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THE KELLIS 1 CEMETERY: ROMAN PERIOD BURIAL PRACTICES IN DAKHLEH OASIS 

 
COLIN A. HOPE 

 
 
 
The village of ancient Kellis, modern Ismant el-Kharab in Dakhleh Oasis,1 comprises a substantial 
settlement covering approximately ¾ km2, situated on the eastern edge of the modern cultivation, roughly 
centrally-located within the oasis (fig. 1). Occupation may have commenced in the first century BC and 
certainly covered the first to late fourth century AD. The settlement comprises the large complex with the 
temples of Tutu (Tithoes), Neith and Tapshay (Tapsais) in the south-west and an extensive area of domestic 
structures on the north, which were in use throughout the first to third centuries. Another domestic area in 
the centre and east of the site was the focus of activity in the mid-third and fourth centuries and it is here 
that the East Church Complex is located.2 
A series of different cemeteries lie at varying distances from the settlement (cf. fig. 12a):  
– mud-brick mausolea, some of substantial size, constructed in the first to third centuries, occupying the 
north-west quadrant of the site and flanking it on the south; these are termed the North Tomb Group, and its 
extension the West Tombs, and the South Tomb Group;3 they clearly belonged to the wealthier residents of 
Kellis. 
– rock-cut tombs in a chain of low hills, a short distance to the north-west and north, termed the Kellis 1 
cemetery,4 in use throughout the first to third century AD and possibly slightly earlier. 
– pit graves lying adjacent to the north of the site, forming the extensive Kellis 2 cemetery,5 and a few 
others in front of West Tombs 1-2, but associated with the West Church that abuts these tombs, or cut into 
the North Tomb Group.6 These all show a consistent burial pattern and may be assigned to the third to 
fourth centuries AD.7 
 While discussions have been published of the pit graves8 and also the mausolea,9 only one study of 
the early excavations in the Kellis 1 cemetery has appeared.10 The focus of other publications of the 
Kellis 1 material has been on identifying the range of body treatments with resultant conclusions about 
availability of professional embalmers. It is therefore with great pleasure that I present a more integrated 
and up-to-date overview of the practices employed for those buried in that cemetery in a volume dedicated 

                                                 
1 Site 31/420-D6-1 of the Dakhleh Oasis Project site numbering system. 
2 A general description of the layout of the site is J.E. Knudstad and R.A. Frey, “Kellis: the Architectural Survey of the 

Romano-Byzantine Town at Ismant el-Kharab”, in: C.S Churcher and A.J. Mills (eds.), Reports from the Survey of Dakhleh 
Oasis 1977-1987 (Oxford 1999) 189-214, while a general summary of the dating of the different parts of the site is 
C.A. Hope, “Observations on the dating of the occupation at Ismant el-Kharab”, in: C.A. Marlow and A.J. Mills (eds.), 
Proceedings of the First Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project (The Oasis Papers 1 ; Oxford 2001) 43-59. 

3 The North and South Tomb Groups were so-named by Knudstad during the course of his survey of the site on behalf of 
the Dakhleh Oasis Project, directed by Anthony J. Mills; the West Tombs were named by the present writer following their 
excavation, again on behalf of that project.  

4 Dakhleh Oasis Project site number 31/435-C5-1. 
5 Dakhleh Oasis Project site number 31/435-C5-2. 
6 The excavations in Kellis 1 and 2 were conducted under the overall supervision of Eldon Molto who led the team of 

physical anthropologists on behalf of the Dakhleh Oasis Project. 
7 There is some controversy surrounding the date of use of the Kellis 2 cemetery and the religious beliefs of those interred 

there, who were probably all Christian; see G.E. Bowen, “Some Observations on Christian Burial Practices at Kellis”, in: 
G.E. Bowen and C.A. Hope (eds.), Proceedings of the Third International Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project (The 
Oasis Papers 3; Oxford 2003) 167-182. 

8 Bowen, “Some Observations on Christian Burial Practices” (2003). 
9 C.A. Hope, “The Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab from 2000 to 2002” in: Bowen and Hope (eds.), Third International 

Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project (2003) 252-284; C.A. Hope, “The Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab and Mut el-
Kharab in 2004”, BACE 15 (2004) 19-28; C.A. Hope and J. McKenzie, “Interim Report on the West Tombs”, in: C.A. Hope 
and A.J. Mills (eds.), Dakhleh Oasis Project: Preliminary Reports on the 1992-1993 and 1993-1994 Field Seasons (Oxford 
1999) 53-68. 

10 M. Birrell, “Excavations in the Cemeteries of Ismant el-Kharab”, in: Hope and Mills (eds.), Preliminary Reports on the 
1992-1993 and 1993-1994 Field Seasons (1999) 31-38. 



Colin A. Hope 326 

to Françoise Dunand, who has contributed so much to the study of Roman Period Egypt and, most recently, 
to our understanding of the burial practices of the occupants of the oases in the Western Desert.11 

The Cemetery and the Tombs 

A series of low hills border a shallow wadi on the western side of the settlement and the twenty-seven 
tombs investigated to date in the Kellis 1 cemetery are, with one exception, all located within close 
proximity on several of these south of the modern road (fig. 1). The exception is Tomb 7 that lies due north 
of the road, which is cut through the chain of hills, and which was discovered as a result of clandestine 
activity. The hills extend further south and north of the section focused upon by the excavators; the full 
extent of the cemetery has not been determined but is undoubtedly extensive as it was probably the 
principal burial place for the majority of the occupants of Kellis. All of the tombs discovered to date have 
been disturbed either in antiquity or recently, and the majority was used repeatedly over an extended time 
period. 
 
In a discussion of the results of the excavation of the first fifteen tombs between February 1991 and 
December 1993, Birrell12 divided the tombs into two groups based upon location within the hills and details 
of the entrance system. Tombs of Group 1 are cut into the red basal clay formation, thus the lowest slopes 
of the hills, and are accessed via an entry passage with steps; those of Group 2 are located higher in the 
hills cut into shale between the sandstone layers, and are accessed by a pit or short shaft. Access to the 
single burial chambers in both groups is via an entrance often stone-lined and closed with a sandstone slab, 
sometimes originally set into grooved jambs. While the entrance passages are occasionally mud-plastered, 
the burial chambers are not and the walls are only roughly dressed and are often irregularly-shaped. Both 
groups were used for multiple burials that were not interred simultaneously. Birrell attempted to distinguish 
periods of use of the tombs on the basis of types of body treatment: in Group 1 the latest bodies were 
mummified and placed with feet towards the door, while in Group 2 the latest were wrapped but 
skeletonised, placed with heads on the west and laid on stones or potsherds, remains of previous interments 
having been pushed aside to make space for them. Sometimes the later burials were placed on top of the 
earlier ones. 
 
Subsequently, between 1993 and 1998, a further twelve tombs were excavated. These and the field records 
of the first fifteen tombs, while confirming in general the accuracy of Birrell’s observations, necessitate a 
revision of the tomb typology. The records do not always enable the exact height of the tomb’s location to 
be determined, and the distinction between an entrance passage and a shaft/pit is not easy to make in many 
cases because of the roughness of the original cutting and collapse resulting from the poor quality of the 
basal materials. Of the twenty-seven tombs, two were unfinished (Tombs 14 and 26), one (Tomb 27) was 
noted but not excavated and another (Tomb 7) was poorly preserved; they are omitted from the typology 
proposed here. Table 1 presents the typology, which is based upon the number of rooms within the tomb, 
their shape and orientation to the entrance, whether there are features such as recesses, and the type of 
entrance; examples of the principal types are illustrated here (fig. 2-4). A summary of the salient features of 
the tombs and their contents is provided in Table 2. 
 
The majority of the tombs are single-chambered, either rectangular (A1), round-oval (A2) or square (A3), 
aligned either transversally to the entrance or on the same axis as the entrance. Some of these have recesses 
(A1b, A3b) which, in one example (A3b.1; fig. 3) could be defined as a separate chamber and would thus 
be an example of a tomb with two unequally-sized rooms. One tomb within this broad grouping has the 
remains of what may have been a column (A1b.1, Tomb 5; fig. 2). Multi-chambered tombs are less 
                                                 

11 This summary is based upon the records provided to me by Anthony Mills and the photographs taken by Peter 
Sheldrick; Bruce Parr has prepared the figures presented here while the drawings are by James Gill, Michael Birrell and 
Bruce Parr. To them and Art Aufderheide, who supervised the study of the human remains, I am most grateful for their 
collegiality and assistance. 

12 Birrell, “Excavations in the Cemeteries” (1999) 31-33. 
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common; they comprise a main rectangular, transverse chamber off which open either one (B1), two (C1) 
or four (E1) smaller rooms. No examples with three subsidiary chambers (D) have been discovered, but 
provision for this has been incorporated into the typology.  
 
The single entrances into the tombs, rarely more than one metre in height, appear regularly to have been 
framed with rectangular sandstone blocks forming jambs, sills and lintels (cf. fig. 12b, Tomb 8), though 
many of these were not recovered. Rarely is there a mud-brick frame and arch over the entrance. Large 
sandstone slabs were often found at the entrance or in the area of its approach, and these were clearly used 
to close the entrance but also permitted the tomb to be opened repeatedly. In some cases these blocks were 
held in place by a grooved stone frame set into a mud-brick reinforcement (Tomb 16; cf. fig. 4) or a stone 
frame formed from several blocks set into the edges of the entrance cut (Tomb 15; cf. fig. 2); the former 
may have held two closing blocks. There is also evidence of wooden doors: a door pivot was preserved in 
Tomb 1, Tomb 5 yielded two sections from the wooden lock from a door (fig. 8c-d) while from Tomb 29 
comes a solid rectangular wooden block through which are two dowels and which is probably the handle 
from a door. 

The Interments13 

The excavation records do not permit Birrell’s observations about the sequence of burials and their types of 
body treatment to be confirmed in relation to most of the tombs. The degree of disturbance in many of the 
tombs is considerable, sometimes resulting in mounds of skeletal material and in many mostly 
disarticulated or incomplete bodies. While this may be attributed in part to robbers, it also results from the 
introduction of additional bodies after the primary ones, probably on numerous occasions, when the earlier 
were moved to the edges of the tomb without due care. In a few cases some of the interments have survived 
with little disturbance, e.g., Tombs 8, 10 (cf. fig. 12c), 13 (cf. fig. 13c), 15 (cf. fig. 13a), 16-18 and 25. A 
variety of body alignments in relation to the plan of the tomb and points of the compass is attested (fig. 2-4) 
amongst the latter. It has been suggested that in one case at least (Tomb 13) those buried in a tomb were 
members of the same family on the grounds that five of the twenty-five skulls displayed fronto-temperal-
articulations; of these two were children approximately five years old, one was a twenty-five-year-old male 
and two were older females. This condition is described by Molto14 as “a highly heritable trait that is found 
only in this sample’ and he concludes that: 

This distribution implies an intergenerational pattern that supports the view that this tomb represents the burial 
area of an extended statused family that likely used the crypt over a long temporal span. 

Much attention has been paid to the methods of body treatment by Aufderheide’s team. In 199915 they 
reported that of the 169 individuals buried in Tombs 1-15, forty-five were mummified and of these 
eighteen were what they term anthropogenic mummies and the others were spontaneous mummies; the 
remainder were mostly skeletonised. They did not note any sex or age distinctions in relation to the types of 
treatment. Seven of the ten anthropogenic mummies were eviscerated but only one in the usual manner. 
Amongst this type of mummy the external application of resin in the preservation process was common, the 
purpose of which is suggested to be for sterilization, as a barrier to moisture and insect invasion or to 
secure the bandages. Later the idea that it resulted from religious beliefs was also proposed.16 The same 
material was also used internally and introduced in a variety of ways. When the skulls of both types of 
mummies survived it was observed that the majority of each type had undergone a trans-nasal-craniotomy, 
whereas only 10% of the skulls of the skeletonised individuals displayed this practice. The reason for this is 
                                                 

13 As my concern here is with burial practices I will not discuss the data on disease and cause of death of the individuals 
examined; for this see M.R. Zimmerman and A.C. Aufderheide, “Seven Mummies of the Dakhleh Oasis: Seventeen 
Diagnoses”, Paleopathology Newsletter 150 (2010) 16-23. I am grateful to Tosha Dupras for providing me with a copy of 
this publication. 

14 J.E. Molto, “The Comparative Skeletal Biology and Paleoepidemiology of the People From Ein Tirghi and Kellis, 
Dakhleh, Egypt”, in: Marlow and Mills (eds.), Proceedings of the First Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project (2001) 89. 

15 A.C. Aufderheide et alii, “Human Mummification Practices at Ismant el-Kharab”, JEA 85 (1999) 197-210. 
16 A.C. Aufderheide et alii, “Mummification Practices at Kellis Site in Egypt’s Dakhleh Oasis”, JSSEA 31 (2004) 67-68. 
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thought to have been socio-economic. A feature encountered in many of the twenty-seven tombs was the 
reassembly of damaged bodies/skeletons with the use of palm ribs or the attachment of reassembled bodies 
to palm-rib frames. The tombs all display the same type of demographic profile and range of body 
treatments/preservation.17 
 
On the basis of their study of the human remains from the Kellis 1 cemetery, including forty-nine detailed 
autopsies, Aufderheide’s team have identified seven ‘corpse alterations’:18 

1. disarticulated skeletons with no tissue; 
2. rewrapped type 1, some lashed to a frame, one example actually comprising parts from different 
bodies; 
3. spontaneously-mummified; 
4. as 3 with a layer of resin; 
5. as 4 but reconstructed post-looting or moving within the tomb using resin and rewrapping; 
6. anthropogenically-preserved mummies preserved with ‘professional finesse’: eviscerated, 
abdomen packed, orifices closed and coated with resin; 
7. as 6 but desecrated and reconstructed, frequently attached to palm-rib frames, can be composite. 

 
They have proposed a variety of factors that may account for the various treatments.19 Type 1 and its 
variations may represent individuals who died in winter and thus did not desiccate, otherwise they would 
have resulted in the spontaneous mummy type 3, which represent those who died in summer and were 
desiccated. A long period of time between death and burial is also considered a possible reason why many 
bodies display little tissue. Type 6, the anthropogenic mummies, compare well with the best techniques 
known in the Nile Valley and represent the remains of the wealthier occupants of Kellis who could afford 
the services of professional embalmers. The comparative rarity of the latter is thought to result from the 
fact that the embalmers were not resident either at Kellis or within its near vicinity as well as socio-
economic factors. I will return to this interpretation later. Finally, the occurrence of one wrapped dog in 
Tomb 6 may be noted. 

Provisions for the Deceased 

The study of the provisioning of the deceased interred in the Kellis 1 cemetery by their family members is 
hampered by the extent of the disturbance of the tombs so that what few objects do survive cannot always 
be associated with particular burials and much is incomplete, especially the ceramics. While it is not 
possible to determine exactly when this looting occurred, there is some evidence that it commenced before 
Kellis was abandoned at the end of the fourth century. During the excavation of Shrine III (Area D/4) of the 
Main Temple complex an offering table was discovered in room 1 of the structure in a context of the late 
fourth century.20 Another reused offering table was actually discovered in the nave of the Large East 
Church, 21 which was in use throughout the fourth century. Such offering tables have been found in the 
Kellis 1 cemetery (fig. 7) and the North Tombs,22 contexts more suitable for these artefacts. Indications of 
more recent activity take the form of the discovery of skeletal material above the accumulations of 
windborne sand filling various tombs, and the discovery of a painted cartonnage footstall of the type found 

                                                 
17 Aufderheide et alii, “Mummification Practices at Kellis” (2004) 70. 
18 Aufderheide et alii, “Mummification Practices at Kellis” (2004) 65-66; A.C. Aufderheide, L. Cartmell and M. Zlonis, 

“Bio-anthropological Features of Human Mummies from the Kellis 1 Cemetery: the Database for Mummification Methods”, 
in: Hope and Bowen (eds.), Proceedings of the Third International Dakhleh Oasis Project (2003) 149-150. 

19 Aufderheide et alii, “Mummification Practices at Kellis” (2004) 70-73; Aufderheide, Cartmell and Zlonis, “Bio-
anthropological Features” (2003) 142. 

20 C.A. Hope, “Excavations in the Settlement of Ismant el-Kharab in 1995-1999”, in: C.A. Hope and G.E. Bowen (eds.), 
Dakhleh Oasis Project: Preliminary Reports on the 1994-1995 to 1998-1999 Field Seasons (Oxford 2002) 196. 

21 G.E. Bowen, “The Fourth Century Churches at Ismant el-Kharab”, in: Hope and Bowen (eds.), Preliminary Reports on 
the 1994-1995 to 1998-1999 Field Seasons (2002) 73 and pl. 5. 

22 Hope, “The Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab” (2003) 262, 272, fig. 18a-b and 21, pl. 60 and 63. 
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in the Kellis 1 cemetery above sand filling Tomb 16 in the North Tomb Group.23  
 
The bodies may all have been bandaged.24 These are of warp-faced, S-spun linen made on a warp-weighted 
loom; the weave is mainly plain/tabby weave, with a few in basket or half-basket weave, decorated with 
self bands and warp fringes. Some of the bodies were wrapped in shrouds dyed or impregnated with red or 
sometimes yellow ochre. Cotton is present in a fragment from a loop pile textile from Tomb 21. In 
addition, an undecorated tunic (kolobion) was recovered from the burial of an adolescent in Tomb 18. In 
two cases, both from Tomb 15, skeletonised bodies were covered with a large linen shroud (cf. fig. 13a). 
None of the bodies appears to have had elaborate geometric or lozenge wrappings or applied studs. The 
well-known practice of applying thin pieces of gold leaf to certain parts of the body before wrapping is 
rarely found at Kellis:25 two bodies from Tomb 5 (Type A1b.1; fig. 2) have traces on the faces, arms and 
hands. While the degree of disturbance of the Kellis bodies may account for the apparent rarity, it has been 
suggested that this was restricted to the elite for obvious reasons.26 In relation to the position of the body, 
they all appear to have been supine, laid on the backs and with the arms either by the sides or bent and the 
hands on the pelvis; in one case the left arm was bent up over the chest (Tomb 15). 
 
From the discovery of either complete items or fragments, it is clear that elaborately-decorated cartonnage 
head and chest coverings, and footstalls were a consistent feature of the preparation of the bodies of the 
wealthier residents, and that at least two complete body coverings were utilised. While some of these were 
actually discovered still covering their owners (cf. fig. 13b-c), many had been removed and broken, often 
into very small pieces, so it is not possible to allocate these to specific bodies in the tombs where they were 
found nor to determine the frequency of their use except in the most general manner (see Table 2).27 This 
material has been studied by Annie Schweitzer who has published a short summary and the reader is 
referred to that work for details of the decoration of the cartonnage;28 only a few comments will be 
provided here. Numerous very small pieces of papyrus inscribed in Demotic were discovered in Tomb 1, 
some adhering to linen, and it is probable that they had been incorporated into one or more cartonnage 
body coverings. The majority of the head and chest coverings, and all of the footstalls carry traditional 
imagery drawn from the pharaonic religious repertoire and parallel material throughout Egypt. One piece is 
distinct in representing the owner, a woman, in costume of daily life, quantities of jewellery and wearing a 
shawl tied with the Isis knot (Tomb 25); she may be thus expressing her devotion to that goddess.29 A 
fragment of a face from a neighbouring tomb (Tomb 26) preserves earrings similar to those depicted upon 
the previous piece and thus may have been of a similar type. One of the complete body coverings derives 
from Tomb 16 and also belonged to a woman;30 she is represented with hair flowing down to her breasts 
below which her arms cross the body; the breasts are small and made from separate pieces of plaster as are 
the arms, and she wears ample jewellery. The lower part of the covering, its sides and the head are all 
decorated in pharaonic imagery. The second body covering was found in Tomb 20; it is not possible to 
determine whether it belonged to a man or woman, and it is also decorated with the same religious 
imagery.31  
 

                                                 
23 Hope, “Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab and Mut el-Kharab in 2004” (2004) 26. 
24 The following details have been kindly supplied by Rosanne Livingstone who has completed a PhD thesis at Monash 

University on the textile industry at Kellis. 
25 F. Dunand, “Les ‘têtes dorées’ de la nécropole de Douch”, BSFE 93 (1982) 26-46. 
26 F. Dunand et alii, Douch I. La nécropole (Cairo 1992) 235; at Dush there were only twelve examples amongst the 

287 bodies examined and at Labakha of the sixty-seven bodies examined fourteen were gilded, see F. Dunand, B.A. Ibrahim 
et alii, Le matériel archéologique et les restes humains de la nécropole d’Aïn el-Labakha (Paris 2008) 125. 

27 At the similar cemetery of Dush in Kharga Oasis, 30 of the 92 tombs contained cartonnage, while at Labakha, in the 
same oasis, 20 of the 53 tombs contained such items, see Dunand et alii, Le matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 140. 

28 A. Schweitzer, “Les parures de cartonnage des momies d’une nécropole d’Ismant el-Kharab”, in: Hope and Bowen 
(eds.), Preliminary Reports on the 1994-1995 to 1998-1999 Field Seasons (2002), 269-276. The material has also been 
studied by Yvonne Pecher for an MA thesis at Monash University, and I thank her for copies of her photographs. 

29 Schweitzer, “Les parures de cartonnage” (2002) 275-276 and pl. 5. 
30 Ibid., 273 and pl. 3. 
31 Ibid., 275. 
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The use of rectangular blocks of sandstone to support the body was a regular practice. The entire body 
might be placed upon a series of stones or only one positioned under the head rather like a pillow. One 
actual pillow was discovered in Tomb 13 under the head of the two bodies lying side-by-side against the 
rear wall (fig. 3; fig. 13c); it comprises a rectangular piece of linen folded and joined along the selvages to 
form a tube 89 by 28 cm. The composition of the filling is uncertain, but may have been sand. The only 
other provisions for separating the body from the floor of the tomb, excepting placement upon the floor of 
recesses cut within the wall in tombs of type A1b (fig. 2), comprises the use of beds and one possible 
coffin. The latter was found in the western inner room of Tomb 1 (type C1a.1), but no details are 
recorded;32 in the eastern room of the same tomb were three fragments from a painted wooden funerary bed 
(fig. 5a). They are carved from palm wood, painted white and then decorated in red; the two smaller pieces 
were held within a frame by dowels and may therefore come from openwork sides, while the larger piece is 
a leg. This is decorated with what may represent a floral bouquet comprising long stems supporting an open 
blue lotus flower, bound at the centre and below the flower, and with buds on shorter stems. The side 
panels each support a representation of a mourning female. The single painted wooden figure of a squatting 
Anubis from Tomb 5 (fig. 5b) may derive from the side of such a bed. The only other reference to the 
discovery of what may have been pieces from a bed is amongst the notes from Tomb 4, where it is recorded 
that one body bundle revealed ‘wood bed frame piece’. It is impossible to determine with certainty whether 
this means that the fragment was under the body or from a purpose-made funerary bed or one reused from a 
domestic context,33 or in fact, whether it even attests the original presence of a complete bed. Similarly, the 
identification of a painted wooden cornice found in Tomb 5 is also uncertain. The use of funerary beds for 
interments at Kellis of the Roman Period is further attested by finds in North Tomb 2,34 amongst the 
fragments from which are single figures that are similar to the Anubis from Tomb 5. 
 
A small number of painted wooden figures have been recovered. Tomb 1 yielded a crudely-carved figure of 
a standing falcon (fig. 5d), a similar piece originating from Labakha in Kharga Oasis,35 and Tomb 6 a 
seated figure with full body and a gilded ruff (fig. 5c), the precise identification of which is uncertain but 
which is probably a canid or feline. A series of small painted figures of b“-birds has survived, several of 
which also have parallels at Labakha.36 One from Tomb 7 has a gilded round face and solar disc (fig. 6a), 
the two from Tomb 10 (fig. 6b-c) were discovered close to the same body, while the finest one (fig. 6d) 
was discovered in a heavily-plundered tomb (Tomb 17). In addition, the wings from a second figure were 
found in Tomb 7, wings were also discovered in Tomb 20, while only the tail and base from a figure 
survived in Tomb 1. 
 
Items other than ceramics, which I will deal with in the following section, are even less frequent. Three 
sandstone offering tables survive all from Tomb 5; two (fig. 7a-b) were found beneath the collapsed door 
jambs and the third (fig. 7c) was inside the tomb near the doorway against the south wall. The degree of 
disturbance precludes deciding what their original placement might have been. Not illustrated here, and 
currently unlocated, are various woven baskets: four were found in Tomb 3, two in the entrance passage, 
one at the door and the base of a fourth in the chamber; two were found in Tomb 8 and another in Tomb 13. 
No amulets have been discovered37 and jewellery is scarce, with a bronze earring found near Tomb 1 
(fig. 7d) and a number of glass and faience beads in Tomb 1 (fig. 7e). It is probable that any such items of 
more precious materials were the target of the tomb robbers. Wooden items comprise two combs, one from 

                                                 
32 The item is indicated upon a sketch plan of the tomb. 
33 This practice is attested at Kellis by the discovery of a complete small bed in West Tomb 1: Hope and McKenzie, 

“Interim Report on the West Tombs” (1999) 56, fig. 2 and pl. 3. 
34 Hope, “The Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab from 2000 to 2004” (2004) 277. 
35 Dunand et alii, Le matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 170. 
36 Fig. 6b compares well with Labakha, Inv. 3421, although this has a solar disc, fig. 6c with Labakha, Inv. 3416, which 

does not have a disc nor outstretched wings, and fig. 6c with Labakha, Inv. 3417, which also has a solar disc: Dunand et alii, 
Le matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 167-168. 

37 This parallels almost the situation at Dush and Labakha; at the latter there were only two, see Dunand et alii, Le 
matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 127. On funerary beds in the Great Oasis, see the contribution by O.E. Kaper in 
this volume (note des éditrices). 
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Tomb 1 (fig. 7f) and the other of identical type from Tomb 5, a single kohl container also from Tomb 5 
(fig. 7g), and a small number of pegs/dowels (fig. 7h, Tomb 5). There is a single base of a turquoise faience 
bowl again from Tomb 5 (fig. 7i) and one ceramic lamp from Tomb 2 (fig. 7j). While twenty-eight samples 
of botanical material have been recorded, all except one could have entered the tomb with the sand fill and 
desecration of the burials; this is the remains of a garland from Tomb 15 found under bodies on the recess 
and overlying the remains of earlier interments, which comprised fruiting twigs of myrtle.38 Finally, the 
discovery of a capstan made from acacia wood and two sticks (fig. 8a-b) on the floor of the entry to 
Tomb 1 may indicate the method by which the door slabs were raised and lowered to enable repeated 
access to the tomb. The date and identity of the glass from Tomb 16 and a fibre sandal from the same tomb 
are uncertain. 

The Ceramics and the Date of the Interments 

The general assemblage and especially the details of the decorated cartonnage place the use of the Kellis 1 
cemetery firmly within the first to third centuries AD,39 though Schweitzer has indicated her belief that two 
of the cartonnages from Tomb 13 and from Tomb 18 are of the Ptolemaic Period.40 While corroborating 
evidence for this is at a premium, some of the ceramics from that tomb do lend support to this proposal. 
Carbon 14 dating has been attempted on a variety of samples of tissue, bone and linen, from different 
tombs but significant discrepancies were encountered between results from samples from the same body. 
Distortions in the results appear to be caused by fossil hydrocarbons and these originate from the resin 
coatings.41 While some of the cartonnages do carry short lines of hieroglyphic text, this survives in a very 
fragmented state and only isolated words can be read; often the words are unreadable. No names have been 
identified and so, like the examples from Labakha, the deceased remain anonymous.42 The ceramic data do 
have parallels that confirm the period of use indicated above. Only the diagnostic pieces are illustrated here 
and they are arranged by forms rather than tombs because of the disturbed nature of the find contexts. The 
following discussion focuses upon the most securely-dated forms. 
 
Tomb 13 yielded four vessels that are unlike any others from the cemetery and the settlement also. The 
bowl (fig. 9a) and two of the small jars (fig. 10b-c) have very close parallels from Tomb 2 at 32/390-K1-1 
and Grave 1 at 30/405-M1-1 in Dakhleh,43 both of which assemblages have forms that predate the third 
century BC; like one of the jars from Tomb 13 at Kellis, those in 30/405-M1-1 have linear decoration in red 
and black.44 Forms in these groups have also been found amongst Ptolemaic material at Mut el-Kharab in 
Dakhleh. The only other possible Ptolemaic Period piece is the bowl with incurved sides (fig. 9c), which 
again occurs regularly at Mut el-Kharab and copies black and red polished bowls derived from Greek 
prototypes. A C14 date obtained on a sample of bone from Tomb 13 spans the end of the Late Period to the 
mid-Ptolemaic Period, which appears on current evidence too early for activity at Kellis,45 although it 
accords with the suggested dates for the ceramics. The only other Ptolemaic pottery from Kellis, from 
Area C, appears to be late in the period.46 
 
                                                 

38 I am grateful to Ursula Thanheiser for information on this material, who notes that the absence of rosemary with the 
myrtle in this specimen is unusual, as the two commonly occur together at Kellis. 

39 This is indicated also by the use of footcases, which at Hawara occur on portrait mummies of the late first to early 
second centuries, and the use of red shrouds on mummies of the early second century: L.H. Corcoran, Portrait Mummies 
from Roman Egypt (Chicago 1995) 32-33. 

40 Schweitzer, “Les parures de cartonnage” (2002) 272-273. 
41 J. Maurer, T. Möhring and J. Rullkötter, “Plant Lipids and Fossil Hydrocarbons in Embalming Material of Roman 

Period Mummies from the Dakhleh Oasis, Western Desert, Egypt”, Journal of Archaeological Science 29 (2002) 752, 761. 
42 Dunand et alii, Le matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 189. 
43 C.A. Hope, “Dakhleh Oasis Project – Report on the Study of the Pottery and Kilns”, JSSEA 10 (1980) pl. XXII-XXIV; 

id., “Dakhleh Oasis Project – Report on the Study of the Pottery and Kilns – Third Season – 1980”, JSSEA 11 (1981) 
pl. XXVI. 

44 I am indebted to Peter French for his assessment of this material. 
45 I am grateful to Eldon Molto for information on this date. 
46 I am grateful to James Gill for this information. 
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The majority of forms are, of course, of the Roman Period. Amongst the bowls the following pieces are 
distinctive: fig. 9d has parallels from second-century contexts in C/2/1 at Kellis,47 and from the mid-first 
century to mid-second century at Mons Claudianus;48 fig. 9e-h occur in pre-mid-third-century contexts at 
Mut el-Kharab49 and Kellis,50 while the large form fig. 9i occurs regularly in later contexts in the settlement 
at Kellis and undoubtedly derives from fourth-century activity there, probably connected with its looting. 
The short-necked cooking vessels (fig. 9l-o) have parallels at Kellis,51 Mut el-Kharab,52 and Mons 
Claudianus,53 all of the first to early third centuries. The rims of the large jars (fig. 10f-11f) are all distinct 
from those encountered in fourth-century contexts in the houses of Area A, especially the modelled 
inclined rims (fig. 11d-e), and they have wider mouths. Finally, the handled vessels can be assigned to the 
same period: a parallel to the one-handled jar (fig. 11g) occurs from site 31/405-H10-3 in Dakhleh of the 
late Ptolemaic to early Roman Period,54 the one-handled jug (fig. 11h) has similarities to a two-handled 
type at Mons Claudianus,55 and the two-handled, spouted vessel with strainer is encountered rarely at Mons 
Claudianus throughout the second to early third century,56 and occurs in sub-floor fill in the Large East 
Church at Kellis.57 

*** 

In concluding this survey of the Kellis 1 cemetery, I wish to start by returning to a conclusion drawn by 
Aufderheide in relation to the number of spontaneously-mummified bodies, the length of time between 
death and burial resulting in extreme decomposition and the rarity of anthropogenically-preserved bodies, 
namely that there was a scarcity of professional embalmers. For a wide variety of reason, which can only 
be summarized here, I think that this is not an acceptable interpretation. The size of the ancient population 
of Kellis in the first to third centuries is uncertain, but Bagnall and Frier’s general estimate of 1000-1500 
for rural villages seems likely.58 The village of Kellis was fairly affluent to judge from the scale of the 
domestic housing, with some extremely elaborately-decorated and large residences,59 the architectural 
elaboration and extent of the wall-paintings within the temple complexes, and the large mausolea. Some 
residents could afford the use of gold on the bodies of the deceased and the cartonnages, and fund the use 
of asphalt from the Dead Sea and materials from the Gulf of Suez in body preservation.60 If Bagnall and 
Frier’s estimate of the annual death rate of 42-49 women and 40 men per 1000 is adopted,61 then 
between 82-89 and 123-134 individuals died at Kellis per year. Other major centres of population in 
Dakhleh existed at Trimithis (modern Amheida) in the west,62 Mothis (modern Mut el-Kharab) the capital 

                                                 
47 A. Dunsmore, “Ceramics from Ismant el-Kharab”, in: Hope and Bowen (eds.), Preliminary Reports on the 1994-1995 

to 1998-1999 Field Seasons (2002) 135, fig. 3i. 
48 R. Tomber, “The Pottery” in: V. Maxfield and D. Peacock (eds.), Survey and Excavation Mons Claudianus 1987-1993 

III. Ceramic Vessels & Related Objects (Cairo 2006) Bowls type 3 and 8, fig. 1.38. 
49 C.A. Hope, H. Whitehouse and A. Warfe, “Report on the Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab and Mut el-Kharab in 

2005”, BACE 16 (2005) 41, fig. 11h. 
50 G.E. Bowen et alii, “Brief Report on the 2007 Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab”, BACE 18 (2007) 26-27, fig. 4d-f, h. 
51 Hope, Whitehouse and Warfe, “Report on the Excavations” (2005) fig. 3b-d and 5c, e-f; C.A. Hope et alii, “Report on 

the Excavations at Ismant el-Kharab and Mut el-Kharab in 2006”, BACE 17 (2006) fig. 3e-g; Bowen et alii, “Brief Report on 
the 2007 Excavations” (2007) fig. 4k. 

52 Hope, Whitehouse and Warfe, “Report on the Excavations” (2005) fig. 12b-c. 
53 Tomber, “The Pottery” (2006) Jars and Cooking Pots type 21, fig. 1.28; type 28, fig. 1.29 and type 40, fig. 1.30. 
54 Hope, “Report on the Study of the Pottery and Kilns – Third Season” (1981), pl. XXVIe; again I am indebted to Peter 

French for his dating of the group. 
55 Tomber, “The Pottery” (2006) Jars and Cooking Pots type 36-376, fig. 1.29. 
56 Tomber, “The Pottery” (2006) Flagons, Beakers and Mugs, types 63-66. 
57 Dunsmore, “Ceramics from Ismant el-Kharab” (2002) fig. 3b. 
58 R.S. Bagnall and B.W. Frier, The Demography of Roman Egypt (Cambridge 1994) 55. 
59 C.A. Hope and H. Whitehouse, “A painted Residence at Ismant el-Kharab (Kellis) in the Dakhleh Oasis”, JRA 19 

(2006) 312-328. 
60 Maurer, Mohring and Rullkoter, “Plant Lipids” (2002) 761. 
61 Bagnall and Frier, Demography (1994) 90, 102, 108-109. 
62 www.ahmeida.org for reports on the recent work at this site. 
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in the centre,63 and Imrt (around the temple of Ain Birbiyeh near modern Bashendi) in the east.64 Mothis 
would undoubtedly have had a larger population than Kellis as might Trimithis.65 Thus enough demand 
would have existed for embalmers within Dakhleh on a year-round basis. At the village of Kysis (Dush) in 
Kharga a guild of necrotaphs is documented with fifteen men and two women in office between 240-
306 AD; one of the women was originally from Mothis in Dakhleh.66 At least one similar-sized group 
would likely have existed in Dakhleh where the general population level was probably the same as in 
Kharga. The characteristics of the human remains studied to date from the Kellis 1 cemetery accord with 
those published from Dush and Labakha in Kharga, where there were necrotaphs, and also with the general 
descriptions of the condition in which many bodies are found throughout the Nile Valley. Dunand has 
proposed that the decorated cartonnages used to cover the bodies of the more wealthy individuals were 
made in workshops associated with the temples by personnel familiar with the religious iconography 
necessary for their effective protection of the deceased,67 though none has been discovered. Again, Dakhleh 
would have provided the necessary context for such workshops, with temples in all of the main centres, 
whose members could also have undertaken the decoration of tombs with similar scenes, such as those at 
Kellis (North Tomb 1),68 Amheida, Bir el-Shagala near Mothis and Bashendi.69 The occurrence of a 
funerary bed with a leonine body and human head, wearing a tripartite wig surmounted by the solar disc, 
represented upon a cartonnage head-covering from Tomb 10 (cf. fig. 13b), proposed as a representation of 
Tutu, would support the contention that there was a group of cartonnage makers/decorators who were 
familiar with the village’s religious affiliations.70 
 
Finally, the artefacts found in the tombs indicate the same general range and frequency as found throughout 
Egypt, thus the same trend in the reduction of provisions. The continued inclusion of b“-bird figures has 
been suggested by Kaper71 to reflect a particular oasian characteristic. The decorated cartonnage shows that 
the inhabitants of Kellis preferred in general to enter the next life with clear expressions of their adherence 
to traditional Egyptian beliefs and cults shown in an orthodox manner, but that in a few instances this could 
be combined with less formalized imagery. This indicates a community that was well aware of the cultural 
characteristics of neighbouring regions and the Nile Valley, not one in isolation. 
 
Post-script: 
 
Subsequent to the completion of this study I accessed C. Riggs (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman 
Egypt (Oxford 2012) in full and the reader is referred especially to the following contributions that contain 
material of relevance to the discussion here: M. Cannata, « Funerary Artists: The Textual Evidence »; 
B. Borg, « Portraits »; and B. Gessler-Löhr, « Mummies and Mummification ». 
 
 
 

                                                 
63 www.arts.monash.edu.au/archaeology/excavations/dakhleh/mut-el-kharab. 
64 O.E. Kaper, “Egyptian Toponyms of Dakhla Oasis”, BIFAO 92 (1992) 122-124.  
65 Recent survey around the Temple of Ain Birbiyeh has indicated that the settlement associated with the temple may 

have been quite extensive. 
66 F. Dunand, “Les nécrotaphes de Kysis”, CRIPEL 7 (1985) 117-127. 
67 In Ibrahim, Dunand et alii, Le matériel archéologique de Labakha (2008) 140-141. 
68 O.E. Kaper, “The Decoration of North Tomb 1”, in: Bowen and Hope (eds.), Proceedings of the Third International 

Conference of the Dakhleh Oasis Project (2003). 
69 The tombs at Amheida await full exploration; those at Bir el-Shagala are being excavated by Maher Bashendi of the 

Dakhleh-Farafra Inspectorate. 
70 Schweitzer, “Les parures de cartonnage” (2002) 272, n. 5, following a suggestion by Olaf Kaper. 
71 O.E. Kaper, “The Western Oases”, in: C. Riggs (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt (Oxford 2012) 717-735, 

sp. 727-728. 
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Table 1: Typology of the Kellis 1 Tombs. 
 
 
 
 



 
Table 2: Summary of the contents of the Kellis 1 Tombs. 
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Fig. 1. Schematic plan of the Kellis 1 Cemetery. 
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Fig. 2. Kellis 1 Tombs types A1a.1 to A1b.2. Scale 1:100. 
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Fig. 3. Kellis 1 Tombs types A1c.1 to A3b.1. Scale 1:100. 
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Fig. 4. Kellis 1 Tombs types B1a.1 to E1a.1. Scale 1:100. 
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Fig. 5. a-b Fragments from funerary beds; c–d Funerary figures. Scale 1:4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 6. b“-bird figures. Scale 1:4. 
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Fig. 7. a-c Sandstone offering tables; scale 1:8. d–e Jewellery; scale 1:2. f-j Miscellaneous objects; scale 1:4. 
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Fig. 8: a-b Wooden capstan; c–d Fragments from wooden door lock. Scale 1:8. 
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Fig. 9. Ceramics; the tomb provenance and ware type are provided. Scale 1:6. 
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Fig. 10. Ceramics; the tomb provenance and ware type are provided. Scale 1:6. 
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Fig. 11. Ceramics; the tomb provenance and ware type are provided. Scale 1:6. 
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Fig. 12a. Google Earth image: the locations of the Kellis cemeteries indicated. 

 

 
Fig. 12b. Tomb 8 entrance. 

 

 
Fig. 12c. Tomb 10: four bodies with red shrouds. 
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Fig. 13a. Tomb 15: body covered by shroud. 

 

 
Fig. 13b. Tomb 10: body 1 with cartonnage head and foot coverings. 

 

 
Fig. 13c: Tomb 13: the two bodies with cartonnage head coverings. 
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