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The Dead as a Guest at Table? 
Continuity and Change in the Egyptian Cult of the Dead 

Barbara Borg 

I n his epic p o e m Punica (13.475) Silius Italicus describes 
the visit o f S c i p i o A f r i c a n u s t o the u n d e r w o r l d . T h e r e 
S c i p i o meets the ghost o f A p p i u s C l a u d i u s , w h o was 
fatal ly w o u n d e d near C a p u a . A p p i u s l amen t s that h e 
c o u l d n o t f i n d peace because his f r iends h a d fa i led t o 
cremate and b u r y his b o d y . S c i p i o wishes t o d o h i m this 
f avour b u t claims that h e does n o t k n o w accord ing t o 
w h i c h rites it s h o u l d b e d o n e , so h e lists a n u m b e r o f 
di f ferent practices: ' A l l over the w o r l d the pract ice is 
d i f f e ren t i n this matter , a n d u n l i k e n e s s o f o p i n i o n 
p r o d u c e s v a r i o u s w a y s o f b u r y i n g t h e d e a d a n d 
dispos ing o f their ashes. I n the l a n d o f Spain , w e are 
t o ld (it is an anc ient c u s t o m ) t h e b o d i e s o f the dead are 
d e v o u r e d b y l o a t h l y vu l tu res . W h e n a k i n g dies i n 
H y r c a n i a , it is the ru le t o let dogs have access t o the 
corpse. T h e Egypt ians enc lose the i r dead, s tanding i n an 
u p r i g h t pos i t i on , i n a c o f f i n o f stone, a n d w o r s h i p it; 
a n d they a d m i t a bloodless spectre t o the i r banquets. '1 

T h e tex t goes o n l ike this b u t w e w i l l stop here because 
o u r interest t oday is directed at the E g y p t i a n practice. 

W e f i n d c o n f i r m a t i o n f o r this i n Lucian 's De luctu 
(21): ' U p t o that p o i n t , t h e w a n i n g , t h e s a m e s tup id 
c u s t o m prevails e v e r y w h e r e ; b u t i n w h a t f o l l o w s , the 
bur ia l , they have a p p o r t i o n e d o u t a m o n g themselves , 
n a t i o n b y nat ion , the di f ferent m o d e s . T h e G r e e k burns , 
t h e Pers ian b u r i e s , t h e I n d i a n encases i n glass, t h e 
Scyth ian eats, the E g y p t i a n salts. A n d the latter — I have 
seen w h e r e o f I speak — after d r y i n g t h e d e a d m a n 
makes h i m his guest at table! '2 

T h e s e reports b y t w o authors o f the first and s e c o n d 
c e n t u r i e s AD s tr ike a m o d e r n reader as b e i n g f a i r l y 
strange. O n e w o u l d e x p e c t t h e m t o have i n s tan tane ­
ous ly p r o v o k e d scient i f ic curiosity. Surpris ingly , this is 
n o t the case, a n d these passages have aroused l ittle o r n o 
interest. I t is, however , n o t the place here t o e x a m i n e 
the reasons f o r this a w k w a r d s i l ence w i t h i n t h e 
academic c o m m u n i t y . 3 

First o f all, o n e s h o u l d n o t i c e that there can b e l itt le 
d o u b t as t o t h e verac i t y o f these s ta tements . Te les , 
D i o d o r u s , C i c e r o and Sextus E m p i r i c u s c o n f i r m that 
the Egyp t i ans kep t the m u m m i e s o f the i r relatives at 
h o m e . 4 T o b e sure, s o m e o f t h e tex ts s h o w great 
simi lar i ty and therefore m a y d e p e n d o n each o ther o r 
o n stil l a n o t h e r c o m m o n source . 5 B u t at least t w o 
a u t h o r s k n e w E g y p t persona l l y . D i o d o r u s v i s i t e d 
A l e x a n d r i a d u r i n g the 180th O l y m p i a d (60—56 BC) — 
m o r e o v e r , R . M e r k e l b a c h r e c e n d y c o n f i r m e d t h e 
general reliabil ity o f paragraphs I 9 1 - 9 3 b y c o m p a r i n g 
D i o d o r u s ' d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e j u d g e m e n t - c e r e m o n i a l 
w i t h ev idence from the papyr i 6 - w h i l e L u c i a n spent 

several years i n E g y p t , w h e r e h e he ld a h i g h p o s i t i o n i n 
t h e o f f i c e o f t h e pre fec t o f E g y p t . F o r the m o s t 
i n t r i g u i n g par t i n t h e passage q u o t e d above , t h e 
par t ic ipat ion o f m u m m i e s at banquets , h e even stresses 
his t e s t i m o n y as an eyewitness. 

I n s o m e o f t h e texts the Egypt ians and their strange 
hab i t s c lear ly f u n c t i o n as ' t h e o t h e r ' o f G r e e k s o r 
R o m a n s . 7 N e v e r t h e l e s s , this does n o t necessar i l y 
i nd ica te that the habits used i n this w a y were s i m p l y 
i n v e n t e d f o r t h e p u r p o s e . I n t h e case o f E g y p t , 
particularly, there ex is ted e n o u g h bizarre practices t o 
serve these needs , a n d this applies n o t o n l y t o m u m m i ­
f i c a t i o n i tself . A n i m a l w o r s h i p , f o r e x a m p l e , p r o v e d 
t o b e a m a j o r a r g u m e n t i n t h e m o s t l y u n f a v o u r a b l e 
c o n c e p t i o n s o f E g y p t , as propagated b y n o n - E g y p t i a n 
authors . H o w e v e r , i t was also an actual a n d widespread 
pract ice i n G r a e c o - R o m a n E g y p t i a n p o p u l a r re l ig ion . 8 

W e f i n d f u r ther e v i d e n c e i n Chr i s t i an texts w h i c h 
relate that even the C o p t i c Chris t ians used t o keep the 
prese rved a n d a d o r n e d b o d i e s o f v e n e r a t e d persons , 
p r e d o m i n a n t l y m a r t y r s , a b o v e g r o u n d . A c c o r d i n g t o 
A t h a n a s i u s th is c u s t o m d r o v e St A n t h o n y i n t o t h e 
desert t o await his death i n sol i tude.9 I t was this c u s t o m 
again (and n o t m u m m i f i c a t i o n i tsel f ) that p r o v o k e d the 
censure o f b i shops a n d o t h e r h igher c lergy — an id le 
censure, as it t u r n e d out , as is s h o w n n o t least b y the 
display a n d w o r s h i p o f relics u p t o t h e present day. It 
can hard ly b e i m a g i n e d that the C o p t s ' i nvented ' the 
hab i t themselves , b u t i t is plausible to p r e s u m e that they 
a d o p t e d it from the i r pagan predecessors.1 0 

S u p p o r t f o r o u r h y p o t h e s i s can b e f o u n d i n t h e 
m u m m i e s t h e m s e l v e s : F l inder s P e t r i e repor t s that 
several o f the m u m m i e s h e excavated at H a w a r a ' had 
b e e n m u c h i n j u r e d b y exposure d u r i n g a l o n g p e r i o d 
b e f o r e bur ia l ' . T h e ' m u m m i e s had o f t e n b e e n k n o c k e d 
a b o u t , the s tucco c h i p p e d off. ' T h e y w e r e 'd irt ied, fly-
m a r k e d , caked w i t h dust w h i c h was b o u n d o n b y ra in ' . 
O n the footcases o f the m u m m i e s ' the w r a p p i n g h a d 
b e e n used b y ch i ldren , w h o scr ibbled caricatures u p o n 
it.' Petr ie already c o n n e c t e d his observat ions w i t h the 
t rad i t ion that the d e a d w e r e kept i n the houses o f the i r 
relatives a n d also assumed a domes t i c cul t f o r t h e m . 1 1 

T h e passage i n H e r o d o t u s w h i c h Petr ie and others 
s u c c e e d i n g h i m d r e w u p o n canno t , h o w e v e r , serve as 
p r o o f . H e r o d o t u s reports (2.78) that at banquets p e o p l e 
i n E g y p t used t o s h o w a r o u n d a w e l l - m a d e and n ice l y 
pa in ted veKpov £ u \ i v o v t o r e m i n d the participants o f 
t h e t rans i tor iness o f l i fe a n d t o e n c o u r a g e t h e m t o 
e n j o y the advantages o f the presen t .There are t w o m a i n 
reasons w h y this c a n n o t poss ib ly have a n y t h i n g t o d o 
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w i t h "the c u s t o m w e are cons ider ing here. First o f all, it 
appears h i g h l y un l i ke l y that veicpov ^vXivov c o u l d ever 
b e translated as m u m m y . T h e express ion mus t refer t o 
s o m e sort o f w o o d e n f igure o f a dead person o r even 
o f d e a t h i t se l f - o n e t o t w o ells l o n g , a c c o r d i n g to 
H e r o d o t u s . It m a y w e l l b e a w o o d e n ske l e ton , as is 
ind ica ted b y b a n q u e t e q u i p m e n t w i t h representations 
o f ske le tons . 1 2 S e c o n d l y , t he sense o f t h e p r o c e d u r e 
d e s c r i b e d b y H e r o d o t u s is c o n t r a r y t o t h e w h o l e 
m e a n i n g c o n n e c t e d w i t h a m u m m y , especially o n e o f a 
relative.13 T h e m u m m y was a s y m b o l o f and guarantor 
n o t f o r dea th b u t for l i fe, even t h o u g h f o r an o t h e r ­
w o r l d l y o n e . 

Lo re l e i C o r c o r a n recent l y re ferred to a narrat ive 
b y X e n o p h o n o f E p h e s o s . 1 4 H e tells t h e s t o r y o f a 
L a k e d a i m o n i a n fisherman n a m e d A i g i a l e u s w h o 
preserved the dead b o d y o f his w i f e ' i n an E g y p t i a n 
w a y ' t o have her a r o u n d a little longer , t o talk t o her, eat 
a n d sleep w i t h her a n d so o n . C o r c o r a n suggests that 
t h e E g y p t i a n c u s t o m o f k e e p i n g the m u m m i e s o f 
relat ives at h o m e o r i g i n a t e d i n a s imi lar a t t i tude 
towards t h e deceased. B u t is this probab le? First, the 
c o n t e x t ind icates that t h e b o d y was n o t w r a p p e d i n 
l i nen , as all t he c o n t e m p o r a r y E g y p t i a n m u m m i e s were , 
b u t that t h e p h y s i o g n o m y o f t h e deceased w a s still 
visible, so that A b r o k o m e s cou ld , f o r examp le , recognise 
t h e o l d age o f T h e l x i o n e . S e c o n d l y , a c c o r d i n g to 
t h e s o m e w h a t g r o t e s q u e s to ry b y X e n o p h o n , t he 
preserva t ion o f the w o m a n ' s b o d y was b y n o m e a n s 
re l ig ious ly m o t i v a t e d b u t was the desperate a t tempt o f a 
G r e e k (!) w i d o w e r t o p r o l o n g the h a p p y days o f his 
marr iage b e y o n d the death o f his w i fe . 1 5 T h e fact that 
f i s h e r m e n salt fish f o r p rese rva t i on , a n d that t h e 
E g y p t i a n techn iques o f m u m m i f i c a t i o n are s o m e w h a t 
s imi lar ( r e m e m b e r that t h e G r e e k expres s i on f o r 
m u m m i f y i n g , Tapixeua), is t he same as f o r salt ing o f 
fish) m a y i n the eyes o f au thor a n d reader have lent 
s o m e p l aus ib i l i t y t o t h e story. T o p r e s u m e s imi la r l y 
persona l sent iments as the m o t i v e that gave rise t o the 
E g y p t i a n c u s t o m w o u l d i m p l y that t h e i n d i v i d u a l s 
c o n c e r n e d h a d n o serious relation to either the rel igious 
b a c k g r o u n d f o r m u m m i f i c a t i o n o r the sacred scenes 
dep ic ted o n the m u m m i f i e d bodies . 

I n fact, t he assumpt ion that the p e r i o d o f G r e e k and, 
especial ly, R o m a n o c c u p a t i o n was o n e o f increas ing 
decadence , w h e n the re l ig ious c o n t e n t o f b o t h rituals 
a n d d e p i c t i o n s was n o l o n g e r u n d e r s t o o d a n d h a d 
degenerated to a m e r e f o r m a l i t y a d o p t e d comparat ive ly 
mean ing less l y a n d incoherent l y , was a n d still is qu i t e 
c o m m o n . B u t this o p i n i o n seems t o h a v e b e e n 
m o d i f i e d i n the last f e w years - n o t least b y Lore le i 
C o r c o r a n herse l f . S tud ie s o f a g r o w i n g n u m b e r o f 
genres have s h o w n that even in imper ia l t imes, scenes 
n o t o n l y served decorat ive purposes b u t o r ig ina ted in 
m e a n i n g f u l concepts des igned b y priests and e m b o d i e d 
i n the t rad i t ion o f o l d E g y p t i a n beliefs. T h e y were o n l y 
m o d i f i e d : o n the o n e h a n d s u p p l e m e n t e d b y n e w ideas, 
o n the o t h e r h a n d r e d u c e d t o a smal ler se lec t ion o f 
sub jec ts tha t c o n f o r m e d best w i t h the n e e d s o f t he 

fai thful .1 6 L ikewise , I have s h o w n e lsewhere1 7 that the 
scenes and symbo l s o n the bod ies o f portrai t m u m m i e s 
w e r e selected purpose fu l l y and represent for the m o s t 
par t a smal l range o f p r i n c i p a l ideas. A d d i t i o n a l l y , i t 
c o u l d b e s h o w n that the impress ion o f eclect ic ism that 
c o m e s to m o s t people 's m i n d s w h e n see ing the portrai t 
m u m m i e s is decept ive . Sketches i n E g y p t i a n style o n 
the panels,1 8 realistic representations o f bod ies o n the 
m u m m y , 1 9 a n d cer ta in at tr ibutes m a k e i t c lear that 
' G r e e k ' and 'Egyp t i an ' e l ements are n o t strictly c o n ­
fined to a certa in part o f the m u m m y . T h e separation o f 
pa in t ing a n d b o d y appears so natural o n l y t o o u r eyes, 
tra ined o n m o d e r n m u s e u m cond i t ions . 2 0 

A c c o r d i n g t o these c o n s i d e r a t i o n s — t o w h i c h 
L o r e l e i C o r c o r a n seems t o agree i n p r i n c i p l e - t he 
b e h a v i o u r o f the fisherman i n X e n o p h o n c a n n o t b e 
c o n n e c t e d w i t h the E g y p t i a n c u s t o m , w h i c h der i ved 
from rel ig ious a n d social needs. 

T h i s takes us b a c k t o the anc ient texts m e n t i o n e d 
above and to the observat ions b y Fl inders Petr ie o n the 
g i l ded masks and portrai t m u m m i e s . A s these s e e m to 
b e the o n l y mater ia l e v idence f o r the habit o f k e e p i n g 
m u m m i e s i n t h e houses , t h e y w e l l deserve a c loser 
e x a m i n a t i o n . 

I w o u l d l i ke t o start w i t h a s h o r t l o o k at t he 
social b a c k g r o u n d o f t he persons depicted . Surpr is ingly 
e n o u g h , w r i t t e n references to por tra i t m u m m i e s are 
n o t k n o w n . 2 1 A c o m b i n e d s tudy o f b o t h the m u m m i e s 
a n d the u n i q u e l y detai led i n f o r m a t i o n abou t R o m a n 
F a y u m soc iety as p r o v i d e d b y the papyr i nevertheless 
a l lows us to draw a r o u g h picture o f the social g r o u p 
represented here.2 2 T h e s e p e o p l e doubdess ly b e l o n g e d 
t o t h e l oca l elite, cons i s t i ng o f l a n d o w n e r s , h i g h -
rank ing local officials and veterans o f t he R o m a n army. 
V e r y probably, s o m e o f these were also R o m a n cit izens 
w i t h all the pr iv i leges that were c o n n e c t e d w i t h that 
status. O n o n e portrai t that has r e c e n d y b e e n excavated 
at T h e b e s w e find a naukleros.23 S o m e chi ldren wear a 
ha i rs ty le that is t yp i ca l f o r t h o s e w h o are g o i n g t o 
celebrate the mallokouria, a r i te o f passage restricted to 
o l dtTro yv\ivao'iov.24 A l l i n all, they were m e m b e r s o f 
t he r i ch loca l u p p e r class. I n imper ia l t imes this elite 
was ethnica l ly m i x e d . T h i s is demons t ra ted n o t o n l y b y 
papyro log ica l ev idence l ike, f o r example , the epikrisis-
lists, b u t also b y the d i f fe rent n a m e s o n m u m m y 
portraits, w h i c h d o n o t a l l ow any conc lus ions abou t the 
e t h n i c i t y o f t h e d e p i c t e d . 2 5 T h e n e c r o p o l e i s from 
w h i c h the portraits c o m e m a i n l y b e l o n g to garr i son 
t o w n s o r t o w n s a n d v i l lages that w e r e f o u n d e d o r 
n e w l y f o u n d e d b y t h e G r e e k s o r R o m a n s a n d that 
w e r e cul tura l m e l t i n g p o t s i n part icular . G r e e k s a n d 
R o m a n s le f t their traces p r e d o m i n a n t l y o n a d m i n i s ­
t rat ion and social organisat ion , b u t also o n the ou ter 
appearance o f this class, w h o largely resemble the o ther 
inhab i tants o f t he eastern R o m a n p r o v i n c e s as they 
appear to us i n the f o r m o f statues, busts and reliefs. 
R e m a r k a b l e o n l y is t h e absence o f typ ica l l y R o m a n 
a t t r ibu tes .The E g y p t i a n in f luence is especial ly strong i n 
re l ig ious matters, even i n the beliefs a b o u t death and 
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l i fe after death , a field that is usual ly least susceptible t o 
n e w ideas. A s early as the s e c o n d c e n t u r y BC G r e e k s 
b e g a n t o have their dead m u m r n i f i e d . 

A t first these m u m m i e s l o o k e d m u c h the same as 
t h e o rd inary E g y p t i a n ones . O n l y after the b e g i n n i n g 
o f R o m a n ru le d i d pa in ted portraits gradua l ly — a n d 
o n l y at certain places and a m o n g a smal l social g r o u p — 
replace the o l d E g y p t i a n masks that w e r e m e a n t as an 
i m a g e o f t h e deceased b u t c a r r i e d idea l features . 
B y a d o p t i n g t h e ver i s t i c p o r t r a i t t h e m u m m y w a s 
ind iv idua l i sed (PI. 45, 3). 

T h i s , h o w e v e r , is o n l y t h e f o r m a l aspect . T h e 
f u n c t i o n a n d m e a n i n g o f portraits di f fer greatiy a m o n g 
R o m a n s a n d Egypt ians . T h e portraits o f the R o m a n s — 
i n c l u d i n g their sepulchral portraits — w e r e ne i ther cul t 
o b j e c t s n o r s o m e t h i n g necessary f o r a l i fe t o c o m e . 
T h e y c o n t r i b u t e d rather t o the survival o f the deceased 
i n the m e m o r y o f their social sur round ings . T h e y w e r e 
a m e a n s o f c rea t ing i d e n t i t y a n d o f e n a b l i n g se l f -
representat ion o f t he deceased — w h o o f t e n e n j o i n e d b y 
w i l l t h e e r e c t i o n o f i m a g e s - a n d o f his f ami l y . 
T h e por t ra i t w a s n e v e r i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e p e r s o n 
dep i c ted b u t was always u n d e r s t o o d as a representat ion. 
Its p u r p o s e was t o keep awake i n his o w n f a m i l y the 
m e m o r y o f t he ancestors w h o s e mos a n d e x a m p l e s t o o d 
b e f o r e t h e eyes o f t h e descendan t s , a n d also i n t h e 
w i d e r en tourage that c o u l d b y v i e w i n g t h e m recognise 
the i m p o r t a n c e o f t he fami ly . 

I n contrast t o this t he E g y p t i a n m u m m y was de facto 
as w e l l as symbo l i ca l l y t he deceased h imse l f . T h e m a s k 
was his i m a g e as Os i r i s N N a n d was there fore p r o v i d e d 
w i t h his ideal , that is d i v ine , features.2 6 L i k e the g o d 
Os i r i s a n d i n as close an ass imi lat ion t o h i m as possible, 
t he deceased w i s h e d t o o v e r c o m e dea th a n d t o ga in 
e terna l l i f e b e y o n d . B o t h m u m m i f i c a t i o n a n d t h e 
d i v i n e a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e m u m m y c o n t r i b u t e d i n a 
m a g i c a l w a y t o t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f t he d e a d o n t h e i r 
d a n g e r o u s w a y i n t o t h e o t h e r w o r l d . 2 7 T h e a l w a y s -
i den t i ca l o u t e r appearance o f t h e m u m m y d o e s n o t 
o r ig ina te i n a possible lack o f i m a g i n a t i o n o n the part 
o f t he anc ient Egypt ians , wa i t ing , as it were , o n l y f o r 
the G r e e k s a n d R o m a n s t o release t h e m f r o m this state. 
R a t h e r , th is o u t e r appearance as a r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e 
appearance o f an Os i r i s was an integral par t o f the h o p e 
f o r an afterlife a n d o f t he m a g i c ce remon ia l . 

N o w the m a s k w i t h the d i v i n e face o f Os i r i s was 
replaced b y a h u m a n , i nd i v idua l portra i t . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
i n s o m e cases t h e w h o l e b o d y o f t h e d e c e a s e d was 
dep ic ted , 2 8 p e r m i t t i n g its o r d i n a r y earth ly appearance 
t o d o m i n a t e the h o l y features o f t he m u m m y . A c c o r d ­
i n g t o the E g y p t i a n re l ig ious c o n c e p t this m u s t have 
d i m i n i s h e d the m a g i c p o w e r s o f t he O s i r i a n f o r m — a 
se r i ous e n c r o a c h m e n t that inv i tes t h e q u e s t i o n : f o r 
w h i c h n e w v a l u e m i g h t t h e y h a v e r e p l a c e d t h e o l d 
o n e ? 

T h i s m a r k e d change appears even m o r e aston ish ing 
w h e n w e cons ider the m o d e o f bur ia l at H a w a r a as w e 
k n o w it f r o m Petr ie and s o m e scattered notes . 2 9 T h e 
m a j o r i t y o f t he m u m m i e s w e r e n o t b u r i e d careful ly i n 

p r o p e r t o m b s , b u t i n m a n y instances w e r e p l a c e d i n 
p la in pits i n the desert sands w i t h o u t grave goods . A n d 
this was d o n e n o n e t o o g e n d y : w h e n the p i t t u r n e d o u t 
t o b e t o o small the m u m m y was c r a m m e d i n t o it even 
i f it b r o k e o r o t h e r w i s e suffered. S o m e t i m e s , the shafts 
o f o l d c h a m b e r t o m b s w e r e re -used a n d the m u m m i e s 
w e r e squeezed i n i n an u p r i g h t p o s i t i o n or h e a d first. 
M o r e o v e r , after the p i t was ref i l led w i t h sand the p lace 
c o u l d never b e traced again because n o marker , h o w ­
ever i n c o n s p i c u o u s , was p l a c e d above g r o u n d . D e a t h 
rituals that w e r e c o m m o n i n all re l ig ions relevant t o 
o u r c o n t e x t c a n n o t have taken p lace here. C o n s i d e r i n g 
these c i rcumstances o n e c o u l d perhaps have exp la ined 
t h e cos t l y d e c o r a t i o n o f a m u m m y i n the E g y p t i a n 
s ty le b y p o i n t i n g t o t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d m a g i c 
p o w e r s associated w i t h it. Y e t , the t rans format ion i n t o a 
m u c h m o r e h u m a n appearance n o w b e c o m e s tota l ly 
un inte l l ig ib le , s ince this d e p r i v e d the deceased o f s o m e 
o f these m a g i c forces . O n l y i f Pe t r i e was r i gh t , a n d 
the m u m m i e s that w e r e later o n treated so bad ly s t o o d 
first i n the h o u s e o f their relatives a n d received s o m e 
k i n d o f d o m e s t i c cu l t , c a n these c i r cums tances b e 
exp la ined . 3 0 

W h a t , then , was the o r i g i n o f that cus tom? N e i t h e r 
i n G r e e k n o r i n R o m a n re l ig ion is there any i nd i ca t i on 
o f a domes t i c cul t o f the dead . L ikewise , i n p h a r a o n i c 
E g y p t t h e d e a d w e r e n o t k e p t i n t h e h o u s e o f t h e 
relatives bu t , after e m b a l m i n g , were a c c o m p a n i e d i n a 
c e r e m o n i a l p rocess ion to t h e t o m b , w h e r e they w e r e 
b u r i e d a n d r e c e i v e d sacr i f ices. La ter o n t h e y w e r e 
c o m m e m o r a t e d o n v a r i o u s days. T h e f a m i l y o f f e r e d 
sacrif ices at the t o m b and apparendy also inv i ted guests 
t o a s o l e m n b a n q u e t that t o o k p lace i n special r o o m s o f 
t he temple . 3 1 

H o w e v e r , f o r s o m e t i m e n o w , an increasing n u m b e r 
o f references have ind i ca ted that there already existed i n 
p h a r a o n i c t imes a cul t for t he deceased i n the h o u s e o f 
t h e relatives. R . J . D e m a r e e 3 2 p u b l i s h e d a g r o u p o f 
stelae, t he so - ca l l ed a k h - i k e r stelae, m a i n l y from D e i r 
e l - M e d i n a , b u t s o m e f r o m o t h e r places as we l l , that all 
b e l o n g to the i 8 t h - 2 0 t h dynasties (PI. 2 6 , 1 ) . A c c o r d i n g 
t o the i r i n s c r i p t i o n s t h e y w e r e d e d i c a t e d t o t h e 
depar ted b y f a m i l y (fathers, sons, brothers) or, i n s o m e 
cases, b y admirers w h o d i d n o t b e l o n g to the fami ly . 
T h e s e stelae w e r e a p lace i n w h i c h to face the dead a n d 
to sacri f ice to those w h o s e spirits were o n the o n e h a n d 
f ea red a n d t h e r e f o r e h a d t o b e appeased b u t f r o m 
w h o m , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , i n te rcess i on a n d o t h e r 
advantages w e r e also e x p e c t e d . S o m e o f f e r i ng - t ab l e s 
a n d l i b a t i o n - b a s i n s m u s t , a c c o r d i n g t o the i r i n s c r i p ­
t i o n s , have s e r v e d t h e s a m e p u r p o s e . R e m a r k a b l y 
e n o u g h , these D e i r e l - M e d i n a stelae, tables and basins 
have all b e e n f o u n d i n the l i v i n g quarters o f the t o w n . 
T h e y s t o o d i n v o t i v e chapels, i n the streets and p u b l i c 
places, b u t also i n w a l l recesses i n the houses . 

T h e ex istence o f such a d o m e s t i c cul t o f the dead is 
c o n f i r m e d b y the 'calendar o f l u c k y a n d u n l u c k y days' 
that m o s t p r o b a b l y b e l o n g s t o the 19th dynas ty a n d 
w h i c h prescribes d o m e s t i c o f fer ings to the dead.3 3 
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Finally, a g r o u p o f l i fe -s ize t o ha l f - l i fe - s i ze a n t h r o p o ­
m o r p h i c busts p robab ly be longs t o a domes t i c ancestral 
cul t o r cult o f t he dead (PI. 26 , 2) . O n l y rarely d o they 
bear inscr ipt ions bu t t h e y are n o w a lmost u n a n i m o u s l y 
regarded as images o f deceased persons.3 4 M o s t o f t h e m 
aga in c o m e f r o m D e i r e l - M e d i n a w h e r e t h e y w e r e 
d isp layed m a i n l y i n houses — p r e s u m a b l y i n the first 
r e c e p t i o n ha l l — and , m o r e rarely, i n p u b l i c chapels . 
O t h e r s are f r o m dif ferent sites a n d s h o w slight i c o n o -
graph ic alterations. T h e i r adora t i on is s h o w n o n t w o 
reliefs (Fig. i ) . 3 5 

— . - J 
Fig. 1. D r a w i n g o f stela from A b y d o s , s h o w i n g w o r s h i p 
o f an ancestral bust (after Mar ie t te ) . 

I n c o n c l u s i o n , then , there are several clear i n d i c a ­
t i ons o f a d o m e s t i c ancestral cul t already i n p lace i n 
pharaon ic E g y p t , a cult that c o u l d b e celebrated even i n 
front o f images o f t he deceased!3 6 S u c h cults seem to 
have b e e n t h e e x c e p t i o n rather than the rule, and u p to 
n o w there is n o chrono log i ca l series i n t o the G r e e k a n d 
R o m a n per iods . T h e r e m a y b e t w o m a i n reasons f o r 
this . First , e x c a v a t i o n s o f l i v i n g quarters that c o u l d 
p r o v i d e fur ther data are still rather scarce and , secondly , 
w e face a p r o b l e m o f v is ib i l i ty — o r lack o f a t tent ion to 
less clearly v is ib le mater ia l . Ances t ra l cu l t was m a i n l y 
par t o f t h e p o p u l a r r e l i g i o n , t h e be l ie fs a m o n g the 
m i d d l e a n d l o w e r classes,37 w h e r e a s t h e ma te r i a l 
e v idence that usual ly catches the a t tent ion o f a rchaeo ­
logists and Egypto log i s t s gives i n f o r m a t i o n o n l y a b o u t 
the u p p e r m o s t class a n d its ideo logy . O n e reason f o r the 

fact that m o s t o f t he ev idence f o r ancestral cult c o m e s 
from D e i r e l - M e d i n a m a y b e the v e r y abi l i ty o f the 
c ra f t smen l i v i n g there t o man i f e s t the i r be l ie fs i n a 
m o r e ' v i s ib le ' f o r m . T h u s , i n sp i te o f t he l a c k o f 
c o n t e m p o r a r y e v i d e n c e , t he later c u s t o m o f k e e p i n g 
the m u m m i e s o f t he deceased i n the h o u s e can o n l y b e 
der i ved from the E g y p t i a n ancestral cul t . 

I n cer ta in contracts , fixed days w e r e s o m e t i m e s 
d e t e r m i n e d f o r ce remon ies f o r the dead, b u t addi t ions 
con ta in ing the general f o r m u l a t i o n ' and o n any festive 
occas i ons ' o r t he l i ke suggest that there w e r e n o 
c o m m o n specif ic days f o r the dead. T h e y c o u l d rather 
b e c o m m e m o r a t e d o n any festival.38 It mus t rema in a 
matter o f speculat ion as t o w h a t f o r m a domes t i c cul t 
f o r the m u m m y m i g h t have taken, w h i l e n e w p a p y r o -
log ica l o r mater ia l e v idence is n o t available. Possibly the 
sacri f ices f o r the m u m m i e s w e r e p e r f o r m e d i n t h e 
tradit ional m a n n e r i n front o f the a k h - i k e r stelae, tables, 
basins o r busts, b u t S i l ius I ta l icus a n d L u c i a n also 
a l l ow fo r the c o n c l u s i o n that the m e r e presence o f the 
m u m m i e s at banquets h e l d o n the occas ion o f those 
festivals i m p l i e d the part ic ipat ion o f t he deceased i n it, 
a n d thus replaced a p roper sacrifice. 

Festivals, and banquets i n particular, p layed a m a j o r 
ro le i n E g y p t i a n practices s u r r o u n d i n g death for a l o n g 
t ime . I n o u r c o n t e x t , t he representat ions o f banquets 
f o r the dead i n N e w K i n g d o m t o m b s m a y b e interest ­
ing . 3 9 T h e early representations are d o m i n a t e d b y m a n y 
registers o f guests. T h e i r great n u m b e r emphasises the 
sp lendour o f the feast, whereas the stereotyped setting 
gives the d e p i c t i o n a rather ritual character. Later o n 
the o w n e r o f the t o m b 'moves ' m o r e and m o r e i n t o the 
centre, displayed together w i t h his w i f e i n front o f an 
o f fe r ing - tab le or a small stand, fac ing smaller groups o f 
guests o n the o ther side o f it. T h e latter are s h o w n far 
m o r e v i v i d l y and can also consist o f m i x e d couples . T h e 
or ig ina l l y stiff and ceremon ia l scene b e c o m e s a l ively 
d e p i c t i o n o f a b a n q u e t w h e r e the deceased is integrated 
i n t o the c o m m u n i t y o f the participants and en joys the 
amenit ies o f t he festival. 

N o w , w h e n d u r i n g the G r e e k and R o m a n per iods 
m u m m i e s are present at the banquets i n the house o f 
the i r relatives, t he deceased is regarded n o t j u s t as a 
p i c t o r i a l r epresen ta t i on subs t i tu t ing f o r real i ty b u t 
as actua l ly present . H i s h u m a n appearance , w i t h t h e 
realist ic por t ra i t a n d s o m e t i m e s t h e w h o l e b o d y 
d e p i c t e d o n the l o w e r par t o f t he m u m m y , c o r r e s ­
p o n d s perfect ly to his character as a part ic ipant i n the 
festival. 

T h e s ign i f i cance o f t he step f r o m v e n e r a t i n g 
the d e a d i n the presence o f substitutes l ike stelae o r 
busts, o r from the d e p i c t i o n o f banquets for the dead, 
t o the factual , physical a t tendance o f the deceased i n 
the f o r m o f his m u m m y , c a n n o t be overest imated, a n d 
i t w o u l d b e m o s t in teres t ing t o k n o w w h e n it was 
m a d e and u n d e r w h a t c i rcumstances . It was n o later 
than the third cen tury BC, as w e k n o w from Teles, b u t i t 
m a y have b e e n e v e n earl ier. O n c e t h e prac t i ce w a s 
in t roduced , the n e w f o r m o f the portrai t m u m m y mus t 
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have fu l f i l led the requ i rements o f the cu l t as w e l l as the 
d e m a n d for representat ion part icular ly we l l . 

U p t o n o w w e have f o c u s e d essent ia l ly o n t h e 
re l ig ious aspects o f the changes caused b y the a d o p t i o n 
o f t h e ver i s t i c R o m a n p o r t r a i t i n t o E g y p t i a n cu l t 
p rac t i ce , b u t there is a n o t h e r aspect . A s w e n o t i c e d 
above , the change f r o m an ideal ised d i v i n e appearance 
t o a natural is t ic o n e resu l ted i n an i n d i v i d u a l i s a t i o n 
o f t h e m u m m y . N o w , i n d i v i d u a l i s m w a s n o t o n l y a 
R o m a n b u t also an o l d E g y p t i a n p r i n c i p l e w i t h i n the 
bel iefs s u r r o u n d i n g death, p r o v i d i n g c o n t i n u i t y o f the 
i n d i v i d u a l b o t h i n e te rna l l i fe a n d i n c o l l e c t i v e 
m e m o r y . 4 0 T h e o l d E g y p t i a n portra i t sculpture already 
s h o w e d phases o f verist ic representat ions that a l ternated 
w i t h general is ing a n d ideal is ing ones . Characterist ical ly, 
a n e w d i m e n s i o n o f v e r i s m was reached the m o m e n t 
that the images n o l o n g e r s t o o d i n the l o c k e d c h a m b e r 
o f t he serdab, sealed o f f f r o m a n y ex t raneous glance, b u t 
w e r e erected i n pub l i c places, t he temples , w h e r e they 
w e r e accessible at least o n certa in occas ions t o a l i m i t e d 
n u m b e r o f p e o p l e : here they also served a representative 
a n d c o m m e m o r a t i v e p u r p o s e d i r e c t e d towards the 
c o m m u n i t y o f t he l iv ing.4 1 

I n the G r e e k and part icular ly i n the R o m a n per i ods 
this v e r i s m increased dramatically. T h i s is t rue b o t h f o r 
sculptures, the p u r p o s e o f w h i c h c a n n o t i n m o s t cases 
b e d e t e r m i n e d d u e t o miss ing contexts , as w e l l as for 
the m u m m i e s cons idered here. T h e o u t e r appearance o f 
these m u m m i e s w i t h their n e w retrospective, w o r l d l y 
a n d i n d i v i d u a l character is t ics m u s t b e seen i n c o n ­
n e c t i o n w i t h their presence at a p lace that was far m o r e 
accessible t h a n an o l d E g y p t i a n temple . T h e m u m m i e s 
t h e r e f o r e s e e m t o fu l f i l a n u r g e f o r r epresen ta t i on 
granted b y b o t h the ind iv idua l i s t ic d e p i c t i o n a n d the 
l u x u r i o u s decora t ion . 

I n this c o n n e c t i o n w e m a y recons ider an observa t ion 
b y B . V . B o t h m e r . H e n o t i c e d that t he p r o d u c t i o n o f 
m u m m y portra i t s b e g i n s at a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h e s a m e 
t i m e as t h e g e n r e o f p r i v a t e statues i n t h e t e m p l e s 
c o m e s t o an e n d . 4 2 W e d o n o t k n o w w h y these 
statues d o n o t o c c u r any m o r e , a n d the c h r o n o l o g i c a l 
c o i n c i d e n c e c a n n o t b e e x p l a i n e d e i ther . K . Parlasca 
suggested that t he statues m i g h t have b e e n replaced b y 
pa in ted portraits,4 3 b u t it m a y w e l l b e that t he erect ion 
o f pr ivate images i n the temples was p r o h i b i t e d f r o m 
s o m e t i m e i n the early imper i a l p e r i o d onwards , o r it 
m a y j u s t have g o n e o u t o f use f o r s o m e u n k n o w n 
reason. T h e f u n c t i o n o f these t e m p l e statues was m o r e 
o r less the s a m e as that o f grave statues,4 4 a n d from 
the N e w K i n g d o m o n w a r d s the i r charac ter b e c a m e 
increasingly representative. A f t e r this genre o f pr iva te 
t e m p l e statues ceased to exist , therefore, and after the 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o erect pr ivate images i n the temples m a y 
a n y w a y have b e e n restr icted, this f u n c t i o n m a y have 
shifted to the pr ivate and sepulchral sphere. 

H e r e the outer , aesthetic s imi lar i ty o f t he m u m m y 
portraits t o b o t h the ancestors' portraits a n d h o n o r a r y 
i m a g e s o f t h e R o m a n s m e e t s w i t h a s im i l a r i t y i n 
m e a n i n g : l i k e the latter, t h e y n o w h a d a re t roac t ive 

ef fect u p o n society. T h e y b e c a m e a m e d i u m fo r repre ­
sentat ion o f b o t h the ind i v idua l and his family . T o w h a t 
d e g r e e ances tors i n R o m a n E g y p t h a d a n o r m a t i v e 
bear ing , as they h a d i n R o m e itself, has t o b e e x a m i n e d 
b y m o r e c o m p e t e n t scholars a n d o n the basis o f a w i d e r 
range o f mater ia l . I n pharaon i c E g y p t the cult o f t he 
d e a d that granted the afterlife was a central const i tuent 
o f dai ly life, whereas the ancestral cult d i d n o t p lay a 
m a j o r role. I n R o m e apparendy it was the o ther w a y 
r o u n d . T h e actual cu l t o f the dead that served the souls 
i n the o the r w o r l d was o f m i n o r i m p o r t a n c e c o m p a r e d 
t o the rites c o n c e r n i n g the ancestors. T h e h o p e f o r an 
i nd i v idua l afterlife was l o o k e d u p o n rather sceptically. 
Surv iva l as an i nd i v idua l ex is ted o n l y i n the m e m o r y 
o f t h e d e s c e n d a n t s a n d o f society . T h u s sepu l chra l 
r ites have a p r e d o m i n a n d y c o m m e m o r a t i v e character. 
Ances t ra l portraits carr ied a r o u n d i n funera l processions 
g u a r a n t e e d this surv i va l i n m e m o r y as w e l l as a n y 
display o f portraits i n the p u b l i c or pr ivate sphere.45 A t 
t h e same t i m e t h e y also se rved the descendants as a 
f o c u s f o r creat ing ident i t y b o t h w i t h i n the f a m i l y a n d 
w i t h i n society. T h u s their f u n c t i o n was a topica l o n e . 

A c c o r d i n g l y , t h e a d o p t i o n o f the R o m a n por tra i t 
i n t o the E g y p t i a n cul t o f t he dead is at t he same t i m e a 
p r o d u c t and a cause o f a shift i n the emphasis b e t w e e n 
the cult o f the d e a d and ancestor w o r s h i p o f the latter. 
T h e d e c e a s e d a n d h is a f ter l i fe are n o l o n g e r t h e 
d o m i n a n t central issue o f t h e r itual pract ice b u t take 
o n , a n d w e r e p r o b a b l y m e a n t to take o n , a m a j o r ro le i n 
shap ing social relat ionships. T o b e sure, this habi t c o u l d 
b y n o m e a n s h a v e b e e n preva len t . N o t o n l y was i t 
restr icted t o a v e r y small , elite g r o u p o f society, b u t also 
these famil ies w i l l hardly have treated all their depar ted 
i n t h e same way. 4 6 T h i s is i nd i ca ted n o t least b y the 
U m i t e d space available i n the house . W e s h o u l d p r e s u m e 
ra ther that o n l y a m i n o r i t y o f the fami l y ' s deceased 
w e r e h o n o u r e d i n this w a y — f o r reasons w e d o n o t 
k n o w . 

W h a t e v e r the re l ig ious bel iefs and social imp l i ca t ions 
i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the d isp lay a n d v e n e r a t i o n o f 
por tra i t m u m m i e s m a y have b e e n precisely, the fact that 
m u m m i e s w e r e k e p t i n the h o u s e for s o m e t ime , a n d 
m o s t probab ly rece ived s o m e sort o f cul t there, helps t o 
e x p l a i n the d iscrepancy b e t w e e n the character o f t he 
m u m m i e s — c o s d y b u t w e a k e n e d i n their m a g i c p o w e r s 
b y t h e i r n e w w o r l d l y shape — a n d the i r careless, 
s o m e t i m e s even r u d e bur ia l w i t h o u t any grave markers . 
T h e E g y p t i a n ancestral cult rarely goes b a c k m o r e t h a n 
o n e o r t w o generat ions , as is s h o w n n o t least b y the 
inscr ip t ions o n t h e a k h - i k e r stelae.47 T h i s leads t o t h e 
a s sumpt i on that t h e portrai t m u m m i e s w e r e kept i n the 
h o u s e f o r a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h e s a m e t i m e . A f t e r t h e 
i m m e d i a t e relat ives h a d d i e d themse lves , a n d af ter 
interest i n the m o r e distant ancestors h a d f aded , t h e 
m u m m i e s m a y have b e e n h a n d e d over to the t e m p l e i n 
charge. A s is s h o w n b y the di f ferent contexts , the k i n d 
o f bur ia l they w e r e g i ven d e p e n d e d o n m a n y factors 
that can o n l y b e iden t i f i ed o n the basis o f n e w e v i d e n c e 
a n d e x t e n s i v e research. 4 8 I n t h e case o f t h e careless 
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b u r i a l s m e n t i o n e d a b o v e , a p r o p e r f a m i l y t o m b w a s 
o b v i o u s l y n o t ava i l ab le . P e r h a p s t h e re la t i ves w e r e 
n o t i n t e r e s t e d a n y m o r e i n a n e x p e n s i v e b u r i a l a n d 
e n t r u s t e d t h e m u m m i e s o f t he i r ances tors t o t h e pr iests 
o r servants o f t h e t e m p l e w h o , a w a y f r o m t h e c o n t r o l o f 
t h e f a m i l y , ca red as l i t t le f o r t h e b u r i a l as t h e y o f t e n 
d i d b e f o r e f o r t h e t r e a t m e n t o f t h e b o d i e s d u r i n g 
e m b a l m i n g . 4 9 
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