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The Freud Museum London at 20 Maresfield Gardens 
was the final home of Sigmund Freud, the founder of 
psychoanalysis. It was in this house, on a leafy side 
street in north London, that the Freud family settled in 
1938 after fleeing Nazi persecution in Austria. 

Unusually for a refugee from the Nazis, Sigmund 
Freud was able to bring his possessions, including 
his collection of around two thousand antiquities, 
out of Vienna. In London the elderly Freud again 
worked in a unique environment of his own making, 
surrounded by his books, his antiquities, and the 
original psychoanalytic couch.

The importance of ancient Egypt to Sigmund Freud is 
immediately apparent to the visitor entering Freud’s 
study today. A print of Abu Simbel hangs over the 
fireplace, and ancient Egyptian gods and goddesses 
are prominent among the antiquities that fill the room. 
The bookshelves contain numerous archaeological 
volumes on Egyptian excavations by all the major 
archaeologists of Freud’s day, including Egyptologist 
Flinders Petrie. 

The house was also the home of Anna Freud, Sigmund 

Freud’s daughter and pioneering child analyst. 
After her death 20 Maresfield Gardens opened as a 
museum, and has become both a popular London 
historic house museum and a renowned international 
centre for exhibitions, research, education and 
innovative public programmes. The Museum’s aim is 
to preserve the legacy of Sigmund and Anna Freud, 
and to be a centre for learning and discussion on 
psychoanalysis today. 

Freud and Egypt: Between Oedipus and the Sphinx 
will be the keystone of the Museum’s 2019 summer 
programme. Imaginatively designed, the exhibition 
includes a range of beautiful Egyptian objects from 
the Museum’s own collections as well as loans from 
the Petrie Museum. The exhibition will give visitors 
the opportunity to see many of these objects more 
closely than in their usual places in the study. It will 
be the first time that an exhibition at this Museum has 
focussed so closely both on the Egyptian antiquities 
in Sigmund Freud’s collection, and the importance of 
Egypt in the development of Sigmund Freud’s ideas.

We are deeply grateful to Miriam Leonard, Professor 
of Greek Literature and its Reception at UCL, who 

Foreword
brought the idea of Freud and Egypt to the Freud 
Museum, and has led the project and curated the 
exhibition so successfully.  We also thank UCL and 
the Leventis Foundation for their generous financial 
support, and the staff of the Petrie Museum for their 
assistance and exhibition loans.

This exhibition fulfils the Museum’s aim to explore 
its own collections and archives in conjunction 
with Freud’s thinking, and present the findings in 
accessible and imaginative ways that will reach 
new audiences. The exhibition will be accompanied 
by this catalogue, a day conference, and a full 
public programme. These will all contribute to the 
dissemination of the research that has been carried 
out, and ideas that have been generated, and 
encourage discussion and debate around Freud and 
Egypt: Between Oedipus and the Sphinx.

Carol Seigel
Director, Freud Museum London

July 2019

Shabti of Imhotep ©Freud Museum London
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A reproduction of Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres’ 
neo-classical painting ‘Oedipus and the Sphinx’ 
famously hung over Freud’s couch in his consulting 
room at Berggasse 19, Vienna. Nobody doubts 
the significance of the figure of Oedipus to the 
development of Freud’s thought, but the presence 
of the Sphinx in this picture raises a series of 
questions about Freud’s interests which have not 
been as extensively explored. Indeed, this is far 
from being the only depiction of the Sphinx which 
graced Freud’s study. A large etching of the ‘Sphinx 
at Giza’ was displayed amongst his bookshelves and 
a terracotta figurine was amongst his prized objects. 
These representations of the Sphinx testify to 
Freud’s broader fascination with Egyptian culture – a 
fascination which manifests itself both in his writings 
and his collection of antiquities. 

What would have happened if Freud had taken the 
Sphinx rather than Oedipus as his point of departure? 
While the Oedipus in Ingres’ depiction embodies a 
Hellenic ideal, the Sphinx is represented in all her 
oriental glory.  Ingres painted this image just ten years 
after Napoleon had lead his troops and ‘savants’ into 
Egypt. Napoleon’s Egyptian Campaign gave rise to a 
widespread fascination with ancient Egyptian culture 
and its impact on the arts was immense. In Ingres’ 
depiction, the Sphinx’s orientalism is inextricable from 
her femininity. It is above all her sensuality, if not to say, 
her sexuality which he foregrounds. Her protruding, 
shapely and very human breasts stand metonymically 
for her person. In one visual metaphor, the painting 
conflates the Greek triumph over Egypt, the male 
conquest of the female, and the human subjugation of 
the beast.  

Miriam Leonard

Freud between 
Oedipus & the Sphinx

Figurine of Akhenaten, Nefertiti and princess. 
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL
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The Egyptian identity of Ingres’ Sphinx is inseparable 
from her femininity. Freud, by contrast, associates 
the Sphinx with a different gendered identity. Rather 
than seeing in Oedipus’ triumph over the Sphinx a 
prelude to his conquest of his mother, Freud sees 
it as a repetition of the annihilation of his father. 
The Sphinx represents the father who must be 
overcome in order to fully posses the mother. Freud 
idiosyncratically interpreted the riddle of the Sphinx 
as being about the question of ‘where babies comes 
from’.1 An infantile question which Freud claimed was 

at the origin of the instinct for scientific research. 
In his masculinazation of the Sphinx, Freud at once 
removes the mother from the literal primal scene 
of procreation and the symbolic primal scene of 
psychoanalytic investigation. 

Yet, Freud shares with Ingres a deep association 
between Egypt and the feminine. The first substantial 
reference to Egypt in Freud’s work occurs in The 
Interpretation of Dreams where in addition to 
drawing an analogy between the methods of dream 

Freud family bible ©Freud Museum London

Right: Oedipus and the Sphinx ©Freud Museum London

Moses and Monotheism ©Freud Museum London

interpretation and the decipherment of hieroglyphics, 
Freud recounts the only dream he remembers from 
his childhood:

“It is dozens of years since I myself had a true anxiety-
dream. But I remember one from my seventh or eight 
year, which I submitted to interpretation some thirty 
years later. It was a very vivid one, and in it I saw my 
beloved mother, with a peculiarly peaceful, sleeping 
expression on her features, being carried into the 
room by two (or three) people with bird’s beaks and 

laid upon the bed. I awoke in tears and screaming, 
and interrupted my parent’s sleep. The strangely 
draped and unnaturally tall figures with birds’ beaks 
were derived from illustrations to Philippson’s Bible. I 
fancy they must have been gods with falcons’ heads 
from an ancient Egyptian funerary relief.”2

In Freud’s own interpretation of this dream about 
his mother he denies that the anxiety was linked 
to death  but to a repressed ‘obscure and evidently 
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Akhenaten Profile.
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL

Vulture headed gods, detail from Freud family bible

sexual craving that had found appropriate expression 
in the visual content of the dream’.3 In discussing the 
visual content, Freud directs us to his first childhood 
encounter with Egyptian antiquity – his immersion in 
the richly illustrated Philippson bible, the book from 
which the young Sigmund Freud was educated by his 
father.4

Mothers, birds and Egypt return with great force in 
Freud’s ‘Leonardo’  essay. Freud is led directly from 
Leonardo’s discussion of a childhood memory about 
a vulture placing its tail in his mouth to the corpus 
of Egyptian mythology. Freud identifies Leonardo’s 
vulture with the vulture-headed Egyptian goddess 
Mut. Freud mentions that the hieroglyph of the 
vulture also stands for the word mother pointing out 
the similarity between Mut and the German word for 

mother – Mutter, perhaps recalling, the dream about 
his own liebe Mutter.5 “Now this vulture-headed mother 
goddess” Freud writes “was usually represented by 
the Egyptians with a phallus; her body was female, as 
the breasts indicated, but it also had a male organ in 
a state of erection”.6 By equating the vulture’s tale in 
Leonardo’s anecdote simultaneously to his mother’s 
teat and to the phallus, Freud finds a mythological 
parallel for Leonardo’s phantasy in the phallic mother 
of Egyptian mythology. “In the goddess Mut, then, we 
find the same combination of maternal and masculine 
characteristics as in Leonardo’s phantasy of the 
vulture”.7

Rather than the enigma of femininity, then, Egypt 
seems rather to hold as its secret the promise of 
gender fluidity.  In fact, Freud will move from the 

specific example of Mut to a more general claim: 
“Mythology can teach us that an androgynous 
structure, a combination of male and female sex 
characters, was an attribute not only of Mut but also 
of other deities like Isis and Hathor. It teaches us 
further that other Egyptian deities such as Neith of 
Sais – from whom the Greek Athena was later derived 
– were originally conceived as androgynous, i.e. as 
hermaphrodite”.8 Freud finds in Egyptian mythology 
an archive of ambiguously gendered divinities. As 
Carl Schorske writes: “Some of Freud’s boldest later 
inquests into female psychology and the pre-oedipal 
mother (“Female Sexuality” [1931], “Contributions 
to the Psychology of Love” [1918]) might be traced 
back to the study of Egyptian culture that so fired 
his imagination in the prewar years. They suggested 
new psychoanalytic ideas that could break through 
the essentially male confines of most of his cultural 
theory”.9

Yet, this Egyptian path was ultimately the path 
not taken. For while Freud’s interest in Egypt was 
maintained, his interest in Egypt as a place which 
challenged the rigidities of gender was soon replaced 
by a different set of associations. Egypt takes 
centre stage in Freud’s final major work Moses and 
Monotheism which was published from London in 
1939, the year of his death. In this book Freud makes 
the scandalous claim that Moses was not a Jew but 
an Egyptian. Freud contradicts the biblical narrative 
by speculating that Moses was born into a family 
of Egyptian nobles and that he was a follower of 
the pharaoh Akhenaten who lived about 1351-1334 
BC. Akhenaten had abandoned traditional Egyptian 

polytheism and introduced the exclusive worship 
of the sun god Aten. It is Akhenaten’s monotheism 
which Freud believed lies behind the Jews’ own 
adoption of a monotheistic religion. In addition to the 
suggestion of the Egyptian origin of monotheism, 
at the heart of Freud’s provocative rewriting is 
the claim that the Jews, in their impatience with 
the harsh strictures of his monotheistic religion, 
murdered Moses. The history of ancient Judaism is 
the site of an Oedipal murder whose consequences 
for the Jewish people continued to be felt well into 
Freud’s lifetime. Central to Freud’s argument is a 
claim that monotheism represented a significant 
advance in thought.  This cultural advance was 
represented by Freud in overlaying gendered and 
ethnic terms as he draws a parallel between the 
origins of monotheism and the triumph of patriarchy 
over matriarchy. To quote Schorske again: “In his 
first Egyptian dig, Freud’s findings were related to 
bisexuality, the phallic mother, the union of opposites 
in religion and even in language. In the second dig, 
undertaken in search of the origins of the Jews, we 
find a different Egypt, one wholly characterized by 
masculine cultural achievements, with Geistigkeit 
and instinctual repression at the center.”10

In contrast to Freud’s one-sided portrayal of  
Akhenaten as highly intellectualised masculine 
figure, a more rounded description was emerging 
amongst Egyptologists at the turn of the century. 
Although the first proper record of Amarna, the site 
of Akhenaten’s capital city, was made by scholars 
of Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition in 1798-1799, it 
was only in the 1880s with the chance discovery of 

12
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379 clay tablets inscribed with cuneiform script that 
the unique character of Akhenaten’s reign came to 
light. The first major archaeological exploration of 
Amarna was undertaken by Flinders Petrie (1853-
1942) the first Professor of Egyptology in the United 
Kingdom.  Among other sites in the central city, Petrie 

Flinders Petrie in 1892. 
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL

Sphinx at Giza etching ©Freud Museum London

pharaoh: “Khuenaten [as Akhenaten was known to 
Egyptologists at the time] stands out as perhaps the 
most original thinker that ever lived in Egypt, and one 
of the great idealists of the world”.11

Yet, what Petrie’s excavations revealed was how 
Akhenaten’s intellectual revolution was accompanied 
by an artistic revolution. The development of the 
‘Armana style’ gave rise to a new more ‘naturalistic 
depiction’ of the human form.  Notable were the 
representations of Akhenaten and his queen Nefertiti 
herself – their genders often indistinguishable. Karl 
Abraham had referred to Akhenaten’s delicate and 
effeminate physique – an impression left by many 
of the statues and reliefs found at Armana. Already 
in Petrie’s time, scholars were suggesting that 
Akhenaten’s feminine physique may have been a 
conscious attempt by the king to differentiate the 
art of his reign from that of previous periods. His 
androgynous form, it was also argued, could be seen 
as an attempt to portray Akhenaten as a combination 
of both the male and female divine. Aten, the creator 
god, had both male and female attributes: “mother 
and father of all human kind”. In representing himself 
in this way, Akhenaten may well have wanted to signal 
his special affinity to the ambiguously gendered 
god. Rather than turning Akhenaten into a figure of 
resolute masculinity, Freud could have included him 
and Aten both in his hermaphroditic pantheon. 

Flinders Petrie was an almost exact contemporary 
of Freud and is generally considered to be one of 
the founding figures of modern archaeology. While 
Freud would turn to  ‘fragments’ of memory to 

understand the psychic history of his patients, Petrie 
would use discarded potsherds to reconstruct the 
development of Egyptian civilization. In Freud’s last 
major work he diagnoses the excavations of Amarna 
and the emergence of the story of Akhenaten as an 
instance of the return of the repressed. By setting 
up Egypt up as alternative to Greece as the site 
of Freud’s archaeological imaginings, Moses and 
Monotheism also suggests that Petrie might have 
come to rival Heinrich Schliemann in his pantheon 
of archaeologists. 

Looking around Freud’s study, Egypt emerges as the 
ancient culture that has been hiding in plain sight. 
Freud had more Egyptian objects in his collection 
than any other type of antiquity.12 For sure, Freud 
refers to Egypt less frequently in his writings than 
he does Greco-Roman antiquity. Yet figures from 
Egyptian mythology and history play pivotal roles 
in the formulation of Freud’s most compelling 
ideas. Reflecting on the role of Egypt in Freud’s 
history of the Jews, Peter Sloterdijk writes: “From 
that point on, the history of ideas takes the form of 
a massive game of displacement in which motifs 
from Egyptian universalism are acted out by non-
Egyptian protagonists”.13 Whether one thinks about 
the occlusion of the Sphinx in the formulation of the 
Oedipus complex, the concealment of Akehenaten 
behind Moses or the overlaying of Amarna with 
Pompeii, Egypt figures in Freud’s work as a site of 
displacement. 

For Edward Said, Freud’s foregrounding of Egypt 
and his interest in the crossover of “non-European” 

excavated the Great Temple of Aten which was key 
to understanding Akhenaten’s religious innovations. 
We can certainly hear echoes of Freud’s later 
assessment in Petrie’s much quoted verdict on the 

and “European” cultures in the founding of Judaism 
testified to his openness and his frustration with the 
nationalist and racist theories which were so prevalent 
at the end of his life. Paying greater attention to 
Freud’s ‘non-Europeans’ might certainly lead to a less 
monocultural understanding of psychoanalysis. But 

looking more specifically at questions of archaeology, 
the turn to Egypt gives us a greater insight into 
psychoanalysis’ deep implication in the histories of 
race and colonialism. Archaeology whether Egyptian 
or Classical was intricately tied into the nationalist 



16 17

Amulet of Mut ©Freud Museum London 

and imperial histories of the nineteenth century. 
Turning from Classical to Egyptian archaeology 
serves to make this implicit legacy more explicit. 
Eyptomania was profoundly marked by the racial 
anxieties of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  Petrie’s eugenicism, for instance, and 
his interest in Akhenaten’s heredity reminds us 
how questions of race are never far from the 
preoccupations of scientific archaeology. And if 
we keep Ingres’ sensuous oriental Sphinx in mind 
the next time we consider the Oedipus Complex, 
we might go further in rethinking psychoanalysis’ 
relationship to its own ‘dark continents’. 

Endnotes

1. As Armstrong (2005), 55 notes ‘it was a good five times in 
print that Freud declared this to be the real meaning of the 
riddle of the Sphinx’.

2. Freud (1900), SE Vol. 5, p. 583
3. Freud (1900), SE Vol. 5, p. 583
4. In the his Autobiographical Study, Freud talks of his ‘deep 

engrossment in the Bible’ from the time he was learning to 
read and that this early encounter had a profound effect on 
his later interests. 

5. Armstrong (2005), 70 sees a reference to Freud’s mother dream 
lying behind the identification of Leonardo’s vulture with Mut.  

6. Freud (1910) SE Vol. 11, p. 94
7. Freud (1910) SE Vol. 11, p. 94
8. Freud (1910) SE Vol. 11, p. 94 
9. Schorske (1993)
10. Schorske (1993)
11. Petrie, cited in Drower (1985), 198
12. Raffael-Leff (1991), 309
13. Sloterdijk (2009), 16
14. Challis (2013)
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“For me these things have more historical than 
aesthetic interest...” Letter to Martha Bernays 
19.10.1885.

‘Egypt’ in context

From his fateful childhood exposure to the Philipson’s 
bible to his last ‘historical novel’ of Moses and 
Monotheism, Freud’s abiding interest in Egypt should 
be seen within the context of a wider fascination 
with antiquity and the past, demonstrated by his 
extraordinary collection of ancient objects. Why did 
Freud collect so many objects? What function did 
they serve in his personal and professional life? Why 
this interest in the material past? When asked these 
question over the years, students, academics and 
visitors to the museum have offered many possible 

answers, whether based on the evidence of Freud’s 
writing and biography or on the incidental ideas 
and feelings that might float into one’s mind in the 
resonant atmosphere of Freud’s study and consulting 
room. The ‘real answer’ is that we just don’t know, yet 
the size of Freud’s collection and the almost obsessive 
nature of his passion cry out for explanation. And, in 
keeping with psychoanalytic modes of enquiry, the 
least well-informed visitor may be struck by an insight 
that the dedicated researcher has missed. 

Why did Freud collect so many objects?

(1) Because of the death of his father. Freud’s self-
analysis began with the feeling of being ‘torn up by 
the roots’ after his father’s death in October 1896 
(Raphael-Leff, 2007). In the preface to the second 

Ivan Ward

Freud’s Egypt
Context & Interpretation

Sigmund Freud and his father Jacob Freud 
1864 ©Freud Museum London
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edition of the Interpretation of Dreams Freud describes 
the subjective significance of the book for him 
personally: “It was, I found, a portion of my own self-
analysis, my reaction to my father’s death — that is to 
say, to the most important event, the most poignant 
loss, of a man’s life” His ‘serious’ collecting began 

with the Egyptian objects at around the same time, 
although his passion for antiquity had started years 
before. At times of crisis we feel helpless in the 
face of a reality we cannot control, and death is the 
ultimate inescapable ‘fact of life’. Yet the Egyptians 

thought they could control it. Perhaps Freud, through 
his Egyptian antiquities, found a vicarious form of 
control over this devastating blow in his life. His 
self-analysis allowed him to come to terms with the 
deeply ambivalent relationship he had with his father, 
which he came to see as an inevitable component 
of all close relationships, and the Egyptian collection 
may have expressed this ambivalence in concrete 
terms. If they were in some sense a magical denial 
of his father’s death, they were also a defiant gesture 
against the father’s Mosaic prohibition on worshiping 
graven images. A print of Moses smashing the tablets 
of the law hangs outside Freud’s study.

(2) Because it gave him a sense of control over 
the past. For Freud, we are determined by the past 
and are helpless and vulnerable in relation to it. 
Psychoanalysis was an attempt to control the past so 
that its grip over our lives can be abated. By becoming 
the curator of a private museum he represented the 
emancipatory project of psychoanalysis to bring 
to light the demons of the past and neutralise their 
power. For the ancient Egyptians the world was 
infused with magic; past and present were entwined 
and the everyday world was intimately connected 
to supernatural worlds. Freud’s development of 
psychoanalysis gave him access to another world 
that seemed equally mysterious and ancient. Perhaps 
his sense of dominion over the physical objects gave 
him the confidence to seek dominion over the new 
world of the unconscious that he was exploring. 
A portrait by Max Pollack from 1914 best captures 
the sense of adventure experienced by Freud in his 
‘desktop theatre’, as Richard Armstrong calls it, with 

Sigmund Freud at his Desk, 1914 by Max Pollak 
©Freud Museum London

Moses and the Tablets of the Law 
©Freud Museum London

a formation of figurines lined up on his writing desk 
like two rows of soldiers in rank – while Freud himself 
occupies the place of commander-in-chief.

(3) Because the objects inspired him and filled him 
with ideas for his work. Many students feel that the 
objects acted like visual stimuli, triggering ideas and 
constantly bombarding him with representations of 
unconscious processes. Despite his conviction that 
psychoanalytic abstractions could not be given ‘plastic 
representation’ (“I do not believe that satisfactory   
plastic   representation  of our abstractions is at all 
possible.” Freud, 1925) Freud’s work abounds with 
examples of the inner world and abstract thoughts 
being ‘converted into pictorial plastic images’ (Freud, 
1900) Freud’s psychoanalytic vocabulary is largely 
Hellenic, expressed in a language familiar to his 
expected readership of classically educated ‘medical 
men’, but his knowledge of the Egyptian world view 
would have provided him with an alternative source 
of inspiration that found its way into his work. Some 
commentators argue that it is a neglected resource, 
but many possible influences can be listed: the 
importance of psychical bisexuality, as most notably 
represented by the creator god Atun, but evident 
in many other Egyptian deities (see Leonard, 
this volume); sibling rivalry as an unavoidable 
developmental crisis (as depicted in the foundational 
Pharaoic myth of Isis and Osiris and his murderous 
brother Seth); the division of the mind into separate 
parts, as the ancient Egyptians distinguished not just 
‘body’ and ‘soul’ but created a complex ‘structural 
theory’ involving a unique individuality (Ba), a vital 
essence (Ka), and the Jb (heart) as a source of 

emotion and moral awareness; the importance of 
sleep and dreaming in ancient Egypt (to such an 
extent that in a letter to his friend and confidante, 
Wilhelm Fliess, Freud refers to The Interpretation of 
Dreams as his ‘Egyptian dream book’ [Freud, 1899]); 
the division between ‘heart’ and ‘tongue’ in creation, 

as represented by the divine attributes of the god 
Ptah (as the rules of language and the urgency of 
emotion divides human nature in Freud’s account); 
perhaps also ideas of displacement, condensation 
and over-determination were partly inspired by his 
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knowledge of the history of Egyptian deities and their 
complex transformations. These ideas may not have 
been given definite terms or achieved the conceptual 
status of the Hellenic propositions, but they are 
fundamental to Freud’s thought and the project of 
psychoanalysis.

(4) Because the objects calmed him down in 
some way. How do you control the tumult of a 
ceaselessly enquiring mind? The American poet 
H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), one of his patients, quotes 
Freud as remarking that his “little statues and images 
helped stabilize the evanescent idea, or keep it from 
escaping altogether.” (H.D. 1956) If stabilisation was 
important in his creative thinking it was even more so 
in his therapeutic work. Freud’s technique requires a 
meditative state of receptivity, almost the opposite of 
‘thinking’. There must have been many times when a 
‘brilliant idea’ came to Freud that he wanted to tell the 
patient, but he would have to control his excitement 
and hold his tongue. What the analyst knows and what 
the patient knows are different things. Perhaps, as a 
student once suggested, the antiquities provided a 
safe place to locate the thinking part of Freud’s mind 
which had to be temporarily abandoned in analytic 
work, creating the paradox that these emotion-laden 
archaic pagan figures could act as containers for the 
‘rational’ Freud.

(5) They were counter-phobic objects averting fears 
of his mother’s death. As a frightened eight year old, 
Freud dreams of his dead mother being carried into 
the room by falcon-headed figures. The very objects 
that terrified him in his childhood nightmare become 
the most esteemed and coveted possessions of his 

adult life. The phobic object condenses fears and 
unacceptable emotions, which are then avoided; the 
counter-phobic attitude condenses the same fears 
and emotional conflicts which are then repetitively 
‘mastered’ in some way, just as a traumatic situation 
may be repeated in ‘flashback’ in a failed attempt to 
overcome it. The fact that the Egyptian objects were the 
first to be collected shows that it was at this point that 
the counter-phobic attitude was located. One might 
say that the pleasure Freud derived from buying the 
next antiquity, a frisson even, hinted at the anxiety or 
fearful expectation that lay at its root. I am suggesting 
that the purchase of an object would have felt like a 
triumph of the ego over anxiety and a simultaneous 
control over the inner emotional conflict. Something 
forbidden was being enacted and overcome. Freud’s 
nightmare speaks not just of fear of his mother’s 
death but disavowed death wishes against the adored 
and venerated parent. The objects may contain 
and neutralise these difficult and unacceptable 
emotions and, as Fenichel states: ‘in this respect the 
counter-phobic attitude may really be regarded as a 
never-ending attempt at the belated conquest of an 
unmastered infantile anxiety’. (Fenichel, 1939) 

Like all psychic phenomena Freud’s interest is over-
determined, with a multitude of causes, conscious 
and unconscious. From the array of interpretations 
that have been offered over the years I have listed 
only a few and invite the reader to contribute their 
own. Enter Freud’s world and soak up the atmosphere 
of his study; his objects are the material embodiment 
of his inner world. What do they symbolise? What 
story do they tell?
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‘Flinders Petrie, the father of scientific archaeology, 
showed modern excavators how to read unearthed 
relics in the 1870s, and Freud, the father of 
psychoanalysis, taught psychic explorers how to 
read the relics of the psyche two decades later’.1 

Flinders Petrie, the ‘Father of Egyptian 
Archaeology’
Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie (1853-1942) is 
widely considered as one of the pioneers of modern 
archaeological scientific methods. Petrie is often 
named as the ‘Father of Egyptian Archaeology’; a 
justifiable credit given that many of the field methods 
he originally devised are still used today.During his 
long career Petrie wrote over a thousand articles and 
hundreds of books, establishing a scholarly legacy that 

remains unrivalled today.2 Born in Charlton, England, 
in 1853, Flinders Petrie first visited Egypt in 1880 to 
survey the Great Pyramid at Giza.3 It was during his 
work at Giza that Petrie refined his archaeological field 
methods, in particular his painstaking triangulation 
work, to produce an accurate record of the site.4 With 
his vast Egyptian workforces, who he trained in the 
field, over the ensuing decade Petrie subsequently 
led excavations at sites across Egypt including Tanis, 
Naukratis, Lahun and Amarna.5

In 1892, Petrie was appointed as the first Edwards 
Professor of Egyptian Archaeology and Philology at 
University College London; a post created through 
the bequest of Petrie’s sponsor and friend Amelia 
Edwards (1831-1892).6 Edwards also bequeathed her 

Anna Garnett

Reconstructing fragments of  life stories: 

Flinders Petrie, 
Freud & Egypt

Flinders Petrie and his Palestinian collection at UCL.
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL
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Egyptological library and her personal collection 
of ancient Egyptian objects to UCL. The Egyptian 
Museum at UCL opened in 1915, designed by Petrie 
to showcase the many thousands of objects which 
formed the foundation of the Petrie Museum of 
Egyptian Archaeology.7 Set up primarily as a teaching 
collection, the Petrie Museum remains one of the 
most important collections of ancient Egyptian and 
Sudanese archaeology in the world.

Whilst in post as Professor, Petrie was able to balance 
the pressures of teaching, field archaeology and object 
curation with the assistance of his students, whom he 
trained up with the necessary skills.8 In 1896, Petrie 
married Hilda who also took on many responsibilities 
in the field, in particular drawing and recording of 
finds.9 Hilda became a great archaeologist in her own 
right, and Petrie acknowledged her vital contribution 
in a dedication in his autobiography: ‘To my wife, on 
whose toil most of my work has depended’.10 Flinders 
and Hilda worked in Egypt until 1926, when they turned 
their attention to excavations in Palestine.11 Petrie died 
in Jerusalem in 1942 (outlived by Hilda who lived on 
until 1957 and was buried in the Protestant cemetery 
on the summit of Mount Zion.)12

Petrie and Freud
While Petrie and Freud both lived in Hampstead, which 
suggests that they may have been acquaintances, 
corroborative details remain to be confirmed. Freud’s 
library contained the six-volumes of Petrie’s History of 

Egypt (1899-1905) alongside publications by Petrie’s 
Egyptological contemporaries. Given Freud’s interest 
in ancient Egypt, and Petrie’s prolific publication 
record, it is surprising that more of Petrie’s work 
did not feature in Freud’s personal library. Whilst 
Freud was successful in accumulating hundreds of 
ancient Egyptian objects, he appears to have had 
comparatively less interest in the academic study 
of the history and culture of ancient Egypt.13 Freud 
was clearly keen to expand his object collection, but 
he did not subscribe to a relevant learned society 
such as the Egypt Exploration Fund (now the Egypt 
Exploration Society). If he had, he would have 
received excavated objects as a subscription gift 
to expand his personal collection, thus significantly 
strengthening its archaeological context.14

Finding meaning in the inconsequential
In the absence of hard evidence suggestive of 
an acquaintance between Petrie and Freud, an 
interesting parallel can be made between Petrie’s 
resolute focus on the study of often-fragmentary 
archaeological traces of daily life in ancient Egypt, 
and Freud’s approach to discarded and fragmented 
memories. Petrie recognised the importance of 
objects used in daily life: objects that humanise 
the past and allow us a glimpse at the way people 
actually lived in ancient Egypt.15 By sifting through 
seemingly insignificant refuse recovered from the 
different archaeological layers of an excavation, it is 
possible to reconstruct the past.16 In particular, Petrie 
advocated for the archaeological importance of 
pottery, for which his workers gave him the nickname 
‘Abu Bagousheh’ meaning ‘Father of Pots.’17 

Among the new scientific methods which he pioneered 
in the field, Petrie is best known for developing the 
world’s first detailed prehistoric timeline based on 
ancient Egyptian pottery.18 In 1894-1895, Petrie and his 
Egyptian workforce excavated thousands of ceramic 
vessels from cemeteries at the Upper Egyptian sites 
of Naqada, Ballas and Diospolis Parva dating to the 
Predynastic Period (c. 5500-3100BC.)19 To create 
order from this vast amount of pottery, Petrie began 
by defining more than 700 types of ceramic vessels 
and then divided this corpus into nine main groupings 
on the basis of morphology, finish and composition.20 
He then gave each pottery type a code and listed 
the contents of individual graves on thin slips of 
card. By grouping different pottery forms in this way, 
Petrie arranged these 900 slips in an order that he 
termed ‘Sequence Dating’.21 This complex statistical 
procedure, known to archaeologists as a type of 
seriation, would today normally be completed on a 
computer but Petrie managed working on paper.22 
Petrie succeeded to reconstruct the past through 
piecing together these seemingly inconsequential 
fragments, in much the same way as Freud 
encouraged his patients to recall seemingly trivial 
memories in order for him to reconstruct their life 
story.23

Akhenaten, Amarna and Monotheism
A photograph from Freud’s collection shows a statue 
of Akhenaten, an ancient Egyptian king who ruled 
during the 18th Dynasty between 1352-1336BC. 
Akhenaten, popularly known as the ‘heretic’ pharaoh, 
would come to play an important role in Freud’s 
narrative of the birth of western identity.24 This period 

Petrie’s ‘sequence dating’ slips. 
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL
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during the late 18th Dynasty is known as the Amarna 
Period. Together with his queen, the Great Royal 
Wife Nefertiti, Akhenaten broke with tradition by 
worshipping only the sun-disc, known as the Aten.25 

Akhenaten founded the city of ancient Akhetaten, 
known today as Tell el-Amarna, on virgin soil on 
the East bank of the Nile in Middle Egypt. This new 
royal city included palaces, temples, living areas 
and industrial workshops, and those who lived at 
Amarna were buried in nearby cemeteries.26 The 

artistic style during the Amarna Period significantly 
departed from the traditional, well-established 
ancient Egyptian artistic canon. This style, unlike 
anything seen before, is characterised by increased 
movement and exaggerated naturalism in the human 
form. In particular, representations of Akhenaten 
depict the pharaoh with distinctly feminine features 
including large hips and thighs, prominent breasts 
and rounded stomach, examples of which can be 

seen in the exhibition. Amarna was abandoned and 
the city was destroyed after Akhenaten’s death, 
which included damnatio memoriae of royal statues 
and inscriptions in an attempt to erase the memory of 
the Amarna Period from the historical record.27

From 1891-1892, Flinders Petrie and his Egyptian 
workforce were the first to systematically excavate 
at Amarna after years of periodic looting of the 
site. These excavations focused on the Central 
City, an area which includes the ‘Great Palace’.28 
Although the walls of these structures had largely 
been razed, beautifully painted plaster pavements 
remained in-situ which Petrie carefully recorded.29 

Despite the looting at the site, Petrie found rich 
evidence of domestic and religious material culture 
during these excavations. He published the results 
of his excavation as a monograph, and the Petrie 
Museum holds archival documentation from this 
work including Petrie’s diaries and his watercolour 
paintings of Amarna.30 The contemporary system of 
‘partage’, whereby funders received objects in return 
for their subscriptions, meant that excavation finds 
were distributed between the Egyptian Antiquities 
Service, Petrie’s donors, and foreign museums.31 

This system meant that there was more pressure 
for excavators to find museum-worthy objects. 
Objects from Petrie’s excavations can therefore 
now be seen in museum displays around the world, 
including in Cairo, Copenhagen, London, and Oxford. 
International awareness of Akhenaten, and the 
Amarna Period, increased significantly as a result of 
Petrie’s excavations. Freud was acutely aware of the 
religious reform of Akhenaten and the development 

of monotheism during the Amarna Period, which 
controversially led him to suggest that Moses was a 
follower of Akhenaten in his 1939 publication Moses 
and Monotheism.

The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, 
UCL, cares for thousands of objects from Petrie’s 
excavations at Amarna, which form one of the most 
important Amarna Period museum collections in 
the world. Over the past decade, the Museum has 
explored these links between Freud and Petrie in a 
series of public events, including a panel discussion 
on the Freudian theories of Oedipus and Moses as 
part of the Being Human Festival in 2017. The story 
of Flinders Petrie, Sigmund Freud and Egypt will 
continue to be told through the Petrie Museum 
collection for years to come.

Petrie’s watercolour of a painted plaster scene at Amarna.
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL
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List of  Objects
FIGURINE OF ISIS AND HORUS 
Late Period (26th Dynasty), 664-525BC; bronze; 24 x 9.4 x 4.8 cm
Museum number: 3037

This figure depicts Isis wearing a tripartite vulture headdress, surmounted by a 
horned disk (associating her with Hathor) supporting her infant son Horus. Isis was 
the sister and wife of Osiris, and was representative of wifely and motherly virtues. 
After the violent death of Osiris, Isis gave birth to Horus in secret, protecting him so that 
he could avenge the murder of his father.

STATUETTE OF BASTET AS A CAT
Late Period, 747 BC – 332 BC; bronze and wood; 13.8 x 5.4 x 10.8 cm
Museum number: 3418

Freud was no fan of cats, but when one climbed through the window of his home at 
Berggasse 19, he had a slight change of heart: ‘The cat would inspect in passing the 
antique objects […]. But when the cat proceeded to make known its archaeological 
satisfaction by purring and with this lithe grace did not cause the slightest damage, 
Freud’s heart melted and he ordered milk for it. From then on the cat claimed its 
rights daily to take a place on the sofa, inspect the antiques, and get its bowl of milk’. 
Lou Andreas-Salomé, The Freud Journal.
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PHILLIPSON BIBLE (DIE ISRAELITISCHE BIBEL)
Late Period (26th Dynasty), Leipzig: Baumgärtners Buchhandlung, 1839
Museum number: 2729

Ludwig Philippson, a German- Jewish scholar and rabbi completed this edition of the 
Jewish Bible in 1854. It contained the original Hebrew text, a German translation, notes 
and many woodcut illustrations. Sigmund Freud was given the bible by his father at 
the age of seven and studied it passionately.  His father re-presented it to him with a 
new leather binding and a dedication for his thirty-fifth birthday.

DONATION STELE
Ptolemaic Period, dated 301 BC; limestone; 53 x 36 x 6 cm
Museum Number: 4581

A Donation Stele is a commemorative inscription that records the giving of a gift. In 
this stela the upper register depicts the winged disc of the sun. The middle section 
represents Ptolemy, Alexander the Great’s general, who seized control of Egypt and 
declared himself pharaoh. Facing him are the sky god Amun; his consort Mut; their son 
the moon god Khonsu and Horus of Mesen, a solar deity. The lower section contains 
an inscription in demotic, the shorthand script used in the Late Period. 

TOMB OF TUT-ANKH-AMEN BY HOWARD CARTER
London: Cassell and Company, 1923–1933
Museum Number: 757–759

Howard Carter was a British archaeologist and Egyptologist. He worked as a student 
of Flinders Petrie on his excavation at Amarna. He became world-famous when he 
discovered the intact tomb of the 18th Dynasty Pharaoh, Tutankhamun, in November 
1922. Freud is known to have followed this discovery with great interest and enthusiasm. 
This copy of Carter’s subsequent book is from Freud’s own library.

AMULET OF MUT 
Late Period, 716-332 BC; bronze; 4.3 x 1.4 x 3.2 cm
Museum Number: 3783

‘It would be interesting to enquire how it could be that the ancient Egyptians came to 
choose the vulture as symbol of motherhood’. (Freud, SE, XI, p.88) This is how Freud 
introduces the discussion of the goddess Mut in his essay ‘Leonardo da Vinci and a 
Memory of His Childhood’ where he develops the idea of an androgynous mother-
goddess. 

STATUETTE OF NEITH 
Late Period; bronze; 33 x 7.5 x 10 cm 
Museum Number: 3134

The tallest figure on Freud’s desk, the statue of Neith was given to Freud by Sergei 
Pankejeff, also known as the Wolf Man, at the end of his first period of treatment in 
the summer of 1914. Pankejeff said the work ‘symbolized my analysis with Freud who 
himself called me “a piece of psychoanalysis”.’’ Freud saw Neith as an androgynous 
figure who prefigured the Greek goddess Athena. 

PRINT OF DER FELSENTEMPEL VON ABU SIMBEL 
The Rock Temple of Abu Simbel by Hanfstaengel, after a painting by Ernst Koemer, 
framed and glazed, 1907; 68 x 95 cm
Museum number: 3980

This picture hung directly over Freud’s couch in Berggasse 19. It represents a temple 
façade which was first discovered by Johann Ludwig Burckhardt in 1813. Four colossal 
statues of Ramses II flank an engraving of the Falcon-headed Ra-Harakhte. Above it 
is a frieze depicting 22 baboons worshipping the rising sun. The temple was carved 
directly into the rock. 
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SPHINX AMULET 
Late Period, 716-332 BC; Egyptian faience; 3.6 x 3.1 x 1.3 cm
Museum Number: 3830

The colossal Sphinx at Giza made the sphinx a potent symbol of Egypt. With a lion’s 
body and human head, the Egyptian sphinx was usually represented as male. This 
sphinx is female but is depicted without breasts. 

‘LEONARDO DA VINCI AND A MEMORY OF HIS CHILDHOOD’ 
by Sigmund Freud

In his essay ‘Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood’ (1910) Freud explored 
Egyptian mythology and its connection to questions of sexuality and narcissism. He 
focused in particular on the figure of the phallic mother whom he associated with the 
goddesses Mut and Neith. 

REPRODUCTION PRINT OF OEDIPUS AND THE SPHINX BY INGRES
Reproduction print of Oedipus and the Sphinx by Ingres

A reproduction of Jean-Auguste-Dominque Ingres’ neo-classical painting ‘Oedipus 
Explaining the Enigma of the Sphinx’ hung next to Freud’s couch in Berggasse 19, 
Vienna. The sphinx’s sensual and sexual feminine identity is given particular prominence 
in this picture, which makes it all the more surprising that Freud associated the Sphinx 
with the father in his discussion of the Oedipus Complex.

AMENOPHIS I AND AHMOSE-NOFRETIRI 
New Kingdom (18th dynasty, Amenhotep III), 1390-1353 BC; steatite; 10 x 9.5 x 4 cm
Museum Number: 3072

This mother-son pairing usually sits on a table facing Freud’s couch. The main figure is 
the deified Amenophis I, who is seated beside his mother, the deified queen Ahmose-
Nofretiri. Mother and son were worshipped as divine patrons of the necropolis at 
Thebes. Their common burial place was cleared by Howard Carter in 1913-14. Freud’s 
interest may well have been piqued by this mother-son relationship. 

GILDED MUMMY MASK 
Late Period, 600-332 BC; cartonnage (linen and gesso); 53 x 43 x 22 cm
Museum Number 4382

Freud acquired this mummy covering from Robert Lustig, a Viennese dealer of 
antiquities from whom Freud bought many of his prized objects. Freud spotted this 
item in March 1934 and proposed to swap it for a selection of Etruscan mirrors. 
Lustig would recall that Freud was taken by the mummy’s ‘nice Jewish face’.

MUMMY PORTRAIT 
Roman Period, c. 250-300 AD; tempura on wood (encaustic); 36 x 24 x 1 cm
Museum Number: 4946

This is an example of a Fayum mummy portrait produced between the first and fourth 
centuries AD in Roman Egypt. The paintings covered the face of mummified bodies 
of the elite. The style is classical and so these portraits represent an interesting mix 
of Greco-Roman and Egyptian artistic and cultural practices. 

MODEL FUNERARY BARQUE 
Modern and ancient; wood, gessoed; 24 x 60 cm
Museum Number: 3852

This model funerary barque depicts a mummy on a bier under the canopy. The tomb 
offering symbolizes the transport of the dead person and their soul to the afterlife. 
Egyptians envisioned death as a boat journey down the River Nile. This item is probably 
a pastiche of ancient and modern, or it might be a fake.
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MUMMY BANDAGES 
Egyptian, Ptolemaic-Roman Period, c. 100 BC-200 BC; linen; 12.2 x 55.5 cm
Museum Number: 3327 and 3441

These two mummy bandages have vignettes from the Book of the Dead, a collection 
of magical spells intended to assist the dead as they pass through the underworld to 
the afterlife. One wrapping has excerpts from the first three chapters of the Book 
of the Dead. It also depicts a procession to a tomb and the deceased worshipping 
the god Re-Horakhty. The second bandage portrays offerings being presented before 
Osiris, god of the underworld. 

FRONTAL COVERING OF A MUMMY  
Ptolemaic Period, 332-30 BC; cartonnage; 33 x 23.5 cm
Museum Number: 4936

This piece of cartonnage forms part of the mummy of a woman and would have been 
placed over the legs. The figures along the top represent the four sons of Horus, minor 
deities, whose role was to eliminate hunger and thirst. The two male figures on the 
bottom depict Osiris, lord of the underworld. Osiris appears with Isis and her sister 
Nephthys.

HEART SCARAB 
New Kingdom (18th-19th dynasty), 1540-1190 BC; steatite; 2.4 x 4 x 5.6 cm
Museum Number: 4004

The scarab is a type of beetle that lays its eggs in dead matter and thus brings forth 
new life from death. They became associated by ancient Egyptians with death and 
regeneration. So-called heart scarabs were amulets wrapped around the heart during 
mummification. This scarab has an inscription from chapter 30b of the Book of the 
Dead with a command to the heart not to give evidence against the deceased. 

SIGMUND FREUD’S COPY OF AMULETS: ILLUSTRATED BY THE EGYPTIAN 
COLLECTION IN UNIVERSITY COLLEGE LONDON BY W. M. FLINDERS PETRIE 
London: Constable & Company, 1914
Museum Number: 472

FALCON-HEADED FIGURE
Forgery, 19th century; gessoed and painted wood; 27.5 x 8.4 x 5 cm
Museum Number: 3124

‘It is dozens of years since I myself had a true anxiety-dream. But I remember one 
from my seventh or eight year […]. In it I saw my beloved mother, with a peculiarly 
peaceful, sleeping expression on her features, being carried into the room by two (or 
three) people with bird’s beaks and laid upon the bed. I awoke in tears and screaming, 
and interrupted my parent’s sleep. The strangely draped and unnaturally tall figures 
with birds’ beaks were derived from illustrations to Philippson’s Bible. I fancy they 
must have been gods with falcons’ heads from an ancient Egyptian funerary relief.’ 
Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams

SHABTI OF THE GOD’S FATHER IMHOTEP 
Late Period (30th Dynasty), 380-342 BC; Egyptian faience; 21 x 6 x 4 cm
Museum Number: 3351

This mummified figure is of the type referred to as a shabti, ushabti or shawabti. 
These figurines were buried along with the deceased and became their ‘deputies’ in 
the afterlife. Shabti figures like this one are inscribed with an extract from Chapter 6 
of the Book of the Dead, which called upon the shabti to perform manual labour on 
behalf of the dead.
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FIGURINES OF AKHENATEN, NEFERTITI AND PRINCESS
Museum Number: UC004

This limestone statuette depicts a king, queen and princess in the Amarna style, and 
is thought to be the bodies of Akhenaten, Nefertiti and their daughter. Akhenaten 
was frequently represented in art as having effeminate features. In this statuette his 
physique is almost indistinguishable from Nefertiti’s. Many theories have been put 
forward about the meaning and origin of Akhenaten’s androgynous appearance.  
Although Freud discussed Egyptian mythology in connection with theories of 
hermaphroditism, he associated Akhenaten with rational masculinity. 

PROFILE INLAY
Museum Number: UC103  

This fragmentary portrait almost certainly represents Nefertiti. The quartzite head 
would have been completed with the attachment of a crown, most likely the tall 
crown associated with a queen. Her eyes would have been inlaid with another 
material emphasizing the polychrome appearance. The restrained features suggest 
that the piece dates from the later years of Akhenaten’s reign.   

SMALL STELA OF AKHENATEN
Museum Number: UC012

This miniature stela is made from painted limestone and is crudely incised with the 
figure of Akhenaten before two stands of incense, with the sun disk above. Here 
Akhenaten is represented with the Aten – the sun disk. In the so-called ‘Great Hymn 
to the Aten’, Akhenaten praises Aten as the creator and life-giver. Freud followed 
others in considering Atenism the world’s first monotheistic religion. 

MONKEY FIGURINE
Museum Number: UC028 

This unusual painted limestone statuette shows a monkey with beer pot. Monkeys 
play an interesting role in Egyptian art – they were not native to Egypt but often kept 
as pets. Petrie found twenty three monkey figures in Amarna, some playing lyres, 
some riding chariots or eating and drinking. The figures have given rise to different 
interpretations with some scholars arguing that they were toys while others have 
suggested that they might have been caricatures of the royal family. One of Freud’s 
favorite objects was a statuette of Thoth as a baboon. His housekeeper Paula Fichtl 
noted his habit of stroking the marble baboon, as he did his own pet dogs.

AKHENATEN PROFILE INLAY
Museum Number: UC101 

This profile is an inlay of a head made of yellow quartzite. The figure is thought to 
be a profile of Akhenaten. The head is shaped for the addition of a separate crown. 
Petrie, who was a eugenicist, was very interested in representations of Akhenaten’s 
and Nefertiti’s faces and linked them to questions of heredity.

HEAD OF A WOMAN FROM AMARNA  
Museum Number: UC16662 

The limestone head from this statuette of woman shows a trace of pigment. It is in 
the Amarna style, characterised by a new ‘realism’ and ‘naturalism’ evident in the 
depiction here.  

AKHENATEN HEAD
Museum Number: UC007

In this pink granite head of a shabti of Akhenaten, the king wears the khat headdress 
with uraeus and false beard. Despite the religious innovations of Akhenaten’s reign, 
many of the rituals associated with burial were maintained during this period. 
Akhenaten, like his predecessors and successors, was accompanied into the afterlife 
by many shabtis. 

These objects, on loan from the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology at UCL, were excavated from the site of 
Tell el-Amarna, the capital city founded by the ‘heretic’ pharaoh Akhenaten (c. 1351-1334 BC). Little was known 
about Amarna before Flinders Petrie’s extensive excavations there in 1891-1892. Akhenaten’s city witnessed a 
religious and cultural revolution reflected in a new artistic expression known as the ‘Armana style’. 
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FAIENCE VESSEL FRAGMENT
Museum Number: UC458 

This fragment of a faience vessel is decorated with designs of pendant and buds. 
The use of bright colours was characteristic of the New Kingdom (1550-1069 BC) 
and was a particular feature of the pottery produced at Amarna under Akhenaten’s 
reign. These vessels frequently depicted scenes from nature giving rise to the 
characterisation of Akhenaten’s art as ‘naturalistic’. Petrie’s fascination with broken 
potsherds can be compared to Freud’s interest in the fragments of memories.  

MOSES AND MONOTHEISM BY SIGMUND FREUD
London: Hogarth Press & The Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1939
Museum Number: 2899

This was Freud’s last major work published from his exile in London. In the book 
he draws on the history of Akhenaten to theorise the origins of monotheism and 
proposes that Moses was not a Jew but an Egyptian follower of the revolutionary 
pharaoh. 

SITTING FIGURE OF IMHOTEP 
Late Period, 716-332 BC; bronze; 11.4 x 3.6 x 8 cm
Museum Number: 3027

Imhotep is best known today as the architect of the Step Pyramid at Saqqara, the 
world’s first large-scale stone building. However, Imhotep was originally revered 
as a sage and scribes were said to pour a libation to his memory before beginning 
to write. Imhotep was also known as a healer and associated in classical times 
with the Greek god of healing, Asklepios.

WALL RELIEF DEPICTING COURT OFFICIAL 
Forgery, in the style of Egyptian New Kingdom (late 18th Dynasty), c. 1353-1292 BC; 
limestone; 63.5 x 35 x 5.5 cm
Museum Number: 4379

This carved fragment of a sunken relief depicts a courtier with his arms raised in 
reverence. The figure is represented in ‘Amarna style’ with both his physiognomy 
and costume recalling the art produced during Akhenaten’s reign. Freud’s relief is 
suspected of being a forgery, perhaps the work of the Berlin forger, Oxian Aslanian.  

DRAWING OF MICHELANGELO ‘S MOSES
Ink on paper, commissioned by Freud 1912 
Museum Number: 6417

Freud was fascinated by the Moses story for much of his life. In 1914 he passionately 
studied Michelangelo’s Moses sculpture writing that he ‘has added something new and 
more than human to the figure of Moses; so that the giant frame with its tremendous 
physical power becomes only a concrete expression of the highest mental achievement 
that is possible in a man.’ 

PHOTOGRAPHS OF PETRIE
courtesy Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology at UCL 
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STATUETTE OF BASTET  
Late Period, 600BC – 332 BC; bronze and wood; 12.6 x 3.7 x 2.7 cm
Museum Number: 3026

Bastet was originally a fierce lioness warrior goddess of the sun, but later she was 
changed into the cat goddess that is familiar today. Freud himself had no love of cats, 
and he dubbed a cat who climbed through the window at Berggasse 19 and failed to 
reciprocate his attentions ‘the narcissistic cat’. 

STATUETTE OF AMUN-RE 
Late Period; bronze; 21.2 x 4.3 x 5.8 cm
Museum Number: 3138

Amun-Re is one of the oldest Egyptian gods. His name Amun, means ‘Hidden One’. 
He was a creator god and in the New Kingdom was merged with the sun god Re. He 
was the supreme god of the Egyptian pantheon and was later identified by the Greeks 
with the god Zeus. 

HUMAN-HEADED BIRD  
Ptolemaic Period, 332-30 BC; gessoed and painted wood; 14 x 4.8 x 4.8 cm
Museum Number: 3286

Many of Freud’s Egyptian artefacts depict partial-human partial-animal figures. This 
bird from the Ptolemaic period was part of a wooden funeral stele. It represents the ba 
(the individuality) of the deceased which divides from the body at the point of death. 
The ba would escape the fate of the physical body after death. It flew back to the land 
of the living in the form of a bird.

PAINTED PLASTER MASK FROM FEMALE MUMMY 
Roman Period, 100-120 AD; plaster; 12 x 13 x 28.5 cm
Museum Number: 2014.103

This mummy mask has ‘corkscrew curls’ which were a typical Egyptian hairstyle 
during the reign of the Roman Emperor Trajan who ruled 98-117 AD. The style 
resembles that of the goddess Isis. 

FIGURE OF GODDESS ISIS 
Ptolemaic Period; bronze; 12.2 x 3.2 x 5.1 cm  
Museum Number: 3033

Of the thirty-five figures on Freud’s desk, twenty-two are Egyptian. This figurine 
represents the goddess Isis with her arms stretched out protecting a now lost figure. 
After her brother/husband Osiris was murdered by Seth, Isis transformed herself into 
a kite and flew over Osiris’s body. Osiris’s mummified corpse became re-animated by 
the beating of her wings and it was at this moment that she became pregnant with 
her son Horus. 

THE DAWN OF CONSCIENCE BY JAMES HENRY BREASTED
London: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1934
Museum Number: 780

In writing Moses and Monotheism, Freud drew heavily on the American archaeologist 
and Egyptologist James Henry Breasted’s work The Dawn of Conscience. In the book, 
Breasted argued that many of our ideas about conduct and morality originated in 
ancient Egypt. 
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This captivating exhibition examines Freud’s enduring fascination with Egypt evident both 
in his writings and in his collection of antiquities. Exploring the themes of Egyptomania, 
sexuality, death and more, objects from the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology and 
Freud’s personal collection are displayed side by side.
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