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Mummy 
 

 
Figure 1: Embalmers mummify a body in ancient Egypt. 

In the great museum of Egyptian antiquities in Cairo, throngs of sightseers 
daily look into the very faces of the pharaohs and nobles who ruled Egypt many 
centuries ago. They were preserved as mummies, thousands of which have been 
taken from the sands and tombs of Egypt. The word mummy refers to a dead body 
in which some of the soft tissue has been preserved along with the bones. Usually 
this means it was specially embalmed or preserved for burial, but sometimes natural 
conditions alone freeze, dry out, or otherwise prevent the body from decaying by 
inhibiting the growth of microbes. The Egyptians practiced the art of mummifying 
their dead for 3,000 years or more in the belief that the soul would be reunited 
with the body in the afterlife, so the body had to be kept intact. The most carefully 
prepared Egyptian mummies date from about 1000 B.C., but the earliest ones 
discovered are much older. Sacred animals, such as cats, ibises, and crocodiles, were 
also mummified. 
 

The most elaborate Egyptian process, used for royalty and the wealthy, took 
about 70 days. First, most of the internal organs were removed. The brain was 
usually extracted through the nostrils with a hook and then discarded. The heart, 
considered the most important organ, was usually left in place. Most of the other 
vital organs were embalmed and placed in four vessels, called canopic jars, which 
were buried with the body. (In later Egyptian times, the treated organs were 
returned to the body cavity rather than sealed in jars.) The body was washed with 
palm wine (which would have helped kill bacteria) and then covered with natron, a 
salt, and left for many days to thoroughly dry out. Next, the body was treated with 
resin, oils, spices, palm wine, and other substances to help preserve it. It was then 
wrapped in strips of linen. 
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The shrouded mummy was usually placed 
in two cases of cedar or of cloth stiffened with 
glue. The outer case was often covered with 
paintings and hieroglyphics telling of the life of 
the deceased. A molded mask of the dead or a 
portrait on linen or wood sometimes decorated 
the head end of the case. This double case was 
placed in an oblong coffin and deposited in a 
sarcophagus. 
 
 

The bodies of less wealthy people were merely dried with salt and wrapped 
with coarse cloths. The poorest people could not afford mummification. 
 

During the Middle Ages apothecary shops sold a powder that was made from 
ancient Egyptian mummies. At that time the substance was considered to have 
medicinal value. 
 

The Egyptians excelled in this art of preserving the body in a lifelike 
condition, but mummy making has been practiced by many other peoples. Among 
them were the Inca of ancient Peru and people living along the Torres Strait, near 
Papua New Guinea. 
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Figure 2: Scientists prepare a mummy of a young 
Egyptian girl for an X-ray at a laboratory in 
Illinois in 2017. The 1,900-year-old mummy is 
wrapped in ribbons of linen. 


