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BRIEF REPORT ON THE LEIDEN EXCAVATIONS AT SAQQARA,  

SEASON 2009 

 

The joint expedition of the Leiden Museum of Antiquities and Leiden University resumed its 

work south of the causeway of Unas on 19 January 2009 and continued until 2 March. The 

staff consisted of Dr Maarten J. Raven (joint field director), Dr Harold M. Hays (joint field 

director), Dr Barbara G. Aston (ceramicist), Dr Rob J. Demarée (hieraticist), Dr Ladislava 

Horáčková (anthropologist), Dr Lyla Pinch-Brock (artist), Dr Nicholas Warner (architect), 

Drs Willem F.M. Beex (surveyor), Mr Peter Jan Bomhof and Ms Anneke J. de Kemp 

(photographers), Mr Michael Neilson (conservator), Ms Dorothea Schulz (artist), and Ms 

Christa Brauers, Ms Amber Hood, Ms Rania Zin el Deen Abed Elazez, Ms Gwen Jennes, Mr 

Vincent Oeters, and Mr Paul van Pelt (field assistants). Dr Kim Duistermaat, Dr Ilona 

Regulski and Ms Claudia Lacher investigated Archaic Period substructures under two tombs. 

 

The fieldwork was carried out in close collaboration with Mr Usama Abdessalam el-Shimy 

(Director of Saqqara) and was supervised by Mr Galal Moawad Moawad and Mr Malak 

Shefik Fahmy (SCA inspectors). The expedition is very grateful to Dr Zahi Hawass (Secretary 

General of the Supreme Council for Antiquities), Mr Magdy el-Ghandur (Chairman of the 

Department for Foreign Missions), and to the members of the Permanent Committee of the 

SCA, for permissions, advice, and assistance. 

 

Work was concentrated in and around the tombs of Ptahemwia and Meryneith, who were both 

contemporaries of King Akhenaten. The expedition also conducted brief investigations under 

the tombs of Maya and Meryneith, where Archaic Period tombs were once located. Study and 

recording was undertaken of the reliefs, pottery, and skeletal material found during the 2007-

2008 seasons. Further consolidation of mudbrick structures and reinstatement of blocks was 

done. Additionally, the expedition widened pathways in areas of its previous excavations in 

order to prepare the site for tourist access. 

 

Area between the tombs of Meryneith, Iniuia, Pay, and the forecourt of Horemheb  

One of the principal objectives of the season was to complete our knowledge of the 

necropolis area thus far excavated, by excavating the pocket between the tombs of Meryneith, 

Iniuia, Pay, and the forecourt of Horemheb (see page 5). The pocket was about 140 m
2
, 

through about 2.5 vertical meters of material down to an Old Kingdom mud plaster flooring. 

The flooring was about 20cm below the level of Horemheb’s forecourt.  

 

Although small in surface area, there was a high density of New Kingdom and Late shafts: 

eight in total (2009/1, 2009/4, 2009/4b, 2009/5, 2009/7, 2009/13, 2009/16, and 2009/17). Due 

to their proximity to one another, the shafts at the eastern end of the area were deemed unsafe 

to clear. A number of subsidiary burials were found in the area, usually interred at about the 

same depth as Horemheb’s forecourt floor: 2009/18, 2009/20, 2009/21, 2009/22, and 

2009/24. One of these (2009/24) was directly beneath an in situ stele (SAK 2009-R34). 

Although of fine quality carving, this New Kingdom or later monument depicting the 

deceased alternately before Ptah and Osiris was found heavily weathered on top, rendering the 

complete reading of the owner’s name impossible.  

 

Clearance of the New Kingdom Chapel of Khay II 

One of the shafts in the area (2009/17) was in fact found already during the 2004 season, as 

this shaft is bisected by the south wall of the forecourt of Horemheb. Because it is bisected by 
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the wall, it must predate the forecourt. In fact, it seems clear that the shaft was adopted for use 

by the owner of the chapel 2009/6, whose name is Khay. The chapel was built after the tomb 

of Horemheb, since its north wall is engaged with the latter, and since its own court omits a 

north wall entirely. Indeed, the chapel stands about 1 meter above the floor level of 

Horemheb, and thus it seems significantly later in date. Further, it is evident that Khay 

adapted the older shaft 2009/17 for his own use. To facilitate access to it, he evidently rebuilt 

a section of Horemheb’s wall to include a parabolic arch over the older shaft (see page 6). Its 

clearance was deferred to next season.  

 

Some of the chapel’s decorated limestone revetments were found in situ, identifying the tomb 

owner as one of the priests responsible for bearing the front part of the shouldered bark of 

Ptah. The hieroglyphs and figures were roughly carved and painted in yellow. Additionally, a 

large relief slab of superb quality and condition, depicting offering bearers in blue and red 

paint, (SAK 2009-R19) was found face down in the tomb’s chapel, doubtless from a nearby 

Dynasty 18 tomb. This relief slab and those from the chapel of Khay were cleaned by SCA 

conservator Yussef Hammady. The reliefs of Khay were encased in mudbrick and left in situ. 

 

Clearance of the Late Period burial complex 2002/16, situated to the south of the tomb of 

Meryneith 

Another principal objective of the season was to locate the above-ground aperture to the shaft 

2002/16. The Late burial apartments to which the shaft belongs were already discovered and 

mapped during the 2002 season via a breakthrough to the subterranean complex under the 

tomb of Meryneith, but they had not been completely cleared. Moreover, it was desired to re-

examine the complex under Meryneith in the context of its Archaic Period architecture. 

 

The burial apartment of 2002/16 consisted of a single chamber with six mummy niches. It 

was cleared of debris, ceramic fragments (largely Late), and numerous disturbed bones in the 

present season. It yielded no intact burials, but there was a high concentration of faience 

amulets: a total of nineteen in the forms of Thoth, Anubis, Isis, Shu, Taweret, Wedjat eye, 

papyrus column, and pataekos. 

 

Discovery of New Kingdom Chapel of Tatia 

In the process of searching for the above-ground aperture of shaft 2002/16, the modest 

Ramesside tomb of one Tatia was discovered, consisting of shaft (2009/23) and chapel 

(2009/8) (see page 7). The chapel is constructed of inscribed limestone, with the lower 

courses in situ and measuring about 50cm in height. They are capped in the east by jambs 

measuring another 50cm in height. The chapel measures some 2.4m in width and 1.6m in 

length. Its large limestone stele (SAK 2009-R8) was found in close proximity to the chapel 

and virtually intact. The inscriptions are of good quality, though imperfections in the 

limestone were liberally corrected with gypsum plaster, now often fallen away. Ample traces 

of blue and red pigment occur both on the stele and the chapel walls.  

 

Like Khay II, Tatia was a front-man for the bark of Ptah. Additionally, he was chief of 

smelters, with access to image workshops. The stele depicts Tatia alternately before the gods 

Osiris and Re-Harakhti. In the latter case, he is shown slaughtering an oryx. The south interior 

wall of the chapel shows a Harper’s Song. Reliefs from the chapel of Tatia and the stele SAK 

2009-R8 were consolidated with Perimal by SCA conservators Hatem Gamil Mahmoud and 

Yussef Hammady, under the supervision of Mustafa Ahmed Ahmed. The stele and the south 

door jamb (SAK 2009-R37) were stored in the tomb of Meryneith, pending reinstatement 
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next season, and the chapel was covered in cloth and plastic, bricked in, and filled with sand, 

pending a deliberate consolidation next season. 

 

Excavation of Archaic Period burial complex situated under the tomb of Maya 

Clearance was made from the central chamber (A) of the Archaic Period burial complex 

under Maya, through corridor B100 into another Archaic Period chamber (B). This chamber 

had been re-used in the Late Period to form part of a tomb complex. This room and the 

subsequent niche (B200) was the focus point of this year’s excavation. Although 

architecturally identifiable as an originally Archaic structure, no substantial Archaic Period 

material finds were present in Chamber B, Corridor B100, or Niche B200 survived. Human 

remains of at least ten Late burials were found, as well as at least 268 partial and whole 

shabtis. The architectural plan of the complex was completed, excepting the sand-blocked 

passage leading north from chamber A. This was probably the original main entrance to the 

tomb, but it remains unexplored for safety reasons. 

 

Excavation of Archaic Period burial complex situated under the tomb of Meryneith 

A new plan of the substructure of the complex was made, as well as a section of it and a 

description. Limited clearance of room G proved that the material in this area is indeed late. 

What seems to be the original main entrance to the Archaic Period complex, a passage at the 

north of room A, was more productive. Archaic material—pottery and stone vessel 

fragments—were found there. Beyond it was a shaft known since 2002, but not then cleared. 

It was cleared this season. At its base was found what appears to be a portcullis of fine, non-

native limestone. Beyond it to the north a staircase leading upwards at an angle of about 45 

degrees was identified. The shaft was bricked and backfilled, with further exploration 

reserved for the future. 

 

Documentation 

1. Drawings of the in situ reliefs in the tomb of Ptahemwia from previous seasons were 

collated and corrected for publication. 

2. All reliefs found during the present season were traced and drawn.  

3. All reliefs and objects discovered this season were photographed. 

4. Over 200 pots from previous excavation seasons were drawn. 

 

Study of pottery  

Pottery work focused on the first half of the season on reconstructing the burial assemblage 

from the southern burial chamber of Ptahemwia (Chamber F). Parts of 22 vessels were 

recorded; eleven were nearly complete and undoubtedly belonged to the New Kingdom burial 

in that room. The vessels comprised a marl amphora with pointed base inscribed in hieratic 

on the shoulder with the word Hesmen (natron), two large, white-slipped funnel-necked 

storage jar, three red-slipped burnished dishes, and five large, thick-walled dishes. 

 

During the second half of the season, reconstruction work focused on a large deposit of 

pottery found at the original floor level in the southeast corner of the forecourt of the tomb of 

Khay. About 90% of this deposit consisted of sherds of red-slipped funnel-necked jars of the 

type depicted in the ceremony of ‘breaking the red pots’ and may represent the actual 

remnants of such a ceremony.  

 

Excavation south of the tomb of Meryneith uncovered the chapel of Tatia (2009/8) and its 

shaft (2009/23). Five small silt dishes of Ramesside date, some containing remnants of ash, 
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were found along the east side of the shaft rim exactly at rim level and may be part of a ritual 

in conjunction with burials in shaft 2009/23, the first time such a phenomenon has been 

observed in the Saqqara New Kingdom necropolis. 

 

Study of human remains  

Material remains from secondary burials in the north and south chapels of the tomb of 

Ptahemwia were documented for publication. These were re-interred in complex 2002/16. 

The numerous intact, secondary burials found south of Horemheb (see above) were exhumed 

and prepared for future study. A further burial was found south of Meryneith (2009/11), of 

two adults and one child with bits of Coptic glass and Coptic textiles. The human remains 

from complex 2002/16 were prepared for future study. 

 

Site management 

1. Relief fragments from the tomb of Ptahemwia were reinstated in their original 

locations, supported by limestone blocks. 

2. The south mudbrick wall of the forecourt of the tomb of Horemheb was consolidated 

with a mudbrick cap. The northeast corner of the first pylon of the tomb of Horemheb 

was consolidated with a mudbrick cap. A 2 meter section of the north wall of the court 

of Pay was consolidated with a mudbrick buttress. 

3. The solid metal door to the south chapel in the tomb of Tia was replaced with a grated 

metal door, through which tourists may now see the excellent reliefs inside. 

4. At the request of the Saqqara Inspectorate, areas east of the tombs of Maya and Tia 

and to the south of the tombs of Meryneith and Ptahemwia were widened to facilitate 

tourist access. Because the expedition has already consolidated the structural integrity 

of all six major tombs previously discovered by it, and has already provided each of 

them with informative signs in English and Arabic, the site is now ready to be opened 

to regular tourist visitation. 

 

Other tasks 

1. In conformity with SCA instructions, all relief fragments and objects from seasons 

2003-2009 were transported for permanent storage at the Inspectorate’s main 

magazine by the Imhotep museum. 

2. A mould of a statue fragment previously excavated from the tomb of Horemheb was 

prepared in the Inspectorate’s main magazine. A cast was made from the mould in 

London and was joined to a heretofore anonymous double statue in the British 

Museum, proving that the statue represents the General Horemheb and his wife.  

 

 

 

 

Dr Harold M. Hays     

Joint Field Director      

Leiden University      
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