The Lost Tomb - Ancient Egypt
Tim Taylor
Theme: Ancient Civilisations - Egypt
Overview of learning:
• To find out what the Ancient Egyptians believed about the afterlife and the importance
of this to their culture.
• To explore the roles of some of the Ancient Egyptian gods.
• To investigate some of the rituals involved in the passage from death into the afterlife.
Interesting aspects:
• How the Ancient Egyptians saw death as a rebirth
• The complexity and detail of the rituals that send a person into the afterlife.
• The power that the gods held over life and death.
Inquiry questions:
•
•
•
•

What did the Ancient Egyptians believe about death and what happens beyond?
What happens when a prominent Ancient Egyptian dies?
What were the Ancient Egyptian views about the afterlife?
How does the way you have lived your life aﬀect your journey into the afterlife?

Narrative:
A long lost tomb is discovered on the side of a mountain in the Valley of the Kings. The
discovery is reported to the Cairo Museum of Antiquities who dispatch a team of
archaeologists to investigate the discovery, open the tomb, and catalogue what’s inside.
Expert team: Archaeologists
Client:
The Cairo Museum of Egyptian Antiquities
Commission: To excavate a recently discovered tomb
To open the tomb and record what’s inside
To remove and research the items found in the tomb
To create an exhibition of the objects for the museum
Other points of view:
• The curator of the museum
• The Gods
• The images of people depicted on the walls of the tomb
• The person buried in the tomb
• People in attendance at the funeral - priests, servants, friends etc

Tasks:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To study a painting of the Weighing of the Heart ritual
To gather the equipment needed for the excavation
To enter the tomb and solve the ‘problem’ of the door
To research the tomb of Tutankhamun and create the artefacts found in this newly
discovered tomb
To create the paintings on the wall of the tomb
To use the dimensions of dramatic imagination to evoke the atmosphere of the tomb:
darkness and light; sounds and silence; movement and stillness.
To recreate the burial ceremony and study it for meaning
To investigate the artefacts found in the tomb
To create an exhibition for the Cairo Museum

Links to curriculum:
• RE: What beliefs the Ancient Egyptians had - what gods they worshipped.
• English: Developing writing, the six dimensions of dramatic imagination: silence/sound,
stillness/movement, darkness/light.
• History: The death rituals of the Ancient Egyptians; Ancient Egyptian gods; objects that
they would use in everyday life; the purpose of the pyramids; the journey to the afterlife.
RESOURCES
• Powerpoint - The Egyptian Tomb
• Access to resources for student research, such as topic books, Google image, printed
out photographs, knowledge organisers, etc
• A stack of A5 paper
• A roll of masking tape
STEPS
Step 1: Studying the painting of the Weighing of the Heart ceremony
[Note: you will need to do some research on this painting before introducing it to your
students. There is a lot going on. To find out more, search Google for the Weighing of the
Heart ceremony. This document is pretty good - http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/
wml/schools-groups/sessions/downloads/weighing_heart_papyrus.pdf and http://
factsanddetails.com/world/cat56/sub364/item1949.html
- Show the first slide: the Weighing of the Heart ceremony
“Take a look at this picture, if you know what it is, try to forget for a while and just look at
what you notice. Not what’s going on, that’s interpretation – just what you can see. Talk to
the person next to you.”

Discussion.
“Now, who would like to have a go at describing what they can see.”
Encourage the children to use neutral language, such as ‘In the top right hand corner is a
figure dressed in white, they are kneeling with their hands in the air, facing a line of
fourteen figures, the first seven of these figures are holding a symbol, the second seven
are not, some of the figures have the heads of animals, some of the figures have beards,
some have not, etc.’
Once the children have spent time discussing the painting, begin to tell them some of the
things they don’t know (here’s a sample):
1. The man on the throne is Osiris (http://www.egyptianmyths.net/mythisis.htm)
2. The ‘flower’ at the foot of Osiris’ throne is in the shape of the Nile, which represents
life in Egypt
3. The scales are weighing the man’s heart against the feather of truth.
4. If the man has lived a good life he will be given access to the afterlife. In this version
of the myth we can see the man be introduced to Osiris by Horus, his son.
Step 2: Introducing the fictional context
[Note: Be careful to ensure the children are aware this is a fiction. (Look at the principles
for planning a start on p.130 of A Beginner’s Guide to Mantle of the Expert]
- Show the slide of the mountain to the class.
“This is a mountain in the Valley of the Kings. The Valley of the Kings is in the south of
Egypt and was, for hundreds of years, the burial place of the kings of Egypt. There are
people who work there, studying the tombs, and looking for signs that there may still be
some waiting to be discovered. Imagine what that would be like to uncover a tomb, one
that had never been found, had survived all this time, hidden from the world. Imagine the
excitement that would cause? Well, in this story, it happened.
“They weren’t expecting to find anything, the tomb was too high up, all the others are
down in the valley, but this one was half way up the side of the mountain. It was
discovered by a team looking for objects that might have been dropped by the tomb’s
builders, when they came across the entrance. Immediately, following protocol, they
contacted the museum in Cairo and told them what they had found. The museum, excited
by the discovery, contacted a team of archaeologists to travel down to the Valley and
open up the tomb.
Step 3: Equipment
TASK: “If you were the archaeologists given this job, what kind of equipment do you think
you would take with you?”
Allow time for a short discussion, then hand out A5 paper for the children to make lists.
As they work, go around oﬀering support and sharing ideas.

Step 4: Stepping into the fiction
[In this step the teacher takes on the role of a representative of the museum and
‘positions’ the students as the archaeology team.]
Bringing the students back together, the teacher stands at the front of the class and
immediately starts talking inside the fiction:
“So, what would you like us to provide you with for this job?”
As the children respond the teacher stays in role. Unless the children are very confused,
in which case the teacher comes out of role, explains what’s happening and goes straight
back in.
“Yes, we can certainly supply you with torches. Do you want the ones you hold or the
ones attached to your helmets? I see, let me make a note of that…” And so on.
This process doesn’t need to take long, but make note of the language of the children.
What you’re looking for is a shift into the fiction. Something like, “We’ll need cameras.”
Please note, children often we use the third person plural in these early steps, such as
“You’ll need…” Don’t be put oﬀ by this, it’s just them making sense of the shift in
language.
Step 4: Enter the tomb
Show the next slide - the cross-section of the tomb.
“After the archaeologists opened the entrance to the tomb, they found a long flight of
steps disappearing into the mountain. Turning on their torches, they went in.”
- Next slide: carvings
“As they descended down the tunnel they saw beautiful carvings on the walls and…
- Next slide: stars
“stars painted onto the ceiling.”
- Next slide: room
“At the bottom of the tunnel they came to a room. It looked a bit like this one [the teacher
points at the slide]. At the back of the room was another smaller set of steps,
disappearing into the darkness. The archaeologists walked up the steps, through the
doorway, and found…”
- Next slide - The door tied shut.
“In front of them were two heavy wooden doors, tied shut with a length of rope.”

“Talking to the person next to you, what do you make of this?”
Step 5: The door
Give the students time to examine the photograph and talk amongst themselves.
After a few minutes, ask: “So, what do you notice?”
Guide the conversation in the same way as the ‘Weighing of the Heart’ inquiry.
Draw out (or suggest if they need help) the following:
•
•
•
•
•

The rope is a single length
It is tied between the two handles
The knot is precise and, like a work of art. Not tied like that by accident
The seal on the right handle is made of clay and will break if the rope is untied
The knot on the left handle is tied in the shape of a fist

Step 6: The archaeologists’ dilemma
After the conversation, ask the following:
“Thinking now as the archaeologists: what do you think we should do? Our first priority is
to preserve the past. So, is there anyway we can look inside the room without breaking
the seal or damaging the rope?”
Give time for discussion. Listen to the children’s ideas, but don’t let them oﬀ lightly!
One popular solution is to use a small camera that can fit through the gap between the
doors.
Step 7: Inside the burial chamber
However, whatever their solution, the next job is to create what the team see in the burial
chamber…
“The team push the camera through the gap in the doors and look at the images on their
iPads. What they see is amazing…
- Next slide: the sarcophagus
“…They see a stone sarcophagus, carved with beautiful images, and surrounded by
objects of the most wonderful kind. Weapons, Jewellery, wooden carving, statues, masks,
and other objects. It is clear they are the first people to look on this place for thousands of
years!”

Step 8: Creating the artefacts
TASK: Using resources - such as topic books, images on the internet, and other materials
the teacher has prepared in advance - the children draw pictures (on A5 paper) of the
objects found in the burial chamber.
As they work the teacher supports them, then, when they are ready, sets them another
task:
“Can you please turn over your picture and answer the following questions:
1. Please write a description of your object
2. Write the purpose of your object, for example: ‘to protect the person buried here', ‘to
be used to serve them’, ‘a gift for them to treasure', ‘something they owned as a
child’. And so on.
3. Write who brought this object, was it a member of their family, a friend, someone who
served them?”
Once this is done move onto step 9.
Step 9: The paintings
Leaving their drawings for now, the teacher gathers the children around a rectangular
shape she has marked out on the floor (6x3) using masking tape.
She asks them to step back so everyone can see. Her aim is to create a shape that
mirrors the rectangle on the floor, with the children standing shoulder to shoulder.
“These are the walls of the tomb.” she says, using her arms to indicate the lines created
by the children. “The door,” she continues is here, indicating where she is standing.
“As the archaeologists point their camera into the room, not only do they see the
sarcophagus [she points at the rectangle on the floor] and the objects surrounding it, they
also see wonderful paintings on the walls…
“Some of the paintings are of ordinary people, doing ordinary things. Some are of the rich
and powerful. And some are of the Gods. Could you please decide now if you are
representing an ordinary person or someone of wealth and power, or a god.”
Give the children a little time, they may want to discuss it with the person next to them.
“Please put you hand up if you are representing an ordinary person [Spend a moment
looking where the hands are in the room]; someone of wealth and power [repeat]; or a
God.”
“That’s interesting. Could we see the [ordinary/rich/Gods] again. What do you think the
archaeologists will make of that?” [Continue this inquiry, supporting the students to make
meaning. Remind them, the paintings are not there by accident and were probably
commissioned by the person who is buried in the sarcophagus.]

Step 10: A discussion of the body
[In this step the teacher will introduce the idea of the meaning of the paintings, but will
first steer the conversation onto the body of the person in the sarcophagus.]
“Could you have a think about what the paintings are trying to say. Whatever it is, it is
probably something to do with the person buried here…
“By the way, we should decide some things about this person - [Point to one of the
children] Could you please decide if they are male or female. [Point at another] Could you
decide if they died old, young, or somewhere in between. [Another] Could you decide if
they died of natural or unnatural causes.”
There follows a discussion about natural and unnatural causes.
The teacher then expands the inquiry. “If the archaeologists opened the tomb and put the
body through an MRI scanner, or such like, what do you think they might be able to find
out?”

Step 11: Representing the paintings
[In this step the children, working in groups, create the paintings on the walls. Remind
them to stick to the convention that Egyptian wall paintings are two dimensional, they
don’t move and they don’t make sounds [See A Beginner’s Guide to Mantle of the Expert
pp.82-86). Whatever the children want to create they will have to do so within these
limits.]
“Right, let’s get back to these paintings. As I say, I wonder what the people who painted
these pictures were trying to say?”
Give the children time to work in groups and use their ideas to generate inquiry. Look at A
Beginner’s Guide to Mantle of the Expert pp. 150-152 for more on how to do this.
The aim is to look at how the children have assimilated the knowledge they have acquired
so far and to what extent they can apply this knowledge in a new context.
__________________________________________
This is the end of the session. With the elements in place - expert team, client,
commission, context - the teacher will now be able to extend the work into other areas.
Below are a possible list of options.
Further Possible Activities
• Recreate the ‘night’ of the burial. Use the six forms of dramatic imagination to create
atmosphere and tension [See - https://www.mantleoftheexpert.com/blog-post/usingdramatic-imagination-to-develop-writing/

• Children represent the people who were there at the funeral - the families, the friends,
the priests - and recreate the ritual, finishing with laying the ‘gifts’
• Finish this part of the story with, “As the doors closed for the last time and the lights
went out, nothing moved, nothing was heard, and nothing was seen for three and half
thousand years. Until one day, the sound of voices was heard, a light came on, a tiny
object came through the gap in the doors.”
• Study the work of archaeologists in more detail. Record this on the team’s ‘website’.
• Create newspaper reports of the discovery.
• Reports back to the museum with recommendations.
• Open the tomb and remove the body. Cataloguing what was found bound within the
wrapping.
• Moving and transporting the objects safely across Egypt
• Creating the final museum display - how will the objects be displayed? Information
about the person buried there and the objects. Interactive displays / films / models etc.
• Create a guide book to the exhibition
• Find out more about life in Ancient Egypt and tell people visiting the exhibition
• Create a map of Egypt and the Valley of the Kings for the museum
• In D&T / art create the artefacts (e.g. the mummy’s mask) for the exhibition
• Applying maths - record the measurements of the tomb and catalogue the artefacts
• Learn about Tutankhamun (the photograph of the doors is taken from his tomb)

Websites
http://channel.nationalgeographic.com/the-story-of-god-with-morgan-freeman/articles/
ancient-egyptian-tombs-and-death-rituals/
http://www.historyforkids.net/egyptian-religion.html
http://www.experience-ancient-egypt.com/egyptian-religion-mythology/egyptian-afterlife/
weighing-of-the-heart-ceremony
http://www.primaryhomeworkhelp.co.uk/Egypt.html

