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Abstract
The Museo Civico Archeologico of Bologna, in collaboration with universities, institutions, and 

independent scholars, has recently launched an interdisciplinary research programme on a group 
of six Egyptian coffins dating to the 1st millennium BC, mainly to the 25-26th dynasty (c. 746-
525 BC), aimed at their study, conservation, and public valorisation. This contribution focuses in 
particular on the project carried out (October-December 2022) in partnership with the Politecnico 
di Milano, ABC Department, and financed by the Fondo Cultura of the Italian Ministero della 
Cultura consisting of a laser scanning and photogrammetric survey of these coffins. 

The geometrical features were surveyed by means of a laser scanner with a significant degree 
of accuracy, thanks to the fact that the adopted instrument (Artec Eva HD) allows the acquisition 
of a large quantity of data in a very short time. On the other hand, the photogrammetric survey 
carried out with a Canon reflex camera allowed the best chromatic result, achieved thanks to the 
employment of a professional colour checker. 

The potential of the application of these technologies lies in the fact that different objectives 
can be achieved: for convenience they can be organised in four categories, bearing in mind that 
they are often quite permeable and dynamic. First of all, the digital objects produced are crucial 
for study purposes entailing a vast range of operations that can be carried out on the digital 
object without involving the original. It could serve, for instance, for morphological, philological 
and iconographical studies. Moreover, the 3D model may play a role in a museum installation, 
displayed beside the material culture to enhance specific aspects and features – e.g. information 
on the decoration process. Additionally, another important contribution that the digitisation of 
these coffins could provide concerns their conservation: relying on accurate 3D survey, restorers 
could realise custom supports and mounts for these fragile and complex objects. Finally, replicas 
can be printed at full or very small scale for dissemination, educational, and commercial reasons.

In this paper, the activity carried out on the coffins of the Bologna collection will be presented 
starting from their theoretical framework, in order to underly the great potential that the digital 
realm can offer in conjunction with the material realm.
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1. Introduction
The Museo Civico Archeologico of Bologna (MCABo), in cooperation with prestigious 

Italian universities, institutions, and independent scholars, has undertaken a research 
programme on a homogeneous group of six Egyptian coffins and two lid fragments 
dating to the first millennium BC – in particular to the 25th-26th dynasty –, coming mainly 
from the Theban area. The project “Imag(in)ing Egyptology”, in partnership with the 
Politecnico di Milano, ABC Department, consisted of a detailed three-dimensional laser 
and photogrammetric survey of these artefacts1 and represents an outcome of the Bologna 

1 The authors would like to thank the museum staff, in particular Augusto Arrigo, Luca Andreini, and 
Elena Canè with the support of Alessandro Galli; Eugenio De Marsico and Emiliano Antonelli (CROMA 
conservazione e restauro opere e monumenti d’arte srl); Simone Galli and Michela Morandi (Politecnico di 
Milano, ABC Department).
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Coffin Project. The objectives of this still ongoing research program, methodologically 
akin to The Vatican Coffin Project2 and The Egyptian Coffin Project of the Fitzwilliam Museum 
in Cambridge,3 are to characterize the painting layers and relate the colour palettes of the 
coffins to their decorative program and stylistic development; to provide new data for 
a chronological sequence and the identification of a possible workshop; to identify and 
distinguish the original materials and pictorial layers from the ones applied subsequently 
on the occasions of conservation treatments or pictorial retouching, challenging to see 
and not always explicitly documented;4 to evaluate their assembling technique and 
conservation status, a useful preliminary stage to any conservative work; to collect 
detailed information on the wooden structure, texts, and iconography and to make it 
easily accessible to scholars and the general public. Achieving these objectives will 
facilitate their classification, help trace their archaeological provenance, complete their 
museum history by integrating archival research, and create contemporary storytelling.

Within the framework of this project, the museum has already completed the archival 
research, multidisciplinary study, and conservation treatment of two coffins, those of 
Mes-iset and Un-Montu, while waiting to proceed with the others. The coffins of Mes-
iset, Ta-shaâ-kheper, Usai, and Un-Montu were investigated by the Politecnico di Milano 
team between October and December 2022: the geometrical features were surveyed both 
by scanner to acquire the geometry in detail and by photogrammetry to achieve the best 
chromatic result. The current paper starts with a description of the technical work and 
presents the state of the art and the latest results of this project, coffin by coffin.

2. The 3D survey
The acquisition of raw data at the Museo Civico Archeologico in Bologna took five 

days for the five coffins and involved two techniques employed for different purposes. 
Within the framework of this research, digitising cultural heritage (imaging) does not 
solely involve the creation of 3D models; it encompasses all procedures that ultimately 
produce a digital object, including photographs. Just as in the production of a material 
object, where matter is manipulated to obtain a product following a project, the purpose 
of creating a digital object must also be evident in advance. For example, in photography, 
if the goal is to show a detail of a relief, a wide-angle lens would not be used; instead, the 
focus would be on a more specific and defined portion of ‘reality’. Similarly, every 3D 
model should have specific characteristics depending on its intended use. This purpose-
based approach is reflected in the workflow and the equipment adopted and used in each 
instance. In this project, a structured-light 3D scanner was employed to capture shape 
and geometry, while photogrammetry was used to obtain more accurate information 
regarding colours and textures. This dual approach ensures that the structural and 
aesthetic details of the coffins are meticulously documented and preserved.

2 Amenta 2017; Prestipino 2017; Prestipino et al. 2025. 
3 Egyptian Coffins, available online: https://egyptiancoffins.org/about; Strudwick, Dawson 2016; Strudwick 
et al. 2025.
4 During the 20th century, the coffins in Bologna underwent conservation maintenance in the 1960s by Ancilla 
Cacace and in the 1970s by Ottorino Nonfarmale. Documentation on the first intervention is almost non-existent.
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For the first stage of the survey, an Artec Eva HD structured-light 3D scanner 
was employed.5 This scanner allows for extremely fast data acquisition compared to 
photogrammetry and ensures a high degree of accuracy regarding the geometry of the 
object. The scanner captures up to 16 frames per second, processing 18 million points each 
second with an accuracy up to 0,1 mm. This rapid acquisition capability is particularly 
beneficial when dealing with delicate artefacts, as it minimises the time spent handling 
and potentially disturbing the objects.

The process adopted for these coffins is the standard procedure, fine-tuned by the 
team’s previous experience: the raw data were subsequently processed in specialised 
software where individual scans were coherently assembled to form the correct shape 
of the artefact, providing information on the accuracy of the produced 3D model. This 
initial result still contained a few issues, particularly excess data; the first step, therefore, 
was to remove the portion of the supports used to hold the coffins. The resulting model 
allowed for a highly accurate analysis of the surface of the artefacts, especially if 
visualized in one colour only, as it enabled observations that are not possible when the 
pictorial layer is shown. A photogrammetric survey was conducted in parallel by means 
of a Canon EOS 5DSR Mark III camera with a fixed 35mm focal lens. Approximately 
350 photos were taken for each of the two components of each coffin, lid and case; 
they were imported into the photogrammetric software Agisoft Metashape, where they 
underwent an alignment process to construct the 3D models. To ensure appropriate 
geometrical precision, a calibrated bar was used to act as a metric reference and ensure 
the proper orientation and positioning of the digital object in the space. The integration 
of photogrammetry with data from the scanner thus provided a comprehensive digital 
representation of the coffins, combining precise geometrical information with rich 
chromatic details.

The potential of the application of these technologies lies in the fact that different 
objectives can be achieved: for convenience, they can be organised into at least four 
categories. First, the digital objects may be used instead of the originals to perform 
morphological, philological, and iconographical studies. Then, the 3D model may 
play a role in a museum installation, displayed beside the material culture to enhance 
specific aspects and features (e.g. information on the decoration process). Additionally, 
conservators could construct (or even print in 3D) custom supports and mounts for these 
fragile and complex objects, as well as produce virtual models for structural integrations 
or replicas.6 Finally, replicas can be printed at full or very small scale for dissemination,7 
educational,8 and commercial reasons.9

The following pages summarise the current knowledge on these coffins, including the 
information derived from the 3D survey and its application.

5 Kęsik et al. 2023; Muminović et al. 2024.
6 See, for instance, Bonora et al. 2021.
7 See, for instance, the replica of the coffin of Butehamon at the Museo Egizio in Turin.
8 See, for instance, Wilson et al. 2018; Kantaros et al. 2023.
9 The Museo Civico Archeologico in Bologna has small-scale replicas of other Egyptian antiquities for sale in 
its bookshop and intends to increase their number.
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3. The coffin of Mes-iset (MCABo EG 1963)
The first multidisciplinary conservation project of a Bologna coffin, which has 

undergone integrations and pictorial retouches at least three times since the 18th century, 
was part of the Intesa Sanpaolo Restituzioni project10 and was presented at the First 
Vatican Coffin Conference in 2013.11 

Cardinal Alessandro Albani (1692-1779) donated this anthropoid coffin and its 
mummy with cartonnage to the Istituto delle Scienze in Bologna.12 This coffin, belonging 
to Mes-iset (MCABo EG 1963, formerly University Collection), likely arrived in Bologna 
before 1751.13 The guide of the Istituto delle Scienze of Bologna Dell’origine e de’ progressi 
dell’Instituto delle Scienze di Bologna e di tutte le accademie ad esso unite, con la descrizione delle 
piu notabili cose, che ad uso del mondo letterario nello stesso instituto si conservano, published by 
Giuseppe Gaetano Bolletti (1709-1769) in that year, might mention it: “Firstly [in the fifth 
room of Natural History section, of the Istituto delle Scienze] there are various ancient 
Egyptians embalmed corpses … The one enclosed in a noble custody, well visible and 
very loosely clothed, is believed to be the body of a very distinguished person among 
these nations. Another one is placed on a kind of funerary bed, supported by some 
Egyptian animals. The others [mummies] are enclosed in wooden boxes, one of which 
expresses well the shape of an Egyptian dead body”.14 

The 3D survey (Fig. 1) allowed us to provide extremely precise dimensions: the outer 
anthropoid coffin of Mes-iset is 198 cm long, 63 cm wide at the shoulders, and 39 cm tall 
at the feet. Its original shape, decorations, and hieroglyphic inscriptions can be traced 
back to the late 22nd/early 25th dynasty – also confirmed by radiocarbon dating – and 
linked to Lower Egypt. As for the lid, two lappets of a massive tripartite wig frame the 
pink-coloured face, characterized by big eyes, a small mouth with red lips, protruding 
ears, and a long blue beard on the chin; a large polychrome wesekh-collar decorates the 
shoulders; the Goddess Nut, holding the ankh-sign in each hand and stretching her wings, 
sits on her right heel on the abdomen of the coffin; five columns of polychrome and 
retouched hieroglyphics embellish the central decorative panel on the legs, while three 
pseudo hieroglyphics stand out on the white side decorative panels. On the underside 
of the floorboard of the box, two columns of hieroglyphics in bright colours decorate the 
dorsal pillar, which connects the wig with the pedestal. The interior of the coffin – box 
and lid – is without decoration.

10 This two or three-year program for the conservation of Italian artworks was launched in Vicenza in 1989 
and is now about to celebrate over three decades during which over 1300 works of art have undergone 
conservation treatment for the benefit of the Italian cultural heritage; Picchi 2013.
11 Picchi 2017.
12 Winckelmann 2003, 151, note 1. This coffin with its mummy was considered a gift to the Istituto delle 
Scienze by pope Benedict XIV (1675-1758) in Picchi 2013, Picchi 2016, and Picchi 2017, but new archival 
documents seem to refer to Luigi Ferdinando Marsili (1658-1730) as the recipient of the gift to the Institute; 
see Giovetti et al. 2025, 330-331.
13 Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 227-228, no. 1963. See also Picchi 2016, 458-259, 563-264.
14 Translation of: “Sonovi in primo luogo varj antichissimi cadaveri di Egizj imbalsamati … Uno ve n’è in nobile 
custodia racchiuso, ed a tutti visibile, e molto vagamente vestito, e cadavero credesi di personaggio molto fra 
quelle genti distinto. Altro di questi quasi posto sul feretro, è sostenuto da certi egizj animali. Gli altri sono 
chiusi in iscatole di legno, una delle quali esprime essa pure la forma dell’egizio cadavere”, in Bolletti 1751, 
86-87. Bolletti does not seem to refer to the anthropoid coffin of a child also kept at the Istituto delle Scienze.
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Fig.1: 3D model of the coffin of Mes-iset: orthoimages from five sides and perspective view.

From the 18th century onwards, this coffin underwent heavy conservation works 
that modified the lid from a structural and pictorial point of view. These alterations are 
visible from the X-ray surveys, the rather unusual shades of the colour palette, and the 
numerous over-paintings, which sometimes give a glimpse of the original iconographic 
layout.15 Dane Georg Zoëga (1755-1809) was the first to document these interventions, 
during his visit to the Istituto delle Scienze in 1789. He copied the five columns of 
hieroglyphics and some iconographic details from the lid in his travel notes. Thanks 
to him, we know that a winged female figure, no longer extant, was painted on the feet 
decorative panel.16

15 Picchi 2013; Bracci et al. 2015.
16 Picchi 2011, 61-63, 65.
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4. The coffin of Ta-shaâ-kheper (MCABo EG 1961)
The time of arrival in Bologna of the inner anthropoid coffin of Ta-shaâ-kheper (MCABo 

EG 1961, formerly University Collection) is presumably November or December 1841.17 
Felice Cocchi from Bologna, a physician then stationed in Egypt at the court of Ibrahim 
Pascià (1789-1848), donated a mummy in a poor state of preservation and its coffin to 
the Museo delle Antichità della Regia Università di Bologna through his brother-in-law 
Giuseppe Ferlini (1797-1870). The donation was publicly announced by the Gazzetta 
privilegiata di Bologna: “Sir. Dottore Felice Cocchi, Bolognese, who with honour practices 
in Upper Egypt the healing art learned in this University, has kindly donated to our 
Museo di Antichità a Mummy closed in its case, painted on all sides. ... The case is of 
wood, in the figure of a body, but bandaged and ornamented according to Egyptian 
custom”.18 The mummy and coffin arrived in Leghorn before November 16, 1841, and, 
together with another mummy and its coffin, were examined by Ippolito Rosellini (1800-
1843) as an exchange of letters between the latter and Ferlini confirms.19 The scholar 
defined both mummies [and coffins] as being of little interest to science but in a pretty 
good state of preservation. Unfortunately, the mummy sent to Bologna was opened 
from head to abdomen at customs for fear that it contained contraband goods; after that, 
Ferlini removed the rest of the bandage and the underlying palm-fibre mat, discovering 
the skeletonized remains of the deceased and tissue envelopes, presumably containing 
organs, placed in the lower abdomen. According to the museum director Girolamo 
Bianconi (1772-1847), the acquisition of this mummy with its coffin was functional to 
educate the public and enrich the museum with a female figure.20 The skeleton and 
parts of a mummified body handed over in 1869 to Luigi Calori (1807-1896), director of 
the Museo di Anatomia, likely correspond to the mummy donated by Felice Cocchi.21 
Considering that Ta-shaâ-kheper’s coffin is not included in the inventory compiled by 
Filippo Schiassi in 1835, while it is present in Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione. Regia 
Università di Bologna. Inventario delle proprietà mobili dello Stato esistenti al 31 Dicembre 1870 

17 Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 226-227, no. 1961. 
18 Translation of: “Il sir. Dottore Felice Cocchi, Bolognese, che con onore esercita nell’alto Egitto l’arte salutare 
imparata in questa nostra Università, ha donato graziosamente il nostro Museo di Antichità di una Mummia 
chiusa nella sua cassa, dipinta da ogni parte. ... La cassa è di legno, in figura del corpo, ma fasciato e ornato 
secondo il costume egiziano”, in Gazzetta privilegiata di Bologna, no. 6 (January 14, 1842), “Bologna, 14. 
Gennaro”. See also Brizzolara 1984, 163.
19 Biblioteca Universitaria di Pisa (hereafter BUPi), Fondo I. Rosellini, Ms.294.1.53.4–5; Museo Civico 
Archeologico of Bologna (MCABo), Historical Archive, Fondo Università, b. 60, fasc. H, transcription with 
integrations made by Ferlini of a letter from I. Rosellini to G. Ferlini, Pisa, 10 December 1841, in MCABo, 
Historical Archive, Fondo Ferlini, b. 1, vol. 6,  “Corrispondenza dei Professori Ungarelli, Rosellini e Migliarini”, 
f. 81-82. Ferlini adds in the copy of Rosellini’s letter that the mummies are inside coffins. It was common at 
the time to denote by the word mummy both the body of the deceased and the anthropoid coffin.
20 MCABo, Historical Archive, Fondo Università, b. 60, fasc. H, copy of letter from [G. Bianconi] to [cardinal C. 
Opizzoni, archchancellor of the University], December 1841, requesting authorization to accept the donation 
by bearing the transport costs from Livorno. See also Brizzolara, 1984, 162-163. Bianconi was director of the 
museum from 1836 to 1847.
21 MCABo, Historical Archive, Fondo Università, b. 58, “Corrispondenza 1869-1872", authorization for the 
transfer of these human remains from the Rector of the University to the then museum director F. Rocchi, 24 
November 1869, and declaration of receipt from L. Calori, 1 December 1869. See also BUPi, Fondo I. Rosellini, 
Ms.294.1.53.5. This research deserves further investigation.
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nell’Archeologia,22 its acquisition must occur within those 35 years. So far, no document 
has been found attesting any other acquisition of an anthropoid coffin.

Ta-shaâ-kheper belonged to a well-known Theban family, which retained identical 
religious and administrative titles from the Libyan to the Saitic period.23 She was the 
daughter of the Princess Sopdet-em-hââwt and of the Prophet of Amun-Re, king of the 
gods, scribe TA and imy-st-a of  the estate/domain of Montu, lord of Thebes, Pa-di-Amon-
neb-neswt-tawy.24 The accurate facial features and the richness of the iconographic and 
textual layout of the coffin, inner and outer sides, document the privileged social status 
of this lady, who bore the title of Mistress of the house.

Fig. 2: 3D model of the coffin of Ta-shaâ-kheper: orthoimages from five sides and perspective view.

22 Both inventories are kept in the historical archive of the Museo Civico Archeologico in Bologna. Filippo 
Schiassi was director of the museum from 1810 to 1835.
23 Pernigotti 1990; Meffre 2015; Meffre 2016. See also Taylor 1984.
24 Pernigotti 1990, 18-21; Meffre 2015, 11-15.
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According to the 3D survey (Fig. 2), the coffin is 178 cm long, 53 cm wide at the 
shoulders, and 44 cm tall at the feet. It corresponds from a stylistic point of view to a 
variant of Theban design 3 of Taylor’s classification, which Meffre identifies with design 
3C.25 This kind of inner coffin with a dorsal pillar and plinth represents a key feature of 
the 25th-26th dynasty. Still, the vulture headdress painted over long, flowing locks with 
the addition of a fringe of curls at brow-line, and the presence of piercings in the earlobes 
allow us to more precisely attribute the coffin to the 26th dynasty.26 The same dating is 
confirmed by Meffre’s genealogical study of her family.27

Further down the winged figure of the Goddess Nut sitting on a door, the lid has a 
central panel with seven columns of text running to the ankles. On the side decorative 
panels, the son of Horus and forms of Anubis are symmetrically arranged among bands 
of texts in a sequence suggesting the Stundenwachen. An image of the mummy on a 
bier with a Ba bird flying away is depicted at the top of the central panel. A djed-pillar 
wearing the double feathers crown and holding the heka-scepter and the nekhekh-flail 
with the hands side by side decorates the underside of the floorboard. It is flanked by 
horizontal inscriptions in black on yellow and white backgrounds. A snake biting its tail 
represents the top frieze of the outer side of the box. A frieze of ankh-neb-was symbols is 
represented on the front of the plinth. The Goddesses Isis and Nephtys are painted on the 
feet decorative panel and on the end head, respectively, while Isis and Nut are painted 
in black on white background in the interior of the lid and the floorboard, respectively.

As far as we know, the coffin underwent two conservation treatments during the 20th 
century. While almost nothing is known about the former, which was carried out in the 
1960s by Ancilla Cacace – only a generic list of materials used by the conservator and a 
few photos preserved in the Historical Photographic Archive ‘FOTOWALL’ of Walter 
Breveglieri are available –,28 we know that about a decade later the conservator Ottorino 
Nonfarmale applied a series of investigation techniques to this coffin (XRF, UV, and IR) 
before his conservative intervention.29

5. Coffin assemblage of Usai (MCABo EG 1957, EG 1962, EG 1964)
Other coffins arrived in Bologna in 1861 via the testamentary bequest of the Bolognese 

painter Pelagio Palagi (1775-1860).30 In 1831, he bought four coffins dating to the 25th-26th 
dynasty by Giuseppe Nizzoli (1792-1858), former chancellor at the Austrian consulate in 
Egypt.31 These coffins are listed in the catalogue of Nizzoli’s collection, published in 
Alexandria, Egypt, in 1827,32 making them available for sale.33 

25 Taylor 2003, 114-115; Meffre 2015, 50-53.
26 Taylor 2013, 547-548, specifies second half of the 26th dynasty. The coffin was dated to the 22nd-23rd 
dynasty by Cesaretti 1990, 208-211, no. 158.
27 Meffre 2016, 55-56.
28  I thank the Minerva publishing house for informing me of the existence of these photos.
29 This documentation and an unpublished summary conservation report are kept in the museum’s archives.
30 As for Pelagio Palagi, see Catalogo mostra 1976; Tovoli 1984; Poppi 1996.
31 As for Palagi’s acquisition of the Nizzoli collection, see Picchi 2011; Picchi 2021, in particular 27-28, 
including bibliography. As for Giuseppe Nizzoli and his interest for the Egyptian antiquities, see Daris 
2005; Rindi Nuzzolo 2014; Rindi Nuzzolo 2016; Rindi Nuzzolo, Guidotti 2014, Rindi Nuzzolo, Guidotti 2015.
32 Nizzoli 1827. 
33 As for the sale of this Nizzoli’s collection to Palagi, see Picchi 2021, with earlier bibliography.
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The author first highlights in Chapter XVI the excellent state of conservation and the 
extraordinary iconography of the qrsw coffin belonging to Usai or Wesy, son of Nekhet 
and Herib-Bastet.34 After two pages of a detailed description of the outer coffin, Nizzoli 
moves on to the anthropoid coffins and Usai’s mummy inside, on which he dwells 
more briefly.35 These coffins are said to come from Thebes, where similar assemblages 
are well-attested. In 1878, Giovanni Kminek-Szedlo (1828-1896) published only the qrsw 
coffin, focusing on its complex iconographic and textual apparatus,36 which gathered 
all the mythological elements needed for the rebirth of Usai. More recently, John Taylor 
has considered the Usai coffin assemblage in an inspiring article, highlighting the 
presence of social patterns in Theban coffins of the 25th dynasty and arranging them in 
approximate chronological order by generation.37 The ‘higher elite’ coffin assemblage 
of Usai is believed to date to the half/late 25th dynasty.38 Radiocarbon dating of a 
fabric sample, taken from the deep layers of the mummy and a wooden sample of 
the intermediary coffin provided preliminary chronological data, which need further 
investigation.39

Fig. 3: 3D model of the qrsw coffin of Usai: orthoimages from four sides and perspective view.

According to the 3D survey, the outer coffin (MCABo EG 1957)40 is 240 cm long, 93 
cm wide, and 97 cm tall (Fig. 3). It consists of a rectangular four-sided box with corner 
pillars, above which are placed three akhem-falcons – one is missing –, and a vaulted lid. 

34 Nizzoli 1827, 29-31, no. XVI.1.
35 Nizzoli 1827, 31, no. XVI.1. A bead net in faience was on the mummy.
36  Kminek-Szedlo 1878.
37 Taylor 2018.
38 Taylor 2018, 361.
39 Picchi et al. 2022; Picchi, Oliva 2026, 127-142.
40  Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 219-223, no. 1957. See also Cesaretti 1994, 211-212, no. 159; Picchi 2016, 468-469 and 
565, no. VII.48, with earlier bibliography.
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The lid features two facing jackals and, in the centre, an akhem-falcon on an axial text 
line, which divides the vault surface into two decorative panels. On each panel, a bottom 
kheker-frieze and two lines of text frame images and spells (Book of the Day) concerning 
the sun god’s journey in the sky on a boat towered by deities and drawn by boatmen. 
The exterior wall of the box concerns the nocturnal vigil over the body of Osiris. A line 
of text runs along its top border, while a palace facade frieze runs along the bottom one. 
Canopic divinities inside shrines and columns of texts (Book of the Night) are in sequence 
on the longer outer sides, watching over the deceased. The goddesses Isis and Nephtys, 
flanked by columns of text, are depicted on the shorter outer sides, respectively. The 
interior of the coffin does not show any decoration.

Fig. 4: 3D model of the intermediate coffin of Usai: orthoimages from five sides and perspective view.
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The intermediary anthropoid coffin of Usai (MCABo EG 1962), according to the 3D 
survey (Fig. 4), is 206 cm long, 69 cm wide at the shoulders, and 73 cm tall at the feet.41 A 
tripartite wig with parallel stripes frames a face that is dark brown in colour – the beard on 
the chin is missing – in contrast to a polychrome wesekh-collar made of several rows of beads 
that surrounds the upper body. The remaining exterior surface of the coffin is monochrome 
except for an axial column of text running to the feet on the lid, and a line of text running 
around the box in the middle of the exterior wall. The floorboard is decorated with the figure 
of Imentit, the Goddess of the West. The lid corresponds to design 1, while the box to design 
1 of Taylor’s classification of the intermediary Theban coffins dated to the 25th-26th dynasty.

Fig. 5: 3D model of the internal coffin of Usai: orthoimages from five sides and perspective view.

41 Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 227, no. 1962. See also Cesaretti 1994, 212-214, no. 160; Picchi 2016, 468-469, 565, no. 
VII.48, with earlier bibliography.



Daniela Picchi et al.256

The inner coffin of Usai (MCABo EG 1964), according to the 3D survey (Fig. 5), is 187 cm 
long, 52 cm wide at the shoulders, and 40 cm tall at the feet.42 The male figure wears a wig 
with parallel stripes: blue and yellow on the front and blue, yellow, and red on the back. 
The face, brown in colour and endowed with a long beard, is enlightened by a polychrome 
wesekh-collar covering the shoulders. Further down, in a sequence of registers, it is possible 
to see: the Goddess Nut stretching her wings and sitting on a door, the judgment and 
presentation of Usai to Osiris, the mummy on a bier, the solar barque with adoring 
cynocephali, Sokar as a wrapped falcon between Isis and Nephtys, and an axial image 
of the Abydos fetish with lateral decorative panels containing the son of Horus and two 
wedjat-eyes. A large djed-pillar flanked by horizontal inscriptions is on the underside of the 
floorboard. The foot board with the Apis bull carrying the mummy to the tomb pairs with 
a scarab beetle on the head end and the solar disk on the head wall. The lid corresponds 
to design 4B, while the box to design 1 of Taylor’s classification of the inner Theban coffins 
dated to the 25th-26th dynasty.43 The interior of the coffin is without decoration.

Fig. 6: Sections of the 3D model of the intermediate and inner coffins of Usai.

During the 20th century, this coffin was not recognized as part of the assemblage of 
Usai and was displayed separately from the qrsw and intermediary coffin.44 One of the 
aims of this project was to virtually include each coffin inside the others and recompose 

42 Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 228-229, no. 1964. 
43 Taylor 2003, 115. See also Taylor 2018, 362-365, who attributes this kind of decoration to ‘lower elite’ burials.
44 Cesaretti 1990, 215-216, no. 163, where the coffin is not attributed to the same assemblage, as well as in 
Picchi 2016, 469, 565, no. VII.48, with earlier bibliography. 
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the coffin assemblage as described by Nizzoli. Elaborations of the 3D models constructed 
from the 3D survey allowed us to verify that the third coffin fits perfectly well into the 
second, thus confirming that they could be part of the same assemblage (Fig. 6). 

Modelling the survey in 3D also allowed us to identify weak areas: the central portion 
of the chest of the intermediate coffin consists of only a very thin layer of modern gypsum 
used to keep it assembled. These coffins underwent three conservation treatments during 
the 20th century, in the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s, but need a more detailed interdisciplinary 
diagnostic investigation, especially on the intermediate one, where these areas of 
weakness have been now clearly identified. 

6. The coffin of Un-Montu (MCABo EG 1960)
Palagi acquired from Nizzoli a fourth anthropoid coffin in 1831. Nizzoli’s description of 

a reddish coffin with a long beard in the Catalogo Dettagliato della Raccolta di Antichità Egizie 
riunite da Giuseppe Nizzoli allows its identification as that of Un-Montu, whose genealogy 
and titles are unknown.45 The artefact is enthusiastically considered “beautiful” and 
“well-preserved” by the author, who appreciates its “beautiful paintings, inscriptions, 
hieroglyphics, representations, allegories, and emblems”.46 This coffin is then mentioned 
in the inventory of the Palagi house museum, which was drawn up in 1860 after the 
painter’s death and before moving his collections from Milan to Bologna. The inventory 
reveals that the coffin was both painted and varnished, providing valuable information 
for reconstructing its conservation history.

The coffin of Un-Montu (MCABo EG 1960), according to the 3D survey (Fig. 7), is 
184 cm long, 52 cm wide at the shoulders, and 43 cm tall at the feet. This male coffin is 
characterized by a tripartite wig with parallel stripes, a dark-brown coloured face, and 
a beard presumably not original. The lid features on the breast the Goddess Nut sitting 
on a nbw-sign and further down a horizontal register representing the weighing of the 
heart and the presentation of the deceased to a series of deities. On the lower part of 
the body, there is a central panel consisting of seven columns of inscriptions running 
to the foot and flanked by a symmetrical sequence of deities inside shrines and lines of 
text. The orientation of the texts on the left and right sides, as well as that of the deities, 
is the same as those on the central panel. On the top of the panel, there is a mummy on 
a bier. The exterior of the box features five columns of text on the pillar, on white and 
yellow backgrounds, flanked by horizontal lines on the same backgrounds. The foot 
board and the head end of the lid represent two different moments of the cycle of the 
sun. The interior does not show any decoration. Based on stylistic comparisons, the lid 
corresponds to design 3 and the box to design 2 of Taylor’s classification of the inner 
Theban coffins dating to the 25th-26th dynasty.47 A date to the very early 26th dynasty 
has been also considered because the wings of Nut on the upper part of the lid are 
divided into four sections, and there is a repeated frieze of ankh-neb-was symbols on the 
front of the pedestal.

45 Nizzoli 1827, 31, XVI.3; Kminek-Szedlo 1895, 228-229, no. 1960.
46 Nizzoli 1827, 31, XVI.3. 
47 Taylor 2003, 114-115; Taylor 2017, 547.
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Fig. 7: 3D model of the coffin of Un-Montu: orthoimages from five sides and perspective view.

The coffin of Un-Montu underwent a conservation treatment in 2016–17 as part of the 
Intesa Sanpaolo Restituzioni project.48 The integration of radiocarbon dating, wood species 
identification, and CT imaging enabled a deep understanding of the coffin’s wooden 
structure.49 The tomographic investigation was performed in museum in collaboration 
with the Department of Astronomy and Physics of the University of Bologna.

48 Picchi 2018.
49 Fauzia et al. 2022. See also Thomas 2022, 196 note 93, 201-202 note 112.
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7. Next steps
The collaboration with the University of Bologna, whose imaging techniques 

complement those of the ABC Department of the Politecnico di Milano, will continue: 
the plan is to perform a CT scan of four more coffins to investigate the construction 
technique of the 25th-26th dynasty coffins of Theban provenance. Additionally, it may 
be interesting to study two lid fragments (MCABo EG 1966 and MCABo EG 1965) in 
light of the conclusions drawn for the entire coffins illustrated above.

The lid fragment MCABo EG 1966, corresponding to the upper right part of an 
anthropoid coffin feet decorative panel, was presumably donated to the museum 
between 1885 and 1895 by Federico Amici Bey (1828–1907).50 Born in Rome to a Bolognese 
family, Amici lived from 1875 to 1885 in Egypt, where he was appointed Director of 
Statistics.51 He was responsible for the first national census of Egypt.52 After his return 
to Italy, he donated various Egyptian antiquities and the mummy of a child with three 
tunics to the museum, following the tradition of donations by citizens, to which we owe 
the formation of the Egyptian collection in Bologna. This small fragment (41 cm long, 
31,5 cm wide, and 3,3 cm deep), presumably belonging to an outer coffin, retains part 
of the right wing of a goddess sitting on a door and, further down, the figures of three 
cynocephali worshipping the solar barque behind the Goddess Isis. At the moment, it is 
generically dated to the Late Period.

The provenance of the lid fragment MCABo EG 1965 is unknown. From the documents 
found so far, it is unclear when and from whom Pelagio Palagi acquired this wooden 
fragment, which corresponds to the central panel of the lid of the anthropoid coffin 
belonging to Pa-bik-nen / Pa-Hrw-nen, son of Tash.53 This carefully polished wooden 
fragment with five columns of carved hieroglyphs (Book of the Dead spell 72) is 85 cm 
long, 24 cm wide, and 4,5 cm deep. It can be generically dated from the Late to Ptolemaic 
period in the absence of the rest of the coffin, particularly the head.54

Hopefully, the integration of archival research and a detailed physical survey of these 
objects will provide helpful information to reconstruct their provenance and guide future 
operations of conservation, re-display, and re-contextualisation. The future of research 
on these complex objects lies in an integrated multidisciplinary approach.
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