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CAT. 110
Portrait of a Man Wearing a Wreath

Roman Period, early–mid-2nd century
Ancient Egyptian
Probably the Fayum, Egypt
Lime (linden) wood, beeswax, pigments, gold, textile, and natural resin; 39.4
× 22 × 0.2 cm (15 9/16 × 8 11/16 × 1/8 in.)
The Art Institute of Chicago, gift of Emily Crane Chadbourne, 1922.4798
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CAT. 111
Portrait of a Man Wearing a Laurel Wreath

Roman Period, early–mid-2nd century
Ancient Egyptian
Probably the Fayum, Egypt
Lime (linden) wood, beeswax, pigments, gold, textile, and natural resin; 41.9
× 24.1 × 0.2 cm (16 1/2 × 9 1/2 × 1/8 in.)
The Art Institute of Chicago, gift of Emily Crane Chadbourne, 1922.4799

Starting in the latter half of the first millennium BCE, a number of
circumstances gave rise to a multicultural Egyptian population, including: the
immigration of traders and soldiers to Egypt, centuries of administration
under the Greek-speaking Ptolemaic kings, and the eventual annexation of the
state into the Roman Empire. These striking portraits depicting men crowned
with golden wreaths both reflect Egypt’s cosmopolitan nature during the first
centuries CE and attest to the endurance of native Egyptian beliefs and
practices during that period. Funerary portraits painted onto linen shrouds or
thin panels of wood (as with these examples) were created utilizing Greek and
Roman artistic techniques and styles that were rooted in individualized,
naturalist portraiture. Laid over the faces of mummified individuals and
secured with strips of linen, the painted portraits continued the already
millennia-old Egyptian tradition of protecting the deceased’s face with a
funerary mask or other covering (compare cats. 107–9), and were one of
several approaches to presenting the faces of the departed in Roman-period
Egypt.[1]

As with earlier funerary masks, these painted funerary portraits played an
essential role in the deceased’s transfiguration into an enduring semidivine
being after death. The portraits themselves were just one component of the
so-called portrait mummies, of which there were three styles: rhombic
wrapped mummies (see fig. 1), which layered linen wrappings to create
intricate patterns along the length of the body; red-shroud mummies (see fig.
2), which enveloped the deceased in a decorated red-pigmented shroud; and
stucco mummies, which usually featured a portrait painted directly onto the
shroud, decorated with sculptural elements.[2] As part of a pared-down burial
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assemblage that no longer included the funerary figurines, coffins, or even
individualized tomb chapels of earlier periods, the mummified person became
the particular focus of funerary rituals. Gazing out from the intricately
arranged mummy wrappings, the portraits enabled their owners to present
their identities one final time, and served as an interface between the
deceased and those commemorating them through funerary rites, which
included burial, often in group tombs or catacombs.[3]
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Fig. 1
Mummy with an inserted panel portrait of a youth, Roman Period, 80–100 CE.
Ancient Egyptian, from Hawara. Human remains wrapped with linen and
mummification material; panel portrait: encaustic on limewood; 169 × 45 cm
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(66 9/16 × 17 11/16 in.). Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 11.139.

Fig. 2
Red-shroud human mummy, Roman Period, 100–150 CE. Ancient Egyptian,
from El Hiba. Human mummy, cartonnage, mummy portrait; 162 × 34 cm (63
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13/16 × 13 7/16 in.). Fitzwilliam Museum, Gift of the Egypt Exploration Fund,
E.63.1903.

Western audiences were introduced to this unique class of object from
Roman-Period Egypt starting in the late 1880s, when Viennese art dealer
Theodor Graf toured a large collection of painted funerary portraits in Europe
and the United States.[4] The portraits in his collection came from er-Rubiyat,
a necropolis of ancient Philadelphia in the Fayum, the region to the west of
the Nile in northern Egypt that surrounds Lake Moeris. Around this time, the
British archaeologist Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie’s excavations at the
site of Hawara in the Fayum were unearthing large quantities of portrait
mummies in various states of preservation.[5] These early discoveries led the
portraits to be closely associated with the region, so much so that they came
to be known as “Fayum portraits.”[6] This term is anachronistic, since
subsequent discoveries have revealed that the use of painted funerary
portraits during this period was geographically widespread, with examples
attested from the Mediterranean coast all the way to Aswan at Egypt’s
southern border. Their modern popularity as art objects resulted in the vast
majority being removed from the mummified individuals to whom they were
once attached.

Today more than one thousand painted funerary portraits depicting men,
women, and children are known from Egypt.[7] Despite these large numbers,
such portraits were actually quite rare in their time. In his excavations at
Hawara, Petrie estimated that for every hundred mummified individuals
prepared for burial during this period, only one or two incorporated painted
panel portraits.[8] The portraits’ subjects wear elaborate jewelry and display
other trappings of wealth. Although it remains unclear whether such
accoutrements reflect these individuals’ lived experiences or merely express
the elevated state they aspired to in the afterlife, their presence suggests that
only the most elite members of society could afford these painted funerary
portraits. Careful observation of hairstyles can aid in dating the portraits
within the period that they were produced, which lasted from the first to mid-
third centuries CE. Using such criteria (notably the presence of beards),
these two portraits have been dated to the middle of this range, in the first
part of the second century CE.[9] As is true for most panel portraits, the
identities of these two men are not known.
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Portrait of a Man Wearing a Wreath (Cat. 110)

One portrait presents a slightly less than life-size image of the upper torso
and face of a man. As is customary for funerary portraits of this type, the
unnamed man is posed with his wide-eyed face turned toward the viewer
while his left shoulder is angled away. A short beard and moustache
accentuate his pointed face, its lifelike complexion rendered with mixtures of
a lead-based white, red and yellow iron oxides, jarosite (a yellow-colored
mineral), and Egyptian blue, with the latter observed above the upper lip, in
the area between the eyes and, in smaller concentration, on the neck (fig.
3).[10] The tunic is adorned by a vertical stripe (Latin clavus), visible on the
proper right shoulder. The presence of both madder lake and Egyptian blue
pigments suggests that the band was originally purple, possibly intended to
imitate the more expensive shellfish purple.[11] Six squares of gold leaf
accentuate the neckline of his garments, and, as has been previously
suggested, may have continued, forming a frame around the portrait when
the wrappings were still intact.[12]

His head of curly dark hair is crowned with a delicate wreath added in gold,
with heart-shaped leaves hanging from the vine-like thin gold band.[13]

Corcoran has suggested that the flora depicted here might be convolvulus
(bindweed), a plant that the Egyptians favored because of its heliotropic
nature; just as its flowers follow the sun throughout the course of the day,
Egyptians planned to join the sun god on his cyclical journey of rebirth after
death.[14] This rare foliage wreath differs from the gilded laurel crowns that
adorn the subjects of many funerary portraits, including the man represented
on cat. 111.[15] Unlike the elements of costume that reflect daily life, the
gilded wreaths that appear on a small subset of funerary portraits seem to
underscore their funerary function.[16] Their precise meaning, however,
remains ambiguous and was likely intentionally layered, reflecting the
multicultural backgrounds of many Egyptians at this time. Within the
Egyptian context, such wreaths evoke Spells 19 and 20 of the Book of the
Dead, which are the spells for the wreaths of justification that symbolize a
favorable verdict in the deceased’s final judgment before the tribunal of
gods.[17] Various vegetal wreaths also held significance in Greek and Roman
cultures. While wreaths of laurel were emblems of victory, ivy wreaths could
be attributes of Dionysos, who was a Greek counterpart to the Egyptian god
of the underworld, Osiris.[18]

8

https://www.artic.edu/digital-publications/42/ancient-egyptian-art-at-the-art-institute-of-chicago/194/glossary
https://www.artic.edu/digital-publications/42/ancient-egyptian-art-at-the-art-institute-of-chicago/194/glossary
https://www.artic.edu/digital-publications/42/ancient-egyptian-art-at-the-art-institute-of-chicago/194/glossary


Fig. 3
Visible-induced luminescence image of cat. 110 showing the use of Egyptian
blue in the shaded areas of his garments, as well as on portions of the face and
neck.

The painting was executed in a wax-based medium on a thin board of
European lime (linden) wood that has been trimmed at the top to match the
overall shape of the mummified body to which it was once attached.[19]

Overlapping pieces of straight-sided gold leaf around the figure create a
gleaming background, further underscoring the otherworldly nature of the
portrait.[20] Resin and mummy wrappings still adhere to the surface of the
wood panel.[21]
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Portrait of a Man Wearing a Laurel Wreath (Cat. 111)

The other portrait depicts a young man with a fuller face, his large brown
eyes gazing out toward the viewer. His pose is the same as that of the man
depicted on cat. 110, with his shoulders at three-quarter view and his face
shown frontally, a departure from traditional approaches to representing the
human form in two-dimensional Egyptian art, where the face (but not the
eyes) is shown in profile. The skin tones of this portrait were executed using
varying combinations of a lead-based white, red and yellow iron oxides, and
Egyptian blue, the latter of which was extensively used across the face (fig.
4).[22] A white mantle, painted with a lead-based white, drapes over his left
shoulder, covering a tunic that is decorated with a vertical dark purple
clavus.[23] Although clavi were markers of senatorial or equestrian rank in
Rome, in Roman Egypt these decorative elements, which were woven into the
fabric, did not hold such connotations.[24] A laurel wreath made up of
rhomboidal leaves of gold rests upon his head of thick curly hair. Gilding,
likely added after the portrait had been affixed to the mummified body of its
owner, embellishes the painting’s background.[25]
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Fig. 4
Visible-induced luminescence image of cat. 111 showing the use of Egyptian
blue in the skin tones.

As with the other example (cat. 110), this portrait of an unknown man was
painted with a wax-based medium onto a thin European lime (linden) board
that is squared at the bottom but trimmed to a roughly rounded shape at the
top.[26] Textile and resin still adhering to the surface confirm that the portrait
was once incorporated into mummy wrappings, preserving an echo of its
intended function.
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