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Lunch with Ricardo Caminos

SusaN OsGooD

In the early 1980s, when Peter Lacovara was one of the young Egyptologists working at the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts’ Egyptian Department, I met him while interning as an artist for a couple of the exhibitions that
the department was putting together. A few years later, when I landed a position as an artist with Chicago
House in Luxor, we began to get to know cach other better, since whenever he was in town working on a
project he would stop by the house to visit, do research in our library, and sometimes stay with us. He would
also drop off copies of trashy tabloids like the “National Enquirer” to flesh out our Egyptological reading
experiences on such topics as how space aliens really did build the pyramids or the numerous mummies that
have come back to life to terrorize people.

In the early 1930s, the University of Chicago moved its Egyptian headquarters for the Epigraphic Survey,
better known as Chicago House, from Luxor’s west bank to the more populated cast bank, halfway between
Luxor and Karnak Temples. Its mission for nearly one hundred years has been to document and publish an-
cient Egyptian monuments. The research library, among the finest in Egypt, now has more than twenty thou-
sand volumes and functions as a major center of Egyptological studies for Egyptian and foreign scholars alike.

Upon the Chicago House librarians’ completion of the change from Dewey Decimal to Library of Con-
gress classification in 2013, we all raised a glass as they threw a handful of now redundant catalog cards up
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Figure 1. “Caminos.” Upcycled Chicago House library card, pencil and watercolor by Susan Osgood,
2014.

281
https://doi.org/10.5913/2025870.24


https://doi.org/10.5913/2025870.24

282 NO GOOD DEED GOES UNPUNISHED

into the air. I watched as they drifted like confetti down to the floor. Their dog-eared corners marked by so
many fingerprints held stories of the renowned scholars who have come through the library over the past
century. How could we throw these away?

Enchanted by these discarded catalog cards, I culled the most interesting titles into a stack. Returning to the
library, I began to look up a few of the books and browse through them with an eye for images that I could use
as references to transform the cards, by drawing and watercolor, into miniature interpretations of each book.

This card of Ancient Egyptian Epigraphy and Palacography, by Ricardo Caminos and Henry George
Fischer, caught my attention. It was Dr. Caminos, the Argentine Egyptologist teaching at Brown University,
who first mentioned Chicago House to me, suggesting I should apply for a position with them. It also brought
back the memorable story Peter tells of his time working with Caminos in the rock-cut shrines of Gebel Silsila
in the late 1970s. Ricardo was a very small man and lived the classic early archaeologist’s dig lifestyle—eating
from tins and living in the rock-cut caves. Typically, for a meal he would share a few crackers and a can of
tuna from the larder and Peter was nearly wasting away on this frugal diet.

Once while surveying and mapping the area, Peter lay down for a moment on a rock ledge. Then, sudden-
ly startled awake by the swoosh of wings, he discovered that he had fallen asleep or maybe even passed out.
Looking up, he noticed hungry vultures circling overhead.





