Ka. But was also broken in fear due to a hippo’s unforeseeable hostile behaviour. However, now that William has been taken out of the tomb, who is he protecting? And now that his legs have been restored, should visitors of the Met Museum be cautious when approaching?
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FiG. 96. Magical spell from King Hor's sarcophagus, with animals rendered
incompletely so that they could not run away from the text. DRAWING
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