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ABSTRACT

Established as scholarly authorities, museums exhibits are taken by the public to be
factual. They assume that the institution is accurately portraying its subject material. Yet how
well are modern museums representing ancient Egypt? Through research on Western society’s
interaction with Egypt starting in the Renaissance and analysis of modern exhibits concerning
ancient Egypt, a different picture begins to emerge. Vestiges of European nationalistic
motivations and imperialist policy remain deeply rooted in the academic field of Egyptology, the
public perception of the ancient civilization, and museums that influence the public. After
examining existing Egyptian exhibitions, I discuss the future of museums, focusing on premier
institutions and their capacity as public educators.
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Introduction

“Easily adapted to changes in fashion and style, Egyptomania moulds [sic] itself
effortlessly to the art of the day and remains relatively unaffected by new archaeological
findings or developments in Egyptology— it has a parallel life of its own, nourished by
myth, symbols, connotations, and ancestral dreams. Neither China, Japan, India, nor
Assyria, nor on another level Greece, Rome, Etruria, nor the Gothic or Renaissance
styles, have been as laden with messages”

– Jean-Marcel Humbert (Humbert 1994, 25)

Humans have been collecting objects since the adoption of sedentary lifestyles. Our
magpie tendencies have been fueled by appreciation for beauty and culture, wonderment of the
natural world, astonishment at the peculiar, a nostalgic need to preserve the past, and the desire
for knowledge, status, power, or wealth. In response to these factors, Egyptian art and artifacts
were highly sought after, even in antiquity. This trend has persisted across millennia, remaining a
cultural phenomenon in the 21st century. Yet why has a civilization from 5,000 years ago
maintained its attraction for such a long time? In addition, although its imagery is immediately
recognizable to most of society, is the imagined picture an accurate one?
The answers to these questions lie in post-pharaonic European history. In fact, following
the fall of the last ruling dynasty, the Ptolemies, rulers in other countries borrowed from the aura
of power surrounding ancient Egypt to shore up their own powers. After defeating Cleopatra and
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Marc Anthony and making Egypt a Roman province, Caesar Augustus celebrated by importing
two magnificent obelisks from his newly acquired territory. Strategically chosen from important
Egyptian religious centers, he re-erected them in the capital city of Rome, in heavily trafficked
public spaces, making them highly visible to the populous. The obelisks commemorated the
military victory and addition of Egypt to the Roman Empire. Following his predecessor’s lead,
the Roman ruler Caligula imported another obelisk to Rome in an attempt to over-shadow Caesar
Augustus, support his own rule, and display authority. Interestingly, this obelisk still stands erect
in Rome, but in a different location and associated with a different seat of power (Moser 2006,
39). Today, it can be found in the middle of St. Peter’s Square, the headquarters of the Catholic
church. Still functioning in its role as a political link to ancient Egypt, it is remarkable that a
pagan object linked to a solar cult would be allowed to remain in the Vatican, much less as the
focal point in front of the primary basilica’s main entrance.
Political manipulation is by no means the sole reason for the appropriation of Egyptian
imagery and motifs. Indeed, the integration of such features is used to demonstrate cultural
sophistication, such as with the glass pyramid at the Louvre Museum in France (Cinquin 1987,
69). Ancient Egyptian symbols have come to denote the exotic and mysterious. Although often
garishly tacky, Egyptian revival architecture has even found a niche in famous cinema’s facades
around the world, including a not-so-famous theatre near my childhood home.
Ancient Egypt has become a symbol, which European imperialist nations co-opted to
their own ends. The longevity and supremacy of this African civilization appealed to Western
states such as Great Britain, France, and Italy. In fashioning ancient Egypt as their own history,
Europeans discredited the contribution of the Islamic people to Egyptian history and disregarded
the country’s African setting. Racist ideas, such as Egypt being founded by a European group
2
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returning to continental Africa, permeated popular thought during the early stages of Egyptology.
Ideologies such as these were the basis for modern interest in ancient Egypt and are still deeply
intertwined with both shared common knowledge and academic discourse on the culture and
history of the Nile River Valley. However, anyone versed in Egyptology can identify
discrepancies between the historical reality and the collective conception shared by most of the
public.
To identify the root causes of this phenomenon, I have engaged in an in-depth study of
how Western culture has interacted with Egypt since the Renaissance, paying particular attention
to what kinds of cultural material were valued, how the accumulation of such goods affected
one’s position in society, and what aspects of Egyptian culture have been highlighted over
others. From this information, I deduce why commoners are missing from the common
knowledge narrative and museum displays. Most European and American premier museums
have large Egyptian collections, which denote a high level of prestige, but the majority of
Egyptian society is rarely well-portrayed. Although, modern museums claim to represent this
ancient civilization accurately, there are institutionalized biases that result from the history of
collecting in Egypt. By identifying common historical representations of Egypt, these biases can
be uncovered, allowing museum professionals to look introspectively at how their own galleries
miss important parts of the Egyptian puzzle. This study of Egyptian representations considers
historic European interaction with Egypt and how modern museums should strive to correct
imperial-driven falsehoods. Furthermore, I offer ideas about future exhibits that consider both
ethical and scholarly issues.
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History of Collection
Although interest in Egypt can be traced to antiquity, the focus of this paper will start
during the Renaissance, as fervent collection began around this time. Throughout Europe,
thinkers began openly sharing ideas and discussing secular topics that had been frowned upon
and monopolized by the rigid religious focus in the Middle Ages. Although a strong Christian
faith remained, philosophical thought grew to include human nature and the natural world
(Sullivan 1981). As academic curiosity broadened, renewed pre-Middle Ages interest in earthly
treasures swept through those who had the available capital to indulge in them.
During the 15th century and subsequent centuries, cultural and technological
advancements expanded beyond the fields of art and philosophy. The conception of new, and
proliferation of existing, inventions in navigation and travel allowed Europeans to travel further
than ever before. Explorers investigated unknown territory and established trade routes in the
name of their expense-paying patrons. Countries competed for fame and riches through the
accumulation of items brought back from each returning voyage, as well as the knowledge of
resources in new regions garnered by their representative explorers. Society’s elites competed to
acquire knowledge and objects from newly discovered lands. They wanted to demonstrate that
they came from the most cultured, scholarly, advanced, and wealthy state in Europe. These
nationalistic attitudes kindled imperialistic foreign policies, the effects of which are still quite
present today.
Knowing what material culture was valued in the past gives us an understanding of what
is available to museums today. The contents of modern museum repositories are a result of past
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attitudes and collecting goals. Going beyond what is physically available in museum storage,
historic mindsets concerning ancient Egypt and its artifacts help to explain current exhibit
programs that continue to propagate an inaccurate representation of the ancient culture.

Cabinets of Curiosity
In this 16th to 18th century era of exploration, unique natural objects and manufactured
goods started making their way into Europe, corroborating evangelists’ and adventurers’ tales of
the exotic. These oddities captured the interest of the wealthy across Europe, many of whom had
already started amassing European art and artifacts. It became fashionable to acquire a wide
range of goods and specimens imported from the fringes of the expanding new world. Originally
called Wunderkammern1, the rooms in which these collections were held can be viewed as
precursors to modern museums (Westerhoff 2001, 633).
The origin of Wunderkammern, today referred to as ‘cabinets of curiosity’2, originated
among 16th century Italian elite. Specifically, these elite were patrons of the arts, such as the
Medici family in Florence and powerful Papal clergy within the Vatican (Fagan 2004, 37). These
collections consisted of Renaissance art, much of which originated in patron funded workshops,
and Roman and Greek antiquities. Given the Italian setting, new and classical artworks were
relatively easy to procure locally. It was not until after this local collection was formed that
foreign material was sought after in any substantial way. Only later, as Catholic pilgrims and
missionaries returned from the Holy Lands with souvenirs, did Italian elite interest in such

1
2

German, translates to ‘wonder chamber’. Another name is Kunstkammer.
Also commonly referred to as ‘cabinets of wonder’ and ‘curio cabinets’.
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oddities arise (Moser 2006, 241n7). This developmental pattern of initial access to local artwork
and natural history specimens is consistent throughout Europe, providing some explanation for
the regional variations seen in cabinet focus across 17th century Europe.
Following collection of local and European-crafted art, focus grew to include foreign
material culture in the form of ethnographic oddities such as weapons, ritual implements, tools,
textiles, and human adornment, as well as historic artifacts. Yet soon after interest expanded to
include natural materials including taxidermic animals, skins, flowers, insects, rocks, and so on
(Moser 2006, 12; Amsel-Arieli 2012, 40-42). Keep in mind that this is a general progression seen
across cabinets throughout Western Europe. Although the breadth of items found within the
repositories of those privileged enough to afford such luxuries expanded overtime, regional foci
of collection distinguished nations and cultures. For example, although Italian cabinets of
curiosity often featured exotic and natural material, the majority of collections revolved around
Renaissance art and Roman statuary. Similarly, British collections had an emphasis on botanical
specimens. Moreover, cabinet content was further influenced by the specific interests of the
owner, often being quite individualistic, and their role in society. Often, royalty and religious
official curate collections focused on fine art and sculpture as a mode of projecting power and
wealth. Conversely, affluent professions did not have to worry about their cabinets reinforcing
their right to rule, instead frequently opting for natural and ethnographic objects that reflected
their field or interests (Moser 2006, 12). This type of cabinet is often referred to as encyclopedic,
due to its broad typological ranges. There are, of course, exceptions to this generalization. For
instance, Peter the Great’s cabinet was a combination of both types, featuring fine European art
and a huge array of anatomical malformations.
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Cabinets became symbols of high status, denoting an interest in scholarship, ability to
acquire items, and immense wealth of the collector. The greater the variety, volume, and rarity of
objects indicated place within the upper echelons of society. The cabinets’ status was further
reinforced by their exclusiveness, as they were private property and not open to the public.
Indeed, due to social inequality during this time, only privileged guests of similar elite station
and scholarship were fortunate enough to witness a family’s collection.
Fortunately, the layout and appearance of a few cabinets are known from extant metal
engravings. These illustrations are often accompanied by textual descriptions or lists, serving as
a catalogue of items [Figure 1]. The room which housed the collection was often dimly lit,
bursting with objects suspended from the ceiling, mounted to walls, arranged in shelves, and
balanced on tables. Every available surface would have been taken up by some form of natural or

Courtesy of Biodiversity Heritage Library

Figure 1: Engraving of Old Worm's cabinet, from the frontispiece in
Museum Wormianum.
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man-made creation, creating an eye-watering visual overload. To add to the confusion, object
placement and cabinet organization were at the whim of the owner (Amsel-Arieli 2012, 40-42).
In this way, objects that modern museums would keep together, such as items belonging to the
same culture or region, were scattered. For instance, a nobleman acquired an assortment of
Congolese weapons and spiritual implements. The gentleman decided to separate the material,
choosing to showcase the weapons with axes, maces, blades, and bows already collected from
groups in Syria, Asia, and northern Europe. In this hypothetical, yet plausible, scenario, any
provenance that remained when the artifacts were together as a cultural assemblage was often,
but not always, lost. Instead, the objects were valued for their rarity, aesthetic quality, and/or
degree of bizarreness.
Beginning in the early 17th century, collections started to mirror the growing interest in
the mechanics of the natural world. Before, focus had been primarily on ethnographic and
historic artifacts, but now natural specimens were in higher demand than ever before. Around
this time, John Tradescant the Elder, the British royal gardener, began to assemble his cabinet,
with special emphasis on botanical specimens from across the globe (Alexander 1996, 42-43).
The collection grew to such magnitude that Tradescant called it an ‘Ark’. He and his son
established a rudimentary form of organization for their collection, separating everything as
either man-made or natural. Then further dividing these umbrella categories by typology;
‘minerals’, ‘birds’, ‘paintings’, etc. A few decades after the Tradescant family, another man
amassed a large collection focusing on the natural world. Physician to King George II, Sir Hans
Sloane, was known for not only obtaining new material but also purchasing pre-existing cabinets
(Fagan 2004, 42). In this way, he had amassed 71,000 items at the time of his death in 1753. The
medical professional had also gone beyond the crude grouping method of John Tradescant,
8
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devoting great amounts of time and labor to documenting, comparing, classifying, and cataloging
his natural specimens.
The cabinets of curiosity described above, along with others, became the basis, or part of
the foundation, upon which the first national museums were based. Tradescant’s Ark, having
been inherited by Elias Ashmole, was given to Oxford University upon his demise. The
collection was so instrumental in the university museum's inception that it was named the
Ashmolean Museum, after the donor. Similarly, Sir Hans Sloane’s collection eventually made it
to another English institution, the British Museum.
As European nations solidified their boundaries and competed amongst themselves
politically and economically, the acquisition of rare and extraordinary objects became an
expression of nationalism. Cabinets belonging to royals, nobles, wealthy merchants, and elite
Catholic clergy were shows of sophistication and prestige that reflected the merit of the whole
country as they represented wealth, diplomatic power, scholarship, access to resources, and in
some regards, piety. A particularly long-established area of collection was religious artifacts,
especially relics from the holy lands. Due to its context in the biblical landscape, Egypt drew
interest from religious pilgrims and adventurers who returned to Europe with ancient Egyptian
mummies, artifacts, and hieroglyphic inscriptions accumulated during their sojourn in the Nile
River Valley (El Daly 2003, 140). The quality of these pieces, as well as extant classical
references in art and literature to Egypt and Biblical stories brought to life, intrigued European
elite. Some types of objects became iconic and cabinets strove to have them for a ‘complete’
collection. (Moser 2003, 25). These objects included human and animal mummies, stuffed
Egyptian crocodiles, shabtis, anthropomorphic votive figurines, and scarabs and other funerary
amulets and charms.
9
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During the 18th century, elite demand for Egyptian antiquities had reached a point at
which collectors and purveyors could support themselves off their earned cut (Fagan 2004, 4142). These dealers functioned as third parties on commission or as part of an elite household’s
staff. Fulltime dealers worked for wealthy families to seek out artifacts that fit their existing
collection or were of typological interest to household members. They sought previously found
artifacts in European markets and even commissioned exploratory expeditions to search for
particular objects.

French Impact and the Start of Egyptomania
By the late 18th and early 19th centuries, major European nations such as Great Britain,
France, Prussia, Russia, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and the Germanic states were jostling
for exclusive access to the best trade routes in order to procure raw materials and exotic imports.
In 1798, commander of the French armies, Napoleon Bonaparte, launched his military campaign
in Egypt. The goal was to weaken Great Britain's trade route with India, dealing a critical blow to
the island nation. Militarily, the campaign was a failure, but its legacy lives brightly in its
scholarly outcome of art and historical knowledge. In addition to fighting soldiers, Napoleon
conscripted, organized, and brought along 151 of the brightest minds in the sciences and arts 3
(Gillispie 1994). Within the ranks were mathematicians, engineers, astronomers, chemists,
mineralogists, geologists, geographers, botanists, zoologists, architects, sculptors, artists,
historians, doctors, and interpreters (Brier 1999).

3

There seems to be some debate about the actual number of specialists, however consensus usually rests
around 150-151. Alternatively, Brian Fagan cites 167 (Fagan 2004, 47).
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Early in the campaign, when the French army reached Cairo, Napoleon founded the
Institut d’Égypte, an academic society modeled off a similar intellectual institute in France, on
the outskirts of the city. The palaces of two displaced Mumluk elites served as the perfect setting,
as the complexes were expansive, neatly organized, and visually elegant (Fagan 2004, 49). The
many rooms were retrofitted as dormitories, libraries, workshops, laboratories, and storage
facilities to be used by the French savants. However, with the challenge of documenting every
aspect of Egypt, past and present, the scholars soon spread throughout the country on various
missions: documenting and collecting natural specimens of flora, fauna, and minerals; drawing
landscapes of the natural world and historic sites; studying phenomena such as desert mirages
and cultural artifacts; recording mythology; and performing humanitarian efforts.
Napoleon’s motivation for sponsoring such a scholarly expedition was not simply to
expand knowledge about Egypt. There were deeper ramifications from this scientific campaign
that hint at underlying intentions. First, an accurate and detailed publication of this magnitude
would cause France’s prestige to soar. Not only would this nationalistic motivation be in keeping
with typical European propagandistic practice, but it would garner respect and admiration for
Napoleon by the French people, aiding in his future rise to imperial power. Furthermore, French
propaganda was propagated throughout Egypt as engineers and doctors brought European
advances to local Egyptian villages in an effort to improve the standard of living. Through this
humanitarian interaction, relationships were developed, easing trade relations.
French efforts in Egypt, both military and scholarly, were consistently undermined by the
British. In 1801, French forces signed a peace treaty with the English after the Capitulation of
Alexandria. In the agreement, Britain claimed ownership of the French collection of Egyptian
artifacts that had yet to be shipped to Europe and the savants’ fieldnotes. As a result, the Rosetta
11
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Stone was confiscated from the French by the British (Brier, 1999; Alexander, 1996; Hunt 2007,
11-12). Under threat of their intellectual work being seized, the French scholars threatened to
destroy their findings. Luckily, the British decided to allow them to return to France with their
materials instead of losing all the amassed knowledge (Fagan 2004, 54). Even so, what returned
to France was mostly a collection of notes and sketches. From these, along with memoirs, field
notes, artifacts, and specimens, an auxiliary army of intellectuals and craftsmen numbering in the
thousands worked together to assemble the raw information into a publishable manuscript.
Even with the impressive number of collaborators, and release of the first volume in
1809, the complete first edition of La Description de l’Égypte was not published wholly until
1828 (Fagan 2004, 55; Brier 1999; Fazzini 2001). This first edition was printed in ten folio
volumes; nine illustrative accompanied by text, averaging around 800 pages each, and one
topographical atlas of Egypt and some of the Near East, 50 pages (Prochaska, 1994). Within this
massive series, 837 copper engravings depicted over 3,000 images of mammals, fish birds,
geological samples, building schematics, mummies, and more. The nine volumes were divided
by subject into three groups: “Antiquités”, featuring five volumes on ancient Egypt; “État
moderne”, two volumes covering the Arab conquest to current French occupation; “Histoire
Naturelle”, two volumes on the natural history of the Nile Valley and Red Sea coast (Prochaska
1994). Looking back with a critical eye at this organization, a burgeoning tendency in writing to
separate ancient Egypt from modern Egypt can already be perceived. This supports and
propagates the notion that modern Egyptians are not the descendants of the ancient civilization
and should not be portrayed along the same timeline.
La Description de l’Égypte became the first groundbreaking accomplishment in the
European study of Egypt and of scientific publication in general. Furthermore, its widespread
12
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consumption by the general society impacted both intellectual thought and public perception. For
the first time, Egypt was presented accurately and in a form that was accessible to all literate
members of society, regardless of social class. Before its publication, the Orient4 was a hazy,
semi-mythological and fantastically mysterious unknown land in the rumor-fueled minds of
middle-class Europeans, the majority of whom had likely never seen an Egyptian artifact, relying
solely on biblical tales and secondary accounts at best. Even the upper class had a hazy
understanding of Egypt, ancient or modern, despite their acquisition of impressive artifacts. La
Description de l’Égypte offered personal accounts, scientific data, classifications, and
descriptions, all accompanied by illustrations, becoming one of the most popular books at the
time. Not only were the already artifact-accruing elite rekindled in their desire for ancient
Egyptian objects, but curiosity was ignited in common people as Egyptian motifs crept into
popular culture. This intense interest in Egypt was termed ‘Egyptomania’, distinct from
Orientalism5 in its neglect of modern history and contemporary Near Eastern culture.
Several years after Napoleon’s campaign and the publication of La Description, another
Frenchman made a groundbreaking discovery. In 1822, Jean-François Champollion deciphered
Egyptian hieroglyphics using the Rosetta Stone (Fazzini 2001; Hunt 2007, 9). With the
understanding of Egyptian writing and ability to read inscriptions, scholars were on the precipice
of understanding more about the ancient Nilotic civilization than ever before. Even today,
Champollion’s linguistic accomplishment is seen as one of the greatest in the study of ancient
civilizations, making the written word an accessible avenue to learn about history. Following this

4

A geographical and cultural defining term referring to Asia, the Middle East, and Egypt.
European popular interest in the modern cultures and past histories of groups in Asia, the Middle East,
and Egypt.
5
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linguistic breakthrough, Egyptology was revolutionized as the demand for translated texts rose
and a frenzied hunt for inscriptions started across the Nile River Valley.

Egyptian Revival & Consumerism
The unusual burial practice of Egyptian mummification was one of the first aspects of
Egyptian culture to become widely known to Europeans, further lending to the establishment of a
chthonic-consumed Egypt in popular perception. Having been first introduced to Europe in the
Middle Ages, mummia was a commonplace supply in European apothecaries and medical
professionals’ inventories by the 17th century (Moser 2006, 39; Fagan 2004, 37). Used as a
substitute for Near Eastern pissasphalt, the hardened pitch inside the body cavities, and even
desiccated corpse flesh itself, was used in the treatment of lacerations, bruises, bone fractures,
nausea, and other infirmities (Fagan 2004, 34). The pitch material, which was chosen as an
alternative to pissasphalt because of similar appearances, was bitumen, a naturally occurring
substance used by ancient Egyptians in the process of mummification. Even before travel within
Egypt was made safer after the country was annexed by the Ottomans in the early 16th century,
daring merchants acquired mummies from bazaars in Alexandria and Cairo, shipping them back
to Europe whole or broken in smaller chunks.
By the late 18th century, secular interest in Egypt had found a niche in literature and the
performing arts. This style was particularly favored by operas, as seen by the set design of
Mozart’s The Magic Flute (Fagan 2004, 56). The land of the Nile, still shrouded in mystery and
biblical stories, functioned as the perfect setting for tales of the exotic (Fazzini 2001).
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A few years before La Description was released in full, Baron Dominique Vivant-Denon,
friend and companion of Napoleon, published his account of the French Egyptian expedition.
Although less thorough than the massive, Voyage dans la Basse et la Haute Égypte pendant les
campagnes du général Bonaparte (1802) was written in easily understandable language and
featured exceptional illustrations and descriptions of some of the ancient structures of Egypt
(Curl 2005, 304). The book was quickly translated into German and English, allowing for wide
circulation across Europe (Fagan 2004, 55).
It is from this account that the style now known as Egyptian Revival came to fruition.
Prior to Denon’s accounts, European artists and designers had already been incorporating
Egyptian motifs into their work. However, almost none of these forerunning stylists had actually
been to Egypt. They had been basing their work on the few illustrations from previous
adventurers’ accounts and classical works, such as Roman murals and Herodotus’s The
Histories. Although the French-drawn illustrations from Napoleon’s campaign were realistic,
Egyptian Revival was less authentic (Thomas 2012, 10). Instead, neo-Egyptian or neo-Pharaonic
creations were idealistic amalgamations of Greek and Roman stylistic programs, blended with
more modern styles. The subsequent popularization of this artistic movement occurred rapidly
and pervaded everyday life. It is important to keep in mind that whatever was modelled on this
style was drawn from a popular concept of Egypt, which was emotionally driven instead of
accurately portrayed (Moser 2006, 7). This stylistic movement is an initial stage that formed the
false ‘common-knowledge’ narrative of Egypt that is still prevalent today.
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Initially, the Egyptian revival style strongly influenced interior design and architecture
through the 18th century and 19th century. This early appreciation can be perceived though
celebrated furniture maker, George Smith’s, 1808 book, Collections of Designs for Household
Furniture, which featured many designs with Egyptian influence (Curl 2005, 234). In general
form, pieces took on trapezoidal and pyramidal shapes, emphasizing straight geometry.
Additionally, whole architectural features, such as temple pylons and false doors were plucked
from their natural context and incorporated into newly imagined designs [Figure 2]. Obelisks
were long-established signs of authority in the Mediterranean region, but their integration into
household elements, architectural facades, and funerary monuments increased during this time
(Fazzini 2001). Mythological beings, especially Egyptian sphinxes, became popular in building
facades and furniture adornment, as did pharaonic imagery such as striding pharaoh statuary and

Embellishments featured a
distinct set of Egyptian motifs,
including scarabs, royal
crowns, lotus flowers, and
hieroglyphics. Egyptian

Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

the crossed crook-and-flail.

hieroglyphics were not adopted
accurately but were fashioned
based on aesthetic quality and
visual rhythm instead of
translatable meaning [Figure
3]. This assemblage of imagery

Figure 2: Coin cabinet, ca. 1809-19, Paris France. Takes the form
reminiscent of an Egyptian temple pylon.
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would go on to become standard elements, easily recognizable in the program of neo-Egyptian
artistic style.
Egyptian motifs were not only present in the architecture and visual arts of the 19th
century. Although these exterior and interior Egyptian Revival designs certainly were early motif
examples, by the mid 1800s ancient Egypt was a popular conversation topic. A British tabloid
around this time featured stories concerning Egypt, alluding to interest on part of the readers.
Catering to middle class women, Belgravia: a London magazine, featured articles typical of the
Victorian era, such as tutorials on etiquette and poems. Yet in the sixth volume, published in
1868, a story titled ‘The Mummy’ appears (Stigand 1868). The contents are purposefully
sensational to grab the reader’s attention and keep them hooked, telling the tale of Egyptian
obsession with death, veneration of mummies, and magic. This excerpt from page 363
summarizes the mood of the piece nicely: “Egypt, as we have said, expended its existence in one
interminable revolt against the tyranny of death, and undertook the defense not only of humanity,
Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

but of the brute creation,
both in its useful and its
noxious members, against
the laws of corporeal
dissolution”.
Although visible in
the cultural and urban
landscape of the 19th
century, it was not until
the early 20th century that
Figure 3: Table, ca. 1775-80, Rome Italy.
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Egyptomania reached its popular culture apex, with imagery transmuted into the most common
of everyday items. This time, influence fell heavy on fashion and advertising in addition to
architecture and furniture. The concept of ‘commercial picturesque’, the use of Egyptian imagery
in marketing to take advantage of public obsession in order to increase sales, came into its fullest
during this period. Products start to be marketed as pharaonic secrets, especially women’s care
(Schnitzler 2003, 168-171). Palmolive ran a campaign featuring popular ancient Egyptian motifs,
such as temple wall reliefs and Cleopatra, tempting women to buy shampoos and soaps that
would preserve their ‘wedding day complexions’. Even products unrelated to Egypt used
Egyptomania imagery to promote and sell their wares, such as chocolatiers, car manufacturers,
Michelin dressing their ‘Michelin Man’ mascot in linen mummy wrappings for a print
advertisement, and Egyptian Deities Cigarettes’ entire name and advertisements feeding on the
frenzy. In particular, the tobacco industry in general appropriated Egyptian motifs heavily in
advertisement of cigarettes, loose leaf, rolling papers, and other related paraphernalia
(MacDonald 2003, 8; Schnitzler 2003, 168). Even today, the prolific use of Egyptian imagery to
sell tobacco endures in the ‘Camel’ brand.
Returning to the 18th century, a prominent example of the coalescence of Egyptian
Revival architecture and ‘commercial picturesque’ marketing was William Bullock’s Egyptian
Hall. Constructed in 1812 in London, this unique structure designed by Peter Robinson stood out
from the surrounding neighborhood as one of the first English facades in this Neo-Pharaonic
style (Reid 2002, 193; Curl 1994, 156). Despite the property’s outward appearance, Bullock
commissioned construction of the building as a receptacle for his cabinet of curiosities, which
included a broad range of items besides Egyptian artifacts. Despite this original purpose, the
space was soon made available for visiting exhibitions. In 1821, the Egyptian Hall’s unique
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construction made it the ideal location to show the fruits of adventures, by Belzoni, a famous
adventurer and collector (Fagan 2004, 145). Along with artifacts, tomb reproductions and plaster
casts of statues made the exhibit sensational, as did media excitement stirred by Belzoni when he
invited well-known medical doctors to oversee the unwrapping of a mummy right before the
exhibition opened.
Unlike previous private collections and cabinets, Bullock’s hall was public. For Belzoni’s
exhibit, visitors paid half a crown to enter, making the opening day’s profits an impressive 950
crowns (worth approximately $14,485 USD today according to nationalarchives.gov.uk 6). This
type of museum has been compared to the later United States commercial enterprise of P.T.
Barnum which focused on drawing paying crowds with sensational elements, such as elaborate
replica habitats, instead of relaying factual information (Alexander 1996, 46). The dramatic,
thematic façade of the Egyptian Hall complemented Belzoni’s collection marvelously, helping
bolster attendance, as did the adventurer’s advertising.

19th Century Looting
“It would be hardly respectable, on one’s return from Egypt, to present oneself in
Europe without a mummy in one hand and a crocodile in the other.”
- Father Géramb to Egyptian pasha Muhammad Ali (1833)7

UK National Archives. n.d. “Currency Converter: 1270-2017.” Accessed March 7, 2017.
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter/#currency-result
7
Correspondence recorded in Leslie Greener’s The Discovery of Egypt (New York: Viking Press, 1966)
(quoted in Fagan 2004, 9 and r256)
6
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Relations between European states and Egypt had been improving since the early 16th
century, spurred on by mostly from economic and political changes. In 1517, the new Egyptian
ruler, Selim I, made it safer for Europeans to enter the country by enacting and enforcing policies
to protect non-Muslim visitors (Fagan 2004, 33). However, Egypt was still dangerous and few
Europeans, except businessmen, diplomats, merchants, and religious pilgrims, braved visits to
the Nile Valley. After Muhammad Ali became pasha and khedive of Egypt in 1805, foreigners
were more welcome than ever before (Moser 2006, 94). This ruler saw European cooperation
and support as a means of increasing his own power. Diplomats, religious pilgrims, merchants,
collectors, and eventually tourists took advantage of this less restrictive regime to travel down
the Nile (Fagan 2014, 57). Indeed, a popular pastime among consulate members and their staff
was to explore sites looking for trinkets and oddities for either themselves or to sell back in
Europe.
European elite had been removing artifacts from Egypt to pad their collections for
centuries. Acquiring the best artifacts and inscriptions had become an exercise in nationalism as
countries jockeyed for shows of power and wealth. Inspired by France’s enormous success in the
burgeoning field of Egyptology, with respect to acquisition of objects and linguistic scholarly
research, other European adventurers and scholars launched expeditions with the hope of
dethroning France as the preeminent nation in Egyptology. One of the most famous of these
adventurers was an Italian named Giovanni Battista Belzoni8. Referring to scholarly work
published by the French, Belzoni requisitioned funds from British patrons eager to compete with
France’s achievements (Curl 1994, 158). Success in his 1815 to 1819 expeditions, huge Egyptian
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monuments and sculptures flooded back to both private and public British spaces. One of the
greatest pieces collected by the Italian was Seti I’s sarcophagus, which found its way into the
private cabinet of Sir John Soane (Fagan 2004, 146-148).
A contemporary and occasional associate of Belzoni, Henry Salt, was an English
diplomat who also became an avid collector. In 1819, he and Belzoni pried the upper body of a
colossal statue of Rameses II from Thebes (Thomas 2012, 7). The removal of this massive 7.25ton statue exemplifies concurrent thought and practice such as hacking monumental architecture
and statues, ‘Wonderous Curiosities’, out of their original context, transporting them up the Nile
to Alexandria, and shipping them to museums and private residences across Europe. Henry Salt’s
Rameses II ended up at the British Museum where it earned the moniker the ‘Younger Memnon’.
Today, it remains a prominent object in the museum’s Egyptian collection.
Although adventurers of the same nationality occasionally cooperated, competition
among notorious collectors from differing nations was fierce. Artifact discovery, recovery, and
transport to Europe was often clandestine in an effort to avoid interference from rivals. A perfect
example of this is the acquisition of the ‘Zodiac of Dendera’ in 1820 by French national JeanBaptiste Lelorrain. Even before settling into work on removing the monumental ceiling stone,
Lelorrain had discovered an English agent of Henry Salt on his ship and took extra precautions
by traveling as far as Aswan, purchasing mummies and artifacts at Thebes, in an attempt to
confuse other would-be spies (Dawson 1995, 247). After this turbulent start, he and his team
successfully extracted the circular stone without collapsing the entire roof, using only chisels and
controlled gunpowder explosions. Yet, the most difficult challenge lay in transporting the
monument to a chartered Nile barge, reaching Alexandria unfettered and traveling the rest of the
way back to France. The first issue encountered was the discovery that the ship they had hired to
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carry him and his cargo down the Nile had been bribed by Henry Salt, forcing Lelorrain to
donate an extra 1,000 piastre in order to get the ship moving again (Fagan 2004, 156). In a last
effort to take the Zodiac, Salt had one of his men present a cease-and-desist order, allegedly from
the Egyptian government to the Frenchman. Undeterred, Lelorrain continued down the Nile
River to the port of Alexandria, eventually making it back to Paris with the Zodiac of Dendera.
Accompanying this renewed wave of nationalistic collecting fervor among the European
wealthy was a similar preoccupation among the middle and lower classes. During the 19th
century, as Egyptomania swept through Europe, the demand for artifacts dramatically increased
on all social levels who could afford to acquire objects. Prices soared as supply was surpassed by
consumer desire, even as treasures flew into European markets from enterprising local Egyptian
and foreign looters. The antiquities trade became even more lucrative than it had been in past
centuries, making some dealers and collectors extremely wealthy (Fagan 2004, 41-42).
In addition to the monumental works that had been collected historically, a new category
of object was sought out en masse. Moser refers to this grouping as ‘accessible oddities’, distinct
from the ‘wondrous curiosities’ formerly mentioned (Stevenson 2019). Accessible oddities were
the household goods found in the tombs of ancient Egyptian elite. These included such objects as
furniture, cosmetic implements, game boards, and jewelry. Although these pieces were seen as
secondary to the colossal artworks, their popularity grew as they resembled aspects of modern
daily life and were thus easier to relate to (Moser 2006, 126). Adding to the attractiveness of
these kinds of artifacts was their manageability, their small size made them easier to collect and
transport back to Europe than monumental works. Additionally, the demand for mummies
increased as accessible oddities grew in popularity. Already a well-established medical
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commodity, additional strain was placed on the market by cabinet collectors, side-show
entertainers, and museums.
While interest in cultural material expanded to include more than just the monumental,
the focus was still on the extraordinary, beautiful, and rare. For individual looters, smaller
objects, such as scarabs, shabti, amulets, and mummies, were the target as they were physically
manageable and could incur a decent profit. The mentality of most entrepreneurial treasure
seekers laboring at early excavation sites, which were little more than disorganized digging
excursions, was to race to find precious objects that were prized for their monetary value and
craftsmanship. Due to the limited knowledge concerning ancient Egypt, an object’s significance
was unknown, causing looters to judge market value based on an artifact’s physical
characteristics, rarity in the marketplace, and past buyers’ interest in similar finds (Moser 2006,
219). ‘Clearing’ became the modus operandi as historical sites were quickly dug through in
search of items with the highest market price (Shaw 2001, 445). In this way, a great deal of
ordinary and commonplace material culture was ignored and discarded, eliminating its potential
for furthering knowledge through in situ scientific analysis and depriving museum collections of
more diverse objects, especially those related to the lives of ordinary Egyptians.

The Crystal Palace and Mass Tourism
One of the premier events of the 19th century was the first world’s fair. Opening in 1851,
London’s Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations drew massive international
crowds (Rice 2003, 7-8). Featuring markets, exhibits, and activities from many genres, the
exhibition was visited by individuals from all social classes and professions, making it the
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optimal locale for exposure to what may otherwise have been unknown about Egypt (Reid 2002,
125). After a brief residence in Hyde Park, the exposition and its famous Crystal Palace, made of
glass and steel, moved to Sydenham. It is here, in the Crystal Palace, that ancient Egypt was put
on display as part of a series of rooms, each decorated in a different historical style to show the
evolution of world art, including Byzantine and Romanesque, Renaissance, Medieval, Assyrian9,
and Grecian (Rice 2003, 7-8; Wyatt 1854). However, out of the greater installation, it was the
‘Egyptian Court’ that outshone the others. Designed by Owen Jones and Joseph Bonomi, what
the hall lacked in genuine artifacts, it made up for in over-the-top reproductions. The entrance
was flanked by reclining sphinxes and huge pillars carved with hieroglyphics and immense
pharaonic statues towered above visitors, while exotic flora and mummies helped establish the
exotic atmosphere at ground level (Curl 1982, 179). The whole exhibit conveyed to visitors ideas
of immortality, grandeur, absolute kingship, the dramatic, and fine craftsmanship that became
rooted in how ancient Egypt was, and is still, seen by popular culture.
Before the mid-19th century, travel for the purpose of leisure was rare. Voyages to Egypt
and the Middle East were predominantly executed under an agenda, be it military, religious,
economic, or academic. The closest concept to an international vacation was the Grand Tours
elite young-adult males embarked on. These were scholastic endeavors by which wealthy
coming-of-age males, accompanied by a tutor, explored European countries of cultural
prominence, such as England, France, Switzerland, and Italy (Hunter 2004, 29). In addition to
these coming-of-age trips, urban families of privilege had established the practice of retreating to

9

Other courts are named after the artistic style, culture, or time period which they are portraying.
Interestingly, the court featuring Assyrian art is named the “Nineveh Court”, as opposed to the “Assyrian Court”
which would be in keeping with the other court titles. Nineveh being a town referenced in the Bible, this choice in
designation reflects the engrained Christian attitudes in European perceptiongri
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the countryside or shore. These clean-air getaways from cramped, dirty cities such as London
were seen as beneficial to one's health.
Starting in the 18th century and culminating mid-19th century, the industrial revolution
changed the physical and cultural landscape of Europe, and thus the world through imperialism.
Expanding urban populations and shifts in the job market lead to burgeoning middle and labor
classes (Hunter 2004, 29). For the first time among the middle class, there was a clear
delineation between ‘personal’ and ‘work’ hours, making leisure time a reality for more people.
The expanding middle class wanted to pursue their interests by traveling to rural areas or
neighboring countries. Such leisure-time recreations were no longer exclusive to the upper
echelons of society. This opportunity was further made available with the invention of steam
power and the telegraph (Hunter 2004, 29). As thousands of miles of railroad tracks were laid
across Europe, travel time was dramatically reduced. Communication not only became cheaper,
but faster and more efficient as telegraphs relayed messages over great distances nearly instantly.
One particular British gentleman capitalized on the growing middle class interest in
travel, which benefited from technological advancements. Thomas Cook became the first ‘travel
agent’, organizing trips geared towards those with less disposable income than the elite members
of society. By negotiating with railroad companies, shipping enterprises, and hotels, he was able
to secure discounted group rates (Reid 2002, 68-69). This enabled people, who would otherwise
be unable to travel, the opportunity to do so. Starting with small trips within Britain, his service
became so popular that he was able to organize trips to other countries. In 1869, Thomas’s
company, Cook & Son, executed their first Grand Tour of the Middle East, including Egypt
(Hunter 2004, 31). At this time, travel within Egypt was still best accomplished by boat, as most
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major sites were along the river. Cook, already a shrewd negotiator, gained the support of the
Egyptian viceroy.
European tourism in Egypt became a massive industry, generating great wealth for
European facilitators and some local Egyptians. Although detrimental to archaeology by today’s
standards, it became a fad to bring back trophies of one’s time on the Nile. Small souvenirs were
collected directly from sites by tourists, while others were collected by entrepreneurial locals and
sold at elevated prices in Cairo bazaars. These market trinkets, such as charms, scarabs, amulets,
papyri, and even whole mummies, included genuine artifacts and fakes of varying degrees of
believability10 (El Daly 2003, 140). Although these objects were expensive, the ownership of a
piece of Egypt functioned much like the boastful cabinets of curiosities. As an alternative to
personal collecting, purchased artifacts could always be sold at an inflated rate upon return to
Europe. At this time, artifacts were still assigned value based on their craftsmanship, rarity, or
uniqueness. Artifacts were mined out of tombs and city ruins with no attention given to context
and scientific importance that is valued by modern excavators. Objects modern archaeologists
and Egyptologists would find valuable for their information were damaged and cast aside with
the loose soil by individuals frantic in their efforts to find treasure.
At the height of the collecting pandemic, Egypt was virtually an open-air mine for those
looking to make a profit. Ancient temples, tombs, and other structures were torn apart and
roughly combed for the most expensive artifacts and mummies. What had been stolen from

Real and fake alike, these objects flowed into tourists’ collections, many eventually finding their way
into museum collections. Even today, museums will occasionally figure out that an object in their collections is not
genuine, having slipped by previous methods of authentication and lacking proper provenance.
10
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Egypt lay in European museums and homes, lacking any provenance. Antiquity had become a
commodity that rendered large returns.

Progress in the Latter Part of the 19th Century
Following a relatively unsuccessful attempt in the 1830s to stem the tide of Egyptian
antiquities leaving the nation, the Egyptian government had to come up with a way to effectually
control foreign influence over their material heritage. This led to the founding of the National
Antiquities Service of Egypt in 1858 (Dodson 2012). Interestingly, instead of choosing an
Egyptian to head the new department, Viceroy Sa’id appointed Auguste Mariette to the position.
Mariette, a Frenchman, had already established a name for himself by using classical texts to
locate and uncover the Serapeum at Memphis. Although he failed in his original assignment to
requisition Coptic manuscripts for the Louvre, this discovery more than made up for it. It was
several years after this discovery that Mariette was offered the director of the National
Antiquities Service. This position was both diplomatic and archaeological. He had to remain in
good favor with the pasha in order to procure funding. One of the easiest ways of maintaining
this tenuous relationship was to regularly discover new finds. Mariette employed the digging
method of his contemporaries, heavy-handedly sifting through Egyptian sites for hieroglyphic
inscriptions and wonderous artifacts, showing no regard for ordinary cultural material or postpharaonic occupations.
Under the control of the National Antiquities Service of Egypt, foreign nations were no
longer allowed unrestricted access to Egyptian sites and artifacts. Expeditions had to request
government permission to excavate. Even with proper documentation, all finds had to be
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presented to Antiquities Service representatives and the entire collection split between Egypt and
the patron nation of whomever executed the dig (Moser 2006, 174). Only then were export
licenses given so that agreed upon objects were, in theory, all that left Egypt.
With Mariette in such an influential position of power within the Egyptian government,
French Egyptology flourished. Functioning under a nationalistic bias, French excavations found
it easy to procure prime concessions under Mariette. During this time, wonderful artifacts flowed
more freely into the Louvre’s collections than any other national museum, except for the new
Egyptian one. In 1863, Mariette was allotted funds in order to construct a national museum in
Cairo. Still standing today, the establishment of their own museum to house local historic
material made Egyptians proud and lent a sense of legitimacy to the Egyptian government and
nation.
Another revolutionary development in European and Egyptian relations occurred a few
decades after the founding of the National Antiquities Service in Egypt and Mariette’s
directorship. The British Egypt Exploration Fund 11 (EEF) was established in 1882 as an
organization dedicated to preserving and securing historic sites along the Nile (Spencer 2001,
459-460). Although their first excavation was not until a decade after the organization’s
inception, they were among the first to apply for Egyptian government issued excavation permits
with already thought-out scholarly objectives and intention to publish their findings (Fagan 2004,
215). Processing an excavation permit symbolized an agreement between the Nilotic state and
foreign missions that, in exchange for concessions, the latter party would excavate along
National Antiquity Service guidelines in an effort to protect cultural material and submit all finds

11

Today this organization goes by the name the Egyptian Exploration Society (EES).
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to Egyptian authorities. Developed during Mariette’s tenure in the service, partage resulted in the
division of collections between Egypt and the institution which funded the expedition (Stevenson
2019, 27).
Contrary to what one may assume, the EEF’s primary excavation focus was not on
ancient Egypt itself. Their concern was with the Hebrew occupation and tenure along the Nile
(Reid 202, 178). Although the resulting discoveries furthered Egyptology and archaeological
methods in general, the original concentration on biblical history mirrors the European tradition
of viewing Egypt as a major setting in the saga of Christianity. Under the EEF, Edouard Naville
and Flinders Petrie were two of the original, lead excavators. Naville operated as most of his
contemporaries did, with a program of large-scale clearance focused around large sites in search
of new inscriptions (Fagan 2004, 217). In contrast, Petrie’s radical approach to the
archaeological record and the methodology he developed earned him the unofficial title, ‘Father
of Archaeology’.
Petrie took a more scientific approach to excavation than his counterparts, believing
knowledge could be gained through careful documentation and analysis of the ‘material facts’.
This is the basic foundation for why provenance matters, as an artifact’s context can convey
more information than the artifact itself. He valued every find, accumulating data on thousands
of ordinary objects and fragments, such as earthenware vessels, beads, small religious attributes,
unassuming metal implements, and other ‘unspectacular’ finds (Stevenson 2019, 27). Under
other European excavators, many of these items were discarded along with the loose soil.
When it came time to have his findings picked through by the Egyptian authorities, he
was able to retain the vast majority of it. What he brought back to England and presented to the
British Museum changed the way objects were valued. Whereas most of the ancient Egyptian
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material in museums had been appraised highly for its material makeup or craftsmanship, the
‘trinkets’ brought back by Petrie were relatively worthless in the market. However, museum
professionals and scholars began to view these artifacts as essential to understanding ancient
Egyptian life. Even still, some of Petrie’s findings were rejected by the Egyptian government and
premier museums who did not value them. This material culture was distributed to the local
museums that had begun to appear across Europe. Before this time, museums were mostly
national installations born out of cabinets of curiosity, royal collections, and donations by
wealthy patrons. It was Petrie’s type of material culture that supported nascent small museums
and led to their spread across Europe.

King Tut Excavation and Exhibition
Arguably the most famous find in Egyptology was made by a pupil of Petrie, an
American named Howard Carter. Financially backed by British aristocrat Lord Carnarvon and
against popular scholarly expectation, Carter uncovered the nearly undisturbed tomb of
Tutankhamun dug into the floor of the Valley of the Kings in 1922 (Klein 1986, 148). Despite its
small dimensions compared to the surrounding royal crypts, no other Egyptian tomb had been
found so intact. Immediately following the discovery, reporters and journalists flocked to the
excavation site, turning the almost failed mission into an international sensation instantaneously.
Over the course of the six years it took for removal, on-site laboratory analyses and conservation,
negotiation with the Egyptian Antiquities Service, and shipping, people from around the globe
tracked the team’s progress through regular updates by the press (Fagan 2004, 244). Although
Tutankhamun, the boy king, was relatively insignificant during his reign, no other tomb had been
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found so intact. The extraordinary collection of funerary accouterments and wide publication
made him an instantly recognizable Egyptian icon (Wegner 2001, 1286-1287). Besides the
journalists competing to get their exclusive news stories, tourists hounded the excavation.
Among these multitudes were celebrities and world leaders, all eager to see the events unfold.
Along with the unfathomable riches pulled from the tomb to attract the public’s attention,
the excavation quickly became identified with the ‘curse of the mummy’. Following the rapid
death of Lord Carnarvon after the discovery, and several other deaths of people who were linked
to or came in contact with the tomb contents, rumors began to circulate. Although each death is
easily explainable, the established nature of Egypt as ‘mysterious exotic’ and its link to the
occult12 created the perfect conditions for the superstitious tale. Although the ‘Pharaoh’s Curse’
was pure sensational rhetoric, it nonetheless added to the intrigue and excitement behind the
discovery, even during the collection’s world tour years after its first discovery.
Egypt managed to retain most of the tomb contents, except for a few duplicate finds
given to the Carnarvon family for their cooperation with the Antiquities Service 13. It was not
until half a decade later that large artifacts from the collection were allowed to leave Egypt on a
tour that lasted years. In 1976, fifty-five items from King Tutankhamun’s tomb arrived in the
United States of America to commemorate the 55th anniversary of the discovery (Klein 1986,
146). The traveling exhibit visited six major museums around the United States over the course
of three years, drawing in millions of curious visitors. This exhibit has famously become known

12

Ancient Egypt had, since the last 18th century, been strongly tied to the occult. This connection was
invented from the ‘ancient wisdom’ expressed in texts, including incantations and medicinal recipes.
13
Egypt gained their independence from Britain in the first half of 1922. This precipitated a lot of change,
part of which was the ending the partage system.
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as the first ‘blockbuster’ museum exhibition and has yet to be outdone in terms of public interest
and admittance numbers.
The original plan was for the exhibit to have seven rooms: an introductory hall featuring
picture mosaics of the Valley of the Kings to set the scene; four sections, each corresponding to
one of the four rooms within the rock cut tomb; and a finale hall showing details of the
excavation with photographic reference; exit through the giftshop. This progression was kept
throughout the exhibit locations, with some variation in gallery arrangement. For instance, the
first stop on the tour at the National Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. was divided into 15
chambers (Klein 1986, 153). The Chief Designer, Gaillard Ravenel, made the decision to cut the
larger exhibit space into smaller compartments in an attempt to recreate the feeling of a cramped
tomb. Thanks to the extremely thorough documentation of the excavation by the archaeological
team and hordes of journalists, the King Tut exhibit featured a series of forty-nine photomurals
and didactic panels, including maps and diagrams, to help visitors place themselves in the
setting, better understand funerary practices and concepts pertaining to the Egyptian afterlife, and
get a feeling for what it was like to be in the tomb with Howard Carter. Included in the featured
photographs were images, such as that of Howard Carter leaning over the nesting sarcophagi,
that have become renowned 20th century photographs.
Although museums that exhibited the King Tutankhamen funerary collection attracted an
incredible number of visitors, surveys indicated the majority of visitors were well-educated
whites with high income (Klein 1986, 147). The fact that the average museum visitor
demographic does not resemble that of the greater population remains an issue today.
Furthermore, data collected from the first three museums registered visitors understanding
around 60-90% of presented concepts. For the size and popularity of this exhibition, supported
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by survey responses complaining about crowds, it is impressive that such a high level of learning
was accomplished. This speaks to the exhibit designers’ ability to convey ideas with visual
images and layout, in addition to well-placed textual panels.

Summary
Understanding the development of popular thought and scholarly knowledge is crucial to
creating a better, unbiased, representative Egyptian exhibit. For the modern museum
professional, it is no longer enough to simply be an expert in one’s narrow field, but also the
developmental history of public perception and academic discourse to better understand where
perceptions of culture and historical periods come from. Those with some knowledge pertaining
to the ancient Nile River Valley can deduce that there is a large discrepancy between what is fact
and what is perception in popular culture. By analyzing the history of exploration, foci of
collecting, origins of modern museums, roots of Egyptology as an academic area of study, and
the European ideologies that pervaded it all, current public misconceptions and biased exhibit
practices are highlighted and explained.
Rampant across almost every premier museum with Egyptian collections is the
unrepresentativeness of their assemblages and, as I will discuss, exhibits. If material culture of
common people is exhibited, it is often limited and peripheral to other displays. This neglect of,
or disinterest in, accurately portraying common people in Egyptian society is a continuation of
the long-established practice of only collecting the rare and unique, usually elite objects.
Furthermore, museum professions should take a step back and question why exhibits on Egypt
tend to be so constrained temporally, rarely including the Islamic period or modern peoples.
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Again, this practice is a holdover from prejudicial, Eurocentric beliefs that have effectively
removed Predynastic to Roman Egypt from its African setting and from its place in the
continuous timeline of Egyptian history.

Classic Strategies of Modern Museums
Over a century of scientific Egyptological study and museum curation stands between the
opening of the Crystal Palace and the present. Yet the narrative polished during the 19th century
and encapsulated in the Great Exhibition is still as factual in the public’s mind today as it was for
tourists just visiting the Egyptian Court for the first time. To be fair, this idea of ancient Egypt as
monumental, dramatic, and mystic began to formulate centuries before Napoleon’s Egyptian
campaign or Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphics. Classical references in literature and
art, biblical stories, and the occasional travelers’ accounts of exotic lands steeped in mystery and
the quasi-supernatural had been snowballing since late antiquity. Following the Renaissance,
technological advances, imperialistic and nationalistic motivations, and factual accounts of the
Nile Valley triggered an avalanche of misinterpretation and skewed truths. The result was the
stylistic insertion of select Egyptian motifs into artistic programs, imaginatively grandiose
reproductions, and perverse obsession with religion and funerary practices.
This shared reality has been called ‘hyperreal’ Egypt, as it inflates and elevates some of
the bolder aspects of material culture, such as monumental stone works and in-depth burial
techniques, to a disproportionate level (Stevenson 2015). Although this image is unreal, it
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complemented rumors circulating around Europe and kept the intrigue of the Orient alive.
Reflecting this idea, early collection and artifact display focused on elite culture, while goods
from daily commoner life were thrown away, as was the usually European modus operandi when
it came to non-European, non-Christian cultures. So deeply entrenched was this distorted
narrative and concentration on the wonderous curiosities of ancient Egypt that even today, daily
life of commoners, the ones who physically created the monuments and artistic objects of Egypt,
is underrepresented and not prioritized.
The legacy left by the long and complicated history of European attitudes concerning
Egypt and the originating circumstances of modern museums is an underlying Eurocentrism. The
imperialist notions and nationalist motivations that drove collecting and artifact exhibition in past
centuries are still discernable in most modern representations of ancient history. By analyzing
current Egyptian exhibits, focusing on premier museums, a shared classical approach to
portraying the ancient civilization can be identified. This program influences which artifacts are
put on display and how material is presented to the public, this antiquated methodology prevents
the accurate portrayal of ancient Egypt.
It is important to identify hurdles yet to be overcome so that they can be dealt with in the
future of museum exhibition. However, one must always keep in mind the processes through
which history is unfurled, and the biases that will inevitably be brought through the current
human experience. Capturing this notion well,
“Egyptian collections and their curators together are myth-makers ... [A]lthough
museum curators remain essentially theorists and are restrained by professional ethical
norms and scientific training, they induce dream and fantasy in others.”
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– Amal-Naguib (1990:83)14

Composition of Museum Repositories
Many factors influence what artifacts modern museums have in their collections. In
Chapter two, titled History of Collection, I explored what artifacts were being collected by
Europeans from the 16th century through the 19th century. However, there are other formative
vectors that must be addressed in order to understand the full scope of what constitutes museum
holdings. These influences, both cultural and taphonomic, are common across the archaeological
record and can be applied to various cultures, while the motivations of Europeans in Egypt are
more unique to the Nile.
Cross-culturally, which objects persist from any given point in history until the present
depends on a series of depositional processes and the item’s material qualities. In ancient Egypt,
the material with the highest chance of survival would be mummies and funerary goods from the
New Kingdom. Unlike goods discarded on the landscape, burials are sheltered from exposure to
climatic and faunal degradation, leaving the artifacts within mostly undisturbed.
Chronologically, material from the New Kingdom and the Ptolemaic period would be more
likely to survive longer than previous periods. Time span may not be as important a
consideration for understanding the archaeological record of other cultures, but the ancient
Egyptian civilization existed for over 3,000 years.
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(quoted in MacDonald 2003, 88)
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The looting of Egyptian artifacts is not a phenomenon seen solely since the fall of Egypt
to the Romans. Contemporaneous written records substantiate that ancient Egyptian tombrobbers would loot the sepulchers of deceased Egyptian elite. In fact, tomb desecration became
so rampant in antiquity that royalty abandoned the practice of building monumental pyramids in
favor of burial within less noticeable, rock-cut chambers. Looting continued after Egypt became
a Roman province, as Greek and Roman tourists were as interested in taking home souvenirs
from their Nilotic adventures as Victorian Europeans. As a result of the Islamic conquest and
population influx, Muslim leaders stripped Egyptian ruins of artifacts and building materials.
It was upon these natural and historic factors that early modern European collectors
further exploited Egypt. The invasive and unorganized excavations conducted in search of
inscriptions and treasure were unconcerned with the everyday material within the strata of
Egyptian sites. This resulted in common people’s material culture being overlooked and even
destroyed as collateral damage by early excavators using the ‘clearing’ method of digging. This
era of European collection in Egypt, predominantly in the 17th to 19th centuries, saw monumental
architecture, wonderous curiosities, and accessible oddities steadily exported to Western
collections, both public and private. However, the commoner material culture that existed in situ
alongside the great works were not valued, thus were not collected.
As an outcome of these influences on what survived and what was deemed worthy of
collection, the assemblages of modern museums are distorted representations of ancient Egyptian
civilization. Within premier museum collections, there is a higher concentration of New
Kingdom elite mortuary objects, colossal statuary, and inscribed wall excerpts than ordinary
artifacts. Although unavoidable, the ratios between assemblages from different social levels
support an inaccurate picture of ancient Egyptian civilization, one where there is too much
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emphasis placed on elites. Through current archaeological methods and rigorous academic study,
Egyptologists understand that museum repositories contain biased samples. It is the
responsibility of museum professionals to manipulate objects in their collections in a way that
portrays historic reality.

Overrepresentation of Elite Material in Exhibit Displays
Most premier museums, that have Egyptian collections, hold thousands of artifacts in
storage. To exhibit such an extensive collect in its entirety would be impractical for public
education and unfeasible under most museum’s gallery-space restraints. Instead, a carefully
selected, exemplary portion of the collection is displayed to the public15. In theory, this method
does not overwhelm visitors with a multitude of objects, corrects for the typological imbalance
found in whole collections, and can still represent commoner and elite life accurately. However,
as seen across many Western premier museums, elite goods, especially from the New Kingdom,
are favored above commoner material. The inescapable fact is that elite New Kingdom material
is the height of Egyptian artistic style and craftsmanship. Excluding the Old Kingdom pyramids,
most impressive architecture, sculptures, and artworks came out of the workshops of later
pharaohs. It is this material that tends to be the most memorable highlights of visitors’ museum
experiences, thus increasing the demand for their display. The consequence of focusing on this
type of material culture is an inaccurate representation of ancient Egyptian civilization, with
severe neglect for the majority of the population.

As of August 1, 2016, the Smithsonian Institution’s Collections webpage estimates as little as 2% of their
total collection is on display at any particular time across their 19 museums and galleries
15
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This curatorial program engenders two problems. First, the ideas of overall Egyptian
grandeur and the dramatic established in the 19th and 20th centuries are further reinforced. In this
situation, regardless of how much curatorial text and supporting material confers an authentic
ancient Egypt, representing all levels of society including commoners, the artifacts will tell a
different story. Unfortunately, this latter message can be conveyed instantly within a visual
sweep of a gallery, making it the first assumption made by visitors who will likely not take the
time to read all the text and elaborations that would have counteracted this initial notion.
Secondly, keeping the less grand or exotic objects in storage negates one of the modern
principles of museums, public education. Even duplicate and unimpressive material should be
accessible to some degree. Although most museum-goers will not stop to examine every pottery
sherd from a Naqada II grave16, enthusiastic scholars and those with a strong interest in a more
comprehensive view of Egyptian society would value their display.
European ideas of value from the 18th and 19th centuries can still be seen in modern
exhibit methodology. The display of elite goods of precious metals and stones can often be
described as ‘jewelry store showcase’, as shown in the Musuem of Egyptian Antiquities in Cairo,
Egypt:

Case Study: ‘Treasure Rooms’ in Egyptian Museum
In the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities, Cairo, a good portion of the jewelry displaying
fine craftsmanship and rich materials is relegated to specific side rooms that almost have a
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Research has shown that museums can err on the side of too intellectual, alienating visitors not familiar
with the concepts, material, or vernacular used in displays. Labels tend to be too ‘wordy’ and exhibits stuffed with
artifacts (Carliner 2003, 558).
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‘jewelry store showcase’ impression. Akin to the dark, spot-lite housing of the Hope Diamond in
the Smithsonian’s Museum of Natural History, the jewels and gems of the ancient Egyptians are
placed on satin pedestals without substantial explanatory text. The showroom style of this
exhibition program and the limited text treat these objects more valuable in their visual appeal
than for cultural significance.

The integration of monumental architecture into gallery space is common across premier
museums. By reassembling and exhibiting these features emphasizes the grand nature of
pharaonic Egypt. This can be observed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Temple of Dendur.
Not only is the building itself intimidating, but the architecture of the gallery was designed to
emphasis the temple’s grandeur:

Case Study: the Temple of Dendur in the MET
Specifically designed to house the Temple of Dendur, an architecture firm, Kevin Roche
John Dinkloo and Associates, constructed the Sackler Wing in 1976. Integrating features not
usually associated with museum galleries, the final plan included a lot of natural light and a
water feature, intentionally alluding to the original Nilotic setting of the temple (Skeates 2017,
18-19).
The entire north-facing wall is composed of large glass panels stretching from floor to
ceiling. They are set on an incline, slanted so that the base protrudes further than where the roof
meets, giving a slight impression of an enormous greenhouse. The transparent wall affords
visitors a view of Central Park vegetation, while also illuminating the gallery with a flood of
sunlight during the day. The entire effect is a pleasant respite for viewers, who have been
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shuffling through the artificially lite halls common to museums. In a sense, the natural light,
openness, and view of nature in the Sackler Wing is a direct contradiction to the environment of
previous rooms, where there is more sensitive material requiring stricter conservation against
damage from influences such as ultraviolet radiation. Adding to the image, a moat of still water
wraps around the front, and partially down the sides, of the dais upon which the Temple of
Dendur rests in the middle of the atrium.
The glass wall and moat combine daylight, greenery, and water to create the illusion of
the natural world. It helps visitors interpret the monument in front of them, the focal point of the
whole room, as a living building what was once set in and a part of the natural landscape of the
Nile River Valley, instead of another artifact brought from Egypt.
While the temple is a marvel to behold, the considerable amount of time, money, and
planning that went into the exhibit clearly indicate the prioritizing of elite culture. Even though
the material is fascinating by itself, museum professionals wanted to enhance the experience
through architecture and gallery layout.

Emphasis on Elites
Although the upper echelons of ancient Egyptian society consisted of only a fraction of
the total population, their material culture tends to consume most of exhibit space. While these
artifacts are undeniably marvelous to wonder at, exhibit focus on these goods implies that they
carry more value than the artifacts recovered from small rural settlements or communities of
workers who built monumental architecture. When commoners are referenced, it is often cursory
or as supplemental information for a larger exhibit on elite culture. Even within these references,
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everyday life is portrayed as stagnant, almost formulaic. Although humanity craves pattern and
routine, depicting either the monotonous or exceptional without the intermediate creates a wrong
idea of polarized life. In other terms, discussing diet, farming strategies, rural religion, garments,
human adornment, pottery techniques, and other features or chores of daily life are important to
outline what a typical day or year would look like. However, this is the bare minimum, as people
are not automatons, transitioning from one activity to another for the duration of their lives.
An excellent example of everyday Egyptian life being briefly summarized before moving
on to elements of upper classes can be found in the Louvre’s “thematic presentation of Pharaonic
civilization”:

Case Study: Thematic Gallery Progression at the Louvre
Occupying two floors along the east side of the Sully wing, the Louvre’s Egyptian
collection is formidable. Interestingly, instead of creating a single gallery between the ground
and first floors, museum professionals decided to adopt two distinct approaches for exhibiting
their collection. The first floor reflects the commonly used method of chronological progression,
which makes it easier for visitors to identify stylistic, technological, and cultural developments.
On the ground floor, a thematic approach was taken, with each room representing a different
aspect of Egyptian life (Musée du Louvre 2017). Of the nineteen halls, only two were focused on
peasant life. Rooms four and five, ‘working the fields’ and ‘livestock-rearing, hunting, and
fishing’ respectively, used mostly funerary models, papyrus drawings, and tomb wall paintings
to portray daily life. Only in a few instances were actual commoner implements, such as a
wooden hoe, a bow, and a handful of arrows, integrated into the exhibit displays.
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Immediately after these two rooms, the audience progresses to the sixth room detailing
‘writing and scribes’. Since most of ancient Egypt was illiterate, except for the elite, a harsh leap
has been made between rooms five and six. Yet, the curators’ intention may have been to use
rooms three through four as a contextualizing build-up to elite culture. I believe this may be the
case, as room three, the start of the thematic rooms 17, is aptly titled ‘the Nile’. Here, the
geographical context of the Nile River Valley and importance of the annual inundation are
established. After the Nile room established setting for visitors, they have the short, two room
representation of basic Egyptian life before being introduced to elite life, royalty, and central
religion. The rest of the rooms focus on elite objects, only giving a passing mention to ordinary
life if at all.

Risk in Fine Art and Natural History Displays
Egyptian collections have been exhibited as both artifacts of natural history and fine art.
While neither of these approaches are wrong, museums heavily swayed one way or the other
have historically encountered issues in proper representation.
Natural history museums have the potential to remove the humanity from cultural
exhibits. For example, the Smithsonian Natural History Museum in Washington, D.C. treats their
mummy collection as natural specimens. The collection of three human and sixteen animal
mummies is situated at the convergence of the ‘‘Last American Dinosaurs’, ‘Bones’, and ‘Live
Insect Zoo’ exhibits (Smithsonian n.d.). Although delineated on the floorplan map as ‘human

17

Rooms one is Egyptian collection entrance though the crypt of the Tanis Sphinx. Room two is a vestibule
and giftshop for museum goers to rest before entering a new culture.
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diversity’, the mummies are on an entirely separate floor from the other two exhibits on cultural
diversity.
On the other hand, fine art museums characteristically interact less with their audiences,
instead silently creating an experience that can be interpreted differently and aesthetically by
each visitor. Not always, but generally, these galleries are brightly lit with white to off-white
walls and little supplementary context for the objects on display. Although this program fits for
the exhibition of some art genres, such as modern art where the viewer is often meant to take
away their own personal meaning, historic material culture should be supplied with context. In
fact, simply displaying artifacts nearly by themselves perpetuates the ‘common knowledge’
accumulated during the 19th and 20th century. The dangers of displaying cultural material without
context can be witnessed in the Agayuliyararput (Our Way of Making Prayer) traveling exhibit
on Yup’ik masks. Starting in a Yup’ik community, each subsequent stop along the exhibit’s tour
to other museums removed some degree of cultural context. By the last location, the lighting,
color scheme, floorspace designed for indigenous dance demonstrations, and specifically
designed mask mountings that reflected the culture were all redesigned from the original exhibit
design (Fienup-Riordan 1999). What was left were indigenous masks hanging on white,
industrial-looking museum walls, their value based in visual uniqueness having lost cultural
context.
Similarly, Egyptian artifacts that are exhibited without cultural context become onedimensional in their visual intrigue. Audiences do not learn, or even have the tools to educate
themselves, about the artifacts on display. In this way, regardless of how much ordinary material
culture is placed in exhibits, it become less affective at portraying everyday life. This risk of
withholding vital context can be seen in the Metropolitan Museum in New York. Although
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material from all social levels is on display, the everyday material is largely left without textual
reference or explanation:

Case Study: the MET’s ‘study chambers’
The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (the MET) has found a happy medium
between typical fine art and natural history programs of display. Upon entering the Egyptian
wing, guests are funneled along the route that follows Egyptian history organized
chronologically, starting in the pre-dynastic period. The large, main rooms along this path house
monumental statuary and spectacular representations of (mainly elite) Egyptian culture from
each time period. Conjoining these halls are optional side rooms featuring more in-depth
comparative collections or thematic displays of ancient Egyptian culture. Progression through the
supplementary chambers is not necessary, offering visitors the option to see popular,
‘blockbuster’ artifacts in a timely manner and without becoming overwhelmed, by adhering
strictly to the Egyptian galleries’ central axis. However, for those who decide to peruse the
‘auxiliary halls’, there is a great deal more material and a slightly increased volume of
accompanying curatorial writing.
In the MET, several of these offshoot rooms are labeled ‘study chamber’. Here, there is
little text, but a much greater volume of artifacts. Arranged by type, function, or material with
individual catalogue numbers clearly visible, this seemingly chaotic overload of material
functions as a comparative collection. To the layman, it represents varying levels of
craftsmanship and form, while scholars more familiar with individual objects can study
variations at a deeper level. The study chambers also reflect a more relaxed, academic
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atmosphere, which potentially loses audience engagement compared to the dynamic central axis.
The ceilings are not as lofty as the main corridors, the design is not as formidable, and the
material is less intimidating. This mood is in contrast to the dramatic image of ancient Egypt in
public proception, which may cause casual visitors to disengage quickly.

Summary
Exhibits on ancient Egypt tend to adhere to a classic, standard program of highlighting
elite culture while neglecting the everyday lives of common people. However, as seen through
analysis of historic practices, some of the popular elements in museum displays are based in past
biases. Continuing to utilize outdated methodology is detrimental to the modern museum goal of
public education, and often validates the inaccurate narrative on ancient Egypt held by most of
society. Just as in early museums, elite goods are the overwhelming focus. Despite the
availability of commoner material culture in museum storage, the ratio of wondrous artifacts
compared to everyday implements is grossly inaccurate. Furthermore, museums have done little
in the past few decades to acknowledge their own fallacy and biases. However, in order to start
reaching the public and effectively breaking down misconceptions formed centuries ago, they
must be brought to light and dealt with head-on.
Changing exhibits to mirror the most cutting-edge ideas is not an easy feat. Besides
critical thinking and evaluation, there is often a dilemma concerning funding. Most museums
may not have the massive expendable monetary resources needed to overhaul an out-of-date
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exhibit, which requires artifact conservation, exhibit and display construction, and reworking of
textual reference panels, to name some of the more extensive endeavors.
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Effective Exhibits and Considerations for Future Displays
One of the biggest hurdles modern museums featuring exhibits on Egypt must face is
introducing an accurate Egypt into the collective imagination of the public. Classic museum
programs for displaying the ancient Nile River Valley have been too centered on elites. This
focus is a result of the actions and mentalities of early modern European collectors during the
16th century through the 19th century. Not only is upper class over-representation a product of
nationalistic ideas and false common knowledge, but it continues to perpetuate these antiquated
notions.
Another cause for the overabundance of elite cultural material is a heavy reliance on
history without the contribution from other disciplines, namely archaeology. As a generalization,
history concerns itself with major events and characters, whereas archaeology brings to light
peoples and events that were not preserved in writing; neither is more important than the other.
This situation is a modern example of the 19th century mindset of hunting for inscriptions or
searching for gold and gemstones while ‘insignificant’ material culture was haplessly tossed
aside. It is important not to dismiss these artifacts, because they not only illustrate a more
accurate picture of the past, but also create reference for the spectacular artifacts. After so much
attention has been given to over representing the elite, the artifacts lose their specialness. By
increasing the amount of ordinary material culture, elite objects will stand out all the more.
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Emphasis Relatability with Commoners
In making a concept or event relatable, it is also more understandable. Many ancient
practices or beliefs sound incredibly foreign and strange. However, when compared to an equally
‘strange’ modern ritual, that is so commonplace it is not seen as peculiar, the impenetrable walls
of difference start to crumble. An example of this is religion. A common question the layperson
has when considering ancient religious ideologies is, “how could they believe that”. Yet, that
same individual may be Christian, participating in such rituals as the Eucharist and beliefs such
as Jesus Christ rose from the dead after three days. The latter belief of Christianity can be likened
to the story of Egyptian deity Osiris, who was dismembered by his brother but was given life
again once his body was reassembled.
Furthermore, daily life of the average Egyptian would have consisted of experiences
similar to those had by people today. Usually exhibits focus on detailing the tasks and challenges
of commoners; however this baseline material should be supplemented by material culture that
gives glimpses into the struggles, complaints, jokes, and anecdotes that breathe life into facts.
For example, there are written records from Deir el-Medina of laborer and artisan complaints
against their overseers and bosses. Although the details of the grievances may be distinct
between the past and present, any individual who has worked under another person can
empathize with workplace conflict.
Ariana Curtis encapsulated the idea of emphasizing relatability in her 2018 TED talk,
“Museums Should Honor the Everyday, Not Just the Extraordinary”. Although her talk was
directed towards female representation, I found it quite applicable to ancient commoners as it
would be to any under or misrepresented demographic. Curtis states, “By definition, being
extraordinary is non-representative. It’s atypical… does not reflect our daily realities” (Curtis
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2018). Under this assumption, how can museums truly reflect the ‘daily realities’ of the past, if
they mainly dwell upon elite material and stories? In order to break away from focusing solely
on the extraordinary few of a population, Curtis suggests museums represent the society as real
people. Displaying ancient citizens as people would make it easier to show them as they really
are, with all the diversity and familiarity of modern people. Highlighting the ‘trivial’ everyday
lives of ancient Egyptians makes them seem human, with struggles that those living in the 21 st
century can empathize with in some way. Confrontations between employees and bosses, money
worries, drinking culture, unrequited love, etc… are all issues that transcend a single period of
history.

Engagement in Public Discussions
In many ways, the Western world is still in a state of ‘Egyptomania’. Regular people, not
just academics, are fascinated by the ancient culture, but maybe more so with the lore they are
familiar with than the true facts. For instance, alien involvement in the ancient world is likely to
surface at some point during conversations about Egypt with the public. This is especially true
when it comes to pyramid construction (Rice 2003, 91). Even the bafflingly popular show
Ancient Aliens, produced by the History Channel, explores the possibility of extraterrestrial
involvement in Giza’s construction. Although it is easy to dismiss such notions as ridiculous, the
fact that the possibility is present in the minds of so many speaks to a failure on the part of
museums and world history education, not to mention the History Channel (Schadla-Hall
2003,195). The lack of interaction or even recognition of this gross misunderstanding of the past
makes it seem that museums have adopted a policy of not deigning to stoop so low as to entertain
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the notion of explaining that aliens were, in fact, not involved in pyramid building. If this is the
case, instead of the more benign alternative of obliviousness, then museum staff have failed in
their duty to public education and interaction. It is the role of a museum to exist as part of the
community, not be elevated above it. By not addressing questions that the public obviously has,
exhibits leave the public to fend for themselves and seek out answers from disreputable sources,
such as television shows and folklore (MacDonald 2003, 91).
Moreover, there is little being done on the part of museums to denounce and provide
evidence against the widespread belief that the pyramids were built with slave labor. Although it
may appear trivial on the surface, such a belief fosters a different idea about the ancient culture.
The commonly held impression is that Old Kingdom pharaohs were ruthless slave drivers. This
misconception is a disservice to the ancient civilization, especially when compared to the
actuality that most of the work was volunteer seasonal labor. In addition to easy access to
healthcare for workers and their households, beer and bread, were regularly distributed as
compensation for service. The promise of a reliable food source attracted families all along the
Nile during the inundation.
Relevance to and engagement in public discussions does not appear to be an issue solely
in Egyptian museums. Summarized perfectly in Sam Lucy and Clare Herrings’ chapter
concerning early British life, “There appears to be an inconsistency between the stated aims of
curators, who express a sincere commitment to the representation and interpretation of the
material culture, and their seeming reluctance to evaluate whether those aims have been met”
(Lucy 1999, 74).
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Connecting to Modern People
Ancient Egypt is traditionally exhibited as an isolated incident, starting with the
predynastic king Narmer and ending with the fall of the Ptolemaic dynasty. Finding exhibits that
include concurrent material and information about the rest of Africa or the following Christian
and Islamic periods is difficult. Even in Cairo, there is a clear delineation between these periods
in Egyptian history with Coptic, Islamic, and Pharaonic material relegated to distinct museums,
instead of being housed, at least partially, within the same structure. Although there are enough
objects to fill an entire museum based on a single Egyptian dynasty, it is prudent to include the
greater temporal and geographical context.
Nowadays, scholars recognize that supporting context is important to the main focus. For
ancient Egypt, this includes the archaeological process, modern Islamic Egypt, variations in
ancient Nilotic regions, and development of ideas. Traditionally, exhibits on ancient Egypt have
started in the pre-dynastic and continued until the Greco-Roman period. Yet this dismisses an
entire history between then and modern Egypt. Sometimes referred to as the ‘forgotten
millennium’, Islamic occupation of Egypt is rarely, if ever, included in Egyptian exhibits (ElDaly 2005). Instead, material culture from this period is often included with broader Islamic
assemblages of the Middle East. However, Fatimid rule is integral to the remaining history of
Egypt and can be easily seen on the landscape of the modern Nile Valley through architecture.
Furthermore, Arab influence, manipulation, and interaction with ancient Egyptian architecture
and objects are important to understanding the vectors of historic degradation, such as the lower
limestone blocks from the pyramids at Giza being used as building material in a huge
infrastructure boom in Medieval Cairo.
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Similar to the neglect of Islamic representation in exhibits on Egypt, modern Egyptians
who have been integral to excavations since early Flinders Petrie have been largely left out of
museum exhibits. This cast of skilled laborers is called ‘Qufti’, originating from the town of Quft
where Petrie trained the first generation (Reid 2002, 177). Qufti men are exceedingly proud of
their heritage, honoring their forbearers. They are exceedingly knowledgeable in both ancient
Egyptian history and archaeological procedure. This workforce has had a long tradition of
collaborating under European and American excavators, often directly overseeing the manual
work. It is therefore a dishonor to not include Qufti in museum exhibits pertaining to the
discovery and recovery of sites. It is ethical to at least brush up on the conditions and major
events of excavation, but museum staff should make certain all crucial parties are represented,
not only the Westerners and academics.
One museum in particular boasts massive success from their display of cultural heritage.
The Nubian Museum in Aswan, Egypt, represents the cultural timeline of their region without
dwelling disproportionately long on ancient Egypt and including modern citizens:

Case Study: Nubian Museum in Aswan
Located in Upper Egypt, near the first cataract, the area was under the political control
and cultural influence of ancient Egypt for much of its history. Yet, instead of presenting
displays that encompass Egypt as a whole, the staff at the Nubian Museum set out to represent
the complete history of the surrounding area, including its place within ancient Egypt and
modern conditions. The main exhibit area is located in the basement of the building and is
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accessed by a central staircase. Immediately to the left of the bottom landing is introductory
information about exactly what geographical area is considered Nubia and its environment.
After this introduction, the floorplan leads visitors along an intended progression, starting
thousands of years before the Old Kingdom and anything easily recognizable as stylistically
‘ancient Egyptian’. Displayed is material from the Paleolithic period, including stone blades,
pottery, a carved comb, and rock drawings of animals. Text indicates that the Nile Valley was
occupied by groups of people who started to establish larger settlements as far back as 11,000
BCE (Ali Gaballa n.d., 21). Moving along the wall in a clockwise direction, various Nubian
cultural stages are put in the context of Egyptian Kingdoms. However, the Kingdom of Kush is
also shown, as is Christian and Islamic Nubia, all the way up to and including modern times. To
the right and behind the entrance staircase is a portion of the exhibit dedicated to current Nubia,
touching on irrigation, UNESCO’s Save Nubia campaign, and local culture (Spencer 2001, 460).
Folk and public heritage is a major part of the Nubian Museum, expressing local customs on
dance, marriage, clothing, metalworking, and more. By including local, not inherently ancient
Egyptian, customs, the living community is reaffirmed and connected with their geographical
history.

Recontextualization in the African Context
The area of recontextualization that has been given the most academic treatment is
reframing the history of Europe as part of, not separate from, African history. European
propaganda and appropriation have twisted ancient Egypt away from its ‘African-ness’ and
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focuses on its Mediterranean location 18. In turn, the whole Mediterranean region has been
adopted as the predecessor to Western European civilization. However, ancient Egypt, especially
Upper Egypt, more closely resembles contemporaneous African culture than contemporaneous
European examples. These African similarities, such as anthropomorphic deities, should be
explicitly identified and given meaningful representation in museum display. A program change
like this would be a big step at actively combating the institutionalized racism in museums. It
would acknowledge that Africa was the setting for a civilization steeped in early wisdom, whose
structures still stand today. Foreseeably, this recontextualization has the potential to be the most
challenging to implement, being met with resistance from unwieldy established thought and
practices.
The Brooklyn Museum in New York has already started this movement by including a
racially charged work of modern art into the introductory hall of their Egyptian wing:

Case Study: Brooklyn Museum in New York
Even more seriously, museums need to confront racial issues pertaining to ancient Egypt.
Not only is this important for engaging in a discussion that the general public is interested in, but
it goes beyond that to acknowledge the often white-washed, Eurocentric popularization of Egypt.
To address this widespread fallacy, the Brooklyn Museum in New York City has incorporated a
modern art piece into the orientation hall of their Egyptian wing. Grey Area (Brown version), by
Fred Wilson, is a series of five reproductions, each painted a different shade of nude, of the
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Granted, ancient Egypt traded widely with the rest of the Mediterranean neighborhood and interaction
between states is supported by a plethora of written records and material culture.
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famous bust of Nefertiti [Figure 4]. It speaks to the tendency for popular media and academic
purveyors to portray one of the most recognizable queens of Egypt with the same skin color as
Cleopatra. However, whereas Cleopatra is Macedonian Greek, Nefertiti was most likely
Egyptian. Close to this modern art piece is wall text that reads, “… Egyptologists no longer
maintain the false hypothesis that light-skinned outsiders created Egyptian culture”. This direct
language addresses the past mistake and seeks to correct the error, confirming that Egypt is an
African culture, not a European culture established in Africa.
The rest of the introductory room is populated by artifacts that act as examples of Egypt
as a melting-pot of various cultures. This theme appears to be an attempt to open visitors to the
idea of Egypt as a metropolitan land that influences, and is influenced by, those around them. It
is after this first great room that visitors can explore the predynastic to Middle Kingdom or
Middle Kingdom to Greco-Roman period halls, carrying, in theory, this mindset through the rest
of the exhibit. Regardless of effectiveness, the push to reframe visitors’ minds before exploring
the greater gallery space is a step in the correct direction for portraying an accurate Egypt.
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However, there are some elements that could have been executed better. For one, Grey
Area (Brown version) is positioned on the same wall to the left of the entrance doorway.

Courtesy of Caitlyn M. Hetrick

Figure 4: Grey Area (Brown version), Fred Wilson, 1993. Paint, plaster, & wood. On view in the
Egyptian Orientation Gallery, 3rd floor of the Brooklyn Museum.

Although a powerful piece that has the potential to summarize the entire message of this hall, it
is relegated to a span of wall that is not front and center. Although it is obviously not ancient to
someone familiar with Egyptian art, there is little to distinguish it from the displays that occupy
the remainder of walls, except for a different wall hue and the creation date in the artifact
description text. Furthermore, the five busts are the only piece of modern art in the gallery,
adding to the confusion of its placement. In all, the piece is the perfect visual statement to
address modern issues concerning ancient racial identity, yet its placement is inhibiting its full
potential. To rectify this design matter, the Brooklyn Museum should consider separating the
modern art, possibly making it the first piece visitors are confronted with upon entry into the
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Egyptian wing. A half wall before or directly after the entranceway would force observers to
acknowledge the racial conversation currently happening and take that thought with them
through the galleries.

Summary
Even though many museums are still operating under traditional exhibition programs,
some institutions have become forerunners in progressive museum practice. Most notably, the
Nubian Museum and the Brooklyn Museum have taken strides towards ethical representation. By
including and emphasizing the often-neglected modern Egyptian people and undiscussed racial
conversations surrounding Egypt, these scholarly authorities widen the context through which
Egypt can be viewed. The approaches of these two museums should be adopted elsewhere,
especially with the popularity of the Nubian Museum. Additionally, museums should emphasis
Islamic history, not only to support the continuous timeline between the fall of ancient Egypt and
the present, but also to further show the effects of human occupation on the Egyptian
archaeological record.
A major concern for future museums is the need to break with traditional programs of
focusing on elite culture. Representing the common people of ancient Egypt accurately will start
to change the hyper-realistic image of Egypt held by the majority of society. Also, including the
humanistic side of daily life, such as friction between workers and their overseers, makes the
often-mythicized ancient past more realistic and relatable.
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Conclusion
Reflecting on Jean-Marcel Humbert’s startlingly simple, yet undeniably true quote19, it
seems as though Egypt in Western societies’ collective mind’s eye is an unwieldy entity that has
evolved independently since it was first inspired. Humbert declares this false perception is,
“…unaffected by new archaeological findings or developments in Egyptology”. I would argue
that while this is true, the main line of communication between researchers and the public has
not been successful in developing a more sophisticated understanding of Egypt. Other than
research, conservation, and preservation, a museum’s main duty is public education. Yet, there is
little proof that museum design and exhibition has had any substantial positive impact on the
public idea of a hyperreal Egypt in the past few decades.

19

Quoted at the beginning of the introduction

59

60

Imperialism and nationalism are two of the largest formative blocks upon which both
Egyptology and modern museum collections and exhibitions are built. Through an understanding
of the impact of imperialism and nationalism, identifying remaining instances of outdated or
unethical practices and theories becomes easier. A good start towards progress would be the recontextualizing of Egypt, especially in its African location, non-pharaonic history, and as a
modern state. In addition, European actions and policies need to be acknowledged, if no other
reason than to illuminate under what conditions popular and academic thought about Egypt
arose. Another step in the right direction would be the creation of a more balanced, or even
historically representative, ratio between elite goods and common material culture in museum
displays. Hyper-focusing on objects exhibiting spectacular craftsmanship and precious materials
is a continuation of antiquated ideas concerning the value to artifacts that feeds off of
Egyptomania still prevalent in society. This display model perpetuates the hyperreal concept of
ancient Egypt.
Perhaps the worst example of antiquated portrayal methods is the “Pharaonic Village” in
Cairo. Part amusement park, part attempt at a living museum, Egyptian performers populate the
island, endlessly acting out menial daily tasks in and around cut-rate architectural reconstructions
(Slyomovics 1989, 139-142). The cheaply made costumes show no attempt at accuracy,
appearing instead as modern Islamic garments decorated with stereotypical ancient Egyptian
features, such as a long cloth tunic ‘belt’. In the end, the Pharaonic Village, which markets itself
as an authentic step back in time, portrays nothing but a caricature of the past. The continued
attraction and success of the park is telling of public attitudes concerning ancient Egypt and
function as a warning to museum professionals. Although it is easy to portray elite culture and
monumental works, it does not paint an accurate image of daily life.
60

61

Premier museums with Egyptian departments are in need of resuscitation. Although
historically rather insular, Egyptology in the museum context would benefit from integrating and
consulting more with other fields of study, particularly anthropology and ethnoarchaeology, in
order to create a more holistic, authentic representation. Following the Nubian Museum’s lead,
future museums should bring the history of Egypt from the ancient civilization to the present
Islamic state. Classic curatorial programs tend to neglect the time after the fall of the Ptolemaic
dynasty. Yet this method of displaying Egypt wrongfully treats these events and peoples as lesser
than ancient Egyptians, a notion that has persisted into modern Egypt. These periods are rich and
interesting as well and should be strung along a continuous timeline instead of segregated as
completely separate entities.
A primary goal for future museums should be representing all aspects of ancient life,
chiefly giving a voice to the ordinary citizens that have been largely ignored by museum
exhibits. By bringing a broader sampling of the lives of ancient Egyptians, modern viewers will
be better able to relate to the exhibits. Once an accurate representation of the ancient Nile Valley
is established, it proves to be just as interesting as the false narrative of a hyperreal Egypt. It is
time that museums started to reassess their exhibits, modernizing to match current realities and
epitomize a high ethical standard.
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