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Agatha Christie and Archaeology



Heqanakht Letter I

Middle Kingdom (dyn. 

12, Senwosret I)

Thebes, Deir el-Bahri, 

Tomb complex of Ipy

(TT 315, MMA 516), 

Tomb of Meseh (MMA 

516B)

Papyrus (h. 28.4 cm, w. 

27.1 cm) , ink 

Rogers Fund and Edward 

S. Harkness Gift, 1922 

Accession Number: 

22.3.516

The original sources:



Dame Agatha Christie and Sir 

Max Mallowan



Agatha Christie and Egypt

 knew Egyptologists

 Took part in excavations

 found inspiration for books in the history of Egypt

 Egypt as a smart places to spend the winter with 
its own social season and cruise ships sailed up 
and down the Nile

 Discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun in 
November 1922 but excavation lasted a decade 
even ten years later



Agatha Christie and Egypt

 There are very wonderful things to be seen in 
Egypt, are there not?
--Agatha Christie, Death on the Nile, (1937)

 first visited Egypt when she was twenty 

 went again in 1931 and 33, after her marriage to 
archaeologist Max Mallowan (who was fourteen 
years her junior + assisting Leonard Woolley at 
Ur, Agatha visited the site). 

 Max's influence: growing interest in archaeology,  
became interested in ancient Egyptian civilisation



Stories from Egypt
 In the course of an excavation, when something comes up out of the 

ground, everything is cleared away very carefully all around it... 
That is what I have been seeking to do-- clear away the extraneous 
matter so that we can see the truth-- the naked shining truth.
--Agatha Christie, Death on the Nile

 1920s: Agatha Christie used Egypt and a cruise ship in short story as 
background

 1934: short story Death on the Nile  made into novel in 1937 
Agatha produced a novel of the same name: shows her knowledge of 
obscure sites well off the tourist path.

 1944/45: Death Comes as the End based on letters archive 
discovered at Thebes in 1921

 1973: play Akhnaton, advised by Egyptologist I. E. S. Edwards 
(written 1937, never been performed)



Death comes as the end

 Christie’s only book with historical 
setting

 idea of setting suggested by Egyptologist 
Stephen Glanville (close personal friend / 
colleague Max Mallowan)
 assisted with details of daily household life 

in AE

 made forceful suggestions to change the 
ending, she did but regretted

 based on some real letters from the 
Egyptian Middle Kingdom period from a 
man called Heqanakhte to his family, 
complaining about their behaviour and 
treatment of his concubine.





Death comes as the end

 It is 2000 BC in Egypt and Imhotep the Ka-
Priest brings home his beautiful young 
concubine Nofret. But not all the members of 
his family welcome her. When she is found 
dead Imhotep’s daughter, Renisenb, suspects 
it might not have been an accident. The death 
unleashes the greed and hate that have been 
building up within the family and the horrific 
events that follow tear it apart.



The Heqanakhte Paper

 Heqanakht = native of Thebes during the early twelfth dynasty

 "ka-servant" of a high official he was responsible for the high 
official's statue cult and the administration of the land and income 
that had been endowed to maintain this cult

 letters and accounts written by Heqanakht and one or more scribes 
on sheets of papyrus discovered by Herbert E. Winlock in MMA 
excavation season of 1921-1922 in the tomb of Meseh (owned a 
side passage and crypt in the tomb complex of the vizier Ibi) 
rock cut tombs overlooking the temples at Deir el-Bahri

 documents were still folded, tied and sealed, = unique insights into 
the domestic and financial affairs of an average middle class 
family 



At home…



Heqanakhte 1

 front side (recto) of letter I

 written, probably by Heqanakht himself

 columns from right to left 

 pristine sheet of papyrus in hieratic script with black ink

 addressed to Heqanakht's family, specifically to a man called 
Merisu, who was a kind of steward responsible for the 
functioning of the household and its production

 Heqanakht gives instructions to send two individuals (Nakht, 
possibly Merisu's deputy, and Sinebniut, a subordinate) to rent 
land in a place named Perhaa, comments on the rental fee of land 
previously leased, directions about the rations to be provided for 
the man Nakht on his mission to Perhaa



The original sources:

 Read the Heqanakhte Papers Second Letter
 A son speaks to his mother, (namely) the ka-servant Heqanakht to 

his mother Ipi (jpj) and to Hetepet (Htp.t):
How is your wellbeing through the favour of Monthu, Lord of 
Thebes (wAs.t)? And how is your whole household, how is your 
wellbeing?
Do not worry about me! Behold, I am healthy and alive. Behold, 
you are like one who can eat his fill, when he was (already so) 
hungry that he had sunken eyes. Behold, the whole of Egypt has 
died (and) you did not hunger. 



Heqanakhte II



The original sources:
 Record of the household's incomes:

Ipi (jpj) and her servant woman 8 (heqat)
Hetepet (Htp.t) and her servant woman 8 (heqat)
Heti's (Ht) son Nakht (nxt) together with his dependants 8 (heqat)
Merisu (mr.sw) and his dependants 8 (heqat)
Sahathor (zA-Hwt-Hr) 8 (heqat)
Sanebnut (ZA-nb-n'.t) 7 (heqat)
Anpu (jnp) 4 (heqat)
Snefru (snfr.w) 4 (heqat)
Sa-inut (zA-jnw.t) 4 (heqat)
Mai-sa-hetepet (may-zA-Htp.t) 5 (heqat)
Nofret (nfr.t) 3½ (heqat)
Satwerut (zA.t-wr.wt) (?) 2 (heqat)
Total 79½ (heqat)  



Characters in "Death Comes as the 
End"

 Imhotep, a Mortuary 
Priest 

 Nofret, Imhotep's
concubine from the North 

 Esa, Imhotep’s mother 

 Yahmose, Imhotep’s
eldest son 

 Satipy, Yahmose’s wife 

 Ipy, Imhotep’s youngest 
son 

 Renisenb, Imhotep’s
daughter 

 Sobek, Imhotep’s second 
son 

 Kait, Sobek’s wife 

 Henet, a female retainer 

 Hori, the family’s scribe 

 Kameni, a scribe from 
the North 

 Teti, Renisenb's daughter 

 Khay, Renisenb's late 
husband 



Death comes as the end
 written from the perspective of Renisenb (young widow 

reacquainting with her family – usual procedure in AE)

 her father (Imhotep) brings Nofret into their lives, who 
disrupts and antagonises Imhotep's sons (Yahmose, Sobek
and Ipy), as well as their wives

 Imhotep is called away, Nofret presses Kameni and Henet
into service

 Satipy and Kait attempt to bully Nofret with tricks, plan 
backfires: Nofret appeals to Imhotep he threatens to 
throw all his sons and their families out of the household 
on his return



Hekanakhte Papers
 Bear this in mind: being half alive is better than being plain 

dead. Listen, you say hunger only about [real] hunger. 
Look, they are beginning to eat people here. Listen, there is 
nobody to whom your sorts of rations are given anywhere. 
So make the most of it until I return. Look, I am going to 
spend the rest of the summer here.

 Now if Sneferu really does want to be in charge of those 
bulls, you must put him in charge of them. He did not want 
to be with you cultivating, walking up and down, nor did 
he want to come here with me. Whatever he wants, let him 
enjoy what he wants. Anyone who rejects these rations, 
woman or man, should come here to me and live as I live. 
But there is nobody who has come here to me.



Hekanakhte Papers
 Now, you are to send Iutenheb [the new wife] to me. I 

swear by this man - I mean Ipi [the deified tomb-owner 
whose ka-servant Heqanakhte was] - anyone who commits 
an abuse against my new wife, he is against me and I am 
against him. Look, she is my bride, and how a new wife 
should be treated is well known. Listen, as for anyone who 
acts for her as I have acted - would any of you be patient 
while his wife is being denounced to him? Shall I be 
patient? Is there any way I can be at the same table with 
you people? Will you not respect her?



Death comes as the end

 Suddenly everyone has a motive 
to kill her and when she is found 
dead at the foot of a cliff, an 
accident seems unlikely.



Detailed checked objects

 Wooden toy cat/lion of Teti, Renisenebs
daughter



BM EA 15761
Wooden toy 
cat
From Thebes, 
Egypt
New Kingdom 
(1550-1070 
BC)
Moving jaws 
and bronze 
teeth



Detailed checked objects

 Wooden toy cat/lion of Teti, Renisenebs
daughter

 Tripartite necklace of Nofret: jewelry, found 
in tomb of Sithathor, Lahun, MK





Detailed checked objects

 Wooden toy cat/lion of Teti, Renisenebs
daughter

 Tripartite necklace of Nofret: jewelry, found 
in tomb of Sithathor, Lahun, MK

 Letters to the Dead (Christie inspired by one 
bowl, now in Berlin + Leiden Pap. J 371)



UCL 16244 
(1) A sister speaks to her brother. 

The sole friend Nefersefkhi. (2) A 

great cry of grief! To whom is a 

cry of grief useful? You are given 

it for the crimes committed 

against my daughter evilly, evilly, 

(3) though I have done nothing 

against him, nor have I consumed 

his property. He has not given 

anything to my daughter. Voice 

offerings are made (4) to the 

spirit in return for watching over 

the earthly survivor. Make you 

your reckoning (5) with who(ever) 

is doing what is painful to me, 

because my voice is true against 

any dead man or any dead 

woman (6) who is doing these 

things against my daughter.



Pap. Leiden J371: To the wise spirit 
of Onkhari

 What offence have I committed against thee that I must 
come to this the evil condition which I am in? What 
offence have I committed against thee that thou must 
help against me? For, since I became a husband to thee, 
until to-day, what I have done to thee that I kept secret? 
What am I to do, when I shall have to give my evidence 
[as to] what I have done to thee, when I shall stand with 
[thee] before [the judge,] in words of my mouth 
[directed] to the cycle of the gods of Ament, and thou 
shalt be judged through this writing — viz., [through] 
the words of my complaint against what thou hast done, 
what wilt thou do?



Cover art by Tom 

Adams. Fontana 

Books twelfth 

impression 

paperback (1975).

First published 

1945.



And if you still have not enough

 here the ultimate QUIZZZZZ

 http://www.funtrivia.com/playquiz/quiz17

73921450588.html


