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THE OBJECT 

CC 1697.004,  1699.004, 

1705.004  

Osiris: h. 6.5cm, w. 2.4cm, th. 0.4cm; 

Isis: h: 6.3cm, w. 1.45cm, th. 0.8cm; 

Horus: h. 4.7cm, w. 1,3cm, th. 0.5cm 

© Stephen Thomas Osiris 

Horus 

Isis 



Why object biography? 

 No provenance, nothing known about CC1697.004, 

1699.004, 1705.004  

 Igor Kopytoff  (1986)  cultural biography of things: 

“What makes a biography cultural is not what it deals 

with, but how and from what perspective. […] In the 

homogenized world of commodities, an eventful 

biography of a thing becomes the story of the various 

singularizations of it, of classifications and 

reclassifications in an uncertain world of categories whose 

importance shifts with every minor change in context.” 



Why object biography? 

 According to Gosden/Marshall (1999): biography “seeks to 

understand the way objects become invested with meaning 

through the social interactions they are caught up in” 

 Therefore “inextricably linked to the creation of social 

worlds” (Steel 2013) 

 BUT: Life-cycle not only interesting or linked to social 

worlds at the beginning  whole life cycle, also at stage 

of reception  heritage studies process: what are WE 

doing with these objects 



Why object biography? 

 not only social life of things in ancient Egypt, but is 

done with it in museum?  

 I want to focus on :  

 culture of origin (in this case Egypt) AND  

 the meaning today as the culture, in which the objects 

was brought into  

  TWO intersecting lives 

 



Cyfarthfa Castle Museums and 

Art Gallery Merthyr Tydfil 



The Welsh heritage perspective 

 designed by Richard 

Lugar for the Merthyr iron 

master Richard Crawshay 

 built between 1824 and 

1825 

 family seat up until the 

early 1900's  

 1910 purchased by Merthyr Borough Council and turned 

into a school and museum 

 grammar school with separate girl and boys areas until 

being Secondary modern school until 2013 

 Museum situated on the ground floor 

 

 



Cyfarthfa Castle Museums and Art 

Gallery Merthyr Tydfil 



Secondary archaeology 



 Here at least facts about excavations known! 

The theoretical approaches 



The theoretical approaches 

Stephanie Moser: Representing 
Archaeological Knowledge in 
Museums. In: Public 
Archaeology 3(2003), 3-20 

 In recent years researchers in 
museum studies have begun to 
look at how exhibitions have 
participated in a complex 
process of meaning-making 
[…]. Historians of science and 
culture have also explored 
how exhibitions have a 
significant role not just in 
reflecting ideas about the 
natural and cultural world, but 

also in creating them. 

Susan Langdon: Beyond the 
Grave: Biographies from Early 
Greece. In: American Journal of 
Archaeology, 105(2001)4, 579-606 

 Object biography is an analytical 
technique that traces the changing 
social meanings an object 
accumulates during its lifetime. 
[…] While carrying the same 
liabilities as human biography – 
[…] – in application, object 
biographies effectively intersect 

with and elucidate larger 
social narratives, such as 
colonial encounters or gender 
constructions. 



What to do 

with this 

divine 

family? 

How to create 
the larger (social 
and cultural) 
narrative?  



 

 

Triads: 
Divine families! 

=grouping gods by 3: 

triad consists of a god, 

his spouse and one 

child 

most popular: Osiris, 

Isis and their son Horus 

Theban triad: Amun-Re, 

wife Mut, son Khonsu 

Memphite triad: Ptah, 

Sekhmet and Nefertem 

 

 

Louvre E 6204 (H.: 9 cm, L.: 
6,60 cm; gold, obsidian) 

The Egyptological approach - 

contextualise 



The Egyptological approach 

MMA 23.6.11 (H. : 6.75 cm; 
copper alloy 



The Museum Studies perspective 
 

 Objects in museum collections have the 
potential of connecting people and events 
over time and space. (A. Herle, 2012) 

 

 Promoting objects 

 creating (new understandings of) objects 

 BEYOND social life of things as looked at in 
Egyptology, to create an extended life-cycle as an 
object biography of reception and heritage 



The mummy 

head in Merthyr 

Visitor 
expectations 





What do we know about what we 

know? The museum ‘register’ as 

museum object (Geoffrey N. Swinney, 2012) 





The Memory Studies 
perception  – the collector 
and the antiquities dealer 
 





Major Harry Hartley Southey 
(1871-1917) 

 from a wealthy family who owned the Merthyr Express newspaper 

 military career  travelled widely throughout Mediterranean and the 
Middle East  Started to collect Roman, Grecian, Egyptian and 
Asian Objects 

 particularly interested in Egypt, and on a visit in 1901 was able to 
buy a quantity of Egyptian antiquities which he later added to when 
stationed in Egypt during 1916  Cairo: became friendly with a 
curator of an Egyptian museum who helped him to collect ‘spoils 
from the tombs’  packed objects away safely in wooden crates 
ready to be shipped back to Wales 

 killed in action during the Battle of Gaza in WW I (1917) 

 Family donated his collection to Cyfarthfa Castle Museum (founded 
1911) after his death 

 



Cairo: became friendly with a curator of an 

Egyptian museum who helped him to 

collect ‘spoils from the tombs’ 

The theoretical approach: 

What’s Authenticity got to do with it? 



R. H. Blanchard, Schâri Kâmil, Cairo 

 American antiquities dealer 
with store in the famous 
Shepherd Hotel 



Orientalism 



Elizabeth Peters: 

Amelia Peabody 

Mysteries 

Heritage and 
Reception 



R. H. Blanchard, Schâri Kâmil, Cairo 

 American antiquities dealer with store in the 
famous Shepherd Hotel 

 Wrote a book in 1909 “Handbook of Egyptian Gods 
Mummy Amulets”  

 Seen as reliable antiquities dealer 

 Costumers were: 

 Oslo Papyrus Collection (L. Amundsen acquired 
various collections during his stay in Egypt 1927-1929) 

 Pitt Rivers Museum (might be donation of buy) 

 Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History 



Yale Peabody Museum ANT 

264365 
 Scarab, grey. XIX 

Dynasty 1200BC. Still 

attached to collector's 

board."Blanchard's 

Egyptian Museum Cairo, 

Egypt"."Ram headed 

sphinx guarded by the 

winged Ureaus Serpent." 

1.6cm x 1.8cm w/out 

board; w/board 5cm x 

7.5cm. Egypt 



Guides us back to museum studies and 

heritage  relations between the museum, 

object and various kinds of communities 



Louvre E 6204 (H.: 9 cm; L.: 
6.6 cm) 

Durham: Oriental Museum 

EG5214 (4.9 x 6.7 x 1.8 cm) 

The Egyptological approach 



© Stephen Thomas 



The original triad? 

© Stephen Thomas 



OR? 

© Stephen Thomas 



Museum of Art 
and Archaeology, 
Missouri 77.184 

Lot 25A of LiveAuctions, 
started 8:00 AM - Jun 
13, 2014 – Artemis 
Gallery: Egyptian 
Bronze Osiris w/ Cat, 
Isis on Reverse   



Museo 

Archeologico  

Nazionale, 

Museo Egizio, 

Florence 315, 

H. 17.0cm 



EA 67186 
H.: 22.8cm L.: 

14.800 cm (plinth) 



CREATE YOUR NARRATIVE – 

guided by your particular object 

  Heritage Studies – Welsh heritage 

  (Secondary) Archaeology – excavation in the 

museum’s storage rooms 

  Anthropological and archaeological theory 

  Egyptology – searching for comparative objects 

  Museum Studies – presenting of objects 

  Memory Studies – the collector and antiquities 

dealer 

  Material Culture Studies 



Conclusion 
 Egyptological value of figurines is not very high 

in the sense of spectacular  

 votive offerings are common 

 particular figurines not of high quality 

 artefacts are not well preserved  County Council 

has not the money for restauration 

 Only creation of a narrative could change that 

and increase the  

 Increases attractiveness of object for visitors 

 Increased visitor numbers 

 Museum could receive more money 

 


