
The Case of the Ka Nefer
Nefer Mummy Mask



Excavation at Saqqara, Egypt—20 miles south of 
Cairo. Above: Step Pyramid of Djoser (27th c. BCE.); 
Right: new excavation site just east of it. 1951. 
Headed by Muhammad Zakariya Ghunaym, a native-
born Egyptian archeologist, and newly appointed 
Chief inspector of Antiquities.





A death mask was found covering an unmummified body. 
The shabtis bear her full name, Ka Nefer Nefer, and the 
amulets are inscribed for Neferu. This hieratic scrawl on 
the hand on the mask itself was inscribed for her. 



And then it disappears from public view until 
1997, when it was purchased by Phoenix 
Ancient Art and sold to St Louis Art Museum.



The mask had been unaccounted for since 1952. When 
conservationists studied the mask in preparation of SLAM’s 
purchase they noted that Nefer’s name had been removed 
(sloppily).
Zahi Hawass, Sectetary General of the Supreme Counsil of 
Antiquites, Egypt wrote SLAM’s director in 2006 claiming 
the mask was stolen and asking for it to be returned.



TWO CONFLICTING VERSIONS OF ITS PROVENANCE

Egyptian government’s version:
1952, mask was found, placed in 
Saqarra storage
1959, mask was sent to Cairo for 
possible exhibition in Tokyo
1962, mask was returned to Saqarra
1966, mask was sent to Egyptian 
Antiquities Organization Restoration 
Lab
1973, mask was declared missing

SLAM’s version:
1952, mask was found, and given to Goneim
as a gift
Late 1950s, Goneim sold it to an Antiquities 
dealer in Brussels
Early 60s, purchased by Kaloterna collection 
and then bought by “an anonymous Swiss 
collector” 
1997, sold to Phoenix Ancient Arts
1998, sold to SLAM


