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Throughout history, ways to avoid the indefinite void of death was contemplated and 

requested countlessly, and ancient Egyptian civilization was no exception. In a well-

organized, flourishing ancient Egyptian civilization, the elites enjoyed their privileges, and 

did not want to leave this paradise erected by the blood and sweat of the lower class. To 

ensure that they went somewhere safe, they believed that the Afterlife was a continuation of 

life and by this, they can avoid the eternal void. Religious belief was core to their civilization, 

and their society was tightly held around the justice principles of Maat. Some artifacts were 

created to ensure their safety while traveling to the Field of Reeds, paradise of the Afterlife. 

The ancient Egyptians believed that written incantations and illustrations held magical 

qualities, thus they created the Book of the Dead, also known as ‘Formula for Going Forth by 

Day’, which consisted of various spells and illustrations to help the deceased make their way 

to the Afterlife.  This artifact was buried with the deceased to ensure the passageway and 1

protect the deceased from the potential dangers and provided knowledge on how to get there. 

Out of all the Book of the Dead papyri, the Papyrus of Ani is the one most intact . Among the 2

numerous chapters of the Book of the Dead, the part illustrating the Weighing of the Heart is 

the most significant and common vignette, an essential illustration in the Book of the Dead. 

The various vignettes of the Weighing of the Heart reveal the most about the core of the 

funerary belief and the social systems in ancient Egyptian civilization.  

 Lucia Gahlin, Gods and Religion of Ancient Egypt: An In-depth Study of a 1

Fascinating Society and its Popular Beliefs, Documented in over 200 Photographs (London: 
Hermes House, 2014), 24.

 Museum label for Papyrus of Ani, EA 10460,3. London, The British Museum, April 2

3, 2018. Papyrus of Ani, 19th dynasty of the New Kingdom of ancient Egypt, 1250 BCE, 
Upper Egypt, Tomb of Ani(Thebes), papyrus, 67 cm long x 42 cm wide, British Museum 
EA10470,3
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To understand the funerary artifacts of ancient Egypt, it is crucial to understand the 

religious context. The ancient Egyptians had a clear idea of what symbolizes their justice, 

Maat: truth, order, and balance.  The funerary belief that relies heavily on Osiris is notable in 3

the Book of the Dead. Incantations in the Book of the Dead invokes Osiris, god of the dead 

and Afterlife, and not the sun god Ra. It was perceived to be good to be identified with Osiris 

and in fact, particularly in Ani’s case, when Ani introduces himself to the gods in the 

Weighing of the Heart, he says “…offerings are made to me, I smell his smell as one of you. 

Saith he to me: I am Osiris the scribe Ani, triumphant in peace, triumphant!” . Ani introduces 4

himself with direct association with Osiris. In life, the society is very much under the sun 

god’s control, under pharaoh who is perceived to be the son of Ra. As soon as the deceased is 

met with the face of death they directly associate him or herself with Osiris. The Afterlife 

shows what is ultimately desired for the ancient Egyptians and being associated with Osiris 

brings the dead a greater chance for them to enter the Afterlife. The Field of Iaru, also known 

as the Field of Reeds, is described to have luscious channels of water with crops of wheat and 

abundant fruit trees and is often seen as a place of purification and rebirth, the ultimate goal. 

To enter the Field of Reeds the deceased must pass a judgement to determine if they had done 

any wrongdoing to Maat. Maat in this context is the society’s moral code in ancient Egypt 

which is represented by a feather, which could also be extended to relating to the goddess 

Maat, goddess of justice and balance. Maat is considered to be a personified concept of truth, 

 Gahlin, 80. 3

 E. A Wallis Budge, The Egyptian Book of the Dead (New York: Dover Publications, 4

1967), 190. 
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justice, and cosmic order.  The religious context behind the Book of the Dead and the 5

Weighing of the Heart reveals what is important in that civilization. 

 The structure of the Book of the Dead also reveals what the deceased had wanted 

protection from and what they wanted to protect. The structure of the Book of the Dead 

allows the viewers to have an open interpretation about what cohesive purpose the papyrus 

had, but nonetheless it was perceived to hold protective properties. The Book of the Dead is 

all muddled with the flexible structures of the papyrus. In total, there are around 200 spells in 

the Book of the Dead, but it is combined differently depending on the owner’s request and 

therefore there are numerous combinations of the Book of the Dead. Among the scholars the 

Book of the Dead is divided by “chapters”, which is a system imposed by Karl Richard 

Lepsius in 1842 when he was editing the Book of the Dead of Infankh.  However, the 6

“chapters” and the “Book” from the Book of the Dead is misleading because the Book of the 

Dead is not constructed in a linear fashion at all. Because of this the structures of the Book of 

the Dead are varied. From extensive vignettes to abbreviated scenes of the Weighing of the 

Heart, the details and the illustrations of the text varies greatly depending on when it was 

manufactured and how wealthy the patron of the Book of the Dead was. For example, even 

the physical structure of the Book of the Dead has drastic differences when comparing 

  Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (New 5

York: Thames and Hudson Inc, 2003), 150.

 Gahlin, 24. 6
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Papyrus of Ani and the Book of the Dead of Nakht (see fig.1). The Book of the Dead of Nakht 7

is manufactured in the 18th dynasty while the Papyrus of Ani is manufactured in the 19th 

dynasty. With that time difference, the Book of the Dead of Nakht is made with long roll of 

papyrus with a shorter section of leather attached, which is highly unusual case for the Book 

of the Dead papyri.  Later on, in the late periods, the Book of the Dead of Ankhwahibra , 8 9

manufactured in Ptolemaic period, includes more standardized element.(see fig. 2) No matter 

how different the structures of the Book of the Dead were, they all emphasize on the 

judgment scene, the Weighing of the Heart. To ensure that they are going to the Afterlife, the 

incantations and vignette in the Weighing of the Heart were believed to hold magical 

qualities. Consequently, the judgement would have a favorable outcome for the deceased, and 

these incantations tell a great deal about ancient Egyptian funerary beliefs.  

 The Weighing of the Heart shows that the Maat and the heart were important, so 

important that it would determine whether one deserves to proceed to the afterlife or not. To 

enter the Field of Reeds the deceased must pass the Weighing of the Heart to see if they had 

done any wrongdoing to Maat. The heart was considered the center of thought, memory, 

emotion, intellectuality and personality. In fact, the ancient Egyptians thought that the heart 

 Museum label for the Book of the Dead of Nakht, EA 10473,2. London, The British 7

Museum, April 23, 2018. The Book of the Dead of Nakht, 18th dynasty of the New Kingdom 
of ancient Egypt, Egypt, Leather manuscript, British Museum EA 10473,2. 

 John H. Taylor. Journey through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead 8

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 220. 

 Museum label for the Book of the Dead of Ankhwahibra, EA 10558,18. London, 9

The British Museum, April 23, 2018. The Book of the Dead of Ankhwahibra, Ptolemaic 
period of ancient Egypt, 305BC-30BC, Egypt, papyrus, British Museum EA 10558,18. 
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was the most important organ, essential to rebirth, and that it was not even embalmed 

separately or ever removed from the body. It is crucial to understand the process of the 

Weighing of the Heart in order to understand ancient Egyptian beliefs about justice. When 

people die, Osiris, the chief god of the dead, and 42 deities judge them for their behavior 

when living. In Papyrus of Ani, this introductory scene and the following takes place in Plate 

XXX. “Chapter of entering into Hall of Double Maati. A hymn of praise to Osiris the dweller 

in Amentet. Saith Osiris, the scribe Ani, triumphant: I have come advancing to see thy 

beauties.”  Then the deceased were to name each individual divine judge and swear that he 10

or she did not do any wrongdoing to Maat, which is the principle that held the ancient 

Egyptian society together. The Maat was associated with truth, order, justice, and balance. 

This swearing was called the negative confession. “… I know thee, I know the name of the 

gods forty-two who exist with thee in hall of Maati, [and] who live as the punisher of 

sinners… Not have I done wickedness in the place of Maat. Not have I known evil…”  If 11

this negative confession was approved and the deceased found innocent by Toth, scribe of the 

gods, and deity of wisdom and the scribal profession, the deceased was declared ‘true of 

voice’ and was approved to proceed to the Afterlife. If not, then the heart of the deceased was 

weighed against a feather, symbolizing the Maat. If the heart was heavier than the feather, the 

heart was devoured by Ammit, the ‘gobbler’, a composite animal which had the head of a 

crocodile, front legs of the lion and the rear of the hippopotamus. If the heart was gobbled 

then the deceased did not go to somewhere eternal for punishment like hell, but instead failed 

 Budge, 190.10

 Ibid., 195. 11
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to exist at all. This is the background information concerning the Weighing of the Heart . “I 12

have said, Let thy weighing be within us.”  Thus the weighing begins, but this judgement is 13

presented in very different ways in different papyri. While the Papyrus of Ani is considered to 

be fully developed in detail, there is an example of an abbreviated scene of the Weighing of 

the Heart. The Funerary Papyrus of Tameni  has the abbreviated version of the judgement, 14

where the structure of the judgement is drastically different. (see fig.3) The judgement is held 

by Anubis and not Osiris, and doesn’t hold the details of Ammit or the 42 deities, but has an 

illustration of deity Nut and Geb.  This illustration presents the image of creation of the 15

world but compared to Papyrus of Ani is heavily abbreviated. While the Weighing of the 

Heart reveal the fundamental funerary beliefs of ancient Egypt, it also hints at the inequality 

of the society.  

 According to the information revealed in studying the context and the actual Papyrus 

of Ani, for a society highly organized and developed as the ancient Egyptian civilization, the 

society in ancient Egypt itself seems unequal. The sole purpose for having this extravagant 

funerary papyrus is a paradox for the system of justice in the ancient Egyptian society. 

Because the manufacturing of the Book of the Dead is expensive, even in the afterlife the 

underprivileged are not ensured to enter the Field of Reeds. For royal scribes and for elites, 

 Gahlin, 14-15. 12

 Budge, 192. 13

 Museum label for Funerary Papyrus of Tameni, EA 10008,3. London, The British 14

Museum, April 23, 2018. Funerary Papyrus of Tameni, Third Intermediate, Egypt, papyrus, 
50.8 cm long x 14.7 cm wide, British Museum EA 10008,3

 Taylor, 222.15
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the judgement with Osiris seems more symbolic instead of an actual judgement with 

consequences and having the Book of the Dead manufactured for them seems unfair, 

conflicting with the highly valued system, the Maat which emphasizes on truth and balance. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1. The Book of the Dead of Nakht 

 

Figure 2. The Book of the Dead of Ankhwahibra 

 

Figure 3. Funerary Papyrus of Tameni 
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