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Praising the rising sun. On a baboon-shaped vessel from Tharros
ADRIANO ORSINGHER

Abstract: This paper re-examines a baboon-shaped vessel from Gaetano Cara’s excavations in the necropolis of
Tharros, which is on display in the British Museum. Given the low reliability of its alleged find-context, this
currently unique artefact is dated to the 6th century BC based on external parallels and considerations. I suggest a use of this vessel in libation rituals accompanying or ending the funerary ceremony. In a period when
simian imagery spread across the Mediterranean, the ceramists of Tharros showed a great knowledge of the
Egyptian cultural and religious background of this iconography. Baboons are acknowledged with the function
of protecting the deceased, and were also a symbol of rebirth, encouraging the sun to rise. The concept of regeneration is also emphasized in this case by the palm motifs painted on the front of this vessel.
Key Words: Tharros, animal-shaped vessels, baboons, simian imagery, wheel-made terracotta figures.

One of our honorand’s most recent articles provides an overview of animal-shaped
vessels from Phoenician/Punic speaking communities1. This pottery group manifests the
creativity of local ceramists and their increased receptivity to external influences and
stimuli2. A remarkable and unique example of such imaginative pottery forms is a baboonshaped vessel from Tharros, a reappraisal of which I wish to present here as a small tribute to Professor Piero Bartoloni for his approach as a scholar and mentor, and as a token
of my appreciation.
1. THE BABOON-SHAPED VESSEL
The pottery vessel under examination (H. 12.2 cm)3 – which should be preferably
considered an askos4 – is modelled into one of the canonical poses of simians5 (Figs. 1-3). It
* Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen,Biblisch-Archäologisches Institut (adriano-orsingher@gmail.com).
1 Bartoloni (2018).
2 Orsingher (2015), 571-572, note 45.
3 This artefact (inv. no. ME 133084) i s o n d i s p l a y i n t h e Raymond a n d Beverly S a c k l e r
Galleries
of
Ancient
Levant
(Room
57)
at
the
British
Museum.
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3680
58&partId=1&searchText=133084&page=1 (10th April 2018).
4 Contra Barnett (1987c), 142, where it is defined as a jug.
5 The term “simian” is used in the present paper as a generic reference to both baboons and monkeys
when there is no need to distinguish between them and/or it is not clear whether the animal depicted was
meant to be a baboon or monkey. For an overview of the species of Old World monkeys, see: Greenlaw (2011),
2-6, where – following scientific taxonomy – the frequent use of the term “ape” with a similar aim is considered
incorrect.
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represents a male squatting baboon6, with rounded ears set well back on the oval head,
small high-set eyes, a nasal ridge between the eyes, long snout with longitudinal groves,
but broken off at the tip of the muzzle. The baboon has both hands – or possibly only the
right one7 – raised in front of its chest with palms out as if in worship, crouching with bent
knees and the buttocks on the ground, wide chest with nipples and rounded belly, the sexual attributes were clearly highlighted, but the penis is partially missing. A large portion is
lacking from the left side of the body, where areas of the clay core are visible. Its tail is
apparently absent.

Fig. 1 - Tharros, necropolis, Gaetano Cara’s tomb 5: baboon-shaped vessel, c. 6th century BC. British Museum,
inv. no. ME 133084. H. 12.2 cm (redrawn by M.A. Parlapiano after Mitchell [1987], pl. 11:64).

6 Its identification as “a female mandrill (Mandrillus sphinx) or drill (Mandrillus leucophaeus)” was cautiously suggested by the late Mrs Prudence Hero Napier of the British Museum of Natural History (which is
nowadays known as the Natural History Museum) because of the longitudinal grooves on the muzzle, and
possibly also the position of the ears and the apparent lack of a tail (Mitchell [1987], 54-55, note 141). However, such gender determination contrasts with the presence of male genitalia, but – most of all – mandrills do
not appear to be currently attested both as imagery or skeletal remains anywhere else in the ancient Mediterranean. Although I am not convinced about the possibility of recognizing a specific species in this vessel, the
traces of red paint on the muzzle recall the hamadryas baboon (Papio hamadryas).
7 It remains unclear whether the left arm is broken at the height of the hand or is intact, but the detailed
characterisation of the open palm as on the right hand is absent.
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A funnel-shaped vertical filling spout (Diam. 3.8 cm) was positioned on its back,
where a vertical flat strap handle from the rim to the middle of the body was originally
attached. The animal’s head contains the pouring spout with a very small hole through the
snout (Diam. 0.2 cm).
It has been manufactured with a mixed technique: the body and the filling spout
were made on the wheel, while the head, the handle, and appendages (i.e. the ears, the
nipples, the limbs and the penis) were made separately by hand and then added. Some
details have been impressed (i.e. the eyes) or incised (i.e. the fingers and the muzzle). It is
made from buff porous clay, which is mainly characterised by numerous quartz inclusions8. A red paint is applied on the outer surface: vertical strokes on the rim and upper
part of the filling spout, all over the back of the head, in the longitudinal grooves, and
around the pubic area. On the front there are two arched fronds (or palm branches) between the shoulder and the buttocks, and traces of vertical chevrons at the centre of the
chest. The baboon’s back is cloaked with his cape-like mass of fur composed of echeloned
horizontally-striated lappets.

Fig. 2 - Tharros, necropolis, Gaetano Cara’s tomb 5: baboon-shaped vessel, c. 6th century BC. British Museum,
inv. no. ME 133084. H. 12.2 cm (redrawn by M.A. Parlapiano after Mitchell [1987], pl. 11:64).

8 The macroscopic analysis of the clay supports the hypothesis that this vessel was locally manufactured. I wish to thank here Professor Raimondo Zucca for his expert and cautious advice in this matter.
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Fig. 3 - Tharros, necropolis, Gaetano Cara’s tomb 5: baboon-shaped vessel, c. 6th century BC. British Museum,
inv. no. ME 133084. H. 12.2 cm (photos by A. Orsingher).

2. THE FIND-CONTEXT: GAETANO CARA’S TOMB 5 OF THARROS
In 1853-1855, the then director of the Royal Museum at Cagliari Gaetano Cara excavated an unspecified number of tombs in the cemetery of Tharros9. In 1856, the Trustees
of the British Museum acquired some of these tomb-groups10, including this baboonshaped vase that was allegedly found in tomb 511. However, the chronological and typological heterogeneity of these funerary assemblages has raised doubts about their authenticity. D.M. Bailey has suggested their unusual composition may be the consequence of the
grave goods becoming mixed up, which may have occurred at the time of the excavations
due to poor digging or recording techniques, or later, when the tomb groups were intentionally fabricated to increase the value of the assemblages to be sold12. The latter is usually considered the most likely hypothesis13, explaining why there are no parallels for them
in the most recent excavations14. Accordingly, an analysis of the funerary goods from tomb
515 seems meaningless.

3. A LOOK AT THE CHRONOLOGY
Unfortunately, the aforementioned issue directly interferes with establishing a date
for the vase under examination, which – as previously stated – is currently a unique arteBarnett (1987b), 33-34.
Bailey (1962), 36; Barnett (1987a), 16.
11 Mitchell (1987), 54-55, pl. 11:64.
12 Bailey (1962), 34.
13 Zucca (2018), 122-123, note 118.
14 Most recently, on the on-going excavations, see: Del Vais, Fariselli (2010); Del Vais (2017).
15 Barnett (1987c), 141-145, pls. 81-82.
9

10
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fact. Therefore, in this case the chronology relies solely on external parallels and considerations. As it has been already pointed out16, this container recalls some faience vessels
studied by Virginia Webb: a) the double vases in the form of a simian sitting with his legs
stretched out and gripping a jar in front with his hands (c. 650-500 BC)17, and especially b)
figured aryballoi that mimic a baboon holding a small animal in front (c. 6th century BC,
probably second half?)18. However, the so-called “squatting comasts” series19 perhaps provides a closer parallel to this artefact (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4 - “Squatting Comast” vase, c. 590-570 BC. Allard Pierson Museum, inv. no. 3402. H. 9.3 cm (adapted after
Biers (1995), fig. 1: a-b).

Bartoloni (2018), 9.
Webb (1978), 20-21, pl. II.
18 Webb (1978), 123, pl. XIX:834.
19 Dasen (2000); Pautasso (2007); Pautasso (2015). An echo of this group can be found in the bearded
naked men decorating two kernoi of Corinthian production (c. first half of the 6th century BC) reportedly found
in (tombs? in) Boeotia, see: Bignasca (2000), 226, nos. E61-E62, pls. 29-30.
16
17
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These plastic vases shaped as male squatting figures – which were manufactured in
Corinth and East Greece (c. second quarter of the 7th-mid 6th century BC)20 – are mainly
attested in sanctuaries and tombs21. Within this group, the best comparisons seem to be
the examples dating back to 600-570 BC22.
A widespread use of simian imagery for shaping perfume or oil containers emerged
in central Italy from the second quarter/mid-6th century BC23, probably as a consequence
of the arrival of imports from Greece24.
A further parallel is offered by Punic wheel-made terracotta figures, which share
certain features of this askos: one/two raised hands (Figs. 5-8), plant motifs painted on
the front (Fig. 6) and colour around genitalia (Fig. 8). Although this choroplastic production is attested by many examples in various centres across the Mediterranean25, relatively
few find-contexts provide reliable chronological markers. The most important one is still
the western favissa in the Tophet sanctuary of Motya26, which comprises a mixed group of
terracotta figurines.
This assemblage was positioned in a robber trench of the so-called Shrine A in the
aftermath of the siege of Motya (c. 398/7 BC) by Dionysius I, tyrant of Syracuse. This date
represents a terminus ante quem for establishing the use of these figurines27, while a fragmentary wheel-made terracotta figure28 from stratum V of the urnfield (c. 625-550 BC)29
allegedly gives a chronological reference point for determining the initial use of wheelmade terracotta figures30.
This time span corresponds with the conventional chronology suggested for other
assemblages containing similar terracottas31. Accordingly, a date in the 6th century BC can
currently be considered the most likely chronology for the baboon-shaped vessel from
Tharros.

Pautasso (2007), 30-34.
Pautasso (2007), 21-22.
22 Pautasso (2007), 31-33, nos. 6-7, 15-16, 19, 22, pls. I:4-5, II.
23 Szilágyi (1972); Cristofani Martelli (1978), 207, nos. 29-30, 210, no. 78.
24 Boldrini (1994), 45, no. 15, 66, nos. 115-116. In addition, see: Ducat (1966), 120-124, pls. XVII:6-8,
20
21

XXIV:6.
25
26

López-Bertran (2016), 415, table 1, with references.
Ciasca (1992), 145; Ciasca (1994), 8-9; Mammina, Toti (2011), 32-33; Orsingher (2013a), 693-694,

note 4.
27 The earliest possible chronology for some of the clay figurines forming this assemblage is usually
placed sometime within the 6th century BC. It cannot be established whether or not the deposition of this
group in the ruins of Shrine A may attest their original collocation inside this building, which – since it was
built around the mid-6th century BC – would narrow the date of these terracottas to the second half of the 6th
century BC.
28 Toti (1994), 62-63, no. 230, pl. XXXVII.
29 For the periodisation and chronology of the urnfield in the Tophet of Motya, see: Orsingher (2013b);
Orsingher (2016); Orsingher (2018).
30 Ciasca (1994), 7-8. However, it should be considered that the upper surface of stratum V served as a
walking level between the mid-6th and the end of the 4th century BC, which may have determined cases of
intrusive materials.
31 López-Bertran (2016), 415, table 1.
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Fig. 5 - Illa Plana, favissa: wheel-made terracotta figure, c. end of the 6th-end of the 5th century BC. Museu Arqueològic d’Eivissa i Formentera, inv. no. 1679. H. 19.8 cm (courtesy of the Museu Arqueològic d’Eivissa i Formentera).

Fig. 6 - Illa Plana, favissa: wheel-made terracotta figure, c. end of the 6th-end of the 5th century BC. Museu Arqueològic d’Eivissa i Formentera, inv. no. 1684. H. 22.1 cm (courtesy of the Museu Arqueològic d’Eivissa i Formentera).
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Fig. 7 - Illa Plana, favissa: wheel-made terracotta figure, c. end of the 6th-end of the 5th century BC. Museu
Arqueològic d’Eivissa i Formentera, inv. no. 2512. H. 21.0 cm (courtesy of the Museu Arqueològic d’Eivissa i
Formentera).

Fig. 8 - Carthage, Tophet: wheel-made terracotta figure, Phase 3: c. 550/525-300/275 BC. Musée archéologique d’Utique, inv. no. 47.606. H. 12.4 cm (after Bartoloni [2018], fig. 1).
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4. SIMIAN IMAGERY AND THE CULTURAL BIOGRAPHY OF THIS ASKOS32
In antiquity, simians were attested in sub-Saharan Africa and in south-eastern
Asia33. Consequently, the occurrence of these animals or their images outside these two
regions implies (direct or indirect) connection with their natural habitat. While the Asian
route, which has been suggested to have contributed to the repertoire of simians in Mesopotamia, remains poorly explored34, many studies have examined in detail the African
case. The role of Egypt in filtering, selecting and transmitting images of these animals and
the meaning assigned to them has long been recognized35.
Individual examples of simians possibly started to be traded during the Bronze Age,
when a growing interest in exotic animals to be showed as mirabilia in royal palaces and
gardens emerged. Egypt acted as the Mediterranean gateway for a variety of products
from the regions further south (i.e. Nubia and Punt), which – through the Levant and (from
the Middle Bronze Age) Crete – reached the Near East and the Aegean/Greece36. This intermediary function of the Levantine coast remained unchanged for millennia, but various
cities alternated in this role: Byblos served as the main port of trade with Egypt from the
3rd millennium BC, but – apparently – was replaced by Tel Dor during the Early Iron Age37.
According to Assyrian texts and wall-reliefs38, some coastal cities of the central Levant (e.g.
Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, Arwad) sent simians as tributes or gifts to Assyrian courts during the
9th-8th centuries BC. A connection between Phoenician traders and the smuggling of simians is also mentioned in well-known biblical passages (1 Kings 10:22; 2 Chronicles 9:21)39,
where their role in bringing exotic and luxury goods from Tarshish is outlined40.
Especially from the Bronze Age, various types of simian-shaped artefacts were distributed from Egypt to these regions, where eventually these images become integral parts
of the local (and even religious) iconography41. Amulets, stamp seals and oil/perfume containers were initially the most common media bearing this iconography42, but a wider variety and distribution of simian imagery43 – even extended to weights44 – is attested over
time.
Simian imagery was often used in combination with vessels, both in the iconography45 and in the stone and faience industry, where simian-shaped appliques or handles
were attached on a variety of vessels (e.g. bowls, jars, kohl pots)46, and simians holding a

For the notion of the biography of objects, see: Kopytoff (1986); Gosden, Marshall (1999).
Dunham (1985), 234; Phillips (2008), 168.
34 Greenlaw (2011), 35.
35 Kessler (2001).
36 There is an extensive literature on the subject. For a recent account, see: Bader (2015), with refer32
33

ences.
Gilboa (2015).
Dunham (1985), 237-238; Hunziker-Rodewald, Deutsch (2014), 65-66, pl. IX.
39 A role of the Phoenicians in the distribution of simian imagery is assumed in: Regev (2013), 106. For
a detailed analysis, see: Gubel, Boschloos (2016).
40 The location of this region is still debated. For a recent discussion, see: Celestino, López-Ruiz (2016),
111-121, where its possible identification with Tartessos is sustained.
41 For Crete and the Aegean area during the Bronze Age, see: Marinatos (1987); Cline (1991); Phillips
(2008); Kostoula, Maran (2012), 209-212. For Anatolia, see: Mellink (1987). For Mesopotamia, see: Spycket
(1998).
42 Schroer, Eggler (2009), 4.
43 Karageorghis (1994); Karageorghis (1996), 16-20, pls. VIII:5-8; IX; Kletter (2002). Mazar (2004), 7980, fig. 19; Dothan, Regev (2011).
44 Deutsch, Millard (2011), 18-19, figs. 1-2.
45 Mellink (1987).
46 Terrace (1966), 59-60, nos. 1-12, pls. XIV-XIX; Bourriaou (1988), 142, no. 144; Sparks (2007), 42, no.
358, fig. 27:1.
37
38
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jar were used in composite vases47 or became a vessel themselves 48, as in the baboonshaped vessel from Tharros.
The askos from Tharros combines two gestures typical of the baboon imagery: the
squatting pose and the two raised hands. However, in the first act, the hands usually rest
on the knees or between the legs49, while, in the latter, the animal is typically standing on
its legs50. This combination of postures seems rather unusual during the 1st millennium
BC51, while “a sitting baboon with raised arms is known as a classifier for the ḥḏ-wr the
‘great white one’, since the first Dynasty”52 and, consequently, it is interpreted “as a divine
royal ancestor and protector of dead kings”53. A revival of early traditions and an archaizing tendency in language, funerary practices, artistic styles and motifs occurred in Egypt
during the XXV (c. 722-655 BC) and – especially – the XXVI dynasty (Saite period: c. 664525 BC)54, possibly explaining certain affinities with models from the Old and Middle
Kingdoms. A connection to the funerary cult of royal ancestors is also attested at Tell
Mardikh/Ebla, where this iconography occurs both in the Hotepibra mace and in the bone
talisman from the Tomb of the Lord of the Goats (c. mid-18th century BC)55.
By extension, a function of protecting all deceased is usually assigned to baboons 56,
and this is in line with the funerary find-context of the baboon-shaped vessel from Tharros. Accordingly, the recipient of the baboon’s gesture may have been the person originally
buried with this container.
The natural habitat of baboons is a liminal space: they come from the boundaries of
the then known world, the regions to the south of Egypt. This observation further explains
their frequent appearance in tombs. Liminal spaces such as tombs are an ideal environment for animals or hybrid figures participating in human activities and even taking on the
roles of human beings. Human-looking features in simians are sometimes emphasized by
depicting clothes or pieces of jewellery. In this askos, the lack of a tail and the decorative
motifs mirroring those of certain terracotta wheel-made figures may reveal the intention
of humanizing the baboon’s appearance, if these features cannot be instead attributed to
the poor familiarity of the artisan with this iconography or to the use of a two-dimensional
model.
However, the action performed by this baboon can be interpreted in various ways.
The raised hands with palms out are a gesture attested over a long period in textual and
iconographic sources of various regions in the eastern Mediterranean57. Even when limiting the analysis to the Phoenician and Punic evidence, a variety of contexts, chronologies
and features emerge58, resulting in a wide debate on the ambiguous meaning of this gesture59. The funerary context, where this gesture seems to occur rarely in the Levant and
western Mediterranean during the Iron Age and the squatting position may point to an
Terrace (1966), 60, pl. XX:17-19; Sparks (2007), 45-46, fig. 12:4.
Terrace (1966), 60, pl. XX:20; Schiff Giorgini (1971), 194, fig. 345; Caubet (1991), 212-213, pls. V:1-2,
X:14-15; Fischer (1993); Sparks (2007), 43-45, fig. 12:2-3.
49 Hamoto (1995), 89, no. 59, fig. 54, 105, no. 126, fig. 102:a-b; Greenlaw (2011), figs. 10-11, 42, 44.
50 Thomas (1979); Greenlaw (2011), fig. 43.
51 Baboons in a crouching position and gesture of adoration are attested during the XIX Dynasty (c.
1292-1191 BC), as attested, for instance, by the papyrus of Nakht (British Museum, inv. no. EA 10471,6), the
papyrus of Ani (British Museum, inv. no. EA 10470,10) and the wall-paintings in the tombs of Sennedjem and
Nakhtamun (Porter, Moss (1970), 3, no. 9; 403, no. 25, with references).
52 Kopetzky, Bietak (2016), 365. On the classifier, see: Friedman (1995), 24-26; Leitz ed. (2002), 601.
53 Schroer, Eggler (2009), 1; Kopetzky, Bietak (2016), 365, with references.
54 der Manuelian (1994), 1-59; Pishikova (2008).
55 Scandone Matthiae (1995); Polcaro (2015), 185.
56 Kopetzky, Bietak (2016), 365.
57 Calabro (2014), 525-572, with references.
58 Hours-Miédan (1951), 31-34, pls. X-XI; Mendleson (2001), 46-47, fig. 1; Michelau (2016).
59 Bénichou-Safar (2005), 100-101.
47
48
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Egyptian source of inspiration, where this pose – sometimes also mimicked by humans –
evokes adoration60.
Another aspect to be considered is the function of this animal-shaped vessel. Askoi
were usually employed as pouring vessels or for liquid offerings (e.g. water, milk, wine) 61.
An association between simians and libations has been recognized in Anatolian cylinder
seals of the Middle Bronze Age, where these animals often hold a pitcher62 and the presence of a branch in some of the pitchers has been explained as a reference to the lifegiving
qualities of the liquid contained in the vessel. Similarly, the palm branches painted on the
baboon-shaped askos could be connected to the concept of regeneration, which fits well
with a funerary context. In addition, a frequent association between the gesture of the upturned palms and the plant motif has already been pointed out in the Levantine iconography63. As baboons were known for screeching at sunset and dawn, the Egyptians interpreted their clamour as a secret language heralding the rising sun and used this imagery in
tomb wall paintings as a symbol of rebirth, encouraging the sun to rise 64. From the New
Kingdom onwards, the baboon is an animal hypostasis of the god Thoth65, who was sometimes depicted – alongside the god Horus – pouring libations over the deceased66.
The performance of libation rituals is attested in many Phoenician and Punic cemeteries67, but devices allegedly connected to this practice have been brought to light especially in some tombs of Tharros68.
In conclusion, it is not by chance that this baboon-shaped vessel has been found in
Tharros, where the ceramists developed a special ability to manufacture animal-shaped
vessels during the 6th-5th centuries BC69 and simian imagery (i.e. scarabs70 and amulets71)
is attested in seemingly higher number than in any other centre in the west Mediterranean72.
Tharros shows a great amount of Egyptian or Egyptian-like products73, primarily
suggesting a local interest in this type of artefacts and a trade connection with Egypt,
which could have been mediated by a centre (Rhodes?) in the Aegean. Also worth mentioning is the presence in Tharros of certain remarkable Egyptian(-ising?) artefacts (such
as three bronze statuettes of Osiris and Isis nursing Horus/Harpokrates 74), which may
even provide evidence of the local integration of Egyptian religious elements75.
Allon (2013), 107.
Medde (2000), 169-170.
62 Mellink (1987), 66, pls. XVII:1, XVIII:4-6.
63 Calabro (2014), 538, 541, 564.
64 te Velde (1988), 130; Volokhine (2004), 150-151; Schroer, Eggler (2009), 1.
65 Larcher (2016), 60.
66 Volokhine (2002), 421.
67 Debergh (1983); Ruggeri, Pla Orquín (2017), 387-388.
68 Fariselli (2006), 314, 359, 366-368.
69 Gaudina (1998), Medde (2000).
70 Hölbl (1986), 272, no. 19, 295, no. 104, pls. 72:1, 73:3-4, 7-8; Boardman (2003), 37, no. 7/26, pl. 7;
56, no. 14/1, pl. 14; 83, no. 25/6, pl. 23.
71 Del Vais (1995), 13, pl. I:2.
72 Gubel, Boschloos (2016), 94. Furthermore, a clay mould from a tomb in Puig des Molins, but of uncertain chronology, attests the use of baboon figurines (for a yet unidentified purpose) in a place, Ibiza, that appears to be closely connected to Tharros, possibly because they were located on the same sea route; see: Colominas (1954), 197, no. 3, pl. IV; Almagro Gorbea (1980), 293, no. B-8527, pl. CCXI; Ramón Torres (2011),
167, fig. 3:7.
73 Hölbl (1986), 62-65.
74 Uberti (1975), pl. XIX:F1-2; Barreca (1986), figs. 111, 230, 250. They correspond to types 86 and G12
of the classification of Katja Weiß, which are dated to the dynasties XXVI-XXX; see: Weiß (2012), 177-178, 330331, 649-656, 822-833, pls. 25, 56.
75 There is an extensive literature on this subject. Of paramount importance, in this regard, is the analysis of the epigraphic corpus and the examination of distribution, context and chronology of names of Egyptian
deities; see: Ribichini (1975); Xella (2018).
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Both the shape and symbolic meaning of this askos support its use in libation rituals
performed during or at the end of the funerary ceremony. Although locally manufactured
in a time when simian imagery is widely attested across the Mediterranean, this baboonshaped vessel combines craft and religious traditions going back directly to Egypt and
emphasizing the choice of an iconography connected to rebirth and the protection of the
journey undertaken by the deceased in the afterlife76.
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