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HELIOPOLIS AND THE SOLAR CULT IN THE THIRD MILLENNIUM BC
�������#��	����++�#���	
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Abstract: The article reassesses and re-discusses 
the available archaeological and textual evidence 
of the city of Heliopolis, in the attempt to clarify 
its role in the historical evolution of the solar cult 
and religion in third millennium BC Old Kingdom 
Egypt. By connecting archaeological evidence 
with landscape phenomenology as well as private 
sources with royal texts and decorative material, 
the paper emphasises how certain Egyptological 
assumptions, usually taken for granted, are far 
from being proven. It eventually shows that the 
key of the discussion has to be searched for in the 
study of the relationship between Atum and Re.

Keywords: Heliopolos, solar cult, third millenni-
um BC, Old Kingdom, Egyptian religion, Atum, Ra.

I. Introduction

One of the most widespread assumptions in Egyp-
tology is the importance of Heliopolis as the main 
centre of the solar cult throughout Egyptian histo-
ry.1 The pivotal role of the city in this regard, ever 
since the early Old Kingdom, is usually based on 
the discovery of fragments of a naos inscribed 
with the name of Netjerykhet, found by Ernesto 
Schiaparelli in Tell el-Hisn.2

Starting from the 1980s, criticism to these 
assumptions was put forward by some scholars. W. 
����;
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connection of Ra with Heliopolis is apparently not 
supported by any primary evidence prior to the 

late Old Kingdom. It is, in fact, at the turn 
between the Fifth and the Sixth Dynasty that the 
association of Ra and Heliopolis is made explicit, 
either textually in the corpus of the Pyramid Texts 
from Unas’s reign, or archaeologically with the 
construction of a shrine and an obelisk by Teti.3 
Helck, later followed by D. Raue and S. Morenz, 
also pointed out that throughout the Old Kingdom, 
the site of Heliopolis appears to be associated 
more with Atum and the Ennead rather than the 
god Ra.4 Helck’s arguments were also recently tak-
en over by Voss and Shalomi-Hen. Particularly the 
latter emphasises the criticism on the connection 
of Heliopolis with Ra based on the analysis of the 
titles of priests.5 She notes that before the Sixth 
Dynasty the so-called title of “High Priest of Ra” 
(lit. “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis,” i.e. wr 
mA Iwnw)6 does not seem to be a real priestly title 
but rather an administrative one.7

The solution to these questions is also of the 
utmost importance for a better understanding of 
the royal (mortuary) cult and its religious contents, 
�����
 �	�
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�
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as well as on the location and architectural layout 
of the royal monuments has always been taken for 
granted. 

The aim of this paper is thus to re-analyse all 
the available archaeological, textual and historical 
data on Heliopolis during the Old Kingdom, with 
the attempt to clarify some aspects of the evolution 
of the solar cult in third millennium BC Egypt. 

Ägypten und Levante/Egypt and the Levant 27, 2017, 357–380
© 2017 by Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien
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of Egyptology. This article is the result of the combined 
work of the two authors who have dealth with, and written, 
the part concerning the archaeological data (Jaromír 
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Introduction and conclusions have been drawn together by 
both authors. The authors wish to thank to the direction 
and the staff of the State Archive of Turin for securing per-
mission to check personally the archival material connect-
ed with the Turin Egyptian museum excavation in Heliop-
olis in 1903–1906 led by Ernesto Schiaparelli. The authors 
also wish to express their gratitude to the Direction of the 
Egyptian Museum of Turin for providing them with very 
useful information in concern with the above excavations. 
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precious remarks and criticism. 

1 QUIRKE 2001, 7–8. See also RAUE
�¨¨ 5̈
º5
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2 Turin Museum cat no. S. 2671: see WEILL 1911, 9–26.
3 HELCK 1984, 67–70; HABACHI
�¨ºº5
¹�5
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�ª4
4 HELCK 1991, 164; RAUE 1999, 81–82; MORENZ 2002, 142.
5 VOSS 2004, 165–169; SHALOMI-HEN 2015, 463–464.
6 JONES 2000, 386–387.
7 This was already noted by HELCK 1954, 91–98. In this 

book, however, he did not completely deconstruct the 
importance of Heliopolis as a centre of the sun cult that he 
instead criticised openly in 1984, in the article mentioned 
above (HELCK 1984, 67–70).
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II. Archaeological sources 

Heliopolis predominantly gained its economic and 
cultic role thanks to its position on a cross-road of 
important east-west trade routes leading from Asia 
and Sinai to the centre of the Sahara as well as on 
its being at the intersection of the north-south Nile 
route connecting the Delta and Upper Egypt. 
Despite its importance in Egyptian history, our 
archaeological knowledge of the ancient city of 
Heliopolis is still rather scarce. The main reason is 
that remnants of this once imposing city are now 
located under several metres of Nile mud layers 
and man-made sediments, which have accumulat-
��
 �	���	��
 �	�
 �'��
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 ��������'4
 ��
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to the soil accumulations, the high level of the 
underground water as well as the ever intensifying 
(especially after the foundation of the Heliopolis 
suburb at the beginning of the 20th century) urban-
isation of the districts of Ain Shams, el-Mataryia 
and Tell el-Hisn make archaeological research of 
'������
 ����"���
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the situation regarding the archaeological data 
from the earliest periods of the Egyptian history 
was already blurred in antiquity when, as individ-
�'�
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�
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���������
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discussion later in this article), a repeated destruc-
tion and reconstruction of the monuments, with an 
intense re-use of the building material came about.

II. 1. The exploration of the main topographical 
features of Heliopolis

The investigation of the area of Heliopolis began 
with the French Army Expedition to Egypt (1798–
�º���4
 �	�
 �������)�
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 �
 �	��
 ��"������
 ����

produced the documentation of many sites and 
monuments in Egypt and Sudan, including a map 
of Heliopolis.8 Another important account is repre-
sented by the work of a Prussian expedition led by 
K.R. Lepsius, which, however, did not produce a 
map of the site.9 Nevertheless, the most important 
survey was undertaken by the Armenian-Egyptian 
engineer Joseph Hekekyan. Commissioned by the 
Scottish entrepreneur Leonard Horner, Hekekyan 
examined the geological development of the allu-
vial sediments in Memphis and Heliopolis. Here, 

he carried out a short geological survey in 1851.10 
The outcome of his work is a series of plans and 
handwritten notes which constitute a convolute of 
manuscripts housed in the British Library and the 
British Museum in London. In the moment of their 
creation, his approach to the method of survey was 
ground-breaking and revolutionary as well as usa-
ble for the archaeological and historical reasoning 
even in our times. Hekekyan’s papers, beside other 
important data, such as the stratigraphy of the site, 
also documented morphological features in the 
terrain as well as the height of alluvial and man-
built accumulations, which varied from 0.9 to 
6.3 m at the time of his work on the site.11

After some minor archaeological work carried 
out at the site during the second half of the 19th 
century, Ernesto Schiaparelli conducted two 
archaeological seasons in 1903 and 1904. Schia-
parelli focused on the area of a massive mudbrick 
temenos construction which represents, beside a 
huge double mudbrick enclosure wall, a major top-
ographical and archaeological feature in the area 
of ancient Heliopolis (Fig. 1). During his work, he 
also discovered fragments of the relief decoration 
coming from a naos ascribed to Netjerykhet, 
which is considered to be the main element for the 
dating of the sun cult to the early Old Kingdom 
(Fig. 3).12

�(����5
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 ��������
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who made a reliable archaeological map of the site 
following his work in the terrain in 1912.13 His 
work was neither systematic nor extensive, howev-
er. Petrie also recognised the presence of the 
temenos5
(	��	
	�
������)��
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'
���������
�����
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the Hyksos and used as a fortress, and included it 
in his map of the site (Fig. 1).14

Another important piece of work regarding the 
topography of the site is represented by an article 
of Herbert Ricke, who mainly dealt with a determi-
native feature of the site – the extensive temenos 
mudbrick enclosure or revetment,15 which might 
have created a platform for the main solar Helio-
politan temple (see also the discussion concerning 
the dating of this construction later in this article). 
Using the attestation in Pyramid Texts: “O Atum-
Beetle! You became high, as the hill; you rose up 

8 GILLISPIE and DEWACHTER
�¨ºª5
)�4
��������
'�
 ̀�4
 5̀
"�4
��4
9 LEPSIUS 1849, 5–6.
10 JEFFREYS 1999.
11 JEFFREYS
 �¨¨ 5̈
 ���5
 )��4
 Á&�5
 ª§
 ���
 DOBROWOLSKI and 

DOBROWOLSKA, 1999.

12 WEILL 1911, 9–26.
13 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, 1–7, and pl. 1.
14 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, pl. I.
15 RICKE 1935a.
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as the benben-stone in the Benben Enclosure in 
��#��3�#��_� �”,16 he connected this temenos con-
struction with the notion of “High Sand of Heliopo-
lis” attested in Piankhi’s stela.17 However, the long 
timespan that elapsed between the dating of the 
Pyramid Text and the Late Period construction 
(some 1600 years, see later in this article) should 
prevent us from taking this connection for granted. 

After Ricke, Heliopolis did not undergo any in-
��"�	
'�'�!���
�����
�	�
�¨¨��5
(	��
�	�
)���
��-
ograph on the topography and toponyms of the 
area of Heliopolis was carried out by Dietrich 
Raue.18 Further investigations led by Raue and his 
Egyptian colleagues during the last 20 years have 
then increased our knowledge of the site by also 
�����)�'���!
 �����������
 �
 �	�
 ������
 �
 ��"�-
tant archaeological data endangered by the over-
growing urbanisation of the site.19 A close cooper-
ation with Morgan De Dapper and Tomasz Her-
bich also brought important results regarding the 
topic of this article.20 They undertook test drillings 

and a geophysical survey inside the temenos as 
well as in the surrounding area and attested pot-
tery dated to the Buto-Maadi culture some 300 to 
400 m to the west of the obelisk of Senusret I. This 
occupation has been detected on top of a sandy 
levee21 of the late-Pleistocene date. Other drillings 
were done very close to the obelisk open air muse-
um, revealing that this sandy island continues as 
far as there. The investigators came to the conclu-
sion that the island was c. 5.5 m high and thus, for 
�	�
)���
����5
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place that had been occupied already in the Prehis-
toric period. The geophysical survey undertaken 
in the area very close to the obelisk also proved 
the existence of a limestone construction in the 
depth of only 2.20 m. Unfortunately, information 
about the dating of this feature cannot be ascer-
tained without an archaeological excavation. The 
same goes for the area further to the west, where a 
stone structure located in a depth of 3–4 m was 
detected.22

16 PT 600 (§ 1652): translation after ALLEN 2005, 269.
17 RICKE 1935a, 110. 
18 RAUE 1999.
19 RAUE and ASHMAWY 2015.

20 DE DAPPER and HERBICH 2015.
21
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BUTZER 1976, 15–18.
22 DE DAPPER and HERBICH 2015, 13.

Fig. 1  The plan of the temple precinct in Heliopolis, with indications of the main archaeological features, including the mud brick 
temenos
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Another important topographical feature of 
Heliopolis was represented by a canal which con-
nected the city with the Nile. According to 
Susanne Bickel, the canal passed through the east-
ern edge of the Nile Delta, approximately in the 
same position as the modern canal Khalig (which 
dried up at the very end of the 19th century) – 
along Gebel el-Akhmar,23 passing by Heliopolis 
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river.24 The canal should have enabled a quick con-
nection with the Memphite area.25

In conclusion, the only still visible feature of a 
solar temple which might have existed at this site 
is represented by a 20.41 m high obelisk of Senus-
ret I. Its position inside the mudbrick temenos wall 
is widely regarded as the place where the solar 
temple stood in antiquity (Fig. 2). This supposi-
tion, however, cannot be proved by the archaeolog-
ical data and thus cannot be taken for granted.26 
The obelisk was erected (in a pair and alongside 
the construction of Ra-Harakhty’s temple) on the 
occasion of Senusret I’s Sed festival. The modern 
terrain level exceeded the preserved base of the 
obelisk for about 3.3 m. Dieter Arnold thus sug-
gested that the temple of Senusret I was embedded 
into an already existing precinct or kom,27 
although one cannot exclude the possibility that 
the accumulation of man-built layers attested by 
Hekekyan and later scholars was due to the con-
struction of Senusret’s temple itself.

II.2. The archaeological exploration of the site

A very early occupation in the broader area of 
Heliopolis has been attested by a cemetery, whose 
publication was prepared by Fernando Debono and 
Étienne Drioton and which was located in the area 
north-west of Gebel el Ahmar.28 Altogether, 63 
graves dating to the Naqada II period were investi-

gated there. The oval and circular graves con-
tained standard burial equipment29 and their varia-
ble dimensions apparently show the social differ-
ences of the individuals buried here. The same 
goes for those graves unearthed in this cemetery 
which were reinforced with reed matting or wood. 
Burials of domesticated animals, mainly goats and 
dogs were also found in the area,30 enabling the 
archaeologists to conclude that these animals 
played an important role, perhaps religious or eco-
nomic, for the human communities which inhabit-
ed this area. Although the settlement belonging to 
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ed that it might have been located some 500 m to 
the north-west of the cemetery.31

23 Nowadays, the quartzite quarries at Gebel el-Ahmar, lay-
ing some 8.40 km to the south-east of Heliopolis (KLEMM 
and KLEMM
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represent a rather hardly recognisable outcrop of orange-
red quartzite full of recent buildings with many places 
where the rock is almost fully exploited or covered by 
modern supporting masonry. The association of quartzite 
(metamorphic sandstone) with the solar cult and the sun 
itself (AUFRÈRE 1999) was based on the stone’s colouring 
which can vary from golden, through yellow, orange, to 
red and brown which is similar to the shades of sky during 
sunrise or sunset. This relation came to the existence also 
due to the relative proximity of the quartzite quarries to 
Heliopolis. The use of this stone  in the royal architecture 
to a larger extent is detectable in connection with the ris-

ing role of the solar religion in the monumental royal 
architecture – an early example represents the sun temple 
of Userkaf. One can observe it also in mortuary monu-
ments built by the Abusir ‘solar’ kings and it can be again 
encountered to a larger extent in the Sixth Dynasty (e. g. in 
the mortuary temple of Pepi I in South Saqqara).

24 RAUE 1999, pls. 1–2.
25 BICKEL 2010, 26.
26 RAUE 1999, 83; NUZZOLO 2015b, 293.
27 ARNOLD 1992, 206.
28 DEBONO and MORTENSEN 1988, 7.
29 DEBONO and MORTENSEN 1988, 38.
30 DEBONO and MORTENSEN 1988, 39.
31 DEBONO and MORTENSEN 1988, 50.

Fig. 2  One of the reliefs fragments of the naos of Netjerykhet 
from Heliopolis (Torino Museum cat. no. S-2671/20; after 
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Unfortunately, the complex situation with lim-
ited accessibility of the appropriate archaeological 
layers does not allow to make a clear picture of 
what the development of the occupation of the 
Heliopolitan area at the end of the Predynastic and 
the beginning of the Early Dynastic period looked 
like. In this respect, the above-mentioned rescue 
works by Raue, Ashmawy, De Dapper and Her-
bich show that as early as this period some activi-
ties were taking place directly in the supposed 
area of the later solar temple. Based on our current 
knowledge, one can hypothesise that in this period 
the gravity centre of the city’s development had 
already shifted from the area of Debono’s ceme-
tery to the north, towards the current Kom el-Hisn. 

As has been already mentioned, the presence of 
the solar cult and the existence of a cultic con-
struction connected to the sun god in Heliopolis 
already at the beginning of the Third Dynasty has 
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The main argumentation is based on the discovery 
of limestone relief fragments originating from a 
naos (or chapel) ascribed to Netjerykhet.32 The 
discovery was made by Ernesto Schiaparelli dur-
ing his research campaign in Heliopolis in the year 
1903 and was published by Raymond Weill some 
years later.33 These fragments – altogether 39 piec-
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temenos construction (see above) and are currently 
stored in the Egyptian Museum in Turin (under 
cat. no. S-2671). It was William Stevenson Smith 
who managed to partially join the fragments 
together.34 However, based on the accounts of 
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are not clear,35 and this has generated a long dis-
cussion which so far has not found a real consen-
sus among scholars. The most important accounts 
discussing these reliefs are to be found in works of 
H. RICKE (1935b), W.S. SMITH (1946, 132–137), S. 
MORENZ (2002) and R. BUSSMANN (2010, 101–102).

The relief fragments seem to deal with several 
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 sed feast. 
The king, whose Horus name is written on one of 
the fragments, is represented seated on the throne 

with three royal women at his feet. The accompa-
nying names identify queen Hetephernebty with 
her title mA(At) -@rw (see part III of this article) and 
Inetkaes, who was probably Netjerykhet’s daugh-
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nately, largely damaged and no longer readable.36

Other fragments encompass scenes which are 
more important for our discussion, among them 
especially those representing the gods Geb and 
Seth.37 The attestation of the god Geb is of particu-
lar importance since it has been used as the main 
argument for supporting the hypothesis that the 
relief fragments document an early worship of the 
Heliopolitan Ennead,38 which is, in principle, of 
solar nature (Fig. 2). As was the case with other 
representations of gods in this early period of the 
Egyptian history, the gods Geb and Seth are not 
��"�����
�����'"	��'��!
��
'
�"���)�
('!5
���
��

a more generic way typical for all male deities, 
namely as sitting men with a long false beard. An 
important iconographic detail might be the pres-
ence of a circular sign (a solar disk?) above the 
���;�'��
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(Fig. 2).39 This design (circular sign + necklace) 
resembles the one engraved on the base of the 
famous statue of Netjerykhet, found in the serdab 
of his pyramid complex at Saqqara.40 Here, behind 
the Nswt-bity and Nbty names of the king, we 
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Golden Horus name, although written in a quite 
anomalous way. The same design can be also 
found on one of the fragments of Netjerykhet’s 
naos (cat. no. S-2671/17).41

Mostly based on the above elements, Ludwig 
D. Morenz argued that the solar deity was actually 
referred to on these fragments. In fact, above the 
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only a part of the god’s name, the hieroglyphic 
sign for b, survives. Morenz thus suggested that it 
was the rest of the divine name Nbw – “the Gold-
en one” – interpreted as a sort of epithet, or a 
“taboo name”, of the solar deity. The identity of 
this deity as Atum or Ra in Morenz’s analysis is 
not really relevant, for the two gods, according to 

32 SMITH 1945, 134; ARNOLD 1992, 206.
33 WEILL 1911, 9–26.
34 SMITH 1946, 132–137.
35 See SBRIGLIO and UGLIANO 2014, 284–285.
36 See ZIEGLER 1999a, 153–154.
37 See SMITH 1946, 134.

38 If the fragments really depict the Heliopolitan Ennead, it 
would have been, according to Hermann Kees, its oldest 
depiction: see KEES 1961, 155.

39 MORENZ 2002, 143–144.
40 Cairo Museum, cat. no. JE 49158: see SALEH and SOUROUZ-

IAN 1986, no. 16.
41 See SMITH
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him, were already associated ever since the Early 
Dynastic period.42 The incompleteness of the sur-
viving decoration and accompanying texts repre-
sents, however, the most serious problem in 
accepting Morenz’s interpretation as it stands, not-
withstanding the fact that in another fragment 
there is a very similar image of deity clearly iden-
��)��
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 �nwbty)”,43 which 
might also be the case also of the fragment dis-
cussed here. Therefore, the relationship between 
�	�
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�	�
naos and the solar god 
Ra remains quite questionable and, in any case, 
very blurred.

An important notion in the discussion of the 
fragments of Netjerykhet’s naos is also to be given 
�
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dimensions of the relief fragments are rather small 
and clearly show that they do not originate from a 
chapel or a temple, but more probably from a 
smaller type of monument, such as a small naos, 
box, or reliquary.44 Therefore, it is possible that 
these relief fragments might have been brought to 
Heliopolis from another place and might not have 
originated at Kom el-Hisn.45
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the relief fragments are problematic, since they are 
not well documented in Schiaparell’s plans and 
)���
����4
�'���
�
�	��5
��
�����
�	'�
�	�
��'�-
�����
 (���
 ����
 ��
 �	�
 )��
 �
 �	�
 �������;

temenos construction, which was described as a 
casemate building with rounded corners and 
slightly curved sides. The structure was also char-
acterised by a complex inner brick masonry with a 
broad central nave and four narrower side aisles.46 
A few years later, however, Petrie expressed criti-

cism on Schiaparelli’s reconstruction, since he had 
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described nave-construction during his survey of 
the area. Petrie thus came to the conclusion that 
these ‘spaces’ or ‘compartments’ were created 
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ers were excavating the compacted and ruined 
mudbrick masonry.47 This observation thus impos-
es important questions on the character of this 
mudbrick construction which, however, cannot be 
answered more thoroughly without any new 
archaeological work. 
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 temenos wall, Petrie managed 
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relief of a king sitting on a throne.48 Unfortunately, 
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only published a short description and a photo-
graph, dating the object to the Fifth Dynasty. This 
dating cannot be assured now, as the relief frag-
ment is not accessible anymore and the published 
photograph of the relief fragment is blurred.49

Petrie also published a section through this mas-
sive revetment,50 which clearly shows that its core 
was made up of sand and gravel layers overbuilt by 
massive mudbrick masonry. Its inner face drops 
down sharply, and the inside of the temenos and the 
outer wall seems to be faded. Petrie’s section shows 
that the masonry was part of a huge construction, 
at least 6 m high and 40 m wide at its base. 

The dating of this construction is a question 
which remains ambiguous, given the diverse 
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of this enclosure.51 The discussion of this problem 
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44 See, e. g., MORENZ 2002, 152. What was the content of this 

naos is not clear and the solution of this question is beyond 
the scope of the present article. It was W. Helck who sug-
gested that it was represented rather by a royal statue rath-
er than by a cult object or statue associated with one of the 
gods (HELCK 1991, 164, n. 1). 

45 Quirke also came to a similar conclusion: “It is even con-
ceivable that the Netjerykhet shrine had been moved in 
antiquity from some other site, such as the cult complex at 
his burial place. Nevertheless, it is tempting to link the 
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sen for the superstructure over his tomb at Saqqara, open-
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Old Kingdom pyramids.” See QUIRKE 2001, 84.

46 See also RAUE 1999, 82; SBRIGLIO and UGLIANO 2015, 286–
287.

47 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, 4.
48 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, 4, pl. III.
49 Another limestone fragment with both sides decorated by 
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title, which was attributed to Heliopolis (PORTER and MOSS 
IV, 64), cannot be taken into account. The main reason is 
that information on its place of origin is completely miss-
ing. The same goes for its dating, which cannot be attribut-
ed, based on the available information, to an early period 
of the ancient Egyptian history (CAPART 1927, 5–6, pl. II). 
BORCHARDT (1928, 43), who insisted that this piece repre-
sents an artisan’s model, was also unable to add informa-
tion in regarding the piece’s origin. 

50 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, pl. 2.
51
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which were used in the discussion concerning the date of 
the temenos wall.
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dates it back to the Early Dynastic period,52 
whereas Quirke prefers a date in the early Twelfth 
Dynasty,53 and Petrie assigns it to the Hyksos 
times.54 Baud suggested a Saite date for the con-
struction55 and Raue also dates it back to later 
epochs, from the late Saite period to even the 
Thirtieth Dynasty.56 Without obtaining new data 
through a well-documented archaeological excava-
tion at the site, the dating of the temenos remains a 
matter of a debate. Nevertheless, in the present 
state of our knowledge, the post quem criterion 
does not permit to date its construction before the 
Saite period. The same uncertainty remains for the 
relief fragments of Netjerykhet’s naos which, 
therefore, cannot be used as a document for the 
existence of the solar cult in Heliopolis at the 
beginning of the Third Dynasty. 
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uation changes with the advanced 3rd millennium 
BC. The oldest object which directly documents 
the existence of the solar cult in Heliopolis is a 
fragment of a quartzite obelisk inscribed with the 
full royal protocol of King Teti.57 Together with 
this obelisk fragment, a door lintel with Teti’s name 
was found by the Egyptian Antiquities Service.58 In 
Labib Habachi’s opinion, the lintel was part of a 
chapel, in front of which the king’s obelisk (in a 
pair with another, undiscovered obelisk) might 
have stood. This may, together with the rather large 
dimensions of the fragment of Teti’s obelisk, prove 
that the obelisk was originally placed at its present 
place and was not transferred from a distant site 
(which might have been the case, on the contrary, 
with the fragments of Netjerykhet’s naos).

Beside this obelisk fragment, there is also a 
textual account on the transport of two obelisks 
(for a king) from Nubia (Wawat) to Heliopolis in 
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cial Sabni, documented on the wall of his tomb at 
Qubbet el-Hawa.59 Unfortunately, these two obe-
lisks have not still been attested archaeologically. 
The place where they were once erected is, as is 
the case with Teti’s obelisk and supposed chapel, 
thus not known. 

In addition to Teti’s obelisk, four obelisks 
ascribed to persons of non-royal origin were also 
discovered during the archaeological work along 
the eastern part of the temenos – two obelisks 
were ascribed to Sheshi, one obelisk to Nehor, and 
another to Tjetji.60 All four obelisks have been dat-
ed to the Sixth Dynasty.61 This archaeological 
excavation, made by G. Daressy and M. Barsanti 
in 1916, focused on the revealing of four tombs of 
the greatest of the sears of Heliopolis (see also 
Part III). Mudbrick tombs belonging to Meru, 
Sebeky, Sebeky By and Khuenhor were built 
in two parallel rows along the eastern outer face 
of the temenos construction62 and all of them 
had a  similar layout.63 Side walls of these tombs, 
dated to the reign of Pepi I, bore a rather large 
amount of texts including titles of the deceased, 
offering formulae and lists carved on limestone 
blocks.64

At the beginning of 1990s, the Egyptian Antiq-
uities Organisation conducted archaeological work 
in the area to the north-east of the obelisk of 
Senusret I, during which a lower part of the mud-
brick temenos was unearthed with a limestone 
wall running along it. Some construction blocks 
built in this wall represented re-used material 
from mastaba tombs, which were destroyed and 
whose original location is unknown. Among these 
blocks, there were three which can be dated to the 
period within the scope of this article:65 an archi-
trave, which can be dated to the late Fifth or the 
Sixth Dynasty on account of its short hieroglyphic 
text, and a decorated, double-sided fragment origi-
nating from the mastaba of Sebekuseri, who was, 
among other functions, also xrp-aH. The dating of 
the latter two pieces is not a simple task, as hiero-
glyphic signs inside a royal cartouche which was 
documented on one of the fragments were erased. 
However, it seems that the name of the Tenth 
Dynasty king Merikare can be reconstructed. Fol-
lowing other features, the tomb from which the 
blocks came from can be dated to the period 
between the end of the Sixth Dynasty and begin-
ning of the Middle Kingdom.66

52 RICKE 1935a, 107–111.
53 QUIRKE 2001, 85–88.
54 MACKAY, WAINWRIGHT and PETRIE 1915, 4.
55 BAUD 2007, 200.
56 RAUE 1999, 81–83.
57 MARTIN 1977, 42.
58 HABACHI 1988, 42–43.
59 EDEL 2008, 816–817, pl. LV.
60 DARESSY 1916, 211–212. 

61 PORTER and MOSS 1934, 62.
62 DARESSY 1916, 193–211; BARSANTI 1916, 213–220.
63 In the northern part of the mudbrick tombs, there were 

courtyards giving access to these burial chambers with 
sarcophagi.

64 DARESSY 1916, 195–211.
65 GELIL, SAADANI and RAUE 1996, 143–152.
66 GELIL, SAADANI and RAUE 1996, 151–152.
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Kingdom whose Heliopolitan origin has been 
argued but is still far from proven. According to 
Dieter Arnold, for example, 17 palm columns, 
which were re-used in medieval buildings in Cai-
ro, might have been of Heliopolitan provenance.67 
Having in mind that it is impossible to specify 
their dating solely on the basis of the typology and 
size of the columns, the supposition that the col-
umns would imply the existence of a monumental 
stone sacral construction in Heliopolis remains 
hypothetical. 

Additionally, several objects which plausibly 
document the royal presence during the late Old 
Kingdom were unearthed in Matariya and its 
vicinity. One of them is a lower part of a travertine 
offering table ascribed to Pepi I.68 During the 
archaeological work done in the area lying to the 
north of the site, clay tablets with the cartouche of 
Pepi I were found as well and it cannot be exclud-
ed that they might have come from this site.69 Two 
reliefs were found in Bubastis, together with a 
basalt sphinx with the name of Pepi I.70 The king is 
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this epithet, L. Morenz believes that it originated 
from Heliopolis.71

II. 3. The visual connection between the pyramid 
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The visual connection between the pyramid com-
plexes (Giza and Abusir necropoleis) and Heliopo-
lis, or more precisely the Heliopolitan solar tem-
ple, has often been taken into account as one of the 
main arguments concerning the importance of the 
solar cult in Heliopolis, its early Old Kingdom 
�'��
'��
���
��¥�����
�
�	�
�'����
�"��'"	!
�

�	�
%��"	���
����"���
�)�4
Á�4


��
 ('�
 �'��
 �����;�
 (	
 )���
 ���������
 '�

alignment of the Giza pyramids with the Heliopoli-

tan temple as the main cultic and topographical ref-
erence of the Fourth Dynasty royal ideology.72 In 
his opinion, this alignment was important not only 
from Giza to Heliopolis, but also in the reverse 
direction.73
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be built and, therefore, the focus of this alignment) 
can be seen as a monumental marker for the setting 
sun in opposition to the benben stone which 
marked the point of sunrise. The fact that the Giza 
pyramids were visible from Heliopolis is also doc-
umented by several 19th century “vedute” of the 
area of the Heliopolitan obelisk of Senusret I with 
the Giza pyramids in the background.

According to David Jeffreys and Miroslav 
Verner, the line of sight with the supposed main 
centre of the sun cult – the temple in Heliopolis – 
was decisive not only for the layout of the Giza 
necropolis but also in the case of Abusir.74 Where-
as the line visually connecting Giza and Heliopo-
lis passed through the pyramids’ south-east cor-
ners,75 the Abusir pyramids (Sahure’s, Neferirka-
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adjusted along their north-western corners. 

As already noted in previous contributions by 
the present authors,76 there are, however, several 
critical points which make this visual connection 
practically impossible, especially in the case of 
Abusir. While the alignment of the Giza pyramids 
with Heliopolis is possible and may not have been 
a pure matter of chance, the alignment of Heliopo-
lis with Abusir is made impossible by reasons of 
morphological nature. 

Firstly, an important obstacle is the curvature 
of the Earth which makes Abusir invisible from 
Heliopolis. In fact, the terrain of the supposed cen-
tre of the Heliopolitan temple (the area of the mud-
brick temenos wall and the obelisk of Senusert I 
discussed above) is located at a depth of c. 69 m 
below the visible horizon calculated for the dis-
tance from Abusir to Heliopolis (29.7 km).77

67 ARNOLD 1996, 43–44.
68 VON BISSING 1907, 114.
69 BRUGSCH 1883–1891, 1212.
70 NAVILLE 1891, pl. 32C; BUSSMANN, 2010, 101.
71 MORENZ 1999, 61–64.
72 GOEDICKE 1995, 46; GOEDICKE 2000, 403–404.
73 GOEDICKE, 1995, 39–40.
74 JEFFREYS 1998, 63–71; VERNER 2008, 43–57; VERNER, 

��p�� 2011, 286–294.
75 In fact, only Khufu’s and Khafra’s south-east corners can 

be connected by one line, Menkaure’s pyramid falls out of 
this line: VERNER and���p�� 2011, 289, pl. 9.

76 	����^ 2010, 21–24; NUZZOLO 2015b, 289–312; 	����^ 2016.
77 ��p�� 2008, 66–67. Magli, by means of what he calls the 

“horizon formula” (MAGLI
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that the closest point from which the solar temple in Heli-
opolis could be seen was c. 21.8 km. Therefore, even if we 
consider that the Abusir pyramids, and especially the one 
of Neferirkare, were located some 25 m above the Nile 
alluvial plain, the visibility between Heliopolis and Abusir 
would have been impossible. Magli thus supposed that this 
distance might have been overcome by means of tempo-
rary rely stations placed on the Mokattam hill, but, as we 
will see below, this idea is not feasible.
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Secondly, another important complication is 
represented by the existence of the rock cliff on 
which the medieval Citadel in Cairo was built and 
which is part of the Mokattam formation. It would 
have blocked the view from Heliopolis to Abusir, 

because this formation intersects the above-men-
tioned ideal line connecting the two sites.78 This 
also includes the area of the sun temples since 
none of the two currently preserved sanctuaries are 
in fact visible from Heliopolis and vice versa.79 In 

78 	����^ 2010, 21–24.
79 See NUZZOLO
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strates that Quirke’s theory of the sun temples as relay sta-

tions of the sun beams to the pyramids of Abusir in the 
absence of a direct visual connection between the two sites 
is untenable (QUIRKE 2001, 90).

Fig. 3  Schematic map of the Memphite area and Heliopolis, with indications of the major archaeological sites  
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monument to be built in the Abusir necropolis, the 
sun temple of Userkaf, M. Verner80 put forward a 
hypothesis which has to overcome this given geo-
morphological situation. In his opinion, the assess-
ment of the direction towards Heliopolis might 
have been completed through measuring from a 
hill (98 m a.s.l.) placed to the south-west from the 
Abusir pyramids and by using an auxiliary meas-
uring station on top of the Citadel promontory 
which would help to transfer the direction of the 
Abusir pyramids towards Heliopolis. Even if we 
accept this reconstruction, which seems, however, 
highly implausible, we should still ask why the sun 
temple of Userkaf was built in an area with such 
problematic conditions for the hypothetical visual 
connection with Heliopolis when there was enough 
space for its construction to the north of it.81

Thirdly, we do not know anything about the 
physical nature of the focal point of the solar cult 
in Heliopolis, i.e. whether it was a high obelisk, a 
sacred stone, or some kind of building. All the 
above-mentioned speculations on this visual align-
ment are based on the location of the obelisk of 
Senusret I, which is, however, much later than the 
period considered here and in any case cannot be 
taken into account to support the location of the 
solar temple of Heliopolis in the Old Kingdom.

Finally, we should also bear in mind that there 
is no written evidence directly connecting the pyr-
amids on the western bank of the Nile with Heli-
opolis,82 a fact which should at least warn us from 
accepting similar speculations too freely. All theo-
ries about possible visual alignments of Heliopolis 
and the Memphite necropolis should thus be taken 
very cautiously, and, especially when it comes to 
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This does not mean that Heliopolis did not play 
an important role in the royal ideology of the Fifth 
Dynasty, but rather that the connection of Heliopo-
lis and the royal monuments in the Memphite 
necropolis, both pyramids and sun temples, was 
probably more symbolic than visual.83

Relations between individual royal monuments 
built in the Memphite necropolis were also dis-

cussed in recent years,84 but it is out of the scope of 
the present paper to deal with them. Whatever the 
case, it is clear that the royal power used the sacred 
landscape for its own legitimisation, its intercon-
nection with the divine power (and with the solar 
cult) and with ancestors’ monuments. Heliopolis 
was probably also a part of these wider ideas but to 
which degree is not completely clear yet. 

III. Epigraphic and Textual Evidence

The epigraphic and textual sources are pivotal for 
our knowledge of the religious history of Heliopo-
lis and its role in the overall development of the 
solar cult in the third millennium BC. In fact, 
whereas there is practically no element explicitly 
associating the city and the solar cult in the 
archaeological context before the late Old King-
dom, the textual sources provide us with quite a 
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royal document (Palermo Stone) clearly connected 
with Heliopolis throughout the Old Kingdom. Par-
ticular importance in all previous discussion on 
the sun cult and Heliopolis has been given to the 
recurrent title of “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopo-
lis” (wr mA Iwnw), which is usually taken as the 
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However, when we analyse the main elements of 
this title (such as its chronology and association 
with other titles) as well as the mention of Heliop-
olis in the royal sources, including the later Pyra-
mid Texts, which remain the main source of our 
knowledge in the royal context, the situation is not 
less cloudy than the one we grasped from the 
archaeological evidence. Given the importance of 
the above title and the fact that it is chronological-
ly attested before the royal texts, we will start our 
analysis with it and the other private sources. 

III.1. Private sources 

Seven titles are associated with Heliopolis at the 
Old Kingdom:
1. “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis” (wr mA 

Iwnw);85

80 VERNER 2008, 50–52.
81 Reasons for this topographical location might be of vari-

ous nature and it is not the object of the present article to 
deal with this topic. The morphological situation of the 
Giza and Abusir plateaus has been discussed by 	����^ 
(2010, 24). For another hypothesis, focused on the intervis-
ibility among the Memphite funerary monuments, see 
NUZZOLO 2015b, 292–302.

82 ROMER 2007, 306, and n. 17.
83 NUZZOLO 2015b, 303–304.
84 VERNER 2008, 43–57; MAGLI 2010, 70–71; NUZZOLO 2015b, 

292–304; BÁRTA 2016, 60–65. 
85 JONES 2000, 386–387 [1429].
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2. “Chief of the Great Estate of pr-Iwnw/pXr-
Iwnw” (HqA Hwt-aAt pr-Iwnw / pXr-Iwnw);86

3. “Elder of the ist-chamber of Heliopolis” (smsw 
is t n  Iwnw);87

4. “Overseer of the Scribes of Heliopolis” (imy-r 
sSw  Iwnw);88

5. “Greatest of the Ten of Heliopolis” (wr 10 
Iwnw);89

6. “Scribe of Heliopolis” (sS  Iwnw);90

7. “Scribe of the Phyles and Troops of Heliopolis” 
(sS sAw Tswt  Iwnw).91

None of these have a clear reference to the 
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only title no. 5 may apparently refer to a group of 
deities. The second92 and third title, very rarely 
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es,93 while the last four appeared only during the 
Sixth Dynasty and may thus represent a change, 
and an increase, in the religious role of Heliopolis 
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ed by the archaeological evidence (see above).94

The core of the issue of this paper, namely the 
beginning of the solar cult, is thus the right inter-
"���'���
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est of the Seers of Heliopolis” (wr mA Iwnw), 
since it is usually considered to be the main reli-
gious title connected to the city and is interpreted 
as the “High Priest of Ra.”

According to Moursi, who has collected all the 
available evidence on the title, there are 19 attesta-
tions dating to the Early Dynastic period and the 
Old Kingdom.95 These attestations are spread 

throughout the period of concern when we consid-
er that the oldest one comes from a stone vessel 
found in Saqqara tomb S 3506, which can be dated 
to the First Dynasty, whereas the most recent 
belong to priests %bk j and %bk j-By (for their 
tombs, see above) dated to the very end of the 
Sixth Dynasty–beginning of the First Intermediate 
Period.96 Although the title is further documented 
during the Early Dynastic period, e. g. on a traver-
tine vessel dated to the Second Dynasty and found 
in the galleries below the Step Pyramid Complex 
in Saqqara,97
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of the title is probably the one which can be found 
on the statue base of king Netjerykhet from 
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����5
(�
)��
 �	�
 �����
 ���"�!
(������
'�

wr mA, possibly to be read as “Greatest of the 
Seers” (see further below), in connection with the 
name of Imhotep, the famous architect of the Step 
Pyramid.98 Later on, the title reappears only at the 
beginning of the Fourth Dynasty, held by Prince 
Rahotep in Meidum in its classical form of wr mA 
Iwnw.99 This form will remain, from now on, as 
the only one attested up to the end of the Old 
Kingdom.

Despite the frequent mention of the title, Helck 
is of the opinion that it was a purely civil and 
administrative one throughout the Fourth and 
Fifth Dynasty – regularly associated to other mili-
tary titles and connected to expeditions to mines/
quarries as well as to construction activities of the 
king.100 In Helck’s opinion, the title would have 
acquired a religious connotation only during the 
Sixth Dynasty, when the primacy of Ra is also tes-

86 JONES 2000, 673 [2464].
87 JONES 2000, 898–899 [3297].
88 JONES 2000, 208 [776].
89 JONES 2000, 387 [1433].
90 JONES 2000, 835 [3048].
91 JONES 2000, 871 [3185].
92 It is worth noting here that a shorter form of this title as 

“Chief of the Great Estate” (HqA Hwt-aAt) is engraved on 
the already mentioned statue base of Netjerykhet among 
the titles of Imhotep: see MOURSI 1972, 15–16; JONES 2000, 
671 [2457]. While this seems to demonstrate the original 
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temple and its importance in the royal ideology already in 
the Third Dynasty (see also q
��	 2003, 79–80), this does 
not demonstrate the association of Heliopolis with Ra by 
that time, for the “Great Estate” may well have been dedi-
cated to Atum or the Ennead. In this sense it is also inter-
esting to remember that in the famous Third Dynasty stela 
of Qahedjet, now kept in the Louvre Museum (cat. no. 
E25982: see ZIEGLER 1999b, 155), the “Great Estate” is 
mentioned in connection with Horus, who also appears to 

have been venerated therein. This would seem to further 
reinforce the idea that the Heliopolis temple was originally 
dedicated to a collective group of deities and not necessari-
ly (or at least not only) to Ra (see also below).

93 HELCK 1954, 91–98.
94 SHALOMI-HEN 2015, 463.
95 MOURSI 1972, 15–33. The correct number of people is, 

however, 18, for individual no. 8, i.e., king Userkaf, is not 
to be taken into account. His connection with the title of 
“Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis” is in fact only based 
on later literary tradition (Westcar Papyrus) and not on 
direct epigraphic or textual evidence. See further below. 

96 MOURSI 1972, 12, 18–19.
97 MOURSI 1972, 14. In addition, there are several attestations 
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number of stone vessels from Khasekhemuy’s tomb at 
Umm el-Qaab and the galleries below Netjerikhet’s pyra-
mid complex: MOURSI 1972, 109

98 MOURSI 1972, 15–16.
99 MOURSI 1972, 16.
100 HELCK 1984b, 69.
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teristics would demonstrate, according to Helck, 
that Heliopolis was not a pivotal cult centre during 
most of the Old Kingdom and that the title-holders 
were not ranking in the highest places of the social 
hierarchy.102

Quirke also notes that throughout the Old 
Kingdom there are no high priests in local cult 
centres as those documented from the Middle 
Kingdom onwards. Even the title which later iden-
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of the Directors of Craftsmen” (wr xrp Hmwt), in 
the Old Kingdom is mainly a court title and does 
not seem to rank extremely high.103 This phenome-
non, Quirke concludes, may thus also apply to 
Heliopolis and its local deity/deities. 

However, when one analyses other titles associ-
ated with the title of “Greatest of the Seers of Heli-
opolis”, as well as the date of the people holding 
the title during the Old Kingdom, some interesting 
conclusions can be drawn. 

First of all, during the Fourth Dynasty, we may 
note that the title-holders are usually associated to 
the king by means of direct kinship, all being 
physical sons.104 They bear very high titles in the 
state administration including, in some cases, even 
the Vizierate, and they often also hold the title of 
Lector-Priest (Xry-Hbt).105 This association further 
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of the other titles of the time, namely a clear con-
centration of the main titles of the state adminis-
tration among the members of the royal family and 
thus seems to demonstrate a certain importance of 
the title of “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis”.106

At the beginning of the Fifth Dynasty, namely 
with the introduction of the sun temples, the title 
seems to disappear completely, to be again docu-
mented at the very end of the same dynasty.107 In 

fact, Moursi includes three people with an early/
mid Fifth Dynasty date.108 However, when we look 
in detail at these characters, we can note that they 
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acters (no. 8 of Moursi’s catalogue) is actually 
king Userkaf, who is listed as “High Priest of Ra” 
based on the sole account of the Westcar Papyrus. 
This mention cannot be accepted for obvious rea-
sons of historicity, without considering the fact 
that Userkaf is never historically attested with this 
title. The second character of Moursi’s catalogue 
who is dated to the mid Fifth Dynasty (no. 9: 
KA.mni) is documented only by means of a frag-
mentary statue whose date is absolutely unclear. 
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 §nt i) is instead more 
probably datable to the end of the Fifth Dynasty or 
even to the early Sixth Dynasty.109 The only indi-
vidual who can safely be dated to the Fifth Dynas-
ty, and notably to the late part of it, is thus @tp-
Hr-n-PtH (no. 11 of Moursi’s catalogue).110

During the Sixth Dynasty, the title, no more 
associated with the king’s sons, is held by the 
Viziers (mainly Teti’s reign)111 or, in any case, by 
high-ranking priests (rest of the dynasty).112 There-
fore, at least during the Fourth and the Sixth 
Dynasty, the holders of the title “Greatest of the 
Seers of Heliopolis” were not at all middle-rank-
ing but high-ranking people. Their high social sta-
tus may also consequently imply that the title had 
a real religious meaning connected to the cult 
practice in Heliopolis, although it is currently 
impossible to say more about its practical and 
symbolical aspects.113

It is also worth noting that some of the high 
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Ra) in the sun temples as well as the otherwise 
unattested title of wr xrp Hmwt n (y) hrw Hb / 
n (y) Hb Ra (“Greatest of the Directors of Crafts-

101 HELCK 1984b, 70.
102 HELCK 1954, 95–98. See also SHALOMI-HEN 2015, 463.
103 QUIRKE
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view, by the fact that the holders of this title also held other 
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mid complex: see also MAYSTRE 1992, 35–36. FREIER 1976, 
5–34, also argues for an original non-priestly meaning of 
the title.

104 Although we do not have enough material to properly eval-
uate the ranking of Imhotep in the state administration and 
his possible kinship with Netjerykhet, it is undoubted that 
he had a very prominent position at court, for he was men-
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quite rare during the Old Kingdom.

105 MOURSI 1972, 16–22.

106 See BÁRTA 2013, 172–175 with further bibliography.
107 NUZZOLO 2018, pls. 1–3, forthcoming.
108 MOURSI 1972, 22–25, nos. 8–10.
109 STRUDWICK 1985, 159–160.
110 MOURSI 1972, 26.
111 MOURSI 1972, 26–29 (nos. 12–13).
112 Moursi 1972, 30–33.
113 QUIRKE 2001, 106, suggests they may have been in charge 

of the astronomical observations connected to the solar/
stellar cycle, which played a fundamental role in the con-
struction of the royal complexes and, more in general, in 
the royal ideology. Although fully plausible, the hypothesis 
is, however, not supported by any piece of evidence, as we 
have shown above. 
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men in the day of the festival / in the festival of 
Ra”), which may have been directly connected 
with the sun temples.114 These elements might indi-
cate an association or intermingling of the two 
cults of Ra and Ptah at least from the late Fifth 
Dynasty onwards, something which is also con-
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those from Raneferef’s temple), which document a 
clear economic connection of the two temples and 
cults.115 Yet, it is not clear if the above festival of 
Ra (if we accept the above translation of the title, 
which is indeed very debated) referred to the sun 
temple, as it would be logical,116 or to any other 
cultic buildings, including, at least theoretically, 
either the temple of Heliopolis or that of Memphis.

The reading of the title wr mA Iwnw is also con-
troversial. According to some scholars, the title 
should not be translated, as commonly accepted, as 
the “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis” (wr mA 
Iwnw),117 but rather as “He who Sees the Great One 
of Heliopolis” (mA wr  Iwnw), the latter subject 
(i.e. the “Great One in Heliopolis”) being originally 
intended as Atum and not as Ra.118 One would even 
be tempted to read the “Great One” as the king 
himself, if we rely on the early mentions of the 
title, especially the one on the statue base of king 
Netjerykhet (see above),119 where indeed the title is 
only written as wr mA (or mA wr if we take a differ-
ent reading). However, this reading of the “Great 
One” as the king seems to contrast with the exist-
ence of the title of mA(At) @rw (“Seer of Horus”),120 
which is documented, in association with queen 
Hetephernebty, on the above-mentioned fragments 
of Netherykhet’s naos from Heliopolis, as well as 
with the title of mA(At) @r %tX (“Seer of Horus and 
Seth”),121 which is documented for several mem-
bers of the royal family from the Fourth to the 
Sixth Dynasty. In both cases, the king is clearly 
referred to under the name of Horus and it would 

be strange that he may also have been mentioned in 
another very similar title as “Wr” and not “@r.”

Whatever the case, it is important to note that 
the title of “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis” is 
apparently not connected with Ra, who is in fact 
never explicitly mentioned, whereas he is indeed 
always and explicitly mentioned in the titles of the 
sun temple’s personnel in the form of Hm -nTr / 
w ab / Hry-sStA Ra.122

On the one hand, these remarks would lead us 
to conclude that Ra was not associated with Heli-
opolis and the title of wr mA Iwnw throughout the 
Old Kingdom, and that the solar cult was focused, 
and carried out, in the sole sun temple and, before 
it, in the pyramid complex. On the other hand, 
however, the absence of any explicit reference to 
the sun god and his cult also in the Sixth Dynasty 
titles, namely after the sun temple’s era, may sim-
ply imply that for ancient Egyptians the city was 
automatically associated with the solar god and 
that this connection did not need any more explicit 
references. In fact, as already said, the title which 
is usually translated as “High Priest of Ptah” is 
also not explicitly connected with Ptah, being 
written as “Greatest of the Directors of Crafts-
men” (wr xrp Hmwt), but at least until now 
nobody has seriously questioned the association of 
Ptah with the title in the Old Kingdom and the 
title’s religious meaning (if we exclude Helck, see 
footnote above). 

The solution of this question of course lies in 
the actual cult practice entailed by both titles, 
which may have had nothing to do (or conversely a 
direct connection) with the cult of Ra and Ptah 
respectively. However, this cult practice is current-
ly almost completely unknown to us and both the 
archaeological and textual sources, either in the 
private or in the royal context, do not tell us more 
in this sense.

114 JONES 2000, 394–395 [1457].
115 POSENER-KRIÉGER, VERNER and VYMAZALOVÁ 2006, 382–

383; PAPAZIAN 2010, 137–153.
116 MAYSTRE 1992, 44–45, maintains that the sun temple was 

the seat of the festival. However, the title is also document-
ed as “Greatest of the Directors of Craftsmen in the Two 
Houses who belongs to the Feast of Ra”, wr xrp Hmwt m 
prwy n (y) Hb Ra. This title variant is held by people who 
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JONES 2000, 
393–394 [1453]. Therefore, the direct reference of the festi-
val to an event to be performed in the sun temples cannot 
be given for granted.

117 Starting from the Middle Kingdom the title is always writ-
ten with the plural “Seers”, a writing which indicates, 

beyond doubts, that at least from this period the title has to 
be read as “Greatest of Seers.”

118 JUNKER 1955, 106–109; MOURSI 1972, 148–150; VOSS 2004, 
168. HORNUNG 1982, 188–196, however, has shown how 
ambiguous the term “Great One” is, which does in fact 
refer to a plethora of gods during the Old Kingdom 
(including in particular Atum, Re and Ptah) and does not 
imply, in itself, any cultic priority, primeval character or 
transcendence. See JONES 2000, 386–387 [1428–29], for all 
the available studies and interpretations of the title.

119 See MOURSI 1972, 15–16, with further bibliography.
120 JONES 2000, 421 [1561].
121 JONES 2000, 421–422 [1562].
122 NUZZOLO 2010, 309–312, tab. 1.
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III.2. The Royal Sources

Very important references to Heliopolis can also 
be found in the textual sources from the royal con-
text. These sources are mainly two, i.e. the Pyra-
mid Texts and the Palermo Stone. 

In the Pyramid Texts, which is the primary and 
most important source (not only for the Old King-
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gods as well as and their association with the local 
cult centres and their role in the king’s afterlife, 
the mention of Ra as a supreme god is very fre-
quent, as well as his equation with Atum:123

Sun-Atum will not give you to Osiris: he will 
not claim your mind, he will not have control of 
your heart. Sun-Atum will not give you to 
Horus: he will not claim your mind, he will not 
have control of your heart.

Sun-Atum, this Unis has come to you, an 
imperishable akh, lord of the property of the 
place of the four papyrus-columns.

I have come for you as Horus’s messenger, for 
he has installed you, father Osiris Nemtiemzaf 
Merenre, on Sun-Atum’s throne, that you may 
lead the populace.

However, it is surprising to note that the associ-
ation of Heliopolis with Atum is presented several 
times in a clear and direct way:124

(Unis), you shall release your cleansing to 
Atum in [Heliopolis; you shall descend] with 
him, that you may decide the needs of the 
undersky and stand up in the places of Nu.

Atum is the one who came into being as one 
who came (with penis) extended in Heliopolis

Ho, all you gods! Come, combine; come, gath-
er, like when you combined and gathered for 
Atum in Heliopolis

On the contrary, the only spell which ties in 
Heliopolis and Ra directly is PT 307 (§§ 482–
483):125

There is a Heliopolitan in Unis, god: your Heli-
opolitan is in Unis, god. There is a Heliopoli-

tan in Unis, Sun: your Heliopolitan is in Unis, 
Sun. The mother of Unis is a Heliopolitan, the 
father of Unis is a Heliopolitan, and Unis him-
self is a Heliopolitan, born in Heliopolis when 
the Sun was above the Dual Ennead and above 
the subjects, Nefertem without peer, heir of his 
father Geb.

More frequently, Heliopolis is mentioned in 
connection with the “Souls of Heliopolis” (bAw 
Iwnw) or the Ennead:126
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Pepi,” say the bas of Heliopolis, as they pro-
vide you with life and authority. “He shall live 
with the living as Sokar lives with the living: as 
he lives with the living, this Pepi shall live with 
the living.”

Ho, Pepi! Raise yourself, stand up! The Big 
Ennead in Heliopolis has allotted you to your 
great seat. You shall sit, Pepi, at the fore of the 
Ennead as Geb, the gods’ elite one; as Osiris at 
the fore of the controlling powers; as Horus, 
lord of the gods’ elite.

Ho, Pepi! You shall become ba as the bas of 
Heliopolis, you shall become ba as the bas of 
Nekhen, you shall become ba as the bas of Pe, 
you shall become ba as the living star at the 
fore of his brothers.

You have become akh in the Akhet and stable 
[in] Djedut. Your arm has been received by the 
bas of Heliopolis, your arm has been taken by 
the Sun. [Your head has been] raised [by the 
Dual Ennead, and they have put you], Osiris 
Pepi, at the fore of the [Dual] Shrines [of the 
bas of Heliopolis].

Ho, Big Ennead in Heliopolis – Atum, Shu, 
 Tefnut, Geb, Nut, Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Neph-
thys, Atum’s children! His heart was stretched 
for (you), his children, in your identity of the 
Nine Bows.
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txn and explicitly connected to the sun, but not to 
Heliopolis:127

123 See PT 215 (§ 145cd), PT 217 (§ 152ab), PT 606 (§ 1686): 
translations after ALLEN 2005, 32–33.

124 PT 222 (§ 207ab), 527 (§ 1248), PT 599 (§ 1647): transla-
tion after ALLEN 2005, 40, 164, 270.

125 Translation after ALLEN 2005, 58.

126 See PT 535 (§ 1289), PT 468 (§ 895 and § 904), PT 532 
(§ 1262), PT 600 (§ 1655), respectively: translations after 
ALLEN 2005, 103, 123–124, 165, 269.

127 PT 515 (§ 1178): translation after ALLEN 2005, 158. 
FAULKNER 1969, 190, proposes a different reading where, at 
the second stanza, the “dazzling ones” are read as sphinxes.
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Pepi is one who belongs at the two obelisks of 
the Sun that belong to the earth, Pepi is one 
who belongs at the two dazzling ones of the Sun 
that belong to the sky.

On the contrary, the benben stone is associated 
with Atum and Heliopolis, but not explicitly with 
Ra:128

Atum Beetle!129 You became high, as the hill; 
you rose as the benben in the Benben Enclo-
sure in Heliopolis.

The obelisk and the benben stone thus appear 
separated in the Pyramid Texts as two different 
religious concepts and it cannot be excluded that 
their later association might have been the result of 
a syncretism or fusion of two originally separated 
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meaning.130

The key to the enigma must thus probably to be 
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ures of Ra and Atum. A direct association of the 
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somehow associated to the sun ever since the 
beginning of the Egyptian history,131 as well as to 
their being mythological representations of the 

two aspects of time and eternity, of ‘non-exist-
ence’ and ‘coming into existence by himself’,132 
may favour a view of Heliopolis as the only prima-
ry and original centre of the sun cult, in all its 
aspects and forms. 

Conversely, an interpretation of Ra and Atum 
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theologically united later, i.e. by the end of the 
Fifth Dynasty,133 as to represent different aspects 
of the Egyptian mythology of creation as well as 
to build a complete cycle of the sun cult (rising and 
setting sun),134 may support a vision of Heliopolis 
as a cult centre originally focused on the concept 
of the ancestors and the idea of the creation of the 
world.135 This idea is not directly related to the sun 
god Ra and the solar cult, but rather to the origins 
and the creation of mankind as well as to the 
uniqueness of the institution of kingship, an ele-
ment which has of course always been a funda-
mental step in the royal legitimisation.136
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Stone, also connects Heliopolis mostly with the 
“souls” (bAw) and not with Ra,137 who is instead 
directly mentioned in connection with the sun tem-
ples, at least in the case of Sahura and Neferirkara 
(Fig. 4).138 We have to note, however, that in the 

128 PT 600 (§ 1652): translation after ALLEN 2005, 269. See 
also FAULKNER 1969, 246, for a slightly different transla-
tion. See also MARTIN 1977, 10–12, and MOURSI 1972, 169, 
for the primary association of the “benben stone” with 
Atum.

129 The original word which Allen translates as “Beetle” is 
here “Kheper” which probably referred, already in this 
period, to a form of the morning sun god Ra equated with 
Atum: see ANTHES 1959, 21; ASSMANN 2001, 119–123. 

130 See also MARTIN 1977, 8–12, 28–29; MARTIN 1982, 242, 
although he says that the obelisk is also usually associated 
with Atum in the Pyramid texts, which is indeed not the 
case, as we have just seen.
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“Attempts to treat Ra and Atum not as different aspects of 
a single god, manifest in the sun, but as two deities who 
were originally distinct, rely on purely hypothetical con-
structions and must do so since the earliest texts do not 
allow the distinction to be made.” On the same line of 
arguments see also ��o��
��� 1983, 297–306.

132 ASSMANN 2001, 120. In fact, Assmann speaks of Atum and 
Kheper rather than Atum and Ra. In his arguments, how-
ever, it is also clear that Ra was a central part of this con-
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actualised as the sun at midday, iconographically rendered 
as a falcon-headed man: ASSMANN 2001, 102–110.

133 According to ��o��
���
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tation of Ra and Atum is to be found in the pyramid com-
plex of Pepi II in Saqqara. Here, on two pillars of the 
courtyard introducing to the inner part of the temple, the 
king is represented in an intimate embrace with two dei-
ties, i.e. Ra and Atum. VOSS 2004, 169, also mentions the 
same article as an evidence of the joined cult of Ra and 
Atum. In fact, however, as we can see in the original pic-
ture of the publication of the funerary temple of Pepi II 
(JÉQUIER 1940, pl. 45), only one of these deities is certain, 
notably Ra-Harakhte, whose iconography as a falcon-
headed man recalls clearly that of the sun temple of 
Niuserre (for the latter, see NUZZOLO
 ����'5
 ÁºÁ5
)�4
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of this god throughout the Old Kingdom. It is more proba-
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symmetrical representations of the sun god with the king, 
as quite common in all pyramid temples.

134 ANTHES 1959, 180–182, 185–188, 201–212.
135 HELCK 1984, 70.
136 On this subject see NUZZOLO 2018 (chapter II and excur-

sus), forthcoming.
137 HELCK 1984, 70–71; BÁRTA 2016, 65.
138 For the original text and the translation of the royal annals, 

see SCHÄFER 1902, 34–41; WILKINSON 2000, 152–180. See 
also STRUDWICK 2005, 69–74, for some slightly different 
translations of the same sources.
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case of Userkaf, the offerings the king devoted dur-
ing the year of the third cattle count to the “Souls 
of Heliopolis” are placed on the same line as those 
reserved for the “Gods of the Sun Temple Nxn-
Ra”, whereas the god Ra, alone, is mentioned in the 
following line and is not associated directly with 
the sun temple.139 This may entail a prominent posi-
tion of Ra at the forefront of the “Souls of Heliopo-
lis” which, for the ancient Egyptians, may not have 
been necessary to specify, for there can be no 
doubt that Ra was at the head of the “Gods of the 
Sun Temples”, although his name was not men-
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Whatever the case, in the Palermo Stone Heli-
opolis only appears in connection with the early 

Fifth Dynasty kings (i.e., Userkaf, Sahura, and 
Neferirkara), who made consistent land donations 
to the “Souls of Heliopolis.” These donations are 
always mentioned at the beginning of a regnal 
year, so as to emphasise the religious and histori-
cal importance, for the royal ideology, of the dona-
tions to these deities.140

A very interesting element also concerns the 
construction of the snwt shrine/temple. The iden-
tity of this building is not entirely clear, although it 
is widely accepted that it was a cult building locat-
ed in Heliopolis and associated with Ra.141 In the 
Palermo Stone, the snwt is possibly already men-
tioned in the time of Netjerykhet,142 and then again 
in the reigns of Shepseskaf, Sahura and Neferirka-

139 See SCHÄFER 1902, 34–35; WILKINSON 2000, 152–155.
140 See SCHÄFER 1902, 34–35; WILKINSON 2000, 152–155.
141 WILKINSON 2000, 138, with further bibliography.

142 SCHÄFER 1902, 28, is uncertain in regard to the attribution 
of this regnal year to this king; WILKINSON 2000, 138, on 
the contrary, suggests this dating. Strudwick also mentions 
a “snwt temple” in connection with Snefru, but this is cer-
tainly a mistake: see SCHÄFER 1902, 30–32; WILKINSON 
2000, 140–147.

Fig. 4  The Verso of the Palermo Stone, as it was documented in 1900 (left) and in 2000 (right) (after WILKINSON 2000, pls. 2-3). 
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ra.143 While in the two pre-Fifth Dynasty cases the 
snwt shrine/temple is not associated to any deity 
and/or city, in the case of Sahura the association 
with Ra is clear, whereas in the case of Neferirka-
ra the building is associated with the Ennead. 
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tion of the title “Greatest of Seers of Heliopolis” 
(wr mA Iwnw�
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title – here documented only as “Greatest of 
Seers” (wr mA) – seems to be placed in direct rela-
tion with the “Souls of Heliopolis” and the man-
agement of donations of arable lands (probably 
estates) dedicated to them and other gods.144
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although it is not a proper textual source but rather 
a decorative one, i.e. the depiction of the Sed festi-
val of Niuserre in his sun temple. Here, on a frag-
ment of the so-called “kleine Hebseddarstellung” 
(Fig. 5), coming from the southern chapel of the 
sun temple,145
 '
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(Iwnwj) is represented immediately behind the 
king’s throne as part of a long procession of stand-

ard-bearers personifying the so-called ^msw-@r 
(Followers of Horus), namely the entire assembly 
of gods of the Predynastic era, which are also 
���'���
(��	
�	�
���)��
'�������4146

His presence in the context of the Sed festival 
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(e. g. the “Hermopolitans”, Wnwj)147 or indirectly 
linked to other important local cult centres (e. g. 
the so-called “Shepherd”, BAty, probably associat-
ed to Herakleopolis or Mendes) – are also men-
tioned in the same block and elsewhere in the 
depiction. According to Bissing and Kees, they all 
embodied the main local cult centres paying hom-
age to the pharaoh during the main ceremony of 
the king’s power renewal and for this reason they 
are represented in a larger size compared to the 
other people in the same scene.148

However, the iconography of the “Heliopolitan” 
is evidently different from that of the other charac-
ters: in fact, while the “Hermopolitans” and the 
“Shepherd” are dressed in a short kilt, which is 
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143 SCHÄFER 1902, 32, 36–37, 39–40.
144 See SCHÄFER 1902, 39; WILKINSON 2000, 172–173. See also 

HELCK 1984, 68.
145 BISSING and KEES 1923, 5, Bl. 11, no. 27; BISSING and KEES 

1922, 79.
146 NUZZOLO
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147 This character is actually mentioned and represented twice 
in the same scene, in relation to the northern and southern 
Hermopolis, which are also known from the pyramid texts: 
BISSING and KEES 1922, 79. 

148 BISSING and KEES 1922, 79–81.

Fig. 5  The Sed-festival depiction in the sun temple of Niuserra: the procession of the standards of the “Followers of Horus” 
(Smsw-@r) in front of the enthroned king (after BISSING and KEES
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throne, is “The Heliopolitan” (Iwnwj).
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tation, the iconography of the “Heliopolitan” is 
absolutely unique insofar as he wears a long robe 
which covers the entire body except for the right 
shoulder and the head. Moreover, he is the only 
one to be directly associated to the cortege of the 
“Followers of Horus” which is moving towards the 
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on the relief. The “Heliopolitan” has, therefore, a 
different and more important position with respect 
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the two “Hermopolitans” and the “Shepherd”, who 
are, in fact, represented in a different register. 

No one else has the iconography and dressing 
of the “Heliopolitan” in the entire Sed festival, 
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 Îiry. t wpwt” 
(She who opens the Ways). She is represented on 
another block of the festival (scene of homage to 
the king sitting on the throne) in a quite similar 
way (although not identical), but her cultic role and 
meaning in the festival is still unclear.149

It is also worth noting that the “Souls of Heli-
opolis” are completely absent in the Sed festival 
depiction of Niuserre, whereas the southern “Souls 
of Hierakonpolis” (bAw Nxn), are often represent-
ed in the feast, particularly during its most crucial 
moment, i.e. the ritual run.150 The scene is depicted 
on one of the best preserved fragments of the 
entire representation (Fig. 6), which is nowadays 
kept in Cairo Museum (cat. no. CG 57110), as well 
as on a more erased and fragmentary block, now 
in the Egyptian Museum of Munich (cat. no. GL 
188A-B). On the Cairo block, which is complete 
and quite clearly readable, we can see, on the left 

side, the king inside the Wepwawet chapel, wear-
ing the ceremonial robe and making the consecra-
tion with oil “(w)d(i) mDt” of the standard of 
Wepwawet, held by the “Priest of the Souls of 
Hierakonpolis” (Hm bAw Nxn). This consecration 
consists in the anointing of the standard of the god 
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certainly referring to the ritual of the Opening of 
the Mouth,151 is aimed at establishing a connection 
between the king and the gods or more precisely 
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resented by the standard bearer. The king conse-
crates the standard of the gods/ancestors, making 
them alive. These ancestors/gods, in turn, assist 
and protect the king during the most important 
part of the ceremony, i.e. the ritual run, by giving 
him divine legitimisation and authority. By 
acquiring magical rebirth and powers from them, 
the king is eventually able to accomplish the cere-
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rule of Egypt.152

The role of the “Souls of Hierakonpolis” (bAw 
Nxn) in the process of legitimisation and renewal 
of the king’s power is thus fairly clear – especially 
in an archaising context as the one of the Sed festi-
val of Niuserre – and one would expect the “Souls 
of Buto” (bAw P) to play the role as the Lower 
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ence of the juxtaposed titles of “Prophet of the 
Souls of Hierakonpolis” (Hm bAw Nxn) and 
“Prophet of the Souls of Buto” (Hm bAw P).153 In 
fact, however, the “Souls of Buto” (bAw P) are not 
documented in any of the preserved scenes from 

149 BISSING and KEES 1923, 3, Bl. 5, no. 12c. In the representa-
tions, such as the one of Osorkon II at Bubastis, the role of 
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NAVILLE 1982, 
pl. 23, nos. 5–8. 

150 BISSING and KEES 1923, 3, Bl. 13, no. 33b.
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as well as the common ground between the opening of the 
mouth and the ceremony of giving birth to the statue, see 
ROTH 1992, 113–147; ROTH 1993, 57–79.

152 BISSING and KEES 1922, 85–90.
153 See JONES 2000, 501 [1876–1877].

Fig. 6  The Sed-festival depiction in the sun temple of Niuserra: the ritual running of the king (after BISSING and KEES 1923, pl. 13).
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the Sed festival of Niuserre and are maybe attested 
only on a very small fragment from the southern 
corridor, whose exact reading is not so clear cut as 
it may seem.154

Whatever the case, the role of the “Heliopoli-
tan” remains quite unique in the Sed festival of 
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role the city held in the royal ideology of the Fifth 
Dynasty.

IV. Conclusions

The analysis of the textual and archaeological 
sources considered in this article gives us a quite 
complex picture of the role of Heliopolis during 
the Old Kingdom. 

Textual sources seem to indicate that Heliopo-
lis was indeed an important cult centre at least 
from the very beginning of the Fourth Dynasty 
and throughout the rest of the Old Kingdom. This 
connection is particularly evidenced by the pres-
ence of several bearers of the title of “Greatest of 
the Seers of Heliopolis”, who were high-ranking 
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this period they were also the king’s sons). Howev-
er, up to the end of the Fifth Dynasty, with the 
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only one) explicit textual reference associating Ra 
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that the city was either connected with the solar 
cult or directly with Ra. We might rather assume 
that the city was originally connected to a collec-
tive group of deities (the Ennead?), probably pre-
sided over by Atum, and that its role was mainly 
that of representing the primary northern cult cen-
tre in opposition to Hierakonpolis in the south, as 
we can see in both the Palermo Stone (the bAw of 
Heliopolis versus the bAw of Hierakonpolis) and in 
Niuserre’s Sed festival, both with an evident sig-
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At the same time, however, the absence of the 
bearers of the title of “Greatest of the Seers of 
Heliopolis” during most of the Fifth Dynasty, and 
especially in the period of the construction of the 

sun temples, seems to prove that the king central-
ised in his hands the primary role as priest, repre-
sentative and direct link of the sun god with man-
kind. This would indirectly testify that the role of 
the “Greatest of the Seers of Heliopolis” might 
indeed have been that of “High Priest of Ra” ever 
since the beginning, with the king taking it over 
for a certain period.

Finally, in the early Sixth Dynasty, the role of 
Ra as main god in Heliopolis becomes clearer 
archaeologically. His importance is manifested by 
the erection of Teti’s obelisk (probably a pair of 
obelisks), perhaps accompanied by a shrine, as 
well as by the presence of the tombs of several 
“Greatest of the Seer of Heliopolis” at the site. At 
the same time, however, the dating of the con-
struction of a pivotal feature of the site – i.e. the 
mudbrick temenos wall, within which the oldest 
solar temple is supposed to have been located – is 
a problematic issue in the current state of our 
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the relief fragments of Netjerykhet’s naos are also 
not conclusive in this regard. Although it is thus 
fully plausible that the solar temple might have 
been built here already in the early Old Kingdom, 
the only available dating at the moment is to the 
Saite Period, an epoch which is very far from the 
period discussed in this article.

Throughout the Sixth Dynasty the solar cult 
activities at the site were evidently thriving under 
the royal patronage, although we may not forget 
that in the textual sources of the period (mostly the 
Pyramid Texts) it is mainly Atum who is associat-
ed explicitly with Heliopolis, whereas Ra is fre-
quently mixed and merged with Atum as two 
aspects of a single divine entity.155

In this sense, and with all due differences, we 
may perhaps imagine for Heliopolis a situation 
similar to what seems to have occurred in Abydos 
during the late Sixth Dynasty and the First Inter-
mediate Period, with an originally ‘local’ god, i.e. 
Khenty-amentyw, gradually being absorbed and 
replaced by a new (possibly royal) god, i.e. Osi-
ris.156 In Heliopolis too, the primary and original 

154  See KEES 1928, Bl. 17 [284]
155 Seidlmayer has emphasised how the Sixth Dynasty is 

characterised by an increasing royal interest in local reli-
gious centres across Egypt, with the kings paying more 
and more attention to provincial temples by means of con-
sistent endowments and land donations, as well as through 
the enlargement of local temples and the construction, 
therein, of royal ka-houses (SEIDLMAYER 1996, 115–119; see 
also BUSSMANN 2010, 471–475). Heliopolis might thus also 
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above model, for its temple neither presents the same his-
torical and archaeological features as the other provincial 
temples, nor was it ever hosting, at least in the current 
state of our knowledge, a royal ka-house.

156 O’CONNOR 2009, 30–40. See also NUZZOLO 2018, forthcom-
ing (excursus C).
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‘local’ god Atum might thus have been gradually 
absorbed by, or simply united with, a new (and 
mostly royal) god, i.e. Ra. This phenomenon may 
have taken several decades before eventually and 
clearly surfacing in the late Fifth–early Sixth 
Dynasty.

Unfortunately, in the current state of our 
knowledge, both the archaeological and textual 
sources do not bring more data concerning this 
issue of the identity of Atum and Ra as well as 
their mutual cultic and ideological relationship. It 
will thus be worth continuing this religious inves-
tigation to completely clarify the matter and to 
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and its associated deities in the Old Kingdom solar 
religion. 

At the same time, we can only hope that the 
ongoing archaeological research by the German 
and Egyptian colleagues in the area may contrib-
ute to rescuing the last remaining pieces of infor-
mation on the third millennium BC settlement, 
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�	�!
�'!
�����)�'���!
���������
�
��)��

or dismiss the available textual and archaeological 
data.
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