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Abydos and the 
Penn Museum

A bydos in southern Egypt is one of the great 
sites of ancient Egyptian civilization. At the 
dawn of Egyptian history, ca. 3000–2800 
BCE, Abydos was the burial place of Egypt’s 

7rst pharaohs. Subsequently the site became the primary 
cult center for veneration of Osiris, god of the netherworld. 
5e archaeology of Abydos spans over 7ve millennia and 
represents the full timeframe of ancient Egypt from its 
earliest origins to its decline in late antiquity. 

5e Penn Museum has a long and special relationship 
with Abydos. 5rough sponsorship of the Egypt Explo-
ration Fund and the Egyptian Research Account, the 
Museum’s Egyptian Section has a notable collection of ar-
chaeological material: 7nds produced through the research 
of Flinders Petrie and his associates at Abydos. 

In 1967, David O’Connor, then Curator of the Museum’s 
Egyptian Section, initiated the Pennsylvania-Yale Expedition 

to Abydos. A signi7cant set of 
artifacts from the Museum’s 
work at North Abydos came 
to Philadelphia in the late 
1960s, representing some of 
the last Egyptian material 
to enter the collection. 
Some 3,000 artifacts from 
Abydos—only a handful 
currently on display—are 
included in the Egyptian 
Section’s overall collection of 
more than 45,000 artifacts. 
In this issue of Expedition we 
examine both our ongoing 
research at South Abydos as 
well as the Abydos collection 
in the Penn Museum.

2014 represents the 20th 
anniversary of the inception 

of the Museum’s current research 
program at the mortuary complex 
of Senwosret III at South Abydos. 
In 1994, for my Ph.D. research, I 
began excavations on the temple and 
town site associated with the cult of 
the 12th Dynasty pharaoh Senwos-
ret III. 5is remarkable site, a kind 
of southern suburb to the center of 
Abydos, had seen a brief period of ex-
cavation between 1899 and 1903 but 
o6ered huge potential for the study of 

Abydos during the important phase of the Middle Kingdom 
(Dynasties 11–13, ca. 2050–1650 BCE). 5e excavations 
at South Abydos have rewarded us with many signi7cant 
discoveries over the years. 

5e site includes royal tombs, a temple, extensive 
urban remains, non-royal cemeteries, and other elements 
yet to be de7ned. We have identi7ed the site’s ancient 
name: Enduring-are-the-Places-of-Khakaure-true-of-voice-
in-Abydos. 5e symbolic anchor of this site is a massive 
subterranean tomb—likely the burial place of Senwosret 
III—situated beneath a 700-foot desert peak anciently 
named the Mountain-of-Anubis. Gradually we have been 
peeling back the sands of South Abydos to understand 
this unique place, which o6ers an unparalleled window 
into Egyptian culture and society 4,000 years ago. 

Located approximately a mile south from the cen-
ter of Abydos, the Senwosret III complex made use of a 
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Abydos is located on the west side 
of the Nile.
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8at expanse of desert terrain between cli6s and the Nile 
8oodplain. At the foot of the Mountain-of-Anubis sits a 
vast T-shaped enclosure. Inside of this structure is the 
entrance to the tomb of the pharaoh. Around the enclosure 
are satellite tombs and subsidiary mastabas. In direct line 
with the tomb enclosure at the edge of the 8oodplain is a 
mortuary temple dedicated to the cult of Senwosret III. In 
close proximity to the temple is an extensive urban site: a 
planned town built to house the people who maintained 
the pharaoh’s temple. In its heyday, ca. 1850–1650 BCE, 
this was a large and thriving community, which adopted 
the name Wah-sut: a shortened version of the overall name 
of the Senwosret III complex. A century ago (between 

1899–1902), work of the 
Egypt Exploration Fund 
de7ned some of the main 
elements of the Senwos-
ret III complex. Today 
the site is yielding an 
unexpectedly rich volume 
of information on the 
culture and society of 
Egypt’s Middle Kingdom.

In this issue of 
Expedition we examine 
some of the recent work 
in the town site and 

cemeteries of South Abydos as discussed in articles by myself, 
Ph.D. student Kevin Cahail, and Penn graduate Dawn 
McCormack. 5is includes an update on the excavation 
program inside the subterranean tomb of Senwosret III. 

We then move to research conducted during our 
most recent 7eld season, when exciting discoveries were 
made; the excavation uncovered the remains of a formerly 
unknown pharaoh as well as the necropolis of a newly 
identi7ed dynasty.

In this issue we also highlight the outstanding collection 
of archaeological material from Abydos that today is housed 
in the Museum. Most of it has never been on display but it 
includes treasures from the tombs of Egypt’s 7rst pharaohs 
and many other artifacts of note. Molly Gleeson describes 
one such object, a fragmentary painted co:n of the Middle 
Kingdom (ca. 2000–1700 BCE), which is currently being 
conserved. Jennifer Houser Wegner discusses the early col-
lection at the Museum, while David O’Connor, Curator 
Emeritus, presents a retrospective on the material that came 
to Philadelphia in the late 1960s. 

josef wegner, ph.d.
associate curator, egyptian section

LEFT: This map of Abydos shows some of the major archaeological features, 
including the location of the mortuary complex of Senwosret III. BELOW: 
Looking southwest, this aerial photograph of the Senwosret III tomb enclosure 
at the base of the Mountain-of-Anubis was taken shortly after the early phase 
of work (1899–1903). Courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society 

A clay impression of the necropolis 
stamp of Senwosret III illustrates Anubis 
over his mountain.

We are indebted to the Egyptian Ministry of State for Antiquities for their cooperation and support, especially the Director and the 
Permanent Committee on Antiquities, as well as the inspectorates of Sohag and Balliana.
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