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A Group of Unique Statues Discovered at Giza 

II. An Unfinished Reserve Head and a Statuette of an Overseer 

By ZAHI HAWASS 

(Plates 33-35) 

1. T h e u n f i n i s h e d r e s e r v e h e a d ( P 1 . 3 4 a - c ) : 
This unfinished limestone head was discovered in the cemetery of the workers and their over­

seers above one of the poor graves west of the tomb no. 1901 (see Fig. 1, in my preceding article).1 

It was found discarded between the tombs and was not associated with any artifacts or even a 
burial. The head may have been made by an artist buried in the cemetery. 

The head represents a man with close-cropped hair. The style is similar to the reserve heads of 
Merytyetes and Sneferu-Seneb of Dynasty 4.2 The hairline is marked by a straight line along the 
forehead, typical of Dynasty 4 statues and wall reliefs, as in the reliefs of Khufu-Khaf.3 As shown 
in PI. 34 b, the profile of the head is identical to those of Dynasty 4. The straight nose was broken 
when found. The eyes were carefully finished but are damaged. The ears are slightly chipped. The 
cheek-bones are high. The mouth is beautifully rendered with a slight smile reminiscent of that of 
Sneferu-Seneb.4 The neck is short and broken. A hole up the middle may indicate an unsuccessful 
attempt to repair the head, which was then discarded between the tombs. 

Material: fine white limestone 
Dimensions: 
Height of head: 12 cm 
Height of face: 7.5 cm 
Height of each ear: 3.5 cm 
Height of the neck: 4 cm 
Diameter of the neck, below: 8 cm 
Diameter of the hole in the neck: 1 cm 

In all, 37 reserve heads are known.5 All except a few have broken ears. On this example, the 
ears are largely intact with some chipping. The absence of ears on reserve heads has led some 
scholars to claim that they were deliberately removed; others believe that the damage to the ears is 
due to the rough handling of the heads by robbers. It seems that the first reason is more likely than 
the second one. 

1 For more details see Z. HAWASS, The Workmen's Com- 3 Ibid., fig. 106. 
munity at Giza (forthcoming in: M. BIETAK (Hg.), Zeit- 4 Ibid., fig. 104. 
schrift fiir agyptische Archaologie und deren Nachbar- 5 This number includes 5 heads in private collections 
gebiete). and the head which is the subject of this paper. 

2 W. S. SMITH, The Art and Architecture of Ancient 

Egypt, revised by W. K. SIMPSON, Harmondsworth 
1981, figs. 103-104. 
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These heads were supposedly placed at the entrance of the burial chamber.6 They were pre­
sumably used as substitutes for the mummy or the statue of the deceased,7 representing him after 
mummification in the realistic style of the Old Kingdom.8 

This head bears a strong resemblance to the wall-relief portraits of Dynasty 4, its face being 
modeled without any unnecessary features. It is similar in its realism to all the known reserve 
heads with deeply-cut eyes, eyebrows rendered in low relief, a straight nose and a slightly smiling 
mouth. However, this example has complete ears and a hole in the neck, neither of which are usual 
features of reserve heads. But its style is characteristic of reserve heads, and it seems to have been 
unfinished and left over from the workshop; if it had been used, then the ears would have been 
deliberately broken. 

Date: 
There are several reasons for dating this head to the reign of Khufu. The closely cropped hair 

is similar to that of the seated statue of Hemiunu of Dynasty 4 and also of the reserve head of Mery-
tyetes, as well as the wall relief of Khufu-Khaf.9 The modeling of the nose, eyes and eyebrows is 
typical of the style of the reign of Khufu and the school of the first part of Dynasty 4. The model­
ing of the lips and the smile is also similar to that of the head of Sneferu-Seneb of Dynasty 4.10 

All the tombs in this cemetery date to the period between the reign of Khufu and the end of 
Dynasty 5. This head was not found in a tomb, so we cannot use artifacts or the tomb style as evi­
dence of dating. However, the artistic style of the reserve heads and the portraits on the wall reliefs 
of Khufu's reign are good evidence to date this head to Dynasty 4 and in particular to the reign of 
Khufu. The artist modeled this head for one of the officials of Khufu, using the fine, white lime­
stone characteristic of reserve heads. However, he made many mistakes which he could not cor­
rect, and so he or others disposed of the head in the cemetery. 

2 . A b e a u t i f u l s t a t u e t t e of an o v e r s e e r ( P 1 . 3 5 a - d ) : 
This statuette was found in front of a false-door niche in tomb no. G.S.E. 1914 in the cemetery 

of the workmen and their overseers. The statuette was found exactly as shown in the photograph 
(Fig. 1 and PI. 35 a). 

The tomb is located on the northwest side of the site and to the west of the tombs nos. 1902-
1904. It was built mainly of mudbricks, except for the eastern wall which was constructed of 
chunks of limestone, basalt and granite. The outer surface of the tomb wall was completely 
covered with white plaster, remains of which are still visible. 

The tomb is not connected with any other tombs in the cemetery. It contains two main burial 
shafts. Other shafts were added on the east and west sides, perhaps for the deceased's relatives; 
they were numbered A - H . On the west side of the tomb, a rectangular building lay in the middle 
of an open court. It may represent the primeval mound, surrounded by walls, similar in style to the 
tombs of Dynasties 1 and 2 ." This shape also occurs in tomb no. 1906 in this cemetery. 

6 W. S. SMITH, HESPOK, pp. 23-29. 
7 M. SALEH and H. SOUROUZIAN, Official Catalogue, 

The Egyptian Museum Cairo, Mainz 1987, No. 22; for 
more details, see for comparison, REISNER, Giza 1, pis. 
22, 34-56; C. VANDERSLEYEN, «Ersatzkopf», in: LA II, 
pp. 11-14; A. KELLEY, «Reserve heads», a review of 
the evidence for their placement and function in the 
Old Kingdom, NSSEA 5.1, 1974, pp. 6-12; N . B. M I L ­
LET, in Essays in Honor of Dows DUNHAM, Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston 1981, pp. 129-131. 

8 M. SALEH and H. SOUROUZIAN, Catalogue, No . 32; Z. 

HAWASS, A burial with an unusual plaster mask in 
the Western Cemetery of Khufu's Pyramid, in: Fol­
lowers of Horus, Studies dedicated to M. A. HOFFMAN, 
1992, pp. 327-336. 

9 SMITH, Art and Architecture, figs. 101, 103, 106. 
10 Ibid., fig. 104. 
11 cf. W. B. EMERY, Great Tombs of the First Dynasty, I, 

II, III, Cairo, London, 1949, 1954, 1958; W. M. F. P E -
TRIE, The Royal Tombs of the First Dynasties I, Lon­
don 1900. 
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The entrance of the tomb is located on the north side and opens into a short passage, about 
60 cm wide, leading to an open court. The eastern wall of the passage was built of chunks of lime­
stone and granite with mud mortar. To the left of the entrance, a shaft was found containing pot­
tery, including whole jars as well as sherds. The passage leads to a court on the west side of which 
were found false-door niches with remains of white plaster on them. The statuette was found 
beside the third niche from the south with the face looking towards the east (Pi. 35 a). 

The statuette wears a flaring wig, which shows traces of black colour. A central parting divides 
the wig which is short at the sides and longer in the back, reaching the back of the neck (Pi. 35 b). 
The colour is best preserved on the right side. The facial features are clear with a wide forehead and 
overhanging brow. Both the upper and lower lids of the eyes are carefully carved and the iris of the 
eye is coloured black on the outer part and brown inside. The right eye is wider than the left one. 
The left cheek bone is flatter and smaller than the right one, perhaps a mistake made by the artist 
due to the presence of the wig.12 The nose is straight. The statuette has a thin straight moustache. 
The mouth is wide and the upper lip is thicker than the lower one with the vermilion lines sharply 
defined. 

The shoulders are wide, with the left shoulder smaller than the right one. The hands are hold­
ing either a rolled object or a piece of linen or leopard skin. The hands are not modeled, but the 
nails are indicated. The left shoulder and the arm are not well defined. The artist did not show the 
line that separates the arm and the body. The left arm has traces of black and yellow paint. 

The statuette wears a wsh collar around its short neck. Although the wsh is supposed to be 
colored white, yellow and black to represent its precious stones, only two black lines are shown 
here, and the collar is not depicted around the back of the neck (PI. 35 b). A pendant, probably an 
ib sign, or, less likely, a pottery vessel or a scarab, also hangs around the neck, reaching almost to 
the breast. All the colour on this part except black has been lost. 

The chest and the stomach were carefully modeled, showing all the anatomical features of 
these areas. The short kilt is held up by a belt which ties in front. The skirt becomes wider at the 
lower part to give the legs more freedom of movement. The left leg, which is advanced, is longer 
and thinner than the right leg, a realistic attempt to depict a standing position. The space between 
the two legs was colored black. The fine toes on the feet are clearly shown. 

The base of the statuette is black and is damaged on the left side. A back pillar reaching almost 
to the shoulder and also painted black supports the statuette (PI. 35 c-d). 

Most of the statuette was colored black. There are also traces of dark red and yellow paint. 

Material: white fine limestone 
Dimensions: 
Total height of the statuette: 20.6 cm 
Length of the back pillar: 15.9 cm 
Length of the wig at the back: 3.9 cm 
Length of the left arm: 8.3 cm 
Length of the right arm: 8.5 cm 
Width of the wsh: 2.9 cm 
Length of the left leg: 6 cm 
Length of the right leg: 5.6 cm 
Length of the base: 8.4 cm 

12 This statuette was stolen during an important visit to was taken out of the country to Germany. The statu-
the site on January 19, 1993. In January 1994 the secu- ette has not yet been returned to Egypt, 
rity police of the airport announced that the statuette 
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This statuette is a superb example of Old Kingdom sculpture. The realistic details of the mod­
eling of the body present an idealized image of an overseer. The high quality of carving and the real­
ism in a statuette of this size make it unique. Most Old Kingdom statues are large, and we have 
very few statuettes, the best known of which are the ivory statuette of Khufu and that of 
Menkaura.13 This one is unique in that it does not belong to an official or to royalty. 

The realistic details on a sculpture of this size are impressive and so well preserved, it is as 
though they had been carved yesterday. The facial features, especially the careful modeling around 
the eyes and the natural smile, show a freshness which is unique for this period. The face is 
depicted as old, rather than as the usual youthful ideal. The depiction of a moustache is rare in the 
Old Kingdom.14 All the statues found in this cemetery have moustaches although the only prince 
who sported one was Rahotep.15 

The artist demonstrated his skill in portraying the action of walking. In the model the left leg 
shows the bones and muscles in a realistic way. 

Date: 
The most important evidence for dating this statuette is the wsh collar and the pendant. The 

polychrome collar is known from Dynasty 4, as in the statue of Nofret and others.16 The word for 
this necklace, wsh, is known only from the Middle Kingdom and means simply «broad» or 
«wide».17 During the Old Kingdom, the wsh had two functions. It could be used as an ornament 
for daily use by the royalty as well as by commoners, or it could be used as a funerary ornament, 
and was connected to one of the rituals associated with the Opening of the Mouth ceremony.18 

There is an example where it was used both as an ornament and also as a funerary object on a 
mummy.19 It is also included in the Offering List and the sacred oils.20 In the Pyramid Texts, the 
wsh represents the universal god Atum, who stands at the top of the primeval mound and gives the 
dead his soul and life.21 This shows that the wsh may serve to give life to the deceased and also pro­
tect him from any evil.22 

The pendant at the end of the necklace is more likely to be an ib sign than anything else. The 
function of the ib sign is more clearly defined in the New Kingdom than at any other period. 
When the heart is used as a pendant, it means that the deceased is innocent and he can enter the 
nether world as Osiris; he becomes m3c h.rw.2} In chapter 30 of the Book of the Dead, the use of the 
ib means that it gives the deceased a true heart allowing him to live forever. So the heart-pendant 
here replaces the original heart; it is a tool to help the deceased to live in the afterlife and for declare 
his innocence. Also the use of the ib sign may suggest a reward from the king to the deceased. 
Sometimes there were two ib signs represented together, one made of gold and the other from 
silver.24 

The ib sign on this statuette could be an early representation of a gift from the king to the over­
seer of the workmen for some outstanding job. It also functions as a replacement for the true heart. 

The ib pendant in the Old Kingdom dates to Dynasty 4 as the slabs from the tomb of Iry at 

13 Z. HAWASS, The Khufu Statuette. Is it an Old King­
dom Sculpture?, in: Melanges GAMAL ED-DIN MOKH-

THAR, BIFAO I, 1985, pp. 379-394. 
14 M. SALEH and H. SOUROUZIAN, Catalogue, No. 27, 

48, 51, 54. 
15 We can compare this with Egypt today where it is usu­

ally only the farmers and workmen who choose to 
have moustaches. 

16 M. SALEH and H. SOUROUZIAN, Catalogue, No . 27. 
17 Wb I, 364-6. 

18 T. HANDOUSSA, Le collier ousekh, in: SAK 9, 1981, 
p. 144. 

19 HASSAN, Giza III, pi. 14. 
20 SIMPSON, Qar and Idu, p. 11, fig. 7. 
21 HANDOUSSA, op. cit., pp. 143-150. 
22 Ibid. 
23 M. NALAISE, La signification des pendentifs cordifor-

mes dans Part egyptien, in: CdE 50, 1975, pp. 105-135. 
24 Ibid., for different shapes of the wsh and ib see: MAS, 

8, 1966, 100-113, see especially fig. 47 and 48. 
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Giza demonstrate.25 The sign there is similar to the one on this statuette. Another example of a 
statue similar to this one dates to Dynasty 4 but although the ib sign has the same shape as our 
example, the necklace is short and there is no wsh.2b There is one example similar to our statuette 
where the statue wears both the wsh and above it, a necklace with a pendant; it is dated to Dynasty 
5.27 A similar statue, made of wood, of the chief of the royal farmers, Methethy, came from Saqqara 
and is dated to late Dynasty 5.28 However, in this case, the wsh collar is more colorful and the pend­
ant is different. 

Therefore, I suggest that the statuette is dated to Dynasty 5 based on the Saqqara statue pub­
lished by BORCHARDT mentioned above.29 In support of this date, the tomb in which the statuette 
was found can be dated to Dynasty 5 by the pottery found there. 

25 T. G. JAMES, Hieroglyphic Texts from Egyptian Stelae 27 Ibid. I, p. 66, pi. 19. 
Part I, 1961, No. 1168. 28 The statue at the Brooklyn Museum, New York, 50.77. 

26 L. BORCHARDT, Statuen und Statuetten von Kbnigen 29 L. BORCHARDT, Statuen und Statuetten I, p. 66, pi. 19. 
und Privatleuten I, p. 3-5, pi. I. 
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a-b) The cemetery of the workmen of the pyramids (northern section). 
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a-c) Unfinished reserve head. 
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a-d) Statue of an overseer found in situ (Tomb 1914). 




