
Death and funeral customs 
 
Religion played a major part in the life and death of ancient Egyptians. For those who 
were worthy, death was not seen as the end. Instead it was regarded as the start of a 
different sort of existence. To be worthy, each person had to live a good life. 

 
In addition to living a good and honest life, there were a number of rituals that needed to 
be performed in order to ensure a smooth journey into the afterlife. These included:

 
● preserving the body after death through a process known as mummification 
● reciting the appropriate magic spells to ensure the person’s safe passage into the 

afterlife 
● making sure that the dead person had access to what he or she would need in 

the afterlife. These items needed to be placed in the person’s tomb.  
 

The mummification process  
To the ancient Egyptians, reaching the afterlife was a complicated business. It was not 
enough for a person simply to be worthy, they also had to be prepared for the journey 
according to a number of rituals, and be supplied with the necessary provisions and 
protections. Their bodies were preserved through the process of mummification (or 
embalming), which involved removing vital organs and placing charms and spells in 
specific areas (see Source 1 on page XX).  
 

Journey to the afterlife 

Once a person’s body was ready for burial, a procession including family, priests and 
professional mourners would take the body to its tomb. At the entrance of the tomb, the 
priests performed various rituals, including the ‘opening of the mouth’ ceremony. A 
priest touched all the head openings of the mummified body with an axe-like tool. This 
was believed to awaken the dead person’s senses. The coffin was then sealed up and 
placed in the stone sarcophagus. The dead person was now ready to start the journey 
into the afterlife.  

 



The Book of the Dead 

In order to reach the afterlife, the ancient Egyptians believed that the dead person 
would need magic spells and special prayers to support them through any dangers and 
further rituals on their journey. These spells and prayers were recorded in a special text 
known as the Book of the Dead. A copy of the Book of the Dead was often buried with 
dead people. 

 
One of the important rituals the dead person must undergo before being allowed into 
the afterlife was the ‘weighing of the heart’. In ancient Egypt, it was believed that the 
heart contained the soul, so the weighing of the heart was a kind of final judgement. The 
ritual is explained in Source 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Tombs 

The earliest tombs were often graves in the desert. The hot, dry sand soon sucked all 
moisture from the corpse, preserving it. The poor continued to be buried this way even 
after burial practices had changed. 

 
The first above-ground tombs were called mastabas. These were large, box-like 
structures. Many mastabas had detailed designs, with stones in patterns decorating the 
walls. Perhaps the best- known above-ground tombs were the pyramids. Today, more 
than 160 pyramids have been found. 

 
When grave robbers started becoming a problem, tombs for important people such as 
pharaohs were dug underground in places such as the Valley of the Kings. This began 
to happen from about 1500 BCE.  

 

 
 

 



Burial goods 

Egyptians buried their dead with goods they believed would be needed in the afterlife - 
clothing, jewellery, pots,  furniture, wigs, tools, chariots, boats, food and even servants! 
Later, small models of servants were used instead of real servants. 


