The Material Culture of Death in Ancient Egypt:
The tomb of Senneferi is one of the 'Tombs of the Nobles' on the West Bank at Luxor in Egypt.[footnoteRef:1] This tomb is key as it possesses a trove of evidence about wealthy Egyptian burial culture and customs, ranging from what would be inscribed on tombs to what would be placed in a tomb. Analysing and studying the objects found in the tomb also allows a further understanding of the material culture of death in Ancient Egypt. For Ancient Egyptians, death was not considered as an end but rather as a transition, this is why people were placed in their tomb with objects from their life, as it was believed that they would still require these objects such as food containers or writing materials.[footnoteRef:2] For example, in many cases they would have placed foodstuff in grave or burial chamber to nourish the dead.[footnoteRef:3] There would also be objects placed in the tombs such as amulets or statues that would be related to different Gods, in order for the deceased to be connected to their chosen deity. These material customs and traditions were all seen as important for the transition to the afterlife. [1:  The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’, The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt, n.d., <https://tt99.fitz.ms/index.html> [accessed 11 March 2026]]  [2:  The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’, The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt, n.d., <https://tt99.fitz.ms/index.html> [accessed 11 March 2026]]  [3:  Taylor, J. H. (2001), Death and the afterlife in ancient Egypt. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Page 92] 

In order to study the material culture of death, it is key to first look at aspects of the archaeology of death. This can be studied using tombs that still exist as they were and the remains of tombs that have been damaged or destroyed. This involves looking at bodies, burials and beliefs as well as tomb goods, all of which can be studied using TT99. However, tombs and burial goods do differ based on the wealth and status of a person as well as the time period they were buried in as there were many changes throughout the different time periods. Therefore, in order to develop an understanding of the material culture of death in Ancient Egypt, it is key to relate tombs to the time period in which they were created and the wealth of the tomb owner, it can also be key to look at other tombs from this time period and others in order to allow comparison. The archaeology of tomb TT99 shows that this tomb has been fairly well preserved and due to this being well documented, there is a wealth of information available. The findings related to this tomb suggest that the tomb owner, Senneferi, was wealthy.
Tombs can show a lot about individual Ancient Egyptian lives but also Ancient Egyptian life as a whole in terms of culture and rituals and ideas about life and death. For example, through studying tombs, it is clear that the concept of death was extremely important and had many material aspects. The focus on the material aspects of death reflected a deep love for life, which Egyptians hoped to continue eternally, viewing the tomb as a necessary functional vessel. This idea was created and adapted previous to this time period, but it was during the second dynasty that the idea of the tomb as a house for the afterlife was perfected.[footnoteRef:4] This tomb (TT99) contains much evidence that suggests the Egyptian love of life as it has depictions of life all throughout, as do many Egyptian tombs. [4:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Duckworth. Page 12] 

Many bodies in Ancient Egypt were preserved using mummification. Mummification refers to extensive, physical, tangible preparation made to ensure survival in the afterlife. This was due to the belief in the afterlife as a continuation. Most ‘mummies’ from this time are well-preserved.[footnoteRef:5] However in the case of Tomb T	T99, most of the human remains were badly damaged and had lost most of the evidence of mummification.[footnoteRef:6] In many cases, these ‘mummies’ were placed into coffins, often wooden. These would often have been decorated, and some would have had inscriptions. In Tomb TT99 a number of small fragments of wooden coffins were recovered.[footnoteRef:7] During the early part of the 18th dynasty three types of coffins were in use in non-royal burials at Thebes.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Taylor, J. H., Antoine, D., Moreno, B., Vandenbeusch, M., & British Museum. (2014). Ancient lives: new discoveries: eight mummies, eight stories (B. Moreno, Ill.). The British Museum]  [6:  The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’, The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt, n.d., <https://tt99.fitz.ms/index.html> [accessed 11 March 2026]]  [7:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom. Oxford; Oxbow Books]  [8:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom] 

It could be suggested that ‘the energy devoted by the ancient Egyptians to their tombs is legendary’.[footnoteRef:9] This is due to the process of burial and the effort that was put into the burials and the tombs, even before and after the burial took place and was key as it was believed that tombs allowed restoration of life and led to immortality.[footnoteRef:10] For example, many people held jobs responsible for building tombs, making coffins, and even caring for the tomb and the body after burial. Within Ancient Egypt, the living played many roles that were seen as key to the transition of the spirit to the afterlife. An example of this is the Opening of the Mouth ritual.[footnoteRef:11] During this time, coffins were typical of elite burials but not to all burials.[footnoteRef:12] Tombs were seen as a person’s ‘House of Eternity’.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, building tombs in the correct manner was an extremely important practice. It could also be suggested that ‘tombs evolved into complex architectural structures and proper burial ultimately came to involve a series of rituals and the provision of magical texts and images’.[footnoteRef:14] These burial customs were also changed and developed throughout the Ancient Egyptian period, for example ‘the second half of the 3rd intermediate period saw a dramatic change in burial customs’.[footnoteRef:15]  [9:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page vii]  [10:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [11:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [12:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 15]  [13:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [14:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 51]  [15:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 101] 

The Ancient Egyptians held many beliefs related to death and the afterlife. There is lots of evidence that reflects the belief that the deceased required a preserved body and specific goods to achieve immortality. These beliefs were the reason that the burial customs existed, as it was to ensure that the body was well prepared for the afterlife. These beliefs also developed throughout the different dynasties and time period; this is reflected through objects and inscriptions found in tombs. The main beliefs were that ‘‘death was one of the great rites of passage of human existence’ and that ‘the afterlife was regarded as an extension of earthly existence’.[footnoteRef:16] There were also many rituals that would be performed for the benefit of the dead. Another belief held was that ‘the state of existence which the deceased arrived to reach in the beyond was called akh’.[footnoteRef:17] These beliefs show the Ancient Egyptian reasoning for caring for the bodies of the deceased and preparing them from eternity. [16:  Taylor, J. H. (2001), Death and the afterlife in ancient Egypt. Pages 7 and 13]  [17:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 31] 

The Tomb of Senneferi, which is located the hill of Sheikh Abd el-Qurna, a prominent hill on the West Bank at Luxor, contains many tomb goods.[footnoteRef:18] These goods were seen as functional materials. There are many examples of personal objects found in Egyptian tombs, these include: boxes, canopic jars and other vessels, coffin fragments, food and food containers, funerary cones, human remains, linen shrouds, ostraka, papyri, pottery, ritual objects, statues or statue fragments, stone vessels, amulets, faience vessels, pottery, figures, shabtis (inscribed or not), and textiles. Many of these examples can be seen within Tomb TT99. For example, the funerary cone. The only funerary cone, identified by Davies and Macadam, as belonging to the owner of TT99 is DM 154, and 130 examples of this cone were found in the whole complex.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’, The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt, n.d., <https://tt99.fitz.ms/index.html> [accessed 11 March 2026]]  [19:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom] 

Some of these objects were used for daily life whereas others have religious or ritual purpose. These objects varied throughout time periods; however, some remain consistent. For example, there were some new burial goods introduced in the late fifth dynasty.[footnoteRef:20] Then in the middle of the twelfth dynasty ‘certain new objects such as mummy-shaped figures [..] appear for the first time in burials’.[footnoteRef:21] These changes show that it is important to compare tombs from different time periods as they may have many slight changes, and by comparing these changes it allows researchers to understand when these changes may have taken place. [20:  Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 27]  [21: Grajetzki, W. (2003). Burial customs in ancient Egypt: life in death for rich and poor. Page 49] 

This tomb is believed to have been constructed in 1420 BC which is during the ‘New Kingdom’ era and the eighteenth dynasty.[footnoteRef:22] This tomb belonged to Senneferi, who is believed to have been an important official, Senneferi's important status is emphasised by the fact that four statues (or parts thereof) have survived.[footnoteRef:23] Within the tomb, there may have been information about his family, however due primarily to the damage to the wall scenes, little information about Senneferi’s family, particularly his children, is forthcoming.[footnoteRef:24] However there are some mentions of him and his family in surviving texts from the time. It is believed that his parents are Haydjehuty and Zatdjehuty and they are depicted on a scene in the tomb possibly taking part in an offering ritual.  [22:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [23:  ‘The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’, The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt, n.d., <https://tt99.fitz.ms/index.html> [accessed 11 March 2026]]  [24:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom] 

An element that can make studying the material culture of death in Ancient Egypt difficult is social stratification. There are often many differences in the tombs and burials of elites compared to those of common people. The material culture of a tomb can be used to illustrate the position a person may have had in Ancient Egyptian society. For example, for this tomb due to the materials found inside, it suggests that this tomb belongs to a wealthier individual.
Many people have worked on excavating or exploring and studying this tomb, therefore many discoveries have been made. This tomb was first mentioned in scholarly texts in 1895, and it is believed that the first archaeological study took place in the 1900s.[footnoteRef:25] The Cambridge Theban Tombs Project began work in the tomb in 1992. Information about this tomb is very well documented with the main sources being a book entitled ‘The Tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99)’ by Nigel Strudwick and the corresponding website ‘The tomb of Senneferi at Luxor in Egypt’.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [26:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom] 

This tomb is very complex, like most Theban tombs, it includes a façade on the top level, a chapel and a courtyard in the middle level as well as the burial chambers in the bottom level.[footnoteRef:27] The solar level of the tomb is incorporated into the façade, and the façade is built up with stones and mortar.[footnoteRef:28] In the centre of the Facade, above the entrance door, is a small niche. The courtyard is roughly square and within the courtyard there are three shafts (G, H and I). The Chapel is conventionally ‘T-shaped’.[footnoteRef:29] There are also six shafts (A to F), and some chambers inside the tomb chapel. The archaeological information from these shafts indicates that they were cut in the Third Intermediate Period.[footnoteRef:30] Shaft I of the courtyard is the main shaft and is the burial place of Senneferi and several family members.[footnoteRef:31] It was believed that the further into a tomb the body was, the more connected it would be with the dead and that the dead need to connect with the world, this is the reasoning for the multiple layers, this may have also been done to protect the body from the outside events such as weather.  [27:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [28:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [29:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [30:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom]  [31:  Strudwick, N. (2016), Ed., The tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) Volume I: the New Kingdom] 

In order to study the Material Culture of death in Ancient Egypt, it is important to use sources, like any other source of study, however only a small proportion of sources have survived, therefore tombs are used as a source to extract information about this topic. Some tombs may also have been damaged or destroyed by natural causes which could further the difficulty of extracting information. Another reason that tombs may be difficult to study is due to thefts. There have been many recorded robberies of tombs throughout history.
Overall, the Tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99) is useful for understanding the Material Culture of death in Ancient Egypt as it contains evidence that provide information about the Ancient Egyptians treated bodies and burials and their beliefs about the afterlife and the importance of tomb goods.
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