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Before and after the Temple: the long-lived necropolis 
in the area of the Temple of Millions of Years of Amenhotep II – 

Western Thebes

Anna Consonni, Tommaso Quirino and Angelo Sesana
CEFB - Centro di Egittologia Francesco Ballerini

Abstract
Recent research undertaken by the Centro di Egittologia F. Ballerini, under the direction of A. Sesana, has brought into focus the intensive fu-
nerary use and reuse of the area occupied by the Temple of Amenhotep II in western Thebes. 24 shaft tombs with one or two irregular chambers 
at the bottom dating to the Third Intermediate to Late Period were discovered. The work conducted by our team also revealed the presence of 
funerary structures that predate the construction of the temple, dating from the early Middle Kingdom to the early 18th Dynasty: two corridor 
tombs and less complex burials in niches, shallow shafts or simple holes. Despite the extensive looting of many of these tombs, we still had, 
at times, the chance to recover well preserved or undisturbed burials. We therefore have the opportunity to present an overview of the tombs 
found in the area of the Temple of Amenhotep II in their chronological context.

Keywords
Temple of Amenhotep II; Theban necropolis; Middle Kingdom; Third Intermediate-Late Period; Ptolemaic Period

The Temple of Millions of Years of Amenhotep II, located 
in western Thebes just north of the Ramesseum, has been 
under investigation since 1997 by the Italian Archaeological 
Expedition of the Centro di Egittologia F. Ballerini,1 directed 
by Angelo Sesana. The current excavations constitute a 
resumption of research activity after a long period of neglect 
following the work of Petrie at the end of the 19th century 
(Petrie 1897: 4–6).

The work of the Mission, while focused primarily on the 
remains of the temple itself, also revealed the presence of 
numerous funerary structures that occupied the whole area, 
both before the construction of the temple and again after its 
abandonment (Sesana 2010, with bibliography of prior work; 
Sesana and Quirino 2010; Sesana et al. 2011; Sesana et al. 2013; 
see Figure 1 for a summary of the chronological development 
of the necropolis in the temple area).

While the presence of Third Intermediate Period tombs in 
this area was already known thanks to Petrie’s work, the 
discovery of older tombs at the site is one of the recent results 
of our research. However, Petrie himself did recognise mud-
brick structures beneath the temple walls (Petrie 1897: 4, pl. 
XXIII) and it should be noted that Middle Kingdom to early 
New Kingdom tombs and structures are well known in the 
surrounding area.2

The necropolis predating the construction of the Temple 
for Amenhotep II was used from the Middle Kingdom until 
the beginning of the New Kingdom (Figure 2). The most 
impressive features are two tombs, designated A17 and D21, 
with complex structures and different phases of occupancy. 
Less complex burials in niches, shallow shafts or simple holes 
are also present.

1  We are indebted to all those who contributed to the archaeological 
excavation of the Temple of Amenhotep II, carried out under the 
terms of the excavation licence. We would also like to thank Dr Craig 
Alexander for improving the English of this paper.
2  For the area of the Temple of Thutmosis III, see Seco Álvarez 2015; 
for the Ramesseum, Quibell 1898: 3–5, pl. III, VI–IX; Nelson 2003: 88; 
for the Temple of Thutmosis IV, Guidotti 1985, 1987.

Period Total 
nr. of 
tombs/ 
contexts

Cited 
tombs/
contexts

Structure type Chronologically 
relevant items

Chronology
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4 A17 Corridor tomb Pottery,
grave goods (amulets, 
mirror, calcite vessels), 
offering tray

12th-13th 

dynasty; late 
17th-early 
18th dynasty 
reuse

D21 Corridor tomb Pottery,
grave goods (calcite 
vessels),
offering tray

12th-13th 

dynasty; late 
17th-early 
18th dynasty 
reuse

F23 Shallow shaft 
with niches

Pottery Amenemhat 
III-
early 13th 

dynasty

T
H

IR
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N
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ER
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T

E 
P

ER
IO

D
 –

 
LA

T
E 

P
ER

IO
D

24 L9 Shaft tomb
with 1 chamber

Ushabtis type D-E 
(faience),
shabti boxes type 
VII (?),
canopic jars type II,
cartonnage decoration,
amulets (type 
Nakhtefmut E)

22nd dynasty

L9b Shaft tomb
with 1 chamber

Ushabtis type D-E 
(faience) and K,
shabti boxes type 
VII (?),
amulets (type 
Nakhtefmut E)

22nd dynasty

L13 Shaft tomb
with 2 
chambers

Ushabtis type K,
shabti boxes type 
VII (?),
coffin decoration,
bead nets Silvano type 
A, pottery

25th-early 
26th dynasty

H13 Shaft tomb
with 1 chamber

Ushabtis type G 
(faience) and K,
shabti boxes type 
VII (?),
canopic jars type II and 
boxes type A,
pottery

Late 25th-
early 26th 

dynasty

P
T

O
LE

M
A

IC
 

P
ER

IO
D

2 L9 Jars deposit 
(burial?) on the 
surface

Pottery,
grave goods (leather 
shoes)

3rd-early 2nd 
century BC

C6 Mummification 
deposit on the 
surface

Pottery 2nd-1st 
century BC

figure 1: summary table of the development of 
the necropolis found in the area of the temple 
of amenhotep ii; for the typologies of the third 

intermediate to late period materials, see aston 2009 
and silvano 1980.
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Of the two bigger tombs, only A17,3 located just north of the 
southern boundary wall of the temple, has been completely 
excavated (Consonni 2016a; Consonni and Sesana 2016). The 
archaeological context was well preserved thanks to the 
presence of some later mud-brick structures linked to the 

3  The tombs found in the Temple area are named with the number of 
the grid square where their entrance was discovered.

economic functions of the temple that covered its entrance. 
The other tomb (D21), the entrance to which was covered by 
the remains of the second pylon, is still under excavation. 

Tomb A17 has a complex structure. The entrance4 was reached 
via a sloping ramp ending in a small open passage which 

4  The entrance was originally decorated with uninscribed funerary 

figure 2: plan of the middle kingdom/early 18th dynasty necropolis (temple structures are on 
the background), with plans of underground structures.  
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gives access to a corridor 
oriented east-west. At the end 
of the corridor a transverse 
irregular chamber leads into 
two funerary chambers.5 The 
burials were placed in chamber 
E, where the assemblages were 
well preserved, and chamber F, 
where the original burials were 
disturbed by later burials and 
looting.

Study of the pottery assemblage 
in its stratigraphic context 
(Consonni and Sesana 2016) 
allows us to state that the first 
occupation occurred during 
the Early Middle Kingdom, 
when burials were made in 
chambers E and F. Chamber E 
originally housed nine primary 
burials (Bellandi et al. 2015: 
23–8) – five females, two males 
and two children – almost all 
provided with grave goods: in 
addition to a small quantity of pottery, we recovered calcite 
vessels, small amulets and beads, and a mirror with an ivory 
handle (Consonni 2016a). Only in the corridor do the materials 
suggest a prolonged use of the tomb, continuing into the Late 
Middle Kingdom.

A ritual deposit belonging to the first phase and composed 
of a large group of vessels6 was also discovered in situ (Figure 
3). It was located in front of the entrance of the two burial 
chambers, close to the burials for which ceremonies were 
apparently performed.

After a period of disuse, the tomb was again exploited for 
funerary purposes during the Late Second Intermediate 
Period–Early New Kingdom. The burials of this phase are very 
disturbed, probably from looting occurring at the time of the 
construction of the temple,7 and the pottery of the original 
funerary assemblages is distributed throughout the upper 
levels inside the tomb as well as in the corridor and in the open 
passage. A child was buried in a shallow pit covered by stones 
near the entrance of the tomb, accompanied by just two vessels.

The excavation of a similar tomb, named D21, began in 2008, 
but was suspended for several years for safety reasons and 
was resumed only in 2014. This tomb is bigger than A17 and 

cones that were found in the debris filling the tomb courtyard. 
Uninscribed funerary cones are well known in Late First Intermediate 
Period and Middle Kingdom tombs in the Theban area. See for 
example Arnold 1972: 20–21; Loyrette et al. 1993/1994: 123.
5  The structure recalls the ‘corridor type’ well known in the Theban 
Necropolis at the beginning of the Middle Kingdom (Arnold 1971: 46–
8, type IIb, tav. 20, with examples in the Ramesseum area). The lack of 
funerary shafts in tomb A17 (and in tomb D21) is due to the nature of 
the geological substratum: in fact the whole tomb – except the ceiling 
– was cut into a layer of compact sand which would have collapsed in 
case of deep excavation.
6  Mainly hemispherical cups used as burners, hes vases and miniature 
plates, bowls and jars associated with terracotta offering plates.
7  We remark that Amenhotep II started the construction of the Temple, 
probably beginning in his fourth regnal year (Der Manuelian 1987: 
165–6).

consists of a corridor 12m long, a transverse irregular chamber 
and at least two funerary chambers that are currently under 
excavation.

We can suggest, based on a preliminary analysis of the 
materials, that the burials in tomb D21 may have followed the 
same pattern as in A17, even if the older archaeological levels 
are less well preserved in D21. Further, we also have clear 
proof of a later reuse of tomb D21.

In fact, a Late Period mummification deposit8 was discovered 
in one of the chambers, covered by the collapsed ceiling and 
overlapping the Middle Kingdom layers. Moreover, traces 
of a coffin with an inner cartonnage, very badly preserved, 
were found lying at the end of the corridor (Figure 4). The 
excavation of the burial is not finished yet, but we are working 
with digital photos9 to try to reconstruct the decorative 
schema of the cartonnage that has almost totally vanished 
and is not clearly recognisable to the naked eye.10

Tombs A17 and D21 represent the most monumental funerary 
structures of the Middle Kingdom necropolis in this area, but 
another and totally different burial was also discovered just 
east of the remains of the second pylon.

Here a shallow shaft lined with mud-bricks bearing the 
stamp of Amenhotep II11 leads to two niches excavated in the 

8  Probably belonging to the Late Third Intermediate Period/early 
Saite Period, according to Aston (1996: 50, Fig. 161).
9  To improve the visualization of decoration and painted figures, we 
started using the software ImageJ, with plug-in DStretch, written 
by J. Harman (2008). This plug-in applies the image enhancement 
technique called ‘decorrelation stretching’ and has been specially 
developed for the study of rock paintings, being widely used in that 
field. It is now being exploited, for the first time, on artefacts in an 
Egyptological context.
10  Even if this study is still in its earliest phases, the initial results 
seem very promising, allowing us to recognise some of the figures and 
the general structure of the decoration, dating this burial probably to 
the 22nd Dynasty.
11  For stamps on mud-bricks from the Temple area, see Sesana 2012.

figure 3: tomb a17, chamber d. ritual deposit in front of the entrance of chamber e 
(photo © franco m. giani).
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conglomerate. The presence of mud-bricks of the Pharaoh 
suggest that the tomb was known in his time, probably being 
closed and filled-in prior to the construction of the nearby pylon. 
In the southern niche we found two superimposed burials, 
without funerary assemblages, that were probably originally 
contained within painted mud coffins. A terracotta rectangular 
coffin was placed in the northern niche and contained the 
body and simple funerary assemblage of a baby (Sesana and 

Consonni 2013), consisting of 
a simple necklace and a set of 
small pottery vessels dated to 
the Late Middle Kingdom. The 
lid of the coffin was missing a 
piece, later found in the level 
of loose fill, providing further 
evidence that the tomb had 
been somehow disturbed.

Related to the presence of this 
Middle Kingdom/early New 
Kingdom necropolis there are 
other local contexts such as 
a deposit of broken red vases 
found in the area north of the 
temple and two small chapels 
razed to the level of just a few 
mud-brick courses at the time 
of the construction of the 
temple courtyard. The chapels 
retained some traces of their 
original decoration and, on 
the use-surface, the remains of 
floral offerings.

After the falling-out-of-use of the temple and the consequent 
removal of reusable materials, the site was again used as a 
necropolis during the Third Intermediate Period/Late Period: 
24 shaft tombs from this phase have been investigated. 
Sometimes these had a mud-brick chapel on the surface (Figure 
5). Those located in what had been the courtyard of the temple 
were provided with a more complex above-ground structure 

figure 4: tomb d21, chamber e. cartonnage probably dating back to the 22nd 
dynasty, found at the end of the corridor (photo © t. quirino).

figure 5: plan of the third intermediate/late period necropolis (temple structures are on the background), with 
the location of the 24 shaft tombs and of the mud-brick chapels on the surface. 
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which probably had two pylons, 
an open court, a transverse hall 
and chapels to the rear.

The tombs of this period have a 
square vertical pit of about 2 to 
6m in depth. Where the upper 
part of the pit was excavated 
in a less-stable stratum it was 
strengthened with mud-bricks 
until reaching the compact 
conglomerate stratum. Likewise, 
when the ancient builders 
digging the pit reached the 
sand level, they always began to 
excavate the funerary chamber 
at that point. Usually these tombs 
have only one chamber, not 
large, oriented north-south or 
east-west, sometimes still partly 
closed by an original mud-brick 
wall. Only six of them at the site 
have two chambers.

About 60% of these tombs have 
been almost entirely robbed, only a few faience beads or 
ushabtis escaping the plunderers. At times, we have had the 
chance to explore better preserved burials and to recover 
more complete funerary assemblages, even if also in these 
cases the perishable materials such as coffins were badly 
damaged by the humidity and by the actions of white ants.

Some recently excavated examples of these tombs help 
us in formulating our working hypothesis regarding the 
development of the necropolis.

The tomb L9 contained two intact burials,12 lying side by 
side inside the remains of their wooden coffins, with badly 
damaged cartonnages. Near their heads and feet we found 
a total of about 540 light-blue glazed ushabtis, among 
which were 46 overseers. As is normal in the tombs we have 
excavated, the ushabtis were lying in quite well-defined 
rectangular areas, retaining, more or less, the shape of the 
now-disappeared original boxes.

Four limestone uninscribed canopic jars were lying near the 
north wall of the chamber. The cavity inside the jar is half 
hollowed out and had been left unused.

The northern burial had on its chest a stone scarab and small 
amulets in hard stones or faience. These formed, along with 
green, red and gilded beads, one or more necklaces, which 
have a ready parallel in those of Nakhtefmut E, buried at the 
Ramesseum at the end of the reign of Osorkon I (Quibell 1898: 
pl. 17; Aston 2009: 239). The few surviving hieroglyphs on the 
cartonnage reveal to us that this man, whose name was not 
preserved, held the title of vizier.

The general character of this assemblage fits well with the 
Aston (2011: 16–21) Theban burial assemblages dated from 
890 to 750 BC and the presence of green glazed ushabtis would 
also suggest a date after 850 BC.

12  Probably two male adults, one of whom was 35/45 years old (we 
thank G. Bellandi for the L9 and L9b shaft anthropological information, 
which should, however, be treated as preliminary).

In a tomb near L9, named L9b, a couple13 was buried, without 
canopic jars, but with two boxes at their head and feet 
containing green-glazed and sun-dried clay ushabtis with 
light-blue paint on the surface, partly mummiform and partly 
of the supervisor type.

We would like to note that only in these two tombs have we 
found ushabtis both in mummiform and supervisor shape.

In a tomb named L13 the situation was more complex. Many 
bodies were lying side by side, once provided with coffins that 
have now totally disappeared. The winged scarabs, the figures 
of the four sons of Horus and the faience beads which formed 
the nets were not found on the bodies, but, rather, were lying 
in small piles near the coffins, probably removed by thieves 
and, for some reason, not taken away.

In this tomb we did not find canopic jars, but we did find five 
shabti boxes, distributed across the two chambers, one of 
which preserved exceptionally well the traces of a red boat 
painted on the lid, which was probably flat (Figure 6). The 
ushabtis were all made of sun-dried clay, blue-washed, only 
crudely modelled, sometimes provided with beards. Some 
wooden traces have been identified as the base of a qrsw coffin 
decorated with the vignettes of BD 41.

The presence of the bead nets of Silvano (1980: 83–4) type A 
and the type of shabti boxes and ushabtis suggest a dating to 
the 25th or 26th Dynasty for these burials (Aston 2011: 23–30).

Another tomb, named H13, was probably explored by Petrie 
and seems to be on his plan of the site. The chamber, cut as 
usual into the sand level, seemed totally empty: no traces of 
coffins, the deceased or anything else other than a few beads 
and some ushabtis. Actually, what we saw in that first glance 
was the sand collapsed from the walls of the chamber, which, 
compacted by the humidity, had covered the remains of the 
funerary assemblage.

13  Probably a man 45/55 years old and a woman, a little older.

figure 6: shaft tomb l13, chamber a. wooden shabti boX: notwithstanding the 
poor state of conservation, traces of a red boat painted on the lid are still 

visible (photo © t. quirino).
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Subsequently, a more careful examination through the 
digging of test trenches revealed two boxes near the entrance 
of the tomb. One contained green-glazed bearded ushabtis, 
the other mud ushabtis, blue-painted and without beards. 
Most likely, these should be connected with the man-woman 
couple probably once buried here (Aston 2009: 396), but we 
cannot say for sure because no traces of either bones or 
coffins have been recovered from the chamber.

Two canopic boxes, each containing the four canopic jars, 
were discovered in two irregular pits excavated in the floor 
of the chamber (Figure 7). The inscriptions on four of the jars 
reveal the name of the owner, the only name we have found to 
date in all the tombs of the necropolis: Bak-en-Ptah. These are 
also the only canopic jars found so far that actually contained 
the viscera of the dead.

The inscription of Osiris with pennant determinative 
(Gardiner sign R8) on the jars suggests a date after 740/720 
BC for this tomb (Leahy 1979; Aston 2009: 37), in agreement 
with the type of ushabtis and the probable type of canopic 
boxes. These, on the basis of the small fragments of surviving 
decoration, may most probably be assigned to the Aston 
(2009: 301–2) type A.14 All these items reflect the Aston (2011: 
23–30) Theban burial assemblages of the phase 720–650 BC.

It is intriguing that on the almost totally vanished remains 
of a qrsw coffin, found in 2003 near the ramp of the temple, 
we were able to read the name of a Bak-en-Ptah. The study of 
these data and their interconnections is ongoing and we hope 
to arrive at a well-supported interpretation.

As noted above, most of the tombs in this necropolis have 
been completely looted. However, in some of them we have 
found canopic jars of Aston (2009: 293–9) type II or V, always 
uninscribed, elements of bead nets of Silvano (1980) Type 

14  Small fragment with a goddess pouring a libation and cavetto 
cornice.

A and sun-dried clay ushabtis 
usually with a light-blue wash 
on the surface.

In the almost total absence of 
coffins, stelae or other funerary 
equipment beyond ushabtis, 
canopic jars or amulets, the 
tombs of this period cannot be 
accurately dated.

However, the recovered materials 
suggest that the necropolis was 
used from the 22nd Dynasty to 
the early 7th century BC, which 
agrees with the chronology 
proposed for the Ramesseum 
necropolis (Elias 1993: 97–107; 
Aston 2009: 237). For the tombs 
located in the temple courtyard 
it also seems possible to propose 
a developmental schema moving 
from the older burials placed in 
the western part of the mud-
brick structure to the more 

recent located in the eastern part, between the two pylons. 

At this time, we cannot exclude an extremely prolonged use of 
the necropolis: some recently recovered vases could actually 
be assigned to the Persian Period.

Finally, there is also clear evidence of the use of the site during 
the Ptolemaic Period and several clues lead us to suppose that 
in this period the temple area was once again exploited for 
funerary purposes.

The only class of material until now clearly identified is 
pottery,15 spread throughout the upper levels in different 
sectors and found in large quantities in the fill of the funerary 
shafts, mainly in the area of the temple courtyard. In addition 
to these finds, two in situ Ptolemaic deposits were discovered 
in 2004 and 2007.

The deposit of jars found in 2004 in the space between two 
small leaning walls at the west side of the Third Intermediate 
Period–Late Period mud-brick structure built in the temple 
courtyard is the most interesting context. The in-fill consisted 
of sand and temple debris up to the top of the walls, which are 
still preserved to a height of about 1m. At the highest level, a 
set of small vessels was lying on poorly preserved matting: an 
unguentarium, a small beaker and two bowls apparently used 
as burners, as suggested by the burn marks on the inside. 
These vessels, which seem to invoke ritual activities – such as 
libations of liquids and the burning of incense (Budka 2010: 
403–5) – probably connected with the presence of burials, 
were closely related to the deposit under the matting: three 
jars buried up to the mouth, side-by-side and closed with 
bowls (Figure 8). The jars vary in terms of some of their 
morphological details and two of them bear potmarks at 
the shoulder. The bigger one, deformed at various points on 
the surface and partially blackened, contained seven leather 
shoes. As suggested by André Veldmeijer (2011), these shoes 

15  For a detailed study of the Ptolemaic pottery and of the two 
deposits, see Consonni 2016b.

figure 7: shaft tomb h13. the two wooden canopic boXes still containing canopic 
jars (photo © t. quirino).
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may have been foreign-made and were ‘relatively expensive’: 
worn-out and repaired, they were finally put in the jar, much 
too valuable to be simply thrown away.

The current context immediately recalls parallels in the 
Ptolemaic cemeteries on the Theban West Bank, where similar 
jars were frequently interred in connection with tombs to hold 
water and food for the deceased but also used as containers 
for papyri, or as containers for ritual vases (Strudwick 2003; 
Schreiber 2003: 53–9). We could well suppose that the area of the 
Temple of Amenhotep II might also have housed a necropolis 
in the Ptolemaic Period and that the deposit described above 
is one of the few remaining traces. Our hypothesis seems 
reinforced by the likely ritual character of the vases found on 
top of the matting, whereas the deposition of the shoes might 
be understood as relating to the deposition of certain personal 
belongings of the dead at the point of burial.

For the time being, other burial evidence for this period 
is lacking in the area of the temple.16 However, this is not 
uncommon for a necropolis of Ptolemaic-Roman times, when 
the presence of tombs, in particular those of persons of low 
rank, is often visible only through the presence of pottery, 
the burials having left few other archaeological traces (Budka 
2010: 474–5).

16  The only additional clues to the presence of burials of the 
Ptolemaic–Roman Period on the surface are some fragments of 
terracotta coffins we found in the fill of tomb H9-L9.

figure 8: ptolemaic jars deposit on sector l9 
(photo © franco m. giani).

Some other data may give further support to this funerary 
hypothesis. Another deposit was found in 2007 at the mouth 
of a Third Intermediate Period/Late Period shaft tomb in 
sector C6. It comprises about 40 vessels,17 either complete or 
almost completely reconstructible, carefully stored inside a 
square-shaped mud-brick structure, at about 50cm depth, and 
probably originally sitting on a wooden platform, now almost 
totally vanished, which once blocked the shaft.

Some of the vessel might have been related to the presentation 
of food and drink and so may recall a domestic context. 
However, human bones, seeds and fragments of bandages 
have also been discovered in the deposit, mixed in with the 
vessels. In addition, the majority of the pottery displays 
on its surfaces resinous traces and fragments of bandages. 
These data might suggest a connection with mummification/
funerary rituals, leading us to identify this set of vessels as a 
mummification or ritual deposit.

The intense Ptolemaic presence in the area of the temple 
is further confirmed, as mentioned above, by the amount 
of Ptolemaic pottery found in the fills of the pits and in the 
upper archaeological levels of the chambers of the Third 
Intermediate Period/Late Period tombs. The assemblage 
includes a full range of familiar Hellenistic forms, some of 
which were very common in the Theban Necropolis at the 
time. Among them, there are also types whose shape recalls 
once again the performance of rituals, probably connected 
with the hypothesised presence of burials, such as a cylindrical 
beaker with two projecting spouts at the base.

Stratigraphic observations suggest that these fill materials 
come from structures and contexts originally located on the 
surface, the only two still surviving in situ having been briefly 
described above. So, although found out of context, the types 
and their functional indications provide additional data on 
the nature of the use of the temple area during this epoch.

This overview is the first attempt to present the tombs found 
in the area of the Temple of Amenhotep II in the context of 
their chronological development from the Middle Kingdom 
to the Ptolemaic Period. Further work on the individual 
contexts and on the different classes of materials will allow 
us to deepen our reconstruction and to highlight all the 
funerary and ritual aspects connected with the presence of 
this long-lived necropolis.
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