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Figure 1. The Valley of the Kings. Photo by Sandra Ottens 
 

The administrative documents discovered at Deir el-Medina tell us a lot about the organisation of the 
royal tomb project. The construction manager was responsible - on behalf of the pharaoh - for 
location, design, planning, appointment of workers, supplies, inspections and salaries. 
 
 

1.  Introduction 
 
The day on which an Egyptian pharaoh died was the day on which the reign of the next pharaoh 
started.1  The first task of this new pharaoh was to take care of the funeral of his predecessor, just as 
the mythical god Horus had taken care of the funeral of his father Osiris. The funeral had to take 
place after exactly 70 days, during which time the body was mummified. The construction of the 
tomb would already have been completed during the pharaoh's lifetime. After having arranged the 
funeral of his predecessor, the next pharaoh wouldn't wait very long before commissioning a tomb 
for himself. 
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The royal tombs of the New Kingdom were carved into the rocks of the Valley of the Kings (figure 1) 
on the west bank of the Nile at Luxor. Close to that valley, in the village of Deir el-Medina (figure 2), 
lived the workers who cut the elongated tombs out of the rock and decorated them with exquisite 
reliefs and paintings. An elaborate administration was kept about these works, on sheets of papyrus 
and on ostraca - small flakes of limestone which are strewn all over the area and are very practical 
for making notes. Especially of these ostraca large numbers have been preserved. 
 

 
Figure 2. The village of Deir el-Medina. Photo by Janny Roos. 
 

The pharaoh appointed a manager for the construction of his tomb. In the 18th dynasty this was a 
very high government official, like the mayor of Thebes, the high priest of Amun or the vizier of 
Upper Egypt.2 In the 19th and part of the 20th dynasty the construction manager was usually the 
Upper-Egyptian vizier, who was responsible for the southern half of the country. He collaborated 
with a large number of other high officials, who took care of deliveries, information exchange and 
inspections. The Upper-Egyptian vizier would probably have been based in Thebes (Luxor), from 
where he would have been in a good position to oversee the works. However, during the reign of 
Ramesses III (20th dynasty), a single vizier was appointed for the whole of Egypt, instead of two. 
Presumably this vizier would have been based in the capital Piramesse, in the eastern Nile delta. The 
texts found at Deir el-Medina show that from that period onwards some of the vizier's duties 
concerning the royal tomb were adopted by high officials based in Thebes.  
 
The construction manager regularly reported to the pharaoh about the progress of the works: 
'... To the Son of Ra, Seti (II) (life, prosperity, health), [from] his lord's servant, fan bearer at the 
pharaoh's right side, the city prefect and vizier Hori. This is a letter to inform my lord. A further 
message to my lord that the Place of the Pharaoh (life, prosperity, health), my lord (life, prosperity, 
health) is well provided for. It is [in] excellent [condition ...].' 3
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But most of the information about the construction project can only be reconstructed from the 
administration from the workers' village of Deir el-Medina. In this article I have assembled what is 
known about the management of the various project phases. 
 
 

2.  Finding a location for a new royal tomb 
 
Ostracon DeM 00045 tells us that in year 2 of the reign of Ramesses IV the vizier Neferrenpet and 
two royal butlers were present to determine a location for the new royal tomb. The vizier was the 
project manager, and the royal butlers were high officials at the pharaoh's court, so it is logical that 
they would be present at such an important occasion, but what exactly did they do? Were they 
actively involved in the search for a location? Or had a location already been prepared for them to 
officially approve? Or perhaps several options from which they could make a choice? 
 
The archives held information about the locations of the existing tombs, probably in the form of a 
map of the valley. But aside from looking at a map it would undoubtedly have been necessary to 
study the local geography. Did the vizier and his entourage personally roam around in the desert to 
do this, or were they brought directly to one or more prepared locations - perhaps even carried 
around in a palanquin? We can only speculate. 
 
 

3. Designing a ground plan for the tomb, a decoration program and a project 
schedule 
 
After choosing the right location, a design had to be made for the layout and dimensions of the royal 
tomb, and also for the decoration of its walls. It is likely that such a design was made by the experien-
ced head draughtsman at Deir el-Medina.  
 
For the pharaoh it was important that his tomb was somehow larger, more beautiful or otherwise 
more impressive than that of his predecessor (the so-called 'Erweiterung des Bestehenden' - exten-
sion of the existing). 4 This can be concluded from the layout and decorations of the consecutive 
tombs in the valley. That means it is likely that the pharaoh himself would have been asked to give 
his approval to a design drawing. 
 
Cartographic information 
There are several ostraca with sketched ground plans of one or more chambers of royal tombs. There 
are also two papyri with more elaborate ground plans. But what was the purpose of these 
documents? 
O. Cairo JE 51936 is an ostracon with a quick sketch of the tomb chamber of Seti II, with notes about 
length and breadth. 
O. Cairo, unknown number5 is a quick sketch of the entry passage of the tomb of Ramesses IV.  
O. Cairo CG 25184 is a ground plan of the tomb of Ramesses IX, with notes about the dimensions of 
the corridors and chambers.  
P. Turin Cat. 1885 (figure 3) is a papyrus with a very elaborate ground plan of the tomb of Ramesses 
IV. 6 This papyrus has been decorated with coloured details: a granite sarcophagus surrounded by a 
set of gilded shrines, golden doors, and a hatched rock surface around the tomb. The texts in the 
chambers give dimensions and notes about various decoration jobs that need to be, or have been 
executed there: making sketches, engraving with chisels and filling in with paint. The verso (back) of 
this papyrus has been used at a later date for an overview of dimensions of another royal tomb, 
possibly that of Ramesses V, as well as a number of personal notes from the chief draughtsman at 
Deir el-Medina. 
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P. Turin CGT 55002 contains ground plans of royal tombs on both sides of the papyrus. These are in a 
simpler style, but also (on the verso) with details drawn in. The recto (front) contains a ground plan 
which does not correspond to any of the known tombs in the Valley of the Kings. The lines are drawn 
in red ink, with dimensions in black ink. The verso contains a more detailed plan of the tomb of 
Ramesses IV, which for the most part corresponds with the plan on P. Turin Cat. 1885. This also has 
texts in the chambers which mention both dimensions and decoration jobs. There are several other 
texts written around the plan containing overviews of dimensions and journal entries. 
 

 
Figure 3. Drawing by Howard Carter, after papyrus Turin Cat. 1885. From: JEA 4 (1917), pl. xxix (reproduced 
with permission from the Egypt Exploration Society). 

 
When Howard Carter and Alan Gardiner published this papyrus in 1917, they described the elaborate 

drawing of the sarcophagus in the tomb chamber, but they did not understand what the rectangles 

around the sarcophagus were meant to represent. In their article in JEA they speculated that this 

might have been a temporary wooden construction for lifting the heavy granite sarcophagus lid after 

the funeral. It wasn't until the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun in 1922 that Howard Carter 

discovered a set of four gilded shrines and a canopy of fabric, which clarified the drawing that had 

been published five years earlier.  

 
Textual information 
P. Turin CGT 55002 mentions the phrase 'the ground plan of the great noble tomb of pharaoh 
Ramesses [...]'.   
In O. Ashmolean Museum 0070 it is the scribe Amenhotep, who is '... drawing the ground plan of the 
tomb', in year 4 of the reign of possibly Ramesses VI. 
In O. DeM 00422 (verso) the foreman Khonsu is making a ground plan of the royal tomb, in year 18 of 
Ramesses III.  
In O. Cairo CG 25565 the vizier Neferrenpet visits in year 5, possibly in the reign of Ramesses IV, '... to 
make the ground plan of the tomb'.  
 
The years mentioned in these texts suggest that this concerns royal tombs which were already in an 
advanced construction phase. Therefore they are probably not about the initial design or measure-
ment of tombs, but about plans or work drawings for jobs already partially or totally completed. 
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It is more difficult to determine the purpose of the ground plans. The ostracon sketches appear to be 
handy work drawings, perhaps as an aid for the execution of the job. The papyri look more like 
official documents - especially because of the level of detail. These embellishments aren't strictly 
necessary for a work drawing, but may be useful for an official ground plan to be presented to the 
vizier for inspection, or perhaps to inform the pharaoh about the progress of his tomb. 
 
It is not known whether the pharaoh himself ever came to the valley to look at his tomb. We know of 
one message7 about Seti II, who has come to the west of Thebes in the first year of his reign. Unfor-
tunately the reason for his visit has not been recorded. During the first year of a pharaoh's reign it 
might be more logical to imagine the pharaoh attending a festival there. If a pharaoh had arrived 
specifically to view his tomb, one would expect to find such an event recorded in the administration - 
but of course we do not possess a complete record. Aside from that, it is likely that the pharaoh was 
present at the funeral of his predecessor. That means he probably would have seen that tomb, 
although we have no texts to confirm this. 
 
For the workmen it was definitely necessary to have a ground plan of the spaces to be hewn out of 
the rock. Such a ground plan also enabled the project manager to calculate the time necessary to cut 
the desired volume from the rocks. We know that such calculations were made, because they were 
used as the basis for reports - which I will discuss later. 
 

 
Figure 4. Ostracon Berlin P 12654, recto. From: G. Daressy, Catalogue général des antiquités égyptiennes du 
Musée du Caire - Ostraca Hiératiques (Cairo 1901) pl. II. 

 
Texts written on the ground plans mention the decoration jobs that need to be done (sketching, 
engraving and painting). But who decided the content of these decorations? Here too the 'Erweite-
rung des Bestehenden' can be recognised. Over the course of history, new netherworld books were 
added to the tomb decoration program.8 According to Hornung9 there would have been sample texts 
in the 'house of life' of the temple, and the temple scribes would have been involved in planning the 
decoration scheme.10 This probably involved a rough draught of which texts and decorations were to 
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be placed in which chambers. After that, the exact placement would have to be adapted to the size 
of the tomb walls and perhaps oriented to the cardinal directions. 
 
 

4. Ordering the start of the work, appointments and oaths of office. 
 
According to O. Cairo JE 72452 the Deir el-Medina administration received a letter from the vizier in 
year 2 of the reign of either Seti II or Siptah, in which the workers were ordered to start constructing 
a tomb for the great royal wife Tawosret. 
 
There are several other texts in which the vizier and other high officials give orders to the workers of 
Deir el-Medina.11 The context and the dates show that these are usually smaller assignments for the 
progress of the work, given during inspection visits.12 
 
Some texts mention that a list of names has been drawn up in the presence of the vizier or another 
high official.  
P. Turin 1891. In year 2 of the reign of Ramesses IV the vizier, assisted by three royal butlers, a 
treasurer and a deputy, drew up a list of names on behalf of the pharaoh, by which the crew of 
workmen was apparently enlarged to the unusually large number of 120 men. 
O. Berlin 12654 (figure 4). In year 2 of the reign of Ramesses VI the two scribes of the tomb and the 
two foremen organised a crew of workmen. After that the scribe of the vizier Paser came to the Deir 
el-Medina head office13 with the message that the number of employees had to be reduced to 60 
men and that the rest would be added to the supplies crew. The villagers were allowed to draw up 
the list of workmen amongst themselves. 
P. Turin 1932 + 1939 verso. In year 1 or 2 of the reign of Ramesses X it was a treasurer/royal butler 
who drew up a list of workers. At this time they were not the responsibilty of the vizier but of the 
high priest of the Amun temple. 
 
In some cases the swearing of oaths of office in the presence of high officials is recorded. 
O. Cairo 25580. Probably early in the reign of Ramesses IV the crew swore an oath of office in the 
presence of the vizier, the mayor and a royal butler.  
O. DeM 00045, verso. Also during the reign of Ramesses IV some nobles came to the head office to 
present provisions on the occasion of the swearing-in.  
 
Apart from the official appointment of the entire crew of workers some texts mention individual 
appointments. 
P. Ashmolean Museum 1958.112 (figure 5). Mid 20th dynasty the draughtsman Hormin wrote to his 
father, necropolis scribe Hori: '... send a message to protest to the captains that they should promote 
this servant of yours so that he may assist me with the drawing - I'm alone, for my brother is ill. The 
men of the right side have carved in relief one chamber more than the left side ... When I mentioned 
this [to] the high priest, the captains said to me "We will bring him up. It isn't the priest's responsibi-
lity", so they said.' 
Graffiti 1111 and 1143 in the Valley of the Queens. In year 16 of the reign of Ramesses III the scribe 
Amennakht records in several graffiti that the vizier Ta has appointed him scribe of the necropolis. 
O. DeM 10045. Also in year 16 of the reign of Ramesses III the vizier is involved in the appointment of 
a scorpion charmer and the swearing of an oath of office by someone else. 
 
During the existence of the village of Deir el-Medina there have been differences in the number of 
workmen at different times.14 The usual number seems to have been between 40 and 60 workers, 
divided into two teams, which were called the left and the right side. According to Černý it is likely 
that a crew was appointed at the start of a new royal tomb. He suggests, based on the changes in 
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numbers in supply lists, that the size of a crew would diminish during the reign. As the work in the 
tomb progressed, it might have needed fewer employees. Specific tasks however, like executive or 
highly specialised functions, would have necessitated intermediate appointments. These would have 
been ratified on the occasion of a visit by the vizier or another construction manager. 
 

 
Figure 5. Papyrus Ashmolean Museum 1958.112. Photo by Janny Roos. 
 
The formation of a new crew employed both existing workers and new recruits. The recruits were 
probably trained on the job by the elder crew members.15 The list of eligible workers was mostly 
drawn up by the foremen and scribes from Deir el-Medina, who knew the local population well. They 
probably arranged for sons of the villagers to step into the footsteps of their fathers. The official 
appointment was then approved by the vizier or his colleagues, on behalf of the pharaoh. 
 
 

5. Deliveries of work supplies 
 
For the cutting and decorating of tombs the workers needed various supplies: copper chisels, 
gypsum, paint, leather baskets and - for the lighting of the work in a dark tomb, deep inside the rocks 
- lamp wicks drenched in oil. These materials were delivered by various institutions, on the orders of 
the vizier's office. 
P. BM EA 10683 (Chester Beatty III) verso IV-V. During the reign of Merenptah, the necropolis scribe 
Qenherkhopshef wrote to the vizier Panehsy: '... A further communication to my lord to the effect 
that we are not being supplied with spikes and gypsum. The workmen of pharaoh (lph) have finished 
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off the remainder of spikes that were in their hands. May my 
lord mention this as well to the overseer of the treasury of 
pharaoh (lph) and may he write to the deputy of the treasury 
of pharaoh (lph) Piay, so he may supply spikes and baskets. 
And may he write to the two deputies of works to have them 
meet our requirements for gypsum, and may he write [to] 
the scribes to have them issue our rations ...'  
P. Geneva MAH 15274 + P. Turin CGT 54063 verso. In year 6 
of the reign of Ramesses III or IV three captains, two 
deputies and two overseers handed the used chisels to the 
gate keeper, two policemen and the treasury scribe of the 
temple of Ramesses III. They weighed the delivered amount 
of metal to check that nothing had been withheld. 
P. Turin Cat. 1879 + P. Turin Cat. 1899 + P. Turin Cat. 1969. 
The verso (back) of the map of the Wadi Hammamat quarry 
(ca. Ramses IV-VI) contains a note that the necropolis scribe 
and the foremen were ordered to deliver an amount of 
copper to the high priest of Amun.16  
O. Cairo CG 25311. Mid 20th dynasty a note is made that the 
crew has received work supplies from the high priest of 
Amun and a royal butler. 
O. Cairo 25756. During the reign of Ramesses II the 
necropolis scribe and the two foremen wrote to a 
functionary at the Ramesseum temple, asking for the 
delivery of fabric for lamp wicks.  
 

Apparently the office of the vizier gave orders for the 
delivery of materials from various institutions, probably 
based on standing agreements.17 Gypsum was delivered for 
plastering of walls, pigments for painting, leather baskets for 
transporting rubble. The Deir el-Medina administration kept 
daily records of which products had been delivered. If the 
materials didn't arrive at the appointed time, they wrote to 
the suppliers or to the vizier to make sure there was 
sufficient stock for an efficient execution of the work.  
 
The hewing out of large chambers as well as the carving of 
delicate reliefs required copper chisels. These would wear 
quickly and get blunted, requiring regular replacements. We 
don't have enough sources to calculate how often this 
happened. But copper was a precious material which could 
also be used for payments, which meant that the issue and 
intake had to be thoroughly regulated - probably not by the 
vizier himself, but on his behalf. At the intake the stock was 
carefully weighed to make sure that no copper had been 
misappropriated for personal use. The copper was delivered 
from the treasuries of royal mortuary temples. According to Černý 18 the various precious materials 
delivered to Deir el-Medina (wicks and lamp oil, copper implements, gypsum, charcoal and wood) 
were kept in a well guarded storehouse in the Valley of the Kings. 
 
The oil in which the lamp wicks were soaked was also well guarded, to prevent it being used for other 
purposes.19 Černý used delivery records to calculate the numbers of lamps used for the work in the 

Figure 6. Ancient Egyptian painter's 
palette, Kestner Museum Hannover. 
Photo by Janny Roos. 
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dark spaces of the tomb. This varied in different periods, but the most common number is 32 lamps 
or wicks per day, divided into eight for the left side and eight for the right side, for mornings and for 
afternoons. He also gives an estimate of the working hours, based on the expected burning time: 
four hours in the morning and four in the afternoon, but that is speculation.  
 

 
Figure 7. The artist at work: sketches in red ink, corrected in black; the early stages of decoration in the tomb of 
pharaoh Horemheb (KV 57, 18th dynasty). Photo by Marianne van der Velden and Herman Krijgsman. 

 
 

6. Inspection visits 
 
The vizier and his colleagues made regular visits to the valley to check the progress of the royal tomb 
project with their own eyes.  
O. Ashmolean Museum 0115. In year 9 of the reign of Merenptah the vizier came to the pharaoh's 
tomb for three consecutive days. Unfortunately no mention is made of what he did there.  
O. Cairo CG 25538. In year 6 of the reign of Seti II the vizier came to the Valley of the Kings. Although 
the purpose of his visit is not explicitly mentioned, the note is followed by a list of measurements of a 
tomb.  
O. Strasbourg H. 112. In year 22 of the reign of Ramesses III a number of measurements of hewn-out 
chambers in princes' tombs have been recorded, apparently in the presence of the vizier Ta.  
O. Cairo CG 25536 and 25537. In year 1 of the reign of Siptah the vizier Hori visited to 'receive' the 
work. This note is followed by a list of tomb measurements. There are two more ostraca that 
mention the 'receiving' of the work.20 
 
Several other ostraca record visits by the vizier and/or royal butlers for the inspection of the progress 
of the work.21  
O. Cairo 25566. In year 4 of the reign of Ramesses VI a number of high officials came to 'receive' the 
commission. They praised the crew and the draughtsmen. 
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Giornale 17B. In year 17 of the reign of Ramesses IX22 a royal butler/treasurer came to ask for the 
attendance sheets. When he was told that these were not in the office, he refused to pay out the 
rations. The next day the vizier, the high priest, a royal butler/treasurer and a pharaoh's scribe 
arrived to receive the commission for the necropolis. The crew complained that no rations had been 
delivered and that some of them had been arrested on the suspicion of tomb robbery. 
 
It was often the vizier himself who made an inspection visit. Sometimes this was done by royal 
butlers or treasurers. They probably collaborated with the vizier to ensure a thorough and regular 
supervision of the work process. From the scant source material it is impossible to determine the 
frequency and regularity of the inspections. This could have been dependant on the planning and 
expected completion of the given assignments, the type of work and its progress and the availability 
of the vizier and his colleagues. It is possible that personal visits by the vizier were made in combi-
nation with other activities in his schedule, like official commitments or the attendance of religious 
festivals.  
 
The other question this raises is whether the visits were announced in advance and prepared for by 
the villagers. One can imagine the construction site and the drawings neatly being layed out for an 
official inspection visit by the high officials. But Giornale 17B gives an example of an apparently 
unannounced visit by a royal butler/treasurer who wanted to check the attendance sheets. Such 
attendance sheets have been discovered in the administration.23 These were obviously meticulously 
kept and regularly checked, but we don't know exactly what they were needed for and what conse-
quences were attached to their contents. 
 
 

7. Measurement reports 
 
The Leiden egyptologist Demarée has described several measurement records in royal tombs.24 
These records consist mostly of enumerations of measurements (length, breadth, height) of 
corridors, chambers and doorways in various tombs.  
 

P. Turin 1923 etc.25 In year 2 of the reign of Ramesses VI the measurements of various tombs have 
been used for a calculation of the volumes of rock that have been hewn out and that still need to be 
hewn out. This calculation has been combined with an estimate of the time needed to finish the 
tombs. The text also refers to an original duration of three years, which has apparently not been 
achieved due to other commissioned works. 
 

The records of measurements have probably been made before or during inspection visits, or were 
part of written reports. It is possible that the progress was regularly reported to the authorities in 
writing. The measurements were probably recorded with the use of existing or newly drawn up 
ground plans. Although we don't know when or for what purpose the ground plans that we know of 
were made, they would have been very useful for this work. 
 
Based on the measurements and the attendance records it was possible to calculate the volume that 
could be hewn out of the rocks per working day. And those numbers could be used to calculate the 
total duration of the project, and the duration per assignment. This way a project schedule could be 
made, based on the size of the tomb design, the number of employees and the number of working 
days in a year. This schedule could then be used at inspections, to determine whether the work was 
still progressing according to the plan. 
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8. Reports to the authorities 
 
In the highly literate village of Deir el-Medina there was a lot of correspondence, both about family 
matters as about the progress of the tomb project and the punctuality of supply and rations 
deliveries. The administration contains several words for official documents which may have 
contained reports: sXA (memorandum), wXA (message), mity (copy)26. It is difficult to deduce from the 
remaining sources precisely what was reported and how frequently.  
 

 
Figure 8. A chamber in the tomb of Tawosret (KV 14, 19th dynasty), usurped by Sethnakht (20th dynasty). Photo 
by Francis J. Dzikowski, © Theban Mapping Project. 

 
O. Cairo CG 25676. In the reign of Ramesses II the two necropolis scribes wrote to the pharaoh that 
the first gate of the royal tomb had been hewn out, using the silver and golden instruments of 
pharaoh. Did this concern a type of ceremonial performance for ritual purposes?  
O. Cairo JE 72467. In the reign of Seti II the vizier Hori wrote to the pharaoh that the 'great place' of 
pharaoh was well supplied. 
DeM 161 + O. Strasbourg H. 082. In year 1 of the reign of Ramesses IV the high priest of Amun came 
to collect the messages to be brought to the pharaoh.  
P. DeM 29. Mid 20th dynasty the captains of the necropolis received a letter that their message to 
the vizier had been delivered. 
P. Turin Cat. 1900 etc.27 In year 9 of the reign of Ramesses IX the captains of the necropolis wrote a 
memorandum to the high priest of Amun about the work on the tomb.  
P. Abbott (recto 6, 22-23). In an interrogation account from the reign of Ramesses IX we find casual 
information about the reporting procedure: When the vizier was in the south, the necropolis scribes 
would report directly to him, and when he was in the north, their memoranda were brought to him 
by policemen and servants of the necropolis.  
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We don't know whether the necropolis scribes also reported in writing about the progress of the 
work. It is clear that there was correspondence about problems that the vizier needed to solve. Some 
letters give a general statement about the work being well on schedule. The vizier on his part would 
have reported to the pharaoh, preferably of course with positive messages about the things that 
were running smoothly. 
 

9. Tomb inventory and preparing the tomb for the funeral 
 
When the ruling pharaoh died, his funeral had to be prepared. The time between the death and the 
funeral was 70 days.28 This time was needed for the mummification of the pharaoh's corpse. Directly 
following the pharaoh's death a message would be sent to Deir el-Medina, usually by messenger. 
O. MMA 14.6.217. In year 1 of the reign of Seti II a scribe reported the inauguration of the new 
pharaoh.  
O. Cairo CG 25515. In year 6 of the reign of Seti II a chief of police came to report that the falcon 
(= the pharaoh) had risen to the sky. The crew jubilated. 
We also have similar messages about the deaths of Ramesses II, Ramesses III and Ramesses V.29 
 
The news about the death of the old pharaoh and the iinauguration of the new pharaoh was often 
greeted with jubilation in Deir el-Medina. This may sound strange, but there are several reasons why 
this would have been an important occasion for the workmen. The news was often followed by 
messages about the delivery of extra rations, which would obviously have pleased the villagers. But it 
also meant that the tomb had to be finished (insofar as it hadn't been finished already) and prepared 
for the funeral. After the funeral the order for the construction of a new tomb could be expected, 
and that probably meant the installation of a new crew and employment opportunities for the next 
generation of workmen. 
 
 

 
Figure 9. Ostracon Cairo CG 25504, recto. From: Daressy, G., Catalogue général des antiquités égyptiennes du 
Caire: Ostraca Hiératiques (Cairo 1901), pl. 11. 
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It is not clear whether the news about the death of the pharaoh came with specific instructions 
about the finishing of the tomb and the preparations for the funeral. We do know from various texts 
that residents of Deir el-Medina received payments for the production of funerary objects for private 
tombs.30 We don't know whether they also produced objects for the royal tomb inventory. But we do 
have several texts that show the workers helped to transport parts of the tomb inventory to the 
tomb. 
O. Turin N. 57366. Mid 20th dynasty the workmen brought wooden beams, ropes, lamps and other 
materials to the Valley of the Queens, probably for the transportation of tomb furniture.31 
P. Turin Cat. 2044 en P. Turin Cat. 2002. In year 1 of the reign of Ramesses V the workmen assisted in 
the transportation of tomb furnniture. Some days later the vizier, the high priest of Amun, four royal 
butlers, an overseer of the treasury and a chief bowman came to oversee the placement of sarco-
phagi in the tomb. A royal butler then assigned some of the workmen to make inscriptions on objects 
placed in the tomb - under strict supervision. 
O. Cairo CG 25504 etc32 (figure 9). In year 7 of the reign of Merenptah (which is long before his death 
in year 9) the vizier, a royal butler, an overseer of the treasury, a scribe and a chief carpenter came to 
oversee the transportation of objects of Merenptah, possibly to his tomb. The workmen were rewar-
ded for their work. 

O. DeM 40 + O. Strasburg H 42. In year 1 of the 
reign of Ramses IV the tomb inventory for Ramesses 
III arrives at the Valley of the Kings. 21 days later, 
the workmen assist with the funeral, and several 
days after that they receive rewards.  
O. Edgerton 14. In year 4 of the reign of Ramesses V 
a treasurer comes to deliver alabaster for Ramesses 
V and rations for the crew. The text does not specify 
what is to be done with the alabaster. 
O. Cairo CG 25254. In year 2 of the reign of 
Ramesses VI the mummy of Ramesses V arrives in 
the west of Thebes for the funeral. A day later the 
doors of the tomb are finished. 
 
It appears that most of the tomb inventory was 
transported to the Valley of the Kings shortly before 
the funeral, under the supervision of one or more 
high officials. These were obviously extremely 
precious objects which needed to be well guarded. 
Just consider the immeasurable wealth of treasures 
that has come to light from the relatively small 
tomb of Tutankhamun. The objects were probably 
kept in a treasury until the funeral, either locally or 
in the residence. Large heavy objects like a granite 
sarcophagus could have been placed into the tomb 
earlier, after the burial chamber had been cut. The 
movement of heavy objects required wood and 
ropes, and a lot of careful manoeuvring through the 
narrow corridors, if the walls had already been 
decorated. 
 
The width of the doors of the tomb of Merenptah 
proved to be an obstacle to the transport of the 
large granite sarcophagus, which finally resulted in 
the hacking away of the doors' thicknesses.33 

Figure 10. Tomb of Merenptah. Photo by 
Sandra Ottens. 
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It is not clear how the tomb furniture was placed into the tomb. The placement of the pharaoh's 
mummy inside his large set of coffins and sarcophagi and the closing of their lids must have been a 
substantial job. Only after this the shrines could be placed around the sarcophagus. Apparently the 
doors of the tomb were also finished only after the funeral. 34 These activities were probably also 
performed under strict supervision, after which the tomb would have been officially closed and 
sealed. 
 

10. Payments and sometimes extra rewards 
 
The workmen of the crew received monthly rations, consisting of grain and various other victuals, 
which were provided by various institutions.35 Many products came from local treasuries, granaries 
and storehouses, but apparently there were also deliveries by ship from other locations. All deliveries 
were recorded in daily logs. If the village administrators did not receive sufficient rations, they 
complained to the authorities about the shortages. 
 
Aside from the regular deliveries, the vizier and other high officials would sometimes provide extra 
supplies, as rewards or on the occasion of festivities. 36 
P. Berlin 12337.37 In a sample letter38 the annual salaries for the crew in the 'Place of Truth' (the royal 
tomb project) are summed up by the royal scribe and chief treasurer, on behalf of the vizier, for the 
information of the pharaoh, probably Ramesses II. What follows is an extensive list of products: 
bread, fruit, vegetables, fish and meat, in numbers so large that they can't have been delivered all at 
the same time. 
O. Cairo CG 25271. Mid 20th dynasty the vizier, the treasurer, the high priest of Amun and some 
treasury scribes payed out salaries. What follows is an enumeration of quantities of an unknown 
substance, probably oil, distributed to various functionaries.39 
 
Apparently the pharaoh was personally informed about the salaries for the workmen in Deir el-
Medina. That shows that the state determined how many rations were to be payed out to the 
workers, probably calculated on the basis of the number of employees and the set salary for each 
function level. 
 
But sometimes things went wrong with the delivery of salaries. 
O. OIM 16991. During the reign of Ramesses III a scribe sent a complaint to the vizier that the 
treasury, the granary and the storehouse were completely empty and the crew destitute. 
O. Berlin 11238. In the 19th dynasty the mayor of western Thebes wrote to the crew that the vizier 
had ordered him to pay out salaries. 
P. Turin 1978. In the 20th dynasty an unknown letter writer promised 100 sacks of grain to the crew, 
stating that they would have to come to collect it themselves, and requesting they find out from the 
necropolis archives how the supplies had been shipped in the past. 
O. DeM 440. In the reign of Ramesses II someone wrote to his colleague that the overseer of the 
treasury of Thebes had ordered his deputy to give him 10 jars of oil. 
O. Gardiner 13. 40 In a sample letter, probably from the reign of Ramesses II, a scribe writes to the 
vizier: '... A further communication to my lord to the effect that I have delivered the necropolis wages 
in full in perfect order. There are not any arrears therein. The outside administrators received them 
and took them to the necropolis community. But see, I spent four full months en route having no one 
else with me in the boat except for one of my two boys. (A certain individual), who had been sent on 
this mission, recruited them to be servicemen, while I myself stayed with the elder since there was 
no one else. I wrote the administrators asking them to send me men to bring me south, but they 
failed to [send me] any men. And so I wrote to the authorities of Hutnesu [...], and they sent me four 
labourers, who brought me south.' 
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Sometimes the vizier needed to find creative solutions to make sure that deliveries falling behind 
could be organised in other ways. Apparently the vizier, especially if he resided at a great distance in 
the north of Egypt, would appeal to various local authorities for assistance: mayors, high priests of 
different temples, treasurers.  
 

 
Figure 10. The entrance to the tomb of Ramesses V and VI (KV 9). Photo by Bjorn Koopmans. 

 
A large number of texts mention the bringing of rewards by various high officials.41  
 
O. Cairo 25559. Mid 20th dynasty (the statue of) the deified pharaoh Amenhotep I appeared in a 
procession. He came to the valley, had the storehouse opened and had 4 jars of butter taken from it, 
which he gave to the crew as a reward.42  
 
Some rewards are given in the context of inspection visits and are therefore probably directly related 
to the work that has been done. Other rewards are given in the context of festival processions. 
 
 

11. Conclusion 
 
The sources give a fairly elaborate picture of the various stages of the construction of a royal tomb 
and the organisation of the work. 
 
The information we have only represents a fraction of the complete administration. We have little 
else apart from the information from the perspective of the workmen at Deir el-Medina, because 
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that happens to be the place where so many texts have been preserved. The administrative docu-
ments that must have been kept by the vizier, as project manager, and by the other functionaries 
and institutions involved in the work, have mostly been lost and can only be reconstructed through 
references to them. Even the texts that have been found in Deir el-Medina are only a fraction of all 
that has ever been written there. 
 
Still the available sources appear to show a well oiled system with clearly defined tasks and 
responsibilities, which funtioned efficiently for a long time, as is demonstrated by the grandeur and 
beauty of the existing tombs in the valleys of the Kings and Queens. 
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