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Material culture is the physical non-human remains of a society and includes monuments, buildings and objects such as textiles, jewellery, tools, pottery, furniture, funerary items and art. Material culture represents the tangible from of understandings of the world in which humans live. Archaeology studies the material remains of a culture within their excavated context. (Bard 2008, p.3) Studying material culture involves interpreting the user’s experience of it but how it was manufactured, the trade and labour relations involved and how the user acquired it. (www.amarnaproject.com) 
Archaeologists and anthropologists have debated what a civilisation is. The word civilisation is related to the Latin word ‘civitas’ meaning city. In the past, scholars of human society defined civilised as advanced and the opposite to primitive or ‘savage’ societies. However, this perspective has been criticised for being ethnocentric. (www.nationalgeographic.org) Ancient Egypt is considered to be one of the most advanced and complex civilisations of the ancient world; its monuments, burials, tools and art demonstrate this. Archaeological evidence is fragmented, but in Ancient Egyptian studies of the time of the pharaohs, the material culture is studied alongside textual sources to provide a historical context for the finds (Bard 2008, p.4). The interest in Ancient Egyptian material culture by scholars dates back to the 16th and 17th centuries and became ongoing since the Napoleon expedition in 1798 (Bard p.6) Studying material culture gives us information about many aspects of culture and daily life in Ancient Egypt including: social classes and hierarchy, political organisation, social relations such as marriage, households, settlements and the built environment, economy, trade and exchange, agriculture, food and food preparation, travel and transport, health and medicine, myth, religion and ritual, funerary practices, gender, textiles and clothing, working life and tools (Ross & Steadman 2016). 
However, it is helpful if an object is seen and interpreted within its wider archaeological context because if an object is in a museum display unlabelled it cannot tell us as much. Similarly, it is important to note that material culture can’t tell us the truth about past civilisations as different archaeologists interpret the same items in a variety of ways. Also, there are likely to be differences in the use and understanding of similar objects in the past. An example of this is funerary contexts. Burial grounds and tomb design might tell us about social organisation, but the funerary spaces might also tell us about how different individuals interpreted the space at the time. (Sousa 2019, p.172) This essay will focus on material culture found in funerary contexts. Although these objects can tell us about the Ancient Egyptian’s religions and approach to death, they can also be informative about the living as there was overlap between the two states.
Ancient Egyptians believed in an afterlife. Consequently, they buried their dead with grave goods which were meant to help them in the afterlife, frequently objects that had a tangible use in daily life. The quality of the contents of tombs and graves tell us whether they were elite members of society or poorer people. One of the most famous tombs was King Tutankhamun’s, which was discovered undisturbed by Howard Carter.  The tomb contained over 5000 artefacts which included statues, jewellery and toys. The murals on the tomb walls provided information about funerals and religious beliefs. One of the most interesting artefacts was Tutankhamun’s painted box which shows the young king in battle. This has challenged beliefs that he was not actively involved in political life and war. One way to think about the box is through Hodder’s (2012) idea of entanglement. The box as an object depended upon its creator and King Tutankhamun who was depicted on it. He depended on the box to tell stories about his life and contain some of his possessions as he travelled to the afterlife such as sandals, jewellery, ceremonial robes and a gilded headrest.
Headrests were used for sleeping in life and the afterlife and it is likely that this was one of Tutankhamun’s most personal possessions, along with other headrests found in his tomb. Headrests are usually found in funerary contexts although others in households may have been lost in the archaeological record. Sleep and death were interlinked in Egyptian beliefs and headrests were seen as important in relation to comfort in life and death. Information regarding how they were used has been gained from other material culture such as reliefs and paintings. (Zinn 2018, p.207-8) Even if there is pictorial evidence which tells us about the use of an object by ancient Egyptians, archaeologists can use a replica of the artefact to generate new ideas about it like what uses it had and what it represented or meant. (Zinn 2018) This helps us to create stories about them (Ingold 2011, p.141-176)  
In some funerary contexts, there were also canopic jars with their contents. There were usually four jars which carried the stomach, intestines, liver and lungs safely for use in the afterlife. The heart was left in the body as it was considered to be the seat of the soul. The British Museum holds the set of four glazed composition canopic jars of Psamtek. They contain Psamtek's mummified internal organs which had been removed during the embalming process. The lids represent the sons of Horus, which were there to protect the organs. Each jar also has a spell of protection which names the deity and Psamtek. (www.britishmuseum.org) The type of canopic jar and the lid design can tell us about social structure and hierarchy (the most elaborate ones of the sought after high value materials being associated with higher social status) and about changes in beliefs, as earlier canopic jars did not have lids depicting the four sons of Horus. Hodder’s idea of entanglement again shows how the canopic jars relate to the human and the human’s body relates to the object. (2012)
Another way that the human body was linked to material culture was through the wearing and use of amulets, which were believed to be lucky and help with health. Both the living and dead wore amulets. A high number of amulets have been found which include representations of deities, animals, plants and objects of daily life. One of the most popular amulets was the ankh symbol which was life in hieroglyph. The quantity of objects found can tell us how popular a type of material culture was in Ancient Egypt and we can conclude as to how widespread their use was and how they were used throughout the social classes, including the poor. (www.archaeologicalmuseum.jhu.edu)  
However, sometimes grave goods in commoner burials can surprise archaeologists. In 2016 a 60’ long boat was found inside the Old Kingdom Cemetery in Abusir. It was made from expensive imported wood, possibly from Lebanon, but was found in the grave of a civil servant, whereas usually these types of finds were in royal graves. Usually a ship of this splendour would have symbolised elite travelling. The ship also tells us about Egyptian seafaring and shipbuilding techniques, and trading relations and the development of the economy and global status of the Ancient Egyptian civilisation.  (Bohstrom 2016)  
Finally, one of the most every day types of material culture is pottery which was mainly in the form of containers as we would use for storage today. Before Flinders Petrie, many archaeologists in Egypt had discarded pottery, wanting to focus on more exciting finds. However, Petrie was able to use pottery to gain information about dating the wider excavation contexts because he saw that changes in pottery styles related to different periods. (Bard 2008 p.15) Pottery can also tell us about the pottery industries themselves in Ancient Egyptian civilisation. Complete and incomplete or fragments of pots can tell us about human activities inside and around settlements, patterns in regional development, trade and consumption, food and drink production and consumption, and textile production. 
This essay has defined the concepts of material culture and civilisation, discussed the broader areas of what aspects of a civilisation material culture can tell us about. It has then provided examples of material culture in the forms of elite grave goods, headrests, canopic jars, amulets, boats and pottery and considered what they can tell us about Ancient Egyptian civilisation. Material culture can tell us much about Ancient Egyptian civilisation, but a lot of our knowledge comes from hieroglyphic texts, some of which are within material culture itself such as reliefs, paintings and so on. However, there are also huge gaps in our knowledge. Using and experimenting with replicas of objects today can help archaeologists further to write stories about them and imagine how they were used and what they meant. 
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