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ABSTRACT
The Aegyptiaca widespread throughout the Mediterranean region sometimes display androgynous traits. This paper
reviews past research on the subject in both foreign Aegyptiaca and in Egyptian art, particularly of the New Kingdom
and later, tracing it back to mythological meanings.

SOME FEATURES OF THE AEGYPTIACA IN THE
MEDITERRANEAN AREA
The spread of Aegyptiaca during the 1st millennium
BCE testifies to the dissemination and interpretation
of the Nilotic tradition along the Mediterranean
coasts.1

Our knowledge about this phenomenon is
indebted above all to the studies of G. Hölbl,2 who
has defined typologies and contexts. The works of
Hölbl and other scholars3 have demonstrated the
specific role played by Aegyptiaca; many of them
come from women’s tombs or temples dedicated to
female deities4 and refer to the magical protection of
fecundity and childhood. Studies on amulets and
figurines made in Egypt and widespread in the
Mediterranean have contributed to the knowledge
of the mythical milieu represented by them.5

During the 1st millennium BCE, various Egyptian
myths and several deities in different geographical
contexts display a progressive convergence in
common features referring to the annual flood and
the myth of the Solar Eye, the so-called Distant
Goddess, who came back to Egypt with her exotic
cortège.6 Then, Egyptian traditions were connected
with local beliefs regarding fertility and regeneration
of life, and magical beliefs originating from a
complexity of mythical tales were disseminated in
Egypt and abroad7 through amulets and figurines. 

Some important cities—such as Memphis,

Bubastis, Tanis, and Sais8—with their local religious
practices played a key role. We know some
important religious festivals, especially for the New
Year that was determined by the coming of the Nile
flood.9 Herodotus wrote about the celebrations in
Bubastis for the cat goddess Bastet, describing
dances, music, and drunkenness. The erotic features
of this festival and of the cortège of the Distant
Goddess are displayed in the faïence figurines
studied by J. Bulté, who named them “talismans
d’heureuse maternité.”10 Items have been found
predominantly in the eastern delta11 in archaeo-
logical contexts dating between the 7th and 6th
centuries BCE and discovered also along the
Mediterranean coasts. These “talismans” display a
repertoire of images relating to the lands of the South
whence the flood came back every year. We can see
monkeys,12 dwarfs,13 Nubian women, etc., lively
characters, some of them already known in the New
Kingdom ostraka and later presented in the
terracottas of the Greco-Roman period.14

During the 1st millennium BCE, the fascination of
Egypt, its fluvial festivals, and its myths generated
workshops that produced Aegyptiaca in Egypt (for
example, in the multicultural context of Naucratis15)
and abroad, above all in Cyprus16 and Rhodes.17

These islands played an important role not only in
the production, but also in the exportation of these
pieces. 
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ANDROGYNY AND SEXUAL AMBIGUITY IN THE
“ARCHAIC MIXED STYLE FAIENCE FIGURES”

Some faience objects relating to Naucratis and East
Greece have been named “Archaic mixed style
faience figures” by V. Webb.18 They might be
connected with the items made in Egypt and studied
by A. Bulté.19 We can see among them figures of Bes,
cats, monkeys, and human figures playing the
double oboe or flute.20 They have a loop at the back
and could be used as amulets. The human figures,
male and female, naked or dressed, have been well
analyzed by V. Webb, who organized a typology.21

We have standing naked male figures that have been
named kouroi.22 Sometimes the figurines wear a long
dress and either seem to be female23 or clearly are;24

some naked figures are certainly female.25 A popular
type is represented by the aulos player, often
standing and naked. We can find a remarkable
affinity between male and female figures,26 not only
for the style but also for their shape. They both
display shoulder-length hair. Sometimes it is
difficult to define the sex, especially when the person
is sitting or playing the flute. For example, the male
naked standing players usually have wide hips and
sometimes protruding breasts.27 Moreover we have
to consider that some kouroi have full hips, for
example, some figures from Naucratis.28 These little
figures have been found in Rhodes, Naucratis,29 and
elsewhere around the Mediterranean.30

In this documentation, where accepted male and
female signifiers seem to be vague and mixed, we
can notice a particular figure from Rhodes that
clearly shows features both male and female31 (Fig.
1). The standing figurine has its left leg forward, and
the arms are at its side; the breast are large and
pendulous; the hips are wide; but the figurine has
male genitals. A dark color is used to bring focus to
the breasts and genitals. The back pillar corresponds
to the Egyptian tradition. The hair is shaped bell-like
and flicks up at the end. Other figures have similar
features.32 We note the presence of androgynous or
ambiguous figures in this type of Aegyptiaca or
“Archaic mixed style faience figures.” They raise a
question about their meaning and its Egyptian
origin. 

ANDROGYNY IN EGYPT
S. Sauneron, in his study on the androgyny of the
demiurge, writes that depictions of androgyny are
uncommon in Egypt, in spite of the inclination to
represent hybrid beings.33

Atum, the creator of the Heliopolitan
cosmogony,34 plays an androgynous role: he
emerges from the primordial ocean and gives birth
to the first heterosexual couple. Nonetheless, the
images of the creator are not androgynous.35 The
Nun, the primordial ocean, is undifferentiated. On
the contrary, creation is built on a principle of
duality and on separation.36 The fertile diversity
between the two genders is essential not only for the
generation of life but also for the regeneration after
death.37 The Hermopolitan Ogdoad38 is composed of
four male primordial deities and their female
equivalents.39

J. Zandee considers the Tilapia nilotica, the fish
often represented in funerary contexts, as an image
of the demiurge because of its reproduction. In fact
the tilapia incubates the eggs in its mouth, therefore
it seems to give birth alone in the water.40 The image
of the tilapia renders present the demiurge and its
creative power in the tomb. Moreover, in the Book of
the Dead, the deceased identifies himself with Atum
in the Primordial Water.41 In ancient Egypt the
androgynous being is connected with primordial
water, which every year submerged the valley, thus

34
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FIGURE 1: Archaeological Museum of Rhodes, Inv. 13698:
Androgynous figurine (after Höbl 2005, 121, fig. 17).



renewing it. 
In Egyptological literature Hapy, the god of the

flood, is often described as androgynous because of
his pendulous breasts (Fig. 2). However, J. Baines,
who has named this image the “fecundity figure,”
has showed that it is a real male figure and that it is
only in the Late Period that this figure is considered
as androgynous.42

The theological thought on the androgyny of the
creator was remarkable during the Late Period. The
god of Memphis Ptah was described as male and
female.43 In the temple of Hibis in Kharga, during the
Persian period, Ptah is represented in a crouched
position. The image is not well preserved, but we can
distinguish some female features and the god
appears similar to a woman in labor44 while he is
raising his arms to lift the sky. This is usually the
performance of Shu, the male member of the first
divine couple of the Heliopolitan Ennead.45 In the
same temple, we can see two unusual images of

Atum.46 In one case he is represented in a way very
similar to fecundity figures, with a large belly and
carrying in his hand two little divine figures, Geb
and Nut. In the other case, Atum is ithyphallic and
has two eggs in his hand, while in front of him there
are two divine hawks, one on the papyrus, the other
on the lily; the hieroglyphic text testifies that he is
carrying his brood.47

In the late Period, the goddess Neith of Sais plays
the role of the demiurge and she is described as
androgynous.48 In the texts of Esna, Neith is
identified with the Primordial Water and is depicted
as two thirds male and one third female.49

It is interesting to note that Horapollo
(Hieroglyphica I 12) reminds us of this tradition:
according to him, ancient Egyptians used images of
the scarab and the vulture to write the name of
Ephaestus (identified with Ptah), and also images of
the vulture and the scarab to write the name of
Athena (identified with Neith). J. Yoyotte has50

showed that the two signs are related to fatherhood
and motherhood, and to the two deities as creators.

In pharaonic history, the “heretic” king Akhenaten
displays androgynous features. His appearance has
been explained in light of the relationship between
the king and Aten, the unique undifferentiated god
of creation.51

A particular case has been noticed by H.L.
McCarthy in the paintings of the tomb of queen
Nefertari, wife of Ramses II. The queen, on her
death, assimilated herself to Osiris in order to
regenerate. Her transmutation, according to
McCarthy, happens through “a temporary state of
gender fluidity in which she becomes both male and
female.”52 This state of the queen is displayed by
personal pronouns both male and female, and by the
darker color of the skin, typical of figures of men.53

McCarthy hypothesizes a relationship between this
transition and the presence of Mut-Pakhet,54 a
composite figure both female and ithyphallic, in the
Book of the Dead 164. Fluctuating between genders is
related to her need to integrate between the
regeneration of the sun, the male being assimilated
by Osiris, who revives through the body of Nut, the
goddess of the sky.

A study by F. Servajean on the Tale of the two
Brothers (Pap. Orbiney, New Kingdom)55 offers some
causes for reflection. It is a mythological text, and
Bata, the protagonist, displays Osirian features. He
goes through lethal vicissitudes to reach
regeneration. In one passage, Bata advises his wife

35
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FIGURE 2: Philae: Temple of Isis: The god of the flood (after H.
Junker, Der grosse Pylon des Tempels der Isis in Philä [Wien: Rudolf
M. Rohrer, 1958], fig. 158).
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to be cautious
because the Sea God
may set upon her. He
portrays himself as
female due to his
powerlessness to
defend her because of
a previous self-
emasculation. The
episode takes place
on the shores of the
Levant mentioned
also by Plutarch (De
Iside et Osiride 357).
The wife of Bata
might be a form of
Astarte. In this tale
we can denote a
fluctuating gender
connected with
regeneration. 

In ancient Egypt,
sexuality and
fecundity, and consequently regeneration, are
related to a heterosexual differentiated couple, but
we can track down undifferentiated androgyny
through the role of the primordial flood in the
renewal of life referred in particular to the Late
Period.

K. M. Cooney56 has studied a group of bronze
items at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art
(LACMA). They are composite figures with
androgynous features dated between the Late and
the Roman Periods. They are named “Pantheistic
deities,” well known in Greco-Roman Egypt, and we
can understand them within the framework of a long
tradition.57 The LACMA bronzes display some
characters typical of the faience figurines, as dwarfs,
children, and the feline goddess. The latter,
according to Cooney, shows in one case the
androgynous body of the flood god.58

In the documentation about magic, we notice
many composite figures, some of which are
androgynous. We can consider, for example, a
magical statue in the Museo Egizio at Turin:59 its
surface is covered by images and inscriptions, and
among them we can see a lion-headed ithyphallic
goddess “Sekhmet, the Great, beloved of Ptah.” In
front of her is a sign of the horizon resting on two
crocodiles; inside the sun disk, outlined by an
ouroboros, there is a dwarf.60

Another magical
statue in Naples61

shows on its
surface a
pantheistic
ithyphallic image,
characterized by
the body of beetle,
a bird’s tail, and
four wings. It has
six animal heads in
profile and a
frontal Hathoric
face.62 Moreover, it
has some typical
features of the god
Min and makes the
gesture of
masturbation
distinctive of the
demiurge (Fig. 3).

S. H. Aufrère has
analyzed in detail

the figure of Hathor, a multifaceted celestial goddess
with solar and lunar features, connected with mines
and precious materials, who shows her polysemy
also through androgynous traits.63 As such a
complex figure, the goddess Hathor, daughter of Ra,
related to the flood, shows similar features also in
Dendera.64 In her temple she displays her identity as
astral goddess, a primordial deity who pre-existed
the creation as daughter of the Nun. She is guarantor
of the flood and fecundity.65

CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, androgyny is often referenced within
the mythological framework of fecundity and
regeneration, reflected in the Aegyptiaca widespread
in the Mediterranean. Double-flute players, dancers,
children, and dwarfs, in particular Bes, thrive in this
environment. The dwarf Bes can show some other
data about androgyny. In fact he can display
pendulous breasts and can play the role of
kourotrophos, as we can often see in the “talismans
d’heureuse maternité.”66 On the other hand we have
a female counterpart of Bes, the female dwarf Beset,67

who can be represented with the same bearded face
of Bes.68 J. Bulté has identified some androgynous
figures among the “talismans d’heureuse
maternité”: they carry Bes on their shoulders.69

In ancient Egyptian imagery connected with

FIGURE 3: Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, n. 1065: Pantheistic image
on magical statue (after Kákosy 1999, 135, fig. 25).
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fertility rites, especially in the Late Period, we can
find figures displaying gigantic sex organs, in
particular children and dwarves.70 Androgynous
figures are more sporadic but they seem to have
been adopted in particular for “Archaic mixed style
faience figures,” as we can notice thanks to some
Egyptianizing images. In Egypt, the androgynous
figures can be explained in the light of creation
myths, related to the flood and the New Year. We can
question if the presence of the androgynous among
the mixed style figures brings to light the meeting of
the Nilotic tradition and other Mediterranean
myths.71
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