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Hand Mirror

New Kingdom, Dynasty 18 (about 1550–1295 BCE)

Ancient Egyptian

Copper alloy; 20 × 10.3 × 2.2 cm (7 7/8 × 4 1/16 × 7/8 in.)

The Art Institute of Chicago, purchased with funds provided by Henry H. Getty and Charles

L. Hutchinson, 1894.725
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This mirror has a nearly circular disk attached to a handle in the form of a papyrus plant. The
graceful curves of the mirror’s handle represent the spreading umbel of the papyrus. Incised
lines above a double band depict the calyx from which the fronds emerge. The copper alloy disk
would have been polished to a highly reflective sheen. Egyptian mirror disks always have a tang
at their bottom that allowed them to be secured to the handle with a rivet. Judging from the
weight of this mirror, both pieces were solid cast.

Mirrors were associated with both men and women, although more frequently with women
because they were symbols of female beauty and eroticism. In tomb reliefs, stelae, and drawings
on papyri and ostraca, a mirror may be shown in a woman’s hand or, more frequently, under her
chair. A woman carrying a mirror is a motif found in Middle Kingdom figurines of offering
bearers and what are believed to be erotic scenes related to Hathor.[1] The link between Hathor,
a goddess of love and sexuality, and mirrors is made very clear from examples with handles that
bear the face of the goddess.[2] The papyrus plant employed for the handle of this and many
other mirrors also has connections with Hathor, who is often shown emerging from a papyrus-
filled marsh. In a relief in the tomb of Mereruka (fig. 1), four youths dance as they hold mirrors
and scepters in their hands. Although the exact symbolism of the scene is unknown, the
hieroglyphic caption mentions Hathor.

Fig. 1

The “Mirror Dance” shown in the tomb
of Mereruka, Dynasty 6, about 2330
BCE. From Sakkara Expedition, The
Mastaba of Mereruka, Part 2: Chamber
A 11–13, Doorjambs and Inscriptions of
Chambers A 1–21, Tomb Chamber, and
Exterior (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1938), pl. 164.

Mirrors are also depicted in other contexts. A scene in the New Kingdom tomb of the official
Kenamun shows the presentation of mirrors and other gifts to the king during the New Year
celebration.[3]A few reliefs from the Third Intermediate and Late Periods portray the dedication
of a mirror to Re-Horakhty, Mut, and other deities. In the Late Period and afterward, a ritual is
shown in which the king offers goddesses two mirrors that represent the sun and the moon.[4] In
the New Kingdom, mirrors were a feature of dream interpretation. Seeing one’s face in a mirror
in a dream was indicated to be a “bad” sign that meant “another wife,” although there is no
elaboration upon this forecast.[5]
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Mirrors were part of funerary furnishings because the image of a disk rising from a papyrus
umbel was an allusion to the rising of the sun each morning, and hence to eternal regeneration.
Indeed, the word for mirror is “ankh,” the same word as “life”; here, the papyrus handle, the
umbel, and the disk imitate the shape of the ankh sign, ⯑. In the Middle Kingdom, mirrors were
wrapped within the bandages of some mummies or placed in coffins with the deceased.[6] They
also were often included among funerary furnishings depicted on First Intermediate and Middle
Kingdom coffins. The value of mirrors is suggested by images of them protected by formfitting
carrying cases or wood cosmetic cases.

Mirrors from as early as the Early Dynastic Period are known to us today, although only the disks
survive. Many examples also come from the Middle Kingdom.[7] Mirrors of the New Kingdom
have a range of handles, including papyriform (as this one) or a simpler, club-like handle.[8]

Some handles incorporate the face of the goddess Hathor or the figure of the god Bes, while
others take the form of a standing, nubile girl.[9] In the Middle and New Kingdoms, handles were
commonly made of metal, ivory, or stone.

Mirrors of the style exemplified here have been assigned a narrow date of Dynasty 18. This one
has the same type of handle, with double lines below the calyx, and approximately the same
shape of disk, as an example excavated from a Dynasty 18 tomb in Thebes, as well as other
examples.[10]
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