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Nut on the ceiling of the burial chamber of Djehuty (T'T 11)

José M. Galdn

The funerary monument of Djehuty, TT 11 (Galdn
2007; 2010; 2013), overseer of the treasury under the
joint reign of Hatshepsut-Thutmose III, is one of the
few preserved early 18th dynasty tomb-chapels that
has the burial chamber decorated. The ceiling and two
of the walls (originally all four of them) are covered
with chapters from the Book of the Dead, written in
vertical columns, to be read following a retrograde
direction from left to right. The signs are cursive

Fig. 1 Nut’s panel in the
central section of the ceiling
in Djehuty’s burial chamber
(TT n).

hieroglyphs, traced in black and red ink over a layer
of creamy-white stucco. The few small vignettes that
illustrate the text are associated with the sequence of
transformation spells (BD 78, 86, 81A, 88, 87), with the
spell entitled ‘Going aboard the bark of Re’ (BD 102),
all of which are written on the western wall, and with
the description of the mounds of the underworld
(BD 149), which runs along the lower register of the
western and northern walls.
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The decorated area of the ceiling measures
2.70 X 2.60 m' and its surface is divided into five regis-
ters of 2.70 X 0.50 m, separated by a blank space. The
central third register, devoted to chapter BD 125, is
interrupted in the middle by a figure of the night sky
goddess Nut, which consequently takes up the most
significant position on the ceiling and in the chamber
as a whole (Fig. 1). She wears a tight, long, dark blue
dress, and is standing up, with her arms raised and
wide open in a protective pose, as if ready to embrace
Djehuty. Her name is made explicit above her head. The
inscription at both sides of her body (Fig. 4¢), written
on a distinctive bright yellow background, expresses
Djehuty’s wish that this will actually happen:

Words spoken by the overseer of the treasury of the king,
Djehuty: ‘(O mother] Nut, spread yourself over me, may
you place me among the imperishable stars which are in
you, as I shall not die’

‘Raise me up. I am your son. Remove the weariness
from me. Protect me from he who acts against me’

The two short petitions addressed to the goddess Nut are
not taken from the Book of the Dead like the other texts on
the ceiling and walls of the burial chamber, but they derive
from a particular set of formulae written on coftins. Some
late 11th and 12th dynasty rectangular coffins have cursive
religious texts written on the thickness of the boards that
were then used to assemble the box, remaining invisible
thereon. These are called accordingly ‘mitre inscriptions.
An inscription on the foot board mitre joining the back
side plank of a coffin from Asyut expresses the hope that
the deceased, identified with Nuts son Osiris, will be
sheltered by the night sky goddess (Grallert 1996: 15859,
text G; 2007: 60, text G; Billing 2002: 126-32):

O mother Nut, spread yourself over Nakht, and may you
place him among the imperishable stars that are in you.

A second formula, found written on the mitre of at
least four coftins, refers to her awakening and protec-
tive powers. The inscription on the coffin from Thebes
reads (Grallert 1996: 157-58, text F; 2007: 56—58, text F):*

Recitation: ‘O Nut, raise me up. I am your son. (Remove)
my weariness. Protect me from he who acts against me’

On the other hand, some 12th dynasty rectangular and
anthropoid coffins made use of a third Nut-formula,

1 The burial chamber was later enlarged to 3.65 X 3.55 m, first demoli-
shing and extending two of the walls that were already inscribed.

2 Roemer-und Pelizacus-Museum Hildesheim (inv. no. 5999: Schmitz
1993). This mitre spell is known only from this coffin.

3 The text was written where the bottom board joins the front board.
The other three coffins come from Beni Hasan (also on the bottom/
front mitre), Meir (on the front/foot mitre) and el-Bersha (on the
bottom/back mitre), and their texts present only minor variants.

4 According to the Pyramid Texts, Shetpet was a town in the Delta
from which natron was taken for cleansing the mummy’s mouth
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Fig. 2 Coffin lid of the woman called Ahmose (MMA 12.181.298),
from tomb-chapel no. 37 in Asasif.

%

this one taken from the Pyramid Texts (PT 368, §638a-d
= PT 588, §1607-8: Allen 2005: 82, 213 (Teti 199b,
Merenre 26); Rusch 1922: 3; Willems 1988: 134, 174
(subtype IIa, ITIba)):

Your mother Nut has spread herself over you, in her iden-
tity/name of Shetpet.* She has allowed you to exist as a
god without there being an opponent for you, in your
identity/name of a god. She has protected you from all
evil, in her identity/name of Great Sieve. You are the
eldest of her children.

The third formula, differing from the other two, was
not written on hidden parts of the coffin, but rather
in the most visible part: in a single text band running
down the centre of the outer side of the lid, or occasion-
ally on the eastern/frontal panel.’ Thus, Nut’s Pyramid
Text spell became part of the coffin’s inscriptional
decoration. 13th dynasty black coffins with vaulted lids
retained this formula with only minor spelling variants,
and the text followed the tendency of being written
in light blue/green hieroglyphs on a central yellow/
whitish background band on top of the 1id.®

The profuse lid decoration of rishi coffins of the
Second Intermediate Period and early 18th dynasty left

with salt water during the Opening of the Mouth ritual (Allen
2005: 20, no. 23; Zibelius-Chen 1978: 235).

5 Anthropoid white coffin of Userhat from Beni Hasan (Fitzwilliam
E.88.1903; Taylor 1989: 25, fig. 16; 2001a: 223, fig. 163). A rectangular
coffin with the same formula belongs to Khnumnakhte from Asyut
(MMA 15.2.2; Hayes 1953: 318, fig. 207). For another late 12th dynasty
example, see the inscriptions on the box coffins of Nakhtankh and
Khnumankh (David 2007: 72, 78).

6 See MMA 32.3.426-31; Hayes 1953: 347-49 fig. 228; Willems: 1988:
171-74. For the choice of background colour, see below ns. 14, 15.



Fig. 3 Coffin lid
of the woman
called Ahhotep-
Tanedjem(et)
(MMA 12.181.303),
from tomb-chapel
no. 37 in Asasif.

little inscriptional space for such spells, and the central
column of inscription was mainly devoted to the
hetep-di-nesut offering formula (Miniaci 2007; 2011).
At the beginning of the 18th dynasty, private white
and black anthropoid coffins were able to devote again
more space to religious texts, and the Nut invocation
formula reappeared at the top of the lid.” However,
they did not adopt the Pyramid Texts’ Nut-formula
written on the top of the lid during the 12th and 13th
dynasties, as one would have expected, but they rather
chose one of the mitre inscriptions concerning the sky
goddess mentioned above. The text was now accom-
panied for the first time by a large-scale figure of the
goddess Nut with her arms outstretched, embracing
the deceased. Inside the huge tomb-chapel no. 37 in

7 Black coffins have the text written on a single central column. See
the black coffin of a woman called Tanetimentet in the British
Museum (EA 54521; Taylor 2001a: 225, fig. 165; 2001b: 168-69, pl. 50,
no. 2). The goddess Nut is here depicted above the text column,
squatting, with winged arms outstretched. The text has lacunae, but
the formula is still recognizable. A similar anonymous black coffin,

Nut on the ceiling of the burial chamber of Djehuty (TT 11)
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Fig. 4c DIEHUTY (TT 11)

Fig. 4a-c Texts accompanying the figure of Nut, standing up and
with her arms stretched open.

the Asasif, Carter found two white coffins with the lid
decorated by a figure of Nut and a short prayer. One
belongs to a woman called Ahmose (Figs. 2, 4a), who
addresses the goddess Nut, saying (MMA 12.181.298:
Falck 2006: 128-29, pl. 1):

O my mother Nut, spread yourself over me, place me
among the imperishable stars which are in you, as I shall
not die.

The second coffin is again owned by a woman, Ahho-
tep-Tanedjem(et) (Figs. 3, 4b), and has the following
inscription (MMA 12.181.303: Hayes 1959: 71, fig. 38;
Barwik 1999: 7-33, esp. D4):

Recitation: ‘O my mother Nut, [raise] me [up]. I am your
beloved daughter. Remove my weariness. Protect me
from he who acts against me’

Each of these two coffins made use of a different mitre
formula, be it chance or not, since we do not know
the circumstances of their placement inside the same
tomb and the relationship between the two, but the

but with Nut adopting the shape of a vulture with wings wide open,
can be found in D’Auria, Lacovara and Roehrig 1988: 133, no. 67
(MFAB inv. no. 1988.1); and see also Amenemope’s coffin in the
Roemer und Pelizaeus Museum Hildesheim (inv. no. 6330; Egge-
brecht 1993), which introduces the variant: *...spread your wing(s)
over me....
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Fig. 5 Nut spells written on yellow bands running along the
ceiling of Theban tomb-chapels.

combination of the two prayers formed what can be
considered as the ‘Nut early 18th dynasty set’ (Fig. 4).

These two formulae were written together on 18th
dynasty royal sarcophagi, from Hatshepsut onwards
(Hayes 1935: 184, 1n0. 1, 201, NnO. 44, pls. 18-19),® consti-
tuting the ‘Nut couplet set. The quartzite sarcophagus
that Hatshepsut made for herself but later recarved for
her father Thutmose I, found in KV 20 and now in
Boston (Manuelian and Loeben 1993: 42-44), has a rep-
resentation of the goddess Nut on both sides of the lid.
She is standing up, with her arms raised and wide open,
and has her name written above and next to her head.
Beneath her feet, a central vertical inscription contains
a speech by the king addressed to her. The text on the
top of the lid reads:

8 The combination of these two formulae is attested in five sarco-
phagi. Note that those of Amenhotep II and Thutmose IV did not
have the underside of the lid decorated, and thus only include the
first prayer addressed to Nut carved on the upper side. Amen-
hotep II's sarcophagus has the central text column on the upper side
without the figure of Nut above it.

9 On the underside of the lid of Thutmose I's sarcophagus (Cairo
no. 619) from KV 38 the prayer to Nut is not written in a single column
beneath the goddess’ feet, but it is split in two on either side of her
body, under her outstretched arms (Hayes 1935: 105, pl. 19, E, no. 44),
as on early 18th dynasty coffins and in Djehuty’s burial chamber.

10 Yellow was perceived as the colour of the gods’ flesh, and also the
colour of women’s skin in general (Robins 2001: 292).

1 Instead of representing a mythological embodiment of the goddess
Nut, Senenmut thought it would be more practical to represent
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Recitation: the King of Upper and Lower Egypt
Aa-kheper-ka-re, justified, says: ‘Hail, mother Nut,
spread yourself over me, may you place me among the
imperishable stars which are in you, as I shall not die’

The composition of the underside of the lid mirrors the
top, but the text reproduces the second prayer:

Words spoken by the King of Upper and Lower Egypt
Aa-kheper-ka-re: ‘O mother Nut, raise me up. I am your
son. Remove my weariness. Protect me from he who acts
against me’

The combination of the two prayers together completes
the set devoted to Nut taken from mitre inscriptions.
The double inscription on the lid of the Hatshepsut/
Thutmose I sarcophagus is, indeed, very similar to the
one written on the ceiling of Djehuty’s burial chamber,
flanking the figure of Nut (see above). While Hatshep-
sut’sartist/scribe placed the two short prayers one under
the other, repeating the identification of the speaker and
addressee, Djehuty’s artist/scribe juxtaposed them and
turned them into a single petition only interrupted by
the body of the goddess.’ The latter, in order to make it
clear that the text at both sides of Nut’s figure had to be
connected to her, not only wrote the four columns fol-
lowing the conventional direction (i.e. not retrograde),
from right to left, but also painted the background in
bright yellow, in the same colour as her divine skin."
The yellow background stands in sharp contrast with
the creamy-white one used for the Book of the Dead
passages, which are written retrograde from left to
right, on the rest of the ceiling and walls. It seems plau-
sible that, aside from establishing an immediate visual
association with the yellow skin of the goddess, there
could be other reasons behind the choice of colour for
the background of Nut’s inscription.

Leaving aside the astronomical ceiling of the lower
tomb of Senenmut (TT 353)," the few other preserved
and known decorated private burial chambers of the
early 18th dynasty left their ceilings blank: TT 82
(Amenembhat), TT 61 (Useramun), and TT 87 (Nakht-
min). Nevertheless, the prayers addressed to Nut did

on the ceiling a ‘scientific’ view of the night sky, including a list of
decans, a lunar calendar and the constellations of the northern sky
(Dorman 1991: 138—46, pls. 84-86). Senenmut’s choice possibly had
its inspiration in the ‘astronomical’ compositions on the underside
of coffin lids of the Middle Kingdom, as in princess Aashit’s coffin
(Winlock 1942: pl. 9). A similar design was used slightly earlier on
Khety’s coffin from Asyut (Louvre E. 12036; Taylor 1989: 22, fig. 12),
and years later on Heqata’s coffin, which includes, next to a diagonal
star clock, an invocation to the goddess: ‘[O Nut, spread yourself over
me that you may enfold me with the life which is with you... (CT VI,
264a-265h (Spell 644); Willems 1996: 327-37, 485, pls. 34-38). The
combination of a ‘scientific’ outline of the night sky, with special
emphasis on the passing of time, together with a mythological
recreation under an oversize figure of Nut, would become a common
feature on the ceilings of most royal tombs from Sety I onwards.



find their way into the inscriptional repertoire of con-
temporary funerary monuments, though not in the
burial chamber, but as one of the central motifs of
the ceiling decoration of the chapel above it (Billing
2002:133). On the one hand Ineni (T'T 81: Dziobek 1992:
89-90, pls. 32b, 33) and Thay (TT 349: Nasr 1985: 96-97,
pl. 18), who must have lived a few years earlier than
Djehuty, and on the other hand Amenemhat (TT 82:
Davies and Gardiner 1915: 43A, pl. 30A), Useramun
(TT 131: Dziobek 1994: 98, pl. 98), and Benia Paheqa-
men (TT 343: Guksch 1978: 25-26, text 11c, pl. 16b),
who lived a few years later than him, all wrote on their
ceilings the same formula, which corresponds to Dje-
huty’s first short prayer:

[...Amen]embhat, he says: ‘O mother Nut, may you spread
yourself over me, and may you place me among the impe-
rishable stars which are in you, as I shall never die’

Thereisagroup oftomb-chapels,however, that retrieved
and adopted instead the Pyramid Texts Nut-formula,'
including that of User (TT 21: Davies 1913: 26-27, pl. 19,
no. 4; Fig. 6), probably Puiemra (TT 39: see below), and
also Nakhtmin (TT 87: Guksch 1995: 54-55, pl. 6). The
prayer addressed to User says:

May your mother Nut spread herself over you in her
name of Shetpet, as you are justified of voice against your
opponents forever.

Nakhtmin’s text reads:

May (your) mother Nut stretch herself over you in her
name of Shetpet, and may she permit that you exist as a
god without there being opponents for you forever and
ever, as a justified of voice in the cemetery.

All these tomb-chapel ceiling prayers to Nut are written
in a single text band running along the central axis
of the chapel, aligned with the entrance (Fig. 5). The
earlier ones are to be found in the innermost chamber
or shrine (TT 21, 349, 81), while a few years later there
is a preference for the axis of the transverse hall, of the
central corridor, and of the shrine at the rear end. The
text bands all have the same bright yellow background
as in Djehuty’s burial chamber. The rest of the tomb-
chapels’ ceilings are painted in colourful geometric
patterns that imitate a kind of textile used to constitute
and decorate buildings. The fact that the earliest deco-
rated and preserved ceiling of a Theban tomb-chapel,

12 Hays and Schenck (2007) do not include the Nut spells in their
study of Pyramid Texts in 18th dynasty Theban tombs.

13 See also the tomb of Reneni in el-Kab (Tylor 1900: pl. 17). The
painted wooden key-beam is attested earlier on Middle Kingdom
tomb-chapel ceilings, for example in Beni Hasan tomb no. 2 of
Amenemhat (Newberry 1893: 29-30, pl. 6).

14 Since Nut was equated with the sarcophagus chamber and later

Nut on the ceiling of the burial chamber of Djehuty (TT 11)

Fig. 6 Nut spell on the shrine’s ceiling of the tomb-chapel of User
(TT 21).
that of Tetiki (T'T 15), has a ‘wooden key-beam running
longitudinally down the centre, painted yellow with
darker and almost red graining’ (Carnarvon and Carter
1912: 12-13, pl. 4, no. 1; Hill and Wilkinson 1983: 30,
no. 26, 71 (MMA 30.4.4); Hofmann 2012), seems to
indicate that plain yellow bands emulated the wooden
structure supporting the textiles used for the large tent,
generally assumed to evoke the place of embalming.”
Yellow ceiling bands could be left uninscribed, but
whenever they include a text it is written in a light blue/
green colour. When looking for precedents and paral-
lels that could help to better understand the origin, use,
and meaning of this inscriptional and decorative motif,
the most immediate is to be found on the outer side of
Middle Kingdom coffins, which were decorated with
yellow bands, though generally in a paler, whitish tone
(Willems 1988: 119; Polz 2007),!* bearing an inscription
in light blue/green. The composition and combination
of colours continued on anthropoid early 18th dynasty
white coffins. The connection between inscribed yellow
bands on coffins and on ceilings can clearly be seen in
the tomb-chapel of Puiemra (TT 39: Davies 1923: 31-33,
pls. 60-61; Louant 2000: 109, 175), where the shrine’s

with the coffin, the yellow bands could evoke her arms embracing
the deceased. Billing (2002: 131) points out: ‘It is possible that the
shrine, analogous to the coffin, is the object in which Nut is here
configured. In a passage, later in the same spell (CT I, 253h-254b),
Nut’s arms are identified with the beams over a structure, possibly
the embalming tent’ In this vein, see also Schott 1965.
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ceiling reproduces the palace fagade decoration of a
late 12th dynasty coftin, interrupted by inscribed yellow
bands, one of them containing the above-mentioned
Pyramid Text formula addressed to Nut.

Inscribed yellow bands now running longitudi-
nally down the ceiling of a tomb-chapel make clearer
and more plausible a second, more symbolic nuance
that associates them with the rays that the sun radiates
at dawn, illuminating the night sky.” The choice of a
blue/green turquoise colour for the inscription empha-
sizes the religious symbolism of yellow, since turquoise
is also associated with the sun’s rays that illuminate
the land at dawn.' In this vein, the thin white strips
framing the yellow bands, present both on 12th dynasty
coffins and on 18th dynasty tomb-chapel ceilings, could
have helped to underline the symbolic composition
recreating the image of the suns rays penetrating the
tomb-chapel and illuminating it. Indeed, the Egyptian
word for ‘white), hd, was used as a verb for ‘illuminate,
‘brighten; referring to the sun’s rays reaching the land.
It might be for this reason that, although most of the
time the white strips are painted as straight lines, when
framing a central inscribed yellow band they occasion-
ally adopted a jagged (TT 21: Fig. 6) or zigzag (TT 87)
shape, emulating the rays’ radiance (Robins 2001: 293;
Baines 1985).”” The location of the ceiling Nut prayers
on the tomb-chapel’s axis, and their shift from the
inner shrine (T'T 21, 81) to the outer and more illumi-
nated transverse hall, reflects also the close connection
between the combination of inscribed yellow-light
blue/green-white bands with the morning sunlight.

Returning now to the ceiling of Djehuty’s burial
chamber, if we recall that such a representation of the
goddess Nut is adopted from the decoration of coffin
lids, and that the accompanying texts derive from for-
mulae written on coffins, it might not be out of place
to conclude that the yellow background of Djehuty’s

15 Yellow is associated with gold, and hence connected to the sun god.
For the symbolic solar use of the colour yellow, see Robins 2001: 292;
Hofmann: 2003: 147-62.

16 Green was associated with turquoise, and hence connected to the
goddess Hathor, ‘as well as to the sun at dawn, whose disk or rays
might be described as turquoise and whose rising was said ‘to flood
the land with turquoise’ Because the colour turquoise was associ-
ated with the rebirth of the sun, it promised rebirth in a funerary
context’ (Robins 2001: 291).

17 The revivifying power of the suns rays could be represented as
straight lines, as in the Amarna depiction of the solar disk Aton
(ending in hands, occasionally holding life-signs), as wavy zigzag
lines similar to water-signs, or as a jagged chain of lotus flowers.
Holger Kockelmann discussed the role and representation of light
in the Book of the Dead, especially concerning the vignette of spell
BD 154, in his talk ‘Sunshine for the dead: on the role and repre-
sentation of light in the Book of the Dead from New Kingdom to
Ptolemaic times; at the colloquium held in July 2009 at the British
Museum ‘The Egyptian Book of the Dead: recent research and new
perspectives.
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prayer to Nut was meant to evoke a wooden coffin.' At
the same time, in view of how the Nut prayers ended
up written on yellow bands running along the ceiling of
the chapel above, it might also have evoked the rebirth
of the sun illuminating the night sky at dawn.”

The artist who designed the decoration of Djehuty’s
burial chamber transferred Nut’s protective figure and
the prayer addressed to her from the lid of the coftin/
sarcophagus up to the ceiling. While the white/creamy
ceiling and walls may recall a linen shroud wrapping
up Djehuty’s mummified body with spells from the
Book of the Dead, as was then customary among the
elite, the central Nut panel was meant to play the role of
the lid of his sarcophagus/coffin. The idea behind the
chamber’s design would become clearer with Djehuty’s
body, probably placed inside an anthropoid black
coffin® lying in the centre of the room, underneath
the sky goddess. The prayers of the night sky goddess
Nut show how a text can jump from one medium to
another and be adapted to new circumstances, while
retaining the essentials and even the colour symbolism
of the inscription.

The decorated burial chambers of Old and Middle
Kingdom private tomb-chapels evolved towards
reproducing the standard motifs of the inner side of a
decorated sarcophagus or coffin (Kanawati 2005; 2010;
Dawood 2005). Djehuty’s burial chamber updated and
reshaped the concept, turning the ceiling and walls
into a huge shroud inscribed with the Book of the
Dead, presided over by the central motif of the lid of a
coffin/sarcophagus. A few contemporary high officials
followed the trend and they too turned the walls of
their burial chambers into a shroud/papyrus, or into a
description of the Amduat, having them inscribed with
religious and funerary texts taken from Pyramid Texts,
Coffin Texts, Book of the Dead, Book of the Amduat,
litanies, and funerary liturgies. Every burial chamber

18 Djehuty’s prayer is not written in light blue/green, but in black
ink. If Djehuty’s coffin had been of the black type, with decorative
inscriptions in yellow, the Nut prayer written on the ceiling above it
would have inverted the choice of colours, tracing the signs in black
over yellow, and thus establishing a bond of opposition between
coffin and ceiling.

19 In this vein, the solar connotation of Hatshepsut’s double figure of
Nut and her prayers carved on the lid relies on the symbolism of
the choice of red/brownish quartzite stone (Baines 2000: 36). For
the connection between Nut and Re, note also that the sarcophagi
of Thutmose I (Cairo no. 619) and of Thutmose III include, next to
the second prayer addressed to Nut on the lid’s underside, the reply
of the goddess stating that she has verily spread herself over the
deceased, immediately followed by Re’s intervention to communi-
cate his verdict to Nut: ‘He shall live forever among the imperishable
stars which are in you, as my beloved son shall not die... (Hayes
1935: 105, 201, NO. 45).

20 No trace of Djehuty’s coffin was found in the burial chamber. Actu-
ally, there was not a single object among the fragmentary material
inside the funerary shaft bearing his name.



was different from the next and, while ancient models
might have been their source of inspiration, these were
adapted to create an original, modern composition.

The burial chamber of TT 11 reflects the elite’s
wish to express their interest in traditions and arcane
knowledge of religious and funerary beliefs and prac-
tices, both in writing and in the visual arts, and they
combined it with an impulse to break the inertia and
search out new ways of perceiving and presenting the
realities about which they learned. Djehuty, overseer of
the treasury of Hatshepsut, but above all an educated
and skilful scribe, conceived his religious-funerary
monument as an intellectual challenge, starting from
the profusely inscribed and dazzling fagade, including
a long solar hymn coloured in yellow, and ending in
his deep and dark burial chamber with its shiny white
walls and ceiling, all inscribed with spells from Book
of the Dead. In such an enterprise, the artist/scribe
responsible for the overall composition and also for the
smallest details had constantly to be making choices,
both when deciding to closely follow tradition and
the general trend, and when deciding to depart from
it, introduce a variation, and innovate. His choices
might have taken into account aesthetic criteria, but,
at the same time, they were unavoidably integrated in a
densely meaningful composition. In this vein, it is not
by chance, but a meaningful choice, that I dedicate to
John Baines Djehuty’s deepest intellectual challenge,
his choice of having the goddess Nut spread above him
forever, accompanied by a colourful and evocative rec-
reation of an ancient text.
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