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This statuette represents Osiris, the god of the dead. He is immediately recognizable by the
mummy wrappings that envelop his body, exposing only his head and hands; his tall crown with
uraeus; the long, curved, plaited false beard; and the crook and flail.['] Although these elements

are associated with Osiris there are many variations in the representation of the god.

Here, he wears the plumed atef crown with horizontal horns. A uraeus sits on his brow. The
body of the serpent is shown as a loop behind the hood and rises as an undulating line up the
middle of the crown. The god’s broad collar is beautifully detailed, and a tassel-shaped
counterpoise for the collar is shown between his shoulders. His wide bracelets are detailed with
incised lines. He holds a flail with its three tails of beads in his right hand and a crook in his
left.[2] The crook is detailed with horizontal lines. It has a long handle that extends at an angle
below the god’s fist. Although of uncertain symbolism, this type of crook appears, with very few
exceptions, only when the god’s hands are positioned right above left.[3]
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The Chicago statuette is an example of one of the most common versions of Osiris in copper
alloy, characterized by the shroud, the hands positioned right above the left, and the long, bent
handle of the crook. Such figures may wear the White Crown or the atef crown, with or without
horns.[4] This style of figurine appeared in the Third Intermediate Period and continued through
the Late Period.[5] In this case, the statuette stands on a rectangular base. A tang on the

underside allowed it to be attached to a larger base which is now lost.

Use of Osiris Figurines in Cult Devotions

Countless numbers of figurines of Osiris in bronze/copper alloy, stone, wood, baked and
unbaked clay, and other materials were produced during the first millennium BCE because the
worship of the god involved the deposition of figures of him in cult places. The &Ayn Manawir
cache in Kharga Oasis contained 370 figurines of Osiris; the Sacred Animal Necropolis at
Saqgqara yielded 486 Osiris figurines; and at Medinet Habu in Western Thebes, a hole in the
ground near the Eastern High Gate, dubbed the “Osiris Grave” by the excavator, and another

nearby deposit, held more than two hundred statues, almost all of which represent Osiris.[6]

Osiris in Egyptian Religion

Although Osiris is not attested until Dynasty 5, thereafter he became central to Egyptian
theology because of his association with the most fundamental aspect of Egyptian

theology—the idea of life after death. Osiris was closely tied to nature and its cyclical rebirth,
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expressed by the daily rising and setting of the sun, the waxing and waning of the moon, and the
agricultural cycles of sowing, growing, and harvesting. The relationship of Osiris to agriculture is
further expressed by images of the god shown with a green face, since green is the color of
plants and regeneration. Trays in the form of the god’s silhouette—called “Osiris Beds” by
modern scholars—were filled with earth and grain and left in tombs to germinate, thereby
producing visible evidence of the god’s power of regeneration after death.[7] In a similar
concept, small mummiform figures in the shape of Osiris were made of soil mixed with grain.
These “corn mummies” were deposited in temples during the annual festival of Khoiak that
honored the god.[8] Some of these small figurines were stored in wood statues of Osiris that

were placed in private tombs (see cat. 36).

The life story of Osiris is recorded in a complex web of myths. The primary tale, most fully
preserved in Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride written some 2,500 years after the appearance of the
god, says that Osiris was murdered by his evil brother Seth. The myth has many colorful
variations, but they all culminate in Seth dismembering Osiris and scattering the pieces of his
body throughout Egypt. Osiris’s faithful wife and sister Isis gathered the pieces of his body and
bound them in linen wrappings, thereby creating the prototype fora mummy. Then in an act of
magic, Isis stimulated Osiris to impregnate her. She later gave birth to their son Horus, the

original proof that from death may come renewed life.

The Osiris myth also underlies the conception of the state. According to Egyptian beliefs, Osiris
was the first king of Egypt. He was succeeded by his son Horus. Every king after Horus was
considered to be the “Horus on Earth,” and the former king was identified with Osiris. Following
this pattern, the kings of Egypt were regarded as an unbroken line of father and son, each Osiris
followed by his son Horus, whether the kings were biologically related or not.

For more on copper alloy statuettes, see About Copper Alloy Statuettes.
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NOTES

1. The crook and flail were originally scepters of the archaic god Andjety of Busiris in the central
Delta. The crook is thought to be that of a shepherd and the flail a tool for collecting aromatic
gum from plants. In Dynasty 5, with the appearance of the cult of Osiris, Andjety’s iconography
was adopted by the new god. See William C. Hayes, The Scepter of Egypt: A Background for the
Study of the Egyptian Antiquities in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, pt. 1, From the Earliest Times
to the End of the Middle Kingdom (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1953), 286-87.

These two scepters are carried by Osiris and by the king.

2. Although most examples show the crook in the god’s left hand, resting on or near his left
shoulder, in some it is in his right hand, resting on his right shoulder. For examples, see Katja
WeiB, Agyptische Tier und Gétterbronzen aus Unterdgypten: Untersuchungen zu Typus,
lkonographie und Funktion sowie der Bedeutung innerhalb der Kulturkontakte zu Griechenland
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2012), pl. 22, nos. 402, 413, 415, 417.

3. For exceptions, see Sue Davies and H. S. Smith, The Sacred Animal Necropolis at North Saqqara:
The Falcon Complex and Catacomb; The Archaeological Report (London: Egypt Exploration
Society, 2005), pls. 51b, 52b. Regine Schulz and Matthias Seidel suggested that the crook with
the long handle is carried by Osiris, while the short-handled (royal) crook is carried by the king.
See Regine Schulz and Matthias Seidel, Egyptian Art in the Walters Art Museum, with
contributions by Betsy Bryan and Christianne Henry (Baltimore: Walters Art Museum, 2009),
128, no. 5.

4. WeiB, Agyptische Tier- und Gétterbronzen, 167-68, Type 78;172-73, Type 82;177-78, Type
86.

5. Examples excavated at Medinet Habu probably date to the late Third Intermediate and Saite

Periods.

6. On ®Ayn Manawir, see Marsha Hill, ed., Gifts for the Gods: Images from Egyptian Temples, with
Deborah Schorsch, exh. cat. (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007), 168. At Saqqara,

there were 486 Osiris statues out of a total of more than 1,800 bronzes excavated between
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1964 and 1976. On Saqqara, see Hill, Gifts for the Gods, 178. At Medinet Habu, the
subterranean caches may have symbolized the underground realm of the god, specifically the
Mound of Djeme (an area in the temple precinct that was considered to be the birthplace of
the gods). Coulon documents that in his cult at Medinet Habu, Osiris bore the epithet Who
Resides in the Mound of Djeme (the ancient name for Medinet Habu). See Laurent Coulon,
“Les statues d’Osiris en pierre provenant de la Cachette de Karnak et leur contribution a
I'étude des cultes et des formes locales du dieu,” in La cachette de Karnak: Nouvelles perspectives
sur les découvertes de Georges Legrain, ed. Laurent Coulon (Cairo: Institut Francais d’Archéologie
Orientale, 2016), 528. The deposition of Osiris statues at Medinet Habu was also an element
in the celebration of the Decade Festival that celebrated the rebirth of the gods. On this
festival, see Kathlyn M. Cooney, “The Edifice of Taharga in the Sacred Lake: Ritual Function
and the Role of the King,” Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 37 (2000): 27, 29,
34-37; Marianne Doresse, “Le dieu voilé dans sa chasse et la féte du début de la décade,”
Revue d’égyptologie 31 (1979): 36-65.

7. On the Osiris Beds, see Maarten J. Raven, “Corn-Mummies,” Oudheidkundige Mededelingen uit
het Rijksmuseum van Oudheden te Leiden 63 (1982): 12-16; Emily Teeter, Religion and Ritual in
Ancient Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 58-66.

8.  On the corn mummies, see Raven, “Corn-Mummies,” 7-12, 16-38.
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