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

Barbara Borg

In his epic poem Punica (13.475) Silius Italicus describes
the visit of Scipio Africanus to the underworld. There
Scipio meets the ghost of Appius Claudius, who was
fatally wounded near Capua. Appius laments that he
could not find peace because his friends had failed to
cremate and bury his body. Scipio wishes to do him this
favour but claims that he does not know according to
which rites it should be done, so he lists a number of
different practices: ‘All over the world the practice is
different in this matter, and unlikeness of opinion
produces various ways of burying the dead and
disposing of their ashes. In the land of Spain, we are
told (it is an ancient custom) the bodies of the dead are
devoured by loathly vultures. When a king dies in
Hyrcania, it is the rule to let dogs have access to the
corpse. The Egyptians enclose their dead, standing in an
upright position, in a coffin of stone, and worship it;
and they admit a bloodless spectre to their banquets.”
The text goes on like this but we will stop here because
our interest today is directed at the Egyptian practice.

We find confirmation for this in Lucian’s De luctu
(21): ‘Up to that point, the wailing, the same stupid
custom prevails everywhere; but in what follows, the
burial, they have apportioned out among themselves,
nation by nation, the different modes. The Greek burns,
the Persian buries, the Indian encases in glass, the
Scythian eats, the Egyptian salts. And the latter — I have
seen whereof I speak — after drying the dead man
makes him his guest at table!”

These reports by two authors of the first and second
centuries AD strike a modern reader as being fairly
strange. One would expect them to have instantane-
ously provoked scientific curiosity. Surprisingly, this is
not the case, and these passages have aroused little or no
interest. It is, however, not the place here to examine
the reasons for this awkward silence within the
academic community.?

First of all, one should notice that there can be little
doubt as to the veracity of these statements. Teles,
Diodorus, Cicero and Sextus Empiricus confirm that
the Egyptians kept the mummies of their relatives at
home.* To be sure, some of the texts show great
similarity and therefore may depend on each other or
on still another common source.> But at least two
authors knew Egypt personally. Diodorus visited
Alexandria during the 18oth Olympiad (60—56 BC) —
moreover, R. Merkelbach recently confirmed the
general reliability of paragraphs I 91-93 by comparing
Diodorus” description of the judgement-ceremonial
with evidence from the papyri® — while Lucian spent
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several years in Egypt, where he held a high position in
the office of the prefect of Egypt. For the most
intriguing part in the passage quoted above, the
participation of mummies at banquets, he even stresses
his testimony as an eyewitness.

In some of the texts the Egyptians and their strange
habits clearly function as ‘the other’ of Greeks or
Romans.” Nevertheless, this does not necessarily
indicate that the habits used in this way were simply
invented for the purpose. In the case of Egypt,
particularly, there existed enough bizarre practices to
serve these needs, and this applies not only to mummi-
fication itself. Animal worship, for example, proved
to be a major argument in the mostly unfavourable
conceptions of Egypt, as propagated by non-Egyptian
authors. However, it was also an actual and widespread
practice in Graeco-R oman Egyptian popular religion.®

We find further evidence in Christian texts which
relate that even the Coptic Christians used to keep the
preserved and adorned bodies of venerated persons,
predominantly martyrs, above ground. According to
Athanasius this custom drove St Anthony into the
desert to await his death in solitude.” It was this custom
again (and not mummification itself) that provoked the
censure of bishops and other higher clergy — an idle
censure, as it turned out, as is shown not least by the
display and worship of relics up to the present day. It
can hardly be imagined that the Copts ‘invented’ the
habit themselves, but it is plausible to presume that they
adopted it from their pagan predecessors.”

Support for our hypothesis can be found in the
mummies themselves: Flinders Petrie reports that
several of the mummies he excavated at Hawara ‘had
been much injured by exposure during a long period
before burial’. The ‘mummies had often been knocked
about, the stucco chipped off! They were ‘dirtied, fly-
marked, caked with dust which was bound on by rain’.
On the footcases of the mummies ‘the wrapping had
been used by children, who scribbled caricatures upon
it” Petrie already connected his observations with the
tradition that the dead were kept in the houses of their
relatives and also assumed a domestic cult for them.!!

The passage in Herodotus which Petrie and others
succeeding him drew upon cannot, however, serve as
proof. Herodotus reports (2.78) that at banquets people
in Egypt used to show around a well-made and nicely
painted vekpov EOMvov to remind the participants of
the transitoriness of life and to encourage them to
enjoy the advantages of the present. There are two main
reasons why this cannot possibly have anything to do



with the custom we are considering here. First of all, it
appears highly unlikely that vexpov EONvov could ever
be translated as mummy. The expression must refer to
some sort of wooden figure of a dead person or even
of death itself — one to two ells long, according to
Herodotus. It may well be a wooden skeleton, as is
indicated by banquet equipment with representations
of skeletons.'? Secondly, the sense of the procedure
described by Herodotus is contrary to the whole
meaning connected with a mummy, especially one of a
relative.’® The mummy was a symbol of and guarantor
not for death but for life, even though for an other-
worldly one.

Lorelei Corcoran recently referred to a narrative
by Xenophon of Ephesos.* He tells the story of a
Lakedaimonian fisherman named Aigialeus who
preserved the dead body of his wife ‘in an Egyptian
way’ to have her around a little longer, to talk to her, eat
and sleep with her and so on. Corcoran suggests that
the Egyptian custom of keeping the mummies of
relatives at home originated in a similar attitude
towards the deceased. But is this probable? First, the
context indicates that the body was not wrapped in
linen, as all the contemporary Egyptian mummies were,
but that the physiognomy of the deceased was still
visible, so that Abrokomes could, for example, recognise
the old age of Thelxione, Secondly, according to
the somewhat grotesque story by Xenophon, the
preservation of the woman’s body was by no means
religiously motivated but was the desperate attempt of a
Greek (!) widower to prolong the happy days of his
marriage beyond the death of his wife.!® The fact that
fishermen salt fish for preservation, and that the
Egyptian techniques of mummification are somewhat
similar (remember that the Greek expression for
mummifying, Tapixelw, is the same as for salting of
fish) may in the eyes of author and reader have lent
some plausibility to the story. To presume similarly
personal sentiments as the motive that gave rise to the
Egyptian custom would imply that the individuals
concerned had no serious relation to either the religious
background for mummification or the sacred scenes
depicted on the mummified bodies.

In fact, the assumption that the period of Greek and,
especially, Roman occupation was one of increasing
decadence, when the religious content of both rituals
and depictions was no longer understood and had
degenerated to a mere formality adopted comparatively
meaninglessly and incoherently, was and still is quite
common. But this opinion seems to have been
modified in the last few years — not least by Lorelei
Corcoran herself. Studies of a growing number of
genres have shown that even in imperial times, scenes
not only served decorative purposes but originated in
meaningful concepts designed by priests and embodied
in the tradition of old Egyptian beliefs. They were only
modified: on the one hand supplemented by new ideas,
on the other hand reduced to a smaller selection of
subjects that conformed best with the needs of the
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faithful.*® Likewise, I have shown elsewhere!? that the
scenes and symbols on the bodies of portrait mummies
were selected purposefully and represent for the most
part a small range of principal ideas. Additionally, it
could be shown that the impression of eclecticism that
comes to most people’s minds when seeing the portrait
mummies is deceptive. Sketches in Egyptian style on
the panels,'® realistic representations of bodies on the
mummy,'® and certain attributes make it clear that
‘Greek’ and ‘Egyptian’ elements are not strictly con-
fined to a certain part of the mummy. The separation of
painting and body appears so natural only to our eyes,
trained on modern museum conditions.?

According to these considerations — to which
Lorelei Corcoran seems to agree in principle — the
behaviour of the fisherman in Xenophon cannot be
connected with the Egyptian custom, which derived
from religious and social needs.

This takes us back to the ancient texts mentioned
above and to the observations by Flinders Petrie on the
gilded masks and portrait mummies. As these seem to
be the only material evidence for the habit of keeping
mummies in the houses, they well deserve a closer
examination.

I would like to start with a short look at the
social background of the persons depicted. Surprisingly
enough, written references to portrait mummies are
not known.?! A combined study of both the mummies
and the uniquely detailed information about Roman
Fayum society as provided by the papyri nevertheless
allows us to draw a rough picture of the social group
represented here.?2 These people doubtlessly belonged
to the local élite, consisting of land owners, high-
ranking local officials and veterans of the Roman army.
Very probably, some of these were also Roman citizens
with all the privileges that were connected with that
status. On one portrait that has recently been excavated
at Thebes we find a naukleros.?®> Some children wear a
hairstyle that is typical for those who are going to
celebrate the mallokouria, a rite of passage restricted to
ol awd yvpraotov.?* All in all, they were members of
the rich local upper class. In imperial times this élite
was ethnically mixed. This is demonstrated not only by
papyrological evidence like, for example, the epikrisis-
lists, but also by the different names on mummy
portraits, which do not allow any conclusions about the
ethnicity of the depicted.?® The necropoleis from
which the portraits come mainly belong to garrison
towns or towns and villages that were founded or
newly founded by the Greeks or Romans and that
were cultural melting pots in particular. Greeks and
Romans left their traces predominantly on adminis-
tration and social organisation, but also on the outer
appearance of this class, who largely resemble the other
inhabitants of the eastern Roman provinces as they
appear to us in the form of statues, busts and reliefs.
Remarkable only is the absence of typically Roman
attributes. The Egyptian influence is especially strong in
religious matters, even in the beliefs about death and
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life after death, a field that is usually least susceptible to
new ideas. As early as the second century Bc Greeks
began to have their dead mummified.

. At first these mummies looked much the same as
the ordinary Egyptian ones. Only after the beginning
of Roman rule did painted portraits gradually — and
only at certain places and among a small social group —
replace the old Egyptian masks that were meant as an
image of the deceased but carried ideal features.
By adopting the veristic portrait the mummy was
individualised (Pl. 45, 3).

This, however, is only the formal aspect. The
function and meaning of portraits differ greatly among
Romans and Egyptians. The portraits of the Romans —
including their sepulchral portraits — were neither cult
objects nor something necessary for a life to come.
They contributed rather to the survival of the deceased
in the memory of their social surroundings. They were
a means of creating identity and of enabling self-
representation of the deceased — who often enjoined by
will the erection of images — and of his family.
The portrait was never identified with the person
depicted but was always understood as a representation.
Its purpose was to keep awake in his own family the
memory of the ancestors whose mos and example stood
before the eyes of the descendants, and also in the
wider entourage that could by viewing them recognise
the importance of the family.

In contrast to this the Egyptian mummy was de_facto
as well as symbolically the deceased himself. The mask
was his image as Osiris NN and was therefore provided
with his ideal, that is divine, features.?® Like the god
Osiris and in as close an assimilation to him as possible,
the deceased wished to overcome death and to gain
eternal life beyond. Both mummification and the
divine appearance of the mummy contributed in a
magical way to the protection of the dead on their
dangerous way into the other world.?” The always-
identical outer appearance of the mummy does not
originate in a possible lack of imagination on the part
of the ancient Egyptians, waiting, as it were, only for
the Greeks and Romans to release them from this state.
Rather, this outer appearance as a repetition of the
appearance of an Osiris was an integral part of the hope
for an afterlife and of the magic ceremonial.

Now the mask with the divine face of Osiris was
replaced by a human, individual portrait. Furthermore,
in some cases the whole body of the deceased was
depicted,”® permitting its ordinary earthly appearance
to dominate the holy features of the mummy. Accord-
ing to the Egyptian religious concept this must have
diminished the magic powers of the Osirian form — a
serious encroachment that invites the question: for
which new value might they have replaced the old
one?

This marked change appears even more astonishing
when we consider the mode of burial at Hawara as we
know it from Petrie and some scattered notes.?” The
majority of the mummies were not buried carefully in
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proper tombs, but in many instances were placed in
plain pits in the desert sands without grave goods. And
this was done none too gently: when the pit turned out
to be too small the mummy was crammed into it even
if it broke or otherwise suffered. Sometimes, the shafts
of old chamber tombs were re-used and the mummies
were squeezed in in an upright position or head first.
Moreover, after the pit was refilled with sand the place
could never be traced again because no marker, how-
ever inconspicuous, was placed above ground. Death
rituals that were common in all religions relevant to
our context cannot have taken place here. Considering
these circumstances one could perhaps have explained
the costly decoration of a mummy in the Egyptian
style by pointing to the above-mentioned magic
powers associated with it. Yet, the transformation into a
much more human appearance now becomes totally
unintelligible, since this deprived the deceased of some
of these magic forces. Only if Petrie was right, and
the mummies that were later on treated so badly stood
first in the house of their relatives and received some
kind of domestic cult, can these circumstances be
explained.®

‘What, then, was the origin of that custom? Neither
in Greek nor in Roman religion is there any indication
of a domestic cult of the dead. Likewise, in pharaonic
Egypt the dead were not kept in the house of the
relatives but, after embalming, were accompanied in a
ceremonial procession to the tomb, where they were
buried and received sacrifices. Later on they were
commemorated on various days. The family offered
sacrifices at the tomb and apparently also invited guests
to a solemn banquet that took place in special rooms of
the temple.?!

However, for some time now, an increasing number
of references have indicated that there already existed in
pharaonic times a cult for the deceased in the house of
the relatives. R. J. Demarée®? published a group of
stelae, the so-called akh-iker stelae, mainly from Deir
el-Medina, but some from other places as well, that all
belong to the 18th-20th dynasties (Pl. 26, 1). According
to their inscriptions they were dedicated to the
departed by family (fathers, sons, brothers) or, in some
cases, by admirers who did not belong to the family.
These stelae were a place in which to face the dead and
to sacrifice to those whose spirits were on the one hand
feared and therefore had to be appeased but from
whom, on the other hand, intercession and other
advantages were also expected. Some offering-tables
and libation-basins must, according to their inscrip-
tions, have served the same purpose. Remarkably
enough, these Deir el-Medina stelae, tables and basins
have all been found in the living quarters of the town.
They stood in votive chapels, in the streets and public
places, but also in wall recesses in the houses.

The existence of such a domestic cult of the dead is
confirmed by the ‘calendar of lucky and unlucky days’
that most probably belongs to the 19th dynasty and
which prescribes domestic offerings to the dead.®?



Finally, a group of life-size to half-life-size anthropo-
morphic busts probably belongs to a domestic ancestral
cult or cult of the dead (P 26, 2). Only rarely do they
bear inscriptions but they are now almost unanimously
regarded as images of deceased persons.>* Most of them
again come from Deir el-Medina where they were
displayed mainly in houses — presumably in the first
reception hall — and, more rarely, in public chapels.
Others are from different sites and show slight icono-
graphic alterations. Their adoration is shown on two
reliefs (Fig. 1).%°
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Fig. 1. Drawing of stela from Abydos, showing worship
of an ancestral bust (after Mariette).

In conclusion, then, there are several clear indica-
tions of a domestic ancestral cult already in place in
pharaonic Egypt, a cult that could be celebrated even in
front of images of the deceased!®® Such cults seem to
have been the exception rather than the rule, and up to
now there is no chronological series into the Greek and
Roman periods. There may be two main reasons for
this. First, excavations of living quarters that could
provide further data are still rather scarce and, secondly,
we face a problem of visibility — or lack of attention to
less clearly visible material. Ancestral cult was mainly
part of the popular religion, the beliefs among the
middle and lower classes,® whereas the material
evidence that usually catches the attention of archaeo-
logists and Egyptologists gives information only about
the uppermost class and its ideology. One reason for the
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fact that most of the evidence for ancestral cult comes
from Deir el-Medina may be the very ability of the
craftsmen living there to manifest their beliefs in a
more ‘visible’ form. Thus, in spite of the lack of
contemporary evidence, the later custom of keeping
the mummies of the deceased in the house can only be
derived from the Egyptian ancestral cult.

In certain contracts, fixed days were sometimes
determined for ceremonies for the dead, but additions
containing the general formulation ‘and on any festive
occasions’ or the like suggest that there were no
common specific days for the dead. They could rather
be commemorated on any festival.?® It must remain a
matter of speculation as to what form a domestic cult
for the mummy might have taken, while new papyro-
logical or material evidence is not available. Possibly the
sacrifices for the mummies were performed in the
traditional manner in front of the akh-iker stelae, tables,
basins or busts, but Silius Italicus and Lucian also
allow for the conclusion that the mere presence of the
mummies at banquets held on the occasion of those
festivals implied the participation of the deceased in it,
and thus replaced a proper sacrifice.

Festivals, and banquets in particular, played a major
role in Egyptian practices surrounding death for a long
time. In our context, the representations of banquets
for the dead in New Kingdom tombs may be interest-
ing.?® The early representations are dominated by many
registers of guests. Their great number emphasises the
splendour of the feast, whereas the stereotyped setting
gives the depiction a rather ritual character. Later on
the owner of the tomb ‘moves’ more and more into the
centre, displayed together with his wife in front of an
offering-table or a small stand, facing smaller groups of
guests on the other side of it. The latter are shown far
more vividly and can also consist of mixed couples. The
originally stiff and ceremonial scene becomes a lively
depiction of a banquet where the deceased is integrated
into the community of the participants and enjoys the
amenities of the festival.

Now, when during the Greek and Roman periods
mummies are present at the banquets in the house of
their relatives, the deceased is regarded not just as a
pictorial representation substituting for reality but
as actually present. His human appearance, with the
realistic portrait and sometimes the whole body
depicted on the lower part of the mummy, corres-
ponds perfectly to his character as a participant in the
festival.

The significance of the step from venerating
the dead in the presence of substitutes like stelae or
busts, or from the depiction of banquets for the dead,
to the factual, physical attendance of the deceased in
the form of his mummy, cannot be overestimated, and
it would be most interesting to know when it was
made and under what circumstances. It was no later
than the third century 8c, as we know from Teles, but it
may have been even earlier. Once the practice was
introduced, the new form of the portrait mummy must
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have fulfilled the requirements of the cult as well as the
demand for representation particularly well.

Up to now we have focused essentially on the
religious aspects of the changes caused by the adoption
of the veristic Roman portrait into Egyptian cult
practice, but there is another aspect. As we noticed
above, the change from an idealised divine appearance
to a naturalistic one resulted in an individualisation
of the mummy. Now, individualism was not only a
Roman but also an old Egyptian principle within the
beliefs surrounding death, providing continuity of the
individual both in eternal life and in collective
memory.®® The old Egyptian portrait sculpture already
showed phases of veristic representations that alternated
with generalising and idealising ones. Characteristically,
a new dimension of verism was reached the moment
that the images no longer stood in the locked chamber
of the serdab, sealed off from any extraneous glance, but
were erected in public places, the temples, where they
were accessible at least on certain occasions to a limited
number of people: here they also served a representative
and commemorative purpose directed towards the
community of the living.*!

In the Greek and particularly in the Roman periods
this verism increased dramatically. This is true both for
sculptures, the purpose of which cannot in most cases
be determined due to missing contexts, as well as for
the mummies considered here. The outer appearance of
these mummies with their new retrospective, worldly
and individual characteristics must be seen in con-
nection with their presence at a place that was far more
accessible than an old Egyptian temple. The mummies
therefore seem to fulfil an urge for representation
granted by both the individualistic depiction and the
luxurious decoration.

In this connection we may reconsider an observation
by B.V. Bothmer. He noticed that the production of
mummy portraits begins at approximately the same
time as the genre of private statues in the temples
comes to an end.*? We do not know why these
statues do not occur any more, and the chronological
coincidence cannot be explained either. K. Parlasca
suggested that the statues might have been replaced by
painted portraits,** but it may well be that the erection
of private images in the temples was prohibited from
some time in the early imperial period onwards, or it
may just have gone out of use for some unknown
reason. The function of these temple statues was more
or less the same as that of grave statues,* and from
the New Kingdom onwards their character became
increasingly representative. After this genre of private
temple statues ceased to exist, therefore, and after the
opportunity to erect private images in the temples may
anyway have been restricted, this function may have
shifted to the private and sepulchral sphere.

Here the outer, aesthetic similarity of the mummy
portraits to both the ancestors’ portraits and honorary
images of the Romans meets with a similarity in
meaning: like the latter, they now had a retroactive

30

effect upon society. They became a medium for repre-
sentation of both the individual and his family. To what
degree ancestors in Roman Egypt had a normative
bearing, as they had in Rome itself, has to be examined
by more competent scholars and on the basis of a wider
range of material. In pharaonic Egypt the cult of the
dead that granted the afterlife was a central constituent
of daily life, whereas the ancestral cult did not play a
major role. In Rome apparently it was the other way
round. The actual cult of the dead that served the souls
in the other world was of minor importance compared
to the rites concerning the ancestors. The hope for an
individual afterlife was looked upon rather sceptically.
Survival as an individual existed only in the memory
of the descendants and of society. Thus sepulchral
rites have a predominantly commemorative character.
Ancestral portraits carried around in funeral processions
guaranteed this survival in memory as well as any
display of portraits in the public or private sphere.*> At
the same time they also served the descendants as a
focus for creating identity both within the family and
within society. Thus their function was a topical one.

Accordingly, the adoption of the Roman portrait
into the Egyptian cult of the dead is at the same time€ a
product and a cause of a shift in the emphasis between
the cult of the dead and ancestor worship of the latter.
The deceased and his afterlife are no longer the
dominant central issue of the ritual practice but take
on, and were probably meant to take on, a major role in
shaping social relationships. To be sure, this habit could
by no means have been prevalent. Not only was it
restricted to a very small, élite group of society, but also
these families will hardly have treated all their departed
in the same way.*® This is indicated not least by the
limited space available in the house. We should presume
rather that only a minority of the family’s deceased
were honoured in this way — for reasons we do not
know.

‘Whatever the religious beliefs and social implications
in connection with the display and veneration of
portrait mummies may have been precisely, the fact that
mummies were kept in the house for some time, and
most probably receivéd some sort of cult there, helps to
explain the discrepancy between the character of the
mummies — costly but weakened in their magic powers
by their new worldly shape — and their careless,
sometimes even rude burial without any grave markers.
The Egyptian ancestral cult rarely goes back more than
one or two generations, as is shown not least by the
inscriptions on the akh-iker stelae.*” This leads to the
assumption that the portrait mummies were kept in the
house for approximately the same time. After the
immediate relatives had died themselves, and after
interest in the more distant ancestors had faded, the
mummies may have been handed over to the temple in
charge. As is shown by the different contexts, the kind
of burial they were given depended on many factors
that can only be identified on the basis of new evidence
and extensive research.*® In the case of the careless



burials mentioned above, a proper family tomb was
obviously not available. Perhaps the relatives were
not interested any more in an expensive burial and
entrusted the mummies of their ancestors to the priests
or servants of the temple who, away from the control of
the family, cared as little for the burial as they often
did before for the treatment of the bodies during
embalming. 4
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