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Abstract.  The unprovenanced and stylistically unusual wooden boat model (AM E60381) from the 
Australian Museum collection is examined to assess its identity and age. The analyses of construction 
method, wood, pigments, and gesso demonstrate the boat’s compatibility with ancient Egyptian craftwork. 
Three species of wood are identified: cedar of Lebanon (Cedrus libani), sycomore fig (Ficus sycomorus), 
and sidr (Ziziphus spina-christi). Funerary boat models are distinctly associated with the 11th and 12th 
dynasties (mid-20th to 19th century BC). Yet eight radiocarbon dates obtained from six separate pieces 
of wood are between 24th and 16th century BC; six cluster at the late 3rd millennium BC. Conspicuous 
disparity between these dates and expected chronological context is discussed. Stylistically, resembling 
a divine (sun) barque, the model has no parallels among comparable representations. With combination 
of iconographic motifs, construction methods and radiocarbon dates, the model is attributed to the period 
spanning the late Old Kingdom and the early Middle Kingdom.
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Introduction
Over the past two centuries, a widespread fascination with 
Egyptian civilization has resulted in a staggering dispersal 
of its ancient relics and artefacts around the world (Eldamaty 
& Trad, 2002; Stevenson 2019). Many artefacts acquired 
as souvenirs, “trophies” and collectible curios have only 
vague, if any, provenance and some are modern replicas or 
fakes (Fiechter, 2009; Boange, 2012). In some cases, it is 
difficult to prove their authenticity (Lilyquist, 2003:270). 
These artefacts constitute a significant body of material 
evidence, but are often of limited value for historical 
and cultural studies. In this paper we examine one such 

unprovenanced artefact, the wooden model of a funerary 
boat, the authenticity of which has been questioned.

Our aim is to explore and assess the feasibility of 
meaningful research on artefacts deprived of context and 
specific provenance. We are mindful that not all individual 
relics can be usefully studied, but new and some well-
established analytical techniques increasingly make such 
research possible. This boat model offers the opportunity for 
a range of analyses relating to materials (wood, and various 
organic and non-organic substances), structural complexity 
and stylistic intricacy in form, colours and symbolic 
connotations, which are likely to reveal some clues about 
the boat’s origin and its history.
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