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Current Research of the Leiden-Turin Archaeological Mission
in Saqqara. A Preliminary Report on the 2018 Season

Paolo Del Vesco, Christian Greco, Miriam Muller, Nico Staring and Lara Weiss

With contributions by Valentina Gasperini, Corinna Rossi, Alice Salvador, Ali Jelene Scheers, Sarah Schrader
and Nicholas Warner

In 2015, the Museo Egizio in Turin joined the Leiden expedition to Sagqgara, in the area south of the Unas
causeway. This report presents the expedition’s new approach as well as some first results of this new co-
operation. In the 2018 season, the Leiden-Turin expedition worked in the northern sector of its concession,
covering an area of ca. 250 sqm just north of the tomb of Maya. Here Late Antique layers overlie a wind-
blown deposit containing some simple burials and numerous “embalmers’ caches”, some of which yielded
marl clay cups with hieratic labels. An overview of both the pottery and the human remains found during this
season is provided in the present report. Below the wind-blown deposit is a level with Ramesside funerary
chapels and shafts. One of them has a remarkable decoration including six small-format figures carved in
high relief in the middle of its back wall. The shaft of another chapel was also excavated, revealing several
plundered chambers which yielded only scanty finds. A large mud-brick wall exposed during the previous
season turned out to belong to the outer wall and pylon entrance of a monumental tomb, whose owner’s
name has not been found yet.

A photogrammetric survey by a team of the Politecnico di Milano yielded a 3D model of the dig (included in
the web version of this report), as well as several 3D models of the monumental tombs (completed or in the
making). During the season, conservation work was carried out on several tombs and on the newly discov-
ered Ramesside chapel.
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In 1975, the National Museum of Antiquities in Lei-
den, together with the Egypt Exploration Society,
London, endeavoured to find the tomb of Maya and
Merit, whose monumental limestone statues had
been in the Leiden museum since 1829." As usual
for artefacts entering the museum via the art trade,
the find spot of the statues was not known. Howev-
er, it turned out that a few years later Carl Richard
Lepsius had seen and documented the courtyard
of the tomb and published some of its reliefs and a
map of the location of the tomb of Maya and Mer-
it.> This map offered the starting point for the quest
for the tomb of Maya and Merit. Over the past 44
years, the Leiden expedition has achieved outstand-
ing results. Not only did it succeed in discovering
the tomb of Maya and Merit, in 1986, but over the
years it excavated, studied and published another
eleven monumental tombs and many smaller ones.>
In 1999, the Egypt Exploration Society left the joint
project and Leiden University was found as a new
partner.” In 2015, the Museo Egizio in Turin joined
the project as yet another partner. The excavations
are currently directed by Christian Greco and Lara
Weiss, with Paolo Del Vesco acting as their deputy.
In this relatively new cooperation, the two museums
are continuing in the long and successful tradition
of the Leiden excavations in Saqgqara, but they are
also opening new perspectives and broadening the
research scope. The area under investigation was
in use continuously from the Early Dynastic to the
Byzantine period, and human activity can be traced
until today. Therefore, in 2018 more emphasis was
put on excavating and studying all phases of the his-
tory of the site, regarded as a palimpsest on which
human activity and nature left complex and inter-
twined traces for thousands of years.

A cultural geography of Saqqara

The Leiden-Turin fieldwork at Saggara is not only
supported by the two museums - the National Mu-
seum of Antiquities in Leiden and the Museo Egizio
in Turin - but also funded by the Netherlands Or-
ganisation for Scientific Research (NWO). Thanks
to a large NWO grant, two fulltime postdoctoral re-
search fellows hosted at the Leiden Institute of Area
Studies, Nico Staring and Huw Twiston Davies, are

presently working on a new project entitled “The

Walking Dead at Sagqara: The Making of a Cultural
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Geography”,” under the supervision of Lara Weiss.
The point of departure of their research is the ac-
knowledgement that ancient Egyptian religion was
subject to constant change.® In other words, the ma-
terial evidence at Saqqgara (as indeed at all archaeo-
logical sites) is the result of individuals and groups
continuously shaping their environment, and whose
activities were shaped, in turn, by their ever-chang-
ing environment.” Reconstructing the cultural ge-
ography of these material remains involves (1) cor-
relating finds to their wider environment, e.g. to
earlier and contemporary structures, access routes,
and traces of later reuse; (2) tracing changing trans-
mission processes of tomb decoration and texts; and
(3) pinning down the variety of religious practices
performed during and after burials. Cultural geog-
raphy thus helps to detect the manifold negotiation
processes that shaped the larger Saqqara area.® The
choice of the definition “cultural geography” as op-
posed to “sacred geography” or “religious geogra-
phy” is intended to avoid the presumption that all
individual and group actions were religiously moti-
vated. For example, the building of a large and beau-
tiful tomb could provide status to the living and the
opportunity to demonstrate their upper-class taste
and knowledge of required ritual.” The broader fo-
cus of the current fieldwork is thus the perfect com-
plement to the cultural geography approach of the
“Walking Dead” project.

The 2018 fieldwork season

In 2018, the Leiden-Turin joint mission continued
the excavation in the northern sector of its conces-
sion area, covering ten grid squares (V-W/80-85,
approx. 250 sqm) situated immediately to the north
of the large Eighteenth Dynasty tomb of Maya
(Fig. 1).'° The fieldwork was carried out in close col-
laboration with Dr Sabry Farag (Director of Sagqgara
and Abusir), Dr Hany el-Tayeb (Director of Saggara
South) and Mohamed Hendawi (Chief Inspector)
and was supervised in the field by Abdou Othman
(inspector). The expedition is very grateful to Dr
Khaled el-Anany (Minister of Antiquities), Dr Musta-
fa Waziri (Secretary General of the Supreme Council
of Antiquities), Dr Mohammed Ismail (former Direc-

tor of the Foreign Missions and Permanent Commit-



tees Office of the Department for Foreign Missions),
and to the members of the Permanent Committee of
the Supreme Council of Antiquities, for permissions,
advice, and assistance. We also acknowledge the val-
uable collaboration of SCA restorers Dr Ashraf Fahmi
and Ismail Raghab. Last, but definitely not least, we
would like to deeply thank the ever-helpful Salah El-

Deen Hasabalaa, our dear friend, chef, housekeeper
and much more, Atef Sayed Ramadan, and the more
than thirty diggers, shovellers, basket-carriers, wa-
ter-carriers and pottery assistants,'! without whose
work nothing could have been done or found in this

Or any season.

Fig. 1: General plan of the excavation area, based on orthographic photos by the 3D Survey Group. In square W83 are the
remains of the Late Antique occupation layers, in squares \//W-83/84 the three Ramesside funerary chapels with their
respective shafts, and in squares \//W 82 the remains of the mud-brick pylon entrance of an earlier tomb. All the main robbery
pits are also indicated by means of shading. By Paolo Del Vesco/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqara.

Fig. 2: Photogrammetric model of the entire excavation area by the 3D Survey Group of the Politecnico di Milano. For the full

explorable version, go to the web version of this article.



Fig. 3: Francesco Fassi and Alessandro Mandelli of the 3D
Survey Group checking the reference grid of the excavation
area. Photo by Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqqara.

The photogrammetric survey

In 2018, the Dutch-Italian mission to Sagqgara decid-
ed to use digital imaging to document the mission’s
activities, in collaboration with the 3D Survey Group,
Department ABC, Politecnico di Milano.'? During the
season, the survey team worked on several fronts:
the general topography, the previously excavated
tombs in the area, and the documentation of the on-
going excavation (Fig. 2).

After checking the topographic network using a
Topcon Total Station (Fig. 3), the team focused on
the area under investigation. Throughout the sea-
son, the team recorded in 3D over 100 contexts as
they were progressively exposed; at regular inter-
vals, general surveys of the entire area were also
performed.

The photogrammetric survey of the undulating sur-
face of the area was carried out by means of a DSLR
Canon 5D MKIIIL, endowed with a 22 Mpix full frame
CMOS sensor, using either a 35 mm or a 20 mm lens.
For the survey of the funerary shaft, an 8 mm eqg-
uisolid fisheye lens was employed for the interior'?
and a 20 mm lens for the exterior. The overall accu-

Fig. 4: Luca Perfetti of the 3D Survey Group documenting the excavation by means of a photographic crane. Photo by Leiden-

Turin Expedition to Saggara.



racy of the 3D models ranges from 0.1 mm in the
decorated Ramesside chapel (no. 270) to 1 cm in the
general orthophotos, taken with the aid of a photo-
graphic crane (Fig. 4).
During this time, the team completed the survey of
the tombs of Maya and Tia (both the general geom-
etry and the reliefs), started the survey of those of
Horemheb and Meryneith, and completed the survey
of the reliefs of the latter. The geometry of the tombs
was recorded with an accuracy of 1 ¢m, with peaks
of 0.2 mm for the reliefs of Meryneith and an aver-
age accuracy of 0.5 mm. The ongoing post-fieldwork
processing of these data has so far yielded 3D mod-
els of the tombs of Maya and Tia, generously fund-
ed by the Friends of Saggara Foundation, Leiden. In
addition, two small objects were also surveyed in 3D,
namely, a pilgrim flask and a small undecorated dish
(SAK18C.1089 and SAK18C.1011).

CR

Traces of Late Antique occupation

In 2017, during the first season of excavation in the
new area of the concession to the north of the tomb
of Maya, the nature of the high ground located here

had been clarified.** A sloping compact mud crust,
identified as the original surface of the high ground
back in the 1980s, was covered by heaps of limestone
chips and modern mud-brick fragments, which had
originated from the restoration activity carried out
on Maya’s tomb after its discovery, by high depos-
its of debris dumped here during the excavation of
other nearby tombs in the then Anglo-Dutch con-
cession, and by wind-blown sand deposits. Beneath
the compact mud surface instead, various deposits
of loose debris attest to the uncontrolled and large-
ly undocumented digging of the area, mainly in the
early nineteenth century. These deposits appear to
rest directly on top of the scanty remains of an aban-
donment phase of occupation levels which have
been dated, on the basis of a preliminary analysis of
the pottery, to Late Antiquity."”

Despite the strong erosion that has affected these
levels, preserved in most cases only to an average
height of 20-25 cm, a number of stratified activities
could be identified. The remains of floor levels, trash
deposits, plastered installations, stone foundations
and very worn mud-brick walls (Fig. 5) allowed us

to recognise at least three different phases of occu-

Fig. 5: Remains of mud-brick walls and plastered surfaces of the Late Antique occupation levels, badly damaged by more
recent digging activity. Photo by Paolo Del Vesco/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqqara.



Fig. 6: Child burial no. 1 (context 249), dug in the corner of a mud-floored room. The south and west sides of the small burial
pit were destroyed by a later and much larger robbery pit. Photo by Paolo Del Vesco/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

Fig. 7: The textile wrapping from child burial no. 1 (context 249) apparently had a red-coloured hem and was tied with a very
thin string. Photo by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqqara.

pation. In many instances, though, the connections and state-of-the-art digital recording of the exca-
between the floors and structures across the excava-  vation allowed the missing links to be virtually re-
tion area were lost due to the later extensive pitting.  stored during the post-excavation processing work.

However, careful documentation of the stratigraphy A small pit, approximately 50 x 30 cm, its sides and



Fig. 8: Bronze bracelets, SAK18F.73 and SAK18F.87, found in child burial context 275. Photos by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-

Turin Expedition to Saggara.

bottom carefully lined with mud lumps (Fig. 6), was
dug in the mud floor of a room (context 243), and
contained burial no. 1 (context 249) of a young child
wrapped in a linen cloth (Fig. 7).

A second child, similarly wrapped in linen, was
found in a nearby burial (see context 275 and Fig. 32
in the preliminary analysis of human remains be-
low). It was still adorned with two simple bronze
bracelets (Fig. 8), one on each arm.'® This child’s
skeletal remains will be further studied during the
2019 season.

The mud-brick walls pertaining to these Late An-
tique occupation levels are built on rather irregu-
lar stone foundations, which appear to be made of
re-used blocks (Fig. 9). The blocks were most likely
sourced on the spot from the still standing or col-
lapsed walls of the New Kingdom funerary struc-
tures (see below), which lay only some 10-20 cm
under the level of the first phase of Late Antique
floors (58.01 m in the local reference system).

Just next to the remains of one of the walls, a trash
pit was identified and excavated. From this 50 cm
deep pit, which was probably connected with pro-
duction activities, various discarded tools were re-
trieved, including a whetstone, a polishing stone
and several flint knives. Equally interesting was the
identification of a storage installation (Fig. 10): a
thick-walled storage vessel was apparently used for
some time and later buried, sealed by a layer of plas-

ter and turned into a smooth working surface with

Fig. 9: Context 207. The reused block at the right end of the
stone foundation of the wall shows traces of the base of
an offering stand from the decoration of a tomb or chapel.
Photo by Nico Staring/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqqara.

Fig.10: A storage installation set into previous deposits and
structures, later filled up and used as a plastered surface; it
was subsequently cut by a pit. Photo by Paolo Del \Vesco/
Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saggara.



Fig. 11: Dismantled blocks from chapel 135 and the palm
leaf basket left by a nineteenth century digger at the bottom
of his robbery pit. Photo by Paolo Del VVesco/Leiden-Turin
Expedition to Saqgara.

Fig. 12: Scattered stone blocks (context 268) from the
abandonment and destruction of chapel 270, covered by the
wind-blown sand deposit. Photo by Nico Staring/Leiden-
Turin Expedition to Saggara.

Fig. 13: Two so-called "embalmers’ caches” found in square
W85. The one in the background (context 241) also yielded a
nice example of a pilgrim flask (SAK18C.1089). Photo by Nico
Staring/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

raised edges. This installation was eventually cut by
a later pit.

Abandonment and reuse of the area

As already mentioned, the remains of Late Antique
occupation levels were badly damaged by a number
of later pits probably dug in search for antiquities
during the nineteenth century.!” One such robbery
pit cut into the north-west corner of chapel 135,
causing the dismantling of its northern wall and
stone-paved floor. The digger broke off a few cen-
timetres below the wall and left his palm leaf bas-
ket — the ancestor of the modern tyre rubber baskets
so frequently used in Egyptian archaeology — at the
bottom of the pit (Fig. 11).'®

Although destructive, these robbery pits allow ar-
chaeologists a sneak preview, albeit limited and
partial, of the underlying stratigraphic sequence be-
fore extending the excavation horizontally. Spread
over the entire area, but varying in height between
20 and 50 c¢m, a deposit of fine wind-blown sand
separates the abandonment level of the Ramesside
funerary chapels from the earlier floors of the Late
Antique occupation layers.

This sandy deposit thus covers the displaced stone
blocks deriving from the collapse and dismantling
of the Ramesside chapels (Fig. 12). It also contained
some very simple interments (see for instance bur-
ials no. 2 and no. 3 in the “Preliminary Analysis of
the Human Remains” paragraph below), which were
later heavily damaged by the plunderers’ activity, so
abundantly documented in the area. As in the 2017
season, the wind-blown sand deposit also yielded
numerous small pits containing pottery sherds most
likely originating from vessels used during some
sort of embalming procedure. Notably, during the
2018 season six such “embalmers’ caches”, as they
are usually called, were recorded and excavated in
squares W84 and W85 (Fig. 13). They appear to date
to the fifth century BCE.

The vessels and sherds collected from these cach-
es (see the preliminary pottery report below) com-
plement the series of bowls, cups and bottles from
the seven “embalmers’ caches” excavated during the
2017 season. In addition to the usual vessels, the
new caches also yielded a variety of interesting small

finds, such as linen natron bags, flint knives and a



Fig. 14: The new chapel (context 270) seen from the north-east. Photo by Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqara.

few marl clay cups bearing hieratic labels (see Fig. 29
below). These labels, currently under study, contain
the usual mentions of ingredients probably used
during the preparation of the corpse, such as “the
concoction for the cavity” (3 phr.t n hn)” or “resin/oil
of [uncertain plant name]” (sfy n [...] + trec determinative)
but also in one case an interesting and less common

reference to “the concoction for embalming” (¢3 phr.t

wty).”

A new Ramesside chapel

Underneath the wind-blown sand deposit, a com-
pact rubble and mud tread surface was reached.
It was tentatively dated, at least on a stratigraphic
basis, to the late Ramesside or Third Intermediate
periods. This compact mud surface or crust clearly
covers the abandonment phases of the Ramesside
funerary chapels and shafts. In the 2017 fieldwork
season, two of these small limestone funerary struc-
tures (contexts 125 and 135), with associated tomb
shafts, were identified. So far, their architectural lay-
out and style of decoration corroborate a dating in

the Ramesside period.?°

The presence of these chap-
els suggests that we may be currently digging in an

area between two or more larger tombs: the tomb of

Maya in the south might thus have a neighbouring
structure of comparable size to the north.

In 2018, a new limestone Ramesside chapel (context
270) was also uncovered, lying only few centimetres
under the Late Antique occupation levels mentioned
above. This new structure clearly appeared to be re-
lated to a funerary shaft with a well-preserved lime-
stone rim that had already been identified in 2017.
The chapel is about 140 x 260 cm, its floor is neatly
paved with limestone blocks, and two sub-squared
pillar bases (length of sides between 37 and 40 cm)
mark the facade. Fragments of the limestone cavetto
cornice of a lintel and of the two pillars were found
scattered in front of the chapel (Fig. 12). The chap-
el decoration is rather uncommon and the quality
of the carving extraordinary. On the limestone slab
at the centre of the western wall of the chapel are
six figures carved in very high relief (almost as in-
the-round statuettes), and are executed with an eye
to great detail (Fig. 14, Fig. 15). Two couples stand
side by side, the men in the middle, the women on
the left and right, each with a child beside her. The
hands of the embracing women are visible on the
men’s shoulders. The sleeves of the ladies’ dresses
nicely fill the spaces between each couple, hanging



Fig. 15: Detail of the decoration of the limestone slab on the west wall of chapel 270. Orthophoto by 3D Survey Group,

Politecnico di Milano/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqara.

in a half-round shape. They wear the “dress with the
shawl” that appears during the reign of Amenhotep
III and comes back in fashion during the Ramesside
period.?! Few parallels for such rounded sleeves are
known from painted®* or relief** tomb decoration,
and as far as we know none from statuary. In group
statues, when the figures sit far enough from each
other that some space is left in-between, it is usually
filled by the crossed arms of the figures.**

Alongside the women are the roughly cut outlines
of two children. Although their carving was left un-
finished, it appears that they were intended to hold
hands with the women. No names or titles, unfortu-
nately, are preserved in the chapel and the identity of
the couples thus remains unknown. The man on the
left wears a duplex wig and the typical Ramesside
dress, a composite garment consisting of a long bag
tunic with wide sleeves in combination with a wrap-
around sash kilt tied on the front; the man on the
right has a bare shaven head and wears a long wrap-
around sash Kkilt tied on the front. The kilts of both
men display a trapezoid front panel. The face of the
male figure on the right is damaged, but his shaven
head suggests that he is a priest, while the other man
wears the garment befitting a high official. It is pos-

10

sible that the two figures actually represent one and
the same individual shown in two different roles. On
the other hand, they may represent different mem-
bers of the same family.?” The position of these fig-
ures at floor level is also interesting. No parallels are
known to us for such chapel decoration in its orig-
inal architectural context. Of course, larger statues
are a known feature of tomb decoration, although
they usually depict seated individuals.?®

Close parallels in museum collections are for in-
stance the stelae of Nebnetjeru with his wife and
mother, and the upper part’’ of one made for the
two brothers Ptahmose and Mery-Ptah (Fig. 16),
presumably from Saggara and now in Leiden, as
well as the stela of Bak and Tahery now in Berlin.*®
The figures on these stelae are similarly carved as
almost-in-the-round statuettes. They were possibly
set up in small, single-room chapels with vaulted
ceilings comparable to those found in the Teti Pyra-
mid cemetery at Saqgara.”’

A provenanced parallel that supports this interpre-
tation is the naos of Menmaatreheb and his wife
now in Boston.?° It was found by William Matthew
Flinders Petrie in cemetery G at Abydos standing in

front of a large granite stela of Neferhotep, which



was also at floor level. Such small naoi were relative-
ly common,>' but often their original context is no
longer known.

One of the best parallels for the decoration of the
west wall of chapel 270 is perhaps stela Louvre C97,
also from Abydos, which shows two standing cou-
ples underneath a row of sitting gods (Fig. 17).>* The
individuals here represented are the high priest of
Osiris, Wennefer with his wife Ty on the left, and his
father Mery with his wife (and mother of Wennefer)
Many on the right.>® A set of four cartouches on the
top frame securely dates the stela to the reign of
Ramses II. Moreover, in the panel above the stand-
ing figures four seated gods are represented: Hathor,
Horus, Osiris and Isis. Although the panel above
the standing figures in the newly-found chapel at
Sagqgara is badly damaged, remains of a frieze and
traces of seated figures can be discerned. In the light
of the Louvre parallel, the interpretation of the dam-
aged decoration as a series of seated gods would be
very likely. This interpretation is also supported by
the discussion on the appearance of this type of stat-
ues that Eva Hofmann includes in her monumental
study of Ramesside tombs in Thebes. Hofmann links
the appearance of this type of statue to the growing
significance of funerary chapels in relation to a com-
bined worship of both the deceased and the gods.*
The south wall of chapel 270 also shows a very in-
teresting scene, in which traces of vivid colours are
still preserved (Fig. 18). Here the carved wall decora-
tion in sunk relief is separated from the floor level by
an undecorated dado, ca. 30 cm high. The scene and
dado are divided, in their turn, by a very standard
block frieze. The scene displays two bulls and three
men pulling a sledge supporting a boat decorated
with a banner. A priest walks besides the procession,
which is proceeding westward. The boat is followed
byaman and awoman and preceded by a woman; all
three are in attitudes of mourning. The iconography
suggests the scene may represent the funerary pro-
cession. It is odd, however, that no coffin or statue
shrine is visible.>®> On the adjoining west wall, sev-
eral men approach what seems to be a tomb fagade,
supporting the idea of a funerary procession. Un-
fortunately, this part of the wall is highly damaged
and not much can be made out. The northern part

of the west wall and the north wall do not retain any
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Fig. 16: Stela of Ptahmose and Mery-Ptah, probably
Saqqara, Eighteenth Dynasty. Leiden inv. no. AP 11.
Photo ©Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden.

Fig. 17: Family stela of Wennefer. Sandstone, Abydos,
Nineteenth Dynasty, reign of Ramses II. Louvre inv. no. C97.
Photo ©Musée du Louvre.

traces of decoration. As to the dating of the chapel,
both stratigraphic and iconographic evidence seem

to confirm a date in the Nineteenth Dynasty.



Fig. 18: Burial procession depicted on the southern wall of chapel 270. Orthophoto by the 3D Survey Group, Palitecnico di

Milano/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saggara.

Excavation of the underground chambers
of chapel 125

The small chapel of Ramesside date (context 125)
situated between Maya’s north exterior wall and
chapel 270 described above had already been un-
covered in 2017.%° The associated tomb shaft, ap-
proximately 150 x 70 cm wide, located to the east
of this chapel was instead cleared of its loose filling
during the last season. Its subterranean chambers
could thus be partially explored. The upper part of
the stone casing of the shaft had been almost com-
pletely removed from its north, west and south sides
by later robbers, probably with the aim of re-using
the blocks for their own buildings.

The bottom of the shaft lies at an elevation of
52.93 m, 4.37 m below the chapel’s floor level. It
gives access to three funerary chambers opening
onto its west, south and east sides (Fig. 19, Fig. 20).
So far, only the west room (A) and a 1 sq. m area
of east room C have been excavated. Two elongated
limestone slabs found at the bottom of the shaft (one
used to partially close the entrance to the southern

side room B) were most likely part of the original
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Fig. 19: Longitudinal section of shaft 131 and underground
chambers seen from the south-west. The image also

shows the small breach in the north-west corner of room A,
connecting this room to other underground chambers, which
are sketched with a dashed line. Image by 3D Survey Group,
Politecnico di Milano/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqara.

sealing of the mouth of the shaft.

One of the peculiarities of the shaft is a band of three
courses of mud-bricks embedded in the stone cas-
ing halfway down. This feature, although rather rare,
also occurs in a number of shafts explored during



Fig. 20: On the left, east-west section of shaft 131, looking south, with indication of the floor level of Maya's tomb;
on the right, south-north cross section looking west. Images by 3D Survey Group, Politecnico di Milano/Leiden-Turin

Expedition to Saqgara.

past seasons in the area immediately to the south
of the tomb of Horemheb.?" Interestingly, the mud-
brick band in shaft 131 lies at an elevation ranging
between 55.35 and 55.65 m (see Fig. 20, left), and
appears thus to be at approximately the same level
as the floor of the tomb of Maya, which oscillates be-
tween 55.68 and 55.84 m throughout the building,
and theoretically corresponds to the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty surface level of the necropolis. A possible ex-
planation for the mud-brick band would then be that
it originally crowned a much shallower shaft, already
in use during the Eighteenth Dynasty, and was later
re-adapted for a small chapel of Ramesside date.
Room A, which is cut rather irregularly, roughly
measures 280 x 210 cm and features an opening at
its south-west corner which, although not yet freed
from the debris encumbering it, seems to lead to
another room. At the north-west corner, a narrow
breakthrough, most likely dug by robbers, gives ac-
cess to a larger chamber, which might well be con-
nected to the funerary shaft of chapel 270.

Walls, ceiling and materials so far found in rooms A
and C bear evident signs of combustion, which sug-
gest that plundering activities took place here. The
scanty finds so far retrieved are apparently relics of
the use of the shaft in the Ramesside period and of
its reuse in the Late Period and even in Late Antiq-
uity.

The entrance to a new monumental tomb
The large mud-brick wall (context 116) abutting the

northern exterior wall of the tomb of Maya, which
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had already been uncovered during the 2017 sea-
son,>® turned out to be part of the exterior wall and
pylon entrance of a new large tomb, whose owner’s
name has not been found yet. So far, only the north-
east and south-east corners of the courtyard have
been found, which allow us to calculate the internal
width of the tomb at about 7 metres. The courtyard
was filled with a high deposit of sand, which had
been cut by a large robbery pit originating from very
superficial layers, and therefore most likely made by
modern plunderers. The remains of two limestone
columns, with a diameter of about 30 cm, emerge
from the sandy deposit of the courtyard. They are
perfectly aligned with the tomb entrance, and might
thus be part of the original portico, a rather common
feature in tombs of this size. The two massive walls
of the pylon entrance (contexts 116 and 274) are 115
cm thick and made of mud-bricks measuring ap-
proximately 30 x 16 x 9 ¢cm, bonded by a 2.5-3 ¢cm
thick mortar. The reveals of the entrance are still par-
tially dressed in stone slabs and slightly protruding
door jambs framing a 100-120 cm wide passageway.
The better preserved of the two walls, context 274,
still rises about 1 m above the level (56.80-57.00 m
ca. in the local reference system) of the compact sur-
face the small funerary chapels had been erected on,
which thus dates to the Ramesside period (Fig. 21).
The available evidence suggests, however, that these
walls actually continue below this level,* and that
the original floor of the new tomb lies at a level close
to that of the floor of Maya’s tomb, some 110-130 cm

lower than the level attained by our excavation so far.



Fig. 21: The main entrance of the new tomb with part of the collapse of the large mud-brick wall still covering the original
stone door jambs. Photo by Paolo Del Vesco/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

Although the “Ramesside” surface slopes slight-
ly down towards the west, starting from the back
wall of chapel 135, it seems to continue into the
new tomb, which indicates that the earlier funer-
ary structure was still in use when the small chapels
were being built and used, at least as a source for
building material, stone blocks or reusable funerary
equipment.

Indeed, at least two phases of dismantlement of the
structure have been so far identified. The first prob-
ably began not long after the tomb was abandoned,
while the second most likely was due to Late Antique
or pre-modern plundering, which is widely attested

in the area.

Preliminary report on the pottery

from the 2018 excavation

During the March-April 2018 season at Sagqgara, the
study of pottery mainly focused on the materials
found during the previous campaign (2017) and on
the preliminary processing of the ceramics discov-
ered during the 2018 season.

The vast majority of the pottery sherds belong to so-
called “embalmers’ caches” dated to the Late Period,
and possibly more specifically to the fifth century
BCE.*° These deposits possibly include both mate-
rials discarded at the end of the embalming process

and funerary offerings.
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The ceramic materials are highly consistent in terms
of shape, clay, types, surface treatment and dimen-
sions. The most represented types are: bowls (collo-
quially defined as “goldfish” bowls), bottles, plates,
and pot stands.

The bowls (Fig. 22) usually have an in-turned rim,
a flattened-on lip, slightly internally and external-
ly thickened, a globular body, and a convex, slightly
pointed base. The rim diameter ranges consistently
between 16 and 17 cm, while a lower percentage of
“goldfish” bowl has an average diameter of 30 cm;
some specimens of this type have a smaller diameter,

Fig. 22: Example of a “goldfish” bowl. Photo by Nicola
Dell'Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqqara.



Fig. 23: "Goldfish” bow! with ritual killing hole and detail. Photos by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saggara.

about 10 cm. The surface treatment usually consists
of ared slip applied to the exterior (with rare dripping
on the inner surface) and poorly burnished with hori-
zontal strokes. These bowls are usually made from
Nile Silt J1 (according to the fabric classification sys-
tem specifically devised for the site by Janine Bourriau
and further developed by Barbara Aston) and often
have a grey core resulting from uneven firing.

Some of these specimens have post-firing holes,
pierced from the exterior to the interior with a sharp
object, suggesting an interpretation as “ritual killing
holes” (Fig. 23), perhaps related to the de-function-
alisation of the pots just before their deposition.**
Some other specimens have traces of inscriptions,
so-called “charcoal dockets” (Fig. 24), most probably
written with black ink, very faded, which have been
previously interpreted as relative to the four Sons of
Horus,*? but need to be further investigated.

The second most represented pottery type from the
embalmers’ caches is the bottle (Fig. 25), charac-
terised by a vertical rim, a slightly externally thick-
ened, cylindrical neck with a groove 0.5 cm below
the rim, a rounded shoulder, a cylindrical body and
a convex base. The external surface is red-slipped
and burnished. The clay is Nile Silt J2 (according to
the site-specific fabric classification system), usually
finer than the one used for the manufacturing of the
“goldfish” bowl. Inscriptions have not been found on
this type of vessel. On average, the diameter is 10 cm
and the height around 30 cm. Another type of bot-
tle is bigger — about 40 c¢m tall — and has a broader
rim and broader shoulder, and a larger ovoid body.
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Fig. 24: "Goldfish” bowl! with a “charcoal docket” Photo by
Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

Fig. 25: Bottles. Photos by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin
Expedition to Saqgara.



Fig. 26: Example of a plate. Photo by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

The neck of this type is graced by two shallow ridges
about 1 to 2 cm below the externally thickened rim.
The plates (Fig. 26) are quite small, with an average
diameter of 16 c¢m, a direct rim, an oblique wall and
a flat, string-cut base, sometimes modelled. Their
surface is untreated and their crude manufacture
makes them quite uneven in shape. The interior
usually displays a shallow depression with a finger
mark in the middle.

Pot stands (Fig. 27) are quite standardised. They have
an everted rim, a cylindrical wall and an external-
ly thickened base. They range in diameter between
13 and 16 cm and are slightly uneven in shape. The
surface generally appears to be untreated, except in
some specimens that are covered with a light wash.
None of the examples found shows any wear-marks,
which suggests that they were used over a short pe-
riod of time. During the 2018 campaign, new ma-
terials were uncovered in the same area. It was im-
mediately evident that they belonged to the same
embalmers’ caches; indeed, many fragments joined
the partially reconstructed shapes, increasing the
percentage of complete items. It is clear that these
caches were disturbed in antiquity, as suggested by
the presence in these contexts of Late Antique mate-
rials such as sherds of Late Roman 1 and 7 ampho-
rae (fifth-seventh century CE).

Season 2018 also focused on the preliminary sorting
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and study of the ceramic materials from the ongoing
excavation. The pottery from the Late Antique levels
mainly consists of Late Roman 7 and 1 amphorae,
Aswan Ware (mainly open shapes), locally made ta-
ble wares (mainly bowls) and cooking wares (mainly
represented by pans with horizontal handles). The
preliminary study of these materials indicates a
chronological horizon consistent with a fifth-sev-
enth century CE dating.

The preliminary study of the ceramic materials from
shaft 131 indicates a mixed chronology, ranging
from the New Kingdom to the Late Antique peri-
od. The most abundant materials are Late Roman 7
and 1 amphorae, Late Period bottles and “goldfish”
bowls, Marl D New Kingdom amphorae (mainly pre-

served in fragmentary conditions) and a few body

Fig. 27: Pot stand. Photo by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin
Expedition to Saqgara.



Fig. 28: Pilgrim flask with detail showing the interior surface and the impression of a textile. Photos by Nicola Dell’Aquila/

Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqgara.

sherds of New Kingdom Blue Painted Ware.

A few of the excavated items are peculiar. One of the
embalmer’s caches yielded a Marl A pilgrim flask (K2
marl according to the site fabrics classification sys-
tem) (Fig. 28). One face is preserved, with a vertical
rim (@ 2 cm), flattened at the lip, and a short cylin-
drical neck. Two vertical, pinched handles from the
lower neck to the shoulder are still preserved. The
body is lentoid. The surface is uncoated and has a
pale colour. A series of concentric lines are incised
on the outside of the body. The state of preservation
is good, although incomplete. The exterior surface is
slightly eroded, and salt incrustations are noticeable
on both the exterior and the interior surfaces. Inter-
estingly, there is a negative impression of textile on
the interior (Fig. 28, right), most probably related to
the manufacturing process: it is still perfectly pre-
served and covers the whole interior.**> Since only

one half of the flask is preserved, it was probably re-
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used after breaking.
Further remarkable and quite peculiar types of ves-
sels were found in association with the embalmers’
cache, namely, a series of cups manufactured from
Marl A. In 2017, only one specimen had been found,
whereas in 2018 five more were retrieved. Four of
these (Fig. 29) were found together in the same
cache. One still contained embalmers’ materials, and
another two were found one inside the other. The di-
ameter of each bowl is about 10-11 c¢m, and they are
between 7 and 10 cm tall. The rim is vertical, thinned
at the lip; the walls are vertical and the base is either
flat or slightly pointed. The surface is uncoated, with
a pale firing surface and no decoration. The vessels
bear hieratic labels written in black ink about 2 cm
below the rim (see the section “Abandonment and
reuse of the area” above).

VG, AS



Fig. 29: Marl clay cups with hieratic labels. Photo by Nicola Dell’Aquila/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.

Preliminary analysis

of the human remains

Two different types of skeletal material were found
during this season: loose surface material that can-
not be traced back to a complete skeleton, and four
individual burials.

The loose surface material consisted of 577 indi-
vidual bones. Of these, 58 were not human and 18
were found out of context. This leaves us with 502
individual human bones that can be ascribed to a
well-defined archaeological context. These can be
used to determine the MNI (minimum number of
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individuals) for the area excavated in 2018.

Of the 114 contexts identified during the 2018 sea-
son, 36 contained human bone material. Of these,
context 221, most likely a rather recent dump orig-
inated from the excavation of nearby tombs, con-
tained most of the pieces, with 209 individual bones.
Context 296, a deposit resulting from the plunder-
ing of the surrounding funerary shafts, came second
with 82 bones. Six more contexts** fall in the 11-to-
20-piece range, while most of the remaining ones*’
contained between 1 and 10 individual bones. The
MNI is determined by examining each of the bone



Fig. 30: Zenithal view (south—west up) of burial no. 2 (context 261). The body and coffin are preserved only to a maximum
length of 122 cm. At the bottom left corner of the image, the north—west edge of the funerary shaft of chapel 270 can be

seen. Photo by Luca Perfetti/Leiden—Turin Expedition to Saqgara.

fragments in a given context and estimating how
many individuals they represent. Doing this for each
context separately is problematic, as commingling
and scattering between contexts (and over the whole
site in general) has definitely happened throughout
the years. The MNI should thus be calculated for the
whole range of individual bones excavated during
the 2018 season. This results in a MNI of nine, based
on the presence of five left adult humeri and four
right subadult tibiae. As this is only the minimum
number of individuals, the true number of individu-
als scattered throughout the area of this year’s exca-
vation is probably higher, but it is of course impossi-
ble to determine their exact number.

In addition to the loose bone material, we found and
excavated four burials. These have not been ana-
lysed yet, but some information regarding their con-
text can already be given.

Burial no. 1, ascribed to context 249, was tentatively
dated to the Late Antique period. The individual, a
subadult, was wrapped in a piece of cloth before be-
ing buried in a small pit lined with mud (see Fig. 6,
Fig. 7 above). The limited size of the burial (the cloth
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had a total length of 28 cm and a maximum width of
11 cm) allowed the bundle to be removed in its en-
tirety, after context documentation, for further care-
ful analysis at the anthropologist’s desk. The sand
around the area was sieved to check for additional
finds that could belong to the burial. Preliminary ob-
servations®® of the cloth content indicated that the
individual was of perinate/neonate age.

A second burial (context 261), located to the north of
the funerary shaft of chapel 270, consisted of a badly
preserved wooden coffin with the lower body of an
adult individual (Fig. 30).

The coffin and the body were cut away from the pel-
vis upwards by a later robbery pit dug with the aim
of reaching the adjacent funerary shaft. The individ-
ual was buried in a supine position, the head rough-
ly to the east, the arms stretched out and the hands
on the pelvis. As the preservation of the skeletal ma-
terial was quite poor, not much could be determined
in the field, although measurements of long bones
were taken.

Burial no. 3 (context 267) was found to the north-
east of chapel 135, covered by the wind-blown sand



Fig. 31: Badly damaged remains of burial no. 3 (context 267).
Photo by Nico Staring/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saggara.

deposit (context 150) that seems to date from the
post-Ramesside phase of abandonment of the funer-
ary chapels. Unfortunately, all that survived of this
burial were scanty remains of a wooden coffin with
the lower limbs of a subadult individual (Fig. 31).
Here, too, the upper part of the burial had suffered
severe damage, most likely due to later plundering
activities. Only the lower leg bones (up to the distal
femur), partially wrapped in cloth, were preserved,
along with the badly worn small planks (43 cm long
and 18 cm wide) they rested upon.

Lastly, burial no. 4 (context 275) was above context
150 - the above-mentioned wind-blown sand de-
posit — in what appears to be the same layer as bur-
ial no. 2. As in that interment, the deceased was a
subadult wrapped in cloth, lying supine with his/her
head to the east (Fig. 32). No traces of a mud-brick
lining or a wooden coffin could be identified. The
burial was lifted in its entirety as it was and placed
in storage for further analysis. During its remov-
al, two metal wristbands, one on each wrist, were
found (see Fig. 8 above). A preliminary study of the
remains®’ indicates that the individual buried here
was an infant.

During the 2018 season, part of the underground
chambers accessible through shaft 131 were also
excavated. The bone material retrieved from these
spaces, though, will be fully analysed only when the
excavation of the chambers is completed. A prelimi-
nary examination indicates that at least four differ-
ent individuals were buried there.

Finally, two individuals excavated in 2017 were
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Fig. 32: Remains of a subadult (burial no. 4, context 275)
wrapped in linen textile, seen from the south-east.
Photo by Luca Perfetti/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqgara.

studied in the 2018 season: the one from context
148, a male adult who died in middle age (36-49
years old) and whose skull still showed remains of
the hair; and the probably male individual from con-
text 162, also adult, but whose age-at-death could
not be estimated due to the incompleteness of the
skeleton.
Overall, the 2018 Leiden-Turin season at Saggara
yielded interesting bone assemblages, which will be
studied in greater detail in 2019.

SS, AJS

Architectural conservation report
Restoration work was done in the two Ramesside
chapels found in 2017, with the kind assistance of
local restorers. The north wall of the small chapel
(context 125) was put back in its original position.
The walls of the other chapel (context 135) were
consolidated. The excavation of the area behind the
latter chapel uncovered two blocks, which will be
put back in their original position on north wall of
the chapel in 2019.
The conservation work on the site was carried out
during the latter part of the season, from 15-25
April. The size of the mud-bricks used in all the
strengthening works was 20 x 10 x 7 cm. The ac-
tivities undertaken this season were essentially con-
fined to maintenance of standing remains. They in-
cluded the following:
1. Installation of a protective timber ventilated
opening cupboard on a steel frame around the
four-sided stela south of the tomb of Meryneith.



Fig. 33: Strengthening and capping of the outer wall of the tomb of Ry in the southern part of the Dutch-Italian concession.
Photo by Nicholas Warner/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqara.

2. Completion of the strengthening and protection boxes around the newly-discovered Ramesside
of the tomb of Ry,*® commenced in 2017, includ- tomb chapels north of the tomb of Maya (Fig. 35).
ing the capping of the walls of the entrance area
(Fig. 33). In addition, a discussion was held with the Directors

3. Strengthening of the north wall of the tomb of Pay.  of the Mission to determine priorities for the next

4. Strengthening of the two western corners of the season. It was agreed that we would focus on addi-
tomb of Iniuia. tional maintenance of mud-brick walls, including the

5. Strengthening of the inner and upper faces of the  tombs of Horemheb (south wall, internal courtyard,
south wall of the first courtyard of the tomb of pylons), Ptahemwia (exterior walls) and Meryneith
Horemheb.

6. Re-plastering the reconstructed elements of the
second courtyard of the tomb of Tia with a lime
plaster using a diluted bonding agent to improve
adhesion with the limestone rubble substrate
(Addibond 65). This was done to test the dura-
bility of this kind of plaster before extending the
treatment to the whole tomb.

7. Limestone rubble consolidation of a collapsed
section of the fill of the north pylon of the tomb
of Horemheb abutting the tomb of Tia (Fig. 34).

8. Securing the metal entrance doors to the subter-

ranean part of the tomb of Maya with new steel
Fig. 34: North face of the pylon of Horemheb's tomb, with

catches and re-plastering the brick surround. the strengthened rubble fill. Photo by Nicholas Warner/
9. Construction of temporary timber protective Leiden-Turin Expedition to Sagqgara.
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Fig. 35: The new protective covers devised for the Ramesside chapels found during the 2017 and 2018 seasons. Photo by

Nicholas Warner/Leiden-Turin Expedition to Saqgara.

(forecourt). A preliminary design will be produced
of new free-standing small steel frame shelters to
be built over the three Ramesside chapels north of
the tomb of Maya. A decision about future conserva-
tion strategies for the large tomb to the west of these
chapels will have to await further excavation.

Other potential tasks related to site management
include the adaptation of the tomb of Tia to accom-
modate a display of blocks underneath the existing
shelter and the replacement of the shutters of the
shelter of Ptahemwia with a new design that is eas-
ier to open.

On the night of April 24/25 there were a severe hail-
storm and rainfall on the site, which heavily affect-
ed all the mud-brick structures (Fig. 36). This was
followed by further rain throughout April 25, which
made the damage worse. It was therefore decided
that a stronger capping brick should be trialled next
season and used on the upper two courses of all ex-
posed mud-brick walls. Experiments will be made in
the coming months to develop a stronger brick using
lime and fly-ash additives. It is also advised that a
‘sacrificial’ mud plaster layer be applied to large are-
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as of new brickwork on the north and west sides of
each tomb complex to reduce the future impact of
such events.

NwW

Fig. 36: Effects of the severe rainstorm of April 24/25 on
the north section of the easternmost pylon of Horemheb's
tomb. Photo by Nicholas Warner/Leiden-Turin Expedition to
Saqggara.
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millenario, 2015, p. 268, cat. V.32 and p. 266, cat. V.27;
Berlin inv. no. AM 31009, cf. Leclant (ed.), Agypten 1I,


https://www.rmo.nl/en/research/excavations/saqqara/
https://www.rmo.nl/en/research/excavations/saqqara/
https://www.nwo.nl/onderzoek-en-resultaten/onderzoeksprojecten/i/52/28952.html
https://www.nwo.nl/onderzoek-en-resultaten/onderzoeksprojecten/i/52/28952.html
https://www.sidestone.com/books/perspectives-on-lived-religion
https://www.sidestone.com/books/perspectives-on-lived-religion
http://www.sitech-3dsurvey.polimi.it/?page_id=2456

1980, p. 290 and fig. 320.

2 Hawass, Secrets from the Sand, 2003, pp. 154-55, fig.
on p. 156; Firth and Gunn, Teti Pyramid Cemeteries,
1926, p. 67.

30Boston MFA 00.690a-b, cf. https: /www.mfa.org/
collections/object/naos-of-menmaatre-em-heb-4418
(accessed on 24 May 2018).

31See also, e.g., the naos of Amenemheb, Copenhagen
Carlsberg Glyptothek inv. no. ZIN 1555, https://
www.kulturarv.dk/mussam/VisGenstand.
action?genstandIld=7553453, dated to the Nineteenth
Dynasty.

32Hema, Group Statues of Private Individuals, 2005, p.
265 and pl. 122f.

33See KRI III, 454-55.

3¢ Hofmann, Bilder im Wandel, 2004, p. 135; van Dijk, The
New Kingdom Necropolis of Memphis, 1993.

35 Compare, for instance, the parallels collected by
Settgast, Untersuchungen, 1963. Our scene comes
closest to the so-called “Saisfahrt”, although in that
procession the boat should travel on water rather than
being pulled by cows.

36 See Del Vesco and Weiss, Sagqara Newsletter 15 (2017),
pp. 22-23.

37See Raven et al., The Memphite Tomb of Horemheb,
2011, pp. 41-46, fig. 1.27 and van Walsem et al., JEOL
35-36 (1997-2000), pp. 5-25.
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