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Visible language

The texts on this shroud exhibit cryptographic 
writings, also called sportive writings, 
characteristic of the Ptolemaic and Roman periods. 
At that time, mummies could be wrapped in 

painted funerary shrouds. Unlike most shrouds 
from the Roman period, which tend to combine 
Greek and Egyptian influences, the present one is 
truly Egyptian in style. Its design is reminiscent 

86.	 Fragment of a 
Funerary Shroud

Linen, gesso, pigment
Greco-Roman period, fourth–first 
centuries bc
Egypt, Dendera
46.2 x 29.0 cm
OIM E42046

object Description: Catalog No. 86
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10. Ptolemaic Hieroglyphs

of some Third Intermediate Period cartonnage 
coffin decoration. It displays columns of text as 
well as protective deities. The style, the paint 
colors, and the level of detail and complexity of the 
inscriptions seem more in keeping with an earlier, 
rather than a later, date, and would therefore 
argue in favor of a Ptolemaic dating. Only part of 
the decoration of the right side is preserved: Isis 
(upper register) and her sister Nephthys (lower 
register) are depicted as two kites to recall their 
role as mourners of the dead Osiris, with whom the 
deceased was identified. Isis is referred to as “the 
excellent god’s mother” as an allusion to the fact 
that she is the mother of Horus, and Nephthys is 
called “the foremost.” Both are said to be “offering 
the breath of life.” Between them, one can see a 
representation of a lozenge-pattern bead net, which 
often covered mummies in earlier periods.

Despite their fragmentary condition, the texts 
of the present shroud, consisting mainly of offering 
formulae, are of particular interest. Indeed, they 
provide us with both unusual epithets of Osiris 
and some good examples of cryptography. Worth 
noting are the writing of the epithet mwt-nṯr 
“god’s mother” as  (e.g., right and left columns) 
instead of the standard formôd, and that of the 
adjective wr “great” as Õµó (left column) for . 
Also characteristic is the word

 
ḫnty “foremost” 

written 5µ
ó (e.g., center and left columns) 

for  . However, the most interesting and 
innovative example is, by far, the cryptographic 
writing of the word ἰmntyw “westerners” as 

 (bottom of center column) instead of üX
∆

 
or . In this group, the sign C , which 
usually stands for the letter n, reads ἰmn, while 
the signs  represent the number fifty, which was 
pronounced tyw. Note that a more standard writing 
of the word ἰmntyw occurs at the bottom of the 
right column and is written with a variant of sign 

, itself a variant of ü, followed by determinatives 
and plural strokes.1 fg

translation
Center column (reading right to left, top to 
bottom):

“[…]… the offering-bread of the wabet2 for Anubis, 
from among the bread of Osiris,3 foremost of the 
westerners, the perfect youth …[…]”

Left column (reading right to left, top to bottom):

[“… (to) Osiris, lord of] Abydos, the Great-Pillar, 
foremost of Dendera, (to) Isis, the great, the 
foremost, the god’s mother […]”4

Right column (reading left to right, top to bottom):

“[…] to Horus, consisting of bread, consisting of 
beer of the god’s mother (and) bread of Osiris of 
(?) …[…]…, lord of the westerners […]”

Upper bird, behind head:

“[Is]is”

Upper bird, between wings:

“the excellent god’s mother offering the breath 
of life.”

Lower bird, in front of head:

“Nephthys”

Lower bird, between wings:

“offering every breath of life, the foremost.”

notes
1 I would like to thank Eugene Cruz-Uribe, Christina Riggs, Robert 
Ritner, and Emily Teeter for their comments, as well as Laura 
D’Alessandro and Alison Whyte for providing technical infor-
mation on the shroud. Special thanks also go to John Sanders, 
Thomas Urban, Leslie Schramer, and Natalie Whiting.
2 For discussion and references on the wabet “Pure Place,” see, for 
example, Wilson 1997, p. 214; Coppens 2007.
3 An alternative rendering of this passage could be “from among 
the bread of the loaves of Osiris.”
4 For a parallel to the text of this column on a stela whose prov-
enance is also Dendera, see De Meulenaere 1973, pp. 56–59, fig. 3 
(= stela E. 8242, lines 1–2).

Object Description: Catalog No. 86
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