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Abstract

The collection of the Museo Egizio in Turin includes a small group of terracotta figurines that can be dated
to the period between the fifth and the first half of the seventh century AD. They were found during exca-
vation campaigns carried out by Ernesto Schiaparelli in 1903, 1904 and 1909 at el-Ashmunein/Hermopolis
Magna (Middle Egypt). Despite the fact that terracotta figurines lack any mention in ancient literary and doc-
umentary sources, the significant number of specimens from both the antiquities market and archaeological
excavations suggests that they played a significant role in social life and religious practices during the Late
Antique period. Although their physical, technological and figurative aspects indicate a regional production,
some of their features reflect the typical canon of Byzantine art, which was widespread in the Mediterranean
basin in this period as an expression of Christianity. Through a description and discussion of this material,
this paper aims at offering a new contribution to the study of the terracotta figurines produced in Egypt in
Late Antiquity.
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1. Introduction or published. One of the most interesting categories
Egypt is known for a significant variety of objects as  in the diverse material culture of Christianity in Late
well as works of art from all historical periods. While ~ Antique Egypt is that of terracotta figurines."

carvings in stone or wood, wall paintings and tex- Among the historians of material culture who have
tiles of the Late Antique and Byzantine periods have = worked intensively on the deeper meaning of the
attracted the attention of both scholars and the gen-  figurines of Byzantine Egypt, two names stand out:
eral public ever since the first discoveries were made  Laszlé Torok and David Frankfurter. Torok, in his
in the late nineteenth century, many humbler ob- catalogue of the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts,>
jects of daily use silently found their way into store-  and Frankfurter, in various books and articles,? re-
rooms of museums all over the world; however, only fer to these terracotta figurines with remarkable
a small number of these objects were exhibited and/  regularity. Especially in a recent article* and in his
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latest book,” Frankfurter approaches the “materiali-
ty of devotion” in the light of the processes through
which Egyptian culture assimilated Christianity,
looking especially at the material culture, includ-
ing terracottas, lamps and pilgrim flasks.® He sees
significant continuity in most of these terracotta
figurines, rooted in a thousand-year-old expression
of fertility, but reactivated, in other forms, in the
Christian world.

In parallel, Pascale Ballet is one of the leading ex-
perts in the field of Egyptian coroplastic studies. The
historical, material and technological studies she has
conducted on ceramics and related objects, espe-
cially terracotta figurines, are of key importance for
understanding this category of objects in particular,
and late Egyptian material culture in general.”
Considering the absence of written documents of
that historical period mentioning such figurines,
the mass production of these images appears to
be almost paradoxical, but is tangible evidence
of their widespread use in Egypt. Terracotta figu-
rines dating to the Byzantine period (fifth to ear-
ly seventh century AD) have been found in great
numbers throughout Egypt. During this period,
two main centres produced distinctive terracottas:
Abu Mina, west of Alexandria, and the region of
the First Cataract, around Aswan. Both had pottery
workshops covering the entire spectrum of ceram-
ic production: table and common wares, cooking
vessels, amphorae, oil lamps, pilgrim’s flasks, and
terracotta figurines.

As regards the materials terracotta figurines are
made of, those produced at Abu Mina are recog-
nizable by their fine marl clay fabric, pale-yellow in
colour with a pink core.® The products of the Aswan
workshop(s) can also be distinguished by their fab-
ric, which is pink in colour and has a fine texture
(Pink Aswan Kaolinitic Clay).” To these distinctive
productions may be added the copious female figu-
rines made of Nile-clay fabrics (brick-red to brown
in colour), for which some workshops have been
identified in the Fayum at Karanis, in Middle Egypt
at Antinoopolis, and in Upper Egypt at Mangabad.*°
A further production that also deserves mention is
that of the figurines made in the Great Oasis — the
Dakhla and Kharga oases in Egypt’s Western De-
sert — where local clay fabrics were used: in Dakhla,

36

mainly iron-rich fabrics;*! in Kharga, mostly the typ-
ical local calcareous clay fabrics.?

As regards iconography, the figurines are usually in
the same frontal standing position, with arms raised
or hanging along the sides, an elaborate coiffure, and
holes in the ears.'® Despite these shared characteris-
tics, the figurines are also extraordinarily diverse in
their artisanry and details. Some are nude, but the
majority are dressed in a linen tunic; some hold ba-
bies (mater lactans), others are in the orans position;
some are freestanding, others lying down in nega-
tive space, or seated holding a child; some are crude-
ly hand-modelled, others are made with moulds, or
half moulded and half hand-modelled; some are
painted and accurately decorated, or slipped, or just
whitewashed, others are characterized by incisions
and puncture-marks on the head and the body.'*
This extraordinary diversity suggests that their
manufacture and use occurred in a regional context
rather than being a result of the country-wide mar-
keting of a new ritual device or image.

Male figurines, often identified as figures of knights
or shepherds, and those depicting animals, mostly
horses or birds, are less frequent.

As regards the contexts they occur in, the majority
of the terracotta figurines in museum collections
have no documented provenance, as they come
from illegal digging, or excavations carried out
during the first decades of the nineteenth century,
when archaeological and functional contexts were
neither observed nor recorded. For these objects,
there is often little evidence about the find spots.
However, recent excavations attest to their pres-
ence in houses, tombs and shrines dated between
the fifth and the early seventh century AD, which
appears to suggest a flexible “identity”.'® Terracotta
figurines have been found in domestic contexts or
large dumping areas at K6m el-Dikka,'® Karanis, '’
Herakleopolis Magna,'® Djeme,*® Edfu,?® Elephan-
tine,”! Bawit,?” Berenike,”® and Hibis;** some were
deposited in graves at Antaiopolis,>®> Antinoopo-
lis,?® and Gurob;*? and others come from monastic
sites or religious contexts, including Wadi Sarga,”®
Armant,”” Athribis,*° Mangabad,*' and Kellis.** In
addition, terracotta figurines from late-fifth- to
mid-seventh-century contexts are attested at Mein-
arti, Nubia.*”



2. Possible functions of terracotta
figurines during the Christian Period

in Egypt

The general design of female terracotta figurines
of the Christian period in Egypt, with emphasized
sexual attributes (a painted or moulded womb), and
occasionally children or arms raised in prayer, sug-
gests that they were linked to the idea of fertility or
maternity and crafted to somehow mediate procre-
ative success. However, their precise function is still
debated among scholars, especially in consideration
of the heterogeneity of their contexts of discovery
(see Section 1). Indeed, the occurrence of terracot-
ta figurines in monastic complexes, burials and do-
mestic spaces suggests multifunctional use, as a)
votive objects dedicated to healers or saints; b) me-
mentos brought back from a pilgrimage to a shrine;
or ¢) private objects of domestic piety.** A possibly
unifying explanation that will be discussed below is
that these different uses are all stages of the same
devotional practice.

Starting from the late third /fourth century AD, Chris-
tians began undertaking pilgrimages to sites or places
associated with saints and miracles — such as St. Col-
luthus at Antinoopolis, Apa Apollo at Bawit, St. Menas
and Thecla at Abu Mina, and at Deir Anba Hadra (St.
Simeon) on the West Bank at Aswan. The phenome-
non of female pilgrimage to the shrine of St. Menas
and Thecla at Abu Mina, for instance, is supported
by literary and archaeological evidence.>> Women,
mostly wives with fertility issues or hoping to safely
survive the experience of maternity, went there to ask
for the saints’ help. Those who made these pilgrimag-
es often acquired some artefacts on their journey to
the sacred sites they visited, and brought them home
as tangible connections to the divine.®

Modern maps of ancient monastic Egypt illustrate
that monastic communities were located in nearly
all geographical zones of the country.>” Seemingly,
the extraordinary diversity in craftmanship of the
figurines (in terms of face and body details, model-
ling techniques and ceramic fabrics) clearly suggests
that their manufacture is attributable to regional or,
more likely, local ateliers, associated to some of the
principal religious centres active in Egypt during the
Late Antique period.>® A few of the workshops in
which this category of female figurines were made
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have been identified at places where the sanctuary
or monastic complex of a saint was located, such as
at Antinoopolis, Bawit, Abu Mina and Aswan, as well
as in the Fayum and the Thebaid.*’

As regards the intentions behind the manufacture
and use of female terracotta figurines in Late Antiqg-
uity, I would argue that, like other objects in terra-
cotta, they were produced and supplied by the pot-
tery workshops of the visited monastic site, in order
to facilitate ritual practices and encourage pilgrim-
age to the Christian saints’ shrines. These objects,
once purchased by believers visiting the sanctuary,
assumed a symbolic significance for the believer
(in the case of female figurines, one connected to
fertility and maternity) through prayer to the saint
and a sort of sacred contagion; and once it had been
brought home from the journey, this “fetish” became
part of the owner’s private and personal devotional
sphere until her or his death.

3. The terracotta figurines in the Museo
Egizio

3.1. The site of Hermopolis Magna/
el-Ashmunein

The Christian terracotta figurines discussed in this
contribution and held in the Museo Egizio in Turin
come from Hermopolis Magna — modern el-Ash-
munein — one of the major cities of ancient Egypt.
The site is in Middle Egypt, on the west side of the
Nile river, between Al-Minya, the modern regional
centre, and Mellawi (Fig. 1). The settlement dates
back to the Old Kingdom and was occupied until as
late as the Islamic period. The town was known by
the Egyptian name of Khemenu (“City-of-Eight”),
referring to the local cosmogonic tradition ac-
cording to which the “Ogdoad” of the primordial
gods was born in this place. During the Ptolema-
ic period, the city was called “The City of Hermes”
(Hermopolis) since the Greeks identified Hermes
with the local city god Thoth, supreme creator, god
of sciences, wisdom and justice, and divine mes-
senger.” The Egyptian name of Khemenu survived
as Coptic Shmun, from which the modern name
el-Ashmunein derives.

The archaeological investigations conducted so far
have focussed mainly on the central area of the site,

whose size — compared to its possible full exten-



Fig. 1: Map of Egypt with the places mentioned in the text and the location of el-Ashmunein/Hermopolis Magna (map:

Clementina Caputo).

sion — appears to be limited. Even though the docu-
mentation available today allows the topography of
the site to be outlined, the archaeological work, of-
ten done using dated methods and by cutting large
trenches, has left open many questions regarding the
architecture of the monumental complexes during
the different phases of the site, their diachronic and
spatial relationships, and their specific functions.
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The town plan is divided into two distinct areas, al-
ready existing in the Dynastic era:*! the north area
was of a religious nature, while in the south one
there were presumably residential districts, now
poorly known because they are buried under the
modern village of el-Ashmunein. These two sectors
were divided by the main east-west road, called “Via
Antinoita”, as it led to Antinoopolis, the famous city



Fig. 2: The manuscript inventory. ©Archivio di Stato, Torino, Fondo MAE, Il Versamento, Mazzo 2, Fascicolo 5.

Fig. 3: Two pages of Silvio Curto’s hand copy of (1) Schiaparelli's 1903 excavation report addressed to the King of Italy, Vittorio
Emanuele lll, in which el-Ashmunein is mentioned, now in the Royal Library (E160), and (2) Schiaparelli's final summary of the
results of his excavations (E161) ©Archivio di Stato, Torino, Fondo MAE, Ill Versamento, Mazzo 1, Fascicolo 3.
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founded in AD 130 by Emperor Hadrian, located on
the opposite bank of the Nile river.*?

Among the European explorers who visited the
site, the documentation collected by the Expédi-
tion d’Egypte at the end of the eighteenth century
and published at the beginning of the nineteenth
century is of particular interest. It provides a first
general plan of the site as it appeared before the
removal of extensive deposits by the sebbakhin,*?
and contains a representation of the main monu-
ment then visible, the pronaos of the great temple
of Thoth-Hermes, which was completely demol-
ished in 1826**

In 1903, the Missione Archeologica Italiana directed
by Ernesto Schiaparelli undertook the first archaeo-
logical excavations at el-Ashmunein,*> mainly with
the intention of finding Greek papyri. The field di-
rection of the 1903 season was assigned to Evaristo
Breccia,*® that of the 1904 season to Giacomo Bion-
di. The work was resumed again in 1909 by Arturo
Frova.”” Between 1929 and 1939, the Pelizaeus Mu-
seum Hildesheim began new excavations under the
direction of Giinther Roeder,*® followed by sporadic
investigations, often unpublished, by the Egyptian
authorities. Finally, archaeological excavations us-
ing stratigraphic methods and a complete topo-
graphical survey of the site were carried out in the
1980s under the direction of Jeffrey Spencer of the
British Museum.*’

3.2. The context of discovery

605 objects from the campaigns between 1903
and 1904 at el-Ashmunein, now held in the Museo
Egizio, Turin, are listed in the finds register, inven-
toried under the numbers 2065 to 2670 (Fig. 2).%°
Of these, 68 are terracotta figurines,”' listed under
the heading “terracotta” along with other objects,
including ostraca and oil lamps. At least 30 out of
the 68 terracotta figurines are datable to the Byz-
antine period and will be described, analysed and
discussed below.>? According to the report by Schia-
parelli about the campaign conducted from March
20 to April 29, 1903, addressed to the King of Ita-
ly Vittorio Emanuele III, the archaeological work of
the Missione Archeologica Italiana focussed mainly
on the “due kom che cingono ad anfiteatro rispettiva-

mente il tempio orientale con le colonne di Filippo II,
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Fig. 4: General plan of el-Ashmunein/Hermopolis Magna
(from Jomard [ed.], Description de I'Egypte, 1, 1817, pl. 50).

e il tempio ‘dall’altra parte’ dove si trovo il colosso di
Ramesse II”,>> where numerous papyri were found
(Fig. 3).>* Unfortunately, no more precise informa-
tion about the context in which the figurines were
found is given in the report.

The plan of the site of el-Ashmunein published in
1817 in the Description de 'Egypte and available to
the scholars of the Italian mission showed the main
features of the site (Fig. 4).>° Probably, the two
“kém” (in the singular; for ‘akwdman, “mounds”)
mentioned by Schiaparelli correspond to the two
mounds located in the southeast half of the site.
These would correspond, in the most recent maps
of the site, to the ‘akwaman that covered and sur-
rounded the area where the Christian Basilica and
KOom el-Kenissa can be seen today and the area
where the statues of Ramesses Il were found, close
to the South Church. Another possible location of
this second area could be immediately north of the
Antinoe road. If this were the case, then it would
be necessary to interpret Schiaparelli’s character-
ization dall’altra parte (“on the other side”) as re-

ferring to the main street running east-west. How-



Fig. 5: General plan of el-Ashmunein/Hermopolis Magna (from Bailey, Excavations at el-Ashmunein 1V, 1991, pl. 1).

ever, any attempt to compare the various plans or
identify the original contexts remains futile, since
the site had already undergone numerous chang-
es and suffered damages prior to the arrival of the
Italian mission.”®

In this regard, the findings of Christian terracotta
figurines during the German excavations (1929-
1939) north of the Sphinx Gate — which was almost
entirely covered with late antique houses — and in
the ancient dump near one of the Coptic cellars®” is
worth noting. In addition, further specimens were
found during the British excavations (1991) in the
area of the Christian basilica (Fig. 5).°
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3.3. General characteristics of the
terracotta figurines in the Museo Egizio
The small group of Byzantine Christian terracotta
figurines from el-Ashmunein preserved at the Mu-
seo Egizio comprises 30 statuettes. They are all frag-
mentary: only the head survives of 16 of them; only
the upper half of 5; and only the body of 6. Only 3 are
almost complete. I found no joining fragments dur-
ing my study of this corpus. The maximum height of
the complete statuettes can be estimated at around
15 cm. It should be emphasized that the fractures
generally appear to run through the neck or the ab-
domen, an aspect which I will return to in my final

remarks (Section 5).



Based on careful autoptic analysis, the figurines may
be divided into two main groups according to their
material. 10 figurines are made of an Aswan pink
Kaolinitic Clay fabric (Group 1), and the remaining
20 of Nile silt fabrics (Group 2). The fabrics are de-
scribed in detail in the following sections.

From the point of view of their modelling technique,
the figurines under examination show significant
diversity. Modelling by moulds appears to be the
most frequent manufacturing method among them
(25 out of 30). Among the moulded figurines, 12
were made with double moulds - that is, the front
and back were formed in separate moulds and then
joined; 13, instead, were made with a single mould
and usually have a flat back. Some details of the body
or parts of the coiffure were sometimes retouched
by hand during the drying that preceded the firing.
Only 5 out of 30 statuettes are modelled by hand. Re-
markably, during the Late Antique period, to which
these terracotta statuettes belong, double moulding
is very rare for Nile-clay figurines, while it is more
frequently used for Aswan-made ones.

The subjects represented are mainly female figures,
standing with upraised arms, in a praying or adora-
tion posture. In only three cases, the figures hold a
child in their arms (Fig. 8, no. 20 and Fig. 9, no. 22).
The heads can have a rounded shape or, especially in
the case of the Aswan figurines, be spade-shaped.*”
At least two terracottas can be identified as rep-

resentations of horse riders (Fig. 9, nos. 26-27). In
one further case, the horse is preserved without the
rider (Fig. 9, no. 28). To these may be added two stat-
uettes representing birds, perhaps a pigeon (Fig. 9,
no. 29) and a hen (Fig. 9, no. 30), respectively — the
latter may have originally been a decorative element
of a figured vase.

From a stylistic point of view, the schematic render-
ing of the body of the figures (especially the female
ones) contrasts with the coroplasts’ evident atten-
tion to the coiffure and some features of the face
and body, such as the nose and breasts, which are
rendered more carefully than other features. All oth-
er details — including the eyes, the mouth, the orna-
ments and the dress — are generally painted in black
and red on a yellow background. Usually the figurines
have pierced ears, most likely for earrings. Only those
made of Kaolinitic Clay fabric have a third hole on
top of the head, pierced through the large headdress,
probably a feature needed to hang up the statuette.

4. Catalogue of the terracotta figurines

from el-Ashmunein in the Museo Egizio

Within the following catalogue, a general overview
of the fabric, the technological characteristics, and
the distinctive features of the statuette fragments®’
are given for each group. For every single piece, a
progressive catalogue number, the Museo Egizio in-
ventory number,®! measurements (height x width x

Cat. No. Inv. No. Subjects Measurements (cm) | Remarks

1 Suppl. 2090 Head of female figure 52x5.7x%x33 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.4 cm)

2 Suppl. 2092 Head of female figure 6.6 x6 x 3.4 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.5 cm)

3 Suppl. 2254 Head of female figure 6.6x58x%x28 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.4 cm)

4 Suppl. 2256 Head of female figure 85x6.1x3.7 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.3 cm)

Suppl. 2259 Head of female figure 5x53x29 Holes pierced at ear level (@ 0.3 cm)

6 Suppl. 2262 Head of female figure 7.7x56x%x3.4 Holes pierced at ear level (¢ 0.4 cm); hole
at the top of the hair (¢ 0.2 cm)

7 Suppl. 2263 Head of female figure 6.3x53x%x39 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.2 cm)

8 Suppl. 2264 Head of female figure 7.6x6x3.7 Holes pierced at ear level and at the top of
the hair (¢ 0.5 cm)

9 Suppl. 2261 Standing female figure 8.4 x7.6x43 Circular and open base (¢ 3 cm)

10 Provv. 5954 Standing female figure in | 8.3 x 6.9 x 4.1 Circular and open base (¢ 3.5 cm)

orans posture

Table 1: Group 1 — Terracotta figurines made of Aswan Kaolinitic Clay fabrics.
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Fig. 6: Group 1 (nos. 1-8): Terracotta figurines made of Aswan Kaolinitic Clay fabrics. Photos by Nicola dell’Aquila/Museo Egizio.

Fig. 7: Group 1 (nos. 9—10): Terracotta figurines made of Aswan Kaolinitic Clay fabrics. Photos by Nicola dell’Aquila/Museo Egizio.
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thickness, in cm), and some additional remarks are
indicated in Table 1 and Table 2. For each group, the
closest parallels, if any, are indicated in a footnote.
Each statuette description is complemented by the
photo of the piece in the figures at the end of the
respective paragraph.

4.1. Group 1 - Terracotta figurines made
of Aswan Kaolinitic Clay fabrics

10 terracotta figurines belong to Group 1 (Figs. 6-7).
Their fabric is pink, sometimes with a beige core, a
fine to medium-fine texture, and rich in mica par-
ticles. The surfaces are smooth and covered with
a pink to light-orange slip. The details of the head
and the body are painted in black (eyes, lips, edge of
the headdress, earrings in the form of large round
pendants,®” ornaments on the neck [such as a bulla
with an inscribed cross], and the tunic) on red-or-
ange (headdress) and yellow (face), sometimes on
an overall white dress (Fig. 6, nos. 2—-4). The figures
of Group 1, all hollow inside and fragmentary, are
all made with a two-piece mould (heads: Fig. 6, nos.
1-8; bodies: Fig. 7, nos. 9-10).°° In terms of distinc-
tive features, these statuettes represent female fig-
ures, characterized by a standing posture, with the
arms outstretched at a 90° angle to the body (Fig. 7,
no. 9)°* or raised up at an angle (Fig. 7, no. 10),°° a
spade-shaped wreath framing the hair, holes pierced
at ear level and at the top of the hair, a cylindrical
shaped body, small rounded breasts (moulded), and
an open rounded base. Usually, they have a palm
branch incised on the back. In one case (Fig. 6, no.
7), the fracture at the base of the neck is covered by
a thick layer of black resin.

4.2, Group 2 - Terracotta figurines made
of Nile silt fabrics

20 terracotta figurines, all fragmentary, are included
in Group 2 (Figs. 8-9). The fabrics often show zoned
fractures, from red-brown to pink-mauve in colour,
with a grey-black core and a medium-fine to medi-
um-coarse texture, in which mica, quartz and veg-
etable particles are present. The surface treatment
on most of the statuettes of this group consists of a
reddish slip, tone-on-tone, over which a whitish lay-
er, possibly calcite, is superimposed. This is used as a
primer for painting the details of the face, the head-
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dress, the tunic and other elements (as in the case of
the animal figures) with black, red, dark red, pinkish
and yellowish colours.®® Most of these figurines are
single-moulded, solid, with a flat back (Fig. 8, nos.
11-20 and Fig. 9, nos. 21, 23-24), except for five
that are hand-modelled (Fig. 9, nos. 22, 26-29) and
two others that are two-piece moulded and hollow
(Fig. 9, nos. 25 and 30). Generally, only the nose and
the small, rounded breasts are in relief, except for
Fig. 8,no0.14 and Fig. 9, nos. 23-25, whose hair, eyes
and lips are moulded. As for Group 1, the most rep-
resented subject are female figures, of which only
the head is preserved in most cases (Fig. 8, nos.
11-15 and Fig. 9, nos. 23-25). More rarely, the en-
tire upper part of the body is preserved, so that the
standing orans posture with upraised arms is dis-
cernible (Fig. 8, nos. 16—18). In one case, the statu-
ette is preserved from the neck to the feet and shows
traces of the now lost separately modelled and ap-
plied breasts (Fig. 8, no. 19). Only in three cases, the
figure holds a baby (Fig. 8, no. 20 and Fig. 9, nos.
21-22), summarily rendered in the mother’s arms in
front of the belly.®’

In terms of distinctive features, the female figurines
are generally characterized by a large flat and round-
ed wreath framing the hair (Fig. 8, nos.12-15,17-18
and Fig. 9, no. 25).°® Spade-shaped headdresses are
less frequent (Fig. 8, nos. 11, 16),°° while some fig-
ures are characterized by the hairstyle described as
“melon-rib” or, in French, a cote de melon (Fig. 9, nos.
23-24).”Y The statuette’s legs are straight and divid-
ed by a groove (Fig. 8, nos. 19-20 and Fig. 9, nos.
21-22), just above which is a cup-shaped depres-
sion representing the belly button (Fig. 8, nos. 16,
18). Holes pierced at ear level are visible only in three
items (Fig. 8, nos. 15, 17 and Fig. 9, no. 23). In two
cases (Fig. 9, no. 23-24), the fracture of the neck is
covered by a thick layer of black resin.

The group also includes two male figures (Fig. 9,
nos. 26-27), identifiable as two riders (based on the
fracture at the height of the pelvis and their possible
attachment to a horse back), and an almost complete
horse (Fig. 9, no. 28) which originally had a rider on
its back, as indicated by the fracture.”* They are all
handmade figurines, summarily modelled, although
the painted details appear to be accurately made. I
have identified the animal figures that close the cata-



Cat. No. | Inv. No. Subjects Measurements (cm) | Remarks

11 Suppl. 2251 Head of female figure 83x75x28 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

12 Suppl. 2258 Head of female figure 6.7x7.6x27 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

13 Suppl. 2242 Head of female figure 7.1%x56x%2

14 Suppl. 2267 Head of female figure 78x77x%x26

15 Suppl. 2260 Head of female figure 82x73x3 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

16 Suppl. 2240 Standing female figurein | 15 x 10.2 x 3.2

orans posture
17 Suppl. 2252 Standing female figurein | 10.2 x 10.7 x 2.6 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
orans posture by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.
18 Suppl. 2253 | Standing female figurein | 11.1x8x 7
orans posture

19 Suppl. 2726 Standing female figurein | 11.7 x7x 1.5

orans posture

20 Suppl. 2237 Female figure with child | 11.1x8x 2.5

21 Suppl. 2233 Female figure with child | 10.8 x 6.9 x 2.7 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

22 Suppl. 2234 Female figure with child | 87 x82x 7

23 Suppl. 2257 Head of female figure L9 x7x26 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

24 Suppl. 2266 Head of female figure 7.1%x56x%2 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

25 Suppl. 2248 Head of female figure 4.7 x38x%x2.4 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

26 Suppl. 2282 Male figure (horse- 92x4x?2

rider?)

27 Suppl. 2283 Male figure (horse- 52 x4 x 3.4

rider?)

28 Suppl. 2286 Horse figurine 11.7 x Q.a x Lty The upper part of the coiffure is characterized
by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

29 Suppl. 2288 Bird figure (pigeon?) 11.6x4x1.6

30 Suppl. 2289 Figured vase (hen?) 11.4x6x10.5 The upper part of the coiffure is characterized

by finger pressures (likely made after the
moulding phase) along the entire edge.

Table 2: Group 2 — Terracotta figurines made of Nile silt clay fabrics.
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Fig. 8: Group 2 (nos. 11-20): Terracotta figurines made of Nile silt fabrics. Photos by Nicola dell'’Aquila/Museo Egizio.
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Fig. 9: Group 2 (nos. 21-30): Terracotta figurines made of Nile silt fabrics. Photos by Nicola dell'Aquila/Museo Egizio.
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logue (Fig. 9, nos. 29-30) as an almost complete bird,
likely a pigeon (Fig. 9, no. 29), and a fragmentary hen
(Fig. 9, no. 30).”* While no. 29 is hand-modelled and
solid, no. 30 is two-piece moulded and hollow.

5. Results of the study

The terracotta figurines manufactured during the
Christian period are completely different from the
more widespread and better-known examples of the
Graeco-Roman period.”® The accuracy in the mod-
elling and the rendering of the details of the Grae-
co-Roman statuettes gives way to the evident flat-
tening and stylization of the figures in the Byzantine
period Egyptian productions. These are characterized
by two-dimensional and stereotyped bodies and only
in some distinctive attributes (such as the nose, bel-
ly, breasts, and jewellery) is there an effort towards
realism by means of plastic rendering. To these char-
acteristics one may add frontality, repetitiveness of
gestures, invariability of the gaze, and large and ex-
pressive eyes giving the visage a solemn appearance.
In 1990, Piotr Parandowsky wrote about the study of
terracotta figurines of the Byzantine period:

With no risk of exaggeration one can define them

as Cinderellas among other archaeological finds.
Coptic terracottas exist on the marginal, neglected
place, are treated badly by the scholars, as well as
the antiquarians of Egypt. One has to dig them from
the deepest corner. It results from the lack of interest
and as a matter of fact they were none as skillfully
made and not so ‘artistical’ as their Graeco-Roman

» T4

counterparts. They are considered as more “ugly”.

Today, although they may still be regarded as “ugly”
objects, the interest in this type of terracotta figu-
rines has definitely increased and new publica-
tions’” are enriching our knowledge with informa-
tion concerning not only manufacturing techniques
and places of production but also, more important-
ly, the archaeological contexts these figurines come
from and, despite the lack of ancient written sources
regarding them, their historical and social meaning.
The study of the Christian terracotta figurines from
el-Ashmunein in the Museo Egizio collection allows
one to confirm the conclusions already reached so
far in the study of these artefacts and to highlight
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some aspects deserving more in-depth discussion.
Although the general provenance of these 30 fig-
urines is known, their precise find-spot remains
unknown (see Section 3.2 above). However, similar
terracotta figurines found at el-Ashmunein in Late
Antique contexts of domestic and public nature (i.e.,
houses, urban dumps, and areas around the basili-
ca) during the German and British excavations here
might lead to the hypothesis that the figurines in
the Museo Egizio collection could come from the
same contexts.

From a stylistic and manufacturing point of view, the
female figurines listed above recall those attested in
other contemporaneous settlements in the Egypt.
Those of pink Kaolinitic Clay fabrics stand out in the
group. Their stylistic and technical characteristics are
clearly indicative of production in the Aswan area,
where the monastery of Deir Anba Hadra (St. Sime-
on) is located. The female figurines made of Nile-clay
fabrics are stylistically and technically comparable to
those produced at the monastic sites of Antinoopolis
and Bawit, respectively associated with St. Colluthus
and St. Apollo. At these sites, the closest parallels have
also been found for the few figurines representing
horsemen and animals, both produced in Nile-clay.
No specimens reminiscent of the productions of Abu
Mina or the Great Oasis have been identified among
the figurines in the Museo Egizio.

None of the female figurines treated in this contri-
bution is complete: they are all broken at the neck
or the abdomen. During the analysis of the pieces, it
was noted that the fractures are clear and straight,
only rarely slanted. The research of parallels from
other Egyptian contexts showed that, except for the
rare complete figurines, this partial fragmentation
appears to be common within the category of Chris-
tian female figurines: they are broken in the same
place consistently, and this is why only the heads or
the bodies are preserved. The characteristics of these
fractures, which do not suggest a break due to depo-
sitional or accidental conditions, may be interpreted
as evidence of an intentional action on, or manipu-
lation of, the figurines. This aspect deserves atten-
tion since, while much has been written about the
possible interpretation and function of these Chris-
tian female figurines (see Section 2), their state of

partial fragmentation has rarely been discussed.”®



The hypothesis of intentional breakage has been put
forward and debated for female statuettes in ter-
racotta and clay from different places and histori-
cal periods, not only in Egypt but also in the wider
Mediterranean basin.”” Several interpretations were
proposed to explain the intentional behavior lead-
ing humans to break objects in ritual circumstanc-
es, funerary occasions or symbolic activities.”® Some
scholars argue that these behaviors are a) motivated
by an intention of “killing” the artefacts to remove
them from the sphere of use and release the spirit
of the object to accompany the deceased in the af-
terlife, b) to avoid association with the property of
a deceased, ¢) to bring renewed life to the earth,””
or d) to conclude a ritual, before the statuettes were
thrown away.®°

In light of the heterogeneous contexts of discovery
of these statuettes, it may be possible to suggest a
further interpretation: this type of figurines might
have been bought by the believer visiting a sanctu-
ary to ask for the intercession of the saint in fertility
and maternity issues. For the believers, this object
took on a symbolic meaning of connection with the
saint and, once brought home from the pilgrimage,
the “fetish” became part of their private and per-
sonal devotional sphere, to which the believers kept
turning until the grace was granted. The breaking of
the figurine could therefore occur after conception
or, more likely, at the moment of childbirth, followed
by the dumping of the fragments. The discovery of
female figurines still complete could, consequently,
be explained by non-granting of the grace or prema-
ture death of the figurine’s owner. This hypothetical
interpretation of the breaking practice could be cor-
roborated by the fact that figurines of this type are
often found in landfill areas near residential areas

and cemeteries.

Notes

1 Those discussed in the present article are part of a
larger group of terracotta figurines studied within
the Project SUR.VLV.E. SURveying VIrtual Voids in
Egyptian collections. A Digital and Cultural Study of
Terracotta Figurines and their Lost Molds, conducted
between 2020-2022 under the supervision of
Corinna Rossi (DABC-Politecnico di Milano),
awarded the “Seal of Excellence” by the European
Commission (H2020-MSCA-IF-2019) and funded by
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For the moment, this is only an interpretative sug-
gestion. Attempting to define to what practices the
voluntary fragmentation of the female figurines can
actually be ascribed is a difficult task. Only further
archaeological and papyrological research might be
able to shed further light on this issue. Also, it is es-
sential to carry out accurate and systematic anal-
ysis of larger numbers of similar objects, focusing
on their surface features as well as the morphol-
ogy and localization of the breaks, in order to at-
tempt a reconstruction of the gesture and the way
in which the intentional act of breakage was per-
formed. The above observations on the group of
Christian female figurines from el-Ashmunein held
in the Museo Egizio, Turin, could therefore provide
a springboard for evaluation of the intentionality of
fractures in this type of figurine in other collections
and expand our knowledge on the meaning of par-
ticular human behaviors that are part of Christian
practices in Egypt.
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