Artefact Review: W221 by Bethany Saunders

W221 is a square plague made of faience, - — |
depicting the sacred ‘wedjat’ eye in relief '
(commonly known as the Eye of Horus, or
alternatively the Eye of Ra).!

The plaque is 8.7cm (height) x 10.3cm (width) x
1.3cm (depth).? It was donated by the
Wellcome Trustees to the Egypt Centre in
February 1971; it became part of Wellcome’s
collection after he had purchased it in July 1922
from the MacGregor collection.? It currently
resides in the ‘Amulets’ case in the House of
Death.

There is no specified date nor provenance for l1/——”’/
W221; records for the wedjat begin in the Old \
Kingdom and continue onto the Roman period, so the
dating for such a common symbol could be an issue.* Figure 1- W221 in the “Amulets’ case in the House
. . . . of Death.
However, similar glazed plaques with high relief first
appeared in the Third Intermediate Period.> Additionally, this period saw an increase in non-
royal objects incorporating mythological motifs, and amulets in the form of deities were
more common. Sacred eye amulets in particular became key objects).®

The wedjat has become one of the most well recognisable phylactic amulets from ancient
Egypt. It combines the human feature of brows with the stylised markings of a falcon: an

uncurling spiral is depicted before the shape of a teardrop attempting to imitate the feather
pattern.’

The orientation makes it clear that W221 was intended to represent the right eye. In theory,
the wedjat is usually identified as the left, lunar eye of the falcon headed god Horus, whilst
the right is considered the solar Eye of Ra.2 However, there are many interchanges between
the left and right eye and such confusion led to the Eye of Horus and the Eye of Ra having
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various interpretations as they were not always clearly distinguished, even by the Egyptians
themselves.® Both sacred eyes were protective, lost and restored by Thoth in mythology and
viewed as the sun and moon respectively. Therefore, the left eye was commonly transposed
with the right to show lunar manifestations on the solar eye.'® However, the Eye of Ra is
well attested as a goddess and wandering daughter of the sun, thus the resulting
combination of these views led to dual amulets representing the wedjat and solar

goddess.!?

Common confusion determines the right eye to be the
Eye of Horus, as shown within the catalogue entry for
26.7.1032 (MMA), dating to the Third Intermediate
Period at the time which produced the most elaborate
eye amulets.'?2 However, this amulet is most likely
associated with Ra instead. The two uraei possibly
refer to the return of the wandering goddess to her
father, who was then placed on Ra’s forehead as the
fire spitting cobra i.e. the uraeus.? The goddess was
played by various lion headed deities who had a fierce
side to their character, like Sekhmet and Bastet in lion
form when she embodied the sun’s vengeful eye.'*
Therefore, the lion and uraei hold connections to Ra.

It can be assumed that W221 follows the mythology of
Horus due to the absence of solar associations to Ra,

(Fig 2- The “wedjat eye amulet”. 26.7.1032.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000)

allowing it to be identified as the left lunar eye (i.e. the wedjat) despite its orientation. One
can also identify W221 as the wedjat by its material, and the associations of faience with

rebirth and therefore Osiris and Horus.

The mythological narrative is as follows:

Horus, son of Osiris and Isis, attempted to avenge his father’s death through a series of
battles against Seth (the god of chaos and violence) for the throne of Egypt, which resulted
in the destruction of the sky god’s eye.'” It is restored by Thoth (the moon god of wisdom
and mediator in the conflict), but alternative versions commit to Isis as the healer. 1 The
restored eye became represented as a symbol of wholeness and healing, as well as
maintaining a protective nature through the prevention of harmful forces that threaten
one’s wellbeing.” It is known as the ‘complete’ or ‘sound’ eye, and this symbolism allowed
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the wedjat to become one of the most powerful and omnipresent amulets in Egypt. '8 As the
lunar eye, the wedjat was also thought to represent the monthly destruction of the moon,
which caused cosmic disorder until Thoth restored it.'° Therefore, the waning and waxing of
the moon reflected the eye’s injury and healing.

W221 is made of faience, a common blue-green material that resembled the brilliance of
valuable gemstones such as turquoise and lapis lazuli.?° Its radiance gave faience divine
qualities symbolic of rebirth and fertility, thus associating it with the blue haired goddess
Hathor, the patron of the material whom gained the epithets ‘mistress of turquoise’ and
‘mistress of faience’.?! The Egyptian name for faience was “tjehnet” meaning ‘that which is
brilliant” or scintillating, due to its glistening qualities and connection with light, thereby
associated with life and immortality.?2 The colour of faience held significance, by showing
magically potent iconography and regenerative symbolism. The mixture is temperamental
and complicated shapes proved inconsistent, so amulets were easier to produce with their
simplistic design, leading to mass production.?® As a square plaque with carved relief, W221
would have been a common example.

The wedjat had important use in funerary contexts to aid the dead as a protective amulet.
Plates bearing the eye were attached to the bandages of mummies through the four holes
in the corners. They were placed on the mouth and from the New Kingdom, over the
embalming wound where the abdominal evisceration incision was made to remove the
organs.?* Prior to this it was placed on the chest.?® This was believed to heal the wound so
the body was made whole whilst preventing malign influences invading, thus preserving the
deceased in a perfect, idealised state and ensuring safe passage into the afterlife.?® These
protective qualities derive from the Osiris myth, whereby Horus offered his healed eye to
restore his father, making the wedjat a powerful protective charm representative of
rebirth.?” The sacred eye was probably the commonest motif to have been found on
mummies, more than any other amulet, and the eye amulets constitute the largest
collection of amulets accumulated.?®
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