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This volume represents the outcome of the confer-
ence “Deir el-Medina and the Theban Necropolis 
in Contact: Describing the interactions within 
and outside the community of workmen” held 
in Liège in 2014 (27-29 October). The goal of this 
conference was to encourage a wider perspective 
on Deir el-Medina, bringing together scholars 
from all egyptological fields and disciplines who 
are interested in studying the many types of 
interactions that the ancient community of Deir 
el-Medina developed both internally and at the 
broader (supra-)regional level. 
The title of the volume, “Outside the box,” 
refers to two important dimensions touched 
on by the papers in this volume. First, it points 
to the fact that a vast quantity of documents 
from Deir el-Medina and, more broadly, from 
the Theban Necropolis has been available for 
a long time to some restricted academic cir-
cles, but are now to be taken outside the box: 
this holds true not only for the publication of 
papyri and ostraca preserved in many collec-
tions across the world, but also for archival 
material describing the excavations at the site 
itself, and more broadly for the monuments 
that remain there still, but are not available to 
scholars or the general public. Second, most 
of the papers collected in this volume share a 
common feature, namely their attempt to think 
outside the box, using new theoretical frame-
works, cross-disciplinary approaches, or inno-

vative technological solutions. Accordingly, 
“Outside the box,” can be read both as a plea 
for making the fascinating material from Deir 
el-Medina more broadly available, and as a 
shout of admiration regarding the creativity 
and tireless inventiveness of scholars working 
on the sources stemming from this exceptional 
socio-cultural setting.
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Shabti-boxes and their representation 
on wall paintings in tombs at Deir el-Medina 

* 

Paolo MARINI 
Museo Egizio, Turin 

Abstract. Shabti-boxes are first attested mid-18th dynasty and, during the same period, one can find their first 
representations in the wall paintings of Theban tombs. Some of the shabti-boxes dated from the 19th and the 
20th dynasties — both real and represented — display a peculiar decoration, with a significant use of yellow and 
black colour that might indicate the existence of a style linked to the Deir el-Medina area. Indeed, the analysis 
of archaeological evidence shows that it is possible to link some shabti-boxes represented in the wall paintings 
of tombs at Deir el-Medina with actual shabti-boxes coming from the same site; this type of shabti-boxes may 
be a new typological class, not attested outside Deir el-Medina and previously not identified. These yellow and 
black painted shabti-boxes were probably produced in so-called “informal workshops.” The use of these two 
specific colours, yellow and black, for the shabti-boxes might indicate that the craftsmen could be the same as 
those who decorated the wall paintings in the tombs at Deir el-Medina. Moreover, the choice of these colours 
might not have been exclusively for their symbolic value, but also for economic reasons or based on the 
availability of materials and colours. 

1. SHABTI-BOXES OF THE NEW KINGDOM 

Shabti-boxes1 make their appearance in the tombs of the Theban nobles during the middle of the 
18th dynasty. This container, in most of cases made of wood,2 is called in the Egyptian sources itrt, 
i.e. ‘chapel’ or ‘shrine’, probably because of its shape, similar to a pre-dynastic itrt-chapel.3 The 

                                                        
* At the time of writing this paper, I was PhD student at Università di Pisa. I would like to thank Marilina Betrò, whose 

support and continuous encouragement are never lacking. I want to express my gratitude to my friends Denny 
Toniolo and Silvia Zago for checking my English. I would like to express my gratitude to Andreas Dorn and Stéphane 
Polis for their hospitality and the outstanding organization of this conference. 

1 During the Middle Kingdom and the Second Intermediate Period, shabtis were often put into small scale models of 
sarcophagi. Despite their being attested into the 21st dynasty (see the sarcophagus scale model JE 48411 in Newberry 
1937: 348–350 and 1957: pl. XVII), they were gradually replaced by shabti-boxes: these had a totally different shape 
and expressed the functional change related to a conceptual evolution of the small funerary figure occurring in the 
New Kingdom. See Marini (2012: 84–86). 

2 Shabti-boxes are generally made of wood. Nevertheless a rare pottery production is also attested, see Marini (2013). 
3 The iconography of the pre-dynastic chapels is known from some reproductions dating to the end of the pre-dynastic 

period and to the Thinite age. Usually two kinds of sacred buildings were represented, whose stylized forms are 
recognizable, from the 3rd dynasty, in some graphemes determining the word itrt (Porta 1989: 68). The word itrt is also 
attested on some ostraca of the Ramesside age, to indicate shabti-boxes: O. Turin 9592, 2–3 and O. Turin 9618, 9. On the 
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iconography of shabti-boxes evolves over time in such a characteristic way that we are able to date 
these artifacts quite precisely on a stylistic basis.  

The first scholar who focused his attention on shabti-boxes was David A. Aston, and in his paper 
he divided the shabti-boxes into 8 typological classes.4 Since 2010 most of my work has been focused 
on shabti-boxes,5 and in 2012 I proposed a new typological classification,6 different from that of Aston 
and extended with two new classes.7 This classification has undergone further change, due to new 
discoveries that I am glad to present here. 

The earliest known shabti-box is that of Amenemhet (Brooklyn 50.130), dated between the reign 
of Tuthmosis IV (?) and Amenhotep III.8 It is made of plain wood, it has the shape of a single itrt-

chapel and bears columns of hieroglyphs carved on its four sides.9 Around the same time, new shabti-
boxes appear, painted with colored strips, which in most cases constitute the false-door motif.10 The 
main attestation of this typology is the thirteen shabti-boxes of Yuya and Tuya, discovered in KV 46 
(Fig. 1).11 

Between the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th dynasty, shabti-boxes shaped as a double 
itrt-chapel start being produced (Fig. 2). In a first phase they are still decorated with the false-door 
motif.12 Later on, this motif is replaced by scenes of filial devotion toward the dead couple.13 Halfway 
through the reign of Ramesses II, the scenes start to represent the dead worshipping the deity.14 

                                                        
second ostracon, one reads the following sentence: itr.w 2 n (or r) SAbwti 12 ‘two shabti-boxes for 12 shabti’ (Černý 1937: 
188). In TT 335 the shabti-box portrayed under the funerary bed is also called itrt, cf. Janssen (1975: 242). 

4 Aston (1994: 21–54). 
5 Marini (2011), Master’s Thesis, Università di Pisa (Tutor: Prof. Marilina Betrò). A summary of that work has been 

published in Marini (2012), followed by another paper on some fragments of pottery shabti-boxes found in the Tomb 
M.I.D.A.N.05 (Marini 2013). 

6 Marini (2012: 84–121). 
7 The typological class Marini IV, dated to the 21st dynasty, and the typological class Marini IX, dated to the 26th–27th 

dynasties. See Marini (2012: 99–101). This labeling — Marini I, II, III, etc. — has been adopted in order to distinguish 
my typological classes (Marini 2012: 86–87) from those of Aston (Aston 1994). 

8 Cooney (1975: 229–234). 
9 The boxes showing this iconography belong to the typological class Marini Ia. 
10 Typological class Marini Ib. See Marini (2012: 87–90). 
11 Davis (1907: 26–27); Aston (1994: 22); Marini (2012: 88–89). 
12 These boxes belong to the typological class Marini IIa. A fitting example is that of Ramose, in the Metropolitan 

Museum (New York 86.1.15), coming from the tomb of Sennedjem (Aston 1994: 23). For the typological class, see 
Marini (2012: 90–92). 

13 The iconographic theme found in the boxes belonging to this typological class — Marini IIb — echoes the decoration 
of the contemporary tombs, where the dead couple is often worshipped by one or more relatives. See shabti-boxes 
Copenhagen 3506, Paris E 27144, Moscow I.1.a.1920. Cf. Marini (2012: 92). 

14 The second part of the reign of Ramses II is characterized by a change in funerary practice, reflected in the 
iconographic themes selected to decorate the walls of the tombs and often also in the decoration of objects, as in the 
case of shabti-box type Marini IIc. The protagonists of the scenes are no longer the dead, but deities. This choice is 
surely due to the effects of the Amarnian reform on Ramesside Egypt. Cf. Marini (2012: 93–96). 
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Figure 1. shabti-box of Yuya and Tuya 
(Cairo JE 51046–53, Egyptian Museum Cairo) 

Figure 2. Nekhtamontu’s shabti-box  
(Florence 2186, Museo Egizio di Firenze©) 

Already in the mid-19th dynasty, these boxes are increasingly replaced by a new type, whose 
characteristic feature is the addition of a third itrt-chapel to the former model (the so called triple-itrt 

chapel boxes). The artifacts belonging to this type can be further distinguished into boxes decorated 
with scenes of a deity being worshipped15 and boxes decorated in horror vacui style (Fig. 3).16  

 
Figure 3. Thauenhuy’s shabti-box (Bologne KS 1969, Museo Civico Archeologico di Bologna©) 

                                                        
15 In the iconographic program, the number of scenes related to the destiny of men after death increases. In many 

examples, the deceased is represented together with his Ba — as on boxes (type Marini IIIa) London EA 24712, 
London EA 8527 — often in the presence of the Goddess of the Sycamore (see boxes Leiden L.IX.176, London EA 
8526), or in front of Ra-Harakhty, sometimes in the company of Isis (see box London EA 8529), sometimes of Imsety 
(see box Leiden L.IX.1), sometimes of Maat (see box London EA 8527). The most meaningful innovation is 
undoubtedly the representation of the psychostasy (see boxes London EA 8529, Wien AE_INV_96079, London EA 
8527). Cf. Marini (2012: 96–98). 

16 This class — Marini IIIb — represents the most original phase in the production of shabti-boxes; the quality of its 
decoration reaches outstanding levels. Cf. Marini (2012: 98). 
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2. WALL PAINTINGS REPRESENTATIONS OF THE SHABTI-BOXES 

Starting from the reign of Amenhotep III, shabti-boxes were portrayed on the walls of Theban tombs. 
They appear with the highest frequency in scenes where the mummy is placed on its funerary bed, and 
in scenes representing the procession of the deceased’s relatives on the day of the funeral. The 
iconography chosen for their representation is that of the actual contemporary shabti-boxes 
commonly found in the area of Thebes (type Marini Ib: single itrt-chapel-shaped, decorated with 
colored strips which in some cases are reminiscent of a column of hieroglyphs without inscription, 
while in other cases constitute the false-door motif). 

The first evidence comes from the tomb of Haremheb (TT 78, Amenhotep III)17 at Sheik Abd el-
Gurna, in which four people carry a shabti-box each,18 and from the tomb of Nebamun and Ipuky 
(TT 181, Amenhotep III/IV)19 at el-Khokha, in which one person carries two boxes.20 In particular, the 
shabti-boxes represented in the tomb of Haremheb are decorated with the false-door motif, realized by 
combining light and dark green colored strips (Fig. 4). They are very similar to the actual 
contemporary shabti-boxes of Yuya and Tuya.21 

 
Figure 4. Scene in the tomb of Nebamun and Ipuky (TT 181, 18th Dynasty, el-Khokha) 

Men bring the funerary equipment to the tomb on the day of the funeral; one of them brings two shabti-boxes 

                                                        
17 Kampp (1996: 316–318). 
18 Brack & Brack (1980: 42, pl. 55a, 60b). 
19 Kampp (1996: 467–469). 
20 Davies (1925: 24–25). 
21 Davis (1907: 26–27, pl. XX). 
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The same iconography is found in the representation of two shabti-boxes in the tomb of Ramose 
(TT 55, Amenhotep III/IV)22 at Sheik Abd el-Gurna. The scene portrayed on the south wall of the 
hypostyle hall represents the funerary procession. Here the shabti-boxes (set on a table carried by a 
man) are decorated with the false-door motif, realized by juxtaposing blue and green strips (Fig. 5).23 

 
Figure 5. Scene in the Tomb of Ramose (TT 55, 18th Dynasty, Sheik Abd el-Gurna) 

Men bring the funerary equipment to the tomb on the day of the funeral; one of them brings two shabti-boxes 

In a wall painting of Neferhotep’s Tomb (TT 49, Ay),24 built at el-Khokha immediately after the 
Amarna period, the dead couple is represented gazing at their funerary furniture. Among several 
objects dislocated on two rows, four shabti-boxes are represented. These boxes are shaped as single 
itrt�chapels and decorated with the false-door motif realized with the usual colors.25 

In the tomb of Neferhotep26 (TT 50, Ay/Haremheb),27 situated at Sheik Abd el-Gurna, a shabti-
box is represented on the south wall of the corridor, under the funerary bier. The box has the shape of 
a single itrt-chapel, with protruding lateral jambs and a vaulted lid; only its outline is clearly 
recognizable.28 

We find a later representation of a shabti-box in the tomb of the Vizir Paser (TT 106, 
Ramesses II)29 at Sheik Abd el-Gurna. Also in this case, the shabti-box is represented under the 
                                                        
22 Davies (1941); Kampp (1996: 262–265). 
23 Davies (1941: 21–26). 
24 Davies (1933). 
25 Davies (1933: pl. XXV); Schneider (1977: pl. III, fig. 35). 
26 Homonymous to the owner of the previous tomb. 
27 Hari (1985). 
28 Hari (1985: pl. XXIX). 
29 Kampp (1996: 382–385). 
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funerary bier on which the mummy is lying, in the presence of the god Anubis and of Paser’s ba.30 The 
shabti-box does not show the false-door motif: it is simply sketched with blue lines profiling a single 
itrt-chapel. This representation is particular because, for the first time, the form of a portrayed shabti-
box does not match the contemporary morphology of the real artifact, which in this period takes the 
shape of a double itrt-chapel. 

In the tomb of Khawy II (TT 214, Ramesses II),31 located at Deir el-Medina, we find the 
representation of four shabti-boxes, still shaped as single itrt-chapels and placed as usual under the 
funerary bier carrying the mummy, in the presence of the god Anubis. The boxes are yellow, with 
black strips on the edges.32 

A further shabti-box is represented in the tomb of Nakhtamun II (TT 335, Ramesses 
II/Merenptah),33 also located at Deir el-Medina. The box is under the funerary bed where the mummy 
is lying, and the god Anubis is represented while performing the ritual of the opening of the mouth in 
the presence of the guardian goddesses Isis and Nephtys.34 It belongs to the single itrt-chapel type, 
decorated in yellow, black and red, and bearing the following column of hieroglyphs: Wsir TAy-mDA.t 

Nxt-Imn “The Osiris, (the) Sculptor, Nakhtamun” (Fig. 6). 

 
Figure 6. Scene in the tomb of Nakhtamun (TT 335, 19th Dynasty, Deir el-Medina) 

Wall painting representation of the shabti-box under the funerary bier 

Two shabti-boxes are also represented in the tomb of Baki (I) (TT 298, 19th dynasty)35 at Deir el-
Medina. Both these shabti-boxes take the shape of a single itrt-chapel, decorated with the false-door 

                                                        
30 Bednarski (2014: 167, 259). 
31 Bruyère (1927: 42–46; 1952: 494). 
32 Bruyère (1927: pl. III). 
33 Bruyère (1926: 113–178). 
34 Bruyère (1926: 161, fig. 108). 
35 Bruyère (1928: 91–94). 
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motif traced in yellow and black. They are placed at the foot of the funerary bier where the mummy is 
lying in presence of the god Anubis.36 

A further representation comes from the tomb of Tausert and Setnakht (KV 14)37 at Biban el-
Moluk. In this case we can observe two occurrences: the first, painted on the wall of a small chapel 
situated beside the corridor, is the representation of four single itrt-chapel shabti-boxes, decorated 
with the false-door motif made of green, red and blue strips. They are represented under the funerary 
bed, where the mummy is lying in the presence of the god Anubis; the second is in the first pillared-
hall: it is the representation of a single itrt-chapel shabti-box with yellow background, black strips 
along the borders, and a special texture imitating a red wooden veining.  

In the tomb of Ramesses IV (KV 2),38 two shabti-boxes are represented on the funerary bed, 
together with the rest of the funerary equipment. The iconography of the shabti-boxes represented 
almost exclusively in yellow is, in this case, highly conditioned by the overall style of the wall paintings 
in the tomb.39 

A shabti-box has also been identified in the tomb of Anhurkhawy (II) (TT 359), in the scene 
where the owner of the tomb and his wife Wabet (I) welcome four relatives: three men and a woman 
carrying some presents (Fig. 7).40 The first relative is Amennakht,41 first prophet of Osiris, bearing as a 
gift a statue of Osiris and a single itrt-chapel shabti-box placed on a red painted sled, with protruding 
lateral jambs and a vaulted lid. On the lid, the silhouette of a button-shaped pommel is recognizable. 
The box is painted in yellow with wooden vein texture. The edges are covered with black strips, and on 
the front side a column of hieroglyphs reads: &py is.t m s.t mAa.t #a.w ³The chief of the crew in the 
place of Truth, Khau”.42 

 
Figure 7. Scene in the tomb of Anhurkhawy (TT 359, 20th Dynasty, Deir el-Medina) 

A relative brings a shabti-box to the dead couple Anhurkawy and Wabet 

                                                        
36 Bruyère (1928: fig. 61). 
37 PM I/2, 527–532. 
38 PM I/2, 497–500; Hornung (1990). 
39 Hornung (1990: pl. 87). 
40 Cherpion & Corteggiani (2010, vol. II: 85, fig. 132). 
41 Ranke (1935: 29, n. 21). 
42 Cherpion & Corteggiani (2010, vol. II: 85, fig. 132). 
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In all the aforementioned cases, the type is that of a single itrt-chapel, the design commonly used for 
the real shabti-boxes during the 18th dynasty. Consequently, the representations that are found in 
tombs of the 19th and 20th dynasties are not inspired by contemporary production. This may be 
explained by conjecturing that the purpose was to represent shabti-boxes according to a canonical and 
well recognizable iconography.43 Representations of shabti-boxes seem to cease with the New 
Kingdom. Nevertheless, an exceptional occurrence is to be found in the tomb of Petosiris at Tuna el-
Gebel, dated to the 4th century B.C.44 

A comparison of the representations has enabled us to notice the iconographic difference between 
the boxes of Deir el-Medina and the boxes from other sites in the Theban necropolis. In the latter case, 
the shabti-boxes are usually decorated in light and dark-green and blue, which are colors derived from 
the canonical iconography of the real shabti-boxes of the 18th dynasty. In the tomb representations 
from Deir el-Medina, on the other hand, the shabti-boxes are exclusively colored in yellow and black 
and, in few cases, also in red. This fact is not very surprising, since all the tombs from this second 
group — except TT 359 — were classified by Bernard Bruyère as ‘monochrome’45 tombs. Nevertheless, 
the systematic analysis of the shabti-boxes produced in the Ramesside age allows us to highlight a 
special yellow-and-black painted series. 

Tomb Name Place Period 
TT 78 Tomb of Haremheb Sheik Abd el-Gurna  Amenhotep III 

TT 181 Tomb of Nebamun and Ipuky el-Khokha Amenhotep III-IV 
TT 55 Tomb of Ramose Sheik Abd el-Gurna  Amenhotep III-IV 
TT 49 Tomb of Neferhotep el-Khokha Ay 

TT 50 Tomb of Neferhotep Sheik Abd el-Gurna  Haremheb 
TT 106  Tomb of Paser Sheik Abd el-Gurna Ramesses II 
TT 214 Tomb of Khawy (II) Deir el-Medina Ramesses II 

TT 335 Tomb of Nakhtamun (II) Deir el-Medina  Ramesses II/Merenptah 
TT 298 Tomb of Baki Deir el-Medina Late 19th dynasty 
KV 2 Tomb of Ramesses IV Biban el-Moluk  Ramesses IV 

KV 14  Tomb of Tauseret and Setnakht Biban el-Moluk 20th dynasty 
TT 359  Tomb of Anhurkhawy (II) Deir el-Medina Ramesses III-IV 

Table 1. Tombs with wall painting representations of shabti-boxes 

                                                        
43 This choice is not isolated, since it occurs in other kinds of scenes as well, such as the scene representing foreigners 

carrying gifts, particularly popular during the 18th dynasty: the Egyptian artisan did not represent Asian, Lebanese, 
Libyan and Nubian people dressed and done up according to the contemporary fashion, but in an outdated — 
although easily recognizable — style and iconography. See the processional causeway in the pyramid of Unas (PM 
III/2: 428), the funerary temple of Sahura at Saqqara (PM III/2: 328), the tomb of Ankhtifi at Mohalla (Vandier 1950: 
128), and the scenes of handicraft in the tomb of Mery (TT 95; PM I/1, 195–197), copied in the contemporary tomb of 
Rekhmira (TT 100) (Wachsmann 1987). 

44 Cherpion, Corteggiani & Gout (2007: 146). 
45 On the use of a very restricted chromatic palette (favoring yellow and black) to realize wall painting, see Bruyère 

(1952). 
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3. YELLOW-AND-BLACK SHABTI-BOXES 

During a preliminary study of the shabti-boxes preserved in the Italian Museums and in various 
European Collections, I observed that some show an almost exclusively yellow and black decoration. 
These are hardly classifiable among the previously existing types.46 Some of these shabti-boxes, like the 
box of the Lady of the house Takharu (Florence 2191),47 the box of the priest Iyerniutef (Paris 
E. 2641)48 and the box of Kasa (Berlin 20993)49 have been known for a long time, but they had never 
been linked to one another. The analysis of the representations of shabti-boxes in the wall paintings of 
Deir el-Medina tombs (see §2) suggests a possible relationship with the artefactual yellow-and-black 
painted boxes. 

3.1. Simple yellow-and-black shabti-boxes 

In the Museo Egizio di Firenze, one finds the shabti-box of Takharu. It has the shape of a single itrt-
chapel with vaulted lid; its base is rectangular, which is a feature more typical of the double itrt-chapel 
shabti-boxes50 (Fig. 8). The box shows a yellow-and-black decoration, almost identical to that of the 
shabti-box represented in the tomb of Nakhtamun (II) (TT 335, Ramesses II/Merenptah).51 On the 
main side of the shabti-box of Takharu (I) are the hieroglyphic inscriptions with the name and epithet 
of its owner: Wsjr nb.t pr &A-xA-rw mAa-xrw “The Osiris, lady of the house, Takharu, justified.” In this 
period, such objects were decorated with scenes of worshipping.52 I first interpreted its morphology 
and its false-door decoration on the four sides as archaizing elements of a box dated at the earliest to 
the reign of Ramesses II.53 Alessandro Ricci, who brought it to Florence in the Nineteenth Century, 
did not say where the box came from,54 and in a study presented at the International Congress of 
Egyptology held in Bologna in 1990 (L’Egitto fuori dell’Egitto), Maria Cristina Guidotti defended the 
hypothesis that the owner of the box was Takharu (I), whose mummy had been found by Bruyère in 
the tomb TT 339 of Pashedu, at Deir el-Medina. This hypothesis would point to a place of origin for 
the shabti-box — Deir el-Medina — and to a date, presumably to the reign of Ramesses II.55 

Another shabti-box with morphology and colors similar to the former is that of Amenemope, 
from the Museo Egizio di Torino (Cat. 2434).56 In this case, the vault-shaped lid closing the container 

                                                        
46 See Marini (2012: 91). 
47 Guidotti (1991: 209–215); Marini (2012: 90–91). 
48 Chappaz (2003: 41, 85). 
49 Aston (1994: 38). 
50 The single itrt-chapel shabti-boxes usually have a squared base. The main side is distinguished from the others thanks 

to a knob and, most often, a column with inscription. The rectangular base, on the contrary, is typical of the double, 
triple, quadruple itrt-chapel shabti-boxes, as the result of the juxtaposition of more squared chapels. 

51 Bruyère (1926: 113–178, fig. 108). 
52 The dead couple, worshipped by their relatives and later the dead — the owner of the shabti-box — worshipping one 

or more deities. 
53 Marini (2012: 91). 
54 Marini (2011: 141). 
55 Guidotti (1991: 215). 
56 Marini (2012: 91–92); PM (I/2: 747). 
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is placed crosswise.57 Furthermore, the box is not decorated with the false-door motif, but has a yellow 
bottom and black stripes on the edges (Fig. 9). The provenance of the box can be inferred from the 
column of hieroglyphs running along the front side of the object, defining the owner as: sDm-aS m s.t 

mAa.t “Servant in the place of the truth,” placing it at the site of Deir el-Medina.58 Stylistic comparisons 
with the shabti-boxes of the type Marini IIa and with the box of Takharu (I) allow me to suggest a 
19th dynasty dating. 

 
 

Figure 8. Thakharu’s shabti-box 
(Florence 2191, Museo Egizio di Firenze©) 

Figure 9. Amenemope’s shabti-box 
(Turin Cat. 2434, Museo Egizio di Torino©) 

In his excavation reports of 1928,59 Bruyère lists two vault-shaped yellow lids of a shabti-box, with a 
central hieroglyphic inscription traced in black ink:60 Wsjr Imn-m-ip.t “The Osiris Amenemope.” This 
is a namesake of the owner of box Turin Cat. 2434, probably one of his relatives. Unfortunately, no 
further description of the two pieces or their current location is known. However, since the lids are 
vault-shaped and carry a central inscription, they probably belonged to the double itrt-chapel shabti-
box type produced in the area of Deir el-Medina. 

Similarly, another relative of the abovementioned person must have been the owner of a third lid, 
also quoted by Bruyère.61 In this case it was flat, with inserted pommel, painted in yellow with lateral 
black strips and a line of hieroglyphic inscription: Wsjr sAw.ty Imn-m-Ip.t mAa-xrw “The Osiris, the 

                                                        
57 The lids of the shabti-boxes — vault or flat shaped — are usually set with the shortest sides corresponding to the front 

and back sides of the box; indeed, when the knob anchoring the lid to the box was there, it was placed exactly in 
correspondence to one of these two edges. 

58 Černý (1973: 29–34). 
59 Bruyère (1929, I-II). 
60 Bruyère (1929, II: 111, n. 1). 
61 Bruyère (1929, II: 98, fig. 56, n. 11). 
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keeper, Amenemope justified.” The position of the pommel and of the inscription allows me to infer 
that the lid was placed crosswise. 

The British Museum preserves in its storerooms a remarkable quantity of shabti-boxes, most of 
which have never been studied before.62 Among them, is found one which is very similar to that of 
Amenemope; it belongs to a certain Hynefer (London EA 8556). This shabti-box has a rectangular 
base and protruding lateral jambs; between these, a vault-shaped lid must have been placed, as 
suggested by the position of the column with hieroglyphs in the middle of its front side: @y-nfr mAa-

xrw “Hynefer justified” (Fig. 10). The ground is entirely painted in yellow while the lateral strips are 
black. The stylistic comparison with the box from Turin suggests that its origin may be Deir el-
Medina, and that its dating may be set around the 19th dynasty. A further comparison may be 
established with the shabti-box of Huy found by Bruyère in the tomb of Pashedu (TT 339); the same 
tomb yielded the shabti-box of Takharu as well. The excavation of the piece was published in Bruyère’s 
archaeological reports of 1924–25.63 The stylistic relation between the shabti-box London EA 8556 and  
Huy’s shabti-box suggests that Hynefer could be the son of Huy (II) mentioned by Davies.64 

 
Figure 10. Hynefer’s shabti-box (London EA 8556, British Museum©) 

A vault-shaped lid once belonging to a shabti-box is preserved at the Petrie Museum (London UC 
16400), bearing a column of hieroglyphs featuring the title and name of its owner: Wsjr sS n nb tA.wy 

*nr mAa-Xrw “The Osiris, the scribe of the Lord of the Two Lands, Tjener, justified.” The bottom of the 
lid is yellow, the color is still recognizable despite a later overcoat. Since its edges are painted in black, 
the lid was probably placed on a yellow-and-black shabti-box, similar to that of Amenemope and 
Hynefer. Furthermore, the position of the hole for fixing the knob, set in the middle of the lid, suggests 

                                                        
62 I am very grateful to the Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan of the British Museum, directed by Dr. John Taylor, 

for allowing me to study the shabti-boxes preserved in the storerooms. 
63 Bruyère (1926: V, 5). 
64 Davies (1999: 17). 
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that the original position of the lid was crosswise, and not perpendicular to the longer sides of the 
box.65 

A further lid, very similar to the former but without inscriptions, is preserved in the Ägyptisches 
Museum Berlin (Berlin 26495).66 The comparison with the other lids suggests that its origin may as 
well be the site of Deir el-Medina, and that its dating is to be set approximately to the 19th dynasty as 
well. 

3.2. The yellow-and-black shabti-boxes decorated with red texture  

A different group of shabti-boxes shows the same iconographic features as the former group, with the 
addition of another distinctive decorative element: a red texture imitating wooden veining. One of the 
first boxes of this type ever described in the egyptological literature is preserved in the Musée du 
Louvre. It is a single itrt-chapel wooden box (Paris E. 2641),67 
with its bottom painted in yellow, a red texture imitating wooden 
venation pattern, and black strips running all along its edges. It is 
closed on the top by a gabled lid placed crosswise. On the front 
side there is a column with hieroglyphs, reading as follows: Wsir 

Hm-nTr tpy n nb tA.wy Ii-r-niw.t-f ³The Osiris First Prophet of the 
Lord of the Two Lands, Iyernutef” (Fig. 11). The name Iyerniutef 
is quite common in Deir el-Medina, because a whole family of 
sculptors stretching back to the Ramesside age bore this name.68 
The box is traditionally dated to the 19th dynasty,69 even though 
the owner has the same titles as a certain Iyernutef (II) of the 
stela Ashmolean Museum 1942.46–4770 who lived during the 
reign of Ramesses III.71 This stela, found beside the street leading 
from Deir el-Medina to the Valley of the Kings,72 suggests a later 
dating for the box and a possible identification of the owner as a 
member of the community of workmen from Deir el-Medina. 
Nevertheless, due to the very archaic style of the box, the 
question remains open. 

 

                                                        
65 When the lid is perpendicular to the longest sides of the box, the knob is usually closer to one of the shorter sides. The 

style and iconography of this box suggest a dating around the middle of the 19th dynasty. 
66 I warmly thank Dr. Caris Beatrice Arnst (Ägyptisches Museum of Berlin) for providing me with the list of shabti-

boxes preserved in the Ägyptisches Museum of Berlin. 
67 Guichard (2013: 286); Chappaz (2003: 41); Étienne (2009: 265). 
68 Davies (1999: 184–187). 
69 Chappaz (2003: 41); Étienne (2009: 265). 
70 PM (I/2: 590); Davies (1934: III). 
71 Iyerniutef III, see Davies (1999: 184–185). 
72 Davies (1934: 243–244). 

Figure 11. Iyernutef’s shabti-box 
(Paris E. 2641, Musée du Louvre©)
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Another interesting single itrt-chapel shabti-box is preserved in the Musée du Louvre (Paris E. 2943).73 
As in the former case, it has a rectangular base, with yellow background, red texture imitating wooden 
veins, and black strips along its edges. A column with hieroglyphs gives the title of the deceased: Wsir 

wab n nb tA.wy Ii-r-niw.t-f “The Osiris, wab-priest of the Lord of the Two Lands, Iyernutef” (Fig. 12). 
The title wab-priest is attested for Iyernutef (III), quoted in a number of documents during the reign 
of Ramesses III74 and on a stela found in Chapel A of the Ptah Temple located between Deir el-Medina 
and the Valley of the Queens.75 Akin to what has been said for the abovementioned box, its style does 
not seem to fit such a late dating. Accordingly, a 19th dynasty dating might be preferable. 

In the storerooms of the British Museum there is another single itrt-chapel shabti-box. It has a 
rectangular base (London EA 90452); its surface is completely painted in yellow, with a red texture 
imitating the wooden veins. The edges of the box are painted in black strips. On the front side a 
hieroglyphic inscription indicates only the name of the dead: Wsir Ax(t)-Wrt “The Osiris Achetweret”76 
(Fig. 13). Despite the lack of any other indications, the style of the box alone can help to determine its 
place of origin and its dating. Its similarity with the abovementioned shabti-boxes (Paris E. 2641; Paris 
E. 2943) supports a Deir el-Medina provenance and a dating within the 19th dynasty. 

 
 

Figure 12. Iyernutef’s shabti-box  
(Paris E. 2943, Musée du Louvre©) 

Figure 13. Achetweret’s shabti-box 
(London EA 90452, British Museum©) 

In the Ägyptisches Museum of Berlin is found a shabti-box (Berlin 20993) with yellow background, 
red texture and black stripped edges. On its front side the name of the owner — Kasa — is visible, and 

                                                        
73 Chappaz (2003: 41). 
74 O. Cairo GC 25555, vo 5. See Davies (1999: 185). 
75 PM (I/2: 707). 
76 Ranke (1935: 3, n. 12). 
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his title (Servant in the Place of Truth)77 identifies him as a worker of the village. Compared to the 
other boxes mentioned so far, this one displays a morphological difference: it is shaped as a double 
itrt-chapel. However, the general style and the gabled lids place it undoubtedly within the general 
typology analyzed here. 

Another vault-shaped lid featuring black strips and a red texture, but no inscription is preserved in 
the Ägyptisches Museum of Berlin (Berlin 23928).78 The stylistic comparison with the other boxes and 
decorated lids makes it likely to be dated to the Ramesside Age (with a probable Deir el-Medina 
origin). 

The scarcity of data about the archaeological find-contexts of these boxes prevent me from 
determining a chronological relation between the decorated boxes with red texture and those simply 
painted in yellow-and-black. Nevertheless, it is likely that this kind of decoration had become an 
inspiring model for a number of representations of shabti-boxes in the tombs of the 20th dynasty. In 
particular, the famous scene of the dead couple in the tomb of Anhurkhawy (II) (TT 359, 
Ramesses IV/VI) at Deir el-Medina can be mentioned.79 This representation is particularly interesting, 
as it is the only portrayal of a yellow-and-black box with red texture at Deir el-Medina, surprisingly 
within a polychrome tomb (Fig. 7). This means that the yellow-and-black model by then in use within 
the community of the artisans of the 20th dynasty became so pervasive that it was applied even when 
the stylistic choices of the tomb did not require it. 

3.3. The yellow-and-black shabti-boxes in mixed style  

The decoration in yellow-and-black with red texture — with some additional features — characterizes 
a further group of shabti-boxes from the site of Deir el-Medina. One of the most representative 
examples of this series is preserved in the Musée du Louvre (Paris E. 2638).80 It is a double itrt-chapel 
shabti-box, decorated on its front side with a scene of devotion (the deceased worships a mummiform 
figure). Such decoration characterizes the shabti-boxes of the type Marini IIa. The sides, the back, and 
the sloping lid are painted in yellow with red texture. The black strips are painted along the edges, 
echoing the style of the yellow-and-black decoration. The hieroglyphic inscriptions in columns 
include the names and the titles of the dead owner: Wsir wab n nb tA.wy Ii-r-niw.t-f “The Osiris, wab-
priest of the Lord of the Two Lands, Iyernutef” (Fig. 14). The name of the owner and the red texture 
indicate that the box certainly comes from the site of Deir el-Medina. The title would suggest an 
association between this box and the wab-priest mentioned on the box Paris E. 2943, or someone 
called by the same name. The scene and the overall style suggest that it is to be dated approximately to 
the 19th dynasty. 

The Museo Egizio di Torino preserves a single itrt-chapel shabti-box (Turin Cat. 2435),81 
decorated on its front side with the false-door motif (green, black and red strips). The back side  and 
smaller sides have a red background with darker red texture imitating wooden veins. The sides are 

                                                        
77 Compare Aston (1994: 38). 
78 I would like to thank Dr. Beatrice Arnst, Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung of Berlin, for sending me the 

technical profile of the shabti-boxes preserved in the museum. 
79 Cherpion & Corteggiani (2010: 84–90, figs. 132–142). 
80 Chappaz (2003: 41). 
81 Orcurti (1852: 107); Fabretti et al. (1881: 344); PM (I/2: 747); Černý (2004: 77, n. 11); Marini (2011: 181–182; 2012: 88). 
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further decorated with the head of a sparrow hawk on top of each protruding jamb. An inscribed 
column is drawn on the front side: Wsjr sS-nsw.t m s.t mAa.t imy-r kA.(t) m Ax.t nHH Nb-t(A)-Hp82 mAa-

xrw xr nTr-aA “The Osiris, Scribe of the King in the Place of the Truth, Overseer of the Works in the 
Horizon of Eternity, Nebhepet justified near the great God.” Many problems arise regarding the 
dating of this object. The false-door motif on the front side, the single itrt-chapel shape and the general 
iconography would place it under the 18th dynasty, but the name and the titles of the dead indicate a 
later date.83 Indeed, the name Nebhepet84 is linked to a well-known individual called Butehamun, 
scribe of the necropolis and patriarch of a large Egyptian family. 

The history of the Butehamun family has been widely debated in Egyptological literature.85 Many 
scholars discussed the existence of one or several individuals named Butehamun(s). Andrzej Niwiński, 
supported the existence of three Butehamun(s): the first (A) lived during the 19th dynasty, the 
second (B) and the third (C) during the 21st dynasty.86 This theory has been rejected by other scholars, 
who have argued in favour of a single person called Butehamun, who would have lived between the 
end of the 20th dynasty and the beginning of the 21st dynasty.87  

The controversial history of the Butehamun family and the iconographical style of shabti-box 
Turin Cat. 2435 could suggest the possibility that a Nebhepet lived before Butehamun B and that this 
Nebhepet would be the owner of the shabti-boxes. However, there is a coffin belonging to a person 
called Nebhepet son of Butehamun dated to the early 21st dynasty in the Musée du Louvre (Paris 
E. 13047).88 On the coffin, the titles read wab sS-nsw.t imy-r nfr.w m Ax.t nHH imy-r kA.t n pr Dt sS m st-

mAat sS n pA-xr “the wab-priest, royal scribe, overseer of young man in the horizon of eternity, overseer 
of the works in the house of eternity, scribe in the place of Truth, scribe of the Tomb.” As one can 
observe, the (important and not so frequent) titles sS nsw.t and imy-r kA.(t) that occur on the coffin are 
also the ones appearing on the shabti-box Turin Cat. 2435. As such, it is very likely that the coffin 
Paris E. 13047 and the shabti-box Turin cat. 2435 belonged to same Nebhepet, son of Butehamun, who 
lived between the end of the 20th and the early 21st dynasty. 

These data as well as evidence in favour of this new typological class lead me to reconsider the 
dating of the shabti-box. The false-door motif on the front side of the box is attested until the 
Ramesside period, as indicated by the boxes found in the tomb of Sennedjem.89 As we saw above, the 
rectangular single itrt-chapel shabti-box base is typical of the Ramesside period at Deir el-Medina.90 
Therefore, we can move the date down to the 20th dynasty, but no further. Indeed, the shabti-boxes of 
the 21st dynasty have very peculiar iconographic features,91 and differ significantly from those of the 
Nekhtamun shabti-box. Two scenarios could be envisioned: (1) the object might have been passed 
                                                        
82 Ranke (1935: 349, 18) reports an incorrect transliteration: Kt-Hpy. I would like to thank Marilina Betrò who helped me 

finding the correct reading Nb-t(A)-Hp. 
83 Marini (2012). 
84 This variant of the name will be adopted from now on. For other variants of the name, see Černý (2004: 375); Davies 

(1997: 59). 
85 Černý (2004); Niwiński (1984); Jansen-Winkeln (1994); Davies (1997); Niwiński (2003). 
86 Niwiński (1984). 
87 Jansen-Winkeln (1994); Davies (1997). 
88 Niwiński (1988: 164–165, n. 333), with previous bibliographical references. 
89 In particular, the boxes Cairo JE 27296, New York MMA 86.1.16, Madrid 15222. Cf. Aston (1994). 
90 Cf. infra, Table 2. 
91 See the shabti-boxes type Marini IV, V and VI in Marini (2012: 99–108). 
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down between generations of the same family and in the end used by Nebhepet son of Butehamun; (2) 
the object could be the first piece of evidence for a so far unknown Nebhepet living during the 
Ramesside period and linked to the Butehamun family. 

Another shabti-box showing the same characteristics as the previous one is that of Wabet 
preserved in the Musée du Louvre (Paris E. 2640).92 On its front side, the dead woman is portrayed 
worshipping the god Osiris. The short and back sides and the lid are painted in yellow with black 
strips along the edges. The red texture can be seen on the three sides. On the front sides there are a 
number of hieroglyphic columns: Wsjr nb nHH HqA Dt, Wsjr nb.t pr Smayt n Imn-Ra (n)sw.t nTr.w Wab.t 

mAa-xrw xr nb.w [dwAt] “Osiris, Lord of Eternity, Ruler of Eternity; the Osiris, Lady of the House, 
Singer of Amon-Ra, King of the Gods, Wabet justified near the Lords [of the Duat]93 (Fig. 15). The 
iconography and the name of the woman imply that this box also comes from Deir el-Medina, yet the 
titles “Lady of the House” and “Singer of Amon-Ra” alone cannot confirm this hypothesis. Concern-
ing the dating, it is impossible to narrow down the chronological spectrum more than to the 
Ramesside period.94 

 
 

Figure 14. Iyernutef’s shabti-box 
(Paris E. 2638, Musée du Louvre©) 

Figure 15. Wabet’s shabti-box 
(Paris E. 2640, Musée du Louvre©) 

                                                        
92 Chappaz (2003: 40). 
93 The scribe has skipped the word dwAt, probably for lack of space. Nevertheless, the formula (…) xr nb.w dwAt “near 

the Lords of the Duat” is widely attested for this context; see e.g. the inscription on the shabti-box of Shedesenmut in 
the Ägyptisches Museum Berlin (Berlin 629). 

94 Chappaz (2003: 81) dates it to the 20th dynasty. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS  

The description and the analysis of the documentation above shows that the production of shabti-boxes 
in Deir el-Medina displays precise iconographic features that should be added to the typological 
classification proposed in the past.95 This represents an original contribution to the study of this class of 
objects. Of course, the kinds of boxes studied here were not the only ones produced in the workmen’s 
village; indeed, the boxes of type Marini IIa and IIb were in continuous use here as well.96 However, I 
wish to stress the fact that the yellow-and-black painted boxes are never attested in other archeological 
contexts. The specific features seen before as being associated with the single itrt-chapel shape, such as 
the use of yellow and black color, the lids set crosswise, and the rectangular base, represent the 
characteristics of a new typological class, which I conventionally label “Yellow-and-Black Shabti-Boxes.” 

The stylistic differences detected so far are due to both diachronic and synchronic variation within 
this class of objects; such variables are the basis for the following division of the shabti-boxes of this 
type into three sub-categories: 

Yellow-and-Black Shabti-Boxes  a) Simple Yellow-and-Black Boxes  
b) Yellow-and-Black Boxes with Red Texture  
c) Yellow-and-Black Boxes of Mixed Style  

Unfortunately, archaeological and prosopographical data are not sufficient for determining the precise 
chronology of these sub-types. All of them can be dated approximately to the 19th dynasty, and in a 
few cases to the 20th dynasty. 
Inv. n. Owner Deir el-

Medina 
Date Yellow-

and-
Black 
Painting 

Red 
Texture 

Mixed 
Style 

Crosswise 
Set Lids 

Rectangular 
Base 

Double-
Sloped 
Lids 

Collocation

2191 Takharu • R. II •    •  Florence 
Cat. 2434 Amenemope • 19th  •   • •  Turin 
Bruyère 

1 
Amenemopet • R. II •      ? 

Bruyère 
2 

Amenemopet • R. II •   • (?) • (?)  ? 

Bruyère 
3 

Huy (IV) • R. II •      ? 

EA 8556 Hynefer • (?) R. II •   ? •  London BM 
UC 

16400 
Tjenefer • (?) 19th •   • •  London UC 

26495 ? • (?)  •   • • (?)  Berlin 
E. 2641 Iyerniutef • 19th/20th  • •  • • • Paris 
E. 2943 Iyerniutef • 19th (?) • •  • • • Paris 

EA 90452 Achetweret • (?) 19th • •  ? •  London BM 
 20993 Kasa • 19/20th • •    • Berlin 
Berlin 
23928 

? • (?) 19/20th • •     Berlin 

E. 2640 Wabet •  19th • • • • •  Paris 
E. 2638 Iyerniutef • 19th • • •   • Paris 

Cat. 2435 Khetapi • ? • • • ? • ? Turin 

Table. 2. Yellow-and-Black Shabti-boxes 
                                                        
95 Marini (2012: 124). 
96 An exemplary production is that of the family of Sennedjem (TT 1), see Aston (1994: 22–25) and Marini (2012: 92–93). 
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Another question remains open: What is the relationship between the yellow-and-black shabti-boxes 
and the representations in the tombs of Deir el-Medina? The shabti-boxes Marini Ib were certainly the 
iconographic model for the representations in the tombs of the Theban necropolis. This hypothesis is 
principally supported by the diachronic relationship between these two archaeological attestations. 
Logically, a similar relation should apply in Deir el-Medina. Nevertheless, the data suggest that, in the 
case of Deir el-Medina, the representations of the shabti-boxes in the tombs might actually have 
inspired the real production of these artefacts�  

)XUWKHUPRUH� , EHOLHYH WKDW WKH GLIIXVLRQ RI WKH \HOORZ�DQG�EODFN shabti-ER[HV and their 
representations in the tombs of the artisans have to be linked to the ‘informal workshops’ proposed by 
Kathlyn Cooney.97 Indeed, the sources from Deir el-Medina attest that the artisans employed in the 
works in the Valley of the Kings and in the Valley of the Queens spent their free time working for 
private assignments, i.e. they produced objects of daily use and of funerary scope for the members of 
the community, receiving a further income besides that guaranteed by the state.98 At Deir el-Medina, 
the title most commonly related to such private activities is sS-qd “designer”: the designers were 
probably inspired by the iconographic model of the shabti-boxes on the walls of the tombs in the 
Theban necropolis to create the artefactual yellow-and-black boxes produced at Deir el-Medina.  

When the designers worked for the court, they had to abide by strict rules, dictated by the most 
qualified workshops: these conveyed the iconography of their products according to constraining 
rules. Therefore, the canonical iconographic model proceeded along a static and linear SDWK LQ D 
XQLTXH GLUHFWLRQ� without being affected by the stylistic and formal changes that this class of objects 
underwent over time or by the geographic variations characterizing different areas.99 :KHQ WKH 
DUWLVDQV ZRUNHG IRU SULYDWH DVVLJQPHQWV� RQ WKH RWKHU KDQG� WKH\ ZRUNHG without control and 
supervision, and thus were more able to express their artistic identity.100 In such a lively situation, the 
original iconographic model of the shabti-boxes, driven by the stylistic examples of the “monochrome” 
tombs, began to be subject to the personalities of the artisans, leading to a different typology of shabti-
boxes, with peculiar and original features. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

                                                        
97 Cooney (2006). 
98 Cooney (2007: 131). 
99 The most representative application of such ‘formal’ style is to be found in the tomb of Tausert and Setnakht, (end of 

the 19th dynasty), where the representations of the shabti-boxes placed under the funerary bed in one of the tomb’s 
chapels are striking similar to those realized under the 18th dynasty, belonging to Yuya and Tuya. 

100 Cooney (2007: 132–133). 

Shabti-boxes type  
Marini Ib  

Representations of shabti-
boxes on theban tomb wall 

painting 
(Formal Workshop) 

Deir el-Medina 
monochrome tombs 

Representations of shabti-
boxes on Deir el-Medina tomb 

wall painting 
(Informal Workshop) 

Shabti-boxes type  
yellow-and-black 
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