


King Seneb-Kay’s Tomb 
and the Necropolis of a Lost Dynasty 

at Abydos





University Museum Monograph 155

King Seneb-Kay’s Tomb  
and the Necropolis of a Lost Dynasty  

at Abydos 

By  
Josef Wegner and Kevin Cahail

with contributions by Jane Hill, Maria Rosado, and Molly Gleeson

University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology | Philadelphia



library of congress cataloging-in-publication data

Names: Wegner, Josef W. ( Josef William), author. | Cahail, Kevin, author.  
Title: King Seneb-Kay's tomb and the necropolis of a lost dynasty at Abydos 
   / by Josef Wegner and Kevin Cahail ; with contributions by Jane Hill, 
   Maria Rosado, and Molly Gleeson.  
Other titles: University Museum monograph ; 155.  
Description: Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Museum of 
   Archaeology and Anthropology, 2021. | Series: University Museum 
   monograph; 155 | Includes bibliographical references. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2020043117 | ISBN 9781949057096 (hardcover) | ISBN 
   9781949057102 (ebook)  
Subjects: LCSH: Seneb-Kay, King of Egypt, approximately 1650 
   B.C.-approximately 1600 B.C.--Tomb. | Abydos (Egypt : Extinct 
   city)--Antiquities. 
Classification: LCC DT73.A16 W44 2021 | DDC 932/.013--dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020043117

© 2021 by the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology 
Philadelphia, PA

All rights reserved. Published 2021

Distributed for the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology  
by the University of Pennsylvania Press.

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper.

Frontispiece Goddess on the north wall of the burial chamber with reconstruction of the hieroglyphic label: “It is Isis 
who folds her arms around King Seneb-Kay.”

https://lccn.loc.gov/2020043117


In memory of John Richard (Rick) Rockwell
whose interest and support of the work at Abydos 
led to the discovery of Egypt’s forgotten pharaoh, 

Seneb-Kay.





Contents

  List of Figures ix
  List of Tables xvi
  Contributors xvii
  Acknowledgments xviii
  Glossary of Place Names and Terms xx

Part 1: The Tomb of King Woseribre Seneb-Kay 
  Introduction 1

 1 Excavation And Architecture of the Tomb of Seneb-Kay 8

 2 The Burial Chamber 30

 3 The Funerary Equipment 58

 4 The Canopic Chest 80

 5 Osteobiography of Woseribre Seneb-Kay 104

 6 Conservation and Restoration Work 138

Part 2: The Reused Material in the Tomb of Seneb-Kay 
 7 The Reused Roof Blocks 147

 8 The Reused 13th Dynasty Chapel Blocks 164

 9 Chapel Architecture Commemorating Ibiau and Dedtu 195

 10 The Family History of Ibiau and Dedtu 214

Part 3: The Main Tomb Cluster 
 11 Excavation and Architecture of the Tombs 240

 12 Architectural Traditions in the Second Intermediate Period  
  Tombs 310



viii CONTENTS

 13 The Skeletal Remains from the Main Tomb Cluster 316

Part 4: Historical and Archaeological Synthesis 

 14 Seneb-Kay and the Abydos Dynasty 338

 15 The Archaeology of Political Dissonance in Egypt’s  
  Second Intermediate Period 366

 References 375



Figures

 Goddess on north wall of burial chamber with hieroglyphic label: “It is  
 Isis who folds her arms around King Seneb-Kay” Frontispiece
0.1 Plan of greater Abydos xxii
0.2 The environs of the mortuary complex of Senwosret III 2
0.3 Chronology of the late Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period 3
0.4 The funerary enclosure of Senwosret III 5
1.1 Plan and sectional view showing the location of the tomb of Seneb-Kay 9
1.2 View looking southeast over the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) 10
1.3 Overview of Seneb-Kay’s (CS9) tomb with enclosure wall and entrance 11
1.4 Substructure of tomb S10  11
1.5 View looking east over the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) 12
1.6 Overview of the tomb of Seneb-Kay (view looking east) 12
1.7 Plan and section of the tomb of Seneb-Kay with roofline reconstructed 13
1.8 Cross sections through primary elements of the tomb of Seneb-Kay 14
1.9 Detail of the entrance ramp and doorway into Chamber 1 15
1.10 Outer side of the portcullis showing original robbers’ break through 16
1.11 Inner side of the portcullis 17
1.12 North view showing intact wooden roof of the pole-roof chamber 17
1.13 View looking south showing intact wooden roof of pole-roof chamber 18
1.14 Detail of the pole-roof chamber 19
1.15 Remains of Seneb-Kay and funerary equipment in pole-roof chamber 19
1.16 View into pole-roof chamber with Seneb-Kay’s funerary assemblage 20
1.17 Debris from the burial of Seneb-Kay in CS9 (Chambers 1–2) 21
1.18 Postcranial skeleton in situ in Chamber 1 22
1.19 Interior of vaulted chamber (Chamber 2) looking west 24
1.20 View of vaulted chamber (Chamber 2) and burial chamber (Chamber 3) 25
1.21 Silt bowl recovered in fragments near floor level in Chamber 2 26
1.22 View of the burial chamber when first discovered in January 2014 27
1.23 Bricks used as fill in the construction trench on the north side of  
 Seneb-Kay’s burial chamber 28
1.24 Discarded jar used in construction of Seneb-Kay’s burial chamber 29
1.25 Nile silt jar with gypsum plaster used in building the burial chamber 29
2.1 Exterior view (south) showing burial chamber when first exposed 32
2.2 Exterior view (north) showing burial chamber when first exposed 32
2.3 Exterior of north wall of burial chamber with Nile mud as mortar 33
2.4 East view of damage to burial chamber’s south wall 33
2.5 Entrance into burial chamber with brick elements of the tomb beyond 34



x FIGURES

2.6 Color facsimile of the burial chamber’s north wall 37
2.7 View of the western end of the north wall 38
2.8 Details of north wall: (a) goddess with upraised arms, (b) large-format  
 central cartouche in middle of the wall; (c) the winged sun-disk 39
2.9 Text band at eastern end of the north wall 40
2.10 Burial chamber’s north wall with painted decoration and reused blocks  
 with decoration 42
2.11 Text band, east end of south wall 43
2.12 Text band, west end of south wall 43
2.13 Details of hieroglyphs 44
2.14 Painted fragment showing the upper part of the king’s prenomen 45
2.15 Color facsimile of the burial chamber’s east (inner) wall 46
2.16 East wall after excavation, 2014 47
2.17 Eye panel with Neith and Nut 48
2.18 Details of the east wall: (a) body of Neith, (b) sun disk with uraeus on  
 right side, (c) the eye panel (d) the khekher-frieze 48
2.19 Details of the blue-painted labels in front of Neith and Nut (east wall) 50
2.20 The king’s nomen, Seneb-Kay, and funerary epithet, mCc-xrw, “true of  
 voice,” in front of the elbow of Neith (east wall) 51
2.21 The condition of the east wall when first excavated, January 2014 52
2.22 Fallen central block from the third course of east wall 52
2.23 Examples of eye panels and false door motif on 13th Dynasty coffins 53
2.24 Reconstruction of the east wall decoration 54
2.25 Schematic of texts and scene elements in burial chamber of Seneb-Kay 55
3.1 Scatter of mask fragments in Chamber 1 59
3.2 Primary diagnostic elements of the funerary mask 60
3.3 Mask fragments 1–2 in situ with additional blue-painted rishi elements 61
3.4 Treatment of the nemes on the 17th Dynasty rishi-coffins 63
3.5 Reconstruction of the funerary mask of Seneb-Kay 64
3.6 Fragments of the wooden anthropoid coffin (from CS9, Chamber 1) 65
3.7 Fragment 9 showing derivation from the wesekh collar of the inner,  
 anthropoid coffin 66
3.8 Fragments of the lid of outer sarcophagus emerging during excavation 68
3.9 East-facing end of Lid Fragment 2 with polychrome, coffered bands 69
3.10 South-facing side of decorated sarcophagus fragment, Lid Fragment 1 70
3.11 Decorated east-facing end of Lid Fragment 2 (upper right) 70
3.12 Lid Fragment 3 71
3.13 Block end of lid of Seneb-Kay’s rectangular sarcophagus (Lid Fr. 2) 72
3.14 Reconstruction of polychrome borders on the lid and sarcophagus box 74
3.15 Reconstruction of known elements of Seneb-Kay’s funerary equipment  
 and their suggested disposition in the burial chamber 77
4.1 Two views showing the canopic box of Seneb-Kay during its excavation 80
4.2 Side A of Seneb-Kay’s canopic box during excavation 82
4.3 Three views of Seneb-Kay’s canopic box 83
4.4 Side A, showing the position of the original Sobekhotep (N) cartouche 84
4.5 Detail of the original Sobekhotep cartouche on the left side of Side A 84
4.6 Side C of the canopic box with two surviving columns of text from  
 Coffin Texts Spell 781 85
4.7 Central and lower parts of Side C 85
4.8 Detail of the truncated hieroglyphs used in the original 13th Dynasty  
 Coffin Texts preserved on Side C 86



xiFIGURES

4.9 Interlinear transcription of CTVI: 412a–b and CTVI: 412e–f 86
4.10 Bottom of the canopic box, Side E, with a fragment of CT Spell 782 87
4.11 Bottom of the canopic box during excavation 87
4.12 Interlinear transcription of CTVI: 412j–k 87
4.13 Reconstruction of fragments A, C, & E on sarcophagus of Sobekhotep (N) 88
4.14 Sectional view of burial chamber of tomb S10 at South Abydos 89
4.15 Schematic diagram showing dimensions of Seneb-Kay’s canopic chest 91
4.16 Exploded view of construction and measurements of the assembled lid 91
4.17 Central portion of the lid as found in pole-roof chamber (Chamber 1) 92
4.18 One of the two end blocks of lid as found in Chamber 2 92
4.19 Exploded view of box and complete view of the box with measurements 93
4.20 Reconstruction of the Seneb-Kay canopic box corner joint 94
4.21 Scale replica of Seneb-Kay’s canopic chest 94
4.22 Completed (1:2) scale model of the Seneb-Kay canopic chest 95
4.23 Side A of the Seneb-Kay canopic box 96
4.24 Surface of Seneb-Kay’s canopic box with white gypsum paint 96
4.25 Reconstruction of the canopic chest of Dedmut 99
4.26 Canopic chests of 17th Dynasty kings 100
5.1 Overview of the recovered skeletal remains of Seneb-Kay 105
5.2 Seneb-Kay’s maxilla and portion from the left side of his mandible 109
5.3 Schmorl’s nodes on superior surface of lumbar bodies 1 and 2 of CS9 109
5.4 Dorsal and side view of Seneb-Kay’s sacrum showing osteoarthritis 110
5.5 Seneb-Kay’s cranium displaying healed cribra orbitalia in the left orbit 111
5.6 Nasal septal deviation in the cranium of Seneb-Kay 111
5.7 CS9 exhibits traumatic periostitis of the right clavicle 112
5.8 Seneb-Kay’s pronounced areas of insertion of all three gluteal muscles 113
5.9 Lateral view of the proximal end of the right femur 113
5.10 Seneb-Kay’s trochanteric fossa shown on the right femur 114
5.11 CS9’s strongly marked iliac impressions, known as Poirier’s facets 114
5.12 Marked development of adductor tubercle on Seneb-Kay’s left femur 114
5.13 Femur’s popliteal surface (left side shown) 115
5.14 Pelvic bones showing robust development of the ischial spines 116
5.15 Seneb-Kay’s strong muscle markings of the ischial tuberosity 116
5.16 Antemortem trauma in the skeleton of Seneb-Kay 119
5.17 Skull of Seneb-Kay showing the healed Lefort 2 fracture 120
5.18 Healed fracture in the seventh rib, right side of Seneb-Kay 121
5.19 Distribution of perimortem trauma on the body of Seneb-Kay 121
5.20 Trauma to the feet of Seneb-Kay 122
5.21 Seneb-Kay’s right tibia and fibula showing cut through the distal end 122
5.22 Detail of wounds to the lower limbs of Seneb-Kay 123
5.23 Seneb-Kay’s sacrum with two parallel cuts 124
5.24 Perimortem traumatic cuts to Seneb-Kay’s left hand 125
5.25 Axe wound to middle of Seneb-Kay’s frontal bone 125
5.26 Axe wounds to Seneb-Kay’s occipital 126
5.27 Sharp force trauma on Seneb-Kay’s occipital below lambda (Wound B) 126
5.28 Reconstruction of the axe blade used to create Wound A 127
5.29 Scale comparison of the axe blades 128
5.30 Three cranial wounds attributed to a battle axe 129
5.31 Suggested sequence of Seneb-Kay’s wounds 133
5.32 Two examples of smiting scenes showing ritualized defeat of enemies 133
5.33 Head of Seqenenre Tao (Cairo CCG 61051) 134
5.34 Detail of dried resin embedded in Seneb-Kay’s cancellous bone 135
5.35 Details of the linen wrappings preserved on the right tibia 136
6.1 The disassembly of the burial chamber’s north wall 139
6.2 Dismantling east and south walls after resetting masonry of north wall 139
6.3 Masonry restoration on north wall at junction with vaulted antechamber 140
6.4 Reconstruction of masonry at corner between north and east walls 141
6.5 Reconstruction of the burial chamber’s south wall 141



xii FIGURES

6.6 Exterior of burial chamber after reconstruction (looking south) 142
6.7 Reconstruction of floor at inner end of the burial chamber 142
6.8 Cartouche of Seneb-Kay in the center of the north wall 143
6.9 North wall showing painting after stabilization and during in-fill work 144
6.10 In-fill work on painted decoration of the burial chamber 145
7.1 Burial chamber of Seneb-Kay, suggested position of reused roof slabs 149
7.2 Primary recovered fragments of the stela of Idudju-iker 150
7.3 Reconstruction of the stela of Idudju-iker 152
7.4 Upper part of the frame (Line 1) and the Upper Panel (Lines 2–4) 153
7.5 Central Panel with the fragmentary offering scene on the lower left 155
7.6 Figural fragments of an enthroned king seated behind an offering table 158
7.7 Textual fragments from the frame of the Sobekhotep false door 158
7.8 Reconstruction of the Sobekhotep false door 160
7.9 Late Middle Kingdom limestone naos from South Abydos 162
7.10 Alternative origins for reused blocks in burial chamber of Seneb-Kay 163
8.1 Positions of reused blocks in the north wall of the burial chamber 166
8.2 Positions of reused blocks in the south wall of the burial chamber 166
8.3 Positions of reused blocks in the east wall of the burial chamber 167
8.4 Positions of reused blocks in the floor of the burial chamber 168
8.5 Block R1 as set with its decorated face in the masonry seam 170
8.6 Reused block R1 (north wall, course 4) 171
8.7 Reused block R2 (north wall of the CS9 burial chamber) 172
8.8 Reused block R3 from the north wall of the CS9 burial chamber 173
8.9 Reused block R4 (northwest corner of the CS9 burial chamber) 175
8.10 Block R4 showing completion of known figural elements 177
8.11 Reused block R5 (third course, south wall) 178
8.12 Reused block R6 179
8.13 Visible portions of reused block R9 181
8.14 Reused block R11 (east wall, CS9 burial chamber) 182
8.15 Reused block R12 (east wall, course 3) 183
8.16 Reused block R13 185
8.17 Reused block R16 186
8.18 Block R7, showing Ibiau, son of Dedtu, and Nekheteni kneeling 187
8.19 Block R8 in situ on the floor of Seneb-Kay’s burial chamber 189
8.20 Reused block R8 depicting Dedtu, seated with his wife 189
8.21 Reused block R14 190
9.1 Isometric view of decorated wall blocks composing Wall A with Wall B 196
9.2 Isometric view of decorated wall blocks composing Wall A with Wall C 197
9.3 The primary wall scene (Wall A) 198
9.4 Suggested configuration of Wall A 199
9.5 Ankh stela of Amenyseneb (Garstang Museum, E.30) 201
9.6 Miniature chapel of the reporter of the vizier, Senwosret (Louvre  
 C.16–18 = N.170–172) 203
9.7 Comparison of tomb harvest scenes 204
9.8 Suggested configuration of statue recess based on block R14 206
9.9 Statue recess of Amenemhat and Neferu from Deir el-Bahri  
 (MMA 22.3.68) 206
9.10 Reconstruction of statue niche with lintel (based on block R14)  
 combined with the offering scene of Ibiau and Nekheteni (R7) 207
9.11 Suggested position of Wall A in a cruciform chapel 208
9.12 Part of Peet’s Cemetery S at Abydos showing cruciform chapels 209
9.13 Cruciform funerary chapels 210
10.1 Family tree of Burekhef, with his parents and children 215
10.2 Stela Odessa 52970, dedicated by Dedtu and commemorating his  
 parents Burekhef and Tjenetib 216
10.3 Stela Louvre C58, dedicated by Dedtu and commemorating his first  
 wife Hatshepsut 217
10.4 Family tree of Dedtu and his children from his first wife Hatshepsut 217
10.5 Family tree showing the conjectural genealogy of Hatshepsut, linking  



xiiiFIGURES

 her to the family of Neferhotep I 219
10.6 Genealogy from the stela of Khonsu (ÄS 180), showing the conjectural  
 connection to Dedtu through Khonsu’s maternal grandmother Abeteni 221
10.7 Genealogy of Ibiau’s wife Nekheteni 224
10.8 MMA photo M8C 413 and line drawing with reconstruction, showing a  
 statue base from Deir el-Bahri with the name of Ibiau 225
10.9 Genealogy of Ibiau and Nekheteni’s children 226
10.10 13th Dynasty chapel block found by Frankfort at North Abydos 229
10.11 Detail of damage patterns on block R11 and R12 230
10.12 Detail of the damnatio on block R4 and R1 231
10.13 Detail of the chiseling attacking the anatomy of Ibiau on block R7 232
10.14 Detail of Dedtu and Abeteni from block R7 233
11.1 View over the central part of the main tomb cluster 241
11.2 Second Intermediate Period tombs & adjacent 13th Dynasty structures 242
11.3 View looking west over the four tombs at the northeast corner 243
11.4 Suggested position of abandoned 13th Dynasty tomb enclosure 244
11.5 Second Intermediate Period main tomb cluster 247
11.6 CS4 (view southwest) with adjacent tombs 248
11.7 Overview of CS4 (view looking west) 248
11.8 Plan and sectional views of tomb CS4 249
11.9 Brick steps leading from the entrance ramp into pole-roof chamber 250
11.10 Wood lintel set into brickwork of doorway between Chamber 2 and  
 burial chamber 251
11.11 Burial chamber of CS4 with blocks against western end (view west) 251
11.12 View of surviving limestone wall slabs in burial chamber of CS4 252
11.13 Detail of stone lining showing mud mortar with gypsum coating 253
11.14 Reused blocks lining the north wall of the CS4 burial chamber 254
11.15 CS5 with neighboring tomb CS6 visible at upper left (view looking east) 255
11.16 Plan and sectional views of tomb CS5 256
11.17 Impressed marks on the bricks of CS5 257
11.18 Loose brick blocking doorway into Chamber 1 (view looking west) 257
11.19 Chamber 1 with arched doorway leading into the burial chamber 258
11.20 View from burial chamber through arched doorway into Chamber 1 259
11.21 Burial chamber of CS5 (looking south) 260
11.22 Burial chamber of CS5 (looking north) 260
11.23 Canopic recess in CS5, view looking northeast 262
11.24 Canopic recess in CS5, view looking southeast 262
11.25 Overview of CS6 after completion of excavation in 2013 and CS5 263
11.26 Overview of CS6 after completion of excavation in 2013, looking west 264
11.27 Plan and sectional views of tomb CS6 265
11.28 Quartzite chamber with remains of inner end of the brick vault 266
11.29 Scale comparison of the reused quartzite crypt in CS6 and the in situ  
 crypt and lid system of tomb S10 267
11.30 Roughware jar from base of the retaining wall adjacent to CS6 269
11.31 View CS7 with 13th Dynasty wall & tombs CS6 and CS5 behind 271
11.32 Plan and longitudinal section of tomb CS7 272
11.33 Central vaulted chamber (Chamber 2) and the burial chamber of CS7 273
11.34 Detail of inner wall of CS7’s burial chamber 274
11.35 Cedar coffin fragment with yellow ground found on south side of CS7 275
11.36 Overview of tomb CS8 (view looking west) 276
11.37 Plan and sectional views of tomb CS8 277
11.38 Central chamber (Chamber 2) with repaired break in south side of vault 279
11.39 Central chamber (Chamber 2) of CS8 with preserved brick blocking at  
 the entrance to the burial chamber 280
11.40 Stone-lined burial crypt of CS8 (view looking north) 281
11.41 Stone-lined burial crypt of CS8 (view looking west) 281
11.42 Roughware jar in situ on south exterior side of Chamber 2 282
11.43 Roughware jar (Nile C fabric) from the south side of tomb CS8 282
11.44 View of deeply set chambers of CS10 with CS8 behind 284



xiv FIGURES

11.45 Plan and longitudinal section of tomb CS10 285
11.46 Sections through tomb CS10 286
11.47 View of first phase (segments A–B) of the walled entrance ramp of CS10 287
11.48 Second phase of walled ramp with ramp segments C–D 288
11.49 Pole-roof chamber of tomb CS10 (view looking east) 289
11.50 Doorway between Chambers 1 and 2 with stone blocks and impression  
 of a now-missing closure that was fitted to the opening 290
11.51 Threshold between Chambers 1–2 291
11.52 Inner end of Chamber 2 during excavation 292
11.53 Artifact deposit on the floor of Chamber 2 293
11.54 Ceramic vessels from the Chamber 2 floor deposit in CS10 294
11.55 Monolithic limestone burial crypt of CS10 295
11.56 Inner end of burial chamber with desert subsurface as the inner end 295
11.57 Limestone burial crypt looking back through antechamber (Chamber 2)  
 and pole-roof chamber (Chamber 1) 296
11.58 Lid fragment 1 as found inside Chamber 1 297
11.59 Lid fragment 4 as excavated inside Chamber 2 297
11.60 Limestone lid of the burial crypt of CS10 (interior view) 298
11.61 Limestone crypt and lid of CS10 299
11.62 Parts of the male skeleton recovered disarticulated in CS10 300
11.63 Examples of linen fragments recovered from tomb CS10 301
11.64 CS11 with the brick shafts (CS12–14), CS 4, and CS8 and CS10 302
11.65 Plan and sectional views of CS11 303
11.66 CS11 showing the dislodged masonry inside Chamber 1 304
11.67 Excavation inside Chamber 1 of CS11 (view looking south) 304
11.68 Exterior view of the burial chamber of CS11 305
11.69 Three shafts, C12, C13, and C14 in foreground 306
11.70 Plan and section of the shaft group CS12, CS13, CS14 307
11.71 Three conjoined shafts CS12, CS13, and CS14 (view looking south) 308
11.72 Central shaft of CS13 with entrance to unexcavated Chamber 2 309
12.1 Suggested derivation of Second Intermediate Period tomb design at  
 South Abydos from 13th Dynasty royal prototype 312
13.1 Recovered skeletal components from tomb CS10 317
13.2 Cranium of the individual from tomb CS10 318
13.3 Varied exposure and breakage of bones from CS10 burial 318
13.4 CS10’s nasal septal deviation 320
13.5 Inferior view of the cranium and maxilla of CS10 320
13.6 Mandible of CS10 321
13.7 CS10’s osteoarthritic changes 321
13.8 CS10’s Schmorl’s nodes on the eighth thoracic vertebra 322
13.9 CS10 displays at least five regions of the sacrum with osteoarthritis 322
13.10 CS10 body shows robust attachments for the gluteal muscles 323
13.11 Right femur of CS10 showing the highly developed linea aspera 324
13.12 Poirier’s facets on the anterior aspect of the left femur of CS10 324
13.13 Development of adductor tubercle on distal end of left femur of CS10 325
13.14 Popliteal surface of CS10’s right femur is marked and irregular 325
13.15 CS10’s robustly developed and elongated ischial spine 326
13.16 Pelvis of CS10 shows strong development of the ischial tuberosity 326
13.17 Left femur of CS10 with hypertrophied ligament attachment of foveal  
 ligament 327
13.18 CS10’s left scapula with extra bone grown inferior to the glenoid fossa 328
13.19 Two views of the left humerus of CS10 328
13.20 Clavicles, manubrium and lower sternum body of CS10 329
13.21 Blunt force, antemortem trauma on left temporal bone of CS10 330
13.22 CS10 had a fractured and asymmetrically healed coccyx 330
13.23 Cranium and mandible of the CS8 individual 333
13.24 Front and back of the CS8 cranium showing septal deviation 334
13.25 Inferior view of the cranium and mandible of CS8 334
13.26 Calculus deposition and the associated periodontal disease on CS8 335



xvFIGURES

13.27 Primary surviving elements of the CS11 individual including 336
14.1 Column 11 of Turin Canon showing location of Woseribre Seneb-Kay 342
14.2 Artistic convention of T-shaped nipple in tomb of Seneb-Kay and chapels  
 of Sobeknakht II at el-Kab and Horemkhauef at Hierakonpolis 345
14.3 Stela Turin Supplement 1281 346
14.4 Stela of Horemkhauef (MMA 35.5.55) from Hierakonpolis 347
14.5 Wand from Abydos tomb D78 348
14.6 Stela from Abydos tomb D78 (Penn Museum E9952) 349
14.7 Stela of Wepwawetemsaf (British Museum, EA 969) 352
14.8 Stela of Djehuty-aa with titulary of King Paentjeny (British Museum,  
 EA 630) 354
14.9 Stela of Senaaib (Cairo CG 20517) 355
14.10 Synchronism between Seneb-Kay and the royal tombs at Abydos with  
 overlaps of late 13th, early 15th, and 16th Dynasties, ca. 1650–1600 BCE 359
14.11 Dynastic structure of the late Second Intermediate Period 362
14.12 Territorial divisions during final decline of Itj-Tawy (ca. 1650–1600 BCE) 
 and situation at end of Second Intermediate Period (ca. 1550 BCE) 363
15.1 Initial section of the text of Sobeknakht at el-Kab 370
15.2 Axe blades dated to the 16th Dynasty through their use of royal names 371
15.3 Alternative dynastic model showing the origin of the 17th Dynasty in the  
 Adydos Dynasty and reunification of the Head of the South 373



Tables

5.1 Age estimate for Woseribre Seneb-Kay 106
5.2 Stature estimation for Seneb-Kay 107
5.3 Paleopathological and anomalous conditions in skeleton of Seneb-Kay 108
12.1 Dimensions of the sarcophagus recess and burial chamber in the eight  
 Second Intermediate Period tombs 314
13.1 Summary of skeletal attributes of CS10 319
13.2 Stature estimation of the CS10 individual 319
13.3 Summary of the attributes of CS8 332
13.4 Summary of attributes of CS11 335
13.5 Stature estimation for the CS11 individual 335



Contributors

Josef Wegner is Professor of Egyptian Archae-
ology in the Department of Near Eastern Languages 
and Civilizations and Curator in the Egyptian Sec-
tion of the Penn Museum, University of Pennsylva-
nia. He received his Ph.D. in 1996 from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania. He has excavated extensively at 
Abydos where he is Director of the Penn Museum’s 
excavations at the mortuary complex of Senwosret 
III. His publications and co-authored volumes in-
clude: The Mortuary Temple of Senwosret III at Aby-
dos (2007), Archaism and Innovation: Studies in the 
Culture of Middle Kingdom Egypt (2009), The Sphinx 
That Traveled to Philadelphia (2015), and The Sun-
shade Chapel of Princess Meritaten (2017). His re-
search interests include political and administrative 
organization during Egypt’s Middle Kingdom. 

Kevin Cahail is the Collections Manager of 
the Egyptian Collection of the Penn Museum of the 
University of Pennsylvania. He received his B.A. in 
Classics and Classical Archaeology in 2003 from San 
Francisco State University, and his Ph.D. in Egyptol-
ogy in 2014 from the University of Pennsylvania. His 
dissertation was the result of three field seasons in 
Egypt, excavating tombs of royal and non-royal indi-
viduals at South Abydos. His research interests in-
clude funerary archaeology and mortuary practices 
of the Middle and New Kingdoms.

Jane Hill is Instructor in the Department of So-
ciology and Anthropology, Rowan University, and 
also Curator in the Museum of Anthropology at 
Rowan University. She received her Ph.D. in 2010 in 
the Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civ-
ilizations, University of Pennsylvania. She also holds 
degrees in Anthropology and Art History from the 

University of Memphis. She is author of Cylinder Seal 
Glyptic in Predynastic Egypt and Neighboring Regions 
(2004) and co-editor of Experiencing Power, Generat-
ing Authority, Cosmos, Politics and Ideology of King-
ship in Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia (2013). Her 
research interests include urbanism in Upper Egypt’s 
formative period, and the emergence of Egyptian ad-
ministrative and writing systems.

Maria Rosado is Professor of Anthropology in 
the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at 
Rowan University, and Adjunct Investigator of Phys-
ical Anthropology at the Museo Arqueológico de la 
Serena, Chile where she has on-going projects in bio-
archaeology, skeletal conservation, and forensic an-
thropology. She received her Ph.D. in 1994 from the 
Department of Anthropology, Rutgers University. Dr. 
Rosado’s research in bioarchaeology focuses on pa-
leopathology, intentional cranial modification, and 
the bioarchaeology of care. Dr. Rosado is Curator in 
the Museum of Anthropology at Rowan University 
(MARU). 

Molly Gleeson is Schwartz Project Conservator 
in the Conservation Department of the Penn Mu-
seum, University of Pennsylvania. She is also project 
conservator for the Egyptian and Nubian collections 
of the Penn Museum. She received her B.A. in 2002 
from the University of Delaware. She worked on con-
tract in Southern California and as a Research Asso-
ciate on the UCLA and Getty Conservation Institute 
feather research project. She completed her M.A. in 
2008 at the UCLA/Getty Master’s Program in the 
Conservation of Archaeological and Ethnographic 
Materials. She is co-editor of Engaging Conservation: 
Collaboration Across Disciplines (2017). 



Acknowledgments

We would like to express our appreciation to the 
numerous colleagues, friends, and supporters 

who have had a role in the discovery and excava-
tion of the tomb of Seneb-Kay. The work would not 
have occurred without the continuing support of the 
Egyptian Ministry of State for Antiquities (MSA). In 
Cairo, we are indebted to the members of the Per-
manent Committee of the Ministry of Antiquities, in 
particular: Dr. Mohammed Ibrahim; Dr. Mamdouh 
Mohamed el-Damaty and Dr. Khaled el-Enany (Di-
rectors of the MSA during the period of research dis-
cussed here); Dr. Mohamed Ismail Khaled, Mr. Hany 
Abou el-Azm and Dr, Nashwa Gaber (in their capacity 
as Director of Foreign Missions). In Cairo we are also 
indebted to the staff of the American Research Center 
in Egypt (ARCE) for their assistance to the research. 
In particular we would like to mention Mme. Amira 
Khattab and Mary Sadek (past and current ARCE 
deputy directors for government affiliations).

In Sohag, we wish to acknowledge the efforts 
of the Sohag and Balliana Inspectorates of the MSA. 
Particular thanks are due to Mr. Gamal Abd el-Nasser 
(former Director General of the Sohag Inspectorate), 
Dr. Federica Hasan (Director, Sohag Inspectorate), 
Mr. Ashraf Okasha (past Director of the Balliana-Aby-
dos Inspectorate and current Director of the Sohag 
Inspectorate), and Mr. Tal’at el-Madah (general di-
rector of foreign missions for the Sohag archaeologi-
cal region). Thanks are also due to Ms. Aziza el-Sayed 
Hassan, Mme. Sana Samy, and Mr. Hazem Salah Ab-
dullah of the Balliana Inspectorate. 

In Abydos itself, the work has benefitted from 
the expertise of the archaeological inspectors who 
have worked with us during excavations in the Sec-
ond Intermediate Period royal necropolis. These in-
clude Mr. Ayman Damarany and Mr. Ahmed Ibrahim 
Abu Ganeb (2013–2014); Mr. Mahmoud Amr Ahmed 

and Mr. Mahmoud Abu Zeid (2014 and 2015), Mr. 
Barakat Eid Ahmed Eid and Mr. Ahmed Hammad Is-
mail (2014–2015); Mr. Ahmed Hammad Ismail (2014 
and 2016); Mr. Hany Mohamed Ahmed (2015); Mr. 
Mohamed Ahmed Rahman El-Khateeb and Mr. Mo-
hamed Hussein Ahmed (2015–2016), Mr. Ahmed Abd 
el-Kader Abd el-Latif (2015–2016); Mr. Mena Aziz 
(2015–2016); and Ms. Reham Mahmoud Kamil (2015–
2016). Conservation work on the tomb of Seneb-Kay 
in 2015–2016 has included the collaboration of MSA 
conservators including Mr. Sayid Diyab, Mr. Yahya 
Mohamed Gelal, and Mr. Omar Diab Ali.  

Much of the success of the excavation work is 
due to the dedication and fine attention to detail of 
our excavation staff including our Guftis. We wish 
to particularly acknowledge excavation foreman, 
Rais Ibrahim Mohamed Ali, and other Guftis who 
have worked on the tomb of Seneb-Kay including 
Mr. Ashraf Zaidan Mahmoud, Mr. Badry Mohamed 
Aly, Mr. Abd el-Rasul Mahmoud Hussain (Sabir), Mr. 
Wadjih Hamid Aly, and Mr. Hamdy Abd el-Ghany 
Helal. The excavations were completed by men from 
the towns of Beni Mansour, el-Arabeh, and el-Ghabat 
whose friendship and efforts are appreciated by the 
team members. At Abydos, we are also indebted to 
the work of the Manager of the American Mission ex-
cavation house, Mr. Ahmed Ragab Ahmed, as well as 
the work of the house staff including Mr. Sinjab Abd 
el-Rahman Shehab and Mr. Hassan Mitwally. 

Aside from the principal authors, members of the 
archaeological and conservation team in 2014–2016 
have included Dr. Jennifer Houser Wegner, Dr. Jane 
Hill, Dr. Maria Rosado, Dr. Rasha Soliman, Dr. Lisa 
Haney, Dr. Shelby Justl, Dr. Leah Humphrey, Valen-
tina Anselmi, Matthew Olson, Paul Verhelst, James 
Kelly, Molly Gleeson, Daniel Doyle, Lucy-Ann Skin-
ner, and Alexander Wegner. We would like to thank 



xixACKNOWDLEDGMENTS

Dr. Robert Ritner for helpful for helpful comments, 
as well as Dr. Dawn McCormack for her associated 
research that has examined the neighboring 13th Dy-
nasty tomb, S9, at South Abydos. For her contribution 
of time in drafting artistic reconstruction sketches of 
Seneb-Kay and other individuals at South Abydos (not 
included in this volume but published elsewhere), we 
would like to acknowledge Mireya Poblete Arias, of 
the Policia de Investigaciones, Puerto Montt, Chile. In 
the preparation of this volume, we would like to thank 
the following individuals for their assistance in pro-
viding images from museum collections that relate to 
the discovery of Seneb-Kay: Dr. Janice Kamrin (Met-
ropolitan Musuem of Art); Dr. Marcel Marée (British 
Musuem); and Dr. Fred Vink for his photographs of 
the Seneb-Kay birth wand included here.

At the Penn Museum, the work at South Abydos 
has benefitted from the support of Dr. Julian Siggers 
(Williams Director of the Penn Museum), Amanda 
Mitchell-Boyask (Director of Development), Dr. Da-
vid Silverman (Coxe Professor of Egyptology), and 
Dr. James Mathieu (former Director of Publications). 

Thanks to Pam Kosty (in her former capacity as Di-
rector of Public Information) for her efforts regard-
ing public interest in the discovery of Seneb-Kay. 
Funds for the work have included support from the 
Director’s Field Fund of the Penn Museum under the 
oversight of Dr. Stephen Tinney (Deputy Director). 
For her editorial expertise and work in the design 
and production of this volume, as well as her valu-
able comments on the osteological sections of the 
book, we are indebted to Dr. Page Selinsky, Director 
of Penn Museum Publications.

Funding for the work at South Abydos has also 
come from the National Geographic Society. For site 
management and conservation work, funds have 
come through support from the Antiquities Endow-
ment Fund (AEF) of the American Research Center 
in Egypt (ARCE). Dr. Charles K. Williams II and Eliz-
abeth Jean Walker have been instrumental in the sci-
entific results we have achieved in recent years. Most 
particularly we wish to acknowledge, for his encour-
agement and support, Mr. Rick Rockwell, to whom 
this book is dedicated.



Glossary of Place Names and Terms

Avaris (Greek, from Egyptian Jwt-wcrt) Capital of 
the Hyksos Kingdom located on the Pelusiac branch 
of the Nile in the northeastern Nile Delta. 

Coffin Texts (abbr. CT) Corpus of Egyptian funer-
ary texts that emerge in the late Old Kingdom ca. 
2300 BCE and develop into the Second Intermediate 
Period when their use declines. 

Deir el-Bahri (Arabic) Modern name for the desert 
bay on the west bank of Thebes forming part of the 
Theban necropolis. Location of cemeteries of the 
Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period.

Dra Abu el-Naga (Arabic) Modern name for area 
of the Theban necropolis that includes many of the 
royal tombs of the late Second Intermediate Period. 

el-Kab (Arabic, Egyptian Nxb) Modern name for the 
settlement and temple site of the goddess Nekhbet 
in the 3rd nome (province) of Upper Egypt. Location 
of cemeteries and rock-cut chapels of the Second 
Intermediate Period. 

gebel (Arabic) “Mountain” refers to the high desert 
cliffs that flank the Nile Valley in Upper Egypt. 

Head of the South (Egyptian, tp-rsy) Ancient Egyp-
tian geographical and administrative term for the 
southern eight nomes (provinces) of Upper Egypt 
stretching from Elephantine to Abydos. 

hetep-di-nisut formula (Egyptian, jtp-di-nswt) 
Standardized offering formula used on mortuary 
equipment including stelae, statuary, false doors and 
funerary architecture.

Hyksos (Greek, from Egyptian, jkCw-xCswt) Greek 
term for the “rulers of foreign lands” used in Egyp-
tian texts to refer to the kings of the 15th Dynasty 
who ruled Lower Egypt during the late Second 
Intermediate Period.

Itj-Tawy (Egyptian, Io-tCwy) Royal residence city 
founded by Amenemhat I (ca. 2000 BCE) and used 
as the capital during the 12th and 13th Dynasties (ca. 
2000–1650 BCE).

Kerma Modern name for the town in Upper Nubia 
which formed the political center of the Nubian 
Kerma Kingdom during the Second Intermediate 
Period. 

khat (Egyptian, xct) Form of royal headdress charac-
terized by a bag-shaped profile.

khekher (Egyptian, xkr) Decorative frieze showing 
rows of bundled plants frequently used for the tops of 
walls in Egyptian funerary and religious architecture.

Kom es-Sultan (Arabic) The “mound of the ruler” 
refers to the walled area that encompasses the main 
town and temple of Osiris at North Abydos.

Lisht Location of the pyramids of Kings Amenem-
hat I and Senwosret I near the residence city of Itj-
Tawy, location of private cemeteries of the Middle 
Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period.

mahat (Egyptian, mcjct) Egyptian term denoting a 
mortuary building with a primarily commemorative 
function that was devoid of an actual burial, some-
times translated as “cenotaph.”
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mastaba (Arabic) Modern word commonly used for 
the rectangular, flat-topped mortuary superstruc-
tures that predominate in early Egyptian cemeteries. 

Medamud (Egyptian MCdw) Settlement and tem-
ple site dedicated to the god Montu in the Theban 
nome, ten kilometers north east of the temple of 
Karnak. 

Mirgissa (Egyptian Ikn) Modern toponym for the 
Egyptian fortress and community near the Second 
Cataract in Lower Nubia, location of cemeteries of 
the late Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate 
Period. 

nemes (Egyptian, nms) Royal crown characterized 
by lappets that extend down over the shoulders 
and a decorative treatment of stripes of alternating 
colors. 

per-nu (Egyptian, pr-nw) Term for the symbolic 
shrine of Lower Egypt that is adapted into funerary 
equipment such as coffins and canopic boxes. 

rishi (Arabic) “Feathered,” refers to the style of 
sarcophagus decorated with bird wings. The style is 
particularly diagnostic of the Second Intermediate 
Period and early New Kingdom. 

serekh (Egyptian, srx) Paneled architectural design 
derived from royal palace architecture and adapted 

for symbolic use on coffins and funerary art. 

tafla (Arabic) Compact clay-like material encoun-
tered in the desert subsurface. 

Thebes (Greek, Egyptian WCst) Capital of the 4th 
nome (province) of Upper Egypt; during the Second 
Intermediate Period political center of the Theban 
Kingdom (the 16th and 17th Dynasties). 

Thinis (Greek, from Egyptian Oni) Capital of the 8th 
nome (province) of Upper Egypt. Located northeast 
of Abydos but not archaeologically identified.

Umm el-Qa’ab (Arabic) Modern name for the 
Predynastic and Early Dynastic royal cemetery at 
Abydos, necropolis of the earliest Egyptian pharaohs 
and symbolic burial place of Osiris.

uraeus (Greek, from Egyptian icrt) Hooded cobra, 
symbol of royalty and dominion associated with 
Wadjet of Buto, the symbolic goddess of Lower 
Egypt.

wedjat (Egyptian, wCut) The eye of Horus or “sound 
eye” commonly used as symbol of bodily well-being 
in Egyptian funerary iconography.

wesekh (Egyptian, wsx) Beaded broad-collar which 
forms part of the assemblage of jewelry and amulets 
included in Egyptian funerary practices. 



Part 1

The Tomb of King Woseribre Seneb-Kay

Fig. 0.1 Plan of greater Abydos showing the location of the late Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period 
royal necropolis at the base of the cliffs at South Abydos.



Introduction

Between approximately 1650–1600 BCE, at the 
height of Egypt’s Second Intermediate Period, 

an Egyptian king named Woseribre Seneb-Kay was 
violently killed in a military encounter. Covered in 
the traumatic wounds that accompanied his death, 
his body was mummified and buried in a hastily con-
structed tomb at the site of Abydos in Upper Egypt. 
The location chosen for his burial was the foot of the 
high desert cliffs of South Abydos where a group of 
three large tombs that we now attribute to the Middle 
Kingdom pharaohs Senwosret III, Neferhotep I, and 
Sobekhotep IV formed a royal burial ground known 
to the Egyptians as uw-Inpw, the Mountain-of-Anubis 
(Wegner 2009). Seneb-Kay’s own tomb was inserted 
alongside these earlier, larger burial monuments dat-
ing the late Middle Kingdom (Fig. 0.1 and 0.2).1

Although Seneb-Kay’s tomb was constructed 
quickly at modest scale (measuring just 13.5 me-
ters in overall length), the builders took the time to 
decorate his burial chamber with painted funerary 
imagery and hieroglyphic texts. This decoration re-
cords his identity as the Good-God, Lord-of-the-Two-
Lands, Lord-of-Ritual, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, 
Woseribre Seneb-Kay. Perhaps surprisingly, his dec-
orated burial chamber is the first one belonging to a 
king in pharaonic history that contains painted wall 
imagery. It is thanks to the survival of that decora-
tion that we are able to identify the tomb’s owner, a 
king who would otherwise remain effectively lost 
to history. Apart from his tomb, archaeology has re-
vealed no known monuments relating to this ruler. 
There exists only a single inscribed object, bearing 

his misspelled birth-name, or nomen, in the form 
“Seb-Kay,” that we can attribute to his reign. Who was 
King Woseribre Seneb-Kay and why was he buried 
at South Abydos? This volume examines those ques-
tions in light of his tomb and its contents.

Seneb-Kay’s tomb was discovered in 2014 as 
part of the Penn Museum’s excavations at South Aby-
dos. Among the fragmentary remains of his burial 
assemblage, we recovered the body of Seneb-Kay 
himself still substantially articulated but discarded 
on the floor of the tomb by ancient robbers. Osteo-
logical analysis testifies to the extent of the trau-
matic wounds that led to Seneb-Kay’s death. He is 
at present the earliest documented Egyptian king 
whose physical remains show he died in the midst of 
battle. Moreover, features of his skeleton indicate a 
man whose life included a specific regimen of physi-
cal and martial activities, a man who appears to have 
risen to power from the military elite of the Second 
Intermediate Period. Part 1 of this volume discusses 
the tomb of Seneb-Kay and its contents.

The discovery of this previously unknown an-
cient Egyptian king has opened a new window onto 
the practice of kingship during one of the most frag-
mented eras of Ancient Egypt: the late Second Inter-
mediate Period, or “Hyksos Period.” During this time 
period, Egypt was divided among multiple rival king-
doms (Fig. 0.3). These dynasties include the final pha-
raohs of the 13th Dynasty, ruling from the city of Itj-
Tawy; the 16th and 17th Dynasties, ruling sequentially 
from Thebes in Upper Egypt; and the Hyksos or 15th 
Dynasty, a line of kings of Levantine origin who, after 
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Fig. 0.2 The environs of the mor-
tuary complex of Senwosret III 
showing the primary known struc-
tures and location of the Second 
Intermediate Period necropolis.

taking power following an earlier line of 14th Dynasty 
Delta kings, ruled from their capital at Avaris, the 
modern site of Tell el-Dab’a in the north-eastern Nile 
Delta. As we examine in this volume, there is no ev-
idence indicating that Seneb-Kay belonged to any of 
these dynasties. His tomb and a group of seven other 
tombs of similar design near that of Seneb-Kay ap-
pear to belong to a succession of Second Intermediate 
Period kings whose names were edited out of the later 
pharaonic kinglists: a lost dynasty. The existence of 
such a line of monarchs ruling from the Abydene and 
Thinite region had first been hypothesized on a slim 

set of evidence by Detlef Franke 
in 1988.2 The possibility of an 

“Abydos Dynasty” was then more 
fully developed by Kim Ryholt 
and presented in his 1997 volume, 
The Political Situation in Egypt 
during the Second Intermediate 
Period c. 1800–1550 B.C., as part of 
his broader model of the dynastic 
and political structure of the pe-
riod. The idea of the Abydos Dy-
nasty was subsequently dismissed 
by the majority of Egyptologists. 
Seneb-Kay and the seven tombs of 
his close contemporaries provide 
new evidence for the existence of 
an Abydos Dynasty (Wegner 2014, 
2018a).

After the initial discovery of 
Seneb-Kay’s tomb, work contin-
ued during 2015–16 with an ex-
panded investigation of the sur-
rounding landscape. The goal of 
this work has been defining the 
relationship of Seneb-Kay’s tomb 

to adjacent structures. Identification of the owner-
ship of Seneb-Kay’s tomb in 2014 immediately shed 
light on a group of tombs of nearly identical design 
close to that of Seneb-Kay. Long before our recent 
excavations, Arthur Weigall, working in 1902 for the 
Egypt Exploration Fund, located and examined three 
mysterious tombs at South Abydos which, lacking 
dateable inscribed material, he chose to simply clas-
sify as “Late” tombs (Ayrton, Currelly, and Weigall 
1904:17–18). Until the present time, these structures 
remained of unknown date and with no obvious ar-
chitectural parallels at Abydos or elsewhere in Egypt. 
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Fig. 0.3 Chronology of the late Middle 
Kingdom and Second Intermediate 
Period showing the position of Seneb-
Kay and the other kings whose tombs 
are located in the royal necropolis at 
South Abydos.

While the tomb of Seneb-Kay itself was dis-
covered in 2014, work on the Second Intermediate 
Period royal cemetery discussed in this volume be-
gan the year before, when we initiated a survey of 
mortuary activity, the South Abydos Tomb Census 
(SATC). The initial goal of this work was searching 
for late Middle Kingdom private tombs at South 
Abydos. During this work we relocated and reex-
amined the three tombs that Weigall had previously 
encountered. At that point the tombs were assigned 

“CS” designations for “Cemetery S” 
deriving from an earlier conven-
tion that Weigall had used for the 
Senwosret III mortuary enclosure.3 
Tombs CS4, CS5, CS6, CS7, and CS8 
were excavated in 2013.4 Three of 
these (tombs CS4, CS7, and CS8) we 
immediately identified as the tombs 
that Weigall had opened, while two 
others, CS5 and CS6, had been un-
touched by Weigall. CS6 presented 
us with a surprising new discovery. 

Based on its location and brick 
architectural elements, CS6 was 
contemporary with the other tombs. 
Uniquely, however, this tomb made 
use of a reused, monolithic quartz-
ite burial chamber, weighing ap-
proximately 50 tons and originally 
of 13th Dynasty date. From their 
scale and common design elements 
it was evident that all five of the 
tombs known at that point were 
closely contemporaneous and of 
elite status. However, no additional 
diagnostic artifacts emerged in 2013 
with which to anchor their date. At 

that stage, the evidence included the puzzling phe-
nomenon of the reuse of an abandoned or relocated 
13th Dynasty royal burial chamber. The discovery of 
Seneb-Kay’s tomb in 2014, designated as CS9, close 
to these other five tombs finally provided a clear ba-
sis for dating the entire group to the Second Inter-
mediate Period. Moreover, the status of Seneb-Kay’s 
tomb as the burial of a king, along with the presence 
of the preexisting late Middle Kingdom royal tombs 
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at the site, suggested the likelihood that many or all 
of these tombs belong to Second Intermediate Period 
kings who had made use of this same mortuary land-
scape at South Abydos. The tombs show intriguing 
patterns of architectural copying but also reuse of 
materials from the preexisting 13th Dynasty tombs 
at the site, a phenomenon which we will explore 
throughout this volume.

During continued work in 2014 and 2015 we ex-
panded excavation into unexplored areas between 
the known tombs and also around the periphery of 
the Second Intermediate Period cemetery. Primary 
goals of that work included the retrieval of new dat-
ing evidence for the necropolis as a whole and the 
identification of additional tombs that—like Sen-
eb-Kay’s—might yield evidence for specific owner-
ship. This work led to the discovery of two additional 
tombs, CS10 and CS11, as well as a group of three 
brick shafts labeled CS12–14. Tomb CS10 is the larg-
est and architecturally most impressive of the entire 
group of Second Intermediate Period tombs. The 
substructure has similarities with CS6 in its use of 
a single, monolithic burial chamber, but in this case 
incorporated within a structure that descends to over 
twice the depth of Seneb-Kay’s tomb. Although it had 
been robbed, the excavation of CS10 recovered a sub-
stantial proportion of the skeletal remains of a single, 
adult male occupant, the analysis of whose skeleton 
complements the better-preserved remains of King 
Seneb-Kay. However, like the other tombs, it bore no 
decoration and the name of its likely royal occupant 
remains unknown. Similar results applied to the final 
tomb identified, CS11.

This group of tombs, CS4 to CS11, apart from 
Seneb-Kay we discuss here as constituting the “Main 
tomb cluster” (Part 3 of this volume). These struc-
tures and their contents add crucial information to 
our understanding of this necropolis and the social 
status of the individuals buried within it. Together 
they form a group of eight closely related tombs of 
the Second Intermediate Period. Seneb-Kay is the 
only one of these that can be identified by name. As 
we examine in this volume, these tombs appear to 
comprise a royal cemetery of the Second Intermedi-
ate Period that includes burials for at least eight kings 
dating between ca. 1650–1600 BCE (Fig. 0.4). 

The discovery of the tomb of Seneb-Kay, contain-
ing the body of the king alongside remnants of his fu-
nerary assemblage, furnishes crucial new evidence on 

Egypt’s Second Intermediate Period. Even more for-
tunately, the tomb has rewarded us with a goldmine 
of other information. Because Seneb-Kay’s tomb was 
built both quickly and economically, the tomb build-
ers made extensive use of spolia: reused blocks and 
materials taken from other structures at Abydos. The 
king’s limestone burial chamber was constructed 
from blocks that had originally belonged to one or 
more funerary chapels built at Abydos ca. 1750–1700 
BCE by a powerful Theban family who were closely 
linked to the 13th Dynasty pharaohs Neferhotep I and 
Sobekhotep IV. The blocks commemorate the family 
of a man named Dedtu who served in the high-rank-
ing office of Overseer of Fields, his son Ibiau who 
was the Master of Offering Tables of Amun at Thebes, 
along with their wives, Abeteni and Nekheteni, and 
other family members. The carved scenes and texts 
were attacked through a vicious damnatio memoriae 
and were later reused in Seneb-Kay’s burial chamber. 
Despite the damage to their decorated surfaces, these 
reused blocks provide a significant new window onto 
elite society of the 13th Dynasty during the century 
that preceded the lifetime of Seneb-Kay.

Capping Seneb-Kay’s burial chamber were roof 
blocks that the tomb builders had also taken from 
earlier structures at Abydos. These blocks included 
a royal false door belonging to one of the Sobekho-
tep kings of the 13th Dynasty, and possibly attributed 
to Sobekhotep IV (ca. 1732–1720 BCE) whose own 
tomb may lie adjacent to Seneb-Kay’s at South Aby-
dos (tomb S10). Another block, the earliest object re-
covered at the site, dates to the beginning of the 11th 
Dynasty, ca. 2100 BCE, over four centuries before the 
reign of Seneb-Kay. This is a commemorative stela 
belonging to a Nubian ruler, the Foremost-one of the 
chiefs of Wawat, named Idudju-iker. All of these re-
used materials make the tomb of Seneb-Kay an ex-
ceptionally rich source of new historical information, 
not just relating to the era of Seneb-Kay’s own life, but 
also for the early and late Middle Kingdom. We exam-
ine the reused materials in Part 2 of this volume. 

While the exact historical and political parame-
ters of King Seneb-Kay and the neighboring tombs 
in the Second Intermediate Period cemetery remain 
open to discussion, there is one crucial aspect of the 
archaeological evidence that remains overwhelm-
ingly clear. The tomb provides explicit archaeolog-
ical testimony to the scope of political and social 
conflict that reverberates through Egypt’s Second 



5INTRODUCTION

Fig. 0.4 The funerary enclosure of Senwosret III showing the location of the Second Intermedi-
ate Period necropolis on the northwest side and adjacent to the 13th Dynasty royal tombs.

Intermediate Period. Some form of dire political 
vendetta that may have wider political ramifications 
is embedded in the vicious attack witnessed on the 
reused 13th Dynasty chapel blocks. Separately—but 
perhaps not entirely unrelated to the historical phe-
nomenon of this damnatio directed against 13th Dy-
nasty monuments—Seneb-Kay’s body testifies to the 
warfare and violence that characterized the age in 
which he lived. His savage death in battle, with mul-
tiple battle axe impressions embedded in his skull, is 
likely to be symptomatic of the territorial conflicts 
that, around 1600 BCE, brought an end to the brief-
lived kingdom over which he ruled. 

The Second Intermediate Period tombs at South 
Abydos were large and richly equipped for the era 
to which they date. However, the phenomenon of 
copying of earlier late Middle Kingdom architecture, 
along with reuse of building materials and even tomb 
equipment, belies the pervasive poverty that gripped 
Upper Egypt at the height of the Second Intermedi-
ate Period. It is likely that the economic and politi-
cal pressures of the age combined to drive the blos-
soming of a prevalent military culture, which many 
scholars have observed to be a defining feature of the 
era. Based on analysis of their skeletal remains, the 
bodies of Seneb-Kay and the unknown king buried in 
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tomb CS10 provide indications that these rulers rose 
to power from military backgrounds and lived and 
died as military leaders, as “warrior kings.” This was 
an era of innovations in military technology and tac-
tics that accompanied the Hyksos Period. Through 
the evidence of musculoskeletal stress markers, we 
see indications that Seneb-Kay and the rulers bur-
ied at Abydos were integrally involved in the martial 
practices and territorial conflicts that appear to have 
dominated their era.

Despite the fact that we have recovered his tomb 
and skeletonized mummy—the earliest, substantially 
preserved physical remains of an Egyptian king to 
survive in the archaeological record—Seneb-Kay 
remains a shadowy figure. Apart from his tomb, we 
have no architecture, stelae, statues, or inscribed 
stone monuments bearing his name. While he died 
at about 35–45 years of age, how long he reigned 
prior to his death in battle remains unknown. There 
is, however, one object today in the collection of the 
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, that establishes an intrigu-
ing link between Seneb-Kay and another object, a 
stela from Abydos today held, coincidentally, in the 
collection of the Penn Museum. 

In 1900, the British archaeologist Arthur Mace 
discovered the only artifact that likely names King 
Seneb-Kay, an ebony apotropaion or “birth wand” 
found in a tomb at North Abydos. From the same 
tomb as the wand came the stela now in Philadel-
phia (Penn Museum E9952) that commemorates a 
military official, the Commander of the Crew of the 
Ruler, Sobekhotep, and his wife, the Lady of the House, 
Neferuptah. Aside from affirming the close connec-
tions of Seneb-Kay with Abydos, the wand suggests 
some form of personal or familial association that 
Seneb-Kay held with Sobekhotep and Neferuptah. 
Possibly these people were family members or even 
parents of the man who became King Woseribre 
Seneb-Kay. Here we may have evidence for the deri-
vation of Seneb-Kay from an elite, military family, as 
well as more broadly a reflection of the altered prac-
tices of kingship in the Second Intermediate Period. 
Kings of the era did not typically follow the more fa-
miliar mode of father to son succession seen in most 
periods of pharaonic history. Rather, they ascended 
to the throne from a variety of different elite lineages. 
Possibly we see in this evidence further indications 
for Seneb-Kay’s rise to rulership as the scion of an 
elite, Abydene military family. We will explore this 

possibility in Part 4 of this volume, along with con-
sideration of the wider political and historical con-
text of his reign. 

In the writing of the present volume, the princi-
pal author has benefitted from the scholarly expertise 
of the other contributors. Work on the canopic chest 
of Seneb-Kay and the complex set of alterations as-
sociated with it is the product of coauthor, Kevin Ca-
hail’s detailed analysis (Chapter 4). Kevin Cahail has 
also undertaken detailed chronological and historical 
study of the individuals recorded on the reused 13th 
Dynasty chapel blocks (Chapter 10). Preliminary re-
sults of this analysis had been presented elsewhere 
but are now superseded by the final publication of 
the reused blocks in Part 2. Molly Gleeson of the 
Conservation Department at the Penn Museum has 
completed restoration on the paintings of Seneb-Kay 
as well as other archaeological materials at South 
Abydos. An overview of the conservation work on the 
tomb is included here in Chapter 6.

Documentation and osteological analysis of the 
skeletal remains of Seneb-Kay and the other individ-
uals buried at South Abydos was completed by Jane 
Hill and Maria Rosado, Department of Anthropol-
ogy and Sociology, Rowan University. Their analysis 
forms the basis for Chapters 5 and 13. The insights 
of the osteological analysis provide a valuable win-
dow into the life experience and social context of the 
Second Intermediate Period rulers buried at South 
Abydos. The text of Chapters 5 and 13 has been sub-
stantially structured by the principal author and any 
errors or omissions are his responsibility. 

notes:
0.1 Throughout this book we will employ the term “late 
Middle Kingdom” to encompass the period from the reign 
of Senwosret III (ca. 1850 BCE) through the 13th Dynasty 
(ca. 1800–1675 BCE). The term “Second Intermediate Pe-
riod” refers broadly to the period of the final decline of 
the Middle Kingdom state—including the final phase of 
the 13th Dynasty—up to the reunification of Egypt by the 
17th Dynasty Theban king, Ahmose (ca. 1550 BCE). The 
use of these broader historical phases is inexact (Müller 
2018:199–216) and complicated by the evidence that the 
final phase of the 13th Dynasty overlapped with the rise 
of the Hyksos 15th Dynasty, as well as the early phase of 
the Theban Kingdom (Dynasty 16). Some scholars choose 
to include the entirety of the 13th Dynasty within the 
Second Intermediate Period. Here we also use the term 
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“late Second Intermediate Period” to specify the century 
immediately preceding the reunification of Egypt under 
Ahmose (see Franke 1988:245–274; Ryholt 1997:311–312; 
Schneider 2006:168–170). This phase of time is also use-
fully designated as the “Hyksos Period” recognizing the 
territorial division of the country that accompanied the 
period of rule of the Hyksos 15th Dynasty in the Nile 
Delta. It is to this period that we can date the reign of 
Seneb-Kay and the associated royal tombs at South Aby-
dos (see Fig. 0.3). 
0.2 The site of Abydos is located on the western side of 
the Nile in the 8th nome of Upper Egypt. Abydos was 
closely related to the nearby provincial capital of Thinis. 
Thinis has never been identified archaeologically al-
though the disposition of ancient cemetery sites suggest 
its location at the edge of the Nile to the north-east of 
Abydos (Brovarski 2018:51–57). In this context, we use 
the terms “Abydene” and “Thinite” with the same broader 
geographical reference. During the Second Intermediate 

Period the political center of the region was likely located 
at Thinis while Abydos served as the primary cemetery 
and ceremonial center of the funerary god Osiris.
0.3 Tomb numbers discussed in this volume that are 
preceded by the “S” follow the designations originally 
assigned by Weigall (principally here the 13th Dynasty 
tombs S9 and S10). Tomb numbers with the “CS” pre-
fix are structures discovered and numbered since 2013 
(including CS1 to CS14. To clarify this distinction at the 
outset, tombs S9 and S10 (the large royal tombs dating to 
the middle 13th Dynasty) are different than CS9 and CS10 
(Second Intermediate Period tombs of Seneb-Kay and a 
close contemporary of unknown name). 
0.4 The structures designated CS1–3 are located on the 
opposite side of the tomb enclosure. They belong to the 
original funerary ceremonies associated with the tomb of 
Senwosret III (Wegner 2017a:5–30) and are unrelated to 
the group of Second Intermediate Period tombs discussed 
here. 



1
Excavation and Architecture  
of the Tomb of Seneb-Kay *

* This chapter written by Josef Wegner.

The tomb of King Woseribre Seneb-Kay (tomb 
CS9) was discovered and excavated in 2014. Sen-

eb-Kay’s tomb, situated in close proximity to the 13th 
Dynasty royal tomb S10, was deeply buried beneath 
extensive debris mounds flanking the front of that 
larger, earlier structure. Following the excavation of 
the main tomb cluster in 2013, work was expanded 
southwards towards S10 with the goal of generating 
more evidence on the date and attribution of that 
group of tombs. The resulting removal of the debris 
mounds fronting S10 defined the denuded remnants 
of a rectangular enclosure with interior dimensions 
of 16.2 by 28 m situated against the north (Nile fac-
ing) side of S10. This enclosure, labeled “Enclosure B” 
(Fig. 1.1) contains remnants of a group of thin walled 
structures including a set of sinusoidal walls that 
frame the major original feature within Enclosure 
B: the entrance staircase into tomb S10. The tomb of 
Seneb-Kay is positioned inside this earlier enclosure 
and only 5 m from the entrance to tomb S10.

Based on the complete exposure of this area, it is 
apparent that the builders of Seneb-Kay’s tomb made 
intentional use of the existing terrain and still stand-
ing 13th Dynasty enclosure walls as a site for the 
king’s tomb (Figs. 1.2 to 1.5). This pattern of reuse of a 
preexisting enclosure directly parallels the repurpos-
ing of another enclosure, the abandoned “Enclosure 
C” for the main group of Second Intermediate Period 
tombs. An advantage to the particular location cho-
sen for Seneb-Kay’s tomb is that the enclosure origi-
nally formed a discrete, elevated terrace with a com-
pact floor surface. The relatively level floor would 

have provided a convenient location for cutting a 
trench into the subsurface while also being protected 
from the wind by still standing enclosure walls. The 
tomb of Seneb-Kay follows the same orientation as 
the surrounding 13th Dynasty architecture and was 
carefully situated in the middle of the enclosure. The 
13.5 m long tomb was centered between the brick en-
trance staircase of S10 and the northern wall of the 
enclosure. The position makes it clear the builders 
of Seneb-Kay’s tomb were aware of the entrance 
into S10 which appears likely to have been accessi-
ble during the construction of his tomb. These spa-
tial relationships corroborate the evidence discussed 
in Chapter 4 for the reworking of cedar boards from 
the painted coffin of a king Sobekhotep to form the 
canopic chest of Seneb-Kay. It appears possible these 
boards had been taken from tomb S10 in a form of 
state-sponsored tomb robbery that accompanied the 
construction and furnishing of Seneb-Kay’s tomb.

The location of Seneb-Kay’s tomb inside Enclo-
sure B creates a distinct spatial separation between 
it and the main cluster of Second Intermediate Pe-
riod tombs. There is a distance of 25 m between 
the tomb of Seneb-Kay and CS8, the southernmost 
tomb in the main cluster. Given the close architec-
tural similarities that exist among the tombs it was 
initially surprising during excavations completed in 
the intervening area in 2014–2016 that there does not 
exist a continuous spread of tombs from Seneb-Kay 
northwards to CS6 and CS7 at the northern end of 
the Second Intermediate Period group. The probable 
explanation for this separation is that the position of 
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Fig. 1.1 Plan and sectional view showing the location of the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) relative to 
the earlier 13th Dynasty royal tomb S10.
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Fig. 1.2 View looking southeast over the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) showing the disposition of the tomb relative to 
the enclosure wall of tomb S10.

these tombs reflects the locations of still extant 13th 
Dynasty enclosure walls at the time the tombs were 
constructed. Whereas Seneb-Kay’s architects made 
use of the relatively smaller area of S10’s entrance en-
closure, the rest of the known tombs took advantage 
of what appears to have been a larger walled space: 
an abandoned 13th Dynasty royal enclosure to the 
north of S10 (for which see the discussion below in 
Chapter 11). The 25-meter gap between Seneb-Kay 
and CS8 reflects the relative positions of these two 
different walled enclosures. 

TOMB DESIGN

The tomb of Seneb-Kay is a passage-style tomb 
measuring 13.5 m in total length (Figs. 1.6 to 1.8). 
The tomb has four primary elements: (1) a walled 
entrance ramp leading down to a doorway fitted 

with a limestone portcullis, (2) a pole-roof cham-
ber (Chamber 1) covered with a flat roof of wooden 
beams; (3) a brick vaulted antechamber (Chamber 
2); and (4) the stone-built burial chamber (Chamber 
3). From the upper rim of its entrance ramp to the 
floor of the burial chamber the tomb has a vertical 
descent of 2.85 m. Apart from its unique use of a 
burial chamber composed of reused limestone ma-
sonry, Seneb-Kay’s tomb is remarkably similar to the 
main group of Second Intermediate Period tombs in 
all aspects of its design and construction techniques. 
Particularly notable is use of the same architectural 
sequence of unroofed entrance ramp, pole-roof 
chamber, vaulted antechamber, and burial chamber 
in a predominantly linear descent. A summary of 
the tomb’s major components and the excavation of 
these elements follows here. The architecture and 
decoration of the burial chamber are discussed in 
detail in the next chapter. 



Fig. 1.3 Overview of the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) showing the enclosure wall and entrance leading into tomb S10.

Fig. 1.4 The substructure of tomb S10 showing the position of the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) with its burial chamber 
covered by the wooden structure at upper left (view looking east in 2015).



Fig. 1.5 View looking east over the tomb of Seneb-Kay (CS9) showing the full exposure in 2015 of the surroundings 
with the tombs of the main cluster on the upper left.

Fig. 1.6 Overview of the tomb of Seneb-Kay 
(view looking east after the end of the first 
season of excavation in January 2014).
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Fig. 1.8 Cross sections through the primary elements of the tomb of Seneb-Kay.
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ENTRANCE RAMP AND 
PORTCULLIS

The brick entrance ramp (Fig. 1.9) measures 3.55 
m long by 1.28 m at its widest point. The structure is 
constructed on a 0.48 m wide base of brickwork (com-
posed of one row of headers and one row of stretchers, 
but the brickwork is irregular and steps up towards 
the west end where the rim of the ramp is only 0.22 
m wide (a single brick width). On the south side, the 
upper part of the ramp is completed with bricks laid 
as stretchers forming a thin, 0.22 m wide wall. The 
ramp’s south side has a significant inward bow which 
appears to have occurred during the construction 
process. This curvature is not intentional but is the 
result of excess weight against the wall when it was 
still not fully hardened. Like the rest of the tomb, the 
entrance ramp was built in a trench cut down from 
the surface. When the exterior of the construction 
trench was filled in, the relatively thin format south 
wall bowed inwards through the weight of the mate-
rial on the outside causing this deformation. 

The ramp has a bricked and plastered floor that 
descends at slope of -18˚. At the lower end of the ramp 
is a 0.56 m wide brick threshold beyond which are 
two 0.2 m wide brick jambs forming a doorway 0.92 

m in width. The jambs were capped by a wood lin-
tel, 0.23 m in width and 10 cm thick that supported 
brickwork above that engaged with the roof of Cham-
ber 1. This brickwork was plastered on the west side 
forming a smooth exterior face. Set on top of the 
outer part of the threshold and mortared against the 
jambs of the 0.92 m wide door is a limestone portcul-
lis. The portcullis consists of a base slab 0.21 m wide, 
0.82 m long, and 0.11 m thick with a grooved surface 
to receive the sliding slab. Mounted against the sides 
are C-shaped channel blocks containing a limestone 
slab 7 cm in thickness. The frame of the portcullis is 
0.82 m wide and is fitted by means of secondary brick 
jambs which were appended against the outer face 
of the already plastered inner jambs. The brickwork 
used to install the portcullis was left unplastered. The 
limestone slab would have slid upwards against the 
exterior face of the doorway lintel. However, there is 
a substantial gap of some 8 cm between the portcul-
lis slab and the exterior face of the lintel which must 
have been sealed on the top by some other means.

The architecture of the entrance clearly shows 
two phases of construction: (1) an original doorway 
composed of inset jambs that supported the wood 
lintel above, followed by (2) the insertion of the brick 
threshold and limestone portcullis against the outer 
face of the original door jambs (Fig. 1.10). Once added, 

Fig. 1.9 Detail of the entrance ramp and doorway into Chamber 1 showing the original structure 
(A) and alteration of the entrance with the addition of threshold and portcullis (B).
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the portcullis and surrounding brickwork would 
have substantially narrowed the width of the main 
entrance into the tomb from 0.92 m to 0.6 m. It seems 
likely the wider opening was maintained during the 
plastering and decoration of the tomb interior and 
the portcullis was added as a final step, just prior to, 
or even after the installation of the king’s burial. 

The vertically sliding limestone slab is insubstan-
tial and the door would have functioned as only a mi-
nor deterrent to anyone who wished to break into the 
tomb. Although still in situ when exposed in 2014, the 
portcullis was found with the upper half of its slab 
and frame torn away (Fig. 1.11). It is clear that the ini-
tial robbery of Seneb-Kay’s tomb occurred through 
the portcullis, which was simply broken through at 
the top permitting access to the tomb’s interior. The 
robbers’ opening between the base of the wood lin-
tel and top of the broken portcullis block is 0.38 m 
at its maximum which would have created sufficient 
space for people to climb in and despoil the tomb’s 
interior. Physical evidence for the use of this access 
point during the robbery process occurs in the pole-
roof chamber. 

THE POLE-ROOF CHAMBER 
(CHAMBER 1)

From the brick threshold supporting the 
portcullis there is a 0.28 m drop down to the 
floor of the first internal space, the pole-roof 
chamber (Chamber 1). The pole-roof chamber of 
Seneb-Kay’s tomb measures 1.18 m wide and 2.75 
long. The chamber floor is composed of brick 
with a layer of mud plaster and whitewash. It 
descends 0.5 m over the length of the chamber. 
Beneath the secondary brickwork of the thresh-
old, the bricked and whitewashed floor contin-
ues uninterrupted from the ramp into the pole-
roof chamber. There is a diminution of the angle 
of descent of the floor from -18° in the ramp to 
ca. -10° in Chamber 1. When discovered in 2014, 
Chamber 1 presented us with the only architec-
turally intact example of the pole-roof chamber, 
a feature that occurs in many of the other Sec-
ond Intermediate Period tombs at South Abydos 
(CS4, CS8, CS10, and probably also CS7). Choice 
of the pole-roof format rather than a vault for 
the initial chamber likely reflects the relatively 

higher elevation of this initial part of the tomb inte-
rior. Use of the pole-roof permitted construction of a 
chamber slightly below ground level with a roof sys-
tem that did not protrude as a vaulted roof would at 
this shallow depth.

Because the roof was found intact (Figs. 1.12 and 
1.13), Chamber 1 preserves the full chamber height: 
1.7 m at the west end, rising slightly to 1.82 m at the 
inner end. The roof consisted of fourteen parallel 
wood poles. Unlike the wood lintel that capped the 
entrance into the chamber, these poles were trimmed 
of branches but not substantially squared or dressed. 
The poles average 0.15 m in diameter and include two 
different wood species. The roof is composed of al-
ternating use of palm wood, probably Dom palm, Hy-
phhaenae thebaica, along with a more compact form 
of acacia or sycamore, probably Ficus sycamorus. It 
is unclear why the two different wood species were 
employed together but the wood certainly reflects 
the reliance on locally available building materials. 
The poles were coated on the upper surface with a 
layer of Nile mud. The ceiling of the chamber was 
originally plastered smooth and whitewashed. This 
is indicated by a slight inward lip of the plaster on the 

Fig. 1.10 View of the outer side of the portcullis showing the 
original robbers’ break through the top of the portcullis.
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Fig. 1.11 The inner side of the portcullis. The unplastered brickwork represents the addition of the portcullis to the 
tomb’s entrance.

Fig. 1.12 View looking north showing the intact wooden roof of the pole-roof chamber prior to removal of the cen-
tral section.
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Fig. 1.13 View looking south showing the intact wooden roof of the pole-roof chamber.

top of the walls of the pole-roof chamber. The mud 
layer on the exterior would have bonded through the 
crevices between the poles with the plastering of the 
chamber’s ceiling. 

When the wooden pole-roof of Chamber 1 was 
first exposed in 2014, it was found to be intact: the 
only chamber of the tomb of Seneb-Kay with its roof 
still in situ. Although the wood poles and exterior 
mud coating were still in place, the roof was pitted 
in many areas and the wood had decayed. The orig-
inal interior plastering on the ceiling was gone. The 
lack of resiliency of the wood meant that excavation 
of the interior of Chamber 1 was not possible with-
out removal of the central portion of the roof. When 
it was determined that there were indications for 
preserved funerary equipment and human remains 
inside Chamber 1 we made the decision to remove 
the central part of the pole-roof. The wood was cut 
flush with the inner face of the chamber’s side walls 
leaving the ends of each beam in place on the side 
walls (Fig. 1.14). Excavation of Chamber 1 was then 
completed. 

THE EXCAVATION AND 
CONTENTS OF THE  

POLE-ROOF CHAMBER

During the excavation of the interior of CS9 we 
first dug to floor level in the tomb’s unroofed com-
ponents: the entrance ramp along with the burial 
chamber and vaulted antechamber where the roof 
had been broken away in ancient times. Although no 
original artifacts remained inside the burial cham-
ber itself, the excavation of the vaulted antecham-
ber showed that there were multiple elements of the 
king’s funerary assemblage scattered on the floor at 
the western end of the antechamber and extending 
into the pole-roof chamber. As the final stage of ex-
cavation inside the tomb, we then exposed Chamber 
1’s interior by cutting out the central portion of the 
decayed pole-roof, a necessary procedure that pre-
vented the disintegrated roof from collapsing onto 
the delicate remains of Seneb-Kay’s burial equip-
ment that lay below (Fig. 1.15).


