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  FOREWORD

  by Professor Earl Ertman


  Almost every week new information is discovered on excavations in Egypt. New insight can be gained from this excavated material once a thorough analysis of its many types are
  conducted and evaluated, as can the study of objects that may have lain unrecognised in museum and private collections for years. This inevitably means that revisions are often required from what
  we believe we know as new findings cause us to alter or modify our original interpretation.


  There are many facets to most professions  Egyptology is no exception. New areas of study are being added as each specialisation becomes more refined. In years past, few, if any,
  individuals specialised in areas that, more recently, have added appreciably to an overall understanding of this ancient culture, from mummies and museums to sculpture and relief scenes.


  One of the more unusual areas of specialised study is ancient body adornment, including hair, its arrangement, significance and symbolism as represented in art, together with all manner of
  surprising information that can be derived from a study of the hair itself.


  In the forefront of this area of research is Dr Joann Fletcher, whose somewhat unusual and highly diverse career path has given her a first hand knowledge of ancient hair in particular has
  allowed her to find clues relating to everything from wig construction and the use of dyes to social status and health problems.


  Her collaboration on various projects over the last few years has focussed her specialised expertise on previously unanswered questions. It has also helped provide more evidence in attempts to
  establish a more reliable means of dating through a classification of hairstyles and the types of wigs that were so popular amongst ancient Egypts elite. Similar criteria can also be applied
  to art work in which the most noticeable element is often the style of hair or wig worn by the individual portrayed in an uninscribed fragment or incomplete sculpture, thereby providing evidence
  for not only dating but potential identification.


  When I first heard Joann Fletcher give a lecture back in 1995 at an international Egyptology congress in Cambridge, England, I was taken by her humour and seemingly unorthodox manner which held
  the audiences interest whilst still proving her points. I am sure readers will find her writing both insightful and at times humorous, for her approach reflects her view of Egyptology and of
  the world as she sees it.


  Her career continues to blossom, and in addition to her long-term research into ancient hair, she has already made a mark on the archaeological scene with her work on the pharaoh Amenhotep III
  as well as suggested identification of the mummy of the Younger Woman in tomb KV.35 in the Valley of the Kings as that of the legendary Nefertiti.


  And while a certain degree of controversy presently surrounds this identification, time and on-going research will undoubtedly confirm this to the satisfaction of the majority of Egyptologists
  and laymen alike.


  


  Earl L. Ertman


  Professor Emeritus,


  University of Akron,


  Ohio


  USA


  


  [image: ]


  MAP 1. Egypt and the other major powers in the ancient Near East during the Amarna Period
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  MAP 2. Egypt and Nubia
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  MAP 3. Thebes (modern Luxor) showing the two main temples on the East Bank and the major temples, tombs and settlement sites on the West Bank
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  THE FIRST GLIMPSE


  As the early morning mist began to rise slowly from the silent waters, our boat crossed over to the Land of the Dead. It was here on the west bank
  of the Nile that the pharaohs had been buried some four thousand years ago, and we were on our way to the most famous cemetery in the world, the Valley of the Kings. With little more than three
  hours sleep, I felt unprepared for what was to come. It was the stuff of dreams, the fulfilment of a lifetimes ambition and an opportunity given to very few. I hardly dared think of
  what we were about to do, let alone who we were about to see, having waited twelve long years for an audience with perhaps the most familiar figure in the history of ancient Egypt.


  Lost in a world of my own, I made my way down the narrow gangplank to where the water lapped the shore. As the sun made its first appearance of the day, I stepped into the bus. Id made
  this journey so many times before, but now it was very different, and nerves began to play with my mind. What if the tomb was empty? What if there was nothing there? And what if the official
  permissions wed worked so hard to obtain from the Egyptian authorities had been withdrawn at the very last minute? It did happen.


  I comforted myself with the knowledge that the perceived identity of the one we were about to meet was to all intents and purposes unknown, and, together with the two other bodies
  which had been laid to rest close by, protected by anonymity. When mentioned at all, they tended to be passed over as minor members of a royal house whod played little part in ancient
  Egypts story, so my request to see them was not particularly controversial.


  As the ancient landscape whizzed past my window and the two colossal stone figures of Amenhotep III loomed up in front of us, I could almost hear the blood pumping through
  my head. I had to stay calm, I kept telling myself. I was about to meet Egypts Head of Antiquities, Zahi Hawass, who was at this very moment flying in from Cairo to meet me inside the tomb.
  It was important at least to try to maintain an appearance of professionalism  not that Id ever been much good at playing that game. The word nervous doesnt even
  begin to describe it.


  We passed lush green fields fringed with palm trees, farmers off to work and overburdened donkeys trotting along beneath great bales of sugarcane, all of them reassuringly familiar on this
  otherwise emotionally fraught morning. Even the bleary-eyed children getting ready for school still managed a smile or a wave at the funny-looking hawajaya (foreigner) with her big orange
  hair and little black glasses looking at them from the bus.


  The hillside of Qurna stretched up before us, a fabulous backdrop of colourful houses built alongside the ancient tombs. Turning right, the bus sped on past the temple of Ramses II,
  Shelleys Ozymandias, and then to Deir el-Bahari, built by one of Egypts great female pharaohs, the mighty Hatshepsut. Today, however, my mind was firmly fixed on one who came after
  her, and who wielded no less power.


  In case I needed any reminding why the Valley of the Kings was a place familiar to everyone, we turned left at Castle Carter, home of the twentieth centurys most famous
  archaeologist. Howard Carter, the man who discovered the tomb of Tutankhamen in 1922, has always been something of a hero for me, a working-class lad made good who stuck two fingers up at the
  sneering establishment by making the greatest archaeological discovery of all time. Carter and Tutankhamen are very much part of this story, both of them closely linked to the three who now awaited
  us in the valley whose barren, limestone sides loomed on either side. As the bus rattled on and the summer temperature began to rise steadily towards its 40C June average, I spared a thought for Carter and his trusty donkey.


  Slowing down, the bus stopped at the first of numerous security checks, the legacy of the terrible events of 1997 when Islamic extremists had murdered foreigners and Egyptians alike in their
  attempt to destabilise Egypts secular government. And in todays political climate another attack can never completely be ruled out. But thanks to a stack of official paperwork and
  security clearances, we were waved through the barrier where vehicles normally have to stop to offload their passengers, and drove right up to the entrance gates of the Valley itself. Carrying
  nothing more dangerous than a camera, torch and my trusty umbrella, I began the final walk up to the tomb.


  I had first come here as a dumbstruck teenager, unable to take it all in as tomb after tomb revealed some of the most beautiful images I had ever seen. Their hidden chambers and sealed doorways
  only fired my long-held determination to become an Egyptologist, and by the time of my second visit I was an Egyptology student at last, able to start making sense of the complex blend of wall
  scenes, passageways, corridors and side chambers unique to each tomb. Many more visits followed, initially for postgraduate research, then accompanying groups of tourists, students and television
  researchers, and most recently as part of a team excavating KV.39, quite probably the first royal tomb to have been built here. Yet today was something else, a visit to a very different royal tomb.
  Unlikely to be repeated, it was surely my one and only chance to confirm what I had believed for so long.


  Approaching the small group of officials and police who clustered around the tombs entrance, I was greeted by the local antiquities inspector and his staff, smiling nervously and chain
  smoking as they awaited their new boss. Several local workmen with their tools and baskets were also waiting, beside a temporary sign announcing that the tomb was Closed for
  Restoration. We had in fact been given permission to remove a wall and enter the tombs remaining sealed chamber  the ultimate archaeological
  clich, perhaps, but an amazing prospect nevertheless.


  As walkie-talkies beeped and crackled into life, a voice announced that Dr Hawass was on his way from Luxor airport and would be here within the hour. With official permission to proceed, I took
  a deep breath, stepped through the entrance and began the descent into the depths of the rock-cut tomb.


  As I made my way down the endless steps of the corridor which penetrated deep into the cliff face, I could feel both temperature and humidity rising steadily. The ground levelled off momentarily
  to pass through the first chamber and a modern bridge took me safely over the deep well shaft, designed to trap the floodwaters which periodically hurtle down the valley and the tomb robbers whose
  ancient ropes have been found at its bottom. I went on through the first pillared hall, down the final flight of steps and out into the vast burial chamber, its walls covered in row upon row of
  animated little black stick figures acting out scenes from the Book of Amduat. This is the guide book to the Afterlife, in which the dead are confidently assured safe passage with the sun god on
  his eternal journey through the Underworld.


  Above me, the star-spangled ceiling of midnight blue and gold was supported by six great square columns, each decorated with three of ancient Egypts greatest gods: Osiris, lord of the
  underworld and resurrection; the jackal-headed Anubis, god of mummification and the guardian of the Valley; and Hathor, goddess of love, here appearing as the Lady of the West who takes the souls
  of the dead into her protective care. All three of them held out an [image: ] ankh sign to bestow eternal life on their son, the dead king
  Amenhotep II, whose twenty-six-year reign saw the building of this impressive tomb in which he had been buried around 1401 BC.


  At almost six feet tall, Amenhotep was a giant of a king whose vast empire dominated the ancient world. In response to a rebellion in Syria, this ultimate warrior pharaoh executed the
  rebel leaders personally in gruesome fashion, strung their corpses from the prow of his ship, sailed home and hung what remained of them from the city walls of Thebes. His
  legendary belligerence is also reflected in claims that he could fire arrows from his chariot through copper targets three inches thick, using a bow that no one else had the strength to use.
  Typical pharaonic boastfulness, perhaps, but when this tomb was discovered in 1898 Amenhotep IIs flower-bedecked mummy still lay within the quartzite sarcophagus that now stood before me,
  his favourite longbow beside him.


  According to their report, the excavators of 1898 had found themselves almost knee-deep in debris left behind by ancient looters, including fragments of linen, furniture, statues, funerary
  figurines, model boats, large blue amulets, glass vessels, cosmetics objects, storage jars and papyrus rolls that had all been provided at the time of the original burial to sustain Amenhotep
  IIs soul in the Afterlife. The most amazing discovery was the group of royal mummies hidden away in the two small side rooms leading off the burial chamber. These bodies had obviously been
  placed here after their own tombs in the Valley had been ransacked and their mummies ripped apart in the search for the precious amulets traditionally placed inside the wrappings, ironically to
  protect the bodies from harm.


  As robberies increased during the eleventh century BC, priests, embalmers and tomb inspectors were all kept busy moving the mummies to places of safety where they could
  be tidied up and rewrapped prior to reburial. This restoration of the royal dead seems to have been carried out in a number of places. Ancient graffiti listing new supplies of linen wrappings and
  labels for corpse oil have been discovered in several nearby tombs, and vast quantities of wrappings, embalming materials and implements were found during our own work at tomb
  KV.39.


  The illustrious figures who received such attentive treatment before their reburial with Amenhotep II included his son and successor, Tuthmosis IV, and his grandson, Amenhotep III, Egypts very own Sun King. There were also a whole series of later pharaohs alongside them, from Ramses IIs son and successor, Merenptah, to Seti II, Siptah
  and Ramses IV, V and VI. All had been wrapped up neatly, carefully relabelled, placed in restored coffins and respectfully laid to rest in the first side chamber. However, since every one of them
  had been taken off to the Cairo Museum shortly after their discovery, this first chamber now stood empty. But the second chamber was another story altogether, and this was why I was here.


  When the archaeologists of 1898 had first entered the tomb, they described how this second chamber contained the usual pile of fragmentary statuary and furniture, together with three further
  mummies. Because they bore no identifying inscriptions, were unwrapped and had simply been left on the floor without a coffin between them, they were assumed to be of little importance 
  probably some of the relatives of Amenhotep II, whose tomb this was. After making a quick sketch and taking a few photographs it was eventually decided to leave them much as they were found,
  anonymous and discarded.


  Yet for me, the combination of their anonymity and the absence of any attempt to rewrap them in ancient times suggested something rather different, if not downright sinister. The three had
  clearly been singled out and kept separate from the other royal mummies in the tomb, even though there would have been enough space to house them all together in that single chamber. And one body
  in particular had clearly been the victim of malicious damage which could not be explained away as a side-effect of tomb robbery. Her face was bashed in and one arm had been ripped off just below
  the shoulder. Someone had clearly been trying to make a point. But who? And why? After years of painstaking research, I believed I was about to discover the answers to a whole series of
  mysteries.


  With the head man, in his pristine white turban and flowing gallabaya, directing proceedings, the first workman began to chip slowly away at the plastered wall in front of us. After a
  few minutes the first brick was levered out of position, then the second and the third. But despite the best attempts of the large electric fans which whirred away in the
  background, the heat was increasing by the minute and soon the second workman had to take over from his mate. This was a far cry from the icy-cold sepulchres of legend; Egyptian tombs are
  hot! Even just standing still and watching, I was beginning to sweat.


  As the second workman paused for breath, I found myself unable to wait any longer and asked if I could look through into the darkness. Glad of a chance for a minutes break, the men
  stepped aside and I raised my torch.


  What I saw next will stay with me for the rest of my life. For there, looking right at me, were three people who had died over three thousand years ago. And yet I recognised each of them, so
  clear were their features as they continued to stare back, looking for all the world as if they had been expecting me. And all I could say was, Oh, my God. Its you!
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  THE ORIGINS OF THE SEARCH


  So how did I come to be in the Valley of the Kings on an early June morning looking into the faces of three people who had died over three thousand
  years ago? Its a long story.


  It began thirty-seven years ago in Barnsley, an industrial town in Yorkshire. Anyone born in Yorkshire will generally tell you so within the first few minutes of meeting, and although Im
  no exception, my flat vowels give the game away even sooner. Im obviously not a product of the Home Counties, and Ive never pretended to be. Yet for all its finer points, Barnsley
  isnt known as a hotbed of Egyptological research. So why did I want to become an Egyptologist and study mummies?


  Much of it can be traced back to my wonderful aunt, born the year before Tutankhamens tomb was discovered. Some of her earliest memories were of the spectacular finds that appeared in the
  press during the decade-long, painstaking clearance of the tomb by Howard Carter and his team, and she was one of thousands gripped by Tutmania. Remaining fascinated with ancient
  Egypt for the rest of her life, she inspired much of my own passion for the subject following my introduction to it via my parents history books. These included Tutankhamen: Life and
  Death of a Pharaoh by French grande dame of Egyptology Christiane Desroches-Noblecourt, its colour plates a source of great fascination to me even before I was able to read.


  The discovery of the tomb by Carter and his patron, the Earl of Carnarvon, was a tale regularly told to me by my aunt, with plenty of colourful touches added from her childhood memories of
  pictures of golden thrones, lion-headed couches and gilded statues appearing from the depths of the tomb. In 1968 the BBC screened Tutankhamens
  post-mortem, the first re-examination of the kings remains since Carters day. My aunts descriptions of the royal mummy beneath the famous gold mask had tremendous
  appeal, adding to my growing interest in bodies, burials and all things relating to the graveyard which developed throughout my childhood. One of my special treasures was an Airfix model of a human
  skeleton, which stood in my bedroom side by side with an Egyptian doll, resplendent in golden headdress and snake bracelets, which still sits on my desk today.


  In 1972 the UK braced itself for Tutankhamens treasures as they toured the world. As a six-year-old completely besotted with the boy-king, I watched television pictures of huge numbers of
  people queuing for hours in the London streets surrounding the British Museum. But I wasnt going to be one of them. Events closer to home took precedence, for my sister was born that year
  and my parents were kept busy at home.


  I did, however, acquire a nice collection of Tutankhamen memorabilia  books, newspaper cuttings and posters which family and friends collected for me. I spent hours reading and rereading
  all my books, as well as everything the local library had to offer about ancient Egypt. One of my favourite books demonstrated how the ancient Egyptians removed the brain during mummification. When
  I told my parents about this over dinner one day, they told me that it was actually possible to study Egyptology as a subject. Apparently it was even a career for some people, and there was nothing
  to stop me becoming an Egyptologist. So there I was at the age of eight, my life and career all mapped out. Everything seemed pretty straightforward, the only catch being that I would have to work
  hard at school before I could finally go to university and study.


  School was fine most of the time, except for the occasional run-in with one or two history teachers as a result of my growing obsession. Even though ancient Egypt was not part of the curriculum,
  I tried every way I could to bring my favourite subject into as many lessons as possible. At O-level I concentrated on the arts, including Latin, figuring this was as close
  as I would get for the time being. But as I soldiered on with Romulus, Remus and those most tortuous verbal constructions, the Romans really made me suffer  and Ive still not forgiven
  them.


  My final year at school, when I was fifteen, coincided with my aunts retirement, and to mark the occasion she had planned a two-week trip to Egypt. As I was so determined to become an
  Egyptologist, my parents felt it would be the perfect opportunity to test the water. With considerable foresight, they let me accompany her. And despite the assassination of Egypts
  President, Anwar Sadat, only days before we were due to leave, we kept to our plans.


  The effect of that first visit was incalculable  mind-blowing is perhaps a more apt description. Completely mind-blowing. Flying into Cairo at night, we saw the Nile sparkling below us
  and I was nearly sick with excitement. On that first night the sight of the famous river right outside my window made so much of an impression that I hardly slept at all, and I was ready to leave
  several hours before our guide, Miss Azmar, arrived to take us to the Cairo Museum on our first scheduled tour. At last I was going to see King Tuts treasures and all the things Id
  read about for so long.


  The museum is an enormous building with a great domed roof. After passing through the gardens with their pool filled with papyrus and lotus, ancient Egypts heraldic plants, we entered the
  huge foyer. Right in front of us, flanked by monumental statues, was the largest object in the place, a colossal statue of Tutankhamens grandparents, Amenhotep III and his wife, Queen Tiy,
  their smiling faces distinctly recognisable from the books I knew so well. There were statues and artefacts in every direction, just like old friends in a crowd. I could hardly wait to see all
  these things up close, as our guide set off at a cracking pace. We followed her from room to room, craning our necks to glimpse the things she was pointing out. King Djoser, builder of the
  Step Pyramid at Sakkara . . . King Mycerinus with the goddess Hathor from his pyramid at Giza . . . the female pharaoh Hatshepsut with her false beard . . .


  With only a few minutes at each piece, soon we reached the Amarna Room with the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten and his beautiful wife Nefertiti, and some of the most
  extraordinary-looking figures Id ever seen. And then we were off again, puff, pant, up the stairs. Although the Mummy Room had recently been closed after Sadat had declared it disrespectful
  to Egypts ancient kings, we headed on to King Tuts treasure. We struggled to keep up as we passed black and gold statues and animal-headed couches, the reclining black jackal, flower
  bouquets from his coffin, his clothing, sandals, wig box  wig box?  and amazing jewellery, past the human-headed canopic jars for his mummified entrails, and then, with a flourish, to
  the golden death mask as a finale!


  Desperate to do it all again, but more slowly, we were instead herded back on to the bus and carted off to Giza to see the pyramids. Now although an Egyptologist shouldnt really say it, I
  can take or leave the pyramids. Of course they are very big and very impressive and very old, but I just couldnt relate to them, especially after such an intense morning in the museum.


  Looking up in awe, my aunt described how my uncle and his friends, when serving in North Africa during the Second World War, had taken part in the challenge to hit a gold ball from the top of
  the Great Pyramid in an attempt to clear the sides. Yet none of them was able to do so on account of its sheer size. This really brought home how big these things were, and like every visitor
  before and since I wondered how on earth they had been built. Then I started to think about who had built them and, ultimately, why?


  The Giza Plateau was perhaps the best place to try to understand what ancient Egypt was all about, and why thousands of people would risk their lives to create something to commemorate a single
  individual, just because they were told to. And this is when I twigged that there must have been far more to it  that these people were motivated by something other
  than wage packets and clocking-off time. Built to glorify the king, the pyramids also glorified the country and the people themselves, who truly believed that their efforts would guarantee them a
  place in the Afterlife. Eternity in paradise had obviously been a great motivator.


  As we gazed up at the largest pyramid ever built, some four and a half thousand years ago, our guide rattled off statistics like a bookie on race day. The Great Pyramid, she
  announced with a flourish, was originally 481 feet high, its base is 756 feet long, the angle of incline is 51 degrees and it contains 2,300,000 limestone blocks, each weighing as much as
  2.5 tons . . . It was built as the final resting place of King Khufu, known later to the Greeks as Cheops. There have, however, always been those who for some reason need to believe that the
  pyramids were built for anything other than the purposes of burial, even though assorted mummified body parts have been found in many a pyramid burial chamber.


  Although Khufu himself was no longer at home, the opportunity to venture inside the Great Pyramid was not to be missed. It was definitely a bit of a hike through the steep ascending passageway,
  especially in the hot, stale air, until suddenly the narrow passage opened out above us into the Grand Gallery, its soaring roof an awesome piece of architectural achievement. At the top, when we
  reached the red granite-lined chamber at the pyramids heart, it was impossible not to think about the million tons of rock pressing down on the cantilevered roof above our heads. Yet I was
  also struck by just how plain and simple the room was. Although we were told this was the royal burial chamber, there were no wall scenes, no inscriptions, nothing except the monolithic stone
  sarcophagus which had once held Khufus mortal remains. As whispers ricocheted round the walls of the atmospheric, almost eerie room it wasnt difficult to imagine the kings
  final burial rites by the light of a flickering torch. As the funerary priests withdrew for the last time, a series of stone portcullises would slowly have descended to seal
  the room for eternity, while the kings soul came and went at will, rising up through narrow shafts to join the stars in the night sky.


  A sudden clap of hands signalled that it was time to leave, and back down in the daylight we ended our whistle-stop tour at the Great Sphinx. Made in the likeness of the pharaoh Khafra,
  Khufus son, and eventually regarded as an image of the sun god, his friendly face had watched over the site for four and a half thousand years. Having gazed out at over one million, six
  hundred and sixty thousand sunrises, the Sphinx now stars each evening in the cheesy yet strangely wonderful Sound and Light show against a backdrop of coloured lights.


  Although Giza was still an impressive place, it was difficult to imagine its original appearance because so much of the ancient stonework was dragged off to build Cairo. Founded in AD 969, much of the early city was made of the limestone that had once given the pyramids their smooth-sided, gleaming surface. This reuse of ancient blocks also explains why rows of
  hieroglyphs can be spotted halfway up the city walls. The mosques and minarets which give Cairo its distinctive skyline were also on our itinerary, the unexpectedly glitzy interior of el-Rifai
  mosque with its carpets, glassware and fragrant woods providing an appropriately plush backdrop for the remains of Egypts last king, Farouk. We also saw the burial place of the newly
  interred Shah of Iran, who had spent his last months in Egypt following the Iranian Revolution of 1979, whilst next door the altogether more austere interior of the Sultan Hassan mosque gave us
  views across to the massive citadel of the famous Saladin, who had battled with the Crusaders in the Middle Ages.


  Yet the thing which struck me most about Old Cairo was the City of the Dead, the vast cemetery that houses the dead and living literally side by side. Cairos population had long since
  outstripped the available housing, and we were told that the homeless had been living here since the fourteenth century. Today the addition of TV aerials, shops and
  cafs has made the marble-lined tombs a viable form of dwelling. People also visited the tombs of loved ones with picnics on holy days, and although the religious authorities were trying to
  stamp out such un-Islamic activities, the Egyptians have long been comfortable in the company of their dead.


  Leaving Cairos sprawling mass behind us, a day-trip out into unspoilt palm-fringed countryside brought us to Memphis, Egypts first capital, established around 3100 BC. Known in ancient times as Ineb-hedj, White Walls, the city was sacred to the creator god Ptah who was believed to have simply thought the world into being. His vast
  temple here was known as the House of Ptahs Soul or Hut-ka-Ptah, which the Greeks later pronounced Aiguptos, the origin of our word Egypt.


  Although the ancient city had once spread for miles across the Niles wide floodplain, some serious imagination was required to make anything of the few scattered ruins we were shown. In
  fact I realised Id never seen an ancient house, whereas tombs and temples were all over the place. It was easy to see why people believed the ancient Egyptians were a morbid bunch obsessed
  with religion and death. We were told that in most cases the ancient housing simply lay underneath the modern settlements, although its absence also had a lot to do with the difference in building
  materials and location. Whilst ancient houses were made of mudbrick close to the river, tombs and temples were built of stone on the edge of the desert away from the limited amount of fertile land.
  It didnt take a genius to work out that one would last considerably longer than the other.


  This was particularly clear at Memphis, where the city was long gone but the tombs of its ancient inhabitants survive up on the desert escarpment at nearby Sakkara, stretching out for some five
  miles to link up with the pyramids of Giza, Dahshur and Medum to form one vast graveyard. The most frequently visited part of Sakkara was the great Step Pyramid, the worlds oldest monumental
  stone building, which had dominated the site for nearly five thousand years. It had even impressed the ancient Egyptians: across walls already 1500 years old appreciative
  graffiti had been scrawled by the scribe Hadnakht on a pleasure trip west of Memphis.


  The pyramid was the final resting place for King Djoser, whose stern, long-haired statue wed seen a few days before in the Cairo Museum. The discovery of assorted body parts in one of the
  pyramids granite-lined chambers had long ago confirmed the buildings original function, its seven great steps forming a stairway on which Djosers spirit could climb up to
  heaven and join the gods, who are even described in some of the funerary texts as hauling him up by the hand. The pyramids revolutionary stepped design was created by the kings chief
  architect, Imhotep, and although his own tomb has never been found, searches for it in the 1960s led to the discovery of millions of mummified ibis, left as offerings for Imhoteps immortal
  soul in vast secret catacombs beneath the sands. Sacred to the god of wisdom, these stuffed birds were felt to be the appropriate thing to offer to Imhotep, someone so revered hed eventually
  been deified. Sakkaras subterranean catacombs had also housed a complete menagerie of mummified animals, from embalmed bulls to sacred cows, baboons and falcons; there is even said to be a
  lion cemetery out there somewhere beneath sands which have never been excavated.


  Only a few years before our visit, archaeologists had begun to find the tombs of officials whod served Tutankhamen and his father, Akhenaten, close to those built a thousand years before,
  during the Pyramid Age, for men such as the vizier Mereruka, the doctor Ankhmahor and Ty the Rich. The walls were covered in intricate scenes of daily life, depicting all manner of
  busy little figures going about their everyday business, farming the land, producing food, haggling in the market, dancing and even having a punch-up, while all around flourished flora and fauna
  bursting with life. Crocodiles lurked in the shallows, hedgehogs munched on tiny insects and startled birds flapped about in riverside marshlands. The emphasis was
  completely on the now, the real and the tangible, and every scene seemed to scream out the command Live! in its attempts to revive the soul of the deceased, using reminders of what
  life was all about and how to go on living it, albeit in another dimension. Since the ancients believed that a persons likeness could be magically reanimated in the Afterlife, it was
  essential to show every feature as clearly as possible. So figures in wall scenes have a clear profile of nose and mouth to allow them to breathe, and their eye is shown whole as if seen from the
  front, allowing them to see. So strong was this belief that the features of statues and wall carvings were sometimes hacked out to render the figures senseless and therefore harmless to the living
   a superstition which persists to this day.


  After several days in and around Cairo and Sakkara, we did what most tourists do and flew south to Luxor, the site of ancient Thebes. Once the religious capital of the Egyptian Empire, visited
  by people from across the ancient world, it was now tourist heaven, filled with visitors from the modern world attracted by its combination of perfect climate and a reputation as the largest
  open-air museum in the world. It was here, amidst the colonial charms of the Winter Palace Hotel, that Carter and Carnarvon had discussed their excavation strategy sixty years before, the rarefied
  atmosphere still present amidst the potted palms and polished floors. With the Luxor Temple looming large outside my window, the whole place was a revelation and, whereas Cairo had been a
  wonderfully chaotic assault on the senses, Luxors easy-going atmosphere affected the mind in far subtler ways.


  Having been in the business of showing off their ruins for the last two thousand years, the locals had developed their ability to deal with tourists into a finely honed art. First stop Karnak
  Temple, where we were once again bombarded with facts and figures, kingdoms and dynasties while trying to keep up with our guide. Known in ancient times as The Most Select of Places,
  Karnak has always been tremendously impressive. Approached by a sphinx-lined avenue which once led from the Nile to a great pylon gateway, its 245 acres were home to the
  great state god Amen, The Hidden One. He was worshipped here for over two thousand years, his mysterious rites performed in the darkness of his inner sanctuary by priests whose
  authority reached way beyond the temple walls. Indeed, their influence was felt the length and breadth of Egypt, and as each successive pharaoh tried to outdo his  or her  predecessor
  in the wealth presented to their divine father, Amens priests grew ever more powerful. They had ruled in splendour behind doors through which mere mortals could not pass, yet
  it was now possible for anyone who bought a ticket to wander through the temples sacred precincts and pylons and gape open-mouthed at its sheer size.


  Although to modern visitors Karnak was the same dusty beige colour as just about every other temple wed seen, ancient descriptions painted a very different picture of surfaces covered in
  all manner of precious stones and dazzling walls reflected in floors of beaten silver. Choosing colours and materials for their dramatic as well as symbolic effect, the ancient Egyptians were
  masters in the art of interior design and knew exactly how to decorate the homes of their gods. They believed that beautiful surroundings encouraged the divine to take up residence, and, with their
  powers harnessed through ritual and redirected for the benefit of Egypt, it was a reciprocal arrangement which kept things ticking over nicely for millennia.


  Designed to be seen from as far away as possible, each temple entrance was flanked by massive flagpoles whose shape [image: ] formed the
  hieroglyphic sign netcher, meaning god. Fluttering pennants showed the world that the gods were at home, and as we stood in front of the first pylon gateway we could
  clearly see the massive grooves where the flagpoles once stood, made of the same Lebanese cedar as the immense double doors of the pylon entrance.


  Stepping through into the sacred precincts and vast courtyard beyond, our guide pointed out a small alabaster sphinx with the face of Tutankhamen which crouched to the
  right of us, and up ahead on the left a huge statue of Ramses II, with one of his many wives standing at his feet on mere human scale. Then just beyond lay the most famous part of the temple, the
  Hypostyle Hall with its 134 massive stone columns representing the primeval swamp of creation. With rising flecks of dust caught in shafts of sunlight, it had all the air of a medieval cathedral.
  Yet, in spite of the symbolic grandeur, I also remembered it as the place where a great stone block was pushed from the top of one of the columns in an attempt to crush the person standing below in
  the film version of Agatha Christies Death on the Nile. Special effects or not, it still makes you look up and think.


  Towards the end of the forest of columns stood a pair of pink granite obelisks, the largest one of four set up by the female pharaoh Hatshepsut in honour of her father Amen.
  Functioning as a kind of esoteric lightning conductor, the obelisks had once been covered in polished electrum to reflect the suns life-giving rays around the temple, and as she said herself
  in true pharaonic fashion on the obelisks inscription, Never was the like made since the beginning of time.


  The more intimate surroundings of the temples inner precincts led to the holy of holies which had once housed Amens golden statue, close to which were statues of
  Tutankhamen and his wife Ankhesenamen. Since they were children of the god their faces were sculpted in his image and his name was included in theirs, Tutankhamen meaning The living image of
  Amen and Ankhesenamen She lives in Amen. Not far away sat their great-great-grandfather, the warrior pharaoh Amenhotep II. His statue had once incorporated two figures until
  the second had at some time obligingly disappeared, leaving the royal arm still stretched out as if inviting the curious to sit down.


  Our tour ended by the Sacred Lake in which the ancient clergy had once come to bathe, beyond which was what appeared to be a building site. This turned out to be one of
  the pylon gateways which had been dismantled to remove the thousands of small blocks making up the internal filling. The blocks had originally come from buildings erected by the so-called heretic
  pharaoh Akhenaten, Tutankhamens father, which had been demolished soon after his death and their stone reused by later pharaohs. Each block was carved with tantalising fragments of scenes
  and inscriptions from the original temple buildings, and archaeologists had spent years trying to fit them back together  rather like trying to do a massive jigsaw puzzle without knowing
  what the picture was. As their work progressed, amazing scenes had started to appear, showing Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti worshipping the sun god Aten, and done in a style so different from
  anything else at Karnak that it was perhaps no surprise theyd ended up as the next generations building rubble.


  Just past the dismantled pylon and associated building site another huge gateway led to a second sphinx-lined avenue, this one running for just over a mile and connecting up with the smaller
  Temple of Luxor. Its use as a fort in Roman times had earned it the Arabic name el-Aksur, The Castles, from which the modern town derived its name. Once again dedicated to Amen, Luxor
  Temple had been built by Akhenatens father Amenhotep III who proudly described it as wide, very great, and exceedingly beautiful. With sandstone walls covered in gold, its
  pavements in silver, and surrounded by gardens, it was certainly a suitable place to celebrate the annual Opet festival when Amens golden statue was brought from Karnak to recharge the
  powers of the king. In secret rites within the darkness of the innermost sanctuary pharaohs soul would merge with that of the god, and then, brimming with divine power, he would re-emerge
  into the daylight to the acclamation of the crowds.


  And there in Amenhoteps colonnade hall we were shown the assembled masses portrayed on the walls, singing, dancing and literally turning back-flips. One man stepped forward to play a
  trumpet fanfare while the priestesses provided a lively accompaniment on their sistrum rattles  all so different from the gloom-laden way Egyptian religion was
  usually perceived. These people were really having a good time.


  The temple remained unfinished at Amenhotep IIIs death, and since his son Akhenaten was apparently preoccupied with his own projects these scenes were eventually completed by Tutankhamen.
  He had obviously wanted to be seen as the heir and successor of his illustrious grandfather, and by skipping a generation he was able to leave out all reference to his father Akhenaten. With their
  creator erased from history almost as soon as his reign had ended, Akhenatens own buildings were systematically demolished and his statues broken up. Yet if his only crime was a somewhat
  eccentric desire to do his own thing, as everything Id read seemed to suggest, complete obliteration seemed a bit steep. Thered surely been more to it than that  and we soon
  saw that there had been.


  Beyond the colonnade in Amenhotep IIIs open-air sun courts, its perfectly proportioned lotus columns held evidence of someone else trying to rewrite history. The name Amen
  had been hammered out wherever it occurred, even from the kings own name, Amenhotep, which ironically meant Amen is satisfied. Not with that, I wouldnt have thought. It
  was well known that the Egyptians considered an individuals name vital for the survival of the soul, so I was amazed to discover that the damage had been inflicted by none other than
  Akhenaten. Having failed to carry out the expected duties of son and heir by finishing his fathers temple, he had then defaced what had already been achieved, even to the extent of erasing
  his own fathers name. So much for the benign, misunderstood dreamer whose memory had been cruelly treated by his successors. Looking up at the evidence in front of me, it seemed hed
  received exactly what hed deserved.


  As we passed through into the rear section of the temple, raised floors and lowered ceilings increased the feeling of sanctity. This part of the building had been turned into a church by
  the Romans when they converted to Christianity in AD 395, then Islam arrived with the Arab Conquest of AD 640 and the mosque
  of Abu el-Haggag was built at the front of the temple. In an astonishing piece of religious continuity, Luxor Temple has been a place of constant daily worship for the last three and a half
  thousand years.


  Trying to comprehend such a vast timescale, I found it helped to write everything down, although at times I still found it all quite overwhelming. Just when I thought I had something figured
  out, something else would come along to contradict it. As well as all those dynasties and kingdoms, the names were endlessly confusing  was it Amenophis or Amenhotep, Tuthmosis or Tuthmose?
  Then there were all the gods and goddesses  was it Amen, Amun or Amon? And why did Isis wear Hathors head-dress? And why did Ra and Horus look the same? In fact, why did so many
  things conflict with what the books had told me?


  Up at six the following day, we crossed the Nile by ferry to the West Bank, the traditional land of the dead where the royal tombs and funerary temples were spread out in a kind of ancient theme
  park. In contrast to the temples at Karnak and Luxor built on the East Bank to house the gods, those on the West Bank, known poetically as Mansions of Millions of Years, were funerary
  temples, commemorating and sustaining the soul of each pharaoh. We were going to start with the greatest of them all, at Kom el-Hetan.


  When the bus pulled up at the side of the road, all I could see were a pair of enormous stone statues sitting alone in the middle of a farmers field. But at almost sixty feet high, they
  were a pretty impressive pair none the less. Two of Egypts oldest tourist attractions, the so-called Colossi of Memnon were named by the Greeks after one of their own heroes, and their huge
  feet were covered in the Greek and Latin graffiti of visitors whod gathered to hear Memnon sing each dawn. This curious sound effect is thought to have been caused by the
  breeze whistling through the cracks in the northernmost statue. However, all performances were unintentionally cut short by repairs carried out by the Roman emperor
  Septimius Severus (193211 AD).


  Yet for all their later fame in the classical world, the two figures had nothing at all to do with Memnon, and after an earthquake in 27 BC were pretty much all that
  remained of the vast funerary temple of Amenhotep III. With his usual flair for interior decor, his greatest temple had once featured his favoured combination of golden walls and silver pavements
  together with hundreds of statues, carted away by later kings too lazy to carve their own. Many, including large numbers of the seven hundred and more black granite statues of the lioness goddess
  Sekhmet, were eventually taken abroad to various museums. One even ended up over the entrance of Sothebys auction house in Bond Street, where the ferocious Egyptian goddess and bringer of
  plague today stares down on Londons busy traffic.


  The huge figure of the king and queen wed seen in the Cairo Museum had also once stood here, and I now stood looking up at the two remaining figures of the king, his mother Mutemwia on
  his left and chief wife Tiy on his right, their long, wavy hair topped by diadems. Once they had flanked the temple entrance, whose original design featured the same type of sun-filled courtyard
  wed seen at Luxor Temple. The odd column base sticking out of the grass was also inscribed with lists of the places Egypt had once laid claim to, with sites from as far afield as the Aegean
  revealing the increasingly cosmopolitan nature of the royal court during Amenhotep IIIs reign.


  In the Theban Hills beyond, tombs riddled the landscape, their black rectangular entrances stark against the sun-bleached limestone. They had been built to face the eastern horizon so that the
  rising sun could rouse the dead from slumber. Yet their original mummified inhabitants were long gone, destroyed in the search for any wealth they might possess not only by locals, who then at
  least took over the vacant tombs to house their families and livestock, but by an endless stream of foreign explorers and collectors who had simply desecrated the graves for
  financial gain or personal acquisition.


  We drove along parallel to the hills, where great mounds of loose chippings represented centuries of illicit digging, through a landscape that had been reshaped by ancient funerary beliefs. Then
  as the bus swung left I caught sight of the building up ahead, its multiple layers built into the base of limestone cliffs which curved round in a great sweep. A centre of religious life for over
  three thousand years, Deir el-Bahari was the place where the goddess Hathor as Lady of the West took dead souls into her care. By building her funerary temple here, the female pharaoh Hatshepsut
  had taken full advantage of this prime location with its fast track to the Afterlife. She had planned the temple, built directly opposite Karnak, as a garden for my father Amen, and
  when the site was excavated in the early twentieth century the archaeologists discovered tree roots from the original acacia and sycamore planted here. Sacred to Hathor, these trees formed a shady
  oasis to encourage her spirit to dwell in her special grove.


  The original tree-lined causeway led up to a vast structure built on four levels, with lively interior wall scenes recording the key events in Hatshepsuts life. Her great stone obelisks
  at Karnak were shown being brought by barge from the quarries in the south, and trading expeditions sent down to the mysterious land of Punt obtained the tons of fragrant incense needed for
  Amens rituals. There were even scenes of her divine conception and birth, clearly demonstrating that Amen was her true father and that she had ruled Egypt as his child.


  Yet for all her efforts, later pharaohs refused to admit her into their Old Boys Club, smashing up her temple statues and erasing her name from the records just as theyd done with
  Akhenaten. So it seemed doubly unfair that all reference to Hatshepsuts divine paternity had also been attacked by Akhenaten when he had ordered Amens names and images erased.


  Originally Amen, Hathor and Anubis were represented within the temple to guard Hatshepsuts tomb. Located directly behind her temple over the cliffs in the Valley
  of the Kings, the royal tombs were hidden away, spiritually attached but physically separate from the highly visible funerary temples associated with them. After pyramids had eventually been
  rejected as useless from a security point of view, later Egyptian royals built their tombs in this remote site dominated by a huge pyramid-shaped mountain now known as the Qurn, an
  instant connection with their past without the drawbacks or indeed the cost. Beneath its peak, guarded by the great serpent goddess Meretseger, She Who Loves Silence, a whole network
  of secret tombs lay where the sun sank each evening, taking with it the souls of the dead and preparing them for a glorious, shining rebirth in the east each morning.


  The Valley was first chosen as a royal cemetery around 1500 BC by the kings of the 18th dynasty, but the identity of the first pharaoh to be buried there was,
  we were told, a mystery. A village for the royal tomb builders had certainly been founded by King Amenhotep I and his formidable mother Ahmose-Nefertari, and they had presumably needed tomb
  builders to build a tomb for them, although where exactly was still not known. The earliest datable tomb in the Valley had certainly been completed by a woman when Hatshepsut ordered a large double
  burial chamber for herself and her earthly father Tuthmosis I. Via a complicated series of dynastic marriages, Hatshepsut was succeeded by her stepson and nephew Tuthmosis III, an innovator in many
  fields, whose military exploits and stature earned him the modern title The Napoleon of ancient Egypt. His tomb was the first in the Valley to feature painted wall scenes, and these
  were closely copied by his son, Amenhotep II, whom I remembered from his accommodating statue at Karnak; it was his tomb which was to be our first port of call.


  As we went through the entrance, the passage immediately sank down into the rock, then passed across a deep well shaft and through a small chamber, and after that down another corridor, before emerging into a great burial chamber. Surrounded by hundreds of little black stick figures running around the walls, we were told this was the Underworld through which
  the sun god travelled each night  a scary place inhabited by two-headed creatures, snakes impaled on blades and the headless bodies of bound captives. In contrast to this
  Lowry-meets-Hieronymus Bosch version of the Afterlife was Amenhotep II himself, welcomed into the Beyond by friendly-looking figures of the gods. Hathor was the most prominent, easily recognisable
  in her great crown of cows horns and blazing red sun disc, and shed certainly done a good job protecting the king, for when the tomb was first discovered in 1898 his mummy still lay
  there.


  As we looked down into his now empty sarcophagus, our guide pointed out a small chamber to the right where a further nine kings had been found. According to the guide book, the mummies had
  included Tuthmosis IV, Amenhotep III (him again), Seti II and Ramses IV, V and VI, all placed there for safety by the priests after their own tombs had been robbed. It is also said that they had
  all been removed to the Cairo Museum, where we had just missed our chance to see them following the closure of the Mummy Room.


  Momentarily alone, I looked around at the other small chambers I could see. Two of them were wide open, but the nearest was still sealed up.


  After taking a few more photographs I headed back up into what was now blazing daylight, catching up with my aunt and the rest of our group in a shady corner of a tomb doorway so enormous it was
  difficult to imagine how it could ever have been hidden. It couldnt have been more obvious if theyd rigged up a set of neon lights. Built for Ramses VI, whose mummified body had ended
  up in the side chamber of the tomb wed just visited, it had been finished around 1136 BC. The tons of rock chippings removed during its construction had been dumped
  outside, completely concealing an earlier tomb only rediscovered three thousand years later by Howard Carter. The small area where we now stood was the very last part of the
  Valley he had cleared in his search for Tutankhamens tomb, and soon after work began on 1 November 1922 he made the discovery of a lifetime. It affected far more people than he could ever
  have imagined, and was responsible for bringing countless thousands of people like us to Egypt to see the tomb for themselves.


  After taking photographs by the famous tomb entrance, we went down the sixteen steps Carter had cleared to reach the sealed doorway at the bottom, where seal impressions of Tutankhamen told him
  he was on the edge of something potentially momentous. Passing through into the descending corridor beyond, we came to the second doorway, which Carter had reached on 26 November, his day of
  days. It was here, in the company of Lord Carnarvon and his daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert, and his friend Arthur Callendar, that Carter made a small opening in the plaster and held out a
  candle into the blackness beyond. At first I could see nothing, he wrote, the hot air escaping from the chamber causing the candle flame to flicker, but presently, as my eyes
  grew accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly from the mist, strange animals, statues, and gold  everywhere the glint of gold.


  I tried to imagine how this empty room must have looked filled with all the wonderful treasures wed seen in the Cairo Museum, originally stacked up in here with all the care and attention
  of a teenagers bedroom. Yet the chaotic state was the result of the attentions of ancient Egyptian tomb robbers whod broken in on two separate occasions, and although theyd
  only taken a relatively small amount theyd still had time for a good rummage around. But while they were emptying boxes of linens, scooping out expensive perfumes and scattering the contents
  of jewel boxes across the floor, something seems to have disturbed them, and in their hurry to leave they dropped some of their stolen treasures. Carter found a set of gold rings still threaded on
  to a knotted handkerchief, and the robbers fingerprints were still visible inside alabaster perfume jars.


  In their attempts to tidy up the tomb, the authorities had then rushed about hastily repacking boxes and chests with whatever lay closest to hand, apparently in as much
  of a hurry as the robbers had been, in their attempts to keep the tombs location secret. Yet this was only unknowingly achieved when Ramses VIs tomb was built close by, just in time
  to save Tuts tomb from the wholesale looting which accompanied the breakdown of royal authority soon after Ramses death. Oblivious to such comings and goings above him, Tutankhamen
  slept on, safe within a golden cocoon of coffins and the only royal mummy who remained in the Valley of the Kings, or so it was said.


  We had already seen two of his gold coffins in Cairo and now his mummy lay before us inside a third, its toes still covered with the perfumes used at his funeral, now blackened with age. Within
  a stone sarcophagus covered with a protective sheet of rather dusty glass, he lay in the centre of a burial chamber which, just like the much larger tomb of Amenhotep II, was adorned with amazing
  wall scenes. Although often dismissed as hastily painted, the figures were overwhelmingly beautiful, and whilst they might be the most powerful gods of the Afterlife they looked friendly enough to
  me. There was Hathor again, holding up her [image: ] ankh to allow the king to breathe in the breath of life as jackal-headed Anubis gave him a
  reassuring pat on the shoulder. On the opposite wall the sky goddess Nut had come down from her usual heavenly perch to welcome him into the realm of the gods, and at the far end Osiris, dread lord
  of the Underworld, stretched out his arms to embrace his newly arrived son.


  There was also the kings funeral cortge, the courtiers wearing white headbands  the ancient version of black armbands  followed by the royal mummy. As his upright
  mummy received the final rites to revive his soul, the figure in leopardskin robes performing these rites was Ay, Tutankhamens elderly vizier, who succeeded him. In the familiar tale of the
  tragic boy-king Id always read and accepted as fact that Ay had also killed him, his sudden death and apparently hasty burial explaining why the tomb
  was so small and unfinished.


  But hang on a minute! Wed just been into two other tombs which clearly contradicted all this. With only the burial chamber decorated, Amenhotep IIs tomb too was described as
  unfinished  and hed ruled for twenty-seven years. And wed also been into the enormous, fully decorated tomb of Ramses VI, who my guide book said had reigned from
  1143 to 1136 BC  only seven years as opposed to Tutankhamens ten. It just didnt seem to add up.


  After a last look round the tomb of someone whom I, like many others, had long regarded as a familiar figure, I realised he was perhaps not quite as familiar as Id thought. Fantastic as
  it had been finally to see all these things for myself, I concluded in my diary that evening that this
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