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Introduction
An object life-cycle project is an investigation into the life of a particular subject, starting at
its beginning with how it was made, through to the final use of the product either its
destruction or retirement. This is a life-cycle project of an artefact in the Egypt Centre
Museum in Swansea. The aim was to pick an object and research, analyse and interpret the
artefact in terms of its life cycle, from the beginning of its formation to how it is used today.
The artefact researched, analysed and interpreted in this project is W1278.
Description
W1278 is a black/grey ceramic object with a red/terracotta coloured core.1 It is shaped to
depict a squatting baboon with a small pot in its hands. In the top of the baboon’s head has a
hole, which connects to the hollow ‘tube’ that runs through the object and appears to be an
applicator holder.2 The baboon has detail incised into it, including, around the face, the eyes,
the mouth, the fingers and the toes.3 Also, details of the baboon’s body such as arms and legs
have been emphasised through this carved decoration.4 The ceramic object has some damage,
with the most prominent being a large portion missing from the base at the front.5 There are
small chips and scratches all over W1278, with areas of the red core being visible especially
on the back, hands and legs.6 W1278 is a solid, dense object despite being hollow. It has a
porous texture with visible holes dotting the surface.7
There is no definite evidence for when the W1278 was made, however, some stylistic
qualities can be attributed to the Middle Kingdom, such as the incised details. Parallel
objects, such as the ‘blue marble’ vessels are also attested to the Middle Kingdom.8 W1278
could also potentially be dated to the Late Period as terracotta objects were popular during
this time, although the evidence leans more towards W1278 being from the Middle Kingdom.
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Materials
W1278 is a ceramic vessel modelled into squatting baboon shape with carved/incised details.9
W1278 is terracotta, a reddish-brown coloured core with a darker outer layer. Terracotta is a
hard, unglazed pottery; examples include decorative tiles, architectural decorations, statuary
and vases.10 Terracotta is usually a mixture of clay and water.
Nile-silt clay and Marl clay were the most common types available to Egyptian potters.11
Nile-silt clay was rich in silica and iron oxides, it was prepared from the alluvial mud of the
Nile’s banks.12 It was a porous clay, which turns reddish-brown once fired in an oxidised
environment.13 Marl clay was a quarried clay, which had a different consistency and forming
process to Nile-silt.14 It contained a higher percentage of calcium carbonates and mineral
salts, and its colour ranged from pale yellow to green and white.15 There are many variations
of Nile-silt and Marl clay which are classified in the Vienna System.16
To identify exactly which type of clay is used to make W1278, some chemical analysis would
be needed. The source of clay could be established using Neutron Activation Analysis.17
Neutron Activation Analysis (NNA) relates artefacts to the source materials by their chemical
signature.18 Also, ceramic petrography would be a useful to figure out the source of the
clay.19
W1278 has similar properties to Nile-silt clay. Breaks in the clay reveal the same reddishbrown colour of baked Nile-silt clay.20 W1278 has tiny holes showing its porous nature. It
has a reddish-brown core and a black outer layer, this is unusual as most sources only
mention ceramics with black cores and red outer layers.21 However, it could suggest that it
was treated before or after firing. Nile-silt was regularly used to produce animal figures, the
earliest being in the Predynastic Period.22 As W1278 is a pottery vessel shaped as a baboon, it
could be assumed that Nile-silt clay was used to create this object.23 From Terrace, we learn
of cosmetic containers made from anhydrite (CaSO4), or ‘blue marble’, being found in the
shape of different animals including baboons; as it has been found so abundantly it was
thought to be the standard material for these types of objects.24 If this was the case, then it
could be concluded that W1278 is a fake as it is made from a different material. However, in
Soleb a ceramic cosmetic container was uncovered that is similar W1278.25 From Lahun
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cosmetic pots, specifically kohl pots, made from pottery were recovered.26 As there are
similar objects to W1278 made from pottery, it could be deduced that W1278 is genuine.
Some reasons for its difference include that it could be an imported technique/idea or a
prototype for the ‘blue marble’ vessels. The use of terracotta was underestimated in dynastic
times, but recent research has shown pottery animal figures regularly occurring and that the
use of terracotta extended to the Late Period and was widespread.27
Production
There are four main stages to producing pottery; kneading, shaping, drying and baking.28 All
these processes have been represented in scenes on tomb walls.29
Firstly, clay had to be properly prepared before it could be formed into pottery. The raw clay
was mixed with water and soaked to refine it, this is called levigation; although it has limited
documentation, there is a journal from Lahun where it is mentioned.30 The clay is then
kneaded with water until smooth, this can take days or months before it is ready for
shaping.31 This is shown in a 12th Dynasty tomb at Beni Hasan.32 Organic matter can be
added to the clay to reduce stickiness, allow water to escape during drying and to strengthen
it.33
Next, the clay was shaped. In the early days of Egyptian pottery, pots would be made by
hand.34 In the Old Kingdom, a wheel was introduced, although the exact dating is disputed
among Egyptologists.35 The wheel could be operated by hand and a turntable.36 As illustrated
in a relief from a 5th dynasty tomb at Saqqara and two 12th dynasty tombs at Beni Hasan and
El Bersheh.37 From the 11th dynasty, there is evidence of the wheel being moved by foot or
by an assistant.38 The final stage of shaping is to smooth the surface with a wet hand, this
improves the appearance and makes the pot less permeable.39 Sometimes clay objects were
formed by moulds, this suggests it was a large-scale production as a mould would speed the
process and increase the uniformity40 As potters made huge quantities of vessels, it would
have made sense to use a mould for a quicker, more efficient process.41 W1278 is a complete
piece with no clear additions, it could have been made with a mould or sculpted from a single
block of clay. Although on closer inspection, it would be difficult to create the shape of
W1278 in a mould; therefore, it is likely that W1278 was made by carving a block of clay or
by a combination of modelling and carving.
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Objects could have a slip or wash added before baking.42 A wash is a mixture of pigment and
water; a slip is a thicker paste of clay and water. These are applied before the pot is
completely dry.43 They add colour, make pots less permeable to liquid, add smoothness to the
surface and create a better base for paint.44 As W1278 had a darker layer, which is smoother
than the porous texture inside, it suggests this is its treatment before baking.
Once dry, the pottery is baked. During the period in which W1278 could have been made, a
kiln would be used to fire the pottery; in the early day’s pots were placed in the ground with
fuel, this developed into the basic kiln.45 Evidence for pottery kilns can be seen in a 5th
dynasty tomb at Saqqara, a 12th dynasty tombs at Beni Hasan and an 18th dynasty tomb at
Thebes (TT 162).46 Representations on Middle Kingdom tomb walls illustrate the entire
process of pottery making and the kilns used.47
Common decorations include applied decorations, burnishing, incision and painting.48 W1278
is decorated with incisions. This would be completed with a sharp knife or comb before
baking. After baking a white pigment could be added to the cuts, this is something done to
W1278.49
Potters in towns and villages would have been professionals, with many having their own
workshops or group workshops on the edges of their communities, away from their homes.50
The word for a potter in Egyptian is jqd(w).51 Pottery was not a high standing or paying
occupation, it was dirty and uncomfortable.52 A potter was low on the social scale in Egypt’s
elite society and among the poorest in society.53 Manufacture was a male role, as seen in
tomb reliefs and skills were passed from father to son.54 Pottery was a familial affair, with
most members collecting fuel, carrying clay and adding decorations. There are rare
representations of children helping to decorate pottery and even rarer depictions of women
helping.55
There are certain trends in the decoration that point to W1278 being from the Middle
Kingdom. Incised decoration is mainly encountered from the Middle Kingdom, W1278 is
decorated with incisions. The ‘blue marble’ vessels that can be compared to W1278 are also
attested to the Middle Kingdom.56 Although there was a great increase in a number of
terracotta vessels in the Late Period (due to Greek influences), suggesting W1278 could be
from later in Egyptian history as well.
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Use/Function
W1278 has two possible uses. It could be a container for kohl, oils and other cosmetic
products, as a votive offering to a god or to hold ink for pens.
Firstly, W1278 as a votive offering. Baboons are associated with the god Thoth, the god of
writing and knowledge.57 The baboon is thought to be the manifestation of Thoth and by the
1st dynasty, it was the symbol of Thoth.58 This suggests that if W1278 were a votive offering
it could be dedicated to Thoth, and therefore the owner could be associated with Thoth - a
scribe or a priest in the cult of Thoth.59 The major cult centre for Thoth was Hermopolis but
he also had temples at Esna, Nubia, the Dakhleh Oasis and Sinai.60 If W1278 was a votive
offering, it could be deposited at any of these places. There are examples of baboon objects
being used as votive offerings, confirming that this was a viable use for W1278. For example,
at Abydos, a faience baboon was found in a shrine as a votive offering and other baboon
offering pieces have been found as well.61 Also found at Tell Ibrahim Awad were objects of
faience and ivory animals, including baboons and similar votive hoards were discovered at
Elephantine, Hierakonpolis and Abydos.62 Although these objects are made from faience and
are not the same style as W1278, they show baboon-shaped objects being used as votive
offerings and offer a parallel to W1278, showing how it could be used as a votive offering.
On the other hand, there is stronger evidence that suggests W1278 was used as a cosmetic
container for either kohl or unguent. From the First Intermediate Period, special jars were
made for storing kohl and other cosmetics.63 Jars have been found with residual eye paint and
oils.64 Kohl was made from galena (black kohl) or malachite (green kohl).65 Galena has
antibacterial properties, repels flies and lessens the effects of the sun’s glare, however, it can
be absorbed into the skin and lead to lead poisoning.66 Kohl applicators were made from
wood, hematite or ivory and would be held in the hole in the top of the baboons head.67 The
applicator would be dipped into the small pot, which would hold the powder. It would then be
mixed with fat to form a liquid that could be placed between the lids to apply a coat to the
upper and lower waterline.68 In the private homes of Lahun, cosmetic jars were found in
abundance and often contained kohl.69 The first mention of kohl is in an offering list of the
Old Kingdom. It is mentioned along with seven sacred oils as the necessities of eternal life.70
The protective properties of kohl show how W1278 would be used in a daily context to allow
male and female Egyptians out into the hot Egyptian climate for long periods.71 The detailed
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style of W1278 shows that it belonged to someone rich, especially compared to the simpler
cosmetic containers in the shape of baboons.72
Another cosmetic product that could be stored in W1278 are oils/unguents. In Lahun, small
jars were found containing flower or resin scented oils, that were used for preparing
cosmetics or moisturising, also the oils had a medicinal purpose (Lahun Gynaecological
Papyrus).73 Unguents were made from fat and used to prevent the drying of the skin in
Egypt’s dry, hot climate, so it would be used by both men and women who would be outside
all day; also they kept the skin soft and supple.74 As the cosmetic jars for unguents are made
of pottery, it suggests that W1278 could also be used for this purpose. For parallel objects,
there is a baboon cosmetic jar made from faience, although the materials are different, the
similarities are striking. From the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 10.176.54, is incredibly
similar to W1278. The shape is almost identical to W1278; the differences being the material
and decoration.75 This object was used as an ointment jar with an applicator stick and the
similarities suggest that this was also the purpose of W1278.
As there is no residue or staining left in W1278, it is difficult to say what its use was,
although the fact that there is no staining makes it more likely to be for oils as coloured kohl
would probably leave a stain. Also, the extreme similarities between W1278 and other
baboon cosmetics jar used for oils increases this likelihood. To be certain of the contents,
pollen and chromatographic analysis would be required.76
Transformation/Reuse
After being used as a cosmetics container, it is likely that W1278 was put in a tomb with its
owner and the rest of her/his belongings. Kohl was mentioned as one of the essentials for
eternal life, therefore it is likely that the container used for kohl would be of equal importance
to the owner and would be needed in the afterlife so they could live eternally.77 Many
cosmetic containers have been found within tombs among burial goods, such as in the
necropolis at Soleb (T15), the cemetery at Thinis (Girga) and at Lisht.78 They were found in
both rich and poor graves which again emphasises that cosmetics were used by all
Egyptians.79
It is not possible to tell whether W1278 was reused. It was brought into the Wellcome
Collection on the 12th June 1931 after it was bought in auction by Mr Wilkins.80 W1278 was
then loaned to the Egypt Centre on the 15th February 1971 and has been on display in the
museum.81 It is now used as an educational tool and display object in the Egypt Centre. At
the Egypt Centre, the new accession number, W1278, was added to the base and it is part of
the face of the Egypt exhibit.
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Deposition
The end use of W1278 could have been planned if the owner decided that they wanted to
have it buried with them as a funerary good. There if no evidence of W1278 being damaged
to the point where it was rendered useless, so it couldn’t have been thrown away and was
most likely placed in a tomb. W1278 has remained intact, although there are scratches all
over and breakages to the base.82 It is impossible to say if these breakages occurred before or
after rediscovery.
Rediscovery
On the 12th June 1931, W1278 was rediscovered at auction, being bought on behalf of Henry
Wellcome by Mr Wilkins.83 Unfortunately, there is no auction catalogue so any information
preceding this date is hard to obtain. In order to find more information, I contacted the
Wellcome Institute to ask whether they had any data on W1278 (106488 – its accession
number under the Wellcome Institute). They directed me to their online archive catalogues,
however, I was unable to discover anything further. If W1278 is compared to other artefacts
of its type, it could be assumed that it was excavated from a tomb along with other burial
goods. Cosmetic containers depicting baboons have been discovered all over Egypt, for
example, in Soleb, Thinis and Lisht, so without the auction catalogue or excavation report, it
is uncertain where W1278 could have been discovered.84
Henry Wellcome (1853 – 1936) was a pharmacist, benefactor and amateur archaeologist from
Almond, Wisconsin.85 He was a collector of historical antiquities, including those from
ancient Egypt, and often sponsored excavations resulting in him collecting many artefacts.86
W1278 has been transformed from a daily cosmetic tool to a funerary object and finally to a
piece in a museum collection. This transformation can be seen from the addition of the Egypt
Centre accession number.87 Since its original creation, it has been damaged, with a portion of
its base missing, and chips and scratches all over the piece.88 The last audit was in 2010.89
W1278 joined the Egypt Centre on the 15th February 1971.90 It was loaned to Swansea
University with many other objects from the Wellcome Collection.91 At this point the Egypt
Centre was in Keir Hardie 115 under the name the Wellcome Museum in Swansea; 20 years
later it moved to the Taliesin Building and was renamed the Egypt Centre, opening in 1998.92
In order to find out more information about W1278, there are several scientific analyses that
can be made. The elemental composition can be gained by Neutron Activation Analysis,
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inductively coupled plasma spectroscopy or by atomic absorption spectroscopy.93 If it is
assumed that the ceramic composition reflects the source of the clay then the chemical
elements can be related to the potters’ behaviour.94 This not only indicates a location for
W1278 but also provides information about the potter who made it. These tests not only
reveal the composition of the clays but also what the potter added to the clay.95 Fabric
characteristics can be studied using ceramic petrography.96 This analysis of W1278 would
give useful information on raw materials and source as well as the artefact’s relationship to
local industry.97 However, there are also problems with the scientific analysis. It bases its
analysis on the assumption that there are specific relationships between raw materials and
their finished products.98 Also, the precision is not accurate, for example, different
laboratories have been known to produce different results for the same samples.99
Radiocarbon dating can be used to calculate the direct time period of W1278, rather than
relative dating to parallel objects. As carbon-14 disappears over time from organic material
through radioactive decay, the age of the artefact can be estimated by measuring the 14C
remaining in the sample.100 However, the age cannot be attributed to calendar years but to
radiocarbon years, as it is difficult to convert to calendar years, even with a calibration curve
the dates are not precise.101 Although, radiocarbon dating requires burning the sample to
obtain the carbon; essentially damaging W1278, which would be counterproductive to the
conservation works carried out by the Egypt Centre.
Reinterpretation and Current Reuse
W1278 came to the Egypt Centre from the Wellcome Collection in 1971 and is currently on
display in the Egypt Centre in Swansea.102 Whether W1278 was part of burial goods or a
votive offering would have some ethical implications. W1278 has become a tool for
education and learning rather than as a display of cultural appropriation; the ethical
implications are diminished as those studying W1278 will learn about W1278 and its past
value. As rediscovery of W1278 is unknown, we cannot say if there are specific implications.
However, if W1278 was taken from a tomb then clearly, the implications would be that it is
not ethical to take things from a tomb and to deprive the owner of something sacred to them.
W1278 is displayed in the House of the Dead of the Egypt Centre, located in the ‘animals’
display case. It is surrounded by similar objects depicting baboons, including a wooden
baboon.103 In the same case, there are also objects to do with cosmetics, such as a cosmetic
vessel in the form of a hedgehog, a cosmetic palette in the shape of a fish and a cosmetic
palette in the form of a double duck.104 This can be interpreted as W1278 simply being
displayed for its animal characteristics and its use in cosmetics; however, all interpretation of
objects is subjected and unique to an individual. There are several other ways in which it
93
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could be displayed, for example, in a case with daily life objects to emphasise its importance
as an object used in day-to-day activities, in a case with other cosmetic and skin care/makeup
artefacts to shows its use in cosmetic products or thematically with other objects associated
with the god Thoth. Although W1278 is placed in the House of Dead, as a burial good; it
could be placed in the House of Life, as it was used in the daily lives of the Ancient
Egyptians.
Conclusion
W1278 is a ceramic cosmetic container in the shape of a squatting baboon holding a small
pot; it has an indeterminate age and provenance although these can be estimated through
scientific analysis and comparison to parallel artefacts. It arrived in the Egypt Centre from the
Wellcome collection in 1971 and is currently displayed in the House of the Dead as an
educational tool and as part of a museum collection.
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Figures

Fig. 1 – Front view of W1278.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 2a – aerial view of W1278 showing hole
in top of baboon’s head.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 2b – Beneath view of W1278 showing
hollow ‘tube’ and accession number of
W1278 for the Egypt Centre.
(Picture by Author)
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Fig. 3 – angled view of W1278 showing
incised detail on face, fingers, toes, legs and
arms.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 4 – W1278 showing damage to base of
container and incised detail on foot of baboon.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 5 – W1278 side view showing porous
nature of object.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 6 – map showing the Qena area of
modern-day clay mine at Deir el-Gharbi
(Photo from World Archaeology 17, 2,)
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Fig. 7 – baboon-shaped cosmetic containers, from
Girga (17, 19 & 20) and Lisht (18).
(Picture from Journal of American Research Centre
in Egypt 5)

Fig. 8 – baboon-shaped cosmetic container,
from Soleb Necropolis, Tomb 15.
(Picture from Soleb II: Les Nécropoles)

Fig. 9 – 12th dynasty tomb painting from Beni
Hasan depicting potters at work (line 4).
(Picture from Beni Hasan 1)
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Fig. 10 – 12th dynasty tomb painting from El
Bersheh depicting potters at work.
(Picture from El Bersheh 1)

Fig. 11 – Potter at work with a wheel from a 5th
dynasty tomb in Saqqara.
(Photo from Ancient Egyptian Materials and
Technology)

Fig. 12 – Faience baboon votive offering
from Abydos
(Picture from Ancient Egypt: anatomy of a
civilisation)
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Fig. 13 – Eye paint container with a lid containing
residual contents of eye paint from Deir el-Medina
(19th dynasty)
(Musée du Louvre, Paris)

Fig. 14 – Ointment jar in the form of a baboon
holding a jar, with an applicator holder, found in
Thinis (12th – 13th Dynasty)
(10.176.54 – Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York)

Fig. 15 – Faience baboon on a basket with a
column, offering statue, from Memphite region?
Saqqara? (26th – 30th dynasty)
(10.176.45 – Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York)

14

Object Life Cycle Project – W1278
Olivia Davies
Fig. 16 – Map of Egypt,
highlighting Thinis (top star
below Cairo), el-Lisht (middle
star) and Soleb (bottom star).

Fig. 17 – Squatting baboon
statuette depicting the god Thoth.
(Musée du Louvre, Paris)

Fig. 18 – Display case in Egypt
Centre, displaying W1278 and
surrounding baboon artefacts.
(Picture by Author)
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Fig. 19a, 19b, 19c – Display case in Egypt Centre,
displaying surrounding cosmetic artefacts to
W1278.
(Picture by Author)

Fig. 20 – Illustration of W1278, front
and side view.
(Picture by Author)
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