
Ancient Egyptians believed that when a person died, his or her
spirit was released from the body. In order to have a good

afterlife, the spirit needed to come back to its body.Mummi-
fication was developed as a way to preserve a dead body well
enough to allow it to be recognizable and usable for the spirit

after death.

The Afterlife and the Need for Mummies
Amummy is a dead body that has been preserved and
that still has some of its soft tissue—that is, a body

that has decayed only to a limited degree. This can
happen naturally in a very dry climate or can be
done artificially.

Before around 3000 B.C., most people in ancient
Egypt were buried in the ground when they
died. In the hot, dry conditions, bodies
remained well preserved and often were
naturally mummified. Later, however, kings
and nobles began to be buried in mastabas
(MAHS tuh buhz)—tombs made out of dried
brick. Mastabas had a chamber below ground to
hold the body. In later examples, above ground
was another room designed to receive the
offerings left for the dead. By around 3000 B.C.,
just as the belief in the need for a person’s body
to achieve an afterlife became widespread, the
royalty and nobility of Egypt were being buried
in a coffin placed within a tomb instead of in
the sand. With this change, the Egyptians began
to invent ways to preserve bodies.

Preserving the Body
To preserve the dead, the Egyptians embalmed

(ehm BAHLMED) and dried corpses to stop them
from decaying. In the usual process of mummification, embalmers

One of a set
of four canopic jars
used to preserve the
internal organs of an
Egyptian prince in the
800’s B.C. The hiero-
glyphic text on the front
is addressed to the
goddess Isis, asking
for her protection.
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would cut open the body and remove the lungs,
liver, stomach, and intestines of the dead. The
organs were dried with a natural salt, natron
(NAY tron), which drew out the moisture from
the organs. Ordinarily, the organs were then stored
separately in stone jars, called canopic jars. During
certain periods, however, the organs were wrapped
in parcels and placed back inside of the body or
put into one parcel and placed on top of the body.
Embalmers also removed the brain. Usually, they
used a long rod with a small spoon-shaped device
to pull the brain out through the nose. The brain
tissue was just discarded.

The embalmers placed natron inside the corpse and
covered what remained of the corpse with natron.
The body was allowed to dry for about 40 days.
Once the body was dried, it could be stuffed with
straw, linen, moss, or some other material to give it
a more lifelike shape. It was coated with spices and
lotions. Then, the body was wrapped in layers of
linen strips. As the mummy was being wrapped, a
priest read aloud spells to launch the dead person
on his or her journey to the afterlife. Amulets (AM
yuh lihtz), a kind of charm, were also placed in the
wrappings. The entire process of mummification
could take as long as 70 days.

ONLY FOR THE RICH
By around 2600 B.C.,
the elaborate process of
mummification had
become a profitable
business, and only those
whose families could
afford to pay for it were
preserved in this way.

The mummy of a teenage Egyptian girl who
lived between the 1200’s and 1000’s B.C.
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