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Death held a deep spiritual meaning in ancient Egypt; it was not the end, but a new beginning. Due to
this, the ancient Egyptians had a wide range of funerary beliefs and practices that were thought to
help usher the deceased safely to the afterlife. One god who was believed to assist with the transition
from the realm of the living to the land of the dead was the jackal god Anubis.

Anubis held several specialized roles critical to the afterlife journey. He was seen as the protector of
the body, overseer of the embalming process, and a judge and giver of life in the hereafter. Visual
depictions of Anubis deepen our understanding of his cultural and religious role. The imagery of
Anubis, found in tombs of pharaohs and elites, depicts the god as a humanoid figure with reddish or
black skin and a jackal head. He may wield a knife, scale, or ankh depending on the context of the
piece and the role he is performing.

One of Anubis’ most notable duties was his oversight of the embalming process. Embalming played a
significant role in preserving the human body for the individual to be remade in the afterlife as they
were in life. Anubis acts as an observer and guide for embalmers and priests throughout this practice
as jmy w, or “He who is in the place of embalming”.! These priests responsible for embalming the
body of the deceased may have even worn jackal-headed masks to identify as Anubis and receive his
power as a god.?

Another way of harnessing Anubis’s power and protection was through amulets of the god’s likeness.
In the Pyramid Texts, spells used to help the king reach the afterlife, Utterance 217 states that the
king wore Anubis in the afterlife to assume his role and “reckon hearts—that is, determine who will
live and die.3 Many funerary amulets like the one found in the Art Museum of the University of
Memphis further illustrate the idea that Anubis amulets were used as a form of protection for the
dead. Amulets of the jackal-headed god, such as those also seen at The Met or The British Museum?,
showcase that, across hundreds of years, the god’s image was used to invoke protection for rebirth.

The duties carried out by the ancient Egyptian god Anubis display the importance the ancient
Egyptians placed upon properly preserving and protecting the deceased. Anubis’s role as the
embalmer and protector of the dead gave funerary practitioners assurance as they wove spells into
the wrappings, imbuing them with the power and protection of rebirth. Anubis amulets placed
alongside other potent symbols offered additional protection as the deceased started their journey.
Anubis’s role as a judge and guardian of the gateway to the necropolis and the afterlife further serves
as testament to his power; having his support ensured the deceased individual a pathway to eternal
paradise.
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