
Sunday, September 18, 2022

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 13
L i f e s t y l e

In this file photo taken on February 8, 1967 members of the Petit Palais
Museum reveal the burial mask of the ancient Egyptian Pharaoh Tutankhamun
as they open the crates containing the items of the ‘Tutankhamun treasure
exhibition’, in Paris.—AFP photos

Antiquities excavator Mostafa Abdo Sadek shows off portraits of his family
members and ancestors during an interview in Saqqara, southwest of Egypt’s
capital.

Abdel Hamid Osman Taia Daramalli, a local, shows images displaying the his-
tory of his village of Al-Qurna (Gurna) at a private museum there on the west
bank of the Nile river opposite Egypt’s southern city of Luxor.

I
t’s one of the 20th century’s most iconic
photos: British archaeologist Howard
Carter inspecting the sarcophagus of

Tutankhamun in 1922 as an Egyptian
member of his team crouches nearby
shrouded in shadow. It is also an apt
metaphor for two centuries of Egyptology,
flush with tales of brilliant foreign explor-
ers uncovering the secrets of the
Pharaohs, with Egyptians relegated to
the background.

“Egyptians have been written out of
the historical narrative,” leading archaeol-
ogist Monica Hanna told AFP. Now with
the 100th anniversary of Carter’s earth-
shattering discovery-and the 200th of the
deciphering of the Rosetta Stone which
unlocked the ancient hieroglyphs-they
are demanding that their contributions be
recognized.

Egyptians “did all the work” but “were
forgotten”, said chief excavator Abdel
Hamid Daramalli, who was born “on top”
of the tombs at Qurna near Luxor that he
is now in charge of digging. Even
Egyptology’s colonial-era birth-set neatly
at Frenchman Jean-FranÁois
Champollion cracking the Rosetta
Stone’s code in 1822 — “whitewashes
history”, according to specialist
researcher Heba Abdel Gawad, “as if
there were no attempts to understand
Ancient Egypt until the Europeans came.”

The “unnamed Egyptian” in the
famous picture of Carter is “perhaps
Hussein Abu Awad or Hussein Ahmed
Said,” according to art historian Christina
Riggs, a Middle East specialist at Britain’s
Durham University. The two men were
the pillars, alongside Ahmed Gerigar and
Gad Hassan, of Carter’s digging team for
nine seasons. But unlike foreign team
members, experts cannot put names to
the faces in the photos.

‘Unnoticed and unnamed’ 
“Egyptians remain unnoticed,

unnamed, and virtually unseen in their
history,” Riggs insisted, arguing that
Egyptology’s “structural inequities” rever-
berate to this day. But one Egyptian
name did gain fame as the tomb’s sup-
posed accidental discoverer: Hussein
Abdel Rasoul. Despite not appearing in
Carter’s diaries and journals, the tale of
the water boy is presented as “historical
fact”, said Riggs.

On November 4, 1922, a 12-year-old-
commonly believed to be Hussein-found
the top step down to the tomb, supposed-

ly because he either tripped, his donkey
stumbled or because his water jug
washed away the sand. The next day,
Carter’s team exposed the whole stair-
case and on November 26 he peered into
a room filled with golden treasures
through a small breach in the tomb door.

According to an oft-repeated story, a
half century earlier two of Hussein’s
ancestors, brothers Ahmed and
Mohamed Abdel Rasoul, found the Deir
el-Bahari cache of more than 50 mum-
mies, including Ramesses the Great,
when their goat fell down a crevasse. But
Hussein’s great-nephew Sayed Abdel
Rasoul laughed at the idea that a goat or
boy with a water jug were behind the
breakthroughs.

Riggs echoed his scepticism, arguing
that on the rare occasions that
Egyptology credits Egyptians with great
discoveries they are disproportionately
either children, tomb robbers or
“quadrupeds”. The problem is that others
“kept a record, we didn’t”, Abdel Rasoul
told AFP.

‘They were wronged’ 
Local farmers who knew the contours

of the land could “tell from the layers of
sediment whether there was something

there,” said Egyptologist Abdel Gawad,
adding that “archaeology is mostly about
geography”. Profound knowledge and
skill at excavating had been passed down
for generations in Qurna-where the Abdel
Rasouls remain-and at Qift, a small town
north of Luxor where English archaeolo-
gist William Flinders Petrie first trained
locals in the 1880s.

Mostafa Abdo Sadek, a chief excava-
tor of the Saqqara tombs near Giza,
whose discoveries have been celebrated
in the Netflix documentary series
“Secrets of the Saqqara Tomb”, is a
descendant of those diggers at Qift. His
family moved 600 kilometres (370 miles)
north at the turn of the 20th century to
excavate the vast necropolis south of the
Giza pyramids. But his grandfathers and
great-uncles “were wronged”, he
declared, holding up their photos. Their
contributions to a century of discoveries
at Saqqara have gone largely undocu-
mented.

‘Children of Tutankhamun’ 
Barred for decades from even study-

ing Egyptology while the French con-
trolled the country’s antiquities service,
Egyptians “were always serving foreign-
ers”, archaeologist and former antiqui-
ties minister Zahi Hawass told AFP.
Another Egyptologist, Fatma Keshk, said
we have to remember “the historical and
social context of the time, with Egypt
under British occupation.” The struggle
over the country’s cultural heritage
became increasingly political in the early
20th century as Egyptians demanded
their freedom.

“We are the children of Tutankhamun,”
the diva Mounira al-Mahdiyya sang in
1922, the year the boy pharaoh’s intact
tomb was found. The same year Britain
was forced to grant Egypt independence,
and the hated partage system that gave
foreign missions half the finds in
exchange for funding excavations was
ended. But just as Egyptians’ “sense of
ownership” of their heritage grew, ancient
Egypt was appropriated as “world civiliza-
tion” with little to do with the modern
country, argued Abdel Gawad.

“Unfortunately that world seems to be
the West. It’s their civilization, not ours.”
While the contents of Tutankhamun’s
tomb stayed in Cairo, Egypt lost Carter’s
archives, which were considered his pri-
vate property. The records, key to aca-
demic research, were donated by his

niece to the Griffith Institute for
Egyptology at Britain’s Oxford University.

“They were still colonizing us. They left
the objects, but they took our ability to
produce research,” Hanna added. This
year, the institute and Oxford’s Bodleian
Library are staging an exhibition,
“Tutankhamun: Excavating the Archive”,
which they say sheds light on the “often
overlooked Egyptian members of the
archaeological team.”

Excavators’ village razed 
In Qurna, 73-year-old Ahmed Abdel

Rady still remembers finding a mummy’s
head in a cavern of his family’s mud-brick
house that was built into a tomb. His
mother stored her onions and garlic in a
red granite sarcophagus, but she burst
into tears at the sight of the head, berat-
ing him that “this was a queen” who
deserved respect. For centuries, the peo-
ple of Qurna lived among and excavated

the ancient necropolis of Thebes, one of
the pharaohs’ former capitals that dates
back to 3100 BC.

Today, Abdel Rady’s village is no more
than rubble between the tombs and tem-
ples, the twin Colossi of Memnon-built
nearly 3,400 years ago-standing vigil
over the living and the dead. Four
Qurnawis were shot dead in 1998 trying
to stop the authorities bulldozing their
homes in a relocation scheme. Some
10,000 people were eventually moved

when almost an entire hillside of mud-
brick homes was demolished despite
protests from UNESCO.

In the now deserted moonscape,
Ragab Tolba, 55, one of the last remain-
ing residents, told AFP how his relatives
and neighbors were moved to “inade-
quate” homes “in the desert”. The
Qurnawis’ dogged resistance was fired
by their deep connection to the place and
their ancestors, said the Qurna-born
excavator Daramalli. But the controver-
sial celebrity archaeologist Hawass, then
head of Egypt’s Supreme Council of
Antiquities, said “it had to be done” to
preserve the tombs.

Egyptologist Hanna, however, said the
authorities were bent on turning Luxor
into a sanitised “open-air museum... a
Disneyfication of heritage”, and used old
tropes about the Qurnawis being tomb
raiders against them. Sayed Abdel
Rasoul’s nephew, Ahmed, hit back at

what he called a double standard. “The
French and the English were all stealing,”
he told AFP. “Who told the people of
Qurna they could make money off of arte-
facts in the first place?”

Over the centuries, countless antiqui-
ties made their way out of Egypt. Some,
like the Luxor Obelisk in Paris and the
Temple of Debod in Madrid, were gifts
from the Egyptian government.—AFP

Lost treasures
Egyptians 
want back

F
or decades, Egyptians have
dreamed of bringing back some of
the glories of their ancient civiliza-

tion scattered across museums and pri-
vate collections across the world. Now
as Cairo gears up to open “the largest
archaeological museum in the world” at
the foot of the pyramids of Giza in
November, Egypt’s former antiquities
minister Zahi Hawass told AFP that he

will soon demand the return of three of
its greatest lost treasures:

Rosetta Stone 
The basalt slab dating from 196 BC

was the key that helped French linguist
Jean-Francois Champollion crack the
code of Egypt’s ancient hieroglyphs. The
stone was discovered by Napoleon
Bonaparte’s invading French army in
1799 while troops were repairing a fort
near the Nile Delta port of Rashid (or
Rosetta), close to the Mediterranean. It
bore extracts of a decree written in
Ancient Greek, an ancient Egyptian ver-
nacular script called Demotic and hiero-
glyphics.

Comparing the three scripts finally
helped resolve a mystery which had
bedeviled historians for centuries.

Champollion announced his discovery
on September 27, 1822. The stele has
been housed in the British Museum
since 1802, inscribed with the legend
“Captured in Egypt by the British Army in
1801” on one side and “presented by
King George III” to the museum on the
other.

Egypt has been demanding its return
for decades, with Egyptologist Heba
Abdel Gawad saying the inscriptions
alone were “an act of violence that no
one talks about, and which the British
Museum denies is destruction of an arte-
fact.” The museum told AFP that the
stone was “handed over to the British as
a diplomatic gift.”

Nefertiti bust 
The bust of the wife of the Pharaoh

Akhenaten, whose name meant “the
beautiful one has come”, was sculpted
around 1340 BC but was carted off to
Germany in controversial circumstances
by a Prussian archaeologist after it was
found at Amarna in 1912.The depiction
of one of the most famous women of the
ancient world was later given to the
Neues Museum in Berlin.

Cairo demanded its restitution as ear-
ly as the 1930s, but Germany has long
held that it was handed over in a colo-
nial-era partage agreement, under which
countries that funded archaeological
digs could keep half of the finds. But for
Hawass it “was il legally taken”.
Egyptologist Monica Hanna told AFP
that Germany once agreed to give the
bust back only for Adolf Hitler to block it
after the Nazi leader fell under its spell.

No official requests for the treasures’
return have been received “from the
Egyptian government”, according to the
three European museums. Egypt’s
Supreme Council of Antiquities did not
respond to AFP’s request for comment.

Dendera Zodiac 
The celestial map was blasted out of

the Hathor Temple in Qena in southern
Egypt on the orders of French official
Sebastien Louis Saulnier in 1820. It has
been suspended on a ceiling in the
Louvre museum in Paris since 1922,
while a plaster cast stands in its place in
the temple. The chart, regarded as “the
only complete map that we have of an
ancient sky”, is thought to date from
around 50 BC. — AFP

Tutankhamun: Egyptians bid to reclaim their history

This picture shows a view of the Rosetta Stone at the British Museum in London. 
— AFP photos

A view of the top portion of the Rosetta Stone showing the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic text,
on display at the British Museum in London.

In this file photo the Nefertiti bust is pictured
during a press preview of the exhibition “In
The Light Of Amarna”, to mark the 100 years
of the Nefertiti bust discovery, at the Neues
Museum (New Museum) in Berlin.

In this file photo an Egyptian archeologist, wearing personal protective equipment, performs
restorations on the golden sarcophagus of the ancient Egyptian Pharaoh Tutankhamun.

This file picture shows a view of the gold burial
mask of the ancient Egyptian Pharaoh
Tutankhamun (reigned between 1342-1325 BC)
on display at the Egyptian museum in Egypt’s
capital Cairo.


