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The Carter 
Adventure



Fig. 1: head of the lid of the second 
gilded wood coffin of Tuya 

(KV 46; Cairo, CG 51006). 
Photograph D. Laboury.

Fig. 2: axonometric rendering of 
the tomb of Yuya and Tuya (KV 46). 
Drawing C. Venier.

Fig. 3: gilded and encrusted cartonnage 
mask of the mummy of Tuya (KV 46; 
Cairo CG 51009). 
Photograph D. Laboury.
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Dimitri Laboury

Tutankhamun’s Tomb: 
The Exception or the Rule?

On November 24, 1922, after he had finished 
clearing the entrance to Tutankhamun’s 
tomb, Howard Carter, who had just been 

rejoined by his patron, Lord Carnarvon, already 
knew that the hypogeum he was about to open had 
been broken into and resealed twice during antiquity. 
In light of the several objects and fragments still 
lying in front of the walled-up door, the two men 
feared that they had not discovered the untouched 
burial of the elusive king they had been searching for 
since 1915, but rather a looted and modestly sized 
cache, comparable to that of Tomb 55 in the Valley 
of the Kings, excavated by Theodore M. Davis and 
his archaeologist Edward R. Ayrton in 1907.

Despite the name given to it in modern times, 
Biban el-Moluk (in English, “Valley of the Kings”) 
does not contain only royal burials, but during the 
half-millennium of its use as a royal necropolis host
ed quite a large number of tombs which, like the one 
now numbered 55, were originally intended for pri
vate individuals, distinguished by the extraordinary 
honor of being able to accompany their sovereign 
into the afterlife. This was also the case with tomb 
KV 46, discovered by James E. Quibell on behalf of 
Davis in 1905, that yielded the sumptuous burial 
treasure, virtually intact, of Yuya and Tuya, the 
parents of Queen Tiye and great-grandparents of 
Tutankhamun.
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Burial Chamber
Annexe

So-called
“Treasury”

Antechamber

Fig. 4: virtual reality rendering of the structure and contents of Tutankhamun’s tomb (KV 62). Excerpt from F. Wilner’s film, Toutankhamon. Le trésor 
redécouvert, 2019.
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These late Eighteenth Dynasty tombs of prom
inent courtiers have a fairly regular typology, with 
underground access by stairs or a ramp (sometimes 
both) that leads to a single, transverse burial cham
ber. This plan is in stark contrast to that of the much 
more elaborate royal burials of the same period that 
can reach a depth of more than one hundred meters. 
Any observer of Tutankhamun’s tomb is struck 
by the fact that it is more akin to the first, non-
royal type, supplemented by a couple of rooms. As 
someone deeply familiar with the necropolis, Carter 
soon realized that the royal tomb he had so ardently 
sought was in fact a tomb originally intended for an 
individual and hastily fitted to accommodate the 
remains of a sovereign who had died unexpectedly.

Several clues betray this hasty adaptation. First, 
returning to the entrance of the tomb itself, Carter 
observed that the last six steps of the staircase lead
ing to the tomb proper, as well as the lintel and door 
jambs at the end of that staircase, had been shaved 

back to allow the passage of objects whose size had 
not been foreseen during the digging out of the 
hypogeum, before being built up again for the sealing 
of the tomb. In addition, the tomb, which consists 
of four rooms, respectively called by Carter the 
“antechamber,” the “annex,” the “burial chamber,” 
and the “treasury,” has poorly finished walls surfaces. 
Many limestone fragments from the walls still lit
tered the ground at the time of the discovery. By 
all indications, only the antechamber was planned 
and already in existence, and the quarriers arranged 
the other three rooms off of this room during the 
period of mummification of the king’s body to 
accommodate his funerary equipment, necessary for 
his rebirth in the afterlife, while trying to achieve the 
minimum structure required for a royal burial.

The decoration is also quite unusual. 
Concentrated exclusively in the burial chamber, it 
presents an unprecedented iconographic program, 
which combines a minimalist evocation of the usual 
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Fig. 5: view of the northwest corner of the burial chamber in Tutankh
amun’s tomb with an excerpt from the Book of the Amduat, depicting 
the solar bark and the twelve baboons of the first of the twelve hours of 
the night. Photograph D. Laboury.

Fig. 6: view of the northeast corner of the burial chamber of Tutankh
amun’s tomb with the “Opening of the Mouth” ritual performed by 
Ay on the mummy of the deceased king and the front of the funerary 
procession. Photograph D. Laboury.
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funerary compositions relating to the nocturnal 
rebirth of the sun and the late king who accompanies 
it (the Book of the Amduat or “Book of what is in the 
Beyond,” summarized by the first twelve hours of 
the night on the west wall) with scenes quite unique 
for a royal tomb, representing the transporting of 
the sovereign’s remains in his bier (east wall) and 
the ritual of the Opening of the Mouth performed by 
his successor, Ay, on the mummy of Tutankhamun 
in the form of Osiris. The decorated walls are 
speckled with fungi, which Carter suspected were 
ancient, a fact confirmed in recent analyses by the 
Getty Conservation Institute in Los Angeles, which 
showed that they were the result of closing the tomb 
too quickly, before the paintings had dried properly. 
The paintings are arrayed on a solid yellow back
ground, also exceptional, that evokes the description 
of the king’s burial chamber in the texts of the time 
as “the house of gold.” This is in principle supple
mented by at least one small adjacent room (here, 
the “treasury” in Carter’s nomenclature) intended 
to accommodate the canopic equipment, where the 
internal organs of the late monarch are preserved. 
The burial chamber is also usually preceded by a room 
called the “chariot room,” which appears to be the 
equivalent of the “antechamber” in Tutankhamun’s 

tomb, where several disassembled chariots were 
found. In short, the burial of the child king appears 
to be the scaled-down, simplest expression of a royal 
hypogeum of the time.

But what about its impressive furnishings? Are 
they representative of the funerary provisions of 
a ruler of the New Kingdom? Can they be used to 
imagine what has been irrevocably plundered from 
all the other pharaonic tombs in the Valley of the 
Kings? The few scattered remnants of systematic 
looting show that a substantial part of the funerary 
furnishings of Tutankhamun’s tomb conform to 
the usual practices of a royal burial worthy of this 
appellation as it was conceived of at the time. It was 
customary during the Eighteenth Dynasty for the 
monarch to be accompanied by a set of ritual wood 
statuettes covered with bitumen, whose type for 
the most part dates back to the dawn of Egyptian 
history; that his viscera be placed in a limestone 
chest with four compartments, whose lids are of the 
pharaoh’s likeness; and that his mummified body be 
protected by several gilded wood coffins that fit one 
inside the other in a quartzite sarcophagus, normally 
enclosed by gilded wood shrines. But ongoing study 
of the originally gilded and encrusted wood coffin of 
Thutmosis III by the UCLA Coffins Project suggests 



Fig. 7: view of the funerary furnishings along the west wall of the 
antechamber of Tutankhamun’s tomb. Photograph H. Burton. 
Private collection, UK.

Fig. 8: view of the funerary furnishings in the so-called “treasury” room 
of Tutankhamun’s tomb. Photograph H. Burton. Private collection, UK.
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that the solid gold coffin that housed Tutankhamun’s 
mummy (what the texts of the late New Kingdom 
seem to call the “golden egg”) would have been an 
innovation of its time or at least of the end of the 
dynasty, no doubt a sign of the extraordinary wealth 
of the crown of Egypt at that time. Moreover, study 
of the inscriptions on the objects discovered in 
Tutankhamun’s tomb has revealed without doubt 
that a significant part of the young king’s personal 
funerary equipment was appropriated from the 
furnishings of his predecessor (including the canopic 
equipment, the second coffin, and the inscribed 
gold bands that were wrapped around the mummy). 
This appropriation was probably owing in part to 
political reasons, but perhaps also to the unexpected 
death of the sovereign, at a time when it did not yet 
seem necessary to prepare all of his provisions for 
the afterlife, no more than his tomb itself. Finally, 
Tutankhamun’s funerary “treasury” contains mul
tiple childhood mementos, ranging from a strand 
of hair from his grandmother, Queen Tiye, to fabric 

bearing his father’s name, to objects bearing the 
names of several of his sisters, and numerous chests 
labelled “belonging to his Majesty, when he was still 
a crown prince” (in ancient Egyptian, inpu “crown 
prince,” [see C. Loeben’s article on the chests]). 
However, as it currently stands, no evidence found 
in other tombs in the Valley of the Kings allows us 
to confirm that these types of more personal objects 
were an integral part of the funerary furnishings of 
any ruler of the New Kingdom, even if the hypothesis 
seems quite plausible.

The tomb of the young king thus appears unique 
in many respects. Certainly, on an archaeological 
level, it is the only one that has reached us in such a 
state of preservation. Yet, from a historical point of 
view, if it seems at best to conform to the customs 
of the time for a royal burial, it bears, as Carter 
had perfectly understood, all the signs of a hastily 
improvised burial, following the improbable and 
unexpected death of a sovereign who had not yet 
reached his twentieth birthday.



Fig. 9–10 : painted alabaster lid from the canopic equipment from the 
tomb of Horemheb (left; KV 57; Cairo JE 46826), similar to those found in 
Tutankhamun’s tomb (below). Photographs S. Connor and D. Laboury.
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