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osiris
God of the harvest and lord of 

the Underworld. Murdered 
and quartered by his brother Seth, 

he was mummified and brought 
back to life by his wife Isis. As 

king of the Land of the Dead, he 
gave eternal life to all people who 

deserved it. 

horus
Falcon god, one of the oldest 
and most important deities 

in the Egyptian pantheon. Son 
of Osiris and Isis. Considered 
the lord of the celestial sphere 

and patron of royal power. 

re
Sun god, creator of the world. Identified 

with Horus as Re-Harakhte, or Re as Horus 
the Lord-of-the-Two-Horizons. He was 

depicted as a falcon-headed man crowned 
with a solar disc. He was also identified with 

Amun as Amun-Re.

bastet
Goddess with a feline head. Bastet 

was also depicted in the form of a cat, 
an animal considered an incarnation 
of the goddess. She was a personifi-
cation of fertility and motherly care, 

but also of music, joy and fun.

Egyptian gods

Religion transcended all aspects 
of life of the ancient Egyptians, 

from birth until death. Everyone, 
whether pharaoh or farmer, expected 

the gods and goddesses to maintain 
a balance and harmony in the world, 
to provide a good harvest and victory 

in war, to protect people from 
misfortune, and to accompany 

the dead on their way to eternity. 

The Egyptians worshipped hundreds 
of gods. Each of the 42 administrative 

provinces (so-called nomes) had its own 
deity, but many others were venerated 
as well. Only a few of them remained 

important throughout Egyptian 
history. In order to secure good fortune 

in everyday life, Egyptians usually 
prayed and made offerings to the local 
god and to household deities. Gods of 
statewide importance were venerated 
during major festivals and on special 

occasions.  As a rule, the pharaoh’s 
local god became the main god of 

the state (e.g. Amun-Re or Aten-Re). 

Egyptian gods took on various 
zoomorphic, anthropomorphic 

or hybrid forms. They also manifested 
themselves through symbols.

isis
Isis, the goddess who 
embodied the virtues 

of an ideal wife 
and mother, is 

depicted here with 
the child Horus 
on her lap. She 

also looked after 
the dead.

anubis
God of 

the dead and patron 
of mummification, 

Lord of the Necropolis, 
caretaker of cemeteries. 

Depicted as a jackal 
or a jackal-headed man. 

thoth
God of wisdom, protector of all 

sciences, inventor of writing. Often 
depicted as a baboon or ibis.
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Assyrian reliefs

The reliefs were usually carved on 
huge stone slabs (orthostats) typically 
used to cover the lower parts of walls 

in halls and courtyards of palaces 
built by Assyrian rulers. The relief 

decoration formed narratives showing 
scenes from military campaigns, court 

life and hunts, but they could also be 
religious and magical in character.

This relief fragment is part of 
an orthostat from the palace of 
king Ashurnasirpal II in Kalhu 

(present-day Nimrud). It shows 
the aquiline head of the winged genius 

Apkallu. It was part of a larger scene 
of ritual cleansing of the “sacred 

tree” performed by two fantastical 
creatures that stood on both sides. 
The geniuses held buckets of water 

and pine-cones. The representation, 
magical and protective in character, 

was repeated multiple times 
in the palace interior. Rituals 

connected with the “sacred tree” 
were most likely performed to secure 

prosperity of the king and state.
The remains of the palace 

in Nimrud were recently destroyed 
by the so-called Islamic State.

The Near East and Egypt

The first civilisations emerged in the Near 
East, in the Tigris and Euphrates river basin, 

a land called Mesopotamia (Gr. “Land between 
the Rivers”). Its fertile soil, plentiful water 

and mild climate favoured agriculture and animal 
husbandry.  However, the inhabitants had to 

create irrigation systems, thanks to which they 
could control the amount of water reaching 

their fields. Building and maintenance of 
canals led to development of administrative 

systems that coordinated work in settlements. 
This, in turn, brought the rise of city-states 

in the Fertile Crescent (see map). Over time, 
several cultures, states and empires emerged 
in this region. Among the different peoples 

that created them were the Sumerians, 
Akkadians, Assyrians, and Hurrians.

Egypt, the land of the pharaohs, flourished thanks 
to its location in the Nile Valley. The river was 

a permanent source of life-giving water. Its flood 
cycle determined the seasons and the agricultural 

works performed by its inhabitants.  Separate 
cultures developed in Lower Egypt (the Nile Delta) 

and in Upper Egypt, which stretched south all 
the way to the First Cataract (rapids on the river). 
Toward the end of the 4th millennium BC, the two 
lands were united. The emergence of a centralised 
royal power led to the creation of a dynastic state.
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Coffins in Egypt belonged to two main types: 

a box coffin in the shape of a quadrangular 
chest, and an anthroPoiD CoFFin, 

which imitated the shape of a human body 
wrapped in a mummy shroud. They were 

made of wood, stone or precious metals (for 
the pharaohs). Coffins of both types were 

decorated. Richer burials contained several 
coffins, which were placed one inside the other 

to better protect the mummified body.  

  
The face of the deceased 

was covered with a MuMMY 
MasK. It served not only 
as additional protection 

for the bandaged head, but 
also, according to Egyptian 

beliefs, it reproduced the facial 
features, immortalising 

the image of the deceased. 
The mask was made of 

cartonnage, or several layers of 
linen or papyrus glued together 

with resin and coated with 
painted gypsum plaster.  

  
An oFFerinG tabLe, 

or a rectangular stone slab with 
carved representations of libation 

vessels and bread, meat, wine 
and fruit, was placed in the burial 

chamber. The depictions were 
magical substitutes of real offerings. 

It was believed that they would be 
available for the soul of the deceased 

thanks to accompanying 
hieroglyphic texts containing 

offering formulas.

  
Egyptians believed that after 

death, in the afterlife, one also 
had to work, for instance tilling 

the fields and maintaining canals 
used for their irrigation. However, 

shabti FiGurines could replace 
the deceased in these chores. 

Initially the statues were to represent 
the deceased. Over time, they started 

to be treated as slaves of the tomb 
owner. In order to summon them, 

one had to recite the sixth spell from 
the Book of the Dead. The shabtis were 
made of stone, wood, clay or faience. 

A tomb would be furnished with 
one or more such figurines. Their 

numbers reached up to several 
hundred, one for each day of the year. 

  
The embalmed entrails of the deceased 
– lungs, liver, intestines and stomach – 
were placed in stone or ceramic vessels 

called CanoPiC jars. Initially they 
had flat lids, but later their covers began 
to be rendered in the shape of heads of 

a human, a baboon, a falcon and a jackal. 
They symbolised the four Sons of 

Horus, protective deities Imsety, Hapy, 
Kebehsenuf and Duamutef.

 
Amulets for the deceased were placed 

between the mummy wrappings. For instance, 
the tWo FinGers were put on the mummy’s 

abdomen near the opening through which 
the embalmers removed the viscera. Others were 
placed on the body of the deceased according to 

the instructions of the Book of the Dead. For example, 
the uDjat amulet in the shape of the eye of Horus 

was used by the living, but also given to the dead. 
It was to serve as protection from all evil.

 
Egyptians considered the heart to be 
the centre of thoughts and feelings. 

The deceased received an amulet 
in the shape of the heart 

sCarab. Its underside was carved 
with the text of chapter 30B from 

the Book of the Dead. Its role was to 
keep the heart silent so that it would 

not testify against the deceased 
during the Judgment of Osiris. 

Journey to the afterlife

It was every Egyptian’s dream 
to live forever in the beloved 
land of their forefathers. Life 

after death was imagined as an 
improved version of earthly 
existence. It is depicted on 
reliefs and wall paintings 

in Egyptian tombs. The happy 
deceased is shown enjoying life’s 

pleasures in the company of 
his family: taking part in lavish 

banquets, resting in shady 
gardens full of flowers, taking 
a boat ride through leafy reed 
thickets, fishing or hunting. 

Even work was pleasure! 

According to Egyptian beliefs, 
the deceased on their way to 

eternity had to be equipped with 
numerous funerary objects. In 

addition to the mummified body 
laid in a coffin, tombs contained 

food and drink in vessels, objects 
of everyday use, representations 

of gods, and shabti figurines. 

 Find the funerary equipment shown 
below in the Gallery of Ancient Art. 


