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JUNE 2002: We landed in Paris with plenty of time to regroup and recuperate before ringing in the New Year. We weren't there to party but rather to work. Still, it seemed at minimum a toast was due. My jetlagged body was wrecked, but my spirit was soaring. 

For nearly a year I had been volunteering here and there with a digital heritage group. Now I was en route with them to Luxor, Egypt. We were going to gather data for a 3-D digital reconstruction of the Great Colossus of Ramses II, which lies in ruins at his mortuary temple. We also had permission to access and document the tomb of Ramses II. We would be the first people ever to do so.

Before going to Egypt, however, the California contingent of our group arranged to touch down in Paris. We needed to connect with our lead archaeologist, Philippe, recalibrate equipment, and of course, usher in a promising 2002.

We soon set to work in the archaeology lab. It was all about reconfiguring diagrams, reviewing software, taking inventory of cables, and bad Chinese food. It was cold in Paris, snowing in fact, but all of the tightly sealed indoor spaces were heated to sauna temperatures. I at least had grown up with winter, but I noticed our director's energy sinking. This especially worried me because he had been working around the clock for at least two weeks prior to departure. I didn't expect that his immune system could withstand any more strain. Still, it surprised and terrified me when I saw that first vision of Anubis, the jackal-headed pharonic god of death and the netherworld, hovering around him there in the lab. What ominous threat lurked in the desert, waiting?

The next day Kevin started feeling sick. My stomach fell to my knees. I could not tell him what I had seen; surely it would not stop him from continuing on to Egypt. Voicing my reason for concern could only lead to some sort of self-fulfilling prophecy by hyper-caution. If spray cans did not warn so vehemently to avoid excess inhalation, we wouldn't inhale twice as hard in an effort not to inhale at all. I figured it was a universal principle.

We had a quiet holiday toast at our archaeologist's house, well before midnight, and turned in early to avoid an undertow by any imminent viruses. We set off for Cairo the next morning. 

The traffic in Cairo served as a cultural metaphor. No lines marked the roads. Instead, drivers of cars, mopeds (no helmets required) and donkey carts fringed with leafy greens made up patterns as they went along, becoming frenzied improvisational jazz notes on the highways. We only had one night in the fabled city, and collectively we decided to spend it in the souk. 

In the second-oldest covered market still in existence, sleepless nights of weighted travel mixed with shadows and incense to lift through surrounding swirls of intoxicants. Visions of the "Other" drifted cloaked, veiled mirrors reflecting all that is unfixed yet timeless. Through all of the other sensual stimuli, endless rondelles of Islamic patterns appeared and disappeared, appeared and disappeared from view like stitches as my known reality began to split at the seams to reveal…

…how not to romanticize the dirt, the corrugated dwellings, the deformed tattlers as I choked on smog. Yet all that I saw in the souk I seemed to have known with my eyes closed. Like a just-birthed abyssinian, I was merely adding visual form to the instinctual. Rekindling his embodied memories of the souk seemed to make Kevin feel a good deal better.

On January 3rd we and (thankfully) all of our equipment arrived in Luxor. We were staying as guests of the French Mission, the team that held the concession for the sites pertaining to Ramses II. The Mediterranean-style outpost in the West bank desert would have suited Georgia O'Keefe well. It suited me well, too! Provisions were minimal, but the views of the surrounding sun-drenched hills were rich. Accommodations included three home-cooked French meals for us each day. Life was looking promising again.

--until I walked into the lab. A translucent gecko glued to the ceiling shot me a cautionary look. The air was thick with unspoken frustration. 

One of our most important pieces of equipment, a long-range 3-D laser scanner, had broken in transit. I had believed that the tech wizards among us could fix anything. I had watched them build functioning computers from piles of parts. This, however, seemed to completely baffle them. What could we do? We were miles away from any international phone line. There was one known internet, at a hotel in the nearest village of Habu, a twenty minute walk away.

We settled for bed, already lower than the creatures that burrowed into the sands. Before falling completely asleep, I had another startling vision. Anubis stood supervising from high above as two long-billed birds descended upon Kevin and scooped him in a large swath of fabric. They flew him up to Anubis, who would weigh his heart against a feather. This was the god's legendary test to determine where the deceased would go to rest in the afterlife. I shut my eyes tighter.

In the morning we decided that our colleague Jerry would try to establish internet connection with the scanner manufacturer for technical advice. The rest of us would head to Ramses' temple to test-shoot small fragments of the colossus with our smaller scanner. In the afternoon we would go to the Valley of the Kings and investigate the tomb.

The temple was charged! Before entering I felt compelled to do abridged versions of all of the purification rituals I knew. Then I slowly broke through the force fields, layer by layer, as if eating a sacred artichoke. Exiting I felt a need to walk backward in a symbolic action to reverse time and seal it, to deny ever having been there to the gods. Of course I had been in there, zapping into energetic alignment and frying out all of the inner demons under the desert sun. For my initial acquaintance with the temple I could only go in once, lest I short circuit. I rested on a rock, equalizing. I contemplated the cycles associated with adapting to an unfamiliar place: fear, wonder, excitement, relaxation, feeling marooned, feeling glad to feel marooned, repeat, repeat, repeat.

We went back to the Mission for a lunch recess before heading to the Valley. Kevin didn't eat much. He decided to stay behind to rest. I hated to leave him, but we had a lot to accomplish in a short time. Reluctantly, I headed for the tomb with the others. Jerry met us there. Good news! He would soon receive instruction on how to solve what seemed to be an electrical problem. We would test the theory after dinner. In the mean time, we would continue on with our plan to explore the tomb, plus several others for reference, particularly that of Ramses' father Sety I. The two Nineteenth Dynasty burial places were so similar stylistically that they might have been designed by the same artist. Sety's tomb would be helpful to us in creating a reconstruction because Ramses' had been severely damaged by several floods since Coptic times. Virtually no color is left to the decoration. Crystalized salts and minerals are pushing the limestone carvings from the walls, ruining what intact surfaces are left. Sety's tomb, though, is still rich with color, except in those places that were left unfinished. Burial ritual dictated that the artisans had seventy-two days to complete a tomb after the death of a pharaoh. At that time it was sealed forever, whatever state it was in. This practice left an invaluable record of artistic process, with preliminary cartoons and first stages of carving having been abandoned.

We also researched in the tombs of Thutmose III, Amenhotep II, Tutankhamun (which is much smaller than Howard Carter's photographs would have one believe), and Ramses IX. Ramses IX's resting place was created in the Twenty-second Dynasty, and the decoration inside it bears little resemblance to the ordered and codified Nineteenth Dynasty art that Westerners immediately recognize. It is loose and free, with lots of pastel washes in pink and yellow. If Ramses IX lived today he surely would have been surfing and throwing big pool parties in Malibu.

Eventually Jerry set off on his own to take digital photographs in Sety's tomb, while Philippe and I set up to do epigraphic (contour) drawings in Ramses' chambers. I worked on documenting a winged goddess in a small side room. Alone, I reflected on the image of a cobra, and tried to convince myself that all of these Anubis visions were surely metaphoric. Surely they were like pulling the Death card from the tarot deck, where death represents transformation. Kevin was going through some trial before a rebirth into something brighter. Surely that had to be it.

In the tomb that day I learned that time can stand still and pass quickly, concurrently. We packed our gear and headed back to the Mission for dinner. Once there I stopped by Kevin's room to check on him. He lay shivering in the desert heat, under a pile of wool blankets, his eyes blackened like a football players. I began to weep softly. 

I brought Kevin some soup from the kitchen and we ate together in near silence, broken only by the buzzing of mosquitoes and Kevin's utterances about dengue fever.

"Do you have joint pain?"

"No."

"Then according to my travel medicine guide, you don't have dengue fever."

"I'll go see a doctor in the morning."

That night I had a dream. Anubis came to me smiling. He opened his mouth to reveal a brick-sized emerald green cut gem. I was supposed to take it from his mouth. Without words he made it known to me that Kevin had passed the test of his heart, and he would be amply rewarded. Soon he would start to recover.

In the morning at breakfast I told the table of French archaeologists my dream. They all gasped at once and told me that was a very auspicious dream!

Kevin went to the doctor. He had developed a complicated sinus infection starting in Paris. The German team's medic gave him a packet of super-strength Arabic antibiotics. On the down side, the scanner still was broken. While I had been nursing Kevin, or at least keeping him company, the guys had indeed been able to fix the electrical problem only to find another problem with the scan head. It was hopeless. Kevin spent a good part of the day in Habu trying to book a flight to Paris, which was exasperating with each web page taking a good fifteen minutes to download. He tried to negotiate for the manufacturers to meet us in Luxor. They agreed to send someone for $3500 a day plus flight expenses plus a $10,000 maintenance renewal fee. We considered tossing the scanner into the Nile with a curse on the name of the company president. Instead, Kevin resolved to go to the East Bank of Luxor, into town, to buy a ticket. We spent the afternoon hours working on rock fragments, and at sundown we all piled into the ferry, crossed the river. Drifting on the water, I silently meditated on finding the magic stone that Anubis had offered. I strongly intuited that nothing was going to click into gear until we found the magic stone.

We walked from the ferry to a travel agency near the famed Winter Palace, an elite hotel. Along the way I noted what was in the windows of each shop. I saw a green "crystal" ball; but it was too round and too fair. A few steps later I passed something close to the brick shape in my dream, but it had a mummy in it; obviously it was some sort of resin, not a gem. Oh well, I figured, I am just being a romantic. Let it go. 

The guys sent me down the road to a separate travel agency. They were closed but reopening in ten minutes. I spied a jewelry shop next door, and felt lured in by a sparkling necklace. Guess what I found inside? Assorted cut gems! I asked to see emeralds. The shop keeper scattered a handful on the counter. 

"No, these are too light." (Emeralds, it seems, are not "emerald" green.) "What's that stone?"

"It is tourmaline. It relates to the sea."

"Do you have a rectangular one?"

"No, just these, round and tear drop."

"But I must have a rectangular one." I told the man my dream.

"Oh! That is a very auspicious dream! You must have Arab blood in you to have had a dream like that." He pulled out three miniature bricks of tourmaline.

"My mother," I shared. "Hold on to those please. I'll be right back."

I hastily turned around to smack into Kevin and Philippe, who simultaneously cast upon me a perturbed what-are-you-doing-shopping-at-a-time-like-this stare.

"Kevin! I found the magic stone!"

Immediately from over my shoulder, the shop keeper called, "Philippe! Do you remember me, Philippe?" Philippe's expression morphed from stern to quizzical. "Think back, Philippe. Ten years ago here in Luxor…" Slowly some sort of recognition began to creep into Philippe's countenance. "The Council of Antiquities, you were living here doing research…" It all began to congeal. He next thing I knew, we were being served helba, an herbal infusion that tasted somewhat like chamomile but more layered and softer. The shop keeper informed me, "Mohammad wrote about helba in the Koran. He said if people understood its value for the body, it would cost more than gold." I was convinced. It was like drinking the sun.

I got a discount for the stone, which I of course gave to Kevin. We went back to their travel agent with it in hand. "Okay, so tell me again, what is the soonest I can get out of here for Paris?"

"Well, there is a flight at 10:00 tonight…"

"What do you mean? You just told me fifteen minutes ago there was nothing open til tomorrow morning!"

"Well it is available now."

"Kevin, it's the magic stone! Just take it!"

He booked the flight, there at 8:20 P.M., and proceeded to the ticketing agent.

"I am not going to sell you the ticket." Suddenly we were all paralyzed. "What are you doing, going to Paris for a few hours, turning around and coming right back? Are you in the mafia? Are you going to kill someone? That's what people in the mafia do. No, I cannot."

We had to explain that our equipment had broken, that we needed a new machine right away to continue our work. We showed him passports, visas, serial numbers…finally he relented. Somehow, some way, perhaps on a magic carpet (only designed for very low altitude flights, of course, or it all would have been too easy), Kevin made it back to the West Bank to gather his things and the scanner, and then to the Luxor airport in time to catch that 10:00 flight. Three cheers for the magic stone. And four cheers for Kevin.

While Kevin was gone, the rest of us played hookie and took a fun day. Philippe gave me an educational tour of Deir el Medina near the Valley of the Queens in the West Bank. Apparently the temple in this village of workers had been recycled many times, with most of the obvious features harkening to Ptolemaic times. It did also, however, retain some Eighteenth Dynasty elements, and Coptic fragments still lie strewn outside. The palette of the decoration was the most sumptuous I had seen in all of Luxor, with Isis dressed in sea greens, and red-violet, charcoal, and rich browns creating an earthy, velvety feel. Some of the deities represented sport Greek costume, and motifs such as lotuses are also more reminiscent of Greek design. 

Mud brick remnants of workers' living quarters ring the temple. There had even been a room for birthing and postpartum mothers. The true archaeological treasure trove, however, was a vast garbage pit (now empty) discovered rather recently. From the love letters, lists of food items, drawings, combs, tools, and other excavated trash, researchers were able to reconstruct a thorough picture of daily life in the community. They even found that Deir el Medina was the site of history's first known labor stand. What is not known is how typical this village was, since the population seems to have been remarkably literate and artistic.

Kevin returned that evening to a hero's welcome, scanner in his arms. We set up at once and plunged into days of work. We spent many late evenings bonding with the workmen who were moving granite for us, serving us bad tea, and sharing tales. A group of pubescent girls watched me over a wall every evening at dusk, as the setting sun cast a pink glow on the hills pocked with tombs of nobles. We traded; they taught me an Arabic word for every English word I taught them. One night they asked if I had any sisters, I told them one. Now you have five, the four of them told me. Life was good. Anubis was rewarding more than just Kevin.

I had to leave a week earlier than the others to return to my university job. It turned out to be a fortunate thing for me because soon after the guys had to start working twenty-four hours a day to make up for lost time. A part of my soul, though, stays in Luxor. 

We are invited back next year by the French Mission. Several other European and American groups took an interest in our project while we were in the field and proposed collaborative projects. Months later, the opportunities still keep coming. We have been included on a popular French news show, and several documentary film teams are vying for our story, including National Geographic. I guess it is all the result of a group effort, between our team and Anubis. 

