
The evocative phrase, “Death on the Nile” has become synonymous with  
the celebrated Agatha Christie story set in the early 20th century.

However, there is another, altogether more sinister tale of Egypt to be told; 
one of treachery and murder, and spiced with  

a little black magic for good measure.
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Pictured is the Lee Papyrus; one of the documents recounting the sinister magic used in the Harem Conspiracy 
against Ramesses III, and the trial of those accused of “the abomination of every god and goddess. . . .”
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During the latter half of Egypt’s 
great 19th dynasty, a series of ineffectual 
kings embarked upon a course of political 
fragmentation and internal feuding,  

severely diminishing Egypt’s might and influence.
In the spring of 1184 b.c. the founder of the 20th 

Dynasty, Pharaoh Setnakhte died, passing the mantle 
of kingship to his 31-year-old son Ramesses—the third 
ruler to bear the name.

Unfortunately for the new pharaoh, Egypt’s wilting 
influence on the international stage coincided with 
cataclysmic events taking place across swathes of the 
Near East. Widespread droughts and crop failures 
together with a new threat from of a group known as 
the “Sea Peoples”. This was an alliance of armed settlers 
from around the Mediterranean who had banded 
together with the firm goal of finding a new home. For 
the Sea Peoples, Egypt’s relatively green lands must 
have seemed a very attractive target—and they were 
prepared to take it by force.

Ramesses’ reforms included the strengthening of 
Egypt’s military (subduing incursions by the Libyans 
in the process), and in the eighth year of his reign, 
neutralising the threat of the Sea Peoples.

Ramesses fought off the Sea Peoples on several 
occasions, as his predecessor, Merenptah, had done 
some 30 years earlier. Eventually, the Sea Peoples’ forces 
were soundly defeated on land and sea and never  
recovered to pose another threat to Egypt. In  
Ramesses’ words, “As for those who reached my bound-
ary, their seed is not. Their hearts and their souls are 
finished unto all eternity.”

Although victorious, these conflicts would eventu-
ally produce a devastating effect on the economic 
welfare of the country. As the drought gripped the 
country, widespread hunger led to unrest amongst the 
population.

This being said, at the age of around 62, with Egypt’s 
borders secured, Ramesses could perhaps have ex-
pected to spend his remaining years in relative peace 
and security.

Our story takes place over 3,000 years ago and, like Agatha Christie’s, 
is also set upon the banks of the great Nile. The year is 1155 b.c. One 
of Egypt’s last formidable pharaohs is about to be caught in a series 

of sinister events leading inexorably to his violent demise.
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Text from the Lee Papyrus, detailing the 
treachery of the Harem Conspiracy .

The royal residence had for many years been the 
great city of Pi-Ramesses in the Nile Delta, however, 
Ramesses, had recently moved the court some 350 
miles south to Thebes and his palace within the precinct 
of his royal worship temple at Medinet Habu. 

Here the pharaoh’s extensive coterie included the 
upper echelons of administrators, army commanders, 
domestics, his family and royal harem. 

As a sign of great status, and to ensure a smooth 
succession to a treasured son, it was common for the 
pharaoh to have many wives within the royal harem. 
The role of “King’s mother” was a prestigious one, so 
championing one’s own offspring must have been a 
constant temptation for the ambitious. 

As the eldest surviving male child, the son of Queen 
Tyti, Prince Ramesses (IV), had been established as 
heir apparent. However, as we shall see, one of the 
king’s secondary wives, Tiye, harboured ambitions to 
place her own son, Pentawere upon the throne of Egypt.

Tiye and several members of the royal court plotted 
to assassinate the ageing monarch and instigate an 
armed uprising that they hoped would trigger a wide-
spread revolt, culminating in Prince Pentawere being 
crowned Pharaoh in place of his half-brother.

Secluded as they were from the outside world, the 
ladies of the harem needed to solicit assistance from 
members of the royal household with external access. 
This perilous course of action was essential not only 
in synchronising the assassination with the planned 
uprising but also perhaps in obtaining the necessary 
expertise to dispatch Ramesses himself.

What we know today of the conspiracy comes from 
two surviving documents, the Judicial Papyrus of 
Turin, and the Lee and Rollin Papyri (both parts of 
one document).

These 3,000-year-old papyrus records contain tran-
scripts of the trials of those implicated in the  
conspiracy. Pebekkamen, “chief of the chamber”, is  
named as Tiye’s main accomplice. He in turn enlisted 
several associates including the military commander 
General Pasai. The records show that it was Pasai who 

“Penhuibin. . . said to him: 'Give to me a roll  
for enduing me with strength and might. . . .' "
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“He gave to him a magic roll of Usermaatre-Meriamun (Ramesses III), 
Life! Prosperity! Health! The Great God.”

t H\

was to lead the armed revolt against Ramesses IV after 
his father’s assassination. 

Pentawere, Pasai’s superior, also commanded an 
elite group of foot soldiers. With these military assets 
the dissidents no doubt felt confident that they would 
meet with little resistance to their treachery, and once 
Pentawere was proposed as Pharaoh the remaining 
military would surely capitulate.

Like all Egyptian kings, Ramesses III was consid-
ered semi-divine, residing under the protection and 
endorsement of the gods. It was this theology that 
allowed the Pharaoh to rule with utmost authority.

Without the help of supernatural forces, attempting 
an act of heresy such as an assault upon the king’s 
person was doomed to fail. The court records in the 
Lee Papyrus tell us that the conspirators stole a “secret 
book of magic from the royal library” to use against 

the king. Black magic incantations from Ramesses’ 
own library were used with malevolent intent to bring 
the treachery to its fruition. The court magician, Preka-
menef, is directly accused of contriving to remove any 
protective magic surrounding the king, making him 
vulnerable to attack. Now, with everything in place 
the traitors waited for the appointed hour to arrive.

One evening in early April 1153 b.c. as the king 
relaxed in the opulent surroundings of Medinet Habu, 
the ladies of the royal harem and their fellow con-
spirators, believing the diabolical incantations and 
burning wax dolls had incapacitated the palace guards 
and weakened the king, made their move. 

What happened next is still unclear, but evidently 
the plot was discovered before the coup could be fully 
executed. The widespread revolt never gained momen-
tum, and the traitors were apprehended almost  

No expense was spared in the construction of Ramesses III’s great royal worship temple at Medinet Habu. It was designed 
to perpetuate his memory as a strong and pious ruler, and help sustain his soul for eternity. In this scene the king offers 
sweet-smelling incense to the Theban divine family—Amun, Mut and Khonsu—while receiving Thoth’s blessing.
However, elsewhere, things were not faring well. The elite craftsmen from Deir el-Medina who worked on the royal tombs 
in the Valley of the Kings relied on government rations to survive—and they hadn't been paid—for two months. And so it 
was during Ramesses III's reign that the world's first recorded labour strike was held, ca. 1155 b.c. 
It may not have been hard for the coup conspirators to convince recruits to the cause that the king wasn’t up to the job.
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“Now, when he was examined concerning them, 
truth was found in every crime and in every evil (deed). . . ."

immediately. The conspirators had grossly miscalcu-
lated. Prince Ramesses quickly regained control and 
the attempted coup ended in failure. However within 
the apartments of his “Temple of millions of years,” 
the ageing pharaoh lay mortally wounded.

That Ramesses was assassinated, is only ever alluded 
to cryptically. Egyptian records concerning attacks 
upon the king’s person are notoriously obscure. Con-
ceding that a pharaoh—the “Son of Ra”—could be 
harmed by mortal weapons would bring into question 
the entire principle of divine kingship. 

Nevertheless, the papyrus trial records refer to 
Ramesses III as the “great god”—an epithet only given 
to deceased kings. As an ostracon from Deir el-Medi-
na recorded: “The hawk has flown to heaven”.  

The atmosphere at court must have been extreme-
ly tense in the days following the revolt. Surviving 
sections of the Judicial Papyrus detail the four trials 
that were held to deal with conspirators. Twenty-eight 
people were sentenced to execution and ten were per-
mitted the “honour” of taking their lives.

We are never told exactly how many harem women 
were accused, or indeed what fate befell Queen Tiye. 
Possibly to avoid causing embarrassment to the royal 
family, Prince Pentawere was one of those offered the 
option of death by suicide. 

In another twist to the tale, while attempting to 
gain leniency, inmates of the harem were discovered 
fraternising with members of the judiciary. Punishment 
for the judges involved was metered out in a gruesome 

THE SCENE OF THE CRIME?
The so-called Harem Suites are situated on the top floor of the fortified gatehouse to  
Medinet Habu. Was it here, while Ramesses was “entertaining” the maidens of his harem 
that the conspirators pounced? 
The wall scenes leave us in no doubt that these rooms were dedicated to pleasurable pursuits. Here 
we see the king enjoying a game of nude senet with one of his concubines. Neither Ramesses III or the young lady are 
wearing much more than a smile.
INSET: The Harem Suite reliefs have suffered since they were (thankfully) recorded by the Prussian expedition led by  
Lepsius, who recorded them in the early 1840s.
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form: their noses and ears were cut off.
The mummy of Ramesses III was discovered—along 

with those of many other New Kingdom pharaohs— in 
the Deir el-Bahri cache in 1881. The royal dead had 
been rounded up by Theban priests and rescued from 
further desecration after their tombs had been opened 
by state officials hungry for bullion. 

The years since this momentous discovery have 
seen numerous theories surrounding the actual cause 
of Ramesses’ death: from food poisoning (the servant 
in charge of his food and drink was among those listed 
for high treason), to a strike from a deadly snake (some 
of the traitors were referred to as “lord of the snakes”). 

However, recent forensic studies of the ruler’s 
remains have finally solved the mystery. CT scans 
revealed a deep wound to the throat that was probably 
fatal. Indeed, the mummy bears multiple lacerations, 
suggesting attacks from more than one assailant. Could 
this have been the work of General Pasai and his sol-
diers? Or perhaps even Prince Pentawere himself?

In giving up its secrets, the Deir el-Bahri cache had 
one more part to play in our tale. An unmarked coffin 
was found to contain an unidentified male, his face 
eternally frozen in what appears to be a scream of 
agony. His hands and feet were bound, and he was 
wedged into a makeshift coffin accompanied by a 
ritually unclean goatskin.

One on hand, his post-mortem preparation for 
eternity was decidedly lacking; this mummy, dubbed 
“Unknown Man E”, had gone without the customary 
embalming: his internal organs were still in place. On 
the other hand, this man had been chosen by the priests 
to share the company of some of Egypt’s mightiest 
pharaohs. Whoever he was, he was clearly someone 
with royal connections. Following genetic analysis of 
this man and the mummy of Ramesses III, several 
prominent Egyptologists have hypothesised that 
“Unknown Man E” could, in fact, be none other than 
disgraced Prince Pentawere.

As for Prince Ramesses (IV), he succeeded his 
father as originally planned and the progeny of king 
Ramesses III continued to rule Egypt for another 100 
years. The New Kingdom, however, was never again 
to witness the splendour of its golden age. 

The great warrior king had spent much of his long 
reign repelling invaders from Egypt’s borders, while 
never suspecting his deadliest enemies were all along, 
those closest to him.

“He had done them all, together with all the other great criminals."
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THE MIGDOL GATE
The original entrance to Ramesses III's great temple at 
Medinet Habu is through a fortified gatehouse, known as a 
“migdol”. It is thought to be modelled on citadels the king 
had seen on military campaigns in Syria.

This gate, combined with the formidable mud-brick enclo-
sure wall, gave the temple a fortress-like nature, which was 
particularly useful under the reigns of the last Ramesside 
pharaohs. Bands of marauding Libyans often threatened 
the populace of West Thebes, with the kings seemingly  
unable to do anything about it. Townfolk were often forced 
to seek refuge behind the thick walls of Medinet Habu.

© LESLIE D. BLACK
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“The abomination of every god and every goddess all together."
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COLD CASE SOLVED

Adding to the intrigue of Ramesses III’s demise was 
the fact that when his mummy was unwrapped in 
1886, there were no obvious signs of death. His neck 
was left wrapped in a thick collar of linen bandages.

Trial records have long told us that Ramesses 
was the target of a palace coup. They also sug-
gest that the king survived the assassination 
attempt at least long enough to appoint the judg-
es for the conspiracy trial before succumbing to 
his injuries. It now seems likely that the attack was  
almost instantly fatal.

In 2005 Dr. Zahi Hawass launched the Egyptian 
Mummy Project to CT scan the most famous New 
Kingdom mummies in Cairo’s Egyptian Museum. The  
Egyptian-Italian team involved soon realised they may 
have solved a 3,100-year-old murder mystery. 

The scans of Ramesses III revealed that the ban-
dages around Ramesses’ throat had been hiding a 
knife wound that was deep enough to reach the ver-
tebrae. All the vital organs in this area—the trachea, 
oesophagus, and large blood vessels—were severed. 
Of course, for Ramesses, death was just a tempo-
rary state of affairs: detected inside the wound was 
a small Wedjat Eye amulet, placed there by priests to 
heal the wound for the king’s afterlife.

WHY THE CONSPIRACY?

The Egyptian kings governed by divine consent. In  
return for the gods’ blessing the king promised to up-
hold ma’at for all of Egypt.

Ma’at was the Egyptian concept of universal bal-
ance and order, and a sacred bond between the king 
and his gods. For the king, retaining ma’at justified 
their god-given right to rule. That meant everything 
from governing his people fairly, displaying absolute 
devotion to the gods, and keeping at bay the foreign 
forces of chaos (isfet) and enemies of ma’at.

Many temples are decorated with bold images 
of the “smiting scene”, showing the mighty pharaoh 
standing over the enemies of Egypt, who kneel in 
submission at his feet. The pharaoh clutches the en-
emy’s hair, poised to strike down with a mace.

These scenes were designed to symbolically de-
feat Egypt’s enemies and hold them in eternal sub-
mission, and send a message, loud and clear: the 
king was all-powerful and delivered his obligation to 
the Egyptian people and the gods.

Events such as erratic Nile flows, poor harvests, 
royal tomb builders striking, and the near loss of con-
trol of the Delta to the Sea Peoples may have been 
evidence to rebellious factions that Ramesses III had 
lost ma’at, and therefore his divine legitimacy to rule.

THE FATAL WOUND
A cross-section CT scan of the neck of Ramesses III. The 
stars highlight the width of the fatal cut to the neck. The 
arrow points to where embalming material has seeped 
into the open wound during mummification. 

RAMESSES III FROM "THE ROYAL MUMMIES" BY G. ELLIOT SMITH, 1912 © ALBERT ZINK, EUROPEAN ACADEMY OF BOLZANO/BOZEN (EURAC)
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“The great punishments of death were executed upon him. . . ."
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In June 1886, Gaston Maspero, head of the Egyptian 
Antiquities Service, was unwrapping a curious mum-
my found in the royal cache at Deir el-Bahri. Maspero 
assigned letters to the six anonymous mummies in 
the cache, and this one became “Mystery Man E”.

Looking at the above photo, it’s easy to see 
why Maspero thought that “Man E” had suffered a  
particularly unpleasant death—probably poisoned:

The mummy was unembalmed, had his hands and 
feet bound, and wore an alarming expression on his 
face, implying he died in horrible agony. 

Maspero’s suggestion was that this was the dis-
graced son of Ramesses III, Prince Pentawere, whose 
mother’s coup had failed so spectacularly. The court 
documents recording the aftermath of the coup tell 
us that rather than facing an execution, Pentawere 
was allowed to take his life.

The question remains, however, why would one of   
the traitors whose actions the Judcial Papyrus des-
cribed as  “great abominations of the land” be allowed   
the honour of being buried with the royal family?

Although the body wasn’t mummified in the tradi-
tional manner of removing the major organs, a seem-
ingly hurried attempt had been made to preserve the 
body. When found it was covered in a layer of natron 
(a natural salt) to dry it out, and wrapped in layers of 
bandages. The man’s eyes had also been packed with 
linen to maintain his appearance after death. It was 
clear that despite his tortured appearance, Mystery 
Man E was cared for after death.

CT scans of the mummy revealed compressed 
skinfolds around the neck, which suggested a violent 
death; possibly strangulation or hanging.

Analysis of DNA results revealed that the man was 
indeed royalty; Man E and Ramesses III were directly 
related to each other in the paternal line, strongly 
suggesting they were father and son. So is the body 
of Unknown Man E that of Pentawere? It can’t be 
proven, but we can say “probably”.

It may be that the body of Pentawere, while denied 
an official elaborate mummification, was collected 
soon after death. His limbs were tied to hold them in 
place, and he was hurriedly wrapped and placed in 
a makeshift coffin by someone who still cared about 
his afterlife. A prince it seems, albeit a rogue one, is 
still a prince.

“MYSTERY MAN E” FROM “THE ROYAL MUMMIES” BY G. ELLIOT SMITH, 1912 (THE EGYPTOLOGY LIBRARY OF PEGGY JOY)

“MYSTERY MAN E” GIVEN A NAME?

"The expression of excruciating pain 

spread over the face hardly allow[s] for 

any other explanation."


