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Death as an Art Form in Ancient Egypt 

By Erin Coward 

 

The business of death today is a multi million-dollar industry. When a person dies 

the expense of burial, coffins and funeral can cost a small fortune. But when and why did 

society adopt these traditions? And in addition, why is there so much involved in sending 

the deceased into the next world and preserving their memory in a place where they no 

longer exist?  

 

It is apparent that some of the traditions that we follow today when a person dies 

have been influenced by the ancient Egyptians, who were, as Salima Ikram argues, “… 

obsessed by life and its continuation, rather than by a morbid fascination with death” 

(Ikram 2003, p. Introduction).  Today we look at death quite differently. Unlike the 

Ancient Egyptians, many of us see death as something to be feared, something terrifying, 

but inevitable. The fascination with death in our society has been exploited in the popular 

media, in museums and in art, even more so by the Ancient Egyptian past through the 

introduction of “Mummy mania”.  

 

Today we go to museums to see displays of death from the Ancient Egyptian 

culture. Mummies are displayed behind glass enclosures, having been removed from their 

original context or place of burial, and by this action the mummy now functions as part of 

an exhibition within a museum for all to see. Mummies are much more than just 

archeological finds for scientific historical research, we now can see them as an artistic 

object.  

 

The exhibition that came to Science World in 2006, Body Worlds, can be seen as 

a new wave in the preservation of the body. This exhibition showed bodies that were 

preserved using plastination. These bodies are the new mummies of the 21
st
 century and 

because of the manner in which they were displayed they have become objects of art. 

These objects can also be seen as instructional, educational tools. The popularization of 
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“the mummy” can be seen in movies as well. The mummy made its debut in the early 

1930’s and continues to make money at the box office today. 

 

How to define art has always been a huge question within Art History. The 

answer to what constitutes “art” depends on how people perceive art objects or artistic 

expression often in very different ways with diverse and debatable results. This paper will 

argue that the Ancient Egyptians were using artistic means in their religious practices for 

death which influenced many traditions to follow within our own society when dealing 

with the deceased.  

 

There is an argument that the practice of mummification is not an art form, but 

rather a scientific practice with religious meaning, even though the art of mummification 

can be seen from the embalming stage, to the adornment of possessions, highly crafted 

sarcophagi and coffins, to elaborate and decorative tombs. Death for the Egyptians was a 

true form of artistic expression, whether the ancient Egyptians believed it or not at the 

time. Today, through our fascination and curiosity with the ancient Egyptian culture, we 

have made these our treasures and the preserved bodies into art objects. 

 

For evidence of this discussion we must look into the act of mummification and 

the objects related to death. By relating them to the time in which they were produced, in 

comparison to the present day, we will fully understand the way in which they had 

relevance in the past and relevance today.  

 

This paper  will examine a number of Egyptian objects that were created for the 

deceased and through analysis, attempt  to prove that even though, as Rita E. Freed has 

claimed, “Egyptian artists per se are unknown,” (Freed 1996, p.330) artistic production 

did take place within the area of death. We rarely know who these individuals are, since 

there is little information on artists and the signing of a works of art was not part of the 

production (Freed 1996, p.330), yet they were still very important within the construction 

of the afterlife or the journey to it.  All steps for “the quest for eternity” (Brewer and 

Teeter 2007, p.166) can be seen as an art form. 
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“Taking care of the dead in service to the living is among the highest calling a 

society has”- Jacquelyn Taylor, 2005. 

 

The Ancient Egyptians were not comfortable with the idea of death from the start 

and faced obstacles in their efforts to achieve a perfectly preserved body. In the Old 

Kingdom, Hordjedef writes, “depressing for us is death, it is life that we hold in esteem” 

(Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.166). The conception of mummification was seen as “an 

effort to preserve the earthly body for the use of the ka and the ba” (Ikram 2003, p.47), 

which was for the Egyptians their key to the afterlife. The ka was a representation of the 

individuals “life force” or “personality” and the ba was seen as the “individual’s self after 

death” (Bard 2008, p.152). Because of their beliefs for the afterlife and eternity, the body 

of the deceased needed to function as an “anchor” (Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.166) so 

that the ka had ba had a place to come to. The conception of mummification allowed for 

the body of the deceased to stay intact - not decay, but to become eternal. Mummification 

served a purpose that allowed the Ancient Egyptians to no longer fear the idea of death, 

but to relish in the idea of the continuation of life after it.  

 

  “Egyptian art served a religious function rather than a purely aesthetic one”  

(Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.206). Most Egyptian art is religiously based, which is one of 

the reasons why the idea of mummification can be seen as an art form. Everything that 

adorns a mummy is a piece of art, so why not consider the mummification practice as an 

art form as well?  

 

The act of artificial mummification came into being around the Fourth Dynasty, 

although earlier unrefined methods of preservation of the body existed before this. Early 

mummies were preserved using the natural desert landscape of Egypt. The weather and 

hot climates helped naturally to remove water from the body and leave behind the 

skeleton and skin. For an example of this refer to Figure 1 (Pre-dynastic pit burial). It 

shows the remains of a body from Ancient Egypt during a period before artificial 

practices of mummification. Other methods attempted after this, like the introduction of 
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the coffin, failed terribly. Coffins did not allow for the sand to retrieve the moisture from 

the body; because of this, bodies in early coffins decayed. This is one of the reasons why 

other means of preserving the body had to be found, thus artificial mummification was 

born. 

 

Religious practices and the act of mummification progressed as the Egyptians 

learned from experimentation. It was during the New Kingdom that mummification and 

death became extremely elaborate and decorative, which is why this period and its 

artifacts are some of the best known and studied in our society. Francoise Dunand and 

Roger Lichtenberg write: “… it was the New Kingdom that furnished us with the most 

famous and familiar of all the mummies of Egypt: the royal mummies, which were 

discovered at the end of the nineteenth century” (Dunand and Lichtenberg 2006, p.38).   

Mummification in the 21
st
 Dynasty has been seen as the point in which mummification 

techniques came into its height (Bard 2008, p.251). Figure 2 is an example of an 

embalmed mummy from the Nineteenth Dynasty, the body of King Seti I. 

 

Mummification in Ancient Egypt was a very long process that had many stages 

which were handled with extreme care. This process took up to a staggering 70 days to 

complete, unlike our methods today, which take under a week, depending on 

circumstances. Most of what we know about embalming from Egypt is through scientific 

research and the ancient claims of the Greek writer, Herodotus. Herodotus states that 

there were three types of embalming practices within Ancient Egypt and that the type 

used was usually based on class and status (Ikram 2003, p.53-54). The embalming 

practice was very different from how it is performed today. First, they would wash the 

body. Instead of using just water, however, they would also use wine. Imagine us today 

using a cherished bottle of 1982 Chateau Latour on our dead! This is obviously an 

example of a connection to religious significance which is not practiced within North 

American culture today.  

 

Next they would remove the body parts that were susceptible to decay. Four of 

the deceased’s organs - the liver, lungs, stomach and intestines - were removed and 
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mummified in canopic jars. These jars, because of their decorative nature and sculpted 

lids, can be seen as art objects as well. The jars, as seen in figure 3, represented the four 

children of Horus: Hapi, Imsety, Duamutef and Qebehsenuef (Brewer and Tetter 2007, 

p.169). These jars may be significant to the idea of the urn in our own culture that houses 

the deceased in their cremated state. The brain was removed and was discarded and the 

heart was left behind in the cavity of the deceased since it was important to the afterlife. 

Today’s embalmers only drain the organs of their fluid, but do not remove them from the 

body.  (Doctors may have also previously taken organs marked for donation to living 

patients, for autopsy purposes or medical research.) 

 

The most important element for mummification was dry natron or netjry, divine 

salt (Ikram 2003, p.54). This ingredient is used in the last stage of the embalming process 

and is a mixture of common elements found within Egypt. This ancient Egyptian practice 

used more natural ingredients then the chemical and toxic ingredients, like formaldehyde, 

that are used today. Mummies from Ancient Egypt are much more fragile than the 

modern mummy of today, since modern chemicals, plastics and refrigeration did not exist 

(Quigley 1998, p.4). The Ancient Egyptians even used spices, myrrh, tree sap and oils in 

their methods.  These ingredients were essential to keep the body from smelling foul, as 

well as allowing for the body to retain mobility when it came to wrapping the body with 

linens. Ikram writes that “The bandages provided not only a physical barrier and 

protection for the body but a magico-religious one as well” (Ikram 2003, p.56).  

 

Amulets and jewelry were interlaced between the bandages and signified as 

magical protection for the deceased for their journey into the afterlife. Funerary jewelry 

was specifically made for the deceased and was often extremely fragile (Andrews 1984, 

p.31). Amulets like the ones shown in figure 4 were spread all over the body, sometimes 

in hundreds and were made out of various precious metals and stones. They also had “… 

religious associations, a religious equivalent to armour” (Digital Egypt).   

 

In our culture we do not wrap our deceased in linens, but in their own clothes. 

Important objects that signified who that person was, such as a wedding ring or military 
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medals are sometimes left with the corpse for burial as well. Unlike amulets and jewelry 

that were used to serve religious and/or apotropaic proposes in Ancient Egypt, our objects 

serve more as a representation of our role in society. We apply makeup to the bodies of 

the deceased so that when we see them for the last time during their funeral they are 

recognizable to their family and friends. In Ancient Egypt they used body shaped coffins 

and masks to resemble the deceased so that they would be recognizable to the ka and the 

ba; however, these portraits were never accurate depictions of the deceased because of 

the standard Egyptian artistic canon.  Individuals were depicted the way they wanted to 

be shown: the identity of the deceased was transferred through art to the mummy, and 

therefore carried into the afterlife. Figure 5 shows an example of a coffin and Figure 6 an 

example of a death mask. Brewer and Teeter write that, “virtually all Egyptian art is an 

allusion to timeless order and the stability of the world” (Brewer and Teeter 2007, p.189).  

 

The embalmers of Ancient Egypt belonged to a guild of men who were priests 

associated with the god of mummification, Anubis. Through the writings of Herodotus, 

we have learned that embalming was a religious practice into which you would be born 

(Ikram 2003, p.57). These individuals were well regarded within their society because of 

their trade and the esteem with which the Ancient Egyptians regarded the afterlife. The 

“slitter” (Ikram 2003, p.57), or the individual who would make the incision for the 

removal of the organs, was not treated the same way in which an embalmer was. Since 

embalming practices were highly religious in nature, the slicing of the flesh was seen as a 

disruption or “violation” of the deceased (Ikram 2003, p.58). The information and 

research we have today indicates that the process of embalming was a group effort, and 

“that the profession was highly organized on the same lines as a temple priesthood” 

(Andrews 1984, p.15). There were many who would take part in the different areas of 

embalming and mummification and some were more important in the process than others: 

in other words, there was a hierarchy within this process.  

 

The practices of mummification can be seen as a collaboration of artists 

specializing in different areas of the art form producing a series of works that together 

become a whole. The embalmers, the “slitter” (Ikram 2003, p.58), the coffin builder, the 
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jeweler and so on, produce objects that when placed together in their own context in their 

tomb, have one simple message: the continuation into the afterlife for that individual. 

Today these objects are studied in categories rather than in a whole since they are placed 

in museums separated from the mummy itself. 

 

 If we consider all these objects - coffins, jewelry and amulets - to be artistically 

conceived and produced, then why not consider the Ancient Egyptian embalmer as an 

artist? It is apparent that these individuals were highly regarded, skilled and took time 

and care in creating a masterpiece for eternity. Karen Koutandos, an embalmer in our 

own society argues that, “Embalming is an art” (2008, p.32). Today many people go 

through the embalming process after they die, a process that can easily be seen as 

influenced by the Ancient Egyptians, although not totally consistent with how embalming 

is practiced today. Jacquelyn Taylor writes: “The Egyptian tomb priests are role models 

for today’s practitioner. The ministries they performed were sacred ritual. It behooves 

modern day embalmers to approach their tasks with the same reverence” (Taylor 2005, 

p.xv). 

 

 If the embalmer in our own time is seen in some way or form as an artist then 

why can’t we argue that the embalmers from Ancient Egypt be seen in the same light? 

Embalming today may not be as artistically based as the Ancient Egyptians. Today, death 

is for some people not continuality but finality; therefore, it is not an easy topic to 

discuss. It is apparent through from my findings that the embalmers of Ancient Egypt can 

be considered artists. I believe the evidence from the past shows that embalming is an art 

form, as far back as the Ancient Egyptian culture.  
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