
CAT. 85

Amulet of a Leg and Foot

Late Old Kingdom–First Intermediate Period, Dynasty 5–11 (about 2494–2055 BCE)

Ancient Egyptian

Carnelian; 2 × 1 × 0.3 cm (3/4 × 3/8 × 1/8 in.)

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

L. Hutchinson, 1894.896
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Through the principle of substitution, this amulet in the form of a leg and foot was thought to
give the deceased mobility in the afterlife. Religious texts call for the deceased to have the
ability to move freely in and out of the tomb, a reference to the migration of the soul (ba), which
took the form of a human-headed bird.[1] It was believed that the ba spent the night with the
body, but flew out of the tomb at dawn to enjoy the sunlit world. At dusk, it had to return to the
body.

The beveled surface around the perimeter of this amulet and the hole drilled at the top indicate
that it was meant to face right—the normal orientation of hieroglyphs. Hence, the amulet
represents a right leg. The foot is shown with an arch that would not be visible to the viewer on a
naturalistically depicted right foot. As is also typical with the representation of feet, the toes that
should be visible are not depicted (see cats. 1, 7–8 for similar representations of feet), both
standard conventions of Egyptian art into the New Kingdom.[2]

There are examples of a left-facing leg-and-foot amulet paired with a right-facing one, strung
together to form an anklet.[3]

Leg-and-foot amulets, including this example, are usually made of carnelian, a material that was
specially favored for amulets in the Old and Middle Kingdoms.
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For more on amulets, see About Amulets.

Reverend Chauncey Murch (1859–1907), Luxor, Egypt; sold to the Art Institute of Chicago,
1894.

Thomas George Allen, A Handbook of the Egyptian Collection (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1923), 123.
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