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Dedication

(Carol A. Redmount)

We dedicate this volume to Cathleen Ann Keller, our greatly missed and much-loved colleague, professor, 
teacher, and friend. Candy passed away unexpectedly of pancreatic cancer on April 18, 2008 at the age 
of 62. Her truncated life was marked by humanity, big-heartedness, grace, wit, courage, and loyalty. She 
enriched the lives of everyone she touched, and was one of those larger-than-life personalities who lit up 
a room merely by entering it.

Candy was a gifted, insightful, and rigorous scholar, a warm and supportive colleague, and an inspir-
ing teacher and mentor. She always encouraged students (and colleagues) to follow their own ideas and 
develop individually as scholars, rather than channeling them into her own projects or interests. She was 
a polymath: the breadth and depth of her knowledge and her formidable intellect awed those who knew 
her. At the same time, her self-deprecating modesty humbled peers and students alike. She skewered pom-
posity with a nicely judged lift of the eyebrow or roll of the eyes. Innumerable students quailed before the 
raised-gaze-over-the-glasses look after offering some unfortunate comment. But Candy demanded no less 
rigor of herself than of her students, and she was a demanding but fair taskmaster. 

Universally respected for her unshakable integrity and universally loved for her intellectual and per-
sonal generosity, Candy cared deeply about her chosen profession of Egyptology, about her students, 
and about Egyptology at Berkeley in particular. She traveled to Egypt, ancient and modern, literally and 
figuratively, as often as she could, and journeyed to and through the country as art historian, tour-leader, 
researcher, teacher, and expedition team member.  She had a “great camera and an even better eye,” as one 
of her colleagues put it, and one of her bequests to Berkeley is an encyclopedic collection of professional 
quality pictures of Ramesside and New Kingdom art. 

Although greatly missed by all those who knew her, Candy will live on in her many legacies:  her in-
tellectual achievements, her endowments to Egyptology at Cal, her students, and all future students who 
will study Egyptology at Berkeley. We can think of no greater homage with which to close this dedication 
than these personal tributes offered by colleagues and students after her death and collected in various 
obituaries:1

“I got to know Candy’s self-deprecation and humble honesty and humor when she was Acting 
Chair, a job she obviously performed with dedication and fairness and lack of self-interest.” 

1. Kathleen Maclay, “Egyptologist Cathleen Keller dies at age 62,” UC Berkeley News, May 7, 2008, http://www.berkeley.edu/
news/media/releases/2008/05/07_kellerobit.shtml; Kathleen Maclay, Carol Redmount, “In Memorium,” UC Berkeley Academ-
ic Senate memorial, http://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/inmemoriam/cathleenkeller.html; Charles Burress, Chronicle Staff 
Writer, “Cathleen Keller - UC Egyptologist dies,” SF Chronicle Friday, May 16, 2008, http://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Cath-
leen-Keller-UC-Egyptologist-dies-3213476.php; Thomas Logan, “Cathleen Keller (November 7, 1945-April 18, 2008),” JARCE 45 
(2009): 1–2.

http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2008/05/07_kellerobit.shtml
http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2008/05/07_kellerobit.shtml
http://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/inmemoriam/cathleenkeller.html
http://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Cathleen-Keller-UC-Egyptologist-dies-3213476.php
http://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/Cathleen-Keller-UC-Egyptologist-dies-3213476.php
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“She presented a knockout brilliant paper on artists’ hands at Deir el Medina. And Candy was a 
knockout. . . . She proved that she could be beautiful and brilliant. Go Candy.” 

“She was a very special person and scholar, as well as a fine a lady as I have ever met . . . she was, 
above all, a worthy and decent person.” 

“Candy was one of a kind, smart, feisty, funny but with a very soft heart . . . “

“I’m really saddened by Candy’s passing. Of all the professors I had for the Egyptian language, 
she was definitely the best . . . she understood that teaching the language wasn’t just studying the 
grammar and palaeography, but a way to gain insight into ancient Egyptian society. . . . It’s a real 
loss for Berkeley.” 

“She was a consummate scholar, a generous, warm-hearted colleague and friend with a wry sense 
of humor and highly developed sense of the absurd. She also was a gifted and much-loved teacher 
whose passing left a huge hole in the department . . . She will be greatly missed.”

“She was beautiful, brilliant, kind, willing to listen, attentive, talented, knowledgeable, interested, 
elegant, and decent. . . . She was both tough-minded and fair-minded. A formidable lady and a 
radiant human being.”

“With her passing American Egyptology lost a great scholar and a good friend.”

Biography
Born in San Francisco on November 7, 1945, Candy was raised, along with her younger sister Susan, in 
Atherton, California. She graduated from the former Crystal Springs School for Girls in Hillsborough in 
1963, and the close friendships that she forged in childhood lasted her entire life. Together with her best 
friends Marcia Congdon, Gail Innes, and Sherry Sheffield, Candy formed the “Four-Lorns,” an amateur 
sixties folk-singing group that even appeared on local television. Also forged in childhood were her life-
long love of animals, especially dogs, and her trademark wry sense of humor and appreciation of the 
absurdities of life. 

Candy received her BA, MA, and PhD from UC Berkeley. Her 1971 MA was the first degree ever award-
ed by the then-fledgling Graduate Group in Ancient History and Mediterranean Archaeology (AHMA). 
Her Egyptology PhD, completed in the Near Eastern Studies Department in 1978 under the supervision of 
Leonard Lesko, included an innovative dissertation on the craftsmen and painters at Deir el-Medina; this 
topic was to become one of the focal points of her academic career. While still a graduate student, Can-
dy spent a formative year at University College London (UCL) working with some of the most eminent 
British Egyptologists of the time. While completing her Berkeley dissertation, she became an assistant 
professor of classical archaeology at San Francisco State University (1976–1977), as well as curator of their 
Sutro Egyptian Collection (1975–1977). In 1977, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City hired 
Candy to organize their Ramesside material; she worked at the Met until 1983, first as an assistant and 
then as an associate curator. In 1983 she returned to California and UC Berkeley, where she joined the 
Near Eastern Studies Department faculty as a specialist in Egyptian art and language. She chaired the de-
partment twice. While on leave from Berkeley in 1990–1991, Candy taught in the Department of Fine Arts 
at Harvard University as the Wellcombe Lecturer in Egyptian Civilization. Candy’s expertise in Egyptian 
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art of the New Kingdom gained her national and international recognition and she was regularly invited 
to conferences on the subject.

Throughout her career, Candy maintained a life-long association with museum Egyptology. She served 
as curator of Egyptian art and epigraphy at UC Berkeley’s Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology 
from 1987 until her death. In 1990, she curated “From Palace and Province,” an exhibit at the Berke-
ley Art Museum that highlighted objects from the Hearst Museum’s Egyptian collection. At the Hearst, 
she cocurated the 1999–2001 exhibit “Sites Along the Nile: Rescuing Ancient Egypt” and supervised the 
graduate and undergraduate students who participated in the creation of the exhibit. She developed a 
program to have students digitize the Egyptian collection for the museum’s web site. At the time of her 
death Candy was helping plan an exhibit entitled “The Conservator’s Art: Preserving Egypt’s Past,” which, 
sadly, turned into a memorial for her. “Hatshepsut: From Queen to Pharaoh” was Candy’s last national 
exhibition. She helped plan it and cocurated it, and also coedited the accompanying scholarly museum cat-
alogue, for which she wrote several articles. The show debuted at the reopening of the de Young Museum 
in San Francisco in 2005 and went on to venues at the Kimball Art Museum in Fort Worth, Texas and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. 

Candy was a long-time member of the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE), the Egypt Explo-
ration Society, the Egyptological Seminar of New York and the International Association of Egyptologists. 
She served as a member of the ARCE’s Board of Governors and Executive Committee in the 1980s and 
early 1990s.

Prior to her death, Candy established two university funds and contributed to another to benefit Egyp-
tology and Egyptology students at Berkeley. In addition, she donated her professional library to the Klaus 
Baer Library of Egyptology, now renamed the Baer-Keller Library of Egyptology, which is housed in Cal’s 
Middle Eastern Languages and Cultures Department. 

Student Dedication

(Deanna Kiser-Go)

Candy Keller was one of the most influential people in my life and could be termed an “unsung hero” in 
Egyptology.  My gratitude that she so thoroughly shared her love of ancient Egypt with me is boundless.  
While many people have spoken about her wry humor and exacting standards for her students, others 
have publicly credited her with the brilliance and conscientious scholarship that she so often displayed.  
(Her files are filled with documents pertaining to her own research and course preparation, as well as 
copious notes penned at the many conferences and workshops she attended over the years.)  For my part, 
I initially quailed with trepidation at her office door while preparing requests for favors or permission to 
write papers on untested topics, that is until I discovered her deeply generous nature.  Few people know, 
for example, that it was her regular practice for many years to buy duplicate copies of books so that she 
might keep one for herself and donate the other to the Klaus Baer Library in UC Berkeley’s Department 
of Near Eastern Studies. Others, like me, suspect she had an eidetic memory that enabled her to remember 
every word of every journal article and book—which she promptly read upon receiving them.  
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As I progressed through Berkeley’s graduate program my relationship with Candy evolved, from in-
timidated newcomer to Tell el-Muqdam dig roommate (her hilarious antics and insistence that I stop call-
ing her “Dr. Keller” helped matters) to—almost—protégé.  Perhaps someday I’ll live up to that ambitious 
label.  I discovered that when I traveled, I suddenly became her representative as numerous international 
scholars pressed me for updates on Candy’s research and asked to be remembered to her upon my return.  
Along the way I was privileged to experience her profound affection for her students, evident in all her 
exams (“tough but fair”) and profuse, at times unwelcome, comments on research papers; everything was 
done out of concern that we develop professionally in order to survive in the post-Berkeley world.  She 
read every page of my lengthy PhD dissertation.  Twice.  Indeed, her sense of responsibility to Berkeley’s 
Egyptology program often superseded her own interests, as she taught 3 + 3 course loads year after year 
without taking sabbaticals.  Within the field of Egyptian studies Candy was a constant presence for four 
decades, but her innate shyness and self-criticism were incompatible with sharing her work in print, so 
she devoted her time and, even money, to helping her students and colleagues progress.  Thus, we grate-
fully remember her sense of fun (famous for her parties and Zombie punch), the constructive criticism that 
made us better scholars, and the impish cackle that used to emanate from her office while she gleefully 
designed another exam to test whether we had attempted to log study times equal to her own.
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Coffin Reuse in the Twenty-First Dynasty:  
A Case Study of Egyptian Coffins in Italian Collections

Kathlyn M. Cooney
(University of California, Los Angeles)

Theban Tomb 1 (TT 1) is the only example of an intact tomb from the Ramesside period. Located in the necrop-
olis of the craftsmen’s village of Deir el-Medina, it included the nesting coffins of the patriarch Sennedjem, his 
son Khonsu, and their female family members.1 The objects inform on funerary behaviors, ritual, and social 
status, particularly within the reign of Ramesses II. The rectangular sarcophagi reveal an interest in complicat-
ed Book of the Dead scenes painted with high-quality draftsmanship and expensive colors. Because this tomb 
somehow escaped the ravages of tomb robbers and treasure hunters, when it was found by Egyptologists it was 
considered “intact,” that is, it was thought to represent the end result of burial activity during the Nineteenth 
Dynasty, which was the date of the coffins found inside.

TT 1 contained twenty bodies, but only nine of them were enclosed in coffins. Many Egyptologists, including 
myself,2 have assumed that the individuals buried without coffins in TT 1 simply could not afford them in life 
and were thus placed in this tomb to share in the prosperity and materiality of their wealthier family members 
and professional connections. I now think, however, that enough circumstantial evidence exists to suggest that 
the “intact” tomb of Sennedjem is not an untouched picture of Nineteenth Dynasty depositions at all, but rather 
a Twentieth Dynasty end result, one that followed the clearance and reuse of many of the grave goods inside 
over generations by family members at the end of the New Kingdom and perhaps into the Third Intermediate 
period.3 In other words, I now suggest that many of the bodies found without coffins in TT 1 may have origi-
nally been buried with body containers but that they were removed from them by family members who reused 
or recommodified them.4 

1. For a recent dissertation on the tomb of Sennedjem, see the work by Marta Saura Sanjaume, “La Tomba de Sennedjem
a Deir-el-Medina TT 1” (PhD diss., Universitat de Barcelona, 2006). Also see Bernard Bruyère, La tombe no. 1 de Sennedjem 
à Deir el Médineh (Cairo: Institut Français d’archéologie orientale, 1959); Abdel G. Shedid and Anneliese Shedid, Das Grab 
des Sennedjem: Ein Künstlergrab der 19. Dynastie in Deir el Medineh (Mainz: von Zabern, 1994); E. Toda and G. Daressy, “La 
decouverte et l‘inventaire du tombeau de Sen-nezem,” ASAE 20 (1920): 145–60.

2. Kathlyn M. Cooney, The Cost of Death: The Social and Economic Value of Ancient Egyptian Funerary Art in the Ramesside
Period, EU 22 (Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 2007), 278.

3. For instance, Andreas Dorn has found a text that indicates that Theban Tomb 1 was open during the late New King-
dom and that it was used to store the pyramidia of Sennedjem and Khonsu. Andreas Dorn, Arbeiterhütten im Tal der Könige, 
AegHel 23 (Basel: Schwabe, 2011).

4. However, see Claudia Näser, “Der Alltag des Todes: Archäologische Zeugnisse und Textquellen zu funerären Prak-
tiken und Grabplünderung in Deir el-Medine im Neuen Reich” (PhD diss., Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, 2002); Claudia 
Näser, “Jenseits von Theben: Objectsammlung, Inszenierung und Fragmentierung in ägyptischen Bestattungen des Neuen 
Reiches,” in Körperinszenierung—Objektsammlung—Monumentalisierung: Totenritual und Grabkult in frühen Gesellschaften, 
ed. Beat Schweizer, Christoph Kümmel, and Ulrich Veit, Archäologische Quellen in Kulturwissenschaftlicher Perspektive 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5913/2023853.01
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This hypothesis is quite conjectural, of course, not just because it is based on the absence of objects from a 
tomb space, but particularly because TT 1’s discovery in 1886 and subsequent clearance was far from “scien-
tific,”5 limiting how we might test it. Many of the coffins originally found in this tomb are lost.6 To make matters 
worse, most of the bodies are no longer stored with the TT 1 coffins that once contained them.7 In fact, most of 
the mummies are now missing, limiting how much we can say about any coffins that might have once belonged 
to them.

But I nonetheless think a circumstantial case can be made for the reuse of Ramesside coffins by people with 
access to these tombs as family property—starting at the end of the New Kingdom and continuing into the 
Third Intermediate period. In an article about tomb robbery and funerary arts reuse at the end of the Twentieth 
Dynasty,8 I build a circumstantial case—based on dispute texts about tombs and tomb goods, tomb inventories, 
and some Late Ramesside letters—that Deir el-Medina families engaged in the regular reuse of funerary objects. 
The evidence suggests that west Theban families reused or sold (recommodified) many of the older funerary 
objects in their own family tombs. Outright tomb robbery was a real threat, but I doubt this is how most funer-
ary objects were recommodified. I suggest that the greater danger to the dead in a time of economic recession 
was the legal reappropriation and reuse of funerary objects in family burial chambers by the family members 
themselves, or the reuse of older tombs by the administrative elite. Indeed, most such coffin and tomb reuse 
would have gone completely undocumented, unless there was a dispute or problem among those engaging in 
such activities that demanded a record.9 

(Münster: Waxman, 2008). Näser suggests that while Theban Tomb 1 was used over a few generations, only the outer sar-
cophagi of Khonsu and Sennedjem might have been reused in other burials. They were not redecorated or reinscribed but 
both found dismantled in a corner of the tomb. She argues that the uncoffined bodies in Theban Tomb 1 belonged to poorer 
family members who benefited from burial with richer family members. Although I used to agree with this reconstruction of 
Theban Tomb 1 (Cooney, Cost of Death, 278), I now suggest that mummies without coffins might actually have been removed 
from their original body containers, which were then redecorated and reused by other individuals in Dynasty 20 or later. 
The discovery by Dorn (Arbeiterhütten) of a Twentieth Dynasty ostracon detailing the storage of pyramidia of Khonsu and 
Sennedjem in their tombs is evidence that Theban Tomb 1 was entered by family members at this time and that they were 
documenting tomb objects.

5. Nicholas Reeves, Ancient Egypt: The Great Discoveries; A Year-by-Year Chronicle (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000),
69–71.

6. The coffins belonged to Sennedjem and his wife Iyneferty as well as additional family members including Khonsu,
Tamaket, Prehotep, Taashsen, Ramose, Isis, and Hathor. The Egyptian Museum, Cairo is the home to the sarcophagi and 
coffins of Sennedjem, the sarcophagus of Khonsu, and the coffin of Isis. The Metropolitan Museum of Art owns the coffins of 
Khonsu and Iyneferty. The coffins of Tamaket were once in Berlin, but they were destroyed in an Allied bombing raid during 
World War II. The coffins of Prehotep, Taashsen, Ramose, and Hathor have been lost, either to private collections, storage in 
Egypt, or some other more unfavorable location, and we can only hope that they will resurface someday. For information 
on these coffins see Cooney, Cost of Death.

7. For example, in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo, the mummy of Sennedjem seems to be in the coffin of Iset because the
body is male, while the mummy of Iset is in Sennedjem’s coffin (pers. comm., Salima Ikram, 2000). As for the coffins in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, those bodies were transferred to the Peabody Museum at Harvard, where they are in very 
poor condition (Anders Bettum, “Faces within Faces: The Symbolic Function of Nested Yellow Coffins in Ancient Egypt,” 
PhD diss., University of Oslo, 2011). If the mummy of Tamaket was in her coffin, it no longer exists because both would have 
been destroyed in an Allied bombing raid (pers. comm., Hannelore Kischkewitz, 2000). As for the eleven bodies not found 
in coffins, only the heads reached their final destination from the archaeologist’s steamer ship (Reeves, Ancient Egypt, 70.) 

8. Kathlyn M. Cooney, “Changing Burial Practices at the End of the Ramesside Period: Evidence of Tomb Commissions,
Coffin Commissions, Coffin Decoration, Mummification and The Amen Priesthood,” JARCE  47 (2011): 3–44. For a more 
detailed discussion of the west Theban textual documentation, see Kathlyn M. Cooney, “Textual Evidence from Western 
Thebes for Funerary Arts Reuse and Usurpation,” in Deir el Medina Studies: Helsinki, Finland 24th–26th of June 2009, ed. Jaana 
Toivari-Viitala (Helsinki: Helsinki University, 2012), 16–28.

9. For example, in texts O. BM 5624, O. Florence 2621, and P. Berlin P10496 in which a tomb dispute is recorded.
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Making a record of any activity was closely linked to communication, defensive behaviors, or formal proce-
dures. People wrote something down if they needed to tell someone whom they could not speak to in person; 
or if they needed to make a claim on something contested and initiated a legal suit; or if a matter was important 
enough for many in the village to witness. There would have been little incentive either for a family to put in 
writing what it was doing in its own tomb, or for the bureaucracy of the Amen priesthood to document how 
they appropriated wealth from older burials—unless they needed to tell a person out of earshot, or if they need-
ed to officially document the situation because it had become contested. In fact, I suggest that social taboos 
would have encouraged people to avoid writing down any of their reuse activity. Therefore, in the textual re-
cord, tomb robbery and funerary arts reuse was discussed either in a punitive context (as in the Tomb Robbery 
Papyri) when people are being interrogated and tried, or it was purposefully veiled (like the Late Ramesside 
Letters or the Deir el-Medina inventory texts).

For example, in one well-known Late Ramesside letter from the High Priest of Amen and General Piankh to 
the Deir el-Medina scribes Djehutymose and Butehamen (P. British Museum 10375), Piankh demands that the 
necropolis workmen uncover an old tomb and leave it sealed until he can arrive on the scene. We can presume 
that the Amen Priesthood was meant to benefit economically from what was inside this tomb because no rea-
son is given for opening an old burial chamber. We can also assume that such recommodifications encouraged 
underhanded activities, and thus Piankh orders that the seal not be broken until he arrives personally.10 The 
obscure language in the Late Ramesside Letters, which veiled the details of what actually happened, suggests 
that these kinds of commissions were not entirely condoned by the Theban community, that secrecy was de-
manded, but that such actions happened with increasing frequency at the end of the New Kingdom and into 
the Third Intermediate period.

Another text—O. DeM 828 + O. Vienna H. 01,11 an inventory text from Deir el-Medina—lists all of the ex-
changeable objects from an old, unclaimed tomb, like metal containers or sandals, leaving out mummies or 
centuries-old food, which would have had no value. Texts like this provide the barest trace of legal recommod-
ification of tomb goods. Inventories were only written down when the objects came from unclaimed, and thus 
contested, tomb spaces. 

On the other hand, if the owner of a family tomb went down into his own burial chamber to remove a mum-
my from an older coffin so that he could bring that coffin to a market and make a profit on it, there would have 
been no record of the activity—unless one allows that the absence of a coffin from a mummy in a richly painted 
burial chamber at Deir el-Medina is suspicious in and of itself, which is a forced argument. To put the argument 
bluntly, why would anyone have written down that they took a family ancestor out of her coffin, moved her 
mummy to a corner of the tomb, redecorated said coffin with appropriate and fashionable decoration, and used 
it for another relative? 

Thus there is no written evidence of the coffins in Theban Tomb 1 having been recommodified. And the 
mummies themselves cannot be examined for any evidence that they were originally buried in a coffin (such 
as mummy masks, traces of black pitch, or high-quality wrappings). Nonetheless, I suspect that as many as 
eleven coffins could have been taken out of TT 1, either to be reused for another member of the family, or to 
recommodify for profit. I also believe it possible that the coffins of the Nineteenth Dynasty patriarchs Senned-
jem and Khonsu, as well as those of their wives Iyneferty and Tamaket, would have been left in the tomb by 
their Twentieth Dynasty descendants out of respect, as the founders of the tomb and originators of much of 

10. Robert K. Ritner, The Libyan Anarchy: Inscriptions from Egypt’s Third Intermediate Period, WAW 21 (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2009), 104–9; Karl Jansen-Winkeln, “Die Plünderung der Königsgräber des Neuen Reiches,” ZÄS 122 
(1995): 62–78.

11. A. G. McDowell, Village Life in Ancient Egypt: Laundry Lists and Love Songs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999),
69–71 (No. 41).
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the family’s prestige. There is no way to know what is missing, but perhaps it was only the funerary objects of 
less-important family members that were removed with impunity. In the end, it seems possible that many of the 
uncoffined bodies found by archaeologists in Theban Tomb 1 were not originally buried in that state. 

For most of its history, Egyptology has looked upon tomb robbery and funerary arts reuse as aberrant, 
regressive, and abnormal. Documents like the Tomb Robbery Papyri12 have reinforced that mindset. The Egyp-
tians themselves repeatedly describe the ideal (read: “normal”) burial situation of a stone house in which the 
ancestors reside for eternity, supported by income-producing lands set aside in an endowment to pay for priests 
and provisions in perpetuity.13 However, in the last two decades, many Egyptologists have looked to the entire 
“life cycle” of a tomb, pointing out that tomb robbery and reuse were not only a part of necropolis life, but that 
tomb robbery had been practiced since the beginnings of ancient Egyptian complex society, a reality of which 
the Egyptians themselves were well aware.14 

Only about seventy Ramesside coffins survive.15 In comparison, almost a thousand Twenty-First Dynasty 
coffins survive—more than ten times the amount, even during a time of economic crisis.16 It was Andrej Ni-
wiński who suggested that many Ramesside coffins were reused in the early Third Intermediate period to create 
the mass of Twenty-First Dynasty funerary objects. Niwiński was the first to suggest such widescale reuse of 
coffins, but he never followed up with a systematic study.17

My current research on Twenty-First Dynasty coffins is attempting just such a study. I am investigating 
coffins to understand how many of them show signs of reuse. I am also hoping to normalize the recommodi-
fication of funerary arts—at least during a time of crisis—as a creative negotiation that prioritized the coffin’s 
value of ritual over the value of perpetual use. In other words, people were reusing coffins because they wanted 
to continue materially driven funerary rituals, rather than discontinue them. If taking an ancestor’s coffin was 
the only way to participate in funerary materiality, then this is a testament to the perceived value of the coffin 
within short-term ritual display.

These body containers find their origins within arenas of intense elite social competition and religious-ritual 
display,18 but Twenty-First Dynasty coffins also come from a time of profound social crisis when raw materials 
to build them were in short supply.19 Twenty-First Dynasty coffins create an ideal dataset to understand funer-
ary reuse on its own functional terms and in the light of elite demands for public rituals of social competition 
using religiously charged funerary materiality. Niwiński noted that some of these coffins show obvious signs 

12. T. Eric Peet, The Great Tomb-Robberies of the Twentieth Egyptian Dynasty, Being a Critical Study with Translations and
Commentaries of the Papyri in Which They Are Recorded, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1930).

13. For example, see the instruction of Any where he states, “Furnish your station in the valley, the grave that shall
conceal your corpse; Set it before you as your concern, a thing that matters in your eyes. Emulate the great departed, who 
are at rest within their tombs.” Translation from Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, vol. 2, The New Kingdom 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 138.

14. John Baines and Peter Lacovara, “Burial and the Dead in Ancient Egyptian Society,” Journal of Social Archaeology 2
(2002): 5–36; Näser, “Jensseits von Theben”; Näser, “Der Alltag des Todes.”

15. Cooney, Cost of Death.
16. Andrzej Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins from Thebes: Chronological and Typological Studies, Theben 5 (Mainz:

von Zabern, 1988).
17. Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins, 13.
18. For instance, see p. 87 of Graeber where he states, “the realization of value is always, necessarily, a process of

comparison” and “for this reason it always, necessarily, implies an at least imagined audience”; David Graeber, Toward an 
Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York: Palgrave, 2001).

19. David O’Connor, “New Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period, 1552–664 BC,” in Ancient Egypt: A Social History, ed. 
Bruce G. Trigger et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 183–278.
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of reuse, particularly visible when a new owner’s name was inscribed over the old,20 but no one has systemat-
ically looked for different methods and gradients of reuse. My research questions are: What were the different 
methods of reusing another person’s coffin? Who was reusing it? And perhaps, most significantly, but difficult 
to answer: How did funerary arts reuse and theft impact the way ancient Egyptians approached funerary ma-
teriality and ritual action during times of economic and political crisis?

The Evidence

I am currently working through many of the approximately eight hundred Twenty-First Dynasty coffins spread 
about the globe. About three hundred are in Egypt, with the rest now housed in European and North American 
museums. Thus far, I have found some startling examples of reuse.

In July of 2009, I studied some of the coffins in Copenhagen’s Carlsberg Glyptotek and the Nationalmuseum. 
I also visited Stockholm’s Medelhavsmuseet. In June of 2011, I obtained close access to about fifty coffins in 
Italian collections, in storage and in the galleries (Museo Egizio in Turin, Museo Archaeologico in Florence, the 
Museo dell’Accademia Etrusca e della Città in Cortona, and the Gregorian Egyptian Museum in the Vatican).21 
Notably, the coffins held by Florence and Cortona, do not generally exhibit overuse of modern conservation 
and repainting, which has allowed me to examine cracks in the wood and plaster where older decorated layers 
are most often visible. 

Methodology

Finding evidence for coffin reuse demands up-close and in-person examination of all available surfaces. Al-
though this is usually not possible with coffins in vitrines, I can often look at the inside and outside of a coffin 
housed in museum storage. This study cannot and does not treat every coffin the same. Circumstances of mu-
seum display and access always temper the conclusions of my analysis.

When examining a Twenty-First Dynasty coffin for reuse, I look for a number of features, including:
• older plaster and paint decoration underneath the current surface;
• older style modeling visible beneath a broken, plastered surface;
• gender reassignment (beard hole covered, breasts added, fisted hands changed to flat hands, earrings

added, and so on);
• two or more personal names on a given coffin;
• evidence of erased names;
• different artisan’s hands evident in text inscriptions, particularly around the name;
• Ramesside coffin markers, including Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasty-style decoration, arm model-

ing, black-pitch interiors and undersides, lotus flowers on the head, and so on.
The evidence for coffin reuse is by no means black and white. I have therefore created a score for rating the 

evidence of suspected reuse:  0, 1, 2, and 3.

20. Niwiński has carefully documented numerous instances when a new name was inscribed on a Twenty-First Dynasty
coffin. See the catalogue of Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins.

21. Thanks to Alessia Amenta at the Vatican, Eleni Vassilika in Turin, Maria-Christina Guidotti in Florence, Fredrik
Helander in Stockholm, Anne Haslund-Hanssen at Copenhagen’s Nationalmuseet and Mogens Jørgensen at Copenhagen’s 
Carlsberg Glyptotek. Thanks are also due to Yasmin el-Shazly in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo.
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Table 1.1. Reuse scores.
0 = no reuse
1 = circumstantial signs of reuse like quality differentiations between wood and decoration, or 
between interior and exterior decoration.
2 = suspected evidence of reuse that requires further testing to be definitively proven.
3 = direct evidence of reuse, like renaming, redecorating.

A gradient of evidence-based scores allows me to calculate not only the rate of reuse, but also to demonstrate 
my confidence in a given coffin’s reuse and in the overall reuse percentage in a given dataset. The evidence for 
reuse is nuanced—partly because the ancient Egyptians themselves practiced it within a gradient. The reuse 
of funerary arts represented a spectrum of possible appropriative actions. Some coffin reusers inscribed a new 
name. Others put in a new name and redecorated parts of the coffin lid. Still others went further and redeco-
rated all surfaces, over the old plaster and paint. Some went the extra step to scrub away old plaster and paint 
before starting new decoration, but they retained the old modeling in the wood. Some, I suspect, even scrubbed 
the coffin down, dismantled it, and started a new coffin from scratch, using only the wood and thus making no 
trace of an older coffin visible to me except by means of further scientific examination. Fittingly, the more thor-
oughly a coffin was modified to match current styles, the harder it is to find evidence for that reuse. Another 
way of putting it is, the more comprehensive the reuse, the harder it is to see. It is when the artisan attempted a 
shortcut—like leaving the old decoration underneath the new plaster, or when only the name was changed and 
the old decoration left intact—that I can see clear evidence of reuse.

Reuse on Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins in Italian Collections

During 2011 and 2015, I examined eighteen coffins in Turin, seventeen in Florence and fourteen in Rome, and 
my analysis showed a reuse rate of 61.5 percent (see table 1.2).22 In other words, over 60 percent of the coffins 
showed some kind of evidence that they were produced for a previous owner and had been modified somehow 
for the latest owner. Of those coffins that displayed evidence of reuse, most had reuse scores of 2 or above. (The 
average score for all reused coffins was 2.14 out of 3).

Table 1.2. Rate of reuse for Dynasty 21 coffins in Italian collections.

Institution Coffins 0 1 2 3 TBD Excluded Reuse %

Turin, Museo Egizio 20 6 4 4 5 1 0 65.0%

Florence, Museo 
Archeologico

18 4 2 1 10 0 1 72.2%

Vatican City State, 
Museo Gregoriano 
Egizio

17 9 1 1 5 1 0 41.1%

Totals 55 19 7 6 20 2 1 59.5%

Totals for reuse with 
high confidence

6 20

22. My confidence in this percentage is high because the average reuse score for reused pieces was 2.14 out of 3.
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Turin = 18 coffin pieces
6 objects with no evidence of reuse
4 objects with circumstantial evidence of reuse
5 objects with good evidence of reuse
3 objects with strong evidence of reuse

Florence = 17 coffin pieces
3 objects with no evidence of reuse
4 objects with circumstantial evidence of reuse
3 objects with good evidence of reuse
7 objects with strong evidence of reuse

Rome = 14 coffin pieces
9 objects with no evidence of reuse
1 object with circumstantial evidence of reuse
1 object with good evidence of reuse
3 objects with strong evidence of reuse
Rate of Reuse 61.5 percent

What were the different methods used by the ancient 
Egyptians to reuse a coffin? First, it is possible that 
some Dynasty 21 coffins contained dead people for 
whom the coffin was not originally commissioned and 
for whom no changes in decoration were made. This 
means that many coffins were perhaps appropriated 
through no physical action to the coffin itself—beyond 
taking the previous owner out of it and placing a new 
one inside. This kind of reuse is difficult, if not impos-
sible, to demonstrate. If a poorly mummified body is 
found inside a high-quality coffin set, for example, this 
provides a circumstantial marker for reuse.23 However, 
if a museum has disposed of its mummies (which is 
normally the case outside of Egypt), then this evidence 
of reuse is irrevocably lost. 

If a reuser was willing to put only minimal time and effort into modifications on the coffin, then the old 
name would have been scrubbed away and a new name inscribed, without changing any of the other surface 
decoration. When the reuser did this, he might have applied a single color of ink—black, red or blue—instead of 
matching the original polychrome inscriptions. Most often, such a modification in name only retains the titles 
of the previous coffin owner, something that is often seen with the common feminine title nbt pr Smayt n Imn 
“Mistress of the House, Chantress of Amen.”

23. For example, the body inside the coffin Hennatawy F in Deir el-Bahari tomb MMA 59 was not mummified. It was,
however, interred with gold jewelry. David A. Aston, Burial Assemblages of Dynasty 21–25. Chronology—Typology—Develop-
ments, Contributions to the Chronology of the Eastern Mediterranean 21 (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissen-
schaften, 2009), 198–99.

Figure 1.1. Coffin of Ikhy, detail of foot inscription. Gregorian 
Egyptian Museum in Vatican, Inv. no. 25035.3.1. Photograph 
by Remy Hiramoto.

Figure 1.2. Coffin of Ikhy, detail of side seam inscription. Gre-
gorian Egyptian Museum in Vatican, Inv. no. 25035.3.1. Photo-
graph by Remy Hiramoto.
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For example, a coffin in the Vatican (Inv. no. 25035.3.1; figs. 1.1 and 1.2)24 shows the name of Ikhy applied 
in blue ink in the text on the top of the feet, where the name of the old occupant was previously. The titles of 
this previous owner were not touched, and one can only assume that leaving them served the purposes of the 
reusers. Ikhy’s reuse did not touch other parts of the coffin. In fact, another name—M-dydyt—remains on the 
lower lid’s seam inscription. Did the reusers fail to notice that this older name was still present on the coffin’s 
surface when they reinscribed it for Ikhy? Did they feel it unnecessary to change the coffin? Or was Ikhy relat-
ed to M-dydyt, thus linking both dead women in the afterlife by means of this coffin? Both names are Libyan, 
after all, and it is thus possible that they were related.

24. Annie Gasse, Les sarcophages de la troisième période intermédiare du Museo Gregoriano Egizio (Vatican City: Monu-
menti musei e gallerie pontificie, 1996), 81–97.

Figure 1.6. Reused coffin with modeling of female body. Museo 
Egizio in Turin, Inv. no. 2228. Photograph by Remy Hiramoto.

Figure 1.5. Coffin with multiple reuses. Museo Archaeologico 
in Florence, Inv. no. 8524. Photograph by Remy Hiramoto. 

Figure 1.4. Coffin showing modifications from male to female 
depiction. Museo Archaeologico in Florence, Inv. no. 2157. 
Photograph by Remy Hiramoto. 

Figure 1.3. Coffin showing modifications from male to female 
depiction. Museo Archaeologico in Florence, Inv. no. 2157. 
Photograph by Remy Hiramoto.
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Modification of gender was another common action of reuse, and it usually required decorative changes on 
the upper body of the coffin lid. The shift from male to female is much more common in these assemblages than 
female to male. Having said that, the addition of earrings and breasts—and the covering over of a beard hole—is 
usually easier to spot than their removal because the latter would have simply been knocked away and then 
covered with new plaster. Interestingly, a gender modification is not always accompanied by a complete name 
change, as there are many such reused coffins that retain a blank where the name should have been inscribed. 
For example, a coffin in Florence (Museo Archaeologico 2157; figs. 1.3 and 1.4)25 has the clear addition of ear-
rings and breasts in a second layer of plaster and the redecoration of the headdress in a checkerboard pattern. 
The reusers also changed the hands: one of the hands has broken off this coffin, revealing the outline of the 
original fisted masculine hand, before the flat, feminine hand had been added to the piece. Although there is a 
blank for a new name, no such name was added.

Other coffins show complete redecoration, in which older plaster and paint are covered with new. For exam-
ple, a coffin in Florence (Museo Archaeologico 8524; fig. 1.5)26 betrays its earlier origins on the coffin lid, with 
the remnants of a blue and white striped headdress about 1 cm underneath the current plaster layer at the back 
of the head. 

There is no evidence of older paint anywhere else on this coffin, so it is likely the artisan scrubbed away the 
former decoration but did so roughly, leaving some remnants underneath the current headdress.

Other coffins were replastered and repainted, but old-fashioned surface modeling was retained. A coffin in 
Turin (Museo Egizio 2228; fig. 1.6), for instance, has been categorized as archaizing by Andrej Niwinksi because 
it shows the hips and thighs of the female form modeled in the coffin wood.27 I suggest, however, that this is 
a reused Ramesside coffin. In the Nineteenth Dynasty, it was very popular for women’s coffin lids to show 
the undulations of the female body covered with the white pleated garment of purity (like the coffin of Iset 
from Theban Tomb 1; fig. 1.7).28 The arms on such coffins are typically not crossed in the Osirian fashion, but 
positioned holding one fist to the chest and the other flat on the thigh. A coffin with feminine curves and arm 
positioning covered with Twenty-First Dynasty solar/Osirian decoration is incongruous, and I believe that this 
coffin’s strange styling is a remnant of reusing a Nineteenth Dynasty coffin, rather than crafting a coffin in an 
archaizing fashion. Even the bare feet typically found on such Nineteenth Dynasty coffins were retained in this 
Twenty-First Dynasty reuse, and the artisan simply modified them with the addition of sandal straps.

25. This coffin is unpublished. See the short entry in Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins, 139.
26. Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins, 139.
27. Andrej Niwiński, Sarcofagi della XXI Dinastia (CGT 10101–10122), Catalogo del Museo Egizio di Torino, Serie Secon-

da - Collezioni 10 (Turin: Ministero per i beni culturali e ambientali-Soprintendenza al museo delle antichità egizie, 2004), 
117–29.

28. Christiane Desroches-Noblecourt, ed., Ramsès le Grand, Galeries nationales du Grand Palais (Paris: Association
française d’action artistique, 1976), 170–71; Cooney, Cost of Death, 435–37, figs. 59–62.

Figure 1.7. Coffin of Iset showing deceased with white dress of akh-spirit, from Theban Tomb 1; 
Egyptian Museum Cairo, Inv. no. JdE 27309. Photograph by the author. 
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Other reusers probably went to greater lengths 
to hide older modeling. For instance, a coffin in 
the Museo dell’Accademia Etrusca e della Città di 
Cortona (fig. 1.8)29 has only slight indications of 
modeled elbows and forearms visible on the sur-
face of the wood, even though the wesekh-collar 
suggests that this coffin would be of later Twen-
ty-First Dynasty date. It was fashionable to show 
the arms modeled in the wood in the Ramesside 
period and early Twenty-First Dynasty, but not 
later. I suspect that this coffin was once a late 
Twentieth Dynasty or early Twenty-First Dynas-
ty coffin (when it was common to show modeled 
arms) and that these were shaved down before 
the reuser began his new plaster and paint lay-
ers. An X-ray might prove this suspicion; as it is 
now, I only see hints of arm modeling.

In other instances, reuse involved repainting 
the lid only. A coffin in Florence (7450; fig. 1.9)30 
shows clear Nineteenth Dynasty features on the 
case, including the four sons of Horus, Anubis 
and Thoth in the traditional positions. The inte-
rior of the case is also painted with black pitch, 
rather than the polychrome decorations that 
were common during Dynasty 21. Even though 
the reuser only repainted the lid, he still attempt-
ed to match the case’s older paint and varnish. 
He retained the old-fashioned relief work of the 
lotus flower on the forehead, which is clearly of 
Nineteenth Dynasty style, indicating he only 
partially reworked the lid and left the headdress 
and face as it was. One wonders if the audience 
at the funerary ceremony noticed the older dec-
oration, and, if so, whether it affected the social 
position of the coffin owner’s family in any way.

Some coffins betray two reuses, meaning that 
at least three different mummies were placed 
within this one body container during its exis-
tence. A Florence coffin mentioned above, 8524 

29. Giuseppe Botti, Le antichita egiziane del Museo
dell ‘Accademia di Cortona ordinate e descritte (Flor-
ence: Olschki, 1955), 51–56.

30. Niwiński, Twenty-First Dynasty Coffins, 139.
Niwiński, however, dates this coffin to the early Twen-
ty-First Dynasty.

Figure 1.10. Reused Nineteenth Dynasty coffin. Museo Archaeologico 
in Florence, Inv. no. 7450. Photograph by Remy Hiramoto.

Figure 1.8. Coffin showing traces of modeled arms under plaster sur-
face. Museo dell’Accademia Etrusca e della Città di Cortona. Photo-
graph by Remy Hiramoto.

Figure 1.9. Reused Nineteenth Dynasty coffin. Museo Archaeologico 
in Florence, Inv. no. 7450. Photograph by Remy Hiramoto.
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(fig. 1.10), has layers of a blue and white striped headdress about 1 cm underneath the current plaster surface. 
After this reuse, this same coffin seems to have been given a gender modification. Earrings and breasts were 
added in plaster and paint that do not match the surface decoration; the hands were probably changed from 
fisted to flat; the headdress may have been modified; and a beard was probably removed, necessitating the cov-
ering over of the beard hole. Other elements on the lid were changed, but the area for the name was left blank 
(fig. 1.5). 

Interestingly, the inscription of the name was apparently not required for a successful reuse. Many coffins, 
including Florence 8524, show decorative changes—from male to female gender, for example—but with no in-
scription of a new name, or at least none that is visible. In the case of Florence 8524, it seems that an old name 
was removed from the surface and new varnish added, but no new name was ever placed in the gap. Indeed, it 
remains possible that a name was indeed written in black ink over the varnish and that it has since been worn 
away.

A blank space for the dead individual’s name seems odd, given that the coffin was is meant to link the de-
ceased to Osiris by means of the deceased’s name and image with crossed arms and wesekh-collar. In fact, I 
suspect many such pieces may have functioned as what I call “parish coffins.” I have argued elsewhere that the 
value of funerary materiality was so compelling that many ancient Egyptians who could not afford to remove 
that materiality from economic exchange permanently and bury the burial equipment in a tomb would have 
still acquired it for short-term use, effectively renting a coffin. In The Cost of Death, I gave up hope of ever find-
ing evidence of this occurrence because it seemed that multiple, short-term uses could not be archaeologically 
documented in any way.31 However, Florence 8524 was used for at least three different bodies, and the latest 
reuser did not insert a name. I think I can make a circumstantial case for the “parish coffin” practice based on 
such examples: A blank for the name covered with varnish would have provided the perfect short-term writing 
surface for a village or even a family. The name of one individual could be added in monochrome or polychrome 
paint before funerary rituals and then quickly wiped away after the burial, readying the field for the next in-
dividual’s name. This would suggest that many people were actually ritually transformed in a coffin that they 
did not personally own, one which they only used short-term, even perhaps “renting” from a temple or priest. 
That Florence 8524 was found in a burial space (probably Bab el-Gassus) is interesting, because buying a “parish 
coffin,” if indeed it is one, would have been like buying the “floor model” today. 

A preserved coffin set may betray reuse when the individual pieces do not match others in the set. In the cof-
fin set of Butehamen (Museo Egizio in Turin C.2237; fig. 1.11),32 for example, the inner coffin is much too small 
for its companion outer coffin. Each case of a Ramesside nesting set usually fits within an inch of the others. 
The size disparities in this coffin set suggest the opportunistic cobbling together of older pieces from various 
sources. These coffins are not only mismatched in size, but in color and decoration as well. The outer coffin has 
an unusual white background, while the inner coffin is varnished yellow in traditional Twenty-First Dynasty 
fashion. In addition, the mummy board was too big for the small inner coffin, necessitating a rough chiseling of 
decorated wood on the inner coffin’s interior side walls. We can imagine that this haphazard modification took 
place just before the funerary rituals of Butehamen, when the undertakers realized they could not fit both the 

31. Cooney, Cost of Death, 279–80.
32. Niwiński, Sarcofagi; Andrej Niwiński, “Butehamon—Schreiber der Nekropolis,” SAK 11 (1984): 135–56. To me, the

dating of this coffin set to mid-Dynasty 21 is problematic because I think it is reused. Niwiński states that the white outer 
coffin is an attempt at purposeful archaizing to the Twentieth or early Twenty-First Dynasty and that this is a common 
practice for coffins dating to the time of the High Priest of Amen Pinedjem II (“Butehamon,” 140.) I, however, think that this 
archaizing is actually indicative of reuse or an attempt to match older decoration. I did find one detail of painted plaster 
under the current plaster layer at the outer coffin’s right shoulder, suggesting a reworking of the coffin’s surface. Because 
the coffin set could not be removed from the vitrine, more analysis is needed to prove this reuse definitively.
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Figure 1.11. Mismatched coffins in the set of Butehamen. Museo Egizio in Turin, Inv. no. C.2237. Photograph by 
Remy Hiramoto. 

Figure 1.12. Stola coffin of Paditmut in Museo Archaeologico in Florence, Inv. no. 2154. Photograph by Remy 
Hiramoto.
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mummy and mummy board into the small inner coffin. Unfortunately, the coffin set of Butehamen is encased 
in an old vitrine, and I was unable to examine all surfaces thoroughly. That said, I could not find any remnants 
of old decoration, which might indicate that only one of these pieces was reused instead of the entire set. In 
the end, the artisan hands/styles are different from coffin to coffin, even though each coffin bears the name of 
Butehamen.

My research thus far has indicated that stola coffins,33 like Florence 2154 (fig. 1.12), do not readily betray 
signs of reuse. Toward the end of Dynasty 21 and into Dynasty 22, this new type of coffin was developed for the 
high elites of Thebes. These coffins show the deceased with painted red straps crisscrossing the chest, meant to 
represent the red leather that bound the mummy together. These coffins coexisted with standard Twenty-First 
Dynasty coffins, but the stola coffin seems to have been exclusive to very high-level elites. Stola coffins contain 
some of the most intricate and creative funerary scenes on their painted surfaces. Interestingly, Renée van Wal-
sem has noted that these coffins exhibit different proportions from other Twenty-First Dynasty examples from 
the same era in that they have a slenderer shape when viewed from the front.34 Indeed, I suspect that many of 
these stola coffins will not show evidence of reuse because they were not created out of whole Ramesside or 
early Twenty-First Dynasty containers. If they were reused, they would have been created from deconstructed 
old wood—either from coffins or from other sources. The reasons for this pattern deviation among stola coffins 
is unknown. The only way to test for reuse of wood in most stola coffins is to perform radiocarbon dating or 
dendrochronology, providing a date that could be compared to the date established by stylistic typographies.35

The Meaning of Coffin Reuse

Examining how the ancient Egyptians reused coffins is one thing. But asking why they did it and how it actually 
worked in social and religious terms is another matter. Coffins were very special commodities. They depicted 
the face and body of the deceased. They named the dead and linked him or her to Osiris. The texts inscribed 
on the coffin’s surface were thought to provide eternal protection and transformation. Thus when we are con-
fronted with the reuse of funerary arts, it may represent a very troubling practice both morally and emotionally. 
We are left wondering if such activities were disconcerting for the ancient Egyptians. Examination of ancient 
funerary arts reuse therefore demands some theoretical examination so that we can try to understand how and 
why human beings could be capable of taking from the dead to serve the living, how they could be capable of 
erasing the names of ancestors so that the freshly dead’s name could be put in its place, and how they could 
display the dead in a coffin that everyone could see was produced a generation before its time.

Funerary reuse essentially involves the reappropriation of ideologically charged objects, and in the case of 
Twentieth and Twenty-First Dynasty coffins, this reuse occurred in the context of economic and social crisis. 
It is always best to get an explanation from the source community itself, but the Egyptians did not directly 
communicate how they justified or negotiated monument reuse and appropriation. They only openly discuss 
the practice of reuse in very negative terms, like the Tomb Robbery Papyri that document the torture and in-

33. For more on the stola coffins that belonged to highly placed Amen priests at Thebes and that showed the deceased
with crossed leather braces, or stola, on the coffin lid see Renée van Walsem, The Coffin of Djedmonthuiufankh in the Nation-
al Museum of Antiquities at Leiden (Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1997).

34. Van Walsem, Coffin, 43.
35. For example, carbon dating was performed on a coffin in the Brooklyn museum of Art (08.480.1A-B), resulting in

a date that was Middle to New Kingdom when calibrated. James M. Weinstein, “Radiocarbon and Some Ancient Egyptian 
Thievery,” AJA 88 (1988): 591–92. It is important to keep in mind, however, that cedar is difficult to analyze in this way. 
Because these trees grow for so long, it is possible for wood from the tree’s core to produce a date much older than the date 
the tree was cut down.
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terrogation of men accused of stealing coffins or reusing temple wood to make coffins, or the tomb curses that 
condemn anyone who harms the monument to a horrible end.36 

A coffin was essentially meant to make a functional link between the thing and the person—to transform the 
dead into an eternal Osirian and solar version of the deceased. The coffin was believed to ritually activate the 
dead. Thus, the wood, paint, and plaster were meant to provide an inviolable, idealized, permanent depiction 
of the person inside. The Egyptian coffin is a particularly fetishized commodity, from the Marxist perspective, 
meaning that we in the modern world (and almost certainly in the ancient world as well) ascribe inherent value 
to it.37 This fetishization is why coffin reuse is so disturbing to us. These objects have faces and hands and feet, 
and thus they seem to be human. The ritual spells inscribed on the surface imply that the human stakes were 
very high: nothing less than providing an eternal afterlife for the dead. Thus, removing a body and redecorating 
the coffin for another seems profoundly wrong to us—because we have created an inherent value for that object. 

Profoundly, during the Twenty-First Dynasty (and probably during many other time periods), the Egyptians 
were able to de-fetishize these objects. They were able to separate the coffin from the essence of one dead body 
and modify it for another. It is difficult to understand how the ancient Egyptians were able to break the link 
between the person and this sacred thing. I suspect there were magical spells and rituals employed to keep the 
dead at peace after they were removed from the container, but the Egyptians did not leave any such informa-
tion preserved for us. Despite the perceived dangers and moral problems with such reuse,38 the Egyptians did it 
nonetheless. Indeed, if my reuse rates of over 60 percent hold up to further scrutiny as research continues, then 
there was a cultural agreement among an entire community of elites to regularly break the link between the 
person and coffin, to conventionalize a coffin’s movement from the sacred to the commodity sphere and back 
again, and to focus on the value of short-term, transformative ritual activity, at the expense of the permanent 
protection a coffin might provide.

Igor Kopytoff’s essay in Appadurai’s Social Life is helpful when thinking about objects that are not meant 
to move back into the commodity sphere after their initial production.39 Kopytoff discusses objects that are set 
aside by a given culture as sacred and taken out of circulation. He states that, “In every society, there are things 
that are publicly precluded from being commoditized.” Kopytoff continues, “in any society, the individual is 
often caught between the cultural structure of commoditization and his own personal attempts to bring a value 
order to the universe of things.”40 Thus, in ancient Egypt a few individuals went against the stream of society 
and just took what they needed, ostensibly clashing with the larger culture. According to Kopytoff’s model, 
coffin reuse was anticultural or countercultural, and indeed this is how Egyptologists have approached reuse—
as something aberrant and immoral, and thus infrequent in its occurrence. But my research is showing a reuse 
rate that suggests most Egyptian elites (i.e., people who could afford coffins or rituals including coffins) were 

36. Baines and Lacovara (“Burial and the Dead,” 26) are able to reconcile the way things were meant to be with what they
actually were: “We suggest that Egyptian attitudes toward the dead could ultimately dispense with or transcend particular 
mortuary structures or physical remains. Their ability, which is shared by modern societies, simultaneously to entertain 
conflicting conceptions enabled them to maintain both idealizing and rationalizing views of death and the dead. 

37. David Graeber’s discussion of Marxist Fetishism is useful for ritual objects like coffins. Graeber, Toward an Anthro-
pological Theory, 65.

38. For example, see Khonsuemheb and the Ghost in which a High Priest of Amen is visited by an unhappy akh-spirit
of the Middle Kingdom whose tomb has been lost/damaged. The High Priest promises to rebuild his tomb, commission a 
coffin of gold and precious wood, and to renew his offering cult. This fiction reflects the repercussions of tomb and coffin 
reuse. See McDowell, Village Life, 149–52; Jürgen von Beckerath, “Zur Geschichte von Chonsemhab und dem Geist,” ZÄS 
119 (1992): 90–107.

39. Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life of Things: Commod-
ities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 64–91.

40. Kopytoff, “Cultural Biography,” 76.
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deciding en masse to recommodify the funerary arts of their elders for contemporary use. In other words, a 
culture can only adhere to moral codes when it can afford to do so. Kopytoff’s essay suggests that when people 
move sacred objects back into the commodity sphere, they are breaking the rules.41 Indeed there is something 
to this perspective from the Egyptian side, because so many reusers did attempt to mask their reuse (and many 
were probably so successful that I cannot see any trace of it during my analysis). However, the practice of reuse 
is quite complex because just as many reusers did so by removing only the personal name and putting in a new 
one, not shrouding the action at all. This method implies that a large part of ancient Egyptian society in the 
Twenty-First Dynasty was complicit and accepting of the practice. 

Our own expectations of coffin reuse are very important if we are ever to understand the practice from an 
emic perspective. If a reuser was able to hide older decoration and pass off a coffin as fashionable and new for 
his time, then this is something that modern western society accepts and understands. The motivations behind 
the masking of such ritually charged resources seem clear to us, because we assume that the Egyptians also 
believed such reuse activities to be aberrant, like most of us in the modern West do. However, given the high 
percentage of coffin reuse (just over 60 percent), and since that reuse was commonly performed by merely eras-
ing the name of the previous owner for the name of the freshly dead, we can ask: How did the ancient Egyptians 
perceive the efficacy and value of a coffin that was made for someone else. Did it matter in any way that it was 
taken, sometimes violently,42 from the body of another person?

The motivation to acquire a coffin seems to have been so great that reuse rates skyrocket in Dynasty 21 as 
access to resources plummets. Much of this was ideologically driven: The dead needed ritual transformation, 
and the elite Egyptian mindset demanded materiality to create that transformation through a complicated set 
of funerary rituals that included the Opening of the Mouth and other transformative funerary ceremonies.43 
But the reuse was also economically driven. Access to high-quality wood from the Lebanon or elsewhere was 
impossible given the political and economic conditions throughout the Mediterranean, and people had to look 
elsewhere for this most basic coffin resource. Social drivers were also essential: Funerary rituals took place in a 
public or semipublic forum, inviting an intertwined socioeconomic agenda. The families of the dead wanted to 
display their place to society, and they needed funerary materiality to do it.44

Was the value of a coffin lowered in the eyes of witnesses of funerary rituals because it had been reused? 
This is more difficult to answer, but I think the answer depends on the level of distance a given reuser was able 
to create from the previous coffin owner. In other words, the more modifications one was able to incorporate in 
a given coffin, the more it may have seemed to belong to the recently dead. The very fact that there was a gradi-
ent of reuse—from reassignment to thorough refashioning—implies a gradient of attitudes toward the practice, 
probably partly depending on one’s rank and status in Egyptian society. The wealthier one was, the more an 
individual would have known how important it was to cover one’s tracks. The poor may not have had such 
scruples. But these are socioeconomic notions of value. If we think of the ritual use and religious meaning of 
these coffins, we might then ask: What did it mean for an ancient Egyptian to reuse a coffin that had previously 
belonged to another soul? In the end, it seems the Egyptians decided that the value of a reused coffin lay in its 
ability to perform transformational and protective rituals with the deceased inside of it—whoever that was at 
the time.

41. Kopytoff, 88.
42. Jansen-Winkeln, “Die Plünderung.”
43. For a summary of these rituals from a textual perspective, see Jan Assmann, Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt,

trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005).
44. Cooney, Cost of Death; Kathlyn M. Cooney, “The Functional Materialism of Death: A Case Study of Funerary Ma-

terial in the Ramesside Period,” in Das Heilige und die Ware, ed. Martin Fitzenreiter, Internet-Beiträge zur Ägyptologie und 
Sudanarchäologie 7 (London: Golden House, 2008), 273–99.
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In David Graeber’s book Towards an Anthropological Theory of Value, he questions “What if one did try to 
create a theory of value starting from the assumption that what is ultimately being evaluated are not things, 
but actions?”45 This is a useful perspective for this research, because a coffin is the embodiment of ritual action, 
concretized in a three-dimensional, decorated object.46 Essentially, the coffin represents a material abstraction 
of ritual activity. Assuming the practical, material approach that Graeber insists on, if all abstractions have a 
material base, then the production of a reused coffin could limit how efficacious it was perceived to be.47 Again, 
the dataset of Twenty-First Dynasty coffins shows gradients of reuse, and those gradients could be associated 
with perceived levels of ritual and religious functionality. 

The Egyptian coffin gained its most important value through action, in this case, the action of funerary 
ritual, which was perceived as necessary for the effective transformation of the dead in elite circles. If ritual 
transformation and materiality were thus connected in ancient Egypt, then there would have been a strong 
drive to acquire coffins for the people who had just died, over and above a motivation to protect the coffins of 
ancestors who had been dead for generations because these souls had already benefitted from the transforma-
tion of funerary ritual. Some Egyptologists might consider coffin reuse to be an immoral crime that happened 
rarely, but the ancient Egyptians might have considered the nonperformance of ritual transformation for those 
who had just died to be an egregious cultural and social failure. Coffin reuse was a creative negotiation of this 
economic-social-religious crisis. In other words, it was not the reuse of a coffin that was aberrant; if anything 
was aberrant, it would have been refusing to provide the recently deceased with transformative ritual activity 
by means of funerary materiality. Lack of access to wood that had not been previously used would not have 
been an appropriate excuse.

45. Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory, 49.
46. Barbara Lüscher, Untersuchungen zu Totenbuch Spruch 151, Studien zum altägyptischen Totenbuch 2 (Wiesbaden:

Harrassowitz, 1998).
47. For ritual demanding the production of abstractions in material form, see Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory,

54.
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Why Gild the Lily? On “Color Symbolism” 
and Color Use in Egyptian Art

Lorelei H. Corcoran
(University of Memphis)

It is an honor to dedicate this article to the memory of Cathleen (Candy) Keller who was a role model for wom-
en in Egyptology and a groundbreaking scholar in the field of Egyptian art history.

What role did color play in ancient Egyptian art? Before beginning an investigation of this topic, it is important 
to remind ourselves that “color-usage cannot always be understood in terms of color science [i.e. color percep-
tion],”1 nor may studies on color terminology be helpful in understanding color usage. With respect to color 
terminology, despite the fact that a universalist system for color terminology and for the acquisition of color 
terms,2 and even a so-called universalist grammar, have been proposed, exceptions have been documented that 
have challenged such claims of universality. For example, to the great consternation of proponents of Chomsk-
yan linguistics, a South American language emerged (of Brazil’s Pirahã tribe) that does not use subordinate 
clauses; it has no words for numbers; and it has no words for colors.3  Moreover, any argument for the univer-

1. This article is an edited version of a paper, “Some Observations on Egyptian Art: Color Terms and Color Use in
Ancient Egypt,” delivered in Leiden, The Netherlands, on 10 May 2007 while on a faculty sabbatical from the University 
of Memphis. I thank Dr. J. J. Roodenberg, then director of the library of the Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten 
(NINO), for extending research privileges to me and thank Prof. Dr. J. F. Borghouts†, and Dr. René van Walsem for fruitful 
discussions during my tenure in Leiden. I am grateful to Dr. W. Raymond Johnson, then director of Chicago House, Luxor, 
for his support and permission to use the Chicago House library during my 2007 visit and to Prof. Dr. Jadwiga Lipińska†, 
director of the Polish Mission of the Thutmosis III Temple at Deir el-Bahri, for permission to view the storeroom of the 
Tuthmosis III temple. My sincere thanks also go to my colleagues, Fred Albertson, T. D. Barr, Edwin Brock†, Kathlyn M. 
Cooney, Richard Jasnow, Brian Muhs, Patricia Podzorski, Robert K. Ritner†, Nigel Strudwick, Marie Svoboda, and Tasha 
Vorderstrasse for references and/or critiques. I thank Ashley Stanton, Robyn Price, Amr Khalaf Shahat, and Kathleen Scott 
for bibliographic assistance. I especially would like to thank Tanya Olson for invaluable editorial assistance and Deanna 
Kiser-Go, an editor of the present volume, for encouragement and support during revisions of this publication. 

John Gage, “Colour and Culture” in Colour: Art and Science, ed. Trevor Lamb and Janine Bourriau (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 188. Kuschel and Monberg eventually learned that there are three color lexemes in Bellonese (light, 
dark, and red) and a number of contextualized lexemes that, unfortunately, “have limited syntagmatic usage;” also see John 
E. Hartley, Semantics of Ancient Hebrew Colour Lexemes, ANESSupp. 33 (Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 20-21. Evidence for such
contextualized color lexemes that “encode more than one referent,” (Hartley, Semantics, 19) are nevertheless relevant be-
cause they call for different models for the understanding of color term acquisition and use. I thank my colleague Richard
Jasnow for recommending Hartley’s monograph.

2. Brent Berlin and Paul Kay, Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1969).

3. Rafaela von Bredow, “Brazil’s Pirahã Tribe: Living without Numbers or Time,” online: http://www.spiegel.de/interna-
tional/spiegel/brazil-s-piraha-tribe-living-without-numbers-or-time-a-414291.html. Daniel L. Everett published his findings
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