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Geographic and Geologic Setting

Farouk El-Baz

This paper is one result of a preliminary survey of the tomb of Queen Nefertari. The survey
is part of a study jointly undertaken by the Egyptian Antiquities Organization and the Getty
Conservation Institute. Prior to the field survey, conducted on 8-13 September 1986, a
Thematic Mapper image of the site and its environs was computer enhanced and photo-
logically analvzed. This resulted in establishing patterns of structure and drainage, which
follow three major trends: NE-SW, NW-5E, and E-W. Local topography, however, controls
the microdrainage patterns of surface water from occasional rainfall.

Observation within the tomb and two other shallow tombs on either side indicate
that the limestone rock is highly jointed. The resulting spaces are filled with fibrous crystals
of gvpsum at right angles to the joint planes. The content of rock salt in these joints appears
to increase with depth. This suggests the possible leaching of rock salt from higher horizons
to lower ones, where it recrvstallizes behind the plaster layer of the wall paintings. The salt
crystals appear to force the plaster layer outward, resulting in severe damage.

The tomb of Nefertari is number 66 in the Valley of the Queens, a small wadi
bounded by a high escarpment at the edge of the hills in western Thebes, the ancient name
of Luxor. To fully understand the setting of the Valley of the Queens, one is advised to
review photographs and images obtained from spacecraft as a prelude to the examination
of the larger-in-scale aerial photographs. The best space photographs of the region are
those obtained by Gemini XII in 1966, by Landsat satellites starting in 1972, and by the Space
Shuttle Large Format Camera (LFC) in 1984.

The hills that surround the Valley of the Queens are part of an extensive plateau that
forms the eastern boundary of the Western Desert of Egypt. This boundary also represents
the edge of the Nile Vallev, which encloses the agricultural strip along the banks of the Nile
River.

A study of Gemini XII photographs (Yehia, 1973), established that the region is
characterized by dendritic and subdendritic to subtrellis drainage. It also recognized that
drainage lineations are controlled by gravity, structure, and/or lithology.

Images obtained by Landsat were used to delineate geographic features of the






