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ABSTRACT

During the 19" to early 20" centuries, when “Egyptomania” swept the western world, swathes of travelers and tourists ventured to
Egypt to indulge their obsessive interest in the land of the Nile. These early travelers enjoyed access to Eqypt’s ancient past to an extent
unimaginable today, and many returned with mummy souvenirs that now fill museum collections around the globe. An examination

of the many personal travelogues published in this period provides insight into Victorian “mummymania” and the lengths to which

early travelers often went to procure a mummy as a memento of their time spent in the land of the Nile.

EXPERIENCING EGYPT

“[. . .1 [I]t would be scarcely respectable, on returning from
Egypt, to present oneself in Europe without a mummy in one
hand and a crocodile in the other.”

During the Victorian era, the Western world was
seemingly subject to an all-encompassing obsession with
everything Egyptian, to the extent that the land of the Nile
came to influence fashion,? architectural style,® gothic
literature,* and even the form and design of tombstones and
mausoleums.? This ardent obsession, now known under the
popular term “Egyptomania,”® was greatly influenced by
the news of archeological discoveries made in Egypt and
the exhibition of ancient mummies and artifacts in
museums across the globe.

One particular source of inspiration for this interest in
Egypt’s ancient past were early travelers’ tales.” During the
19th century, swathes of tourists ventured to Egypt to gain
first-hand experiences of the sites and scenes that so
captivated the Victorian imagination. Many were inspired
to travel after reading the published personal accounts of
those who had visited Egypt before them. As Egypt became
an ever-more popular destination, interest in these
travelogues increased, with the most enthralling extracts
often serialized in local newspapers and periodicals.® They
proved so popular, in fact, that the literary market was
ostensibly inundated with tales of experiences in that exotic
land, exasperating those who viewed themselves as
“serious” travel authors as early as 1835:

Of late years we have had a literary inundation of the
Nile, and so much has been published on that subject
by learned and unlearned travellers, that the mere
mention of the river, or the pyramids, the tombs, the
mummy pits, crocodile, or temple at Dendera, gives
us an unconquerable fit of yawning.’

These travel accounts provide a glimpse into Egypt’s
heritage in what is considered to have been the “golden
age” of travel,’® when new sites and wonders were being
uncovered daily and when travelers were free to explore
the monuments in a manner unimaginable to modern
tourists. It is also these preserve
contemporary attitudes toward a land steeped in a rich
history:

accounts that

Life and death here are indeed in excess, and in
perfect contrast. Nowhere is the sentiment of life, its
returning bloom and freshness, so felt as here [. . .]
Oh, that one but had these tombs at one’s door, to
return again and again and master each hidden
meaning and enjoy each brilliant sculpture.”

Such attitudes were not always “respectful,” at least to
modern sensibilities. It appears that the Victorian traveler
was more often than not obsessed with possessing a part of
this ancient culture, a sentiment that induced many
travelers to procure (and, if necessary, smuggle) antiquities
home as mementos of their trip."”? There also appears to
have been a common desire for visitors to leave a
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It is certainly a gay life

Figure 1: Comical cartoon depicting travelers and tourists clambering over an Egyptian temple; from George Ade, In
Pastures New (New York: McClure, Phillips & Co., 1906), 186.

permanent record of their presence in Egypt, which created
a craze for carving names or initials on ancient tombs and
temples.’® This practice continued well into the late 19t
century and inspired the traveler George Allsopp (1846—
1907) to lament in 1879: “Can one imagine anything more
sad than to see the hieroglyphics so dreadfully marred by
the autographs of such celebrated people as Jones of Wales,
Murphy of Dublin, or Smith of London?”4

Travelers would also commonly clamber over the
monuments (Figure 1) to study the hieroglyphic
inscriptions, to copy or even prize off carved or painted
scenes (Figure 2),® or simply to obtain a superior vantage
point of the historic landscape around them. Climbing the
Great Pyramid at Giza,' for instance, was a common item
on the Victorian traveler’s itinerary. The travel party could
expect to have their efforts rewarded with a picnic at the

top,"” where they could mark the feat by carving their name
and the date of their ascent in the stone blocks at the
summit. Theodore Walker!® reported in 1886 that, upon
completing the ascent, his wife was approached by their
guide to join the ranks of those who has climbed the
pyramid before them, which included several famous
names: “‘Now, lady, good Arab write your name.” As I
hesitated, he said, ‘Come, see Prince of Wales’ name on the
top [. . .].””% The ascent of the pyramid required reasonable
exertion and the assistance of at least three Egyptians to
pull and push travelers up the monument (Figure 3), as
Walker comically described to his readers:

It was very amusing to watch the various people
being dragged up. A very stout lady protested in
vain that she did not want to go up. “Good Arab drag
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Figure 2: “Modern Iconoclasts at Work on the Monuments of Ancient Egypt,” from The Daily
Graphic (26 July 1890): 84.

lady up, better view Madame; see Howadgi,” and up of scrambling among sand- and mummy-filled passages
she went with a bound and a spring, one lusty Arab beneath the desert surface. As Mary (Marianne) Postans
holding each hand and one pushing behind.? (1811-1897) relates in her account of 1844:
For those put off by such an endeavor, which was not The guides, lighting a couple of candles, disappeared
without its dangers,? travelers could instead place bets on through the opening, and called us to follow. Taking
local pyramid-runners,> who would compete to make the off my bonnet, and lying flat on the ground, I was
ascent and descent in the fastest time.? drawn  backwards through the aperture,
This was a different age, when access to the remnants immediately within which the height of the roof
of Egypt’s ancient past was of a level unimaginable to the permitted me to crawl on my hands and knees, and I
tourist of today. Victorian travelers were permitted to found myself in a passage, surrounded by entire
explore the monuments and tombs with relative freedom, mummies, which the Arabs had dragged forward to
their only obstacles being the negotiation of a suitable fee rifle by the little light that reached them through the
in the form of “backsheesh” for the guide and the difficulties pit.2
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Figure 3: “Ascension aux Pyramides” (No. 24) by
Gabriel Lekegian (c. 1890). Courtesy of the
Egypt Exploration Society.

Early travelers in this period could lunch in tombs
filled with mummies? and bear witness to the uncovering
of freshly discovered burials, or even direct the locals to dig
up relics for them.? This, however, was rarely necessary, as
it was not uncommon for travelers to be offered antiquities
by the local inhabitants at almost every site visited, a
practice that persisted well into the early 20™ century, as
evidenced in accounts such as that published by Julius
Chambers (1850-1920) in 1901: “’I get you a skull?” asked
one of the donkey-drivers, ‘Good remembrance of
Sakkara.””? Travelers even record being propositioned to
purchase “antikas” at the top or even during the ascent of
the Giza pyramids, as the 1915 account of Joseph Rowland
testifies: “I told him that I had not expected to go into the
undertaking business and did not care to have a corpse on
my hands, ascending the pyramids [. . .]"%

Those venturing to Egypt during the 19t and early 20™
centuries were free to explore the subterranean last houses
of Egypt’s ancient dead, where they turned over bodies in
search of hidden relics and acquired all manner of
antiquities as mementos of their Eastern adventures.
Nothing was more sought after than the embalmed body of
an ancient Egyptian.

MORBID CURIOSITY AND CORPSE COLLECTING

“The most valuable plunder in Eqypt will be the mummies which
are eagerly bought as bric-a-brac.””

Travelers of the Victorian age found that it was
possible for virtually any paying tourist to enter mummy-
laden tombs and lay claim to any mummies they desired.
While many were surprised if not aghast at the unbridled
access to tombs and graves afforded to them, many relished
the ease with which they could collect antiquities, as
Amelia Edwards (1831-1892) reflected upon in 1877:

Shocked at first, they denounce with horror the
whole system of sepulchral excavation, legal as well
as predatory; acquiring, however, a taste for scarabs
and mummy-gods, they soon begin to buy with
eagerness the spoils of the dead; finally, they forget
all their former scruples, and ask no better fortune
than to discover and confiscate a tomb for
themselves.®

Although small, portable antiquities of a funerary
nature such as amulets, shabtis, and scarabs remained
popular as souvenirs throughout the Victorian period, the
mummy best encapsulated the exoticism of the land of the
Nile (Figure 4)' and the peculiarities of the ancient
Egyptian beliefs surrounding the eternal preservation of
the body. Mysterious,
quintessentially Egyptian, mummies were considered by
many travelers to be the ultimate souvenir and were highly
sought after even in the late 19" century, as testified by
Anthony Wilkin (d. 1901) in 1897: “Mummies seemed to be
a ‘drug in the market’ when we were there.”?

This fascination appears to have been driven by a
desire to experience a closeness to or connection with a
bygone age: “if we could [. . .] bring back the spirit which
once animated [. . .] these bodies, what wonders would be
revealed.”® These embalmed bodies inspired gothic
literary works that explored themes of death, immortality,
and resurrection.* Works of mummy fiction of this period
imagined the inherent “spirits”
prevailing upon their new, foreign owners to release them
to their own land and time.* Tales of curses bestowed upon
those who removed these ancient corpses from their eternal
place of rest became popular in this period® and prevailed
well into the early 20t century, with the sinking of the
Titanic” and the allegedly untimely deaths of individuals
who discovered or visited the tomb of Tutankhamun®
being attributed to the retributive forces of a mummy’s
curse.

otherworldly, ancient, and

of these mummies
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Figure 4: An unknown tourist poses as a pharaoh (c.
1885) in the Strommeyer and Heymann

photographic studio in Cairo. Private

collection; © Frantisek Gregor.

The popular notion of the ancient Egyptian obsession
with death mirrored that of the Western world in the
Victorian era, a period that saw a growing devotion to the
“spectacle” of death and outward displays of grief and
mourning. Funeral processions became more opulent® and
gravestones more elaborate;* memorial keepsakes (such as
lockets containing locks of hair taken from the deceased)*
and memento mori (post-mortem photographs)? became
popular.

In a period subject to high mortality rates,** death was
ever present; as cities expanded in the wake of the
industrial revolution, traditional church graveyards
struggled to accommodate the dead, leading to the
establishment of town cemeteries* designed in a manner to
permit the living to walk among the deceased and to
engage, contemplate, and confront death:

Amid the green glades and gloomy cypresses which
surround and overshadow the vast variety of
sepulchral monuments [. . .] the contemplative mind

is not only impressed with sentiments of solemn
sublimity and religious awe, but with those of the
most tender and heart-affecting melancholy.+

Although death was familiar to the Victorians, it
remained enigmatic, intriguing, and “sublime, because it
borders upon things immortal, so mysterious, on account
of its silence.”* As Egypt was a land famous for its ancient
dead, it is perhaps not surprising that it should become a
popular tourist destination in this period and that the
bodies of embalmed Egyptians should become popular
souvenirs.

It would have been hard to resist the temptation of
bringing a mummy home, particularly as these were
practically thrust upon travelers when they arrived in
Egypt, a custom that evidently repulsed Catharine
Janeway, as she relates in 1894: “I was much annoyed by an
Arab, who had the hand of a mummy for sale; he followed
me about, and kept thrusting this horrid object close to my
face, telling me that I should have it cheap.”# Obtaining a
mummy was relatively easy; they could be bought in hotels
or even local museums, with the Egyptian Museum in
Cairo being known for its “saleroom for surplus
antiquities,”* where mummies and other relics could be
bought well into the late 19t century.

Reports that mummies could be found in their millions
in the tombs and catacombs® of the Western Desert!
appear to have alleviated many travelers’ potential feelings
of guilt that they were involved in the desecrating of
ancient burial grounds:

The ground in one place was so thickly strown [sic]
with dead bodies and fragments of them, that care
had to be used not to step upon them in walking. The
horses and donkeys which are kept here to be hired
to travellers, are so familiar with these sights that
they do not so much as prick their ears at stepping
over a corpse or stumbling against a skull.>

Local mummy hunters were often described by
travelers as “resurrection men,”3 the term used to describe
those who ransacked British cemeteries in pursuit of
cadavers for medical dissection®—a comparison that could
be interpreted as a justification of the removal of these
ancient remains as articles of “scientific” curiosity and
intrigue.

Mummies became so popular with travelers that
demand soon outstripped supply, and by the late 19t
century antiquities  dealers
manufacturing fakes to satisfy tourists’ demands,® as
reported by the Wichita Daily Eagle in 1888: “[...] in many

enterprising were
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Figure 5: “Egyptian Mummies Made While You Wait”: the manufacture of fake mummies in Los Angeles, where a
mummy-manufacturer had reportedly formed a profitable business that had been in operation for 27 years. From
the Los Angeles Herald Sunday Supplement (30 September, 1906): 11.

of the [mummy] mines Egyptians are not found in paying
quantities. As a result of this an inferior style of mummy is
being made, both there on the ground and here in New
York.”%* The success of the mummy trade and the
prevalence of modern mummy manufacturers both within
Egypt and beyond (Figure 5) evidence the level of
obsession that travelers had for such souvenirs at this time.

Travelers therefore often struggled to discern whether
the mummies they had purchased were genuine; indeed,
later examination by an expert or an unwrapping of the
mummy revealed many to be modern fakes.” This
disappointment appears to have been suffered particularly
by travelers who ventured to Egypt in the late 1800s and
early 1900s, as both mummies and antiquities by this time
appear to have been hard to acquire, as noted by Amos
Wenger (1867-1935) during his travels in 1899: “Many of
the natives are engaged in making articles that very much
resemble the genuine antiques and you must be

exceedingly careful or you will get only imitations instead
of relics of the ancients.”

Some travelers thus sought to acquire their relics from
reputable and well-known antiquities dealers, some of
whom resided in major cities frequented by tourists, such
as the Swiss merchant André Bircher (1838-1926), who
catered to tourists in Cairo during the mid- to late 19
century;” other dealers could be found selling their wares
at the ancient sites themselves. Signor Piccinini (f1.1819-
1829) traded in the Theban necropolis from a hut built of
elaborately decorated coffins and filled with mummy
merchandise and other antiques, where he provided
souvenirs to visiting travelers throughout the early 1800s.%

Other travelers simply sought to procure mummies
directly from the burial-grounds themselves; the most
suitable place to source these souvenirs were the notorious
“mummy pits,” famously known to contain innumerable
mummies.
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Figure 6: “Digging for Mummies” by Amelia Edwards (1831-1892). This illustration demonstrates how mummies were
procured for travelers from the famous “mummy pits.” From Amelia B. Edwards, A Thousand Miles Up the Nile
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1877), 413.

THE MYSTERIOUS “MUMMY PITS”

“Until I talked to the dealer I had no idea that mummies were so
plentiful. In some parts of Egypt people go out and dig them up
just as they would dig potatoes.”®!

The so-called mummy pits (Figure 6) that could be
found at sites across Egypt were reported to contain
hundreds and even thousands of mummies, piled up in
large heaps in rough-hewn caverns below the desert
surface. These “pits” had been an attraction for travelers for
several centuries but became particularly popular during
the Victorian era.® The first detailed accounts of this period
appeared in the early 1800s, with travel companions
Captains Charles L. Irby (1789-1845) and James Mangles
(1786-1867) providing a particularly grisly account in 1823
of the contents of a mummy pit they visited in 1817:

Imagine a cave of considerable magnitude filled with
heaps of dead bodies in all directions, and in the most
whimsical attitudes; some with extended arms,
others holding out a right hand, and apparently in
the attitude of addressing you; some prostrate, others
with their heels sticking up in the air; at every step
you thrust your foot through a body or crush a
head.®

Of unknown origin or purpose,* these mummy-filled
pits were thought to contain an inexhaustible supply of
ancient corpses, as Sarah Lushington (d. 1839) relates in her
1829 account of the “pits” at Thebes: “It would scarcely be
an exaggeration to say, the mountains are merely roofs over
the masses of mummies within them.”¢ From perhaps as
early as the 16% century,% they served as a constant source
of the mummy mementos so desired by travelers and
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continued to do so right up to the early 20* century.”
Travelers who braved the dissent into these “dark abodes
of death”® to acquire mummy souvenirs, reported having
to crawl through ill-lit and difficult passages filled with the
dismembered dead. Benjamin Bausman (1824-1909)
described this unpleasant ordeal during his exploration of
a mummy pit at Saqqgara in 1857: “We stooped our way
through the dark winding streets of the dead of old, with
the aid of dim tapers, and walked over places literally
strewn with dead men’s bones.”®

The rifled nature of the contents of the mummy pits
gave them a reputation for being horror-filled charnel
houses or “plague-pits” of death. Although the ancient
dead were often found strewn about in these subterranean
burial places, to the more attentive traveler it was clear that
this state was likely the result of the rifling activities of
mummy hunters and not a true representation of how these
bodies had been laid to rest in ancient times:

The farther we penetrated into these dismal recesses,
we found the bodies much more entire, and every
thing less disturbed; and I make no sort of doubt, that
if any person had the courage to go to the extremity
of the catacombs, he would find many bodies, which
had never been examined, and discover curiosities,
which would amply recompense the fatigue and
danger.”

Whether the pits were simply mass burials for victims
of conflict or an epidemic, “caches” collected together by
grave robbers, or an unusual and as yet unrecognized
communal form of ancient burial custom,” most travelers
viewed the “mummy pits” simply as valuable sources of
souvenirs, and there was little interest in the scientific study
of their contents.

Instead, it was the horror of these burial places that
became their ultimate attraction, as they provided travelers
with colorful anecdotes of time spent exploring the depths
of these mummy-filled pits. Such adventure was not
without its dangers, grew
apprehensive when confined in close quarters with these
great piles of mummies, having heard that their pungent
effluvium had caused past visitors to faint or even perish
as they suffocated in the stifling air.”> Others were fearful of
the flammability of the
wrappings,” which could be ignited accidently by a stray
torch flame, as highlighted in the aptly titled 1867 article
“Horrors of a Mummy Pit” in the Detroit Free Press:

and many a traveler

mummies’ resin-soaked

The cave was filled with a thousand mummies, drier
than the driest tinder, and soaked in bitumen; each
one wrapped in many folds of mummy cloth, as

inflammable as gun cotton. A single spark from one
of the candles would have spread like wildfire, and
no power upon earth could have saved us from a
fearful death; we would have been roasted alive in
five minutes.”

Travelers had been known to have been subjected to this
unfortunate fate, with the blaze in one case apparently
producing an inferno so fierce that the pit smoldered for
several weeks—or so the local Egyptians claimed.”

Although such incidents were rare, the mummy pits
were at least mildly perilous. Travelers had to crawl on
their bellies through sand-filled passages, descend into
gloomy recesses, and wade through mummy remains in
chambers of unknown extent. A few travelers paid the price
for forging ahead in their excitement to explore the pits
without equipping themselves properly: “I read the other
day of a traveller who foolishly went exploring in the dark,
and stumbled into a pit thirty feet deep. He broke his ankle,
besides other bruises.””¢

Intrepid travelers were rewarded with relics hand-
picked from a treasure trove unavailable to the more
tentative who remained on the surface; they were rewarded
also with their own personal and entertaining tales of their
exploits in one of Egypt’s most popular attractions, which
evidently comforted Mary Postans after a frightful ordeal
in the pits in 1838: “Glad was I to return, and inhale the
breezes of the upper air; yet I congratulated myself on
having seen one of the greatest among the characteristic
features of ancient Egypt.””

The mummy pits proved to be at their most popular
during the mid- to late 19 century, when fake mummies
were being routinely manufactured and sold (Figure 7), as
the pits could provide travelers with souvenirs of
undoubted authenticity that they could select themselves.
The pits contained a surprising assortment of mummies;
though predominantly formed of the plainly wrapped
bodies of the “poor,””® the heaps of human remains within
the pits also contained those of superior wealth and status,
complete with elaborately decorated coffins and grave
goods such as amulets, jewelry, and shabtis. The more
elaborate mummies, though rare, were sought-after
souvenirs that could fetch mummy hawkers a good return,
as the Reverend Stephen Olin (1797-1851) noted in 1843:
“Occasionally a mummy is found so elaborately prepared
and in such good preservation as to be in itself a valuable
object of merchandise.”” Why such richly adorned bodies
were found buried with the lower classes did not seem to
concern most travelers and certainly not the mummy
hunters who knew these more elaborate mummies to be
highly collectible.
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Figure 7: “Momies égyptiennes.” A mummy trader at
Cairo (c. 1870) by Félix Bonfils (1831-1885).
The mummies for sale are most likely modern
fakes. Courtesy of the National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C.

Soon the mummy pits gained a reputation as being the
place to cater for those in want of a mummy, at prices to
suit any traveler’s means. Whether removed and passed
onto antiquities dealers in Luxor or Cairo or sold directly to
travelers in the pits themselves, the mummy of a
“pharaoh”® could be acquired for £200, a “prince” or
military commander for a mere £30, a priest for as little as
£12 to £15, with a lowly commoner costing only £1 10s, as
reported in the Daily News (Perth, Australia) in 1907.8' Such
reports published in several newspapers throughout the
period of early travel demonstrate the availability of
mummies as souvenirs to tourists even as late as the early
20" century.®”? However, the rise in popularity of the
fragments of mummies, or “mummy-parts” as souvenirs
from the mid-19t century onwards, suggests that complete
mummy specimens were not always easy for early
travelers to acquire.

MUMMY PARTS AS PORTABLE CURIOS

“One of our party is always in treaty for something, particularly
hands or feet of mummies, so he has a good swarm round him
constantly.”

Dominique-Vivant Denon (1747-1825), who
accompanied Napoleon’s savants to Egypt in 1798-1801,
offered his guides “an unlimited reward to any who should
procure one [a mummy] whole and untouched.”® Yet
nothing but mummy fragments could be found, and he
instead brought away with him the mummified head “of
an old woman.”® Even in this early period, the availability
of mummies as souvenirs depended on the discovery of
suitable burials that had not already been rifled for
antiquities®* and, of course, on the willingness of the
proprietors of these burial places to share the contents with
interested parties. As tombs and mummy pits were
discovered, they were exploited as sources of souvenirs,
then abandoned and quickly forgotten. These plundered
burial places might be uncovered several more times over
the succeeding years, their dwindling remnants satisfying
travelers who (like Denon), having failed to acquire the
higher-class mummies they desired, settled instead on
what was available to them. The necessity for compromise
increased in the late 19t and early 20 centuries, when it
became increasingly difficult both to acquire mummy
souvenirs and to transport them discreetly out of the
country.

In time, this ransacking and destruction of mummies
meant that the contents of the mummy pits began to empty,
and as the numbers of tourists venturing to Egypt increased
during the late 1800s, it became difficult for travelers to
acquire complete mummy specimens. This appears to have
been exacerbated by the parallel demand for the amulets
and other objects often found accompanying the mummies
in these pits. Often offered to travelers as they approached
the ancient sites, these were regarded by some as more
agreeable mementos than the body or body part of an
embalmed Egyptian, as indicated in the 1846 account of
Isabella Romer (1798-1852):

We were beset through the whole district by men and
boys all loaded with their ghasty merchandize, some
carrying a swathed leg and foot over one arm, others
offering a basket full of hands, black and dried up,
but the nails perfect and deeply tinted with red.
Others again offered for sale less revolting spoils,
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Figure 8: “Shall it be a hand or a foot?” Illustration from the account of Mary Louise Gamewell (1858-1947), depicting
an encounter with a mummy hawker at Thebes. From Mary L. Gamewell, We Two Alone in Europe (Chicago:
Jansen, McClurg and Co., 1886), 259.

such as scarabeei, small porcelain images, necklaces
of beads found upon the mummies, and various little
articles placed with them in the tomb, many of which
I purchased.®

Mummies were therefore routinely pillaged and even torn
apart by local relic hunters in search of antiquities, a
practice that appears to have been rife even in the early 19*
century, as Henry Measor (1844) testifies: “I found clothes,
bones, skulls, and coffins, heaped in one disgusting mélée of
sepulchral confusion,—the work of
plunder.”8

The desire to acquire mummies thus appears to have
been in conflict with tourists’ equal desire to obtain genuine
artifacts, which in order to guarantee their authenticity
were often ripped from the bandages of the mummies in
the presence of travelers, as Stephen Olin (1843) relates:

curiosity and

Their business is to remove the rubbish and earth
from the tombs and mummy-pits which have not
already been rifled by their predecessors, to drag out

the embalmed dead to the long-forgotten light, to
strip them of their antique,
habiliments, and to search their ears, necks, fingers,
wrists, ancles [sic] &c., in quest of any jewelry,

dingy aromatic

bracelets, amulets, or images of sacred animals or
gods, or articles of greater value which may have
been deposited with them in the grave.®

As a result, many travelers reported that, during their
exploration of the mummy pits, it was difficult to discern
any bodies that remained unrifled and intact.?

An untold number of mummies were thus destroyed
in the 19" century in the hunt for antiquities, making it
increasingly difficult for travelers to obtain mummies
themselves as souvenirs. The desire to procure such
souvenirs had not yet waned, however, and the solution for
local mummy hawkers was to offer the dismembered body
parts found scattered in the pits as collectible “curios”
(Figure 8). As Joseph Thompson (1819-1879) wrote of his
travels in 1853: “The traveller, resting for his noontide
lunch, is besieged by mummy venders, who unroll before
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mounted for
display in a glass-domed case (removed for
the purpose of photographing the remains).

Figure 9: Mummy head (EA54742),

Anonymously donated to the British
Museum in 1920. Photograph © Tessa T.
Baber. Courtesy of the Trustees of the British
Museum.

his eyes—perhaps upon his very plate— a head, a hand, a
foot, all swathed in musty cloth and bitumen, which they
offer at any price, from a pound sterling to a piastre.”*! In
the early to mid-19% century, when these mummy parts
were a relatively new curiosity, these remnants held little
interest or value to some travelers who preferred to search
for complete mummy specimens or antiquities; Stephen
Olin even goes as far as to suggest purchasing such
souvenirs revealed one’s ignorance of the value and
importance of the artifacts made available to travelers:
“they frequently offer to novices things of no value, such as
parts of mummies, a hand with the nails dyed or gilded, or
shreds of mummy cloth.”®

As the 19t century wore on however, these mummy
fragments became increasingly popular and part of their
popularity was undoubtedly their affordability (“human
hands were persistently offered for about 25 cents each”)*,
as well as their availability, as they were routinely offered
to travelers during their exploration of the sites. Randal
McGavock (1826-1863) lamented that his enjoyment of the
monuments was affected by this practice during his travels
through Egypt in 1851: “[. . .] the pleasure of one’s visit to

Thebes is almost destroyed by these grave-robbers, who
hang around with their arms filled with skulls, hands, feet,
and other portions of the human body, for you to
purchase.”** Even so, mummy remnants appear to have
had an appeal all of their own, as some travelers even
sought to collect mummy parts in lieu of the full specimens,
as “objects of curiosity.”*

On a trip to Egypt in 1850, Maxime du Camp (1822—
1894) collected several mummy fragments: “from one I
took its gilded feet, from another its head with its long tress
of hair, from a third its dry black hands.”* Camp’s travel
companion, Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), brought home a
mummy foot that he kept in his study as a curio for the rest
of his life; his servant occasionally gave it a good buff with
shoe-polish to ensure it remained presentable.””

For many collectors, it was the “gruesome” nature of
these dismembered mummy parts that gave them an
appeal of their own as macabre “relics” of a land famed for
its dead. There were echoes in the mummy remains
themselves of the ghastliness of the ancient burial grounds
and the grisly methods by which the mummy fragments
were acquired: with mummy heads with faces that seem to
scream in eternal agony® and withered, gnarled fingers of
hands permanently separated from their owners: “It was
dry, black and claw-like, and was even more hideous than
it need have been by the loss of one finger.”” Mummy
heads appear to have been particularly prized. Undeniably
human, they made fascinating “exhibits” with a greater
impact on their admirers than a mere mummy hand or foot,
explaining perhaps the popularity of mounting these heads
in special display cases (Figure 9),'® for the perusal and
amusement of visitors to the homes of their collectors.
Mummy parts were also popular with collectors because
they could be easily handled, allowing those fascinated by
Egypt’s past to come into direct contact with those who had
once inhabited that ancient land.

Mummy remnants became especially popular when
the Egyptian government introduced stricter sanctions on
the export of mummies from Egypt (such as the Antiquities
Law passed by Pasha Mohamed Ali on the 15%" August
1835),'" as these smaller portions of mummy could be
easily concealed in luggage and smuggled out of the
country. During the early 19 century, although cursory
examination of the monuments by early archeologists had
already begun,'®® excavation of Egyptian sites still
remained largely within the domain of relic hunters and
antiquities dealers.'® Protestations were made against the
wanton destruction of important monuments and sites
during this period in an attempt to prevent further damage
to Egypt’s heritage. Influential figures such as George
Gliddon (1809-1857), American vice-consul in Alexandria
and Cairo, appealed to his fellow scholars to take a stand to
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protect important sites and artifacts, submitting a plea in
1841 to the “antiquaries of Europe” 1% to take further steps
to prevent the wanton destruction of Egypt's ancient
monuments:

No voice from the tomb is needed to warn the
antiquary, “that yet a little while,” and such will be
the end —that, if he and his colleagues in research do
not step forward for the preservation of Egyptian
monuments, in a very few years travellers may save
themselves the trouble of a journey beyond the

precincts of the British and continental museums [. .
Jos

Unfortunately, such pleas appear to have largely fallen on
deaf ears, and although Pasha Mohamed Ali (1769-1849)
had introduced the new Antiquities Law of 18351% in order
supposedly to combat the illicit digging of sites, the trade
in both artifacts and mummies appears to have continued
unabated, albeit in a less conspicuous manner.

The popularity of these mummy parts unfortunately
led to the further destruction of an unknown number of
mummies; thus the new laws intended to protect them in
fact conspired in their destruction, as Edward Wilson
(1838-1903) reveals in his account of 1890: “When they
found a mummy it being forbidden by law to sell it, the
head and hands and feet were wrenched off and sold on the
sly, while the torso was kicked about the ruined temples
until the jackals came and carried it away.”'” Some
travelers who acquired mummies or mummy parts in this
later period appear to have quickly regretted doing so, as
they did not wish to risk reprimand if caught smuggling
their purchase out of the country. Marianne Brocklehurst
(1832-1898),'% who secretly acquired a mummy in the dead
of night during her travels in 1873, later chose to bury it on
the banks of the Nile, for fear that its pungent odor would
prompt its discovery by the cook aboard her dahabeya.'®

Fragmentary mummy remains offered travelers the
opportunity  to
Egyptians to their home country, while also satisfying the
widespread morbid fascination with the dead, thus

inconspicuously transport ancient

increasing their popularity as souvenirs in this later period:

In the hills back of Medinet-Abou are the mummy-
pits [. . .] and we hasten to visit them. We enter the
black cavern and look down the preliminary pit-hole,
only to shrink back affrighted; but we must carry
home a small bit of a mummy. So we clamber down
the tense, and the stench appalling. With a grab at a
few relics we hasten forth to the pure light of day,
and, as we assort our specimens, we recall the words
of Hamlet: “To what base uses we may return,
Horatio!”110

The appeal of these mummy parts as souvenirs, and
indeed mummies in general, was also heightened by the
changes to tourism during the 19t and early 20* centuries,
the most significant change being the marked increase in
the number of tourists venturing to Egypt in the latter 19t
century, after commercial steamboat travel was introduced.
The first steamships to travel up the Nile were inaugurated
by Abbas Pasha (1812-1854) in 1851, offering a monthly
service between Cairo and Aswan. This service was,
however, unreliable, infrequent,
described as anywhere near luxurious.? The first steamers
to offer both comfort and convenience, and to achieve

and could not be

commercial success, were introduced by Thomas Cook
(1808-1892) after he was awarded a concession by Khedive
Isma’il (1830-1895) for passenger traffic on the Nile in 1870.
This permitted his company, Thomas Cook and Son, Ltd.,
to act as government agent for steamship travel in Egypt.'3
Following the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869, it
became possible for steamers to transport passengers from
Britain to Egypt and beyond as a cheaper,'* quicker and
more direct method of travel.””® Cook’s steamers made
Egypt more accessible to a greater number of people, and
Thomas Cook himself boasted of its benefits over the more
traditional methods of travel: “Travelling by steamboat
calls for the exercise of patience than exertion, and in this
we had the advantage over the voyagers by the old Nile
boats, whose patient endurance must have been very
severely tested.”!1¢ Travelers in this later period were able
to visit the major sites in a mere three weeks, when
previously a tour of the sites in a dahabeya had taken several
months.1”

For travelers writing in late 19t century, it is clear that
often a distinction was made between the more scholarly
“traveler” with a vested interest in the country’s ancient
past and the “tourist” who spent little time studying the
monuments, a notion Amelia Edwards evidently
subscribed to:

Such is the esprit du Nil. The people in dahabeeyahs
despise Cook’s tourists; those who are bound for the
Second Cataract look down with lofty compassion
upon those whose ambition extends only to the First;
and travellers who engage their boat by the month
hold their heads a trifle higher than those who
contract for the trip."8

These “tourists” would become increasingly common from
the early 1870s onward and typically acquired any manner
of relic offered to them. As mummy parts were affordable
and widely-available, they became popular amongst
tourists considered to be of “low-class.”’? Mummy
fragments thus became less exclusive in the late Victorian
period and were
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Figure 10: “Mummified Hand of Cleopatra” with display case, acquired by Sir Thomas Bowser (1749-1833) while in Egypt
in 1794. Sold at auction (Ancient Resource, LLC, Montrose, Calif., 19 February 2011, lot. 86) with an estimate of
$25,000-30,000. Courtesy of Liveauctioneers.com and Ancient Resource, LLC.

viewed less as “curiosities” and more as morbid offerings
from those with little else to sell, routinely purchased by
those with little appreciation of antiquities of monetary or
historical value.

For those unwilling to take possession of a mummy
hand or foot merely for curiosity sake, mummy parts
became more attractive collectables when it was implied
that they had once belonged to a pharaoh or a princess. Far
from being “royal” in any sense, these remains appear to
have instead derived from a commoner sort of mummy,
embellished with rings and scarabs to convince tourists of
their royal status, as Charles Dudley Warner (1829-1900)
was astute enough to determine when he was offered a
mummy hand to purchase during his travels in 1875:

This hand has been “doctored” to sell; the present
owner has re-wrapped its bitumen soaked flesh in
mummy-cloth, and partially concealed three rings on
the fingers. Of course the hand is old and the cheap
rings are new. It is pleasant to think of these
merchants in dried flesh prowling among the dead,
selecting a limb here and there that they think will
decorate well, and tricking out with cheap jewelry
those mortal fragments.'20

Claiming these appendages belonged to royal
personages appears to have been common practice and

perhaps explains the appearance on more than one
occasion of the hand or foot of “Cleopatra” or another
figure of equal status on the antiquities market (Figure 10).
However, the potential royal nature of these mummy parts
did not always attract a sale. During a visit to Thebes in
1891, Mrs. Charles John Brook' found herself plagued by
a crowd clamoring to sell her a mummy hand they claimed
belonged to Ramesses II; they would not take no for an
answer and she had to fend them away with her parasol.'?

Clearly some travelers were offended by the flagrant
exploitation of the dead. This repulsion became more
marked as the 19t century progressed, and, as travelers
obtained a greater knowledge of the significance of the
finds offered to them as souvenirs, they often appear torn
between a desire to acquire mummy souvenirs and the
desire to adhere to moral sensibilities that called for
respectful treatment of the dead. Although the mummies
themselves may have been viewed as providing a
tantalizing liminal connection between the past and the
present/the living and the dead,'® the very notion that they
were once the living inhabitants of Egypt was too tangible
and uncomfortable for many would-be collectors. It
appears to be more of a moral burden borne by tourists
exploring the ancient sites at the beginning of the 20t
century, when attitudes toward Egypt’s ancient dead had
clearly changed; far from being intrigued by these mummy
remnants, travelers such as Amos Wenger (1902) could not
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be persuaded to bring one home as a souvenir: “They had
pieces of human bodies that they tried hard to sell, but the
thought of carrying them in my satchel was repulsive.”*

Many travelers of the later 19 and early 20t centuries
appear to have compromised their sense of morality,
allowing their desire to obtain unique and exotic souvenirs
to prevail. These travelers often profess to be “reluctant” in
their acquisition of mummies and mummy parts, which
they apparently purchased out of “guilt” felt at the
prospect of abandoning these remains to those who might
not treat them with the respect they deserved. The
Reverend Henry Ottley (1850-1932) took it upon himself to
“rescue” several mummy parts from the local Egyptians
during his travels in 1883: “I myself have saved from Arab
desecration and now possess the mummified hands and
feet of four persons who were buried at Thebes [. . .] 2459
years ago!”1? Other travelers simply claim to have
purchased them to prevent the Egyptians from harassing
them further, as Wenger (1902) protests: “I was obliged to
buy something from the Arabs to get rid of them."12

Regardless of their sensibilities, travelers could not
escape the constant barrage of local mummy hawkers
besieging them to buy ancient Egyptians, and refusal did
not always bode well for the mummies. Edward Joy
Morris’s (1815-1881) account of 1843 reveals how he was
startled at Thebes by men who came running toward him
from a mummy pit, brandishing the arms, legs, and skulls
of mummies, demanding him to buy them. When Morris
refused to purchase a mummy from a young boy, the boy
responded by breaking it over the head of his donkey,”
demonstrating quite clearly that if mummies could not be
sold as souvenirs, they were deemed worthless.

Although attitudes toward the collecting of mummy
fragments clearly appear to have changed over the course
of the Victorian period, travelers still sought to procure
intact mummy specimens, which were still deemed to be
the ultimate collectable in way of souvenirs. This was not
only because they made impressive exhibits but also
because they held the promise of additional relics
concealed among the wrappings. Travelers thus often
brought back mummies for the express purpose of seeing
them unwrapped once home.

REWARDS FOR UNROLLERS

“When the body is fully exposed, other objects of interest will
doubtless be discovered. 1

Part of the attraction of obtaining a mummy was
undoubtedly the mystery surrounding its contents,® that
is, uncovering the artifacts that had been placed with the
deceased during the wrapping process and of course, the

identity of the individual who had not seen the light of day
for thousands of years.’® Many travelers witnessed or even
participated in the unraveling of mummies in Egypt in the
search for objects of antiquity, yet for the most part the
mummies chosen for unwrapping were often deemed to
have little value or historical significance and rarely
provided much in the way of artifacts. Therefore, great
efforts were made by some travelers to procure a mummy
of satisfactory status that, once “unrolled,” might yield
objects of intrigue: “having found [. . .] that no good ones
[mummies], opened, were to be found in this place
[Alexandria] or Cairo, commissioned a person going to
Thebes to select one, and he succeeded in procuring the
best that had been seen for a long time.” !

Mummy “unrollings” were usually conducted in the
company of family and friends and were often made into a
spectacle, the pinnacle of an evening’s entertainment, a
famous example being the soirée held by Lord
Londesborough (1805-1860) in 1850, for which specially
prepared invitations were handed out to invited guests.®?
Such gatherings were not the exclusive preserve of the elite:
“American visitors to Egypt are accounted the best
customers of Egyptian body-snatchers. They are glad to
return home with a mummy; they are proud of being able
to invite their friends to see it unrolled.”’* To partake in or
witness the unrolling a mummy allowed Westerners to
indulge their fascination with Egypt’s ancient past, to
satisfy their curiosity while ultimately demystifying
ancient Egyptian beliefs about death and the afterlife.
Invitations to such events were highly prized because
guests were often welcome to keep amulets, items of
jewelry, or pieces of mummy wrappings as a memento of
the evening. Failure to procure such “trinkets” provided
bitter disappointment for participants, even scholars, as
Heinrich Brugsch (1827-1894) noted during his attendance
of a mummy unrolling in 1883: “Not a single amulet, no
jewellery, no rolls of papyrus were found [. . .] Everyone
felt the same sense of disappointment.”1

Travelers who wished to promote a more “scientific”
interest in Egypt’s ancient dead donated their mummies to
be unwrapped by professional mummy unrollers'® at
public gatherings, the results of which were often
published in local newspapers. These public unrollings
proved so popular that it was often difficult to acquire
tickets, as was the case with the public unwrapping of the
mummy of Horsiesi’® performed by famed mummy
unroller Thomas Pettigrew (1791-1865) at the Royal
College of Surgeons in 1834: “Visitors in considerable
numbers arrived very early and filled all the seats; many
were obliged to stand; and many others retired from all the
doors who could not find admission.”'¥” This particular
unrolling drew such a crowd that the Archbishop of
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Figure 11: (Left) Mummy wrapping (21.24/91) taken
as a memento of the unrolling of a
mummy by Augustus Bozzi Granville
(1783-1872) at the Royal Institution in
London in 1830. Wynne of Penarth
collection. (Right) Mummy wrapping
(21.24/92) taken as a memento of the
unrolling of a “Priestess of Ammon” by
Samuel Birch (1813-1885) at Shrewsbury
Shire Hall (England) in 1842. Wynne of
Penarth collection. Photograph © Tessa
T. Baber. Courtesy of Amgueddfa
Cymru—National Museum of Wales.

Canterbury and the Bishop of London were turned away
because of a lack of seating.!®

These supposed “scientific” unwrappings,
however, not too dissimilar to those held by travelers in
their own parlors, in that audience members were
permitted keepsakes to mark the event (Figure 11).'* This
practice appears to have continued well into the early 20t
century; attendees at the 1908 unwrapping of the mummy
of Khnum-Nakht (one of the famous “Two Brothers”) by
Dr. Margaret Murray (1863-1963) were invited by the

chairman to leave their name and address should they wish

were,

to receive a piece mummy wrapping as a memento.!¥
Pettigrew even appears to have given the hand of a
mummy to a fortunate spectator of one of his unrollings
(Figure 12).141

The “mania” over mummies in this period was driven
in part, it seems, by a desire to establish some form of
personal connection with these long-dead Egyptians; these
mummy unrollings saw the collected mummy souvenirs of
travelers transition from “exotic commodity” to “scientific
object” as the mummy was unwrapped and revealed to a
captivated audience.’? Through the unrolling of these
ancient embalmed bodies and distribution of funerary
elements among the
spectators,'® a palpable bond between ancient and modern
realms could be established,* as spectators claimed to “feel
delight in witnessing the unrolling of endless bandages [. .
.] staring at the dried remains of a being who moved on the
earth three or four thousand years ago.”'*> The unrolling

such as mummy wrappings

Horrryg (

Figure 12: Mummy hand (Ha 5978) now in the
collections of the Bristol Museum and
Art Gallery. No record survives of the
donor or date of donation, but the
accompanying label for the hand states
that it was gifted to the donor by Thomas
Pettigrew after a public
unrolling. Courtesy of Bristol Museums,
Galleries and Archives.

mummy

and unveiling of mummies brought them figuratively to
life, “resurrecting” these ancient bodies that had lain
dormant for millennia.'* These public unwrappings were
multisensory experiences'¥” that allowed spectators to be
transported to a distant period, across temporal
boundaries, between the margins of life and death,
mortality and eternity.’® To witness an unrolling was
therefore an occasion not to be missed,'”* and many
mummy enthusiasts were disappointed when not able to
secure tickets; in order to satisfy the curiosity of these
Egyptophiles, the unwrapped mummy was often put on
display (Figure 13)," to be examined by the public at
leisure for a small fee.!!

The ethereal experience of close contact with these
ancient bodies had previously been the preserve of those
who traveled to the exotic land whence they had come. The
opportunity to attend either a public unrolling or a private
unwrapping party brought a physical part of the travelers’
experiences and the exoticism of the Nile to a greater sphere
of the mummy-obsessed public, who may never have the
opportunity to venture into Egypt: “The lively curiosity
this spectacle excited, which was new to most of those
present, and the interest they evinced, merit a full detail of
the operation.”’® Thus Victorian “mummyphiles” could
immerse themselves in the romantic fantasy of Egypt’s
ancient past and fully indulge desires to experience the
otherworldly atmosphere of the immediate space occupied
by the unwrapped body of an old Egyptian.
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Figure 13: “The Theatre of the Bristol Royal Institution, Park Street, during the Delivery of Dr
Prichard’s Lectures on Egyptian Antiquities” by John Skinner Prout (1805-1876)
(BCMAG M3984). Courtesy of Bristol Museums, Galleries and Archives.

The public unrolling of mummies allowed mummy
enthusiasts to sit in the company of the scholars and
academics who gave credence to these “scientific” affairs,'>
which, although highly destructive to the mummies,'
were often justified by the claim that they allowed scholars
a greater understanding of ancient mummification and
wrapping techniques, which could be reconstructed after
observation of, in effect, reverse-engineering the process.'>
However, in reality, the theatricality of these spectacles
often served to fetishize the dead and ultimately to satisfy
curiosity about the Oriental “other,” rather than to promote
academic interest in the historical aspects of the
mummified body.%

Nevertheless, notions of the “scholarly” aspect of such
unrollings may have induced some travelers to conduct
their own investigations of the mummies they had brought

back from Egypt or purchased from collectors; this may
explain why some chose to unwrap their mummy
souvenirs at the site of discovery, perhaps determining that
it was the unveiling of the body and the discovery of its
associated artifacts that were of greatest interest.

On occasion, on-site unwrappings in Egypt were
similarly made into a great spectacle, such as those carried
out by mummy vendors, who intended to entertain guests
and induce them to purchase the uncovered antiquities.
Sarah Lushington recorded her anticipation and excitement
at having been invited to witness an unrolling at the
aforementioned Signor Piccinini’s house in 1828: “In the
evening I accepted the invitation of Signor Piccinini [. . .]
who had resided about nine years at Thebes, to see the
opening of a mummy, that I might myself take out the
scarabzeus, or any such sacred ornament as might be found
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in the coffin.”1% Invitations to these events appear to have
been as highly prized as the contemporary private
unwrapping parties and public unrollings carried out in
Europe and America, but these on-site unrollings were all
the more exclusive; set against the backdrop of the
Egyptian landscape or even taking place within the ancient
tombs themselves, they provided travelers with unique
and rare accounts of the experience, which could later be
read by the less intrepid from the comfort of their own
armchairs.

In some rare instances, however, these on-site
unrollings were conducted out of curiosity about
embalming methods and additional preparation of the
body for the afterlife. Lady Harriet Kavanagh (1799-1885)
records in 1847 being party to the unwrapping of a “Roman
soldier” by antiquities dealer André Castellari (d. c.1848).1%
The unrolling revealed that, although the body was in “a
very perfect state of preservation,” it contained very little
in the way of amulets and other objects of antiquity: “There
was nothing found on him but some gilt tinsel and endless
bandages of linen which were divided amongst the
spectators.”’® As with those conducted at home, this
unwrapping was commemorated by the handing out of
mummy bandages. Once the examination was complete,
Kavanagh requested that the mummy be reburied in the
sand,'® a somewhat unusual practice in an age when
mummies were commonly considered merchandise and
objectified as commodities.

These unrollings usually took place, however, firmly
within the context of tomb rifling and mummy hunting.
Unlike the specimens unrolled in the company of
academics in the dissection halls of scientific institutions,
which were often later acquired by local museums,¢! the
intention was often solely to secure antiquities. Sarah
Lushington was aghast to witness that the remains of the
mummy and its accompaniments unrolled by Piccinini,
were tossed out as worthless refuse, as nothing of “value”
was found among the wrappings.’®> Such disposable of the
dead was unfortunately common practice throughout this
period of early travel, even among tourists who had often
labored to secure their mummy souvenirs. Many travelers
were simply too impatient to determine whether their
mummies contained any articles of value; the unrolling
itself, far from being a spectacle, was often a means to an
end: to acquire rare and genuine artifacts.

Even early Egyptologists wreaked destruction upon
Egypt's ancient dead in pursuit of rare antiquities, as
Walter Thornbury (1828-1876) professed in 1873: “the Lord
of the Two Egypts [sic] has been torn piece-meal by
antiquarians to spice library drawers, or has been
dismembered by popular lecturers searching for papyri.”163

Prior to the rise in popularity of mummy unrollings in
the 19% century, mummies were regarded as prized
specimens held in personal collections, valued for their
spectacularity” and deemed too visually
impressive to be unwrapped.’®* Following the craze for
mummy unrollings in the early to mid-1800s, mummies
were transformed from “curios” that encapsulated both the

“inherent

inherent mystery surrounding death and the exoticism of
the land of the Nile, into disposable “objects”6> prized
more as a source of potential “trinkets” than for their
historical value.6

Travelers’ attitudes toward mummies in the Victorian
period seemed to waver among avaricious rapacity to
important relics,
regarding or even aversion to the handling of mummy
remains, and repulsion at such exploitation of the dead.

Travelers often expressed indignation and embarrass-

acquire and ancient ambivalence

ment at the behavior of the local villagers, who they often
claimed labored under the mistaken belief that they were
simply pandering to Western desires to possess such
“souvenirs.” Although many travelers protest that they
were constantly accosted to purchase mummy souvenirs
during their travels, others were still desirous to possess
them, although even then many were clearly not comfort-
able with the methods by which these souvenirs were
acquired, as Mary Postans’ account (1844) demonstrates:

[. . .] I was not yet reconciled to the horrible effects of
Arab tomb-rifling, and the dismembered bodies,
female heads, and severed limbs I had passed on the
way [. . .] Here a horrible scene presented itself —
hundreds of human bodies, piled one upon another,
lay under out feet, torn and rifled by the Arabs,
stripped of their cerecloth, crushed and
dismembered. Even now, the guides and Arabs
turned them over as if they had been logs of wood,
laughed hideously as some distortion became
apparent by the flickering lights, and stamped upon
the heap in a way that made the blood curdle in one’s
veins.1¢7

Perhaps it was this aversion to the thought of
possessing human remains — despite the popular attraction
of the tombs and mummy pits from which they were
drawn—that ultimately led to mummy mementos losing
their exoticism and appeal by the close of the 19t and the
beginning of the 20" century. These souvenirs do not
appear to have retained the same nostalgic charm for the
succeeding generations that inherited them, and so they
soon found their way into local antique dealers, were
donated to local museums, or were simply disposed of.
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THE END OF AN ERA

“[R]epresentatives of a cultured Christian race are setting a bad
example to the uncivilized by hunting up the bones of ancient
kings and exhibiting them to gratify the curiosity of tourists.”13

Mummies were still a curiosity for many travelers at
the beginning of the 19t century, but as archaeological
discoveries were made by Egyptologists in the late 1800s
and early 1900s, public knowledge and understanding of
ancient Egyptian burial practice gradually matured. As
travelers began to acquire knowledge from the study of
these embalmed bodies in situ, it became more
uncomfortable for collectors to continue to display these
ancient corpses as curiosities, as exemplified in travelogues
of the period, such as the 1906 account of Oswald Hardy
(b.1853):

that poor marred head, thus ruthlessly handled and
laid daily baking in the sun to tempt some curious
foreigner to take it 3,000 miles away and put it in a
cupboard with bric-a-brac or geological specimens or
discarded ornaments [...] Did it deserve to come to
this? Should not this traffic be stopped?'®

The acquisition and collection of mummy parts appear
to have particularly offended the moral susceptibilities of
early 20 century travelers. Henry V. Morton (1892-1979)
relates his horror at being accosted by the local Egyptians
during a visit to Thebes in 1923 and asked to buy a mummy
hand:

When I came out of the tombs at Qurna, and before
my eyes had become used to the light, I was aware
that people were running towards me. One of the
first to arrive thrust something into my hand. I
looked down and saw that I was holding the hand of
amummy [...] The man to whom it belonged refused
to take it back, believing that as long as I held it there
was a chance that I might give him the shilling he
was asking in preference to all the other things that
old and young were thrusting on me [. . .]'"

Morton ultimately purchased the hand so that he could
bury it and “put it out of its misery.”1”* Although there had
already been some indignation expressed over the
acquisition of such souvenirs in the 19% century,'”? it seems
that it wasn’t until the early 1900s that travelers became
widely averse to this practice.

It is clear that attitudes toward the collecting of
mummies as souvenirs changed gradually over the course
of the 19% century, which can be explained by the amount

of information that was made available to the public during
this period. Several distinct “waves” of Egyptomania and
the mummymania that accompanied it can be identified in
this period, which heralded significant discoveries that
were disseminated amongst the general public and which
affected the level of interest in Egypt’s ancient past (and her
dead).

The first wave is generally accredited to the
investigations made by the savants of the Napoleonic
expedition (1798-1801), who studied and recorded the sites
and monuments of Egypt on a grand scale. Their findings
were later published as Le Description de I'Egypte in twenty-
one volumes between 1809 and 1822.17% This important
work exposed the Western world to the wonders of Egypt,
inspiring many others to venture to the country to explore
the sites and monuments so eloquently depicted in these
volumes.””* In the ensuing years, travel literature became
popular and encouraged yet more Egyptophiles to travel to
Egypt. One of the most popular was the account published
by proto-Egyptologist Giovanni Battista Belzoni (1778-
1823) in 1820, Narrative of the Operations and Recent
Discoveries in Egypt and Nubia, which ran to three editions
by 1822.17> This early period also saw the public exposition
of important archeological discoveries, such as Belzoni’s
Great Exhibition of 1821, which showcased his recent
discovery of the tomb of Seti I at Thebes.””® The most
captivating element of the exhibit was the mummy of “a
young man”'”” that drew in crowds of visitors and inspired
Horace Smith (1779-1849) to compose his “Address to an
Egyptian Mummy”:

And thou hast walk’d about (how strange a
story!)

In Thebes’s street three thousand years ago,

When the Memnonium was in all its glory,

And Time had not begun to overthrow

Those temples, palaces, and piles stupendous,

Of which the very ruins are tremendous.

Speak! For thou long enough hast acted Dummy,

Thou hast a tongue —come —let us hear its tune;

Thou'rt standing on thy legs, above-ground,
Mummy!

Revisiting the glimpses of the moon,

Not like thin ghosts or disembodied creatures,

But with thy bones and flesh, and limbs, and
features [...]'"8

In the succeeding decades, further enthusiasm for
Egypt’s heritage was encouraged by the establishment of
new Egyptian collections displayed to the public, such as
the mummy-filled Egyptian room in the British Museum,
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which opened to the public in 1837, and the ever-popular
mummy unrollings of the 1830s and 1840s, which both
entertained and educated the masses.’® In the mid-19%
century, Egyptologists made important discoveries:
Auguste Mariette (1821-1881) discovered the Serapeum
and catacomb of the Apis Bulls at Saqqara in 1851,%! and
the first in-depth survey of the sites and monuments were
carried out by archeologists such as Carl Richard Lepsius
(1810-1884),'®2 Colonel Howard Vyse (1784-1853), John
Shae Perring (1813-1869), and Captain Giovanni Battista
Caviglia (1770-1845),' all of which helped to further
stimulate the public’s fascination with Egypt’s ancient past.
In 1881, the Deir el-Bahri cache (DB320) was
discovered, containing the mummies of pharaohs, queens,
and their royal children, that had long been absent from
their tombs.!® The subsequent discovery in 1891 of the
second Deir el-Bahri cache, at Bab el-Gasus, containing the
bodies of the priests and priestesses of Amun,'®> and the
later discovery in 1898 of an additional royal cache in the
tomb of Amenhotep II (KV35),'% led to a surge of interest
in the funerary archeology of Egypt and no doubt, to a
greater appreciation of the rarity of these ancient preserved
bodies and the potential history still to be recovered:

There appears to be a mania for mummies just at
present. Respectable Egyptians who have been
sleeping the sleep of the just—or the unjust—for the
last twenty-five or thirty centuries, have been
stripped of their venerable cerements, and ruthlessly
exposed to the gaze of the British public [. . .] wise
men who imparted Egyptian learning to Moses, as
well as plain agriculturists and vulgar tradesmen,
have been torn from their sepulchres and stripped
naked to please the curiosity of people whose
ancestors were painted savages when the men who
are now mummies were cultured gentlemen and
learned scholars [. . .]*%”

The discovery of the Bab el-Gasus cache highlighted
the lack of “collectible” mummies in this late period, as
various institutions around the world vied for possession
of these ancient embalmed bodies; having become rare by
the late 19% century, they could be used to political
advantage as diplomatic gifts:

[. . .] the Egyptian Government has just addressed to
the representatives of the six Great Powers a note to
the effect that it has been decided to make a gift of a
portion of the mummies of the High Priest of
Ammon, found two years ago in Upper Egypt, and
now at the Ghizeh Museum, to the museums of
London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, St Petersburg, and

Rome. These mummies are to be divided into six lots,
and to be drawn for by each of the Powers.'s

The competition for mummies was at this time being
played out in Egypt on a grand scale by the various colonial
powers that laid claim to Egypt’s heritage; the consuls of
England, France, Germany, Italy, and so on, all competing
to obtain the most prized artifacts for museum collections
in their home country.

Late 19™ century travelers on the hunt for mummies
were thus in direct competition with agents collecting for
museums or institutions, who intended a more academic
application for the remains.

Furthermore, travelers were navigating their way
through the ethical implications of acquiring human
remains at a time when burials were being archeologically
investigated and concerted efforts were being made to
protect them by organizations such as the Egypt
Exploration Fund (EEF; founded in 1882).'® Publicity of the
removal of mummies from Egypt at this time was set firmly
in the context of the undertakings of official and scholarly
institutions. Gone were the days when the export of fine
mummy specimens by travelers were advertised to the
public, as had been the case in the late 18t and early 19%
centuries.’ Of course, collectors could circumnavigate the
ethical dubiousness of exporting mummies for their
personal collections during this period, by sponsoring
archeologists’ excavations which entitled them to a share of
the finds uncovered during the investigation. For many
travelers, however, efforts were instead placed on
collecting artifacts with more obvious historical value and
application, such as papyri, stelae and the ever-popular
shabtis and scarabs: “one gets over the awkwardness of
one’s feelings, and is quite ready to pocket a rare scarab, or
an amulet, or a papyrus roll if fortunate enough to get
one.”! The mania for collecting mummies was, by the late
1800s, on the wane.

The final wave of Egyptomania swept over the
Western world in the 1920s, the period that saw Howard
Carter’s (1874-1939) discovery of the intact tomb of
Tutankhamun in 1922.1%2 Although this spectacular find
renewed interest in Egypt’s heritage, attitudes toward the
collecting of mummies as souvenirs had clearly changed by
this time. This is borne out in the travel accounts of the
period, which more often than not protest at the
sacrilegious treatment of Egypt’s ancient dead, as the 1923
account of Grace Seton (1872-1959) testifies: “It is an age of
exploitation and utilitarianism [. . .] [TThis company of the
dead must be routed out of their peace and made to furnish
a passing show for the giggling school child of today.”**?

The disruption to tourism caused by both the First and
Second World Wars also had a marked effect on the
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DEPRESSION IN THE MUMMY MARKET.

“ It is really pitiful—only £6 for the mummy of an Egyptian Princess sau}
6,000 years old * " — Durilv Portev,

WHAT was the price she fetched? Vainly you'll guess.
Only six pounds! An Egyptian princess !

Years sixty hundred have passed since her birth—

So, she was rich in antiquity’s worth ;

Royal she was too—1I hope that you follow me—
Lineal descendant perhaps of King Ptolemy.

Though now we find her so ruefully here amid
Rubbish and dust, she once dwelt in a2 pyramid.
Scholars took pride in her—scholars like Bentley.

Oh, Mr. Auctioneer, knock her down gently.

Only six sovereigns bid for her highness,

And for the spices that kept her in dryness !

Sight so distressing and strange strikes me dummy—
Alas, for earth’s grandeur! Oh! who'd be a mummy ?

Figure 14: Depression in the Mummy Market. Cartoon
and verse published in Judy (London). A
satirical note on the “mummymania”
which swept the Western world in early-
mid 19th century, which due to changing
attitudes towards corpse-collecting, had by
the late 1800s, begun to fall out of fashion.
From Judy; or the London Serio-comic
Journal (24 March 1886): 140.

antiquities trade as the numbers of tourists traveling to
Egypt dwindled. By the time tourism experienced a
resurgence in the 1920s,’30s, and '50s, mummy hunting had
become an antiquated pastime, the mummy pits were now
long forgotten, and one sees a marked disinterest in the
acquisition of mummies as souvenirs in this period.

There had, however, always been travelers who
viewed the exploits of tourists such as the looting of tombs
and vandalizing of monuments to be in extreme poor taste.
This is evident in the 1862 account of Bayard Taylor (1825-
1878), who traveled though Egypt in the early 1850s:

I cannot conceive the passion which some travellers
have, of carrying away withered hands and fleshless
legs, and disfiguring the abodes of the dead with
their insignificant names. I should as soon think of
carving my initials on the back of a live Arab, as on
these venerable monuments.!%

For many travelers, the local Egyptians’ treatment of
the dead was too blasé, and the unending beseeching to buy
mummies and relics left some travelers bewildered and
disillusioned over the possible merits of visiting Egypt’s
ancient burial sites, a situation experienced and reflected
upon with humor by William Leighton (1826-1883), during
his travels in 1874:

Of the Sphinx I really cannot say much, for we were
so persecuted by wild Arabs getting in the way,
offering to go up and down the Great Pyramid in
nine minutes for a franc, or to bring you a bit of the
top of the Sphinx’s head in no time, that it was quite
bewildering [. . .] I tried to ascertain what it would
cost to pitch into an Arab: it would have been well
worth a night’s imprisonment and a moderate fine;
but then he might have pitched into me [. . .]**

The once popular pastime of mummy hunting (Figure
14) was, by the close of the 19t century, in conflict with
more “modern” perceptions of how the past should be
preserved and protected: “Nothing could have been more
distasteful to those ancients, who believed that they were
preserving their bodies for a future life, than the thought of
being thus torn to pieces.” As the era of forming private
collections containing mummy souvenirs was nearing its
end, the loss of interest was undoubtedly exacerbated by
the increasing difficulty in procuring mummies:
“Mummies can be bought secretly through dealers in
antiquities, who have under-ground relations with the
grave robbers. Twenty or thirty years ago, however, there
was a great deal more of this rascality than now, for the
government if trying hard to stop it.”%

For those already in possession of a mummy or
mummy part, “generous” donations were made to
museums, societies, and scholarly institutions.’”® Some
were simply to be
rediscovered by descendants, some of whom appear not to

stowed away and forgotten,

know what to do with these ancient relics and simply threw
them out:

A labourer was searching amongst a heap of rubbish
near Maidenhead on Monday, when he discovered a
human hand and foot. He called the police, and the
remains were taken to a local doctor for examination.
The medical gentleman gave it as his opinion that the
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remains were those of an Egyptian mummy, and
yesterday morning Superintendent Taylor conveyed
the hand and foot to Dr Budge at the British Museum,
who confirmed the Maidenhead doctor’s opinion,
declaring that the remains were bound in linen
dating about a thousand years before Christ.’”

On occasion this disposal of these unwanted heirlooms
caused quite a stir as they drew the attention of the
authorities at the possibility of having to conduct a murder
inquiry: “The discovery by a child of a pair of human feet
in the yard of an empty house at Hare-hills, which at first
led to suspicion of foul play, has been explained to the
satisfaction of the police. The feet were part of a
mummy.”?® Possibly the disposers were ashamed or
embarrassed that family members had possessed such
unusual keepsakes, or perhaps they were simply repelled
by the notion of having to continue to care for the remains
themselves.

MASS EXPLOITATION OF MUMMIES

“The wanton destruction of mummies and their wholesale
importation to this country, where they have been ground up and
used as fertilizers, is going to make good mummies scarce and
high.”21

As time passed and tombs were pillaged of their
contents, Egypt’s burial grounds lay strewn with the rifled
remnants of the ancient dead, as Henry Measor reported as
early as 1844: “the usual havoc is visible; bones, mummy-
cloths, and fragments of coffins, cover a vast extent of the
ground, while everything of the least interest or worth has
been carried off.”22 Very little survived in the way of
suitable specimens for souvenirs by the late 1800s, and the
mummies that remained in the tombs and pits had any
valuable articles removed before being abandoned by
travelers and relic hunters. This wanton destruction and
abandonment of mummies perhaps explains the impetus
behind their
manufacture of paper,*® fertilizer, 2* and a pigment known
as “mummy brown”2% in the mid- to late 19t century.

In this period, several reports of the wholesale removal
of mummy remains from Egyptian necropolises reached
the Western world. Often directly witnessed by passing
travelers or resident newspaper correspondents, it soon
became clear that mummies were being exported from
Egypt for several industrial uses:

mass exploitation for the industrial

Mummies beat up into powder and mixed with a
little oil make for artists in Egypt richer tones of
brown than any other substance. Modern perfumers

used to prepare the perfumes and spices found
inside of the mummies in such a way as to make
ladies “dote on it.” Paper manufacturers have used
the wrapping of mummies to make coarse paper, and
the cloth of rags have been used as clothing.2%¢

Mummies had been used for a time for several novel
uses. Travelers report witnessing the use of mummies as
stopgaps in the broken roofs of local Egyptian houses,*”
and their coffins used as water troughs for donkeys.2®
Mummies were even chopped up and burnt as firewood,
as Walter Thornbury (1828-1876) reported in 1873:
“Yesterday I was scrambling over millions of tons of
rubbish of Old Thebes, or stumbling over the black skulls,
brown shrunken hands, and shreds of the tawny grave-
clothes of learned Thebans, parts of whom had been burnt
in peasant’s fires [...]”2®

Such uses reflected the common notion throughout the
19th century that mummies were expendable, as their
supply was thought to be inexhaustible; the Sydney
Morning Herald reported on this disturbing “modern”
treatment of Egyptian mummies as early as 1849:21° “Their
coffins are burnt to make an English lady’s tea tray; their
cere-cloths are made into paper to wrap up an Arab’s
tobacco [..] for mummies are little more respected in
Europe than by the ignorant Arabs who pull them up, and
to pieces for sale [...].”21

Mummies, however, had a much longer history of
exploitation, having been used as the main constituent of a
medicine known as mumia*? from perhaps as early as the
13t century CE.?"® Believed to be so potent that it could
instantaneously heal cuts and contusions and could
remedy fractures in a matter of minutes,?* mumia was likely
made from the lower-status mummies taken from the
mummy pits, where they had often been observed being
removed for sale to European apothecaries.?’> Considered
of no scientific value and more widely available than those
popular as souvenirs, these mummies were deemed
consumable and ideal for use as medicine as they were
believed to prepared with a profusion of “bitumen” (or
what resembled bitumen), the main constituent of the
drug.?'® The numbers of these mummies were so great that
enterprising merchants were able to use them once again in
the mid- to late 1800s as material for the manufacture of
paper?” and fertilizer;?'$ this particular exploitation was in
response to a crisis in the supply of the fundamental
constituents of these products: rags and bones, for which
the mummies and their wrappings were substituted.

The exploitation of mummy material in the
manufacture of such products even appears to have been
sanctioned by the Egyptian government,?® thereby
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GROUND. NUMMIES
MAKE GOOD PANT|

Business of Pulverizing De-
funct Egyptians May Cease
for Lack of Supply.

NEW YORK, Jan. 23. — Mummy —
powdered mummy—makes one of the best
and most popular colors used by artists.
Every large dealer in oil paints sells
powdered mummy, and almost every man-
ufacturer of pigments has a mummy de-
partment, where, in a spice-laden atmos-
phere, amid surroundings plcturesque and
grewsome, young men and women grind
i | up the dried bodies of Egyptian prin-
| cesses and priests, mix the powder wlt'h
i | poppy oil and bottle it for the market in
little tubes of tin.

This business of making paint out of
mummies is of long standing, but it Is
now threatened with destruction. For
' | the supply of mummies is daily growing
scarcer, while the demand for them in-
| creases. If, then, for the benefit of the
, | museums and people of the future, any
mummies at all are to be preserved, the
commerce in them must at once cease.
That is the view which the government
‘| of Egypt is taking, and the governments
1| of France and England are supporting
. | her. In the London and Paris newspapers
| | have appeared of late a number of articles
urging the instant prohibition all ever the
world of the mummy paint industry.

Figure 15: “Ground Mummies Make Good Paint:”
article detailing the use of powdered
mummy in the manufacture of paint and
the likelihood that supplies of the
pigment would soon run dry, as Egyptian
mummies had become almost impossible
to source by the early 1900s. From The St.
Paul Globe (24 January 1904): 28.

legalizing a practice that was considered a highly lucrative
business in the mid- to late 19t century:

Any mummy mining company that can make a
satisfactory arrangement with the Khédive and begin
work almost anywhere in Egypt, will be reasonably
sure to strike mummies and papyri in paying
quantities, and to make a dividend within six months
after driving the first spade into the ground.??

It was so profitable in fact, that reports of the exploitation
of mummies continued well into the early 1900s, with
certain mummy products, such as mummy paint, ceasing
production only because of the difficulty of procuring
mummy specimens as material: “We are badly in want of
one [a mummy] at a suitable price, but find considerable
difficulty in obtaining it. It may appear strange to you, but
we require our mummy for making colour”??! (Figure 15).

Such exploitation appears to have amused some
travelers, while certain pragmatic tourists viewed it as a
sensible solution for clearing up the mummy remains that
lay strewn about the desert surface: “heaps of mummies are
left to fall to dust upon the surface [. . .] Yet, were all these
remains collected, and consumed in one pile, or even
burned piecemeal by the Arabs, it would be less offensive
to the feelings than to behold them thus wantonly trampled
underfoot.”?22

However, by the close of the 19 and the advent of the
20 century, early archeologists and Egyptologists were
making more concerted efforts to excavate and record
important sites before they were pillaged out of existence.
Early travelers themselves had by this time come to
appreciate the historical value of the “relics” they had
previously collected as souvenirs and sought to prevent the
destruction of Egypt’s remaining heritage. British traveler
Amelia Edwards was instrumental in the establishment of
the EEF as an organization to sponsor the protection and
scientific investigation of ancient sites, after having herself
witnessed the wanton destruction of Egypt’s heritage
during her travels in the country in 1873-1874:

[TThe wall-paintings which we had the happiness of
admiring in all their beauty and freshness, are
already much injured. Such is the fate of every
Egyptian monument, great or small. The tourist
carves it all over with names and dates, and in some
instances with caricatures [. . .] The “collector” buys
and carries off everything of value that he can get;
and the Arab steals for him. The work of destruction,
meanwhile, goes on apace. There is no one to prevent
it; there is no one to discourage it. Every day, more
inscriptions are mutilated —more tombs are rifled —
more paintings and sculptures are defaced [. . .]
When science leads the way, is it wonderful that
ignorance should follow?2

Toward the close of the 19t century, indignation was
being expressed at the wholesale removal of mummy
remains for the industrial manufacture of these mummy-
products: “We may think that an Egyptian cemetery has no
bottom to it, and that a true fissure vein of these people, is
practically inexhaustible, but some day the foreman,
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working on the lower level, will come to the surface and
state in hoarse accents that the pay streak has pinched
out.”??* Such public protestations may have swayed the
authorities to take steps to prevent the removal of
mummies as raw material for industrial manufactures in
the late 19t century. With the increased scientific interest in
and protection of Egypt’s antique remains, together with
the significant loss of material from her tombs, eventually
there was a cessation of the removal of her ancient dead
both as souvenirs and material for mummy products.?

Travelers of the early 20t century ventured into Egypt
at the dawn of a new age, when its history and its mummies
were appreciated more for their scholarly application than
as “objects” of curiosity. Mummies remained the subject of
intrigue, but the obsession with collecting and displaying
these exotic “keepsakes” had by this time fallen out of
fashion.

CONCLUSIONS

The relationship between early travelers and Egypt’s
mummified remains appears to have been dominated by
the desire to connect with a lost age and the obsession with
acquiring mummies as souvenirs was perhaps an attempt
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