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The eyes have it 
A nude female statue in Barcelona 

 
 

Julia Harvey, independent researcher, Groningen 
 
 

I first met Boyo in Cambridge in the mid-1980s. It seems like only a couple of years ago, but suddenly 
it’s time for a Festschrift. I have chosen a statue from the collection of the Museu Egipci de Barcelona/ 
Fundació Arqueològica Clos, founded in 1992, to publish in his honour. I would like to warmly thank 
the curator, Luis Manuel Gonzálvez, for kindly giving me permission to study the wooden statues there 
in detail, and for being so hospitable and generous with his time, and Jordi Clos Llombart of the Clos 
Archaeological Foundation for permission to publish. 
 
The statue is a standing nude female, which appears to be one of a series of similar females in the 
corpus of wooden statues I compiled for my PhD research.1 It was purchased on 31 May 1990, from 
Sotheby’s London as part of lot 162. The accession number of the statue is Barcelona E-183 (FIGURES 
1–4). It has previously appeared in a number of exhibition catalogues, where it is listed as dating to the 
First Intermediate Period. 

The statue is 50 cm tall and is wearing a black tripartite wig with clear painted striations. The hair, 
which has a deep parting, reaches down the chest to just above the height of the armpits. The two front 
bunches of the tripartite wig are tucked behind small, elongated ears. The eyebrows were probably 
originally painted as there is no carved indication of them above the eyes or on the forehead. The eyes 
are inlaid with copper sockets, now corroded but still in good condition. The whites are of stone with a 
hollow for the iris. The iris is made of a black paste and half of it is missing from each socket. The left 
eye socket protrudes slightly and the right is still flush with the face. The nose is restored and of a 
darker colour than the rest of the face, which gives her a very dramatic facial expression (FIGURE 5). 
However, if the nose is taken out of the equation the statue has a normal appearance. There is a dark line 
of old restoration glue running down the right side of the face from the wig, through the corners of the 
eye and mouth, down to the chin. Both the chin and the mouth show signs of damage, but luckily the 
original contours are still perfectly visible. The mouth is slightly pursed—the upper lip is fuller than the 
lower lip and the chin is rounded and slightly receding. The ears are long with a slight indentation in the 
lobes. The left ear is better preserved than the right. The face is triangular in shape. 

The arms are pendant, long and slim. The left is better preserved than the right. They are separate 
pieces of wood, originally attached to the shoulder with internal dowels—they are now glued into 
position. The elbows are roughly at the height of the waist and the wrists are at the lower point of the 
pubic triangle. The hands reach down to mid-thigh. The left hand has a thumb with carved thumbnail. 
The fingers are damaged—the index finger is missing the top and the little finger is missing entirely. 
There is very little modelling on the palm but there is a circular patch of plaster at the bottom of the 
index finger. The surface of the right arm is in much poorer condition and there is no modelling left on 
the hand. The thumb is missing and the fingers are broken off about half-way down (FIGURE 6). 

The torso is long and slim with sharply emphasized hips. There is no sign of a collar or necklace. 
The breasts are prominent and pointed, with the left larger than the right. The nipples are not separately 
carved or painted, although the very tips of the breasts are slightly shinier than the rest. This is probably 
due to rubbing or polishing over the years since rediscovery rather than being the work of the original 

                                                        
1  The Old Kingdom statues have since been published: Harvey (2001); the Middle Kingdom files, many 

hundreds of them, still await detailed study. 
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maker (FIGURE 7). There is a carved hollow leading down to the deep, originally black-painted navel. 
The pubic triangle is faintly carved, but there is no evidence of dotted pubic hair or a pudendal cleft 
(FIGURE 6). 

The legs are long and slim with the thighs curving out and down from the pubic area. The knees are 
only faintly modelled. The feet appear to be restorations, with only the heel of the left leg probably 
original. The chock on which the feet rest may or may not belong to the statue. It is the part that would 
have been inserted into the original base. There is a black painted line running around the bottom edge 
of the feet, just above the chock (FIGURE 8). 

The back of the statue is in good condition. The spine is carved as a cleft running from the wig down 
into the buttocks. The buttocks are pert and relatively small (FIGURE 3). 

There are traces of black paint on the wig, and faint traces of plaster between the thighs under the 
buttocks. Some plaster can also be seen just under the line of the wig on the back only. Further, there 
are traces of darker colour all over the statue that may be paint or varnish. The statue is surprisingly 
heavy. Wood analysis has not yet been done. 

This statue appears to be one of a series of fourteen very similar statues, both with and without inlaid 
eyes. There are seven statues with inlaid eyes, not including this one, and an additional six statues with 
painted eyes. The dates currently associated with the group range from the end of the Old Kingdom to 
the Middle Kingdom. 

The seven statues with inlaid eyes all come from either Asyut (4) or Akhmim (2), with one now in a 
private collection that has no known provenance. Based on the corpus of wooden statues in its entirety, 
both Old Kingdom and Middle Kingdom, the statues in this group are all on the large size for female 
wooden statues, with the smallest measuring 35 cm in height and the tallest nearly 62 cm. Two are 42 
cm and another two are 53 cm. The one in a private collection is 36.3 cm. This is perhaps not surprising, 
as anyone in a position to order inlaid eyes was probably also able to afford a large statue. The 
Barcelona statue, at a height of 50 cm, thus fits perfectly into the sequence size-wise. The six statues 
with painted eyes show slightly more variation in size and provenance. The two from Asyut are 50 cm2 
and 31.8 cm. The statue from Akhmim is 43.5 cm. There is one from Theban Cemetery 600, which is 
‘only’ 30 cm, and the two without provenance are 44 cm and 41 cm in height respectively. Even in the 
cases where the paint on the eyes is missing, they were clearly a prominent part of the facial features. 
This subgroup can also be regarded as on the tall side, although not quite as tall as the subgroup with 
inlaid eyes. 

Unfortunately, most of the statues are missing their original bases, which deprives us of information 
about their names. The three that retain their original bases have the standard phrases—the Htp-di-nsw 
formula plus name in one case, on a statue from Cambridge purchased by Petrie in 1900 and with no 
known provenance, and simply imAxyt xr Wsir and the name in the other two instances, both from 
Asyut (Tombs 6 and 7) and now in Boston and Cairo, respectively. Given the general size and quality of 
this group of statues, it is possible to assume that they were all once provided with inscribed bases and 
were statues of the (female) tomb owner or of the wife of the tomb owner. 

The strong similarities between individual statues with a secure Asyut provenance supports the 
premise that there were local workshops producing objects to be buried with local tomb owners. The 
group of six, probably seven, statues from Asyut are all similar in style. Akhmim, which lies 130 km 
south of Asyut, probably had its own workshop, but there are not enough examples in this group, only 
three, to make any statements about characteristics of that area. 

The elongated limbs that were fashionable after the end of the Old Kingdom and throughout the First 
Intermediate Period, particularly on female statues, often referred to as the ‘second style’, appear on 
these statues only to a minor degree. I have discussed this phenomenon elsewhere,3 so it will suffice to 
say here that we are dealing with smoke and mirrors when it comes to wooden statues and the second 
style. The legs have been made more slender, and very slightly longer, thus creating the illusion of 
differently proportioned statues. Later, and in the Twelfth Dynasty for sure, female wooden statues were 
                                                        
2  This statue is in a case in Turin and so could not be measured accurately. 
3  Harvey (2006: 157–166). 
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depicted as mature women, with fuller limbs and wider hips. These statues fall into the period between 
the elongations of the First Intermediate Period and the full-bodied depictions of the Twelfth Dynasty. 
The range of wigs worn by female statues in the Twelfth Dynasty as compared to earlier also expanded 
significantly. The wigs of all the statues in this group are variants on the tripartite wig, with one 
exception only—Cairo JE 28993, from Akhmim, whose wig can best be described as a bob.4 The entire 
group of fourteen statues thus dates either to the early Middle Kingdom or very late First Intermediate 
Period, most probably to the early Middle Kingdom. 

 
LOCATION ACCESSION NO. PROVENANCE HEIGHT 

(cm) 
DATE OF 
DISCOVERY 

INLAID 
EYES 

PAINTED
EYES 

BASE 
(cm) 

INSCRIPTION

Barcelona5 E.183 Unknown   50 Purchase x    
Boston 
MFA 6 

4.1777 Asyut tomb 6   42 1903 x  27x11x4.5 imAxyt xr
Wsir Iw 

Cairo7 JE 36288 Asyut tomb 7   53.2 1893 or  
1903 

x  30.9x12.8x5.8 imAx(y)t xr
Wsir 1nn 

Cairo8 JE 38983 Asyut   42 1907 x    
Cairo9 JE 36280 Asyut   67 1903 x  31.2x11.5x5.3  
Cairo10 JE 28994 Akhmim   35 1890 x    
Cairo11 JE 28992 Akhmim   53.4 1890 x    
Private 
coll.12 

Christie’s NY 
9/12/2005 lot 6 

Unknown   36.3  x    

Private 
coll.13 

Sotheby’s 
1995 lot 25 

Asyut 
Tomb 7 

  31.8 1893 or  
1903 

 x Ht. 3.6  

Turin14 14777 Asyut   50?   x   
Cairo15 JE 28993 Akhmim   43.5 1890  x   
New York16 MMA 

26.3.338 
Theban cem. 600 
tomb 602 or 604 

  30 1926  x   

Toulouse 49262 Asyut?   54   x 10.5x7.5  
Cambridge, 
Fitzwilliam 
Museum17 

E135.1900 Unknown   40.5 Petrie 
purchase 
1900 

 x  Htp-di-nsw
Wsir xnty 
imntyw (?) 
imAx(yt)… 
1t-1r-
iy.ti(?) 

TABLE 1.  Statue details. 

The proportions of the corpus of wooden statues from the Old Kingdom has been thoroughly examined 
using Gay Robins’ useful canon grid of 18 squares,18 but as yet the Middle Kingdom corpus has only 

                                                        
4  See Kanawati (1987: 57, pl. 19a). 
5  PM VIII, printed edition (1999: 449, no. 801-460-300), current online edition (2008: 456, no. 801-460-300); 

García Castro (1992: 52); Clos and Gonzálvez (1993: 36); Castro (2004: 27); Gonzálvez (2011: 82–83). 
6  Chassinat and Palanque (1911: 4–5, pl. II 1); Breasted (1948: 94 no. 4, pl. 87 a–b). 
7  Chassinat and Palanque (1911: 33, pl. VIII); Harvey (1990: 45–50, esp. 46). 
8  Unpublished – from D. J. Hogarth’s 1907 excavations. 
9  Unpublished, but accessioned among a group of objects excavated by Chassinat and Palanque, although it does 

not appear in their 1911 publication. 
10  PM V, 25; Borchardt (1911: 149, pl. 47); Kanawati (1987: 57, pl. 19b). 
11  PM V, 25; Borchardt (1911: 150, pl. 47); Kanawati (1987: 57, pl. 19c). 
12  http://www.christies.com/lotfinder/lot/an-egyptian-wood-figure-of-a-woman-4616270-details.aspx?from= 

salesummary&intObjectID=4616270&sid=aa5a49d2-e975-4712-80d5-138c200a812c (accessed 25.03.2016). 
13  Chassinat and Palanque (1911: 135, pl. XXVII 3); Muscarella (1974: no. 187); Settgast (1978: no. 193). 
14  Schiaparelli excavations 1911–13. 
15  PM V, 25; Borchardt (1911: 148, pl. 46); Kanawati (1987: 57, pl. 19a). 
16  Hayes (1978: 266). 
17  PM VIII, printed edition (1999: 300, no. 801-252-150), current online edition (1988: 304, 801-252-150).  
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intermittently been measured. Not surprisingly, initial results reveal some differences from the Old 
Kingdom canon, but also surprising consistency within the groups studied thus far. I hope very much to 
be able to conduct this research across the Middle Kingdom corpus in the future. I have measured this 
particular group of female statues, where possible, and the results are given in the Table below, with the 
Old Kingdom standard given in brackets: 

 
LOCATION ACCESSION NO. KNEES  

(6-6½) 
BUTTOCKS 

(9-9½) 
WAIST 
(12) 

NIPPLES 
(14) 

NECK 
(16) 

HAIRLINE 
(18) 

Barcelona E.183 6 9 12 13    15½ 18 
Boston MFA 4.1777 6    9½ 12 14 16 18 
Cairo JE 36288 6    9½ 12 14 16 18 
Cairo JE 38983 6    9½ 12 14 16 18 
Cairo  JE 36280 6   14 16 18 
Cairo JE 28994 No measurements possible 
Cairo JE 28992 6 10 12 14 16 18 
Private collection Christie’s NY 

9/12/2005 lot 6 
6 10 12     13 ½ 16 18 

Private collection  
(prev. N. Schimmel) 

Sotheby’s 1995  
lot 25 

No measurements possible 

Turin 14777 No measurements possible 
Cairo JE 28993 6    9½ 13 14    16½ 18 
New York MMA 26.3.338 6    9½    12½ 14 16 18 
Toulouse 49262 No measurements possible 
Cambridge, Fitzwilliam 
Museum 

E135.1900    5½ 9    11½ 14 16 18 

TABLE 2.  Statue proportions. 

What emerges is a remarkably consistent set of measurements. Only the measurements for the buttocks 
are consistently higher than in the Old Kingdom, confirming the visual impression of long-legged 
ladies. 
 
Conclusions 
The statue in Barcelona is one of a group of similar statues from Middle Egypt, more particularly the 
necropoleis of Asyut and Akhmim. They are all statues of important people, given their size and the fact 
that over half of them have inlaid eyes. Their measurements hint once more at a strict standard for statue 
production, despite some visual dissimilarity. This standard is clearly different to that prevalent in the 
Twelfth Dynasty, when female figures were depicted as much more mature. There is also less emphasis 
on elongated limbs, implying that the extremes of the First Intermediate ‘second style’ are also on the 
wane. I therefore suggest that the Barcelona statue comes originally from Asyut and dates to the very 
early Middle Kingdom. 
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Figure 1.	 Courtesy Josep Casanova, 
	 © Museu Egipci de Barcelona.

Figure 2.

Wooden statue, Barcelona E-183.
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Figure 4.Figure 3.	 Courtesy Josep Casanova, 
	 © Museu Egipci de Barcelona.

Wooden statue, Barcelona E-183.
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Figure 8.Figure 7.

Figure 5. Figure 6.

Wooden statue, Barcelona E-183, details.
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