
at the British Museum

Egyptians and Greeks

In this visit to the British Museum you will

learn about one of the greatest museums of ancient art

in the world

see some Egyptian paintings and artifacts, the Parthenon

sculptures and a caryatid

find out about Ancient Egyptian art and Greek

architecture

compare and analyse two Greek capitals

practice what art historians, critics and curators actually do

discover terms, verbs and expressions related to artworks,

sculptures and to art in general
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A few words about the British Museum

Founded in 1753, the British Museum is one of the world’s oldest museums. Its col-
lection houses millions of objects dating from antiquity to the Middle Ages including
world-famous objects such as the Rosetta Stone, the Parthenon Sculptures and some
famous Egyptians mummies.

Its collection of artworks was started by the physician and art collector Sir Hans
Sloane (1660-1753).

Sloane, who had travelled the world treating royal heads of state and nobles, collected
an impressive amount of natural history specimens and cultural artifacts.

He had wanted his extensive collection to be enjoyed by the public. He sold his collec-
tion of 70,000 objects to King George II for £20,000 - far less that its real value.

On June 1753 his donation was accepted by an act of Parliament which established
the British Museum.

The initial collections included books, manuscripts, natural specimens, ethnographic
material and some antiquities.

On 15 January 1759 the British Museum was opened to the public for the first time. It
was then located in Montagu House, a late 17th-century mansion in Great Russell Street
in the Bloomsbury district of London.

Admission was free and granted to ‘all studious and curious Persons’.
Over the years the initial collection was greatly expanded by gifts and acquisitions.
In the early nineteenth century some unique masterpieces, such as the Rosetta Stone

and the Parthenon sculptures, were added to the collection.
In 1823 George IV donated his father’s library to the museum and this permitted

the construction of today’s quadrangular building, designed by the architect Sir Robert
Smirke (1780-1867).

In the 1880s the lack of space for the ever-growing number of natural history objects
made it necessary to move the collection to a new building in South Kensington, now the
Natural History Museum.

The twentieth century was a period of changes and expansion. Particular care was
given to public services, refurbishments and additional public facilities were provided.

Among them worth mentioning is the Queen Elizabeth II Green Court, which is the
largest covered public place in Europe.

In the twenty-first century the museum has continued its expansion. Four permanent
galleries have been opened, they include Chinese ceramics, clocks and watches, Europe-
an works from 1050-1540 AD and the tomb-chapel of the Egyptian Nebamun.

Along with extensive information for visitors, the website offers a variety of services
and additional sections including educational materials for children of all ages, an online
research catalogue and an online shop.

The British Museum
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Before Starting

1  Pair work In pairs think of what you know about Egyptian and Greek art.
Focus on the following elements:

Artworks that you have seen in a museum or in your textbook:
Egypt: .........................................................................................................................................................
Greece: ......................................................................................................................................................

Main characteristics:
Egypt: .........................................................................................................................................................
Greece: ......................................................................................................................................................

2 Can you place the terms below next to the corresponding English word?

fregio ~ scanalatura ~ frontone ~ oltretomba ~ faraone ~ voluta ~ rilievo ~
capitello ~ statue ~ ritratto

pharaoh: .....................................
afterlife: .....................................
portrait: .....................................
relief: .....................................
pediment: .....................................
statuary: .....................................
capital: .....................................
flute: .....................................
frieze: .....................................
volute: .....................................

There are a few precious artifacts which
have come down to us intact. Some peo-
ple call these jewels from the past because
they are some of civilization’s most impor-
tant statements about people, what they
thought and what was important to them
and how they expressed themselves.
A French writer, Marguerite Yourcenar
(1903-1987), stated that these alterations
– caused by time, weather and historical
events – create an ‘involuntary beauty’ and
that, in some cases, a new work of art is
born.
• What do you think about that?
• Do you agree? Why?

Think
Spot
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Egyptian sculpture
Large-scale sculptures of animals and Pharaohs were an im-
portant feature of the great temples of ancient Egypt. They
were thought to have been imbued with powerful spiritual
attributes.

The sculptures on display in Room 4 include stylised de-
pictions of kings, deities and symbolic objects ranging from
the time of the Old Kingdom to the middle of the Roman
Period. There are also architectural works of art from tem-
ples and tombs.

An imposing stone bust of the great pharaoh Ramesses II
oversees the room, while the world-famous Rosetta Stone,
with its inscribed scripts in three languages, demonstrates
how Egypt’s ancient form of pictographic writing was
deciphered for the first time.

Tomb-chapel of Nebamun
The British Museum acquired 11 wall-paintings from the
tomb-chapel of a wealthy Egyptian official called Nebamun in
the 1820s. The paintings date from about 1350 BC, and they
are considered one of the most important pieces of Egyptian
art in the museum. Following a 10-year period of restoration
and research, the paintings are now displayed together for the
first time.

They were painted by a team of about six anonymous
painters who belonged to a workshop overseen by a master. Scholars don’t know why
Nebamun, who occupied a relatively modest place in the social hierarchy, rated such
a splendid memorial, but their best guess is that the artist in charge of the project

On Tour

Monumental statue of
Ramesses II, 19th dynasty
(about 1279-1212 BC), red
granite, height: 266.8 cm
(max); width: 203.3 cm
(max; across shoulders);
weight: 7.25 tons.

Egyptian art, Tomb of
Nebamun (from Thebes),
around 1350 BC, wall painting
(fragment).

Glossary

large-scale having extensive
proportions, big

feature a distinctive attribute or
aspect of something

imbue to permeate with

bust a sculpture of a person’s head,
shoulders and chest

wealthy rich

scholar a specialist in a particular
branch of study

rate to assign a value to
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was a friend, relative, or neighbour who knew the deceased
personally and who more than likely remembered him with
affection.

They are an important example of the spectacular use of
colour the walls of tombs and chapels must have been deco-
rated with in Egyptian times.

The Mummies
Death and the afterlife held particular significance and mean-
ing for the ancient Egyptians. Complex funeral preparations
and rites were thought to be needed to ensure the transition
of the individual from an earthly existence to immortality in
the afterlife.

Mummification, magic and ritual are shown and ex-
plained through the objects on display in Rooms 62–63.
These include coffins, mummies, funerary masks, portraits,
board games and other items designed to be buried with the
deceased. Modern research methods such as x-rays and CT
scans are used to examine the mummification process.

Glossary

deceased a dead person

ensure to guarantee

coffin the box or case in which the
body of a dead person is placed for
burial

Egyptian art, Mummy-case
and portrait of Artemidorus,
around AD 100-120, painted
stucco (case) and in wax-based
pigments on a limewood panel.

3 Complete the following commentary given by a tour guide of the
British Museum.

Hello and good morning. Today we are going to start with Room 4 where you
will see some Egyptian sculptures dating from 1) ...............................................
to ...............................................
As you can see, Egyptian temples are characterized by and decorated with
2) .....................................
The sculptures on display in this room include 3) ...............................................
Two of the most famous objects of this room are: 4) ...............................................
and 5) ...............................................

Here in room 61 you can see 6) ............................................... Nebamun was
7) ...............................................
Acquired in ....................................., it is one the British Museum’s most important
Egyptian works.
These paintings are finally on public display after a long period of
8) ...............................................
They represent scenes from the daily life of Nebamun and were done by
9) ...............................................

In rooms 62 and 63 you will see a huge display of 10) ...............................................,
..............................................., ...............................................
The ancient Egyptians attached great importance to 11) ..........................
In fact they believed that death was a temporary pause, rather than the end of
life. The afterlife was an idealized version of life on earth, where all of life’s good
things could be enjoyed without having to endure any of its suffering.
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4 Replace each of the verbs in bold with the correct synonym among those
given. Remember to use the correct tense for each verb.

illustrate ~ employ ~ comprise ~ do ~ analyze ~ purchase ~ have

1. Sculptures on display in Room 4 include stylised depictions of kings, deities and
symbolic objects.

2. The world-famous Rosetta Stone, sculpted in three languages, demonstrates
how Egypt’s ancient form of pictographic writing was deciphered for the first
time.

3. The British Museum acquired 11 wall-paintings from the tomb-chapel of a
wealthy Egyptian official called Nebamun in the 1820s.

4. The paintings were executed by a team of six anonymous painters
5. Death and the afterlife held particular significance and meaning for the ancient

Egyptians.
6. Mummification, magic and ritual are shown and explained through the

objects on display in Rooms 62–63.
7. Modern research methods such as x-rays and CT scans are used to examine the

mummification process.

5  Pair work In pairs look at this image that shows one of the paintings in the
tomb-chapel of Nebamun. Provide the information required.

1. What does the painting represent?
2. Who is the central figure?
3. Along with the human figures, what other elements are contained in the

painting?
4. What is your opinion of this painting?

Egyptian art, Tomb of
Nebamun (from Thebes):
Nebamun hunting in the
Marshes, around 1350 BC,
wall painting (fragment).


