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CHAPTER VI

THE MALEVOLENCE OF ANCIENT EGYPTIAN SPIRITS

During the recent excavations which led to the discovery
of the tomb of Tutankhamen, Mr. Howard Carter had in his

house a canary which daily regaled him with its happy song.
On the day, however, on which the entrance to the tomb was
laid bare, a cobra entered the house, pounced on the bird,
and swallowed it. Now, cobras are rare in Egypt, and are
seldom seen in winter; but in ancient times they were

regarded as the symbol of royalty, and each Pharaoh wore
this symbol upon his forehead, as though to signify his power
to strike and sting his enemies. Those who believed in

omens, therefore, interpreted this incident as meaning that
the spirit of the newly-found Pharaoh, in its correct form of

a royal cobra, had killed the excavators' happiness sym
bolised by this song-bird so typical of the peace of an
English home.

At the end of the season's work, Lord Carnarvon was stung
mysteriously upon the face, and died.

Millions of people throughout the world have asked
themselves whether the death of the excavator of this tomb
was due to some malevolent influence which came from it,

and the story has been spread that there was a specific curse
written upon a wall of the royal sepulchre. This, however,
is not the case.

There are very few such curses known during the
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties in ancient Egypt,
that is to say, during the century or two before and after
the time of Tutankhamen, and they are not at all common
at any Pharaonic period.

Whenever they do appear, their object is simply to terrify
the would-be tomb-robbers of their own epoch, who might
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MALEVOLENCE OF ANCIENT SPIRITS

smash up the mummy in their search for jewellery, or damage
the tomb, thereby causing that loss of the dead man's
identity which the Egyptians thought would injure the
welfare of his spirit in the underworld. The mummy and
the tomb were the earthly home of the disembodied spirit,
and to wreck either was to render the spirit homeless and
nameless. On the other hand, to enter a tomb for the pur
pose of renewing the dead man's memory was always
considered by the Egyptians to be a most praiseworthy
proceeding; and inscriptions are often found on the wall of a
sepulchre stating that some friendly hand had been at work

there, setting things to rights after a lapse of many years.

C G (

or who

As an example of one of these curses, I will give here the

translation of an inscription which is written upon a mor
tuary-statue of a certain Ursu, a mining engineer who lived
less than a hundred years before the time of Tutankhamen.

He who trespasses upon my property,” he says,
shall injure my tomb or drag out my mummy, the Sun-god
shall punish him. He shall not bequeath his goods to his
children ; his heart shall not have pleasure in life; he shall
not receive water (for his spirit to drink) in the tomb; and
his soul shall be destroyed for ever.” On the wall of the
tomb of Harkhuf, at Aswân, dating from the Sixth Dynasty,
these words are written : As for any man who shall enter
into this tomb ... I will pounce upon him as on a bird ;
he shall be judged for it by the great god.”
The fear is that the tomb or the body will be broken up;

and thus the scientific modern excavators, whose object is

to rescue the dead from that oblivion which the years have
produced, might be expected to be blessed rather than cursed
for what they do. Only the robber would come under the
scope of the curse. If we are to treat these questions
seriously at all, it may be said that in general no harm has
come to those who have entered these ancient tombs with

reverence, and with the sole aim of saving the dead from
native pillage and their identity from the obliterating hand
of time.

The large number of visitors to Egypt and persons in
terested in Egyptian antiquities who believe in the male
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II2 TUTANKHAMEN AND OTHER ESSAYS

volence of the spirits of the Pharaohs and their dead subjects,
is always a matter of astonishment to me, in view of the
fact that of all ancient peoples the Egyptians were the most
kindly and, to me, the most loveable. Sober and thoughtful
men, and matter-of-fact matrons, seem to vie with the

lighter-minded members of society in recording the mis
fortunes which have befallen themselves or their friends

as a consequence of their meddling with the property of the
dead. On all sides one hears tales of the trials which have

come upon those who, owing to their possession of some
antiquity or ancient relic, have given offence to the spirits
of the old inhabitants of the Nile Valley. These stories

are generally open to some natural explanation, and those
tales which I can relate at first hand are not necessarily
to be connected with black magic. I will therefore leave it
to the reader's taste to find an explanation for the incidents
which I will here relate.

In the year 1909 Lord Carnarvon, who was then con
ducting excavations in the necropolis of the nobles of Thebes,
discovered a hollow wooden figure of a large black cat, which
we recognised, from other examples in the Cairo museum,
to be the shell in which a real embalmed cat was confined.

The figure looked more like a small tiger as it sat in the
sunlight at the edge of the pit in which it had been dis
covered, glaring at us with its yellow painted eyes and
bristling its yellow whiskers. Its body was covered all
over with a thick coating of smooth, shining pitch, and we
could not at first detect the line along which the shell had
been closed after it had received the mortal remains of the

sacred animal within ; but we knew from experience that

the joint passed completely round the figure—from the nose,
over the top of the head, down the back, and along the
breast-so that, when opened, the two sides would fall

apart in equal halves.
The sombre figure was carried down to the Nile and across

the river to my house, where, by a mistake on the part of my
Egyptian servant, it was deposited in my bedroom. Re
turning home at dead of night, I here found it seated in the

middle of the floor directly in my path from the door to the
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matches; and for some moments I was constrained to sit

beside it, rubbing my shins and my head.
I rang the bell, but receiving no answer, I walked to the

kitchen, where I found the servants grouped distractedly
around the butler, who had been stung by a scorpion and
was in the throes of that short but intense agony. Soon
he passed into a state of delirium and believed himself to

be pursued by a large grey cat, a fancy which did not sur
prise me since he had so lately assisted in carrying the figure
to its ill-chosen resting-place in my bedroom.
At length I retired to bed, but the moonlight which now

entered the room through the open French windows fell full
upon the black figure of the cat; and for some time I lay

awake watching the peculiarly weird creature as it stared
past me at the wall. I estimated its age to be considerably
more than three thousand years, and I tried to picture to
myself the strange people who, in those distant times, had
fashioned this curious coffin for a cat which had been to

them half pet and half household god. A branch of a tree
was swaying in the night breeze outside, and its shadow

danced to and fro over the face of the cat, causing the
yellow eyes to open and shut, as it were, and the mouth to
grin. Once, as I was dropping off to sleep, I could have
sworn that it had turned its head to look at me; and I

could see the sullen expression of feline anger gathering
upon its black visage as it did so. In the distance I could

hear the melancholy wails of the unfortunate butler
imploring those around him to keep the cat away from him,
and it seemed to me that there came a glitter into the eyes

of the figure as the low cries echoed down the passage.
At last I fell asleep, and for about an hour all was still.

Then, suddenly, a report like that of a pistol rang through
the room. I started up, and as I did so a large grey cat
sprang either from or on to the bed, leapt across my knees,
dug its claws into my hand, and dashed through the window
into the garden. At the same moment I saw by the light
of the moon that the two sides of the wooden figure had
fallen apart and were rocking themselves to a standstill
upon the floor, like two great enipty shells. Between them

I
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114 TUTANKHAMEN AND OTHER ESSAYS

sat the mummified figure of a cat, the bandages which
swathed it round being ripped open at the neck, as though
they had been burst outward.

I sprang out of bed and rapidly examined the divided
shell ; and it seemed to me that the humidity in the air
here on the bank of the Nile had expanded the wood which
had rested in the dry desert so long, and had caused the two

halves to burst apart with the loud noise which I had heard.
Then, going to the window, I scanned the moonlit garden ;

and there in the middle of the pathway I saw, not the grey
cat which had scratched me, but my own pet tabby, standing
with arched back and bristling fur, glaring into the bushes,
as though she saw ten feline devils therein.

I will leave the reader to decide whether the grey cat was

the malevolent spirit which, after causing me to break my
shins and my butler to be stung by a scorpion, had burst its

way through the bandages and woodwork and had fled
into the darkness; or whether the torn embalming cloths
represented the natural destructive work of Time, and the
grey cat was a night-wanderer which had strayed into my

room and had been frightened by the easily-explained
bursting apart of the two sides of the ancient Egyptian
figure. Coincidence is a factor in life not always sufficiently
considered ; and the events I have related can be explained
in a perfectly natural manner, if one be inclined to do so.
My next story tells how a little earthenware lamp once in

my possession brought misfortune upon at least two persons.
It sometimes happens that people who have visited Egypt

and have there purchased a few trifling antiquities are
suddenly seized with the fear that these relics are bringing
them bad luck; and, in a moment of frenzy, they pack up
their Egyptian purchases, and post them back to the Nile.
When I was Inspector-General of Antiquities they not
infrequently used to address these parcels to me or to my
office at Luxor; and without further consideration the
objects were laid away on the shelves of the store-room,
where soon the dust gathered upon them and they were
forgotten.

Now it chanced that a little earthenware lamp was once
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returned to me in this manner; and, happening to mention
the fact to some friends, I learnt that it had been returned by
a lady who declared herself dogged by misfortune ever
since it came into her possession, and who had often stated
that she intended to get rid of it by sending it back to the
unoffending official in charge of antiquities. I cannot now
recall the series of misfortunes which had occurred to the

owner of the lamp, but I remember that they included little

incidents such as the spilling of a bottle of ink over her dress.
I paid, of course, small attention to the matter, and the
lamp lay unnoticed on the shelf for a year or more.
One day, a certain royal lady who was travelling in Egypt

asked me to give her some trifle as a souvenir of her visit ;
and, without recalling its history to my mind, I gave her
the unlucky lamp, which, so far as I know, did not bring
any particular ill-fortune to its owner. There the matter
would have tamely ended, had it not been for a chance
conversation on the subject of unlucky antiquities, which
occurred one night at a dinner-party in London. One of
the ladies present told me a long story of the ill-luck from
which she had suffered during the whole time in which she
was the owner of a little earthenware lamp which came from
Egypt. To such a state of apprehension had she been
brought, she said, by the intuitive feeling that this little
antiquity was the cause of her troubles, that at last she
went down to the Embankment and hurled it into the
Thames.

Vague recollections of the story of the unlucky lamp
which I had given to our illustrious visitor began to stir in
my mind, and I asked with some interest how she came into

possession of the malevolent object. Her reply confirmed
my suspicions. The lamp had been given to her by the
royal lady to whom I had presented it as a souvenir !

Most people have heard the story of the malevolent
mummy in the British Museum. As a matter of fact,

it is not a mummy at all, but simply a portion of the lid of a
coffin. It was bequeathed to the museum after it had
wrought havoc wherever it went, but now it is said to con
fine its dangerous attentions to those visitors who are dis


