
Ancient Egyptian Art







•Civilization in Egypt organized earlier, but first dynasties 3000 BCE-the start 
of the old kingdom
•Pharaoh was supreme ruler and a god- basis of all civilization and of artwork
•Knowledge of civilization rest solely in tombs
•Preoccupation with the cult of the dead (like Neolithic) but no fear of the 
spirits of the dead
•Elaborate funerary practices led to the erection of mastabas, pyramids, and 
rock-cut tombs in sacred imperial precincts throughout Egypt
•Each person must provide for the happiness of his afterlife- would reproduce 
daily life in tombs for their Ka (spirit) to enjoy- blurring of line between life 
and death
•Tomb was like afterlife insurance



Key Concepts

CONCEPTS OF DEATH
The Egyptian fascination with the afterlife is the focus of much of the art of this region and 
time period. Refer back to the discussion in Chapter 2 about the use of art in the service of 
religion. Look up the Book of the Dead for additional background.

THE AMARNA REVOLUTION
The artistic revolution of Akhenaten is a major concept in the survey of Egyptian art, and one 
likely to appear on the AP* exam. Students should be able to explain how art of Dynasty 18 
differed from the art that preceded it. Constructing a table of characteristics is a useful way 
to help students learn and understand the changes.

PATRONAGE AND SYMBOLISM
The concepts of patronage and symbolism in ancient Egyptian art should be compared with 
examples from the Near East (Chapter 2a).

EGYPTIAN MYTHOLOGY
Study the importance of the afterlife in Egyptian mythology in conjunction with this chapter 
can be useful in helping to see the pervasiveness of this concept. The story of Osiris is a good 
example. The annual flooding of the Nile serves as a loaded metaphor for this cycle of death 
and rebirth. Be able discuss how Egyptian pharaohs used symbols associated with Osiris in 
their own funeral trappings—for example, the inner coffin of Tutankhamun's sarcophagus.



CHRONOLOGY
Three major periods of Egyptian 
history:

Pre-Dynastic Period 4350-3150 BCE 
Early Dynastic Period 3150-2670 BCE

Old Kingdom 2670-2150 BCE
Middle Kingdom 2150-1800 BCE
New Kingdom 1550-1070 BCE



Egyptian Figures

• Old Kingdom 2670-2150 BCE
– figures show a solid stance and formidable 

expression
• Middle Kingdom 2150-1800 BCE

– Works have more relaxed figures and 
emotional faces

• New Kingdom 1550-1070 BCE
– Characterized by rounded and elongated 

figures that betray an unknown intimacy



Egyptian Painting
• Human figures presented as complete as possible
• Canon of proportions allows for little individuality
• Shoulders are seen frontally, while the rest of the body, except

the eye, is turned in profile.  
• Often heads face one direction while the body faces another
• Men are taller than women and are painted a ruddy brown or red
• Women are shorter- children still shorter- and are painted with a 

yellowish tinge.  Shading is rare
• Ideal is to represent men and women acting in a calm, rational 

manner
• Violence and disorder are limited to animal sacrifices and 

overthrowing the power of evil- Egyptian art is a picture of 
contentment and stability

• Figures rest on a horizon line often at the front of a picture 
plane.  When placed on a line above they are represented as 
farther away

• During New Kingdom (Amarna Period) there was a general 
relaxation of canon rules



Egyptian Sculpture
• Stone of choice was limestone
• Huge sculptures of the pharaoh were meant to impress and 

overwhelm
– Individuality and sophistication were sacrificed for 

monumentality and grandeur
• Wooden sculptures were painted unless made of exceptionally 

fine material
• Large-scale sculptures were rarely cut free of the rock.  Example 

is Khafre with legs still attached to throne.  Makes figure seem 
more permanent and solid

• Colossal sculptures like the Great Sphinx were carved in situ 
(carved on site)

• Relief sculptures followed the same figural formula as paintings
• When relief sculptures were carved for outdoors, they were cut 

into the rock so that shadows showed up more dramatically
• When carved indoors, reliefs were raised from the surface for 

visibility in a dark interior.



The Rosetta Stone

In 1799, Napoleon took a small 
troop of scholars, linguists and 
artists on a military expedition 
of Egypt and found the Rosetta 
Stone (named for the Rosetta 
coast of the Mediterranean 
where it was discovered)

Composed of three languages: 
Classical Greek (which they 
knew how to read), Demotic 
(Late Egyptian) and Formal 
Egyptian Hieroglyphic.

This stone became the key to 
unlocking the meanings behind 
Egyptian hieroglyphics!



People, boats, and animals. (detail of a watercolor copy of a wall painting
From Tomb 100 at Hierakonpolis,  Egypt, Predynastic 3500-3200 BCThe Predynastic period 

in Egyptian art refers to 
the earliest or Prehistoric 
art of Egypt.

This particular image 
seems to be a funerary 
scene depicting people, 
animals and boats.

These stick-like figures 
are very similar to those 
of the Neolithic paintings 
from Çatal Hüyük.

Boats- symbolize the 
journey down the river of 
life and death

The lower center of this image depicts a heraldic grouping 
of two animals flanking a human figure.  The image 
suggests an influence of Mesopotamian art.  It is 
interesting to note that Mesopotamian culture could have 
made its way over a thousand miles up the Nile

Predynastic



HERALDIC GROUPING



The Palette of King Narmer
Hierakonpolis, Egypt, Early Dynastic 3000-2920 BC

Predynastic Egypt was divided 
geographically and politically into 
two regions: Upper and Lower 
Egypt

Upper Egypt was the southern, 
upstream part of the Nile Valley.  It 
was dry, rocky, and culturally rustic.

Lower Egypt in the Northern part of 
the Nile Valley was opulent, urban, 
and populated.

The Palette of King Narmer is 
one of the earliest  historical 
artworks preserved.

It was, at one time, regarded as 
commemorating the foundation of 
the first of Egypt’s thirty-one 
dynasties around 2920 BC (the last 
ended in 332 BC)

This image records the unification of 
Upper and Lower Egypt into the 
“Kingdom of Two Lands” at the very 
end of the Predynastic period.

Egyptians prepared eye makeup on tablets such as this for 
protecting their eyes against irritation  and the sun’s glare. This 
palette is not only important because of its historical content, but 
it also serves as a blueprint of the formula for figure 
representation that characterized Egyptian art for three thousand 
years.



•Narmer Palette
•Used to prepare eye 
make-up for the 
blinding sun, although 
this palette was 
probably 
commemorative.
•Narrative
•Relief sculpture 
depicting King Narmer
uniting upper and lower 
Egypt.
•Hathor, a god as a cow 
with a women’s face, 
depicted four times at 
the top register.
•Figures stand on a 
ledge
•Hierarchy of scale

Symbolic of the unification

Used to hold the eye makeup

The front of the palette  depicts the king wearing the red 
cobra crown of Lower Egypt.  The bodies of the dead are 
seen from above, as each body is depicted with it’s head 
severed and neatly placed between its legs.  

Registers (lines)



Palette of King Narmer

from Hierakonpolis, Egypt

ca. 3,000-2,920 B.C.E.
slate
approximately 25 in. high

On front:
•Narmer who is the largest figure, wears 
the cobra crown of lower Egypt and is 
reviewing the beheaded bodies of the 
enemy, bodies that are seen from 
above, with heads placed between their 
legs.
•Narmer is preceded by four standard 
bearers and a priest and followed by 
his foot washer or sandal bearer.
•In the center are harnessed lionesses 
with elongated necks, possibly 
signifying unification
•The bottom is a symbol of a bull 
knocking down a city fortress- Narmer
knocking over his enemies.



Palette of King Narmer

from Hierakonpolis, Egypt

ca. 3,000-2,920 B.C.E.
slate
approximately 25 in. high

On back:
•Hawk is Horus, god of Egypt; triumphs 
over Narmer’s foes; Horus holds a rope 
around a man’s head and a papyrus 
plant, symbols of lower Egypt.
•Narmer has a symbol of strength, the 
bull’s tail, at his waist; wears a bowling 
pin-shaped crown as king of united 
Egypt, beating down an enemy
•Servant holds his sandals behind him 
as he stands on the sacred ground as a 
divine king
•Defeated Egyptians lie beneath his feet







Mastaba



Explore a Tomb



Imhotep, Stepped Pyramid and mortuary precinct of 
Djoser,  Saqqara Egypt  Dynasty III

Each person must provide 
for the happiness of his 
afterlife- would reproduce 
daily life in tombs for their 
Ka (spirit) to enjoy- blurring 
of line between life and 
death

Tomb was like afterlife 
insurance

3000 BC -the start of the 
old kingdom

Pharaoh was supreme ruler 
and a god- basis of all 
civilization and of artwork

Knowledge of civilization 
rest solely in tombs

Imhotep: First recognized 
artist or architect in 
history

Built on a mastaba, burial chamber deep underground with a shaft 
linking it to the pyramid, meant to serve as a great monument

Part of a huge funerary district with temples and other buildings, 
scenes of religious celebration before and after death

Old Kingdom 2670-2150 BCE



Step Pyramid of King Zoser, 3rd Dynasty, 2600 BC
•Part of a huge funerary district with temples and other buildings, 
scenes of religious celebration before and after death-both 
symbolic and practical

•Designed by Imhotep-1st known artist in recorded history



Imhotep

Pyramid and Mortuary of 
Djoser

Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,630-2,611 B.C.E.
Limestone

•First complex of buildings constructed 
entirely of stone.
•Consists of six unequal steps.
•Gives the impression of being a huge 
staircase to the heavens.
•Appears like a stack of MASTABAS, 
one on top of the other.
•Burial is below ground, as in a 
mastaba.  Stepped Pyramid is solid.
•Part of a complex called the necropolis





Step Pyramid of Zoser, 
2600 bc

Built on a Mastaba (Arabic for “bench”), burial chamber deep 
underground with a shaft linking it to the pyramid, meant to serve as a 
great monument



Imhotep

Pyramid and Mortuary of Djoser

Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,630-2,611 B.C.E.
limestone



Columnar entrance corridor to the mortuary  precinct of 
Djoser, Saqqara, Egypt

Egyptian architecture began with mud 
bricks, wood, reeds- Imhotep (first artist 
whose name was part of recorded history) 
used cut stone masonry 

Style was similar to less enduring material 
- columns are always engaged rather 
than free-standing

Now columns had an expressive purpose 
rather than just functional

Tapering fluted columns were designed 
for harmony and elegance, not just to hold 
things up

Images of Papyrus columns are 
associated  with lower Egypt



Façade of the North Palace of the mortuary precinct of 
Djoser, Saqqara, Egypt Dynasty III    Ca. 2630-2611

This is an example of an

engaged 
column

Notice that they are less 
functional
than they are 
decorative.



Imhotep

Façade of the North Palace
Mortuary of Djoser

Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,630-2,611 B.C.E.
limestone



Imhotep

Columnar entrance
to the Mortuary of Djoser

Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,630-2,611 B.C.E.
limestone



Stepped Pyramid at the 
morturary temple of Djoser
Imhotep, architect
Saqqara, Egypt
Dynasty III
ca. 2630 - 2611 BCE
sandstone

• In the history of the world, this is the first building for which 
we know the architect’s name: Imhotep–remember it.



Tomb of Perneb (mastaba)

from Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,350-2,323 B.C.E.
limestone
approximately 16 ft. high







Great Pyramids

Gizeh, Egypt

Pyramids of Menkaure, ca. 2,490-2,472 B.C.E.; Khafre, ca. 2520-2494 B.C.E.; 
Khufu ca. 2551-2528 B.C.E.
limestone
largest (Khufu) approximately 450 ft. high



Great Pyramids, Gizeh, Egypt, Dynasty IVGiant monuments to dead 
pharaohs
Each pyramid had an enjoining 
mortuary temple.  Burial Chamber 
is in the center of the pyramid 
rather than underneath

Originally covered in smooth stone 
that would be reflective in the sun.  
(Almost blinding to the eyes.)

Funerary district is much more 
organized than Djoser- surrounded 
by mastabas and smaller pyramids

Fourth Dynasty pharaohs 
considered themselves to be the 
sons of the sun God Re and his 
incarnation  on earth.

Egyptians always buried their dead 
on the west side of the Nile, where 
the sun sets.

The largest of the pyramids is 
about 450 feet tall and has an area 
of almost 13 acres.  It contains 
almost 2.3 million blocks of stone, 
each weighing about 1.5 tons.

The Great 
Pyramid at Gizeh
is the oldest of the 
seven wonders of 
the ancient world



• Huge pile of limestone 
with minimal interior 
for the deceased; 
pharaoh buried within 
the pyramid, unlike at 
the Stepped Pyramid

• Each side of the 
pyramid oriented 
toward a point on the 
compass



Great Pyramids
Giza, Egypt
Dynasty IV
Menkaure ca. 2490 - 2472 
BCE
Khafre ca. 2520 - 2494 
BCE
Khufu ca. 2551 - 2528 
BCE

• Remember Khafre’s pyramid because it still has the limestone casing at its peak.
• Remember Menkaure’s pyramid because it’s significantly smaller than the two others.
• This leaves only Khufu’s the largest of all the pyramids to remember.
• Napoleon’s engineers calculated that the stones making up Khufu’s pyramid counted 

enough to build a wall one foot thick and ten feet high around the entirety of France. 
(Gardner)

Menkaure

Khafre
Khufu

Queens’ Pyramids





Great Pyramids

Gizeh, Egypt

Pyramids of Menkaure, ca. 3,000-2,920 
B.C.E.; Khafre, ca. 2520-2494 B.C.E.; 
Khufu ca. 2551-2528 B.C.E.
limestone
largest (Khufu) approximately 450 ft. high







Model of the pyramid 
complex at Giza

• Name the numbered parts of the model.



Great Sphinx, Gizeh, Egypt, Dynasty IV     ca. 2520-2494 bcThe Sphinx

65 feet tall

The Sphinx 
commemorated the 
pharaoh and served 
as an immovable, 
eternal silent guardian 
of his tomb.

This guardian stood 
watch at the entrances 
to the palaces of their 
kings.  It gives visitors 
coming from the east 
the illusion that it rests 
on a great pedestal.



Great Sphinx

Gizeh, Egypt

ca. 2520-2494 B.C.E.
sandstone
approximately 65 ft. high

•Very generalized features, although some say it might be a portrait of 
Khafre

•Carved in Situ from a huge rock

•Body of a lion, head of a Pharaoh and/or god

•Sphinx seems to protect the pyramids behind it

•Originally brightly painted to stand out in the desert



•Cats are royal animals in ancient Egypt, probably 
because they saved the grain supply from mice
•Head of Sphinx was badly mauled in the Middle Ages
•Beard of the Sphinx in the British Museum





Khafre

from Gizeh, Egypt

ca. 2,520-2,494 B.C.E.
diorite
approximately 66 in. high

•Idealized features and body
•Falcon god Horus is behind Khafre, 
protecting him; Khafre is an incarnation of 
Horus; pharaoh divinely appointed
•Symbol of a united Egypt in the interlocking 
of lotus and papyrus plants at the base
•Frontal, symmetrical, rigid, motionless, 
cubic
•Figure not cut away from the stone:  legs 
attached, no negative space between arms 
and stomach
•Strict adherence to Egyptian canon of 
proportions



Khafre, Gizeh, Egypt, Dynasty IV      Ca 2520-2495 ce

Made of carved of 
extremely hard stone 
called diorite which 
would have been 
brought seven hundred 
miles down the Nile from 
royal quarries in the 
south 

This sculpture shows  
the enthroned king with 
the falcon of the god 
Horus

Demonstrates the 
artist’s cubic view of the 
human figure- created 
by drawing the front and 
side view of the figure 
on the block of stone 
and then working inward 
until the views met

The figure is immobile 
and firm- the body is 
impersonal but the face 
has some individual 
traits

Sculptures such as this 
would serve as home for 
the Ka to exist should 
the mummies be 
destroyed.





Seated Khafre (ka statue)
Gizeh, Egypt
Dynasty IV
ca. 2520 - 2494 BCE
diorite
approx. 5’ 6” high
Egyptian Museum, Cairo

• Name and describe the features of Khafre’s garments in this portrayal of him.
• What is ka? What is a ka statue?
• Why is this sculpture representative of pharaohic art? 



Menkaure and Khamerenebty

from Gizeh, Egypt

ca. 2,490-2,472 B.C.E.
graywacke
approximately 54 1/2 in. high

•Standing (common pose), both have left foot 
forward, yet they are not moving forward-
•Figures are sculpted in the same height, 
provide a comparison of male and female 
beauty.
•The stone from which they were created still 
is still visible, maintaining the block form.  
•These figures were meant to house the ka . 
•This was the stereotypical pose that 
symbolized marriage.  Notice how the figures 
are idealized and emotionless.  The artists 
depiction of these two people is indicative of 
the formula for depicting royalty in Egyptian 
Art.



Menkaure and Khamerenebty

from Gizeh, Egypt

ca. 2,490-2,472 B.C.E.
graywacke
approximately 54 1/2 in. high



Seated Scribe

from Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,450-2,350 B.C.E.
painted limestone
approximately 21 in. high

•Created for a tomb of Saqqara 
as a provision for the ka
•Not a pharaoh:  wooden 
sculpture with sagging chest 
and realistic rather than 
idealistic features
•Color still remains on 
sculpture
•Amazing lifelike, but not a 
portrait- rather, a conventional 
image of a scribe
•Attentive expression; thin, 
angular face
•Contrasts with the ideally 
portrayed pharaoh



Seated Scribe, Saqqara, Egypt, 
Dynasty IV

Ca 2450-2350 bce.

The scribe pose- cross-legged on the ground-

The Scribe is a high court official- most scribes were 
sons of pharaohs.  (Alert expression in face, 
individualized torso- flabby and middle-aged)

Old kingdom also invented the portrait bust- whether it 
was an abbreviated statue or had some greater 
significance is unknown

Notice the realism depicted in this sculpture, when 
compared to that of the Pharaohs. His depiction in this 
manner is a result of his lower hierarchy in Egyptian 
society than that of a Pharaoh.

Young scribes were sent to a place known as the 
House of Life where they would learn to read and 
write.  Much of there time was spent copying letters, 
accounts, and stories of the gods on pieces of pottery 
called ostraka.

It has been said that it could take up to 10 years for a 
scribe to learn the language of hieroglyphics that 
contained nearly 700 characters.





Seated Scribe
from the Tomb of Kai
Saqqara, Egypt
Dynasty V
ca. 2510 - 2460 BCE
painted limestone
approx. 3’ high
Louvre Museum

• The Egyptians fashioned their common people with more realism than their 
pharaohs, who were depicted idealistically.

• Its alert eyes with quartz cornea, rock crystal iris, and ebony pupils elevate it to 
the level of masterpiece.

• Scribing of hieroglyphics was perhaps the most prestigious profession in ancient 
Egypt.

• What are some of the naturalistic details of the scribe?



Ka-Aper, Saqqara, Egypt, Dynasty V   Ca 2450-2350 bc

Here Ka-Aper assumes the 
traditional pose of an official, but 
notice the attention to detail in the 
face.  The artists has imbedded 
rock crystal into the eyes of the 
sculpture for added life.

This image is an example of 
combining the high  status pose 
with specific portraiture information 
that would be associated with a 
person of lower status than the 
Pharaoh.

The fifth Dynasty in Egypt produced 
many wooden statues such as this 
one with an increased realism and 
relaxed formality.

This is only the wooden core for the 
statue which was, at one time,  
covered with painted plaster.

The walking stick and baton 
(missing from his right hand) were 
symbolic of his rank as an official.  

Old 
Kingdom



Ka-Aper

from his mastaba at Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,450-2,350 B.C.E.
wood
approximately 43 in. high



Ti watching hippopotamus hunt

from Saqqara, Egypt

ca. 2,450-2,350 B.C.E.
painted limestone
approximately 48 in. high

•Painted relief in the mastaba of Ti, a 
government official
•Ti’s boat glides through the gigantic 
papyri, which flower into a fan of birds and 
foxes
•Hunt takes place as a memorial to the 
deceased; success in the hunt is a parallel 
with the fight against evil
•Servants hunt as a tribute to the deceased 
Ti, also to destroy animals, like 
hippopotami, which were pests that 
damaged crops and were considered 
agents of the god of darkness
•Ti stands on, rather than in, the boat and is 
double anyone else’s size to show his status



Ti Watching a Hippo

Tomb paintings (non-royal)-
landscapes were popular 
background is very active
•Ti is much larger than others-
shows importance
•Ti isn’t engaging in activity-
he’s watching- also shows 
importance
•Action is going on after 
death- body does not respond, 
but the spirit appreciates the 
activity
•Scenes are not nostalgic, they 
describe life cycle activities
•Success of the hunt 
symbolizes triumph over evil



Goats Treading Seed and Cattle Fording a Canal

Saqqara, Egypt - Mastaba of Ti

ca. 2450-2350 B.C.E.
painted limestone



Middle Kingdom Art

2150-1800 BCE



Fragmentary Head of Senusret III
1860 BCE.

•Collapse of centralized power at the 
end of the sixth dynasty= Egypt 
entered political disturbance for 700 
years
•Moody look in the eyes and mouth; 
depressed rather than heroic figures 
seen in old kingdom
•Figures reflect the period of unrest
•Introspective
•Carefully delineated lines and folds 
of flesh between the brows and at the 
corners and mouth
•Portraiture- faces are troubled rather 
than serene- have self-awareness-
very realistic physically and 
psychological-

The Middle Kingdom





Rock cut Tombs Beni Hasan

Beni Hasan, Egypt, Dynasty XII

ca. 1950-1900 B.C.E.

•Cliff walls hollowed out to reveal 
small burial chambers

•Reserve columns cut away from 
the interior chamber to create the 
look of conventional columns

•Columns are not round but fluted

•Façade shows shallow column 
porch



Rock-cut tombs

Beni Hasan, Egypt

ca. 1,950-1,900 B.C.E.



Interior hall of the rock-cut tombs of Amenemhet
Beni Hasan, Egypt,  Dynasty XII, ca 1950-1900 bc

About 2150 B.C., the Egyptians challenged the 
pharaoh’s power, and for more than a century the 
land was in a state of civil unrest and near anarchy.

In 2040 B. C. the pharaoh of Upper Egypt, 
Mentuhotep I, managed to unite Egypt again under 
the rule of a single king and established the so-called 
Middle Kingdom 
(Dynasties XI - XIV)

Rock-cut tombs of the Middle Kingdom largely 
replaced the Old Kingdom mastabas and pyramids.

RESERVED COLUMNS- not weight bearing.  
Carved around and were already attached to top and 
bottom.  The columns in this tomb serve no 
supportive function.  Notice the fluting on the 
columns.  It is clear that the columns are not 
supporting the ceiling of the tomb, as many of the 
columns were broken, yet still attached to the ceiling 
in some cases.

FLUTED COLUMN
A groove (or channel) used decoratively as along the shaft of a column. 
There are usually many such flutes running parallel. 



Tomb of Meketre, Thebes, Egypt

ca. 1,985 B.C.E.



Riverboat

from tomb of Meketre, Thebes, Egypt

ca. 1,985 B.C.E.
gessoed and painted wood
50 3/8 in. long


