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Exalted Spirits: The Veneration of the
Dead in Egypt through the Ages

The dead, whether kings, revered individuals, or family members, have
been venerated in some way in Egypt throughout its 5000-year history.
These exalted spirits were venerated not only as semi-divinities, but
also because they could intercede with the gods on behalf of the living.
In Islamic Egypt veneration concentrated on figures seen as closest to
God. Their special status implied that prayers made through them were
more effective. This exhibition explores who was venerated, why, and
how, and traces traditions that link ancient Egypt to the modern day.
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Who Were Revered?

Different kinds of individuals were revered. On the highest level were
royal figures, the Holy Family, and the Prophet Muhammad. These were
followed by prominent pious individuals with miraculous powers,
including different saints. Lastly, certain deceased family members
were also venerated.
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Touched by the Divine: Kings, Queens
and Prophets

Although in ancient Egypt all kings were divine, some were especially
venerated, particularly after their death. A few, with their families,
became patrons of entire regions, such as Waset (modern Luxor),
acting as intercessors for its people. This tradition of veneration and
intercession continued into the Coptic era with the Holy Family's
journey to Egypt. The Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven, was particularly
honoured. In Islam Muslims hold the Prophet Muhammad, his family
and the awliya (saintly men and women) in high esteem.
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Stela Dedicated to Amenhotep |

New Kingdom, Dynasty 20, reign of Ramesses IV (ca. 1153-1146 BC)
Painted Limestone

Deir el-Medina, Temple of Hathor (Ptolemy IV, 222- 205 BC)
Excavated by E. Baraize for the Egyptian Antiquities Service in 1912
JE 43568 = SR 4/13556

This small, painted stela shows King Amenhotep | (ca.1549-1524 BC) striding
forward. He and his mother, Ahmose-Nefertari were particularly revered by
the inhabitants of Deir el-Medina, the village for the workmen who
decorated the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings. Amenhotep | was
regarded as the patron god of the Theban necropolis, probably because he
was the first New Kingdom ruler to commission craftsmen to build his tomb
and mortuary temple in Thebes, and to give the workers prominence. This
stela bears the titulary of Ramesses IV on its rim, a king who lived long after
Amenhotep had died, and presents him as the dedicator of the object.
However, the stela was probably dedicated by an unnamed person, seeking
Ramesses IV as an intermediary between him and the deified Amenhotep I.
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The Adored: Saints & Celebrities

The most common intercessors are individuals with saintly powers who
feature prominently in the life of every village, town, and city. During
their lives, these individuals were celebrated for their
accomplishments, religiosity, and miraculous powers, which persisted
after their death. In the Pharaonic period these included Imhotep,
Heqaib, and Amenhotep Son of Hapu. The tradition continued with the
advent of Christianity, and its many saints especially, Sts. George,
Menas, and Anthony, being established throughout Egypt. For
Muslims, Ahl al-Bayt (the Prophet’s family) are chief amongst Egypt’s
patron saints followed by the awliya. Egypt is full of hundreds of shrines
commemorating and celebrating them.
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Icon of St. Mena

Painted on a wooden panel

From the Church of Mari Mena

Inv. No. 3368

Artist: Attributed to Yuhanna el-Armany (18th Century)

St. Mena is a famous Coptic saint, popular in the East and the West. He
was a Coptic soldier in the Roman army who refused to give up his
religion, and his biography is a source of inspiration to many devotees.
Many healing miracles are attributed to his intercession and prayers. St.
Mena, the miraculous, is depicted on his reddish brown horse. He holds a
cross-staff and the reins of the horse. A sword completes his armor.
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Two Sleeves from a Clerical Costume

19th Century AD

Silk

Unknown Provenance
Inv. Nos. 2240 and 2241

Two sleeves from a clerical costume, decorated with two angels
surrounded by colored crosses. The right sleeve is embroidered at the
edges with prayers to God. In the lower part, an appeal to God for
forgiveness is inscribed. On the left sleeve, the name of the honorable
father, Anba Yoannas, is inscribed together with prayers to God to
compensate the tailor for this good deed in the glory of God's name.
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Deified Families: Effective Ancestors

Certain deceased family members are considered to have saintly
powers enabling them to intercede on behalf of their descendants. In
ancient Egypt, household shrines often featured such individuals, with
their busts, stelae, and offering places playing a crucial part of the daily
cult. Often, in Coptic homes images of ancestors are placed in special
corners where incense and candles are burnt before them. In Muslim
contexts, while ancestors are not generally regarded as intercessors,
their memory continues through pictures, whose presence radiates
blessings upon the family.
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Anthropoid Bust of Khandjer

New Kingdom, Dynasty 20 - 19 (ca. 1069-1298 BC)
Limestone, Pigment, Gesso

Deir el-Medina, House D 6 (Bruyére House NE XIII)
Excavated by G. Méller in 1913

JE 43980 = SR 9925 /4

This beautifully painted bust was found in one of the houses of Deir
el-Medina. A text, inscribed on its underside, reads “Mistress of the
House, Khandjer, justified in peace.” This is one of two inscribed busts
from this workmen'’s village. Some scholars believe that these busts
represented recently departed family members, in the form a
transfigured, divine spirit (akh). Some—Ilike this bust—were found in
domestic contexts, along with what are known as Akh iger n Ra stelae.
They are believed to have been part of a domestic ancestor cult.
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How Were Ancestor Cults Celebrated?

The rituals of veneration vary, encompassing shrines in houses, public
shrines, festivals (mawalid), and cemetery visits. In Pharaonic Egypt
shrines were found within houses at sites like Deir el-Medina and
Amarna, a tradition that persists in Christian homes today. The most
common way of veneration throughout Egyptian history has been at
shrines, sometimes attached to tombs. Rituals connected with the
shrines include pilgrimages, prayers, letters to the dead, making
offerings, celebrating festivals, and consulting the exalted spirits as
oracles.
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Silk Textile

Khedivial Egypt, 1283 AH/AD 1866, Khushyar Hanim (mother of Khedive Ismail), nicknamed
Umm al-Khayrat on this piece

Silk

From the Mosque-Mausoleum of Sayyid Ahmad al-Badawi, Tanta

MIA 4033

Sayyid Ahmad al-Badawi founder of the Badawiyya Sufi order was born in
Fez in AD 1200. He travelled to Egypt and settled in Tanta where he died
in AD 1276, becoming an important shaykh in the city. His karamat
(miracles associated with him) were quickly manifested, gaining him many
followers. The mother of Khedive Ismail, Khushyar Hanim, bequeathed
this embroidered green silk textile to cover his tomb.
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Hilya Sharifa by the Master Calligrapher
Mustafa Ezzat Effendi (d.1293 AH/1876 AD)

Ottoman, 1282 AH/AD 1865
Paper

From the Qubba Palace, Cairo
MIA 18202

A hilya is the equivalent of a modern-day graduation certificate, but
specifically for calligraphers. Under Ottoman rule each calligrapher
produced this sheet of paper that testified to his skill in giving a physical
description of the Prophet (PBUH) and his character. What better way for
a calligrapher to connect with the beloved Prophet of Islam than to
proficiently and beautifully describe him! These papers became
collectible items because they represented the Prophet without an
image, as figural representations are prohibited in Islam. In houses and
palaces these papers invoked the Prophet’s presence making his baraka
(blessings) perpetual for the inhabitants of the residence.
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