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Frontispiece (above). Representation of  a “cosmic frame” panel inscribed on a travertine/ 
 gyptian 

Museum Berlin, ÄM 7715). The text reads, from right column to left and from top to bottom: 
  nswt-bity, 

   
  

the close relationship between the pharaoh’s names, cults, and architecture. The architectural aspect 
is manifested by the palace façade serekh and by the name of  the pyramid. The symbolism of  the 
piece alludes to the dual eternal and ephemeral nature of  the pharaoh, and the vessel would have 
been used in the pharaoh’s cult at the new pyramid complex. It was found in his mortuary temple 

Cover image. Snnt mr Hwt-nTr; stating that “[This] pyramid and 
temple are encircled”. The text is from Pyramid Text PT 534 §1277, found at the entrance to the 
pyramid of 
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After the introduction, the text and chapters of  this book are arranged in chronological order. 
The illustrations of  the relevant artifacts and monuments are distributed through the text and are 
numbered according to the dynasty in which the piece or building was created, and then by the 

the chapter covering dynasty 2. The depictions, therefore, correspond rigorously to the sections 
covering the dynasty in which the subject matter was created. Towards the end of  the book is an 

numbers.

of  habit, and it is retained on the basis that C.E. and B.C.E. seem to lack some degree of  clarity, 
and take up more space on the pages and in tables.

The terms “pharaoh” and “pharaonic” are used extensively in this work to refer to the rulers of  

English word pharaoh, pr-a3

used to refer to any Egyptian ruler during Antiquity. As will be discussed in this current work, the 
ancient Egyptian system of  leadership was intimately tied to the landscape, history, and culture of  

has its roots in ancient Egypt, and which alludes to the architecture of  ancient Egypt as well as the 
Egyptian ruler, means that the word “pharaoh” is most appropriate for the current context. The 
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Foreword

The subject of  this publication is encircling symbolism in pharaonic monumental tomb architecture. 

of  the cartouche was closely related to the monumental encircling symbolism incorporated into the 

built on research and knowledge assembled by other scholars who worked on the subject during 
the 19th and 20th centuries. Far from being resolved or settled, the subject matter was still poorly 

1 setting out 
my preliminary thoughts on the issue, which are more fully elucidated here with corrections and 
additions where necessary.

that was available at that time, predominantly in the form of  linear measurements derived from 
standing building surveys. The second objective of  the publication was to demonstrate how the data 

and proportions2 to build their pharaonic monuments. As described below, some of  the principal 
dimensions and proportions of  the pharaonic tombs were based on the geometric properties of  
circles. The third objective of  the 2008 study was to investigate the symbolic context of  that 
architectonic tradition, in order to understand what it meant in the ancient Egyptian mind. All three 

only hinting at what subsequently proved to be a deeply important pharaonic tradition.

As will be discussed below, encircling symbolism was expressed simultaneously through multiple 
aspects of  ancient Egyptian culture. It manifested through the ancient Egyptian language, through 

It was important to revisit this subject in a new and dedicated publication because it elucidates 
aspects of  the early development of  the abstract sciences and applied engineering, including 
architecture and math, in ancient Egypt.3

1 D. Lightbody, , vol. S1852 (Oxford: Ar-

-

-

3 
reviewed, published, and discussed, I worked with Franck Monnier to establish the in 
2016, and we were able to do this with the help of several professional and amateur colleagues. Paul François designed a 
bespoke online reading interface to make the peer reviewed studies available world-wide. See: 

forum and volume 4 will be published in 2020.
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confused,4 and at times even contentious,5 and the technical discussions lacked clarity.6 This updated 
publication presents and elaborates the hypothesis put forward by Petrie and others. It is hoped 

research report that the subject can be more readily appreciated by interested readers.7

4 In the late 19th

th 

5 At the end of the 20th century, the issue of circular symbolism in the architecture of the pyramids became one of the core 

Bernal, grandson of Egyptologist Alan Gardiner. See M. Bernal, 

inconclusive and remained confused as they primarily referenced philological works rather than the architectural evidence 
from the monuments themselves.

6 
 (Cambridge: 

into the designs of the monuments.
7 
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This introduction sets out the theoretical basis and background to the study, before the archaeological 
information is presented in chronological order in the subsequent sections.

To be rigorous, research must take place within an established academic context and a rational 

point of  note is that the research was inherently interdisciplinary in nature. In order to understand 

the available publications relating to the period and subject in question, including scholarship from 

are described below.

Traditionally, the study of  history began by following the “great man theory”.8 In Egyptology, the 
approach translates into interpreting ancient Egyptian history as a sequence of  events shaped by 

traditional diachronic approach, and the role of  pharaohs in the ancient Egyptian culture was clearly 
9 The genesis 

with a much longer perspective,10

depending on the transformative actions of  any one individual.

The architectural iconography studied here was developed by the pharaonic culture, and while it 
11 it is possible to relate important 

administration, and perhaps at times by the pharaoh himself. The start of  the third dynasty was a 
phase of  particularly intense cultural change. In the pages that follow, I propose that many novel 
aspects of  the third dynasty’s monumental architecture and iconography were deliberately and 
meaningfully developed as the result of  a newly emerging political reality. We can better understand 
the political history of  the era by understanding the changes visible in the artistic canon, but the 
analysis must encompass the whole of  the pharaonic culture in question, rather than the lives of  
individual pharaohs or artisans.

8 

9 
10  is the most notable of these approaches.
11 
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Symbolism in ancient Egyptian architecture is most conventionally considered to fall within the 
realm of  art12

culture is most meaningfully interpreted using concepts from the theoretical study of  art and 

planned as works of  art,13 and that architecture was the core genre of  artistic expression for 
the emerging state.14 This was particularly the case in the dynasties before writing became the 
predominant mode of  communication.15 Richard Wilkinson, on the other hand, considers that 
little of  Egyptian artwork can be considered as “art for art’s sake”, and that most artworks were 
conceived within a matrix of  symbolism and magic. For him, ancient Egyptian artworks cannot be 
fully comprehended without knowledge of  the underlying concepts intrinsic in their composition.16 
Research must, therefore, include approaches that can deal with concepts such as symbolism and 
magic in architecture. Robert Ritner, who studied Egyptian magic and religion in depth, stated that 
ritual activities were not felt to be supernatural, but to be quintessential parts of  nature, and were 
thought to be used daily by the gods to maintain, not violate, the natural order.17 He also showed 
that encircling magic was relatively common in ancient Egypt. It was applied in contexts as simple as 

performed during major festivals. By understanding these magical and ritual meanings, and by 
applying this understanding to the architectural and artistic contexts, the meanings being expressed 
by architectural design motifs can be revealed.

The c
over meaning as the most fruitful avenue for achieving historical understanding of  a culture. 
In this respect it shares some common ground with anthropological approaches that consider 
cultures to consist of  structures of  meaning. According to Baines, a small number of  schematic 

18 One such “schema” used in ancient Egypt was the 

culture, including the anx ankh, wAs was scepter, Dd djed column, srx serekh, and Hr pharaonic 
falcon, which are referred to here as a “symbolic repertoire”.19 As the premier medium of  artistic 

Baines also considers that ground plans of  monuments such as temples could be representational 
schemas.20 That concept is adopted here and put forward to help explain the inclusion of  such 

More traditional archaeological approaches also provided hard data sets for the current study in the 
form of  linear measures from standing building surveys. Empirical information was also compiled 
regarding the materials used in construction and to fabricate smaller artifacts, and radiocarbon 
dating information was used to construct a chronology of  key events. 

12
13 Ibid., 77.
14 Ibid., 72.
15 
16 
17 

18 

19 
 ed. I. Hodder (Cambridge: 

20 
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More progressive archaeological methods also proved useful. Archaeology now tries to 

literate era when the performative aspects of  culture predominated. Ritual was the principal 

activity underpinning the early pharaonic system.21 It can be anticipated that new monuments 
constructed during that era, such as pharaonic tombs, were designed as new places to establish 
and maintain traditional cults, and that they were designed with the rituals in mind. The pharaoh’s 
funerary monuments incorporated the symbolism of  the mortuary rituals at a profound level. An 
understanding of  the wider ritual context in which the art and architecture were constructed can, 
therefore, provide a way to access the meanings being expressed in those domains.

were carefully placed within temples and carefully designed to be experienced with respect to 
the surrounding architecture. The monuments as a whole were located with respect to the local 
cultic topography and with respect to the wider Egyptian landscape and the heavens above. The 

iconography.

hieroglyphic writing began to play a more prominent role in conveying ideology previously carried 
by monumental architecture, iconography, and ritual. The analysis of  ancient texts falls within the 

their studies provided important information about architectural motifs and rituals, as well as about 
the mathematical procedures22 used by the scribes and architects when designing the monuments.

as the cartouche. The textual meaning carried by the shen symbol is often reduced to “eternity”, 
“the whole world encircled”, or “everything encircled by the sun and the king’s dominion over 
it”.23 24 and 

25 In later dynasties, associated meanings became more varied and 

21 
22 
23 J.P. Allen,  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

 (London: Oxford 

24 

, , eds. Z. Hawass and L.P. Brock (Cairo AUC, 

 

Sn

25 M.C. Betro, 

123.
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originally derived from the word “to encircle”.26 The symbol was closely linked to architectural 
contexts through the ritual concept of  “unending encircling protection”, most often surrounding 
royal tombs and enclosures. The associated shen word family supports this interpretation,27 as do 
the architectonic case studies outlined in the chapters that follow.

texts. They ranged from “enchant”, to “captivate”, “encircle”, “hold”, “embrace”, “capture”, 

meaning of  “encircle”, “captivate”, “hold”, or “bind”. Importantly, Anthes also concluded that, as 
a noun, the term referred to a physical enclosure or circle.28

Many written signs in the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic script represented or resembled real objects,29 
while others were abstract shapes that represented the sounds of  syllables or groups of  syllables. 

fourth, intermediate, type of  representation existed in iconography where a symbol did not realistically 

emblems.30

used in iconographic arrangements. Rituals themselves are ephemeral, and because of  their special 
status, access to their meanings was often restricted. They were not usually depicted explicitly, but in 

31 Given its prominence in scenes representing rituals in Old 

rituals.

The approaches outlined above led to conclusions that do not necessarily conform to traditional 

32

in isolation. Older studies tended to be overly focused on tracking the use of  motifs through time, 
back to “original” essential meanings that were assumed to be unchanging. They have not, however, 
provided any explanation for some of  the most fundamental questions in Egyptian history, such as 

26 

27 Snw include perimeter, enclosure wall, enclosure. See A. Erman and H. Grapow, 
(Oxford: 

the word 

28 
29

Dt estates, forts, towns, and inbw

 22.
30 

31 

32 
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why the cartouche quite suddenly became the principal symbol of  the pharaoh in the third dynasty, 
or why the serekh was no longer used to contain the pharaoh’s name after he had died. Answers to 
those questions are proposed below.

encircling symbolism from several different angles. This holistic approach draws out meaning 

complement each other and reveal underlying meanings that existed in the ancient Egyptian mind. 

The following chapters present the results of  the study, set out in chronological and dynastic order.




