Ancient Lives in Death: The Material Culture of Death – Laura Singleton
Introduction:
Tomb TT99 is a key example of what the tombs of the deceased can tell us about their lives and their expectations of what comes after death. Senneferi, the resident of this tomb, shows us about the lives of those during his time through the architecture of his tomb and the objects that are found within.
The Tomb and its finds:
[image: ]The tomb has two main rooms, the rear room to the Northwest and the front room to the Southeast. The two main rooms are connected by a passage; the rear room has five shafts while the front room has potentially only one shaft. There is also a courtyard outside the front room that contains three shafts and may contain the remains of walls towards the east end of the tomb.[footnoteRef:1] Within the Burial Chamber, certain burial objects were found. These items include things such as food containers, papyri, both inscribed and uninscribed Shabtis, and stelae, though the shabtis are from a different burial to Senneferi.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  ‘The Elements of TT99’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/architecture/plan.html> [accessed 9 March 2026].]  [2:  ‘Finds from TT99’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds.html> [accessed 9 March 2026].] 


The Architecture of the Tomb:
The tomb contains many rooms, such as the rear room and the front room. There are a total of five definitive shafts and the potential for another three throughout the tomb complex. Theban tombs generally have three levels: the upper level, the middle level and the Lower level. The upper level generally consisted of a niche or superstructure and represented the realm of the sun god, Ra.[footnoteRef:3] TT99 contains a roughly built niche, it is quite small with a height of approximately 0.5m and with its longest width of 0.45m at the top.[footnoteRef:4] Comparing this to the superstructures of the Pyramids of the Ramesside period clearly shows that this niche was quite modest when looking at other superstructures. Although, the Ramesside Period took place in the 19th (1292-1190 BCE) and 20th Dynasties(1190-1075 BCE) while Senneferi was buried within Tomb TT9[image: ]9 in the 18th Dynasty (1539-1292 BCE) and therefore these superstructures may have not been popularised by this point in time.[footnoteRef:5] However, while the Ramesside pyramids may have not been popularised by the 18th Dynasty, there was the Great Pyramid built in the 4th Dynasty by Pharaoh Khufu.[footnoteRef:6] The 4th Dynasty was between 2625 BCE and 2500 BCE during the Old Kingdom of Egypt and therefore was over 1000 years before the 18th Dynasty when Senneferi was buried. It would be clear to say that the ancient Egyptians did have superstructures before the death of Senneferi that could have been placed atop the tomb, however Tomb TT99 merely has a niche. This may suggest that Senneferi was not an overtly wealthy man, or perhaps merely a modest man.  [3:  ‘Schematic Diagram of TT99’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/architecture/schematic.html> [accessed 16 March 2026].]  [4:  ‘Facade and Superstructure’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/architecture/super.html> [accessed 16 March 2026].]  [5:  ‘Timeline of Ancient Egypt - Institute of Egyptian Art & Archaeology’, n.d. <https://www.memphis.edu/egypt/resources/timeline.php> [accessed 16 March 2026].]  [6:  ‘Great Pyramid | History | Research Starters | EBSCO Research’, EBSCO, n.d. <https://www.ebsco.com> [accessed 16 March 2026].] 
Figure 1 Plan diagram of TT99, Strudwick (2017)
Figure 2 Reconstruction of tomb, Kampp (1996)


The Finds of the Tomb:
	Papyri:
[image: ]Within Tomb TT99, many burial objects were found. Discussed here are the papyri, inscribed and uninscribed Shabtis, and stelae. Briefly, many fragment pieces of Papyri were found within TT99, potentially from three different papyri but all containing the name of Senneferi according to Dr Irmtraut Munro.[footnoteRef:7] The papyri are believed to contain spells from the book of the dead, Lucarelli states that “The main, explicit function of this corpus was the protection of the deceased after death and during her/his journey in the regions of the Duat, the ancient Egyptian netherworld”[footnoteRef:8] The Book of the Dead and the funerary texts were of great importance to the Ancient Egyptians, just as Lucarelli states. Senneferi would have wanted to be buried surrounded by the Book of the Dead in order to ensure his life in the afterlife. This is further suggested by the three different papyri containing funerary texts. Not only did he have the three different papyri, but he also had a linen shroud that contained Book of the Dead texts. Linen shrouds are no longer in use around the time of Thutmose III, which means that Senneferi was in a transitional period.[footnoteRef:9] The general starting date of the reign of Thutmose III is usually given as 1490 BCE, although some scholars believe it to be earlier in 1504 BCE, some scholars even believe that the beginning of Thutmose III’s reign could have been at any point between 1524 – 1457 BCE. Senneferi was most likely working during the reign of Thutmose III, potentially having begun his role during the reign of Hatshepsut, but this is under speculation by many scholars.[footnoteRef:10] If Senneferi was principally a part of Thutmose III’s reign, then it would make sense that he would have a decorated linen shroud, especially if he was also a part of the reign of Hatshepsut, he may have been a more traditional figure who was honouring the tradition of a linen shroud.  Papyrus is made from the Cyperus Papyrus plant and had been used in Ancient Egypt since the early third millennium BCE, with a blank scroll being found in Tomb 3035 (the early dynastic tomb of Hemaka).[footnoteRef:11] Clearly papyri have a long and important history to Ancient Egypt and this find within Tomb TT99 shows that it has continued on into the New Kingdom as well.  [7:  ‘19th Dynasty Papyri’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds/papyri_D18.html> [accessed 18 March 2026].]  [8:  Rita Lucarelli, ‘The Materiality of the Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead’, Maarav, 23.1 (2019), pp. 137–50 (p. 138), doi:10.1086/MAR201923108.]  [9:  ‘Mummy Shroud’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds/shrouds.html> [accessed 18 March 2026].]  [10:  Nigel Strudwick and others, ‘Senneferi, His Family and Related Monuments’, in The Tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99), ed. by Nigel Strudwick, 1st edn (Oxbow Books, 2016), pp. 8–36 (p. 17) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1kw2b9v.11> [accessed 18 March 2026].]  [11:  Paul T. Nicholson and Ian Shaw, Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology (Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 227.] 
Figure 3 Papyri Fragments, Strudwick (2017)

Stelae:
[image: ]	A stela was also found within Tomb TT99. Fragments were found throughout the tomb, with a fragment being found in Tomb TT29. A reconstruction of the potential Stela at Tomb TT99 can be found to the right, it is believed that it was a complex Stela, with an offering scene where Senneferi is waiting upon the King.[footnoteRef:12] Strudwick states that “At least 146 fragments of limestone stela have been identified from the excavations. Of these, 15% came from the Courtyard, and 83% from the shafts in the Courtyard, the majority from Shaft I”[footnoteRef:13] The Stela depicted here, that is thought to represent the Stela in Senneferi’s tomb, is a round topped Stela. Round topped Stela often represented the “curved roof of a vaulted chapel”[footnoteRef:14] Stela often “seem to touch every imaginable aspect of the civilisation that created them: not only religious beliefs and practices but also history and geography, kingship and administration, trade and industry, tradition and innovations, visual arts and literature.”[footnoteRef:15] Stela had a significant place within Ancient Egyptian culture. They reflected the life of the person buried and allowed their name and deeds to continue to the next life. The Ancient Egyptians believe the “Ideal was that in death people should be buried in a splendid and everlasting tomb that supplied a visible memorial to them”[footnoteRef:16] This clearly shows that the Ancient Egyptians believed in the need to continue their legacy after death as a way to immortalise them. [12:  ‘False Door and Stela’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds/fdstela.html> [accessed 19 March 2026].]  [13:  Nigel Strudwick and others, ‘The Decoration of the Chapel’, in The Tomb of Pharaoh’s Chancellor Senneferi at Thebes (TT99), ed. by Nigel Strudwick, 1st edn (Oxbow Books, 2016), pp. 84–160 (p. 107) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1kw2b9v.14> [accessed 19 March 2026].]  [14:  Kei Yamamoto and others, ‘The Art of the Stela An Appeal to the Living’, in Ancient Egypt Transformed: The Middle Kingdom (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2015), pp. 33–37 (p. 33).]  [15:  Yamamoto and others, ‘The Art of the Stela An Appeal to the Living’, p. 33.]  [16:  ‘Burial and the Dead in Ancient Egyptian Society’, n.d., p. 6, doi:10.1177/1469605302002001595.] 
Figure 4 Stela reconstruction, Strudwick (2017)

	Inscribed and Uninscribed Shabtis:
[image: ]Also found within tomb TT99 were Inscribed and uninscribed Shabtis that originated in the Third Intermediate Period.[footnoteRef:17] The Third Intermediate Period consisted of Dynasties 21 to 25, ranging from 1075 to 656 BCE.[footnoteRef:18] To begin, the tomb was clearly reused for other burials after Senneferi, as Senneferi was buried during the New Kingdom, many centuries before the start of the Third Intermediate Period which these objects are dated to. Firstly, only one set of inscribed shabtis were found within the tomb, bearing the name of Neshathor.[footnoteRef:19] There is the potential that more inscribed shabtis were in Tomb TT99, as the shabtis were made of fired silt which is not a sturdy material and is prone to breaking.[footnoteRef:20] “A shabti represented the deceased, functioning as a vehicle for the ka-soul in order to receive offerings. And a shabti substituted the deceased, functioning as a servant involved in food production”[footnoteRef:21] Shabtis were therefore important to the afterlife of the person they served and were meant to make the afterlife easier for the deceased. Several examples of uninscribed shabtis were also found in Tomb TT99, these were generally quite small and were of a poor quality, probably due to the mass production of them in the Third Intermediate Period.[footnoteRef:22] [17:  ‘Timeline of Ancient Egypt - Institute of Egyptian Art & Archaeology’.]  [18:  ‘Timeline of Ancient Egypt - Institute of Egyptian Art & Archaeology’.]  [19:  ‘Inscribed Shabtis’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds/shabtis.html> [accessed 9 March 2026].]  [20:  ‘Inscribed Shabtis’.]  [21:  Henk Milde, ‘Shabtis’, UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, 1.1 (2012), p. 2 <https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6cx744kk> [accessed 19 March 2026].]  [22:  ‘Small Uninscribed Shabtis’, n.d. <https://tt99.fitz.ms/finds/shabti1.html> [accessed 9 March 2026].] 
Figure 5 Inscribed Shabti, Strudwick (2017)


What this says about the person buried:
	Papyri:
	As with many finds in Tomb TT99 and all Ancient Egyptian Tombs, the objects found within aim to serve the deceased in the afterlife. The Papyri do this in a number of ways. Firstly, they recite the Book of the Dead and bring the rites into existence by having them written. This therefore allows the deceased to pass judgement and enter the afterlife.[footnoteRef:23] The Papyri also serve the purpose of continuing the name of Senneferi, in order to continue the memory of him and keep him alive in the eyes of Egypt. The combination of both the papyri and the linen shroud containing verses from the Book of the Dead could suggest that Senneferi was a very traditional man who was attempting to ensure is acceptance into the afterlife in multiple ways instead of merely relying upon either the papyri or the shroud. [23:  Agai Matthew Jock and Kinya Nelson Kingsley, ‘Judgment and Afterlife in Ancient Egypt: The Principle of Ma’at, Osirian Tradition, and the Comparative Context of Eternal Punishment’, Journal of Contemporary Rituals and Traditions, 3.1 (2025), pp. 39–58, doi:10.15575/jcrt.718.] 

	Stelae:
	The Stelae also serve the purpose of continuing Senneferi’s legacy in the form of his name. It contains his name and depictions of him serving the King so as to preserve the memory of him and his duties within the court. It also serves to protect the memory of his work and the importance of his role and the close proximity that he held with the King. This may suggest that he was proud of his work in service of the King, and by extension all of Egypt. Stela are also usually found in close proximity to false doors which may suggest his further desire to be granted access to the afterlife and to be able to return to the mortal plane through the false door.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Junko Takenoshota, When the Living Met the Dead: The Social Functions of False Doors in Non-Royal Funerary Culture with References to Examples from the First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom, n.d.] 

	Inscribed and Uninscribed Shabtis:
	Both the inscribed and uninscribed shabtis are from a burial many centuries after the burial of Senneferi. The Shabtis themselves may suggest that the owner of them was of a high status who could afford a vast number of servants. If we assume that Neshathor was the owner of at least a few of the uninscribed shabtis as well as the inscribed shabtis that bear his name, then we can assume that eh was quite powerful and wished to continue the amount of service that he enjoyed during life into the afterlife. However, if we also look at the fact that Neshathor was buried many years after Senneferi, it could suggest that both Senneferi and Neshathor were not overly important to the Ancient Egyptian people. If Senneferi’s tomb could be reused, then he was not important enough to retain a tomb to himself. If Neshathor was reusing an old tomb, then he was not wealthy or powerful enough to have a tomb built for himself. 

	Architecture:
	As stated before, the architecture of Tomb TT99 could suggest that Senneferi was a modest man. The tomb does not have a great superstructure; it only has a niche. In comparison with the superstructures such as the pyramids, it makes tomb TT99 seem a much smaller tomb, for someone who was less important. This obviously is the case, as Senneferi was a chancellor and not a King himself. 

Conclusion:
	To conclude, the tomb of Senneferi holds many interesting artifacts in an interesting building. It suggests that he is a modest, proud man who was perhaps not as important as he would have wished. 
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