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Ancient Lives in Death.                                                          


‘’Choose one tomb from Osirisnet, and explore how the tomb, in its architectural setup, decoration and material culture offer us an insight into the views of Ancient Egyptians on death and the afterlife.’’  

                                The Material Culture of Death: The Tomb of Ankhtifi.




















Introduction.

Ancient tombs with elaborate decoration, ritualistically placed grave-goods and captivating mummies are often amongst the first images to come to mind when discussing Ancient Egypt, providing us a window into the distant past. This is only fitting as we know that death was incredibly important to the Ancient Egyptians who had a sophisticated and intricate ideology surrounding death and the afterlife. However, not all tombs are created equally, and time has been less forgiving to some than others. One such tomb is that of the Nomarch Ankhtifi whose tomb, despite lacking the scale and luxury of the royal tombs of the Pharaohs, still has much to tell us about the Egyptians’ views on death and beyond, particularly during a time of turbulence and change. This tomb captures the evolving attitudes of this time, illuminating some of the complicated political events that took place during his life (Mariais, 2014). 

Background and Context: 

Ankhtifi lived during what is known as The First Intermediate Period after the fall of Egypt’s Old Kingdom, with most scholars placing him in the 9th Dynasty, though it is possible that he lived earlier than this (Van De Mieroop, 2011). This period in Egypt’s history is known for political chaos, conflict and famine, with great change being an inevitable counterpart. Prior to this period, when Egypt was united, it’s Pharaohs ruled with absolute power, equal to the Gods themselves and rivalled by no one however in Ankhtifi’s time, royal power was in decline. 

Egypt had become divided into regions (or nomes) each influenced by local tradition and essentially ruled by provincial lords or ‘Nomarchs’, such as Ankhtifi himself. Under the Herakleopolitan Dynasty around 2100 B.C., Ankhtifi exercised power in the South of Upper Egypt (Mariais, 2014) as Nomarch of Hierakonopolis and Edfu, and his tomb captures the high status and power Nomarchs held.

                                                   Analysis of Ankhtifi’s Tomb.  
[image: (1) ''Rock-Cut Tombs at El-Mo'alla'' (Roland Unger)
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As seen in ‘Figure 2’, the tomb itself was cut into a rock peak, a location which was most likely ‘’chosen because of its pyramidal shape, in spite of the bad quality of the rock’’ (Mariais, 2014). The decision to be immortalised in such a location was likely led by a desire to display a semi-royal status in death (and subsequently the afterlife) as the tombs’ shape acts as an imitation of the great pyramids of the all-powerful Pharaohs of the Old Kingdom, and without the time, finance and labour it would cost to construct such a structure. However, it is telling that Ankhtifi chose this location for his final resting place despite the poor quality of the rock, as it potentially reveals different priorities to that of the Pharaohs themselves. Pharaohs desired to be eternal, their physical bodies elaborately preserved, their visages proudly displayed inside their tombs, protected from time itself by thick stone walls, whereas Ankhtifi seemingly sacrificed the longevity that Pharaohs sought, in favour of prioritising the symbolic merits of being buried here. Perhaps this more immediate gratification of he and his family being recognised as high-status upon their deaths meant more to him than the concept of long-lasting preservation which had been so important to the royalty of the Old Kingdom. ‘’One may think that Ankhtifi had the desire to establish a real dynasty’’ (Mariais, 2014) though this ambition would never come to fruition. Beyond the rock-peaks’ shape, it’s scale would also have no doubt been important to Ankhtifi. The grand scale of such a landmark makes it unmissable, and for ancient Egyptians, size was an important indicator of status. Of the several tombs at the locations’ necropolis (belonging to relatives as well as other officials also buried here) Ankhtifi’s tomb is by far the biggest (Mariais, 2014) further emphasizing his individual importance and status. 

Whilst Ankhtifi’s tomb seemingly lacked many lavish grave-goods usually present in the tombs of rulers and elites, the tomb walls are decorated with many narratives in the form of paintings and bas-reliefs, all of which pertain to Anktifi’s family life, and personal triumphs. Furthermore, whilst much of the imagery in question is damaged or poorly preserved, Anktifi ensured his identity and achievements would be long-maintained in the form of an extensive and proud autobiography, carved into the pillars of his burial chamber. This detail may once again suggest different priorities than those of the great Pharaohs of passed times. Whilst a great number of tombs of the sacred dead contained grave-goods seemingly selected to ‘’satisfy the needs of earthly existence as projected into the afterlife’’ (Naser, 2013) an intention further executed by the inclusion of depictions of offerings to the dead, Ankhtifi’s tomb seems to be more concerned with commemoration and narrative than the more practical facets of an Egyptian tomb (such as the feeding of the ‘’dead’’ to sustain them in the ‘afterlife’, their second phase of life). 

Texts and images within the tomb primarily serve the very clear purpose of cementing Ankhtifi’s status as an important, unique and highly impressive individual, boasting his accomplishments and emphasizing his successes, depicting him as a saviour of the people during times of struggle and uncertainty- a role that in previous times would have been exclusively held by the Pharaoh, to whom all credit for such deeds was due. However, during the First Intermediate Period, Nomarchs and other officials were able to begin receiving recognition for their deeds, due to the dissipation of royal power and each separate nome’s reliance on their local authority. Among the responsibilities Nomarchs had, these ‘’local officials were needed to organise agriculture, as the complex state bureaucracy was incapable of micromanaging the new processes of irrigation’’ (Van De Mieroop, 2011, p86) supported by Ankhtifi’s emphasis on the role he played in feeding the people, portrayed on the tomb walls by many images of agriculture, such as donkeys loaded with sheaves of corn (Mariais, 2014) as well as in further detail on the 4th pillar of the chamber, describing ‘the great famine’, during which Anhktifi claims to have been instrumental to the nome’s survival, whilst others died of hunger, ‘’forced to eat their own children’’ (Mariais, 2014). 
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‘’Traditionally, Egyptian Society had been built on the belief in the divine power of its Kings. Without this belief the Pyramid Age would have never been possible, but now in its time of need, Egypt’s Kings seemed increasingly powerless in the face of natural disaster.’’  

- Joann Fletcher, (2016) ‘’Immortal Egypt: Chaos.’’



Ankhtifi clearly felt that his humanitarian deeds were of great importance, perhaps because such responsibilities were usually seen as God-given roles, once viewed as exclusive for the Pharaohs, thus he further aligns himself with royalty and stresses his moral value to the Gods. In his autobiography on the tombs’ pillars, Ankhtify relates how the god Horus made him governor of the Edfu nome (a position he took when he extended his power beyond Hierakonopolis) to bring order to the region (Van De Mieroop, 2011, p87). 


Pride in such accomplishments no doubt made the Nomarch comfortable stating: 

    ‘’I was the vanguard and the reargaurd of mankind, since nobody like me has existed nor 
   will he exist; nobody like me has been born nor will he be born. I have surpassed the feats 
   of  my ancestors and those who come after me will not be able to equal me in any of    
   my feats for a million years.’’  

                                                                                                        - (Translated) Seidlmayer, S (2000) p128-9. 


Such ‘’arrogance’’ would be unheard of in Old Kingdom times when only Pharaohs could boast such importance that the land depended on them this way (Van De Mieroop, 2011) and it’s clear that Ankhtifi did not lack pride or confidence moving in to the next stage of existence. This egotistical boasting and self-certainty is certainly in line with the attitude of confident Kings, as ancient Egyptians viewed their Pharaohs and Gods as equals, as can be observed in many artworks depicting fallen Pharaohs besides Gods in the afterlife. In any case, it is arguable that Ankhtifi’s tomb indicates that the opinions of the Gods themselves meant far more to him than that of the living, ruling Pharaoh who he essentially places beneath him in his statements. Evidence further supporting this notion includes the fact that throughout his tomb, Ankhtifi mentions the King Neferkara only once: a marginal reference, reducing him to a ‘’royal footnote’’ (Fletcher, 2016). 

Additionally, Ankhtifi also ensures that his tomb boasts his military prowess. The company of archers of Ankhtifi is often mentioned in his autobiography (Mariais, 2014) and this parade of archers can be seen displayed on the Eastern wall of the chamber, a group comprised of both Egyptians and Nubians, all standing in support of him in his resting place, a rare depiction during this period.  

Interestingly, for all his boasting of great deeds and accomplishments, Ankhtifi also feels the need to emphasise his honesty, insistent that he is not lying ‘’as a function of the necropolis’’ (words taken from the autobiography within the tomb) this ‘’need for justification indicates a loss of credibility of the autobiographic speech, coinciding with the crisis of the royal institutions of the time period’’ suggests Mariais (2014) meaning that perhaps it was widely suspected that the elites would lie in their tombs in order to elevate themselves higher than they deserved, possibly making false claims of grandeur of which Ankhtifi ensures us he is not. One can imagine that if the Gods were to see that you had lied to them about your deeds in life, they would ensure you did not progress to the ‘after’-life, and you would cease to exist: a true death (as described in the Book of the Dead, an important funerary text.)

Outside of listing his important titles, humanitarian deeds, military triumphs and desirable personal qualities, Ankhtifi’s tomb also gives us a glimpse at his family life, depicting his sons, daughters and wife, all named by inscription in their visual representations despite a lack of their mention in his autobiographical engravings. Ankhtify can be seen with his family in scenes depicting a funerary meal that includes the active butchery of a beast, a harpist amongst other musicians and a hairdresser, all of whom are acting as servants to the Nomarch and his family, not dissimilar from the depictions seen in royal tombs. Through these depictions of luxury, Anhktifi may have been ensuring the continuation of comfort in the next life or displaying the privileges he enjoyed during his life (perhaps even both). 
In many of the group depictions including Ankhtifi, he is shown in heroic size, again using scale to emphasize importance and priority (often used in depictions of Pharaohs or Gods) and when not portrayed in heroic size, he is still usually the largest figure in each scene. In the scene of the funerary meal, a male suspected to one of his sons is the second largest figure (bigger than any of the other secondary characters depicted) and so it can be inferred that this is a depiction of Ankhtifi’s eldest son, his primary successor. As previously mentioned, it is though Ankhtifi desired to begin his own real dynasty, which would be why his eldest son’s tomb is the second biggest of the tombs at the necropolis. There is evidence to suggest that during this period of near provincial independence and unruliness, Nomarchs and other provincial officials would even fail to ‘’obtain their appointments from the king, instead passing their offices on to their sons’’ (Van De Mieroop, 2011, p80) which further supports the possibility that Ankhtifi was performing as if in his very own royal lineage. 
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   Image taken from Ankhtifi’s tomb – Osirisnet.com
   Figure 1: 'Rock-cut tombs at El-Mo'alla'.
   Figure 2: The rock-cut tombs’ pyramid likeness.
 Figure 3: ‘harvest donkeys’ carrying corn beneath a parade of archers on the Eastern wall of the tomb.
















Conclusions: 

In many senses, Ankhtifi’s tomb, (though not as regal or well-preserved as some) is remarkably unorthodox in its sheer unapologetic pride and self-confidence. It’s a reflection of a time in which funerary practices once solely performed by and for royalty, were extending to other members of the elite, as wealth and status became more widely distributed in this social class. The tomb also shows a shift in the appreciation of the people, and the growing reputations of local officials who with their responsibilities and achievements could boast to the Gods of their status and personal merit, equating themselves with the Pharaohs who they knew would receive the best of treatment in the ‘after’-life. Personal-pursuit and self-elevation went unchallenged, and individuals like Ankhtifi were able to approach the afterlife with anticipation, sure to be rewarded for the deeds of which they boasted. Whilst the ceiling of the rock-cut tomb has in places, collapsed, and the images on the wall are largely mutilated or worn away, Anktifi’s name and deeds live on in his proud autobiography, immortalising his worth as ‘’leader of the mountainous regions’’, ‘’leader of the prophets’’, ‘’great chief…’’ (Mariais, 2014) and as the name ‘’Ankhtifi’’ means: ‘’the one who will live’’.  
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