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Cyfarthfa Castle, Merthyr Tydfil CCM… (1695.004)
Material : wood
Period : Middle Kingdom – New Kingdom?
Provenance : Unknown
Dimensions : H:17cm W:4.5cm D2.5cm
Object analysis by Imogen Rawlinson (1908288)

Description.
Nude female figurine carved from wood to emphasise the hips and clear lining of the pubic triangle. Breaks down the centre of the front and right side of the torso, with truncated legs. Arms missing, holes/pins can be seen where arms may have originally been attached. Vague facial features with a flat nose and a long plain hairdo. No tattoos or hieroglyphs anywhere on the figurine.

The wooden female figurine may resemble a basic shabti, these were placed in tombs to provide the deceased with slaves to perform manual labour in the afterlife (Taylor, 2001, 114). However, many shabtis were decorated with tattoos or hieroglyphs, often designed to resemble the coffin of a mummified individual. While this may not rule out the possibility of the figurine originally being a shabti, it does cause doubt and does not explain the clear damage to the figurine.
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Figure 1. Shabti collection from the New Kingdom, EA41548 (Photo from of The British Museum)


Figure 1 shows a selection of 12 shabtis from the British Museum which demonstrate the coffin and painted designs, with the largest measuring 22.13cm in height, only approximately 5cm larger than the wooden female figurine.
Figurines of nude females which were placed in tombs may have been used to provide the deceased with sexual powers in the afterlife or were given as symbols of rebirth and regeneration (Taylor, 2001, 210). 
[image: Female figure, Conifer (Cedar) ]Figure 2. Female figure, Middle Kingdom, 12th Dynasty, 26.7.1416 (Photo from The Metropolitan Museum)


Figure 2 shows a female figure which is also made of wood, specifically conifer, demonstrating a similar feminine physique from the narrow waist into the curved hips and clear pelvic triangle. The female figure measures at 17cm tall, like the female figurine.
Fragmented females figurines have been assumed to be used as execration figures used in rituals to destroy evil forces, although most appear to be male, with “clearly missing arms, which appear to have been cut or snapped off” (Waraksa, 2009, 111-112). While the wooden female figurine does not have some of the typical designs of an execration figure, such as inscriptions or colouring, and is not made of the typical ceramic or clay which would be easier to break, this use for execration may explain the damage to the wooden female figurine  including the loss of the arms and the truncated legs.
Whether the wooden  female figurine was produced as a shabti, a fertility figurine or an execration figure, this object would have been placed in tombs as gifts to aid the deceased the afterlife.
As the location and circumstances of how the female figurine was found are unknown, it cannot be determined who the objected was intended for; figurines were also placed in the tombs of both men and women so the gender of the owner of the tomb may not explain the full purpose of the female figurine. However, female shabtis given to deceased women may have been intended to act as maidservants in the afterlife as many female statuettes, some carrying children, have been fund in the tombs of women (Hayes, 1978, 221).
The female figurine appears to be a large part of a fuller, broken, figurine; the lack of arms and legs suggest damage which could suggest it was used during a ritual or spell such as a fertility spell or against evil forces, or it may have been simply accidental damage. Due to the unknown circumstances of the excavation, it cannot be said that the female figurine was found alone; it may have been one of many similar or identical figurines, had a protective casing such as a coffin or have been surrounded by magical tools. 
While the female figurine does not have any hieroglyphs to explain the object’s purpose, the site of the excavation may have contained texts and spells to illustrate how the female figurine was used. The lack of decoration on the wooden female figurine may support the possibility that this was produced and used as an execration figure, since “a statuette meant to be used as an aide to a ritual spell and then destroyed would not necessarily be afforded the level of detailed decoration one would expect to find on other forms of Egyptian statuary and figurines” (Redpath, 2018). Typically, however, the execration figure would be shaped by hand without any tools, a method of production which could not be replicated when using wood (Delvaux et al. 2017, 12) which may suggest that the wooden female figurine was not used as an execration figure.
The use of shabtis demonstrates the ancient Egyptian belief in life after death, while the use of fertility figures in tombs clearly demonstrates the ancient Egyptian beliefs surrounding the abilities of a person’s ba and shadow – in this case their ability to have sexual intercourse with the living which aides to fulfil their need for rebirth and regeneration (Harrington, 2013, 5-6)
If the object were originally used as a shabti, it is likely that it would be dated from the Late Second Intermediate Period; the overall design of the female figurine is simple and rather rough, lacking smooth clean lines and distinct facial features which may reflect shabtis produced in this period which were often “figures of sycamore wood (or tamarisk), the majority of which were extremely crude workmanship. Many of the figures were mere sticks or offcuts roughly shaped” (Taylor, 2001, 118). 
Meanwhile, if the object were produced as a fertility figurine then it could date from the Middle Kingdom into the new Kingdom, when fertility objects were placed in tombs (Taylor, 2001, 210). Figure 2 demonstrates clear similarities to the object – while appearing to be more carefully or skilfully designed and preserved – including shape, material and size which could suggest the wooden female figurine dates back to the same approximate time period in the Middle Kingdom.
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