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B A R B A R A E. B O R G 

Translated by Glenn W . Most 

W H E N T H E R O M A N N O B L E M A N P i e t r o D e i l a V a l l e 

p u t o u t to sea near Venice o n J u n e 8, 1614, in order to set o u t o n 
a l ong voyage to the O r i e n t , it was n o t on ly his hope of over-
c o m i n g his deep sorrow Over an u n h a p p y love affa ir that drove 
h i m on . T o be sure, according to his o w n test imony it was on ly 
the Intervention o f Saint Cather ine o n the Sinai that f inal ly suc-
ceeded in cur ing h i m o f the anguish o f his love; b u t in fact the 
affa ir had occurred five years before he departed. Instead, it 
seems to have been the prospect o f " w i n n i n g a resounding name 
and eternal f a m e " that appealed to h i m . A s the son o f an old and 
weal thy R o m a n fami ly , he had o f course already inherited a 
share in that "resounding n a m e " as his birth-r ight . But al though 
Pietro had en joyed the educat ion and training in R o m e appro -
priate to his Status, he had n o t yet per fo rmed except ional 
exp lo i t s or achieved "eternal f a m e " in any area. Instead, it l ooks 
as though Pietro 's desire for great deeds, fame, and a typical ly 
H u m a n i s t f o r m o f immor ta l i t y s t o o d in a certain dispropor t ion 
to his o w n capabil i t ies in the classical f ields o f nob le accompl i sh -
ment . So he saw the struggle for Chr is t ian virtues and ideals in 
distant , dangerous lands as a more promis ing f ield for his 
ambit ions . 1 

F r o m Venice , Dei la Val le sailed f irst to Constant inop le , where 
he spent abou t a year, learning T u r k i s h and a little Arab ic , and 
then traveled o n to E g y p t , where he spent the winter in Cairo . 
F r o m there he under took var ious excurs ions i n to the nearer and 
farther surroundings , dur ing which he indulged in his passion 
f o r ant iqui ty and antiquit ies. H e visited the pyramids as well as 
other g r a v e s — w h e n e v e r possible , inside as well as outside. 

In the celebrated necropol is o f Sakkara he f o u n d the broad 
f ie ld o f graves already largely ransacked by peasants w h o had 
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dug for treasures. Deila Valle set up his tent in the middle of the 
"molehi l l s " which these excavations had left behind and began 
to study the surrounding graves and mummies . O n the morning 
of December 15, 1615, however, he made an extraordinary dis-
covery of which he provided a description in the letters he wrote 
concerning his v o y a g e — a description that was to become the 
first, and for over t w o hundred years the only, discovery report 
about portrait mummies . 

T h a t morning, a peasant w h o wanted. to show Deila Valle a 
very special f ind in complete secrecy led h im to the shaft o f a 
grave f rom which he had recovered the richly decorated m u m m y 
of a man (fig. 1). T h e m u m m y was complete and undamaged. Its 
upper side showed the portrait of the dead man, painted in a nat -
uralistic manner, as well as various Ornaments and symbols 
which decorated his whole body , some painted in various colors, 
others gilt. Writ ten on the ehest s tood the inscription: EYWYXI, 
" farewel l ." Dei la Valle was enthusiastic about the find: the 
m u m m y was, he wrote , "the most exquisite sight in the 
wor ld . . . , quite apart f r om the fact that the curiosity of schol-
ars can draw a thousand conclusions f rom it for the knowledge 
o f the antiquities o f those days." T h e peasant then brought to 
the light o f day another, n o less richly decorated, m u m m y , this 
t ime, to Dei la Valle's del ight, that o f a young woman. 2 Finally 
Dei la Valle c l imbed d o w n into the grave himself in order to see 
h o w the m u m m i e s were buried. " W h e n I arrived at the b o t t o m 
of the shaft myself , I f ound corpses in all the graves, so that it 
was clear that, as the peasant had said, the shaft had only just 
then been discovered. T h e corpses lay buried in the sand wi thout 
any particular order . . . , one on t op of another, just like maca-
roni in cheese." Evidently , what Dei la Valle's informant had 
shown h im was an older subterranean grave which had been 
filled by the shift ing desert sand, to which later burials had been 
added unsystematically. 

Comparab le discoveries were not made again for a long t ime. 
M o s t o f the m u m m y portraits exhibited today in museums scat-
tered throughout the whole w o r l d — t h a t is, those portraits 
which were once placed upon m u m m i e s but were removed f rom 
them by the people w h o found t h e m — w e r e not discovered unti l 
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the latter part o f the nineteenth Century. For most o f these por -
traits, unfortunately, far t oo little is k n o w n about the c ircum-
stances of their discovery: many derive f rom illegal excavations, 
and even most scholars behaved not m u c h better than the profes­
sional thieves competing wi th them. A laudable exception was 
W . M . Flinders Petrie, w h o not on ly carefully documented his 
excavations in Hawara in the Fayum but also published them 
quickly.3 These m u m m y portraits were discovered all over 
Egypt , but restricted to the vicinity o f those cities and villages 
especially influenced by the Greek and R o m a n conquerors. T h e 
forms of burial involved were extremely various. A t some sites, 
for example in Hawara or An t inoopo l i s , the expensive mummies 
were merely interred in shal low sand graves w i thout any sign on 
the surface. Elsewhere, for example in er -Rubayat and in Pano-
p o l i s / A c h m i m , rock tombs of various types were used; as a rule 
these were quite modest compared wi th the older Egyptian 
tombs. Local ly , graves f rom the Pharaonic period were r e u s e d — 
for example, on Deila Valle's test imony, in Sakkara. 

In general, a detailed summary of the history of the discovery 
o f the portrait mummies 4 wou ld reveal a remarkable discrep-
ancy: on the one hand, there has evidently been an enormous 
enthusiasm for Egyptian antiquities, for the m u m m i e s and for 
the portraits which were sometimes attached to them, an enthu­
siasm expressed not least in the great demand for such collec-
tor's pieces; but on the other hand, those of us w h o study these 
objects are constantly running into a wall of silence, concerning 
the exact circumstances o f their discovery, erected by the lucky 
people w h o found them. Jus t imagine what detailed observations 
of the arrangement of the necropolises, o f their size and develop-
ment , o f the kinds of graves and funeral gifts, o f the precise 
modes of product ion and decoration of the mummies , etc., could 
have taught us about the deceased individuals as well as about 
the society to which they belonged: about their social and mate-
rial condit ions, about their religious not ions and rituals, about 
their hopes for the after-life. O f course it rnust be granted that it 
was not until this Century that questions like these moved more 
conspicuously into the center of scholarly in teres t—or rather: it 
was on ly gradually that people recognized h o w much could be 
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contr ibuted towards answering questions of cultural history, in 
the largest sense,5 by detailed archaeological observations, even 
when written evidence was m i s s i n g — o r , indeed, precisely then. 

In the nineteenth Century, and also during the first half o f the 
twentieth Century, on the other hand, the portrait panels were 
v iewed in the first instance as works of art to be presented as 
isolated display pieces, like masterpieces of later artistic periods; 
the aesthetic en joyment accompanying the v iewing and admira-
t ion o f l i fe-l ike realism and splendid Color seemed one of the 
essential purposes of the paintings, sometimes in fact their on ly 
essential purpose. But since it is probably on ly rarely that genu­
ine aesthetic en joyment can come about wi thout any connection 
at all to the content o f what is represented, it is no t surprising 
that already in the nineteenth Century there arose a lively interest 
in the portrayed individuals themselves and in their identity: 
people tried to guess their social Status and their origin, to inves-
tigate their way of life and, no t least, to penetrate to their very 
personality. 

But the chances for the success of such attempts at recon-
structing the patrons o f the m u m m y portraits had been virtually 
reduced to zero by the very fact that the portraits had been iso­
lated f rom their cultural context . So some viewers tried to 
approach the patrons ' personalities by using psychologiz ing 
interpretations, for which the fo l lowing is an extreme but , alas, 
by n o means isolated example: 

Special interest has attached recently to the splendid Number 21 [fig. 
2].6 Lenbach considers it the rnost extraordinary of them all. It repre-
sents a man who has just recently passed beyond the border line of 
youth. His hair falls deeply onto his forehead in casual, perhaps inten-
tional disorder, and if we look into the eyes—which know many 
things, and not only permitted ones—and the sensual, moustached 
mouth of this countenance which, though certainly not ugly, is restless, 
then we are inclined to believe that it belonged to a pitiless master who 
yielded all too readily when his lustful heart demanded that his burning 
desires be satisfied. It seems to us that this Number 21 is still in the 
midst of Sturm und Drang and is far removed from that inner harmony 
which the philosophically educated Greek was supposed to reach at an 
age of greater maturity. 
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T h i s interpretation by the famous Egyptologist Georg Ebers 
and similar ones f rom the 1890s, which themselves seem to be 
still in the midst of their own Sturm und Drang, admittedly 
remain unsurpassed, but even later similar attempts were not 
lacking. Dür ing the T h i r d Reich, physiognomic studies once 
again reached a d ismal c l imax. Using pseudo-scientific argu-
ments, racist theoreticians attempted to develop criteria to deter-
mine what race the individuals represented belonged to and what 
their personality characteristics were; they tried to distinguish 
above all Greeks and Jews f rom one another, but also Arabs and 
other peoples. These studies, whose complicity in N a z i Propa­
ganda cannot help but disgust us, were largely ignored after 
W o r l d War I I — a n d , by the way, they may well have contributed 
to the lack of interest, on the part o f scholarship since then, in 
the question of the identity o f the patrons of the m u m m y 
portraits. 

But it is not only the ideology of these attempts that makes 
them absurd, but also their c o n t e n t — a n d not just because many 
of these pictures are thoroughly stereotyped. After all, portraits 
are never the pure, objective copy of a person and of his or her 
personality, especially not those portraits made as a special 
commiss ion for a representative funct ion. W h a t applies to con-
temporary p h o t o g r a p h s — t h i n k only of family photos from the 
beginning of this Century or o f the images of politicians on their 
election pos te r s—is even more true in the case of ancient painted 
or sculpted portraits: they show the person, if not primarily, then 
at the very least additionally, as he or she wanted to be seen, and 
hence they present a personality which , at least in part, is deliber-
ately constructed.7 T h i s is not on ly a question o f superficial 
beautif ication or rejuvenation (procedures which even today, by 
the way, convey metaphorical meanings such as beautiful - good 
or young - active). A person's appearance is always determined 
to a great extent by his or her facial expression, which, in the 
case of painted or sculpted portraits, could be "seen as a k ind 
of gesture superimposed upon the physiological foundation. So 
certain stereotyped facial " ges tu res "—a lowered corner of 
the mouth , a furrowed brow, or a suggested smi le -— can serve 
to characterize a person in a specific way, as friendly, gr im, 
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energetic, reflective, et cetera. But it is extrernely diff icult to 
reach even this superficial layer of the personality, the way in 
which the patrons wanted to be Seen. T h e philosopher Nelson 
G o o d m a n reminds us in a similar connection that Western v iew-
ers were extrernely confused when they saw the first Japanese 
movies and at first were hardly able to recognize just which emo -
tions the actors were trying to e x p r e s s — " w h e t h e r , " for example, 
" a face was expressing agony or hatred or anxiety or determina-
t ion or despair or desire . . . ; for even facial expressions are to 
some extent molded by custom and culture."8 Even if many facial 
gestures, especially the more expressive ones, only permit a 
restricted ränge of interpretations, nonetheless in the case of for-
eign cultures we can never determine with absolute certainty just 
h o w these traits are evaluated and what their connotat ions are; 
such evaluations are always derived f rom the context of the cul­
ture as a whole, f rom its traditions, values and experiences, and 
f rom the specific Situation for which such a portrait was made. In 
the case of ancient cultures, it is on l y very incompletely, if at all, 
that either of these aspects can ever be reconstructed. 

Ano ther attempt to get closer to the patrons could start f rom 
the names that are sometimes written on the portraits or on the 
m u m m y ' s b o d y (pls. i and 6).9 But a name alone does not teil us 
very much . It is on ly when a person o f this name is k n o w n to us 
f r om other sources that we can restore to the portrait a part o f 
its identity by means of the name. But because it is on ly in 
exceptional cases that the few inscriptions on the portrait m u m -
mies provide not on ly the deceased's name but also the names of 
his parents, his place o f residence or his profession, there is no 
po int in searching for them throughout the extensive papyrus 
archives, since almost all these names are quite c o m m o n in 
R o m a n Egypt . Hence the individual persons involved wi l l always 
remain u n k n o w n to us. 

Some scholars have tried at least to infer f r om these indiv idu-
als' names their ancestry, for we f ind Egyptian names as well as 
Greek and Lat in ones. But this attempt too has proven futile.10 

Since the Hellenistic age there had been mixed marriages in the 
higher levels o f Egyptian society between Egyptians and the 
Macedon ian conquerors and immigrants f rom the Hellenized 
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regions of the eastern Mediterranean. In the first two and a half 
centuries AD, the period wh ich produced most o f the portrait 
mummies , this ethnic intermingling wi th in the populat ion of 
Egypt went so far that n o conclusions whatsoever can be drawn 
any longer f rom the names concerning the ancestry o f their bear-
ers. W h e n descriptions like "Egyp t i an" or " G r e e k " appear in the 
writ ten records, they refer exclusively to the person's legal 
S t a t u s — w h i c h leads to the seemingly paradoxical consequence 
that the "Hel lenes" ( "Greeks" ) are a sub-category of the 
"Egyptians."1 1 

But there is one thing that the names d o teil us: they are one 
piece of evidence among others that reveal something about their 
bearers' cultural reference System, and to this extent they reflect 
an ethos which tends to be either more Egypt ian, or Greek, or 
eise R o m a n . Understood in this sense, the names on the portrait 
m u m m i e s even permit a cautious generalization: the Classifica­
t ion of all the names transmitted o n the m u m m i e s (i.e., the 
names not only o f the deceased, but also of their parents where 
these are indicated) into categories l ike Greek theophoric, Egyp­
tian theophoric, " C o m m o n Greek , " R o m a n , etc., shows a Statis­
tical distr ibution that lies between that of the most strongly 
Hel lenized group in the Fayum, the "6475 Arsinoite Kato iko i , " 1 2 

and that o f the populat ion o f Karanis, a village which is distin-
guished f rom many smaller villages of the oasis by its still rela-
tively high percentage of a privileged populat ion . Judg ing by the 
names, the patrons of the portrait m u m m i e s clearly tend to 
belong to the more strongly Hellenized parts o f the Egyptian 
popula t ion ; but on the other hand it is certainly not the case that 
the portraits represent a purely Greek populat ion, as scholars 
have often t h o u g h t — e v e n if " G r e e k " here were understood in a 
cultural sense.15 

Furthermore, we can infer that the subjects o f the portraits 
belonged to a we l l - to -do social class. T h i s conclusion is based 
not so much upon the portraits themselves; while we are accus-
tomed nowadays to determine the price o f a picture by artistic 
criteria, in antiquity pictures were produced by artisans and 
their value was essentially dependent upon the materials, for 
example the expense of the color pigments. T h u s , it was more 
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the quantity o f linen in which the m u m m i e s were wrapped than 
the portraits themselves that determined the cost o f the portrait 
mummies . A s the papyri in form us, the cost o f such linen wrap -
pings could easily exceed the yearly income of a man wi th even a 
respectable profession. In the year 113 AD a foreman at an irriga-
t ion plant earned thirty -s ix drachmas a month , and in the years 
114 and 150 AD a guard at custom Station received sixteen drach­
mas a month ; ' 4 but prices of up to s ix hundred drachmas are 
recorded in the papyri for the m u m m y wrappings of a single 
burial.13 In some cases the m u m m i e s were also partially or cöm-
pletely gilt (pl. 2),16 a l uxury wh ich was doubtlessly available to 
on l y a small number of wealthy people. 

T h e same circles are also pointed to by the few indications of 
professions found on the portraits. A b o u t twenty panels show 
men wi th a coat which characteristically is either lying in a fold 
on the Ieft Shoulder (pl. 4) or is closed over the right Shoulder, 
and is o f ten combined wi th a sword-belt . M a n y of these men 
may have been soldiers, w h o received R o m a n citizenship and 
other Privileges either when they enlisted in the military or after 
they completed their Service, and w h o , according to the written 
records, belonged to the we l l - to -do local elite.17 

Ano ther portrait bears an; inscript ion designating the repre-
sented person as a naukleros. Accord ing to ancient law, these 
naukleroi were freight contractors for commercial transport by 
water, w h o could o w n the ship or eise, under certain c ircum-
stances, merely leased it. In any case, these naukleroi were liable 
w i th their private wealth for every load they transported, even in 
the case o f loss due to force majeure. Probably n o one wou ld 
have entrusted a load to them unless they had a sound financial 
background, and often we have evidence that in fact they did 
belong to the most wealthy inhabitants o f a place.18 

But perhaps most interesting o f all is a group of portraits of 
chi ldren, which show the boys in white garments and wi th an 
unusual hairdo (pl. 3). In contrast to ordinary fashionable hair-
dos , here the hair is long and, as w i th girls, is combed backwards 
f rom the forehead and is bound into a short pony-tai l .1 9 T h e key 
to the interpretation o f this unusual hairdo for boys can proba­
bly be found in a literary text o f the second Century AD. In " T h e 



Barbara E. Borg 71 

Ship or the Wishes , " Lucian reports the conversation of some 
Athenian friends in the harbor of Piraeus, where an unusually 
large and splendid ship wi th a load of grain had just arrived 
f r o m Egypt. T h e y have visited the ship wi th amazement and 
n o w that they once again have solid earth under their feet they 
notice that one of their companions is missing. Samippus voices 
the suspicion that this man had forgotten everything around h im 
"when that pretty lad came out of the hold , the one in pure 
whi te linen, w i th his hair t ied back over both sides of his fore-
head [and] coiled in a plait (plokatnon) behind."2 0 In the ensuing 
conversation of the friends concerning the meaning of this 
unusual hairdo, T imo laus f inal ly explains that among the Egyp-
tians this is a sign of noble birth and that all aristocratic boys 
wear their hair braided in this way unt i l they have reached ado-
lescence (ephebikon). T h e description o f hairdo and clothing 
could hardly correspond more precisely to the appearance of 
these boys in the m u m m y portraits, w h o consequently were not 
on ly free-born but also of g o o d birth.2 ' 

Perhaps we can even go a step farther. Several papyri refer to a 
ritual on the occasion of a boy ' s entrance into the age of (fiscal) 
adu l thood , of which the central symbol ic action was the cutting 
o f f o f a lock of hair during a ceremonial rite de passage, the 
Mal loköur ia . 2 2 T h e boys belonged to the highest local social 
class. If this connect ion of the hairdo on the m u m m y portraits 
w i th the passage in Lucian on the one hand and wi th the M a l l o ­
köur ia on the other is correct, then the boys on the m u m m y -
portraits belonged to the highest social class o f the Fayum, the 
"6475 Ars inoi te K a t o i k o i " ment ioned above (and to their equiv-
alents in the other towns f rom which the portraits originate). In 
the Fayum these "6475 Ars ino i te K a t o i k o i " were a rieh and, 
what is more, tax- favored circle of persons into which one could 
on ly be admitted after a strict examinat ion {epikrisis), on the 
basis o f one's descent f rom ancestors w h o themselves had 
already belonged to this group , presumably since the Augustan 
age.23 These 6475 Kato iko i had dedicated themselves especially 
to the task of preserving Greek culture, and they had their chi l -
dren taught in the gymnas ium aecording to traditional Greek 

custom.2 4 
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These and some further indications in die portraits show that 
the patrons of m u m m y portraits were members of the local 
upper class o f the various towns. T h e major i ty o f the persons 
present themselves in a fashionable dress wh ich is typical o f the 
upper classes of all the R o m a n provinces and even of the city of 
R o m e . T h u s the men imitate the famous hairdo of Nero , they 
take over the beard fashion of the Emperor Hadr ian and his suc-
cessors, or they present themselves in a mil itary mode wi th a 
short hair-cut (pl. 4) l ike the soldier-emperors o f the third Cen­
tury (fig. 5). T h e ladies d o their hair according to the current 
fashion (figs. 3 and 4) w i th luxur ious ly playful curly wigs , 
braided hairdos similar to turbans, or eise the more restrained 
coi f fure of the Empress Faustina M i n o r f rom the second half of 
the second Century.25 T h e same applies to the clothing, which 
always consists o f an undergarment w i th decorative stripes 
(clavi) and a c loak w o r n on top o f it (pl. 5). T h e painted jewelry 
of the ladies has real parallels in the museums of Europe, deriv-
ing f rom sites throughout the whole R o m a n empire.26 

O n the basis o f observations l ike these, Classicists have often 
concluded that the background o f the patrons was "purely 
G r e e k . " Jus t h o w problematic the mixture of populat ions since 
the Hellenistic per iod makes any such conclusion was already 
po inted out above in connect ion w i th the personal names; fur -
thermore, there is g o o d reason for fundamental doubt whether 
any cultural group ever preserves itself as "pure " (whatever that 
might mean) . But those scholars w h o have interpreted the evi-
dence in this way have also completely over looked the fact that 
the portraits were original ly not isolated pictures but formed 
part o f a larger ensemble: the m u m m y . It is quite wrong to inter-
pret the burial f o rm o f the m u m m y as an arbitrary w h i m , as 
though it were accidental or had been chosen for reasons o f fash­
ion. Burial customs and ideas about death and the afterlife tend 
to be particularly conse rva t i ve—in the face o f the existential 
threat o f death, people recall the tried and true convict ions and 
rituals o f their ancestors. Instead, this mode o f burial must be 
seen in connection w i th the persuasive power of the Egyptian 
tradit ion, its religious doctrines and hopes for the afterlife, 
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which already had a powerful effect upon the Greek conquerors 
of the Hellenistic Age and thereafter u p o n their descendants. 

T h e best p roo f o f this fact, and at the same t ime the most 
striking expression of the religious doctrines themselves, are the 
symböl ic and scenic Images placed o n many mummies . 2 7 They 
were either painted and applied in gold o n t o the outermost linen 
bands (fig. 1), or they were sculpted in relief and gilt on the 
m u m m y cases, wh ich were formed w i th stucco into solid casings 
l ike sarcophagi (pls. 1 and 2). These images are by n o means an 
exot ic decoration of a decadent age of decline, as people once 
suspected. Instead they depict meaningful religious concepts 
based upon traditional Egypt ian ideas. In the end, all the scenes 
serve a Single purpose: to facilitate the deceased's journey into 
the Underwor ld and to guarantee h i m or her eternal l ife in the 
wor ld beyond. T h a t is why every single one of the scenically dec-
orated m u m m i e s includes a depict ion of the mummi f i ca t i on rit-
ual: behind an often l ion-headed bier, u p o n which the deceased 
is ly ing in the f o r m of a m u m m y , Stands the jackal -headed god 
A n u b i s , w h o has started the m u m m i f i c a t i o n rituals which are 
indispensable for resurrection. T h e bier is f lanked by the divine 
sisters Isis and Nephthys, w h o appear over and over again; they 
mourn and protect the deceased, Osir is so -and-so , just as they 
once mourned and protected the god Osir is himself . A s though 
for conf i rmat ion , the effect o f the correctly performed m u m m i f i ­
cat ion ritual is depicted u p o n the m u m m i e s of Thermouthar in 
and the younger Artemidorus (pl. 1): in a lower register the 
m u m m y upon the bier has just been awakened to a new life and 
is in the process o f Standing up.28 

T h e major i ty o f the other scenes represent the worship of the 
god Osir is in his various manifestat ions, or the deceased person 
in one of his or her forms in the afterlife. W e can confidently 
conclude that the religious, and in particular the sepulchral, 
ideas o f the persons on the m u m m y portraits are deeply rooted 
in ancient Egypt ian tradit ion. T h r o u g h the mummif i ca t ion 
itself, through magical Symbols, scenic images and actions, peo­
ple reassured themselves about their resurrection to a new life in 
the wor ld beyond, about the g o o d wi l l and prox imi ty of the 
gods, above all o f Osiris , w h o had overcome death himself and 
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was n o w lord of the Underwor ld , and of A m u n - R e , in whose 
l ight and splendor peopie wanted to en joy f reedom and all the 
pleasures of a carefree life similar to that o n earth. 

But n o w we suddenly f ind ourselves confronted w i th an infer-
esting phenomenon: the wel l - to -do local elite o f the Fayum and 
o f other places presents itself in its portraits entirely in Grcco -
R o m a n appearance, but in its mummi f i ca t i on and m u m m y deco-
rat ion it demonstrates its religious anchoring in Egyptian 
belief.29 

H o w can we understand the connect ion between such dispa­
rate cultural elements? W e can come somewhat closer to an 
answer if we consider the funct ion o f these m u m m i e s in the 
funeral ritual and ask what it means when the traditional Egyp ­
tian mask o n the head o f the deceased is replaced by a painted 
portrait . A f ter all, it was no t because of lack of imaginat ion that 
these masks had always been shaped in the same way: instead, as 
the face o f Os ir is , they had been an important part o f the m u m -
m y ' s magical equipment . T h e key to the answer cou ld lie hidden 
in a series o f observations and ancient reports that indicate that, 
starting at the latest in the third Century BC, the m u m m i e s 
remained unbur ied for some t ime and were kept somewhere 
above ground.3 0 In H a w a r a , for example , the m u m m i e s were 
buried in piain pits in the 'desert sands without any marker 
above ground, so that the grave cou ld never be traced again. 
T h i s made a cult o f the dead at the grave impossible, so that 
such a cult must have taken place before the burial . Further-
more, Flinders Petrie observed that " the m u m m i e s had been 
m u c h injured by exposure dur ing a long per iod before bur ia l " 
and that they were "d ir t ied , f l ymarked , caked w i th dust which 
was bound on by ra in . " In po in t o f fact, some ancient authors 
t o o report that the Egypt ians kept the mummies o f their relatives 
above ground and even at their h o m e for some t ime, a custom 
the Church Fathers still complained about . Accord ing to A t h a ­
nasius, Saint A n t h o n y retired into the loneliness o f the desert to 
die; he wanted to be buried there by a few close friends, for he 
feared that otherwise his corpse w o u l d be emba lmed and exh ib -
ited by the m o n k s in a monastery, w h o had offered h im their 
hospital i ty. Some earlier authors even report that the m u m m i e s 
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took part in banquets. Perhaps we should understand this to 
mean that on certain days, in connect ion wi th ceremonial ban­
quets, the portrait m u m m i e s received their cult o f the dead. In 
some cases, this may have taken place in their relatives' houses, 
in others in a k ind o f heroic sanctuary in the necropolis. A n 
impressive example of such a "heroic sanctuary" was excavated a 
few years ago by the Polish team- led by Wictor Daszewski in the 
coastal village of Mar ina el -Alamein.3 1 In a large necropol is they 
discovered an elaborate grave complex w i th subterranean Cham­
bers, reached by a long corridor leading downwards (fig. 6). In 
t w o Chambers branching o f f to the sides f rom this corridor they 
f ound a total o f fifteen m u m m y burials o f children, w o m e n , and 
men. Some of the mummies bore painted portraits, wh ich unfor -
tunately are not well preserved; some were completely gilt , wi th 
the mou th covered addit ional ly by a go ld leaflet. Particularly 
remarkable is a banquet hall o n the surface wi th a v iew of the 
sea and couches for the banquet connected w i th the cult o f the 
dead. 

In this custom of exhibit ing the m u m m i e s , either in the rela­
tives' house or in this k ind o f banquet hall , we can recognize that 
the cult o f the dead served not on ly for their survival in the after-
life but also for the self-representation of the fami ly o f the 
deceased, w h o presented his or her m u m m y to the l imited public 
of those present at the ceremony. In this connection we can also 
easily understand the introduct ion of naturalistic portraits into 
the cult o f the dead, for they are particularly well suited for p u b ­
lic representation. Publ ic self-representation had already become 
increasingly important in Pharaonic Egypt , and it also played a 
significant role in the Hellenistic k ingdoms . In R o m a n culture, 
w i th which people in Egypt n o w saw themselves confronted, this 
k ind of self-representation, also and especially on the part o f pri­
vate persons, was the basis, t o a degree previously u n k n o w n , for 
determining personal identity and establishing social relations. 
Both the self-consciousness of every individual and his or her 
Posit ion wi th in society seem to have depended to a large extent 
upon that image of himself or herseif which , quite literally, was 
placed before his o w n and other people's eyes. Dür ing the festi-
vals for the dead, people seem to have taken advantage of the 
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opportun i ty for this k ind of self-representation. M u m m i f i c a t i o n 
and Egypt ian decoration fulf i l led their magical funct ion for the 
survival o f the deceased in the wor ld beyond; the realistic repre-
sentation o f a relative in the portrait reminded people of their 
social roles in this wor ld , demonstrated their membership in a 
social g roup shaped b y Hel lenist ic -Roman culture, and in this 
way guaranteed their survival in the memory of society. 

In v iew o f these considerations it should by n o w have become 
clear that the various elements of the portrait m u m m i e s were 
originally anchored in different cultures and were capable o f sat-
is fy ing different requirements o f one and the same person or 
fami ly . A t the same t ime it has turned out that the question I 
raised earlier concerning the identity o f the persons portrayed is 
considerably more complex thän one might have thought at first. 
W e have already discovered that in the social classes w i th wh ich 
we are deal ing here w e can n o longer speak of Greeks or Egyp -
tians in the sense of racial descent. N o w we have a series of indi -
cations that make the question o f cultural identity multi layered 
t o o . In the last few years, historians and papyrologists have 
increasingly directed their attention to the disparity of the roles 
that a person can play in a society.32 In Egypt these roles were 
related to areas of l ife which were determined in very different 
ways, sometimes more by Egypt ian traditions, sometimes more 
by the culture of the new rulers. So someone w h o belonged to 
the upper class could be said to act, according to circumstances, 
one t ime as "a G r e e k " (for example in the gymnas ium, as the 
sanctuary o f Hellenic culture), another t ime as "an Egypt ian" 
(for example in religious cult) , and possibly a third time as "a 
R o m a n " (for example in the administrat ion or in the mil itary 
domain ) . Persons of ten bore t w o Hifferent names, one Greek or 
Lat in and the other Egypt ian. A n d in fact it can be shown that 
the choice o f using the one name or the other cou ld depend upon 
the particular context , the particular role.33 

N o w , what is the identity of such a person? Unfortunately , we 
lack documents that cou ld teil us h o w the individuals saw them-
selves and whether they feit this change of roles as a change f rom 
one identity to another. But there seem to be g o o d grounds for 
supposing that it is our modern , analytical perspective that splits 
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Plate 1 Portrait m u m m y of Ar temidoros the younger found to-
gether with the portrait m u m m i e s of an eider Artemidoros (his 
father?) and a lady named Thermouthar in (his mother?) in rhe 
necropohs of Hawara . L o n d o n , British M u s e u m E A 21810. 
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Plate 2 Portrait m u m m y o f a girl, called the "Go lden G i r l " 
because of her gilt stucco case. Courtesy of E. Dox iad is , The 
Mysterious Fayum Portraits: Faces from Ancient Egypt. 
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Plate 3 M u m m y portrait of a boy displaying a hair style typical 
of children belonging to the local Egypüan elite. Copenhagen, 
Nat ional M u s e u m 3892. 
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Plate 4 M u m m y portrait of a soldier(?) presented in a habit typi -
cal of soldier emperors of the third Century AD (cf. fig. 5). O x ­
ford, Ashmolean M u s e u m o f Ar t and Archaeology 1896-1908 E. 
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Plate 5 M u m m y portrait of a girl, one of the finest surviving 
ancient paintings w i th most delicate features, and wreath and 
clavi patterns painted in real gold. Bonn, Akademisches Kunst ­
museum D804. 
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Plate 6 M u m m y portrait o f the young Eirene. T h e demotic 
inscription reads: "Eirene, daughter of Sulvanus, her mother IS 
Senpnoutis. M a y her soul live forever in Osir is -Sokar , the great 
god , the Lord of A b y d o s . " Stuttgart, Wuerttembergisches 
Landesmuseum 7.2. 
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h u m a n beings u p in to d i scont inuous partial ethnic identit ies, 
whereas for the persons involved the change o f role t o o k place 
more or less unnot iced . A t least in those circles o f R o m a n Egypt 
w h i c h , as a consequence of their var ious funct ions w i t h i n Soci­
ety, had united such dif ferent roles w i t h i n themselves, people 
w i l l perhaps have feit no t so m u c h a split be tween cultural 
wor lds , or even a crack in their personal identity, as rather the 
chance o f creating a synthesis o f all the posi t ive aspects of the 
di f ferent c u l t u r e s — a cons iderat ion w h i c h mus t appear all the 
more plausible if w e remind ourselves that n o g roup w i t h i n a 
society can ever preserve an unchang ing identity free f r o m exter -
nal inf luences. T h i s does n o t m e a n pro jec t ing our m o d e r n v is ion 
o f a ha rmon ious l y coexist ing, or even un i f y ing , mul t icu l tura l 
society o n t o R o m a n Egypt ; there is certainly n o need for that. 
Ne i ther was the h igh society o f R o m a n Egypt one b ig happy 
f ami l y , nor is it l ikely that the di f ference in the cultural or igin of 
the indiv idual aspects ever entirely van ished f r o m people 's con -
sciousness. A n d f ina l ly the social cond i t i ons turned o u t in the 
l ong run to be unstable. But there are m a n y reasons to believe 
that the comb ina t i on of cul tural e lements of d i f ferent origins 
w a s n o t necessarily feit as a contrad ic t ion , at least in certain cir­
cles and dur ing the first t w o centuries AD , b u t instead as an 
enr ichment and expans ion o f a person 's possibi l i t ies and Poten­
tials, b o t h in da i ly social l i fe and w i t h regard to rel igious ideas 
and hopes . So w e shall p r o b a b l y have t o answer the quest ion 
a b o u t the ident i ty o f the persons represented in the m u m m y por -
traits either b y suppos ing that they possessed m a n y identities 
o r — a s I w o u l d p r e f e r — t h a t they possessed more comp lex iden­
tities than the ones that scholars have so o f ten l o o k e d for.34 T h e 
awareness o f a specif ic ethnic identity develops exclusively m 
contrast to another one , that is, it results f r o m a need for demar -
cat ion . Bu t just th is k i n d of need for demarcat ion does n o t seem 
to have been very strongly feit dur ing this period.3 5 

It is precisely the p h e n o m e n o n , that the patrons of ou r portrait 
m u m m i e s possessed a mul t icu l tura l background , wh ich can 
probab ly help exp la in their d isappearance at many places around 
the midd le o f the th ird century AD.36 For in the third Century 
a feeling of dif ference evident ly increased, one w h i c h was 
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supported by changing political and economic condit ions and 
was also intentionally strengthened by the behavior of the metro-
pol i tan and urban populace. In the first and second c e n t u r i e s — 
the heyday o f the portrait m u m m i e s — t h e thoroughgoing inter-
penetration of the cultures in the Fayum also expressed itself in a 
very concrete way. T h e members of the upper class resided not 
on ly in the metropolises but also in the villages, where they 
strengthened the economy in general and also supported the 
Egypt ian temples. Members of the lower classes tried their luck 
in the metropolises and there they came into contact w i th Hel -
lenic culture. 

In the third Century, the social groups separated out again. W e 
f ind scarcely any evidence any more for villagers w h o settled in 
the metropolises, and the elite moved back f rom the countryside 
in to the cities.37 T h e i r ambit ion was n o w n o longer directed to 
their reputation in the immediate social context ; instead they 
oriented themselves towards other elites o f the R o m a n Empire. 
T h e Egypt ian villages n o w lacked the support o f the wel l - to -do ; 
as a consequence, the economic pressure rose and the contrast 
between rieh and poor , as a contrast between city and country, 
intensified. Perhaps, among the popu la t ion o f the Egypt ian vi l ­
lages there may even have developed a m o o d hostile t o the 
" G r e e k s , " as A lan B o w m a n has argued. For h i m one expression 
o f this can be f ound in the revival o f the so-called Potter's O r a ­
cle, an apocalyptic Egypt ian p o e m prophesying the fall o f A l e x ­
andria. It was originally directed against the Privileges the 
Greeks enjoyed under the rule o f the Ptolemies, but is transmit­
ted to us in several Greek manuscripts o f the second and third 
centuries AD. Whatever the attitude of the rural populace may 
have been,38 in the third Century, the elite seem to have w i th -
drawn f rom the support o f the Egypt ian temples, which gradu-
ally became neglected or deteriorated or were turned into 
mil i tary camps when the Emperor paid a visit to the province.39 

So it l ooks as though the deepening o f soc ioeconomic and Status 
differences brought w i t h it among the elites an increasing aware-
ness o f and interest in G r e c o - R o m a n culture, wh ich led, at least 
temporari ly , to a new, a lmost anachronist ic Greek identity on 
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the part of the pagan elites, one which was to a certain extent 
more one-dimensional than previously k n o w n forms. 

In this context it seems to me a plausible speculation that the 
local elites also developed a new feeling for the fact that the 
funeral customs they preserved were genuinely Egypt ian. T h e 
fact o f the general decline of the Egypt ian cults proves that peo -
ple had become on the whole less rooted in ancient Egyptian 
b e l i e f s — a n d presumably this was true above all among the He l -
lenized populat ion . Hence, in v iew of the new a n t a g o n i s m — o r 
at least i nd i f f e rence—wi th regard to Egypt ian religion, it seems 
only logical that the old burial customs no longer convinced 
these metropol i tan people to the same d e g r e e — s o that the bell 
began to toll for the end of the portrait m u m m i e s as wel l , which 
had been dedicated to these customs. 

A t the risk of a certain degree of exaggeration we cou ld there-
fore perhaps summarize part o f the development in this way: the 
times of the type of bicultural, Greco -Egypt ian identities and 
forms of expression, to which the portrait m u m m i e s owed their 
origin, had passed.40 

N O T E S 

T h i s ar t i c le represents a s l i gh t l y e x p a n d e d Version o f a l ec ture w h i c h I d e l i v -
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M a i n z , G ö t t i n g e n , L e i p z i g , D a r m s t a d t , a n d H e i d e l b e r g ; o n l y t h e m o s t i n d i s p e n s ­
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W . M o s t f o r t h e t r a n s l a t i o n . 
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w h i c h the a r g u m e n t s p resen ted here c a n b e f o u n d i n m u c h m o r e de ta i l b u t , a las , 
in G e r m a n : Mumienporträts: Chronologie und kultureller Kontext ( M a i n z 
1996), c i t ed here as B o r g , Mumienporträts; a n d "Der zierlichste Anblick der 
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Par lasca , Mumienporträts und verwandte Denkmäler ( W i e s b a d e n 1966), t he f i rs t 
t h o r o u g h m o n o g r a p h o n t h e s u b j e c t ; Par lasca , Repertorio I—III: K . Par lasca , 
Repertorio d'arte dell'Egitto greco-romano (ed . A . A d r i a n i ) B I , Ritratti di 

mummie I ( P a l e r m o 1969), II ( P a l e r m o 1977), HI ( P a l e r m o 1980), t h e m o s t 
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c o m p l e t e c a t a l o g u e o f t h e m u m m y p o r t r a i t s ; B i e r b r i e r , Portraits and Masks: M . 
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M u s e e n P r e u s s i s c h e r K u l t u r b e s i t z I n v . 31161/8. F o r t h e h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t o f p s y -
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c h o l o g i z i n g in terpre ta t ions l ike these see J . B a z a n t , Roman Portraiture: A His-
tory oflts History (Prague 1995), 19-23; 76—90. 

7. O n th i s s u b j e c t see in general L . G i u l i a n i , Bildnis und Botschaft ( F r a n k f u r t 
1986), a n d w i t h spec ia l reference t o the m u m m y portra i t s B o r g , Antike Welt 
( n o t e 1), 34—40. 

8. N . G o o d m a n , Languages of Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbols 
( L o n d o n 1969), 48. 

9. T h e i n sc r ip t i ons o n the por t ra i t s and m u m m i e s are co l lec ted in Par lasca , 
Mumienporträts ( n o t e 1), 76 -84 ; L . H . C o r c o r a n , Portrait Mummies from 
Roman Egypt, S A O C 56 ( C h i c a g o 1995}, 6 6 - 6 8 ; D . M o n t s e r r a t , " T o u r n a m e 
w i l l reach the ha l l o f t he W e s t e r n M o u n t a i n s ' : S o m e A s p e c t s o f M u m m y Por tra i t 
I n s c r i p t i o n s , " D . M . Ba i ley , ed . , Archaeological Research in Roman Egypt. T h e 
P r o c e e d i n g s o f T h e Seventh C lass i ca l C o l l o q u i u m o f T h e D e p a r t m e n t o f G r e e k 
a n d R o m a n A n t i q u i t i e s , Br i t i sh M u s e u m . J R A S u p p l e m e n t 19 ( A n n A r b o r , M I 
1996), 177-85; B o r g , Mumienporträts (note 1), 150-56; R . S. B a g n a l l has k i n d l y 
b r o u g h t t o m y a t t e n t i o n the f o l l o w i n g cor rec t i ons : (d) the n a m e o f the deceased 
is D e m o ( n o t D e m o s ) ; (p) the n a m e o f the deceased is D i o s k o r o u s ; (y) t he second 
w o r d is in fact a n a m e : E u d a i m o n i s ; the r ead ings o f (g) a n d (s) d o n o t l o o k 
persuas ive . 

10. O n w h a t f o l l o w s it w i l l s o o n b e poss ib le t o c o n s u l t t h e f u n d a m e n t a l w o r k 
o f W . C larysse a n d D . J . T h o m p s o n , Counting the People, C o l l e c t a n e s H e l l e n i s -
t ica ( L e u v e n , f o r t h c o m i n g ) ; a g o o d s u m m a r y is R . S. B a g n a l l , " T h e Peop le o f the 
R o m a n F a y u m , " B ie rbr ie r , Portraits and Masks ( n o t e 1), 7—15. 

n . J . M e l e z e M o d r z e j e w s k i , " E n t r e la c i te et le f isc: le Statut grec d a n s l ' E -
g y p t e r o m a i n e , " Symposion 1982, Va l enc i a 241—80 = Droit imperial et traditions 
locales dans l'Egypte romaine ( A l d e r s h o t 1990) c h a p . 1; a s u m m a r y in Bagna l l 
( n o t e 10). 

iz. O n these see b e l o w , n o t e 22. 
13. A list o f al l t he n a m e s t r a n s m i t t e d o n p o r t r a i t m u m m i e s , b r o u g h t u p t o 

date a n d c lass i f ied b y the k i n d n e s s o f R . S. B a g n a l l , can b e f o u n d in B o r g , Antike 
Welt ( n o t e 1), 41; o n the criteria f o r the Class i f icat ion see Bagna l l ( n o t e 10). I t ake 
the o p p o r t u n i t y t o s incerely t h a n k R o g e r B a g n a l l o n c e aga in . It m u s t be 
a c k n o w l e d g e d that the in terpre ta t i on s u m m a r i z e d here rests u p o n the qu i te sma l l 
Statistical basis o f t h i r t y - n i n e n a m e s a n d h e n c e is n o t free o f the c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
uncer ta in t i es . B u t it agrees in its result w i t h t h e d a t a that c a n be in ferred f r o m 
o t h e r ev idence as we l l (see b e l o w ) . 

14. F o r these a n d o ther salaries see A . C . J o h n s o n , Roman Egypt to the Reign 
of Diocletian: An Economic Survey of Ancient Rome II ( B a l t i m o r e 1936), 301-10. 

15- O n the cos t s o f funera l s see D . M o n t s e r r a t , " D e a t h a n d Funera ls in the 
R o m a n F a y u m , " B ie rbr ie r , Portraits and Masks ( n o t e 1), 33 _ 44-

16. E .g . , t he s o - c a l l e d " G o l d e n G i r l " in C a i r o , E g y p t i a n M u s . C G . 33216 (p l . 
2). 

17. See, w i t h f u r t h e r b i b l i o g r a p h y , B o r g , Mumienporträts ( no te 1), 156-59. 
18. See the p r o v i s i o n a l p u b l i c a t i o n o f the p o r t r a i t f r agment : E . G r a e f e , " A 

M u m m y Portra i t o f A n t i n o u s f r o m T h e b e s , " B ierbr ier Portraits and Masks ( no te 
1), 54 F ig . 5. 2. O n the naukleroi see A . J . M . M e y e r - T e r m e e r , Die Haftung der 
Schiffer im griechischen und römischen Recht ( Z u t p h e n 1978). 

19- T h e h a i r d o d i f f e r s as we l l f r o m that o f thos'e b o y s w h o received certa in 
p re l im inary in i t i a t i ons in the m y s t e r y cu l t o f Isis: f o r a m o n g these latter o n l y t h e 
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b u n c h o f h a k w h i c h is ga thered together i n the l o c k o n the s ide is l o n g , w h i l e the 
rest o f t h e ha i r is e i ther c u t a c c o r d i n g t o the usual f a s h i o n (i .e. , m o r e o r less 
shor t ) o r eise is ent i re ly c u t o f f . O n the Is is b o y s , w h o m I d o n o t f u r ther d i scuss 
here , see B o r g , Mumienporträts ( no te i ) , T13-21. 

20. L u c . n a v . 2-3 ( t rans . K . K i l b u r n ) . 
21. E v e n i f there is g o o d r e a s o n t o e x a m i n e c lose ly L u c i a n ' s asser t ions be fo re 

t a k i n g t h e m f o r representa t ions o f h i s tor i ca l facts , I d o n o t see in the passage 
c i ted here e i ther a n e x t e r n a l reason o r o n e in terna l t o the t ex t w h i c h w o u l d j u s -
t i f y s k e p t i c i s m regard ing its c o n t e n t . 

22. O n the p a p y r o l o g i c a l ev idence re ferr ing to the M a l l o k o u r i a see D . M o n t -
serrat , " M a l l o c o u r i a a n d T h e r a p e u t e r i a : R i t u a l s o f T r a n s i t i o n i n a M i x e d S o c i ­
e t y ? , " BASP 28 (1991), 4 3 - 4 9 ; B . Legras , " M a l l o k o u r i a et m a l l o c o u r e t e s : U n rite 
d e passage d a n s l ' E g y p t e r o m a i n e , " Cahier du Centre G. Glotz 4 (i993)> 113-27-

23. O n t h e 6475 K a t o i k o i see D . C a n d u c c i , "16475 catec i greci d e l l ' A r s i n o i t e , " 
Aegyptus 70 (1990) 211-55; a n d " I 6475 cateci greci d e l P A r s i n o i t e , P r o s o p o -
g r a f i a , " Aegyptus 71 (1991), 121-21Ö. 

24. F o r a m o r e c o m p l e t e d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e o b s e r v a t i o n s a n d sources m e n t i o n e d 

here see B o r g , Mumienporträts ( no te 1), 113-21. 
25. I n de ta i l , B o r g , Mumienporträts ( n o t e 1), 19 -88 ; i n s u m m a r y , B o r g , 

Antike Welt {note 1), 45~49-
26. O n the c l o t h i n g , see B o r g , Mumienporträts ( no te 1), 161-67; o n t h e o r n a -

m e n t a t i o n , see B o r g , Mumienporträts ( n o t e 1), 167-^72; i n s u m m a r y . B o r g , 

Antike Welt ( n o t e 1), 49-52. 
27. O n t h e re l ig ious i m a g e s o n the m u m m y b o d i e s see Par lasca , Mumienpor­

träts ( n o t e 1), 152-92; B o r g , Mumienporträts (note 1), 111-49 a n d espec ia l l y L . 
H . C o r c o r a n , Portrait Mummies from Roman Egypt, S A O C 56 ( C h i c a g o 1995)-
W i t h regard t o her (in p a r t p r o b l e m a t i c ) c o n c l u s i o n s , w h i c h are i n t e n d e d t o d e m -
o n s t r a t e , a g a i n s t the t r a d i t i o n a l o p i n i o n o f c lass ic ists , t ha t t h e p a t r o n s o f the 
Por t ra i t m u m m i e s w e r e p u r e E g y p t i a n s , see the r e v i e w b y B . B o r g , AJA 101 
(1997). 187-88. 

28. L o n d o n , Br i t i sh M u s e u m E A 21810 (Par lasca, Repertorio [ n o t e 1], n o . 162; 
S. W a l k e r a n d M . B ie rbr ie r , eds . , Ancient Faces, Mummy Portraits from Roman 
Egypt: A Catalogue of Roman Portraits in the British Museum [ L o n d o n 1997], 
56-57 n o . 32); C a i r o , E g y p t i a n M u s e u m C G . 33221 (Par lasca , Repertorio [ no te 
1], n o . 260). 

29. I n the sense o f w h a t I sa id a b o v e in n o t e 5, o f c o u r s e I d o n o t i n t e n d t o 
d e n y here tha t n o t o n l y m a n y i c o n o g r a p h i e s b u t a l s o m a n y c o n t e n t s o f the 
i m a g e s h a d c h a n g e d c o n s i d e r a b l y s ince the P h a r a o n i c p e r i o d — n o t least u n d e r 
t h e i n f l u e n c e o f G r e e k re l i g i on . M y p o i n t here is a b o v e a l l t o d e m o n s t r a t e tha t 
the re l i g ious a n d s e p u l c h r a l ideas expres sed in these i m a g e s agree in the i r bas ic 
aspects w i t h t r ad i t i ona l E g y p t i a n be l ie fs . A s i d e f r o m th i s , a s t u d y o f the changes 
d u r i n g t h e I m p e r i a l p e r i o d is a n u rgen t d e s i d e r a t u m o f w h i c h the results w o u l d 
cer ta in l y b e m o s t in teres t ing . 

30. See the de ta i l ed d i s c u s s i o n o f the s o u r c e s in B . B o r g , " T h e D e a d as a G u e s t 
a t T a b l e ? C o n t i n u i t y a n d C h a n g e in t h e E g y p t i a n C u l t o f t he D e a d , " B ie rbr ie r , 
Portraits and Masks ( n o t e 1), 2 6 - 3 2 , w i t h a rather t o o o n e - s i d e d e m p h a s i s u p o n 
t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f the m u m m i e s in the h o u s e o f the f a m i l y o f the d e c e a s e d . 

31. W . A . D a s z e w s k i , " M u m m y Por t ra i t s f r o m N o r t h e r n E g y p t : T h e N e c r o p o -
l is in M a r i n a e l - A l a m e i n , " B ierbr ier Portraits and Masks ( n o t e 1), 59 -65 ; m o s t 



Barbara E. Borg 89 

r e c e n t l y : W . A . D a s z e w s k i , " M a r i n a e l - A l a m e i n E x c a v a t i o n s 1998," Polish 

Archaeology in the Mediterranean. Reports ig$8 ( W a r s a w 1999), 41 -46 . 
32. W . C l a r y s s e , " G r e e k s a n d E g y p t i a n s i n t h e P t o l e m a i c A r m y a n d A d m i n i s ­

t r a t i o n , " Aegyptus 65 (1985), 5 7 - 6 6 ; a n d " S o m e G r e e k s i n E g y p t , " J . H . J o h n ­
s o n , e d . , Life in a Multi-Cultural Society: Egypt from Cambyses to Constantine 

and Beyond, S A O C 51 ( C h i c a g o 1992), 51-56; B a g n a l l ( n o t e 10), 8. 
33. B a g n a l l ( n o t e 10) a n d " T h e F a y u m a n d i t s P e o p l e , " i n W a l k e r a n d B i e r -

b r i e r , Ancient Faces ( n o t e 28), 17—20. -
34. B a g n a l l ' s c o n c l u s i o n is s i m i l a r , n o t e 10, 10 a n d n o t e 33. 

35. T o b e s u r e , t h i s c l a i m m u s t b e l i m i t e d i n c e r t a i n c o n t e x t s . I t w i l l c e r t a i n l y 
n o t h a v e b e e n a m a t t e r o f i n d i f f e r e n c e t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l w h e t h e r i n a legal s e n s e 
h e w a s a G r e e k o r a R o m a n or a n ( n o n - G r e e k ) E g y p t i a n , s i n c e t h i s p a r t i c u l a r Sta­
t u s r e s u l t e d d i r e c t l y i n c e r t a i n r e d u c t i o n s o f f i n a n c i a l o b l i g a t i o n s a n d a p p l i c a t i o n 
o f a s p e c i f i c l a w c o d e . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e r e c a n b e n o d o u b t t h a t t h e 6475 A r s i -
n o i t e K a t o i k o i a s s i g n e d a h i g h v a l u e t o t h e i r G r e e k n e s s a n d t o a " t r a d i t i o n a l " 
e d u c a t i o n o f t h e i r c h i l d r e n i n a g y m n a s i u m . 

36. T h e r e i s c o n s i d e r a b l e c o n t r o v e r s y a m o n g s c h o l a r s c o n c e r n i n g t h e d a t e o f 
t h e e n d o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f p o r t r a i t m u m m i e s . I h a v e a r g u e d e l s e w h e r e , o n t h e 
bas i s o f d e t a i l e d t y p o l o g i c a l c o m p a r i s o n s b e t w e e n t h e f a s h i o n h a i r s t y l e s o f t h e 
m u m m y p o r t r a i t s a n d t h o s e o f s c u l p t u r e d p o r t r a i t s f r o m t h e rest o f t h e R o m a n 
E m p i r e , a g a i n s t t h e h i t h e r t o s e e m i n g l y w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d t h e s i s t h a t t h e m u m m y 
p o r t r a i t s f l o u r i s h e d o n c e a g a i n i n t h e f o u r t h C e n t u r y a n d o n l y c a m e t o a n e n d 
w i t h t h e p r o h i b i t i o n o f p a g a n c u l t s i n T h e o d o s i u s ' e d i c t o f 392 AD (see B o r g , 
Mumienporträts [ n o t e 1] 19—84); f o r s i m i l a r resu l t s see t h e c a t a l o g u e o f t h e B r i t ­
i s h M u s e u m p o r t r a i t s : W a l k e r a n d B i e r b r i e r , Ancient Faces ( n o t e 28). T h e t r a d i -
t i o n a l v i e w d e p e n d s f o r t h e m o s t p a r t u p o n a n u n p r o v e n p r e j u d i c e c o n c e r n i n g a 
l i n e a r s t y l i s t i c e v o l u t i o n i n a r t f r o m n a t u r a l i s t i c b e g i n n i n g s t o a f o r m u l a r , 
a b s t r a c t " e n d " ; f u r t h e r m o r e , i t m i s u n d e r s t a n d s t h e e f f e c t o f t h e e d i c t , w h i c h n e i -
t h e r p r o h i b i t e d t h e p r a c t i c e o f m u m m i f i c a t i o n n o r l e d t o a s u d d e n e n d o f p a g a n 
c u l t s i n E g y p t (see, e . g . , R . S. B a g n a l l , Egypt in Late Antiquity [ P r i n c e t o n , N J 
: 993] ; C h . H a a s , Alexandria in Late Antiquity: Topography and Social Conflict 

[Baltimore and London 1997], 128-172). The end of the portrait mummies evi-
d e n t l y d e p e n d e d u p o n l o c a l t r a d i t i o n s . W h i l e i n m o s t p l a c e s t h e p r o d u c t i o n d r i e s 
u p in the s e c o n d q u a r t e r o f t h e t h i r d Century, a t a f e w o t h e r s it c o n t i n u e s u n t i l 
the latter part o f the t h i r d Century ( e .g . S a k k a r a : see B o r g , Mumienporträts [ n o t e 
*]> 177-78) o r e v e n i n t o t h e f o u r t h Century ( e .g . i n A n t i n o o p o l i s : S . W a l k e r , 
" P o r t r ä t s a u f L e i c h e n t ü c h e r n a u s A n t i n o o p o l i s : E i n e A n m e r k u n g z u K l e i d u n g 
u n d D a t i e r u n g , " K . P a r l a s c a a n d H . S e e m a n n , e d s . , Augenblicke: Mumienpor­

träts und ägyptische Grabkunst aus römischer Zeit [ F r a n k f u r t 1998], 74~78). 
F o r a m o r e d e t a i l e d d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s t h a t c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e 

e n d o f t h e p o r t r a i t m u m m i e s , see B o r g , Antike Welt ( n o t e 1), 8 8 - 1 0 1 . T h e f o l -
l o w i n g c o n s i d e r a t i o n s are n o t i n t e n d e d as a n e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e d i s a p p e a r a n c e 
o f t h e m u m m y p o r t r a i t s . C o n s i d e r i n g t h e d e e p c h a n g e s in t h e m a t e r i a l c u l t u r e o f 
t h e w h o l e R o m a n E m p i r e in t h e t h i r d C e n t u r y , w h i c h w e r e t h e c o n t e x t w i t h i n 
w h i c h E g y p t i a n c o n d i t i o n s t o o m u s t b e seen e m b e d d e d , t h e s e b r i e f r e m a r k s c a n 
o n l y p r o v i d e a s k e t c h o f s o m e s p e c i f i c E g y p t i a n c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h , t o g e t h e r w i t h 
m a n y o t h e r f a c t o r s , m a y w e l l h a v e p l a y e d a ro l e . 

37- C f . H . B r a u n e r t , Die Binnenwanderung, B o n n e r H i s t o r i s c h e S t u d i e n 26 
( B o n n 1964). 
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38 . I n genera l w e m u s t e x e r c i s e c a u t i o n w h e n j u d g i n g t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e E g y p -
t i a n r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n , f o r o u r s o u r c e s are f o c u s e d t o o o n e - s i d e d l y u p o n t h e 
u p p e r c lasses . T h u s E w a W i p s z y c k a p o i n t s r i g h t l y t o t h e d a n g e r o f a c i r cu la r 
a r g u m e n t i n i n t e r p r e t i n g t o o q u i c k l y t h e m a t e r i a l r e m a i n s w i t h t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r 
s t y l i s t i c f ea tu res , w h i c h are s o m e t i m e s a l l w e h a v e , as " E g y p t i a n p o p u k r a r t " o r 
t h e l i ke (E . W i p s z y c k a , Etudes sur le christianisme dans l'Egypte de l'antiquite 
tardive [ R o m e 1996], 157—58). 

39. See i n deta i l R . S . B a g n a l l , Egypt in Late Antiquity ( P r i n c e t o n , N J 1993). 
40 . I d o n o t i n t e n d h e r e b y t o S u p p o r t t h e o b s o l e t e idea tha t a k i n d o f C o p t i c 

n a t i o n a l i s m set i tse l f i n O p p o s i t i o n t o G r e e k c u l t u r e i n t h e f o u r t h a n d f i f t h c e n t u -
r ies (see in deta i l w i t h f u r t h e r l i t e ra ture : W i p s z y c k a [ n o t e 38] , p a s s i m ) . I a m 
m e r e l y t h i n k i n g o f a r e o r i e n t a t i o n o f t h e ( p a g a n ) l o c a l e l i tes o f t h e t h i r d (!) Cen­
t u r y , f o r w h o m tha t p a r t o f E g y p t i a n c u l t u r e w h i c h w a s m o s t c l ea r l y d i s t i n g u i s h -
a b l e , n a m e l y r e l i g i on , h a d e v i d e n t l y c o m e t o l o s e s o m e o f its a t t r ac t i veness . 
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Figure 1 T h e m u m m y found at Sakkara by Pietro Deila Valle 
(see his letter o f January 25, 1616). Dresden, Staatliche Skulptur­
ensammlung Aeg. 777. 



Figure 2 M u m m y portrait o f a man, analyzed and discussed 
the Egyptologist Georg Ebers. Berlin, Staatliche Museen 311 
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Figure 3 M u m m y portrait o f a lady f rom Hawara with typical 
hair style o f the early Anton ine period (mid-second Century AD; 
cf. fig. 4). T h e Manchester M u s e u m 5379-



9 4 T H E F A C E O F T H E E L I T E 

Figure 4 Marhle bust of a lady with the same hair style as in fig. 
3. J . Paul Getty M u s e u m 79.AA.118. 
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Figure 5 Marb le portrait o f A lexander Severus, R o m a n emperor, 
2 2 2 _ 2 3 5 . R o m e , Vatican, Sala dei Busti 361, acc. no . 632. 
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Figure 6 Reconstruct ion of the spectacular t omb in the necropo-
lis o f Mar ina e l -A lamein , wi th subterranean burial Chambers 
and heroon above ground with dining couches and a v iew of the 
sea. Draw ing by J . Dobrowso l sk i , by k ind permission of W . A . 
Daszewski . 


