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Abstract
Publications of scarab finds from excavations in Egypt and beyond sometimes miss the level of detail required

to address the research questions looming over modern scarab studies. The paper calls for more consideration.

1 Scarab studies and scarab documentation

Scarab-shaped seal amulets are small in size and complex in shape and details. They emerged
as an omnipresent category of small finds in Egypt before spreading through much of the
Mediterranean over time. Albeit ubiquitous, scarabs usually come in small numbers in almost
every single excavation. Given that scarab studies are a marginal, not to say esoteric, subfield of
Egyptian and Western Asian archaeology, the primary documentation and processing of scarab
finds is often performed without considering the full potential research value of these objects.

Since the late 19" century, the interest in scarabs was mainly fuelled by the inscriptions on
their undersides, as already expressed by William Matthew Flinders Petrie, who considered
name scarabs as “the most obviously interesting class” of scarabs.! The 1970s and 1980s saw
the rise of studies on decorative motifs on the undersides of uninscribed scarabs (so-called
design scarabs), both as a means to dating® and as expressions of concepts important for
scarab producers.’ Other features, such as the rendering of a scarab’s back, head, and legs on
longitudinal sides were considered insofar as they could be used to position a scarab within
a chronological framework, often thought of as a temporal succession of rather broad scarab
types. Several classification systems, developed in line with this approach,® cover only small
segments of the scarab timeline.
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It can thus be said that, up until recently, scarab studies took interest mainly in the inscrip-
tion or decoration on the underside and in pigeonholing other sculptural features to classes de-
fined with the aim of dating scarabs. These interests could be served well by the then common
documentation and publication practices. In earlier scarab publications, the principal attention
was paid to the underside, which could be reproduced by line art drawing or even photograph-
ically, whereas other sculptural features would be at best codenamed rather than reproduced.’
Some early scarab documentation techniques used by Egyptologists were only applicable to the
scarab base: rubbings, made with paper and pencil, wet paper, or tin-foil and toothbrush,® and
impressions in diverse materials ranging from sealing wax to polymer modelling clay, the latter
technique still practiced at museums and excavation sites until recently.

With time, scarab sides and backs were also increasingly reproduced, but the line art
drawings, aimed at classifying scarabs, still prevailed.” In 1976, Erik Hornung and Elisabeth
Stachelin made a strong point for reproducing all three scarab sides in larger than life macro
photographs rather than drawings in their catalogue of the Basel scarab collection, illustrated by
exemplary photos taken by Artur Brack.® The success of this approach was such, that this and
similarly executed roughly contemporary scarab catalogues from Geneva by Irene Vodoz’ and
from Hannover by Irmtraut Munro'® are often cited as representative catalogues of Egyptian
scarabs in comparative studies;'" although almost all scarabs in these catalogues come from the
antiquities market and are of unknown provenance, the quality of reproductions make these pub-
lications more useful than most existing (contemporary) publications of scarabs from excavations.

Almost half a century after Hornung and Staehelin’s book appeared, it must be stated that
the high standard they have set has not yet become universally adopted in publications of scarab
finds from excavations in Egypt and elsewhere, although now there are even more reasons to
document scarabs thoroughly.

2 New research questions in scarab studies

A careful examination of stylistic and morphological features, material and technology can
reveal much more information on the production and use of scarabs than previous approaches
allowed. In recent years there is a growing number of studies moving from the traditional
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agenda of scarab studies to fine-grained stylistic analyses focusing on small groups of objects
sharing sets of common traits (regionality and workshop studies),'? studies on stylistic imita-
tions of particularly valued kinds of scarabs and emulations of historical scarab styles,"” and
examinations of production processes," reworked scarabs, and use-wear patterns. These new
analyses often rely on minute details, previously omitted in descriptions and reproductions of
scarabs, including shapes of clypeus' and tail, perforation,'® incision techniques, various discolor-
ations, striations, and other defects. Thus, for example, definitions of scarab groups that can
be tentatively associated with production units, can rely on concave head-sides, asymmetrical
heads or the number of serrations on the clypeus'” — details that cannot be studied through
linear drawings, small or unsharp photographs.

This turn to the materiality and fine details cannot be sustained without better documen-
tation practices, both in the field and in the museum settings.

3 Bringing documentation closer to research needs

Current practices in dealing with artefacts from archaeological excavations often make scarabs
and other small finds virtually not rediscoverable after their initial processing by the excavators.
Hence, it is particularly important to provide quality publications of scarabs from excavations,
for their reproductions in excavation reports and final publications are likely to remain their
only publications accessible to scholars. It would be unjust to our colleagues if we provide here
specific examples of less useable scarab reproductions in recent publications of archaeological
material. In each case, different factors may be at work that prevent researchers from providing
scarab reproductions of sufficient quality, be it limitations set by editors on the number (and
colour properties) of illustrations submitted for the publication, or unfavourable circumstances
during the documentation process in the field. Summarily it may be said that some malprac-
tices still frequently occur in publications, interfering with the rapid evolving field of scarab
studies and new research questions, sometimes even hampering the study of the published
scarab material and eventually causing a massive loss of information. It is not that examples of
best practices and detailed discussions of practical scarab documentation™ are not accessible,
but we are forced to reiterate several points.
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One obvious but still common shortcoming of some archaeological publications presenting
scarabs is the lack of dimensions, whereas scarab size is one of the most widely used (even if
not always correctly and meaningfully) criteria for their classification.”

Some publications offer only one or two views of the scarab: whereas the underside is
always reproduced (except for blank scarabs), scarab backs or sides are still often omitted,
as was common a hundred years ago, so that publications do not meet the minimum three-
views-per-scarab standard (base, back and one of the longitudinal sides), set in the 1970s by
Hornung and Staehelin’s book.?’ In some cases, the two longitudinal sides of the same scarabs
are demonstrably not identical, and some important features, such as the execution of the
perforation, can be only discerned on the front and back sides of the scarab,?’ whence it is
advisable to reproduce six views of each scarab, whenever possible.?

With the advent of the digital photography, there are no practical reasons to abstain from
photographing scarabs; yet up to now some publications still only include drawings of scarabs
(or reproduce some of the sides only as drawings). Such drawings are sometimes executed by
archaeologists who are not scarab scholars and thus do not reproduce the diagnostic details
that a scarab scholar expects to see on a scarab drawing. Yet even the best-informed scarab
drawings remain subjective and can be misleading. One may compare the drawing of the only
known scarab of king Sekheperenre (Second Intermediate Period, 14™ dynasty) Ashmolean
AN1935.100a in the book by Olga Tufnell and William Ward, who were leading scarab experts,
with its photograph,? and see that the drawing misinterpreted cracks of the material on the
back and in the corners of the head as features and overlooked actual features such as the horn
and the lines running along the sides of the head, which indicate eyes.

Scarabs found in Egypt often retain at least remains of the original colour glazing, whereas
those found in the Levant are mostly discoloured; hence, black and white photographs are not
adequate for scarabs.

Even more importantly, scarabs are sculptures in miniature, and the finesse of scarab carvers
excels the resolution of modern printing machines; hence, a great wealth of information about
scarabs is lost when they are published at 1:1 scale or less. Scarab photographs should be larger
than life, and best examples range from 2:1* to the splendid 3:1% scale.

The spread of digital point and shoot cameras and smartphones leaves a visible scar especial-
ly in preliminary archaeological reports that feature scarab finds. Scarabs, however, are not the
easiest object to photographs and require at the least a tripod or a copy stand, adequate light
and a camera able to produce close-up photographs (that is, in the general case, an interchange-

19 Keel 1995: 154—155.

20  Hornung/Stachelin 1976; for an advocacy of 3 views per scarab, see: Keel 1995: 16.

21 Ilin-Tomich 2023: 143-146. The flawed documentation of scarabs displaying two different sides was a problem addressed
by Vanessa Boschloos in a talk given at the workshop held at the University of Ziirich (9—10 February 2023) on ‘Production,
Distribution, and Groups in Stamp Seal Research: Old Problems, Innovative Solutions’.

22 So also Greet 2023: 286.

23 Tufnell 1984: pl. LXII (3465); Ilin-Tomich 2023: 145 fig. 95.
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25 Asin Beste 1978-1979.
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able lens camera fitted with a macro lens or another lens with a sufficiently small minimum
focusing distance for the scarab to fill most of the shot). Beyond this basic equipment, more
sophisticated techniques and devices can be successfully employed for documenting scarabs,
depending on available resources. Focus stacking can drastically increase the depth of field of
scarab photographs.?* Compelling results can be attained with 3D*” and 2.5D-imaging.*®

4 Outlook

Scarabs are in most cases of subordinate importance for interpreting findings at a site, because
scarab evidence is only telling when analysed in great numbers. The pitfalls of drawing conclu-
sions from single scarab finds have been highlighted many times.”” Hence, these are most often
scarab scholars outside the excavation teams that require published scarab material for their
analyses. This short publication encourages our colleagues in the archaeological community
to question oneself: how efficient are published field reports and final publications in making
the excavated scarab material accessible to scarab scholars? Are recent research questions in
scarab studies taken into consideration when choosing how to process, document, and publish
excavated scarabs?
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