
203

TdE 7 (2016) — Páginas: 203-220

The interest in Egyptian art starts 
with the origins of Egyptology, 

when the first travellers and adventurers be-
gan to draw and document the monuments. 
Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition to Egypt, 
developed between 1798 and 1801, can be 
considered as a milestone in the study of the 
artistic legacy of ancient Egypt. The exten-
sive number of one hundred and sixty-seven 
scientists and artists who accompanied Na-
poleon in his campaign not only admired 

the monuments and drew them, but also 
showed a scientific interest on their details 
and dimensions. The work performed by 
those scientists was compiled under the ti-
tle Description de l’Égypte, Recueil des observa-
tions et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte 
pendant l’expédition de l’Armée française, com-
monly known as Description or Description de 
l’Égypte printed in Paris between 1810 and 
1826. Two centuries have passed since this ti-
tanic work of nine volumes of text and elev-
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This article explores the role of the artist in ancient Egypt in his social and cultural context, analysing a diversity of 
sources, that could help understand how Egyptian artists worked and how they made their artworks, especially 
focusing on the New Kingdom. In the past years new investigations have analysed the paintings, the teamwork of 
the painters and the variety of techniques they used. Other researchers have tried to reproduce the conditions in 
which the artists worked in a tomb, following an experimental approach. The importance of studying the corpus of 
varied figurative ostraca is also remarked, as they could be highly useful to understand the painter’s work and his 
production. The answer to many questions regarding the ancient Egyptian artworks could be in the analysis of the 
creative process of the artists, conditioned by the strong artistic tradition but looking for originality, which reveals 
their individuality.

El presente artículo incide en la necesidad de estudiar la figura del artista del Egipto antiguo en su contexto social 
y cultural, a través un conjunto de fuentes diversas que pueden ayudarnos a conseguir una visión más realista de 
cómo trabajaban y realizaban sus obras, en especial durante el Reino Nuevo. En los últimos años se han desa-
rrollado novedosas investigaciones que analizan las obras de los pintores, su manera de trabajar en equipo y sus 
técnicas, o que tratan de reproducir las condiciones materiales de trabajo en una tumba con un enfoque experi-
mental. Igualmente destaca la importancia de los corpus de ostraca figurativos como una fuente primordial para 
comprender el trabajo del pintor egipcio y su obra, una importancia determinada por la diversidad de tipologías de 
ostraca en base a su temática y a su variada calidad técnica. La respuesta a muchos interrogantes sobre las obras 
del antiguo Egipto podría estar en el análisis del proceso creativo de los artistas, condicionados por la tradición 
artística pero buscando la originalidad, que es fiel reflejo de su individualidad.
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en volumes with plates was published, and 
our approach to Egyptian art has changed 
significantly since then.

By the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Émile Prisse d’Avennes published 
what could be considered as the first histo-
ry of Egyptian art1, setting the basis for fu-
ture studies and conforming it as a subject 
with its own character. During the twenti-
eth century, and to a certain degree thanks 
to the intensive archaeological work in 
Egypt, a significant number of studies were 
published about Egyptian objects as well 
as about the monumental buildings, from 
outstanding temples of Karnak or Luxor, 
to the numerous pyramidal structures or 
the tombs and their paintings and reliefs. 
In the same manner, many collections of 
ancient Egyptian art from several muse-
ums were studied and published, not only 
in Egypt but also those from American and 
European museums, as well as different pri-
vate collections. Perhaps the most relevant 
fact is that during the twentieth century 
various studies appeared with a critical and 
detailed analysis of Egyptian art as a whole. 
A good example is the one written by Hein-
rich Schäfer, who published in 1919 the 
first analytical study on Egyptian art focus-
ing on the paintings and reliefs of ancient 
Egypt. Such an excellent study, re-issued 
several times and later enlarged by Emma 
Brunner-Taut, continues to be a reference 
for the analysis and the insight on how the 
artists from ancient Egypt considered the 
space, represented the human body or na-

ture itself2. Other outstanding studies were 
devoted to new aspects such as the Egyp-
tian canon, such as the one developed by 
Erik Iversen who dedicated an in-depth 
study on the analysis and explanation of 
the proportion and the canon in Egyptian 
art3. A similar focus had the extensive work 
of Gay Robins which implied a great im-
provement in the knowledge of the canon, 
the metrics and the proportions4.

The constant flow of publications related 
to Egyptian art increased significantly in the 
second half of the twentieth century provid-
ing with a large amount of information that 
is currently increasing year after year. Now-
adays, our knowledge of ancient Egyptian 
art is much more extensive, as proved by the 
numerous publications and studies nour-
ished by the different projects of excavation 
and restoration of Egyptian monuments. 
Besides, access to the results provided by 
the investigations is now much easier thanks 
to the Internet, both through serious and 
specialised websites related to scientific pro-
jects and through the various e-publications 
available online, which allow to disseminate 
research in a faster and easier way. Further-
more, access to traditional publications is 
feasible all around the world through differ-
ent online repositories of important digital-
ised publications on Egyptian art. However, 
the objective of this study is not to revise the 
art history of ancient Egypt, which has al-
ready been analysed in recent publications5, 
but to highlight the new focuses which may 
specially result in an enrichment of the de-
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velopment of this subject. The article aims to 
focus specifically on figurative arts, paying 
attention to the paintings and the painted 
reliefs from private New Kingdom tombs, 
a subject on which various studies have re-
cently appeared with new proposals.

1 | The artist’s role and his practices

Firstly, it is necessary to highlight the new 
emphasis that several recent studies have 
placed on the analysis of the artwork itself 
as a mean to understanding how Egyp-
tian artist worked. Without doubt, there 
is a need to have rigorous publications 
about the artistic monuments of ancient 
Egypt, although they are usually centred 
on the study of a particular monument, be 
it a temple or a tomb, analysing its archi-
tecture, its hieroglyphs and its decorative 
repertoire. Despite the importance of these 
data, it is also necessary to analyse in detail 
the artwork itself, especially paintings and 
reliefs, in order to understand how they 
were accomplished. Therefore, it would be 
interesting to stress the how rather than the 
what, formulating new questions related 
to the way those artists worked. How did 
the Egyptian artists organise themselves 
when decorating the walls of a temple or a 
tomb? Is it possible to identify several art-
ists’ “hands”? Did they work simultaneous-
ly performing different works at the same 
time? The analysis of the numerous Theban 
tombs of the New Kingdom becomes espe-
cially useful to know how the painters and 
sculptors worked. In particular, Betsy Bry-
an’s work on the Theban tomb of Suemni-

wet, TT 92, which implies a new approach 
to Egyptian painting, is a model to be fol-
lowed6. Her study is focused on a Theban 
funerary chapel of the Eighteenth Dynas-
ty (dated to the early years of Amenhotep 
II), mostly unfinished (fig. 1). Contrary 
to what could be thought, the unfinished 
state of the tomb decoration results in a 
great advantage in order to understand the 
way those artists worked and the elaborate 
phases. 

Starting with the analysis of the paint-
ings, the methodology of Theban artists 
and their way to organise the work could be 
observed, which is different in each part of 
Suemniwet’s tomb. A diverse style within 
the TT 92 paintings can be attested, as well 
as a different way of organising the work, 
which could lead to the conclusion that 
several crews of artists with a variable num-
ber of members, each of them supervised 
by a master artist, were involved. Bryan 
proposed that around twenty-five painters 
could have worked in the tomb of Suem-
niwet, probably not simultaneously, using 
a variety of techniques (including several 
types of grids) as well as diverse types of 
pigments7. It seems that each master lead-
ing a crew or group could organise the 
work and apply his own techniques with 
total freedom, which may indicate a diverse 
origin of the artists, either geographical or 
from various local workshops. In order to 
complete the picture of the way the artists 
worked in a certain tomb, Bryan also ana-
lysed the available textual evidences, such 
as the Theban ostraca found by the Metro-
politan Museum of Art mission dated in 
the time of Thutmose III and Hatshepsut. 

6	 Bryan, 2001.
7	 Bryan, 2001: 70.
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From these short texts, it can be inferred 
that the process of producing these The-
ban paintings involved, on the one hand 
the so-called scribes of forms or scribes of 
contours, responsible for performing the 
preliminary drawings and the final contour 
of the figures, and on the other hand the 
artists who performed the rest of the pro-
cess, that is, the colour applications on the 
paintings. It seems that the task of perform-
ing the sketches on the walls, as well as the 
task of finishing the paintings by drawing 
their contour in black were both complet-

ed by the scribes of forms, who had greater 
technical ability and were probably respon-
sible for supervising the other artists who 
applied the colours8. From the detailed 
analysis of these private Theban funerary 
chapels of the Eighteenth Dynasty we can 
deduce that the decoration process of a 
tomb was really a team effort, although it 
is still often possible to recognise the indi-
viduality of each artist. This kind of study 
allows for an understanding of the day-
to-day work of the artists rather than the 
process of decoration of the tomb itself, as 

8	 Bryan, 2010: 1006.

Figure 1. Unfinished scene of TT 92, tomb of Suemniwet (Bryan, 2001: fig. 18.1).
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there is scarce textual information of their 
difficulties or the time spent by an artist in 
a tomb, and even less in the case of private 
funerary chapels, with the clear exception 
of the tomb of Kynebu (TT 113). In one of 
the texts from TT 113, it is mentioned that 
the painter who performed the decoration 
worked in this small tomb for three months 
and nineteen days until he finished his 
task9, which gives a precise idea of the time 
required to decorate this type of building, 
although the scarcity of artists may lead to 
a variety of scenarios.

The importance of the artist’s figure in 
ancient Egypt is particularly evident in the 
works of several Belgian Egyptologists, espe-
cially in the research conducted by Dimitri 
Laboury, who follows a new line of investiga-
tion focused on the analysis of private tombs 
of the Eighteenth Dynasty as a way to know 
the work of the Egyptian painters. Laboury 
has highlighted the need to track the presence 
of the Egyptian painters through the tombs, 
setting aside the idea of the artist as an ev-
anescent or nearly invaluable figure, as was 
usual in many Egyptological investigations10. 
It should be noted that the work by Laurent 
Bavay and Laboury, based on their investi-
gation of three nearly contemporaneous The-
ban tombs of the Eighteenth Dynast11, offers 
the possibility to study the variability of pic-
torial practices and styles in a timeframe and 
within a sociological context. These are TT 
96, TT 29 and TT C3, which present variable 
conservation conditions, although they are 
frequently degraded. However, this circum-
stance motivated the development of a series 

of techniques to register the conditions of 
the paintings in order to differentiate a pre-
liminary sketch from a completed scene or in 
another phase of completion12. The project 
team studying tombs TT 96, TT 29 and TT 
C3, has emphasised the evidence of diverse 
pictorial practices and the artist’s individual-
ity. From their analysis it can be inferred that 
at least five different artists worked on the 
decoration of TT 96, the tomb of Sennefer, 
apparently a usual practice in Theban tombs 
at that time.

On the other hand, the analysis of TT 29 
in which the method of decorating the tomb 
has been studied in-depth, suggests a differ-
ent scenario. This tomb-chapel belonged to 
the vizier Amenemope, who was promoted 
to that important position by Amenhotep II 
just after being crowned. Amenemope suc-
ceeded the vizier Rekhmire and ordered the 
construction of a tomb that emulates in some 
aspects the one of his predecessor, TT 100. 
In fact, in one of the walls of the transverse 
room of TT 29, the text known as the Duties 
of the Vizier can be found, also attested in 
the tomb of Rekhmire, as well as some fig-
ures, which are quite similar to those of the 
latter describing the functions of this impor-
tant position, therefore revealing a copy or 
inspiration from TT 100. However, the tomb 
of Amenemope could not reach the magnifi-
cence of the tomb of his predecessor, leading 
to a different strategy of peculiarity and dis-
tinction, for instance, through the use of a 
rare chromatic palette or the inclusion of un-
usual funerary ritual scenes. It seems that in 
TT 29 there is a specific emphasis regarding 

9	 Amer, 1981: 9-12.
10	 Laboury, 2012: 200.
11	 Bavay and Laboury, 2012: 76.
12	 Bavay and Laboury, 2012: 74.
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originality, and the analysis of pictorial prac-
tices suggests that it could have been main-
ly performed by a single artist, who tried to 
complete his work in a hurry, without suc-
cess (fig. 2)13. All this evidence reflects the 
diversity of situations and the varied artis-
tic practices that can be attested in Theban 
tombs, as well as the difficult availability of 
artists and the adaptability of those artists to 
their circumstances.

Our knowledge of the ways of working 
of painters and sculptors in the New King-
dom relies mainly on the data from the 
Theban necropolis, mainly because of the 
large number of tombs built there. Howev-

er, what can be said about other Egyptian 
sites? Could it be inferred that the artists 
from other parts of the country worked in 
a similar way to their Theban colleagues? 
The analysis of the decorated reliefs within 
the the private funerary chapels from Tell el 
Amarna decorated with reliefs, developed 
by Gwil Owen and Barry Kemp, brought 
forward interesting data that complete and 
enrich our vision14. The study of several pri-
vate tombs in the so-called Amarna South 
Cemetery revealed their unfinished state 
in various degrees depending on each fu-
nerary monument. There are tomb-chapels 
with hardly a few rooms excavated in which 

Figure 2. Detail of TT 29 with unfinished scene (Bavay, Laboury, 2012: fig. 19).
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the plaster had been only partially applied, 
as may be observed in tombs 13 and 21. It 
can be stated that all funerary chapels in 
Amarna are unfinished, both in the North 
and South Cemetery, which lead to the sug-
gestion that there was a great demand of art-
ists, whose scarcity forced the owner to wait 
until the available craftsmen could contin-
ue their work in his ultimate resting place. 
If the private tomb-chapels in Amarna are 
compared with the group of royal tombs in 
the same site, our attention is drawn to the 
fact that the five tombs in the Royal Valley 
are also unfinished, although the ones be-
longing to members of the royal family re-
veal a better coordination of the craftsmen 
and a more arranged sequence of the con-
struction and decoration phases. This fact 
could indicate that it was much easier to 
find artists for the building and decoration 
of royal burial monuments in Amarna than 
for the private ones15. In summary, in spite 
of the peculiarity of this site and the Amar-
na Period itself, the lack of craftsmen is no-
ticeable in these tombs and coincides also 
with the data from other places like Thebes, 
this showing the difficulties in finding art-
ists who could work in a continued way.

The importance and convenience of stud-
ying the way in which the Egyptian artists 
worked during the New Kingdom could 
even be applied to other fields such as the 
scribal practices. Within this tendency it 
is worth mentioning the current research 
conducted by Lucía Díaz-Iglesias on the fu-
nerary chamber in the Theban tomb of Dje-
huty (TT 11), where the walls and ceiling 
are decorated with texts and vignettes from 

the corpus of the Book of Coming Forth by 
Day, more commonly known as the Book 
of the Dead. Her in-depth analysis offers 
the exceptional possibility to approach 
material questions, such as the decorating 
processes of the tombs and the practices of 
Egyptian scribes. All the steps of the artists’ 
and the scribal work can be analysed in de-
tail, from the preparation of the surface to 
be decorated with figures and texts to the 
final correction of mistakes made during 
the copying process. It is also possible to 
distinguish several scribes’ hands and es-
tablish criteria in order to determine how 
many people participated in the decoration 
of the funerary tomb chamber. In her study, 
Díaz-Iglesias follows the new trends of ma-
teriality, considering not only the text itself 
from a philological point of view, but ana-
lysing how it was made, thus resulting in an 
enriching approach to understand the com-
bined work of scribes and painters within 
the same tomb16.

2 | An experimental approach to ancient 
Egyptian painting 

Within the frame of this new research on 
Egyptian painting, a pioneer study per-
formed by Hugues Tavier, who takes a step 
forward on the development of an experi-
mental analysis of the paintings in the The-
ban tombs TT 96A and TT 29, must be 
mentioned17. Of special interest is TT 29, an 
unfinished tomb both in its construction and 
its decoration, which allows for exploring 
the process of the scenes and their different 
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stages. For example, the detailed study of 
the ceiling decoration of TT 29 suggests the 
participation of two painters who decorated 
the surface by stages, which correspond to 
the sections that had already been plastered 
and smoothened. Therefore, the surface was 
prepared in phases, possibly plastered by the 
same painters,18 and it seems that the plaster-
ing and painting took place while the walls 
of the tomb were still being excavated. The 
painters working in this tomb did not face an 
extensive surface completely prepared, and 
probably it was not feasible to mark a cord 
with red paint in order to define the length 
of the registers within the same wall. Starting 
from the experimental work reproducing the 
plastering of a similar surface to TT 29’s ceil-
ing, with the same tools and raw materials 
the Egyptian artists used, Tavier has tried to 
reproduce and recreate the work performed 
in an Egyptian tomb with very interesting 
results. For example, the sections which 
a plaster is applied to are relatively small, 
corresponding to a space of approximately 
1.5 metres, which is the space an artisan can 
handle from a fixed point when applying the 
plaster and corresponding also to the proba-
ble capacity of the raw materials containers. 
Due to the nature of the plaster used by the 
ancient Egyptians, it could be inconvenient 
to prepare large quantities as it had a cer-
tain tendency to dry quickly. Starting from 
this experimental practice, Tavier pointed 
out the complexity of the plastering process 
requiring a high ability to obtain a smooth 
surface as well as the need to work on small 
surfaces of approximately 1.5 metres19.

On the other hand, Tavier’s study shows 
how the working conditions of this tomb 

have been recreated along the restoration 
process of this tomb in an experimental 
fashion, for example, regarding the light 
produced by oil lamps, as was used by 
Egyptian painters in ancient times. Natural 
light reached the areas close to the tomb’s 
entrance, which in a typical inverted T 
tomb was near the entrance axis, but other 
tomb areas required artificial illumination. 
The use of lamps produced a weak light and 
the influence on colour perception is far 
from negligible, while their extended use 
would darken the tomb’s walls. It is likely 
that the painters did not hold their lamps in 
their hand, as it seems logical they needed 
to hold the palette with pigments, so they 
used lamp stands. Curiously, the lamps used 
by painters would create a well illuminated 
space of around 1.5 metres matching with 
the different sequences of paintings that 
can be identified in the longitudinal room 
in TT 29, which remained in semi-darkness. 
Tavier has proposed that when analysing 
the varied quality of the paintings with-
in the same tomb, other factors like illu-
mination may be taken into account. The 
location of a wall near the entrance in the 
inverted T shape tomb ensures a precise 
exposure to light and determines the work-
ing conditions. It is not surprising that the 
more refined and highly skilled paintings in 
a tomb are usually found near the entrance. 
It seems logical that the best paintings were 
produced by the more experienced painters 
who may have worked in areas more ex-
posed to natural light. But we should also 
consider the possibility that paintings with 
diverse quality were produced by the same 
painter under drastically different light con-

18	 Tavier, 2012: 210.
19	 Tavier, 2012: 210.
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ditions. In the same way, our calligraphy is 
different depending on the material, the 
tool used, our own position and the light, it 
seems reasonable to think that the ancient 
Egyptian painters’ work was determined by 
their working conditions20.

The paintings in TT 29 show a uniform-
ity of style and shape, which leads to the 
belief that they belong to the same paint-
er, although on the northern wall the result 
seems more hurried, which seems logical 
considering it is unfinished. Besides, on the 
northern wall the painter drew the figures 
manually without using the usual lines and 
grids, which produced rather wavy regis-
ters. The analysis of TT 29 and the exper-
imentation of the artists’ techniques sug-
gest the need to reconsider old ideas about 
the required timing to build and decorate 
a tomb, which seems to be shorter than 
originally thought, as well as the number 
of artists participating in the tomb deco-
ration could occasionally be very limited, 
even just one painter. A limited number of 
artists would be an advantage from an eco-
nomical standpoint and would also avoid 
ergonomic conflicts when working inside a 
tomb, an aspect of high relevance. In con-
clusion, Tavier’s study highlights that our 
knowledge of Egyptian Theban painters is 
necessarily linked to the analysis of their 
pictorial practices, the materials and tools 
they used and their working conditions. It 
is necessary to analyse the Egyptian painter 
and his circumstances, a painter who must 
be considered as an artist and not a simple 
artisan21. In the opinion of this author, the 
Egyptian painter should be regarded as an 
artist with his own talent and creativity, 

who performs an artistic creation process 
determined by the working conditions in 
the tomb as well as the time factor.

3 | Individuality and originality in the 
Egyptian artist

On the other hand, it is worth noting the 
importance of some studies focused on the 
Egyptian artist as a figure with his own per-
sonality, whose work reveals his individuality 
and his own style. Traditionally, the idea of 
the ancient Egyptian artist being anonymous 
has been remarked, as there was no desire 
to reveal the authorship of an artwork, nor 
the evidence of a real social recognition of 
his work (except for limited exceptions). For 
such reasons, it has been assumed that the 
Egyptian artist was more an artisan, a word 
with different connotations, which seems to 
imply less importance of the originality and 
individuality of the creative process.

The artist’s figure has traditionally been a 
very limited subject in studies on Egyptian 
art, which can offer really important con-
tributions to better know and understand 
Egyptian artworks. Some recent publica-
tions have paid attention, for example, to 
the artists’ community of Deir el Medina, 
where those who built and decorated the 
tombs in the Valley of the Kings lived. It 
is worth mentioning Dominique Valbelle’s 
publication, Les artistes de la Vallée des Rois, 
with an exhaustive analysis of Deir el Medi-
na tombs created as an eternal resting place 
for this community of artists, which to some 
extent imitate the royal tombs. Throughout 
their scenes, it is possible to know their re-
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ligious beliefs and their daily life as well as 
to appreciate the originality and creativity 
of many details22. The catalogue of the exhi-
bition Les artistes du Pharaon. Deir el Medina 
et la Vallée des Rois, organised between 2002 
and 2003, also reflects this new interest in 
understanding the life of ancient Egyptian 
artists and convey it to the public23. More 
recently, the topic of the drawings and the 
work of the painters in ancient Egypt, the 
so-called scribes of forms, has been the 
subject of greater interest, as shown by the 
publication L’Art du countour, Le dessin dans 
l’Égypte ancienne. In fact, this study is a cat-
alogue of a large exhibition displayed in 
2013 at the Musée du Louvre in Paris and 
the Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire in 
Brussels24. It is significant enough that the 
Musée du Louvre, an institution with one 
of the largest Egyptian collections in the 
world, had dedicated a great exhibition to 
the “forgotten topic” of the Egyptian artists 
and their paintings. Among the contribu-
tions of this publication, worth highlighting 
is Laboury’s statement that the Egyptian art-
ist is “the great unknown in Egyptology”25, 
and he remarked the need to reaffirm his in-
dividuality in the creative process26.

The creativity in artistic production is a 
field that deserves more attention and can 
offer interesting results, as shown in Abeer 
El-Shahawy’s recent work on innovation in 

New Kingdom Theban tombs27. The detailed 
study of these private tombs reveals that 
the artists did not limit themselves to copy 
scenes of previous funerary monuments, 
but their creativity is attested in several as-
pects, such as the presence of new themes 
in the decorative repertoire, the existence of 
unusual details of an icon, the freedom or 
contravention of pictorial rules, or the inno-
vative treatment of a conventional theme28. 
Besides, the presence of particular details or 
characteristic styles can even help to track 
the movements of the artists through sever-
al Egyptian areas, as suggested by El-Sha-
hawy’s study about the interaction between 
the repertoire from the Theban tombs and 
the Memphite ones in the New Kingdom29.

On the other hand, Melinda Hartwig’s ex-
haustive investigation of the private tombs in 
the Theban area from the time of Thutmose 
IV and Amenhotep III deserves a special 
mention30. These funerary monuments have 
been traditionally published in an individual 
way and, in spite of the convenience of being 
a comprehensive publication, the joint analy-
sis provides a special enrichment. Hartwig’s 
monograph studies the iconography of those 
paintings in relation to the owner of the 
tomb, especially to his “professional identi-
ty”. Therefore it is possible to distinguish two 
types of styles in these funerary paintings: 
those tombs belonging to the “state class” 
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(military, palace, civil and regional admin-
istration) which were probably decorated 
by painters from the palace workshops, and 
those belonging to officials attached to the 
religious administration the temples, proba-
bly decorated by painters linked to Karnak 
temple31. In my opinion, it is worth noting 
that not only a different decorative reper-
toire depending on the owner’s position may 
be observed, but also a completely different 
style according to his affiliation can be attest-
ed. This could be due to the link between the 
painters who decorated these private tombs 
and the temples or the royal institutions, 
which would allow them to work occasion-
ally in the decoration of the private funerary 
monuments, following the characteristic style 
of their palace workshop or of the temple 
workshop32. Finally, Hartwig’s investigation 
offers an excellent vision of the artist in his 
context and of his work, related to his pa-
trons and their social identity, establishing a 
model for future works in other periods.

4 | Figurative ostraca as the Egyptian 
artist’s creation

The evidence regarding the originality in 
the creative process of painters and sculp-
tors working in tomb decoration, particular-
ly those in the New Kingdom, must also be 
examined beyond the tombs themselves. In 
order to have a broad view, it is necessary 
to consider the corpus of figurative ostraca, 
which is frequently forgotten. What can 
be seen in Egyptian tombs, both royal and 
private, is conditioned by the space’s own 

nature as a burying place and is linked to 
religious beliefs. Besides, in the case of pri-
vate tombs, such space served as a memo-
rial monument for the owners of the tomb 
chapels and their relatives as they were the 
places where burial rituals and funerary 
cult ceremonies were performed. Therefore, 
the scenes were conditioned by the images 
the tomb owner wanted to transmit, imag-
es that summarised his life and his accom-
plishments. In the decoration process of the 
tomb, the artist had to adapt himself to the 
peculiarities of his patron, the tomb’s own-
er, as well as creating attractive scenes that 
contributed to transform his tomb-chapel 
into an adequate space to provide a cult to 
his memory and be visited by relatives and 
friends33.

However, through the study of figurative 
ostraca, the artist’s creativity in a pure state 
can occasionally be guessed. It is necessary 
to highlight the large variety of typologies 
within the corpus of ostraca, not only accord-
ing to their themes but also by the quality 
of their drawing and their degree of comple-
tion. Many ostraca are only rough sketches 
reflecting a hurried stroke, whether to copy 
a particular motif or to practice a specific de-
tail, while others show a detailed and metic-
ulous drawing that occasionally suggests the 
direct observation of nature. As an example 
of this type of detailed ostraca, it could be 
mentioned the one preserved in the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, New York, dated 
to the co-regency of Thutmose III and Hat-
shepsut, representing a swallow with a pre-
cise drawing in spite of the chromatic limita-
tion (Inv. No. 23.3.7). 

31	 Hartwig, 2004: 122.
32	 Hartwig, 2004: 30-35.
33	 Vivas Sainz, 2014: 19.
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34	 Pomerantseva, 2002: 981.
35	 Roehrig, 2005: 63.
36	 Andreu, 2002: 172.
37	 Reeves, 2002: 27, fig. 54.

From the point of view of this author, the 
sketches and drawings executed on ostraca by 
Egyptian artists should be considered as artis-
tic products themselves, in the same manner as 
we consider artworks the sketches performed 
by great masters such as Francisco de Goya or 
Pablo Picasso, despite their usual schematic 
style. Besides, ostraca can be a reflection of the 
iconography that can be seen in tombs or tem-
ples, as well as a reflection of “non canonical 
art”, as highlighted by Natalia Pomerantseva. 
Some ostraca are clearly preparatory drawings 
for the tombs’ scenes, copies or sketches of 
minor details, while others show a more free 
and spontaneous character34. A good exam-
ple of both uses would be a curious ostracon 
of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. No. 
31.42) which depicts on one side two images 
of a man’s face, probably Senenmut (fig. 3), 
perhaps corresponding to an initial drawing 
performed by the master and copied later by 
the apprentice35. This would be the type of ca-
nonical image, with parallels in Senenmut’s 
figures in his own tomb. But the verso of this 
ostracon shows the figure of a small rodent, 
which seems to be a drawing performed only 
to exercise the artist’s ability (fig. 4). The cu-
rious image of a rodent on this ostracon is not 
the type of elaborate representation typically 
found in an Egyptian tomb, yet it reveals the 
noticeable details the painter could perform 
in a drawing. That is, ostraca can also be ex-
cellent examples of what we could consider 
“non official” art, where the Egyptian artist 
expressed his originality and practiced details 
far from the traditional themes of the icono-
graphic repertoire.

The analysis of the figurative ostraca ico-
nography can be of special interest to enrich 
our knowledge of the Egyptian artistic rep-
ertoire showing images and attitudes out-
side the “canonical art”, like the ostracon in 
the Walters Museum of Baltimore collection 
(inv. No. 32.1), which could represent Seti 
I (fig. 5). It is an exquisite drawing of an 
Egyptian monarch with the traditional roy-
al attributes but whose face appears covered 
by a light beard, an element commonly used 
as a mourning symbol. This sketch could 
have been used as a model for trainees and 
is the work of a master painter. The spare 
area in this ostracon was used afterwards to 
practice the drawing of two human hands 
executed in a much more schematic way. 
Egyptian kings used to be represented with 
their face shaved as a symbol of their puri-
ty, but in this curious ostracon he is shown 
with a beard reflecting the habit of growing 
a beard during mourning. Significantly, the 
parallels for such an unusual image can be 
found in other ostraca as, for example, the 
one in Musée du Louvre (inv. No. E14318) 
dated to the Nineteenth Dynasty and show-
ing a king with a small pointed beard, which 
could be an image of Amenhotep III cop-
ied in Ramesside times36. A similar image is 
attested in another ostracon recently found 
in the Valley of the Kings, showing a beard-
ed pharaoh possibly represented during his 
predecessor’s mourning ritual37. These im-
ages of bearded pharaohs are extraordinary 
atypical details that Egyptian artists could 
have perhaps produced as a way to prac-
tice their abilities, or even motivated by the 
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38	 Cooney, 2013: 161.

direct observation of an unusual fact, but 
probably never as a preparatory drawing of 
a tomb’s scene.

As it has been pointed out, ostraca can 
be a source of information to enrich our 
knowledge of the Egyptian artistic rep-
ertoire, but also a way to track down the 
transmission of skills and techniques be-
tween masters and apprentices. The pres-
ence of grids, not only in the Theban tomb 
paintings themselves but also on some os-
traca (as for example the one in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, New York, inv. 
Nr. 23.3.8), reveals the methods used by 
Egyptian artists to create harmonious and 
proportioned figures. Especially during 

the Eighteenth Dynasty, the grids seem to 
have been extensively used as a method to 
achieve proportioned figures according to 
the Egyptian canon, but their use disap-
pears progressively towards the end of the 
dynasty. Curiously, the number of ostraca 
of the later period, especially those from 
Deir el Medina of the Ramesside Period, 
is significantly higher and is probably re-
lated to the abandonment of the use of 
grids, and the subsequent need to practice 
the representation of human or animal fig-
ures. Through the repetition of figures and 
details, the Egyptian artists could have 
then developed their proportion and style 
skills38.

Figure 3. Ostraca with possible representations of Senenmut inv. nr. 31.4.2. © Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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39	 Babcock, 2014.

The detailed analysis of certain types 
of ostraca can offer interesting results, as 
shown in Jennifer Babcock’s investigations 
of examples with animal representations 
also related to papyrus. Babcock analysed 
for example the so-called satiric ostraca with 
animal images performing human roles, 
tracking down the narrative in these objects 
and the potential connection with Egyptian 
folklore and fables, like the so-called Tef-
nut Legend. The study of ostraca with ani-
mals in human attitudes reveals a narrative 
potential, and they could have been used 
as complementary images when narrat-
ing Egyptian folklore and literature, given 
their excellent artistic quality and colour39. 
Unquestionably, it is a question of having 
a broad vision of the possibilities offered 

by the study of these artistic manifestations 
that have frequently remained in a second-
ary position.

Conclusions

This article has highlighted the impor-
tance in studying the figure of the artist in 
ancient Egypt within his social and cultural 
context through diverse sources, which in 
turn can help to establish a more realistic 
vision of how they worked and developed 
their creative process, especially in the New 
Kingdom. Starting from the varied evidence 
analysed, it seems that the different special-
ists who worked in an Egyptian tomb did so 
as a team, as revealed by the scarce written 

Figure 4. Reverse of the ostraca inv. nr. 31.4.2, with a figure of a rodent. © Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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40	Davies, 1913: 43.
41	 Kampp, 1996: 441.

sources. Unfortunately, ancient Egyptians 
never left a legacy in the form of a text that 
can be considered an “art handbook” to 
show their artistic concepts. Nor did they 
show any special interest in describing the 
painters’ and sculptors’ work. In this sense, 
it is important to highlight a scene in the 
Theban tomb belonging to Tati, TT 154, 
(fig. 6), which shows a unique image of sev-
eral individuals performing different tasks 
of the decoration of the tomb, similar to the 

process of decorating a stela (with the par-
ticipation of three artists), or the plastering 
of the tomb-walls with lime to cover imper-
fections40. TT 154 is a simple tomb which 
could be dated to the reign of Thutmose 
III according to stylistic criteria, or could 
be dated even earlier according to its loca-
tion and its shape41. Based on the evidence 
of this curious scene, it might be inferred 
that Egyptians themselves were aware of 
the multiple steps in the tomb decoration 

Figure 5. Ostraca with the image of a mourning pharaoh. Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, inv. nr. 32.1.
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Figure 6. Detail of a scene of the tomb of Tati, TT 154 (Davies, 1913: fig. 39).

42	 Den Doncker, 2012: 23-34.

and of the participation of different artists 
working in a coordinated manner.

The focus of this study has been to ana-
lyse the artistic production in ancient Egypt, 
paying particular attention to the artist’s fig-
ure and his importance in the creation pro-
cess, highlighting different approaches that 
could result in an enriching perspective as, 
for example, the experimental approach to 
Egyptian painting reproducing its working 
conditions. In the same way, it is convenient 
to give value to the use of other sources like 
the Egyptian ostraca, whose importance had 
been frequently relegated to a secondary po-
sition. The thematic diversification and the 
different technical quality of the ostraca cor-
pus indicate that their uses were really varied, 
and they should not be considered as mere 
objects discarded by ancient Egyptians and 
with no real value to the Egyptian art history.

The analysis of Egyptian artists’ works, es-
pecially the painters and sculptors who dec-
orated the New Kingdom tombs, reveals the 
complexity of the creative process of the art-
ist who had to follow a strong iconographic 
tradition, adapt himself to the peculiarities 
of the patron, as well as achieving original 

and attractive scenes to create a unique mon-
ument. In spite of the strong iconographic 
tradition and the existing canon of propor-
tions, the originality must be considered as 
a major element particularly searched for by 
Egyptian artists. In fact, the graffiti found in 
many Theban tombs used to be located next 
to the most important and attractive scenes, 
which seemed to be really appreciated by 
tomb visitors of Pharaonic times. This could 
make us think about the idea of the aesthet-
ic reception of ancient Egyptian artworks, 
as pointed out by Alexis Den Doncker’s in-
vestigation on graffiti, which could be con-
sidered as an answer to focal tomb scenes 
or Blickpuntsbild42. The paintings in private 
Theban tombs in the New Kingdom are not 
only a set of scenes created for eternity but 
also created for a certain “audience”.

To sum up, it may be time to overcome 
the traditional way of approaching Egyptian 
art and to pay attention to the artist’s cir-
cumstances, since he is the ultimate author 
of his work. The answer to many questions 
about Egyptian artistic production could be 
in the analysis of the artists’ processes and 
in their social and cultural context. Their 
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works, from the most splendid wall paint-
ing to the simplest ostracon, are products of 
their time and their circumstances, and all of 
them could provide an enriching knowledge 
about their world.
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