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C2 Project. The Royal Cache Wadi Survey.
2017 Season

José Ramoén PEREZ-ACCINO, Hisham EL-LEITHY

Since the discovery of the royal mummies in 1881, and in accordance with the conclusions of the Lansing campaign
in 1920, the Royal Cache Wadi (or C2 Valley) on the West Bank at Luxor has been assumed to be archaeologically
deserted. Since 2017, the C2 Project of Universidad Complutense of Madrid has returned to the site in order to explore
the valley as a whole, not as though it were defined exclusively by the cache tomb TT 320. The results of the Project’s
research to date challenge the interpretation of the Wadi either as archaeologically deserted or exclusively as an ancient
hiding place, insofar as evidence of human activity indicates that other elements of the valley were significant in antiquity.

C2 Project. The Royal Cache Wadi Survey. Campana 2017

Desde el descubrimiento de las momias reales en 1881, y siguiendo las conclusiones de la campana de Lansing en 1920,
se ha asumido que el Royal Cache Wadi (o Valle C2) en Luxor esta arqueoldgicamente desierto. Desde 2017, el Proyecto
C2 de la Universidad Complutense de Madrid ha regresado al lugar para explorar el valle en su conjunto, no como un paraje
definido exclusivamente por la tumba TT 320, la cachette. Los resultados de la investigacion del Proyecto C2 hasta la fecha
ponen en duda esta interpretacion del lugar como arqueoldgicamente desierto o exclusivamente como un antiguo escondite,
dado que la evidencia de actividad humana indica que otros aspectos del valle fueron significativos en la antigliedad.

Keywords: Royal mummies, Theban necropolis, landscape, graffiti.
Palabras claves: Momias reales, necropolis tebana, paisaje, grafiti.

of important events are of-
S Cenes ten diminished in propor-
tion to the importance of what happened there.
In 1881, the mummies of a large number of kings
were discovered in a tomb (TT §20) near the bot-
tom of a small rocky valley or bay, immediate-
ly south of Deir el-Bahari on the West Bank at
Luxor—accordingly, a central area in the spatial
organisation of the Theban necropolis. The rea-
sons for transferring royal bodies to this place
from their original tombs could have been mul-
tiple and several possibilities have been moot-
ed, most of which focus on a presumed intention

1 Maspero 1881-1887: 7.

to hide the bodies of the monarchs to protect
them from looting. This spectacular discovery,
known since 1881 simply as the Royal Cache,
seemed to be the definitive feature of a site now
often known simply as the Royal Cache Wadi,
and has focused the interest of researchers ever
since. In the very first report of the discovery,
Gaston Maspero stated that “jamais cachette ne
fut mieux dissimulée”,! and this interpretation
has discouraged further analysis of the valley it-
self by apparently precluding the prospect of
other significant human activity in an area which
functioned as a ‘hiding place’.
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Because the Royal Cache Wadi—or C2 Valley
according to the nomenclature used in the Graffiti
de la Montagne Thebaine (GMT )—* has otherwise
been considered archaeologically deserted, the
subsequent interest of researchers has focused
on matters immediately related to tomb TT 320.
In January 1920, Ambrose Lansing did explore
the possible existence of other significant struc-
tures or elements in the valley and the outcome
was negative, though the site was said to have
been explored “yard by yard”.3 Graffiti in the
valley have been surveyed several times as part
of the complete survey of graffiti on the West
Bank: initially Wilhelm Spiegelberg* published
his results from a survey mostly made in the win-
ter of 1895-96;5 and most recently the Centre de
Documentation et d’Etude sur I'Ancienne Egypte
(CEDAE) published Graffiti de la Montagne
Thebaine.® Nevertheless, a more recent project
to re-explore and map tomb TT 320 left aside
any consideration of the valley as its context.” In
the light of these previous investigations of this
central area in the Theban necropolis, the ques-
tion arises whether the so-called Royal Cache
Wadi is indeed a vacant space suited for a hiding
place or whether, on the contrary, there are indi-
cations of human activity which may suggest a
different original context for using the tomb as
a cache. Of course, the presence of graffiti itself
may be at odds with the interpretation of the site
as archaeologically deserted. So, the study pre-
sented here focuses on the geographical envi-
ronment of the C2 Valley as context, rather than
on the content discovered in 1881, and the pos-
sibility of identifying other activities and other

Winlock 1920.
Spiegelberg 1921.
Peden 2001: 30.
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Graefe and Belova 2010.
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elements in the valley, thereby better contextu-
alizing the reasons for the transfer of the kings’
bodies to this site.

C2 Project. The Royal Cache Wadi Survey

Whereas little attention has been paid to the
geographical environment of the small, rocky
Cg Valley, since 2017 Universidad Complutense
of Madrid, in collaboration with the Centre for
Study and Documentation of Egyptian Antiquities
of the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities, has been
conducting the C2 Project. Royal Cache Wadi Survey,
under the joint direction of José R. Pérez-Accino
and Hisham Elleithy. Prior to beginning our
work, members of the team in informal visits
had identified a number of elements which had
not been recorded previously, such as rock for-
mations with apparent traces of human inter-
vention and chiselling, and unrecorded graffi-
ti. Before arriving on site, the team had already
compiled a corpus of known graffiti in the val-
ley from the published information. These re-
cords have been the basis of work in the field,
allowing us to check the position and current
state of preservation of the recorded graffiti.
Spiegelberg identified a particular coherent
group of graffiti in the upper ground of the val-
ley in the cliff walls towards the west, which he
dated to the Middle Kingdom. Unfortunately,
access to these graffiti is now unsafe so we have
decided to document these graffiti in future
campaigns with a proper access plan and safe-
ty measures in place. Consequently, during the

Cerny, Desroches Noblecourt and Kurz 1969-1970; Cerny et alii 1971; Coque et alii 1972 and 1973.

See: Spiegelberg 1921; Cerny 1956; Sadek and Shimy 1974.
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Figure 1. The Royal Cachette Wadi (C2) with sectors defined in
Graffiti de la Montagne Thebaine. Areas of concentration of gra-
ffiti in blue, and new graffiti identified in green. Composite from
sectorial maps from GMT and C2 Project.

2017 campaign we focused mainly on the survey
of the lower ground of the valley.

First of all, the team identified topographi-
cal markers and register numbers left by previ-
ous surveyors. This allowed us to delimit the sec-
tions defined in GMT and locate the published
graffiti (figs. 1 and 2). The markings were most-
ly clearly written in pencil so they have been re-
sistant to erasure. We identified all the sections
in the GMT survey but in the 2017 campaign we
were only able to explore the sections numbered
93, 94, 95 and 96 on the lower ground of the val-
ley. Despite the frailty of the stone, already de-
scribed in one of the earliest reports of the site,
the graffiti are still in place. This indicates that
most of the stone is stable and, at least, presents

Figure 2. Areas of concentration of graffiti in the lower level of the wadi. Photograph: C2 Project.

8 Maspero 1889: 517.
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the same facade as that recorded over a century
ago. The graffiti are difficult to identify (fig. 3)
but the ancient ones are easy to distinguish
from modern ones, which are often vandalism.
Recent graffiti by tourists or visitors tend to be
written with limestone flakes, which have left a
broader trace, whereas the ancient graffiti tend
to be finer and darker. Presumably in antiquity
flint flakes, very common in the area, were used
as the writing tool because flint is a much harder
material than limestone. The previous surveys in
the valley seem to have covered only part of the
walls, which present about §20 linear metres in
the lower ground. Approximately 202 linear me-
tres had already been surveyed, leaving around
110 linear metres—or about a third of the walls
of the lower ground—unsurveyed at the begin-
ning of the present project.

There seemed to be two areas of concentra-
tion of graffiti already surveyed in the lower
ground (see fig. 2). One group clearly follows
the present path from the mouth of the valley to
the cache along the east wall. This includes Sec-
tions 93 and 94 of the GMT and contains a large
number of informal inscriptions. Their pres-
ence alone casts doubt over the interpretation of
TT 320 as a hiding place because the location
seems to have been well-known in antiquity and
visited often. Unfortunately, because the an-
cient path to the tomb seems to have been the
one still used today by visitors and tourists,
modern inscriptions here sometimes damage
the ancient graffiti by writing over them. The
second concentration is in the south-west cor-
ner of the valley, symmetrically opposite but out
of sight of tomb TT g20. This concentration in-
cludes Sections 95 and 96 of the GMT but the C2
Project has identified a number of new elements
in this area, as discussed below.

9 Rzepka 2004.
10 Niwinski ez alii 2001.
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Graffiti Group 1

Since the GMT was published, new inscriptions
have been identified in the valley: notably two
graffiti bearing the name of king Nubkheperre
Antef V (Seventeenth Dynasty) at the entrance
of tomb TT 320 itself;? and a graffito of the roy-
al scribe and priest Butehamun (fig. 3), to add
to several of his identified previously.'® The for-
mer graffito brings the debate over the date and
identity of the owner of TT 320 back to queen
Inhapy, a contemporary of Nubkheperre Antef.
In 2017, the team found a number of other ele-
ments in the vicinity never previously described:

— One unpublished graffito was discovered in
the farthest stretch of the north-east wall, fac-
ing west at a distance of forty-eight metres
from the origin of Section 93 but well outside
this section (fig. 4). This has more formal char-
acteristics than other graffiti found within the
valley, taking the form of a round-top stela de-
picting a royal figure, with a uraeus and possi-
bly a diadem, standing in front of a pyramid.
There is a further discussion of this graffito in
terms of its relationship to the second concen-
tration of graffiti below.

— Asecond unpublished graffito was identified in
Section 94, in the north-west corner of the val-
ley at four metres above the present ground—
specifically in the recess at the entrance to tomb
TT g20. It takes the form of a rectangular dou-
ble frame within which a human figure can be
identified. This graffito is positioned symmet-
rically opposite the graffiti of Nubkheperre
Antef in relation to the tomb shaft (fig. 5).

As noted above, the belief that TT 320 was
used as a hiding place originated in the first mo-
ments after the discovery of the royal mummies
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Figure 3. Graffito of Butehamun in Sector 96. Photograph: C2 Project.

Figure 4. Graffito representing a crude stela. Photograph: Figure 5. Graffitto identified at the entrance of TT 320. Photograph:
C2 Project. C2 Project.
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Figure 6. Niche in Section 96. On the lower left side, the liba-
tion stone in situ. Photograph: C2 Project.

in 1881," but this assumption could be reviewed
in the light of the observations made by the pres-
ent project.'? The valley is not remote at all but
central to the Theban necropolis, and surround-
ed by significant archaeological sites on all sides.
Its simple, rectangular shape makes it perfectly

11 Maspero 1881-1887.
12 Niwinski et alii 2001; Rzepka 2004.
13 Sadek and Shimy 1974.
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straightforward to visualise the whole valley from
its entrance and thus recognise the significant lo-
cation of TT 320 at the north-east corner, closest
to Deir el-Bahari and in a position analogous to
the locations of cemeteries in the C1 and Cg Val-
leys (the Deir el-Bahari and Meketre bays respec-
tively). If we add to this revised interpretation the
numerous graffiti along the path from the val-
ley’s entrance to the tomb, it seems that the loca-
tion of TT 320 was well known in antiquity.

Graffiti Group 2

The second concentration of graffiti is in the
south-west of the valley and falls within Section
96 (see fig. 1). From here a person writing a graf-
fito cannot see the entrance of TT 320 but sev-
eral inscriptions of considerable interest may be
found here nonetheless, including: a known graf-
fito of Butehamun containing a prayer; graffiti
with names deliberately erased; and a figure
standing in a gesture characteristic of mourning
or worshipping.'3 Previously, there have been no
particular explanations for the presence of these
inscriptions in this part of the valley, but the team
has now noted that they are immediately adjacent
to a rectangular niche in the south-west corner of
the valley, symmetrically opposite tomb TT 320
in the north-east corner (see figs. 1 and 6). The
floor of the niche has seemingly been smoothed
by human action and the corners deliberate-
ly squared into the living rock (fig. 7). The meas-
urements of this niche are similar to the meas-
urements of the recess at the entrance of tomb
TT 320. Resting on the floor of the niche was a
stone showing indications of having been inten-
tionally squared, which has retouched edges and
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Figure 7. Floor of the niche in Section 96. Photograph: C2 Project.

a central basin with indications of the former
presence of liquid. One edge of the basin is low-
ered as though to allow pouring, and marks have
been incised in two of the corners (fig. 8). This
seems to be a very basic offering table, albeit of
a known type.'4 Therefore, the niche and its envi-
ronment, including the graffiti, may constitute a
shrine or area for worship.

This group of graffiti and the area described in
the foregoing are adjacent to a rock formation in
the south wall of the valley, facing north. This for-
mation, about twenty metres in height, resembles
a human head emerging from the mountain as

14 Holzl 2002.
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Figure 8. Crude libation stone. Photograph: C2 Project.



Figure 9. Rock formation resembling a human head in the moun-
tain in Section 96. Photograph: C2 Project.

i
A
\
Y
1
[
.\ —
R ]
; Lo > i
| 0l N\ A [
| G AN,
,’ 1oy BN X N V)
NN SN 4
LY v T ;o ,
1 ! \ Y]
0 o PALL LN
Loy g [
- ! [
Ly I Lo
il |
W | .
‘(’;“1 r L
s /
\'l .
.1-

Figure 10. Landscape scene in the graffito. Drawing: C2 Project.
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Figure 11. Head in the center of the scene of the graffito.
Photograph: C2 Project.

had previously been recognised by Maria Belchi,
a team member (fig. 9). Its significant appear-
ance may be represented in the first of the newly
registered graffiti in Group 1 (see figs. 4 and 10),
which is located directly opposite this rock for-
mation. On the right of the graffito a tomb
(TT 320?) is represented by a pyramid; on the
left, a prominent pyramidal shape dominates the
scene, perhaps to represent the peak of EI-Qurn
towering over the area; between them is the an-
thropoid form with a royal head (fig. 11). There-
fore, this distribution of elements may be un-
derstood to coincide with the distribution of the
significant elements in the visible landscape look-
ing from the location of the graffito towards the
south-west corner of the valley (fig. 12).

Taking all these elements into considera-
tion—and the continuation of the survey of these
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rock with
head shape

Figure 12. Distribution of significative elements inside the wadi. Photograph: C2 Project.

areas of the valley notwithstanding—we may pro-
pose the existence of an area of worship or ritual
activity centered on the south-west corner of the
Cz2 Valley, symmetrically opposite the location
of tomb TT g20. This area has been defined, es-
sentially, by observation of the walls of the valley,
by the second concentration of graffiti consid-
ered here, and by the new graffito in Group 1 that
seems to represent the significant elements in this
landscape. In short, it seems that the so-called
Royal Cache Wadi in ancient times was not a va-
cant space suited for a hiding place. On the con-
trary, there are indications of significant human
activity, which suggest a different context for us-
ing tomb TT 320 as a cache. The ongoing aim of
the C2 Project is to study and record such indica-
tions in order to explain more fully the role of the
wadi within the history of the Theban necropolis.
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