11th May 2016

FITZWILLIAM MUSEUM DISCOVER THE
YOUNGEST ANCIENT EGYPTIAN HUMAN FOETUS
IN MINIATURE COFFIN
A miniature ancient Egyptian coffin measuring just 44cm in
length has been found to contain the youngest ever example
of a human foetus to be embalmed and buried in Egyptian
society. This discovery is the only academically verified
specimen to exist at only sixteen to eighteen weeks of
gestation.
This landmark discovery from the Fitzwilliam Museum in
Cambridge, is remarkable evidence of the importance that
was placed on official burial rituals in ancient Egypt, even for
those lives that were lost so early on in their existence.
Curators at the Fitzwilliam made the discovery, during their
research for the pioneering bicentennial exhibition Death on
the Nile: Uncovering the Afterlife of ancient Egypt.
The tiny coffin was excavated at Giza in 1907 by the British
School of Archaeology and came into the collection at the
Fitzwilliam Museum the same year. It is a perfect miniature
example of a wooden coffin of the ancient Egyptian ‘Late
Period’ and may date to around 664-525 BC. The lid and box
are both made from cedar wood. Although the coffin is
deteriorated, it is clear that the wood was carefully carved on
a painstakingly small scale and decorated. This gave the
curators at the Fitzwilliam the first very clear indication of the
importance given to the coffin’s contents at this time in
ancient Egyptian society.
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The diminutive wrapped package inside was carefully bound in bandages, over
which molten black resin had been poured before the coffin was closed. For
many years it was thought that the contents were the mummified remains of
internal organs that were routinely removed during the embalming of bodies.
Examination using X-ray imaging at the Fitzwilliam Museum was inconclusive,
but suggested that it may contain a small skeleton. It was therefore decided to
micro CT (computed tomography) scan the tiny bundle at Cambridge
University’s Department of Zoology. The cross-sectional images this produced
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gave the first pictures of the remains of a tiny human body held within the
wrappings, which remain undisturbed.
Dr Tom Turmezei, recently Honorary Consultant Radiologist at Addenbrooke’s
Hospital in Cambridge collaborated with the Fitzwilliam Museum, alongside Dr.
Owen Arthurs, Academic Consultant Paediatric Radiologist at Great Ormond
Street Hospital, London. The ground-breaking results were based on their
extensive knowledge of CT imaging and paediatric autopsy.
Five digits on both hands and feet and the long bones of the legs and arms were
all clearly visible. Although the soft skull and pelvis were found to be collapsed
the categorical consensus was that inside the bundle was a human foetus
estimated to be of no more than eighteen weeks gestation. It was impossible to
give a gender to the specimen and it is thought that the foetus was probably the
result of a miscarriage, as there were no obvious abnormalities to explain why it
could not have been carried to full-term.
From the micro CT scan it is noticeable that the foetus has its arms crossed over
its chest. This, coupled with the intricacy of the tiny coffin and its decoration, are
clear indications of the importance and time given to this burial in Egyptian
society.
‘CT imaging has been used successfully by the museum for several projects in
recent years, but this is our most successful find so far’, Dr. Tom Turmezei
explained. ‘The ability of CT to show the inner workings of such artefacts without
causing any structural damage proved even more invaluable in this case, allowing
us to review the foetus for abnormalities and attempt to age it as accurately as
possible’.
Julie Dawson, Head of Conservation at the Fitzwilliam Museum said, ‘Using noninvasive modern technology to investigate this extraordinary archaeological find
has provided us with striking evidence of how an unborn child might be viewed
in ancient Egyptian society. The care taken in the preparation of this burial
clearly demonstrates the value placed on life even in the first weeks of its
inception.'
Tutankhamun’s tomb contained two small foetuses that had been mummified
and placed in individual coffins, but these infants were both significantly more
developed, at about 25 weeks and 37 weeks into gestation. Very few other
examples of burials of miscarried babies have so far been identified from ancient
Egypt.
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The miniature coffin is currently on display as part of the exhibition Death on the
Nile: Uncovering the Afterlife of ancient Egypt until 22nd May 2016 at the
Fitzwilliam Museum Cambridge.
- Ends For further information and images contact the Press Office:
01223 332941 | press@fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk
Notes to editors:
The Fitzwilliam Museum, Trumpington Street, Cambridge CB2 1RB
FREE ADMISSION
OPEN:
Tuesday - Saturday: 10.00 - 17.00
Sundays and Bank Holiday Mondays: 12.00 - 17.00
CLOSED:
24-26 & 31 December, 1 January and Good Friday.
Founded in 1816 the Fitzwilliam Museum is the principal museum of the University of Cambridge
and lead partner for the University of Cambridge Museums (UCM) Major Partner Museum
programme, funded by The Arts Council. The Fitzwilliam’s collections explore world history and
art from antiquity to the present day. It houses over half a million objects from ancient Egyptian,
Greek and Roman artefacts, to medieval illuminated manuscripts, masterpiece paintings from the
Renaissance to the 21st century, world class prints and drawings, and outstanding collections of
coins, Asian arts, ceramics and other applied arts. The Fitzwilliam presents a wide ranging public
programme of major exhibitions, events and education activities, and is an internationally
recognised institute of learning, research and conservation. www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk
Bicentenary Business Partners
The Museum’s year-long celebrations of exhibitions and events for all have been made possible by
our Business Partners. TTP Group plc, ACE Cultural Tours, Hewitsons LLP, Marshall of Cambridge,
Rheebridge Ltd and Sotheby’s are supporting the bicentenary year.
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