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Dr. Hourig Sourouzian, 
director of The Colossi of 
Memnon and Amenhotep 

III Temple Conservation Project, 
describes this black granite statue 
of Amenhotep III as “a master-
piece of ancient Egyptian sculp-
ture, extremely well worked and 
perfectly polished.”

The eternally youthful king is 
represented wearing the royal 
nemes headdress and the pleated 
shendyt kilt, held at the waist with 
a belt which is decorated with 
zigzag lines and closed by an oval- 
shaped clasp.

At almost 2.5 metres tall, the 
larger-than-life figure would have 
been an imposing sight at the 
entrance to the peristyle court of 
Amenhotep III’s monumental 
memorial temple on Luxor’s West 
Bank—famous since Classical 
times for the two seated sentinels 
we call the Colossi of Memnon.

This statue of the 18th-Dynasty 
king (ca. 1390–1352 b.c.) was 
discovered during the Project’s 
spring 2017 season in the 
company of goddesses—over a 
hundred of them. These statues of 
Sekhmet, the lioness goddess 
favoured by Amenhotep III, were 
found buried with apparent 
reverence among the smashed 
debris of the temple. It had been 
devastated first by a powerful 
earthquake, and then by the 
poundings of men, quarrying the 
collapsed walls and columns for 
their own master’s pharaonic 
grand designs.

The Sekhmet sculptures, this 
amazing royal statue and a figure 
(probably) of the king’s beloved 
wife, Tiye, have all helped the 
Memnon/Amenhotep III Project 
earn a place in NILE Magazine’s 
Top 5 Discoveries of 2017.

Learn more about this amazing 
statue, and the other fascinating 
Egyptological discoveries over the 
past 12 months, from page 49 in 
this issue of NILE. What do you 
think No. 1 will be?
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THUTMOSE 
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Sofia Aziz 

Part 3 of our series 
from The Royal 
Tombs of Ancient 
Egypt—Aidan 
Dodson’s detailed 
history of the 
resting places of 
Egypt’s rulers and 
their families. In 
this issue, the  
pyramids get 
smaller, but the 
funerary com-
plexes grow as we 
enter the final two 
dynasties of the 
Old Kingdom: the 
5th and 6th.
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Thutmose IV is 
often forgotten, 
surrounded as he 
is by the great 
warrior king 
Amenhotep II, and 
the “sun king”, 
Amenhotep III. Yet 
it may be that this 
king’s legacy 
outshone them 
both. We might 
well ask: would 
there have been an 
Akhenaten without 
a Thutmose IV? 

Snakes weren’t 
always the bad 
guys. In ancient 
Egypt, they were 
often revered. So 
what happened?

So we thought we 
knew the story of 
Belzoni, the 
sarcophagus of 
Seti I and Sir John 
Soane. Lenka 
Peacock presents 
three things that 
might surprise you.
Plus, we discover 
the original beauty 
of Seti I’s tomb via 
an incredible 
recreation at the 
Antikenmuseum 
Basel.

The Egyptian 
Ministry of Antiqui-
ties proudly 
described 2017 as 
“the year of 
discoveries,” and 
it’s pretty hard to 
disagree. NILE 
Magazine has 
certainly enjoyed 
bringing you the 
most exciting 
discoveries 
throughout the 
year. Now it’s time 
to look back and 
select the Top 5 
of 2017.

2017’s 
TOP 5

ROYAL 

TOMBS

20

28

35
SNAKE 
WORSHIP

Did Cleopatra really 
die of a snake bite? 
Or were snakes 
involved in 
another, more 
subtle way?
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FROM THE EDITOR

On January 12 this year, Dr. Zahi Hawass, 
the spirited former head of Egypt’s Ministry 
of Antiquities, posted this unusually matter-
of-fact message on his website: 

The West Valley at Luxor is sometimes called the “Val-
ley of the Monkeys” because of a wall scene in Ay’s buri-
al chamber. Featured are the 12 baboon deities (i.e. the 
“monkeys”) of the 12 hours of the night, through which 
the sun must travel before achieving rebirth at dawn.

It’s intriguing news. While the West Valley is much 
larger than the main Valley of the Kings, it contains only 
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The word “blockbuster” 
should be reserved for 
Tutankhamun exhibitions.
The young pharaoh’s world 
tour begins in May—and it’s 
a big one. Historically, 
Tutankhamun tours have 
been limited to around 50 
original artefacts. This 
exhibition triples that.
Featured in this issue of 
NILE are some of the key 
pieces from the exhibition.

Subscribe to NILE69

a couple of known royal tombs—but plenty of hints that 
more remain to be discovered. 

In 2014, radar scans led to excavations that revealed 
foundation deposits (above), usually associated with tomb 
commencements. It is these scan results that are guiding 
the current excavations.

We wish Dr. Hawass the best of luck. And of course, 
we’ll keep you up to date with the latest news. Welcome to 
issue #12. Enjoy your NILE time!

Jeff Burzacott

© MINISTRY OF ANTIQUITIES

-

Jeff Burzacott
editor@nilemagazine.com.au

~

“In January 2018, Zahi Hawass launched his own 

excavations at the Valley of the Monkeys, a side 

valley in the area of the Valley of the Kings. 

The focus of the excavations is in the area in 

close proximity to the tomb of Ay, Tutankh-

amun’s successor. The radar scans in the area 

detected the presence of a possible entrance to 

a tomb at a depth of 5 meters. . . . It is believed 

that the location of the tomb of Ankhsenamun, 

Tutankhamun’s widow, who married Ay after Tut-

ankhamun’s death, is still hidden somewhere in 

the Valley of the Monkeys.”
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Obelisks are usually erected in pairs, flanking 
gateways. One obelisk, however, was raised  
at Karnak Temple as a single obelisk. One  
pharaoh commissioned it, while another 
erected it. Who where they?

1.

3.

4.

5.

7.

8.

6.

9.

2. When is the new Grand Egyptian Museum due 
to partially open to the public?

Statues of Cleopatra VII (the Cleopatra) have 
been tentatively identified by the number of 
uraei (protective cobras) on her brow. How 
many is she represented as wearing?

Which 6th-Dynasty king created the first 
female viziers (chief ministers) in pharaonic 
history by granting the title to one of his wives 
and one of his mothers-in-law?

Which New Kingdom funerary text is inscribed 
on the exterior of Seti I’s alabaster sarcopha-
gus in Sir John Soane’s Museum in London?

Who was the first king of Egypt’s 5th Dynasty, 
and whose pyramid did he choose to cosy up 
to when he built his?

Much of what occupies the Karnak Open  
Air Museum was discovered inside the Third  
Pylon—monuments dismantled by Amenhotep 
III and used as fill. Name two of these monu-
ments that have now been reassembled? 

During the spring 2017 season, how many 
statues of the goddess Sekhmet were discov-
ered in the ruins of Amenhotep III’s memorial 
temple at on the West Bank at Luxor?
a)  
b) 
c)

After a hiatus of nearly 200 years, which  
Middle Kingdom ruler reinstated grand 
pyramid-building?

by Jeff Burzacott

The NILE Quiz

Here’s a tip: devouring this issue of NILE will definitely 
make the Quiz a whole lot easier. There’s a good chance 
you’ll know the answers to a bunch of these questions 
already, but if you get stuck, you won’t need to dive 
for your 12-volume set of Gaston Maspero’s History 
of Egypt, Chaldea, Syria, Babylonia, and Assyria. All 
the answers are within the pages you are holding now. 
Enjoy! (All of the answers are also on page 18.)

10.
Who is thought to be the owner of the pre-
dynastic tomb U-j at Abydos, in which was 
found labels and pottery inscriptions believed 
to be ancient Egypt’s earliest writing? 

q6 b
Q

Kharga Oasis

Three (But they were good ones)
28 (Sekhmet finding skills: Intermediate)
109 (Enough Sekhmets already! We’re  
running out of space to store them)

Q



(A* = Abydos Dynasty)
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Year Dynasty In This Issue ...

Ptolemaic
Period

Late 
Period

2nd I.P.

3rd I.P.

New 
Kingdom

Middle 
Kingdom

1st I.P.

Old 
Kingdom

Early 
Dynastic

Period

664–525  

525–404 

945–715  

1069–945  

1186–1069  

1295–1186  

1550–1295  

1650–1550  

1795–1650  

1985–1795  

2345–2181  

2494–2345  

2613–2494  
2686–2613  

2890–2686  

2125–1985  

332–30BC 
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p.20

3100–2890  

Trojan 
Horse

1184 b.c. 

Ziggurat 
of Ur

2100 b.c. 

Stonehenge
2500 b.c. 

Parthenon
438 b.c. 

Terracotta 
Warriors

210 b.c. 

Colossus of 
Rhodes

280 b.c. 

Code of
Hammurabi

1800 b.c. 

A*

p.50

p.54
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NEW EXHIBITION

KING TUT: TREASURES OF THE GOLDEN PHARAOH
A BLOCKBUSTER WORLD TOUR FOR TUTANKHAMUN’S TOMB RICHES

T
he January 23, 1923 edition of The Denver Post 
ran the headline, “Hundreds Lured To Egypt 
Thru Opening of Old Tomb”. Now, 95 years  
later, the largest-ever collection of Tutankhamun’s 

treasures are coming to us.
Every time Tutankhamun hits the road he causes a 

sensation. This exhibition—King Tut: Treasures of the 

(ABOVE)  When Howard Carter’s long-neglected gravesite 
was refurbished in 1995, the inscription on his new headstone 
was inspired by this beautiful calcite “Wishing Cup” from 
Tutankhamun’s tomb—the royal burial that defined his life. 
Inscribed in a band around the lip is a blessing that reads, 
“May your spirit [ka] live, may you spend millions of years, 
you who love Thebes, sitting with your face to the north wind, 
your eyes beholding happiness.”

The cup (JE 62125), carved from a single block of stone, is 
in the form of an open lily flower, with the buds supporting a 
kneeling figure of the god of eternity, Heh, resting on the sign 
for infinity and holding the hieroglyphic symbols for thousands 
of years of life. It was found directly inside the doorway of the 
tomb’s Antechamber and, as Nicholas Reeves writes in The 
Complete Tutankhamun, “was one of the first pieces revealed 
in the glimmer of the excavators’ torches.”

(RIGHT)  One of the two life-size (1.75-metre-tall) wooden 
sentinel statues that spent over 3,000 years flanking the sealed 
entrance of Tutankhamun’s burial chamber. This striding 
statue (JE 60707) was intended to represent the king, while 
hieroglyphic text on its mate indicated that it depicted the 
royal ka—Tutankhamun’s divine spiritual lifeforce.

Both statues were painted in shiny black resin to connect 
the king with the regenerative powers of Osiris, lord of Egypt, 
and dark with the rich soil of the inundation, and the source 
of fertility and resurrection.

Tutankhamun is depicted wearing a short, golden kilt and 
a large necklace ending in a pectoral decorated with a winged 
scarab (symbol of the sun’s daily rebirth).

Although “strange and imposing”, as Carter called them, 
the statues’ intimidating presence failed to deter ancient thieves 
from penetrating the Burial Chamber and Treasury.

Golden Pharaoh—debuts at the California Science Center 
in Los Angeles on March 24, 2018, and will be on view 
through to January 6, 2019.  From there it heads to Europe 
for a nine-city run before heading back to Cairo. With no 
exaggeration, it will be seen by millions.

Historically, Tutankhamun tours have been limited to 
around 50 original artefacts. This exhibition triples that. 

IMAGE © LABORATORIOROSSO, VITERBO / ITALY
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(ABOVE)  A wonderful detail from the Small Golden Shrine, 
which was placed in the Antechamber of Tutankhamun’s tomb 
(see page 11 for a full image of the shrine). It is covered with 
seemingly affectionate scenes of the king and his queen, his 
half-sister Ankhesenamun, in the dynamic Amarna style.

Howard Carter described the scenes as “depicting, in 
delightfully naive fashion a number of episodes in the daily 
life of king and queen. In all these scenes the dominant note is 
that of friendly relationship between the husband and the 
wife, the unselfconscious friendliness that marks the Tell el 
Amarna school.” While the panels appear to be tenderly 
revealing the royal couple in some intimate domestic scenes, as 
is usual in Egyptian art, there is probably a lot more purpose 
to the shrine’s decoration.

On the left, we can see Ankhesenamun seated on a cushion, 
her elbow casually resting on the king’s knee, receiving into her 

With more than 150 pieces from the king’s tomb, this is the 
largest Tutankhamun exhibition ever toured. In fact, 60 of 
the artefacts have never left Egypt before, so for many 
visitors, it will truly be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Presented here in NILE are a few of the key pieces from 
the exhibition, accompanied by notes discussing their 
significance and some interesting facts.

The highlights from the tour include some genuinely 
famous pieces, such as one of the two life-sized wooden 
statues that defined the entrance to the royal burial chamber 
(page 7). While usually labelled as “guardian statues”, these 
sculptures were probably designed to mark the resurrected 
king’s passage from the Netherworld, through the tomb to 
his rebirth at dawn.
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cupped hand a liquid poured by Tutankhamun. As relaxed as 
it seems, the transfer of life-giving liquid (from a suggestively-
shaped vessel) is more likely a metaphor for the act of creation.

The Egyptian word for “to pour” (seti             ) is also the 
word for “to have sexual intercourse” (            ). This is quite a 
distance from what Howard Carter imagined.

Wearing a Hathor-related sidelock of hair, Ankhesenamun 
adopts the feminine role of Hathor who, on the day of 
creation, became the “hand of Atum”. Tutankhamun’s special 
shebyu collar is associated with the sun-god and indicates his 
union with the primal deity, Atum. So here, with Hathor 
receiving Atum’s creative potency, we see a reenactment of the 
formation of the universe, and a perpetual guarantee of the 
renewal of life—just as the sun creates a new day at dawn.

At another level, the scene can be read as the sexual union 
of the royal couple for the purposes of rebirth. The Egyptians 

believed it was men who possessed the powerful creative 
potential, while women provided the “vessel” who nurtured 
the seed. Indeed, the queen’s appearance in revealing (some-
times gaping), diaphanous linen is probably a means to 
stimulate the king’s male fertility in the afterlife.

On the right is a touching scene of the king sitting in a 
chair festooned with flowers while his young bride fastens the 
ribbons of a necklace around his neck. The necklace ends with 
a pectoral featuring a winged scarab, a symbol of rebirth, and 
similar to that on the life-size guardian statues that flanked 
the entrance to the Burial Chamber. 

With Ankhesenamun shown anointing Tutankhamun with 
unguents and adorning him with jewellery, as a priestess 
would to a divine statue, such a statue of the deified king 
probably once stood in the shrine. Here it would have been the 
object of daily rituals and worship, possibly by the queen.

_! ~e
_!e m

IMAGE © LABORATORIOROSSO, VITERBO / ITALY 
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(LEFT)  To the ancient Egyptians, this life was just a prelude to eternal life beyond the 
grave. They were, however, grounded to this world by means of a nicely preserved body to 

provide a “home” for the deceased’s ka, and a sound tomb that protected the body 
and became the site of eternal rebirth. To assist with the mummification, 

the deceased’s vital organs—stomach, liver, lungs and intes-
tines—were saved in canopic jars and placed under 

the protection of guardian deities known as the 
“Sons of Horus”.

This gilded statuette (JE 60728) 
represents the jackal-headed Duamutef 
who guarded the stomach. It was one of a 
series of statues discovered in a chamber 
in Tutankhamun’s tomb dubbed “The 
Treasury”.

(FACING PAGE) The Little Golden Shrine (JE 61481) from the tomb of Tut-
ankhamun. It is made of wood overlaid with gesso (plaster adhesive) and covered 
with thick gold sheeting, and rests on a silver-plated sledge.

The shrine’s exterior surfaces and the insides of the doors are covered with lively 
scenes that depict Tutankhamun and his queen Ankhesenamun. While at first glance 

the scenes seem to offer a rare glimpse into the daily life of the royal household, they are 
more likely potent images designed to promote the divine king’s fertility and rebirth, and 
magically renewing his coronation for all eternity. An inscription on the back of the 
shrine reads that “Tutankhamun appears in glory on the throne of Horus like Ra”.

The texts both inside and out proclaim Tutankhamun as “beloved of [the coronation 
goddess] Weret-Hekau”                  . Her name means “Great of Magic”, and she played 
a key role in protecting the king, often appearing as a lioness or a cobra, where she could 
install herself as the fierce uraeus on his brow. 

Inside the shrine, an ebony pedestal and gilded back pillar bear the king’s name, with 
two sandal prints indicating where a statue once stood. This was already missing when 
Howard Carter first saw the shrine, probably carried off by the robbers who had twice 
entered the tomb. As explained on page 9, with the shrine devoted to Tutankhamun’s 
divine kingship and his role in ensuring the ongoing creation of the universe, the statue 
inside was likely that of the young ruler.

Visitors will also see one of the most exquisite items in Tutankhamun’s tomb: 
the king’s gilded wooden shrine (see description below), and one of the four gold 
inlaid canopic coffinettes that held the king’s major organs that were extracted 
for mummification. The coffinette in the tour held the king’s mummified liver. 

Also on show will be rings that were still on Tutankhamun’s fingers when he 
was first examined, as well as the exquisite golden jewellery that adorned his 
body, and the gold sandals placed on his feet upon burial.

Tutankhamun’s funerary artefacts first left Egypt in the early 1960s, and 
it was solely because Abu Simbel was about to drown. The planned construc-
tion of the Aswan High Dam threatened to flood a number of major ar-

chaeological sites, including Philae and Abu Simbel. What was needed to save 
them was a worldwide effort to raise awareness—and money. In 1961, 34 objects 
making up the Tutankhamun Treasure exhibition arrived in the United States 
for a two-year tour, beginning at the National Gallery of Art in Washington 
D.C. The show was inaugurated by the First Lady, Jacqueline Kennedy on 
3rd November. Tutankhamun Treasure opened to the public the next day, 
exactly 39 years after the first step was discovered on the floor of the Valley 
of the Kings that would lead down to the tomb of the “boy-king”.

It was a huge success—the National Gallery extended its opening 
hours to accommodate the crowds. Also on show were photographs of 
monuments and temples on the Nile, which needed to be saved before 
completion of the Aswan Dam. The combination of the President’s 
wife, the fame of Tutankhamun and the risk posed by the High Dam 
caught on with the American public. As a result, the U.S. Congress 

appropriated funds for the salvage effort of Egypt’s priceless past.

IMAGE © LABORATORIOROSSO, VITERBO / ITALY
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This time around, proceeds from the exhibition will 
also be put towards safeguarding pharaonic treasures via 
the Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM), which has been a 
billion-dollar work-in-progress since 2003. Thanks to a 
funding boost from the Japanese government, the GEM is 
on track for a partial opening in May 2018 and a grand 
opening in 2022—the centenary, appropriately enough, of 
the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb.

The Grand Egyptian Museum is in a stunning location: 
around two kilometres northwest of the Giza pyramids. 
Inside, large windows look across to the Giza plateau, which 
makes for a spectacular backdrop to the collection of more 
than 100,000 artefacts, including the entire Tutankhamun 
collection (when parts of it return from tour). 

Not only will the GEM take the pressure off the charm-
ing but overloaded Tahrir Square museum, but objects are 
being brought in from storage magazines around the 
country. Some 30,000 of the Grand Egyptian Museum’s 
artefacts will have been shown publicly before, and the 
GEM’s Conservation Centre, initially led by Japanese 
experts, opened in June 2010 to clean, conserve and restore 
these unseen treasures. Now, hundreds of Egyptian con-
servators have been trained in areas as diverse as pest 

management, packing and transportation, textile conserva-
tion and microbiology.

In announcing the tour, Dr. Mostafa Waziry, Secretary 
General of Egypt’s Ministry of State for Antiquities, declared, 
“To celebrate the 100th year anniversary of discovering the 
tomb of the Boy King Tutankhamun, as a part of the cel-
ebration, Egypt is sending 150 masterpieces to tour all over 
the world. . . please see them, visit them, before they return 
to Egypt forever.” Who knows if “forever” really means 
forever, but one thing is for sure: when the priceless wonders 
from Tutankhamun’s tomb finally return to their new home 
at Grand Egyptian Museum, and it will likely be a long, 
long time before any of them leave Egypt again.

Egypt’s most famous pharaoh will be King of California for 
ten months, showing at the California Science Center in 
Los Angeles from March 24. You can find out more infor-
mation at californiasciencecenter.org.

At the Grand Egyptian Museum Bio Restoration Lab in 
Cairo, Ahmed El Sheikha carries out a restoration of two 
gilded wooden shields from Tutankhamun’s tomb. In all, four 
openwork ceremonial shields were found in the tomb’s small 
annex, each around a metre tall.

The closest shield (JE 61576) features the king flaunting in 
his right hand a curved khepesh          (the New Kingdom’s 
primary long-bladed weapon) and ready to slay two lions—

symbolic of the menace presented by Egypt’s enemies—whose 
tails are grasped in his left hand. 

The farther shield (JE 61577) represents the king as a 
human-headed sphinx wearing the dual crown of Upper and 
Lower Egypt, trampling upon the southern foes of Egypt.

Below the main scene on each shield is a band of decora-
tion that suggests the mountains of the desert, beyond which 
are the foreign lands, home to the barbarous threats to Egypt.

#
v
0
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Newspaper report of  John Soane’s  
final “sarcophagus party”,  

London Morning Post, April 1, 1825

Three things you may not know about 
GIOVANNI BELZONI, 

SIR JOHN SOANE, 
and the 

SARCOPHAGUS OF SETI I

The last exhibition of 

the valuable rarities 

of this spacious 

mansion . . . was, as 

before, attended by a 

numerous concourse 

of visitors, among  

whom were. . .  a large 

assemblage of private 

friends and elegant 

females. . .

All seemed to rejoice 

that the power of  

possessing such a 

treasure had fallen 

into the hands of  

a gentleman whose 

taste in selecting, 

and magnificence in 

acquiring, so strik-

ingly mark the whole 

collection.”

“SIR JOHN SOANE’S MUSEUM IN LINCOLN’S-INN-FIELDS: THE SARCOPHAGUS ROOM” 
The Illustrated London News, June 25, 1864

“

”



(FACING PAGE)  
“Joseph Michael Gandy, The sepulchral chamber of Sir John Soane’s house,  

viewed from the head of the sarcophagus, September 8 1825.

Like Soane, Joseph Gandy was an architect, but was hired by Soane more for his artistic talents. His  
watercolours of Soane’s designs were shown at the Royal Academy’s annual exhibition of contemporary art  
and architecture to great acclaim—and helped Soane attract some high profile (and lucrative) commissions.

Gandy’s painting reveals the appearance of the sarcophagus a year after Soane bought it. Blue pigment  
was used by the Egyptians to highlight the delicately-incised hieroglyphs. It wasn’t designed for the  

English climate, however, and within a few years, the paste had begun falling out.
Museum number: M470
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1. GIOVANNI BELZONI

2. SIR JOHN SOANE

John Soane was the epitome of success.  In 1864, almost 
three decades after his death, The Illustrated London News 
ran an article on “The Museum of Sir John Soane” and 
marvelled “that the son of a Berkshire bricklayer or petty 
builder should by his own energies have raised himself 
from poverty and obscurity to a position of opulence and 
celebrity is a memorable triumph of ‘self help’. . . .” 

Soane, a Professor of Architecture at the Royal Academy, 

In April 1821, English painter Benjamin Haydon made 
the acquaintance of the renowned Italian adventurer, 
Giovanni Belzoni, who seemed to make quite an  
impression on the artist. Haydon later diarised that 

“Belzoni is a glorious instance of what singleness of aim 
and energy of intention will accomplish. . . by his indomi-
table energy he has attached his name to Egypt forever.”

Belzoni had found fame after his discovery of the tomb 
of Seti I ( KV 17)—and its stunning alabaster sarcopha-
gus—four years earlier. But did  Belzoni discover the tomb 
unaided? Or was he tipped-off by a Qurna local?

According to Belzoni’s record, and a popular account 
published by Samuel Sharpe half a century later, on the 
16th of October 1817, Belzoni “directed his men to open 
the earth at the foot of one of the hills in the Biban el Molook, 
or Valley of the Kings’ Tombs, in the very bed of a water-
course, down which, when the rain falls, a torrent of water 
rushes towards the Nile. Their labours were soon rewarded 
by their finding in this unlikely spot that the ground had 
been before opened.”

It was an “unlikely spot” to place a tomb, subject as it 
was to periodic inundation (although its poor location may 
have been a deceptive device to foil thieves). It seems, 
however, that the spot’s exposure to water may have been 
what “gave the game away”. In 1843 the pioneering British 
Egyptologist, Sir John Gardner Wilkinson published Modern 
Egypt and Thebes: Being a Description of Egypt; Including 
The Information Required For Travellers In That Country”. 
In it, he makes it clear that “the tomb, which of all others 

stands pre-eminently conspicuous, as well for the beauty 
of its sculpture as the state of its preservation, is undoubt-
edly that discovered and opened by Belzoni.” Intriguingly, 
Wilkinson then goes on to reveal that “the sinking of the 
ground at this part, from the water that had soaked through 
into the tomb, led the peasants to suspect the secret of its 
position, which was first mentioned to Dr. Rüppell, and 
afterwards to Belzoni.” (Dr. Wilhelm Rüppell was a German 
zoologist who had visited Egypt in 1817.)

With that information in mind, Belzoni’s recollection 
of the day does seem to be trying to make one point clear 
(italicised for emphasis): “I went to this plain quite alone, 
and spent the whole day in making observations. . . . Here 
I must acquaint my reader, that the only guide I had in these 
discoveries was the knowledge I had acquired in the con-
tinued researches for tombs I made in Gournou. . . . I had 
strong reasons to suppose, that there was a tomb in that 
place, from indications I had observed in my pursuit.”

Was Belzoni proactively trying to shut down any  
suspicion that he might have, in fact, been steered towards 
Seti I’s tomb? Or are we just seeing a healthy ego at work?

Whether Belzoni was acting on local knowledge or not, 
he will always deserve full credit for the tomb’s exploration 
and documentation (which was pretty good for the stan-
dards of the day), as well as the removal of that sarcophagus. 
As Benjamin Haydon put it: “In every sense Belzoni is a 
grand fellow. He suffered in his progress, as all suffer who 
dash at once upon great undertakings which thousands 
have feared to touch.”

was knighted in 1831 and announced his plans for his 
eclectic collection to the Academy two years later. His idea 
was to bequeath to the nation his property at Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, his “Museum of Antiquities” (including one 
3,000-year-old Egyptian sarcophagus), and his massive 
library of books, manuscripts and artwork. To accompany 
this would be a £30,000 endowment to ensure that the 
house and contents would be forever preserved as is.

Did Belzoni really discover Seti I’s tomb?

The opposition to his great gift
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3. THE SARCOPHAGUS OF SETI I

When Belzoni crated up Seti I’s sarcophagus and had it 
shipped to England, he had a clear destination in mind:  
the Egyptian Hall in the British Museum. After all, the 
Trustees of the Museum had so eagerly accepted the  
seven-ton bust of Ramesses II that Belzoni had earlier 
hauled from the Ramesseum, so why would they baulk at 
such a magnificent prize as the alabaster sarcophagus?

The Trustees, on the other hand, weren’t so sure. The 
sarcophagus arrived at the Museum for inspection in  
September 1821. London’s The Gentleman’s Magazine  
reported that “the pecuniary value of this Sarcophagus  
has been estimated at a very large sum.” It is precisely  
that “pecuniary value” that saw the sarcophagus languish 
in the British Museum for the next three years.

Belzoni had wanted £2,000 for the sarcophagus—an 
extraordinary sum, equivalent to around £150,000 today. 
In addition to the phenomenal price tag, the Trustees were 
also unsure of the sarcophagus’ ownership—was it Belzoni’s, 
who had discovered it in his private time? Or did it belong 
to Henry Salt, the British Consul-General in Egypt, who 
considered Belzoni an employee? In 1824, the Trustees of 
the British Museum finally decided that—in the end—the 
sarcophagus was too pricey and turned it down. The cashed-
up architect, John Soane, pounced. 

Soane had followed Belzoni’s travels with great interest 
and kept newspaper cuttings of the discovery of Seti I’s 
sarcophagus, which form part of Soane’s vast archive today.

Soane paid full-price for the sarcophagus, but Belzoni 
didn’t see a penny. He had died a few months before, in 
December 1823—ambushed by dysentery in a small village 
in West Africa. Forever the adventurer, Belzoni was on an 
expedition to Timbuktu, the legendary city of gold.

The Gentleman’s Magazine goes on to state that “It  

[Seti I’s sarcophagus] was the property of Mr. Salt.” It may 
have been questions over ownership that led Belzoni to 
carve “G. BELZO I” (with the ‘N’ oddly incised in reverse) 
on the rim of the sarcophagus, probably prior to its removal 
from Seti I’s tomb.

Both Belzoni (and his widow, Sarah) and Salt firmly 
believed the sarcophagus was their own exclusive prop-
erty. This was despite the agreement signed by both of them 
in April 1818 that “Belzoni shall be considered as entitled 
to one half of the surplus of whatever price may be given 
for the said Sarcophagus exceeding the sum of two thousand 
pounds sterling. . . .” 

Soane sided with Salt who received the full £2,000,  
and the sarcophagus was delivered to Soane’s house—not 
far from the British Museum—in May 1824.

In honour of “the Belzoni sarcophagus”, as it was still 
called, Soane threw three lavish receptions at his house, 
with almost 900 invitations being sent out. For Soane, this 
was his opportunity to present his grand collection—with 
the sarcophagus as its centrepiece—to the cream of London 
society. A mystical atmosphere was created by countless 
wax lights, candles and gas lamps illuminating the rooms. 

Benjamin Haydon, the painter who had gushed about 
Belzoni four years earlier, attended one of Soane’s soirées 
and wrote to a friend with this colourful account:

Who really owned it?

Today, Owen Hopkins, a Senior Curator at Sir John 
Soane’s Museum, describes walking through the mansion 
as “like walking into the inside of Soane’s mind. He filled 
its spaces with his collection of art, architecture and of 
sculpture; it was in a constant process of change.”

However, as The Illustrated London News reported, when 
Soane approached Parliament to have the act enshrined  
in law, “some opposition to the bill was manifested; this 
feeling having arisen from Sir John disinheriting his  
only surviving son to make this bequest to the country.  
Between father and son [George] a most violent breach  
had existed for many years, notwithstanding many  
attempts at reconciliation.” 

John’s wife, Elizabeth, had died in 1815, which meant 
that George, as the direct male heir, was due to inherit his 
father’s property by law. Soane’s bequest to the nation was 

effectively cutting George out of the will.
John Soane’s family dramas were debated in Parliament 

for an hour before a compromise could be reached: an 
“escape clause”.  John would be able to change his mind if, 
by some miracle, he and George made up. As The Illus-
trated London News explained, Sir John Soane could, at any 
time, “bequeath his valuable relics to the British Museum, 
instead of allowing them to remain in the house. . . thus 
placing again in Sir John’s control the disposal of the  
£30,000 and the mansion.” The reconciliation never hap-
pened. Four years later, Sir John Soane died in his favourite 
place: his home at Lincoln’s Inn Fields, which has been 
open—and free—to the public ever since.

The current exhibition, Egypt Uncovered—Belzoni and 
the Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, is showing at Sir John Soane’s 
Museum until April 14, 2018.

“I was at Soane’s last night to see his sarcophagus 

by lamplight. . . . and was carried off my legs, and 

irretrievably bustled to where the sarcophagus 

lay. . . . It was the finest fun imaginable to see  

the people come into the Library after wandering 

about below, amidst tombs and capitals, and shafts,  

and noseless heads, with a sort of expression of  

N
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© RUEDI HABEGGER, ANTIKENMUSEUM BASEL UND SAMMLUNG LUDWIG

A replica of Seti I’s translucent white alabaster coffin, 
on display at the Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung 
Ludwig in Switzerland for the exhibition, Scanning Seti—
The Regeneration of a Pharaonic Tomb. In March 
2016, Factum Arte, a Madrid-based company that makes 
pixel-perfect recreations of historic works, recorded the  
sarcophagus in Sir John Soane’s Museum, taking over 
4,500 high-resolution images.

Although the basin is usually referred to as an alabas-
ter or calcite sarcophagus, it may be that it is actually the 
outermost of Seti’s three coffins, and was once stunningly 
embossed in gold foil. No confirmed trace of the royal 
sarcophagus, which was always box-shaped, has been 
found. The coffins and sarcophagus would have been  
surrounded by a series of nested gilded shrines—in the 
same manner as those found in Tutankhamun’s tomb.

The London Morning Post of April 1, 1825, ran a review 
of Soane’s third and final collection showcase, where “the 
Company remained on the spot till a late hour.” (Some of 
that review is on the title page of this article.) Directly below 
the coverage of Soane’s high-flying function was a report 
on Sarah Belzoni’s exhibition of a different kind. Sarah was 

showing some of the artefacts collected by her late husband, 
which he had presented in 1821. The centrepiece of the 
exhibition was a recreation of part of Seti I’s tomb, based 
on the paintings that Belzoni and his assistant, Alessandro 
Ricci, had made from the original reliefs.

It may be that Soane encouraged the London Morning 
Post to let his lavish event advertise her exhibition. The 
newspaper wrote, “To those who have not seen this wonder 
of antiquity, we can hardly conceive an Exhibition more 
calculated to require the trouble of an hour’s inspection.” 
In 1825 that was high praise indeed.

delighted relief at finding themselves among  

the living, and with coffee and cake! They looked 

as if they were pleased to feel their blood  

circulate once more. . . . Fancy, delicate ladies of 

fashion dipping their pretty heads into an old, 

mouldy, fusty, hieroglyphicked coffin, blessing 

their stars at its age, wondering whom it con-

tained. . . . The Duke of Sussex . ..came squeezing  

and wheezing along the narrow passage. . . and 

putting his royal head into the coffin, added his 

wonder to the wonder of the rest.” 

LENKA PEACOCK obtained her Diploma in  
Egyptology from Birkbeck College, University of 
London. She specialises in Deir el-Medina studies 
and runs her dedicated website on the subject 
at www.deirelmedina.com.
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A single obelisk was raised near Karnak’s eastern gateway by Thut-
mose IV, however it was begun for his grandfather, Thutmose III. 1.

2.

ANSWERS
The NILE Quiz

This year—in May (hopefully). A grand opening is planned for 
2022—the centenary, appropriately enough, of the discovery of 
Tutankhamun’s tomb.

Three. 3.
Pepi I. He gave the title of Vizier to his wife, Inenek-Inty and his 
mother-in-law Nebet (mother of Ankhnespepi II). It would be over 
1,500 years (26th Dynasty) before Egypt would see another woman 
in the post.

4.

The Book of Gates, which follows the journey of the sun through the 
underworld during the hours of the night. 5.

109—it’s been an amazing season! 6.

The founder of the 5th Dynasty, Userkaf, placed his pyramid close to 
King Djoser’s at Saqqara, built around 150 years earlier. 7.

“White Chapel” of Senusret, “Red Chapel” of Queen Hatshepsut, 
Alabaster Shrine of Thutmose IV, Peristyle Hall of Thutmose IV. 8.

Amenemhat I, who built his pyramid at Lisht, close to the Faiyum. 9.
King Scorpion I (Serket I), ca. 3250 B.C. 10.

On entering Seti I’s tomb, Giovanni Belzoni later wrote that 
“We perceived, that the paintings became more perfect 
as we advanced farther into the interior.” He named the 
tomb’s Antechamber—which immediately preceded the 
king’s burial chamber—the “Hall of Beauties”. Above is the 
Factum Arte replica, currently in Basel.

The decorations in Seti I’s tomb lay untouched for over 
3,000 years. Within the last 200, they have deteriorated 
quickly. The walls are now patchy and, in places, almost 
entirely bleached of colour. The regeneration of the Hall 
of Beauties has demonstrated the potential for replicas to 
show more than what you could see in the real tomb.

© RUEDI HABEGGER, ANTIKENMUSEUM BASEL UND SAMMLUNG LUDWIG

T  he exhibition being held at Sir John Soane’s 
Museum in London dovetails nicely with one 
now on at the Antikenmuseum Basel und Sam-
mlung Ludwig in Switzerland: Scanning Seti— 

The Regeneration of a Pharaonic Tomb.
In Seti I’s short 15 years as pharaoh, his talented crafts-

men created the longest and most elaborately-decorated 
royal tomb (KV 17) in Egypt’s history. The tomb was built 
to last forever, but it was never intended to be visited. The 
Basel exhibition is a precise re-creation of how parts of 
Seti’s tomb looked 200 years ago when it was first explored 
by Belzoni—and also how it has suffered since.

Seti’s tomb has been a victim of its own beauty, attract-
ing vandals (both scholars and souvenir-hunters) who have 
hacked away at its reliefs, or pulled vast sections of colour 
from the walls using wet squeezes to create moulds. Add 
to this the smoke from candles and torches used by early 
visitors, plus the occasional twitch from earth tremors, and 
many of Seti I’s reliefs are looking quite worse for wear.

Both the “Hall of Beauties” (above) and the pillared part 
of the Burial Chamber (facing page) have been replicated 
in full-scale by Factum Arte, a Madrid-based company that 
specialises in creating facsimiles of historic works that are 
threatened by time and tourism. They have also brought 

in the hi-res replica of Seti I’s sarcophagus/coffin in Sir John 
Soane’s Museum in London, and put in place digital copies 
of all known fragments that they have been able to record 
in museums and private collections around the world.



Giovanni 
Belzoni hired an 
assistant, Alessandro Ricci, 
to help copy the vivid reliefs in Seti I’s tomb. This draw-
ing of the goddess Ma’at is one of Ricci’s.

Naturally, any physically copied piece is going to be 
affected greatly by the talent of the artist, as well as 
include some degree of artistic interpretation—whether 
it’s intentional or not. The aim of a digital process is to 
cut out a lot of these influences and create facsimiles 
that would impress even the original artists.
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The pillared portion of Seti I’s Burial Chamber. The level of detail 
is so good that some say the only way you can tell the difference 
between the real thing and the facsimile is that the real reliefs 
are usually behind protective glass. 

The portion of the wall on the right lets visitors see the con-
toured details of the reliefs before the colour skin is added.

© RUEDI HABEGGER, ANTIKENMUSEUM BASEL UND SAMMLUNG LUDWIG

 Visitors to the exhibition will experience these two 
chambers from Seti’s tomb as no-one has seen them for 
over 200 years. In theory, it would be possible to restore 
the entire tomb to suggest how it may have looked when it 
was revealed in 1817—or even how it may have originally 
appeared in the days of Seti I.

Factum Arte’s methods are a far cry from the squeezes 
used to record reliefs in Belzoni’s day. The company captures 
the details in ultra-high resolution using laser scans that 
record even the most minute details, such as overlapping 
brushmarks, and the grain of the paint surface. Nothing 
ever touches any wall. Next, sophisticated moulds are created 
using custom 3-D printing technology, with a flexible skin 
added that carries a hi-res print-out of the decorations.

After the exhibition at the Antikenmuseum in Basel, the 
two replica rooms from Seti I’s tomb will be installed near 
another of Factum Arte’s pharaonic recreations: the tomb 
of Tutankhamun, close to Howard Carter’s house near the 
entrance to the Valley of the Kings. But that’s just the begin-
ning. Factum Arte are now documenting the rest of Seti I’s 
enormous, gloriously-decorated tomb, micron-by-micron, 
with a view to creating a replica of the entire thing.

We’ll be revisiting Seti I’s tomb and Factum Arte’s incred-
ible replica work in upcoming issues of NILE Magazine. 

Scanning Seti—The Regeneration of a Pharaonic Tomb is 
showing at the Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung 
Ludwig, Switzerland until 6 May 2018.
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Huge pented limestone beams shelter the burial chamber in 
the Pyramid of Niuserre in Abusir. This was the norm for 
the pyramids of the 5th- and 6th-Dynasty Kings. 

THE ROYAL TOMBS
of ANCIENT EGYPT

Part 3: The End of the Old Kingdom

Aidan Dodson

Selected extracts from
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From 1902 to 1908 a German expedition directed by 
Ludwig Borchardt excavated at Abusir. This photo comes 
from the first volume of Borchardt’s expedition publications.
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During the new dynasty, the principal royal necropolis 
came to be Abusir, some 11 km south of Giza, although a 
number of kings were interred at Saqqara, including the 
first and last three rulers. The size and constructional quality 
of these pyramids fall well short of 4th-Dynasty norms, but 
in contrast, their temples are consistently larger and preserve 
very fine examples of relief decoration. 

The dynastic founder, Userkaf, placed his pyramid at 
the north end of the east enclosure wall of the Step Pyramid, 
within the ‘dry moat’ [that surrounded Djoser’s complex] 
and thus on the terrace in front of the 3rd-Dynasty pyramid 
(see photo above). Since the ‘moat’ lay only a short distance 
from the eastern side of Userkaf ’s pyramid, and the build-
ers were apparently unwilling to fill in the gap, only a small 
chapel was built on the east, the main elements of the 
mortuary temple being constructed on the south side of 
the pyramid; the subsidiary pyramid was placed in the 
south-west corner of the complex, as had been the case 
under Djedefre and Menkaure. The entrance to the complex 

lay at the southern end of the eastern wall, approached by 
a causeway, only the lower part of which can be traced; it 
is unclear how it bridged the ‘moat’ before entering the 
mortuary temple. 

The temple had been extensively decorated and in-
cluded a colossal statue of the king, but had been badly 
damaged by the building of tombs within it during the 
26th/27th Dynasty, obscuring many details. A broken sar-
cophagus was found in the burial chamber.

Possibly owing to the problems with finding further 
suitable pyramid sites at Saqqara, Userkaf ’s immediate 
successors moved their necropolis north to Abusir, close 
to the ancient access route to the Saqqara cemetery. The 
first pyramid built there was that of Sahure (see page 22),  
a monument whose layout crystallised what was to be the 
standard royal tomb for the remainder of the Old Kingdom. 
The mortuary temple covered a considerable area against 
the east face and was elaborately decorated in painted relief. 
In plan, the causeway opened into a vestibule and then a 

The Fifth Dynasty

Nile Magazine continues the series of abridged highlights from Aidan Dodson’s out-
standing book, The Royal Tombs of Ancient Egypt; the first book to embrace in detail the 
entire range of burial places of the rulers of Egypt—and their families—from the very 
dawn of history down to Egypt’s absorption into the Roman Empire, 3,000 years later. 

The last two instalments explored the dramatic strides forward from the first royal tombs of  
Predynastic Egypt to the age of the Great Pyramids. Now, the pyramids get smaller, but the funerary 
complexes grow as we enter the final two dynasties of the Old Kingdom: the 5th and 6th.
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The return to Saqqara. King Userkaf began a new dynasty, 
the 5th, and returned to the sacred central precinct of Saqqara 
for the site of his pyramid. Userkaf nestled his monument as 
close as possible to the very first pyramid, the 3rd-Dynasty 
tomb of King Djoser, built around 170 years earlier. 

This photo, taken from Djoser’s South Court, illustrates how 
close Userkaf ’s pyramid is to Djoser’s great complex. In the 
foreground are stone renderings of usually more fleeting 
wooden shrines. These line the king’s Sed-festival court, where 
Djoser’s posthumous jubilee ceremonies would be held.
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The Pyramid of Sahure
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The 5th-Dynasty Pyramid of Sahure at Abusir. The king’s 
mortuary temple, nestled against the pyramid’s east face, was 
the most elaborate that Egypt had ever seen. 

Two elegant granite columns with capitals in the shape of 
palm fronds have been re-erected in their original place, and 
stand at the entrance of what was a peristyle court.
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peristyle court, beyond which lay a 
hall with statue-niches and then a 
winding access corridor to the sanctu-
ary, the whole flanked with storerooms. 
The subsidiary pyramid lay directly 
south of the temple, which would be 
its standard location for the remainder 
of the Old Kingdom.

The interior of the pyramid was 
wrecked in medieval times by stone 
robbers, leaving a partly collapsed,  
irregular set of cavities, with but a 
single fragment of basalt representing 
the sarcophagus. The burial chamber 
lay in the centre of the pyramid; on 
the basis of later monuments, it is likely 
that an antechamber lay directly east 
of it, from which a horizontal passage 
led north towards the centre of the 
north face. The actual entrance com-
prised a short sloping passage, close 
to ground-level—a final abandonment 
of the ‘high’ entrance typical of the 4th 
Dynasty pyramids.

The following pyramid of Nefer-
irkare, Sahure’s brother (see previous 
and facing pages), was somewhat 
larger than that of Sahure, and had a 
core of stepped form: it is possible that 
it was left thus, and never cased as a 
true pyramid. Only the inner part of 
the mortuary temple was completed 
in stone, the remainder having been 

completed in brick and wood after the 
king’s death, with its final plan uncer-
tain. Its causeway was later diverted to 
serve the pyramid of Niuserre, the 
valley building thus also being taken 
over by that king. The interior of the 
pyramid was another victim of stone 
robbers, and little more than the 
general layout can be discerned. 

Neferirkare’s son and successor, 
Neferefre, was also unable to finish his 
tomb as originally planned. However, 
in this case, the pyramid had risen only 
a few courses when the king died and 
was accordingly finished off by filling 
much of the incomplete interior with 
gravel (including the cutting within 
which the substructure was construct-
ed), thus turning it into a mastaba of 
uniquely square plan. Since the cause-
way and valley building were barely 
begun, the mortuary temple, largely 
built in brick, was enlarged to incor-
porate elements usually found in the 
valley building. The structure is well 
preserved and revealed many items, 
including a wooden boat, statuary and 
administrative papyri.

The substructure followed the 
now-established pattern but with the 
oblique inner corridor continuing to 
the door of the antechamber. It suffered 
particularly severely from stone 

Palm columns

The red arrow points to where the two 
granite columns were originally located.
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The 5th-Dynasty’s third pharaoh, Neferirkare, began his 
Abusir monument as a six-tiered step pyramid. The loose 
masonry suggests that the builders may have begun filling-in 

the steps with a view to creating a true pyramid shape. 
Unfortunately, it seems that Neferirkare’s date with the 
hereafter couldn’t wait and his pyramid was never finished.
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robbery owing to its coverage by little more than rubble. 
Along with fragments of the sarcophagus were found a 
number of parts of the royal mummy, including a hand, 
part of the skull and other fragments. These proved to be 
those of a young man. 

Neferefre seems to have been succeeded by an even 
more ephemeral king, Shepseskare. His may have been the 
barely-begun pyramid, the outline of which lies under the 
sand to the north of the other Abusir pyramids. The T-
shaped outline of the cut for the substructure is visible, but 
little else, amounting to perhaps one or two months’ work.

Niuserre, however, had a more substantial reign, and 
succeeded in completing a pyramid whose basic form fol-

lowed that of Sahure. The substructure of the pyramid was 
once again badly ruined by the activities of stone robbers.
The pyramid of Niuserre was the last king’s tomb to be built 
at Abusir, the remaining kings of the 5th Dynasty moving 
back to Saqqara.

That of Menkauhor is known from inscriptions of his 
mortuary priests, but his ownership of a largely-destroyed 
pyramid a little to the south of the Early Dynastic private 
necropolis, close to the edge of the escarpment, can be 
demonstrated only on architectural and topographical 
grounds. First, the layout of the interior, with an oblique 
second passageway, is found only in the pyramids at Abusir, 
and had been abandoned by the time of Menkauhor’s suc-
cessor, Isesi: indeed, the plan of the substructure is essen-
tially identical to that of Niuserre. Second, the pyramid 
complex of Teti displays a number of anomalies in layout 
and orientation that can only be explained as the result of 
the previous construction of Menkauhor’s pyramid on the 
site to its east (see diagram on page 25).

The location, on the edge of the escarpment, and in a 
position that required a steep and/or long causeway (now 
destroyed) probably reflected the lack of a suitable site 
further to the west, Userkaf having employed the last virgin 
site capable of accommodating a pyramid complex in the 
vicinity of the Step Pyramid. It may also have reflected a 
desire for a prominent position on the skyline visible from 
Memphis and beyond (perhaps similar to the 4th-Dynasty 
pyramid of Djedefre at Abu Rowash). The whole of Men-
kauhor’s complex was later swallowed up by the Late/
Graeco-Roman Period Anubiaeon temple-complex. 

The shortage of suitable sites in the main Saqqara cem-
etery was probably the reason that the next king, Isesi, chose 
to build his pyramid in a hitherto-virgin location well to 

A papyrus fragment in Neferefre’s mortuary temple refers to his 
unfinished pyramid as the“Mound”, given that the king died 
after only a handful of courses had been completed. In the 
background is the pyramid of his father, Neferirkare.



24 NILE #12  |  FEBRUARY / MARCH 2018

THE EGYPTOLOGY LIBRARY OF PEGGY JOY

©
 K

YE
RA

 G
IA

N
N

IN
I

The famous engraving of French 
Egyptologist Gaston Maspero, Director 
of Antiquities and the Bulaq Museum 
(precursor to the current Egyptian 
Museum in Cairo) standing before the 
basalt sarcophagus in the Burial 
Chamber of King Unas, the 5th-Dy-
nasty’s last king. Unas was the first 
pharaoh to have hieroglyphic texts 
inscribed inside his pyramid.

In his History Of Egypt, Chaldaea, 
Syria, Babylonia, and Assyria, 
Maspero states that “the inscriptions, 
like the pictures in the tombs, were 
meant to furnish the sovereign with 
provisions, to dispel serpents and 
malevolent divinities, to keep his soul 
from death, and to lead him into the 
bark of the sun or into the Paradise of 
Osiris. They constitute a portion of a 
vast book, whose chapters are found 
scattered over the monuments of 
subsequent periods. They are the means 
of restoring to us, not only the
religion but the most ancient language 
of Egypt: the majority of the formulas 
contained in them were drawn up in 
the time of the earliest human kings, 
perhaps even before Menés.”

This engraving, also from Maspero’s 
History, was made from a photograph 
taken in 1881 by Émil Brugsch, the 
German Egyptologist who first entered 
Unas’ pyramid and discovered the 
Pyramid Texts.

the south of the earlier monuments, an area that also lacked 
the steep escarpment that had complicated the construction 
of causeways there. The valley building is lost, but the 
mortuary temple was somewhat larger than those at Abusir, 
and replicated the arrangement seen at the pyramid of 
Niuserre of having store rooms flanking the entrance hall. 

A new feature was a square massif at the southern end 
of the temple’s façade (the situation is less clear to the north), 
which is unique to Isesi’s pyramid. However, in most other 
aspects, the pyramid of Isesi contained elements that would 
become standard in all future Old Kingdom pyramids.

The pyramid itself was of the usual constructional style, 
and of the same size as the pyramid of Niuserre, but its 
substructure differed from that of any preceding monument: 
the entrance lay just outside the limit of the north face and 
opened from the floor of a chapel that abutted the pyramid 
casing, any attempt at concealing the location of the entrance 
to the substructure having now been abandoned. In the 
burial chamber, fragments of the king’s mummy were found 
amid the broken sarcophagus. 

The substructure arrangement found in Isesi’s pyramid 
henceforth became standard in all king’s pyramids down 
to the end of the Old Kingdom. In addition, the pyramid’s 
base-dimensions—150 cubits square—also became standard 
for the rest of the Old Kingdom, only the immediately 
succeeding pyramid of Unas deviating from this. The reason 
for this—the pyramid was only 110 cubits square—almost 

certainly lies in the site the king chose for his pyramid. Like 
Userkaf before him, Unas clearly desired to be buried close 
to the Step Pyramid, the only practicable spot being at the 
west end of the south side of that monument, in the ‘precinct’ 
constructed for the royal tombs of Hetepsekhemwy and 
Ninetjer back in the 2nd Dynasty—around 500 years earlier. 
Presumably not wishing to undertake the extensive quar-
rying needed to extend the precinct sufficiently to allow a 
‘full-size’ pyramid, Unas’ monument was thus constrained 
in size by its site.

Unas made room for his Saqqara pyramid by clearing away 
the superstructure of the tomb of King Hetepsekhemwy, built 
some 500 years earlier. The entrance to the 2nd-Dynasty tomb 
is marked by the railings close to the edge of Djoser’s dry moat.
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Teti’s grey basalt sarcophagus, on the western side of the burial 
chamber, carries once-gilded Pyramid Texts: words spoken by 
the sky goddess Nut. Teti’s sarcophagus was the first sarcopha-
gus to be inscribed with any texts of any kind. 

Gaston Maspero proudly reported that Teti’s pyramid was 
opened on the 29th May 1881, following an incredible run 
of success: “In less than a year, five of the so-called ‘dumb’ 
pyramids of Saqqara had spoken.”

King Teti built pyramids for his wom-
enfolk in the northeastern part of his 
cemetery, one probably for his mother 
Sesheshet, and one each for his wives 
Iput I and Khuit II. The pyramids 
were small, but had substantial 
chapels; that of Iput I being the 
first queen’s example to include 
deities in its decoration.
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To allow it to be built at all, 
however, whatever still remained of 
the superstructure of the tomb of Het-
epsekhemwy was demolished in its 
entirety, the eastern side of the pyramid 
and inner part of the mortuary temple 
of Unas being built over it. Further 
east, the superstructure of Ninetjer was 
also taken down to clear the route of 
the upper part of the causeway, which 
then ran along part of the southeastern 
arm of the Djoser dry moat, before 
following the natural slope down 
through a number of bends to the site 
of the valley building, three-quarters 
of a kilometre away. 

The Unas causeway is around twice 
the length of the second longest cause-
way, that of the 6th-Dynasty’s Pepi II, 
considerably increasing the amount of 
engineering work required compared 
with most complexes for this aspect, 
emphasising, together with the accep-
tance of reduced pyramid-dimensions, 
the importance to Unas of the place-
ment of his pyramid.

The mortuary temple of Unas was 
very similar to that of Isesi, but without 
the strange pylons, and remarkably 

The 6th-Dynasty necropolis of King Teti and the ladies in his life, and a  
suggested location of the missing 5th-Dynasty pyramid of Menkauhor. 
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asymmetrical in 
layout, a further 
impact of the restric-
tions imposed by the 
site. Apart from this 
aspect, the temple’s design 
formed the basis for the  
‘standard’ plan that was carried 
through the Old Kingdom’s  next 
dynasty: the Sixth.

Internally, Unas’ monument was 
essentially identical in design with that 
of Isesi but with the important difference 
that it was the first royal substructure to 
be decorated since the time of Djoser. A 
delicate panelled design was incised into walls 
directly adjacent to the sarcophagus, while the 
ceiling was adorned with five-pointed blue stars 
(see page 24). 

Most importantly, however, the rest of the burial 
chamber, the antechamber and part of the  
approach corridor were covered with columns of hiero-
glyphs. These comprised a compilation of religious spells 
that now became the standard decorative scheme for kingly 
pyramids until the end of the Old Kingdom. Interestingly, 
decoration (of a completely different kind) also appears at 
this very time in some private burial chambers—hitherto 
likewise devoid of adornment. At least some of the blocks 
used in the substructure had been re-used— at least one 
preserving traces of a relief of Khufu.

The royal burial-chamber texts, now known as the 
‘Pyramid Texts’ deal with the posthumous destiny of the 
king, which differed greatly from that of the mass of hu-
manity; as a divine being he would dwell with his fellow 
gods in the entourage of the sun-god, Re. 

These texts are a miscellaneous compilation of spells of 
various kinds and lengths, with no two pyramids having 
precisely the same sets of spells: indeed, some are unique 
to a given tomb. They include instructions for ceremonies, 
hymns and spells to aid the progress and transformation 
of the spirit, possibly arranged in sets radiating out from 
the kernel of the pyramid, the sarcophagus.

 
The founder of the Sixth Dynasty, Teti, placed his monu-
ment almost directly west of the sepulchre of Menkauhor, 
a strange location explicable only by the shortage of suitable 
pyramid sites in the area and/or a decision to emulate 
Niuserre vis-à-vis Neferirkare in appropriating the lower 
portion of the earlier king’s causeway. 

Internally, the monument followed the plan seen in  
the tombs of Isesi and Unas, with the Pyramid Texts  
repeated, albeit with a slightly different selection of spells. 
In addition, the royal sarcophagus was decorated with texts 
for the first time, bands of hieroglyphs being inscribed  
on the upper surface of the lid and the interior sides and 
floor of the coffer (see previous page).

Teti was 
murdered, 
t r a d i t i o n 
has it, and it 
appears that he 
was directly fol-
lowed by a usurp-
ing king, Userkare. 
No clear evidence exists of any potential tomb, although 
subsurface geophysical traces at Tabbet el-Guesh, at Saqqara 
about a kilometre south of the Step Pyramid and a kilo-
metre north of the pyramid of Isesi, have been suggested 
as a potential site for future exploration.

Teti had, in any case, exhausted the last potential 
pyramid site at northern Saqqara: no later such monuments 
of any size would be erected there. For the rest of the Old 
Kingdom, pyramids were built in areas to the south first 
colonised by Isesi and Shepeseskaf. 

Pepi I built his pyramid a little northwest of that of Isesi, 
in size and layout a near-replica of the pyramid-complex 
of Teti. Its decorative scheme did, however, differ in that 
the panelling around the sarcophagus was reduced in height 
to that of the sarcophagus itself, and applied only to the 
north and south walls, the west side of the sarcophagus 
being occupied by the dwarf walls on which the sarcopha-
gus lid had been stored until drawn forward into place. 
Additional Pyramid Texts now occupied the area former-
ly occupied by the upper section of panelling, while the 
sarcophagus inscriptions moved to the outside of the coffer. 
A hand from the king’s mummy was found in the pyramid.

The Sixth Dynasty

The pyramid complexes of Pepi I 
and the women of his court.
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Aidan Dodson
The Royal Tombs of Ancient Egypt
Pen & Sword Archaeology, 2016
ISBN 978-1-4738-2159-0
Hardback, £24.00

AIDAN DODSON is a Senior Research Fellow in the 
Department of Anthropology & Archaeology at the 
University of Bristol, where he has taught Egyptology 
since 1996.

For the full, richly-detailed text, elaborate maps and detailed plans, we thoroughly 
recommend The Royal Tombs of Ancient Egypt. In the next abridged instalment in 
NILE Magazine, the Middle Kingdom rulers emerge victorious from civil war with 
a renewed vigour for monumental tombs. After a century in the wilderness,  
pyramids were back—but not as we knew them.

The pyramids of the wives of Pepi I at South Saqqara. From 
left to right: Inenek-Inti, Meryetyotes IV, an unknown queen, 
and Ankhnespepi II. Recent discoveries within the pyramid 
complex of Ankhnespepi II have earned a place in NILE’s Top 
5 discoveries of 2017. You can read more from page 49.

Southwest of Pepi I’s family complex is the Pyramid of 
Merenre I, Pepi I’s son. In the middle background is the 
Mastabat Faraun—the mastaba of Shepseskaf, the last king of 
the 4th Dynasty—and the Pyramid of Pepi II. On the horizon 
stand the 4th-Dynasty Dahshur pyramids of Sneferu. 
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The pyramid complex of Merenre I (Pepi I’s son and 
successor), built southwest of Isesi’s tomb, seems to have 
been all-but-identical to that of Pepi I, although only the 
interior of the pyramid has been excavated to date. A 
mummy found in the sarcophagus is likely to have been 
intrusive. In the case of both pyramids, the apparent direc-
tions taken by their causeways indicate that they lay at the 
margins of wadis that allowed the cultivation to penetrate 
deeply into the desert region.

The wadi south of Merenre’s pyramid separated it from 
the last pyramids of the Old Kingdom tradition. The first 
of these was that of last major king of the dynasty, Pepi II, 
the final manifestation of the ‘standard’ pyramid complex, 
lying close to the 4th-Dynasty giant mastaba of Shepseskaf.

Pepi II’s pyramid is much better preserved than those 
of his immediate predecessors and seems to have been built 
with rather more care. When at least partly built, a 6.5 m 
thick masonry ‘girdle’ was added around the lower part of 
the structure; this may have resulted from a perceived in-
stability of the pyramid, perhaps after an earthquake. The 
construction of this feature necessitated the dismantling 
of the north chapel and its reconstruction further out. 

Pepi II’s complex represented the Old Kingdom royal 
tomb at its most developed, with all elements preserved to 
some extent. After his reign there seems to have been a 
rapid decline in Egypt’s fortunes, heralding a period of 
disunity known as the First Intermediate Period, from 
which only a handful of royal tombs survive.
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 Cleopatra
and the  

Serpent in Myth, Magic  
and Medicine

(FACING PAGE)  The limestone statue represents a Ptolemaic queen holding a cor-
nucopia, a “horn of plenty” which was originally an emblem of the deified Arsinoe 
II (316–270 b.c.), the sister-wife of Ptolemy II, but was subsequently adopted by a 
number of other Ptolemaic queens.

The statue’s attributes and dress point to a date in the first or second century b.c., 
and the triple uraeus crowning the queen’s plaited headdress suggests a tentative 
identification with the famous Cleopatra VII.

The cartouche reading “Cleopatra” on this statue’s arm is unusual for the time, 
and the signs are, moreover, incorrectly oriented, so it is probably a modern addition.

From the dawn of civilisation, the snake has been synonymous 
with various ideological representations of chaos, malevolence, 
protection and healing in almost every culture across the globe.   
In Egyptian society the serpent played a magical role within the 

realms of healing: both apotropaic (turning away harm) and prophylac-
tic (safeguarding from harm).

Yet the snake was also conceptualised as an evil entity in the form of 
Apep who was monstrous and the embodiment of disorder. Conse-
quently, numerous spells were included in texts of tombs to ward off the 
evil serpents that densely populated the duat                or netherworld. 

In daily life, amulets and prayers served to appease serpent deities in 
an attempt to prevent or at least minimise the often fatal effects of snake 
bites. The Brooklyn Papyrus, a 30th-Dynasty (ca. 380–343 b.c.) medical 
manuscript on snake bites, provides a fascinating insight into the ancient 
Egyptian study of snakes and medical remedies to treat snake bites. 

Remarkably, modern science is revealing the medical benefits of snake 
venom in the treatment of diseases, particularly cancer. In Eastern Asia, 
even snake blood is used to treat various ailments or act as an aphrodi-
siac (with little scientific backing). There are, however, some ancient 
medical remedies which included serpent blood.

Is it possible the ancient practitioners were aware of not just the danger 
but the medical benefits of snake products? Could this explain why the 
snake was conceptualised as both healing and malevolent? The most 
iconic and popular representation of the snake, however, remains in the 
narrative of the tragic death of one of Egypt’s most famous queens, 
Cleopatra VII, and it is with her the story of the serpent begins.
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and poured snake poison into the wound. Roman histo-
rian Dio Cassius (ca. a.d. 150–235) states that the only 
marks on her body were slight pricks on her arm, implicat-
ing a snake as the culprit, which could have been brought 
to her in a watering jar or among flowers. The most famous 
account by far, however, remains that of the Greek biogra-
pher Plutarch (a.d. 46–ca. 119), and it is his explanation 
which has managed to survive the test of time.

Plutarch tells us that her death was very sudden. A snake 
was carried to her with figs by an Egyptian peasant and lay 
hidden under the leaves in a basket. Baring her arm, Cleopa-
tra held it out to be bitten. Plutarch also offers an alternative 
possibility of poison being concealed in a hollow comb she 
kept in her hair. Interestingly, the author tells us that there 
were no marks on her body or physical signs of poisoning. 
The snake was also nowhere to be seen apart from some 
fresh tracks indicating its earlier presence.

The date was August 12, 30 b.c. and it set in motion one 
of history’s most epic stories—even providing inspiration 
for Shakespeare, whose Antony and Cleopatra was first 
performed in London about 1606. An intriguing story of 
lust, power, deceit, incest, murder and suicide; ending in 
one of the greatest unsolved mysteries in history: how  
did Queen Cleopatra die?

The ancient writers give us a glimpse into Cleopatra’s 
extraordinary life and psyche, concluding with various 
accounts of her tragic demise. Suicide is the common theme
in all the narratives and all concur that two of her hand-
maidens died with her. The Greek historian Strabo (ca. 64 
b.c.–ca. a.d. 21) provides the earliest account and is the 
only source that could have been in Alexandria at the time 
of her death. He mentions two possibilities: that of the 
venom of a snake or a poisonous ointment. Greek physician 
Galen (a.d. 129–ca. 216) refers to a belief that she bit herself 

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART. PURCHASE, CHARLES AND JESSIE PRICE 
AND MRS. HOWARD J. BARNET GIFTS, 2010. ACC. NO. 2010.158 

One of the many faces of Cleopatra.
This charming chalk sketch of the 

famous queen was made by French 
artist Claude Vignon, in 1647. It was 
a design for a book illustration that 
never eventuated.

Cleopatra stands statuesquely, 
holding her regal sceptre which is 
wound with the serpent that will 
both seal her fate and rob Octavian 
of the opportunity to use the queen 
to decorate his grand victory parade 
back in Rome.

The queen is flanked in the back-
ground on both sides by scenes from 
her last day (details and description 
are on the facing page). Also in the 
background is an Egyptian obelisk to 
remind the viewer that the action is 
taking place in Egypt. 
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In 2015, academics at the University of Manchester 
reopened the discussion of Plutarch’s account and argued 
that the cobra in question would have been too large a 
species (typically well over a metre long) for concealment 
in a basket of figs. Furthermore, the museum’s curator of 
herpetology, Andrew Gray, explained that there was just  
a 10% chance of death since most bites are dry bites that 
don’t inject any venom.

So why has the snake story prevailed? Plutarch was not 
an eyewitness and writes around 150 years after Cleopatra’s 
death. In order to unravel this mystery, we need to take a 
closer look at the serpent in Egyptian myth, magic and 
medicine. This is significant because Cleopatra represent-
ed herself as the reincarnation of Isis, a goddess of magic 
and healing.

The origins of Isis are obscure. She first appears in the 
5th-Dynasty Pyramid texts (ca. 2360 b.c.), as a mourning 
sister of Osiris, and one of the nine original gods (the 
Ennead) of Heliopolis. From early on she was inextricably 
linked to serpents, and merges with many goddesses includ-
ing the cobra goddess Renenutet and, occasionally, with 
the cobra goddess Wadjet. The magical ability of Isis to 
create snakes and heal venomous bites is well known. In 
one myth she uses a serpent to get Re to reveal his secret 
name which carried with it incredible power. The serpent, 
which she produces from dust and spittle, inflicts a venom-
ous bite to Re. When nearing death and reeling in pain, the 
god finally relents and reveals his secret name to Isis in 
exchange for a healing spell.

The Romans would have been well aware of Cleopatra’s 
association with the goddess Isis. In 45 b.c. a golden statue 
of Cleopatra in the form of Isis had been commissioned by 
Julius Caesar for the temple of Venus Genetrix on the 
Capitoline Hill in Rome. Fifteen years later, Cleopatra’s 
suicide ruined Octavian plans of having the queen star in 
his triumphal march in Rome (in August 29 b.c.). Instead, 
Plutarch recorded that, “an effigy of the dead Cleopatra 
upon a couch was carried by, so that in a way she, too. . . 
was a part of the spectacle and a trophy in the procession.” 
Here again, Cleopatra was in the form of Isis—this time 
with an asp clinging to her.

Some ancient sources indicate Cleopatra had a fascina-
tion with snakes and experimented with their venom. The 
veracity of this claim is debatable but it’s difficult to deny 
she had some understanding of toxicology considering the 
fact she was born into a dysfunctional family where inbreed-
ing, sibling rivalry and murdering each other was rampant.
Plutarch tells us that there were reports that she did indeed 
experiment with poisons and tested them on condemned 
men in prisons. She wanted to find the poison which in-
flicted the least pain but when she witnessed the grievous 
torments and convulsions caused by the plant-based lethal 
drugs she turned to testing the venom of snakes. Cleopatra 
apparently came to the conclusion that the least agonising 
death would be that from an asp (Egyptian cobra).

Whatever the plausibility of Plutarch’s claim, the  
ancient Egyptians had a sound knowledge of ophiology—  
the study of snakes. The best example of this can be found 
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Details of the background scenes from Claude Vignon’s 
1647 sketch of Cleopatra (facing page). On the left, the 
victorious Octavian strides confidently forward towards 
Cleopatra’s mausoleum to claim his prize. Inside, the 

queen and one attendant, Iras, have already succumbed 
to the snake-bite, with the serpent still curled around the 
queen’s arm. Her second handmaiden, Charmion, dutifully 
fixes the queen’s crown in place as her dying act.



NILE #12  |  FEBRUARY / MARCH 201832

its mother. Cat’s blood also features in some remedies, 
perhaps because of the Heliopolis myth in which a cat 
slaughters the serpent demon Apep. Interestingly, mention 
is twice made of the use of cobra blood in wound dressings. 
For example, Brooklyn Papyrus paragraph 90c (see inset) 
includes blood of a cat, fish, crocodile and the cobra to be 
used as a compress/ dressing. French scholar Serge Sauner-
on who translated the Brooklyn Papyrus into French, com-
ments that this is a curious practice because cobra blood 

is toxic and produces 
the same effect as 
venom. Using it in a 
dressing will mix it with 
human blood. However, 
he adds that it also con-
tains antitoxins which 
are antivenin substanc-
es. Is this evidence then 
that the ancient Egyp-

tians knew the healing benefits of snake products? 
It’s remarkable that what makes venom so deadly is also 

what makes it ideal as a medicine. In fact, modern day 
science is investigating the uses of venom for possible cures 
of cancer and autoimmune diseases and in pain manage-
ment. There are even certain heart and diabetes medications 
that are being derived from snake venom.

The snake was very much part of Egyptian religion too, 
particularly Wadjet, protector of the pharaoh, often shown 
as a cobra or as the head of the cobra. 

in the Brooklyn Papyrus, now in the Brooklyn Museum.  
The papyrus was a manual for medico-magical practitioners 
(Serqet priests) who may have been called upon to deal 
with snake bite victims. The first part of the papyrus iden-
tifies 21 snake varieties, including the spitting cobra, black 
desert cobra, Persian horned viper, puff adder and the 
Egyptian cobra, which is implicated in Cleopatra’s death.

The second part of the Brooklyn Papyrus lists a number 
of remedies to treat snake bites. The papyrus also includes 
some elements of magic 
and provides various 
incantations. The rem-
edies include liquids 
such as wine, beer, milk 
and oil which were used 
as a medium in which 
substances could be 
mixed or dissolved. 
Some recipes even 
include the temperature at which the treatment should be 
administered. The ingredients in the remedies include 
sycamore, moringa and jujube, and common plants utilised 
include spelt, castor and mallow. The most important plant 
used in the Brooklyn Papyrus, however, appears to have 
been the onion.

Some of the animal products used in the remedies in-
cluded burnt hooves, dried donkey droppings and gall from 
russet-coloured goats. One paragraph mentions blood from 
a young goat which was then rested and returned, alive, to 

Although defaced by early Christians, this image at 
Dendera is one of the few of Cleopatra VII that carry her 
name. Here she stands with Caesarion, her son by Julius 
Caesar, making offerings to the gods. Caesarion became 

the queen’s short-lived co-regent as Ptolemy XV. When 
Octavian defeated Antony and Cleopatra in 30 b.c., he had 
Caesarion summarily put to death. Although shown here 
as an adult, Caesarion was only 14 when he died.

PHOTO: OLAF TAUSCH

“Another: cat blood; mugil fish blood; kite blood; cobra blood;

blood of a crocodile from the necropolis, split in two and dried;
  yellow amber. Grind finely. Maintain with a compress.”

Instructions for a wound dressing. Brooklyn Papyrus, Paragraph 90c
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This striking, black basalt statue of a 
Ptolemaic queen is one of the mas-
terpieces in the Hermitage Museum’s 
Ancient Egyptian collection (Inv. No. 
3936) in St. Petersburg. As with most 
representations thought to feature 
the famous queen, the most definite 
answer to the question, “Is it Cleopatra 
VII?”, is “probably”.

The statue, just over a metre tall, 
represents a striding woman in a long 
tight-fitting dress, wearing a long 
tripartite wig with three uraei (royal 
snakes) and holding a cornucopia in 
her left hand and the ankh (not 
shown) in her right hand. The inlaid 
eyes and the headdress (probably a 
solar disc between cow’s horns) have 
been lost. 

Its smoothly-polished surface 
indicates the statue was completely 
finished, but, as the Hermitage points 
out, “it is not inscribed, which makes 
dating and identification of the person 
represented a particular problem.”

Since the 1950s the statue had been 
identified as Arsinoe II, sister and wife 
of Ptolemy II (3rd century B.C.), based 
largely on the style of cornucopia 
which was thought to be characteristic 
of that queen. Stylistically, however, 
the rest of the statue suggested a later 
date—most likely 1st century b.c.

In the early 2000s, British Egyptolo-
gist Dr. Sally-Ann Ashton, a specialist 
in identifying Egyptian royal por-
traiture, based on iconography and 
facial characteristics, recognised this 
statue as belonging to Cleopatra VII. 
This identification was based on the 
fact that, in contrast to Arsinoe II who 
wore only two uraei, three cobras are 
characteristic of Cleopatra VII alone. 
At the same time, some of Cleopatra’s 
coins also featured the distinctive 
cornucopia that was formerly thought 
to be exclusive to Arsinoe II.

With the snake being so embroiled in religion, myth, 
magic and healing, and with Cleopatra identifying herself 
as Isis who was intrinsically linked to serpents, it starts to 
become apparent why Plutarch’s version of death by cobra 
became the most popular account. 

How did Cleopatra actually die though? Let’s assess the 
evidence. Plutarch tells us her death was sudden; there were 
no visible marks on her body expect slight prick marks on 
her arms; two of her handmaidens died with her. Not a 
single ancient writer mentions murder or implicates Oc-
tavian, as has been suggested by some modern writers.
There’s no doubt that Roman writers could have been biased 
and based their writing on preconceived ideas of Cleopatra. 
However, it is still surprising that there is no mention of 
murder, if there was even a rumour that this was the case. 
Furthermore, not everything said about her is negative. 
There are echoes of respect and admiration for her in the 
narratives. This leaves us with two alternatives: suicide by 

snake venom or a poisonous drug. 
The major issue with the cobra bite scenario is how one 

cobra could kill three people: Cleopatra and her maids. 
Moreover, not all serpent bites are fatal, and there is often 
only a 10–20% chance of death. Cleopatra would have 
known this if she had been experimenting with venom on 
captives, as has been alluded. Venom from a cobra bite 
could take anywhere from 30 minutes to 2 hours or more 
to kill, and Plutarch suggests her death was fast. Further-
more, death from a venomous bite would leave some phys-
ical evidence such as swelling, bruising and tissue damage. 
Contrary to Plutarch’s account, this is a painful way to go. 
So could it have been a poisonous drug? Some modern 
writers gravitate towards this explanation and suggest a 
cocktail of drugs being ingested. An important point to 
note, however, is that the ancient writers don’t mention 
Cleopatra drinking poison. They all suggest the injection 
of the drug straight into the bloodstream. 
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Representations of Egyptian royal 
women generally featured a single 
uraeus on their brows; however, if they 
were deified and elevated in status to 
that of a goddess, they could be 
awarded the vulture to represent both 
the royal and divine aspects. The first 
royal female to wear two cobras was 
Iset, the wife of the 18th Dynasty’s 
Thutmose II, perhaps in recognition of 
her role as both royal wife and mother 
of the future king Thutmose III.

Fourteen hundred years later, 
Cleopatra VII was the first Ptolemaic 
queen to wear a triple uraeus. Previous 
Ptolemaic queens had worn two, 
signifying their oversight of both Upper 
and Lower Egypt. For Cleopatra, given 
her relationships with both Julius 
Caesar and Antony, the third uraeus 
may suggest a hoped-for union with 
Rome that was never to be.

bloodstream. A high dosage would have killed Cleopatra 
through respiratory failure with relative speed. Thus there 
never was a need to smuggle a large cobra to her. All she 
needed was the venom, which is basically just snake saliva.   

Piercing her arm and pouring the venom directly into 
the bloodstream, as suggested by Galen is an option which 
surely warrants further investigation. Furthermore, the fact 
that all the writers mention injection of the poison rather 
than ingestion makes this is a viable option. The Romans 
certainly believed a snake killed Cleopatra. Plutarch tells 
us that in Octavian’s triumphal procession, an asp was even 
shown clinging to her body. Thus, irrespective of the ide-
alised accounts in which she appears flawless in death, there 
must have been some physical evidence implicating a snake. 
Even Cleopatra’s physician Olympus (cited by Plutarch) 
suggests snake venom as a possible cause of death.

Cleopatra’s tomb and body have not yet been discovered 
so we can only formulate an account of her death from the 
available material. From what we do know of her it is hard 
to imagine she would risk the indignity of being executed 
or dragged through the streets of Rome in Octavian’s victory 
parade. Even if not directly bitten by a cobra, releasing its 
venom directly into her bloodstream was a fitting and 
symbolic way for a queen who identified herself as Isis to 
die. It was with spittle Isis magically created snakes, and it 
was with the spittle of the snake Cleopatra could have died.

There are several plant-based drugs that were known 
in antiquity and could have been used. In 2010 Christoph 
Schäfer, a professor of ancient history at Trier University 
worked with German toxicologist Dietrich Mebs to deter-
mine which poisons Cleopatra might have used. They 
decided it was hemlock, mixed with wolfsbane and opium.
History’s most famous death-by-hemlock is the Greek 
philosopher Socrates in 399 b.c. Hemlock poisoning is not 
pain-free, and the victim can convulse awfully. The sedative 
effect of opium may have made it less horrific, but the debate 
of opium use in ancient Egypt is an ongoing one and the 
Ebers Papyrus mentions its internal use in just one remedy: 
for pain relief of a colic infant. Opium may have been used 
more widely by the end of the Ptolemaic Period, however, 
and Greek physicians certainly influenced Egyptian phar-
macopeia, so it can’t be ruled out.

It appears then that a pain-free suicide would have been 
quite difficult to achieve in Cleopatra’s time. From the 
available evidence, a cobra being smuggled to her in a basket 
of figs can almost certainly be ruled out. Death by cobra 
bite has more to do with symbolism and sensationalism 
than any basis in reality. It helped create a fascinating story 
which inspired many artists over time.

Instead, Egypt’s last active pharaoh most likely admin-
istered the correct dosage of poison directly into her blood-
stream via the cuts mentioned on her arm. One possibility 
which has a lot of credibility but has hardly had any atten-
tion from scholars is the use of venom which has already 
been extracted from a snake. 

Of the ancient writers mentioned here, only Galen was 
a physician, and it is he who alludes to the use of snake 
venom. Egyptian cobra venom remains highly toxic for 
some time after being extracted and stored. The speed at 
which it kills depends on how much enters the victim’s 

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART. GIFT OF JOSEPH W. DREXEL, 1889. ACC. NO. 89.2.660

SOFIA AZIZ is a researcher on the medicine of 
the ancient Egyptians. She has written articles 
on this subject for several magazines and jour-
nals and holds degrees in Human Sciences and 
Egyptology.
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Snake pits and reptile pens are one of the most 
visited and sought-after areas in zoos. Children 
continue to be fascinated by everything slithery, 
and humans have been intrigued by the mysteri-

ous powers of the skin-shedding venom-harbouring 
reptile since the dawn of history. 

The snake occupies a peculiar place in the modern 
globalised world, and particularly within the parts of it 
still influenced by one form or another of Judaeo-Chris-
tian heritage. Today, images of snakes directly recall to 
mind associations with evil, the devil, the fall of a once-
beautiful angel, or the expulsion from Eden. The iconic 
depiction of the serpent in Genesis being the cause of 
the eternal curse on itself and humans are inescapable 
to anyone who has grown up within a culture in touch 
with Biblical heritage. The following lines from Genesis 
will be familiar to such readers:

SNAKE          GOD
Haythem Bastawy

F e a r e d  n o w ,  b u t  r e v e r e d  t h e n

The snake was not always regarded as a symbol of 
evil, danger or fallibility, however. In ancient cultures 
which predate the Old Testament—and particularly 
within ancient Egyptian mythology—the snake was 
largely admired and associated with good magic and 
positive energy. 

(TOP IMAGE)  A drawing of an ostracon (limestone flake containing an inscription) from Deir el-Bahari 
featuring the 19th-Dynasty royal tomb-builder, Khnummose, adoring the local cobra-goddess Meretseger. 
This deity dwelt on the mountain that overlooked the Valley of the Kings where Khnummose worked. This 
piece, collected from Thebes in 1818, was purchased by the British Museum in 1843 (Acc. No. EA8510).

“Then the Lord God said to the woman, ‘What 

is this you have done?’

The woman said, ‘The serpent deceived me,  

and I ate.’

So the Lord God said to the serpent, ‘Because 

you have done this, cursed are you above 

all livestock and all wild animals! You 

will crawl on your belly and you will eat 

dust all the days of your life.” 

(Genesis 3:13–14).

WHO WAS  THE
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The snake was also believed to be a chosen form assumed 
by several gods and goddesses for specific situations, such 
as protecting a man from harm in the wilderness or aiding 
a woman during childbirth. As American Egyptologist, 
Molly Youngkin explains, “the Egyptian serpent is strong-
ly associated with fertility and rebirth because of its ability 
to shed its skin and regenerate; Egyptians ‘honoured’ rather 
than ‘feared’ snakes, as is more common in the West.”

Youngkin also asserts that “unlike Western traditions, 
in which the serpent image often has negative connotations, 
the image carries more positive connotations in Egyptian 
mythology.” Barbara S. Lesko of Rhode Island’s Brown 
University supports this observation in her book, The Great 
Goddesses of Egypt: “The earliest portrayals of serpents in 
Egyptian art associate them with elephants in a mutual 
relationship, not a hostile one.” Here she is referring to a 
tiny Predynastic ivory comb, shown above.  

In the Egyptian creation myths, Egyptologist Geraldine 
Pinch explains that Amun is the creator god “most com-
monly shown as a bearded man in the prime of life.” In one 
sense he can be equated with the “only true God” (John 
17:3) of the Judaeo-Christian-Islamic heritage, being classed 
as “everywhere, unseen but felt like the wind”. In one creation 
myth, Amun assumed his ram-headed serpent form known 

A rare and delicate survivor from the 
end of the Predynastic Period (ca. 
3200–3100 b.c.), just prior to the 
consolidation of the Egyptian state 
under a single king.

This is the top of an ivory decora-
tive hair comb, just five centimetres 
tall (the teeth are mostly broken off).  
It was likely a prized possession of one 
of the elite members of a regional 
kingdom; perhaps even, belonging to 
the king or his queen.

On both sides of the comb are rows 
of animals in orderly procession, 
which demonstrates the main role of 
the Egyptian king: to control chaos. 
The top row, a row of elephants shown 
standing on serpents.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art—
in whose collection it now resides—
states that “the mythologies of many 
African peoples associate elephants 
and serpents with the creation of the 
universe. The uppermost row of this 
comb may symbolise a creative deity 
to whom the rest of the animals owe 
their existence.”

Alternatively, Barbara S. Lesko 
suggests that the “serpents seem to 
lead or protect the elephant, which 
may have been meant to stand as the 
image of the chief, if not a clan 
divinity, which afterwards disappeared 
from the Egyptian belief systems.”

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART. THEODORE M. DAVIS COLLECTION. BEQUEST OF THEODORE M. DAVIS, 1915. ACC. NO. 30.8.224

How do you turn an image royal? Simply add a uraeus, 
the royal cobra that has been a part of royal iconogra-
phy since the 1st Dynasty (ca. 3100–2890 b.c.).

In the late 18th Dynasty, Horemheb—Commander-in-
Chief under Tutankhamun—prepared a tomb at 
Saqqara before he ascended the throne and commis-
sioned a new burial place in the Valley of the Kings. 
Before they abandoned the Saqqaran tomb, however, 
the masons added a small detail to reflect their new 
king’s regal status. Look carefully, and you can see a 
faint royal uraeus carved onto Horemheb’s brow.
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Not all snakes were considered bad. This scene comes from the tomb of 
Ramesses I (KV 16), the 19th Dynasty’s founding pharaoh. 

Pictured is a moment from the Book of Gates, which narrates the 
journey of the sacred barque of the sun-god Ra (shown here in his noc-
turnal form) as it passed through the perilous netherworld.

While Ra was constantly threatened by his nemesis, the giant serpent 
Apep, who represents eternal chaos, he was protected by another snake 
deity, Mehen. This latter god shelters Ra by coiling his body protectively 
around the kiosk in which the sun-god stands. Guarding Ra at the bow of 
the boat is Sia, who represents Ra’s divine perception. At the back is the god 
Heka, the personification of the magical power that pervades the universe.

as Kematef (“He who has completed his moment”) in order 
to create and fertilise a “world egg” in his head. Conse-
quently, all life originated within him and the world began. 
Atum, the father of all beings and the one who multiplied 
himself into millions, also chose the serpent form for his 
retirement in the reigns of his offspring, Osiris and Horus.

The cobra was used by the Greek Ptolemaic dynasty 
(ca. 332–30 b.c.) as a symbol of their power, knowing how 
it was respected and admired by the Egyptian public. 
Cleopatra, the last of the Ptolemies, assigned particular 
importance to it, and statues of her wearing a triple-urae-
us crown remain iconic today (see page 33). Moreover, as 
Plutarch chronicled, Cleopatra “gave audience to the people 
under the name of the New Isis. . .” and “appeared in public, 
dressed in the habit of the goddess Isis. . . .” The powerful 
cobra was significant in creating this public image.

In Egypt the serpent was the chosen form for forces of 
good as well as forces of evil (see the above image from 
Ramesses I’s tomb). In Judaeo-Christian tradition, however, 
the snake had transformed into an exclusive symbol of pure 
evil; a tempter of Eve, and largely the cause of the expulsion 
from Eden and the primary source of humans’ perpetual 
suffering. Why would this be? There are three main reasons: 

Firstly, the snake was despised for being a reminder of 

pagan times when diverse forms of belief in various gods 
and goddesses was widespread, as opposed to the belief in 
one god by monotheistic religions such as Judaism, Chris-
tianity and Islam. 

Secondly, due to its pagan symbolic nature, the snake 
elevates an animal form to the level of sacred divinity, which 
is sacrilegious and blasphemous within the contexts of 
monotheism. In Book I of Paradise Lost, 17th-century 
English poet, John Milton, solves the mystery of the older 
Egyptian civilisation by explaining that it was, in origin, 
based on faith in the true God, until:

Here John Milton reflects the traditional Christian views 
of pagan divinity as taking “brutish forms”.  

The third explanation for the serpent’s transformation 
from revered to reviled is that the snake was also a feminine 
symbol, being a favoured form for Wadjet, the goddess of 
pharaonic protection (the royal cobra poised menacingly 

© JA
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“A crew, who, under names of old renown, 

Osiris, Isis, Orus [Horus], and their train, 

With monstrous shapes and sorceries abused

Fanatick Egypt, and her priests, to seek

Their wandering Gods disguised in brutish forms

Rather than human. . . .”
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on the kingly brow). This goes against the Biblical and 
Islamic traditions where power and sacred knowledge is 
chiefly preserved within the male-dominated spheres of a 
male God and His male sages. 

In full eloquence, Book Nine of John Milton’s Paradise 
Lost sees Eve asking Satan (in his famed snake form) how 
it is he is able to talk. The answer, of course, involves a 
certain tree in a certain garden:

With the arrival of monotheism and the exclusive 
worship of one god, came the loss of the ancient “wisdom” 
of polytheism. Forgotten was the ancient heritage of gods 
and goddesses who walked the earth with humans, behaved 
and misbehaved like us, and struggled against the powers 
of chaos to achieve order for humankind. People’s relation-
ship with divinity became instead one based on discipline 
and reward, punishment and compensation. Christianity 
attempted to reach a compromise and reintroduce a type 
of a human role model who was divine, as well as a part of 
the divine essence of the Old Testament’s exclusive one 
God. Islam rejected Christianity’s compromise outright, 
and instead attempted to make it a part of Islam’s own 

When Joseph Mayer—a wealthy Liverpool jeweller with a 
passion for antiquities—opened a museum to showcase his 
collection on 1 May 1852, this wrapped bundle was among 
the exhibits. Mayer described it as a bird mummy. Fifteen 
years later when Mayer gave his collection to the Liverpool 
Museum (now World Museum), it was relabelled as a “Mum-
mified cat wrapped in linen bands” (Acc. No. M13645).

World Museum’s Senior Curator of Antiquities, Dr. Ashley 
Cooke, told NILE Magazine that he was suspicious of that 
description because it lacked the shape of a cat’s head. In 
October 2016 Dr. Cooke finally had the chance to x-ray the 
mummy and solve the puzzle. It turned out to be a bundle 
of snakes! “An assumption made 164 years earlier was cor-
rected in less than a minute!”

Why snakes? Dr. Cooke explained that “snakes grow new 
skin and came to symbolise the renewal of life. As a votive 
offering, there are a few possibilities for which cult it was 
made for: perhaps Amun in his role as a creator god of 
the Ogdoad [the eight deities worshipped in Hermopolis], 
who could take the form of a snake and resurrect himself. 
Snakes and eels were also sacred to another creator god, 
Atum of Heliopolis.”

COURTESY OF NATIONAL MUSEUMS LIVERPOOL, WORLD MUSEUM

“Thee, Serpent, subtlest beast of all the field

I knew, but not with human voice endued;

Redouble then this miracle, and say,

How cam’st thou speakable of mute, and how

To me so friendly grown above the rest

Of brutal kind, that daily are in sight?

Say! for such wonder claims attention due.”

To whom the guileful Tempter thus replied.

“Empress of this fair world, resplendent Eve!

Easy to me it is to tell thee all

What thou commandest; and right thou shouldst 

be obeyed:                

I was at first as other beasts that graze

The trodden herb, of abject thoughts and low,

As was my food; nor aught but food discerned,

Or sex; and apprehended nothing high:

Till, on a day roving the field, I chanced

A goodly tree, far distant, to behold. . . .”
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message against their common enemy: polytheism. 
The primary reason for the recurrent attempts of mono-

theism to assert itself against, and/or compromise with 
polytheism is because monotheism can only exist by claim-
ing the exclusivity of its message (and its redemption to 
those who accept the one God only). In other words, mono-
theism cannot tolerate co-existing alongside polytheism, 
for polytheism negates monotheism by its very diversity of 
deities and beliefs. 

Due to its appeal to political powers and dominions, 
where exclusivity is first nature, monotheism ultimately 
reigned supreme, and the battle continued between differ-
ent forms of monotheism rather than between monotheism 
and polytheism, as was the case in the beginning. Neverthe-
less, monotheism never fully forgot its old arch-enemy  
and the fear of the return of polytheism lurked in mono-
theistic myths and religions. 

This fear of ancient wisdom is encountered in forms 
such as “forbidden knowledge” and unattainable powers. 
The snake, with its colourful beauty and the mysterious 
regenerative powers associated with its skin, continues to 
be a reminder of this ancient wisdom, and the danger of 
its potential return as a threat to the very core of the worship 
of the one God. Thus “Hiss” will remain Him, Atum lives 
in the shadow of Adam, and “the bearded man in the prime 
of his life” is God, not Amun.

This is a scene from the burial chamber’s north wall in the 
tomb of King Horemheb (KV57). It depicts a circular Lake of 
Fire which is inhabited by a cobra. This is not the sulphu-
rous, hellish punishment that we may imagine, but rather 
a means of protection, as indicted by the two ankh     signs 
for “life”. The lake and equally-fiery cobra, act as a deter-
rent to those who may approach Osiris (represented by 
the two mummies) with ill intent. To help make the point, 
the hieroglyphs either side of the lake spell out words for 

“fire” (nbi           ) and  “to burn” (st(i)         ).
Horemheb’s workers evidently ran out of time, and 

parts of his tomb weren’t finished in time for the king’s 
burial. This provides us with the opportunity to see how 
the ancient artists’ work unfolded. The images were firstly 
sketched in red by a junior artist, before being examined 
by a supervisor and then corrected in black by a master. 
Following this, a sculptor would delicately remove the 
background to create raised reliefs.

HAYTHEM BASTAWY is a British-Egyptian doctoral 
researcher and visiting lecturer at Leeds Trinity 
University. His research is concerned with various 
aspects of English and history and he has 
published several articles on related topics. In 
February 2017 he received the Southwest Popular/
American Culture Association Languages and 
Literatures Award in the U.S. www.hbastawy.com.
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T h u t m o s e  I V

PLACEHOLDER
OR PIVOT?

Sandwiched between the great warrior king Amenhotep II, and the model for the 
colossal Memnon, Amenhotep III, King Thutmose IV is often starved of attention. 
Yet it may be that this king’s legacy outshone them both. Thutmose IV’s rekindled 

solar devotion burned even more intensely in his son and grandson. In fact, we might 
well ask: would there have been an Akhenaten without a Thutmose IV? 

BRIAN ALM
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Thutmose IV appeared for a few brief years between the 
last great warrior king of the dynasty, Amenhotep II (ca. 
1427–1400 b.c.), who claimed he could shoot an arrow 
through a copper plate from a chariot, and “the dazzling” 
(by his own reckoning) Amenhotep III, both of whom 
eclipsed Thutmose in different ways. Amenhotep II did so 
with ferocious might, while Amenhotep III shone with 
grandeur and pomp; both overwhelming in their self-
awareness, and both with a lot more tenure than Thutmose 
IV (27 years for Amenhotep II, 38 for Amenhotep III), who 
ruled for just eight years—ten at most.

Appreciation of this king’s true place in history has been 
obscured by the question of how he got there. Was he a 
usurper? Did he manage to push aside, or even “do in” his 
brother, the crown prince? While the mystery is interest-
ing—royal intrigue always is—the succession matter deflects 
attention from two major issues at this point in Egypt’s 
history, in both of which Thutmose IV was instrumental: 
the king’s preference for diplomacy over military conquest, 
and the attention he devoted to a king’s relationship with 

the gods; Ra in particular. And that’s the crux: in his revival 
of the solar religion of Heliopolis (Iunu), he raised Aten 
from noun to deity. Would there be an Akhenaten, 50 years 
later, without a Thutmose IV now? We may well ask.

But the question is not so simple. It’s entangled in pol-
itics, and to get to a plausible answer, we must first wade 
through that matter of succession.

SUCCESSION
Amenhotep II had at least ten children, nine of them sons. 
The eldest, Amenhotep, did not succeed his father, and 
nobody knows quite why, but there are suspicions. How far 
down the line Thutmose was in the pecking order is unclear, 
and it is obvious that some of the brothers were still around 
when Thutmose became king. So what happened?

Some manner of usurpation seems to be the case. In 
his book, the Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, Egyptologist 
Ian Shaw points to the defacement on stelae at the Temple 
of Amenhotep II at Giza and other broken and mutilated 

For years the remains of Thutmose IV’s grand peristyle hall 
lay scattered in the Open Air Museum at Karnak Temple. 
This photo was taken in 1990. 

Apparently not one for sentimentality, his son Amenho-
tep III had much of the hall pulled down to make way for 
his new ceremonial entranceway—the Third Pylon.

When the pylon was restored in the early 1900s, not 
only were the pieces of Thutmose IV’s peristyle hall dis-
covered inside, but also hundreds of blocks from earlier 
buildings, which could now be reconstructed.
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Much of what makes up Karnak’s Open Air Museum to-
day comes from Amenhotep III’s Third Pylon, including  the 
“White Chapel” of Senusret I (12th Dynasty, ca. 1965–1920 
b.c.) and the New Kingdom “Red Chapel” barque shrine of 
Queen Hatshepsut (18th Dynasty, ca. 1472–1458 b.c.).

Between 1988 and 2004, Thutmose IV’s peristyle hall 
was reconstructed by the French-Egyptian Centre for the 
Study of the Temples of Karnak (CFEETK), which means 
that today, it has probably stood for longer in our time 
than it did during Thutmose IV’s reign.



monuments that were dedicated by Thutmose’s brothers as 
evidence of a “struggle for the throne”. Some have even 
wondered about murder, but Egyptologist and author 
Barbara Mertz dismissed that idea years ago. In Temples, 
Tombs and Hieroglyphs, she argued, “there is no evidence 
in pharaonic [i.e., pre-Ptolemaic] Egypt of a new king ex-
ecuting potential rivals.”

A co-regency with Amenhotep II has been suggested, 
but that is most unlikely. Again, Shaw: “The succession of 
Thutmose IV appears to have had no recog-
nition at all by Amenhotep II, either by co-
regency or announced intent”. In any case, 
“there are hints that the transition of power 
was less than smooth,” as Nicholas Reeves 
puts it in his book Akhenaten, with well-
throttled understatement. 

So the burden for Thutmose IV was to 
legitimise his right to the throne, which he 
undertook by various means. First and foremost was the 
famous Dream Stela: a 15-ton, 3.6-metre-high granite slab, 
made from the lintel of one of the doorways in Khafre’s Old 
Kingdom Valley Temple at Giza. Thutmose erected it 
between the front paws of the Great Sphinx—directly in 
front of a monument his father had placed there. We will 
return to that later; it’s pretty important.

In brief, the tale Thutmose tells is that he fell asleep 
while hunting on the Giza plateau, and during his nap, he 
dreamed that the Sphinx promised to make him king one 
day if only he would clear away the sand that had built up 
around the Sphinx’s body. 

Oh, but there’s much more to the story than a tall tale. 
The Dream Stela tells how Thutmose was chosen to be king 
not by Amun, as Hatshepsut had claimed, but by the Sphinx, 
itself a syncretization of the sun in its three aspects—Khepri, 

Ra and Atum—and Horus: Horemakhet, 
“Horus in the Horizon.” As Reeves says, “The 
Dream Stela, in fact, represents the confirma-
tion by oracle of a disputed succession—the 
same technique which had been employed to 
legitimise the reigns of Thutmose III and 
Hatshepsut.”

It is significant that Thutmose associated 
the Sphinx, which had thus anointed him, 

with the solar religion of the Old Kingdom and of the north, 
and not with the national god of the New Kingdom, Amun, 
and Amun’s base in the south. We’ll get back to that too.

Further toward legitimising his kingship, he used stat-
uary to make his point. A statue in the Temple of Mut at 
Karnak shows the young prince and his tutor, Hekareshu, 
who was identified simply as a nurse of the royal children. 

The Great Sphinx at Giza was considered an icon of king-
ship merged with the solar god, and Thutmose IV’s Dream 
Stela suitably describes him as Horem-Akhet           , which 
means “Horus in the horizon”—that is, the aspect of Horus 
as a sun god. The stela also refers to the Sphinx as Khepri-
Re-Atum                , which is all the aspects of the sun god 
rolled into one—the sun god in the morning, the sun god 
in the day, and the sun god at night.

The Dream Stela not only gave Thutmose IV the divine-
mandate to solidify his reign (and, perhaps, put to rest any 
pesky legitimacy concerns), it also records what may be 
the Sphinx’s first clearance from the Sahara sands. Part of 
the stela reads: “Observe me, my son Thutmose. . . . I shall 
give to you the kingship. . . The sand of the desert, upon 
which I used to be, (now) confronts me; and it is in order to 
cause that you do what is in my heart that I have waited.”
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less than smooth
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After Thutmose IV became king, however, Hekareshu  was 
lauded as “God’s Father” and “nurse of the eldest son.”

Thutmose had reliefs put up at Amada, in Nubia, refer-
ring to his heb-sed jubilee—even though he ruled only eight 
or ten years and had no sed observance, which technically 
was to commemorate a king’s 30th year of rule—“jubilee 
by proxy,” Reeves calls it. Yes, it’s true that kings did jump 
the gun and held the heb-sed early, while they were still 
fresh and able to assert their right to rule with youthful 
vigor, but it was still a bit too early for a king who had ruled 
ten years at most and was dead by the age of 25. 

It is also possible that the heb-sed was being expressed 
not as an event but as a wish for longevity. Nevertheless, 
real or imagined, the rite had been recorded and recognised, 
so it was “fact.” Today it might be called “fake news”, but it 
was an Egyptian convention to create truth by writing it.

Then there’s his mother, Tiaa. Tiaa was a minor wife of 
Amenhotep II, from the north; she was never titled Great 
Royal Wife. But when her son Thutmose took the throne 
he elevated her with the title God’s Wife of Amun. The title 
went dormant after his reign, and remained so until well 
into the 19th Dynasty, but at this time it still meant some-
thing. Making his mother a God’s Wife of Amun lifted her 
to full Great Royal Wife status. As her son, Thutmose was 
legitimately the royal successor.

“Thutmose IV increasingly emphasized divine associa-
tions of royal females,” says Ian Shaw. “He placed his mother 
Tiaa in the role of ‘God’s Wife of Amun’ as if she were the 
goddess Mut herself.” She appears in Thutmose’s Jubilee 
holding a mace—which becomes a standard accoutrement 
and icon for the God’s Wife of Amun. But significantly, 
Thutmose also associated Tiaa with Isis and Hathor—god-
desses whose roots were solar.

Thutmose IV was in his mid-teens when he became 
king, so Tiaa almost certainly would have acted as a co-
regent to some extent, early on, and they do appear to-
gether on statues. For much of his reign, she was his official 
consort. It was only later in his reign that the role of consort 
passed to the Great Royal Wife, Nefertari.

DIPLOMACY
Maybe it was the woman’s touch on affairs of state: in 
Amarna Sunrise, Egyptologist Aidan Dodson states that 
“The reign of Thutmose IV seems to definitively mark. . . 
the transition from relationships between the great powers 
being based on military might to ones more built around 
mutual self-interest and diplomacy.” It was a far cry from 
how his father had managed things. Returning victorious 
from a battle in Tikhsi, Syria, Amenhotep II proudly hauled 

One of the delicate scenes that were largely preserved by 
spending 3,000 years as fill inside Amenhotep III’s Third 
Pylon at Karnak Temple.

This scene is all about divine fragrance, sacred atmo-
sphere and eternal kingship. Thutmose IV presents the 
floral emblems of Upper and Lower Egypt to Amun (not 
seen here): a bouquet of lilies (Upper Egypt) in his right 
hand, and a bundle of papyrus (Lower Egypt) in his left. 
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Behind the king stands an animated ankh sign, hold-
ing aloft two fans that provide the king not only with the 
divine breath of life, but also create a revitalising atmo-
sphere in his immediate presence.

The ankh stands on signs that have been variously in-
terpreted as half-skies, the edges of the horizon, or as sky 
supports. Either way, they are likely identified with the air, 
atmosphere and divine scent.
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seven captives back to Thebes, suspended upside down on 
the front of his boat. He then beheaded them himself at 
Karnak Temple and hung them on the walls—six of them, 
that is. The seventh he took on to Nubia and hung the 
rotting corpse on the town wall of Napata, south of the 
fourth cataract, to mark the extent of Egypt’s influence and 
warn the Nubians about what he was capable of. By contrast, 
Thutmose contented himself with only a couple of military 
excursions. He launched a campaign into southern Syria 
when he took the throne, to make clear his dominion as a 
legitimate Egyptian king, of whom such things were ex-
pected, and also a Nubian uprising at the gold mines east 
of Edfu necessitated some policing in regnal year 7 or 8.

But then he shifted his attention to diplomacy and made 
a treaty with Mitanni, sealed by marrying a Mitanni prin-
cess, King Artatama’s daughter. “Diplomacy took over from 
the sword as the principal instrument of Egyptian foreign 

In Thutmose IV’s Valley of the Kings 
tomb (KV 43), the pharaoh receives 
the gift of life from Hathor.

Only two chambers in Thutmose 
IV’s tomb were decorated: the burial 
chamber’s antechamber and the 
upper part of the well shaft which 
was built to foil the progress of 
thieves through the tomb, and was 
appropriately named ta weskhet 
iseq, “The Hall of Hindering”. (For a 
diagram of the tomb, see page 48.)

The tomb was discovered in 1903 
by Howard Carter on behalf of the 
American businessman, Theodore 
Davis. In his published report on 
the tomb, Carter recorded that “in 
both cases the walls have been 
carefully smoothed and the surface 
prepared to receive the paintings 
by being coated with a thin layer 
of fine grained stucco. After this 
layer of stucco was put on the artist 
measured up the walls, prepared his 
scheme of design, and ‘flicked’ his 
guiding lines by means of a string 
saturated with red paint.

In each of the two chambers is a 
series of scenes featuring Thutmose 
IV in the company of gods and god-
desses presenting him with the ankh, 
symbol of eternal life.

This image is from the east wall 
of the tomb’s well chamber. Hathor 
is described as “Lady of the West” 
(i.e. the netherworld). Thutmose’s 
cartouche is followed by the epithet 
“beloved of Osiris”            .

The design of the figures is de-
scribed as “noticeable fuller-bodied 
figures than are found in earlier 
tombs.” It is tempting to see the 
move toward more naturalism in the 
art of Thutmose IV’s time as a pre-
cursor to the relaxed style that would 
characterize the art of the Amarna 
interlude under the influence of 
Thutmose’s grandson, Akhenaten.

© FRANҪOIS OLIVIER, WWW.MERETSEGERBOOKS.COM

policy, and peace was made with the kingdom of Mitanni 
in northern Syria, Egypt’s main rival, which now found 
itself threatened by the Anatolian Hittites” (The Complete 
Valley of the Kings, Nicholas Reeves and Richard H. Wilkin-
son). This was the first such diplomatic marriage for Egypt, 
but it was a useful ploy that would be repeated as expedi-
ency called for, especially by Amenhotep III in the near 
term, and later by Ramesses II, because it worked.

With peace and trade, the administrative structure grew; 
diplomacy replaced war, and royal advisers proliferated; 
military titles and positions ebbed and a class of bureaucrats 
burgeoned. Toby Wilkinson: “With an almost inexhaustible 
supply of gold (every ruler’s favourite commodity), Egypt 
benefited [from an] upsurge in commerce, exchanging  
its mineral wealth for metals, timber, precious stones,  
and other royal desiderata. Another peace dividend from 
the alliance with Mitanni was a rash of new construction  
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projects the length and breadth of Egypt and Nubia”.
Most of Thutmose IV’s construction was at Thebes, 

including a peristyle hall between Karnak’s Fourth Pylon 
and a pylon build by Thutmose II (see page 41), a barque 
shrine (reconstructed in the Karnak Open Air Museum), 
the famous Lateran Obelisk that is now in Rome (right), 
and a porch for the Temple of Montu, five kilometres north-
east of Thebes. On the west bank, he built his tomb, KV 43, 
in the Valley of the Kings. This, in fact, signified a change 
in plan: WV 22 in the West Valley was begun by Thutmose, 
but completed and employed by his son, Amenhotep III. 
Thutmose also built a small mortuary temple (now de-
stroyed) near the site of what would be the Ramesseum, 
Ramesses II’s temple, more than a century later.

Now, “with pharaoh’s attentions focused firmly on the 
domestic scene,” says Reeves, “attempts to counter the 
damage done to kingly authority by Hatshepsut’s blasphe-
mous interregnum could continue—and with a vengeance.” 

Hatshepsut was of his great-grandfather, Thutmose II’s 
generation—a long time to be licking old wounds. For the 
past two reigns, the militant kings Thutmose III and Amen-
hotep II had waged war throughout the region, spilling 
blood both foreign and Egyptian as they secured wealth 
for Egypt and fame for themselves. It was time for the wheel 
to turn, back to the peace and prosperity of Hatshepsut’s 
time, but without the “blasphemy” of a female monarch 
whose place on the throne was proclaimed to be the divine 
will and direct action of Amun himself.

But there’s more going on than political correctness and 
commercial prosperity. “On each monument the king’s 
fascination with solar symbolism loomed large, presaging 
a new direction in royal ideology,” observes Toby Wilkinson. 
With Thutmose’s diplomatic marriage to the Mitanni prin-
cess, Egypt could direct its resources to domestic projects 
instead of war, and the king could stay home and think 
about his place in the grand scheme of things—the universe 
and his relationship to the divine. This is where Thutmose 
IV rises from placeholder to pivot.

Rome’s Lateran obelisk has seen a lot of owners. Its 
inscriptions state that while it was begun during the reign 
of Thutmose III, the column lay abandoned in a stonema-
son’s yard south of Karnak for 35 years. Ignored by Amen-
hotep II, the obelisk was finally erected at Karnak Temple 
by Thutmose IV inside the eastern gateway to the precinct. 

From the outset, this obelisk was designed to be an 
only-child. Thutmose III’s original inscription announced 
his intention for it to be “the first occasion of erecting a 
single obelisk.” It was also the last. All other obelisks were 
raised in pairs, bordering gateways.

In the 4th-century a.d. Roman emperor Constantine I 
had the obelisk taken down to decorate his new capital at 
Constantinople. He died before the obelisk ever left Egypt, 
and his successor, Constantius II, brought it to Rome and 
erected it in the Circus Maximus.

In the 16th century, Pope Sixtus V had it dug from the 
ruins, reassembled (it had broken into three pieces), and 
re-erected in the Piazza San Giovanni in Laterano—the last 
ancient obelisk to be raised in Rome.

This engraving, from a book titled Speculum Romanae 
Magnificentiae (“The Mirror of Roman Magnificence”), was 
made by 16th-century artist Nicolas Beatrizet. METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART. ROGERS FUND, TRANSFERRED  

FROM THE LIBRARY, 1941. ACC. NO. 41.72(1.67)
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THE ATEN
The Aten, originally just a common noun for the sun itself, 
or its light energy, became personified as the deity Aten in 
Thutmose IV’s reign, and now the solar god Ra was en-
listed as Aten’s ancient manifestation. The obelisk that 
Thutmose built in Thebes was “a specifically solar symbol, 
the cult object of Heliopolis,” Dodson points out in Amarna 
Sunrise. That obelisk, incidentally, is the 
world’s tallest obelisk still standing, at 32 
metres. Since 1588 it has graced the Piazza 
San Giovanni in Laterano (St. John Lateran) 
in Rome, having been placed there by Pope 
Sixtus V after languishing for more than a 
thousand years in the mud and ruins of the 
Circus Maximus (see page 45).
Thutmose says the Aten went into battle with 
him and he credits Aten with the trampling of his foes—no 
doubt symbolic hyperbole, since Thutmose, with only a 
couple of minor excursions to his credit, didn’t have that 
many foes to trample. More significantly, perhaps, he began 
wearing the shebyu beaded collar (signifying the king’s 
deification while still alive) and sun disk on his head.

Dodson also cites the divine determinative in New 
Kingdom texts. Aten (Itn          ) is found with a divine 
determinative as far back as Thutmose I, as well as during 
the kingships of Thutmose III, Amenhotep II and Thutmose 
IV, but the scribes were inconsistent, so that doesn’t prove 
anything either way, and so he cautions against premature 
conclusions: “There is certainly as yet no evidence for the 

Aten having a formal cult at this point.”
Nevertheless, lacking a formal cult or a divine determi-

native does not mean the Aten theology wasn’t gaining 
traction, driven by forces more secular than sacred. “The 
guiding hand behind Thutmose IV’s candidacy [to be king] 
was the Heliopolitan priesthood,” Reeves maintains. 

On the Dream Stela, Amun is not even 
mentioned. That is all the more remarkable 
because on the monument in front of which 
Thutmose situated his stela, the monument 
his father Amenhotep II had erected, Amun 
is prominent as the dominant deity. Thut-
mose’s message to the prior generation seems 
clear: he’s going solar. Ancient Egypt did not 
have a dogmatic canon that bound everyone 

to a doctrinal creed, but despite the Egyptians’ ecumenical 
decency and their openness to assimilating beliefs and 
syncretizing deities, there were conflicts that were less about 
religion and more about politics.

The rival, if you will, of the southern god Amun was 
Ra, the sun god of Heliopolis in the North. The Thebans 
sought to blend the two and diffuse any conflict by syncre-
tizing Amun-Ra, which was a very Egyptian thing to do. 
For 150 years, however, Amun had been very much on the 
ascendency as Egypt’s national god, and, as Nicholas Reeves 
explains, “with the accession of Thutmose IV, a northern 
king, tensions with the southern god were set to increase.” 
But there was more than religion at play here.

More bark than bite. Although this arm panel portrays 
Thutmose IV as a rampaging sphinx, crushing Egypt’s 
enemies, the king actually did very little campaigning—and 
with this chair, he didn’t have too: he could symbolically 
destroy his foes and uphold ma’at, the divine order.

This panel comes from a ceremonial chair (possibly a 
coronation throne), found by Howard Carter in the wreck-

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART. THEODORE M. DAVIS COLLECTION, BEQUEST OF THEODORE M. DAVIS, 1915. ACC. NO. 30.8.45a-c

age of the king’s funerary equipment in his tomb (KV 43).
Close examination of the cedar wood revealed traces of 

glue which suggests that the beautifully carved low relief 
was once covered spectacularly in gold foil!

Behind the sphinx, in a detail reminiscent of a scene in 
Thutmose IV’s peristyle hall at Karnak Temple (see page 
43), a personified ankh offers the king the breath of life.

Thutmose’s 
message seems 

clear: he’s going 
solar

‘‘
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At three metres long and two metres high, Thutmose IV’s 
large sarcophagus dominates the king’s burial chamber. 
The colourful quartzite bursts with vibrancy in a burial 
chamber otherwise lacking decoration.

Both the box and lid are rounded at the head end and 
square at the feet—perhaps recalling the shape of a royal 
cartouche and placing the king within its protection.

The square end (above) features the goddess Isis, her 

The main issue was power. As we have seen earlier, of-
ficialdom boomed in the peaceful reign of Thutmose IV. 
Although he had two viziers—Ptahhotep in the north and 
Hepu in the south—positions of power nevertheless shifted 
to northerners with no allegiance to Thebes; men unaligned 
with Amun and the Amun priesthood. Certainly Thutmose 
would have known about the nuisance the Amun priest-
hood had become. If not, the Heliopolitan priests would 
have reminded him. 

And the Amun priesthood’s power was growing. Nich-
olas Reeves suggests that the “king’s constant battle was to 
hold the influence of Amun’s troublesome priests—now 
controlling a virtual state within a state—firmly in check.”

Throughout this time, and the decades that followed, 
we are witnessing a chain of change, and Thutmose IV is 
the important link. He is pulled toward Thebes by the tenor 
of the times, and toward the north by the priestly forces of 
Heliopolis. Thutmose IV is the first king in 60 years to 
favour diplomacy over warfare He also has an identity 
question, wrestling with his relationship to the divine.

Amenhotep, Thutmose IV’s illustrious son, had none 
of his father’s struggles with identity. He saw himself as the 
living god. Ideas like this don’t just pop up ex nihilo; they 
have roots. In ancient Egypt, ideas seem to have longer 
roots in the past than they do in other places. And so it was 
with the Aten. “The god ascended to his horizon. The king 
of Upper and Lower Egypt Sehetepibra flew to heaven and 
united with the Aten, the divine body merging with its 

maker.” This is from a Middle Kingdom document, the Tale 
of Sinuhe, and the king called Sehetepibra was Amenemhat 
I—600 years earlier.

As for Thutmose IV, he was torn between the Two Lands.
Most of his major building projects were in the south, but 
some personally influential ones were in the north, too. At 
Abusir, near Saqqara, Thutmose re-purposed the mortuary 
temple of Sahure, one of the sun kings of Dynasty 5, as a 
cult centre for the goddess Sekhmet—the simmering agent 
of the sun god’s wrath. Perhaps this connection with the 
sun cult, reaching back 1,100 years, helped kindle his inter-
est in Ra. This, and the Heliopolitan persuasion, may have 
nudged him toward the deification of the Aten, which he 
passed on to his son Amenhotep III for further refinement.

As for Amenhotep, “having ascended the throne as a 
semi-divine being. . . [he would depart] life as a fully-fledged 
god, the dazzling sun disc” (Reeves). The way was paved 
for Amenhotep IV, the grandson of Thutmose IV, who, 
having renamed himself Akhenaten and inspired by sun-
kissed ideas, overturned Egypt.
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raised arms reaching into the columns of hieroglyphs. 
The king wasn’t here when Howard Carter first explored 

the tomb—and Carter didn’t expect he would be. Thut-
mose IV’s body had been moved nearly 3,000 years earlier, 
and was discovered in 1898 as part of the royal mummy 
cache in the tomb of his father, Amenhotep II (KV 35). 
The king’s burial had been “restored” during the official 
dismantling of the royal valley in the 21st Dynasty.

BRIAN ALM, now retired from college teaching, 
offers mini-courses in Egyptology and writes on 
ancient Egyptian culture in general, but with a 
special focus on the New Kingdom. He did his 
graduate work in English at the University of 
Chicago, but is now engaged only in Egyptology. 
He lives in Rock Island, Illinois, U.S.A.
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Thutmose IV’s tomb (KV43) is perched high above the 
valley floor in the Wadi Biban el-Muluk, commanding 
sweeping views of the surrounding hills.

The tomb appears to have been built in haste, possibly 
because Thutmose was working on another tomb (WV 
22) in the Western Valley for his son, Amenhotep III, 
but died unexpectedly. The figures on the tomb walls 
are coloured, however, unlike the outline-only work in 
earlier tombs. Using colour in royal tombs remained the 
standard practice from then on.

KV43 is a classic model of the 18th-Dynasty bent-axis 
tomb, which, in theory, represented the circuitous 
journey of the soul in the Afterlife. Two sloping corridors 
and two sets of stairs lead from the entrance to the well 
room, and the first pillared hall immediately after. Next 
came a 90-degree left turn, through the first pillared 
hall, down a third stairway, sloping corridor and fourth 
stairway into the decorated antechamber. Finally, a turn 
left takes us into the burial chamber with four small side 
chambers and the large quartzite sarcophagus. 

KV 43 was robbed and ransacked less than a century 
after his burial. We know this because of graffiti left 
there by the men King Horemheb ordered to clean up 
the damage and restore things as well as possible.

While Thutmose IV’s body was later moved to his father’s 
tomb (KV 35) for safekeeping (after being stripped of 
valuables, by orders of a bullion-hungry state), what 
was left behind in chamber Jb (see above) was the sad 
mummy of a child, about ten years old. This was Thut-
mose’s eldest son, Amenemhat. The tomb also contained 
the canopic jars for both Amenemhat and Thutmose’s 
daughter Tentamun (his of limestone, hers of calcite).
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Honourable Mentions:

2017 was another big year in Egyptology.

The egyptian Ministry of antiquities proudly described 2017 as “the year of 
discoveries,” and it’s pretty hard to disagree. NILE Magazine has certainly 
enjoyed bringing you the most exciting discoveries throughout the year. 
Now it’s time to look back and select the Top 5 of 2017.

“What about the ‘Big Void?’” you may well ask. If you’ve already flicked-through 
the next few pages (as I would have), it’s pretty clear that last year’s ScanPyramids 
announcement about the Great Pyramid is not here. We fully agree it was big 
news. That’s why we gave the detection of a huge void above the Grand Gallery, 
and a horizontal corridor above the original entrance, such broad coverage in 
the previous issue of NILE (issue #11). The potential for what the “Big Void” may 
reveal is tantalising, and we hope that it won’t be long before we are gushing 
over news of what they’ve discovered inside. At the moment, however, we think 
of it as more like a cosmic particle treasure map, with a fuzzy-shaped “X” that 
one day might yield fantastic treasure (of the scientific knowledge kind).

Pictured on the left are some of 2017’s “honourable mentions”—all wonder-
ful discoveries in their own right. Congratulations to the missions working hard 
to shed new light on our favourite ancient civilisation.

A special acknowledgement is due to the all-Egyptian teams working in Luxor. 
There have been a string of announcements by the Egyptian Antiquities Minister, 
Khaled el-Anany, revealing a number of New Kingdom officials’ tombs for the 
first time. It’s wonderful to see the Egyptians taking the lead in uncovering and 
protecting their own cultural heritage.

So, onto the Top 5. These are the ones which, in the humble opinion of your 
editor, build on the knowledge we have now, or lead us into new avenues of 
research. Describing them requires words like “unique”, “unusual” or “first”.  
As I wrote this time last year, any shortlist like this is highly arguable. Forgive me 
if your well-deserving favourite didn’t make the list. You are probably right.

Jeff Burzacott, Editor

Pyramid of Ameny-Qemau

Burial of Shemai at Qubbet el-Hawa

Tomb of Amenemhat

ScanPyramids’ “Big Void”

Funerary Garden discovered

Tomb Kampp 161 opened

What were the biggest
Egyptological discoveries of 2017?
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ANKHNESPEPI II

A nkhnespepi II, the wife of the 6th Dynasty’s 
Pepi I (ca. 2321–2287 b.c.), enjoyed strong 
female role models in her life. One of Pepi I’s 
queens, Inenek-Inty, appears to have been 

ancient Egypt’s first female vizier (chief minister)—the 
highest administrative position in Pepi I’s court. Ankhne-
spepi’s mother, Nebet, also carried the title. It would be 
over 1,500 years (26th Dynasty) before Egypt would see 
another woman in the post.

Pepi I appeared to be keen on building ties with influ-
ential provincial families and married both daughters of 
an Abydene couple, Khui and Nebet. Ankhnespepi II’s elder 
sister, Ankhnespepi I, sealed this new family connection 
when she bore the crown prince, Merenre I. 

It’s not known for sure if either Inenek-Inty or Nebet’s 
vizierships were in reality, honorific, however simply  
granting the title was a showy display of royal favour being 
conferred upon (gasp) a woman.

While Ankhnespepi I gave the king a royal heir, it was 
her younger sister who was to bring the two families even 
closer together. It seems that when Pepi I died, the widowed 
Ankhnespepi II married the new king, her nephew, Merenre 
I. Together, the new royal couple had a son, Pepi II, who 
inherited the throne as a six-year-old (according to the 
3rd-century b.c. historian-priest, Manetho). Ankhnespepi 
II, having lost two husbands, stepped up into a new role: 
that of queen regent until her son was old enough to rule.
As the wife of two kings and the mother of another, Ankh-
nespepi II was granted a large pyramid (around 30 metres 
high) close to the funerary complex of Pepi I at Saqqara. 
Discovered in 1998, Ankhnespepi II’s pyramid is not only 
one of the largest queen’s pyramids of Egypt, but it contains 
the first known examples of pyramid texts in a queen’s 

SURPRISING ARTEFACTS OF AN INFLUENTIAL 6TH-DYNASTY QUEEN

IputTeti

Pepi I

Ankhnespepi III

Ankhnespepi I 

Merenre I

Pepi II

Ankhnespepi II

Neith

pyramid. Around 365 different spells have been discovered 
in her pyramid. Most of them are variations of spells already 
present in the pyramid of Pepi I, however a handful were 
previously unknown.

As such a central figure in the latter part of the 6th 
Dynasty (and, indeed, the Old Kingdom), it was exciting 
news in October when a wooden head (see facing page) 
was discovered close to Ankhnespepi II’s pyramid by the 
French-Swiss Archaeological Mission of Saqqara (MAFS)
from the University of Geneva. The head, almost life-sized 
at 30 cm tall, features large, round earrings. Stylistically, 
the head seems to fit a date closer to the 18th Dynasty than 
the late Old Kingdom. Hopefully, radiocarbon dating will 
help solve the puzzle.

Supporting the proposition that the head represents 
Ankhnespepi II is its archaeological context. A few days 
earlier, Professor Philippe Collombert, heading up the 
French-Swiss team, uncovered the top portions of two pink 
granite obelisks that likely adorned the entrance to the 
queen’s memorial temple. The largest piece is around 2.5 
metres tall, which makes it the largest fragment of Old 
Kingdom obelisk yet discovered. An inscription on the side 
reveals part of the titulature of Queen Ankhnespepi II. 
Professor Collombert estimates that the full obelisk could 
have been five metres tall; another indication of the queen’s 
high status. Small markings at the top suggest it was once 
covered with metal sheets, most likely of copper or golden 
foil. The obelisks, gleaming brilliantly at sunrise, would 
reenact the first day of creation, with the divine mound 
receiving the golden rays of the sun.

Next at the site, the MAFS are hoping to discover Ankh-
nespepi II’s satellite pyramid, along with the rest of the 
queen’s funerary complex.

It is likely that both Ankhnespepi sisters 
adopted these names upon their 
marriage to the king. 

“Ankhnespepi” could also be written as 
“Ankhnesmeryre”, depending on whether 
the king’s Birth Name (Pepi) or Throne 
Name (Meryre) was used. Their names 
translate as “Pepi/Meryre lives for her”.

Pepi I had at least six wives, so the 
family tree for the latter part of the 6th 
Dynasty can be rather confusing. For the 
sake of simplicity, we’ve shown just two 
wives here.

(Meryre)
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(ABOVE)  With its slender neck and large disc-shaped 
earrings, the recently-discovered head is similar to two 
18th-Dynasty examples discovered in 1939 and 1985, 
thought to be wig holders. At first glance, it is thought 
that this head also dates from the 18th Dynasty, but the 
question remains: what is she doing here? It is known 
that the necropolis of Pepi I has served as a quarry at 
least since the New Kingdom, but there is currently no 
evidence of wealthy New Kingdom tombs in the area.

Queen
Ankhnespepi II

Queen
Ankhnespepi III

Pepi I

Queen
Meretites II

Queen
Noubounet

Queen
Inenek-Inti

Queen
Behenou

Reherichefnakht

Queen Mehaa 
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Overlooking the royal necropolis of Pepi I.

(ABOVE)  The tip of one of the newly-unearthed obelisks.
This was originally thought to be the pyramidion of 
Ankhnespepi II’s undiscovered satellite pyramid. While it 
seemed rather steep-sided for an Old Kingdom pyramid, 
a mortise recess on the underside suggested it was a 
pyramidion rather than the tip of an obelisk, as obelisks 
were carved from a single piece of stone. As it turns out, 
here was another surprise: a matching piece of shaft 
revealed that this obelisk was composed of two parts!
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KOM EL-HETTAN

TREASURES FROM AMENHOTEP III’S GREAT TEMPLE TO AMUN-RE

T
he spring 2017 season was exceptionally suc-
cessful for The Colossi of Memnon and Amen-
hotep III Temple Conservation Project at Luxor. 
Actually, the season was probably not all that 

exceptional for the Project team—they tend to yield stun-
ning treasures each year. The latest finds illustrate the almost 
overwhelming wealth of material still to be excavated at 
the Kom el-Hettan site, and a sense of the incredible gran-
deur of Amenhotep III’s original temple.

Thanks to the spring 2017 season, the Project, directed 
by Dr. Hourig Sourouzian, can add the following to their 
impressive list of discoveries and achievements:

The newly-cleaned black granite 
statue of Amenhotep III, discov-
ered in March 2017. (See page 1 
for a full- length image.)

Dr. Sourouzian informs us that 
“the statue is almost intact, and 
only the head of the uraeus is 
missing, and the beard is broken 
along with the chin. However, one 
of the young restorers succeeded 
in finding a missing fragment of 
the chin, which was subsequently 
fixed in place.”

Amenhotep III commissioned 
hundreds of statues of himself 
and the gods to be employed in 
ceremonies for his milestone 30- 
year-jubilee festival. The inscrip-
tions on the back of this statue 
grant the king countless jubilees 
and may have been inscribed for 
his second one held in regnal  
year 34. The statue shows the 
rejuvenated king as forever 
young, appearing with, as Dr. 
Sourouzian describes, “a juvenile 
face and a slender body.”

This striking sculpture is 
currently on temporary display at 
Luxor Museum—along with a 
similar, but slightly taller statue, 
discovered by the same team in 
2009. When the site is ready, both 
pieces will be returned to the 
temple and put on display where 
they were originally placed.
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• 109 granodiorite statues of the goddess Sekhmet,  
 which brings the total number unearthed by the 
 Project to 248. (See NILE issues #11 and #7 for more  
 on Sekhmet.) 
• An imposing black-granite seated statue of Amen- 
 hotep III (see below and page 1).
• A stunning alabaster statue of Amenhotep III’s royal 
 consort (see facing page)—probably Queen Tiye.
• At the Third Pylon, the bottom half of an alabaster   
 colossus (one of a pair) was unearthed, uprighted and  
 lifted from its watery pit. 

NILE
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“Unique and distinguished”—
that’s how the Egyptian Minister 
of Antiquities, Khaled El-Enany, 
described the newly-discovered 
alabaster statue of King Amen-
hotep III’s queen.

The statue appeared in March 
2017 as team members of The 
Memnon / Amenhotep III Project 
were lifting up the lower half of 
the southern kingly colossus at 
the temple’s Third Pylon. The 
colossus—one of a pair of seated 
alabaster figures that once flanked 
the pylon gate—had shattered and 
collapsed in the earthquake that 
shook apart Amenhotep’s great 
temple around 1200 b.c.

As the giant block was lifted to 
a  vertical position by stone spe-
cialists using air bags, the statue 
of the queen appeared near the 
right leg of the king. A crane was 
later used to move the block out of 
its watery pit. 

Dr. Sourouzian states that 
although the name of the consort 
is as yet unknown, it most prob-
ably represents queen Tiye as her 
statue always stands at the right 
of the king. She goes on to say that 
“this is one of the most striking 
portraits of a queen in this mag-
nificent reign. . . . In spite of dam-
age to the nose, her features are 
extremely graceful, with elongated 
eyes, and full lips.”

The queen’s face is enveloped 
by an elaborate wig, over which 
she wears the queenly headdress 
of a vulture with outspread wings. 
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Each year, the Memnon/Amenhotep III Project as-
sembles an international team of specialists in various 
disciplines, as well as Egyptian Antiquities Department 
inspectors and restorers, and around 300 locals to help 
unearth the remnants of Amenhotep’s memorial temple. 
Their aim is to repopulate the site with its cleaned and 
restored artefacts in their original locations. It’s a big job. 
Hundreds of statues await restoration and relocation to the 
sites they occupied before the area fell victim to a violent 
earthquake around 1200 b.c.

2018 marks the 20th anniversary of The Colossi of 
Memnon and Amenhotep III Temple Conservation Project, 
which launched in 1998 following a devastating brush fire 
that swept through the area. The scorched earth and cracked 
stones highlighted the vulnerable plight of Amenhotep III’s 
temple ruins, and a plea for funds led to a grant from the 
World Monuments Fund. Hourig Sourouzian, her husband,  
Rainer Stadelmann, Nairy Hampikian and the dedicated 
team have been excavating, protecting and resurrecting the 
temple ever since.

If it survived today to the same extent as the Karnak 
Temple complex across the river, Amenhotep III’s monu-

ment would be Luxor’s biggest drawcard. Ancient Egypt’s 
largest-ever funerary temple was progressively enriched 
with a hypostyle hall, a peristyle court, and three large 
open-air courts separated by large mud-brick pylons, fronted 
by colossal statues of the seated king, his mother and wife 
standing diminutively by his legs. Throughout the complex 
were hundreds of statues of Sekhmet, translating into stone 
the goddess’ fierce role in repelling the enemies of the deified 
king, who had achieved the status of a sun-god. 

Similar to Karnak Temple, the vast complex at Kom 
el-Hettan also included auxiliary temples, gardens, pools, 
workshops, storerooms, treasure houses and priests’ dwell-
ings. They are all on the list to get to one day.

Thanks to funding from Association des Amis des 
Colosses de Memnon, Memnon Verein and the American 
Research Centre in Egypt, the Project is working towards 
unearthing the ruins of the hypostyle hall, once roofed and 
supported by rows of massive columns. The spaces in 
between were likely filled with statuary of solar gods and 
the king. It may well be that The Colossi of Memnon and 
Amenhotep III Temple Conservation Project makes NILE’s 
Top 5 again next year. And the year after that.



“On the third day of our work (3rd April 2017), 

fifteen minutes before noon, the head of the  

archaeological works in the complex of Ipi, 

Mohamed Osman, completed the clearance of a known 

shaft in the northeastern section of the courtyard. 

With the help of Abd el-Hady, one of our local 

workers and colleagues, Mohamed removed the pile 

of rocks stacked on the cavity and revealed the 

existence of the embalming depository of Ipi, 

vizier of King Amenemhat I. Upon the initial  

surprise, he called the colleagues for assistance.”
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TOMB OF IPI

A MYSTERIOUS HEART REVEALED

Ipi was the vizier and Governor of Thebes during 
the reign of the 12th Dynasty’s founding pharaoh, 
Amenemhat I (early Middle Kingdom, ca. 1985–1955 
b.c.). While Amenemhat reinstated grand pyramid-

building (after a hiatus of nearly 200 years) at Lisht, close 
to the Faiyum, Ipi was granted 
a tomb in the northern hill of 
the necropolis of Deir el-Baha-
ri, directly across the river from 
the new Temple of Karnak, 
which was then just over a 
century old. It may be that 
Amenemhat’s pyramid precinct 
was still a bustling construction 
site when Ipi needed to begin 
planning his tomb. In any case, 
the vizier enjoyed a privileged 
location, overlooking the temple 
of King Mentuhotep II (ca. 
2055–2004 b.c.), founder of the 
Middle Kingdom and the first sole ruler of Egypt in over a 
century; the winner of the two rival families who both 
fancied themselves as the true rulers of Egypt.

The Deir el-Bahari necropolis was where the most dis-
tinguished officials of the early Middle Kingdom were 
buried. The Middle Kingdom Theban Project (MKTP), 
under the auspices of the Spanish University of Alcalá 
Expedition to Deir el-Bahari, studies three of them: the 
tombs of Henenu (TT 313), Chief Steward and Royal Seal-
bearer for Mentuhotep II and III (11th Dynasty, ca. 2055–
1992 b.c.), Harhotep (TT 314), Royal Seal-bearer under 
Senusret I, and Ipi (TT 315). These were the men who, 

according to the director of the Middle Kingdom Theban 
Project, Associate Professor Antonio Morales, “contrib-
uted to the unification of the country and the arrival of the 
Middle Kingdom.” 

On a nearby rocky spur is the tomb of Meketre, who 
was probably Ipi’s predecessor as vizier, and whose famous 
funerary models of an abundant afterlife were discovered 
by Herbert Winlock in 1920.

Despite Ipi’s wealth of titles and responsibilities, which 
also included Archive Scribe and Treasurer, there isn’t much 
we know about him, so the MKTP was looking forward to 
examining the architecture and decoration of his tomb, as 
well as explore his active role in Thebes during the his-
toric time that he lived.

Their third season, 2016–2017, brought their most 
spectacular discovery—or rather, rediscovery. What the 
team uncovered were 56 large jars containing the embalm-
ing materials, including almost 300 packets of natron (a 
natural salt), used some 4,000 years ago to mummify Ipi’s 
body. Intriguingly, one of the jars contained a mummified 

human heart! We’ll get back to 
that later.

TT 315 was first explored in 
1922 by American Egyptologist 
Herbert Winlock for the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art. He 
found the tomb thoroughly pil-
laged. Prof. Morales, told NILE 
Magazine that unlike the more 
clandestine New Kingdom 
tombs at Thebes, “the late 11th-  
Dynasty/early 12th-Dynasty 
tombs at Deir el-Bahari were 
monumental in architectural 
terms, and therefore, very 

exposed to visitors.” They were designed to be showy displays 
of wealth and privilege, and made attractive targets. “The 
stone from these tombs was plundered probably in the 13th 
Dynasty (ca. 1795–1650 b.c.)—not much later than the 
12th Dynasty when they were built. The stone blocks were 
probably used for other Theban tombs nearby.”

While the decorated blocks in the burial chamber had 
been largely stripped away, there was still in place a damaged 
sarcophagus, covered in colourful hieroglyphic Pyramid 
and Coffin texts. Winlock made his biggest discovery, 
however, outside of the tomb, in an auxiliary chamber in 
the northeast corner of the upper courtyard: the large  

Associate Professor Antonio Morales, 
Director of the Middle Kingdom Theban Project. 
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(ABOVE)  Henenu’s tomb (TT 313) commands a fine view 
across Deir el-Bahari. When his tomb was constructed, 
around 1980 b.c., the space occupied by Hatshepsut’s 
temple was bare ground. Her graceful monument was 
still around 500 years away. The Egyptians looked back 
at the Middle Kingdom as the glory days; a classical 
period of art and literature. 

(BELOW)  The large jars as rediscovered by the Middle 
Kingdom Theban Project in April this year. The chamber 
in which they were stored was clearly roughly-hewn and 
not intended to be revisited.

The Middle Kingdom priests hid the embalming deposit 
chamber well. Such a cache would have been keenly sought 
after to be reused for later, “discount” embalmings.

© MIDDLE KINGDOM THEBAN PROJECT

© MIDDLE KINGDOM THEBAN PROJECT
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The layout of the embalming cache as rediscovered by the 
Middle Kingdom Theban project earlier this year.

Another discovery made by the Middle Kingdom Theban 
Project was the remains of a small chapel at the bottom 
of the causeway leading from the ground below, up the 
slope to Henenu’s tomb at the base of where the cliffs start 
vertically upwards. Both TT 313 (Henenu) and TT 315 (Ipi) 

collection of clay jars. The jars were sealed and still held 
their original contents: sherds of broken cups and bowls, 
the dried remnants of ointments and perfumes, along with 
large amounts of natron—both loose and tied up in little 
cloth bags. Also found was a hooked copper needle—no 
doubt used in the embalming procedure—four wooden 
ankhs, and a vast amount of linen in the form of rags  
(possibly used to stuff and maintain the shape Ipi’s body 
after the removal of his internal organs), bandages and 
four-metre-long shrouds used to cover Ipi’s body during 
his mummification. One of the prized pieces of the discov-
ery was a delicate fringed shawl, ten metres long.

What Winlock had uncovered was an embalming 
deposit—the practical and magical materials used in Ipi’s 
mummification—as well as the remains of an offering ritual 
or funerary feast, performed just prior to his burial. Having 
come into contact with the deceased (and perhaps soaking 
up some bodily fluids), such material could not be thrown 
away, but at the same time, was rarely left in the tomb. This 
is usually explained as the material being impure. However, 
as Prof. Morales explained to NILE, “beyond the impurity 
and non-primary role of these remains [embalming mate-
rial] of the deceased, they might have also been seen as an 
anchor to a status before the deceased was initiated into 
the afterlife and, therefore, not necessary in the deceased’s 
new existence.” In other words, bloodied bandages and  

bags of natron that had soaked up Ipi’s bodily fluids could 
have been seen as a hindrance to his resurrection in the 
afterlife because they were a physical “anchor” to his pre-
reanimated state.

The discovery of the embalming cache was a spectacu-
lar find, providing a brilliant opportunity to study mum-
mification techniques and ritual acts involved in the burial 
of an early Middle Kingdom high official. Winlock, however, 
was more interested in museum-quality display pieces. He 
probed the jars and what he wasn’t interested in he left at 
the door of the tomb, eventually to be covered over by sand 
and debris. Several of the finest large jars, as well as pieces 
of a wooden board thought to have been the “workbench” 
on which Ipi was mummified, were sent to the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art. The rest of the jars went back into the 
rock-cut chamber from where they came. The small opening 
leading to it was blocked up for another 95 years.

Prof. Antonio Morales describes what happened next: 
“During season 2016, systematic clearing and archaeo-
logical work in the courtyard of Ipi’s tomb revealed a sig-
nificant amount of mummification bandages and natron 
bags, along with some jar fragments. . . . This deposit is part 
of the collection found by Winlock. . . . in season 2017 it 
was decided to re-open and (re-)excavate the embalming 
shaft to check if there were any other archaeological remains 
of this mummification cachette.”

were built with a long entrance corridor that ended in an 
internal chapel that remained accessible after the burial—
probably for priests to perform funerary rituals. As Prof. 
Morales explains, however, “The priests were very clever, 
and avoided going up every day to the burial chamber to 
perform the rituals of worship to the deceased by building 
a chapel at the foot of the hill.”
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Prof. Morales told NILE Magazine 
that “one of the most curious 
questions to be examined in detail 
is the presence of hieroglyphs on 
the jars (right), probably defining 
the original workshop in which the 
jar was produced, or the particu-
lar materials transported inside 
each jar.”

It was in a jar like this that the 
mummified human heart—pre-
sumably Ipi’s—was discovered 
by the Middle Kingdom Theban 
Project. A clumsy accident by the 
embalmers is one suggestion for 
why it was there. Perhaps another 
idea is more ritual in nature. 

In 2013 Dr. Salima Ikram, a 
team member on the Middle King-
dom Theban Project, released a 
paper with “some thoughts on the 
mummification of King Tutankha-
mun.” What is relevant here is that 
CT scans reveal that the young 
king’s heart—deemed necessary 
for a successful resurrection—is 
missing. This can happen if the 
heart was lost by the embalmers, 
but usually there was a substitute 
put in its place: either a heart 
scarab or a stand-in made from 
linen or resin.

Dr. Ikram speculated that if 
“the absence of the heart and 
the lack of a heart scarab over 
it [could] have something to do 
with a different manifestation 
of funerary belief rather than a 
bungled embalming or a stolen 
object?. . . . possibly the absence of 
the heart fits into the identification 
of Tutankhamun as Osiris—Osiris 
was divided up and his heart 
taken from his body and buried 
in Athribis [in the Nile Delta]—it is 
unclear if it was restored properly 
to his body. . . .” 

It may be that Ipi’s heart was 
similarly removed to identify him 
with Osiris, and the organ kept for 
safekeeping with his embalming 
materials. Sadly Ipi’s body has 
long disappeared, and this mys-
tery may prove difficult to solve.

For a tomb that had been previously investigated, the 
Middle Kingdom Theban Project has found a surprising 
amount of material: fragments of mummies belonging to 
subsequent internments, shabtis, pieces of coffins, and even 
the bristles of an ancient broom used to sweep the burial 
chamber clean as the last priest left before the room was 
closed. And of course, those jars.

What caught everyone by surprise was a mummified 
heart found in one of the jars. As Prof. Morales explains, 
finding the heart within the context of a mummification 
cache is rather unusual: “Usually, if mummified, the heart 
was put back into the deceased’s chest, and not left outside 
of the body, and much less outside of the tomb. One of the 

theories behind it includes a misunderstanding by the 
embalmers or assistants, who might have left the heart in 
one of the jars due to the similarity of the heart’s mummi-
fied pack with the natron packs.” 

It looks like the Middle Kingdom Theban Project will 
be busy for at least a few seasons more. With a team of 
archaeologists, architects, geologists, chemists, pottery 
specialists, mummification experts (Salima Ikram), and 
forensic doctors working on all the aspects of the tomb and 
the mummification cache, it’s likely we’ll be hearing more 
from Deir el-Bahari. And we haven’t even begun talking 
about the tomb of Henenu or the chapel and sarcophagus 
of Harhotep in the Cairo Museum!

© MIDDLE KINGDOM THEBAN PROJECT
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PSAMTEK I

THE HELIOPOLIS PROJECT REVEALS MORE DISCOVERIES

In around 28 b.c., the Greek historian Strabo 
recorded the details of a devastating fire in the Egyptian 
temple of Heliopolis. This, he wrote, was caused by 
marauding Persians some 500 years before. According 

to Strabo, the invading troops of the Persian King Camby-
ses “did very great injury to the temples [of Heliopolis], 
partly by fire, partly by violence. . . .”

Evidence of this fire can be seen on the New York and 
London “Cleopatra’s Needles”, which were both raised at 
Heliopolis by King Thutmose III in the 15th century b.c. 
While the northern climates battering each obelisk aren’t 

Now that’s a big toe! This photo provides an indication of 
a) the size of the colossal statue of Psamtek I (the toe is 
around 10 centimetres across), and b) the quality of the 
stonemasons’ work.

exactly kind to the structures, the greatest damage isn’t 
weather-worn; it’s around the base, which is exactly what 
you’d expect if an intense fire (and vandalising impious 
troops) swept through.

Working at Heliopolis (today the crowded Cairo suburb 
of Matariya) is the Heliopolis Project—the Egyptian-Ger-
man team led by Dr. Aiman Ashmawy, head of the Ancient 
Egyptian Antiquities Sector at the Ministry of Antiquities, 
and Dr. Dietrich Raue, curator at the Georg Steindorff 
Egyptian Museum at the University of Leipzig. Their exca-
vations at Matariya are uncovering further evidence of a 

© GEORG STEINDORFF EGYPTIAN MUSEUM, UNIVERSITY OF LEIPZIG, PHOTO: MARION WENZEL

The recent discovery of pieces of a leg and kilt reveal 
that the statue was in the traditional kingly posture of a 
striding pharaoh with his left foot advanced, indicating a 
dynamic sense of purpose and action.
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Three bases for three giant statues 
were constructed before a large sanc-
tuary built by Ramesses II. The bases 
positioned at the top and bottom of 
this photo are Ramesside in date, 
while the middle base was built for 
Psamtek I, some 600 years later. The 
colossal statue of Psamtek, discovered 
in March, was found in a deep, water-
logged pit north of middle base. 

In NILE Magazine #9 (Aug-Sept 
2017) Dr. Raue explained that with the 
aid of well-trained mercenary soldiers 
from Greece, Psamtek secured Egypt’s 
independence against threats coming 
from the Kushites and Assyrians. 

Around 150 years later, in the 
5th century b.c., the Greek historian 
Herodotus (probably) visited Egypt 
and wrote, ”in the reign of king Psam-
metikhos [Psamtek I] guards were 
stationed in Elephantine against the 
Ethiopians, and others in the Pelusian 
Daphnai [in the eastern Delta] against 
the Arabians and Syrians. . . .”

Evidence of new influences and 
techniques can be seen in the con-
struction of the pedestal of the great 
statue of Psamtek I. Dr. Raue explains 
that “compared to the earlier, coarser 
bases of the second millennium b.c. 
with a large variety of sizes, this six-
layered stone structure was made of 
more or less modular stones of similar 
sizes”. In addition, “the bases of the 
Ramesside Period made use of reused 
temple blocks. Judging by their style, 
these blocks also belong to the later 
decades of the New Kingdom. These 
two bases can be dated by pottery 
finds from their foundation sand to 
the later Ramesside Period, while the 
stones for the pedestal of Psamtek I 
did not prove to belong to earlier con-
structions. Some of them even bear 
chiselled team/control marks, pointing 
to their extraction and transport.”

© GEORG STEINDORFF EGYPTIAN MUSEUM, UNIVERSITY OF LEIPZIG, PHOTO: MARION WENZEL 

fire that devastated the ancient monuments of Egypt’s  
famed “city of the sun.”

The Egyptians regarded Heliopolis as the centre of the 
universe. It was here that the mound of creation first ap-
peared (the benben); rising from the raging waters of a 
chaotic, primordial ocean, and received the golden rays of 
the sun. Remarkably, Heliopolis served as the centre for 
the worship of the sun for over 2,500 years; the first pharaoh 
to build here (as far as we can tell) was the 3rd-Dynasty’s 
Djoser, owner of Saqqara’s Step Pyramid, ca. 2660 b.c.

March 2017 saw the Heliopolis Project add another 
page to the sacred precinct’s long history when they un-
earthed the partial head and torso from a colossal quartz-
ite statue of the 26th-Dynasty’s King Psamtek I (ca. 664–610 
b.c.). It was the largest Late Period statue ever discovered, 
and one of the most important finds made in recent ar-
chaeological digs (see NILE #9, August–September 2017). 
It also demonstrated the power of Heliopolis to continue 
to receive the attention of pharaohs, no doubt keen to share 

in the benben’s powers of creation.
The statue was discovered near the western gate of the 

sacred precinct; close to the remains of a temple belonging 
to the 19th-Dynasty’s Ramesses II, on the southern side of 
the sphinx-lined processional avenue that connected the 
western gate to the (then) twin obelisks of Senusret I.

In late September the mission announced they had 
uncovered more pieces from Psamtek I’s colossal statue: 
1,920 of them. A number of fragments showed signs of 
being exposed to high temperatures—probably connected 
to the late Roman/early medieval destruction of the temples 
for quarrying building material. Fire damage would also 
explain the extreme fragmentation of the statue: 
an incredible 1,912 fragments less than 50 cm in size were 
found within an excavation grid just 2 metres square.

Three of the fragments are toes—the largest some ten 
centimetres across (see opposite). The finds so far represent 
around 30% of the statue, and Dr. Raue told NILE Magazine 
that the project is hopeful of finding more—perhaps even 
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A recently discovered fragment from 
the colossal Psamtek statue’s back pil-
lar. This piece is almost a metre high.
The inscription bears the king’s Horus 
name, Aaib        (“Strong Minded”).
The Heliopolis Project believes that 
this piece may connect directly to the 
partial head and crown discovered in 
March 2017.

The mission has also found large 
fragments of two very large red 
granite eyes of a falcon—probably 
from a massive statue of the god Ra-
Horakhty. Dr. Ashmawy believes that 
this statue could have been up to six 
metres tall, which would make it the 
tallest known statue of the god; just 
another glimpse at the monumental 
grandeur of ancient Heliopolis.

Several other fragments that 
were identified as belonging to this 
immense falcon bore traces of being 
damaged by fire, which perhaps is 
even more evidence of the sacking of 
the great temple by Persian troops in 
the 6th century b.c.

In 1890, E. A. Wallis Budge, a cura-
tor at the British Museum, published 
“The Nile: Notes for Travellers in 
Egypt”. In it he describes Heliopolis’ 
declining years: “It was here that Ptol-
emy II Philadelphus (285–246 b.c.) sent 
for Egyptian manuscripts when he 
wished to augment the library which 
his father had founded. . . . After the 
removal of the priesthood and sages 
of the temple to Alexandria by Ptolemy 
II, its downfall was well assured.”

The excavations so far reveal that 
after its destruction by fire, soldiers  
or stonemasons (or a combination of 
the above) scattered the fragments  
of Psamtek’s statue over an area some 
20 metres in diameter. Dr. Raue esti-
mates that just 30% of this area has 
been explored, so there is likely to be 
much more of the statue found.

© GEORG STEINDORFF EGYPTIAN MUSEUM, UNIVERSITY OF LEIPZIG, PHOTO: MARION WENZEL 

the whole statue. Pieces comprising the pharaoh’s kilt and 
legs confirm that the buried colossus was constructed as a 
standing king with a striding left leg, rather than a seated 
position, which makes the great statue even more imposing, 
reaching around 10 metres in height.

In the course of their excavations, the Heliopolis Project 
has also uncovered the pedestal for a colossal statue, pre-
sumably the base for Psamtek I’s great statue (see page 59). 
The 26th-Dynasty king had chosen to erect his giant statue 
before Ramesses II’s temple, presumably among a group of 
four Middle Kingdom red-granite statues of Senusret I that 
Ramesses had used to embellish his temple. It seems satis-
fying somehow that the temple of the master usurper (Ra-
messes II) ended up becoming a grand stage for another 
pharaoh six centuries later.

The newly-discovered fragments of the colossus of 
Psamtek I have been taken to the Conservation Centre of 

the Grand Egyptian Museum for cleaning and restoration. 
It is estimated that there may be thousands of more pieces 
to collect, document and, hopefully, reconstruct.

In the late 19th century, the British Museum’s E. A. 
Wallis Budge described “Matariyyeh” as a “little village”. 
Today’s Matariya couldn’t be more different. Crowded 
into each square kilometre in the district is over 150,000 
people, which presents major challenges to the Heliopo-
lis Project dig. The retrieval of the statue base of Psamtek 
I’s colossus couldn’t be completed because of the risk to 
the stability of houses in the close vicinity—houses that 
weren’t there a few decades ago.

Given the difficulties of the dig, the Heliopolis Project 
is doing an admirable job in rescuing the remnants of the 
ancient temple precinct in its heyday. You can help support 
the work and stay up-to-date with the latest discoveries at  
heliopolisproject.org and heliopolisspenden.jimdo.com.
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11
EL-KHAWY

EGYPT’S EARLIEST MONUMENTAL HIEROGLYPHS DISCOVERED

“Amazingly enough, these are the largest and earliest 
that we have from anywhere in Egypt.” —Dr. Colleen 
Darnell, member of the Elkab Desert Survey Project.

“Rather than being simple, random depictions of 
animals,” Dr. Darnell says, “the ancient Egyptians were 
really trying to tell us something with this inscription.” 
The arrangement of the storks and ibis on the left tells us 

A rock inscription site discovered in May 
2017 by the Elkab Desert Survey Project has 
the potential to change the way we think about 
the early development of the Egyptian hiero-

glyphic writing system. The Project, which is a joint mission 
led by Professor John Darnell of Yale University and Dirk 
Huyge of the Royal Museums of Art and History in Brus-

sels, discovered the inscriptions at  El-Khawy, around 7 km 
north of Elkab (ancient Nekheb). Dated to around 3,250 
b.c. (over 650 years before the Great Pyramid), these in-
scriptions, are not just old, they are huge—around 55 cm 
tall. Carved into a cliff face overlooking an ancient trade 
route, these signs projected a royal authority that was  
intended to be seen from a long distance away.

“that we may be dealing with something involving a solar 
description of the cosmos, while the bull’s head is a repre-
sentation of political power.” The king, it seems, is making 
an oversized statement about royal authority and his con-
nection with—or control over—the divine solar cycle.

The three small waterfowl and the man at the top hold-
ing a stick appear to be later additions to the scene.
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Professor John Darnell, director of the 
Elkab Desert Survey Project atop scaf-
folding at the El-Khawy site, examining 
the Dynasty 0 inscription.

The form of the hieroglyphs indi-
cates that this inscription dates to 
Dynasty 0, ca. 3250 b.c. The closest 
parallel to these signs is in tiny bone 
and ivory tags containing the earliest 
hieroglyphic inscriptions, discovered in 
tomb U-j in Abydos.

One thing that has puzzled re-
searchers for years is how Egyptian 
hieroglyphs appear to have suddenly 
“arrived” without a long period of de-
velopment. One might expect writing 
to start off with simple pictographs, 
where, for example, a picture of a 
duck represents exactly what it looks 
like—a duck. Many of the inscriptions 
on the Abydos ivory tags, however, are 
phonetic; they are chosen according to 
how they sound. This is the recording 
of the ancient Egyptian language, and 
the moment where true writing begins.

The abrupt appearance of 
hieroglyphs has led some to believe 
that the concept of writing down 
language using symbols was inspired 
by their nearby trading partner, 
Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), who 
created a form of picture-writing at 
around the same time as the Egyp-
tians, slightly before 3,000 b.c. The 
Elkab inscriptions, however, are of an 
earlier, developmental stage than 
those at Abydos, and may tip the 
balance in Egypt’s favour as the 
birthplace of writing. 

John Darnell explains that “These 
symbols are not phonetic writing, but 
appear to provide the intellectual 
background for moving from depic-
tions of the natural world to hiero-
glyphs that wrote the sounds of the 
ancient Egyptian language. The newly 
discovered inscriptions at El-Khawy 
provide another example of this 
important transitional phase.” 

The size and intent of the El-Khawy inscription contrast 
markedly with what, up until now, have been the most 
famous examples of ancient Egypt’s earliest writing: tiny 
bone and ivory tags found in 1988, in the predynastic tomb 
U-j at Abydos. These postage stamp-sized tags, just 2 cm 
high, were made to label the grave goods that the Dynasty 
0 ruler—perhaps King Scorpion I (Serket I)—took with 
him into the afterlife. A number of the labels contain  
specific Egyptian words and document the quantity and 
origin of commodities such as wine, grain and fabrics.

The labels also spoke about status: the reach and power 
of the king to either command these resources from towns 
throughout Egypt, or receive them as tribute sent by various 
rulers throughout Egypt for the chief ’s funeral. Egypt at 
this time wasn’t yet a unified kingdom; the country was 
ruled by rival cultures, north and south. A process of con-
quest and confederation eventually saw the southern culture 

dominate the northerners and Egypt became one. 
The earliest hieroglyphs—and so the birth of Egypt’s 

written history—were largely pragmatic; created to solve a 
clerical need. Or so it seemed. The discovery by the Elkab 
Desert Survey Project, however, changes all that. Not only 
do we have a monumental example of “almost hieroglyphs”, 
but these inscriptions also broaden the discussion on their 
purpose. Rather than simply representing an accounting 
solution, these proto-hieroglyphs seem to convey a power-
ful message from the local ruler.

Writing in The Explorers Journal, John Darnell explains 
that “these early images [at El-Khawy] do not represent 
ancient Egyptian language as such, but in their groupings, 
they are a form of symbolic communication, with syntac-
tic rules mirroring those of the spoken language.” Orien-
tated to what became the standard direction for writing 
hieroglyphs—from right-to-left—the inscriptions include 

© ELKAB DESERT SURVEY PROJECT. PHOTO: COLLEEN DARNELL
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The El-Khawy rock inscription site. The Elkab Desert 
Survey Project located these inscriptions by mapping out 
ancient road networks. The site is northeast of ancient 
Elkab, home to the vulture goddess Nekhbet, who was also 
considered the tutelary deity for the whole of Upper Egypt. 
Across the river is the twin city of Nekhen (Hierakonpolis), 
cult centre of the early falcon god Horus of Nekhen.

a bull’s head on a standard, followed by two back-to-back 
saddlebill storks, with a bald ibis above and between them. 
In true hieroglyphic writing, the image of a stork       was 
used to express the sound ba, which was also the word for 
an aspect of the soul. The bald ibis, later represented hiero-
glyphically as      with the phonetic value akh, was  
connected with the radiance of the morning sun (and later 
the deceased’s transformed, resur-
rected spirit). 

John Darnell writes in the Egyp-
tian Prehistory journal, Archéo-Nil, 
that this arrangement “is common in 
Egyptian representations of the 
cosmos, particularly icons of the  
solar cycle, and the bald ibis is  
indeed associated with the concept of 
luminosity.” The arrangement of the 
back-to-back storks with the ibis in 
between recall later representations of the sun bursting 
above the hills of the eastern horizon      , and connected 
with daily resurrection. 

The bull’s head on a pole, which also appears in tomb 
U-j, “appears to be a symbolic representation of royal power 
that did not survive as one of the codified hieroglyphs of 
the developed writing system of the later script.” The bull’s 
tale, however, went on to become “one of the most common 
sartorial attributes of the pharaoh.”

Darnell believes that the large El-Khawy inscription 

could represent a king-sized boundary marker that pro-
claimed royal authority over a light-filled cosmos, as well 
as the local area. The size of the signs suggest that they were 
meant to be seen from a distance, letting travellers know 
that they were both protected by—and subject to—the king.

The step from symbolic signs and proto-hieroglyphs, 
such as those at El-Khawy, to the phonetic signs found in 

the Abydos tomb U-j, may have hap-
pened incredibly quickly, “Perhaps”, 
as John Darnell told the New York 
Times, “in the lifetime of King Scor-
pion.” Within a few hundred years 
hieroglyphs had developed into a 
fully-fledged writing system.

Around 1,200 years (ca. 1830 b.c.) 
after the El-Khawy inscriptions were 
carved above the desert road near 
Elkab, an early Middle Kingdom 

scribe wrote down the Instructions of Ptahhotep: a series of 
maxims, or rules for a good life by Ptahhotep, vizier to the 
5th-Dynasty’s King Izezi. The 2017 discovery by the Elkab 
Desert Survey Project appears to uphold one of the maxims: 
the importance of writing, and the vizier’s confidence of its 
endurance: 

“It is good to speak to the future: that is what  
will hear it [i.e. the future will listen]”.

These regional 
kingdoms laid 
the foundations 
for what would 
become the great-
est empire the world 
had ever seen.
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An example of Howard Carter’s painting during his time at 
Deir el-Bahari, from the southern half of the temple’s middle 
colonnade, on which is engraved what Édouard Naville de-
scribed as  “the legend of the miraculous birth of Hatshepsu[t]”. 
In his excavation report, published in 1898, Naville writes 
that this relief “. . . represents queen Aahmes [Ahmose], led by 
Heket and Khnum to the hall where she will give birth to 
Hatshepsu[t]. Aahmes has escaped destruction... and we may 
judge from these few remains of the remarkable beauty of the 
sculpture which originally adorned this wall. The fine modelling 
of the features of the queen, though in very low relief, the purity 
of the drawing, and the charming expression, make this one of 

the finest specimens of sculpture which occur in the temple. . . .”
Howard Carter had “hit the ground running” in Egypt. First 

sketching for (and impressing) Percy Newberry at Beni Hasan, 
within months he was assigned to Flinders Petrie at Amarna 
and was gaining his first archaeological experience. In early 1893 
Édouard Naville began excavating at Deir el-Bahari on behalf 
of the Egypt Exploration Fund and Carter joined the team. The 
outstanding quality of the reliefs being brought to light were 
wonderfully illustrated by Carter in Naville’s official six-volume 
excavation report. Also on the Deir el-Bahari team was John 
Newberry, who could witness first-hand that his original faith 
in young Howard Carter had been well placed.
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Vintage Images of Ancient Egypt
LOOKING BACK

This photo of a fresh-faced, but serious, 19-year-old Howard Carter, and his Deir el-
Bahari excavation colleagues was taken around 1893. It is possibly the earliest known 
photograph of Howard Carter in Egypt, almost 30 years before his defining discovery.

From left to right: Howard Carter (artist), John Newberry (surveyor), and team 
leader, Swiss Egyptologist Édouard Naville. Carter names the three local men as “Abdul 
Maleih (servant), Said Gaddiz (cook) and She hâté (scribe)”.

I
f you come across a colourist (eye for colour 
must be a chief qualification added to drawing) who 
would like a trip to Egypt for expenses paid and nothing 
else, I should be much obliged if you would ask him 

to call. . . . It seems to me that as cost is a great consideration 
it matters not whether the artist is a gentleman or not. . . .”

This message, written in 1891, just two years before the 
above photograph was taken, would become the turning 
point in young Howard Carter’s life—then a mere 17 years 
old with little formal education.

The note was written by Francis Llewellyn Griffith, an 
assistant at the British Museum and committee member of 
the infant, but ambitious Egypt Exploration Fund (EEF), 
which had been established less than a decade earlier. 
Griffith was addressing fellow Fund member, John E. New-
berry, whose younger brother, Percy, had recently been 
appointed to take charge of the EEF’s work at Beni Hasan 
in Middle Egypt. This was the site of the Middle Kingdom 
local governors of the 16th Upper Egyptian nome and their 
officials. Griffith, in particular, was concerned about the 
rapid degradation upon and within Egypt’s ancient monu-
ments, and the pressing need to “gather in the harvest that 
hastens to ruin with every day that passes. . . .”

Griffith was in luck. John Newberry, a qualified architect, 
had crossed paths with a young man named Howard Carter 
at Didlington Hall, in West Norfolk, where Newberry had 

been contracted to 
redesign the exten-
sive gardens. Didling-
ton Hall was the home of 
the aristocratic Amherst 
family and Carter’s artist father, 
Samuel, had been hired to produce a painting of the stately 
residence. Baron Amherst was a keen collector of Egyptian 
antiquities and young Howard Carter, accompanying his 
father, was granted access to the Amherst private museum, 
then one of Britain’s finest Egyptology collections. His 
lifelong love affair with ancient Egypt was kindled.

John Newberry recommended the young artist who, 
without a noble pedigree, came cheap—likely a big factor 
in his selection. By the end of 1891, Howard Carter had 
been appointed by the EEF as a trainee tracer for Percy 
Newberry, and Carter’s Egyptian adventure was underway.

Francis Llewellyn Griffith went on to become the first 
Professor of Egyptology at Oxford University, and founded 
the Griffith Institute there, devoted to the study of Egyptol-
ogy and Ancient Near Eastern Studies. It is fitting then that 
the Griffith Institute would, in the end, become the home 
of the complete records of Carter’s ten-year excavation of 
Tutankhamun’s tomb. His notes, photographs and paintings 
were handed to “The Griffith” shortly after Carter’s death 
by his niece, Miss Phyllis Walker, for all to study today.
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Showing until 14 April 2018

Sir John Soane’s Museum, 
London

Celebrating the 200th anniversary of the 
discovery of the tomb of Seti I by Giovanni 
Belzoni.

EGYPT UNCOVERED
BELZONI AND THE TOMB OF 
PHARAOH SETI I

Explore Rochdale’s own Egyptian 
collection spanning over 4,000 years  
of history.

Showing until 21 April 2018

ANCIENT EGYPT

Touchstones Rochdale

LIFE ALONG THE RIVER NILE
PHARAOH. THE FACE 
OF POWER

Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, 
Copenhagen, Denmark
Showing until 25 February 2018
This exhibition explores the life and times 
of Egypt’s Middle Kingdom pharaohs who 
reigned with undisputed authority.

ADVENTURES IN EGYPT
MRS. GOODISON AND OTHER 
TRAVELLERS

Atkinson Art Gallery,  
Southport
Showing until 10 March 2018
An intact 19th-century collection of 
artefacts, complemented by key loans 
from British and overseas collections.

Showing until 25 February 2018

Museum August Kestner, 
Hannover, Germany

Explores the origins and the ways in 
which ancient Egyptian themes are 
embedded in Freemasonry.

O ISIS AND OSIRIS
EGYPT’S MYSTERIES AND 
FREEMASONRY

Showing until 2 April 2018

Museum Folkwang, Essen, 
Germany

A showcase of the museum’s Egyptian 
artefacts; particularly the 19th-century 
collection of founder, Karl Ernst Osthaus.

NEFERTITI, RAMSES 
AND OSIRIS
THE EGYPTIAN COLLECTION

Showing until 17 June 2018

Gustav Lübcke Museum, 
Hamm, Germany

One of the largest collections of human 
and animal mummies, along with their 
related artefacts ever assembled.

MUMMIES
THE DREAM OF ETERNAL LIFE

Showing until September 2018

Victoria Gallery and Museum, 
University of Liverpool

A guide to navigating the ancient Egyptian 
underworld along the path to eternity, 
featuring never before displayed objects.

BOOK OF THE DEAD
PASSPORT THROUGH THE 
UNDERWORLD

THE GATE OF THE 
PRIESTS

Showing until 15 April 2018
A stunning collection of 21st-Dynasty 
coffins from the Bab el-Gasus (“Gate of 
the Priests”) cache at Deir el-Bahari.

EGYPTIAN SARCOPHAGI OF 
DEIR EL-BAHARI

Galleria Civica Montevergini, 
Syracuse, Italy

Showing until 15 December 2018

Spazio Aquileia 123 exhibition 
center, Jesolo, Italy

Artefacts from museums and private 
collections across Italy. Includes a 1:1 
reproduction of Tutankhamun’s tomb.

EGYPT
GODS, PHARAOHS, MEN

Showing until 6 May 2018

Antikenmuseum Basel und 
Sammlung Ludwig, Switzerland

Two complete rooms of the tomb of Seti I 
have been re-created: the Hall of Beauties 
and the Sarcophagus Room.

SCANNING SETI
THE REGENERATION OF A 
PHARAONIC TOMB

Showing until 2 March 2018

Gomel Palace and Park  
Ensemble, Belarus

Travelling exhibition with more than 300 
objects; some original, but the bulk of the
exhibits consists of high-quality replicas.

TREASURES OF 
ANCIENT EGYPT

E X H I B I T I O N S  &  E V E N T S
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BEYOND THE NILE
EGYPT IN THE CLASSICAL 
WORLD

The Getty Center, Los Angeles, 
California
27 March 2018 – 9 September 2018
Covers the interplay between the Egyptian 
and the Greek and Roman cultures from 
the Bronze Age to Roman times.

U.S. & CANADA
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Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
Showing until 19 August 2018
Features a number of beautiful Egyptian 
revival pieces, as well as the original styles 
that inspired the revivals.

PAST IS PRESENT
REVIVAL JEWELRY

State-of-the-art scientific techniques help 
explore two of the Fine Arts Museums’ 
mummies.

Showing until 26 August 2018

THE FUTURE OF THE 
PAST
MUMMIES and MEDICINE

Legion of Honor Museum 
San Francisco

BOOK OF THE DEAD
BECOMING GOD IN ANCIENT
EGYPT

Oriental Institute, University of 
Chicago
3 Oct 2017 – 31 March 2018
Presents the newest research on the Book 
of the Dead, and how they sought to live 
forever as gods.

Women had an extra hurdle to deal with 
before they could access the afterlife: 
they had to first become a man.

Ongoing
Brooklyn Museum

A WOMAN’S 
AFTERLIFE

SUNKEN CITIES

St. Louis Art Museum
25 March 2018 – 9 September 2018
After touring Europe, the incredible 
submerged treasures of the lost city of 
Thonis-Heracleion arrive in the U.S.

KING TUT

24 March 2018 – 6 January 2019

California Science Center, 
Los Angeles

TREASURES OF THE GOLDEN
PHARAOH

Highlights from the Met’s excavations of 
the 3rd–7th-century a.d. sites, including 
Egyptian, Greek, and Roman art.

Showing until 30 September 2018

ART AND PEOPLES OF 
THE KHARGA OASIS

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York

CATS OF ANCIENT EGYPT

Explores the role of cats and other 
felines in Egyptian mythology, kingship, 
and everyday life.

10 February 2018 – 11 November 2018

DIVINE FELINES

Michael C. Carlos Museum, 
Emory University, Atlanta, 
Georgia

PAINT THE EYES 
SOFTER
MUMMY PORTRAITS FROM 
ROMAN EGYPT

Block Museum of Art, North-
western University, Evanston,
Illinois 

Rare Roman-Egyptian funerary portraits, 
painted on wooden panels in the Faiyum 
between the 1st and 3rd centuries a.d.

10 February 2018 – 11 November 2018

THE TIME OF THE PHARAOHS

More than 300 original artifacts from 
the emergence of Egyptian civilization to 
the Ptolemaic and Roman eras.

18 May 2018 – 31 December 2018

EGYPT

Royal BC Museum, Victoria

The largest collection of artefacts from 
Tutankhamun’s tomb ever to leave Egypt. 
Uniquely, this exhibition is focused on 
interpreting the significance and meaning 
of Tutankhamun’s funerary treasures.

californiasciencecenter.org
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Sofia Aziz discovers what it is about this humble looking 
creature that led the Egyptians make it not just a deity, 
but also the most popular amulet in Egyptian history.

DIGITAL GIZA
The Giza Project at Harvard University is building a 3D 
virtual reconstruction of the Giza Plateau as it may have 
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TODAY

Ancient Egypt is full of history, 
mystery and wonder.
Let Nile Magazine guide you 
through the most fascinating 
stories, brought to life with 
spectacular photography, so 
you can be informed, inspired 
and entertained.
You’ll have a hard time putting 
it down!
Jeff Burzacott, Editor
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we live, breathe and dream ancient Egypt 

Amazing photography. The latest discoveries. Smart historical articles. 
Purchase back issues by calling 01202 087629, or head to nilemagazine.co.uk
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Don’t miss an issue. 
You can now pay your Nile Magazine 
subscription with Paypal! 



ancient world tours
   PO Box 12950, London W6 8GY UK  e-mail info@ancient.co.uk

Looking at the creation of 
monumental spaces, this unusual 

tour begins in Cairo, travels through 
Middle Egypt and ends in Luxor. 
This 13 day journey looks at the 

intriguing traces of the offi cials and 
artisans responsible for creating the 

well-known monuments we visit.

JULES VERNE

AWT is an agent of Jules Verne. These Air Holiday packages are ATOL 
Protected by the Civil Aviation Authority.  VJV’s ATOL No. 11234
AWT is an agent of Jules Verne. These Air Holiday packages are ATOL AWT is an agent of Jules Verne. These Air Holiday packages are ATOL AWT is an agent of Jules Verne. These Air Holiday packages are ATOL 

 ARTISANS & ARCHITECTS
The offi cials behind the monuments

   DEPARTING 3rdOCT 2018 
AWT special permits take us to rarely visited 
Herakleopolis Magna, allow us special access 
to the roof of the First Pylon at Karnak as well 
as entry to the tomb of Hatshepsut’s architect, 
Senenmut, where we can study the wonderful 
astronomical ceiling.

In Cairo we stay in the Mena House Hotel at 
Giza.  We visit major sites in the area, including a day at Saqqara, where 
we learn about Imhotep, enter mastabas, view pyramids and explore the 
Serapeum before heading to Minya with a stop at Herakleopolis Magna.  A 
full day in Amarna and then on to view the tombs at Beni Hassan before 
arriving in Abydos to discover the temples of Seti I and Ramesses I I.

In Luxor we are based at the Winter Palace for six nights, plenty of time to 
look at the lives of our artisans and architects in their own tombs and those 
of their peers. We have a day trip to Silsila, the ancient sandstone quarry, the 
source of stone used in many of the temples, and fi nally we enter the Valley of 
the Kings, perhaps the most famous of all the projects we will explore.

With Dr Campbell Price
Curator of Egypt & Sudan at 

Manchester Museum

AWT’s ‘Single Supplement Guarantee’. We only charge you what we are charged – we do not ‘mark up’! 

Standard Tour price: £3,940  Single supplement: £330

CALL NOW TO BOOK  +44 (0)333 335 9494
OR GO TO  www.ancient.co.uk


