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The distinctive quality of art from ancient Egypt is undisputable. From hieroglyphic inscriptions to culturally-linked symbols, ancient Egyptian art has its own unique sets of subjects, style, symbolism, and craftsmanship. “Temple God,” a statue that is on display in the Ancient Art Collection of the Rhode Island School of Design Museum, illustrates many of the characteristic elements present in ancient Egyptian art and iconography.
“Temple God,” which dates back to 712-343 BC, is from Egypt’s Late Period—Dynasties Twenty to Thirty. It is a bronze statue that is assumed to represent Horus, a falcon god who is ancient Egypt’s most important avian deity. The dimensions of the statue make it a little bit smaller than life size, giving it a significant, though not overbearing, presence in a room. The size of the sculpture makes moving and viewing the statue manageable. The smaller size of the piece and the bronze material used to make the statue, which was cheaper than precious metals and sturdier than rocks, suggest that it did not serve a decorative purpose. Ancient Egyptians most-likely placed this cult image in a temple as a divine statue. They may have used it in religious rituals and in ceremonies when they needed Horus’s blessing or oracle (Borromeo). Consequently, the functional location of this statue may have been a cult room in a temple or in a tomb.

There may have been several ways through which an ancient Egyptian artisan created “Temple God.” The parts were most-likely joined together from several parts made out of bronze. Early bronze material was arsenical copper, which may usually contain up to four percent arsenic. The arsenic gives the objects’ surfaces a silvery appearance, though this is not seen in “Temple God.” There are several examples of arsenic plating on tin bronze in works from Egypt (ASM and Stefanescu 1988: 15-16). There are several alloying and processing steps in the procedure used by ancient Egyptian metallurgists to synthesize bronze. This system consists of a repeated sequence of subjecting the material to heating and pickling, or treating the material with misy, salt and vinegar. Misy is composed of hydrated ferric sulphates that are mixed with salt in solution to form ferric chloride and sulfuric acid. Alchemy, including these processes, is traditionally known to have originated in Egypt (Jacobson 2000: 61-62).
An element of “Temple God” that conforms with the conventions of ancient Egyptian art is its subject. As a reflection of religion’s importance in ancient Egypt, representations or references to its gods and goddesses are ubiquitous (“Art”). According to ancient Egyptian creation mythology, Horus is the son of two gods—Osiris and Isis (Stokstad 2009: 51-52). An etching on the left side of Horus’s throne in “Temple God” depicts his divine birth. It captures the image of a child, who is presumed to be Horus, emerging from a lotus at dawn in front of the sun god and surrounded by Isis’s outstretched wings (Borromeo).
In the etching on the throne, the goddess Isis is standing on the side and near the edge of the image. Her posture is straight, and her wings are outstretched toward the sun and toward Horus as he is emerging from the lotus leaves. Horus is perched on top of the leaves, and his head just touches the bottom of the sun. This “line” of three objects runs directly down the middle of the etching. Additionally, Horus, the middle object, is vertically in the center, as well. This arrangement suggests that Horus is the most important subject matter in the depiction, especially since ancient Egyptians oriented their figures according to the objects’ relative importance. This methodology of perspective informs or reminds viewers about ancient Egyptian hierarchy while creating organization in the image. As a result, the etching conveys political, religious, and artistic orders.
“Temple God” further depicts the emphasis on order and shows other Egyptian ideals through its form and physical traits. The statue has simplicity, smooth surfaces, definite boundaries, exact shapes, clear-cut lines, and gentle curves. These qualities give the statue an appearance of balance, tidiness, and simplicity. The most intricate details appear in the etching on the side of the throne, and even they are neat and created from clean lines. Although the statue is clear cut, it does not lack in quality or in display of skilled craftsmanship. The lines on Horus’s kilt and wig are even and run parallel to each other; there is fluidity in the body’s forms; the statue displays accurate proportions; and there is remarkable precision in the lines of Horus’s facial features, hands and feet. These qualities reinforce one of the craftsman’s goals of portraying a simple, direct impression of order.
Although the statue has simplicity, it does not lack in the realism known to ancient Egyptians. In fact, the statue displays homeometric regularity, a style in which objects are represented according to observations and how they exist in real life (“Art”). This statue of Horus has proportions that are true to life. Every aspect of the statue, aside from its falcon head, accurately depicts the body of a man. The method that ancient Egyptians used to create this accuracy was to follow a canon of proportions. Through this technique, the Egyptians used the Old Kingdom Standard Grid, which employs a grid system to prescribe size ratios and provide reference lines (Stokstad 2009: 54)
.
The Horus statue exemplifies the ancient Egyptians’ ideals of youth and athleticism (Stokstad 2009: 60). The figure is muscular and nude except for his royal kilt, jewelry, and headdress. The tone, smooth body suggests virility and strength—two characteristics that are essential components of both a god’s image and how a king wishes to be viewed by his subjects and foreigners.
 The sturdiness of the bronze metal used to create “Temple God” adds to the sculpture’s appearance of strength and permanence. In the statue, Horus also displays independence through the spacing between his body and his throne, since his limbs and his back are physically separate from the seating. Consequently, Horus appears to be free from constraints, whether they are physical, on his power, or on his immortality.
The sculpture of Horus also shows the authority and esteemed qualities of the falcon god. His shoulders are squared, and his back is perfectly straight. His feet are firmly planted on the ground; and his hands, one closed and one open, rest on his knees. This upright, proper, and faultless posture gives the figure an appearance of royalty, strength—both physical and moral—openness, venerability, and dignity. Horus’s figure appears to have non-coercive authority with natural ease. The god’s planted feet give a sense of his firm confidence. The clenched position of his right hand may signify his authority as the god of kingship, and his open left palm may suggest his protective role over earth. Horus’s face appears to be void of expression, though it does appear stern, thereby showing his claim on authority. Overall, Horus carries himself in the same manner as how one imagines a dignified, venerable, and proper god should.
The symbolism present in “Temple God” further embraces the conventions of ancient Egyptian art. As the most important falcon god, the king of earth, and a power for good, Horus watches over the interests of ancient Egypt. He is also known as the “Lord of the Sky” and a sun god (Stokstad 2009: 51-52). Fittingly, ancient Egyptians depicted him as a falcon or a falcon-headed man in their art (Stokstad 2009: 52). Horus’s right eye is the sun, his other eye is the moon, his wings create wind, and his breast feathers represent the stars. Horus’s association with kingship causes his representation to appear often in kings’ statues and images. As a full-bodied falcon, he perches on thrones with his wings spread protectively around the kings’ heads (Dunn 2005)
.
Horus’s avian and kingship symbols are seen in “Temple God,” which takes the form of a falcon-headed man sitting on a throne (Stokstad 2009: 51-52). The falcon head depicts that of Horus the god, and the body represents that of a man, who is most likely a king. This hybrid form of Horus and a king shows the closeness to which ancient Egyptians associated the two entities. In fact, there appears to be no separation between Horus—the god of kingship—and the king. To ancient Egyptians, their kings may very well represent gods, in human form, who have come to earth to guide them and protect Egypt on earth.
Another icon of kingship present in this cult image is Horus’s headdress—the crown of Upper and Lower Egypt. This double crown consists of Upper Egypt’s white crown, which is shaped like a bowling pin, and Lower Egypt’s red crown, which has a cradle shape and a protruding spiral. Together, they represent a unified Egypt and serve as another royal symbol (Parsons 2003).

Through these observations of “Temple God,” not only can one see the statue’s forms and features; but also, viewers are able to examine themes, symbols, technology, and style that are ubiquitous to ancient Egyptian art. This cult image possesses many of the traits inherent to most works from ancient Egypt. As a result, audiences have the chance to connect with ancient Egyptian culture by means of careful seeing. 
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� This technique is also discussed in “Art.”


� For reading on the significance of sexual masculinity present in art forms of kings, see Winter 1996: pp. 11-26.


� An example of this can be seen in Stokstad 2009: 59-60.


� Images of each of the two separate crowns and the double crown can be seen in Stokstad 2009: 52 and Parsons 2003.





