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PROLOGUE



AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL ADVENTURE
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SOMETIMES THE MOST MUNDANE-SEEMING TASK can set you on a journey that you didn’t expect. In the summer of 2010, flicking through the latest issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association ( JAMA), I found something that did just that. Squeezed between papers on routine medical topics from diabetes to Down syndrome were five short letters about the mummy of the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun. They were barely noticed by the rest of the world. But they started me on an adventure that led from forgotten archives in rainy London to the heat of the Egyptian desert, and ultimately to this book.


Like so many others, I’ve always been fascinated by ancient Egypt: the wonders of an advanced civilization, the romance of the pyramids, the pharaohs’ fierce determination to live forever, and of course those perfectly preserved mummies that bring us face to face with the distant past. Tutankhamun—a young king found intact in his tomb surrounded by the greatest ever haul of ancient treasure—is the most powerful draw of all.


Scientific studies of the king’s mummy have kept him in the news, providing a string of intimate insights into his life and the cause of his untimely death. Ninety years after the discovery of his tomb, King Tut is more famous than ever. The star of countless books, feature films, and documentaries, his golden mask is instantly recognizable and his tomb is visited by millions.


In February 2010, JAMA published the most dramatic study yet. As part of the King Tutankhamun Family Project, led by Egypt’s top antiquities official, Zahi Hawass, researchers carried out sophisticated scans and DNA tests of Tutankhamun and other royal mummies from his time—the rich and powerful Eighteenth Dynasty, which ruled more than three thousand years ago.


It was a groundbreaking study, full of new information about the pharaohs. Among other things, the scientists quashed decades of speculation about the identity of Tutankhamun’s father. They also reversed the view of Tutankhamun as an active king, as suggested by chariots, weapons, and sporting equipment found in his tomb, and recast him as an inbred genetic weakling. His parents were apparently brother and sister, and he had a range of inherited deformities, including cleft palate and clubfoot.


The same day the paper was published, the Discovery Channel broadcast the story of the research in a glossy documentary called King Tut Unwrapped. The findings, which Hawass described as “the last word” on Tutankhamun—made news headlines around the world. At last we knew the truth about a life lived 3,300 years before.


Then I saw the letters. Written in the calm, cutting language that is scientists’ code for utter disdain, they took the JAMA study apart. Experts from different fields and from prestigious institutions around the world criticized nearly every aspect of the research, from Tutankhamun’s family relationships to the analysis of the bones in his feet. In particular, geneticists at one of the world’s foremost ancient DNA labs in Copenhagen complained that from everything we know about Egyptian mummies, it is highly unlikely that any ancient DNA survives inside them. The latest results, they feared, were caused by contamination of the mummy samples with modern DNA.


The letters got little or no press coverage. But I was intrigued. Was the study by Hawass’s international team really so full of holes? Could the entire family tree be based on a mistake? And if these scientists were right, what do we really know about Tutankhamun?


To find out, I called the authors of the JAMA study and of the letters, as well as a range of other experts. I found that when it comes to Tutankhamun’s mummy, very little is as it seems. One letter plunged me straight into a bizarre and bitter argument that has long split the field of ancient DNA. Another revealed an ongoing debate over whether Tutankhamun had female breasts. A third introduced me to the mystery of an anonymous mummy found dripping with gold, which over the years has been identified as everyone from Tiye, one of Egypt’s most powerful queens, to the biblical prophet Moses.


In every case, the science was clouded in argument and uncertainty. But none of this was making it through into the bestselling books and documentaries about King Tut. I looked back at previous studies and found that this disparity between reporting and reality is nothing new. It seems that Egyptology, as sold to the public, is sometimes not so far from show business.


Over the years, we have been presented with a range of different stories about this frail mummy. There’s Tut the murder victim. The inbred cripple. The sickly youth who succumbed to malaria. The active king who died at war, or in a chariot accident. The hunter who was mauled by a hippo. Not to mention the black-magic artist who laid a deadly trap for those who would invade his tomb more than three thousand years later.


Worryingly often, science studies are reconstructed and packaged for the cameras—with researchers routinely acting out their roles after the event—while contested or ambiguous results are shaped into dramatic new discoveries. But what’s really going on behind the scenes? To find out, I decided to set out on an archaeological investigation of my own.


I have a PhD in genetics, combined with over a decade’s experience as a journalist. I used both sets of skills to trace the secret history of Tutankhamun—not the ancient pharaoh, but the modern mummy.


Investigating the mummy’s story, and talking to the scientists involved about their experiences, made me realize how much more there is to their work than the glib headlines we see on television. Deciphering the clues left in a three-thousand-year-old mummy has pushed these researchers to their limits. From the 1920s until today, they have stretched the technology available to them and struggled with hellish conditions, media pressures, and political unrest. They have been brought to Tutankhamun’s mummy by interests in everything from deadly fungi to dinosaur DNA, and their results have been used to probe questions from the origins of civilization to the truth of the Bible. Never far away is the allure of treasure—the ancient, buried kind, and the sort that goes straight into the bank.


From the mummy’s brutal first autopsy in 1925 to the multimillion-dollar profits and political turbulence surrounding today’s high-tech studies, the fate of Tutankhamun has been entwined with the development of Egyptology as a field, and of Egypt as a nation. What started as a classic archaeological treasure hunt—perhaps the most famous ever—has become a tale of cutting-edge science debates and modern-day politics, from the war on terrorism to the Egyptian revolution.


Within this story, I found plenty of mysteries to delve into. What is a piece of Tutankhamun doing in a drawer at the University of Liverpool? Why did fears for national security cause the Egyptian authorities to cancel a plan to DNA test his mummy? Who are the two mummified fetuses, embalmed with great care, found stuffed into an ill-fitting wooden box in Tutankhamun’s tomb? Why is everyone so interested in the pharaoh’s penis? And above all, can peeling away the layers of myth and misconception that surround the mummy bring us any closer to understanding the ancient king himself?


The Shadow King is the result of my two-year adventure on the trail of Tutankhamun’s mummy. I’ve done my best to bring the people and situations I encountered—from the distant past to the present day—to life. I’ve given sources and references for as much as I can without making the text unreadable. But even where there’s no citation, every word and phrase is based on extensive research—including interviews, academic papers, unpublished manuscripts, videos, diaries, private correspondence, contemporary newspaper accounts and visits to the relevant locations.


Tutankhamun isn’t on his own, however. He has a whole family of royal relatives, whose mummies are on display in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. Their stories are enmeshed with his. They have been subjected to the same scientific tests, and have triggered almost as much speculation. They too were discovered in the most dramatic of circumstances, and they too are now household names to millions—starring characters in the soap operas of modern Egyptology documentaries.


I cannot tell Tutankhamun’s story without telling theirs too. So we start this adventure not in 1922 with the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, but in the hot Egyptian summer of 1881, just before one of the most bizarre and unexpected archaeological finds of all time.





CHAPTER ONE



TUNNEL OF LEGENDS
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ÉMILE BRUGSCH WAS OUT OF BREATH, and nervous. The slight German curator was used to tending antiquities in Egypt’s first national museum, a chaotic and desperately crowded establishment in the bustling Cairo port of Bulaq. Now he was scrambling up a remote desert path in the foothills of Thebes with little idea of his destination and a shoulder sore from the weight of a loaded rifle.


Along with two trusted colleagues from Cairo, Brugsch was following a dark, wiry figure in a white galabiya robe, who led them wordlessly along the valley floor. His name was Mohammed Abd el-Rassul. He had brought with him a group of local workmen, and Brugsch eyed them anxiously as he walked, aware that they had every reason to kill him and his friends if given the chance.


Centuries after Egypt’s rulers built their huge pyramids at Giza, near Cairo, the seat of power moved south to Thebes. Some of the richest and most mighty kings in Egypt’s history built a series of impressive temples, palaces, and tombs by the river here. The east bank of the Nile was for the living, hosting among other things the densely populated city of Thebes itself and a sprawling temple complex a couple of miles away at Karnak. The west bank—where Abd el-Rassul led the curator on that stifling July day—was for the dead, with a string of memorial temples and desert cliffs dotted with tombs.


Brugsch’s guide headed uphill toward Deir el-Bahri, a natural amphitheater in the rock that’s bounded by steep cliffs. The air was oven hot and the soft sand underfoot made for a tiring, monotonous walk. As the group reached the foot of the cliffs, the path turned sharp right and they saw a small nook, shaped like a chimney, almost hidden in the rock face. At its base was a deep shaft, around ten feet across, with jagged, roughly cut sides that were covered in treacherous-looking rocks and boulders.


“There,” said Abd el-Rassul, as Brugsch stepped forward to peer down the hole. The secrets it held were about to change the field of Egyptology forever.
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AFTER THE DECLINE of the great civilizations of the ancient world—including the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans—this area’s prestigious past was forgotten. Thebes was a fabulous legend, described in classical accounts from the Bible to Homer, but no one knew where it actually was. The site became home to a little village called Luxor, whose inhabitants had no interest in the ancient stone ruins that surrounded them, save for use as building materials.


A French Jesuit priest called Father Claude Sicard was the first to realize Luxor’s glorious claim to fame when he visited at the beginning of the 1700s, and scholars sent by Napoleon at the end of that century later described and publicized the ancient wonders there. After that, Luxor started to attract a growing stream of explorers, adventurers, merchants, and scholars from Europe, who wrote about their experiences to the excitement of audiences back home.


By the 1880s, Luxor was growing fast from rural backwater to fashionable tourist destination—the tour operator Thomas Cook even led steamboat trips down the Nile—and archaeology was booming, with a new discovery practically every day. Awesome statues and columns at Karnak and Luxor temples were being excavated from the piles of rubbish that had hidden them for centuries. On the west bank, a series of tombs had been found, yielding items from amulets and jewelry to tools, furniture, and papyri. And mummies. Quite apart from the impressive structures and antiquities being discovered, what distinguished Egypt from other regions with a past was that its ancient inhabitants were still around.


The Egyptians had gone to great lengths to ensure that their bodies didn’t decompose after death—removing the organs and drying out the flesh before embalming with preservative oils and resins and wrapping in bandages. It captured the imagination, coming face to face with these individuals—male, female, fat, thin, young, old—who all shared one thing: their absolute determination to live forever.


As in other areas of Egypt, there were a lot of them. Further north in Saqqara, near Cairo, vast underground chambers containing thousands of bodies had already been unearthed. In Thebes itself, excavators were finding everything from elegantly painted tombs containing one or two individuals to “mummy pits”—tunnels running into the hillside that were stuffed full of bodies. An Italian explorer and ex-strongman called Giovanni Belzoni, excavating in 1817 for the British consul Henry Salt, described being almost suffocated by them when he ventured down one particular passage: “It was choked with mummies, and I could not pass without putting my face in contact with that of some decayed Egyptian. . . . I could not avoid being covered with bones, legs, arms, and heads rolling from above.”1


Soon, no self-respecting tourist could go home without their own Egyptian mummy, or part of one, and these trophies were carried triumphantly to the libraries and salons of Europe. Not that they all made it. In 1874, one pair of well-to-do ladies, the Misses Brocklehurst, reportedly bought from a local dealer a papyrus and mummy, in a bidding war against a well-known English writer called Amelia Edwards.* According to Edwards, the women brought the prized items aboard their houseboat on the Nile, but “unable to endure the perfume of the ancient Egyptian they drowned the dear departed at the end of the week.”2


One of the most exciting archaeological developments was an ongoing string of discoveries in Biban el-Moluk—now known as the Valley of the Kings†—a remote, barren spot tucked away behind the cliffs of Deir el-Bahri. Here, travelers and archaeologists were uncovering the resting places of the pharaohs themselves. Stunning paintings and reliefs on the walls were initially indecipherable, but the decoding of hieroglyphs in the 1820s soon allowed scholars to identify the monarchs who had built these tombs and to read about their lives and beliefs.


The pharaohs buried here had abandoned the ostentatious pyramid tombs of their predecessors. They had seen how one by one, despite security devices such as false doors and blind tunnels, each was inevitably robbed for the treasures inside—a king needed an awful lot of stuff to get by in the afterlife. Instead, these pharaohs opted for quiet, hidden burials in this remote valley that they hoped would be better protected from looters. Thutmose I, the third king of the Eighteenth Dynasty,* seems to have been the first to break with tradition and build a secret tomb in the valley. His architect, Ineni, wrote proudly on the wall of his funeral chapel that he alone oversaw the excavation of the tomb, “no one seeing, no one hearing.”3 In doing so, he began a tradition that continued for five hundred years.


Ultimately, however, this cunning plan was in vain. The big disappointment for archaeologists was that every single royal tomb found in the valley had been robbed bare. Some had lain open for centuries, ancient tourist attractions that were scrawled with Greek and Latin graffiti before being gradually forgotten about. Others had been buried by rocks and rubble since ancient Egyptian times, but even they were already looted in antiquity.


Of the original riches buried with the pharaohs, only a few scraps were left—a damaged stone sarcophagus perhaps, or pieces of pottery and wooden figures. The finest tomb discovered was a series of chambers dug by a Nineteenth-Dynasty ruler called Seti I, entered for the first time in three thousand years by Belzoni in 1817. The walls were covered with brightly colored paintings, while the floor was littered with statues and pieces of broken burial equipment. Belzoni found hundreds of glazed blue figures of the king, the carcass of a bull, and a gorgeous alabaster coffin, which he shipped to London. But even here, the hoped-for treasures were long since gone.


There were no royal mummies in these tombs either—none of the kings and queens were still to be found in their original resting places. It was assumed they had long ago been destroyed. Egyptologists like the expansive and easygoing Frenchman Gaston Maspero, head of the Bulaq museum, began to doubt that an undisturbed royal burial would ever be found.


Then in the 1870s, that changed. A series of intriguing antiquities began to appear on the international market. Hundreds of scarabs, statues, and scrolls of papyri from the burials of Twenty-First-Dynasty kings and queens were popping up as far afield as Suez and Syria. To Maspero, the only explanation was that looters had discovered an unspoiled royal tomb or tombs and were gradually pilfering and selling the contents.


For decades, Egypt had been a kind of lucky dip, a free-for-all treasure-hunters’ paradise where you couldn’t turn around for stumbling over priceless antiquities and there was nothing to stop you from taking home as much as you could carry. Adventurers descended, shipping everything from delicate jewelry to entire monuments home with them to the west. Some of this was done by private individuals, but much was carried out on behalf of governments such as those of Britain and France. The heritage of an entire country was slowly but surely being drained.


In 1858, the French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette had set up Egypt’s antiquities service in an attempt to stamp out the illegal antiquities trade and stem the flow of artifacts abroad. In the spring of 1881, Maspero was appointed his successor, which meant that if ancient royal treasures were being looted and sold, it was his job to stop it. Along with Brugsch, his deputy, Maspero sailed the antiquities service steamboat down the Nile to Luxor, desperate to track down the looters and uncover the lost tomb before its priceless contents were completely gone.


It wasn’t hard to discover that the main seller of antiquities in the area was a certain Ahmed Abd el-Rassul. He was one of several brothers who lived in Gurna, a village on a hill that forms the south side of Deir el-Bahri. The villagers had intimate knowledge of the tombs in the area—in fact the houses of Gurna were built onto ancient nobles’ tombs, ingeniously using their outer chambers as extra rooms. Many of the inhabitants made a living from selling antiquities they unearthed, but the Abd el-Rassul family, who lived in a particularly extravagant white-painted house, were widely known to be at the center of this illicit trade.


Maspero interrogated Ahmed on board his steamboat but the Egyptian revealed nothing, so Maspero had him and his brother Hussein arrested and taken to the capital of the province, Kena, to be questioned with rather less compunction by the governor, Daoud Pasha. Despite techniques that ranged from offering bribes to beating the soles of their feet (a torture technique known as bastinado), the brothers staunchly denied all knowledge of looting or tombs. After two months of this, they were provisionally released, and a disappointed Maspero left Luxor, vowing to renew his search the next winter.


A few weeks later, however, on June 25, a third Abd el-Rassul brother, Mohammed, handed himself in to the Pasha. In return for a £500 reward, he promised to reveal the location of the long lost tomb.


By this time, Maspero was on his way to France for the summer, so Brugsch was sent back to Luxor in his place to meet Mohammed and track down the precious find. On July 6, Brugsch followed Abd el-Rassul and his workmen up the sandy path. He had high hopes that he was about to see a royal tomb complete with at least some of its treasures—though probably just one belonging to an obscure king or queen of the weak Twenty-First Dynasty, as this was the period of the antiquities that the Abd el-Rassuls had been selling.


Then again . . . Above Brugsch’s head, up past the top of the cliffs, were the tiny silhouettes of soaring vultures. The Abd el-Rassul family would be desperate to prevent such a valuable source of income falling into the hands of the authorities. Maybe Mohammed’s story was nothing but an elaborate—and deadly—trap.
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TODAY, IT’S EASY ENOUGH to climb onto the cliff top above Deir el-Bahri. From the eastern edge of the Valley of the Kings, you scramble up a stony slope to the top of the ridge, now lined with satellite dishes rather than loitering vultures. Then, walk over the top and hold your breath as the entire sweep of the Nile valley opens out before you. It’s one of the best vantage points around (save for a hot air balloon) to see how this dramatic landscape is laid out.


In the distance, the blue ribbon of the Nile runs south to north, parallel to the horizon as you look east. It’s bordered on each side by a bright green strip a mile or two wide—fields of wheat, sugar cane, and berseem fed by fertile black silt from the river and tended by the local villagers. Then the green turns abruptly to the amber of the desert sand, which rises to the cliffs on which you’re standing.


For the ancient Egyptians, this border between green and amber, fields and desert, marked the boundary between the worlds of the living and the dead. Look along this line and you can see the remains of the pharaohs’ memorial temples dotted along it—from the once-glittering* achievement of Amenhotep III, now marked chiefly by two giant statues (known as the Colossi of Memnon) rising tall from the fields, to the ruined columns of the Ramesseum, built by Rameses II. Here the two worlds met—where the people would visit and pay respect to the eternal spirits of their dead kings.


Back the way you’ve just come, the Valley of the Kings nestles behind the ridge, overlooked by El-Qurn, a naturally pyramid-shaped peak with its sloping shoulders spread protectively over the valley. This is where the pharaohs thought they would be safe for eternity. Beyond it, the desert stretches, harsh and featureless, all the way to the sea.


The cliffs beneath you are dotted with less grandiose noblemen’s tombs—visible from the plain below as rows of small, dark holes, like windows peeping out of the rock. And down to your right, a collection of square mud-brick houses painted orange, yellow, and blue is perched on the hillside: all that’s now left of the village of Gurna. Thousands of people used to live here, but most of the houses were recently bulldozed by the Egyptian government as part of an effort to turn the entire area into the equivalent of an open-air museum. The residents, who now mostly make their living as taxi drivers and tour guides, were relocated to a new village at the base of the hills.


As you stand looking over the valley, you can turn left and walk along the top of the ridge for a few minutes, then gradually pick your way down toward the Temple of Hatshepsut, a grand columned structure built right into the base of the cliffs. Or you can turn right and almost immediately scramble down through a cleft in the rock, on a near-vertical cliff path—a treacherous short-cut traditionally used by Gurna’s villagers.† The bottom of the path deposits you very close to the shaft where Mohammed Abd el-Rassul once led the nervous curator and his friends.


The details of Brugsch’s experiences were recorded in just three places—two academic reports (in French) published by Maspero in 18814 and 1889,5 and an 1887 magazine article in which Brugsch described what happened to the U.S. photographer Edward Wilson.6
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TO FIND OUT what he had to say, I visit the British Library in London, a modern-day treasure-hunters’ delight, where tapping a few computer keys is all it takes to unearth the most obscure, forgotten gems.


Maspero’s reports are tied up with string, with battered corners and yellowed, brittle pages. They’re also huge, landing with a satisfying thud on my desk. I untie the string and start to read the century-old words, scanning for the key passages—“Le premier objet qui frappa les yeux de M. Émile Brugsch . . .”*—and the story comes to life once more.


Brugsch had to admit that the ancient Egyptians chose their hiding place well. They had dug their shaft at the base of a hollow chimney that ran up through the cliff, and was invisible from most lines of sight. One place you can see it from, however, is that steep cliff path.


Abd el-Rassul’s men had been carrying with them a sturdy palm log. They now tied a rope to it, heaved it across the top of the hole, and used the rope to haul up the most dangerously balanced rocks from its walls and floor. Then, led by Abd el-Rassul, Brugsch lowered himself into the shaft—a neat figure in a dark suit and fez, swaying precariously from side to side as he descended.


At the bottom was a tiny doorway that led to a low corridor, less than three feet high. Brugsch had to drop to his knees to get through and in the darkness almost bumped into a huge wooden coffin, shaped like a mummy and decorated in yellow paint, that half-filled the corridor just beyond the entrance. It was inscribed with the name of a priest: Nebseny. Behind it were three more coffins. Brugsch crawled past them all with a candle in one hand, gingerly placing his knees and remaining hand on a floor that was scattered with small statuettes, vases, and jars.


After about twenty feet, the corridor turned sharp right and continued north into the heart of the mountain. A princess’s crumpled funeral tent was carelessly thrown into the corner. This passage was higher so Brugsch could stand, but the floor was still strewn with antiquities that glittered in the candlelight. About seventy feet farther on, he found a side chamber, nearly twenty feet square. Piles of huge coffins were stacked upright against its walls, some of them more than twice his height.


Brugsch raised his candle over the coffins to read some of the inscriptions inked onto their lids, and was stunned. The looted antiquities that had appeared for sale belonged to the family of high priests who ruled Thebes during the Twenty-First Dynasty. But here, all in one place, were the most famous rulers of the great Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties, who ruled when ancient Egypt’s power was at its height, with an empire that stretched north as far as Syria and south into Sudan. Scholars had read about these pharaohs in the hieroglyphs carved in stone all over the country: on statues, temples, palaces, and of course the empty royal tombs.


There was Ahmose I—first pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty, who famously founded the New Kingdom when he liberated Egypt from an Asiatic people called the Hyksos. He was joined by Amenhotep I and Thutmose I, II, and III—several of whom had reputations as great warriors—and one of the best-known Egyptian queens, Ahmose-Nefertari. Most impressive of all, here lay Rameses II—in Brugsch’s time (when Tutankhamun was barely heard of) the most famous pharaoh of all. Nicknamed Rameses the Great, he was a mighty conqueror king, often compared with Napoleon, and many scholars then thought he was the biblical ruler responsible for enslaving the Israelites. It was widely believed that without Rameses II, there would never have been a Moses.


Stunned at coming face to face with such an illustrious assembly, Brugsch felt as if he was dreaming. He later described the experience of being surrounded by ancient royals to Wilson: “Their gold coffins and their polished surfaces so plainly reflected my own excited visage that it seemed as though I was looking into the faces of my own ancestors. The gilt face on the coffin of the amiable Queen Nefertari seemed to smile upon me like an old acquaintance.”


After reading the names, Brugsch withdrew from the chamber, aware that if he stumbled or fainted in such a tinder-dry environment, his candle could easily spark a fire. As he continued, the corridor became gradually wider and taller, until a hundred feet or so further on, it opened into a large, final chamber.


This room was again filled with coffins, but this time they were from the expected Twenty-First Dynasty. Here lay the family of Pinedjem—high priests who ruled the southern part of Egypt on behalf of the official pharaohs who were based in the north. Overall, Brugsch found nearly forty mummies of kings, queens, princes, and priests, and even more enormous coffins.


After nearly two hours in the tomb, Brugsch emerged back into the valley. It was almost sunset, and not far off he could hear the howl of hyenas. He had stumbled across one of the greatest archaeological finds of the century, and its safety now depended on him. Previously the Abd el-Rassul brothers had kept their knowledge of the tomb closely guarded. Now, thanks to the presence of the workmen, its secret was out. He had to get the coffins out of the shaft and to safety before the villagers of Gurna, who now knew that a great treasure was being taken from them, came to claim it for themselves.


Brugsch went back across the river to Luxor and spent nearly the whole night hiring men to help remove the precious relics from their hiding place. Already rumors were starting to spread among the locals—stories of coffins filled with diamonds, rubies, and gold. By the next morning, he had a team of three hundred workers assembled at the shaft. One by one, they wrapped each coffin in matting, sewed it in white sailcloth, and hoisted it up using the rope tied to the palm log.


Then the precious packages had to be carried through the fields to the river. It was an eight-hour trudge across the plain, often with twelve or sixteen men to a coffin, carrying the dead kings past the ruins of the ancient temples that they themselves had built. As Brugsch watched the strange procession, he felt closer than usual to the stories he had read in the Bible: “As the Red Sea opened and allowed Israel to pass across dry-shod, so opened the silence of the Theban plain, allowed the strange funeral procession to pass—and then all was hushed again.”7


The royal haul was then ferried across the river to Luxor and loaded onto the antiquities service steamer. It had taken six days in all to empty the tomb—later dubbed the Deir el-Bahri cache. A unique ancient treasure had been rescued, but at the same time, an invaluable source of knowledge was lost forever. Brugsch was so keen to get the mummies to safety that even though he was a skilled photographer, he didn’t take a single picture of the coffins in their resting place, or make a single drawing of how they were arranged—much to the frustration and disappointment of generations of archaeologists since.


When Brugsch and his colleagues set off on the steamer back to the museum in Cairo, they found that news of their cargo had traveled down the Nile ahead of them. At each town they passed, crowds gathered at the quays, gesticulating wildly. Men fired their guns. Disheveled women ran after the boat, tearing their hair and wailing. The pharaohs were being treated to traditional mourning rites that had barely changed since ancient times.


According to one version of the story, when the steamer finally arrived in Cairo, the government customs officer had no suitable category on his lists for imports of royal mummies.8 Eventually he chose farseekh—dried fish.


_____________


* Edwards wrote extensively about her travels in Egypt, and also founded the Egypt Exploration Fund (now the Egypt Exploration Society) in 1882.


† The literal translation of Biban el-Moluk is actually “Gates of the Kings.”


* Historians divide events in ancient Egypt into three main spans of time, the Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom, and New Kingdom, separated by intermediate periods when order collapsed. (There was also an Early Dynastic Period before, and a Third Intermediate Period and a Late Period after.) Within all that, there were thirty-one dynasties of pharaohs. The New Kingdom—the period when these rulers were based in Thebes—encompasses Dynasties Eighteen to Twenty (roughly 1550–1070 BC).


* Amenhotep III’s inscriptions record that the floors of the temple were plated with silver, and the doorways with electrum (an alloy of silver and gold).


† This route is also known as Agatha Christie’s Path, as it featured in one of her murder mystery stories.


* “The first object that caught Mr. Émile Brugsch’s eye . . .”





CHAPTER TWO



CLUES BY CANDLELIGHT
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ONCE INSTALLED IN THE BULAQ MUSEUM, it wasn’t long before some of the mummies started to smell. Conditions in Cairo were much more humid than in the dry Theban desert, and the ancient corpses started to rot. Brugsch unwrapped a couple of them but it didn’t go too well. One of the first, in 1885, was the mummy of Queen Ahmose-Nefertari, a balding old woman with worn teeth and a wig made of plaits of human hair tied to strings. Her body had barely been exposed to the air when it began to ooze a stinking black pus, and she had to be buried until the stench wore off.


Unraveling another mummy promised to reveal the body of the great warrior Thutmose III, known mainly for a dizzying series of military conquests, as well as his efforts to erase the name of his stepmother, the female pharaoh Hatshepsut (whom we’ll learn more about later), from history. Yet beneath the bandages, Brugsch found that the head and all four limbs had been broken from the battered torso, the body apparently smashed by ancient looters before being gathered together and roughly rewrapped in the general shape of a man.


Meanwhile, Maspero studied the mummies’ coffins and wrappings, in an effort to understand what all these famous kings and queens were doing bundled into a remote cliff tomb that dated from hundreds of years after they had actually ruled.


The bodies of Pinedjem and his family seemed to be intact—as originally interred—or at least they had been until the Abd el-Rassuls started pilfering their burial goods. But the great kings in the side chamber, as Thutmose III showed, were not in their original state. By deciphering inscriptions written on the mummies’ wrappings, together with what was known of the history of the time, Maspero was able to piece together what had happened. The sequence of events he suggested is still largely accepted—with a few tweaks—by scholars today.


Under the Nineteenth Dynasty, ancient Egypt was at the peak of its power. But a series of weak kings in the Twentieth Dynasty left Thebes in the midst of civil war. As order crumbled, the memorial temples and tombs—including those of the Valley of the Kings—were robbed and vandalized. By this time, Egypt’s pharaohs had moved to the north of the country, in Memphis, and a family of high priests effectively ruled the south. The New Kingdom had come to an end.


These high priests of the Twenty-First Dynasty gradually brought Thebes back under control, but security in the Valley of the Kings remained lax, and they were unable to stop the royal tombs from being repeatedly looted. The Valley had been home to a thriving community of priests, guards, and workmen—the sacred resting place of Egypt’s rulers for five hundred years. But all that was now over, and with the valley left empty, thieves moved in. Repeated reburial commissions were set up to inspect and restore the ravaged tombs, rewrapping the royal mummies and sometimes moving them between tombs in an attempt to keep them safe. But the thefts continued, and the dead pharaohs were progressively stripped of their riches.


Eventually, around 975 BC, high priest Pinedjem II decided to remove the royal mummies from the Valley altogether. He collected them and stripped them of their remaining gold—a welcome addition to the declining state coffers—so they would no longer be a target for thieves. The bodies were (more or less) carefully rewrapped, and placed in plain wooden coffins.


It seems they were taken to the now-lost tomb of a long-dead queen called Inhapy, where they rested until 930 BC, when King Shoshenq I, of a new Twenty-Second Dynasty, moved them yet again, to Deir el-Bahri and the remote tomb that Pinedjem II had constructed for himself and his family. It was intended to be the pharaohs’ final journey and it very nearly was. After depositing their royal charges in the tomb’s outer corridors, Shoshenq’s reburial party sealed the door and climbed back up the shaft, the last people to know of its existence for nearly three thousand years, until the arrival of the Abd el-Rassuls.
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IT WAS TIME, decided Maspero, to treat his royal mummies with a little more respect. He organized a series of grand unwrapping ceremonies, starting on June 1, 1886. The guests included the Khedive Tewfik, Egypt’s nominal head of state (the British were really in charge since storming Alexandria in 1882, though they left the antiquities service to the French), and other illustrious figures including the consul-general of Russia and Queen Victoria’s commissioner, Henry Drummond Wolf.


Proceedings began at ten minutes to ten in the morning with the illustrious Rameses II, identified by an inscription on his coffin written by Pinedjem II’s priests. The mummy was laid on a wooden trestle table in front of the crowd of spectators—the men in turbans or tarbooshes, the women in corsets and floral hats. It took Maspero and Brugsch just fifteen minutes to strip the king’s body bare, leaving the bandages in an exploded mess around them on the floor.


Underneath it all, they found a scrawny, old man, as to be expected after nearly seventy years of rule, still strikingly lifelike though, with a strong jaw, hook nose, and particularly satisfied expression. Perhaps that was to be expected too for a man who had eight wives and a harem of beautiful women. Maspero was relieved and pleased not to let his guests down. “The face of the mummy gives a fair idea of the face of the living king,” he wrote afterward.1 But like the previous unwrappings, the event doesn’t seem to have achieved much of scientific value. In Maspero’s time, archaeology was still more of a treasure hunt than a science.


Instead, the conclusions reached were highly subjective by today’s standards, with the king being judged rather like a student in school. One writer described Rameses II’s “somewhat unintelligent expression, slightly brutish perhaps, but haughty and firm of purpose,” adding that “his conduct at [the battle of] Khadesh* suggests a good trooper, but a dull general, and his mummy does nothing to cause a revision of the judgement.”2


Buoyed by this success, Maspero immediately brought out another, unidentified mummy. Once he had cut through an outer shroud of orange linen, inscriptions on the wrappings beneath revealed it was none other than Rameses III, considered the last New Kingdom ruler to wield any substantial authority over Egypt. The excited spectators abandoned their chairs and crowded round the investigators’ table. After numerous layers of canvas and linen, which Maspero and Brugsch cut through with scissors, they finally revealed the king’s head.


But it was a disappointment. Though the mummy was in good condition, the pharaoh’s face was completely covered with a mass of black resin. It was enough for the Khedive, who seems to have been unimpressed by meeting his illustrious predecessors. At twenty past eleven, he walked out.


Unwrapping of other inhabitants of the cache soon followed, and revealed various pieces of information. Seqenenre Tao (Ahmose I’s father, and the penultimate king of the Seventeenth Dynasty), was found to have been killed by a succession of dreadful wounds to the head, perhaps inflicted in battle by Egypt’s dreaded enemies, the Hyksos. Seti I turned out to have been great-looking, with a face that apparently amazed the investigators with its beauty.* One king not subjected to the procedure was Amenhotep I. His wrappings were in near-perfect condition, still adorned with blue flowers and even the fragile body of an ancient wasp. Maspero couldn’t bear to ruin the mummy, so he left it wrapped.


Overall, it was an amazing haul—talk about bringing history to life. These kings and queens, with fame that was almost legendary, had ruled the most powerful country on earth more than three thousand years before. Now, instead of being distant historical figures, they were real people, with bodies, faces, personalities, and weaknesses. In all of history, there had never been anything like it; no wonder Maspero, like Brugsch before him, sometimes had trouble believing it was real. “I am still wondering if I’m not really dreaming,” he said, “when I see and touch what were the bodies of so many characters of whom we thought we would never know more than their names.”3
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I went forward with my candle and, horrible sight, a body lay there upon the boat, all black and hideous its grimacing face turning towards me and looking at me, its long brown hair in sparse bunches around its head.


—VICTOR LORET, 18984


IT WAS OVER A DECADE before any more royal mummies were unearthed. But when they were, the find was just as dramatic. By this time, the antiquities service had a new director, another Frenchman (it was the 1950s before the service was headed by an Egyptian) called Victor Loret, who cut a distinguished figure with wire-rimmed glasses and a pointed goatee. During his three-year tenure, he discovered a total of sixteen tombs, but is remembered for one of them in particular.


Work in the Valley of the Kings had been continuing, though no more pharaohs’ tombs had been found since Belzoni’s discoveries in 1817. In February 1898, Loret discovered the tomb of Thutmose III, the original resting place of the battered mummy unwrapped by Brugsch. The tombs in the Valley were given numbers, starting with KV1,* according to the order of their discovery, and this one became KV34. Like all the previous finds, it had been heavily robbed in antiquity. All that remained were a few odds and ends—boxes of veal and beef, plants, alabaster jars, and some model boats.


That March, when Loret came across the doorway of the Valley’s thirty-fifth tomb, he didn’t expect anything different. His workmen cleared away the stones that covered KV35 until there was a hole big enough for Loret and his foreman to clamber into a steeply descending corridor. After coming to a deep well, which they had to cross with a ladder, they ended up in a large chamber supported by two square pillars.


The floor was covered with smashed up funerary equipment and broken pieces of wood. The tomb had clearly been robbed in antiquity, but didn’t seem to have been entered since then. Then, deep inside the chamber, Loret saw by candlelight what must rank as one of the most scary-looking boats in history. The wooden vessel was topped by a hideous corpse, lying on its back with its head turned toward the entrance, teeth bared as if in a gruesome warning. It turned out to be a mummy, robbed while the oils and resins poured on it were still fresh, then thrown across the room, where it had stuck to the top of the boat.


Undeterred, Loret picked his way through a series of further stairs and chambers, stepping carefully over the rubbish—pottery, glass, ancient garlands, splintered wood—that covered the floor. Eventually he came to a crypt, centered on a hefty stone sarcophagus. It held a coffin with the royal titles of an Eighteenth-Dynasty king: Amenhotep II. The body was still inside.


That wasn’t all. In a side chamber, Loret found three near-naked mummies—two women and a boy. Rigid as wood, they were lying in a neat row on the floor, their feet pointing toward the door. Another side chamber was piled high with nine coffins, all coated with a thick layer of dust. Loret leaned over the nearest and blew on it to reveal the name. It was another king: Rameses IV. He went from coffin to coffin and found royal titles, called cartouches, on eight of them, including Siptah, Seti II, and Thutmose IV. All were well-known rulers from the Eighteenth, Nineteenth, and Twentieth Dynasties. He had stumbled across another royal cache, just like the one at Deir el-Bahri.


Inscriptions on their wrappings subsequently told a similar story. These pharaohs, including Amenhotep II in his sarcophagus, had been stripped and rewrapped during the Twenty-First Dynasty and hidden in the tomb for safety. When Pinedjem II emptied the Valley of its royal occupants, he had left this group behind. Put together with the Deir el-Bahri mummies, they formed almost a full house of New Kingdom kings.


Loret cleared the tomb but was ordered by Sir William Garstin, the minister for public works, to leave the mummies where they were found. Garstin feared that moving them might stoke the already prevalent belief among locals that foreigners were robbing Egypt’s royal tombs. Most Egyptians felt that once buried, kings should not be disturbed, so the tomb was barred and bolted, and the mummies left in peace.
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IN 1900, THE BRITISH CONSUL-GENERAL, Lord Cromer, effectively Egypt’s ruler, removed Loret as head of the antiquities service and reinstated Maspero, who put a rising young archaeologist in charge of the monuments of Upper Egypt. His name was Howard Carter.


Carter had come to Egypt when he was seventeen to help record the extensive artwork being uncovered in tombs and temples at various sites. But he soon showed great promise as an archaeologist in his own right, learning rigorous methods from Flinders Petrie—who pretty much invented the idea of archaeology as a science, and is today perhaps the only Egyptologist who can rival Carter’s fame.


In his new post at Thebes, Carter supervised much clearing and restoration work, installed iron doors and electric lights in many tombs in the Valley of the Kings, and made several important finds, including the Eighteenth-Dynasty tombs of Hatshepsut and Thutmose IV.


Meanwhile, Maspero removed the cached kings and queens from tomb KV35 and took them to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo,* arguing that they were at risk from looters, and that as they had been moved in antiquity anyway, there was no reason to leave them undisturbed. He left Amenhotep II in his tomb, along with the boat body and the three stripped mummies—he assumed they were all lesser figures who had formed part of the king’s original burial, as family members or perhaps even human sacrifices. I expect the Frenchman would be rather surprised to hear that a century later, those lowly mummies from the side-room floor, especially the two women, are among the most talked about individuals in the whole royal mummy saga—TV stars with famous faces and glamorous suggested identities that range from famed beauty Nefertiti to the female pharaoh Hatshepsut.


Leaving anything in the tomb at all turned out to be a bad idea. A few months later, Carter, while working at a temple south of Thebes, was summoned to the Valley of the Kings by telegram. KV35 had been broken into. The boat was stolen, its mummy smashed, and the king stripped of his fine bandages and broken open in a fruitless search for jewelry.


Carter was incensed. He set about tracking the culprits with all the cunning and determination of Sherlock Holmes (he later noted that if he hadn’t become an archaeologist, he might have made a competent detective5). He took plaster casts of footprints by the tomb door, identified the instrument used to break open the lock, and traced both to none other than the Abd el-Rassuls. When searched, their white house was found to be full of stolen artifacts from other tombs. Mohammed Abd el-Rassul was put on trial, but the court wasn’t persuaded by Carter’s evidence, and the accused went free.


In 1904, Maspero transferred Carter into the job of chief inspector of the antiquities of Lower Egypt, a prestigious posting that included responsibility for the Great Pyramids, near Cairo. He didn’t last long. A few weeks later, a party of drunken French tourists tried to force their way onto a site and attacked one of the Egyptian guards. Carter told his men to defend themselves, and the situation descended into a rowdy fight with sticks and chairs, with men on both sides left beaten and unconscious.


It caused a minor diplomatic storm that Carter should have encouraged mere Egyptians to strike Frenchmen, regardless of the provocation. Maspero and then the mighty Cromer asked him to apologize, but to Carter—principled, stubborn, with a general distrust of authority—the idea was unthinkable. He refused, and was later transferred to the remote northern town of Tanta.


Carter hated it there and, despite Maspero’s efforts to convince him otherwise, he resigned—the end of a promising career with the service. He eventually moved back to Luxor, where he scraped a living as an artist, as well as by selling an antiquity or two.


He dreamed of excavating in the Valley of the Kings, convinced there was still an intact—un-looted—royal tomb hidden there, and that he could track it down where everyone else had failed. But he could only stand by and watch as others made a series of impressive finds. The antiquities service was increasingly strapped for cash, so Maspero started working with rich amateurs who funded excavations in return for a share of the antiquities they unearthed. The process was organized by concession, meaning that only one person could dig in each area at a time. Once you had the concession for a particular area, it was yours until you decided to give it up.


The man who won the coveted concession for the Valley of the Kings was Theodore M. Davis, a retired lawyer from New York. He was short, aggressive, very rich, and had no patience for any kind of scientific procedure—the polar opposite of a careful archaeologist like Carter. He was in this game for the treasure.


In February 1905, he found it: the most intact tomb yet in the Valley. It belonged to an elderly couple called Yuya and Tjuiu. They weren’t royal (the Valley of the Kings hosted the tombs of various high-status nobles and courtiers as well as the pharaohs themselves), but their daughter Tiye had been a queen—wife of the powerful Eighteenth-Dynasty King Amenhotep III. The tomb had suffered some thefts in antiquity but hadn’t been touched since, and was still packed full. Davis entered with the elderly Maspero and a British archaeologist called Arthur Weigall, who had taken over Carter’s old job as inspector general at Thebes.


“The chamber was dark as dark could be and extremely hot,” wrote Davis afterward. “We held up our candles but they gave so little light and so dazzled our eyes that we could see nothing except the glint of gold.”6


Once their eyes adjusted, they saw that although the tomb was small and undecorated, its contents were gorgeous, including two gold-covered carved armchairs complete with cushions, two beds fitted with springy string mattresses, a wicker trunk, some lovely alabaster vases, and a chariot. Weigall later compared the stuffy, stiff feeling of the tomb to that of a town house closed for the summer. And lying peacefully in their coffins were the occupants—the wonderfully preserved, smiling mummies of Yuya and Tjuiu themselves.


In January 1907, Davis found another tomb close to Yuya and Tjuiu’s that had been sealed since ancient Egyptian times. But this one—KV55—was a chaotic and confusing sight. Piles of stone chippings almost filled the entrance passage. Inside, water dripping from the ceiling had seriously damaged the contents, which seemed to be a random and scattered collection of burial goods, including dismantled parts of a gilded wooden shrine plus smaller items such as jars, mud bricks, and beads.


In the center of the tomb, a gold-covered coffin lay on the floor where the wooden bier beneath it had rotted and collapsed. Its lid had come off in the fall, revealing a royal mummy covered with gold jewelry, including a vulture-shaped collar that had been crudely bent around its head as a crown. Someone had disturbed this burial in antiquity, but it didn’t look like thieves.


In a perfect demonstration of what not to do when you find a royal mummy, Davis, along with Maspero and an artist called Lindon Smith, who it seems just happened to be around, stripped the body. Together, they pulled away sheets of gold from on top of the mummy, and peeled gold foil bracelets from its arms. The mummy initially looked intact, until Davis very effectively determined otherwise: “Rather suspecting injury from the evident dampness, I gently touched one of the front teeth (3,000 years old), and alas! it fell into dust, thereby showing that the mummy could not be well preserved. We then cleared the entire mummy. . . .”7


By the time the three were done, the mummy was reduced to a bare skeleton, which you can see today in the Egyptian Museum: looking strangely like it’s in bed, with its large, dark-stained skull resting on a comfy-looking brown shroud and a smart, cream sheet tucked under its chin. We’ll never know what the mummy looked like originally, as no one thought to draw or photograph it before Davis and the others pulled it apart. But an account written by one eyewitness* describes its “dried-up face, sunken cheeks and thin leathery-looking lips.”8


There was confusion too over the identity of this royal figure. The name on the coffin had been hacked away, and its golden face violently ripped off, leaving bare wood beneath—someone had obviously been very keen to obliterate this person’s identity.


Davis located a holidaying American obstetrician and a local doctor and brought them to examine the bones. According to him, they duly pronounced the mummy female. The gold shrine had been made for Queen Tiye (Yuya and Tjuiu’s daughter), and Davis, who apparently had a penchant for ancient Egyptian queens, remained convinced until he died that he had found her tomb.


But as well as Tiye’s shrine, there were objects in the tomb inscribed with several other royal names. There were “magic bricks” inscribed with the name of her son, King Akhenaten, for example, and canopic jars (used for holding a mummy’s internal organs) that are now tentatively ascribed to various royal women. The gold sheets from the coffin were reportedly also inscribed with the titles of Akhenaten, although the investigators never drew or photographed them, and the gold was stolen from the Cairo museum before it could be properly cataloged.


And when an Australian anatomist called Grafton Elliot Smith examined the bones in Cairo several months later, he was surprised to find that they were actually those of a man, leading most scholars to conclude that the body wasn’t Tiye at all, but Akhenaten.


The mysterious burial focused archaeologists’ attention on a poorly understood period at the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty. After thousands of years of stable religion and unchanging tradition, Egypt was stronger than ever under Amenhotep III and Queen Tiye. Amenhotep III’s military conquests brought unprecedented riches into the royal court, and he embarked on a huge building program, including grand additions to Karnak and Luxor Temples, his silver-plated memorial temple, and a palace with a gigantic artificial lake. Then it all came to a dramatic end. The couple’s son, Amenhotep IV, threw out Egypt’s traditional religion, which worshipped the chief god of Amun-Ra*—and all the machinery of priests and temples that went with it.


He started to worship a single, more abstract god, the Aten or sun disc, and appointed himself as the Egyptian people’s sole point of contact with it. He changed his name to Akhenaten, meaning “living spirit of the Aten,” abandoned Thebes, and built a brand new capital city from scratch, in a remote desert spot 250 miles up the Nile.


The site is now called Tell el-Amarna (or Amarna for short), and Carter knew it well as in 1892 he had spent his first season in Egypt there, working alongside Petrie. Akhenaten seems to have largely withdrawn from military endeavors and in inscriptions found at Amarna, he vowed never to leave the city as long as he lived; his now-empty tomb had indeed been found there too. He reigned with his principal wife Nefertiti—famed for her great beauty ever since a bust of her looking gorgeous was discovered in Amarna by a German team in 1912.


Then, just seventeen years after it all began, Akhenaten’s new world crumbled. The beautiful Nefertiti mysteriously disappeared from the historical record, and not long afterward, Akhenaten died. He was succeeded—directly, or after a short intervening reign—by his son-in-law, Tutankhamun, in whose name every change that Akhenaten had put in place was systematically reversed: the old gods were reinstated and the capital was moved back to Thebes. Tutankhamun appeared to have died without any heirs and just a few years later, the Eighteenth Dynasty was over and a new line of kings, descended from a general called Rameses, had taken the throne.


Akhenaten’s brief revolt seemed dramatic, bizarre, unbelievable. Ancient Egypt was pretty much the most stable culture in history. Every few centuries, wars or natural disasters would cause things to fall apart a bit. But the civilization picked itself up and became powerful again with pretty much the same political structure and belief system as before. The artwork, too, barely changed over the centuries. All of the pharaohs were shown as youthful, strong rulers, the idealized symbol of a god ruling on earth. Some kings lived longer than others; some had more military successes to boast about. Their faces differed just enough to be recognizable. But glimpses of the people behind the propaganda are rare. In the records they left behind, each king was basically the same ruler, reincarnated, again and again and again.


Then Akhenaten broke the mold, throwing out those thousands of years of tradition to do his own thing. Instead of going to war, he wrote a poetic “Great Hymn to the Aten” that has been compared to the Bible’s Psalm 104. The art changed too. From a very prescribed, formal style, the depictions being found at Amarna were much more naturalistic. You see the king being intimate with Nefertiti in family scenes, for example, and bouncing his little daughters on his knee.


Then there are his statues. Instead of the usual cookie-cutter image of a young, strong king, the way that Akhenaten represented himself is weird and uncomfortable, if not downright alien. His muscular chest and shoulders mix with burstingly female curves: full breasts, a saggy tummy, and wide hips, and no sign of male genitalia. Yet he makes Egypt’s other kings look fluffy and adorable, almost comical. A long, thin head with high cheekbones and slanted almond-shaped eyes give him a sinister look, like a “humanoid praying mantis” as one scholar put it,9 or the villain in some crazy kids’ cartoon. Staring into the half-closed eyes of one of Akhenaten’s statues gives the eerie feeling of being sized up by a superior intelligence.


No wonder Egyptologists—actually not just Egyptologists, Akhenaten has been written about by everyone from psychiatrists to politicians, and starred in countless novels, films, and even an opera—have been fascinated by him ever since. He has variously been described as a madman, a poet, a pathological study, and a prophet—no less than the inventor of monotheism.


In 1907, very little was known about the whole story beyond what was being discovered at the deserted city of Amarna, because subsequent rulers had tried to remove every trace of Akhenaten and his “heresy” from the record, scratching out the names of him and his family from paintings and statues wherever they were found. Now in tomb KV55, a jumble of objects belonging to figures whom archaeologists assumed had been buried at Amarna was found right in the middle of Thebes.


What were they doing in the Valley of the Kings? Several seals of Tutankhamun were found in the tomb, so it seemed most likely that Tutankhamun, after moving back to Thebes, had removed goods from the burials of several of his relatives in Amarna and reburied them in the Valley for safety, presumably because they could no longer be kept secure at the deserted site.


The idea that Tutankhamun also reburied there Akhenaten himself caused great excitement among archaeologists. It meant that they no longer had to rely just on inscriptions and statues to understand this unique revolutionary. They potentially had the body of the man himself. In decades to come, this mysterious mummy, so harshly treated by Davis, would become central to efforts to solve just what made this king so different. But there were niggling doubts. When Elliot Smith examined the bones, he concluded that they belonged to a young man, perhaps in his mid-twenties when he died, whereas Akhenaten was assumed to be significantly older. He ruled for seventeen years, and as he introduced such dramatic changes was presumably a grown man when he took the throne. He was also known to have several daughters, at least one of whom married during his lifetime.


Throughout all this excitement, Carter looked on. These two tombs discovered by Davis—Yuya and Tjuiu’s and the Amarna cache—both undisturbed since the Eighteenth Dynasty, were close together in the center of the valley and had been hidden from looters long before the Twenty-First-Dynasty reburial efforts by rubble deposited in ancient floods. So perhaps they weren’t all that the floods had covered over. Davis was focusing his search for more tombs in the Valley along the edges of cliffs and the sides of gullies. But Carter reckoned that here, in the valley floor beneath the flood debris, would be the best place to find another intact tomb from the same time period. And he knew just whom he wanted to look for—one of the only Eighteenth-Dynasty kings for whom neither a mummy, nor an empty tomb, had been found.
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THE YOUNG, reckless Fifth Earl of Carnarvon didn’t do anything by halves. But then, as one of the richest men in England, he didn’t have to. Thanks partly to marrying the illegitimate daughter of (allegedly) the stupendously wealthy banker Alfred de Rothschild, Lord Carnarvon owned so much land he couldn’t even count it all. He made the most of his circumstances, owning a string of racehorses, sailing around the world, and racing down country roads in one of the first automobiles to be registered in England after it became legal to drive without someone carrying a red flag down the road in front of you.10
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