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About the Book


A hundred years after Tutankhamun’s tomb was rediscovered, leading Egyptologist Joyce Tyldesley shares ten unique perspectives on the pharaoh’s life, death and enduring legacy.


A hundred years ago, a team of archaeologists in the Valley of the Kings made a remarkable discovery: a near-complete royal burial, an ancient mummy, and golden riches beyond imagination. The lost tomb of Tutankhamun ignited a media frenzy, propelled into overdrive by rumours of a deadly ancient curse. But amid the hysteria, many stories – including that of Tutankhamun himself – were distorted or forgotten.


Tutankhamun: Pharaoh, Icon, Enigma takes a familiar tale and turns on its head. Leading Egyptologist Joyce Tyldesley has gathered ten unique perspectives together for the first time, including that of the teenage pharaoh and his family, ancient embalmers and tomb robbers, famous Western explorers and forgotten Egyptian archaeologists. It’s a journey that spans from ancient Thebes in 1336 BCE, when a young king on a mission to restore his land met an unexpected and violent end, to modern Luxor in 1922 CE when the tomb’s discovery led to a fight over ownership that continues to this day.


Above all, this is the story of Tutankhamun, as he would have wanted to be remembered. Piecing together three thousand years of evidence and unpicking the misunderstandings that surround Egypt’s most famous king, this book offers a vital reappraisal on his life, death and enduring legacy.
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Tutankhamun in Context



It is not possible to study Tutankhamun – or, indeed, any pharaoh – without some understanding of the history, geography and traditions of ancient Egypt. This preliminary section provides the key information that will underpin our in-depth investigation of Tutankhamun’s life and death.


The time that we call the Dynastic Age – the time when Egypt was ruled by a king (known today as the ‘pharaoh’) – started in approximately 3100 BCE with the unification of the independent city states dotted along the Nile Valley and Delta, and ended in 30 BCE with the suicide of Cleopatra VII and Egypt’s absorption into the Roman Empire. Over 3,000 years the dynastic Egyptians developed a highly efficient civil service, prodigious building skills, spectacular two- and three-dimensional art, a pantheon of gods and goddesses, and a sophisticated theology of death which included the preservation of the corpse in a bandaged, still lifelike form. For much of this time Egypt was the wealthiest and most powerful nation in the eastern Mediterranean world.


To the casual tourist, dynastic Egypt can appear perfect, coherent and unchanging from start to finish. A visit to one of the many elite cemeteries will reveal near-identical figures happily performing near-identical actions on stone walls; a visit to an ancient temple will reveal three-dimensional stone kings standing tall, proud and indistinguishable to worship the gods and goddesses revered by generations of ancestors. The date of these monuments seems almost immaterial. Are they 4,000 years old, or a mere 3,000 years? It doesn’t really matter, as they are essentially the same. This comforting sense of visiting a place both isolated from the outside world and untouched by time is of course an illusion: the selective and seductive vision offered by artists determined to display the best and most traditional aspects of their land.


A closer examination of the written and archaeological evidence makes it clear that life did indeed change over the years, with the introduction of new peoples, new technologies, new beliefs and new fashions. For the most part these changes occurred gradually. But there are periods when sudden change – invasion or civil war, for example – caused a jolt. In 1352 BCE the coronation of the ‘heretic king’ Akhenaten heralded one such jolt: an unprecedented theological change which attacked many centuries of religious certainty and caused the court to take up a new way of life and death in a new royal city. It was into this atmosphere of religious uncertainty that Tutankhamun was born.


Egypt’s priests were all too aware of the passage of time. They were charged with making regular – often hourly – offerings to the gods on behalf of the king. These offerings would please the gods, who, as a thank you, would allow Egypt and the king to flourish. Accurate timekeeping was therefore a matter of great importance. The priests monitored the movements of the sun and the stars to calculate the hours, and they maintained the King List – a lengthy record of royal names and reign lengths stretching back to the mythical era when gods rather than kings ruled Egypt – to record the passing years. These years were counted as repeating cycles of reigns, with every new king restarting the cycle with a new Year 1. Tutankhamun dated events with reference to his own reign: Year 3 of the reign of Tutankhamun, Year 4 of the reign of Tutankhamun, and so on. Egyptologists often use this ancient system; not to baffle the non-specialist, but because it is extremely accurate. We are able to be very precise when we say that a particular wine jar was sealed in Tutankhamun’s Year 9, but we struggle to tie his Year 9 into our own linear calendar. Was the wine jar sealed in 1328 or 1327 BCE?


An additional layer of complexity is introduced when a king changes his name. Akhenaten came to the throne as Amenhotep, and his successor, Tutankhamun, came to the throne as Tutankhaten; both changed their name for religious reasons soon after their accession.


To make the vast King List manageable, late-dynastic historians separated their monarchs into ‘dynasties’: successive lines of kings who were connected but not necessarily blood relatives. These dynasties have in more recent times been grouped into times of centralised rule (Kingdoms) interspersed with times of decentralised or foreign control (Intermediate Periods):




Early Dynastic Period (3100–2686 BCE): Dynasties 1–2


Old Kingdom (2686–2160 BCE): Dynasties 3–8


First Intermediate Period (2160–2055 BCE): Dynasties 9–11 (part)


Middle Kingdom (2055–1650 BCE): Dynasties 11 (part)–13


Second Intermediate Period (1650–1550 BCE): Dynasties 14–17


New Kingdom (1550–1069 BCE): Dynasties 18–20


Third Intermediate Period (1069–664 BCE): Dynasties 21–25


Late Period (664–332 BCE): Dynasties 26–31


Macedonian and Ptolemaic Period (332–30 BCE)





This is a far from perfect classification which ignores the rich complexities of Egypt’s long history. The divisions between the Kingdoms and the Periods are by no means as clear-cut as the system suggests. But it is a classification that has become deeply embedded in Egyptological thinking, and it cannot be avoided. Tutankhamun therefore belongs to the late 18th Dynasty. Under a different, equally problematic dating system he rules Egypt during the Late Bronze Age.


The kings and queens of the late 18th Dynasty, Tutankhamun’s family and contemporaries, are:




Tuthmosis IV (reigned 1400–1390 BCE) and Queen Nefertari


Amenhotep III (reigned 1390–1352 BCE) and Queen Tiy


Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten (reigned 1352–1336 BCE) and Queen Nefertiti


Smenkhkare (reigned 1338–1336 BCE) and Queen Meritaten


Tutankhaten/Tutankhamun (reigned 1336–1327 BCE) and Queen Ankhesenpaaten/Ankhesenamun


Ay (reigned 1327–1323 BCE) and Queen Tiye


Horemheb (reigned 1323–1295 BCE) and Queen Mutnodjmet





Smenkhkare’s brief reign overlaps with Akhenaten’s reign: it seems that they were co-regents, with Smenkhkare either enjoying a brief solo reign or dying before he could achieve independent rule. Queens Tiy (consort of Amenhotep III) and Tiye (consort of Ay) have the same name: I have used variant spellings to distinguish the two. Ay was not born royal, but may have been linked to the royal family by his sister (who was, perhaps, Queen Tiy) and his daughter (who was, perhaps, Queen Nefertiti). Horemheb, too, was a commoner, but his wife, Mutnodjmet, may have been Nefertiti’s identically named sister. His reign marks the end of the 18th Dynasty. The next king, his friend and colleague Ramesses I (reigned 1295–1294 BCE), is classified as the first king of the 19th Dynasty. He was succeeded by his son Seti I (reigned 1294–1279 BCE) and his grandson Ramesses II (reigned 1279–1213 BCE), popularly known today as ‘Ramesses the Great’. The earlier Ramesside kings are therefore more closely connected to the Amarna kings than they would perhaps like us to know.
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Tutankhamun’s family includes some of the best-known characters from the ancient world. Akhenaten and Nefertiti in particular have fascinated historians for over a century; he for his unique religious convictions and she initially for her great beauty and more recently for her perceived political power. Each has left art so striking that it is instantly recognisable 3,000 years after their deaths. The time during which the ‘heretic’ Akhenaten ruled Egypt from his isolated purpose-built city has been given its own modern name: the Amarna Age.


It is impossible to tell Tutankhamun’s story without referring to his Amarna background. These stories of Amarna life, however, constantly threaten to overwhelm Tutankhamun’s own tale so that he is in danger of becoming a mere footnote in his own biography. In this book I have allowed Tutankhamun to assume centre stage, remembering him not as he is often seen – as a tragic boy-king buried with a vast array of golden grave goods – but as he would have wished to be remembered. My Tutankhamun is a traditional pharaoh born in difficult times, who sets out to restore order to a neglected land. He rules Egypt for ten peaceful years and is well on the way to achieving his ambitions when death intervenes.


Tutankhamun’s Egypt


Tutankhamun inherited a land of two very different halves, united by a dependence on ‘the River’. The River entered Egypt at the southern border town of Aswan and flowed northwards for 600 miles before splitting into multiple branches and emptying into the Mediterranean Sea. It is difficult to overestimate its importance. The River brought water and prosperity to an otherwise arid region, allowing the people to fish, hunt, raise animals and grow food, flax and papyrus. It served as a highway, a laundry and a sewer, and it provided the thick mud needed to create pottery and an endless supply of bricks. Today the River is better known as the Nile.


Northern Egypt, or Lower Egypt, was the wide, flat Nile Delta: a moist expanse of fields, canals and papyrus marshes whose extensive coastline and Sinai land bridge allowed links to the wider Mediterranean world. The principal city, Ineb-Hedj, or ‘White Walls’ (better known today as Memphis), occupied a strategically important location at the junction of Upper and Lower Egypt, near modern Cairo. Memphis was founded at the time of unification and remained important throughout the Dynastic Age. During the New Kingdom it was a significant international trading centre, with ships from the Eastern Mediterranean arriving via the Pelusiac branch of the Nile to unload copper, wood and resin and pick up Egyptian grain, glass and gold. The bureaucrats who lived and worked in Memphis built impressive stone tombs in the nearby Sakkara cemetery, which housed Egypt’s earliest pyramids. The chief god of Memphis was the shrouded craftsman-creator Ptah. In its heyday, Ptah’s temple complex was a magnificent sight, with major and minor temples, lesser shrines, monumental gateways, processional avenues and sacred lakes. Today, most of ancient Memphis has vanished.


Southern Egypt, or Lower Egypt, was the long, narrow Nile Valley. This was a hotter, drier land focused on the River. Mudbrick houses for the living were built on the edge of the fertile soil bordering the River – the Black Land – and stone houses for the dead were built in the vast, inhospitable desert – the Red Land – that lay beyond. The principal city, Waset, known to the locals as simply ‘the City’ (and better known today as either ancient Thebes or modern Luxor), owed its high status to the local rulers who united Egypt after both the First and Second Intermediate Periods and who subsequently used their wealth to develop their home town and promote their local gods. Much of 18th Dynasty Thebes was built on the east bank of the Nile, around and between the temple complexes at Karnak and Luxor. Today this ancient city is almost entirely lost beneath the modern town of Luxor. The chief god of Thebes was Amun, ‘The Hidden One’, who had merged with the sun god to form the composite deity Amun-Ra. He was worshipped in his extensive Karnak temple complex and, modestly veiled to protect his secret persona, made regular journeys through the streets, travelling south to the Luxor temple in celebration of the annual Opet Festival, or sailing across the River to visit the royal mortuary temples that fringed the desert edge.


Situated on the east bank of the Nile, halfway between Thebes and Memphis, Akhetaten, or ‘Horizon of the Aten’, was the brand-new royal city built on virgin land by Tutankhamun’s predecessor, Akhenaten. Today, Akhetaten is better known as Amarna or el-Amarna. The Amarna preserved in Akhenaten’s art is a garden city filled with palaces, solar temples and trees: a city of sunlight and happy people. The Amarna preserved by archaeology is an altogether darker place: a city where children labour on building sites, the poor go hungry and the elite are forced to abandon their traditional expectation of a life after death. Tutankhamun was born at Amarna: that is where his story starts.


Tombs and mummy numbers


For many centuries the kings of the Old and Middle Kingdoms built magnificent pyramids in the desert cemeteries of northern Egypt. The 18th Dynasty kings broke this tradition and started to cut their tombs into the rock of the remote Valley of the Kings on the west bank of the Nile, opposite the city of Thebes. Their tombs have each been allocated a sequential KV number. Tombs in the Western Valley, an offshoot of the main or Eastern Valley of the Kings, are given interchangeable WV or KV numbers, so that the tomb of Amenhotep III may be designated either KV22 or WV22. Just twenty-five of the KV tombs are royal tombs. Others were built for Egypt’s non-royal elite, while some are not even tombs. The same system is applied throughout the vast Theban necropolis, with tombs in the Deir el-Bahri bay being given specific DB numbers and other tombs receiving more general TT (Theban Tomb) numbers.


In 1922 Tutankhamun’s tomb was given the next number in the sequence, becoming KV62. Two tombs have been discovered since: KV63 (discovered in 2005) is a storage chamber or mummification workshop and KV64 (discovered in 2011) originally belonged to an unknown 18th Dynasty female but had been robbed and usurped during the 22nd Dynasty.


The tomb number may be used to identify any anonymous mummy found within that particular tomb. So, for example, the Valley of the Kings workshop-tomb KV55 has yielded the much-discussed anonymous male known simply as mummy KV55, while the cache tomb KV35, the original tomb of Amenhotep II, has yielded, amongst others, the female mummies known as KV35EL (the ‘Elder Lady’) and KV35YL (the ‘Younger Lady’). All three of these mummies feature in Tutankhamun’s story.


Tutankhamun’s tomb is comprised of four chambers, a short passageway and a flight of steps. The names used to describe the chambers – Antechamber, Annexe, Burial Chamber and Treasury (originally named the Storeroom) – are not the names that Tutankhamun would have recognised but potentially misleading modern names applied by the excavators.


The grave goods, or groups of grave goods, were each allocated a reference number before being removed from the tomb. Some grave goods have also been given a modern name, which in many cases also has the potential to mislead: a distinctive inlaid ebony chair with a curved seat (no. 351), for example, is known today as the ‘ecclesiastical throne’ simply because it reminded Howard Carter of the seats used by modern bishops, while a two-handled lotus-shaped alabaster vessel has become the ‘wishing cup’ (no. 14) because its inscription expresses a longing for a peaceful afterlife: ‘May your spirit live, may you spend millions of years, you who love Thebes, sitting with your face to the north wind, your eyes beholding happiness’. The reference numbers were allocated to the grave goods as the excavation team worked their way through the tomb as follows:
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1–3: Outside the tomb and staircase


4: First doorway


5–12: Passageway


13: Second doorway


14–170: Antechamber


171: Annexe blocking


172–260: Burial Chamber (Tutankhamun’s mummy is no. 256)


261–336: Treasury


337–620: Annexe





These reference numbers will be used to denote specific artefacts throughout this book.


After conservation work in the Valley of the Kings, the vast majority of the grave goods were transferred to the Cairo Museum, with botanical material going to the Cairo Agricultural Museum. In 2020–21 they were gradually relocated to the Grand Egyptian Museum at Giza. Most of the 18th Dynasty royal mummies are now housed in the National Museum of Egyptian Civilization. Tutankhamun, however, still lies in his tomb in the Valley of the Kings.










Prologue


(At Least) Two Tales of One King


Tutankhamun knew that death did not have to be the end of his life. As a dead king, he had several exciting options. He might merge with the bandaged god Osiris, to rule over the deceased who performed agricultural work in the Field of Reeds. Or he might join the crew of Ra’s solar boat, to fight the night demons who threatened to stop the sun from rising. He might even become a star, eternally twinkling in the deep blue sky. But he also knew that these futures were far from guaranteed. In order to achieve any afterlife, Tutankhamun had to be remembered. If he were to be forgotten – if all trace of him were erased from the living world – he would die the second death from which there could be no return. This was a fate too horrible to leave to chance. Throughout his reign Tutankhamun worked to impose his presence on his land so that his story might be remembered by generations to come. Ten years, however, was not enough. Tutankhamun died unexpectedly young with his ambitions unfulfilled. It was not prudent planning but a succession of unforeseen events plus an unexpected cloudburst that allowed him to become Egypt’s best-remembered king.


Tutankhamun has left not one but two very different stories, separated by more than 3,000 years. The first, told in the first and longer part of this book, is the story that he himself would recognise; the biography of the living king, his death and burial. It is, unfortunately, a story severely short on detail. Lacking any official record of his reign and missing the eyewitness accounts that would add some personality to the peoples of the ancient past, Egyptologists have been forced to play detective. Tutankhamun’s life has been reconstructed as a series of disjointed events using clues gleaned from archaeology, art and random monumental inscriptions. Information gaps have been plugged with informed speculation and, occasionally, wishful thinking. As new evidence has become available, this fragmented data has been reappraised and rearranged to produce a new version of the same history. Having taught Egyptology at different levels for many years, I know that some readers will find this lack of a clear storyline frustrating, seeing the discussion of minute detail as nothing more than academic nit-picking. To these readers, I can only apologise. This book is written for those who see Egyptian history as an intellectual challenge and who relish the opportunity to sift through the evidence, spot significant clues and use them to reconstruct their own version of the past. For these readers the uncertainty – the sense of a story on the verge of being revealed – contributes to the joy of studying the ancient world.


It is obvious that older accounts of Tutankhamun’s life – accounts written before the discovery of his tomb and the unwrapping of his mummy – will be out of date and misleading. It is far less obvious that the ‘biographies’ written in the more recent past might tell very different stories. While one Egyptologist might believe that Tutankhamun was the son of the mighty pharaoh Amenhotep III, another might convincingly argue that he was the son of the heretic king Akhenaten and a third might, with compelling supporting evidence, class him as the son of Akhenaten’s shadowy co-regent, Smenkhkare. Meanwhile Tutankhamun’s mother might with equal validity be selected from a list including, but not confined to, Queens Tiy and Nefertiti, Princesses Meritaten and Meketaten, the secondary Queen Kiya or the foreign-born Tadukhepa, who, having been sent to Egypt to marry Amenhotep III, outlived her fiancé and married his son. To add an additional layer of complexity, some have suggested that either Nefertiti or Kiya may actually be Tadukhepa. This lack of certainty over key events continues throughout Tutankhamun’s life – what was his path to the throne? Did he rule at Amarna? Did he fight in battle? Did he limp? – to his death, which has been variously attributed to tuberculosis, malaria, murder, battlefield wounds, a high-speed chariot accident or trampling by a hippo.


My own approach to Tutankhamun’s story is loosely based on the principle of Occam’s Razor: ‘entities must not be multiplied beyond necessity’, or, other things being equal, the simplest explanation is usually the correct one. Faced with two or more competing theories, I will tend to accept the most straightforward. I have applied this approach throughout this book, but have highlighted areas where others legitimately take a different view and have occasionally asked questions that, at the moment, do not have answers.


Scanty and disjointed as it may be, the evidence makes one thing clear. Tutankhamun was a far from typical king. Born at Amarna – the isolated city built by Akhenaten – he was raised to worship just one god: the sun disc known as the Aten. Throughout Tutankhamun’s childhood the Aten poured its life-giving light over Egypt’s king, empowering him to rule as a semi-divine being. The traditional state gods, relegated to the shadows, could only watch. The elite, those who surrounded the king, were forced to watch too, as slowly, inexorably, royal power dwindled both within Egypt’s borders and throughout the empire beyond. Akhenaten’s death brought his religious experiment to an abrupt end. He had not done enough to persuade his court that the Aten offered the path to true enlightenment. And so, with the help of his advisors, Tutankhamun dedicated his reign to the restoration of the glorious pre-Amarna days: days that he was too young to have experienced.


Ten years after inheriting his tarnished throne much had been accomplished, and, with Amarna abandoned, the pantheon re-established, the royal necropolis reopened and the army on the verge of achieving the victories that would secure his empire, it seemed that Tutankhamun was destined to become one of the great pharaohs. Then an ill-advised expedition brought everything to an abrupt end. As Egypt mourned her lost king, the royal family shattered under the pressure of finding a suitable successor. The age of the sun kings had ended: the age of the warrior kings was about to begin.


Tutankhamun’s other story, told in the second and shorter part of this book, is the far better-documented history of the discovery and excavation of his tomb, and of the reinvention of the king that followed his resurrection. In November 1922 a team of British Egyptologists, financed by Lord Carnarvon and directed by Howard Carter, determined to discover the barely remembered 18th Dynasty king Tutankhamun. They were expecting to find an elderly courtier who, having gained his crown by marrying into the royal family, died soon after of old age. Instead, to their great surprise, they discovered a ‘boy-king’ lying in a nest of golden coffins surrounded by an astonishing array of 5,398 grave goods. Their excavation sparked an unprecedented global public interest in Tutankhamun and his elaborate preparations for death that, boosted by occasional touring exhibitions of real and replica grave goods, has continued to this day.


In its traditional telling this discovery is an epic tale of adventure, sudden death and glinting gold, which features the archaeologist as a hero battling to reveal the past to an admiring world. But not everyone regarded the excavation as a triumph. Already in the 1920s, many were starting to question the archaeologists’ easy assumption of their God-given right to visit a foreign land and rip a young man – not just any young man, but a king – not only from his grave but also from the bandages that guaranteed his afterlife. Meanwhile, excluded from the excavation, the Egyptian people could only watch as Western culture first absorbed Tutankhamun as one of its own and then started to squabble about what it had done. As arguments broke out over the ownership of Tutankhamun and his grave goods – did he belong to the world, to the Egyptian people or to Lord Carnarvon? – the press started to question the wisdom of excavating what they had identified as a ‘cursed tomb’. This was surely a dangerous interference with the occult from which no good could come.


Unfortunately, Carter died before he could complete the formal, academic publication of the tomb and its contents, leaving just three popular books plus a host of journal and newspaper reports of varying accuracy to tell the story of his great adventure. Tutankhamun’s grave goods are housed in the Cairo Museum and, as I write, are in the process of being transferred to the new Grand Egyptian Museum near the Giza pyramids, where they will be displayed in splendid, state-of-the-art galleries. Thirty years ago, when I started to write about ancient Egypt, this would have made them inaccessible to most of the world. In those pre-Internet days resources were confined to museums and specialist libraries, so that the study of ancient Egypt was effectively restricted to those lucky enough to live near resources or rich enough to visit them. Today, the Internet increasingly allows everyone to visit museums and libraries, to examine specific artefacts and to research archived material. The Griffith Institute at Oxford University has set a splendid example here, by making the Tutankhamun excavation records – the Howard Carter archive (notes, cards, photographs and lantern slides), Arthur Mace’s diaries, notes taken by Alfred Lucas and Harry Burton’s Tutankhamun photograph – freely available in the online exhibition Tutankhamun: Anatomy of an Excavation.1 My hope is that readers inspired by Tutankhamun’s story will access this archive, examine the photographs and use the original records to conduct their own armchair re-excavation of his tomb. To help with this private research I have provided Carter’s reference numbers for the significant grave goods discussed throughout this book. These numbers are indicated thus (no. 541).


The death of a young person is always a shock, even if that death occurred thousands of years ago. We want to know what happened: how could things have gone so wrong? It is therefore not surprising that, while Tutankhamun’s grave goods remain substantially uninvestigated and unpublished, his body has been subjected to four major medical investigations. In 1925, a team led by the anatomist Professor Douglas Derry conducted the initial unwrapping and autopsy of his mummy, but was unable to X-ray the remains. In 1968, Tutankhamun was re-examined and X-rayed by a team from Liverpool University led by the anatomist Professor Ronald Harrison. A decade later, Dr James Harris, a dentist from the University of Michigan, led a third examination, focusing on the king’s head and teeth.


The most recent phase of investigation, conducted by the Supreme Council of Antiquities (now the Ministry of Antiquities) under the leadership of the Egyptologist and Secretary General of the Supreme Council of Antiquities, Dr Zahi Hawass, was the first re-examination for which permission was granted to remove the king’s body from his tomb, allowing the team to work away from the curious gaze of tourists. Their work started in 2005 with a virtual autopsy using state-of-the-art scanning technology and progressed to DNA sampling and an attempt to define Tutankhamun’s family tree. The results of their investigations have been disseminated and discussed, with the DNA evidence in particular sparking heated debate amongst Egyptologists and scientists. Despite the dramatic headlines – ‘King Tut, Queen Nefertiti and their Incestuous Family Tree’ being one of the more restrained examples – many experts believe that we are not yet close to proving Tutankhamun’s birth family.2 Due to its contentious nature, I have presented the DNA evidence for Tutankhamun’s family separately as the epilogue to Chapter 10.


Many books have been written about Tutankhamun, his life, his death and his afterlife. Is there really room for more? I firmly believe that there is. Of course, as the author of two Tutankhamun-themed books, I am bound to think so. But, examining the evidence objectively, it is clear that his is a still-evolving tale; evolving both in terms of the archaeological and textual evidence which continues to emerge, and in terms of the cultural lens through which we view this evidence. A decade ago I wrote about Tutankhamun, focusing on the excavation of his tomb and the development of the ‘Tutankhamun’s curse’ myth. Now I am able to present evidence that allows me to focus far more on Tutankhamun’s life and times. I still tell the story of his afterlife – his life post-excavation – but while I have included enough material to fully explain the history of the discovery for those unfamiliar with it (with apologies to readers who feel that this story has already received sufficient attention from me and other authors), the details of the actual discovery have been reduced, as they are less relevant to the king himself.


Not everyone agrees that Tutankhamun is worth this degree of detailed scrutiny. However, the objection often raised by professional Egyptologists, that Tutankhamun is an insignificant king unworthy of this attention – that he is somehow stealing the spotlight that should be focused on higher-achieving kings, and in so doing falsely persuading the general public of his importance – rather misses the point. Like it or not, ‘King Tut’ is an ancient world celebrity and, as with all celebrities, the modern world is eager to read more about him. If those who know most about ancient Egypt draw away from Tutankhamun with a fastidious shudder, the books will be written anyway, by those who know far less.


I question the assumption that Tutankhamun is insignificant, either in life or in death. Tutankhamun started his reign as a boy under the control of his advisors and family members and ended it as the most influential man in the Bronze Age Mediterranean world. He vanished for 3,000 years, then reappeared as an ancient world ambassador, inspiring the modern world to learn more about Egypt’s glorious past. The occasional touring exhibitions of his grave goods and associated artefacts (real and replica) have generated much-needed income for Egypt and have boosted the vitally important tourist industry: an industry that in pre-Covid 2019 generated over $13 billion.3 There are many professional Egyptologists working in museums and universities in the UK today who will admit to having been inspired by the 1972 Tutankhamun touring exhibition and the high-quality publications and documentaries that accompanied it. I know this because I am one of them.


Tutankhamun has, more than any other Egyptian king, achieved the often-expressed hope of being remembered forever. My own hope is that he is remembered as accurately and as thoroughly as he deserves to be.










PART ONE


THEBES 1336 BCE
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The Prince’s Tale


Tutankhaten’s Family and Early Life




In a lengthy poem, carved on the wall of a private tomb, the ‘heretic king’ Akhenaten addresses and explains his god:1


The earth becomes bright when you rise on the horizon and shine as the Aten in the daytime. You dispel the darkness when you cast your rays. The Two Lands are a celebration of light, awake and standing upright now you have roused them. Their bodies are cleansed and clothed as they raise their arms in adoration of your rising.


Now the whole land begins to work. All the flocks are content with their pasture, trees and plants grow. Birds fly up from their nests, their wings stretched in praise of your Ka. All the flocks gambol on their legs and everything that flies and perches lives when you rise for them. Ships sail to the north and to the south, and every road is open at your rising. The fish in the river leap before you, for your rays are in the middle of the sea.





Fifty years after Tutankhamun’s death, the commoner-born king Seti I carved a copy of the King List onto the wall of his Abydos temple, ensuring that he would be eternally associated with his illustrious ‘ancestors’. It should be an easy matter for us to visit Abydos, consult Seti’s list, identify Tutankhamun and establish the pattern of late 18th Dynasty rule. Unfortunately, Egyptology is rarely that simple. Seti, regarding Tutankhamun and his immediate family as undesirable heretics, had them ruthlessly excised from Egypt’s history. His list of kings jumps from the respected Amenhotep III to the equally respected Horemheb, omitting all reigns in between. So strong was the magical power of the hieroglyphic script, it was as though these reigns had never been. No one, however, could wipe all trace of the kings – Akhenaten, Smenkhkare, Tutankhamun and Ay – from their land. Denied official recognition, Tutankhamun’s tale survived, without a continuous narrative, in fragments of archaeology, art and monumental inscriptions scattered throughout Egypt. To reconstruct his life and death, we need to gather this evidence and piece it together.


When, in 1352 BCE, Amenhotep III died after thirty-eight peaceful and largely uneventful years on the throne, his son Amenhotep inherited his crown, becoming Neferkheperure Waenre (The transformations of Ra are perfect, the unique one of Ra) Amenhotep IV. Young Amenhotep was the second-choice heir; his elder brother, Tuthmosis, had been groomed for kingship but had died sometime during their father’s third decade of rule. The evidence for Tuthmosis’s life as crown prince is limited. However, a small schist statuette allows us to glimpse him, semi-prostrate and dressed in the kilt, side-lock hairstyle and leopard-skin cloak of a priest, as he ritually grinds grain for the great Ptah of Memphis. Inscriptions engraved around the figure introduce him as ‘. . . the King’s Son, the Priest Tuthmosis . . . I am the servant of this noble god; his miller . . .’ The limestone sarcophagus of his pet cat, Ta-Miu (The Cat), confirms his full and final titulary as ‘Crown Prince, Overseer of the Priests of Upper and Lower Egypt, High Priest of Ptah in Memphis and Priest of Ptah’. Finally, a second schist statuette shows him as a bandaged mummy, lying on a bier.2 Tuthmosis’s tomb has never been found, and we can say no more about him.


Amenhotep IV started his reign as an entirely typical 18th Dynasty king, crowned by the god Amun-Ra and ruling from the twin administrative centres of Memphis in the north and Thebes in the south. As the workmen started to cut his tomb in the Western Valley, the offshoot of the Valley of the Kings where his father now lay, building work continued in and around the Karnak temple complex of Amun-Ra. Here Amenhotep demonstrated his intention to preserve maat – the ideal state of affairs – by completing his father’s unfinished projects. Within three years of his coronation, however, Amenhotep had turned his back on the traditional pantheon and dedicated his life to the service of one god: an ancient but hitherto insignificant solar being known as ‘the Disc’, or ‘the Aten’. Amenhotep (Amun is satisfied) had become Akhenaten (Living Spirit of the Aten). To please his god, Akhenaten founded a royal city on virgin land, part way between Thebes and Memphis. He named his city Akhetaten (Horizon of the Aten); today it is better known as Amarna or el-Amarna. The period of no more than twenty years when Egypt was ruled from Amarna is known as the Amarna Age or Amarna Period.


Egyptologists have a tendency to isolate and magnify this brief period, zooming in on the new city and its unique religion and seeing it as something very different to the periods that had gone before and those that were still to come. This was indeed a very different time, and this difference directly affected both the elite who surrounded Akhenaten and the ordinary people who were compelled to move to Amarna city to work for the king and his god. However, for the vast majority of the population, the peasants living in the hamlets and villages of the Nile Valley and Delta, life throughout the Amarna Age continued very much as it had before.


Akhenaten’s city, like his religion, proved unsustainable. Both were quickly abandoned after his death. While the mud-brick domestic architecture – the houses, palaces and offices – degraded to form a valuable fertile soil which would in modern times be spread across the fields, wrecking the archaeological stratigraphy, thousands of inscribed stone blocks from the Amarna temples were salvaged and incorporated in the sacred buildings of the neighbouring city of Hermopolis Magna (modern el-Ashmunein). This recycling was far from unusual; it was far easier to quarry old buildings than to cut and transport new stone, and throughout the Dynastic Age older blocks were routinely incorporated into newer buildings with their already inscribed faces turned inwards. It is on one of these recycled and badly damaged temple blocks that we find our first mentions of a prince named Tutankhaten (Living Image of the Aten), who is described as ‘the King’s Son of his body, his beloved’.3 Within a few years of this carving, Tutankhaten would change his name and his religious allegiance to become Tutankhamun (Living Image of Amun). He would be the one to end the Amarna experiment.


Egypt’s kings celebrated their greatest triumphs in stone. Epic battles, lucrative trading expeditions, unparalleled building works, generous acts of devotion to the gods: all these and more were commemorated in the extensive hieroglyphic inscriptions and extravagant illustrations carved and painted on multiple temple walls. Akhenaten therefore celebrated his new city in a series of inscriptions and associated statues cut into the cliffs on both banks of the Nile around Amarna. His ‘Boundary Stelae’ tell the story of the founding of his city, define its limits and even include a brief mention of his growing family of daughters:4




The Aten gives life eternally and my heart rejoices in the king’s wife together with her children, which causes the king’s wife Neferneferuaten Nefertiti to reach old age in these millions of years . . . she being in the care of Pharaoh, and which causes the king’s daughter Meritaten and the king’s daughter Meketaten to reach old age, they being in the care of the king’s wife, their mother, for ever . . .





That is as personal as his inscriptions get, however. Eighteenth-Dynasty kings did not share more intimate details of their private lives on their public monuments, and the births of their children went unannounced. We learn about the six daughters who would eventually be born to Akhenaten and his consort, Nefertiti, because, in increasing numbers, they appear with their parents in the images and statue groups that filled Amarna city. This official art makes it clear that Akhenaten was surrounded by women who supported him in all his endeavours. But sons – potential future kings – were excluded from official art and are to all intents and purposes invisible to us. All too often, our first sighting of an Egyptian prince occurs when he steps out of the shadows to assume the role of crown prince, or king-in-waiting. This is what happened to the young Akhenaten. While his four sisters stand beside their parents in decades’ worth of official art, he is represented in a few scenes with his father which were probably carved after the old king’s death, plus one wine jar label which mentions ‘the estate of the King’s true son Amenhotep’. Tutankhaten’s sudden, unexplained appearance at Amarna at an age when he might have become the officially recognised heir to the throne is far from unusual.


If we want to learn more about the young prince’s birth we have to leave Amarna and travel south, to Thebes. Here, hidden from view on the west bank of the Nile, is the remote royal necropolis known as the Valley of the Kings. Although Tutankhamun’s small tomb was famously packed with a vast quantity of ‘wonderful things’ – sacred and magical artefacts to help the dead king to achieve his afterlife, family heirlooms, personal belongings and more practical, daily-life objects which would allow him to live comfortably beyond death – it was, in one important respect, a great disappointment. It yielded no informative writings. As his was the first substantially intact royal tomb to be discovered in the Valley, the excavators had been uncertain what to expect, but they had hoped to find a written account of Tutankhamun’s reign, details of his private life and, perhaps, an explanation of Akhenaten’s heretic regime. Unfortunately, there were no personal or unique documents, no diplomatic correspondence and no information that would allow the creation of a family tree. Most disappointing of all, a ‘box of papyri’, which the archaeologists had optimistically dubbed ‘Tutankhamun’s library’, proved to be a collection of discoloured linen loincloths.


The tomb did, however, hold indirect clues to Tutankhamun’s age and identity. Included amongst the golden grave goods was an assortment of plain wine jars. Some had been smashed by the priests who packed the tomb and by the various gangs of robbers who had tried to empty it, but many were complete and labelled with details of vintage, vineyard, vintner, wine type and – crucially – regnal year. From these labels we learn that in Year 9 a chief vintner named Sennefer, working at the vineyard known as ‘House of Tutankhamun ruler of Upper Egyptian Heliopolis [Thebes], life! prosperity! health! From the Western River’, instructed his workers to fill a wine jar with a beverage described, rather unhelpfully, as ‘wine’ (no. 541). Sennefer has given us Tutankhamun’s highest confirmed regnal year. We can reasonably assume that a jar containing ‘wine of good quality’, dated to Year 10 of an unnamed king, was also filled during Tutankhamun’s reign, but an equally anonymous Year 31 jar of simple ‘wine’ must have been sealed during the unusually long reign of Amenhotep III.5


Lying in the burial chamber at the heart of his tomb, protected by successive layers of linen bandages and shrouds, three nested golden coffins, a stone sarcophagus and four gilded wooden shrines, Tutankhamun’s body preserved the forensic evidence which would reveal his age at death. Teeth – their presence or absence – can be hugely helpful in determining age at death, as tooth development is less likely to be affected by factors such as malnutrition and illness which can have an impact on skeletal development. During the 1925 autopsy, however, the anatomist Douglas Derry found that Tutankhamun’s mouth had been accidentally glued shut by the resins and unguents poured over the mummy’s head during the funeral ritual. This made his teeth inaccessible. To avoid damaging Tutankhamun’s face by forcing his mouth open, Derry cut into his head, beneath the chin. This damage was subsequently repaired with resin and is today invisible to the naked eye. Derry could now see that Tutankhamun’s right upper and lower wisdom teeth ‘had just erupted into the gum and reached to about half the height of the 2nd molar. Those on the left side could not be seen easily, but they appeared to be in the same stage of eruption.’6 This dental evidence, combined with a visual examination of the ephyphises (the growth plates at the end of the long bones), led him to suggest that Tutankhamun had died at between seventeen and nineteen years of age, a diagnosis which has subsequently been confirmed by consideration of the eruption of his third molars using X-rays and CT scans.


If the teenage Tutankhamun had ruled Egypt for no less than ten years, he must have inherited his throne as a child of roughly eight years of age. Akhenaten himself enjoyed seventeen years on the throne; his reign length is evidenced by two jar labels, one of which has its original ‘Year 17: honey’ label superseded by the ‘Year 1: wine’ label of the anonymous next king.7 As there is no evidence for an extensive gap between Akhenaten’s death and Tutankhaten/Tutankhamun’s accession, we can conclude that Tutankhamun was probably born during Akhenaten’s Year 9 and, as Akhenaten had already moved his family to Amarna by this time, we can deduce that he was born at Amarna.


More evidence for the child-king can be gathered by rummaging through the boxes and chests that filled the outer chambers of his tomb. Tutankhamun was buried with a wide assortment of clothing made from hand-spun linen so fine that archaeologists have struggled to replicate its quality. There were sleeved and sleeveless tunics, shawls, sashes and belts, gloves, head coverings and socks with a separate big toe to allow him to wear his toe-post sandals. Leather accessories included shoes, sandals and the sadly misidentified library-loincloths (at least 145 of them; the more damaged examples were deemed impossible to conserve and were thrown away). There was even what seemed to be a ‘mannequin’: a wooden, armless and legless model of the crowned king which Howard Carter assumed was used to display his clothes and jewellery (no. 116). This was not a wardrobe designed specifically for the grave: textile analysis has revealed the minute signs of wear and washing which confirm that these clothes were actually worn by the living king.


A quick glance at any decorated 18th Dynasty elite tomb wall will show adults dressed in sparkling white linen and children of all classes naked and near-bald. This is how many of us picture life in ancient Egypt. Tutankhamun’s garments, however, reveal an altogether more elaborate and colourful world: a world where royal tunics might be so heavy with fringing, tapestry, appliqué, embroidery, beading and sequin-like spangles that they could not have been worn on a daily basis. The archaeologists who emptied the tomb were confused and leapt to the conclusion – perhaps inevitable for a group of early twentieth-century Western men – that some of the more elaborate costumes must have been female garments. So a ‘ceremonial robe’ – a simple rectangle of fringed cloth with a round neck hole, decorated all over with blue and green glass beads and sequins of beaten gold (no. 21d) – was officially classified on Carter’s record card thus:




This pattern garment should belong to a woman. It may, like some others in the box have been a child’s garment. The King as a child might conceivably have been dressed as a girl on some occasions – cp. modern circumcision custom, or boy wearing girl’s clothes to avoid evil eye.





The tiny robe, measuring an estimated 80 x 50 cm, may be compared to a man’s ‘shirt’, also recovered from the tomb, which measured 138 x 103 cm. It was, as the excavators noted, just one of several child-sized garments stored in the elaborately decorated ‘Painted Box’ in the Antechamber (no. 21). To Carter’s great surprise, these were the garments of a child-king:8




Our first idea was that the king might have kept stored away the clothes he wore as a boy; but later, on one of the belts, and on the sequins of one of the robes, we found the royal cartouche. He must, then, have worn them after he became king, from which it would seem to follow that he was quite a young boy when he succeeded to the throne.





As it seems unlikely that the fully grown Tutankhamun would have wished to squeeze into miniature garments, we must question why his childhood wardrobe was packed for the afterlife. Here we can draw a useful comparison with the linen clothing used to dress the statues of the gods in the temples each day. These garments were understood to absorb a form of divinity from the statues, and this made them immensely valuable. It seems that the clothes worn by kings, too, absorbed an aura of ‘royalness’ and semi-divinity that made them impossible to discard.


Tutankhamun took his childhood jewellery to his tomb as well. His treasures included earrings that, during his lifetime, were worn by women and children but not adult men. The wide (7.5 mm) piercing in Tutankhamun’s empty left earlobe is presumably the legacy of a childhood spent wearing ear studs. We can reasonably assume that there would have been a matching hole in his right earlobe, but this was lost during the autopsy. The ears on Tutankhamun’s innermost coffin, and on his gold mask, were also pierced for earrings, but these holes were subsequently covered with small gold discs, possibly to indicate that the king had outgrown childish jewellery. Meanwhile an empty box whose label was translated by Carter as ‘the King’s side-lock (?) as a boy’ suggested that Tutankhamun may have saved the elaborate plait that elite children wore on the side of their otherwise shaven head (either no. 575 or no. 494).9 Sadly, Carter’s translation is inaccurate and the word that he translated as ‘side-lock’ is more likely to refer to a linen bag.


As to Carter’s tentative thoughts of an elaborate circumcision ceremony – a rite of passage marking the transition from child to man, perhaps – there is no evidence that this was common practice in dynastic Egypt. Occasional texts and images suggest that some men were circumcised, but many mummies, including royal mummies, are not. Several years after the ‘ceremonial robe’ was discovered, Derry was able to examine Tutankhamun’s shaved genitals as part of his autopsy. He found, somewhat to his surprise, that while the king’s scrotum had been flattened against his perineum, his penis, 5 cm in length, had been bound and glued with resin to give a permanent, almost 90-degree erection. This would have encouraged Tutankhamun’s eternal sexuality and fertility – an important aspect of the Egyptian male afterlife – while linking him to the mummified Osiris, a god so fertile that he fathered his son Horus after his own death. Derry was unable to determine if Tutankhamun had been circumcised.


As so often happens with Tutankhamun-related items, his penis went on to develop its own mini-mythology. Photographs confirm that, detached from the body but with the scrotum attached, it was present when Tutankhamun’s autopsied body was laid on a tray of sand and replaced in his sarcophagus. But then it vanished. For a long time it was accepted that the penis had been stolen, probably during the Second World War when security was lax in the Valley of the Kings. This led to accusations of gross negligence, much speculation as to its whereabouts (foreign servicemen made a useful scapegoat), and many unfortunate puns citing lost ‘crown jewels’. In 1968, Harrison discovered the missing member lurking in the loose cotton wool beneath the sand tray and, rather than attempt to reattach it, replaced it in the sand. Lost again, the penis was rediscovered during the most recent examination of the king’s body.


The evidence from the tomb allows us to conjure up the shade of a little boy standing in the heat of the Amarna sun, dressed in elaborate but uncomfortably heavy garments and wearing the ear studs and side-lock which indicate that, although he is about to become a divine being, he is still very much a child. A highly stylised image of this same child can be seen on an inlaid gold perfume box discovered in the Burial Chamber, the most sacred part of the tomb (no. 240bis).10 The box is shaped as a double cartouche – the hieroglyphic device representing a loop of rope that encircled the throne-name and birth-name of the king – standing on a pedestal, and each cartouche is topped by a solar disc and double plumes (the lid). As it is decorated front and back, there are four cartouches, each presenting Tutankhamun’s throne-name: Nebkheperure (Lord of Manifestations of Ra). In its usual writing the ‘Kheperu’ element of his name would be represented by the scarab beetle plus three lines. Here, however, the beetle has been replaced by a squatting figure of Tutankhamun himself. The four images are subtly different, and it has been suggested that the changing colours of their faces, which vary from light to dark, may represent the king at four different stages of his existence: boy-king, adult king, dead king and reborn king. But the fact that two of the Tutankhamuns wear an elaborately plaited side-lock (the other two wear crowns) confuses this sequence and it may be that we are looking at just two stages – Tutankhamun equated with the living king (Horus) and the dead king (Osiris). However we interpret these images, it is clear that they are not true portraits as we understand the word today.


Young kings do not take their thrones by force: they inherit them. Tutankhamun’s tomb confirms that he was born the son or grandson of a king but, frustratingly, does not tell us who this king might be. The most obvious candidate for the role of Tutankhamun’s father has to be Akhenaten, the ruling king at the time of Tutankhamun’s birth. However, Tutankhamun has left two random pieces of evidence that encourage us to doubt this paternity. The first is the dedication on the handle of a wooden astronomical instrument that names the ‘father of his father’ as Tuthmosis IV.11 Tuthmosis IV was the father of Amenhotep III, and the grandfather of Akhenaten. The second is an inscription on the base of one of the ‘Prudhoe Lions’: a pair of 18th Dynasty red-granite recumbent lions originally commissioned by Amenhotep III for his Nubian Soleb temple, and later re-inscribed by Tutankhamun.12 Here Tutankhamun describes himself as ‘He who renewed the monument for his father, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Lord of the Two Lands, Nebmaatre, image of Re, Son of Re, Amenhotep Ruler of Thebes.’


Tutankhamun seems to be claiming Amenhotep III as his father: this would make him Akhenaten’s younger brother. At first sight this seems impossible, as we know that Akhenaten ruled for seventeen years. However, Amenhotep III could perhaps have left an eight-year-old son to rule after his older son, Akhenaten, if he himself had been alive within Akhenaten’s reign. Are we looking at a lengthy Amenhotep III–Akhenaten co-regency, with each king using his own year dates so that Akhenaten’s Year 1 would have also been Amenhotep’s Year 29? As co-regencies are rare in the 18th Dynasty, and as it is unlikely that nine years of joint rule would have gone entirely unrecorded, this seems highly unlikely.


Happily, but confusingly, we do not need to read Tutankhamun’s statements literally. The Egyptian language was highly flexible and, just as we may today use the English words ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ to describe both actual siblings and friends, so the Egyptian word for ‘father’ could be used to describe a range of connected males: an actual father, a grandfather, a great-grandfather or a more generalised ancestor, while ‘son’ might also be used to indicate a son-in-law or a grandson. Tutankhamun is not claiming to be the actual son of Amenhotep III, but is deliberately aligning himself with his distinguished grandfather and his equally distinguished great-grandfather and, in so doing, distancing himself from his less than distinguished father.


As Akhenaten, like all of Egypt’s kings, had many wives, so Tutankhamun has many potential mothers. If all went according to plan, his mother would be his father’s consort, the Great Royal Wife Nefertiti. As she was the wife in the nuclear royal family (the king, his consort and their children), it was accepted that Nefertiti’s son would inherit his father’s throne. If Nefertiti failed to produce an heir, however, Akhenaten would look to his harem to find his successor. This was a far from unusual occurrence. Akhenaten’s own father, Amenhotep III, had been the son of a harem queen named Mutemwia, while his father, Tuthmosis IV, had been the son of a harem queen named Tia.
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