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Foreword

When I began my career as an Egyptologist in the early 1960s I was fortunate to have
excellent teachers and mentors in the areas of language, material culture, architecture, and
history (Raymond Faulkner, Anthony Arkell, Walter B. Emery, and Margaret Drower);
but I do not remember Egyptian art being much discussed, or deployed sc as to at
least illuminate these other aspects of ancient Egypt. I suspect these circumstances were
then true throughout much of the Egyptological world, comprised of philologists and
archacologists, and focused on history; on religious and literary studies; and on mate-
rial remains, with relatively few scholars who could be identified as art historians. And if
today this situation is improved, it is not as markedly as one might wish; the relatively
slow development of art historical studies is evident from Diane Bergman’s historiograph-
ical essay in this volume, listing the small number of outstanding treatments of ancient
Egyptian art over the last 100 years.

This is one reason, among many, that makes Wiley Blackwell’s A Companion to Ancient
Egyptian Art, expertly edited by Melinda Hartwig, both so welcome and so stimulating.
The essays it contains are not only invaluable in themselves, but also take us back to the
salient aspects of earlier phases in the study of Egyptian art, and point the way to excit-
ing developments—already emerging—in the future. Students reading these essays (all
presented in highly accessible style) will be encouraged to consider Egyptian art history
as one of the desirable specializations that they might choose; while many philologists
and archaeologists are likely to be stimulated to integrate art historical material more
extensively in their work. It has I think become increasingly clear that full understand-
ing of ancient Egypt depends on three pillars that are of equal importance: written (and
inscribed) sources; archacological data: and art in all its multiple manifestations. Practi-
calities may require a strong degree of specialization, but a book like this should persuade
all of us that students need to be taught the full range of these three areas, and encourage
mature scholars to recognize more fully the interrelationships between them.

To return briefly to my own personal experiences in these regards, it is useful to note
that my involvement in the study of Egyptian art was a gradual process, necessarily so in



Xiv Foreword

the absence of any formal training. During my years as a professor at the University of
Pennsylvania, and curator of the Egyptian and Nubian collection of its Penn Museum,
and subsequently as a professor at the Institute of Fine Arts at New York University, I
increasingly found that in both research and teaching, the analysis of art historical materi-
als, as well as as much as that of written and archaeological evidence, was essential to both
my own understanding of the sometimes astounding complexities of Egyptian culture
and my responsibility to convey that richness to undergraduate and graduate students.

In particular, my archaeological interests included the study of ancient Egyptian urban-
ism, but in particular its possible cosmological dimensions (already well proven for tem-
ples and tomb chapels), which in turn, led me to Tell el-Amarna, the only extensively
excavated city available to us, even today. This kind of research naturally involved ref-
erence to written sources, but also to the revealing interplay between the city’s remains
and the style and content of the scenes displayed on the walls of el-Amarna’s elite tomb
chapels. Amarna art of course has its unusual and even unique aspects, but my work on
these materials began to reveal for me the visual and conceptual complexities and sub-
tleties of Egyptian art in general, on which Amarna art is basically a variation. Since then,
my published work has often involved the interface between art and text in ancient Egypt,
and between these and architecture and landscape as well. These experiences have also
persuaded me that Egyptian art should be defined as broadly as possible, so as to include
“the art of small things” (John Mack, The Art of Small Things, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA, 2007) and thus be inclusive of not only temple and chapel art, but
also the aesthetic, symbolic, and compositional aspects of such “minor arts” as decorated
cosmetic implements and erotic papyri.

To return to A Companion to Ancient Egyptian Art, there are several reasons for it
to be recognized as a landmark publication in the study of art and as a revelation of
the recent achievements in that field, which may be a surprise to many Egyptologists.
Each contributor is an expert in the topic of his or her contribution, and on top of
all the relevant recent publications and projects, makes the Companion an invaluable
reference work. Even more importantly, each contributor is a leading researcher in their
own right, full of original and stimulating insights, and provides colleague and student
alike with the freshest thought in the field. I have already noted the accessibility of each
essay, providing clear and jargon-free coverage of topics that could be intimidating, such
as semiotics, reception and perception, and narrative theory. And finally, the treatment is
fully comprehensive, covering all relevant topics; citing relevant materials of many periods
(from prehistoric times to the periods of Greek and Roman rule) that are genuinely
illuminating; and taking up theoretical issues in depth. Comprehensiveness is evident
also in the valuable essays covering the mutual patterns of influence between Egyptian
art and that of Nubia, the Near East, and Greece and Rome, treatments rarely attempred
in histories of Egyptian art. Indeed, this Companion will surely be a great attraction to
scholars of art in general, and in all fields as much as the ancient, for it has no rival as an
up-to-date treatment of Egyptian art of great intellectual distinction.

David O’Connor

Lila Acheson Wallace Professor of Ancient Egyptian Art
New York University

October 20, 2013



Preface

A Companion to Ancient Egyptian Artis intended as a first-of-a-kind reference work that
explores key concepts, critical discourses, and theories in the art of ancient Egypt and its
interconnections. The discipline has diversified to the extent that it now incorporates sub-
jects ranging from gender theory, hermeneutics, and hybridity to “X-ray fluorescence”
and “3-D recording.” As a result, ancient Egyptian art stands at the threshold of a new
cra of critical and interdisciplinary scholarship. This volume provides the discipline with
the first comprehensive synthesis of many of the issues that shape ancient Egyptian art
history today as a whole. The Companion presents overviews of past and present schol-
arship and suggests new avenues of analysis to stimulate debate and allow for critical
readings of individual monuments and artworks. The aim of this book is to convey a full
sense of ancient Egyptian art history through the various concepts and approaches within
the field.

This Companion is intended to fit into the Blackwell Companions to the Ancient World
series that provides sophisticated and authoritative overviews of the most important
themes in ancient culture. While many surveys on Egyptian art are organized chrono-
logically, I chose to organize this Companion thematically in order to highlight the
methodological, material, sociocultural, and technological debates in art. Written by
noted international specialists in their field, each author brings their significant exper-
tise to bear on the nature of ancient Egyptian art. In my guidelines to the authors, I
asked that they examine well-established and widely accepted methodologies, but also
offer new suggestions for productive future approaches. Where opinions differ between
authors, the reader will find critical points of debate that can stimulate dialogues about
art, both in and out of the classroom. The chapter length in the Companion allows con-
tributors to explore the breadth and depth of their subjects, imparting a state-of-the-art
synthesis to this textbook that can be used by scholars, advanced students, and interested
general readers.
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This Companion begins with posing a critical question: how did the ancient Egyptians
define art? The book is then divided into six parts. Part I treats the methods and terminol-
ogy used by art historians to examine Egyptian art. Beginning with a thorough chapter
on the historiography of ancient Egyptian art, this section includes important discussions
on formalism and the meaning of style, iconography and analysis of data, the principals
of semiotics and the interpretation of meaning, the social and cultural construction of
gender, the criteria of aesthetic pleasure, the conventions of constructing the “Other,”
and the cultural meanings of art. Part II anchors methodological discourse in specific
materials and mediums. Since the Companion series consists of authoritative overviews
and reference works, this section provides a chronological summary of the development
of sculpture, relief, painting, coffins, and luxury arts from the Predynastic to Roman
periods and beyond. The main foci of these chapters are the various concepts and theo-
retical methods used to examine these mediums—both traditional and innovative—and
their inherent problems and potentials. Part III explores the basic constructs of ancient
Egyptian art and their development in scholarship. This includes discussions on the
tenets of ideology and propaganda, the synergy of ritual action on artistic expression
and individual beliefs, the visual narrativity of monoscenic and concurrent images, the
intentionality of the proportional system in art, and the contextualization of portraiture
in the discourse of Egyptian art history. Part IV moves beyond the boundaries of Egypt to
explore how art intersected with the visual culture of the ancient Mediterranean basin, the
Near East and Nubia, through Egypt’s cultural formation to the Roman period. These
chapters illustrate the transmission of models through conquest and trade, and the impact
of local foreign communities on Egyptian art. Part V investigates the phenomenon of
“Egyptomania”—the modern reception of ancient Egyptian art. Part VI covers the role
of technology in ancient Egyptian art, including how line drawings interpret (or can
misinterpret) information, the contributions of modern science toward understanding
material culture, and the various techniques of object conservation, both in the field and
in the laboratory

The goal of this Companion is to shed light on Egyptian art and its interconnections
by using the tools that art historians wield today. The methods, concepts, influences,
and devices discussed in this book comprise the current dialogue that forms and will
continue to define the field of ancient Egyptian art history. It is my sincere hope that
the unprecedented breadth of coverage and impeccable scholarship in A Companion to
Ancient Egyptian Art will make it an indispensable reference resource for scholars and
students of the ancient world as well as general readers who are captivated by the art of
ancient Egypt.

Melinda K. Hartwig
Georgia State University
August 27,2013
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