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Egypt’s traditional ancient southern border was dictated by the natural riverine barrier
of the first cataract region, around modern Aswan. South of this area was the land of
Nubia, usually separated into Upper and Lower Nubia (or Kush and Wawat
respectively). This area was less fertile than the Egyptian portion of the Nile Valley,
but was nonetheless populated by a number of culturally distinct groups. Today these
are known to scholars by the names: A Group, C Group, Pan Grave, and Kushites or
Kerma people. The ancient Egyptians on the other hand defined the groups as medjay
and nehesyw, among others, although to which Nubian populations these terms refer
is often difficult to ascertain and remains a controversial topic. To the ancient
Egyptians Nubia was a land rich in gold, cattle, and exotic goods but was populated
by traditional enemies of Egypt. For this reason stereotypical representations of
Nubians occur frequently in Egyptian pictorial sources to differentiate them from their
Egyptian overlords (particularly during the Middle Kingdom and later). Nubians are
portrayed with harsh facial features, dark skin, and particular hairstyles or wigs. They
usually have flat noses and thick lips, with large eyes and occasional facial piercings;
many of these features are not found on depictions of Egyptians. While these images
must disguise some trace of truth – a visual
metaphor perhaps – they are certainly highly
stylized and it is interesting to note that Nubians do
not depict themselves in this same iconographic
manner, such as the example of Hekanefer, the
‘Prince of Miam’, modern Aniba.1
A small faience head (ECM822) in the Eton
College William Joseph Myers Collection of
Egyptian Antiquities depicts the stereotypical
Nubian characteristics discussed above, and is
therefore almost certainly of ancient Egyptian
manufacture. It is currently 53 mm high, 40 mm at
its widest point (ear to ear) and has a maximum
ECM822,
© University of Birmingham depth of 36 mm, but is unfortunately broken from
the neck down. It has been carefully modelled and
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carved in Egyptian blue faience, and has also been glazed using the application
method2 – which has resulted in unglazed areas beneath the chin and ears, indicating
that the figure was left to dry in a standing position. It is therefore possible to
reconstruct this statuette as a standing figure, possibly similar in size and design to
1951.131 in the National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh3 or 1984.168 in the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.4 Black manganese paint has been applied prior to its
firing to indicate an intricate, braided, cruciform hairstyle (or possible wig). The
presence of a probable hair ring is indicated by a drilled hole through the front lock of
hair, this ring may have originally been made of gold or silver – as can be seen on the
other comparable examples. Similar perforations can be seen in the ears of the figure
and through the necks of two carved monkeys, one sitting on each shoulder of the
character. Again, black manganese paint is used to give texture to the fur of the
monkeys. Silver rings can in fact be seen around the necks of two monkeys on
1951.131 in the National Museum of Scotland.
Most depictions of Nubians in ancient Egyptian art are given stereotypical
black skin colouring; however this particular example is made in blue faience.
Faience was often chosen by the ancient Egyptian manufacturers for its symbolic
properties. The ancient Egyptian name for faience was ‘tjehnet’, provoking ideas of
luminosity or scintillation – thoughts particularly relevant to shabti manufacture in
Egypt and the connections between the deceased and the resurrected sun god Re.5
Blue faience in particular then appears to have created connotations of fertility, rebirth
and regeneration. Bianchi has convincingly argued that faience was produced in state
affiliated workshops, under a certain degree of mysticism, probably within the
confines of temple administration.6
While the facial features of ECM822 are quite harsh it
most likely depicts a woman, judging by the similar pieces named
above. It is possible that a connection to religious ideas, indicated
by the use of blue faience, may point to this lady being equated
with a goddess of the Egyptian pantheon. The God Bes for
example is often shown with similar Nubian characteristics in his
iconography after the 18th Dynasty.7 This iconography develops
to include a female counterpart to Bes, in the form of his mother,
Beset who is frequently shown suckling her son in a comparable
fashion to Isis and Horus.8 While ECM822 does not exhibit
evidence of Bes being suckled, the example from the National
Museum of Scotland (as illustrated in Aldred 1971) shows the
woman offering her breast to a monkey, while another stands
ECM166,
between her legs, paralleling the example from the Pelizaeus
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Museum. An ostracon from Deir el-Medina (EA8506) shows a
of Birmingham woman suckling an infant; the lady wears an elaborate wig or
hairstyle reminiscent of that shown on ECM822 and it is possible
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that this may indicate that either the woman in the ostracon is Nubian, or that there
was a symbolic identity for the hairstyle and the role of motherhood, perhaps
associated with the goddess Beset.
Aldred identifies 1951.131 with the goddess Bast, which here may simply be
the product of confusion over the names Beset and Bastet. Aldred also states that
1951.131 is a unique representation from ancient Egypt of a person wearing a nose
ring. However, ECM1666 in the Eton College Myers Collection depicts the god Bes,
with indication of a small drilled hole for the placement of a now lost nose ring. A
similar figurine to ECM822 is found in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston
(1984.168)9 and likewise portrays two baboons accompanying a female figure,
although in this example there is no aperture for a nose ring, supporting the claim that
these three statuettes may be identified with the goddess Beset.
Needless to say, the iconography and origins of the Bes image have been the
subject of much debate in the past, while the iconography of Beset is less well known
and understood. It is this author’s opinion that both are linked to influences imported
from Nubia during the 18th Dynasty which were incorporated into existing
iconography. Their domestic nature promoted their longevity and survival in the
Greco-Roman world. Nonetheless, further research is needed into this culturally
significant goddess, and will form the focus of future research by this author.
Acknowledgements
The author would like to express thanks to Sarah Chapman, who not only pointed out
the ostracon EA8506 and its links to ECM822, but is also willing to take the plunge
into researching further Beset examples and iconography. Secondly, to the proof
readers and editors, Dr Martin Bommas (University of Birmingham) and Mr Steven
Gregory (Birmingham Egyptology).
Bibliography and Further Reading
Aldred, C. 1971. Jewels of the Pharaohs: Egyptian Jewellery of the Dynastic Period.
Thames and Hudson: London.
Bianchi, R. S. 1998. ‘Symbols and Meanings’, in F. D. Friedman (ed.), Gifts of the
Nile: Ancient Egyptian Faience, 22-31. Thames and Hudson: London.
British Museum Catalogue, EA8506.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/search_the_collection_database/search_objec
t_details.aspx?objectid=118195&partid=1&IdNum=8506&orig=%2fresearch%2fsear
ch_the_collection_database%2fmuseum_number_search.aspx [25 February 2013].
Friedman, F. D. (ed.). 1998. Gifts of the Nile: Ancient Egyptian Faience. Thames and
Hudson: London.
Global Egyptian Museum, International Committee for Egyptology (CIPEG), 0248.
http://www.globalegyptianmuseum.org/record.aspx?id=10466 [25 February 2013].

9

1984.168 is illustrated in Friedman (ed.) 1998: [69], 106, 208.

3
Birmingham Egyptology Journal 2013. 1:1-4. http:// birminghamegyptology.co.uk/journal/

Carl Graves: A Faience Nubian Head
Graves, C. 2012. ‘Intercultural Communication: Egypt and Nubia c. 2543-1076BC’,
in C. Graves and S. Gregory (eds.), Connections: Communication in Ancient Egypt.
University of Birmingham: Birmingham.
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/connections/Essays/CGraves.aspx#En
dnotes [25 February 2013].
Kayser, H. 1969. Ägyptisches Kunsthandwerk: ein Handbuch für Sammler und
Liebhaber. Klinkhardt & Biermann: Braunschweig.
Musuem of Fine Arts, Boston Catalogue: 1984.168.
http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/female-statuette-164560 [25 February 2013].
Nicholson, P. 2009. ‘Faience Technology’, in W. Wendrich (ed.), UCLA
Encyclopedia of Egyptology. Los Angeles.
http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/zz0017jtt [18 February 2013].
Romano, J. 1980. ‘The Origin of the Bes-Image’, Bulletin of the Egyptological
Seminar 2: 39-56.
Simpson, W. K. 1963. Heka-Nefer and the Dynastic Material from Toshka and
Arminna. Peabody Museum of Natural History of Yale University: New Haven.

4
Birmingham Egyptology Journal 2013. 1:1-4. http:// birminghamegyptology.co.uk/journal/

