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Statues have an effect on people as much as people have an effect on them. When 
studying ancient monuments, art historians, archaeologists, restorers, and many oth-
er specialists can go far in dating and in interpreting iconography, inscription, style, 

material, or technology. But one aspect has long been overlooked: that of the interactions 
between artworks and people—that is, not only the primary purpose of the piece but also 
the impact that the object may have had on all individuals who came into contact with it 
through time; in other words, the agency of the statue as well as that of those who have 
interacted with it.

Egyptology might still be somewhat shy when it comes to this anthropological approach: 
the study of the “agency” of images, as theorized by Alfred Gell (1998)—that is, a conceptu-
alization of the acting faculty of things. This does not mean that we have to attribute inten-
tionality to objects, recognize a consciousness in them (as we would always like to impute 
to dolls and toys from our childhood), or assign them an independent will like Wagner’s or 
Tolkien’s “ring of power.” Simply put, an object, from its creation to the moment of its de-
struction or burial, is endowed with the possibility to have played a role in people’s lives and 
practices. This is not automatic, of course, but it is a possibility. The same object or the same 
image may even have played several roles, concomitant or successive, during its existence.

Perhaps more than any other type of image, statues—due to their presence, three-di-
mensionality, and immediacy—were, and still are, seen as more than simply stone, wood, 
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or bronze depictions of a being. Probably in all cultures that produce them or are in 
contact with them, statues evoke a presence and convey emotions, symbols, and mes-
sages. The framework of the Egyptian repertoire is particularly rich for an approach to 
the agency of images. Of course, we must keep in mind that the history of Pharaonic 
Egyptian artwork does not end with late Antiquity or the Middle Ages, and that reuse 
and destruction of antiquities is well documented until relatively recent times. Modern 
looting is a cause of damage, although it is not always easy to detect. An obvious instance 
of this is the cutting off of relief or painting fragments from walls of tombs to be sold 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and—still today—a prime example of the 
renewed agency of images on people at different periods.

Various contexts bear witness to several phases of use, modification, or mutilation of 
the images, from around 3000 bc to the present day. They offer an invaluable opportu-
nity to confront and analyze the social, historical, and cultural processes that lead to the 
integration, reuse, partial damage, or complete destruction of human representations, 
animal figures, or symbolic signs. Such practices may inform us about the process of 
alteration, but they also provide many clues to understand the importance of visual cul-
ture, the political and cultic uses of images, and the ways in which members of different 
cultures and periods have reacted to these representations.

Most art-historical studies on Egyptian statuary are informed by a stylistic and ty-
pological approach. Less often examined are the concrete use of statues and the rituals 
to which they contributed, and which they, together with human agency, established. 
Studies on rituals are mostly based on textual sources. These indeed provide a valuable 
base for reconstructing some of the religious practices, but they are far from covering 
their whole spectrum. Some performances or rituals of activation, like the “Opening 
of the Mouth and Giving Birth,” have a reason for being registered in some (although 
relatively few) iconographic programs in funerary chapels. However, the ceremonies or 
performances that may have accompanied other moments in the “lives” of statues have 
left few or no traces in texts or iconography. These include the various acts of (re)activa-
tion, the frequency of the cult of images (probably depending on the type of statue, the 
depicted entity, the physical location of the object, and the various periods concerned), 
as well as their reuse and probably deactivation when the statue had to “die” or “sleep.” 
The metaphors of the “life” and “death” of statues are used here intentionally, since they 
explain well the idea of agency. Statues can have a biography and interact with humans 
in every phase of it. Although biologically speaking not alive themselves, they do have 
an impact on individuals and societies. Clues to study these various utilization phases 
of different statues’ categories in several contexts can be provided by a physical, mate-
rial consideration of the objects. On a single monument, scars, repairs, mutilations, and 
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polishing can convey traces of various phases of history. Placing the artworks in their 
specific spatial setting of (re)utilization(s) helps to identify, date, and interpret such trac-
es. The analysis must include not only the primary use of the object, the aim for which 
it was created, and the audience that it was targeting, but also the answers and reactions 
(often marked on its own surface) that an object may have elicited among the successive 
people who were in contact with it up until today.

There is an immense repertoire to be studied and a long history to cover, and different 
cultures with which to become familiar (Nilotic but also Assyrian, Persian, Hellenistic, 
Roman, Christian, Arab, Medieval, and Modern). This volume will focus on a few ex-
amples of sculpture, concentrating particularly on the scars and injuries visible on their 
surfaces since these constitute many vectors of insightful information about the different 
stages of their “life” and on the interactions between these images and the people with 
which they have been in contact. The aim of this short overview is to explore some of 
the paths that such traces can offer. We will explore some avenues of reflection, drawing 
inspiration from works on the power of images, following the theories adopted by Alfred 
Gell in his famous Art and Agency volume.1 Studies on the practice of iconoclasm2 are 
an important source of thinking on the effect produced by images—as well as, in a more 
Egyptological framework, writings about the way in which statues and reliefs were ex-
perienced by the elite and wider parts of society.3

To follow down this path, we will need to ask ourselves a range of questions which, 
even if they do not always find an answer, will help to establish a step-by-step evolving 
approach to ancient Egyptian artworks. When confronted with a statue or a group of 
statues, we must consider all the historical phases through which the objects lived rather 
than just the period of their production. Where were they to stand, what was the en-
vironment that surrounded them, who was supposed to have access to them, and who 
eventually did (and when, and in what circumstances)? Were the statues intended for 
a very small number of officials, for the local population, or even for foreigners in cases 
where the monument was near a border? Was a statue even intended to be visible, or was 
it simply meant to physically exist? Who, at the sight of a statue, held the keys to under-
standing it—or, rather, what were the different levels of perception possible, since the 
same work could be designed to address different audiences? Did the role of the image 
evolve, becoming different from the one for which it was originally conceived? How did 
statues impact the various built environments and sociocultural contexts that they were 
populating? Finally, what traces are left on the statues of the acts that were performed 
on them? How can we interpret these traces?

This brings us to a further question, concerning the primary role of statues. We often 
describe the ancient Egyptians as obsessed with the idea of their own disappearance 
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after death.4 But, as a certain British writer would say, death only comes as the end, after 
a certain length of life, a career, and social relationships with family members, colleagues, 
friends, rivals, and enemies. When, in the course of a lifetime, did someone erect a statue? 
Was it only in the perspective of his or her funerary cult or did it also have a purpose in 
the active life of the individual? Installing a statue in a temple was probably accompa-
nied by rituals, perhaps celebrations. The ordering and placing of a statue could also be a 
social event for a member of the elite: something that certain individuals looked forward 
to doing, or were expected to do, in the course of their lifetime.

If it is clear that archaeology and, in particular, Egyptology need to continue to in-
clude the theories of anthropology in order to feed and renew their approach (a process 
that has already been ongoing for some twenty years), I am convinced that Egyptology, 
in return, can bring a great deal to the theories of agency. Anthropological studies on the 
relationship between objects and human beings, as well as on iconoclasm, rarely take 
ancient Egypt into account, although it provides an extremely rich documentation and a 
valuable source of reflection. I hope that this small book can contribute modestly to pro-
viding some sources of thinking not only for Egyptologists but also for anthropologists, to 
pursue this nascent dialogue between our disciplines and to help us look at these objects 
and monuments of the past, which are still part of our present.

Fashionable iconoclasm
In our own time, we can see the impact that images and monuments have on the soci-
eties that produce them, or come into contact with them. Images speak for themselves. 
They can convey a message without necessarily being accompanied by an inscription. 
The perception one can have of an image can vary according to the time, the culture, 
and the background and experiences of the viewer. The perceived message is not nec-
essarily the one intended by the issuer, but the image nevertheless speaks. Statues in 
particular, due to their powerful three-dimensional presence, leave their mark on peo-
ple’s consciousness. Acts such as the dismantling of the statues of Stalin or Saddam 
Hussein were events that made headlines for days—as were the spectacularly staged and 
publicized destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the ravaging of the archaeological 
site of Nineveh, or of the statues of the Mosul Museum as well as the attacks on (and 
removal of) Confederate monuments and memorials in the southern United States in 
2017 and of the statue of slave trader Edward Colston in Bristol in 2020. During sum-
mer 2020 in Belgium, statues and busts of King Leopold II were condemned by popular 
movements because of the memory of the abuses committed during the colonization of 
Congo at the end of the nineteenth century. In New York City today, some movements 
threaten the statues of Christopher Columbus, since it has become in vogue to see the 
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fifteenth-century explorer as a symbol of intolerance toward American minorities. At the 
same time, vociferous demands have been made to remove the statue of Champollion 
from the courtyard of the Collège de France, under the claim that the foot of the deci-
pherer of hieroglyphs that is on the head of a sphinx is a symbol of European dominion 
over Egypt or of the antiquities trade. The last two examples clearly demonstrate the 
importance of recontextualizing a monument, before it is interpreted too hastily.5 It 
also shows that the same monument can be seen very differently by people of different 
epochs, cultures, or education levels—and this can explain various traces visible on mon-
uments themselves.

The practice of iconoclasm is itself clear proof of the importance granted to images. 
Among defaced or destroyed images, it is probably statuary that shows the most tangible 
traces because it is the artistic medium that most evokes the “physicality” of the individ-
ual, in its dimensions, mobility, and changing reaction to light. All these features give it a 
force of presence and a psychological impact that no other form of visible representation 
of the human being seems to match. Often intended to be shocking, acts of destruction 
are also particularly interesting from the point of view of the reception of images.

As observed during late Spring and Summer 2020, at the heart of the events linked 
to the Black Lives Matter movement, altering three-dimensional images that stood in 
squares, courtyards, or public gardens seems tantamount to punishing the characters 
depicted, now considered to be dishonorable because they have become symbols of 
slavery, colonialism, or racism. Treated just like actual human bodies, these effigies have 
been disfigured, decapitated, mutilated. These acts, which can be described as icono-
clastic, were themselves often photographed, filmed, and mediatized—a fact which, in 
turn, produced new and widely shared images that accompanied the discourse of the 
movement’s supporters. Therefore, it is apparent that even in contemporary societies, 
where it is generally accepted that no soul or spirit inhabits a body of stone or bronze, 
monuments and sculptures are not seen as mere urban ornaments. They have a role, they 
represent ideas, whether similar to those originally intended or not. Acting on these im-
ages is therefore charged with meaning.

The practice of altering images is probably as old as their production itself, since their 
creation goes hand in hand, ipso facto, with the awareness that the process can be re-
versed, reflecting the inextricable and consubstantial link between life and death. Giving 
shape (in our vocabulary) or life (in that of the ancient Egyptians) to a statue necessarily 
opens up the possibility of annihilating or “killing”6 it.

The topics of iconoclasm and damnatio memoriae (“condemnation of memory,” in-
dicating that a person is to be excluded from official accounts; see chapter 6) have 
recently been the object of various publications, conferences, and exhibitions together 
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Fig. 1.1: Recent episodes of iconoclasm. 
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with the development of theories of the “agency” of images—that is, their capacity to act 
on humans. To mention only a few of the most recent initiatives, in 2017–18 the Getty 
Research Institute dedicated a full-year program to “iconoclasm and vandalism.” Recent 
political events have probably intensified this interest. Exhibitions were organized on this 
topic in several museums. One of the most recent was organized in 2018 in Turin, Italy 
(Anche le statue muoiono: conflitto e patrimonio tra antico e contemporaneo, Museo Egizio, 
the Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengo, and the Musei Reali Torino, concomitantly 
with a symposium whose acts are soon to be published under the title “Statues also die: 
destruction and preservation in ancient and modern times”). The Brooklyn Museum 
organized an itinerant exhibition focusing on the topic with particular regard to ancient 
Egypt (Striking power: iconoclasm in Ancient Egypt), which traveled through the United 
States in 2019 and 2020.7

A recent volume (2018) of the review of l’Institut National d’Histoire de l’Art 
(Perspective) was dedicated to the theme “Détruire.” It was intended as a reflection on the 
permanent link between art and its destruction. According to the authors of this volume, 
an image possibly becomes an artwork at the very moment it is threatened with destruc-
tion (natural or otherwise) and when the necessity arises to consecrate, collect, protect, 
and even reproduce it. The permanent links between art and its destruction reflect a 
variety of possible goals: destroying to reconstruct; to forget; to remember to forget; to 
persuade; to provoke a reaction; to produce a magical or ritual effect; sometimes also to 
understand and to study, in the framework of archaeological and-art-history practices; 
and even in some cases to give a value to a piece.

Broken noses, missing beards, damaged arms, scratched surfaces, headless statues, and 
scattered heads form a large part of the immense Egyptian repertoire that has come 
down to us. One may even sometimes doubt, when seeing a non-defaced piece of sculp-
ture, whether we deal with an authentic piece or not. A fragmentary condition is actually 
not without its own charm, and can play a role in the attraction that an ancient object 
exerts on us. The elegantly fractured Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek head of Amenemhat III, 
for example, perhaps appeals even more to our aesthetic taste as it is today, evoking ro-
mantic ruins of a civilization, than the statue would have done in its complete state of 
preservation (plate 1.1).

Although the practices of usurpation and iconoclasm have been, as we have seen, the 
subject of recent investigations, in the case of Egypt these have focused only on a limited 
number of cases, relating to very specific periods of history and which do not reflect a 
general situation or systemic reality. The question mainly has been addressed in relation 
to the proscription of rulers whose memory had to be erased for ideological reasons 
(Hatshepsut, Akhenaten, Tutankhamun,8 or certain Roman emperors who were victims 
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of what we call damnatio memoriae9) as well as in the context of Christian iconoclasm 
of the fourth–fifth centuries.10 However, archaeological contexts attest to many other 
reasons for the alteration of an image. Magical practices, as well as the simple reuse of an-
cient blocks and statue fragments for building purposes, could themselves be the cause of 
some loss of an image. There could be so many reasons for the disfigurement of Egyptian 
images that we are spoiled for choice in singling one out: examples include natural causes, 
episodes of Christian iconoclasm, damnatio memoriae, personal hatred and royal disfavor, 

Plate 1.1: Head attributed 
to Amenemhat III (Co-
penhagen, Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek, inv. ÆIN 924). 
Graywacke. H. 46 cm. 
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ancient or modern plundering, war, reuse, and magical rituals. A comprehensive study of 
the whole phenomenon is still a desideratum. This book aims to involve both anthropol-
ogists and Egyptologists in the discourse of agency and image by focusing on the direct 
observation of a selection of actual objects and using these to build the discourse, rather 
than searching out objects as illustration to support extant theories. Theoretical appara-
tus is, of course, valuable and even necessary in order to frame the reflection. However, 
the present study seeks to nourish it by concrete, material observations. Above all, it is 
intended to be accessible, devoid of too-difficult jargon and those complicated terms and 
phrases that need be read and reread in order for them to make sense to us.

how to Approach the Subject
It is first of all important to point out all traces of alteration on images, to identify what 
is missing, to distinguish accidental from intentional damage, to explore the various 
possible sources for their defacement, and finally to select the most likely one based on 
knowledge of the archaeological, historical, and cultural contexts of the monuments and 
images under examination.

I will also address factors that incite destruction rather than reuse (and vice versa) as 
well as those that have led, within an ensemble coming from the same context, to the 
mutilation of certain statues rather than others: the identity of the being represented 
(deity, king, politically relevant individual); the importance, function, and visibility of 
the object within a monumental setting; or the perception that the performers of an 
alteration may have had of the image that they altered.

When considering an altered monument, we should first address the following three 
questions:
 - Is the modification or mutilation intentional? How can this be ascertained?
 - Is there any evidence allowing us to date the alteration? A few hours as well as several  

  centuries or millennia can separate the installation of an image from its destruction  
  or abandonment.

 - What are the sources available to interpret this alteration?

When getting to this third question—the most difficult one—three further points 
should be considered:
 - Who was the figure or entity represented? How was he/she perceived over time and  

  how can we trace the evolution of this consideration?
 - When and why was this image produced and/or installed?

- What were the motivations of those who modified, adapted, or harmed it?
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These issues apply to ancient as well as modern monuments. Let us take a recent, par-
ticularly polemical, and delicate case: the statues of Christopher Columbus in squares 
and parks in the United States. They do not date from the discoverer’s time, but were 
erected several centuries after his death. Some were erected to commemorate an anni-
versary of the discovery of the American continent—although Columbus, incidentally, 
never set foot in the United States. These representations of an idealized historical fig-
ure were soon considered a way to identify, a means of rallying Italian immigrants who 
came to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Today’s 
detractors of the figure of Columbus (and of his statues) blame him as a symbol of the 
decimation of the Native Americans, due to massacres as well as diseases imported from 
Europe, which took place in the centuries following 1492. The recent acts of dismantling 
or damaging Columbus’s statues have accompanied claims mainly related to inequalities 
between black and white populations. Very different interpretations may thus have been 
superimposed on the same monument or image, without necessarily contradicting each 
other or being directly linked to the figure depicted. The aim here is not to argue which 
of these interpretations should be retained or rejected. Let us limit ourselves, within the 
framework of this introduction, to observing that a multiplicity of points of view may 
surround an image or monument. Recontextualizing11 a monument is essential in order 
to understand all the motivations that may have led to its production—which was not 
necessarily due to the personal will of the represented individual, or automatically con-
temporary to him or her—as well as to its installation(s) and to its condemnation (or its 
successive “lives,” sometimes under an altered form).

When dealing with much older and less well-documented monuments, it is more 
difficult to answer the questions that we have asked ourselves—but we must keep in 
mind that such a multiplicity of points of view is always a possibility. The perception of 
an image by its reusers and its defacers may have been very different from the perception 
of the people who produced it, as well as that of the people who were in contact with 
it over the centuries.

Biographies of Statues
A single object can bear the scars of several successive phases of alteration—maybe nei-
ther all voluntary nor all meaningful, but surely all useful to reconstruct its biography. 
Let us look at a pair of statues of King Sethy II (1202–1198 bc) from the Temple of 
Amun, one of the chief gods of Egypt, at Karnak—probably one of the most revealing 
examples. What interests us here is not so much who the statues depicted or what they 
were supposed to mean, but what role they played and how they were acted upon. Until 
the early eighteenth century ad, these two statues were still standing on their bases in 



Biographies of Statues 11

front of Sethy II’s Temple of Millions of Years in the first courtyard of Karnak (which 
once was the forecourt of the temple for at least eight centuries, until the building of the 
first pylon in the fourth century bc or maybe even later). Jean-Jacques Rifaud removed 
them in 1818 when he gathered objects for the consul Bernardino Drovetti (plate 1.2a). 
A drawing by the English explorer William John Bankes shows the two statues still in 
their original position (plate 1.2b). The western colossus was sold to the king of Sardinia 
and duke of Savoy Carlo Felice and arrived at great cost and effort in the Piedmontese 
capital, Turin, after a stop in Livorno, as recorded by an inscription on the base of the 
statue itself (plate 1.2c–e). A cannon carriage was used to transport the stone colossus 
on probably unsuitable roads, to reach Turin in 1824.12 It first adorned the courtyard of 
the Collegio dei Nobili, which became the Regio Museo, but Jean-François Champollion 
pressured the museum director to have the six-tonne statue moved inside the museum 
since it was getting damaged “due to the snow.” This source of natural alteration—which 
we would perhaps not immediately consider for an Egyptian artifact—is therefore to 
be taken into account for possible traces of damage on the statue. The statue was then 
moved into the Gallery of Kings, where it still stands today. Drovetti sold the colossus’s 
twin to Charles X of France together with the collection of antiquities that became the 
heart of the Louvre’s Egyptian collection. 

Plate 1.2a: Façade of Sethy II’s temple in the first courtyard of Karnak. The two colossi of Turin and 
Paris have been replaced virtually on their original bases in the photograph. 
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Both statues, which apparently remained at least partly visible during their whole 
“lives,” emerged from the debris of stone and mud bricks in the temple at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century showing a series of alterations on their surface.

Both had had the edges of their bases heavily scratched, apparently repeatedly but 
with no intention of erasing any particular hieroglyphic sign (plate 1.2f–g). When the 
statues still stood on their bases in front of Sethy II’s temple, the scratched areas would 
have been at the maximum height reachable by the faithful. These marks are probably 
to be compared with the innumerable cupules visible on sandstone monuments in Egypt, 
which at Karnak are particularly present on the front part of the temple as well as on the 
outer walls. The French term cupules refers to elongated vertical cavities, usually about 
20–40 centimeters high, which cover some parts of temple walls and sometimes also 
columns or certain statues. As we will see, such marks seem to bear witness to magical 
or popular ritual practices that would have probably continued through all of Egyptian 
history until recent times.13

Plate 1.2b: View of the triple shrine of Sethy II, with its colossi. Drawing by W. J. Bankes made during a 
trip in Egypt (1818), now in the Dorset History Centre. 408 × 299 mm. We owe the rediscovery of this 
document to Daniele Salvoldi. (Reproduced by courtesy of the National Trust)
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Plate 1.2c–e: Front and side views of the colossus, now 
in Museo Egizio, Turin (Cat. 1383), as well as a detail of 
the base with the inscriptions of 1818 and 1819. Quartz-
ite. H. 516 cm. (Photographs by P. and N. Dell’Aquila © 
Museo Egizio)

On the walls of Sethy II’s chapel, a myriad of cupules mark the stone on the second row 
of blocks—that is, at human height—all around the eastern part of the building as well as 
its rear part, under the figures of the king in the act of making offerings to the gods. A niche 
was later cut, set up into the rear wall of the temple, probably to host a sacred figure for 
worship by those who did not have access to the inner part of the temple (plate 1.2h).14 
The two horizontal thick cuts are the traces of the fixing of a wooden structure, proba-
bly a sort of naos attached to the wall. This addition—which we may propose as dating 
from the Graeco-Roman period, based on comparison with similar installations in other 
Egyptian temples15—would have covered some of the cupules, which would indicate that 
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Plate 1.2f–g: Detail of the base of both colossi (plate 1.2f: Turin, Cat. 1383; plate 1.2g: Paris, Louvre A 
24), with eroded edges—probably the result of a repeated action of scratching of the stone. 

Plate 1.2h: Rear part of 
Sethy II’s shrine. A niche 
was dug in the wall at 
the back of the temple 
towards the end of the 
first millennium bc. It was 
protected by a closing 
system, perhaps made of 
wood, inserted in the two 
deep horizontal grooves, 
which seem to intersect 
with some of the cupules. 
Consequently, some cu-
pules must have ended up 
inside this small “sanctu-
ary” built into the wall. 
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the practice of scratching the stone was carried out during the first millennium bc, perhaps 
over a long period of time, before the rear “naos” was added. This only confirms the sacred 
aura attached to the outer walls of the temple, which were possibly the object of a more 
popular piety, while the inner part was reserved for a small number of selected priests. Let 
us not forget that the courtyard of the first pylon, which today surrounds the sanctuary of 
Sethy II, remained the parvis or forecourt of the Great Temple of Amun for a millennium 
and was the venue for those members of the public who were present for the launching of 
the ceremonial processions of the god. It was therefore a privileged place for the faithful, 
where they would gather on religious occasions, likely to trigger their religious emotion 
and thus manifest it through practices leaving physical traces.

On the front part of the Turin statue’s base, a cavity with a rectangular outline has 
been carved into the stone, cutting through the inscription—but with no intention of 
hiding the identity of the sovereign (plate 1.2f). The base of its counterpart in the Louvre 
is still intact in that area. This deep hole is clearly not intended to make the hieroglyphs 
illegible, but more likely had a practical purpose. Hourig Sourouzian suggested that this 
hole might have been drilled during the transportation of the statue in the nineteenth 
century.16 It is indeed a possibility, although similar holes can be found on the outer walls 
of the eastern part of the same temple of Sethy II, at exactly the same height as the stat-
ue’s base when it was in its original location. While these holes can hardly be dated with 
precision, they probably come from a time when this part of the Karnak complex was 
under urban reoccupation in late Antiquity or during the Middle Ages, with dwellings 
or other buildings made of mud brick and vegetal materials leaning against the old stone 
edifices of the Karnak complex. Rectangular cavities were probably cut into the strong 
walls in order to insert beams, perhaps for different stories within a house. A number of 
similar cavities can be seen on other walls in the surrounding area at Karnak, as well as 
over the door of the same small temple of Sethy II itself, above the lintel of the central 
chapel.17 While the above damage—the cupules and the rectangular cavities—were made 
with no intention of defacing the monument, the statue also shows significant inten-
tional injuries. Everywhere on both statues—or almost everywhere, because some signs 
escaped the eye of the defacers—the hieroglyph of the god Seth was hammered out, so 
carefully that the outlines of the animal with its high rectangular ears is still recogniz-
able. This can be seen within each cartouche of the king ([Seth]y Merenptah) in various 
locations in the inscriptions on the bases as well as, on the Turin statue, on the back pillar 
and on the standard held by the king, wherein he is called “beloved by [Seth] great of 
strength” (plate 1.2i–k). This is not a memory sanction targeting the ruler, since his iden-
tity is in no way erased. Indeed, his throne name (Userkheperure-Meryamon) was spared 
and allows us to identify him without any difficulty. It is actually aimed at the figure of 
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the god Seth, who, at a specific moment in Egyptian history, became undesirable—on the 
old statue as well as everywhere in the inscriptions engraved on the walls of the small 
temple of Sethy II, before which the two colossi stood. The persecution of the god Seth 
seems to have taken place during the Third Intermediate Period, since his demonization 
is clearly visible from the Twenty-second Dynasty onward.18 The exact reason for this 
persecution of the god, who was very much in favor in the Ramesside period, eludes 
our full understanding. It is true that as early as the New Kingdom he was regarded as 
the enemy brother of Osiris (the Seth-hieroglyph is thus avoided within the cartouche 
of Sethy I in his own tomb and in his temple in Abydos). However, at the same time, 
Seth was also a crucial figure in Egyptian religion as he was a significant defender of the 
sun god during his night crossing against the evil serpent-deity Apophis, who wanted 
never-ending darkness. It has been proposed that Seth was assimilated with the foreign 
invaders and that his proscription in the first millennium bc was the result of a “nation-
alist” reaction to foreign domination,19 but, as Joachim Quack explains, it is still difficult 
to associate any concrete historical event with this radical change in religious practices.20

At the top of each standard was a seated figure of a deity (plate 1.2l–m). On the Turin 
example, Sethy is said to be loved by the god Seth, while on the Louvre one, he is beloved 
of Amun-Ra. In both cases, this seated divine figure was badly smashed—not simply by a 
stone fallen accidentally from the top of the temple, but by a well-aimed series of repeated 
blows intended to damage precisely this part of the hard stone statue. Although the divine 
figures are too damaged to be identified, it is nevertheless likely that both depict the god 
Amun-Ra since the small temple of Sethy II was dedicated to the Theban triad—and pre-
ceded the Great Temple of Amun at Karnak. No proscription of the god Amun is attested 
after the Amarna period. It is thus likely that this defacement is a result of Christian icono-
clastic events in late Antiquity. Although we should not be too quick to attribute damage to 
a statue to this phase of Egyptian history, it is likely that a large part of the Pharaonic reper-
toire of images, either statues or figures on reliefs and painted walls still visible in the fifth to 
seventh centuries, was defaced either to put a brutal end to pagan practices or to convince 
pagans that the figures they worshipped were nothing but stone, wood, or painted plaster.21

Finally, we can observe that the nose and beard of the Louvre colossus, as well as the 
head of its uraeus-snake, have been carefully cut away (plate 1.2n). Why the nose and 
beard of the Turin statue are still intact is more difficult to explain; perhaps this statue, 
placed to the west and therefore closer to the pylon, was already hidden under the rubble 
from the first pylon and its mud-brick ramp when the defacement of the other colossus, 
still free of rubble, took place. The mutilations on the Louvre statue cannot be the result 
of an accident: the mutilated parts are too neatly cut—they even look as if they have 
been sawn off—and those are precisely the body parts of an image that are preferably 
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Plate 1.2i–k: Details of the base and 
standard of the Turin colossus (Cat. 1383), 
above, and the rear of the Louvre colossus 
(A 24). The Seth-hieroglyph was erased 
from the king’s name on the Turin statue’s 
base and standard, while it is preserved on 
the rear pillar of the Louvre statue (plate 
1.2k), either through carelessness of the 
defacer or perhaps because it was difficult 
to access (it is, however, deleted in the 
cartouche on the Turin statue’s rear pillar).
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damaged. As we shall see in other examples, the beard, nose, and uraeus were indeed the 
favorite targets of the “iconoclasts” of the Pharaonic and probably also of the Byzantine 
period. This mutilation was probably intended to “deactivate” the object, to return the 
statue or image to the state of a harmless representation. Such a practice is attested not 
only by representations of victims of a damnatio memoriae (such as Hatshepsut) but also 
by statues or reliefs that were simply intended to be buried in a cache or reused in ma-
sonry and hence supposedly needed to be stripped of their role as performative images.22

This case of the two colossal statues of Sethy II illustrates the multiplicity of marks 
that a statue can bear on its “skin” and the various historical events and cultural practices 
that these marks bear witness to. Some marks reflect (possibly superstitious or more 
vernacular) cult performances (such as the scratching of the base) as well as traces of 
the evolution of beliefs (targeted mutilation of the Seth-hieroglyphs; hammering of the 
divine figures at the top of the standards held by the statue; perhaps also the cutting off 
of the nose, beard, and uraeus on the Louvre colossus) and, finally, of the practical reuse 

Plate 1.2l–m: The seated figure of a deity, at the top of the standard held by the king, was heavily 
hammered on both statues. Plate. 1.2l: Turin, Cat. 1383 (Photograph by P. and N. Dell’Aquila © Museo 
Egizio); plate 1.2m: Louvre A. 24.
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Plate 1.2n: The Louvre 
statue (A. 24) clearly shows 
signs of the cutting off of 
its nose and beard. 
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of the colossus (and of the outer walls of the temple behind it) as a support or retaining 
wall for constructions made of perishable materials.

One of the most illustrative examples of a long life of a statue is probably provided 
by the silicified sandstone colossus of Ramesses II in the collections of the Penn Museum 
in Philadelphia (E. 635; plate 1.3 a–e). Discovered in Herakleopolis Magna among other 
(reused and un-“reused”) statues of Ramesses II, this colossus bears a series of stylistic 
features that allow us to recognize it as a Late Middle Kingdom statue, recarved in order 
to be actualized for Ramesses II’s new temple.23 The temple itself included numerous 
Middle Kingdom architectural elements as well as papyriform columns likely from the 
Old Kingdom.24 This statue shows unusual proportions, with a particularly small face. 
This is most probably due to a deep recarving of the facial features, including the ears 
and probably the whole headcloth’s shape.

Plate 1.3a–e: Seated statue of the late Twelfth Dynasty reused by Ramesses II (Philadelphia, Penn Museum E. 635). 
Quartzite. H. 226 cm. From Herakleopolis Magna. 
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Several other ancient manipulations are visible on the monument’s surface.25 When 
the statue entered the Penn Museum’s collections, the restorers removed some antique 
plaster that had filled natural holes in the stone on the base as well as an ancient “typo-
graphic mistake.” Indeed, on the left side of the throne, above the second cartouche, the 
double sign sa-Ra (son of Ra) was sculpted twice—one example on top of the other, and 
facing opposite directions. The group facing left was clearly an ancient error, which had 
been dissimulated with plaster and was only exposed again three thousand years later.

The beard is lost. In its original form, the statue may not have included one—unless 
it was damaged and replaced by a new one. In any case, in its Ramesside state, the beard 
consisted of a separate piece that was plugged into the cavity carved within the neck and 
chin. A depression in front of the feet, on the base’s upper surface, shows a smoothed, 
almost shiny surface although the edges of the base are not worn. Some rounded holes 
accompany that central depression, which could be compared with the cupules previ-
ously mentioned, and witness the worship of this statue or magical acts performed on it 
at some point of its life.

The cut of the head does not appear on the photographs taken during the discovery;26 
therefore, the head must have been detached some time between its discovery and its 
display—perhaps during the transportation from the site to the museum. However, the 
statue shows some of the more characteristic wounds of most ancient Egyptian images 
that suffered from a ritual mutilation. No tool marks are clearly visible on the breaks, 
probably for the reason that a simple hammer or pounder in hard stone (like dolerite) 
was responsible for breaking the now-missing elements (nose, uraeus’s head, beard, and 
forearms). It is, however, unlikely that only injuries inflicted by time would be the cause 
of the fragmentary state of the statue since the body’s targeted parts are the most mean-
ingful and the most often hacked. We are not dealing with damnatio memoriae, since 
Ramesses II did not suffer from post-mortem hostility. The cartouches containing his 
name are still complete. Possible (but not exclusive) motives may have been the inten-
tion to reuse the statue as construction blocks (since the torso was separated from the 
lower part) or the anti-pagan iconoclasm of the fourth to fifth centuries ad, as we will 
see in the course of this book. In all cases, it seems that it was necessary to deactivate the 
Pharaonic image, considered magic and capable of action, either before it had to serve 
another purpose or because it was reminiscent of a pagan cult. What is certain is that the 
perpetrators were still able to read the meaning of this statue and were aware of which 
parts had to be neutralized in order to “take out” the object’s power.

We can now get to the heart of the subject and explore more closely the different 
phases of a statue’s life in Egypt.


