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Much of what we know about ancient Egyptian burial 
treatment and afterlife beliefs stems from analyses 
of the tombs and bodies of elite and royal individuals 
– those who could afford rich mummification rituals 
and elaborate tombs. What happened, though, to the 
bodies of the rest of the population? Ongoing work at 
the non-elite cemeteries of Amarna allows us to 
identify the basic pattern of burials at the city, but 
also provides some level of nuance to our 
understanding of how most people were prepared 
for burial and what were, perhaps, the minimum 
treatments considered necessary for a ‘proper burial’ 
at this time.   

Since 2006, excavations at four Amarna cemeteries 
(Figure 1) have produced a sample of over 700 
graves, individuals, and sets of burial materials for 
study. Most of these graves were robbed at least 
once, either during antiquity, or within the last century 
or so. Despite the disruption, it is still possible to 
piece together most of the components of the graves 
with careful excavation, recording and analysis.  

While it is difficult to be certain, because the vast 
majority of individuals survive in skeletal form, there 
are no obvious signs of traditionally reported forms 
of mummification. There is no evidence of resin or 
natron in the graves, for example. The brains were 
not removed; there is no indication of the removal of 
other internal organs for individuals with preserved 
soft tissue; and no canopic jars have been recovered. 
Other treatments, though, are commonly observed, 
particularly the wrapping of the body with textile. 
Sometimes textile is used to pad out the body to 
create the proper shape, suggesting some attempt 
to create perhaps a simple mummy. 

Teasing identity from 
burial treatment among 
the non-elite at Amarna
In this article, which has been adapted from a presentation at the 2021 British Museum 
Egyptological Colloquium titled The Art of Embalming: Practice, Evolution and Materiality, 
Gretchen Dabbs, Anna Stevens and Amandine Mérat explore some of the social 
meanings of body preparation at the Amarna cemeteries. 

Figure 1. Map of Amarna, showing the non-elite cemeteries (in red). 
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The overall approach to burial was very uniform, but variations 
do occur. These differences potentially shed light on who these 
individuals might have been during life. The most common type 
of burial saw a single individual laid out in an extended supine 
(facing upward) position, with the hands either over the pelvis or 
along the sides (Figure 2), a textile wrapping, a mat made of 
plant materials, and the body placed directly within a pit grave, 
which was cut just slightly larger than the body. In some 
cemeteries, the grave was probably then marked with a cairn of 
small boulders. This is where most descriptions of body 
treatment for the non-elite end for Egypt, partially due to limited 
availability of records from early excavations. However, through 
careful and collaborative excavation and analysis, we have been 
able to tease out some of the variation between burials that 
allows us to appreciate the broader spectrum on which burial 
treatments occur.  

We present three examples here, highlighting the potential for 
identity to emerge from burial practice. Our first examples are 
the crouched burials of two older women in the South Tombs 
Cemetery. Here, a clear choice was made to deviate from the 
standard practice for the time and place, and bury these women 
laying on their right sides, with knees pulled up toward the 

abdomen and arms bent so the hands rested near the face 
(Figure 3). One viable explanation is that these women were not 
native Egyptians and were buried in traditional positions for their 
homelands, thus making the variation a possible statement of 
identity.  

Artefacts included with the textile wrappings of the body also 
potentially reflect on the person. The most common objects are 
types of jewellery, amuletic beads, and cosmetic items 
(Figure 4), and their placement on the body gives a sense of 
intimate connection with the deceased individual. Jewellery and 
cosmetic items are potentially very personal objects, and wear 
patterns suggest that a number of these objects were likely 
used in life. Perhaps they were gathered up from the home to 
represent something of who the person was in life. Many may 
also have had protective qualities.  

These examples centre on individual identity, but we can also 
tease out elements of group identity; for instance, with the 
individuals buried within the North Tombs Cemetery. These 
skeletal remains demonstrate that the individuals were heavily 
biologically taxed during their short lives. Of 252 individuals 
studied, only five lived beyond their 25th birthday. Evidence of 

Figure 2. The most common burial position at Amarna, extended, 
supine, with hands over the pelvis. 

Figure 3. One of two older adult women buried in a crouched position, 
possibly a marker of identity.  
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heavy workloads is common, including arthritic changes in the 
spines of individuals as young as 6–7 years old, suggesting the 
carrying of heavy loads on the head. At present, our 
interpretation is that this is the cemetery of a young, perhaps 
coerced, labour force who worked in the quarries, at building 
sites, or within other contexts at Akhetaten, possibly living apart 
from their natal families. Burial characteristics here follow the 
general pattern in other cemeteries, but the guiding principle 
seems to have been one of expediency, which is evidenced by 
the high frequency of multiple burials (c. 43% of interments), 
including individuals wrapped within the same textile and/or 
burial matting. Further, where graves contain more than one 
individual, the bodies tend to be stacked one upon another in 
fairly narrow graves, instead of side-by-side in broad grave pits, 
as is seen at other cemeteries. These elements seem to 
suggest quick disposal of the dead and bring to the fore 
questions of how extensively they were commemorated. At the 
same time, individuals in the North Tombs Cemetery have been 
recovered with jewellery and one individual was buried with a 
wax head-cone, which certainly complicates our thinking. Who 
were these children and young adults and who was taking 
responsibility for wrapping them in textile and matting, and 
occasionally providing them with burial goods?  

Overall, burial treatments of the people of Amarna provide a 
sense of both investment made in preparing the body and, 
through minor variations, hint at the identities of these 
individuals. Even the ‘standard’ burial differed in the quality and 
quantity of textiles and coffin materials (plant mat, wood, 
pottery or mud coffin). There is a prevailing sense of care for 
protecting the body. On the other hand, in at least one 
cemetery, expediency can also be perceived from the body 
positionings, the way textile and matting is used in the graves, 
and the fairly common appearance of group graves.  

Study of the Amarna cemeteries has been funded by the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, National Geographic, 
British Academy, Egypt Exploration Society, Amarna Trust and 
other bodies. Any views, findings, conclusions or 
recommendations expressed here do not necessarily represent 
those of the National Endowment for the Humanities. 

 

Figure 4. A mirror (upper left), cosmetic applicator (bottom left) and amuletic beads 
from the Amarna cemeteries. 

Wendy Dolling excavating an undisturbed multiple burial from the 
North Tombs Cemetery. Note how narrow the grave pit is and the 
close association of the three individuals buried within, suggesting 
they have been wrapped together before burial. 
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Recreating the plan 
 Great Aten Temple 
No original stones remain in place from the 
main building of the Great Aten Temple. All  
were removed at some time after the end of the 
Amarna Period. What survive are the guidelines 
marked by the ancient builders on extensive 
sheets of pale concrete in which gypsum 
replaced the lime cement that modern builders 
would have used. The policy of the expedition  
is to clean this foundation layer area by area,  
to record it in drawings and photographs, and 
finally, above a protective layer of sand, to 
rebuild the outlines to a low height using 
primarily new blocks of limestone cut to the 
ancient block size. The size and layout of the 
temple will thus be plain to visitors, and local 
residents will be able to see how the area is a 
protected ancient monument. 

The current work is concentrated at the rear of the temple. In the spring 
and autumn of 2021 an area of approximately 35 x 32 m was cleaned and 
the recording completed. It was then protected by a layer of sand spread 
over the entire surface. Over the eastern half of this area, the regular team 
of local builders (Shahata Fahmy and two of his sons, Mohamed and Ahab, 
supported by local workmen) laid out walls and offering-tables, mostly to 
the height of a single course of small local limestone blocks. W    hen their 
work resumed in February 2022, they added further courses to reach the 
height of the ancient floor level. A final capping of limestone blocks cut to 
the standard ancient talatat-size from quarries at El-Tura, outside Cairo, 
then followed. At the same time, the intervening spaces were filled with 
sand and rubble, so that only the fine Tura blocks remained visible. 

Reports on recent work at the Great Aten Temple can be found at  
www.amarnaproject.com/pages/recent_projects/excavation/great_aten_temple

How we know where the walls stood. The black line that runs vertically 
down the middle of the picture was made by the original builder as a 
guide for the laying of talatat-blocks for a wall. The wall ran to the right 
of the line. When, later on, the blocks were pulled up as the temple was 
demolished, the mortar was also lifted to reveal the black line again.

The outlines for offering-tables were marked not by black lines 
but by lines quickly cut into the foundation layer, following a 
hand-held cord.
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of the  
on the ground 

The south-east corner of the temple, marked by the impressions of talatat-blocks in the foundation 
layer of gypsum concrete. A single block is 52 cm long. View to the west.

A circular hole has been cut through the gypsum-concrete foundation 
layer, probably to support a wooden post. After removal, the hole has 
been refilled with sand followed by a capping of gypsum. Many of the 
posts probably belonged to scaffolding to assist the builders. 

Nearing the end of the autumn 2021 season’s clearance, Juan 
Friedrichs, seated at the table in the middle, measures and draws 
before the foundation layer is covered in sand. View to the south-ea st.

For a brief time between completing the foundations and laying 
the floor above it, artists mixed pigments, presumably to begin 
the colouring of the first decorated wall blocks to have been laid. 
Juan Friedrichs collects pigment samples.
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Large plan. The field plans are mostly drawn by Juan Friedrichs in pencil 
at a scale of 1:25 on sheets of tracing film. The rear part of the temple 
covers ten sheets (including one, beside the south-east corner of the 
temple, drawn by Miriam Bertram). Here they have all been converted to a 
digital vector format to create a single draft plan. In this version, the 
individual unit numbers and spot heights have been omitted.
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Builder Mohamed Shahata lays a preliminary line of blocks along a 
string guideline and checks that all follow a horizontal plane. The 
blocks rest on piles of sand which protect the underlying 
foundations and allow for easy adjustment of each block.

A delivery of talatat-blocks from a limestone 
quarry near El-Tura, just outside Cairo.

 The easternmost part of the north wall of the temple now marked 
with the final layer of Tura-limestone blocks. The rear part of the 
temple had its own columned portico which began at this point. As 
a way of making this part distinctive, the floor level is raised by the 
thickness of one block.

In view of the large area of moist gypsum that the 
builders spread over the ground, the almost total 
absence of impressions of human feet and animal paws 
is remarkable. This impression of a person’s foot is on its 
own; it is not part of a trail of footprints. Considerable 
self-discipline is implied.

By the end of the autumn 2021 season, the builders had laid the first 
foundation course for the walls and offering-tables planned for 
completion in spring 2022. View to the south-east.

 A group of 21 offering-tables on the north side of the temple’s 
sixth court near completion. View to the south-west.

Still a long way to go. A view of the complete length of the Long 
Temple, taken from near the part at the back where the recent 
work has been concentrated. View to the west.
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We would like to thank everybody for supporting the reconstruction work at the Great Aten Temple and for helping to bring Amarna’s 
most important sanctuary of the Aten back to life. Without your contribution, our work would not be possible.  

If you are interested in sponsoring limestone blocks or offering-tables, please follow this link: 
www.gofundme.com/be-part-of-the-great-aten-temple  

List of donors who supported the work at the temple in 2021/2022
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The Germany-based, charitable ‘Wissenschaftlicher Verein zur Förderung der Forschung in Tell el-Amarna e.V.’ (Scientific Association 
for the Promotion of Research at Tell el-Amarna) actively supports the work of the Amarna Project. For more information, to become a 
member of the association and to visit our shop which offers a wide range of Amarna-related items, please follow this link: 
www.amarna-verein.de
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Excavations at  
the East Gateway: 
the public entrance to 
the Great Aten Temple? 

We are used to thinking of the entrance to the temple being at the front, 
between pylons and a grand colonnade of huge columns. This would have been 
true for the royal family and the court although it offered a rather congested 
space. At the end of his 1932 campaign, John Pendlebury, the director of the 
Egypt Exploration Society expedition to Amarna, briefly turned his attention 
to a gateway in the rear wall of the mud-brick enclosure, sited on the temple 
axis and 750 m distant from the temple front. In the hope of improving upon 
his brief report, an excavation area was laid out over the site of the same 
gateway in the autumn of 2021. Archaeologist Fabien Balestra then 
supervised a small team of workmen to examine what remains of the gateway 
and the adjacent ground between 27 September and 4 November 2021.

Figure 1. Gathering photographs for 
an aerial mosaic at the site of the 
East Gateway in the enclosure wall 
of the Great Aten Temple. View to 
the south.
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To the east, the gateway looks out over a flat expanse of desert 
devoid of ancient features (Figure 1). Its existence makes 
sense when set against a general map of the ancient city 
(Figure 2). The man who was probably the senior official who 
managed the running of the Great Aten Temple, Panehsy (‘the 
superintendant of the cattle of the Aten’ and ‘the 
superintendant of the storehouse of the Aten’) had his office 
located close to the south-east corner of the temple enclosure. 
This would have been convenient if it was close to a road 
which ran behind the city and would have been a link to his 
private estate which also stood on the outer margins of the city 
but further to the south. 

Since Pendlebury’s day, the surface of the desert around the 
site of the temple has been increasingly affected by the 
passage of wheeled vehicles. The dip representing the ancient 
gateway in the low linear ridge which marks the line of the 
largely unexcavated enclosure wall has attracted the drivers of 
trucks and other vehicles as they take a short cut across the 
temple ground and the flat desert beyond. The result is a pair 
of wheel ruts which crosses the ancient threshold of the 
gateway at a sharp angle (Figure 3). 

The deep foundations of the brick enclosure wall had run 
uninterruptedly across the position of the entrance and seem 
to have formed much of its threshold. From Pendlebury’s 
statement and a photograph from 1932 we know that the 
outer edge of the threshold had been strengthened with 
pieces of stone (sandstone, now largely gone, but described by 
Pendlebury as having ‘two pivot-holes’). The entrance had also 
been marked on the outside by a pair of shallow brick 
buttresses and probably by a shallow ramp edged with thin 
brick walls (Figure 4). 

Anyone crossing into the temple would have faced the 
separate building which, in modern times, has been termed 
the Sanctuary. The flat ground in between has an uneven 

Figure 2. Map of Amarna showing how traffic within the city could have 
taken people to the East Entrance of the Great Aten Temple enclosure. 

Figure 3. View, to the 
south-west, of the 
East Gateway at the 
end of the excavation. 
The gateway itself is 
occupied by modern 
tyre tracks which 
cross at a sharp angle. 

Figure 4. Final plan of the East Gateway. Plan by Fabien Balestra.

cover of potsherds from the Amarna Period which 
points to human activity and deserves close 
investigation in the future. The new East Gateway 
excavation touched the edge of this area. A 
preliminary assessment has revealed that, 
amongst the Nile-clay sherds found, many 
incense bowl fragments can be identified, along 
with many pieces of charcoal with resin (i.e. 
incense) residues. Incense was also found in raw 
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lumps and, mainly in the sandy filling of the inside 
enclosure wall foundation trench, in processed form 
– as tiny curving rods or filaments resembling dark 
ruddy-orange glass, the result of passing it through a 
strainer in viscous form (Figure 5).  

A surface of compacted mud had covered the ground 
both inside and outside the enclosure wall. Having 
been exposed to almost three and half thousand 
years of erosion (though protected to some extent by 
a few centimetres of wind-blown sand), it is far from 
continuous. On the outside it did not extend far 
beyond the enclosure wall. On the inside, the 
excavation has not proceeded far but patches have 
been encountered, containing small holes perhaps 
for supporting pots or wooden posts. Elsewhere 
across the huge enclosure, however, a mud surface 
has been found thickly preserved around the front of 
the temple (where it provided the surface beneath 
wooden-post buildings), around the site of the Stela 
in front of the Sanctuary and in a trial 5 x 5 m square 
outside the south-east corner of the Long Temple. 
Despite the huge surface area within the brick 
enclosure wall, it starts to look as though it was 
floored overall with a layer of mud. 

Large temples normally stood within enclosures 
which contained ancillary buildings in stone or mud 
brick for storage, administration and cult practices. 
By contrast, the huge enclosure which surrounded 
the Great Aten Temple at first sight seems to have 
done little other than to act as a buffer zone, isolating 
the temple from the rest of the city. An alternative 
interpretation is that it accommodated large crowds 
whose visits were served by informal structures or by 
largely undefined spaces (Figures 6, 7). They brought 
with them or obtained once they arrived quantities of 
incense as well as food and drink within pottery 
vessels. Sherds from these vessels still lie on the 
ground. The main focus of their attention was 
probably the open area where offerings were made 
and the Stela building stood (at least in later years). 
Further exploration remains another of the 
expedition’s priorities. 

For more details of the East Gateway excavation, see 
F. Balestra, ‘Report on the Great Aten Temple East 
Gateway Excavation, Autumn 2021.’ 
www.amarnaproject.com/pages/recent_projects/exc
avation/great_aten_temple 

Figure 7. Visualisation (by Paul Docherty) of the rear part of the Great Aten Temple enclosure in its 
later phase. The view is towards the south. Key to the main parts: 1 East Gateway; 2 Sanctuary; 3 
Slaughter Court, with adjacent Stela (3a); 4 North Gateway (S39.2).

Figure 5. Incense filaments found 
in the foundation trench of the 
enclosure wall.  
Photo by Anna Hodgkinson. 

Figure 6. Step by step, the 
expedition is building up a picture 
of how the rear part of the temple 
enclosure was used.
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Quarry size and 
building size at Amarna 
Barry Kemp and Corinna Rossi compare the volume of stone taken from the only 
underground quarry at Amarna (the one inscribed with the name of Queen Tiy) and 
the amount of stone used in the building of the Great Aten Temple. The comparison 
illustrates the scale of stone procurement for the building of Amarna. 

The building of Amarna seems to have been accomplished by a 
convergence of two forces. One was private effort which was 
made responsible for the creation of residential districts (mostly 
constructed from sun-dried mud bricks). The other was labour 
directed by the offices of the state towards the construction of 
monumental buildings of stone. The Long Temple, which came 
to be the centrepiece of the ‘House of the Aten’ (known in 
modern times as the Great Aten Temple), was one of the latter. 
Its likely major cost lay in the provision of stone blocks. 
Sufficient evidence has survived, in the form of detailed block-
by-block plans preserved on the gypsum foundation bed, to 
make it possible to at least begin to calculate how much stone 
was required. The calculation is made easier than would 
otherwise be the case by the constant use by Akhenaten’s 
builders of blocks of a standard size, the talatat-blocks. These 
had an ideal length of one cubit (52 cm), a width of half that 
and a height which varied around the half-cubit. A single block 
of this size and of fine-grained limestone weighs around 

70 kilos (a figure derived from weighing a modern block of the 
same size brought from the El-Tura quarries outside Cairo). 

At Amarna (and clustered on the high desert above the northern 
end of the city) are many ancient surface quarries but only a 
single underground quarry (Harrell 2001). W. Flinders Petrie, the 
first to record its existence in 1891–2, labelled it quarry H, but it 
is now generally known as the Queen Tiy quarry after a graffito 
which used to be inside (Petrie 1894, 4, Pls. XXXIV, XXXV, XLII). 
The quarry opens from a headland which overlooks a long 
winding valley, the Wadi Zubeida (Figures 1, 2). The valley 
begins behind the gap in the cliffs between rock tombs 1 and 2 
on the north and the group of small tombs collectively 
designated 3 on the south and re-emerges in front of the Nile at 
Sheikh Said. The quarry is complete and, although irregular in 
plan, offers the possibility of calculating the volume of stone 
extracted, something helped by the relatively even height of the 
chambers (Figure 2). 

 Figure 1. Distant view, from the west, of the Queen Tiy quarry.  Figure 2. Interior view of the eastern chamber of the Queen Tiy quarry. 
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In the spring of 2001, a rapid survey of the quarry was carried out 
by Corinna Rossi, assisted by Barry Kemp. The main result was a 
plan (Figure 3). Later visits have added to the photographic 
documentation. The limestone is relatively homogeneous except 
for widely spaced and generally vertical fissures or fractures. They 
have helped to shape the appearance of the quarry, especially in 
its division into two main galleries and, to some extent, in the 
placement of the irregular pillars which support the roof. The 
quarry is open on the south side for its full width, the outermost 
columns creating a series of five irregular entrances, three to the 
left and two to the right of the large pillar containing the main 
vertical fracture which runs across the entire quarry (cf. Petrie 
1910, 70). 

One of the pillars in the east gallery and set back from its outer 
edge had been used as a place for ancient records (Figures 4, 5). 
On the south face, two rectangular panels had been cut into the 
stone. One, on the east, measuring c. 30 cm square, is blank and 
so perhaps was made to have a small stela fixed into it. Beside it 
on the left are the remains of a larger panel, originally c. 70 cm 
high. A deeply chiselled hole has replaced much of it, the 
chiselled surface being nearly white in colour in contrast to the 
general tawny appearance of the long-exposed surfaces. That the 
chiselled hole is where the cartouche of Queen Tiy had been is 
confirmed by a photograph taken by the German military surveyor, 
Paul Timme, during his survey of the Amarna region in the service 
of Ludwig Borchardt’s expedition in the years prior to the outbreak 
of the First World War (Figure 6; Timme 1917, Abb. 57). Although 
the photograph shows no details, its location on the narrow pillar 
is provided by a label attached to the photograph. Petrie’s 
account does not indicate if the inscription was carved or painted 

 Figure 3. Sketch plan of the 
Queen Tiy quarry by C. Rossi. 
Spot heights relate to local 
zero points at the back of the 
western chamber.

 Figure 4. South face of one of the pillars which supports the roof of the 
quarry. The patch of pale damage is probably where the cartouche of 
Queen Tiy was located.
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(red is the colour often used in the quarries). An earlier visitor, N. 
de G. Davies, refers to it in a way that suggests that it was carved: 
‘In the quarry in which Queen Tyi’s cartouche is cut there is also 
sculptured, high up on a pillar of rock, a doorway and a figure, 
both of the type characteristic of the period’ (Davies 1905a, 5; 
also 1905b, 4, note 7). Davies was perhaps incorrectly 
remembering the location of the doorway and figure since nothing 
resembling this group has been noted by others nor is visible 
today. By the time that John Pendlebury visited the quarry in the 
1930s the cartouche had been ‘lately defaced in the belief that 
there must be a door behind it’ (Pendlebury 1935, 63). 

The bulk of the stone extracted from the quarry will have been in 
the form of blocks of the standard Amarna size. In terms of the 
ancient units of measurement, one talatat is 1 cubit (7 palms) × 
3.5 palms × 3.5 palms, that is, in metric terms, 0.52 × 0.25 × 
0.25 m = 0.0325 cu. m. One can calculate the total volume of 
stone removed as c. 3,100 cu. m. This would, in theory, 
correspond to over 95,000 talatat-blocks. We must, however, take 
into account the inevitable waste of stone due to the quarrying 
operations. The rock would never be really cut like butter without 
any loss of material, so we must reduce the final figure. The lost 
material is still visible in the form of white dust and chippings 
which have buried the quarry floor and spread outside as a thick 
embankment which covers the hillside beneath the quarry 
entrances.  

The normal quarrying method was to create a horizonal working 
surface and to separate the intended blocks by means of a grid of 
trenches cut to the required depth (Vergnieux 1999, I, 21, Fig. 8). 
Then, working inwards from the vertical quarry face, the blocks 
were split from the parent rock. A widely cited study of ancient 
Egyptian masonry notes ‘how narrow are the cuttings used for 
separating a block from the parent rock or from its neighbour. 
Except for the largest blocks, the cuts rarely exceed 4 ½ inches in 
width’ (c. 11.5 cm, that is, 1 ½ palms, Clarke and Engelbach 
1930, 17). According to Arnold (1999, 31), however, the trenches 
separating the blocks ‘were about 3 palms wide for ordinary 
blocks’ (c. 22.3 cm, but perhaps he is referring here to large 
blocks, larger than talatats). Closer to home, Van der Perre in her 
survey of the nearby quarries of Deir Abu Hennis dating to the 
Amarna Period has noted that the most common width of the 
trenches separating the blocks was c. 14 cm (corresponding to c. 
2 palms) and that, in general, the gaps ranged between 9 and 20 
cm, respectively slightly more than 1 palm and slightly less than 3 
palms (Van der Perre 2015, 147). 

We are unable to see the floor of the Queen Tiy quarry (except for 
a small area at the back of the western chamber which shows no 
block divisions). Although we cannot measure the depth of the 
stone chippings which cover the floor, the overall impression is 
that the thickness is not substantial, at least to the point of 
concealing an amount of cubic metres that could alter our 
calculations of the overall volume. Moreover, a degree of 
compensation is present on account of the layer of stone which 
had to be hacked out beneath the ceiling to create sufficient 
space for the quarrymen to start the process of block removal. 

 Figure 5. Sketch of the south face of the pillar where 
the Queen Tiy cartouche was located.

 Figure 6. Photograph published in Timme 1917, Abb. 57, 
marking (with an arrow) where the Queen Tiy 
cartouche was then still visible.
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Outside the quarry, the desert surface preserves many places 
where small numbers of talatat-blocks have been outlined prior 
to removal (Figures 7, 8). Although the separating trenches vary 
in width, they seem to fall within the above limits. Perhaps in a 
large quarry the discipline was tighter than in the myriad small 
open quarries that cover the surface around the Queen Tiy 
quarry but it seems unlikely that the separation trenches were 
narrower than the width cited above (c. 11.5 cm).  

Moreover, there is the issue of dressing. Soft stones were 
generally dressed once they reached final destination to avoid 
damage during transportation (Aston et al. 2000, 15). The 
amount of stone lost in this phase must be less than the 
amount lost during the quarrying phase, and yet contributed to 
the final amount of material that must be subtracted from the 
total amount of rock that was removed from the quarry.  

An estimate of the total loss can be attempted by combining the 
available information with a number of hypotheses. 

The volume of one talatat is 1 cubit (7 palms) × 3.5 palms × 3.5 
palms, that is, 0.52 × 0.25 × 0.25 = 0.0325 cu. m. 

We might suggest that a minimum of 1 palm (7.5 cm) was lost 
in each of the three directions of the space. Thus, one talatat 
required a volume of 8 × 4.5 × 4.5 palms, that is, c. 0.60 × 
0.33 × 0.33 m. 

It is preferable at this point to work in cubic metres, rather than 
cubic cubits in order not to get confused by the fact that the 
submultiple relating to the palm was not a cube 1 × 1 × 1 palm 
but was rather a 1 palm wide vertical ‘slice’ of a cubic cubit 
(Rossi and Imhausen 2009). 

Therefore, the total amount of stone to be extracted from the 
quarry to eventually produce one talatat may be estimated as 
0.06534 cu. m. 

The total volume of stone that was extracted from the entire 
quarry, c. 3,100 cu. m., might therefore correspond to the 
production of 3,100 divided by 0.06534 = 47,444 talatats. 

The reduction of the total number of blocks after the 
introduction of the extra volume to be wasted during the 
quarrying operations is astonishing: one palm in each of the 
three directions of the space nearly halves the number of 
theoretical blocks. If we increase the width of the trenches to 2 
palms (that is, to the average and most common figure in the 
Deir Abu Hennis area, corresponding also to an intermediate 
value between those provided by Clarke and Engelbach, and 
Arnold), the final figure becomes even lower: 9 × 5.5 × 5.5 
palms corresponding to 0.67 × 0.40 × 0.40 = 0.1072 cu. m., 
and 3,100 divided by 0.1072 makes nearly 29,000 blocks, less 
than one third of the initial, theoretical figure. 

When first exposed, the limestone is relatively soft and easily 
cut. Long metal chisels were in use at Amarna (e.g. Pendlebury 
1953, 45, Pl. LXXIV.1, object 34.80), but the shallowness of the 
trenches needed to separate the blocks makes it more likely 
that much shorter chisels were used. One factor here was the 
value (by weight) of all metal objects, short chisels offering less 
scope for cutting pieces off which could be used as a medium 
of exchange. The visible traces of quarrying in the open quarries 
(including the cutting of column bases) do not give the 
impression that care was taken to minimise the loss of stone 
when cutting the trenches. 

The plan of the Long Temple (the main stone building of the 
Great Aten Temple enclosure begun only in or after Akhenaten’s 
regnal year 12) is fairly complete. The version made in 1932 by 
architect Ralph Lavers fills the outlines of walls and other 
features with stylised outlines of talatat-blocks (Pendlebury 
1953, Pl. III). The result, drawn at a small scale, is usable for 
calculating the number of blocks in a particular part, although 

 Figure 7. This small surface quarry preserves the beginnings of 
trenches (bottom of the picture) intended to separate future 
limestone blocks (not necessarily of talatat size). 

 Figure 8. One of the many small surface quarries close to the Queen Tiy quarry. Several 
talatat-blocks have been outlined by trenches cut into the rock. The shallow block in the 
right foreground could have been intended as a floor slab. The scale has a length of 1 m.
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the heights of walls have to be estimated. The new plans 
(mostly by Juan Friedrichs) help to refine the calculations, 
although they still cover only part of the building. 

The first step in using the temple plans for comparison is to 
calculate numbers of blocks needed to fill, with single courses, 
the walls, pylons and offering-tables. These calculations can 
proceed with some confidence since they depend upon 
counting the number of blocks in locations which preserve 
much detail, often the impressions in gypsum mortar of 
individual blocks (Figure 9). The heights of walls and pylons can 
only be estimated approximately, however, based on a se    nse of 
the proportions a building of this size would have possessed. 
Paul Docherty, in his 3D visualisations, used a general wall 
height of 7 m and a height of 11 m for the intermediate pylons 
which separated the temple courts (Kemp and Docherty 2019). 
Wall heights mean heights above ground and floor level. In 
calculating the volume of stonework, however, it is necessary to 
add an allowance for the foundation courses of stone below 
ground level. Towards the front of the temple the depth can be 
measured directly, as being the difference between the top of 
the gypsum-concrete foundation for the pavement and the top 
of the gypsum-concrete foundation for the walls. The difference 
is 1.19 m, thus just over four courses of blocks. If the floor of 
the temple remained constant, in contrast to the stepped level 
of the foundation concrete, at the back the difference was 

reduced to 50 cm, thus two blocks, reflecting a slight upwards 
slope to the desert surface from west to east. 

The following calculations use a general wall height of 7 m 
(including foundations). For the front pylons, a reference point is 
the height of the columns at the front of the Small Aten Temple 
which have been reconstructed, both on paper and in actual 
materials, from many large sandstone fragments left behind. 
Together with an architrave, a height of around 11 m is 
indicated. The size of the columns in front of the Great Aten 
Temple seems to have been similar, especially in view of a 
similar diameter for the bases. If one builds up the pylons 
behind them, and allows for foundations, a height of c. 15 m is 
reached. 

A key measurement is the length of the temple. A line between 
the north-east corner of the building and the north-west corner 
of the North Platform which supported the large columns is 
210.5 m, measured on the new plans; as measured by total 
station in a direct line the figure is 210.474 m. A line between 
the north-west corner of the North Platform and the junction of 
the north wall with the front pylon measured on the plan is 24.5 
m. Thus, the length of the north wall up to the pylon is 210.5 – 
24.5 = 186 m. The reason for proceeding in this way is that the 
foundations of the north pylon have been destroyed, leaving a 
gap between wall and pylon. The measurements were taken 
after the north pylon had been rebuilt. 

 Figure 9. Right: a small part of the 
1:25 plan of the Long Temple, 
showing a length of the north temple 
wall. The foundations are on two 
levels separated by a step (with a 
damaged edge). The green areas are 
the shapes of the mortar beds which 
bear impressions of individual 
talatat-blocks. Plan by Juan 
Friedrichs; digitisation by B. Kemp. 
Left: the block pattern on the right 
has been reconstructed to show the 
two different patterns used for 
alternate stone layers. 



horizon
page 20

The blocks of the north wall had been laid in two alternating 
patterns (Figure 9): layer type A, consisting of two blocks end to end 
at right angles to the temple axis, a run of four (thus eight blocks) 
measuring 1.12 m; layer type B, consisting of two edge blocks 
parallel to each of the two wall faces, with four blocks laid at right 
angles to fill the intervening gap (thus a group of eight blocks) 
measuring 1.06 m. 

North wall length 186 m: type A layer, 186 ÷ 1.12 x 8 = 1,328 blocks 
North wall length 186 m: type B layer, 186 ÷ 1.06 x 8 = 1,404 blocks 

7 m wall height = 4 layers to the metre = 28 layers or 14 type A plus 
14 type B = 14 x 1,328 + 14 x 1,404 = 18,592 + 19,656 = 38,248 
blocks 

north wall plus south wall: 38,248 x 2 = 76,496 blocks 

For the remainder of the temple, we have to allow for six walls 
(including the rear, east wall) crossing from side to side, each with 
an internal length of 29.64 m (32 m minus the 1.18 m widths of the 
north and south walls). 

type A layer, 29.64 ÷ 1.12 x 8 = 212 blocks 
type B layer, 29.64 ÷ 1.06 x 8 = 224 blocks 

7 m wall height = 4 layers to the metre = 28 layers or 14 type A plus 
14 type B = 14 x 212 + 14 x 224 = 2,968 + 3,136 = 6,104 blocks 

Thus, six of these walls (and assuming a simplified pylon shape) =  
6 x 6104 = 36,624 blocks 

For the front pylons, we can calculate from the preservation of almost 
all of the foundations for the south pylon (excluding the platform 
between the pylons but including the line of the south wall). The plan 
shows an average of 6 rows of header blocks, each row containing 
40 blocks = 240 blocks per layer. With a 15 m pylon height = 4 layers 
to the metre = 15 x 4 layers = 60 layers, each of 240 blocks = 
14,400 blocks; for the two pylons together 28,800 blocks. 

The temple contained 795 stone offering-tables. Each was made 
from layers of six talatat-blocks built up from the gypsum-concrete 
foundation layer. If each table stood 1 m above the stone floor, 
towards the front of the temple, where the foundations were deeper, 
each would have needed six layers and, towards the back where the 
foundation concrete was closer to the surface, four layers. If we use 
an average figure of five layers, the 795 tables would have required 
6 x 5 x 795 = 23,850 blocks. 

The total number of blocks calculated so far is 165,770. To these 
figures should be added the stonework for the intricate wall system 
at the back of the temple and the stone slabs (probably half a 
talatat-block in thickness) to cover the floor areas between walls 
and between individual offering-tables. Leaving aside these last 
elements (which are far from negligible), one can say that the Great 
Aten Temple (its block requirement standing at least at 165,770) 
would have required more than three quarries of the size of the 
Queen Tiy quarry (its output estimated as between 29,000 and 
50,000 blocks) to furnish the amount of stone needed needed, 
perhaps four or even five. 

We make no suggestion that the source of the stones for 
the Great Aten Temple was the Queen Tiy quarry. We use it 
as an aid to visualising the scale of the supply of stone 
needed to build Amarna. According to the scene in the 
tomb of Huya at Amarna, Tiy possessed a solar temple 
(‘sunshade of Ra’) of her own (Davies 1905b, 19–25, Pls. 
VIII–XII; Fairman 1951, 201, 203–205; Kemp 1995, 459). 
Its location is not known, although Kemp has suggested it 
lay in the southern sector of Amarna (Kemp 1995, 459). 

In ancient Egypt, institutions (including temples) and senior 
individuals (including members of the royal family) could 
own productive sources. The name of Queen Tiy in the 
quarry at Amarna is probably a mark of ownership. 
Perhaps its main output was stone for her own sun-temple. 
In that case, we learn that it was considerably smaller than 
the Great Aten Temple (at least in terms of its stone parts, 
remembering the case of the Small Aten Temple where much 
of the building material, even for pylons, was mud brick). 

The Queen Tiy quarry lies at the south-eastern extremity of 
an area of the desert plateau containing many surface 
quarries, large and small (Harrell 2001). One runs as a 
long gallery just beneath the top edge of the cliff. It would 
be a major project to estimate how much stone these open 
quarries could have produced. But Amarna-Period 
limestone quarries were not confined to Amarna itself. 
Extensive underground quarries had developed in the 
desert to the north of Amarna, in the region of Deir el-
Bersha and Deir Abu Hennis. In lying opposite El-
Ashmunein they will have supplied stone for buildings in 
that city over a long period, but some of the quarries also 
served Amarna, using (at least in part) desert trackways 
which linked them to Amarna (De Laet, et al., 2015). The 
contemporaneity of some of the quarries with the building 
of Amarna is made clear from a graffito in one of them in 
which the names of Akhenaten and Nefertiti occur along 
with the date ‘year 16’ and a mention of the ‘Mansion of 
the Aten’ (a term used at Amarna for the Small Aten 
Temple) (Van der Perre, 2012, 2014). In the peak periods 
of building (cf. Van der Perre 2015, 14–18) the demand for 
stone at Amarna could have reached a level that saw 
quarries sending consignments of stone blocks from 
places even further away, quarries that retain insufficient 
dating evidence (or have been insufficiently studied) to tell 
us when they were worked. 

The Great Aten Temple was one of several buildings 
constructed from stone blocks, the largest being probably 
the Great Palace. In view of the relatively brief existence of 
Amarna it is likely that several of these buildings were 
under construction at the same time. This raises the 
question of whether the procurement of stone blocks was 
centrally managed. Did the people responsible for each 
building separately arrange for the quarrying and transport 
of the stone needed, or was there a central authority 
charged with ensuring a supply of stone to the city? If they 
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arrived at a central collection area, were the stone blocks then 
distributed to each of the main buildings? Was there an 
element of competition for resources amongst the officials 
responsible? Is this why Queen Tiy possessed a quarry in her 
name, to ensure greater control over stone procurement by her 
officials (perhaps headed by Huya, her steward and head of her 
treasury, whose rock tomb, no. 1 at Amarna, lies above the 
access route to her quarry)? One way to make progress if the 
supply of stone blocks was insufficient was to use more mud 
bricks. This would explain why, at the Small Aten Temple, 
elements which one would expect to have been built in stone 
(mainly the first three pairs of pylons) were actually of mud 
brick. After Akhenaten’s death, a platform within the gateway 

between the first pylons at the Small Aten Temple was replaced 
using limestone talatat-blocks (Mallinson 1989, 125–126, 
138). Was this a prelude to a planned replacement of the 
pylons themselves, using stone blocks ordered from the quarry 
at Deir Abu Hennis in which the Nefertiti inscription occurs 
which mentions the ‘Mansion of the Aten’ (i.e. the Small Aten 
Temple, see above)? 
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Protecting the Amarna 
Desert Altars 
Like many archaeological sites in regional Egypt, parts of Amarna are threatened by illegal 
agriculture. Recently, the Amarna Project (University of Cambridge), together with the Egyptian 
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA), started a programme of protective walling to create 
buffer zones for threatened areas of the site, with the generous support of an ARCE AEF grant. 
Anna Stevens reports on the project. 
 Our target area was a parcel of agricultural land north of the town of El-Till Beni Amran near the north end of the Amarna bay. In 
recent years, the privately owned fields here had started to extend eastwards onto Antiquities Land, coming to within around 50 m 
of the ancient ‘Desert Altars’. This distinctive religious complex is visible in the distance on the road out to the North Tombs. It is 
formed of three huge mud-brick altars, each of a different design, surrounded by a simple stone enclosure. It is a very fragile site, 
which sits exposed on the desert floor. The site would be easily destroyed by encroaching field systems, with rising ground water 
also posing a threat. 

Mr Alaa Abdel Rahman (Directorate of Survey) sets the line of the wall, 
prior to construction.  

A view across the low desert of Amarna, showing the remnants of illegal fields in the 
foreground, and the Desert Altars in the middle distance, marked by the low mounds. 

Builders from El-Till Beni Amran and Deir el-Bersha construct 
the wall in December 2020.  
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The Desert Altars are one of only two peripheral temples that now 
survive at Amarna, the other one being the Sun Temple of Nefertiti 
at Kom el-Nana. Originally, there were probably five or six such 
temples on the desert perimeter of the city. The function of the 
Desert Altars is not entirely clear, but they may have served the 
funerary cults of the important officials buried at the North Tombs 
nearby. The field systems were also beginning to extend 
northwards, into the North City, one of the residential areas of 
ancient Akhetaten, which also includes a large palace and 
administrative buildings. 

Given the vulnerability of these areas, it was decided to build two 
lengths of stone wall along the north and east edges of the fields. 
This is the first time that a programme of walling has been trialed at 
Amarna as a heritage protection measure. The work had the goals, 
most immediately, of helping to protect the Desert Altars and the 
North City. It also sought to create a buffer between modern 
settlement and the landscape of the North Tombs, which includes 
large Amarna Period pit-grave cemeteries, and to provide greater 
clarity regarding boundaries going forward. 

Work began in December 2020, launching with a survey and 
followed by construction of a 782 m stretch of wall along the eastern 
edge of the fields. A second phase of work saw a shorter wall of  
180 m built to the north, adjacent to the ancient North City. The 
walls were built in limestone blocks to a height of 2 m. The project 
was successfully completed in March 2021. The construction of the 
walls has helped to ease a point of tension for heritage managers at 
the site. The impacts of the walls on the site and local communities 
will continue to be monitored, and opportunities to extend the 
programme to other parts of Amarna will be explored.  
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The project was undertaken with the permission of the Ministry of 
Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA) and the support of the Mallawi 
MoTA office. Particular thanks are due to Mr Gamal Abu Bakr 
(Director of Middle Egypt Antiquities), Mr Fathy Awad (Director, 
Southern Minia Antiquities), Mr Hamada Kellawy (Chief Inspector, 
Mallawi Antiquities), Eng. Tarek El Sanadiki (Director of Projects 
Sector, Middle Egypt), Mr Mahmoud Mohammed Mohsen 
(Inspector) and Mr Salah Abdel Badea and Mr Ahmed Abdullah 
(Survey Department, Mallawi).   

The partially completed wall near the Desert Altars, its foundations still to 
be backfilled, creating a local access road along the edge of the fields. 

A view from near the Desert Altars facing west towards the completed boundary 
wall, visible in the distance between the abandoned fields and the houses beyond. 
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During the 2017 excavation season at the Great Aten 
Temple a small piece of metal with a check-patterned, 
cracked crust was discovered (Figure 1). Its size was 
4.5 x 3 x 2.5 cm. It was given the object registration 
number 41901. The site supervisor was Miriam 
Bertram. The piece was found during the excavation of 
a deep stratum of rubble which had been laid down to 
bury an early mud floor and structural remains built 
on it (mainly mud-brick offering-tables) during the 
occupation of Amarna. The location was within the  
5 x 5 m excavation square I29, the levelling-rubble 
having the unit number (17408). Once the layer of 
levelling-rubble was in place, its upper surface 
became the ground level for the rebuilt main temple to 
the Aten. The iron piece lay about 30 cm below this 
upper surface (which had itself been covered by loose 
surface debris from subsequent periods of 
disturbance). There was no sign that the iron piece lay 
within a pit dug from the surface of the rubble. The 
date of deposition is thus securely placed close to 
Akhenaten’s regnal year 12, the date when the 
rebuilding of the temple began. 

By a fortunate coincidence, Dr Cory Rogge (the 
Andrew W. Mellon research scientist at the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston and the Menil Collection) was a 
member of the expedition, her main work being to 
analyse materials with the use of a portable X-ray 
fluorescence machine. We are grateful for her 
willingness to take a series of five readings from the 
surface of the piece and to comment on the 
spectrograms that resulted (Figure 2, Tables 1–5). 
The piece suffered no damage to its surface and is 
now stored in the antiquities magazine at Amarna.  

A nugget of 
iron from the 
Great Aten 
Temple

Figure 1. Object 41901 from the Great Aten Temple. Photos by Andreas Mesli. 

Figure 2. Locations of the five areas from which readings from the 
portable X-ray florescence machine were obtained (see Tables 1–5).
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“X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy, a non-
destructive form of elemental analysis, was used 
to examine a heavy oblong object with a reddish 
interior and a yellowish-gray crust. The surface 
has deep cracks that appear to penetrate down 
into the interior. 

Elemental analysis shows that the object is very 
heterogeneous, but all areas contain high levels of 
iron and detectable levels of nickel. Silicon, 
potassium, calcium, and titanium were also 
detected in all areas analysed. Some areas also 
exhibited chlorine, manganese, and copper. 

The co-occurrence of iron and nickel suggests that 
this object may be a meteorite or, more likely, 
composed of iron of meteoric origin. Most iron or 
stony iron meteorites are strongly magnetic and 
do not have an oblong shape as this leads to 
aerodynamic instability and disintegration during 
atmospheric entry. The object does not display 
regmaglypts, the shallow depressions caused by 
surface melting during atmospheric entry that are 
characteristic of many meteorites, although stony 
and stony-iron meteorites may not display these. 
The thick crust on the object could obscure 
regmaglypts, but is itself uncharacteristic as 
fusion crusts formed upon entry are usually quite 

thin. However, longer weathering times could 
result in greater crust formation. Therefore, the 
bulk of the physical characteristics of the object 
suggest it is not an unmodified meteorite, but 
could be meteoric iron processed in such a way as 
to alter the morphology of the original object. This 
supposition, however, is based upon the detection 
of Ni and Fe, and nickel-rich ores can sometimes 
be mistaken for meteoric iron, and there are 
sources for nickel-rich iron ores in the 
Mediterranean, in particular in Greece, but they 
appear not to have been worked until the 2nd 
century BCE (Photos 1989).  Microstructure 
analysis and detection of Widmanstätten patterns, 
regions of long nickel-rich kamacite or taenite 
(alloys of Ni and Fe), would be necessary to 
confirm a meteoric origin. These patterns can 
persist in cold-worked metal objects made from 
meteoric iron and also withstand low temperature 
annealing below 1000 degrees C (Photos 1989; 
Johnson et al. 2013).”

Dr Rogge writes as follows: 

Table 1. Spectrum of the reading from area A (specimen A). Table 2. Spectrum of the reading from area B (specimen B). 



horizon
page 26

The levelling-rubble at the front of the temple 
contained a high proportion of pieces of mud brick 
in various stages of reduction to their original soil. 
The source is fairly clear. In order to assist the 
builders of the new stone temple, an area at the 
front where colossal columns were to be erected 
was surrounded by a thick temporary brick wall, the 
space then filled with sand to create a rising 
platform on which the builders could work. When the 
colonnades were finished, the sand was removed, 
the brick wall demolished, and the rubble spread 
around the front of the temple. A variety of objects 
became incorporated into it, presumably from local 
deposits. The iron piece 41901 was one of them. It 
should be noted that over the entire excavated area 
of the temple, although there are areas which are 
probably workshops, the only evidence for heating 
installations having been present on the mud floor 
beneath the levelling-rubble are patches where the 
mud has taken on a brown or orange colour from 
heat which could derive from the use of large pottery 
bowls containing charcoal. These are primarily 
domestic although there is also evidence for the 
burning of incense. There are no signs of higher 
temperatures having been sought, such as would be 
needed for metal-working. 

Since it appears not to be the product of metal-
working in the vicinity of its place of finding, the 
question arises, was it an object of value either 
brought to the temple out of piety and deliberately 
left or, having been carried in for another reason, 
then lost? 
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Rediscovering  
an old discovery:  
F.G. Newton’s  
cartouche pot  
Barry Kemp and Marc Gabolde 

Volume 10 (for 1924) of the Journal of Egyptian 
Archaeology contains a report on excavations in the 
Main City of Amarna (as well as on the North Palace) 
directed by Francis Newton. The main descriptive part 
of the Main City section covers the large house and 
surrounding grounds, Q44.1 (Figure 1). (This is now 
the partially restored house with viewing platform 
located some 250 m south of the Small Aten Temple). 
Newton continues from here: 

Figure 1. Plan of houses Q44.1 and Q44.13 by F.G. Newton. After Newton 1924, Pl. XXV. 
For an enlargement of the plan of Q44.13 see Figure 9. 

‘Outside the southern wall of the garden of house Q44.1 were 
the remains of a small house Q44.13, the greater part of which 
had been washed away by the water from the wâdî. In the yard 
of this house an interesting discovery was made. This was the 
top half of a large pot of the type used to contain preserved 
meat. The lower edge of this was broken and there were no 
traces of any fragments of the bottom half lying about, so it can 
hardly have been in its original position when in use (unless 
this broken half had been placed in the yard as a receptacle of 
some sort). On this sherd were three cartouches and an 
inscription in hieratic. The cartouches were those of Seti I, 
Horemhab and the third was entirely washed out, with the 
exception of the letter  at the bottom, which might 
indicate that it was that of Akhenaten. This points to a 
continuous occupation at any rate of part of the city down to 
the time of Seti I’ (Newton 1924, 293). 

There was no further report on the inscribed piece of pot 
(which cannot properly be classed as an ostracon since, when 
the text and figures were inscribed, the pot was probably whole 
and we do not know if text and pictures were in some way 
connected to the purpose that the pot served), although its 
importance for charting the history of Akhetaten is obvious.  

Kemp continues: “In the early days of my work as the Egypt 
Exploration Society director for Amarna, I examined a large part 
of the photographic archive owned by the Society. There I found 
three half-plate glass negatives from 1923 which recorded the 
inscribed part of the vessel from house Q44.13. They have the 
negative catalogue numbers TA.NEG.23.041, TA.NEG.23.042 
and TA.NEG.23.043 (Figures 2–4). An attempt to interest a 
colleague in transcribing it having failed (and accepting the 
limits of my own proficiency in hieratic), I left the matter at the 
back of my mind until this current year (2022). Through the 
widespread interest aroused by the approaching centenary 
anniversary of the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun I 
accepted an invitation to give lectures on the theme of 
‘Tutankhamun and Amarna’. This led me back to Newton’s pot 
with the cartouches and the post-Akhenaten afterlife at 
Amarna which it suggests. For some years the Amarna Project’s 
hieratic material has been transcribed and translated by Marc 
Gabolde of the Université Paul Valéry - Montpellier III. I 
accordingly sent copies of the three photographic negatives to 
him and was delighted firstly to receive a preliminary 
transcription and translation of the text on the following day 
and secondly by the content of the translation. A period of 
discussion and refinements followed.” 
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The photographs confirm Newton’s description of the pot as 
being of ‘the type used to contain preserved meat’. Generally, 
they stand around 60 cm high, with a wide mouth (c. 26–29 
cm across) and a wider maximum diameter located fairly low 
down the vessel’s axis. They are made from a fabric particular 
to them, a hard marl clay covered with a matte cream slip 
(Rose 2007, 129–130, 275–276, type MF1.4). The text and 
other design elements seem, to judge from the photographs, to 
have covered roughly half of the circumference starting a few 
cm below the rim. One of the photographs (TA.NEG.23.041) 
shows a small part of the broken lower edge of the sherd, the 
break descending off the photograph to an unknown extent. A 
long crack running around the pot can be seen above it. 

Where is the potsherd now? To address this question it is 
necessary to look more closely at the way the 1923 Amarna 
season was organised. The director was Francis Newton 
(Bierbrier 2012, 403), who returned to direct the 1924 season, 
only to die (Encephalitis lethargica was diagnosed) in Asyut 
hospital on Christmas Day of that year (Whittemore 1926, 3; 
Whittemore 1929). In 1923 he had arrived at Amarna on 
28 October with two assistants (S.R.K. Glanville and 
W.B. Emery) and began excavation in the town site on the 
following afternoon. He remained at Amarna as field director 
until 2 January 1924 when he left for Cairo, intending to travel 
to Mesopotamia, having, part way through his ‘season’, begun 
a new undertaking, the excavation of the North Palace. In 
consequence of this, he began the repair of a large ancient 
house in the North City which in time replaced the southern 
expedition house. The expedition continued its work into 
February, now under the directorship of F. Ll. Griffith, the 
fieldwork being now entirely within the Main City. For both 

halves of the season Emery and Glanville were present and 
both of them kept notebooks. Emery was also responsible for 
the object and stone fragments record ‘cards’ for material 
found in the Main City and also in the North Palace. 

Newton and Emery excavated ground towards the northern part 
of the Main City, working separate areas. Newton had chosen 
to start on a conspicuous mound which turned out to cover a 
large and relatively well-preserved house with outbuildings in 
its grounds all of which were given the house number Q44.1. 
Its excavation took up most of the time Newton devoted to the 
Main City. At the same time, Emery excavated a group of 
smaller houses located separately but not far away. They 
acquired the house numbers Q44.2–12. At the very end of 
Newton’s work he added a small house (Q44.13) which was 
attached to the southern enclosure wall of Q44.1. Emery’s 
excavation notes have survived though remain unpublished; for 
Newton we have his fairly detailed Journal report (which 
includes a detailed plan) but no field notes. 

An entry for 27 November in Newton’s expedition diary (EES 
Amarna document TA.001.01) states: ‘The Mudir of Assiut 
came. Pot with inscription of Set(y) I found.’ For the following 
day we read ‘Finished work on town site & dismissed all locals.’ 
As noted above, this was not the end of the season, however. 
Already, on 19 November, Newton began the excavation of the 
north half of the North Palace with a smaller workforce (after a 
one-day test excavation on 6 November). Two days after the 
Main City work was stopped, Newton and perhaps other 
members of the team moved into the recently built rooms 
which were to become the northern expedition house in the 
North City.  

Figure 2. Photograph of Newton’s cartouche pot. EES Amarna archive photo 
TA.NEG.23.041. Courtesy of The Egypt Exploration Society. 

Figure 3. Photograph of Newton’s cartouche pot. EES Amarna archive photo 
TA.NEG.23.042. Courtesy of The Egypt Exploration Society. 
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On 27 December, a rest day and seemingly the day after work 
at the North Palace finished, two antiquities officials arrived at 
Amarna to conduct a division of finds from Newton’s work. They 
were C.C. Edgar (Keeper in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo) and 
G.A. Wainwright (Chief Inspector of Middle Egypt). It is not 
stated in the surviving sources whether the division was held at 
the northern or southern expedition house. The person who 
was to take over from Newton as director, F.Ll. Griffith, had 
arrived at Amarna, with his wife Nora Griffith, on 21 December. 
A week later he resumed excavations in the Main City and 
remained in the southern expedition house until he finished in 
February (Griffith 1924, 299). Adjacent to the expedition house 
was a building which was used as the expedition magazine 
(although it had probably begun as Petrie’s expedition house). 
It is very likely, therefore, that the division took place at the 
southern house, and probably within the magazine behind the 
house. Much of the pottery, at least from the Main City 
excavations, was eventually buried in caches close to the 
northern side of the southern expedition house, from where 
they were recovered in 2002 (Rose 2007, 35; Rose 2002). 

After the division had ended, Newton summarised the results 
on a sheet of lined foolscap paper (now EES Amarna document 
TA.004.04). At the top he created two columns. At the head of 
the left column he wrote: ‘Museum takes’ (referring to the 
Egyptian Museum, Cairo) and at the head of the right column: 
‘E.E.S. takes’. The entries that follow are a mixture of individual 
objects and groups. In the Museum column, the third entry is: 
‘1 large pot with a collection of cartouches on it. Horemheb, 
Seti & one doubtful.’ Below both columns come what appear to 
be the signatures of Edgar and Wainwright, and the date: 
27.12.23. Newton then drew a short line and wrote his own 
signature. Further below Newton added a signed paragraph 
which stated: 

‘Although I have signed the above division I should have much 
liked to have been able to include the ostracon in my share & 
should be willing to redeem it by giving the Museum a larger 
share of the mangers.’ This last comment refers to the 
decorated slabs of limestone which were parts of mangers or 
feeding-troughs discovered at the North Palace and which had 
presumably been transported from the north expedition house 
(where an open court was used as the place where stonework, 
including the limestone mangers, was stored, as shown in EES 
negative TA.NEG.23.059b). Near the bottom of the sheet 
comes the additional statement: ‘Not accepted by Lacau’ 
followed by Newton’s initials. Pierre Lacau was the director of 
the Egyptian Museum at this time. 

In his writings Newton uses the word ‘ostracon’ for only one 
piece. This is not the pot with the cartouches but a small 
limestone slab found in the North Palace on which was 
depicted, partly by carving and partly by black ink lines, a 
seated princess in front of a table of food, eating a duck 
(Newton 1924, 295, Pl. XXIII.1). This appears as the seventh 
item on Newton’s list of objects chosen by the Egyptian 
Museum and described as ‘Limestone ostracon (figure of 
princess)’. It must be this piece that Newton had so hoped 
would be part of his share and on which Lacau refused to 
negotiate. 

When the group of objects entered the Egyptian Museum they 
were, either singly or in small lots, given numbers and brief 
descriptions in the Museum’s Journal d’Entrée. Seventeen 
numbers were used (48035–48081 but in a discontinuous 
series) for the fruits of the division with Newton. The princess 
ostracon received the number 48035. None of the entries, 
however, refers to a ‘large pot with a collection of cartouches 
on it’. Moreover, a search through details of the numbers 

Figure 4. Photograph of Newton’s cartouche pot. EES Amarna archive photo 
TA.NEG.23.043. Courtesy of The Egypt Exploration Society. 
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allocated to objects from Amarna excavations between 1921 
and 1937 (the years of the Egypt Exploration Society work) has 
also failed to identify it. 

Selected objects from the Egypt Exploration Society Amarna 
excavations were given a number in a series which was begun 
each year. The cards for both the Main City and the North 
Palace in 1923 were created by Emery. His last card in the 
former series is dated to the day after the discovery of the pot 
with cartouches, which failed to receive either a number or an 
object card, perhaps reflecting a view (encountered in other 
seasons) that ostraca deserved a numbering sequence of their 
own and were not properly ‘objects’. At the same time that 
Emery was maintaining the series of object cards, Glanville was 
making a register of pots, house by house (EES Amarna 
document TA.003.13). It covers both Newton’s and Griffith’s 
work in the Main City. Each pot is given its own number. The 
entry for no. 134 reads:  

‘Red ware, jar, (type) XX Top only, with 6 lines of Hieratic; and 3 
cartouches, one that of Seti I. fragment Ins. H.’ 

The last note ‘Ins. H.’ is one of several temporary means of 
identifying houses whilst a proper designation for the house 
(which would become Q44.13) was being worked out (for the 
difficulties surrounding the numbering of houses in the Main 
City, see Kemp and Garfi 1993, 30–33). It probably decodes as 
‘Inscription House’, referring to the cartouche pot. 

The previous pot number, 133, and from the same house, 
reads: 

‘Red ware, jar (type) XCV Large pot with cylindrical sides. Slight 
carination, rounding sharply into flattened base. Fragments of 
large hieratic letters. (ht.) 37.5 (dia.) 40.3. Ins.’ 

It is intriguing to find that the same small house contained a 
second hieratic inscription although no record of it has 
emerged and it was not included in the division. In both cases 
Glanville was using the typology for pots worked out two years 
before at Amarna and published in City of Akhenaten I (Peet 
and Woolley 1923, 135–141, type XX/134, featured on Pl. 
XLIX). Glanville’s pot number 134 was not used by Newton as a 
means of identification for his list of pieces in the division. 

In addition to his pottery notebook, Glanville kept an A4-size 
notebook which covered both the work at the North Palace and 
that carried out in the Main City (EES Amarna document 
TA.003.12). The greater part is taken up with sketches, 
measurements and notes which form the main source of 
information for much of the painted wall plaster in the North 
Palace (and fully used by Weatherhead in her study of Amarna 
palace painting, Weatherhead 2007, Chapter 4). It also 
includes pages of notes and sketches, some of them coloured 
in water-colour paints, of pottery and small finds. One section 
covers the pottery from Q44.2–.12, the excavation of which 

was Emery’s responsibility. This group omits the two houses 
excavated and planned by Newton, Q44.1 and Q44.13, the 
latter the source of the pot with cartouches. Q44.13, in fact, 
receives no mention. 

This seemed, for a while, to be where the trail of evidence for 
the cartouche pot ended. On further enquiry, however, 
Stephanie Boonstra of the Egypt Exploration Society went 
through a portion of the Society’s correspondence for the 
period. She found a letter from Newton to Mary Jonas (then the 
Society’s secretary) written in Cairo on January 6th. It has the 
archive number 6098. One passage reads: 

“The museum have taken the Seti potsherd & it is at present 
left with Dr Griffith to study. He says there is no doubt of the 
cartouche being Seti I & the other one is Horemheb. Please tell 
Dr Hall this. I am afraid he was misled by Emery’s 
transcription.” 

What this implies is that, at the time of the division at Amarna, 
with both Newton and Griffith present, Edgar and Wainwright, 
representing the Egyptian Museum, agreed to leave the 
potsherd behind, in Griffith’s keeping, so that he could 
complete a study of it, presumably in time for him to return it to 
the Museum via the division that he would have with the 
Museum when he himself finished his season a month later.  

An enquiry to the Griffith Institute in Oxford, accompanied by 
prints of the photographs of the potsherd in the EES archive, 
followed. This elicited a rapid response from Elizabeth Fleming, 
the Griffith Institute archive curator. She was able to identify an 
envelope of documents which Griffith had started to prepare 
for a publication but had left unfinished. The documents 
comprise two sheets of paper and three photographs which 
bear the identifiers Griffith MSS 02.08.1–5. The details are: 
MSS 02.08.1, a sheet of handwritten notes by Griffith on the 
texts and sketches; MSS 02.08.2, a sheet on which are sketch 
copies of two of the human heads; MSS 02.08.3–5, prints 
made (presumably at the Amarna expedition house) from the 
three glass-plate negatives, over which Griffith has drawn with 
an ink pen the shapes that he considered significant. These 
include the hieratic signs. The documents are referenced as 
‘Pot XX 23/134’, see 
https://archive.griffith.ox.ac.uk/index.php/griffith-2-8 

This material allowed Gabolde to complete his transcription of 
the hieratic and translation (with notes) of the texts and (by 
removal of the backgrounds to the three photographs) to 
prepare a single facsimile of the various elements (including 
the hieratic) that had been inscribed in black and red ink on 
the shoulder of the pot. These results are presented on the 
following pages.  
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They begin with a transcription of Griffith MSS 02.08.1: a single 
sheet of ink notes written by Griffith. The transcription is by Kemp. 
The remainder of this section is the work of Gabolde. 

Pot XX 23/134 

The hieratic graffito is in black ink, prayers to Ammon on behalf of 
the priest and artificier of Amenresonther named P-’Ahe.  

To the right is a cartouche below double feathers all in double 
drawing orange & black, apparently of Hor-em-heb with
following below in black. The signs are badly proportioned to fill the 
cartouche and perhaps for this reason are almost wholly erased. 
To the right again is a black cartouche of Sety I the signs in it 
drawn double in orange & black. Over it in black ‘praised of the 
good god very ill written in a horizontal line & in a column “the 
priest P-’ahe(?)” To the right again is a figure in doubled outline as 
before of a person wearing the uraeus on his forehead striding 
forward holding a shield in one hand the other raised behind his 
head as if brandishing a weapon on the head may be two ostrich 
feathers. 3 incomplete sketches of heads are above and beyond in 
red, and again beyond is a cartouche of Horemheb in red with 
“lord of the two lands” following below. Beyond again in red 
hieratic are the name Pa-ahe and a separate sign ahe. 

N is enclined (sic) that all this with some vaguer lines elsewhere 
represent the work of a scribe or learner’s idle lines 

Notes 
Griffith’s deletions have not been included but, in places 
where he has inserted text, the text is raised slightly. 

By ‘double drawing’ and ‘drawn double’ Griffith seems to 
mean that the scribe, having written the signs, 
strengthened his lines by drawing over them. 

Griffith is clear in stating that there were three 
‘incomplete sketches of heads’. His drawings, however, 
account for only two and the photographs are too 
indistinct to enable the third to be identified. 

Newton had conjectured that the first, very indistinct 
cartouche might have been that of Akhenaten. Griffith, 
however, saw it as apparently that of Horemheb and this 
is, indeed, more convincing.  

In the beginning of the last line but one Griffith quotes the 
opinion of his wife, Nora (abbreviated to ‘N’), who assisted 
him in the recording of objects. He/she used a now 
obsolete spelling for the word ‘inclined’ (Skeat 1910, 194).

Figure 5. Q44.13 cartouche 
pot: schematic sketch of 
texts and iconography by 
M. Gabolde, from drawings 
of F. Ll. Griffith (Griffith 
MSS 02.08.3–5), at Griffith 
Institute, Oxford. 

Figure 6. Schematic 
rendering with JSESH 
conventional 
hieroglyphic font. 
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Notes on the hieratic to hieroglyphic rendition:  

(1) * The two groups are mostly unsure. ** The reading  is attractive, but   and     
could also fit with the traces. 

(2) * The signs for  are mostly defaced. ** The sign  is far from sure. From traces, one can reconstruct  
which could correspond possibly to Moeller II, n° 370: 

 

 

 

 

(5) * Traces are very faint, but quite sure. One supposes here the interrogative/exclamative group jn sw «Is it he? ». 

(6) * The group Moeller n° 548 is very simplified and close to post-New-Kingdom hieratic.  

Figure 7. Facsimile of the hieratic text from Amarna Q44.13 cartouche pot by F. Ll. Griffith (Griffith MSS 02.08.4 at Griffith 
Institute, Oxford). 
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Translation:  

«(1) May you [indeed make a dj-nsw.t]-ḥtp-offering-formulaa) for 
Amun-Ra ruler of eternityb). (2) May He grant you that children 
live to be this sweet breathe (to) nostrilsc) (3) every day. May He 
grant you to be praised in front of the king and may love you (4) 
his entourage until you reach the jmȝḫ-condition (i.e. death) 
peacefully. (5) Is it hed), the greatly praised one of his Perfect 
God (i.e. the king)? Or is it the wʿb-priest (of the) 
craftsmanshipe) of (6) Amun-Ra king of the gods, Pa-ahaf)?» 

Notes to translation:  

a) With the verb jr.t, choices are limited. It cannot be jȝw which 
uses (r)d(j).t, nor dwȝ, nor jnḏ-ḥr which are generally not 
objects of any verb. So dj nsw.t ḥtp remains the most attractive 
solution and is well attested with jr.t.  

b) A rare epithet for Amun, see LGG V, p. 531–532, which 
records only eight references for this god (p. 531b [A.a)]), all 
from the New-Kingdom.  

c) For the demonstrative adjective with ṯȝw, compare the 
papyrus of Pinedjem II: ṯȝw pwy {m}nḏm jmy š{r}j.tj=k pLondon 
BM 10793, Tb 056 [15,14], I. MUNRO, Der Totenbuch-Papyrus 
des Hohenpriesters Pa-nedjem II—(pLondon BM 
10793/pCampbell), HAT 3, Wiesbaden 1996, Tf. 16. 

d) jn sw: one supposes tentatively the use of interrogative jn + 
dependant pronoun (or 1st present prefixed mark when 
introducing a verb), rarely attested. See, however, 
M. KOROSTOVTSEV, Grammaire du néo-égyptien, Moskow 
1972, p. 149, §166 ex. (1) (j)n sw jw «Has he come?»; 
Fr. NEVEU, The Language of Ramesses: Late Egyptian 
Grammar (translated from the French by Maria Cannata), 
Oxbow Books, Oxford & Philadelphia 2015, p. 58, § 16, 2, 
example 7 (with alternative writing, from Wenamun, 2, 27–28 
[= LES, 69, 12–13], and not at the beginning of a sentence:  
(…) jn sw dy jn bn sw (dy) «(…) whether he was here, or if (he) 
was not (here)»). For the construction jn … jn … («Is it …or …?»), 
see also the examples provided by J. ČERNÝ, S.I. GROLL, A Late 
Egyptian Grammar, Studia Pohl: Series maior 4, Biblical 
Institute Press, Roma 1978, p. 555, § 61.3: (j)n sw m-dj=k (j)n 
ȝq pȝ=j-jr=f «Do you have it, or has it been destroyed?».     

e) Various possible translations are: «wʿb-priest (of the) 
craftsmanship» as proposed here, but also: «wʿb-priest and 
craftsman», or: «wʿb-priest (of the) craftsmen». 

f) H. RANKE, Die ägyptischen Personennamen I, J.J. Augustin, 
Glückstadt 1935, p. 103, 9 (the «Warrior», the «Fighter »). 

Commentary   

The metaphorical use of the breath formula (ṯȝw pn nḏm [m] 
šrj.t=k)—which simply expresses the feeling of being released 
from existential angst—is here connected to the benefit of 
having children alive, which was effectively the guarantee for a 
good old age. Dying in serenity and fullness surrounded by 
children is already a topos of Egyptian literature. 

The pseudo-rhetorical question at the end of the text: «(5) Is it 
he, the greatly praised one of his Perfect God (i.e. the king)? Or 
is it the w’b-priest (of the) craftsmanship of (6) Amun-Ra king 
of the gods, Pa-aha», looks a little bit like an oracular query 
with two outcomes: it is/it is not. But the issue regarding the 
answer is not clear concerning Pa-aha who seems to benefit 
from each result. It is equally possible to avoid the interrogative 
mode: «(5) Whether it is he, the greatly praised one of his 
Perfect God (i.e. the king), whether it is the w’b-priest (of the) 
craftsmanship of (6) Amun-Ra king of the gods, Pa-aha». Two 
qualities are put in the pans of the balance: the favour of the 
king on one side and the religious position on the other. Each 
of them could end up with the expected reward: a quiet old age 
within family. Other possibilities are considered at the end of 
the article. 

In his Journal of Egyptian Archaeology article Newton began to 
explore the significance of the pot: 

‘It will be noticed on the plan that Rooms 6, 12, 14, 18, 19, 20 
all have walls built up inside them which do not belong to the 
original building. Also that Rooms 5, 18 and 20 have their 
doors blocked. The walls are roughly built and this may have 
been done when the owner left the house, and he may have 
walled up certain stores with the intention of fetching them 
later. On the other hand it may be the work of squatters who 
occupied the house after the city was deserted for the purpose 
of taking away the stone or any valuable that remained. The 
braziers in Rooms 1 and 3 and a square hearth with ashes in it 
at the top of the steps of the small garden entrance on the 
west may also be part of this occupation, but there was no 
evidence anywhere to show that this could have been of long 
duration’ (Newton 1924, 292–293). 

A little further on, he continued: 

‘So far excavation has shown no signs of a definite habitation 
of any of the houses later than Tutankhamun, but there have 
been traces in some of the houses of temporary squatters and, 
as will be shown later, this was clearly the case in the North 
Palace. It is quite possible that during the reigns of Horemhab 
and Seti I there was a colony of quarrymen occupying part of 
the town. The most likely place for them to choose would be 
the centre of the town near the great palace and on the bank 
of the river. As all the land between the great palace and the 
river is now under cultivation we cannot excavate there, and 
this would explain why up to now so few traces of any later 
occupation have been observed. The systematic way in which 
almost every stone in the town has been broken up or taken 
away would require a considerable amount of time, perhaps 
many years’ (Newton 1924, 293). 

Now that we know what the hieratic text says, a different 
picture emerges. It is not the work of a ‘squatter’; nor is it likely 
to be ‘learner’s idle lines’ (the second of Nora Griffith’s 
suggestions). The hieratic has mostly been written by a scribe 
with a practiced, flowing hand and the accompanying sketches 
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are rendered with some care (allowing for the awkwardness of 
writing and drawing on the curved surface of a large and 
cumbersome pot). The author belonged to the official, scribal 
class (as Griffith recognised in his first suggestion) and held 
the title of ‘priest’ and possibly another connected to 
craftsmen of the god Amun-Ra. It is thus more likely that he 
was the ‘owner’ of the large house Q44.1 than of the tiny 
adjacent house Q44.13 where the potsherd was found. He 
could even have been a descendant of the first owner. This 
raises the question, where and how would he have exercised 
his authority? Newton rightly pointed out the scale of the 
undertaking that followed the end of the Amarna Period when 
all the stone buildings were demolished. The timetable for this, 
however, is far from clear (cf. Figure 10). 

One way of currently reading the evidence is to see the 
accession of Tutankhamun as initiating a policy of 
delegitimisation of Akhenaten, perhaps by figures in the 
administration who had been considering this and now moved 
quickly to accomplish it. At the Great Aten Temple, 
delegitimisation took the form of removing scenes and images 
of Akhenaten and his family from the temple walls by scraping 
them clean, and by breaking into mostly small pieces the hard 
stone and alabaster slabs and statues which depicted the royal 
family. This allowed the cult, still of the Aten/Ra-horakhty, to 
continue at least into the reign of Horemheb. This has been 
established by previous excavations. Petrie’s excavation ‘in the 
west end of the great temenos’ (presumably in the vicinity of 
the front of the Long Temple) yielded a corner block which 
combined a scene of courtiers with the prenomen cartouche of 
Horemheb (Petrie 1894, 11, 43, Pl. XI.5; Nicholson 2009, 312; 
the block is now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, reg. 
1893.1–41 (312)). The excavations of the Egypt Exploration 
Society at the Sanctuary brought to light pieces from a small 
sphinx and probably other pieces of sculpture bearing the 
same king’s name and titles (now in the British Museum, 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA58468
, also 58468_1–58468_4, 58469; also Pendlebury 1951, 12, 
Pl. LX.3). Erased cartouches and erased depictions of the royal 
family at the Small Aten Temple are probably telling the same 
story although replacement royal names were never added. 
These delayed demolitions were perhaps confined to the main 
Aten temples in view of the evidence for the use of Amarna 
stone blocks in the foundations of a building of Horemheb at 
El-Ashmunein (Spencer 1989). A long, drawn-out process of 
demolition (continuing into the reign of Rameses II) which 
required supervision by officials would explain the presence of 
P-aha in the Main City. His pot (bearing, of course, the 
cartouche of Sety I) makes no reference to the Aten but instead 
records a prayer to Amun-Ra, perhaps a sign that the 
compromise of temple decoration which honoured the Aten but 
suppressed mention of Akhenaten and his family had come to 
an end.

The house Q44.13 is close to the northern limit of the Main 
City (Figure 8). A piece of evidence for respectful treatment of a 
ruined garden shrine came to light during foundation work in 
2020 for an extension to the antiquities magazine beside the 
southern expedition house which occupies part of the 
enclosure of house L50.9 (Kemp, forthcoming). This is the kind 
of easily overlooked evidence for a community which had 
settled into life in an urban setting in which there are 
insufficient resources (including motivation) for renewal. House 
L50.9 lies 1.5 km south of Q44.13. The surface of the 
intervening ground is covered with a much greater density of 
sherds than is found, for example, in the area south of L50.9 or 
in the North Suburb. Erosion has probably reduced the 
archaeological deposits to the west of the modern road and left 
insufficient traces to compare with the deposits to the east. 
But, even so, the area of this later settlement of Akhetaten 
could have been a strip 1.5 km long by 0.5 km wide. It would 
have housed a population living a somewhat different life to 
that of the city’s heyday, far less reliant on flows of resources 
from outside. These would have included the resources 
(including optimism) which normally would lead to new 
buildings which are, however, hard to identify (the house of 
Ranefer, seemingly built in the reign of Akhenaten’s immediate 
successor, is so far an exception, Kemp and Stevens 2007, I, 
95, 105, 120–127). Yet the prayer written on the cartouche pot 
itself suggests that its author belonged to a scribal community 
which had survived at least into the reign of Sety I. 

If this part of Amarna covers a period of time down at least to 
the reign of Sety I, why is there so little identifiable evidence? 
In particular, why cannot this extended period be picked up in 
the huge amount of pottery that was left behind? The 
cartouche jar supplies the answer. It has the shape of a jar that 
sits comfortably in a corpus of pottery from Amarna that is 
presented as of the Amarna Period. If the surface of the vessel 
had been plain, no one would have commented upon it. A 
second opinion is, in a way, available from another of the 
excavating team. Glanville had spent the previous month 
cataloguing the pottery from the Main City excavations and 
giving each catalogued pot a type number. Glanville, like 
Newton, read the cartouches but made no comment on how a 
typical Amarna pot could be dated to the reign of Seti I. They 
saw the pottery as a homogeneous collection but did not 
pursue the implication that, whilst individual types might be 
given a narrower range of time, in general the pottery at 
Amarna from the reign of Akhenaten to the reign of Sety I (and 
even beyond) forms a rough unity.  

Consideration of the material culture at Amarna after the end 
of the Amarna Period (properly speaking) should centre on the 
site of the ‘River Temple’ (see below) and especially its pottery 
types. In this respect, Peet and Woolley 1923, 136; Aston 
1996, 43; and Rose 2007, 6 offer preliminary observations. 
That said, however, it should not be overlooked that ‘Late 
Period’ sherds, often reworked, are also present as a thin but 
widely spread scatter across the Main City (Kemp and Stevens 
2010, II, 57–65). 
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What did this community do about burials? Given 
the elasticity of dating by archaeological finds at 
Amarna, did some of the cemeteries (especially 
the South Tombs Cemetery) continue for a while, 
even into the Nineteenth Dynasty? In addition to 
the separate cemeteries in open ground behind 
the city, burials had, from early in the city’s 
occupation, been made within the city itself, 
though a few graves which had been disturbed by 
early Amarna Period buildings might belong to an 
even earlier, pre-Amarna phase (Nicholson and 
Hart 2007, 31). Those scattered amongst the 
houses of the Main City have left few means of 
dating, apart from one (in or close to house 
R45.28) which contained a bronze ring bearing 
the prenomen of Tutankhamun/Tutankhaten 
(Griffith 1924, 302; Stevens 2018, 113–115, the 
object no. being 24/686). 

At the end of the New Kingdom, the Deir el-
Medina community at western Thebes was 
absorbed into the town which had grown up 
around what was left of Rameses III’s mortuary 
temple at Medinet Habu (Davies 2018, 1–3). 
Could the same have happened to the community 
of the Amarna Workmen’s Village? Instead of 
returning to Thebes, did they move into a part of 
the Main City and become available for work 
perhaps associated with modifying or dismantling 
the Aten temples? In the later New Kingdom, a 
few people made their burials within the 
Workmen’s Village (Peet and Woolley 1923, 76, 
129). One of them was buried within an 
elaborately painted wooden coffin in a pit grave 
beside the Main Chapel, the side wall of which 
was still standing (Taylor and Boyce 1986). The 
coffin suggests someone from the scribal class. 
Had he retained a memory of how his family had 
once lived in the Workmen’s Village and wished to 
have his burial in a place which he and his family 
still thought of as theirs? 

This continuing post-Amarna community (did it 
develop a place-name of its own which was not 
Akhetaten?) should be distinguished from the 
better documented town which, following its 
excavation in 1922 (following a trial test of the 
ground by Borchardt’s expedition in 1911/1912), 
has been misleadingly called the ‘River Temple’ 
(Peet and Woolley 1923, Chapter VI; Kemp 1995, 
446–448 where its ancient name is suggested to 
have been Per-shes, ‘House of Alabaster’). It was, 
in reality, an area of settlement which had started 
in the time of Akhenaten and continued until at 
least the end of the New Kingdom and probably 
well beyond. It had seen much rebuilding, of the 
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Figure 8. Map of the Main City at Amarna, showing places referred to in the text. 
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kind that creates stratified tell-sites. The most recognisable 
part belonged to a house in the tradition of Amarna houses, 
with central room on the ground floor, its roof supported on 
columns. It had possessed a dais reached by a short flight of 
steps and so qualifies as an ‘elite’ house. The dais had been 
covered in stone slabs, one of them a re-used piece (probably a 
door jamb from an official building) which had originally carried 
the prenomen of Rameses III (Peet and Woolley 160, no. 
22/413 = H.C. 157, Pl. LVIII; EES negative TA.NEG.22.117). The 
house plan has a close similarity with a group of houses 
excavated in the post-New Kingdom town that grew up around 
Medinet Habu temple (Kemp 1995, 447, Figure 15.24). One 
likely reason for the existence of this town is that it stood at the 
end of the road to the Hatnub quarries and therefore had a 
reason of its own to exist; but perhaps it had also become the 
administrative centre for the remnant population of the 
Amarna area, which would explain the evidence for buildings 
provided with inscribed stone door frames.  

There remains to consider why the cartouche jar from Q44.13 
was used as a vehicle for expressing personal thoughts. The 
unusually wide mouths of ‘meat jars’, much wider than those 
belonging to amphorae, made them suitable for storing many 
things other than meat. Their distinctive fabric is strong and 
hard and the thick folded-over rim provides extra 
strengthening. They seem frequently to have been buried up to 
their rims (Peet and Woolley 1923, 138, type XX, with 
comments). When we learn from the Tomb Robbery Papyri from 
the late New Kingdom town at western Thebes that the archive 
of court proceedings was stored in a pottery vessel we should 
be thinking of something of this kind (Peet 1930, 179–182). 
The place where the Newton cartouche pot was found was in a 
walled but open space beside the small house Q44.13 
(Figure 9). Is this a sign that it had been a buried storage pot 
(already bearing its text and symbols) later dug up and broken? 

We should view the texts and sketches as complementing one 
another. As drawn in Figure 5 they include two human heads in 
profile (Griffith’s notes tell us that he saw three). Are they 
supposed to depict the man Pa-aha (whose name means ‘The 
warrior, the fighter’)? The main sign which writes his name 
(human arms carrying shield and mace/axe) occurs three 
times (a fourth if the figure of the smiting king is included). Do 
the last sentences of the main hieratic text refer to two men 
who had the same name (and who lived in the reigns of the two 
kings), one man who was referred to as only ‘greatly praised of 
the perfect god’ and the other man having the title ‘priest’? It is 
possible that the pot is part of a dialogue involving other 
documents (which could have been on papyri which had been 
buried in the jar?). This interesting suggestion of graffiti as 
parts of ‘dialogue’ comes from a fruitful discussion by Gabolde 
with Dr. Ahmed Al-Taher, co-director of the Franco-Egyptien 
Center for the Study of Karnak Temples, who is involved in a 
thorough study of the ancient graffiti at Karnak.  

The wider interest for us is that, probably for the first time, 
Newton’s cartouche pot directly reveals the thoughts of 
someone who lived at Amarna at a time when Akhenaten and 
his ideas were long in the past. It should encourage us to look 
harder for evidence of this community and its beliefs, perhaps 
re-evaluating some of the older evidence from the site. We 
should no longer assume that all things found at Amarna were 
left by people whose ideas reflected the priorities of 
Akhenaten’s reign. As for Newton’s pot itself, it is to be hoped 
that publication of this article will lead to its current whereabouts. 

Last, it should also be noted that the word ʿḥȝ is very frequently 
used in the Letters to the Dead and that «combativeness» is 
one of the selected interactions in the lexical field of relations 
between the living and the defunct. See R. Nyord, «The Letter to 
Nebetitef on Her First Intermediate Period Stela in the Michael 
C. Carlos Museum», JEA 107, 2021, p. 3–19, and, specially, n. 
32; J. Hsieh, Ancient Egyptian Letters to the Dead: The Realm 
of the Dead through the Voice of the Living, p. 93–96; 
S. Donnat Beauquier, Écrire à ses morts. Enquête sur un usage 
rituel de l’écrit dans l’Égypte pharaonique, Jérôme Millon, 
Strasbourg 2014, p. 108–109. 

Figure 10. Speculative diagram of the changing size of the population of Amarna through the reigns of the 
Amarna kings and later. Years of reign are placed above the coloured bars. Since the death of one king in his 
last regnal year was followed immediately by the beginning of what would be a complete first regnal year of the 
next king, the time intervals for each king are bound to be slightly exaggerated. The scale at the bottom marks 
intervals of five years. Figure 9. Newton’s plan of house Q44.13, enlarged from Figure 1.
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After the completion of this article, Kemp wrote a second 
version which, whilst shorter in its treatment of the cartouche 
pot itself, pursued in more detail and with illustrations the 
evidence for the post-Amarna community at Amarna, including 
the ‘River Temple’. This second article, entitled ‘After the 
founder: the Post-Amarna Period at Amarna’, appears in  
The Akhetaten Sun, vol. 28, no. 1 (June 2022), 1–32. It is 
published by the Amarna Research Foundation, 
www.theamarnaresearchfoundation.org/articles.html 
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Please consider donating to the Amarna Trust, a UK-registered charity (no. 1161292).  
You can find more information about giving options at www.amarnatrust.com  

or donate by visiting www.justgiving.com/amarnatrust

The Trust is able to benefit from the present UK tax legislation by reclaiming tax on donations from UK tax-payers under the Gift Aid 
scheme, which increases the value of the gift by nearly a third. The Justgiving donations website does this part of the transaction 
automatically. Otherwise it is necessary to accompany each donation with a Gift Aid declaration form or a similar letter. There are 

further tax advantages for donors who pay at higher rates. 

For residents of the USA, donations can be made to Cambridge in America, a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organisation,  
with the request that the donation be made into a grant for The Amarna Trust.

horizon
page 39



Ancient World Tours run regular tours that include Amarna and we are proud to be sponsors of the excavations 
carried out by the Amarna Project. Contact AWT on +44 (0) 333 335 9494 or at www.ancient.co.uk
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The Trust invites donations from individuals or from corporations. 
Donations can be earmarked for particular purposes or they can 
be allocated by the Trust in pursuit of the stated objects of the 
Trust. The Trust is able to benefit from the present UK tax 
legislation by reclaiming tax on donations from UK tax-payers 
under the Gift Aid scheme, which increases the value of the gift 
by nearly a third. The Justgiving donations web site does this part 
of the transaction automatically. Otherwise it is necessary to 

accompany each donation with a Gift Aid declaration form or a 
similar letter. There are further tax advantages for donors who 
pay UK income tax at higher rates. 

For residents of the USA, donations can be made to Cambridge 
in America, a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organisation, with the request 
that the donation be made into a grant for The Amarna Trust.

All work done at Amarna relies upon the support and agreement of the Ministry of Tourism and 
Antiquities of the Arab Republic of Egypt. We are indebted to its personnel, both local and in Cairo. 

Thanks to those who have recently supported the Amarna Trust: 

Amarna Research Foundation   //   Ancient Egypt Alive (Laura Ranieri)   //   Andante Travels (Lucia Gahlin) 

ARCE, Northern California Chapter   //   Dalia El-Abd (Blessing Films)   //   Egyptology Scotland   //   Essex Egyptology Group 

The Kemet Klub   //   Mercia Egyptology   //   Rainham and Medway and Swale Egypt Society (RAMASES) 

Southampton Ancient Egypt Society

Meryra Circle 

Vernon Appleby 
Lucilla Butler 
Sid Kitchel 
Cindy Lovelace 
Fraser D. Mathews 
Julia Vilaró

Akhetaten Circle 

Anonymous 
Frances Bailess 
William Beeston 
Paula Benegas 
Miriam Bertram 
Kate Bowgett 
Silvina Buccaffusca 
Barbara Burnett 
Barry Burnett 
Jeff Burzacott 
Sally Byers 
Eduardo Cersósimo 
Alison Cox 

 
Helen Fenwick 
Audrey Forrest 
Bibiana Frega 
Lucia Gahlin 
Anna Garnett 
Alison Gascoigne 
Anne Godfrey 
Eileen Godfrey 
Tim Hagedorn 
Paul Halloran 
Lindsay Hartley 
Annie Haward 
Thomas Heavyside 

 
Anna Hodgkinson  
Sue Kelly 
Barry Kemp 
Paul Nicholson  
Lorna Oakes 
Robert Pohl 
Helen Rowan 
Ellen Schwartz 
Reinert Skumsnes 
Annie Squires 
Anna Stevens 
Mac Stevenson 
Stephen Stover 

Anonymous 
Vernon Appleby 
Dorothea Arnold 
Fred Botha 
Jeff Burzacott 
Jean Coughlan Bednarski 
Sylvia Davies 
André De Ruiter 
Patricia Dihel 
Jane Durant 
Ian Flinn 
Kenneth Griffin 
Kyla Gutsche 

Matthew Harrison 
Sabrina Herrmann 
Colin R Johnson 
Literary Tours in Egypt 
Gianluca Paradi 
Ramon Perez 
Geoff Phillipson 
Janet Shepherd 
Michael van der Meij 
Carol Weinhaus 
Stewart White 
Penelope Wilson 

Magazine Appeal

Anonymous 
Lucilla Butler 
Merryn Chynoweth 
Gretchen Dabbs 
Krishna Datta 
William Dokurno 
Yves Dubois 
Jan Summers Duffy 
Jane Durant 
Helen Fenwick 
Carl Graves 
Karen Gyngell 

Anna Hodgkinson 
Dorothy Janson 
Craig Morrison 
Dominic Perry 
Johanna Petkov 
Giovanni Sergio 
Anna Stevens 
Malcolm Stevenson 
John Wall 
Molly Wilder 
Georgia Xekalaki

“Life under the Sun – A children’s book” Appeal

Juan Friedrichs 
Mary Glesige 
Adriana González 
Mónica Hernández 
E.L. Hopkins 
Sarah Janes 
Dorothy Janson 

Cary Jennings 
Samira Kirollos and  

Tim Kashmiri 
Tamara Logullo 
Debra Maddrell 
Mónica Núñez 
Gianluca Parodi 

Shirley Priest 
Mark Ponman 
Laura Ranieri 
Bodo Sauer 
Julia Schottlander 
Giovanni Sergio 
Lynn T. Shea 

Alice P. Talbott 
Martha Torres 
Gertie Werner-Baumer 
Thomas Wiederstein 
Stewart White 
Toby Wilkinson  
Robin Young


