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ABSTRACT
This report outlines the research work undertaken by the recipient of the DAI Re-
search Scholarship (also known as the »Luxor Scholarship«) at the German House in 
Qurna (Egypt) between October and December 2024. The author investigated the 
social value and symbolism of specific funerary objects known as »mummy nets«, 
which Egyptologists believe made their first appearance at the beginning of the 
1st millennium BC in Upper Egypt. The outcome of this inquiry is three-fold. First, 
mummy nets were employed in different media, though in identical contexts, since 
the Second Intermediate Period. Second, mummy nets in the Late Period were not 
assigned indiscriminately to the vast majority of those who were mummified and 
buried in decorated coffins, but were assigned to selected individuals. Third, further 
investigation of the identity of those who were buried with mummy nets could shed 
light on the symbolism and purpose of these otherwise mysterious objects.
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Introduction: What Are Mummy Nets and Why Are 
They Difficult to Assess? 
1	 The term »mummy net« is used in Egyptology to identify objects made of 
yarn and faience beads assembled to look like nets and laid on top of mummies be-
fore they were placed inside their coffins and buried, starting from the 25th Dynasty 
(747–656 BC)1. Decorative elements were usually added to mummy nets, either in 
the form of amulets (Fig. 1), or as decorations made of beadwork (Fig. 2). Few scho-
lars have attempted to investigate the symbolism and meaning of these objects2. A 
thorough assessment of these objects is indeed made difficult by the fact that few 

1	 Aston 2009, 293.
2	 For a cross-cultural perspective on mummy nets see Arnst 2004. For a typological assessment of 

mummy nets from Late Period Egypt see Silvano 1980.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
Der vorliegende Bericht gibt einen Überblick über die Forschungsarbeit, die die Sti-
pendiatin des DAI Forschungsstipendiums der Abteilung Kairo (auch bekannt als 
»Luxor-Stipendium«) zwischen Oktober und Dezember 2024 im Deutschen Haus 
in Qurna (Ägypten) durchgeführt hat. Die Autorin untersuchte den sozialen Wert 
und die Symbolik bestimmter Grabbeigaben, die als »Mumiennetze« bekannt sind 
und von denen Ägyptologen annehmen, dass sie erstmals zu Beginn des 1. Jahr-
tausends v. Chr. in Oberägypten auftauchten. Die Ergebnisse dieser Untersuchung 
lassen sich in drei Teile unterteilen. Erstens wurden Mumiennetze seit der Zwei-
ten Zwischenzeit in verschiedenen Medien, jedoch in identischen Kontexten, verwen-
det. Zweitens wurden Mumiennetze in der Spätzeit nicht wahllos der großen Mehr-
heit der Mumifizierten und in verzierten Särgen Bestatteten zugeordnet, sondern 
ausgewählten Personen. Drittens könnte eine weitere Untersuchung der Identität 
derjenigen, die mit Mumiennetzen bestattet wurden, Aufschluss über die Symbolik 
und den Zweck dieser ansonsten rätselhaften Objekte geben.

SCHLAGWORTE
Eisenzeit, Fayence, Afrikanische Archäologie, Ägyptologie

Fig. 1: Museo Egizio, Torino 
(Italy). S. 05291: Mummy net 
decorated with faience 
amulets retrieved from 
tombs QV 43 and QV 44 
by Ernesto Schiaparelli and 
Francesco Ballerini in 1903
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of the extant examples have their original yarn preserved and the ones that do are 
in a fragmentary state of conservation. In addition, few of the extant examples are 
published and, among those, very few come from a secure archaeological context. 
Therefore, issues of provenance, preservation and documentation make it difficult 
to assess the symbolism and value of mummy nets in ancient Egyptian society.

Old Material and New Research 
2	 Given the issues presented above, the unpublished set of mummy nets 
retrieved by Ernesto Schiaparelli and Francesco Ballerini at the beginning of the 
20th century in the Valley of the Queens (QV 43 and QV 44) provides a valuable 
source of information about the social value of mummy nets. This is the largest 
set of extant mummy nets with original yarn preserved from a known and docu-
mented archaeological context. The whole set is now stored at the Museo Egizio in 
Turin (Italy) and will be the topic of this author’s forthcoming monograph, which 
will include the results of the research work undertaken as an M.Phil. student at 
the University of Oxford, and as a Luxor Scholar at the German House in Qurna 
(Egypt), where she focused on an assessment of the symbolism and socio-cultural 
context in which mummy nets were used. As a result of this work, the author was 
able to challenge the assumption that the introduction of mummy nets was an 
innovation found in elite burials of the 25th Dynasty (747–656 BC) and beyond.

Mummy Nets Were Not an Innovation of the 
25th Dynasty

3	 While mummy nets as three-dimensional objects have thus far only 
been found in burials dated to the Late Period (664–332 BC) and later, they had 
been painted on coffins since the Second Intermediate Period (c. 1650–1550), 
and were seemingly treated in much the same way as their counterparts of the 
Late Period. In his monograph on rishi coffins, Gianluca Miniaci explains that the  

Fig. 2: Museo Egizio, Torino (Italy). S. 05290: Upper part of a mummy net with beadwork decorations 
retrieved from tombs QV 43 and QV 44 by Ernesto Schiaparelli and Francesco Ballerini in 1903

https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2410811
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2097212
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2309807
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2101716
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2042786
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decorative scheme on this kind of coffin from the Second Intermediate Period is 
a two-dimensional rendition of a layered structure, the outermost layer of which 
would be the body and wings of a bird that is virtually embracing the body of the 
deceased3. In a few cases, a bead net decoration that looks like a mummy net is vi-
sible just below the bird’s feathers on the coffin’s footboard, virtually occupying the 
space in between the bird’s body and the mummified body of the deceased. There-
fore, the bead nets that were painted on rishi coffins were virtually placed on top 
of the mummified body of the deceased, much like mummy nets in the Late Period. 
Although the reason for applying a bead net pattern on some rishi coffins remains 
unclear, the location of this pattern within the decorative scheme suggests that at 
least the idea of mummy nets already existed in the Second Intermediate Period.
4	 A similar use of painted mummy nets can be found in coffin sets of the 
Third Intermediate Period (1069–664 BC). After a break during the New Kingdom, 
mummy nets make their appearance in the archaeological record again in coffin 
sets of the Third Intermediate Period. As with coffins of the Second Intermediate 
Period, the painted bead net pattern occupies the mummy board, which is physi-
cally the innermost layer of a coffin set, placed directly on top of the mummified 
body. The consistency seen in the placement of bead net patterns within the deco-
rative scheme of individual coffins in the Second Intermediate Period and coffin 
sets in the Third Intermediate Period suggests that these were precursors of the 
three-dimensional mummy nets that were later introduced in funerary practices 
of the Late Period.
5	 Finally, the equivalence that has been established between painted bead-
work patterns in different periods of Egyptian history has enabled a more detailed 
diachronic assessment, which might inform our understanding of three-dimensio
nal mummy nets in the Late Period. A preliminary analysis of the distribution of 
bead net patterns in burials of the Second Intermediate Period and the Third Inter-
mediate Period shows remarkable consistency. Among the 119 rishi coffins assessed 
by Miniaci, only three display this decorative pattern4, and 14 mummy boards out 
of over 400 coffin sets assessed by Andrzej Niwiński had a bead net painted on 

3	 Miniaci 2011, 36.
4	 Miniaci (2011, 212–213. 230–231. 314) identified three instances of such decorative pattern, but there is 

certainly at least one more instance on display at the Luxor Museum, the owner of which is unknown.

them5. Thus, in both periods of Egyptian history, bidimensional mummy nets were 
applied in approximately three cases out of 100. It seems reasonable to infer that 
the application of this pattern in burials before the Late Period was contingent on 
very specific conditions, which are currently unknown. However, the limited use 
of painted mummy nets in earlier periods is instrumental to our understanding of 
the use of three-dimensional mummy nets in the Late Period.

Mummy Nets Were Not for Everybody 
6	 Mummy nets became so ubiquitous at the beginning of the Late Period 
that Egyptologists have assumed that these objects were a new, common feature of 
high status burials. A closer look at the evidence suggests that this was not the case. 
The paper presented by Anna Consonni and Tommaso Quirino at the conference 
held in Luxor »Thebes in the First Millennium BC« in November 2024, showed 
how three burials dated to the beginning of the Late Period and located near the 
Ramesseum showed three completely different treatments of the bodies of the 
deceased: one belonged to a woman of high status, and included four finely crafted 
canopic jars, but no mummy net; the identity of the owner of the second one is 
unknown, but included a mummy net and no canopic jars; the third belonged 
to an individual who was not even embalmed. Therefore, while the location of 
the three burials next to the Ramesseum suggests that all the people buried there 
would share the same status, and would therefore be treated in a similar fashion, 
the extant evidence shows that this was not the case.
7	 More specifically, evidence shows that mummy nets were employed 
only in specific circumstances, which do not seem to be correlated with the 
status of the deceased. For example, mummy nets were not always present in 
burials of people who held the highest social positions. During a private tour of 
the South Asasif necropolis kindly given by Elena Pischikova to the author of this  
contribution, it became clear that Karabasken, who was Mayor of Thebes and 
Fourth Priest of Amun in the 25th Dynasty, and had his own temple-tomb built in 

5	 Niwiński 1988, 82.

https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2042869
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2107171
https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2042921
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the necropolis6, was probably not buried with a mummy net. However, some of 
the intrusive burials found inside the tomb of Karabasken himself and the neigh-
bouring tomb of the high official Karakhamun did include mummy nets7. This 
suggests that status and wealth alone did not entitle a person to being buried with 
a mummy net.
8	 Furthermore, the research work performed on the archaeological con-
text of the mummy nets found inside QV 43 and QV 44 by Schiaparelli and Ballerini 
revealed that, in some cases, being buried with a mummy net was considered more 
important than having a decorated coffin. Although the two tombs were plundered 
in antiquity and subsequently heavily damaged by floods and fire, it has been pos-
sible to roughly estimate the number of mummy nets that were originally present 
inside, on the basis of the number of faience scarabs that were retrieved (»more 
than 50«, according to Schiaparelli’s report)8. Considering that »over 90 coffins« 
were retrieved from QV 44 alone, of which only 42 were inscribed9, and a few of 
these were coffin sets10, it is highly probable that quite a few of the people buried 
in those tombs were not buried with a mummy net, although they belonged to the 
same family. Therefore, the inclusion of mummy nets in burials of the Late Period 
does not seem to be correlated with the idea of kinship, or with the use of decorated 
coffins.
9	 Unfortunately, poor preservation of the archaeological context makes 
it difficult to perform a detailed assessment of distribution of mummy nets in the 
Late Period. As mentioned above, the vast majority of mummy nets with a se-
cure provenance were retrieved from heavily disturbed contexts. Most burials 
were plundered in antiquity, when nets became detached from their mummies, 
and all the burial equipment was disassembled, thus making it impossible to  
reconstruct each individual assemblage, unless the objects had the name of their 
owner written on them. The fact that mummy nets never bore the name of the 

6	 See the blog post »Tomb of the Mayor of Thebes and Fourth Priest of Amun Karabasken (TT 391)« on 
the South Asasif Conservation Project blog.

7	 Pischikova 2021, 63–74.
8	 Schiaparelli 1924, 129.
9	 Schiaparelli 1924, 128.
10	 The sets of coffins that are now stored in the Museo Egizio have been reassembled by Edoardo Guzzon 

and will be published in his forthcoming monograph (Guzzon, forthcoming).

deceased makes it impossible to reassign each piece to its coffin, or to make a more 
detailed assessment of its owner’s identity, or draw inferences about who was 
entitled to a mummy net.
10	 However, given that three-dimensional mummy nets of the Late Period 
and bidimensional bead net patterns on mummy boards of the Third Intermediate 
Period seem to have carried a similar function within the funerary context, it is 
reasonable to use earlier evidence to fill in the gaps left in the archaeological re-
cord of the Late Period. Mummy boards of the Third Intermediate Period provide 
more information about their owners, as they tend to have the name and titles of 
the deceased written on them. This has enabled a preliminary assessment of the 
correlation between the identity of the deceased and the occurrence of the painted 
bead net pattern. Yet, from the data provided by Niwinski, there seems to be no 
correlation among the 14 mummy boards which display a bead net pattern, in 
terms of chronology, gender, or titles of the individuals to whom they belonged. 
This lack of correlation probably applies to the evidence from the Late Period as 
well. In conclusion, from the research work performed thus far, it seems clear that 
the inclusion of mummy nets in burials of the Late Period was not determined by 
social status, kinship, or gender of the deceased, and was, in some cases, consid
ered more important than having a decorated coffin. Therefore, it remains to be 
determined what the meaning of mummy nets was.

Preliminary Investigation of the Symbolism of 
Mummy Nets

11	 The scope of this investigation was originally limited to an assess-
ment of the potential correlation between the use of mummy nets in burials 
and »netting spells« in the Book of the Dead11, and »fishing and fowling« scenes 
in tomb decoration12. But it soon became clear that the symbolism of mummy 
nets probably has its roots in the Predynastic Period (4000–2686 BC), when  

11	 On netting spells see Bidoli 1976 and Lüscher 2024.
12	 On fishing and fowling scenes in Ancient Egyptian tomb paintings see Hartwig 2004.

https://southasasif.wordpress.com/karabasken-tt-391/
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cross-hatching was used to denote textiles or woven materials in scenes painted on 
pottery retrieved from different sites in Upper Egypt13. Moreover, the same net-like 
pattern was employed in bidimensional renditions of huts and shrines since the 
Predynastic Period14, and it is clearly designed to reflect the structure of domestic 
architecture that is still visible in Egyptian villages today15. Therefore, the focus of 
this inquiry inevitably shifted towards an assessment of the potential correlation 
between mummy nets and the architectural features of domestic structures.
12	 Evidence from the Third Intermediate and Late Periods supports the 
idea that mummy nets were meant to evoke the structure of a shelter. For ex-
ample, the ceiling of the tomb of Karakhamun (TT 391)16 was decorated with a 
painted motif identical to the bidimensional rendition of mummy nets on earlier 
mummy boards17, as well as on mummy shrouds and coffins later in Egyptian 
history18. More specifically, this painted motif closely resembles the cross-hatching 
used since the Predynastic Period to represent the roofs of domestic architecture19. 
The fact that this motif was applied only to the ceiling of Tomb TT 391, but not to 
the side walls, and that bidimensional and three-dimensional mummy nets only 
covered the »front« of the mummified body, which was virtually looking upward, 
but were never found wrapped around the body, confirms the idea that mummy 
nets were regarded as some sort of »roof« for the deceased. Still, it remains unclear 
who was entitled to this specific kind of protection in the afterlife.

13	 For an overview of Predynastic pottery see Craig Patch 2011, 21–81.
14	 Badawy 1948, 8–10. 17–20. 46–51.
15	 Henein 2010, 387–399.
16	 See the blog post on the 2023 season of the South Asasif Conservation Project.
17	 My gratitude goes to Kara Cooney for sharing her photos of Third Intermediate Period mummy boards 

with me.
18	 Jimenez 2014.
19	 Badawy 1948, 8–10.

Future Perspectives

13	 The research work undertaken by the author during the Luxor Scholar
ship has revealed that a diachronic approach to the investigation of mummy nets 
is indispensable to reach a reliable reconstruction of their symbolism and social 
value. The fact that mummified bodies from as late as the end of the first millen-
nium AD (hence, well into the Coptic Period) continue to be found in Egypt with 
some version of a mummy net20, suggests that the meaning of these objects is not 
strictly religious. Their symbolic meaning could be recovered by investigating the 
social role of the deceased during their lifetime. This can be done with further 
investigation of the extant evidence from the Second Intermediate Period and 
Third Intermediate Period, but also with the aid of ethnographic work that has 
already been done in modern Egypt, in which practices similar to ancient embal-
ming rituals have been recorded21.

20	 Sigl – Tatz 2022, 193–194.
21	 El-Shohoumi 2004.

https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2379505
https://southasasif.wordpress.com/2023/06/23/south-asasif-conservation-project-2023-week-1/
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