Women in Ancient times
In America, we see the female body depicted daily in the media in the form of models, mannequins, and celebrities. Every culture has its own ideals which are expressed through the media's many images of women. For example, modern day American culture stresses the importance of a slender figure, smooth skin, and a tall stature. This is evident in an advertisement in Numero Fashion Magazine from March of 2009, in which two women pose wearing identical outfits with identical hairstyles. They are impossibly thin, and wear outrageously high heels. They share same look, lacking individual qualities and

<V im​personality. The ideal figures shown in this photograph are like templates for women, and serve as our culture's societal expectations of the female form.

Other cultures, however, express other qualities such as fair skin, body piercings and mutilations, or large body types. Whatever a culture's preference may be, women have

been expected to meet the standards represented in art for centuries all over the world. Views of women in ancient times are quite similar—however almost no two cultures share the exact same representation of the female form. Similar to our use of models, Egyptian and Asian artists used female figurines as mannequin-like, idealized representations of what the female form should look like.

The Predynastic art of Ancient Egypt was between the Neolithic period and the early M\ dynastic period in ancient art. The Predynastic period fell between the /j years 5,000 BCE and 2950 BCE. It was a time of political transition that lead up to the unification of Egypt in the Early Dynastic period. \! The art during this political transition stage consisted mainly of „ ,'|e*~~ \ ceramics, decorated pottery, stone carved reliefs and wall paintings of JJ- ! i-i people and animals. The "Female Figurine" from Predynastic Egypt was crafted around 3650 BCE. The painted terracotta sculpture is simplistic and abstract. It is a mere 14 inches tall, and contains no heavy details of the woman's face or body, simply the curves of her body. Her breasts and hips are large, and her waist is unrealistically small. The woman's figure represents ;** ":: -;**••"'—" fertility, suggesting its importance in the ideal woman. The legs are not carved individually, but are instead represented by a single strip of terracotta which is disproportionally long when compared to the length of the torso. The arms are outstretched in a waving gesture, perhaps to signal openness.

Also a time of transition, the larger Asian sculpture "Female Torso" was created in the 9th-10l century. It was believed to be made in Uttar Pradesh, India, during a time when Buddhism was becoming less influential over art and sculpture was flourishing into a broader and sometimes secular art form. The woman depicted is most immediately recognized for having wide hips, large breasts and a narrow waist, all signs of fertility and maternity. The woman's necklaces, arm pendent and scarf represent the woman's elegant beauty, and may suggest divinity. The sandstone sculpture stands gently on a straightened left leg, suggesting that the woman is leaning to her right. The sensual figure poses as if dancing, her tilted hips pointing upward and her clothing swaying to suggest her swift movement.

During the Predynastic period in ancient Egypt, many artists carved the female form in a highly abstracted manner. These figures usually lacked realistic detail, but stressed the important aspects of the female body. Art from Asia almost 15 centuries later represented women in a more detailed, realistic way however they share the anonymity of the figures. Though they are from different time periods and cultures, they both express themes of fertility and beauty and they both represent anonymous, faceless women. The Asian torso is cut off at the neck, resembling mannequins we see in stores today (see below). This statement confirms that this 10th century work of art was not a personal, naturalistic portrait but rather a nameless, standard ideal woman.

Although the Egyptian figure does have a head, it lacks identity in the same way; its face is abstracted, allowing the women no personality or uniqueness. A protruding, beak-like nose dominates the head and replaces facial features and expression. Although they share the same sense of ambiguity, these figures differ in their emotional presence. The Asian figure stands on two feet confidently. Though we don't know this woman, we can assume from her stance that she is sophisticated and bold. The Egyptian figurine however bears no accessories, and is far more abstract. She doesn't stand on two legs; rather she floats in space with her arms out in a vague, indistinct gesture.

Although these decorative figures were from different times, they represent an important value of society: idealism. They were created to say this is what the female body should look like. These works of art are vital in our understanding of history because they represent the individual growth and development of different cultures and their core values. They remind us that no two cultures are exactly the same, and are historical evidence of the differences between two regions and two time periods.
