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The ancient Egyptians were renowned for their fascinating beliefs and practices
surrounding death and the afterlife. Among the various funerary customs, one
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particular aspect stands out – the use of funerary portraits. These captivating
artworks, created to accompany the deceased in their journey to the afterlife,
offer a unique glimpse into the lives of ancient Egyptians and their artistic
traditions.

Hidden within the halls of the Petrie Museum at UCL Institute of Archaeology in
London lies a remarkable collection of Egyptian funerary portraits. This article will
delve into the history, significance, and artistic magnificence of these portraits,
shedding light on their role in ancient Egyptian culture.
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Egyptian funerary portraits, dating back to the late period of ancient Egypt
(around 664–332 BCE), offer a unique blend of traditional Egyptian art and
Hellenistic influences. These portraits were painted on wooden panels and placed
on the mummies, covering the face and chest. They were primarily found in the
Greco-Roman necropolises of Egypt, such as Hawara and Akhmim.

The purpose of these portraits was to serve as a realistic representation of the
deceased, preserving their memory for eternity. It was believed that through these
portraits, the eternal spirit of the deceased would recognize its earthly body and
continue its journey into the afterlife. The exquisite craftsmanship of these
portraits showcases the skills of the ancient Egyptian artists, who strived to
capture the essence and individuality of each person.
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The incorporation of Hellenistic elements in these portraits is a testament to the
interactions and cultural exchange between ancient Egypt and Greece during this
period. The fusion of Egyptian and Greek art styles resulted in a unique aesthetic,
blending Egyptian symbolism with Greek naturalism.

Exploring the Petrie Museum's Collection

The Petrie Museum at UCL Institute of Archaeology houses an extensive and
diverse collection of Egyptian artifacts, including a remarkable assemblage of
funerary portraits. With over 80 portraits on display, the museum offers an
exceptional opportunity to explore these mesmerizing artworks in person.

Each portrait in the Petrie Museum's collection tells a story of an individual who
lived thousands of years ago. The detailed facial features and intricate
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embellishments provide valuable insights into the lives, social status, and fashion
of ancient Egyptians.

One of the notable portraits in the collection is that of Artemidorus, a young man
with captivating almond-shaped eyes and a softly sculpted face. The delicate
brushwork and careful rendering of facial expressions make this portrait a
masterpiece of ancient Egyptian artistry.

Another striking portrait in the museum is that of a woman named Demetria. Her
prominent headdress, adorned with intricate beadwork and jewels, reflects both
her high social status and the artistic skills of the era. The graceful lines and
harmonious proportions of her features evoke a sense of timeless beauty.

Unveiling the Enigma

Egyptian funerary portraits continue to captivate scholars and art enthusiasts
alike due to the air of mystery that surrounds them. The allure lies in their ability
to convey the essence of a person long gone, immortalized through exquisite
artistry. These portraits offer a unique window into ancient Egyptian society,
shedding light on its diverse culture, beliefs, and artistic traditions.

The Petrie Museum's collection of funerary portraits serves as a bridge
connecting the modern world with the enigmatic civilization of ancient Egypt.
Through careful preservation and dedicated research, the museum strives to
unveil the secrets held within these captivating portraits, allowing visitors to forge
a personal connection with the individuals whose faces stare back at them from
across the millennia.

If you are a lover of art and history, a visit to the Petrie Museum at UCL Institute
of Archaeology is a must. Immerse yourself in the beauty and mystery of Egyptian



funerary portraits and embark on a journey back in time to the magnificent
civilization of ancient Egypt.
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The haunting funerary paintings on wood coffins found in Roman Egypt still
represent some of the most vivid images that come to us from the ancient world.
These paintings were first discovered by Flinders Petrie, father of modern
archaeology, in his excavations in the Egyptian Fayum during the 1880s and
have rested at University College London for over 100 years. Now, the Petrie
Museum is bringing this corpus of paintings to the public in a stunning catalog.
Living Images is a beautiful and authoritative presentation of the restored
collection that will be an essential reference for scholars and a fascinating read
for general audiences. Central to the volume is a complete catalog of the mummy
portraits uncovered by Petrie, including full color illustrations and descriptions of
technical and stylistic features and iconographic characteristics. To add to the
value of the volume, articles describe the process of finding the mummies,
explain the place of funerary assemblages in the history of Egyptian burial
customs, offer an to Egyptian portrait painting, and explain the conservation
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issues presented by the coffins. Petrie’s own reflections on his finds are also
included. The volume is dedicated to the memory of Egyptologist Barbara Adams
and co-sponsored by the Petrie Museum.
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