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TOWARDS A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF THE OPENING  
OF THE MOUTH RITUAL  

MARIAM  F. AYAD 

Recent work on the funerary chapel of Amenirdis I  at Medinet Habu has proved 
her selections from the Opening of the Mouth ritual to be deliberately chosen and 
meticulously laid out on the walls of her funerary chapel such that the texts, which 
were inscribed in retrograde, commence at the doorway to the chapel and culminate 
on the innermost wall of the corridor surrounding her cella. This interpretation of the 
layout of OM scenes suggests that the scenes inscribed on opposite walls run parallel 
to each other and should thus be read concurrently rather than sequentially. While this 
theory differs from more conventional interpretations of the division of the ritual, 
it accounts for the scenes' layout, their retrograde direction of writing, and relates the 
scenes' textual content to their physical location on the walls of the chapel. A new 
system for numbering the various scenes of the Opening of the Mouth arose from this 
particular analysis of Amenirdis' s texts. The new numbers incorporates the scenes' 
physical location on monuments on which they occur. 

INTRODUCTION 

When depicted in a funerary context, the main objective of the OM ceremony was 
to re­animate the deceased. Various "magical" instruments were used to touch the 
deceased's body parts (especially the mouth and eyes) 1•  Re­animation enabled the 
deceased not only to breathe, but also to eat and drink ­ all of which were activities 
essential for the after­life. A "scene" is the smallest unit of the OM ceremony. Each 
OM scene contained a pictorial representation of some ritual aspect ofthe ceremony: 
the slaughter of an ox and the presentation of the foreleg (bps), opening the deceased's 
mouth, censing, ritual purification of the offerings, or the presentation of various offer-
ings to the deceased. In addition to the pictorial representations, descriptive texts wert? 
often arranged in columns either under or next to the illustration. Typically, a frame 
enclosed both the pictorial representation and accompanying texts. 

J  On the significance of the various implements used, see Ann Macy Roth, "The pss-k[and the 'Open-
ing of the Mouth' Ceremony: A Ritual of Birth and Rebirth," lEA 78 (1992), 113­47 and [d., "Fingers, 
Stars, and the 'Opening of the Mouth': the Nature and Function of the NTRWl-Blades," lEA 79 (1993), 
57­79. 
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Comprised of 45 scenes, Amenirdis's copy is one of the most extensive versions of 
the ritual. Amenirdis I was the first Nubian woman to become a God's Wife of Amun. 
Her funerary chapel, which lies to the southeast of the main temple at Medinet Habu, 
consists of two tent shrines set one inside the other. Since each of the two buildings 
is independently roofed, a corridor is created between the two structures. Amenirdis's 
selections from the Opening of the Mouth are inscribed on the upper register of the 
outer walls of this corridor, i.e. the internal walls of the external structure2• 

OPENING OF THE MOUTH IN  THE CHAPEL OF AMENIRDIS  I 

Like most other copies of the ritual, the version inscribed in the chapel of Amenirdis 
is  inscribed in  retrograde. On either side of the doorway, the texts are orientated 
away from  the doorway and toward the nearest comer. But as these texts were 
inscribed in retrograde, they progress toward the comers and away from the door­
way. Along the East and West walls, the hieroglyphic signs are orientated toward the 
South, but proceed from the northern end of each wall inward. On the South wall, 
texts on either side of the central double representation of Amenirdis are orientated 
away from the comers and towards Amenirdis. Thus, OM texts flow uniformly in one 
direction on either side of a dividing central North-South axis. Based solely on the 

upon to h orientation of the texts and their direction of reading, the texts may be read from the 
Amenirdi entrance to the tomb chapel inward toward the chapel's South wall (Fig. 1). A closer 
South waexamination of the content of the texts supports this particular reading. 

In addOn either side of the central axis, thematic continuity bridges the transition between 
lelism. Nadjacent walls. This is quite clear along the northeastern comer, where the governing 
of the do theme is the "habil/age du sem," with scene 21 occurring on the eastern half of the 
tation Of1North wall and scenes no. 19-20 appearing on the adjoining East wall3• In these scenes 
while thethe sm-priest is awakened and dons his panther-skin attire. Similar continuity governs 
Goyon ncthe transition from the East to the South walls, where the governing theme is Ame­
scene no.nirdis's ritual purity: on the East wall she is purified by water (scene no. 6), on the 
and LoweSouth wall, incense (scene no. 5). Water and natrun have the same ritualistic func­
Amenirdition in temple and funerary ritual4• The texts inscribed at the southwestern comer of 
ｌｯｷ･ｲｅｾher chapel also exhibit similar thematic continuity. There, various gods are called 
Wedjat" 
eastern h 

2 The lower register of these walls contains selections from the Pyramid Texts and two solar hymns. Amenirdi 
For the chapel, see PM II, 476-78; G. Daressy, Notice explicative des ruines de Medinet Habou (Cairo: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1897),29-42; and Id., "Inscriptions de la chapelle d'Amenirtis it Medinet-Habou," 
RT 23 (1901): 4-18. An architectural survey of the chapel can be found in U. Holscher, The Excavations 5 Goyor 
ofMedinet Habu v: Post-Ramessid Remains (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954), 17-30. 6 Dares! 

3 J.-C. Goyon, Rituelsfuneraires de l'ancienne Egypte (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1972, repro 2000),120. tion of Pr-n 
4 A.M. Blackman, "The Significance of Incense and Libations in Funerary and Temple Ritual," zAS and B.S. Lc 

50 (1912), 69-75, at 75. 7 Dares! 
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ｾ ..-.. Ｍｾ＠  Fig. 1. Layout of OM scenes in the Chapel of Amenirdis I at Medinet 
｜ｾ •••_ •••"'••• :t Habu. 

upon to help revive Amenirdis. At the southern end of the West wall, Shu helps revive 
Amenirdis (scene no. 27), while Anubis aids her ascent on the western half of the 
South wall (scene no. 26). 

In addition to thematic continuity, the texts of Amenirdis exhibit distinct paral­
lelism. Nowhere is this more obvious than on the North Wall, where on either side 
of the doorway, identical scenes depict the ritual slaughter of an ox and the presen­
tation of the bps. Scenes nos. 23 ill - 24 II occur on the eastern part of the North wall, 
while the identical scenes nos. 43-44 appear on the western half of the same wall. 
Goyon noted that scene no. 23 represented the Upper Egyptian slaughter ritual while 
scene no. 43 was its Lower Egyptian counterpart5• Indeed, recurring references to Upper 
and Lower Egypt seem to indicate that the texts of the eastern and western halves of 
Amenirdis's chapel were designed to parallel each other. References to Upper and 
Lower Egypt are also found on the South wall. On the western half of the South wall, 
Wedjat "mistress of per-nu"6 grants Amenirdis "life and dominion," while on the 
eastern half of the same wall, it is "Nekhbet, mistress of Upper Egypt" who gives 
Amenirdis "life and dominion."7 The goddesses of Upper and Lower Egypt are also 

S Goyon, Rituelsfuneraires, 121-135, esp. 121 and 136-39. 
6 Daressy, "Chapelle", 14. See A.H. Gardiner, "Horus the Behdetite," lEA 30 (1944), 27 n. 3 for the loca­

tion of Pr-nw, and ibid., 54-57, for the role of w14yt in nursing the king and her later identification with Isis; 
and B.S. Lesko, The Great Goddesses ofEgypt (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999),69-73. 

7 Daressy, "Chapelle", 10. 
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represented in the tomb of Seti I (KV 17), where each is depicted as a "guardian the We!  
uraeus serpent." As such, they guard the entrance to the vestibule (I). There, Nekhbet ary ｲ･ｰｾ＠  

is represented along with her emblematic lily on the left (= South), while Wedjat,  
together with a papyrus plant, is found on the right (= North)8.  PROGRE 

Base( 
OPENING OF THE MOUTH IN THE TOMB OF SETI I AND NEW KINGDOM STELA ceeded 

the text!
The parallel reading suggested for the texts of Amenirdis is further supported by 

of even1
the layout of OM scenes in the tomb of Seti I. There, scenes nos. 26 and 27, which 
deal most explicitly with the opening of the deceased's mouth, appear opposite each 1) The 
other at the end of corridor H9. Located innermost in the sequence of OM episodes 2) Vari, 
inscribed for Seti, the two scenes mark one "end" of the ritual in Seti I's tomb. dis's 

Represented at the other end of the ritual, the grand offering list is inscribed on 3) Arne 
the right wall of corridor G. The offering list has traditionally been considered the con- aseel 
clusion of the ritual. In the tomb of Seti I,  it is inscribed opposite scene no. 1 which  4) Final 
depicts Seti I  seated before his offering table. Considered together, the two scenes 

That thiseem to complement one another. The offering list explicitly details the offerings 
ing ofthsymbolically represented on Seti I's offering table. Thus, in the tomb of Seti I,  the 
the ritua:first and last scenes of the Opening of the Mouth ritual seem to be complementary in 
the torntboth meaning and function. 
depictinlIn  the same way, OM scenes inscribed on Amenirdis's South wall are comple-
to­Souttmentary in function. The western half of the South wall contains the scene that most 
that forspecifically deals with Amenirdis's Opening of the Mouth: scene no. 26. To the east 

Moreof the central representation, scenes nos. 2­5 deal with Amenirdis's ritual purification. 
is essen:Schulman has shown that on New Kingdom stelae depicting Opening of the Mouth 
the MOliritual, either scene no. 26 or scene no. 27 occurs in various combinations with select 
mation,purification sceneslO• Typically, a scene from either group A (scenes 2­7) or group B 

(scenes 57­75) represented the libation/censing process. Because of the limited space  "Pa 
available on the stelae, only one scene of each category would be included. Most often,  senl 

dec'the content of these scenes was complementary and only rarely redundant. A similar 
combination of scenes occurs on Amenirdis's South wall, where this innermost wall 

11  H. J

summed up the most emblematic elements of the Opening of the Mouth ceremony.  mer, Mun 
Being innermost in her chapel, the South wall carried the same symbolic function as   "There w. 

of the BID 
Service 01 

8  Erik Hornung, The Tomb of Seti I I Das Grab Sethos' I (Zurich and Munich: Artemis, 1991), 21.   tomb of I 
12  a.In  the tomb of Seti I, Scenes of OM are found in  corridors G and H,  left and right with respect to the 
13  M.onlooker as one proceeds into the tomb, heading towards the West. When facing West: Left = South, and 

Right = North.  While p. 
9  Cf. Hornung, Tomb ofSeti I, pis. 118 and 119.  includes I 
10  See Alan R. Schulman, "The Iconographic Theme: 'Opening of the Mouth' on Stela," lARCE 21 Breathins 

(1984), 177­96, especially 173­75.   14  Smi 
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the West wall. At the center of the South wall, the scene depicting Amenirdis' s funer­
ary repast replaced the more traditional false door as her gateway to the netherworld. 

PROGRESSION OF THE RITUAL IN THE CHAPEL OF AMENIRDIS I 

Based on this analysis of Amenirdis's OM scenes, the ceremony seems to have pro­
ceeded from the North wall southward/ inward such that a simultaneous reading of 
the texts on the eastern and western walls of her chapel yields the following sequence 
of events: 

1) The ritual slaughter of an ox and the presentation of the foreleg occur first. 
2) Various instruments, including the severed foreleg, are then used to open Amenir­

dis's mouth and eyes, thus reviving her. 
3) Amenirdis is purified by water and natrun and several gods aid Amenirdis in her 

ascent to the sky. 
4) Finally, Amenirdis is able to sit at her funerary table to partake of her funerary repast. 

That this particular order of texts is also in line with the Egyptians' own understand­
ing of the ceremony is evident by the numerous depictions of funerary processions, where 
the ritual slaughtering of an ox is typically shown taking place in front of the entrance to 
the tombll . This interpretation also allows the ritual slaughter scenes to precede the scenes 
depicting the presentation of the foreleg and the Opening of Amenirdis's Mouth. A North­
to-South progression of the scenes successfully avoids Otto's problematic assumption 
that for certain Opening of the Mouth scenes, the slaughter was "presupposed." 12 

Moreover, the sequence proposed for Amenirdis's Opening of the Mouth episodes 
is essentially the same as the sequence found in the demotic manuscripts of Opening 
the Mouth/or Breathing. In both, the "[r]econstitution of the individual... and reani­
mation of his limbs" 13 occur before the presentation of offerings. 

"Participation in the offering meal is itself a social act and, in sacramental terms, the pre­
sentation of such a repast is a symbol of the process of social reintegration which the 
deceased is supposed to undergo." 14 

11 H. Altenmiiller refers to a passage from the story of Sinuhe that describes the funeral in R. Ger­
mer, Mummies: Life and Death in Ancient Egypt (Munich: Prestel, 1997),36. The relevant line reads: 
"There will be a slaughter at the entrance a/your tomb" (emphasis mine). Old Kingdom representations 
of the Egyptian funeral often show the slaughter taking place in front of the tomb. See J.A. Wilson, "Funeral 
Service of the Egyptian Old Kingdom," JNES 3 (1944), 213 for the scenes occurring in the fourth dynasty 
tomb of Debehni at Giza. 

12 Cf. E. Otto, Das iigyptische MundOffnungsritualll. AA 3 (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1960),8. 
13 M. Smith, The Liturgy o/Opening the Mouth/or Breathing (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1993),7-8. 

While p. Berlin 8351 and p. Louvre E 10607 both share these two elementary themes, the former also 
includes passages on the "reintegration of the individual into the cosmos" (idem, Opening the Mouth/or 
Breathing, 10). 

14 Smith, Opening the Mouth for Breathing, 8. 
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TABLE 1: OM SCENES IN THE CHAPEL OF AMENIRDIS I AT MEDINET HABU 

CoIl. # New Scene # Scene # CoIl. SCt 

A/Nw 1 (45) A/Nw 1-4 A/Ne 1 (23 III) A/Ne 1-5 *0 
A/Nw 2 (43) A/Nw 5-8 A/Ne 2 (24 I) A/Ne 6-8 SIC 
A/Nw 3 (44) A/Nw 9-17 A/Ne 3 (24 II) A/Ne 9-12 SIC 

A/Ne 4 (21) AI Ne 13-16 SIC 
Sf( 

A/W 1 (41) A/W 1-2 AlE 1 (19) AlE 1 SIC 
A/W 2 (42) A/W 2-3 AlE 2 (20) AlE 2-5 S/G 
A/W 3 (Hymn) A/W4 AlE 3 (18) AlE 6-9 S/G 
A/W 4 (39) A/W 5-7 AlE 4 (17) AlE 10-13 S/G 
A/W 5 (37) A/W 8-9 AlE 5 (16) AlE 14-17 S/G 
A/W 6 (38) A/W 9-10 AlE 6 (15) AlE 18-21 *So 
A/W 7 (36) A/W 11-13 AlE 7 (14) AlE 22-25 S/G 
A/W 8 (34) A/W 14-16 AlE 8 (13) AlE 26-30 S/G 
A/W 9 (33) A/W 17-19 AlE 9 (11) AlE 31 

A/W 10 (32) A/W 20-26 AlE 10 (12) AlE 32-36 

A/W 11 (31) A/W 27-32 AlE 11 (10) AlE 37-45 

A/W 12 (30) A/W 33-36 AlE 12 (9) AlE 46-50 courty: 
A/W 13 (29) A/W 37-40 AlE 13 (8) AlE 51-53 of the 
A/W 14 (28) A/W 41-44 AlE 14 (7) AlE 54-56 the tex 
A/W 15 (27) A/W 45-54 AlE 15 (6) AlE 57-61 meet il 

A/Sw 1 (26) AlSw 1-12 AlSe 1 (5) A/Se 1-4 
NEW !'I 

A/Sw 2 (25) AlSw 13-17 A/Se 2 (4) A/Se 5-8 

AlSe 3 (3) AlSe 9-12 This 

AlSe 4 (2) A/Se 13-16 to con: 
numbeA/Se 5 (7) A/Se 17-19 
their piAlSe.6 (1) AlSe 20-22 

The 
develol 
in que!It is at her offering table that Amenirdis is first depicted, not as a statue or a 
letter Imummy, but in the more dynamic posture of extending an arm towards the food. 
C for 1It is here that the process of her reanimation is finally complete. After all the purifi­

cations, incantations and rituals, she is finally able to eat the food offered her. 
Amenirdis's selections from the Opening of the Mouth were thus meant to be read, IS M 

or recited, concurrently, rather than sequentially. After walking across the chapel's et analy, 
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TABLE 2: OM SCENES IN THE TOMB OF SET! I (KV 17) 

Scene # ColI. Scene # Coli.  

*Offering List S/OIN 1-52 S/O/S 1 (1) S/O/S 1-4  

S/OIN 1 (59 B) S/OIN 53-58 S/O/S 2 (2) S/O/S 5-8  

S/OIN 2 (59 A) S/OIN 59-60 S/O/S 3 (3) S/O/S 9-12  

S/OIN 3 (65 A, B) S/OIN 61-62 S/O/S 4 (4) S/O/S 13-17  
S/OIN 4 (57 B) S/OIN 63-65 S/O/S 5 (5) S/O/S 18-21  

S/OIN 5 (57 A) S/OIN 66-68 S/O/S 6 (6) S/O/S 22-29  

S/OIN 6 (50) S/OIN 69-55 S/O/S 7 (7) S/O/S 30-32  

S/OIN 7 (55 III) . S/OIN 56-57 S/O/S 8 (8) S/O/S 33-35  
S/OIN 8 (48) S/OIN 58-61 S/O/S 9 (9) S/O/S 36-40  
S/OIN 9 (47) S/OIN 62-66 S/O/S 10 (10) S/O/S 41-49  

*Solar Hymn S/OIN 67-72 S/O/S 11 (11) S/O/S 50  

S/OIN 10 (46) S/OIN 73-79 S/O/S 12 (12) S/O/S 51-55  

S/OIN 11 (45) S/OIN 80-84 S/O/S 13 (13) S/O/S 56-59  

S/O/S 14 (14) S/O/S 60-62  

courtyard, a contingent of priests would split into two groups, possibly just in front 

of the cella. Each group would then proceed in one direction, right or left, reading 
the texts in the order in which they occur on its walls. The two groups would finally 
meet in front of the South wall where the ritual culminates. 

NEW NUMBERS FOR THE OPENING OF THE MOUTH SCENES 

This particular interpretation of the layout of OM scenes has led the current author 
to consider various possibilities to (re-)number the OM scenes, such that the new 
numbers would include specific reference to the scenes' physical location and reflect 
their physical placement relative to each other. 

The new system includes both numbers and a series of letters. Much like the system 
developed by the French for the Pyramid textsl5 , the first letter refers to the monument 
in question: in this case: A for the chapel of Amenirdis; S for Seti I etc. The second 
letter refers to the architectural element, or chamber, in which the scenes occur: 
C for the corridor surrounding the cella of Amenirdis; G and H for the corridors G 

IS Mission acheologique ｦｲ｡ｮｾ｡ｩｳ･＠ de Saqqara, Les textes de la Pyramide de Pepy fer. 1. Description 
et analyse. MIFAO lI8/! (Cairo: Institut ｦｲ｡ｮｾ｡ｩｳ＠ d'archt!ologie orientale, 2(01). 
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and H in the tomb of Seti I. The final letter refers to the cardinal orientation of the 
specific wall on which the scenes occur: N (north), S (south), E (east), and W (west). 
Lower case letters indicate divisions within the same wall, e.g., Ne for Northeast and 
Sw for Southwest etc. (See tables 1 and 2). 

Because each monument has its own unique selection of scenes, and because each 
of the monuments has its own architectural style, it is almost impossible to generate 
a universal numbering system that would completely account for where each scene 
is located on each monument. Thus, instead of replacing the old, more conventional 
system, the two systems may have to be utilized in conjunction with one another, the 
old system being retained for convenience and cross-reference purposes. 

Relating a scene's textual content to its physical location on a particular monument 
will facilitate the comparative analysis of the various extant OM copies. It will thus 
greatly enhance our understanding of the arrangement of OM texts and the ancient 
Egyptians' interpretation of their own religious traditions. 
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