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Abstract

Preliminary results of the scientific project
on ancient fingerprints, born from the
cooperation between the Egyptian Museum
in Turin and the Department of the
Scientific Police are discussed. Following
the study on ancient fingerprints on
terracotta ushabtis found by Ernesto
Schiaparelli in Deir el-Medina, this study
deals with the fingerprints of Egyptian
mummies.

The topic of this research is the study of ancient Egyptian

fingerprints.

The study has been developed from cooperation between

the Turin Egyptian Museum and the Forensic Police

Department of Turin.The scientific investigation has been

carried out by Dr. Matilde Borla, egyptologist of the Turin

Egyptian Museum and by Chief Police Inspector Andrea

Giuliano.

Regarding the observations of anthropological nature, we

were honoured with the participation of the Department

of Animal and Human Biology of Turin, which we thank very

much for having kindly received us for this congress.

As far as fingerprints are concerned, we have to make a

distinction between two classes of finds:

I. Archaeological finds (terracotta statues, ceramics and
other clay material)

2. Anthropological finds (human mummies)

Our research started one year ago with archaeological

finds.

The first step of the research concerned methodology, the

technique of investigation: how to obtain fingerprints from

ancient finds?

Obviously, because of conservation problems, not all

modern techniques can be applied. The method we used

followed four steps:

I. Preliminary macroscopical observation
2. Photos

3. Picture enlargement and digital elaboration of the
pictures
4. Fingerprints study

We start by briefly describing the investigation carried out
on archaeological finds: Egyptian shabtis, a class of funerary
statues (Fig. 1).While studying and classifying some

Fig. 1 - Funerary shabtis of Nespayherhat.

terracotta shabtis of an Egyptian priest of Amon named
Nespayherhat from the Deir el-Medina necropolis —
excavated by Schiaparelli 1909, some lines on the back
sides of the statues were observed. After a while it was
realised that we were confronted by fingerprints (Fig. 2).
Studies of the fingerprints, especially the identification of
the fingers and their position on the object itself, let us
understand how the craftsman worked with his hands in
moulding the shabti with his left and right thumbs. Further
result, from a methodological point of view, is the database
of ancient fingerprints that we will put on line as soon as
possible.

The second step of our research concerned
anthropological finds.
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Fig. 2 - The back side of shabti S.10354.

The Turin Egyptian Museum has 71 human mummies (most
of them in storage). Some of these belong to the Drovetti
collection, bought in 1824; others are the result of the
excavations carried out by Schiaparelli, Farina and Marro in
Egypt.

We should underline that only some of the mummies kept
in Turin are unwrapped. Most of them are wrapped and, at
the moment, we don’t have the possibility of using them for
our research.

Probably, in the future, we could utilise methods, that are
not invasive and which would allow us to verify the state of
conservation of fingerprints in order to study them.
Among the mummies that are unwrapped we selected
Prov. 610,611,612, Suppl. 293, Suppl. 5056, 5060, C2256.
The test investigation started with both hands of a mummy
from the Drovetti collection, Inventory number Cat. 2256
(Fig. 3).The left hand is wrapped.The right one is

Fig. 3 - The right hand C. 2256.

unwrapped and bears very nice fingerprints.As we can see,
the papillary drawing of the finger is better preserved in
comparison with that of the palm region.
In correspondence with the finger, the sheaves of papillary
lines are distinguishable and allow us to establish the
correspondent fingerprint pattern (we call them basal,
marginal and central).
| Let us observe each finger of the hand:
The forefinger (Fig. 4): is characterized by a scheme of
the whorl type.
There are two visible deltas and the centre of the
fingerprint is precisely determinable.

2 The middle finger unfortunately presents a partial
epithelial exfoliation that does not presently allow us to
establish the fingerprint pattern.

3 The ring finger (Fig. 4) has the papillary drawing (ridges)
very well preserved. It is a whorl fingerprint pattern
(like the forefinger). It is possible to determine, in a very
simple manner, both the area of the deltas and that of
the centre of the fingerprint.

4 The little finger: being partially wrinkly, it does not allow
us to establish the fingerprint pattern with any certainty
(we cannot establish a correspondence with fingerprint
pattern).

For each finger we also looked for friction ridge

characteristics (whose technical name is “minutiae”). These

are observable in all the fingerprints. It is amazing that on
the index and ring fingers the countersign of the features
reached greater numbers than those habitually required for
juridicial identification (15-17 features).

We close with the thumb: although the fingerprint is very

well preserved, we are not able to identify it because of the

position of the finger, turned down on the palm of the
hand.

Fig. 4 - Left:The forefinger Right:The ring finger Whorl dactilary type.
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The difficulty in reading the thumb fingerprint brings us to
a discussion related to the methods of obtaining
fingerprints from ancient biological finds, a serious problem
of conservation and one which requires non-invasive
techniques.

A possibility that we would like to test, in order to obviate

the problems of conservation and of anthropological finds

decipherment specified above, is offered by the technique
of radiological investigation using CT-scan.

This method, successfully used in the facial reconstruction

of the mummy of Harwa (topic treated in the poster

section), has never been used in the study of
fingerprints.

We would like to conclude by underlining what we can

obtain from this research and a listing of our goals.An

enormous numbers of intellectual, technological and
financial resources are involved. Is this research really
useful?

In our opinion the answer is positive because we could test

a large number of innovative methods that will allow to:

| Provide a new forensic method for the identification of
human remains, as for example in aircraft disasters.

2 Carry on studies on the variations of shape, of
dimension and of composition of ancient fingerprints in
order to improve our knowledge of their evolutionary
development.

3 Contribute to research on the ancient populations and
their evolution.

4 Deep observation of the skin of the mummies could
offer some precious information to palaeo-
anthropologists.

Finally, using CT-scan technology, we will also be able to

study the fingerprints of wrapped mummies. In this case we

would be able to compare the characteristics of both
hands.
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