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Egyptian Queen Ahhotep, MKS 11, London 2022, 109-120

A Note to Carter Manuscripts and the Discovery of Ahhotep’s Coffin 
(Cairo CG 28501)

Marilina Betrò

Abstract

Among Howard Carter’s “autobiographical sketches” in the Griffith Institute and the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art at New York, an interesting digression narrates “the first modern discovery connected with the royal mum-
mies”, that of the coffin of Queen Ahhotep at Dra Abu el-Naga (Cairo CG 28501). While the discovery is tradi-
tionally credited to Auguste Mariette, according to his own descriptions and those of his friends and collabora-
tors, here Carter gave a radically different account of the find, attributing it to an Egyptian fellâh acting alone, 
the father of his servant Abd el-Arl. The presence of some quite precise details, absent in the much vaguer ‒ and 
sometimes contradictory ‒ versions of Mariette and his collaborators, makes it remarkable and seriously raises 
the question of the reliability of Mariette’s accounts of the discovery. The paper provides a transcription from 
Carter’s manuscripts and comments on the most significant points.

The Griffith Institute Archive at Oxford houses in its 
rich collection of manuscripts the so-called “Autobio-
graphical Sketches” of Howard Carter, drafts of what 
was probably intended as a book.1 They are unpublished, 
with the exception of passages quoted in later publica-
tions by other scholars.2 In a charming and engaging 
style, Carter evokes moments of his life, from the early 
years to those in Egypt, interspersed with archaeologi-
cal and historical information. A number of versions of 
the planned autobiography are in the Griffith Institute, 
both handwritten and typewritten, at least one further 
version is in the Metropolitan Museum of Art at New 
York, and others probably elsewhere.3 

1  Carter MSS vi.2.1-14; http://www.griffith.ox.ac.uk/gri/4car-
tervi+vii.pdf. On Carter MSS see also Bosch-Puche, Flemming, 
Warsi, Salmas, in Connor, Laboury (eds), Toutankhamon, 62-7.
2 See Reeves, Taylor, Howard Carter, passim.
3  James, Howard Carter, 2 no. 3. A recent project of digitization 
of the correspondence to and from Carter (1874-1939) is current-
ly in progress at the Metropolitan Museum: https://www.met-
museum.org/art/libraries-and-research-centers/watson-digital- 
collections/manuscript-collections/howard-carter-papers, <ac-

Among the “autobiographical sketches” in the Grif-
fith Institute, a chapter entitled “A History of the Theban 
Royal Mummies Decadence and Destiny I-IX” (Carter 
MSS VI.2.4) deals with the story of ancient grave-rob-
bing in the thirteenth century BC, the subsequent trans-
fer of royal mummies from place to place and their final 
destination in two caches, until they were re-discovered 
nearly twenty-nine centuries later. With a few slight var-
iants the story is also included in Carter MSS VI.2.11 
(formerly Carter notebook 17), “Sketch IX”, again de-
voted to “Tomb-Robberies and the Fate of the Royal 
Mummies”, and in a further draft in the Department of 
Egyptian Art in the Metropolitan Museum. This latter 
is presently outside the Department to be digitized and 

cessed on 5 February 2021>. The original papers partly tran-
scribed here are among them and will be soon available online 
(personal communication by Diana Craig Patch). An autograph 
draft of an autobiography by Howard Carter has been sold by 
Bonhams, in a lot including the remaining papers of Carter 
owned by his family, during the auction on June 12, 2012 in 
London, Knightsbrisge. 
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I could not see it, but I had its transcription, made by 
Marsha Hill in 1985, thanks to the kindness of Diana 
Craig Patch.4 

In the context of this story, Howard Carter introduced 
an interesting digression to narrate “the first modern 
discovery connected with the royal mummies”, that of 
the coffin of Queen Ahhotep at Dra Abu el-Naga (Cai-
ro CG 28501).5 Here Carter gave a radically different 
account of the find, attributing it to an Egyptian fellâh 
acting alone, the father of his servant Abd el-Arl. His 
testimony is therefore of great interest, not only to clar-
ify important data about the find and its context6 but 
also to shed new light on the construction of an archae-
ological narrative, which seems to have begun after the 
mid-nineteenth century, centred around the figure of the 
European Archaeological Hero.

While Carter MSS VI.2.4 is a typewritten version, 
with pencil notes and corrections by hand of Carter, Carter 
MSS VI.2.11 is a final draft, copied in a notebook, from 
previous rough drafts on paper sheets, handwritten in ink, 
with pencil corrections and additions by Carter (see Fig. 
1a-b). As for the version in the Metropolitan Museum, 
according to the description Diana Craig Patch wrote to 
me, it is entirely handwritten by pencil. I will call them 
here respectively GI MSS VI.2.11, GI MSS VI.2.4 and 
MMA MS. (Table 1). 

Precise dates of their drafting by Carter are miss-
ing, although T.G.H. James believed that they proba-
bly were composed during his late years.7 A useful clue 
in this respect is given in MMA MS: Carter says here 
that his servant Abd el-Arl, son of the true protagonist 
of the story, was at his service since forty years. In the 
letter of condolence written by Abd el-Arl himself on 
Carter’s death in 1939, he states that he had served him 
for 42 years.8 This suggests that the British Egyptolo-
gist was writing his autobiography around 1937. Based 
on data internal to the text, such as Carter’s annotations 
and corrections, it is possible to suggest that the pencil 
version of MMA MS is the eldest of the three drafts. 
GI MSS VI.2.4 represents an intermediate step, being 

4  A passage from this manuscript was transcribed by Edward 
Castle in Lilyquist, Egyptian Stone Vessels, 55 and no. 177, 
for the purpose of contextualizing the alabaster jars found 
with the coffin.
5  Carter gives here the erroneous date of 1860. On the histo-
ry of the find and the identity of the queen, see Betrò, “The 
Identity of Ahhotep and the Textual Sources”, in this volume. 
6  Ibidem. See also Miniaci, “The Discovery of Queen Ahho-
tep’s Burial at Dra Abu el-Naga (Thebes) in the Nineteenth 
Century AD: Between Tale and Archaeological Evidence”, 
in this volume.
7  James, Howard Carter, 2.
8  James, Howard Carter, 469; Reeves, Taylor, Howard  
Carter, 181.

clearly based on the draft now in the MMA MS, with 
few modifications, while GI MSS VI.2.11 is the latest. 
It is worth noting to this purpose that, both in MMA MS 
and in GI MSS VI.2.4, Carter referred to Ahmose as Ah-
hotep’s husband and Kamose as her son: these wrong 
genealogical ties are absent in GI MSS VI.2.11, where 
Ahmose is called her son-in-law and Kamose is more 
vaguely qualified as a king, without any statement of 
family relationships.

James, commenting Carter’s inaccuracy with respect 
to the dates of his own life, remarked that Carter’s auto-
biographical sketches are “unfortunately so full of errors 
and inconsistencies ‒ where precision can be secured 
from more reliable sources ‒ that they can be taken only 
as rough guides to his careers”.9 However, this does not 
seem to be the case for Carter’s account of the find: we 
have no other sources to be sure of its reliability but the 
three texts are entirely consistent in content and differ-
ences between them are not significant, mostly concern-
ing stylistic features. The whole story, bitterly told to 
Carter by his servant’s father, could certainly only have 
been a harmless boast of the old peasant, with no factual 
basis, dictated by the desire to show off. But the presence 
of some quite precise details, absent in the much vaguer 
‒ and sometimes contradictory ‒ accounts of Mariette 
and his collaborators, makes it remarkable. These details, 
clearly stated in all three versions, concern:

•	 the author of the find

Ahmed Saïd “el-Hagg” is referred to as the sole author 
of the discovery. 

According to Carter’s words, when he met him, he 
was an old man. Abd el-Arl’s statement at Carter’s death 
in 1939, quoted above,10 says that he had served him for 
42 years. This places his employment by the archaeol-
ogist at around 1897. Behind the expression “old” dif-
ferent assessments of the age of the man may lie, none 
of which, however, rules out the possibility that Ahmed 
Saïd might actually have found the queen’s coffin around 
the time when its discovery is generally dated.11

9  James, Howard Carter, 2. 
10  See n. 8. 
11  If Ahmed Saïd’s story is trustworthy, probably the effective 
date of the find must be placed earlier than the 5th of February 
1859 assigned to it by the accounts of Mariette and Desjardins: 
a certain amount of time must be left between the discovery 
of Ahmed Saïd, the spreading of the news by his workers and 
the confiscation by the governor. About the contradictory in-
formation concerning the date see Miniaci, “The Discovery 
of Queen Ahhotep’s Burial at Dra Abu el-Naga (Thebes) in 
the Nineteenth Century AD: Between Tale and Archaeologi-
cal Evidence”, in this volume, p. 31-2.
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•	 its location

The two earlier versions specify the approximate position 
of the find by using as landmark TT 155, located almost 
at the end of the wadi Khawi el-Alamat, in the northern-
most part of Dra Abu el-Naga: 

MMA MS: “deep below a tomb (of a certain Antef, the 
‘Great Herald of the King’, dating from the reign of Tuth-
mosis III) where there are some hidden brick vaults, (…) 
hidden in one of the vaults. The coffin (…) was placed in 
a hole at the side of the vault that seemed to have been 
gouged out expressly for it, and it was roughly covered 
up with bricks as if to hide it”
GI MSS VI 2.4: “The vault was situated deep below a 
tomb-chapel of a certain Antef, ‘The Great Herald of 
Tuthmosis III’; the coffin he said was tucked away in a 
hole that had been roughly hollowed out of the side of 
the vault, and then it had been carefully covered up with 
mud bricks as if to hide it”

The final draft (GI MSS VI 2.11) omits this detail, only 
retaining that it was found “hidden in a brick vault”. No 
other report of the finding by Mariette and his collabora-
tors mentions those brick structures. On the contrary, they 
vary between locating the find in a shaft 5-6 meters deep 
or in a shallow hole under the surface.12 Winlock reported 
in a note that Carter had “heard a tradition in Kurnah that 
the site was near Tomb 155”.13 The expression “deep be-
low” in Carter’s account must be understood in the sense 
of “much further downhill”, i.e., in the plain. In fact, the 
possibility that it refers to an underground depth can be 
ruled out: the subsequent description of the hole covered 
with bricks piled up in bulk (“roughly”) suggests that the 
hiding place was just below the surface of the ground.

The position in the plain joined to the reference to the 
brick vaults might point out to the brick chapels asso-
ciated to the burials of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Dynasty found by the German Archaeological Institute, 
as Marianne Eaton-Krauss has already remarked.14 One 
of those ruined brick chapels would have been used as 
a cache for hiding the coffin stolen from its royal tomb 
on the ridge of Dra Abu el-Naga, according to Carter’s 
notebook.15 

12  See Betrò, “The Identity of Ahhotep and the Textual Sourc-
es”, in this volume, n. 94, and Miniaci, “The Discovery of 
Queen Ahhotep’s Burial at Dra Abu el-Naga (Thebes) in the 
Nineteenth Century AD”, in this volume.
13  Winlock, JEA 10, 252, n. 2.
14  Eaton-Krauss, in Blöbaum, Kahl, Schweitzer (eds), 
Ägypten-Münster, 82; Polz, Der Beginn, 239-245. Another 
mud-brick offering chapel has been recently excavated at Dra 
Abu el-Naga by the Spanish Mission: Galán, JEA 103/2, 187 ff.
15  Eaton-Krauss, in Blöbaum, Kahl, Schweitzer (eds), 

•	 contents and description of the coffin16

 It is consistently described as a massive wooden coffin 
which contained a mummy, four alabaster vases and a 
bundle of gold and silver objects:

MMA MS: “a massive wooden coffin containing a mum-
my, four alabaster canopic jars, a bundle of jewellery 
and gold and silver ornaments hurriedly placed beside 
the mummy in the coffin”
GI MSS VI 2.4: “a massive wooden coffin containing a 
mummy, four alabaster canopic vases, and a bundle of 
gold and silver ornaments”
GI MSS VI 2.11: “an immense wooden coffin contain-
ing a mummy, four alabaster (calcite) canopic jars, and 
a bundle of gold and silver ornaments”

The earliest manuscript adds to the description a remark 
about the haste with which the objects were apparently 
placed in the coffin, but it is impossible to say whether 
this detail, later removed, was due to a greater fidelity to 
Ahmed Saïd’s account or to Carter’s later reworking of 
the man’s words, as I am inclined to believe. 

While the massive wooden coffin and the alabaster 
vases are details already present in the first descriptions, 
more interesting is the constant presence of the “linen 
bundle”. The official accounts of the time mostly give 
the list of the jewels and precious objects found with the 
queen, without any information concerning their position 
within the coffin. Although it is clear from Maunier’s let-
ter and later from Devéria that Mariette was not present 
at the discovery and was, indeed, in Cairo, the official 
reports of the time casually omit the detail or even de-
pict him present and in the act of examining the mum-
my and the contents of the coffin: “Après avoir enlevé 
les bandelettes, M. Mariette trouva le corps de la reine 
Aah-Hotep littéralement couvert et enveloppé d’objets 
d’or et d’argent du plus grand intérêt”.17 

In his catalogue of the Museum at Bulaq, Mariette says 
that the objects had been found partly near the mummy, 
on the wooden bottom of the case, partly arranged as if 
at random between the poorly knotted linens. Finally, 
some jewels were on the body of the queen:

Ägypten-Münster, 81, no. 36. Eaton-Krauss remarks that 
Reeves, Great discoveries, 50 was the first to quote Carter’s 
sources, believing however that this was the original site of 
the queen’s burial. The exact reference to Carter’s Notebook 
17 was however provided by Aidan Dodson, Canopic Equip-
ment, 43, no. 33, who interpreted it as a cache.
16  See Miniaci, “The original Inventory List of the Queen Ah-
hotep ‘Treasure’ from Mariette’s Papers (BIF Paris, Fonds 
Maspero, Ms. 4052)”, in this volume.
17  Desjardins, RGA 18, 99-100. 
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“Sous la XIme dynastie [read: XVIIme], l’emmaillotage 
proprement dit est rare; les morts sont plutôt entou-
rés de linges en forme de linceuls que serrés dans des 
bandelettes; entre ces linges sont placés des objets de 
toute sorte en rapport avec les usages de la vie privée; 
d’autres objets de même nature adhérents à la peau, ou 
bien encore déposés dans les vides du cercueil. Or l’em-
baumement de la reine Aah-hotep s’est fait exactement 
dans ces conditions. Deux barques d’or et d’argent, des 
haches de bronze, de gros bracelets de jambes ont été 
trouvés à côté d’elle, sur le bois du cercueil. Entre les 
linges mal noués etaient déposés, comme au hasard, des 
poignards, une hache d’or, une chaîne garnie de trois 
mouches d’or, un pectoral. Enfin le cadavre lui-même 
était revêtu d’une autre chaîne d’or ornée d’un scara-
bée, de bracelets, d’un diadème, etc”.18

The detail concerning “les linges mal noués” recalls 
the “linen bundle” of Ahmed Saïd: apparently, Mariette’s 
description is fairly precise, nonetheless it is known that 
it could not derive from a first-hand autoptic view. Might 
Mariette have relied here on the accounts of people in 
Qurna? Ahmed Saïd “el-Hagg” declared to Carter that he 
discovered the coffin, after many days searching for “anti-
quas” in the northern part of Dra Abu el-Naga. He seems 
to have been helped by some men, defined as “his fellow 
workers” in MMA MS and GI MSS VI 2.4, “his fellow 
illicit diggers” in GI MSS VI 2.11. It is clear however 
that they were not co-authors of the find or “partners”, 
who would have shared with him the profits of the fab-
ulous discovery: if they had been, they would certainly 
not have divulged the news, thus leading in practice to 
the loss of any possible profits and the confiscation of the 
coffin. According to Carter’s account, these men, moved 
by envy, spread the news to the four winds. 

The next part of the text is no longer concerned with 
Ahmed Saïd’s words. Carter narrates the events followed 
to the confiscation of the coffin with its treasure by the 
governor and the strenuous and eventually successful at-
tempts by Mariette to recover them (completely or partly, 
as Carter rather believed). Finally, he exposes his inter-
pretation of the facts which brought to hide the coffin and 
leaving it neglected for centuries: as Petrie, he remarks 
that ordinary thieves would not have taken the trouble 
to carry the heavy coffin with its untouched mummy in-
side, but, while Petrie thought of “pious hands” trying 
to protect the coffin and its contents, Carter rather sus-
pected that corrupted officials, at the time of recovering 
the royal mummies in the caches, hid the treasure with 
an eye to their future benefit.19 

18  Mariette, Notice 1864, 219-20; Betrò, “The Identity of Ah-
hotep and the Textual Sources” in this volume, p. 144 and n. 91.
19  Ibidem.
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Fig. 1a – Page 168 from Carter MSS VI.2.11 © Griffith Institute Archive, Oxford
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Fig. 1b – Page 169 from Carter MSS VI.2.11 © Griffith Institute Archive, Oxford
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