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Despite the abundance of erotic imagery found in the ancient record, up until recently, scholars have
tended to ignore its importance. Western perspectives on sex and sexuality often led researchers to
code ancient erotic ideas or practices as taboo or improper. In a telling example from ancient Egypt,
we find that small, phallic amulets were produced in high numbers, but years of modern censorship
leave us with more questions than answers on their purpose and use in the ancient past.’

As one might expect, scholarly works on phallic amulets are few and far between. Many of these
objects are housed in private collections, making them inaccessible for study.? The primary cause of
this gap, however, is the cultural conservatism that was commonplace among both early and modern
archaeologists and researchers. Objects and shrines depicting phallic imagery have often been
ignored, improperly recorded, covered, or worse, used as evidence of the Egyptians’ barbaric nature.3

Erotic amulets made in the Late Period and beyond generally depict a male figure with a large, erect
phallus between his legs.* Most are made of blue faience, but some are made from limestone.®
Clearly associated with fertility and procreative power in both life and death, their full meaning and
use escape us. Some of these objects have a suspension loop for wear, while others do not.

Phallic worship during the Graeco-Roman period in Egypt primarily focused on deities whose powers
were closely tied to their genitals and creative power, such as Min, Osiris, and later Bes.®
Unfortunately, since the amulets lack any of these gods’ distinctive traits, they likely do not represent
any well-known deities. The figures may be monkeys, an animal with ties to the notoriously ithyphallic
god Bes, as erotic amulets from a similar period have been identified as such.’

Even when a historical topic is uncomfortable to discuss, it should not be ignored. Phallic amulets
may seem strange or amusing to many but treating them as such continues to spread Western bias
and perpetuate fundamental misunderstandings of ancient Egyptian culture. By confronting our own
discomfort and moral biases, we can begin to study these artifacts in their appropriate cultural context
to better understand ancient Egyptian beliefs about the body, sexuality, and the afterlife.
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