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Notes on the History of the Sale Room of the Egyptian 
Museum in Cairo

Patrizia Piacentini

Introducing the history of the Sale Room

Our research1 began with the copy of part of its register among the Bernard 
V. Bothmer (1912–1993) papers now at the University of Milan2. The pages 

he photographed concern the sales of the year 1962. This register contains photo-
graphs, concise descriptions, and the names of those who bought objects judged 
saleable since they were “duplicates” of pieces already present in the collection, or 
“useless”, as determined by Egyptologists who worked for the Antiquities Service 
between the end of the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, and even in the 
proposal for the construction of the new museum in Cairo, published in 18943. 
From a close examination of the entire document kept in the Milan Archives, 
which we will publish in the near future, it seems that in that register are included 
both objects sold at the Sale Room itself, and objects that got an official export 
licence by the Antiquities Service.

The Sale Room is mentioned in many sources4 – from guidebooks for the mu-
seum and references in publications, in private documents, and scholars’ corre-
spondence or journals documenting excavations, like those of the archaeologist 
James E. Quibell (1867–1935)5, today among the material in the Milan archives. 
Quibell specified which objects he unearthed might be sold. Other information 

Fig. 1: Photograph of two pages 
from the Register of the Sale Room 
of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.
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can be gleaned from the inventory books of museums with Egyptian antiquities 
throughout the world, as well as from inquiries of those persons who visited the 
Sale Room, bought objects there, or had direct contacts with the buyers.

In August 1881, Amelia Edwards (1831–1892) wrote to Gaston Maspero 
(1846–1916), then Director of the Antiquities Service and of the Boulaq Museum, 
to suggest that thefts and robberies would probably be reduced if the museum 
put on sale certified objects, and that travelers would prefer to buy their “souve-
nirs” at predetermined prices at Boulaq rather than to engage in bargaining with 
the locals6. According to the decree of 16 May 1883, the antiquities of the Boulaq 
Museum, as well as those that might be kept there in future or in other museums 
subsequently founded, were the property of the Egyptian state7. Regardless, prob-
ably that very year, Maspero, assisted by Émile Brugsch (see Schmidt, this vol-
ume), began selecting ‘less significant’ pieces with the intention of selling them 
before they were accessioned in the Boulaq collection. Slowly, the director put 
into practice the official sale of antiquities to augment the finances of the Antiq-
uities Service. Beginning in June 1884, the sale of various objects and mummies 
was duly registered in account books kept by Brugsch8. William Mathew Flin-
ders Petrie (1853–1942) relates in his autobiography that in the same year, some 
objects he had discovered in Tanis were sold at the museum9.

Nevertheless, at Boulaq there was neither a true Sale Room nor, as has been 
erroneously reported, a “museum shop”10. Instead, most of the objects not “nec-
essary” for the collection nor yet registered were deposited near the museum’s 
entrance and the “Cabinet du nazir”, designated K on the plan included in 

Fig. 2: Quibell’s notebook on his 
excavations at Saqqara in  

1907–1910, with mention of the 
Sale Room of the Egyptian Museum 

in Cairo.

Fig. 3: Antiquities in the garden of 
the Bulaq Museum. Albumen print 
by Alexandre Brignoli.
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Maspero’s 1883 “Guide”11. This was probably the place where those interested in 
buying antiquities would go to choose them.

Mummies and antiquities for sale: the case of Sennedjem
On 3 February 1886, the day after the opening of the tomb of Sennedjem at Deir 
el-Medina (TT 1), Maspero sent a letter to his wife Louise, describing the rich-
ness of the funerary equipment found. In conclusion he added that he intended 
to keep for the museum all the most important items, but to sell the mummies 
and the less significant objects, to finance further excavations12.

Almost thirty years later, Georges Daressy (1864–1938) described Senne- 
djem’s funerary equipment as partly exhibited and partly kept off show in humid 
and dusty storerooms. Selling some of these objects provided a way to preserve 
them from deterioration. Maspero decided to accept the initial offer from the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and then bids from other museums and 
collectors13. Consequently, many objects from Sennedjem’s tomb went to the 
MMA, together with other antiquities from different sites14, as documented in 
the MMA’s files with the note on provenance “sold to the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art by the Egyptian government in 1886”15. The coffins of Tamaket16, one shab-
ti of Sennedjem and one of Khonsu, as well as a box of Ramose were sold to the 
Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung in Berlin, and other items ended 
up in public and private collections17. Maspero himself bought two shabtis and 
a shabti box (today in the Louvre) for his wife, as well as other small objects now 
in the Lyon collection18. 

Information on sales can further be inferred from passages in some of Mas-
pero’s letters to his wife which included details on the interest of selling antiqui-
ties and mummies to finance excavations19. One 
case concerns the mummies20 and other objects 
acquired by Luigi Palma di Cesnola (1832–
1904) in 1886 on behalf of the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art21.

Jacques de Morgan and the Sale Room at 
the Giza Palace
The official sale of antiquities initiated by Mas-
pero proved to be financially very interesting for 
the Antiquities Service. For this reason, a Sale 
Room was opened in 1892 at the Giza Palace of 
Ismail Pasha – which became the location of 
the Egyptian Museum in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century. It occupied room 91 on the 
ground floor, immediately accessible from out-
side, as can be seen in a photograph preserved 

Abb. 4: Photograph of the inner court of the Giza Museum, with view of 
the entrance to the Sale Room on the ground floor.
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in the Lacau collection in Milan, as well 
as on the floor plan of the museum. Since 
rooms 46-91 of the Giza Palace were in-
augurated in autumn 189222, the official 
activity of the Sale Room almost certainly 
started simultaneously.

E. A. Wallis Budge (1857–1934), in his 
autobiography, relates that it was the inten-
tion of Jacques de Morgan (1857–1924), 
then Director of the Antiquities Service, to 
open a Sale Room in the museum, where 
“duplicates” of objects already present in 
the collection could be sold – in particular 
to important foreign institutions like the 
Louvre, the British Museum, and the Ber-
lin Museums. For the Director, this was a 

way of preserving them while increasing the funds of the Antiquities Service for 
excavations and conservation. But this idea met with strong opposition, especial-
ly from dealers who regarded the move as an attempt on the government’s part 
to monopolize the trade in antiquities and to put an end to all private dealing in 
them23. Despite these controversies, de Morgan, prompted by commercial and 
speculative reasons and unbothered by ethical concerns, officially opened the 
Sale Room. In his memoirs, he mentions some turning points in the “business of 
selling” antiquities24. 

Numerous foreign visitors to Egypt in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury were aware of the existence of the Sale Room and tried to keep in touch 
with de Morgan to purchase some good pieces. For example, in 1893 the traveler 
Joseph Déchelette (1862–1914) bought some antiquities in the Sale Room for 
the museum in Roanne, France – among them a mummy in its sarcophagus and 
several small objects such as bronzes, amulets, and pottery25.

The functioning of the Sale Room is well explained by de Morgan in his letter 
of 8 February 1894 to Victor Loret (1859–1946), who was at the time interested 
in obtaining antiquities for the Lyon museum. If Loret wanted some objects, he 
must either buy them, send books in exchange to increase the holdings of the 
library of the Egyptian Museum, or carry on excavations26.

The role of de Morgan in the sale of antiquities is also mentioned in the 
memoirs of Albert Nicole, who traveled in Egypt in 1896–1897 with his father, 
the papyrologist Jules Nicole27.

The supervisors of the Sale Room
Alessandro Barsanti (1858–1917), an employee of the Antiquities Service28, 
was the first to be appointed “salesman” of the museum, as Petrie writes in his 

Abb. 5: Plan of the ground floor of the Giza Museum, in: J. De Morgan, Notice 
des principaux monuments exposés au Musée de Gizeh, Le Caire 1892.
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memoirs of 189229. É. Brugsch, as keeper of the antiquities of the museums at 
Boulaq, Giza, and Cairo, was very active in the sale of antiquities until his retire-
ment in 1914 (see Schmidt, this volume); he had the authority to decide which 
objects might be legally exported. At some point, Maspero named him super-
visor of the Sale Room. An interesting case is the work Brugsch carried out in 
1895 for Col. A. J. Drexel30 who paid him $ 3,000 for assembling a collection. This 
was probably the only collection personally formed by Brugsch – accordingly, 
it reflects his connoisseurship. But it seems that he played a suspect role in the 
forgery of antiquities, too: some of them were even sold with the official seal of 
the museum31.

It is not yet clear who the direct successors of Barsanti and Brugsch may 
have been, but we are sure that by 1936, around twenty years after both had re-
tired, the function of “Responsable de la Salle de Vente” was in the hands of Mo-
hamed Hassanein, as attested by a photograph, among the Lacau archives to-
day in Milan, which depicts the personnel of the Service at that time. 

The Sale Room at the new Egyptian Museum
When in 1902 the museum opened in Midan Ismailya – now Tahrir, the Sale 
Room was located in room 56 on the ground floor, accessible through the west 
entrance that leads today to the offices of the museum administration32. In the 
tourist guidebooks of the first half of the twentieth century, the shop is regularly 
mentioned and recommended33. Many objects now in private collections as well 
as in public museums were acquired in the shop. For example, three crates of 

Fig. 6: Plan of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, in K. 
Baedecker, Égypte et Soudan : Manuel du Voyageur, 
Leipzig/Paris 1908.

Fig. 7: The exterior court of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. On the right, the 
entrance of the Sale Room.
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Egyptian antiquities were bought here by Bonaventura Ubach (1879–1960) in 
1922 for the Museum Biblicum of the Montserrat Abbey near Barcelona, includ-
ing a Dynasty XII coffin and another of Dynasty XXVI, complete with its mummy. 
They were accompanied by the export authorization of the Antiquities Service 
which still exists in the Ubach archives. Moreover, in the “Catalog dels objectes 
exposats en el Museum biblicum del Monestir de Montserrat” these objects were 
described as “Comprat al Museu del Caire l’any 1923”. In 1928, Ubach went to 
Egypt again. With the authorization of Lacau, Director of the Service, he visited 
the storerooms of antiquities with Reginald Engelbach (1888–1946) to select 
some additional objects for purchase34.

Down until the 1970s dealers and collectors could bring antiquities for inspec-
tion to the museum on Thursdays; if there were no official objections, the items 
could be sealed and cleared for export35. We mention here the example of a scar-
ab, which recently appeared on the market, sold by the well-known dealer Roger 
Khawam to a French collector, accompanied by the certificate of authenticity 
issued by Mohammed Mohsen of the Egyptian Museum in December 197036.

After years of lengthy debate about the appropriate strategy for the sale of 
antiquities, the Sale Room was officially closed in November 1979, as Bernhard 
V. Bothmer clearly noted and which Judge Achraf Al-Achmawi37 recently con-
firmed to me, even if sales had actually ceased some years earlier. Nevertheless, all 
sources agree with the fact that there was not a “shop” anymore at the Museum 
in the 1970s.

Antiquities legally sold and exported
The creation of a museum devoted exclusively to Egyptian antiquities and the 
regulation of exports, followed by a law drafted by Maspero in 1902 and issued 
in 1912, did not prevent a great number of antiquities from leaving the country 
legally or illegally. Bothmer, in notes for a lecture on the art market now in the 
Milan University archives, wrote: 

The moral aspects of such purchases have caused all of us a great deal of anxi-

ety. Yet, we in museums preserve such treasures whereas in private collections 

they often disappear within a generation or two.

I will not list here all the various decrees promulgated and laws passed in Egypt 
from the time of Muhammad ‘Ali down to the present since good studies of such 
material are available elsewhere38, but I will touch on some points related to the 
Sale Room.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the Sale Room was a very busy place 
and the “duplicates” found during excavations were regularly sold to finance the 
activities of the Antiquities Service as attested again by Maspero in a letter to his 
wife dated 8 May 190039.
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To increase income and, simultaneously, to minimize theft and unfettered 
trade, the Antiquities Service decided to sell complete funerary chapels discov-
ered at Saqqarah to museums in foreign countries, such as the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York City; Chicago’s Field Museum; the British Museum, 
London; the Ägyptisches Museum in Berlin; the Louvre, Paris; and the Musées 
royaux d’art et d’histoire, Brussels. In the “Archaeological Report” of the Egypt 
Exploration Fund for 1902–1903, the motivations of this decision are explained: 

It is hoped that when such [chapels] can be obtained at a moderate figure the 

directors of museums will be less eager to buy odd blocks and fragments bro-

ken out by robbers, and that so the robbers will give up their detestable trade.40

Budge, in his memories, described acquiring several large objects needed in the 
British Museum to fill gaps in the collection. He wrote that it was quite impossi-
ble for Maspero to bring to Cairo, and exhibit in the Egyptian Museum, all the 
objects discovered in the tombs, which therefore ought to be taken to some large 
museum where they would be properly housed and preserved: 

Maspero suggested that it would be far better for the antiquities, and certainly 

much more economical for the Trustees of the British Museum, if they were 

to buy direct from him, as Director of the Service of Antiquities, the large sar-

cophagi and mastabah doors which they required to complete their Collection. 

He was very anxious to make some arrangement of this kind […], for, apart 

from his desire to see valuable antiquities safely housed in Europe and cared 

for, he needed all the money he could get to supplement his meagre grant for 

excavations. And as a result of his liberal policy, I acquired the complete mas-

tabah tomb of Ur-ari-en-Ptah […]; the fine mastabah door of Asa-ankh […]; 

one of the four granite pillars of the portico of the pyramid of King Unas […]; 

the basalt coffin of Uahabra from “Campbellʼs Tomb” at Giza […]; and the 

fine stone sarcophagus of Qem-Ptah […].41

In 1908, Quibell carefully annotated in his journal, now in Milan, labelled 1907–
1910 (Nov.): “Sent to Museum: Packing book, the boxes containing the blocks of 
the mastabas of Unisankh and Netjeruser acquired by the Field Museum of 
Natural History in Chicago.” Thanks to this notebook, detailed information can 
be added to the documentation in Chicago42.

In addition to entire mastabas, other objects of different kinds were also sold – 
reliefs, architectural elements, offering tables, coffins, complete or fragmentary 
statuary, heads or torsos of statues, headrests, columns, capitals (mostly Coptic), 
and canopic jars, as well as stone and glass vessels, ushabtis, weights, amulets, 
and scarabs. Despite the conviction that objects sold to public institutions were 
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more important than those sold to private collectors and dealers, the Register 
of the Sale Room documents that they could acquire very significant items, too. 

The Universal Exposition in Saint Louis, Missouri
In 1904, Egypt took part in the Universal Exposition in Saint Louis43. Quibell who 
was responsible for the practical organization and installation of the exhibition, 

was helped by his wife and a certain Miss Cox. Egypt was allot-
ted two large halls in the Anthropology Building; on the main 
floor, in Room 100 were exhibited full size dioramas of daily 
life in ancient Egypt which we can admire today in a series of 
photos among the Quibell material in the Milan archives. The 
figures, made of plaster, were cast from ancient statues, while 
the wigs and the furniture in the scenes were modern, but in-
spired by ancient objects. By contrast, the jewellery as well as 
the implements in the hands of the figures and the furnishings 
of the scenes were ancient. In Room 101, many antiquities were 
shown. The listing of them in the “Official Catalogue of Exhib-
itors” includes glass, faience, and bronze vessels; pottery from 
Predynastic to Roman times; ushabtis; a collection of beads; 
a New Kingdom coffin and a Ptolemaic mummy; the chapel 
and the false-door of the mastaba of Kaipura from Saqqara; 

the lid of a stone anthropoid coffin; an Old Kingdom sarcophagus from Giza; and 
a series of casts of reliefs in the Egyptian Museum44. These antiquities were sold 
at the end of the exhibition. The most important monument, the mastaba, was 
acquired by John Wanamaker (1838–1922) who donated it to the University of 
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at the end of 190445.

Notes on the history of “partage” of objects discovered during 
excavations
All types of objects on sale at the museum in Cairo were included also in the 
“partages” – i.e, the division of finds at the conclusion of excavations (see Ha-
gen/Ryholt, this volume) – but the importance of the objects obtained by the 
excavators often depended on chance, or on personal or political relationships 
with the Director of the Antiquities Service46. It happened that foreign archae-
ologists exported objects even against a precise decision taken by the Egyptian 
authorities, as was the case with the “Chambre des ancêtres” (also known as the 
“Karnak King List”) that Émile Prisse dʼAvennes (1807–1879) removed from 
Karnak Temple, despite the ban of the Egyptian authorities, in May 184347. In 
Prisse’s opinion, he acted to save the monument from destruction. The blocks 
were sawn in segments and crated in twenty-seven boxes but shipment to France 
was delayed until the spring of 1844, when, only after lengthy negotiations, Prisse 
obtained the Khedive’s permission to export them48.

Fig. 8: Full size diorama of daily life in ancient Egypt at 
the Universal Exposition in Saint Louis, Missouri, 1904.
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It was also illegal to export antiquities not previously checked by the inspec-
tors of the Service. In the years 1912/13, this matter became the subject of a con-
troversy between Arthur Weigall, who was Inspector in Upper Egypt49, and 
Maspero, since the latter usually allowed the missions to take much more than 
half of the objects they found. In November 1912, Maspero summarized his con-
flict with Weigall in a letter to his wife Louise50. Some months later, in 1913, Wei-
gall wrote to Alan H. Gardiner (1879–1963) on the subject: 

[In Upper Egypt] I generally made the selection of what the Museum wanted, 

visiting the excavations for this purpose and going through the finds in the 

rough before they were cleaned or shown to advantage. I had no idea what 

the Cairo Museum required […] in any one class of objects, for my work gave 

me very little opportunities for visiting the Museum; and I therefore made a 

quite casual selection […] of what happened to strike me as being needed by 

us. Other excavators, considering that I was severe in my selection, preferred 

to take their finds to Cairo, where often only a few boxes were unpacked for 

inspection. Other excavators did not show their finds at all, but the selection 

was made at Cairo by means of photographs.51

The same year, Weigall wrote again to Gardiner about the objects kept by the 
Antiquities Service during the “partage”, which the excavator could eventually 
buy later from the Service:

I quite agree that the excavator from whom we have taken our full half shall 

have the first right to buy any object which we have taken from him but which 

we do not intend to exhibit. I had not put that clause in, simply because I imag-

ined that the thing would happen naturally; for the excavator would naturally 

say during the division, ‘I say, let me have first chance of buying that thing,’ and 

we should naturally say, ‘Certainly.’ However, I will put it in.52

Beginning in 1919, the rules for the “partage” of antiquities changed, and seri-
ous disputes arose between Pierre Lacau (1873–1963), Director of the Antiqui-
ties Service in those years, and Howard Carter on behalf of Lord Carnarvon 
(1866–1923) when the tomb of Tutankhamun was discovered. The crisis arose 
not only regarding the destination of the rich material found but also due to the 
general political situation. In the end, as it is well known, the treasure of Tut-
ankhamun stayed in Egypt, with Carnarvon receiving 34,971 Egyptian pounds 
in compensation for the cost of the tomb’s clearance53. In the popular Egyptian 
press, this resolution of the crisis, commonly linked to state sovereignty, was 
viewed as a victory of the Egyptian people54.

In the following years, foreign archaeologists continued to apply to obtain 
a part of their finds in accordance with the law. In the Lacau collection of the 
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Milan University archives, for example, we found some documents related to the 
excavations of George A. Reisner (1867–1942) at Giza and his request for some 
objects for the Boston collection. On 20 January 1930, he sent a list of his finds to 
Engelbach from the Harvard Camp at Giza with photographs and notes as La-
cau had requested, claiming that the latter had promised to push the division to a 
decision55. As a matter of fact, Lacau decided to give Reisner some of the objects 
on the list that are now in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston – 
such as numerous fragments of the offering table of Ankhaf (25-2-382.1-42, etc.), 
and fragmentary reliefs from the tomb G7752Z (29-12-141)56.

Although Law 14 of 1912 allowed the division of finds between the Egyptian 
Government and the foreign archaeological missions, Lacau was the first to be 
very strict in applying it, giving the authorization to export only a very small 
number of items. This situation obtained until the new Law 117 of 1983 was pro-
mulgated prohibiting the trade in antiquities while allowing the division of only 
ten per cent of newly discovered objects, exclusively for the purpose of scientific 
research or museum display. In addition, the Egyptian authorities had the right 
to make the first selection from any discoveries. Finally, in 1988, a ministerial de-
cree banned any division. The new modified antiquities Law 3 of 2010 prohibited 
once again the division and imposed stiffer penalties on illicit traffic57.

For the history of the discoveries and of collections, the specific content of the 
lists of partage now preserved in public museums should be evaluated, keeping 
in mind that objects coming from a specific excavation could have been bought 
after the partage by the same museum or foreign mission, in the Sale Room of the 
Egyptian Museum.

The Sale Room, the market, theft
After long debates on the objectives and organization of the Sale Room, one of 
the purposes of the law issued in 1951 for the protection of the Egyptian antiqui-
ties was to accomplish the intention already expressed during the Conférence In-
ternationale des Fouilles du Caire, in 1937, that all countries could allow foreign 
museums legally to acquire antiquities similar to those already present in one 
collection, provided their destination was another public museum58.

Therefore, the law encouraged the sale of antiquities to public institutions to 
share knowledge, and established strict custom controls to prevent antiquities 
leaving the country illegally. In addition, it stated that the authenticity of the ob-
jects sold could be certified only by the Antiquities Service59. As a matter of fact, 
antiquities could be bought from the many dealers60, official or improvised, work-
ing mostly in Cairo, Alexandria, and Luxor (see Hagen/Ryholt, this volume). 
Such merchants purchased objects through the Sale Room, as can be seen from 
its Register, but might also easily acquire antiquities which had been illegally un-
earthed or stolen from excavations.

In 1976, at the first International Congress of Egyptology in Cairo, Labib 
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Habachi (1906–1984) presented a courageous paper on the robberies of Egyp-
tian monuments in the first half of the twentieth century that opened the way 
for enforcing the laws on the protection of cultural heritage61. It was becoming 
evident that no antiquity could leave the country as in times past.

Gifts of State
Another aspect that deserves to be studied is related to the official gifts of antiq-
uities made by the Egyptian government during a span of more than one and a 
half centuries, starting with Muhammad ‘Ali and continuing at least to Anwar 
Al-Sadat (1970–1981)62. As is well known, many monuments left Egypt at the 
end of the 1960s as gifts of President Gamal Abdel Nasser to the nations that 
contributed to the salvage operation of the Nubian temples63. A new subject for 
research consists in the identification of objects presented during official visits 
of the Egyptian heads-of-state to foreign countries, or donated to heads-of-state 
visiting Egypt. This practice of offering native arts or prized antiques is well at-
tested worldwide. The Italian President Giovanni Leone, for example, offered an 
Etruscan “Bucchero” vase to the President of the United States Gerald R. Ford 
in September 197464; in December 1975, the Israeli Defense Minister Shimon  
Peres donated to the same American president a Roman glass vessel dating back 
to the Ist–IInd centuries A.D.65; such cases could be multiplied.

As far as Egyptian antiquities are concerned, the initial results of a related 
research project were presented by Al-Achmawi in 201266. The objects chosen 
as gifts-of-state were usually statuettes of divinities, alabaster vessels, amulets, 
or small items of this kind. There is no evidence that antiquities have been given 
away as state gifts after the presidency of Al-Sadat. By the way, it seems that 
since the early 1980s, the practice of offering antiquities as state gifts has nearly 
ceased throughout the world.

Fig. 9: Improvised antiquities deal-
ers in a photograph taken by Ch. 
Kuentz in the Thirties.
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