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The	Curse	of	the	Pharaohs	
	The	curse	of	the	pharaohs	is	believed	by	some	to	be	cast	upon	

anyone	who	disturbs	the	mummy	of	a	pharaoh.	Allegedly,	anyone,	from	
archaeologists	to	thieves,	can	be	affected	by	the	curse,	which	is	said	to	
cause	bad	luck,	illness,	or	even	death.		

	While	many	believe	in	a	curse	of	the	pharaohs,	many	others	
believe	that	any	“curse”	can	be	explained	by	science	and	could	be	caused	
by	bacteria	or	radiaEon.	Many	others	believe	that	the	curse	of	the	
pharaohs	is	not	real	and	that	it	is	a	cultural	phenomenon	not	caused	by	
scienEfic	factors.		
	 	While	stories	of	curses	go	back	to	the	1800s,	the	curse	of	the	
pharaohs	gained	aKenEon	with	the	discovery	of	the	tomb	of	
Tutankhamen	(aka	King	Tut)	in	1922.		

The	Curse	of	Tutankhamun	
	In	1915,	a	wealthy	English	aristocrat,	George	Herbert,	5th	Earl	of	

Carnarvon,	financed	a	search	for	Tutankhamun’s	tomb	led	by	English	
archaeologist	Howard	Carter.	AWer	a	systemaEc	search,	Carter	discovered	the	
tomb	in	November	1922.		

	King	Tut’s	burial	chamber	would	be	unsealed	on	February	16,	1923.	58	
people	were	present	when	Tutankhamun’s	tomb	and	sarcophagus	were	
opened.		

	Despite	popular	misconcepEons,	there	were	no	curses	found	inscribed	
in	Tutankhamun’s	tomb.	The	belief	in	a	curse	became	widespread	aWer	the	
deaths	of	a	few	members	of	Howard	Carter’s	team	and	other	notable	visitors	
to	the	tomb	shortly	aWer	it	was	opened.		

Evidence	for	a	Curse	
•  The	first	notable	death	was	that	of	Lord	Carnarvon,	who	had	funded	the	search	for	the	tomb.	He	had	

been	biKen	by	a	mosquito,	and	later	accidentally	cut	the	bite	while	shaving.	The	cut	became	infected	and	
caused	blood	poisoning,	which	soon	led	to	his	death.		

•  When	Tutankhamun’s	body	was	first	examined,	an	injury	on	his	leW	cheek	was	discovered	in	a	locaEon	
possibly	similar	to	Carnarvon’s	infected	mosquito	bite.	Carnarvon	had	already	been	buried,	so	it	was	not	
possible	to	compare	the	specific	locaEon	of	the	wound.		

•  In	May	1926,	Howard	Carter	recorded	in	his	diary	an	account	he	described	as	“strange,”	in	which	he	saw	
jackals	of	the	same	type	as	Anubis,	the	EgypEan	guardian	of	the	dead,	for	the	first	Eme	in	over	thirty-five	
years	of	working	in	the	desert.		

•  Archaeologist	James	Henry	Breasted	worked	with	Howard	Carter	aWer	the	opening	of	the	tomb.	He	
reported	that	Carter	sent	a	messenger	on	an	errand	to	his	house	and	when	that	messenger	arrived,	he	
discovered	a	cobra	eaEng	a	bird	in	a	cage.	Some	regarded	this	as	Carter's	home	being	broken	into	by	the	
Royal	Cobra,	a	symbol	of	EgypEan	royalty,	in	response	to	the	opening	of	Tutankhamun’s	tomb.		



Evidence	Against	a	Curse	
•  Prior	to	his	death,	Lord	Carnarvon	was	not	in	the	best	health	and	was	

prone	to	frequent	and	severe	lung	infecEons.		
•  Lord	Carnarvon’s	daughter,	who	was	present	when	both	the	tomb	and	

sarcophagus	were	opened,	lived	for	another	fiWy-seven	years	following	
the	openings.		

•  Howard	Carter	was	skepEcal	of	curses.	Not	only	did	Carter	discover	and	
open	Tutankhamun’s	tomb,	he	also	removed	the	mummy	of	
Tutankhamun	from	its	sarcophagus	and	he	lived	unEl	1939,	another	
sixteen	years	aWer	the	openings.		

•  Many	who	visited	Tutankhamun’s	tomb	or	helped	to	discover	it	lived	
long	and	healthy	lives.	Of	the	fiWy-eight	people	who	were	present	when	
the	tomb	was	opened,	only	eight	died	within	the	next	twelve	years.		

•  When	Tutankhamun’s	tomb	was	discovered	it	was	a	major	event.	
Howard	Carter	may	have	put	out	the	story	of	the	curse	to	try	to	keep	
would-be	intruders	away	from	his	discovery.		

Deaths	Commonly	Linked	to	Tutankhamun’s	Curse		
	In	total,	there	are	up	to	eleven	deaths	within	the	first	ten	years	aWer	the	tomb	was	opened	that	

have	been	aKributed	to	the	curse.	Not	all	were	present	at	the	opening	of	the	tomb.	Some	of	the	beKer	
known	deaths	associated	with	the	curse	include:	
•  Lord	Carnarvon,	who	died	from	the	infected	mosquito	bite	four	months	and	seven	days	aWer	the	tomb	

was	opened.		
•  George	Jay	Gould	I,	a	visitor	to	the	tomb,	died	on	May	16,	1923	aWer	developing	a	fever.		
•  Lord	Carnarvon’s	half	brother,	Aubrey	Herbert,	died	on	September	26,	1923	from	blood	poisoning	

related	to	a	dental	procedure.		
•  Sir	Archibald	Douglas-Reid,	who	x-rayed	Tutankhamun’s	mummy,	died	on	January	15,	1924	from	an	

unknown	illness.	
•  Sir	Lee	Stack,	Governor-General	of	Sudan,	was	assassinated	in	Cairo	on	November	19,	1924.	
•  Carter’s	personal	secretary,	Richard	Bethell,	died	on	November	15,	1929	of	a	suspected	smothering.	
•  Richard	LuKrell	Pilkington	Bethell,	Carter’s	secretary’s	father,	died	on	February	20,	1930	aWer	supposedly	

throwing	himself	out	of	an	apartment	building.		

Ques>on	
Do	you	believe	that	Tutankhamun’s	tomb	is	cursed?	Why	or	why	not?		

		
	
	

Lord	Carnarvon	
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Knowledge	Check	

1.	______	The	alleged	“curse	of	the	pharaohs”	is	
said	to	cause	what?	

	A.	Bad	luck	
	B.	Death	
	C.	Illness	
	D.	All	of	the	above	

3.	______	What	wealthy	English	aristocrat	financed	
archaeologist	Howard	Carter’s	search	for	
Tutankhamun’s	tomb?		

	A.	Sir	Archibald	Douglas-Reid	
	B.	George	Herbert,	5th	Earl	of	Carnarvon		
	C.	Richard	LuKrell	Pilkington	Bethell		
	D.	Sir	Lee	Stack	

5.	______	True	or	false:	there	were	curses	found	
inscribed	inside	of	Tutankhamun’s	tomb:	

	A.	True	
	B.	False	

7.	______	In	May	1926,	in	an	account	he	described	
as	strange,	Howard	Carter	recorded	seeing	what	for	
the	first	Eme	in	over	thirty-five	years	of	working	in	
the	desert?	

	A.	Camels	
	B.	Jackals	
	C.	Rain	
	D.	A	solar	eclipse		

9.	______	Of	the	people	present	at	the	opening	of	
Tutankhamun’s	tomb,	how	many	of	them	died	
within	the	next	twelve	years?	

	A.	8	
	B.	13	
	C.	58	
	D.	76	

10.	______	Up	to	how	many	deaths	within	the	first	
ten	years	aWer	the	tomb	was	opened	have	been	
aKributed	to	the	curse?	

	A.	7	
	B.	11	
	C.	23	
	D.	38	

2.	______	The	curse	of	the	pharaohs	gained	
aKenEon	with	the	discovery	of	Tutankhamen’s	
tomb	in	what	year?	

	A.	1880	
	B.	1900	
	C.	1912	
	D.	1922	

4.	______	How	many	people	were	present	when	
Tutankhamun’s	tomb	and	sarcophagus	were	
opened?		

	A.	8	
	B.	13	
	C.	58	
	D.	112	

6.	______	Following	the	opening	of	the	tomb,	who	
was	the	first	notable	death?		

	A.	Sir	Archibald	Douglas-Reid	
	B.	Lord	Carnarvon		
	C.	Richard	LuKrell	Pilkington	Bethell		
	D.	Sir	Lee	Stack	

8.	______	How	much	longer	did	Lord	Carnarvon’s	
daughter,	who	was	present	when	the	tomb	and	
sarcophagus	were	opened,	live	following	the	
openings?	

	A.	Three	weeks	
	B.	Four	months	
	C.	Two	years		
	D.	FiWy-seven	years		
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