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The Egyptians did not make the 

sharp distinction between body 

and soul that is basic to many 

religions. Rather, they believed 

that from birth a person possessed 

a kind of other self, the ka or life 

force, which, on the death of the 

body, could inhabit the corpse and 

live on.  

 

For the ka to live securely, 

however, the body had to remain 

nearly intact as possible. To ensure 

that it did, the Egyptians 

developed the technique of 

embalming (mummification) to a 

high art. Although they believed 

the god Anubis invented 

embalming to preserve the body of 

the murdered Osiris, Egyptians 

did not practice mummification 

systematically until the Fourth 

Dynasty.  



During the mummification 

process, the body was treated for 

40 days with natron, a naturally 

occurring salt compound that 

dehydrated the body.  

 

Then the embalmers filled the 

corpse with resin-soaked linens, 

and closed and covered the incision 

with a representation of the wedjet 

eye of Horus, a powerful amulet (a 

device to ward off evil and promote 

rebirth).  

 

The Egyptians often placed other 

amulets within the bandages or on 

the corpse. The most important 

were heart scarabs (gems in the 

shape of beetles).  



Ti Watching a Hippopotamus 

hunt, relief in the mastaba of Ti 

(Saqqara), c. 2450-2350 BCE, 

painted limestone 

 

A scene in the large mastaba 

tomb of an Egyptian official 

named Ti- a commoner who had 

achieved great power at court and 

amassed sufficient wealth to build 

an elaborate home for his 

immortal spirit- shows him 

watching a hippopotamus hunt.  

 

The idealized and stiff image of Ti 

is typical of Egyptian relief 

sculpture. Painters and sculptors 

did not sketch their subjects from 

life but applied a strict canon, or 

system of proportions, to the 

human figure.  



Ti’s conventional pose contrasts with 

the realistically rendered activities of 

his tiny servants. He simply is, a figure 

apart from time and an impassive 

observer of life, like his ka. 

 

Hippos, like the one hunted by Ti, 

tended to wander off into fields, 

inflicting untold damage on crops.  

Killing them was an official duty of 

members of the court.  Furthermore, it 

was believed that the companions of 

Seth, the god of darkness, disguised 

themselves as hippopotamuses.   

 

Tomb depictions of such hunts 

therefore illustrated not only the valor 

of the deceased but also the triumph of 

good over evil. Its killing stemmed from 

the ritual magic performed by the 

earliest kings of Egypt, who, in 

harpooning the monster, recalled the 

victory of the goodly Horus over his 

maleficent brother Seth. 



Nebamun hunting fowl, from the tomb of Nebamun, Thebes, Egypt, 18th 
Dynasty, c. 1400-1350 BCE, fresco secco 



Some of the best preserved mural 

paintings of the New Kingdom come 

from the Theban tomb of Nebamun, 

whose official titles were “scribe and 

counter of grain.” On one wall the 

painter depicted Nebamun standing 

in his boat, flushing birds from a 

papyrus swamp. 

 

The hieroglyphic text beneath his 

left arm says that Nebamun is 

enjoying recreation in his eternal 

afterlife.  

 

In contrast to the static pose of Ti 

watching others hunt hippos, 

Nebamun strides forward an 

vigorously swings his throwing 

stick. In his right hand, he holds 

three birds he has caught. 

Nebamun’s wife and daughter 

accompany him on this hunt and 

hold the lotuses they have gathered. 



This is more than a simple image of 

recreation. Fertile marshes were seen as a 

place of rebirth and eroticism. Hunting 

animals could represent Nebamun’s 

triumph over the forces of nature as he was 

reborn. The huge striding figure of 

Nebamun dominates, forever happy and 

forever young, surrounded by the rich and 

varied life of the marsh. 

 

There was originally another half of the 

scene, which showed Nebamun spearing 

fish. This half of the wall is lost, apart from 

two old photographs of small fragments of 

Nebamun and his young son. The painters 

have captured the scaly and shiny quality of 

the fish. 

 

A tawny cat catches birds among the 

papyrus stems. Cats were family pets, but 

he is shown here because a cat could also 

represent the Sun-god hunting the enemies 

of light and order. His unusual gilded eye 

hints at the religious meanings of this scene. 



Funerary Banquet, from the tomb of Nebamun, Thebes, Egypt, 18th 
Dynasty, c. 1400-1350 BCE, fresco secco 



Another fresco fragment from Nebamun’s tomb shows a funerary banquet in which four 

noblewomen (lower left) watch and apparently participate in a musical performance in 

which two nimble and almost nude girls dance in front of the guests. When his family 

buried Nebamun, they must have eaten the customary ceremonial meal at his tomb. 

His relatives would have returned one day each year to partake in a commemorative 

banquet during which the living communed with the dead. This fresco represents one of 

these feasts, with an ample supply of wine jars at the right.  



The words of their song in honor of Nebamun are written above them: The earth-god 

has caused his beauty to grow in every body…the channels are filled with water 

anew, and the land is flooded with love of him. Some of the musicians look out of the 

paintings, showing their faces full-on. This is very unusual in Egyptian art, and gives a 

sense of liveliness to these lower-class women, who are less formally drawn than the 

wealthy guests. The young dancers are sinuously drawn and are naked apart from their 

jewelry. 



Nebamun’s garden in the afterlife is 

not unlike the earthly gardens of 

wealthy Egyptians. The pool is full 

of birds and fish, and surrounded by 

borders of flowers and shady rows of 

trees. On the right of the pool a 

goddess leans out of a tree and 

offers fruit and drinks to Nebamun 

(now lost). The artists accidentally 

painted her skin red at first but 

then repainted it yellow, the correct 

color for a goddess’ skin. On the left, 

a sycamore-fig tree speaks and 

greets Nebamun as the owner of the 

garden,  its words are recorded in 

the hieroglyphs. 

 

The pool is shown from above, with 

three rows of trees arranged around 

its edges. The waves of the pool 

were painted with a darker blue 

pigment; much of this has been lost, 

like the green on the trees and 

bushes. 



 
Last Judgment of Hunefer, from his tomb at Thebes, Egypt, 19th dynasty, c. 1300-1290 

BCE, painted papyrus scroll 

 

What we call the Egyptian Book of the Dead was known to the Egyptians translated as 

The Chapters of coming forth by day. It is a collection of chapters made up of magic 

spells and formulas. It was illustrated and written on papyrus. These papyri were 

commissioned by the deceased before their death. Another translation would be "Book of 

emerging forth into the Light". The text consists of a number of magic spells intended to 

assist a dead person's journey through the Duat, or underworld, and into the afterlife. 





It can be thought of as the deceased's guidebook to a happy afterlife. The text was 

intended to be read by the deceased during their journey into the Underworld. It 

enabled the deceased to overcome obstacles and not lose their way. It did this by 

teaching passwords, giving clues, and revealing routes that would allow the deceased to 

answer questions and navigate around hazards. It would grant the help and protection 

of the gods while proclaiming the deceased's identity with the gods. 



Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts on the walls of the 

pyramid of Unas 

 

The Book of the Dead was part of a tradition of 

funerary texts which includes the earlier 

Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts, which were 

painted onto objects, not papyrus. Some of the 

spells included were drawn from these older 

works and date to the 3rd millennium BCE. 

 

There was no single or canonical Book of the 

Dead. The surviving papyri contain a varying 

selection of religious and magical texts and vary 

considerably in their illustration. Some people 

seem to have commissioned their own copies of 

the Book of the Dead, perhaps choosing the 

spells they thought most vital in their own 

progression to the afterlife. The Book of the 

Dead was most commonly written in 

hieroglyphic or hieratic script on a papyrus 

scroll, and often illustrated with vignettes 

depicting the deceased and their journey into 

the afterlife. 



This detail scene, from the Papyrus of Hunefer (c. 1275 BCE), shows the scribe 
Hunefer's heart being weighed on the scale of Maat against the feather of 

truth, by the jackal-headed Anubis. The ibis-headed Thoth, scribe of the gods, 

records the result.  

 

If his heart equals exactly the weight of the feather, Hunefer is allowed to pass 

into the afterlife. If not, he is eaten by the waiting chimeric devouring creature 

Ammit composed of the deadly crocodile, lion, and hippopotamus. Vignettes 

such as these were a common illustration in Egyptian books of the dead. 





The scene reads from left to right. To the left, Anubis brings Hunefer into the judgment 

area. Anubis is also shown supervising the judgment scales. Hunefer's heart, 

represented as a pot, is being weighed against a feather, the symbol of Maat, the 

established order of things, in this context meaning “what is right.” The ancient 

Egyptians believed that the heart was the seat of the emotions, the intellect and the 

character, and thus represented the good or bad aspects of a person's life. If the heart did 

not balance with the feather, then the dead person was condemned to non-existence, and 

consumption by the ferocious “devourer”, the strange beast shown here which is part-

crocodile, part-lion, and part-hippopotamus. 



However, as a papyrus devoted to ensuring Hunefer's continued existence in the afterlife 

is not likely to depict this outcome, he is shown to the right, brought into the presence of 

Osiris by his son Horus, having become “true of voice” or “justified.” This was a standard 

epithet applied to dead individuals in their texts. Osiris is shown seated under a canopy, 

with his sisters Isis and Nephthys. At the top, Hunefer is shown adoring a row of deities 

who supervise the judgment. 



Figures represented in order of appearance (left to right): 

 

Hunefer (deceased scribe) 

Anubis (jackal-headed god associated with mummification, burial and the afterlife, he 

is the son of Nephthys) 

Ma'at (goddess of order and ethical judgement. She wears a feather associated with 

truth and is here shown at the top of the scales) 

Ammit or Ammut (demon represented as part crocodile, lion and hippopotamus. 

Devoured hearts that failed the test of Ma'at) 

Thoth (here represented as an Ibis-headed god recording the fate of the deceased, in 

this case Hunefer) 

Horus (falcon-headed god/also eye of Horus, associated with the king and son of 

Osiris) 

Horus's 4 sons Imsety, Duamutef, Hapi, Qebehsenuef (associated with the 4 

cardinal points, protection of vital organs of the deceased) 

Osiris (enthroned wearing Atef crown; he is associated with death and is one of the 

most powerful gods in the Egyptian pantheon) 

Isis (goddess protector of mummys and Osiris and in some instances, the mother of 

Horus and sister of Nephthys) 

Nephthys (goddess who, along with her sister Isis, protects mummys and Osiris, 

mother of Anubis, sister and wife of Seth) 



The centerpiece of the upper scene is 

the mummy of Hunefer, shown 

supported by the god Anubis (or a priest 

wearing a jackal mask). Hunefer's wife 

and daughter mourn, and three priests 

perform rituals. The two priests with 

white sashes are carrying out the 

Opening of the Mouth ritual. The white 

building at the right is a representation 

of the tomb, complete with portal 

doorway and small pyramid.  

 

Both these features can be seen in real 

tombs of this date from Thebes. To the 

left of the tomb is a picture of the stele 

which would have stood to one side of 

the tomb entrance. Following the 

normal conventions of Egyptian art, it is 

shown much larger than normal size, in 

order that its content (the deceased 

worshipping Osiris, together with a 

standard offering formula) is absolutely 

legible. 



Section from the Book of the Dead of 

Nany, c. 1040-945 BCE, painted and 

inscribed papyrus 

 

Archaeologists found this papyrus in 

the burial of Nany, a woman in her 

seventies. She was a chantress 

(ritual singer) of the god Amun-Re 

and is referred to as "king's 

daughter," probably meaning she 

was the daughter of Painedjem I, 

high priest of Amun and titular 

king. As was customary during the 

Third Intermediate Period, her 

coffin and boxes of shawabtis 

(servant figures) were accompanied 

by a hollow wooden Osiris figure, 

which contained a papyrus scroll 

inscribed with a collection of texts 

from the Book of the Dead, known to 

the Egyptians as the "Book of 

Coming Forth by Day." It is more 

than seventeen feet long when 

unrolled. 



The scene depicted here shows the 

climax of the journey to the afterlife. 

Nany is in the Hall of Judgment. 

Holding her mouth and eyes in her 

hand, she stands to the left of a large 

scale. Her heart is being weighed 

against Maat, the goddess of justice 

and truth, who is represented as a tiny 

figure wearing her symbol, a single 

large feather, in her headband. On the 

right, Osiris, god of the underworld 

and rebirth, presides over the scene. 

His body is wrapped like a mummy 

except for his hands, which clasp a 

crook. On the table before him is an 

offering of a joint of beef. Canine-

headed Anubis, overseer of 

mummification, adjusts the scales, 

while a baboon—symbolizing Thoth, 

the god of wisdom and writing—sits on 

the balance beam and prepares to 

write down the result. Behind Nany 

stands the goddess Isis, both wife and 

sister of Osiris. She is identified by the 

hieroglyph above her head. 
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