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Preface

It might be surprising that there are still finds from 
the legendary tomb of Tutankhamun that, since 
their discovery by Howard Carter in 1922, have not 
yet been presented to the public. One such group 
of finds that so far has been largely neglected 
consists of the approximately one hundred leather 
pieces elaborately decorated with gold sheets 
that were kept in the storeroom of the Egyptian 
Museum in Cairo due to their poor state of pres-
ervation. From 2014 to 2017, a cooperative proj-
ect was launched between the Egyptian Museum 
in Cairo (EMC) and the Römisch-Germanisches 
Zentralmuseum (RGZM) in Mainz at the initiative of 
the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Kairo (DAIK, 
German Archaeological Institute, Cairo division) 
and the Institut für die Kulturen des Alten Orients 
(IANES, Institute for the Cultures of the Ancient 
Orient) of the Eberhard Karls University in Tübingen. 
Its aim was to carry out an archaeological icono-
graphic, material, and archaeometric investigation 
of the objects, as well as a full documentation and 
restoration of these unique artifacts.

These objects, found in close proximity to the 
chariots from the tomb, represent the remains of 
horse harnesses and weapon paraphernalia, and 
can be identified, based on rarely preserved paral-
lels, as the decorative fittings of bow cases, quiv-
ers, and horse bridles. What could be more appro-
priate than studying and analyzing the surviving 
examples of such objects from the tomb as well? 
In the course of this, bundles of arrows, a quiver, 
an elaborately decorated bow case, and two splen-
didly ornate daggers from the burial equipment 
also found their way into the restoration laborato-
ries of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.

One of these two daggers has always sparked 
particular interest because it has a perfectly manu-
factured, well-preserved iron blade. Iron was a 
highly unusual, as well as an exclusive and exotic, 
material at the time of Tutankhamun. Carter was 
intrigued to find even more iron objects in the 

tomb! These iron objects have never been stud-
ied as a group before, which led to our focusing 
on them in our work. This book shows how even 
well-known finds can yield more information upon 
careful reexamination.
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On a November day in the year 1922, a reveren-
tial hush descended on a group of archaeologists 
in the Valley of the Kings on the west bank of 
modern Luxor, when they finally stood in front of a 
doorway blocked and sealed with Tutankhamun’s 
cartouches. Howard Carter and his team were 
about to bestow on the world the first nearly intact 
tomb of an ancient Egyptian king (Fig. 1)! 

Heavenly! 1
Without the “discovery of the century,” the 

youthful pharaoh would probably have been 
known merely to scholars. Nobody could ever have 
imagined his breathtaking treasures and burial 
equipment of gold and precious stones, produced 
with the cutting-edge technology of his time. 

Tutankhamun reigned for approximately nine 
years (about 1332–23 bc) at the end of the Eighteenth 

Fig. 1 With slickly bril-
liantined hair and hat in 
hand: Howard Carter (left) 
and his friend and patron 
George Herbert, Fifth Earl of 
Carnarvon, in front of the 
steps leading to the tomb of 
Tutankhamun in the Valley of 
the Kings. By discovering this 
tomb in 1922, the two be-
came legends themselves.



Fig. 2 Tutankhamun’s 
gold funerary mask. 
Although it is now revered 
worldwide as one of the 
best-known and most 
admired masterpieces 
of pharaonic culture, its 
original function was 
to protect the royal 
mummy in the intimacy 
of the tomb. The slightly 
melancholic features of 
the king who died young 
still touch its viewers.
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Dynasty of Egypt’s New Kingdom (about 1570–1070 
bc). His ancestors dominated great parts of the 
ancient Near East, controlling land from modern-
day Syria to Sudan. The “Great Kings” of Egypt, 
Mitanni (Northern Syria), and of the Hittites (in Asia 
Minor, modern Turkey) lived in a time of opulence 
and technical innovations, exchanging tokens 
of mutual esteem. These included slaves, horses, 
textiles, and the high-status objects and high-tech 
materials of the late Bronze Age: chariots, weap-
ons, glass, and gold and other valuable metals.

When Tutankhamun ascended the throne, he 
was a boy of about nine years, called Tutankhaten—
his name honoring the divine sun-disk, the Aten. 
His probable father, King Akhenaten, had initi-
ated what Egyptologists call the Amarna period, 
replacing the chief god Amun with the Aten, 
and declaring himself the living embodiment 
of the Aten. He moved the capital from Thebes 
(modern Luxor) to further north, founding a new 
city that he called Akhetaten (“the Horizon of the 
Aten,” modern al-Amarna). When Tutankhaten 
became king, he and his advisors swiftly reversed 
Akhenaten’s reforms, moving the capital back to 
Thebes, and restoring the old cults—the major 
achievement of his nine-year reign. Marking the 
return of the status quo, he changed his name to 
Tutankhamun. Despite this, his successors removed 

most of his names from his monuments, replacing 
them with their own, and thus almost erased him 
from history. Shortly after his burial, his tomb was 
partially robbed and resealed, being covered and 
forgotten until its discovery in 1922.  

However, the excavation of this teenage minor 
king’s 3,300-year-old tomb precipitated an outburst 
of “Tutmania” in the 1920s. Its astonishing contents 
influenced fashion, design, art, and culture. They 
fascinated scientists, children, journalists, and heads 
of state as well as millions of visitors to his tomb and 
the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, where the contents 
of his tomb were housed. Tutankhamun’s gold 
funerary mask, one of the best-known and revered 
archaeological icons in the world, represents a 
masterpiece of the ancient art of goldsmithing 
(Fig. 2).   

But what else did a pharaoh of the Eighteenth 
Dynasty need for his journey to the afterlife? 
Information regarding this question is provided, 
among other sources, by funerary texts (generally 
called “Books of the Dead” by Egyptologists),1 
as well as by depictions of funerary processions2 
and tomb inventories of the New Kingdom (Fig. 
3). Indispensable items included clothes, jewelry, 
toiletries, writing equipment, weapons, furniture, 
containers, games, lamps, and food and drink—
in a nutshell, all the things that the king needed 

Fig. 3 Wall painting depicting 
a funerary procession in the 
tomb of Ramose (Eighteenth 
Dynasty, Theban Tomb 55), 
Western Thebes.
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during his lifetime. These were complemented by 
goods that were intended exclusively for the burial, 
such as—besides the funerary mask—coffins, 
shrines, divine images, so-called shabti figures that 
worked for the dead person in the underworld, 
protective magical amulets, and tools and objects 
that were essential for the performance of ritual 
activities.

About 5,400 objects accompanied Tutankhamun 
on his last journey, and represent the largest surviv-
ing set of pharaonic burial equipment. Although 
it appears particularly lavish to us nowadays, it 
cannot be known how it would have compared 
with the (now lost) burial goods of far more prom-
inent pharaohs. But still, an immense amount of 
gold! For almost a century, this precious metal has 
blinded its beholders and outshone some of the 
tomb’s other treasures.

Along with these numerous objects made 
of gold, silver, electrum (an alloy of gold and 
silver which both occurs naturally and can be 
man-made), and bronze, a small group of iron 

objects survived from Tutankhamun’s tomb. These 
iron objects have always aroused particular interest 
as they stem from a time when Egyptians were still 
far from being aware of, let alone using, the tech-
nology of iron smelting.

Altogether Carter recovered nineteen objects 
made from iron: a wooden chest (Carter no. 316)3 
yielded sixteen small iron tools set into wooden 
handles (Carter no. 316a–p); a small iron amulet in 
the form of an “Eye of Horus” (wedjat)4 attached 
to a gold bracelet (Carter no. 256,hh[2]); another 
small amulet in the shape of a miniature headrest 
(Carter no. 256,4,v); and a dagger. This dagger, 
which is lavishly adorned with gold and inlays of 
stone and glass, has an iron blade and is one of 
Tutankhamun’s most famous burial goods (Carter 
no. 256k). With the exception of the iron tools, 
which were deposited in the “treasury” of the 
tomb, all the other iron artifacts were found within 
the mummy wrappings: clearly, these iron objects 
were not only rare, but highly appreciated and 
possessed significant meaning.   


