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Aerial photograph of the El-Kurru Necropolis [Author: Kate Rose/University of Michigan][footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://exhibitions.kelsey.lsa.umich.edu/graffiti-el-kurru/elkurru.php [date accessed: 20/9/21]] 


King Tanutamon ruled over Egypt and Nubia (approximately 664[footnoteRef:2] until 653[footnoteRef:3] BC) during the 25th Dynasty, known as the Kushite Dynasty. The tomb of Tanutamon, his mother Qalhata and others, are found in the necropolis of El-Kurru. The extent to which Egyptian ideology pervaded the Kushite people is notable, and commonalities in attitudes towards life and death can be found in archaeological and textual evidence of this region. Since the First Dynasty[footnoteRef:4], Egypt had traded with Nubia for exotic goods such as high-grade timber, ivory, and gold.[footnoteRef:5] Extension of Egyptian presence into Nubia resulted in the construction of fortresses at the Nubian sites of Buhen[footnoteRef:6], Kuban[footnoteRef:7] and Ikkur[footnoteRef:8]. This demonstrates longstanding cultural contact between Egypt and Nubia, greatly expounded by commercial trade.  [2:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tantamani [Date Accessed: 24/9/21]]  [3:  Emberling, G. and Davis, S. (2019) ‘Graffiti as Devotion: Along the Nile and Beyond’, pg. 6]  [4:  Seidel.M, Schulz. R. (2005) ‘Egypt: Art and Architecture’, pg. 516]  [5:  Seidel.M, Schulz. R. (2005) Egypt: Art and Architecture’, pg. 516]  [6:  Caminos, R.A. (1974) ‘The New Kingdom Temples of Buhen’ ]  [7:  Kemp, B.J. (1989) ‘Ancient Egypt. Anatomy of a Civilization’, pg. 168.]  [8:  Ferreira, E. (2019) ‘The Lower Nubian Fortresses in the Middle Kingdom: A Strategic Point of View’, pg. 34] 

King Piankhi took advantage of a tumultuous political situation in Egypt conquering individual towns.[footnoteRef:9] The usage of pyramids for an individual burial at El-Kurru signified a development in funerary architecture, from a tumulus burial, of typical Kushite tradition, to an individual pyramid, accompanied by a small cult chapel.[footnoteRef:10] This indicates a renaissance of an earlier Egyptian style which, by the 25th Dynasty, was waning in favour of a more ‘standardised' burial. Whilst not explicit copies of earlier Egyptian pyramids, these displayed a natural ‘evolution’ in Nubia shaped of its own accord.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/king-piankhi (date accessed: 17/9/21)]  [10:  Taylor, J.H (2016) ‘The Egyptian Concept of a Royal Necropolis’, pg. 51]  [11:  Lacovara, P. (2014) ‘The Art and Architecture of Kushite Nubia’, pg. 448] 
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“Denkmäler aus Aegypten und Aethiopien: Vol. IV, Fig. 21a, Pl. XVII.A”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Lepsius, R. “Denkmäler aus Aegypten und Aethiopien: Vol. IV’, page unknown ] 

Beneath the pyramid, Tanutamon’s tomb consists of an antechamber and a burial chamber accessed by a descending stairway. The antechamber features stucco decoration, leading to a slightly larger vaulted chamber. Signs of flood damage are visible, not uncommon with subterranean tombs. It is recorded that the tomb is unfinished with evidence of preparatory sketches, ‘under-drawing’ and positioning of hieroglyphs often visible. Preparatory markings, commonly in red[footnoteRef:13], often followed the ‘Canon of Proportions’, a gridded system to delineate spacings and ensure rigidity in its depictions. In the example below, faint vertical lines are seen, but with no horizontal lines creating the expected grids. Perhaps this was done to conserve time, or Tanutamon died prematurely. [13:  Robins, G. (2008) ‘Egyptian Painting and Relief’, pg. 21] 
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Isis (to the left of the entrance) holds strips of cloth/linen, implying mummification. [Raymond Betz/Osirisnet][footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://osirisnet.net/popupImage.php?img=/tombes/soudan/tanoutamon/photo/soudan_4672A.jpg&lang=en&sw=1536&sh=864 [Date Accessed: 21/9/21] ] 

As seen in Egyptian art, gendered depictions are presented in Tanutamon’s tomb, distinguishing between men and women through positioning and size, and in their depicted skin tone. Men were commonly shown as having a darker skin tone (a “reddish-brown”[footnoteRef:15]) and women as having a lighter tone (a “brownish-yellow”[footnoteRef:16]). These representation of gender norms were not consistently used, it fluctuated in usage throughout Egypt’s history, but at this time, Nubian kings were keen to show themselves as pious to the already established Egyptian societal norms[footnoteRef:17] evidenced in statuary found at temples. There is clear synthesis between Egyptian artistic conventions and an incorporation of Nubian stylistic features such as the cap-crown, which was adorned with two uraei, symbolising combined ruling of Egypt and Nubia. [15:  Robins, G. (2014) ‘Gender and Sexuality’, pg. 122]  [16:  Robins, G. (2014) ‘Gender and Sexuality’, pg. 122]  [17:  Lacovara, P. (2014) ‘The Art and Architecture of Kushite Nubia’, pg. 449] 

Within the antechamber, imagery corresponds with Egyptian beliefs of the afterlife. Isis, sister, and wife of Osiris, a protector, mourner, (and a deity who sustained the deceased) is represented alongside Nephthys, sister of Osiris, and preserver/nurse of the deceased. Nephthys was the guardian of the ‘Four Sons of Horus’[footnoteRef:18], Imseti, Duamutef, Qebesenuef and Hapy. In the form of canopic jars, they were responsible for preserving the deceased’s internal organs, a central part of the mummification process.[footnoteRef:19]  The sisters of Osiris guard the entrance to the tomb of Tanutamon, in their role to watch over his body, as they did the reconstructed body of Osiris before resurrection. Clear Nubian and Egyptian syncretism is visible through the representation of the ‘Four Sons of Horus’ who lead Tanutamon by hand into the tomb, welcoming a belief system, an individual - aptly described as a symbol of ‘royal introduction’.[footnoteRef:20] The scenes depicting interaction between the king and surrounding deities are “repositories of potent magic”[footnoteRef:21], reinforcing the notion of divinely bestowed success and longevity upon the rulers. [18:  Wilkinson, R.H. (2017) ‘The Complete Gods and Godesses of Egypt’ pg. 159-60 ]  [19:   https://www.egypt.swan.ac.uk/the-collection-2/the-collection/canopic-jars/ [Date Accessed: 20/9/21]]  [20:  https://osirisnet.net/tombes/soudan/tanoutamon/e_tanoutamon_01.htm [Date Accessed: 21/9/21] ]  [21:  Ikram, S. (2015) ‘Death and Burial in Ancient Egypt’ pg. 177] 
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King Tanutamon (664 – 653 BC) displayed wearing an Egyptian shendjyt ‘kilt’, whilst wearing the Nubian cap-crown. He may be holding the mekes staff, synonymous with pharaonic power. [Kerma Museum, Sudan – Author: Matthias Gehricke[footnoteRef:22]]                                                                                                                          [22:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tantamani#/media/File:Tanotamun_statue_in_Kerma_Museum.jpg [Date Accessed: 20/9/21]] 

Tanutamon is depicted wearing a golden diadem adorned with the double uraei. Around his neck is an image of a ram, associated with Amun, “king of the gods”[footnoteRef:23], expressing devotion to the Egyptian god Nubian people had identified with and venerated. The site of Jebel Barkal (Dju-wa’ab – “Pure Mountain”)[footnoteRef:24], the birthplace of the Supreme Creator Amun, is approximately 17km away from El-Kurru. The sanctuary at Jebel Barkal was restored and extended (using Egyptian craftsman and sculptors) by those later buried within the El-Kurru necropolis[footnoteRef:25], leaving no doubt that there were clear signs of “Egyptianization” in Nubian ideology.  [23:  Wilkinson, R.H. (2017) ‘The Complete Gods and Godesses of Egypt’ pg. 94]  [24:  Kendall, T. and Ahmed Mohamed, El-H. (2020) ‘Jebel Barkal: “Karnak” of Kush’ pg. 450]  [25:   Török, L. (2008) ‘Between Two Worlds: The Frontier Region between Ancient Nubia and Egypt, 3700 BC – AD 500’ pg. 463] 

Above the doorway to the funerary chamber is a barque which carries the rising sun, surrounded by worshipping baboons. The article author(s) asserts the significance of this depiction; Tanutamon will replicate the journey of the sun in eternity. Tanutamon ‘passes’ through the entrance; rising in the morning (like the sun) to return each evening (also represented by the night scene on the ceiling), in accordance with the setting sun. In this he becomes equated with Osiris, and his existence immortalised.[footnoteRef:26] Here, there is a continuation of ma’at (stability), a cyclical, immutable process, applicable to life and death – creating a fastness in this world and the next. Stasis (ma’at) was central to Egyptian beliefs[footnoteRef:27], repeated in tomb scenes throughout Egypt’s history, often in more explicit forms (i.e. hunting and killing animals, or taming a chaotic force[footnoteRef:28]). [26:  Taylor, J.H. (2010) ‘Journey Through the Afterlife: A Guide to the Egyptian Book of the Dead’ pg. 238]  [27:  David, R. (2002) ‘Religion and Magic in Ancient Egypt’ pg. 83]  [28:  Ikram, S. (2015) ‘Death and Burial in Ancient Egypt’ pg. 172] 

The Book of the Dead’s influence is visible on wall decoration inspired by chapters 27, 28 and 30.[footnoteRef:29] Hieroglyphic text on the south wall alludes to Tanutamon’s existence in the hereafter, unencumbered by embarrassment. Either side of the funerary catafalque, funerary genii supplement the concept of eternal life and protection in holding the was-sceptre and the ankh. The was-sceptre ensured the well-being of the deceased[footnoteRef:30], supported by the ankh, replicating the gods’ life-giving power, and renewing the life of Tanutamon by offering the ankh to him.[footnoteRef:31] The proximity to the ‘mummy’ of Tanutamon emphasises the extent to which they wished to uphold Tanutamon’s presence in the afterlife. Spell 30A is also seen, which sought to prevent the heart being driven away in the underworld, as the heart became an allegory for human conscience (and could resurrect the dead)[footnoteRef:32], and was vital for the individual’s continued existence. [29:  https://osirisnet.net/tombes/soudan/tanoutamon/e_tanoutamon_01.htm [Date Accessed: 22/9/21]]  [30:  http://www.globalegyptianmuseum.org/glossary.aspx?id=397 [Date Accessed: 22/9/21]]  [31:  Tobin, V.A. (1989) ‘Theological Principles of Egyptian Religion’ pg. 197-198, 206-208 ]  [32:  De Sousa, R.F (2007) ‘The Heart Amulet in Ancient Egypt: A Typological Study’ pg. 720 ] 

“Homage to thee, O my heart! Homage to you, O my reins! Homage to you, O ye gods who dwell in the divine clouds, and who are exalted (or holy) by reason of your sceptres!” [footnoteRef:33]   [33:  Wallis-Budge, E.A and Romer, J. (2008) ‘The Egyptian Book of the Dead: Penguin Classics Edition’ pg. 148] 

Reference to the Osirian myth in this tomb is prevalent, with inscriptions attesting to the birth, death and resurrection of Osiris, a desired process for the deceased. Texts state Tanutamon shall walk uninterrupted in ‘the world beyond’, and so Isis will give the ‘vital breath’ allowing him to breathe in the afterlife, solidifying his eternal existence. The west wall distinctly represents Tanutamon’s passage to the afterlife. Tanutamon kneels in worship before his heart (ib), and his ba-bird. The heart was considered the ‘functional centre’ of the individual, the loci of the mind and thusly the centre of intelligence[footnoteRef:34]. Therefore, it was integral for the individual’s heart to ‘survive’ to have an identity in the afterlife, to prolong ma’at, for fear of their heart being lost or consumed by Ammut, “Eater of Hearts”[footnoteRef:35] – and lost forever.  [34:  Taylor, J.H. (2010) ‘Journey Through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead’ pg. 17]  [35:  Hart, G. (2005) ‘The Routledge Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses’, page unknown] 

The ba-bird, a human headed bird, remained with its owner throughout life[footnoteRef:36], but upon death could travel freely by day, returning at night to reunite with the mummy, perhaps explaining its location opposite the entrance. This transcendental attribute, combined with a successful mummification, enabled individual immortalisation as ‘akh’, the ‘blessed dead’, an ability to dwell amongst their gods. Around the neck of the ba-bird is the djed-pillar, thought to represent the backbone of Osiris, synonymous with the idea of endurance and stability given to the owner[footnoteRef:37], and significant in becoming a “worthy spirit”[footnoteRef:38] in the Egyptian afterlife. In amuletic form, these were placed upon the mummy.  [36:  Taylor, J.H. (2010) ‘Journey Through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead’, pg. 17]  [37:  Kalloniatis, F. (2019) ‘The Egyptian Collection at Norwich Castle Museum: Catalogue and Essays’, pg. 137]  [38:  Von Dassow, E. (1998) ‘The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by Day - pl 32, spell 155’, pg. 75-94 ] 

With regards to material culture, the offering table of Tanutamon at Boston Museum (21.3232 – photo not available), enhances examples of Nubian adoption of Egyptian funerary practices. Offering tables emphasised communication with deceased ancestors/rulers (sustenance of the deceased’s spirits[footnoteRef:39]), with the pouring of libations (beer or wine), on a table outside of the burial place.[footnoteRef:40] Rock Graffiti found at the funerary temple of El-Kurru attests to the prevalence of this practice within the necropolis (Graffito T28, T29, and T30).[footnoteRef:41] [39:  Emberling, G. and Davis, S. (2019) ‘Graffiti as Devotion: Along the Nile and Beyond’, pg. 157  ]  [40:  https://exhibitions.kelsey.lsa.umich.edu/graffiti-el-kurru/religion.php#re [Date Accessed: 24/9/21]]  [41:  Emberling, G. and Davis, S. (2019) ‘Graffiti as Devotion: Along the Nile and Beyond’, pg. 157-158  ] 

To conclude, the tomb of Tanutamon may not have been finished, and has since suffered water-damage, but there remains definitive evidence for the incorporation of Egyptian ideology and ritual practices towards death and the afterlife in Nubia, through artistic representation and material culture found at the necropolis and nearby funerary temple. The reiteration of the Osirian myth and renewal, requisite to the belief in immortality, cannot be ignored and we see its prominence in this tomb (extensions of these ideas may have increased as decoration continued). Tanutamon is keen to assure his permanence, kneeling before his heart and the ba-bird. He is welcomed by the Four Sons of Horus and will be guarded by the Two Sisters of Osiris, Isis, and Nephthys. He is not excluded, but actively encouraged to be amongst an aspect of the Egyptian pantheon of gods. Once again, the ideal of regeneration is consistent with the symbolism of the was-sceptre and the ankh. Moreover, the positioning of the stucco decoration in conjunction with the room shows that they intended to let Tanutamon ‘walk’ beyond the limits of his tomb, fully entrenching his surroundings in a world beyond. 
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