PAGE  

Carissa L. Racca
Archaeology 2400

Professor Straughn 

March 26th 2008

Recreating the Sacred: Egyptian Antiquities in the Modern Museum

Ownership of the Ancient Past


To the modern viewer, museums were not only established to be repositories of objects. These institutions also served as vehicles that allowed for the preservation of an object’s sacred character, therefore, it can be suggested that these spaces became new ritual sites.
 Through exhibitions, one can infer, that the creation of such contexts not only allowed museums to transmit knowledge to the viewer, but rather create it. 


The use of objects can be viewed and used in a variety of ways by many different people. These objects can also be perceived as being contradictory to one another; none of which are essentially authentic. It is apparent that an objects sacred character can never be recreated; however, these objects allow us to further research the culture that has produced them. In doing, it is up to the museum to reconstruct the history of these objects. A larger question still remains, in what ways have specific museum displays added to the promotion of public consumption of exhibitions and has also contributed to our understanding of the ancient Egyptian civilization.

Throughout this essay, I will further elaborate on the methods that museums have employed to preserve these objects original sacred context. Here, I will draw upon various authors who have collectively written on the subject of Egyptian antiquities; their objectification, colonial history and more importantly conservation. In addition, I will also discuss the central theme of those arguments, in which objects are seen as physical representations of power, in both their ancient and modern contexts
.

Today, it is apparent that our infatuations with ancient objects, particularly those from Egypt, allow us to satisfy these preconceived romanticized notions of ancient grandeur and exoticism that we often associate with the ancient past. It is theorized that in our appropriation of these objects, ensured, that as western inheritors we were obligated to protect these objects. Chris Gosden and Chantal Knowles have done an extensive amount of research on  the effects of colonialism in Papa New Guinea they suggest that “for whites, there was certainly a salvage paradigm at work: they were collecting vanishing examples of dying cultures, as well as memory prompts for their time in the tropics” (Gosden and Knowles, 17). This assessment is also applicable when discussing the role the West played in the appropriation of Egyptian antiquities from Islamic nationals.
 In addition, these objects can also be seen as physical testaments of the struggle for Egyptian modernity. 

In the previous paragraphs, I have briefly commented on how museum objects were perceived as being culturally important. One particular issue that will be further discussed at some length, and goes back to my original thesis, is how does an objects transition from a sacred context to a secular one alters its original function. Are these objects still perceived as being religious, and if so, should they be treated as such? Scholar Jonathan Z. Smith has suggested that “the sacra are sacred solely because they are used in a sacred place; there is no inherent difference between a sacred vessel and an ordinary one” (Smith, 106). It is apparent that according to Smith an objects sacred character can be altered. Elliot Colla suggests that the modern museum conservator has been presented with an ultimate challenge, he explains:

These ruins, like those of pre-Islamic ode, mark a triple challenge: to the past they say, “Your 
efforts to transcend time have failed”; to present they say, “You may never build these edifices 
as great as those of the ancient world”; to humans, they say, “And how much greater are the 
works of the creator.”   (Colla, 89)
Here, it is apparent that our understanding of these objects is ambiguous. It is apparent that such objects were not only created for aesthetic and social purposes, but they are also embodiments of change. Godson and Knowles suggest that we are expected to view these objects as singular sequences of actions unfolding in one place, but at the same time they are also connectors to many times and places, which is determined by their social embeddedness (Godson and Knowles, 19).  


According to Ivan Gaskell, when an object becomes a form of display in a museum, it is no longer used in a ritual context, and therefore, serves no higher purpose other than for aesthetic value.
 This does not mean that when we view these objects we will not be in left in awe. Even though our religious ideals have changed over the course of time, we are still prone to view these objects in the same way as our ancient predecessors did; with reverence. He also suggests that “in certain circumstances the sacred character of those same objects might predominate” (ibid). It is apparent that an object never really looses it sacred character, but as Jonathan Smith earlier alluded to, the object assumes a new identity. Ideally, it is one that so happens to fit the context of the institution in which it is placed. 

Gaskell makes a compelling argument in that an “artifact used in a sacred manner by some does not necessarily become sacred in the eyes of other” (ibid). Ultimately, it is up to the viewer as to how they want to perceive these objects. In addition, it is also up to the museum to recreate these objects original context; this was not evident in the early displays at the British Museum. Gosden and Knowles suggest that “the physical presence of objects makes them appear as direct representatives of the past in the present, but existing in new contexts they are objects with new significances” (Gosden and Knowles, 23). Also, it is important that museum exhibit these objects as being multifaceted, rather than displaying them exclusively for their aesthetic, art-historical or educational importance.

One scholar, who has written extensively on the topic of the Egyptian collection at the British Museum in London, is Stephanie Moser. Her central discussion focuses on the representation of Egypt at the museum from (1759-1854), before the establishment of the field of Egyptology. In her case-study Moser adds validity to Gaskell’s assessment on the ineffectiveness of exhibitions, particularly her discussion on early exhibition practices. Her central question addresses a larger issue, which is, what are these institutions ultimately trying to present to the viewer? Moser in her study suggests that the early Ancient Egyptian collection featured at the British Museum was not conducive to learning about Egypt’s past. Instead, earlier collections presented the viewer with a chaotic scene of jumbled objects. These objects were viewed as exotic attractions, rather than sacred objects.
 

Early collections, according to Moser, were viewed as displays of material consumption; these practices were not unusual in the late seventeenth-century. Brian Fagan would refer to these actions as a rape of the ancient past. These objects, it is evident were displayed in an extremely disorganized manner. It is hard to imagine that these objects would have also been treated in the same way as in the ancient past. Many of these objects were religious in nature. 

Moser’s account leads the reader through the evolution of the ancient Egyptian collection from the seventeenth-century, when the collection functioned as a cabinet of curiosities to its transition in the later in the nineteenth-century when it became a pedagogical museum. This is evident with the creation of the Egyptian Sculpture Room. Most scholars would agree that the later developed architectural setting was conducive to the promotion of the museums own sacred character. According to Moser, the Egyptian gallery space at the museum, in her opinion, still remained static.
 

Colla presents his own opinion on the subject. He suggests that the gallery created a sense of separation between the viewer and the objects. It is apparent that, here, Colla is influenced by Martin Heidegger’s theory in which these galleries were viewed as “the world grasped as a picture.” These exhibits, Colla suggests, offered a kind of human subjectivity constituted in the relation to nonhuman objects (Colla, 1). Godson and Knowles have also drawn a similar conclusion. They believe that “we have to be aware that we must not give objects too many human properties: objects cannot tell their own biographies- we have to construct them from the material available to us (Gosden and Knowles, 23). Unfortunately, this was not the case at the British Museum. It is argued that these objects were misrepresented, in that they were displayed, not for their importance, but because they were promoted as mechanisms of control.


Here, Moser not only presents us with an in-depth view on the early forms of Egyptian exhibits, but she also reflects on how these objects were seen as a means of power. Colla suggests that “the original religious significance of such objects was not as important as what they might say about the civilization which produced them” (Colla, p.74). These exhibitions were not only established to allow the public to further explore the material culture of ancient Egyptian past, but they were also viewed as being propagandistic. The Egyptian collection at the British Museum also allowed for the preservation of Britain’s legacy. Many scholars have come to the same conclusion, in regards to this subject. In that knowledge, particularly our understanding of these objects played a crucial part when addressing such issues as power and control.

Even though Moser’s research on the Egyptian collection at the British Museum is one of the most comprehensive to date, one subject that was given a lack of attention in this book was the effect of colonialism had on the native Egyptian populace. Brian Fagan on the other hand discusses these issues at some length in his book Rape of Nile. Although Fagan presents an in-depth view of the history of illicit trading activities on the Nile, he also presents the reader with a dual perspective on how such actions changed the Egyptian landscape, particularly the aggressive role that modern Egyptians are now playing in the fields of research and conservation. Throughout this narrative, we are always brought back to this central argument, which is, do modern Egyptians have a more legitimate claim Egyptian antiquities than modern Europeans? Here, I will further elaborate on the topic, particularly on how this type of alleged cultural theft has changed our opinion of these antiquities today? 

This topic is further discussed in Claire L. Lyons “Objects and Identities: Claiming and Reclaiming the Past.” Lyons approaches the topic by reiterating the idea that cultural heritage is central to the creation of a sense and purpose and through these objects, we create our preserve our place in the world. She also explores this theory, which other scholar have supported in that “sustaining identity is not only a matter of valuing heritage but also requires the framing of one’s own past against that of others through appropriation and possession” (Lyons, 116). Nevertheless, these objects allowed for the further study of these cultures, which created on-going relationships through study. 


In Lyons article, we are also presented with a view in which museums are not presented as conservators of the past, but instead play a less admirable role in which Lyons suggests that “archaeological perspective stresses the loss of knowledge as selected artifacts are recontextuualized as artworks in the setting of a private collection or museum display” (Lyons, 123). It is appropriate to suggest then that this idea is only applicable to institutions who have received these objects illegally. Unfortunately, Lyons makes no attempt to mention reputable institutions; particularly those who have not partook in these types of activities. Here, I am instantly reminded of the role that the British Museum, an institution that has claimed not to be the owner of these objects, but merely their custodian (Colla, 63). This idea is discredited by Lyons, in which she addresses her own argument of cultural superiority, she states that the “British Museum, massive structures and sculptural decorations were exhibited as trophies claimed not only for the enterprise of study and preservation but also tangible emblems of colonial domination and imperial aspirations” (Lyons, 130). Ultimately, we are reminded that it is inevitable for one culture (in someway), to become the prize of another.

In conclusion, I have been left with an everlasting impression of how important these objects are. Unfortunately, their true value becomes clouded by the controversy that surrounds them. George Gliddon who was the US consul to Cairo in 1830, states that “since Pharaonic monuments belong to a civilization that is universal, no individual state (and certainly not the Egyptian state) may rightfully claim to be their sole owner or caretaker (Colla, 111). In many ways we see museums as only collectors, but ultimately it is their obligation to uphold the values of civilization through the objects that they present to the public. Although, we can never really recreate an objects sacred character, this does not deter scholars from learning about the civilization that produced them. In time, we will come to fully appreciate these objects, and treat them with the same respect as our ancient ancestors. I always wonder about who will fight over us in the furture?
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� Jonathan Z. Smith 1992: 104. A ritual object or action becomes sacred by having attention focused on it in a highly marked way. From such a point, there is nothing that is inherently sacred or profane. These are not substantive categories but rather situational ones. Sacrality is, above all, a category of emplacement.


� Brian Fagan, 2004. 28. Islam came to Egypt in the seventh century, unleashing yet more destructive forces on temple and sepulcher.


� Ivan Gaskell 2003: 150. Once a sacred object has been removed to a secular space, its sacred qualities are often compromised. Indeed, in their emphasis on the aesthetic and the art-historical, art museums have proved to be very effective in expunging the sacred qualities of object.


� Stephanie Moser 2006: 51. Based on the idea that objects are defined by their associations with their objects as much as they are by their original function, it is clear that Egyptian antiquities were defined first and foremost as curiosities, and that their identity as antiquities was neglected.


� Moser: 224. Cross lights obscured certain parts of individual sculptures, and overexposed other parts with strong direct light. As for wall color, the gallery was simply painted the same color as the classical antiquities galleries, without consideration for the nature of the Egyptian sculptures. Thus the walls were a light stone color, which created a somber, cold, and lifeless atmosphere. The need to find a more appropriate color for the walls of the Egyptian gallery was finally addressed with the 1854 installation, where it was determined that a darker color was preferable to a light one. With the introduction of a darker red color, a greater contrast between the walls and the antiquities were created, and thus the profile and features of the sculptures were able to stand out more clearly.
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