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Sample Interview by Ann Williams, National Geographic magazine Senior Writer and 
Regional Editor 

 
Below is an excerpt of an interview with Ray Johnson, a Tut-era specialist at the University 
of Chicago. The resulting work was featured in the National Geographic magazine’s June 
2005 cover story on King Tut.  
 
Some background information from Ann: “Ray and I had been talking about 
Ankhesenamun, King Tut's wife, but we had segued into the decoration of Tut's tomb. I 
then asked a question that brought us back to Ankheseamun—and that gave me the 
perfect quote. I've included the section of the interview that leads up to the quote.  As you 
can see, I've underlined and boldfaced the most interesting bits.” 
 
Interview: 
 
Ray Johnson: 
....the material that seems to  be made for him originally seems to be absolutely 
exquisite. In fact, I find it  a little hard to understand how they could do all of this for him 
in 70 days. And that’s another controversy. Was he buried within the 70-day limit? Or was 
it longer? Some people…I’m not  sure what the final  word on that is, but some people see 
something of a delay while Ankhesenamun is writing to  the Hittite king. You know it’s the 
successor who buries the king. And I do believe that…I’ve read from Carter’s notes that 
the outermost gilded shrine that covered the sarcophagus in the burial chamber was  
apparently just a LITTLE bit too big for the burial chamber,  and so it had to be whittled 
down a bit. And Carter found chips, because they did it, of course, right on the spot. And 
they had paint drips on them from the wall paintings. So there’s a possibility…one of the  
reason why the style of the paintings look a little wonky is that the artists…it wasn’t 
painted at the time of the burial but the artists squeezed in later and painted the walls. 
Because you know who's shown officiating there—it’s Ay. So it’s possible that those 
paintings were added after the burial. 
 
Ken Garrett, the photographer: Was it physically possible? Was there enough space? 
 
Ray: 
Not very much. But that would explain why some of those figures look a little stylistically 
weird. 
 
Now it is interesting, too, most of the…the canon of proportions for 3 walls, I think, 
is Amarna, and for one wall it’s traditional. Gay Robins talks about this.  
 
ARW: Why wouldn’t they have painted it (the tomb) at the time of burial? 

 
Ray: 
Well, it may be that [and he whispers] there was no king. And Ankhesenamun was ruling 
alone until she figured out who she’d be ruling with. Her  story is one of the most 
interesting from this period. Because we have to imagine, from the evidence in the letter 
to the Hittite  king, this woman thought she had the power to rule with whomever she 
wanted. Now think about this: Her grandmother was queen Tiy, one of the most 
powerful queens that Egypt ever saw. Her mother was Nefertiti. Her 
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grandmother and her mother ruled as living goddesses. So of course 
Ankhesenamun saw herself in  the same role. She lived at a time when she 
witnessed some of the most powerful women ruling alongside their husbands, 
equally, almost equal status. So of course she felt  she had the same power. And 
she found out that  she didn’t. I think this must have been just crushing for her. Was 
she a spoiled little palace brat who lived in this reality that had no bearing on real reality? 
Or was she a very smart, clever, talented woman who was sort of crushed by history or 
defeated by the ambitions of some of the counselors of her husband and his 
predecessors? 

 
 
Sample Passage: 
Appeared in NGM, June 2005 by A.R. Williams, King Tut Article, p. 18: 
 

A crisis of succession gripped the royal court. With power  
plays and intrigues surely seething around her, Tut's  
widow, Ankhesenamun, appears to have launched a coup  
of her own, sending desperate letters to the king of the  
Hittites in Anatolia. "My husband is dead," she wrote. " 
Send me your son and I will make him king." It was an  
unprecedented request, but understandable. "Her  
grandmother was Queen Tiye, one of the most powerful  
queens Egypt ever saw," Ray Johnson explained." "Her  
mother was Nefertiti. They ruled as living goddesses, so  
of course Ankhesenamun felt she had the same power.  
And she found out that she didn't." 

 
A Hittite prince, Zannanza, was eventually sent south to  
marry her, but he was killed—by a hit squad, some  
speculate—as he entered Egyptian territory." 


