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Stéphane Polis

Papyrus Leopold II-(Amherst)
An Ancient Investigation into the 
Plundering of the Theban Necropolis

Papyrus Leopold II is an exceptional document 
both because of its incredible history, with 
its fortuitous rediscovery in Belgium at the 

beginning of the 20th century, and by virtue of its 
content. It is related to a group of papyri that directly 
inform us about the plundering by the ancient Egyp
tians of the royal (and related) tombs of the Theban 
region at the end of the New Kingdom. In the words 
of Jean Capart, this papyrus sweeps us into a “double 
detective novel” (“double roman policier”).

History

The Duke of Brabant, the future Leopold II, brought 
back from his journeys in the Mediterranean that 
took him to Egypt (in 1854–1855 and 1862–1863) 
a series of Egyptian artifacts — “monuments” as 
they said at the time — that seem to have interested 

him only very moderately (except as ostentatious 
reminders of his trips and, on occasion, for their 
market value). Some of these objects were entrusted, 
along with other gifts of Egyptian origin, to the 
Royal Museums of Art and History in Brussels at the 
liquidation of his estate in 1914, while others did not 
enter the collections until 1935, at the initiative of 
Leopold III. Among these objects was a Ramesside-
style Osiride statuette brought back from his first 
voyage, inscribed for a man named Khay, overseer 
of works and royal scribe of the (funerary) temple 
of the king.

Capart began a study of it in February 1935. 
He noticed that a flap of cloth protruded from an 
opening under the feet of the figure whose base had 
disappeared: the scientist quickly suspected that he 
was dealing with one of the hollow wooden statuettes 
that often contained a funerary papyrus (usually the 
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famous Book of the Dead), sometimes surrounded by 
this type of cloth. His expectations were not disap
pointed since he found in this “papyrus case” a roll 
about twenty centimeters high. But you can imagine 
his surprise when, beginning to unroll it, he found 
out that the text was not of a funerary nature. Writ
ten in an elegant chancellery script, it opened on 
the date of year 16 of King Ramesses IX, while the 
cartouche of Pharaoh Sobekemsaf II (king of the 
late Seventeenth Dynasty) appeared a little further 
down. This was enough for the head curator of the 
Royal Museums to realize that he held in his hands 
the upper part of the famous Amherst papyrus, kept 
at the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York, which 
contained the remnants of an official investigation 
into the looting of the burial of this Sobekemsaf II.

Chance had therefore allowed the reconstruc
tion in its entirety of a document now known as 
Papyrus Leopold II-Amherst, which had been delib
erately cut in half and had thus ended up in two 
separate collections. The precise timing of the cutting 
is not easy to establish with certainty. The most likely 
hypothesis is that this papyrus scroll was unearthed 
during clandestine excavations in the Theban region 
(probably in one of the caches in the eastern ceme
tery of the village of Deir el-Medina) in the middle 
of the 19th century, shortly before its acquisition 
by the future Leopold II, and was divided into two 
equal parts in order to command greater profit on 

the antiques market. Such a practice was widely doc
umented and other papyri relating to tomb robbers 
have suffered the same fate. It is surprising, however, 
that this document was found in a wooden statuette, 
but the explanation is probably simple. It could be a 
convenient and safe hiding place for this fraudulent 
find, which would enhance the market value of the 
Osiride figurine purported to contain a scroll, while 
the original funerary papyrus, probably illustrated 
and therefore easier to command high value on the 
antiquities market, would have been sold separately. 
Another hypothesis, however, cannot be ruled out, 
namely, that the scroll was cut in two in antiquity 
and its upper part slipped into the wooden statuette 
(perhaps on the occasion of reburial) because of 
magical beliefs attached to writing in Egypt: even 
if the text is not likely to help the individual’s post-
mortem destiny, an inscribed papyrus, whatever its 
content, would always be welcome to accompany 
the deceased in his wanderings in the afterlife. Such 
a case is certainly attested with the main witness 
of the Teaching of Amenemope, a famous Egyp
tian wisdom text, discovered in an Osiris figurine 
several centuries older than the unexpected scroll 
it contained. The almost simultaneous appearance 
of the various papyri linked to the plundering of 
tombs does not make the case for this second solu
tion. The two parts of Papyrus Leopold II-Amherst 
were probably discovered at the same time. This kind 
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of incongruity (and related interpretive difficulties) 
is not uncommon. Recently, a papyrus — used as 
a diary by a scribe of the Theban necropolis of the 
same period called Djehutymosis — was found in a 
terracotta jar from Lower Egypt, housed in Vienna 
and containing the mummy of an ibis. The history of 
Egyptian sources never fails to surprise!

Content

Papyrus Leopold II-Amherst belongs to a group 
of documents from the late Ramesside period 
(around 1100 BC) known as the “Great Tomb 
Robberies” after the name used by their main editor, 
the English Egyptologist Thomas Eric Peet. This 
is a batch of papyri from the region of Luxor that 
informs us about the investigations of and judicial 
proceedings concerning the tomb robbers of the 
Theban necropolis (the Valley of the Kings and its 
surroundings) and other nearby temples. Most of 
the said papyrus had most certainly been archived 
together since antiquity, as the Ambras papyrus 
tells us. The latter indeed contains an inventory of 
the contents of two jars (purchased by officials after 
being stolen from the funerary temple at Medinet 
Habu during the troubled period in the Thebaid 
at the end of the Ramesside period), in which we 
recognize the description of several sources related 
to our case.

Along with other pieces kept in the British 
Museum — such as Papyrus Abbott, presumably 
written by the same scribe — Papyrus Leopold II-
Amherst reports a trial that took place in year 16 
of Ramesses IX, which followed an initial wave of 
systematic looting west of Thebes, specifically in 
the former royal necropolis of Dra Abu el-Naga 
(not far from Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple) and 
in the Valley of the Queens. The misdeeds, “very 
serious crimes that cannot be ignored,” which dated 
to year 13 of the same pharaoh, were reported to 
the authorities by two scribes from the craftsmen 
community of Deir el-Medina, Horisheri, son of 
Amennakhte, and Pabes, who were involved in 
preparing the decoration of the tomb of pharaoh 
and his family. As these robberies began to generate 
buzz in the region, the scribes of the institution of 
the Tomb clearly wanted to protect themselves by 
reporting these acts punishable by death.

The text of Papyrus Leopold II-Amherst 
records the statement of a quarryman from the 
domain of Amun called Amunpanefer, a member of 
a gang that had plundered the tomb of the pharaoh 
Sobekemsaf II, as well as the subsequent charges 
and convictions. To appropriate the riches of the 
necropolis’s burials, the looters did not hesitate to 
completely dismantle funerary furniture, or even 
the mummy of the deceased, in order to take metal, 
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stones and other precious materials. Amunpanefer’s 
statement concerning the desecration of the tomb of 
Sobekemsaf II and his wife is most illuminating in 
this sense (2, 12–19):

We opened their sarcophagi and coffins (…); 
we discovered the noble mummy of this king, 
equipped with a khepesh [a kind of sword], with a 
large number of gold amulets and jewels around 
his neck and wearing his gold funerary mask; the 
noble mummy of this king was entirely covered 
in gold; his coffins were encrusted with gold and 
silver inside and out and adorned with all kinds of 
precious stones. We collected the gold we found 
on the venerable mummy of this god as well as 
his amulets and jewels that were around his neck 
and were on the coffins in which he rested. We 
found the royal wife in exactly the same state. We 
took everything we found on her as well and set 
fire to their coffins. Then we took their (funerary) 
equipment, which we found with them, whether 
it was gold, silver or bronze, and divided it all 
among ourselves.

Perhaps the most incredible part of this state
ment is that, as Amunpanefer recounts in all candor, 
this was not his first arrest for this offence (3, 2–3, 6):

One day, the police of Thebes learned that we 
were busy plundering the necropolis, and they 
arrested me and imprisoned me in the building of 
the governor of Thebes. I then took twenty gold 
deben [more than 1.8 kg!], which came to me as 
part of the loot, and I gave them to the scribe of 
the wharf Khaemopet. He freed me. I met with 
my accomplices and they gave me a (new) share. 
Then I stole again from the tombs of the nobles 
and others from the area who rest in the west of 
Thebes up to this day with the other thieves who 
accompanied me, a very large number of people 
from the area plundering there in bands.

Clearly, many organized “gangs” roamed the 
necropolis in search of wealth, taking advantage of 
an impunity bought from the representatives of the 
authorities with the fruit of their larceny. Is it still 
necessary to stress the current relevance of Egyptian 
texts?

Further reading

Peet 1930; Capart & Gardiner 1939; Raven 1978–
1979; Vernus 1990, 11–74; Claus 2016.
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