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Abstract

The article aims to identify the role of the Fayum portraits in the formation of a certain
painting tradition. It makes an attempt to examine portraits from various collections, taking into
account the results of the research conducted by both foreign and Russian art experts. Having
studied the Fayum portraits dating back to three centuries from the 1% to the 4™ century, the author
of the article points out that they became the main representatives of ancient easel painting for the
researchers of the modern era, since earlier examples of the Greco-Roman tradition did not
actually survive after the fall of the Roman Empire and Byzantium. The Fayum portraits, which
performed the cult role of funeral masks, were preserved in the dry Egyptian climate and became
not only the embodiment of the skills of ancient painters, but also an example of cult art: portraits,
according to the beliefs of the Egyptians, embodied one of the parts of the soul—the ka (the
ancient Egyptian concept of vital essence). The author comes to the conclusion that portrait
painting developed from material, realistic encaustic to more transparent and conventional
tempera, and the tradition of panel painting laid a foundation for Coptic, and then Byzantine
iconography.
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Introduction

The history of world painting is rooted in the distant past—in particular, in antiquity. However,
very few Greek portraits have been preserved (unlike more persistent statues); they can only be judged
by some echoes and later copies. The so-called Fayum portraits are the only reliable source of
information about the Greco-Roman traditions of portraiture. These are a group of images that were
made in Hellenistic Egypt from the 2" to the 3" century as funerary masks. The Egyptian tradition of
sacralized individual portraits combined with the Greco-Roman painting traditions; the unique climate
of Egypt and encaustic allowed portraits to survive for thousands of years and expierienced a lot of ups
and downs of the art of portraiture.

Research results

At the end of the 19" century, hundreds of portraits painted on wooden panels put in the shrouds
of mummies, or on the shrouds themselves, were discovered in the ancient cemeteries of Fayum
province in Egypt. Similar portraits were found in smaller quantities elsewhere in Egypt, especially in
Antinopolis, founded by the Roman emperor Hadrian. Most of them are believed to be life portraits
that were used instead of the traditional Egyptian funerary masks [Grant, 1978, 2].

The Fayum portraits made a strong impression, literally opening up the world of ancient painting,
which was previously judged by the researchers only by the few extant Greek monumental paintings
or Roman vase painting. Part of the reason for calling the portraits "Fayum" is the fact that the first
portraits were found in the necropolises of er-Rubayat and Hawara in the Fayum Oasis. The Viennese
antiquarian Theodor Graf bought the first portraits and exhibited them in many European capitals in
1888-1889 and in New York in 1893, which caused a great sensation. The Russian orientalist and
Egyptologist V.S. Golenishchev-Kutuzov, appreciating the significance of the Fayum portraits, bought
the collection and sold them to the Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow (now the Pushkin State Museum
of Fine Arts), which formed a basis for one of the best collections of the Fayum portraits in Europe
[Pavlov, 1965, 5-6]. There are several large collections of the Fayum portraits in the world. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and the Royal Ontario
Museum in Toronto boast the most representative collections in North America [Thompson, 1975].

To date, about 900 portraits have been found, each of them depicting a specific person
[Perevozchikov, Shpak, Shimanovskaya, 2012, 128].

It is obvious that the Fayum portraits combined the ritual traditions of ancient Egypt with its
mummification and mythological representations with the visual culture of Greece and Rome.
Apparently, the portraits were previously used to decorate Roman atriums, and they were "adapted" to
memorial needs in Egypt [Strelkov, 1936, 46]. Some of the portraits have only partially survived,
sometimes they are compiled [Thompson, 1981].

The oldest prototypes of the Fayum portraits were Egyptian funerary masks, which were made of
cartonnage and brightly painted; they were conventionally portraits with a faint smile since the Sais era
(Figure 1).

These masks were made until the Hellenistic period. Sculpted and painted masks, more associated
with Roman portrait art, succeeded them from the 1st to the 3rd century AD. Such masks were believed
to preserve one of the parts of the Egyptian's soul, the ka (the double), and the portrait likeness was an
important requirement.

The Fayum portraits in the history of portraiture
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Figure 1 - An Egyptian funerary mask. Ptolemaic Egypt, 320-30 BC [maska_mumii, www]

The Fayum portraits replaced such masks, bringing some new realism for Egyptian art and the
principle of painting from life: "The masters... of the Fayum portrait sought to create a recognisable
likeness without relinquishing the ritual function of portraits and without turning it into an individual
psychological portrait characteristic of the art of the modern era” [Pavlov, 1965, 8]. A.S. Strelkov points
out the ethnocultural nature of the society of that time: "The Egyptian element, being introduced slowly
but surely, changed during this process and at the same time obliterated Hellenistic, alien forms brought
by the colonizers to everyday life, cult and art. <...> The arrival of the Romans formed another layer—
albeit a very thin one— on the Greek and Egyptian part of the population of Egypt—the new owners
of the country, the Romans" [Strelkov, 1936, 14]. E.V. Levchuk pays attention to the following fact:
"Although the ancient worldview hindered fully understanding the Egyptian religion, the people
borrowed the ritual of the funeral cult of the Egyptians first externally, and then more and more
internalizing the idea of immortality"” [Levchuk, 2015, 211].

Written sources make reasonable assumptions about the nature of the burials, according to which
the mummies were kept in the house for several generations until the memories of these people were
blotted out: "The painters' task was not merely to create a recognisable likeness of a person, but also to
create a likeness that would define the position of the deceased within the familial ancestor-cult and
ensure his vitality for rebirth and life in the next world. It seems likely that in the Roman period
mummies could be kept on display for some time after death, and were visited on certain days as part
of the cult of the dead. The departed continued to play a part in society: the Egyptians did not shut out
their dead from the society of the living by rituals of exclusion, and so funerary portraits would need
to express, among other things, the social role played by the deceased person in his lifetime. Hence it
would have been necessary for the portraits to display an array of visual symbols immediately
comprehensible to somebody looking at the painting on the mummy (perhaps several generations after
death, when the deceased person had been forgotten as an individual) as it was stored upright in a
funerary chapel. The decoration and symbolism employed in the chapel and on the mummy itself, of
which the portrait likeness was only one element, worked together to provide the most appropriate and
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effective setting for the rebirth of their owner into the next world" [Montserrat, 1993, 216].

All the portraits depict children or relatively young people; there are no elderly people at all: these
are no portraits of dying people, but faces embodying the spiritual essence of people.

The Fayum portraits show the ethnic type of the face with great accuracy. They reflect a variety of
ethnic groups that inhabited Lower Egypt under the Ptolemies and the Roman Empire. An epitaph for
the Jew Jonathan, written in Greek, was found in Fayum in the 21 century [Blumell, 2015]. A series
of realistic portraits painted at the same time and in close localities demonstrates the diversity of society
in Hellenistic Egypt (Egyptians, Greeks, Nubians, Jews, Syrians, and Romans), which is established
primarily by the names of the depicted [Perevozchikov, Shpak, Shimanovskaya, 2012, 128]. It is most
likely that only the wealthiest residents of these regions could afford such images: only 1-2% of the
mummies found had portraits [Ibidem, 132].

Anthropologists analyzed an array of portraits and, using computer technology, created the average
Fayum portraits of men and women: a full-face image with expressive eyes is the dominant and main
unifying feature of the iconography of the portraits (Figure 2).

Figure 2 - Male and female average portraits [Perevozchikov, Shpak, Shimanovskaya, 2012]

Roman colonizers appeared in Hellenistic Fayum in the 1% century BC. However, Hellenistic
culture continued to exist: "The impact of Roman art in the Fayum portraits is felt more in the elements
of iconography than in the style and the artistic image" [Pavlov, 1965, 9].

The importance of Egyptian culture is also great, as the Fayum portraits borrowed not only a
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funerary function, but also a special decorative effect—gilding (Figure 3), a subtle combination of
colors with their echoes and leitmotives.

Figure 3 - The portrait of a young man. The Pushkin State
Museum of Fine Arts. No. 6154/11 a 5776 [Strelkov, 1936, 149]

The portraits are divided into three groups on the basis of the material. The most numerous portraits
are ones painted on panels that were inserted into the mummy (Figure 4).

Figure 4 - A female mummy with a portrait. Antinopolis, Egypt,
the 2" century AD. The Louvre, Paris [Fayumskie portrety, www]
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Two other types of images are less common: portraits on primed canvas and burial shrouds, entirely
painted with distempers (Figure 5).

Figure 5 - The burial shroud of a young man. The first half of the 2" century. Canvas.
Distemper. 185x125 cm. The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts [Pavlov, 1965, 9]

The main portrait painting techniques include encaustic and tempera (sometimes a combination of
them). Encaustic painting (hot wax painting) is characterized by convex strokes, their shiny texture; the
paints were applied both with metal sticks and brushes. Encaustic is considered the main technique of
Greco-Roman easel painting.

Ancient descriptions of the origin and development of encaustic painting are not numerous. The
main source of information about the tools and materials used, the Natural History of Pliny the Elder,
is superficial and ambiguous. The study of the portraits by X-radiography clearly indicates the use of
brushes. It is obvious here that long, even brush strokes filled with liquid wax-based paint were used
to paint the background, clothing and hair. The face and neck were painted with thicker paste-like paint
that created an uneven surface relief in these areas of the portrait. This effect, according to some
researchers, confirms the use of a lancet-shaped metal spatula called the cestrum, indicated by Pliny as
a tool of artists in encaustic [Ramer, 1979, www]. Using encaustic, ancient artists achieved
unprecedented verisimilitude [Levchuk, 2012, 118], and the same effect, almost impressionistic, was
achieved by the authors of the Fayum portraits.

The second technique typical of the Fayum portraits is wax tempera, i. e., a mixture of wax, protein
and a small amount of olive oil. Such a mixture was applied with a brush, and the painting process was

The Fayum portraits in the history of portraiture
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very similar to encaustic painting. The special type of wax tempera consisted of wax, potash and glue
melted together.

Tempera, i. e. paints mixed with some binder (glue, protein, egg yolk), was applied only with a
brush; this technique was used, in particular, for all portraits on canvas. The predominance of tempera
differs at a later time, and it was tempera that was used for painting simplified portraits, which are
significantly inferior to the earlier ones in personalization, liveliness and realism (Figure 6).

The authors of the Fayum portraits used a relatively narrow repertoire of iconography and forms,
in which there were relatively few variations of characters: a child with a youthful hairstyle, a young
woman with jewelry, a soldier with a shield, etc. Artists received extremely limited space to transmit
important information about the people: they depicted only the head and shoulders on a piece of wood
about 15x30 cm in size.

Compositionally, the portraits are usually chest-length, and only occasionally waist-length. The
background is always discreet, from gray to brown. In almost all portraits, the light falls on the face
from the viewer's left side, and the right side of the face is shaded; thus, the left side of the nose is in
shadow and painted as a thick line that gradually merges with the left eyebrow or into the nose
(Figure 7).

Figure 6 - The portrait of a young woman. The Pushkin State
Museum of Fine Arts. No. 4228/11 a 5785 [Strelkov, 1936, 154]
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Figure 7 - The portrait of a middle-aged man. The Pushkin State
Museum of Fine Arts. No. 4296/11 a 5789 [Strelkov, 1936, 157]

Both men and women in portraits usually wear light tunics with below-the-elbow length sleeves,
and cloaks or himatias are thrown over their tunics. The cut-outs of chitons and the outside of the
shoulders have pointed puffs; the same were used in the so-called Coptic time. Ornamental stripes of
the clavus often go through both shoulders. Sometimes the head neckline is trimmed with a fringe. The
cloak can be fastened with a round fibula. The portraits, especially the early ones, often feature earrings
and necklaces. The hairstyles in the portraits correspond to the Roman ones of the same era.

It is interesting to note that not all portraits were intended for mummies; some of them could be
hung in the atrium—Dboth before death and later, taken from mummies as signs of the memory of the
deceased [Pavlov, 1965, 12; Strelkov, 1936, 18-19].

The iconography of Coptic Egypt and Byzantium became a natural continuation of the tradition of
the Fayum portraits. There is continuity in materials and techniques: like many Fayum portraits, early
icons "were painted on rot-resistant wood (pine, cedar, cypress) in the encaustic technique™ [Smetanina,
2018, www].

The simplification and "flattening" of the late funerary portraits, in which realism was increasingly
lost and the cult purpose emerged, are a kind of step towards the aesthetics of icon painting. The face
loses its linear perspective and is built according to the laws of reverse perspective. In addition, the
image in both cases is frontal, but the right side of the face may remain in shadow (Figure 8).

The Fayum portraits in the history of portraiture
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Figure 8 - The Christ Pantocrator, the 6% century, Saint Catherine's Monastery, Sinai [Ibidem]

The main basis for comparing the Fayum portraits and icons is the elaboration and meaning in the
composition of the eyes: the eyes as a receptacle of the soul become a kind of portal between the
corporeal and the heavenly worlds: "The gaze of the highlighted eyes is an expressive feature that was
present in the funerary masks of the ancient Egyptians, and is now highlighted even more in early
portraits” [Ibidem].

At the same time, highlighting the eyes has different functions in these two pictorial traditions: the
double of a person, the ka, appeared in the eyes in Egyptian portraits, while the eyes in icons reflect the
highest essence, a visual symbol of the unimaginable.

Conclusion

The Fayum portraits dating back to three centuries became the main representatives of ancient easel
painting for the European researchers of the modern era, since earlier examples of the Greco-Roman
tradition did not actually survive after the fall of the Roman Empire and Byzantium. The Fayum
portraits, which performed the cult role of funeral masks, were preserved in the dry Egyptian climate
and became not only the embodiment of the skills of ancient painters, but also an example of cult art:
portraits, according to the beliefs of the Egyptians, embodied one of the parts of the soul—Ka. Portrait
painting developed from material, realistic encaustic to more transparent and conventional tempera,
and the tradition of panel painting laid a foundation for Coptic, and then Byzantine iconography.
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AHHOTANUA

B crarbe mpennpruHUMaeTcs MOMbITKA BBIIBICHUS poJid (DarOMCKUX MOPTPETOB B CTAHOBJIEHUH
ONPEIEICHHON UBONMCHOM TpaaulMu. ABTOpP pacCMaTpHBAEeT IMOPTPETHl W3 Pa3IUYHBIX
KOJJIGKIIMM, oOpamasch K HCCIEIOBaHMAM Kak 3apyOeXHbIX, TaK M OTEUECTBEHHBIX
HcKyccTBOBeoB. DaroMcKue MOPTPEThl, HACYUTHIBABILKME TPU Beka ucropuu — ¢ I o IV B., mid
nccnenosarened HoBOro BpeMEHM CTalM IVIABHBIMM IPEACTABUTEISIMA AHTUYHOM CTAHKOBOU
KUBOIMKCH, TOCKOJIBbKY Oojiee paHHUE MPUMEpPbl T'PEKO-PUMCKOW Tpaauluu (aKTUYECKH He
COXpaHWINCh Iocie maneHus Pumckond wumnepun u  Busantun. @aroMCKue MNOPTPETHI,
UCTIOJHSBILKE KYJIBTOBYIO POJIb TOTpe0aIbHOM MacKH, COXPaHUIIMCh B CyXOM €TUIIETCKOM KJIMMaTe
U CTaJ¥ HE TOJIbKO BOIUJIOIIEHHWEM YMEHHsI aHTUYHBIX *KMBOIMCILIEB, HO U 00pa3lOoM KyJBTOBOTO
HCKYCCTBA: B IIOPTPETax, COrNIACHO BEPOBAHUAM ETHIITSAH, BOIUIOIIAIACH OJHA U3 TyII YEIOBEKa —
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Ka. Hanucanue mopTpeToB pa3BUBAJIIOCH OT BEIIECTBEHHOM, PEaTUCTUYHOM DHKAYCTHUKH K OoJiee
MPO3pAaYHOM M YCIOBHOM TeMIIEpe, U MOCTENEHHO TPaJUIMs MUChbMa Ha JOCKax Jierjia B OCHOBY
KONTCKOM, a 3aTeM ¥ BU3aHTHICKOI MKOHBI.
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