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The Nile: Egypt and Nubia

This exhibition area (galleries 33-35) revolves around the River Nile, speci-
fically the course that flows from Central Sudan to the vast delta where it
meets the Mediterranean. In ancient times, this waterway witnessed the rise
of Nubian cultures in modern-day Sudan and those of the pharaohs in Egypt,
two countries which today are separated by the first Nile cataract.

The two cultures were very similar in some ways and dramatically different
in others, but they remained in permanent contact for thousands of years.
While respecting the specific nature and context of each, in some cases ar-
tefacts from both regions are displayed together to illustrate certain themes.
The geographic provenance of the exhibits is indicated by colour codes: ye-
llow for Egyptian objects, and light brown for Nubian pieces.

Sources of Knowledge about the Nile Valley: Vestiges and Messages

Vestiges comprise the archaeological remains of these cultures. The most
important for the museum collection were found by Spaniards in the course
of excavations in Nubia and at Herakleopolis Magna. These pieces, which
will be rotated periodically, are exhibited in two display cases. 

Messages are read in documents written on different types of surfaces in va-
rious languages and scripts: Ancient Egyptian in hieroglyphic, hieratic or De-
motic script, and Coptic, Greek, Meroitic, Old Nubian and Arabic.

Space and Time

Gallery 33 presents information about the region’s geography, history and
chronology. A map of the Nile, accompanied by an audiovisual feature, traces
its course from Khartoum to the Mediterranean, while another two define
the territory of Egypt and of Nubia. A comparative timeline shows the diffe-
rent phases of their respective histories, which span thousands of years.
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The architecture of this gallery evokes the
river, the narrative thread of the exhibition
discourse. Here visitors are invited to travel
the Nile, accompanied by the boats that
once sailed its waters, to discover its land-
scape, ecosystem, production methods and
the people that populated its banks:
animals, plants, machines and water
management tools are illustrated by
artefacts and drawings in a long dis-
play case presided over by a splen-
did watercolour of the Nile.

Egyptian and Nubian Society

The next part of the tour reveals
objects related to Egyptian and
Nubian society and daily life.
Sculptures, pieces and coins bea-
ring the names of pharaohs, toi-
letry items, sandals, ointment and
perfume jars, jewellery, domestic wares
and weapons paint a picture of how these
people lived on a day-to-day basis. 

Crafts practised by skilled artisans have
bequeathed a legacy of textiles and lo-
vely faience, alabaster and pottery pie-
ces, particularly from Nubia.   

Religion

In Gallery 34 we enter the world
of religious beliefs, beginning with
Egypt. A display case illustrating the
different versions of how the world
was created marks the beginning
of the tour, followed by the Egyp-
tian pantheon of anthropomorphic

Statue of Nectanebo I  >
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Stela of Taeskheret<
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or hybrid (half-human, half-animal) deities, or gods who revealed their myste-
rious nature in animal form. These sacred animals were mummified and oc-
casionally placed in sarcophagi with their vital organs stored in alabaster jars. 

Each god was claimed by a specific city, along with a divine female consort
and a son, forming the «triads» that guaranteed the continuity of life. All dei-
ties were venerated at their temples, which could only be entered by the pha-
raoh and the priests who performed the acts of worship and rituals. In
contrast, ordinary Egyptian people prayed to more accessible gods or to di-
vine intermediaries and major deities in chapels adjacent to the temple.
Amulets and scarabs were worn for personal protection, and magical ivory
objects warded off evil genies and venomous animals. 

After Alexander the Great conquered Egypt in 332 BC, the country was in-
fluenced by Hellenistic and Roman art, religion and philosophy, resulting in a
genuine syncretism of the deities of native and foreign pantheons.

In Nubia, religion was a product of the fusion of different beliefs and the as-
similation of deities. Amun was worshipped as the supreme god. A strong

Shabti box of Khabekhent

<
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Hellenistic influence soon became appa-
rent in Nubian religion, and the pan-
theon came to incorporate deities from
the African world during the Meroitic
period. Christianity was gradually intro-
duced in Nubia, and Islam was practised
after this region was conquered by the
Arabs. 

Death in Egypt and Nubia

Awareness of the inevitability of death is a
characteristic that defines us as indivi-
duals and as a society. Through the ages,
humans have wondered what to do with
the dead to ensure their survival in the af-
terlife. Ancient Egyptians and Nubians
believed that the answer was to preserve
their corpses, provide them with a tomb
or house of eternity and perform funerary
rites. Pieces related to these topics are dis-
played in Galleries 34 and 35.

The body was the carrier of the soul, and
as such it had to be preserved by mum-
mification. After washing the corpse in
the Nile, the internal organs were remo-
ved and placed in canopic jars. Once the
body had been wrapped in bandages, it
was covered with a mask, pectorals and
a faience bead net or simple shroud, as
illustrated by the two mummies on dis-
play at the museum. Subsequently, the
body was laid in a coffin or «chest of
life» decorated with magical texts and
images expressing the forms of resu-
rrection, transformation and survival of
the deceased. Five such coffins are dis-
played in the galleries.
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<  Mummy of Nespamedu

Coffin of Taremetchenbastet  >
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Tombs or «Houses of Eternity»

Most Nubian tombs adopted one of two forms: a tumulus surrounded by
bovid skulls that covered the grave, or a pyramid superstructure standing
atop an underground burial chamber. In Egypt, tombs had a chapel for the fa-
mily’s use, whose walls were decorated with scenes of daily life, the funerary
banquet and the rituals performed by priests. The funerary rites took place
in this chapel, which was separated from the underground chamber by a false
door and a shaft. Pyramids, mastabas and hypogea are the most common
types of Egyptian tombs.

The Burial Chamber: Replica

This recreation of a burial chamber was made using original artefacts from
the 21st and 22nd Dynasties (with the exception of the mummy, which is mo-
dern). The chamber contains a sarcophagus, canopic jars, shabtis or funerary
figurines, toiletry items and necklaces. The images encircling the display case
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are copies of texts from the book called the Amduat, taken from the tomb of
Thutmose III. Objects from other grave goods are distributed around the
chamber.    

Survival and «Coming Forth by Day»

The video describes the 24-hour cycle of the sun, its path during the day, its
passage through the night to a new dawn, and the desire of the deceased to
accompany the sun on its journey and thus be reborn with it. The images
show the objects on display: the funerary stela boat, the mummy bandages,
the sarcophagus with texts from the short version of the Amduat, and de-
pictions of the dead man arriving at the threshold of the infernal abode,
where he continues his journey guided by genies who lead him to Osiris. This
deity, personified by a statuette, remains in the underworld while the sun
god Re, now transformed into a scarab, is reborn in the morning, and the de-
ceased is resurrected with him. 
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