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Abstract
To the ancient Egyptians, time in the afterlife differed from time on earth. In the
Netherworld, time could be manipulated in ways unperceivable in the human realm: it
was born and devoured, measured for the blessed dead, and inverted to rejuvenate the sun
god and the blessed dead who accompanied him. Images of these occurrences were
manifested pictorially in the Netherworld Books, compositions that traced the sun god’s
nocturnal journey through the Netherworld, from sunset in the evening to sunrise in the
morning. This thesis deconstructs and analyzes the iconography of these scenes according
to the artistic principles of ancient Egyptian art, in order to establish their synchronic
function(s) within a given composition, and to identify any patterns in such
representations over the course of the New Kingdom.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction
General Remarks
The ancient Egyptians believed that, during the night, the sun god traversed the
Netherworld, contending with chaos, imbuing the blessed dead with new life, and
punishing the damned. During the New Kingdom (Dyns. 18-20, c. 1539-1077 BCE), the
so-called “Netherworld Books” emerged as a newly attested,1 almost purely royal genre,2
composed to trace this journey. These so-called Books were inscribed initially on royal
tomb walls and other burial equipment, and later written on papyri, and inscribed on
sarcophagi.3 They evolved from earlier cosmological and mortuary compositions, such as

1

For suggestions regarding pre-New Kingdom origins for certain portions of the Amduat and related
cosmological compositions, see Hartwig Altenmüller, “Zur Überlieferung des Amduat,” Jaarbericht van
het Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch Genootschap Ex Oriente Lux 20 (1967-1968): 27-42; Ursula Rößler-Köhler,
“Königliche Vorstellungen zu Grab und Jenseits im Mittleren Reich, Teil I: ein ‘Gottesbegräbnis’ des
Mittleren Reiches in königlichem Kontext: Amduat, 4. und 5. Stunde,” in Das frühe ägyptische Königtum:
Akten des 2. Symposiums zur ägyptischen Königsideologie in Wien, 24.-26.9.1997. Ägypten und Altes
Testament 36, eds. Rolf Gundlach and Wilfried Seipel (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999), 73-96; Louise
Gestermann, “Königliche Vorstellungen zu Grab und Jenseits im Mittleren Reich, Teil II: Osirisgräber des
Mittleren Reiches in königlichem Kontext: Amduat, 6,” in Das frühe ägyptische Königtum: Akten des 2.
Symposiums zur ägyptischen Königsideologie in Wien, 24.-26.9.1997. Ägypten und Altes Testament 36,
eds. Rolf Gundlach and Wilfried Seipel (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999), 97-110; Josef Wegner, “The
tomb of Senwosret III at Abydos: considerations on the origins and development of the royal Amduattomb,” in Archaism and innovation: studies in the culture of Middle Kingdom Egypt, eds. David P.
Silverman, William Kelly Simpson, and Josef Wegner (New Haven and Philadelphia: Department of Near
Eastern Languages and Civilizations, Yale University and University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, 2009), 103-168; and Joshua A. Roberson, “Early History of New
Kingdom Netherworld Iconography: a late Middle Kingdom apotropaic wand reconsidered,” in Archaism
and Innovation, eds. David P. Silverman et. al, (New Haven and Philadelphia: Department of Near Eastern
Languages and Civilizations, Yale University and University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, 2009), 427-445; with arguments contra in Karl Jansen-Winkeln, “Zu Sprache und Datierung
des Amduat,” JEA 98 (2012): 87-106.
2

All Netherworld books have been found in royal contexts, with two exceptions: Useramun (TT 61), vizier
to Thutmose III, whose tomb contained a version of the Amduat, and Tjanefer (TT 158), the Third Prophet
to Amun under Ramesses III, whose tomb contained a version of the Book of Gates (Erik Hornung, The
Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, trans. from the German by David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1999), 28 and 56).
3

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 27.

1

the Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts,4 and in parallel to the other major genre of New
Kingdom mortuary literature, the Book of the Dead.5 Unlike their predecessors, the
Books of the Netherworld included extensive figural illustrations, with descriptive texts
serving as annotations to the many images of jmj.t dwA.t, “what is in the duat
(Netherworld).”6 During the sun god’s journey through the Netherworld, he was
rejuvenated by accessing power available only to the gods, in a reality that was
imperceptible from the human realm.7 As one aspect of the king’s efforts to describe and
attain the power of this divine world, the Netherworld Books employed figural images
related to the nature and experience of time in the afterlife. The aim of this thesis will be
to describe and define the iconographic features of select images relating to time and
eternity in the Netherworld Books, in order to establish their synchronic function(s)
within a given composition, and to identify any iconographic patterns in the use of such
images over the course of the New Kingdom. This discussion will include scenes from

In particular, note the relationship between the New Kingdom Netherworld Books and the “Book of the
Ways of Rosetjau” (Book of Two Ways), which emerged first as a discrete composition in the Coffin
Texts, for which see Leonard H. Lesko, The Ancient Egyptian Book of Two Ways (Berkeley: UC Berkeley,
1972); Edmund Hermsen, Die zwei Wege des Jenseits: das altägyptische Zweiwegebuch und seine
Topographie. OBO 112 (Göttingen: Universitätsverlag, 1991).
4

5

For the merging of the Book of the Dead and Netherworld Book corpora, which manifest in particular
from the Third Intermediate Period and later, see Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban
Funerary Papyri of the 11th and 10th Centuries B.C. OBO 86 (Freiburg and Göttingen: Universitätsverlag
and Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989); for the conflation of the two corpora under the common rubric of
“Book of what is in the Netherworld” (mDA.t jmj.t dwA.t), see Alexandre Piankoff, “Quel est le ‘livre’
appelé

?” BIFAO 62 (1964): 147-149.

Wb V, 415-416; for the duat generally, see Erik Hornung, “Dat,” in LÄ I, 994-995; and idem, Books of the
Afterlife, 26; for the original conception of the duat as a celestial locality, see James P. Allen, Cosmology
of the Pyramid Texts,” in Religion and Philosophy in Ancient Egypt. YES 3, ed. James P. Allen, et al. (New
Haven: Yale University, 1989), 1-28; and idem, Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian
Creation Accounts. YES 2 (New Haven: Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, the
Graduate School, Yale University, 1998), 5-7.
6

7

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 27.

2

the Amduat, Book of Gates, Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity, and Book of the Earth.8
The remainder of the present chapter provides an overview of previous
scholarship concerning “time,” “eternity,” and the Netherworld Books in general,
followed by an overview of scholarship concerning expressions of time in the
Netherworld Books specifically, and concluding with a brief definition of the corpus of
scenes that constitute the primary objects of this study. Chapter 2 provides an overview
of the Netherworld Books themselves, with specific reference to the context of scenes
treated in the following chapter. Chapter 3 includes a detailed examination of each of the
visual representations of time and eternity, including iconographical analysis and
discussion of relevant annotations. Using these images of time and eternity as a
framework, Chapter 4 concludes with a discussion of trends evident in the corpus as a
whole, with suggestions for avenues of future research.
Previous Scholarship: Neheh and Djet
Neheh (nHH:

),9 and djet (D.t:

)10 represent dualistic aspects of the whole of

time, as the ancient Egyptians conceived it.11 Precise definitions for these two ancient
terms, both of which are translated commonly as “eternity,”12 have eluded scholars since

In the interests of brevity, I have chosen to focus on the so-called “Netherworld Books” (see discussion in
Ch. 2), excluding related cosmological compositions concerned with other aspects of the divine world,
including the Book of the Night (ed. Roulin), Book of the Day (ed. Müller-Roth), Book of Nut (ed. Von
Lieven), Spell of Twelve Caverns (ed. Piankoff), Litany of Re (ed. Hornung), and Awakening of Osiris and
Transit of the Solar Barques (ed. Roberson).
8

9

For which, see Wb I 299.2-3.

10

For which see, Wb V 507.4-12.

11

Jan Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” in LÄ II, 47-54; László Kákosy, “Zeit,” in LÄ VI, 1363-1364.

12

Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 47-54.

3

the modern decipherment of the ancient Egyptian language began.13 Most notable in this
discussion is the work of Morenz,14 whose association of neheh with cyclical time and
djet with linear time has garnered wide acceptance in recent scholarship, including
translating neheh as “eternal repetition,” and djet as “eternal sameness.”15 However, on
textual grounds, Assmann has rejected the opposition between “cyclical” (neheh) and
“linear” (djet) eternity as modern constructs, and instead views their opposition primarily
as embodiments of the sun god, Re (=neheh), and the god of the dead, Osiris (=djet).16
Žabkar provided a concise history of earlier scholarship, including varying translations
and definitions proposed for these dualistic terms,17 including discussions by Gardiner,18
Drioton,19 Thausing,20 Bakir,21 and Otto.22 Summary discussions of neheh and djet appear

Louis V. Žabkar, “Some Observations on T. G. Allen’s Edition of the Book of the Dead,” JNES 24
(1965): 77; Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 47-54; Kákosy, “Zeit,” 1363-1364.
13

14

Siegfried Morenz, Egyptian Religion, trans. from the German by Ann E. Keep (London: Methuen & Co.
Ltd., 1973), 75-76.
Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 48; L.H. Roeten, “Some Observations on the nHH and Dt ‘Eternity,’” GM 201
(2004): 74-75.
15

16

Jan Assmann, Zeit und Ewigkeit im alten Ägypten: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Ewigkeit (Heidelberg:
Carl Winter-Universitätsverlag, 1975), 41-48; idem., “Ewigkeit,” 48.
17

Žabkar, “Some Observations,” 77-79, nn. 20-29.

18

Alan H. Gardiner, “Hymns to Amon from a Leiden Papyrus,” ZÄS 42 (1905): 18.

Etienne Drioton, “Les dédicaces de Ptolémée Evergète II sur le deuxième pylône de Karnak,” Annales du
Service des Antiquités de l'Égypte 44 (1944): 151.
19

Gertrud Thausing, “Die Ausdrücke für ‘ewig’ im Ægyptischen,” in Mélanges Maspero I: Orient Ancien
1, ed. Anonymous (Le Caire: l'Institut français d'archéologie orientale, 1934), 35-42.
20

Abd-el-Mohsen Bakir, “NHH and D.t Reconsidered,” JEA 39 (1953): 110-112; idem., “A further reappraisal of the terms: NHH and Dt,” JEA 60 (1974): 253-254.
21

Eberhard Otto, “Altägyptische Zeitvorstellungen und Zeitbegriffe,” Die Welt als Geschichte 14 (1955):
135-148.
22

4

in both the Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt23 and the Lexikon der Ägyptologie.24
Some more recent treatments of neheh and djet include studies by Stadnikow,25
Servajean,26 Bonanno,27 and Popielska-Grzybowska.28
Previous Scholarship: Netherworld Books
Champollion inaugurated the interest in New Kingdom Netherworld Books with
his discovery of the compositions in royal tombs during his early explorations in Egypt.
These are preserved in his thirteenth letter from Egypt in 1829.29 Several compositions
were recorded also by Lefébure, during his epigraphic campaigns to Egypt and Nubia in
the late 1800s.30 Modern study of the Netherworld Books began with the publication of
texts from various royal tombs by Piankoff and, especially, Hornung.31 In 1999, Hornung

Gerald E. Kadish, “Time,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, vol. 3, ed. Donald B. Redford
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 405-409.
23

24

Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 47-54; Kákosy, “Zeit,” 1363-1364.

Sergei Stadnikow, “‘Djet-Unendlichkeit’ und ‘neheh-Ewigkeit’ in den Pyramidentexten der Könige des
Alten Reiches,” Mitteilungen für Anthropologie und Religionsgeschichte 14 (2001): 275-310.
25

26

Frédéric Servajean, Djet et Neheh: une histoire du temps égyptien. Orientalia Monspeliensia 18
(Montpellier: Presses Universitaires de la Méditerranée, 2007); idem., “À propos du temps (neheh) dans
quelques textes du Moyen Empire,” Égypte Nilotique et Méditerranéenne 1 (2008): 15-28.
Mariano Bonanno, “Acerca de Dt y nHH: Orígenes, alcances y limitaciones des concepto de eternidad en
los Textos de las Pirámides,” XIV Jornadas Interescuelas / Departamentos de Historia (Universidad
Nacional de Cuyo, Mendoza, 2013): 1-31.
27

Joanna Popielska-Grzybowska, “Atum and son: some remarks on Egyptian concept of eternity,” Études
et Travaux 26 (2013): 537-546.
28

Jean-François Champollion, Lettres et journaux écrits pendant le voyage d’Égypte, ed. Hermine
Hartleben (Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1986), 281-307.
29

30

For which see, Eugène Lefébure, Les hypogées royaux de Thèbes. 3 vols. Mémoires publiés par les
membres de la Mission Archéologique Française au Caire 2-3 (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1886-1889).
31

Publications include the tombs of Ramesses VI (KV 9): Alexandre Piankoff, The Tomb of Ramesses VI.
Bollingen Series 40 (New York: Pantheon Books for the Bollingen Foundation, 1954); Ramesses I (KV
16): Alexandre Piankoff, “Le tombe de Ramsès Ier,” BIFAO 56 (1958): 189-200; Horemheb (KV 57): Erik
Hornung, Das Grab des Haremhab im Tal der König (Bern: Fracke, 1971); Ramesses IV and Ramesses VII
(KV 1): Erik Hornung, Zwei Ramessidische Königsgräber: Ramses IV. und Ramses VII. Theban 11 (Mainz:

5

published an overview of compositions dealing with the afterlife, including a
comprehensive survey of earlier scholarship.32 Since that time, Manassa has produced a
comprehensive treatment of the Netherworld Books from the Late Period, as attested on
Saite and Persian sarcophagi.33 In 2016, Roberson published a new summary of the New
Kingdom cosmological genre, with specific focus on the Valley of the Kings, which
includes also a bibliography of more recent scholarship.34 A new translation of the major
cosmological books of the New Kingdom by John and Colleen Darnell is now in press.35
Lanzone first published the book of Amduat (Ch. 2, pp. 19-22, Ch. 3, pp. 27-33)
in 1879,36 and Lefébure translated the composition in 1886.37 Maspero’s incomplete
translation and analysis in 188838 served as the foundation for later works.39 Bucher
published several versions of the Amduat texts, including photographs and hieroglyphic

Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 1990); and Seti I (KV 17): Erik Hornung, The Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I (Zürich:
Artemis, 1991).
32

With specific references to the Books of the Netherworld, Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26-111.

33

Colleen M. Manassa, The Late Egyptian Underworld: Sarcophagi and Related Texts from the Nectanebid
Period, 2 vols. Ägypten und Altes Testament 72 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2007).
Joshua A. Roberson, “Chapter 21: The Royal Funerary Books,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Valley of
the Kings, eds. R.H. Wilkinson and K. R. Weeks (Oxford: University Press, 2016), 316-332.
34

35

J.A. Roberson, personal communication (January, 2017).

36

Ridolfo V. Lanzone, Le Domicile des Esprits: Papyrus du Musée de Turin (Paris: Vieweg, 1879).

37

Lefébure, Les hypogées royaux de Thèbes; it was also this edition of the text that was utilized by Erman
and Grapow in the preparation of the Wörterbuch (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 31).
Gaston Maspero, “Les hypogées royaux de Thèbes: bulletin critique de la religion égyptienne,” Revue de
l’Histoire de Religions 17 (1888): 251-310; Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 31.
38

39

For example, A. Wiedemann, Die Religion der alten Ägypter. Darstellungen aus dem Gebiete der
nichtchristlichen Religionsgeschichte 3 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1890); Édouard Naville, La Religion des
ancient Égyptiens: six conférences faites au Collège de France en 1905 (Paril: Leroux, 1906); E. A. Wallis
Budge, The Egyptian Heaven and Hell, 3 Vols. (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1905); E.A. Wallis
Budge., The God of the Egyptians or Studies in Egyptian Mythology (London: Methuen & Co., 1904).

6

script.40 Lefébure’s French edition served as the basic translation of the text until
Piankoff’s comprehensive English publication in 1954 of all cosmological texts from the
tomb of Ramesses VI.41 In 1963, Hornung produced the first critical edition of the
Amudat,42 which remains the standard reference, although his more recent, synoptic
publication of the hieroglyphic annotations, Texte zum Amduat,43 supersedes those of the
earlier edition. Hornung and Abt’s interlinear text and translation from 2007 offers an
updated English translation.44 Sadek published papyrus versions of the Amduat housed in
the Cairo Museum in 1985.45 Several scholars have published studies examining the
Amduat in post-New Kingdom contexts.46 Interpretation of content and meaning of the
Amduat include a psychoanalytical interpretation by Schweizer47 and, more recently, a

Paul Bucher, “Les textes à la fin des première, deuxième et troisième heures du livre ‘De ce qu'il y a dans
la Douat’: textes comparés des tombes de Thoutmosis III, Aménophis II et Séti Ier,” BIFAO 30 (1931):
229-247; idem., Les textes de tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II. MIFAO 60 (Cairo: IFAO, 1932).
40

41

Piankoff, Tomb of Ramesses VI, passim.

42

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat: die Schrift des verborgenen Raumes. Teil 1 und 2. Ägyptologische
Abhandlungen 7 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1963).
43

Erik Hornung, Texte zum Amduat, 3 vols. Aegyptiaca Helvetica 13-15 (Genève: Éditions de BellesLettres, 1987-1994).
44

Erik Hornung and Theodor Abt, The Egyptian Amduat: The Book of the Hidden Chamber, trans. from the
German by David Warburton (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2007).
A. F. Sadek, Contribution à l’étude de l’Amdouat: les variantes tardives du Livre de l'Amdouat dans les
papyrus du Musée du Caire. OBO 65 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985).
45

See, for example, Niwiński, Studies on the illustrated Theban funerary papyri, passim; Irene Grumach,
“On the history of a Coptic figura magica” in Proceedings of the Twelfth International Congress of
Papyrology, ed. Deborah H. Samuel (Toronto: A. M. Hakkert, 1970), 169-181; Martin Bommas, “New
Thoughts on the Late Transmission history of the Book of Amduat (including the unpublished papyrus
Eton College, Windsor, ECM 1573),” in Joyful in Thebes: Egyptological Studies in Honor of Betsy M.
Bryan, eds. Richard Jasnow and Kathlyn M. Cooney (Atlanta: Lockwood, 2015), 49-56; John H. Taylor,
“The Amduat Papyrus of Panebmontu,” British Museum Studies in Ancient Egypt and Sudan 23 (2016):
135-151; Claude Traunecker and Isabelle Régen, “La tomba du prêtre Padiamenopé (TT 33): éclairages
nouveaux,” Bulletin de la Société Française d'Égyptologie 193-194 (2016): 52-83.
46

Andreas Schweizer, The Sungod’s Journey through the Netherworld: Reading the Ancient Egyptian
Amduat (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994).
47

7

more popular treatment by Hornung.48 Important discussions of the relationship of the
Amduat to its architectural context(s) include studies by Barta49 and, more recently,
Roehrig50 and Richter.51
The earliest, complete attestation of the Book of Gates (Ch. 2, pp. 22-24; Ch. 3,
pp. 34-37) was inscribed on the alabaster sarcophagus of Seti I, published in 1864 by
Sharpe and Bonomi. It remains the authoritative facsimile edition of that text.52 Lefébure
completed the first translations in 1878 and 1881,53 while Maspero coined the title “Livre
de Portes” in 1888.54 Budge translated and described the hours in 1905 and drew
comparisons between the Book of Gates and Amduat.55 Maystre and Piankoff published
the first synoptic edition between 1939-196256 that was replaced in the early 1980’s by

48

Erik Hornung, Die Nachtfahrt der Sonne: Eine altägyptische Beschreibung des Jenseits (Zurich: Artemis
& Winkler, 1991).
Winfried Barta, “Zur Stundenanordnung des Amduat in den ramessidischen Königsgräbern,” Bibliotheca
Orientalis 31 (1974): 197-201; idem., “Zur Verteilung der 12 Nachtstunden des Amduat im Grabe
Tuthmosis III,” Jaarbericht van het Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch Genootschap Ex Oriente Lux 21 (1970): 164168.
49

Catharine H. Roehrig, “The Building Activities of Thutmose III in the Valley of the Kings,” in Thutmose
III: A New Biography, eds. Eric H. Cline and David O’Connor (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
2006), 238-259.
50

Barbara Richter, “The Amduat and its Relationship to the Architecture of the Early 18th Dynasty Royal
Burial Chambers,” JARCE 44 (2008): 73-104.
51

Samuel Sharpe, The Alabaster Sarcophagus of Oimenepthah I, King of Egypt: Now in Sir John Soane’s
Museum, Lincoln’s Inn Fields (London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1864).
52

Eugène Lefébure, “The Book of Hades (from the sarcophagus of Seti I),” Records of the Past 10 (1878):
79-134; idem., “The Book of Hades (from the sarcophagus of Seti I),” Records of the Past 12 (1881): 1-35.
53

54

Maspero, “Les hypogées royaux de Thèbes,” 251-310; Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 56-57.

55

Budge, Egyptian Heaven and Hell, passim.

56

Charles Maystre and Alexandre Piankoff, Le Livre des Portes, 3 vols. MIFAO 70, 74-75 (Cairo: IFAO,
1939-1962).
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Hornung’s Das Buch von den Pforten des Jenseits.57 The first modern, English translation
appeared in 1954 in Piankoff’s publication of the tomb of Ramesses VI.58 Zeidler
published a critical edition and commentary in 1999.59 Hornung and Abt provide the
current English translation in The Egyptian Book of Gates.60
The Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity (Ch. 2, pp. 24-25 Ch. 3, pp. 37-43) is
attested in three versions, on the second gilt shrine from the tomb of Tutankhamun (KV
62, CG 1321), the ceiling of Corridor G in the tomb of Ramesses VI (KV 9), and the socalled “enigmatic wall” from the tomb of Ramesses IX (KV 9).61 Piankoff published
Tutankhamun’s version in 1952, and again in 1955.62 In 1949, Drioton and Piankoff
discussed the cryptographic texts on the second shrine.63 Hornung described and
translated select scenes in 1983,64 greatly improving upon earlier interpretations of the

57

Erik Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten des Jenseits: nach den Versionen des Neuen Reiches, 2 vols.
Aegyptiaca Helvetica 7-8 (Genève: Éditions de Belles-Lettres, 1979-1984).
58

Piankoff, Tomb of Ramesses VI, passim.

59

Jürgen Zeidler, Pfortenbuchstudien: Teil 1: Textkritik und Textgeschichte des Pfortenbuches. Teil 2:
Kritische Edition des Pfortenbuches nach den Versionen des Neuen Reiches. Göttinger Orientforschungen
4 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999).
60

Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, The Egyptian Book of Gates (Zurich: Living Human Heritage
Publications, 2013).
61

John Coleman Darnell, The Enigmatic Netherworld Books of the Solar-Osirian Unity: Cryptographic
Compositions in the Tombs of Tutankhamun, Ramesses VI and Ramesses IX. OBO 198 (Freiburg and
Göttingen: Universitätsverlag and Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 6; also see Erik Hornung, “Eine
änigmatische Wand im Ramses’ IX,” in Form und Mass: Beiträge zur Literatur, Sprache und Kunst des
alten Ägypten. Festschrift für Gerhard Fecht zum 65. Geburtstag am 6. Februar 1987, eds. J. Osing and G.
Dreyer (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1987), 226-237.
62

Alexandre Piankoff, Les chapelles de Tout-Ankh-Amon. MIFAO 72 (Cairo: IFAO, 1952); idem., The
shrines of Tout-Ankh-Amon, ed. N. Rambova. Bollingen Series 40 (New York: Pantheon Books for the
Bollingen Foundation, 1955).
Étienne Drioton, “Le cryptographie de la chapelle de Toutânkhamon,” JEA 35 (1949): 117-122;
Alexandre Piankoff, “Une représentation rare sur l’une des chapelles de Toutânkhamon,” JEA 35 (1949):
113-116.
63

64

Erik Hornung, “Ein aenigmatisches Unterweltsbuch,” JSSEA 13 (1983): 29-34.
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cryptographic passages. A 2004 monograph by Darnell serves now as the definitive,
critical edition, taking into consideration all three versions of the Book of the SolarOsirian Unity, the features that unite them as a discrete corpus, and their meaning, with
improved readings for all cryptographic passages.65
The Book of the Earth (Ch. 2, pp. 25-26; Ch. 3, pp. 43-47) was studied first by
Piankoff in the early 1950s,66 followed by an English translation of the version of
Ramesses VI in 1954.67 Structure and content of the book were addressed by Barta68 and
Abitz69 in the 1980s. Barguet70 and Westendorf71 provide discussions of the so-called
“birth of the hours.” Most recently, Roberson has published a comprehensive treatment of
all currently known Book of Earth texts and scenes, including discussions of
iconography, grammar, and architectural contexts of all currently known exemplars.72
Previous Scholarship: Time and Eternity in the Netherworld Books
In 1981, Hornung conducted a textual examination of time in the hereafter, to
discuss the function of time in the afterlife, including references to scenes from the

65

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, passim.

66

Piankoff, Création de Disque Solaire, passim.

67

Piankoff, Tomb of Ramesses VI, passim.

68

Winfried Barta, Die Bedeutung der Jenseitsbücher für den verstorbenen König. Münchner
Ägyptologische Studien 42 (Münich and Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1985), 65-67, 123-128.
Friedrich Abitz, Baugeschichte und Dekoration des Grabes Ramses’ VI. OBO 89 (Freiburg and
Göttingen: Universitätsverlag and Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 118-133.
69

Paul Barguet, “Remarques sur quelques scènes de la sale de sarcophage de Ramsès VI,” RdÉ 30 (1978):
51-56.
70

Wolfhart Westendorf, “Korrekturen zum Lexikon der Ägyptologie: (Nachlese und Schluβ),” GM 134
(1993): 102 (91-112).
71

72

Joshua A. Roberson, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Earth. Wilbour Studies in Egypt and Ancient
Western Asia 1 (Atlanta: Lockwood Press, 2012).
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Netherworld Books.73 Apart from a single scene from the Book of Earth, Hornung
focuses his discussion on the Amduat and Book of Gates. He concluded that time differs
qualitatively in the afterlife from our experience in the human realm, particularly with
regard to time’s apparent reversibility in the divine world.74 His exploration of this
subject, more specifically, the ways in which time functioned in the afterlife, such as its
birth, destruction, and inversion, provides a foundation for the study conducted in this
thesis.
In 1994, Bochi examined visual representations of the dualistic aspects of eternity
in ancient Egypt, with emphasis on iconography and symbolism utilized to render
visually an otherwise abstract concept. She discusses images that refer explicitly to time,
including select scenes from the Netherworld Books, depictions of the seasons, and
events that occur repeatedly.75 She limited her discussion of Netherworld Books to two
scenes from the Book of Gates and a single scene from the Book of the Solar-Osirian
Unity. Ten years later, Bochi revisited her earlier treatment of temporal images, with
regard to the representation of abstract concepts in concrete, iconographical terms.76
Manassa has also discussed scenes of time in the Netherworld Books, as
represented on sarcophagi from the Late Period.77 Specifically, her discussion of time

Erik Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits im alten Ägypten,” in Zeit und Zeitlosigkei / In time and out of time /
Les templs et ses frontièrs, eds. Adolf Portmann and Rudolf Ritsema (Frankfurt am Main: Insel, 1981),
269-307.
73

74

Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 290.

75

Patricia A. Bochi, “Images of Time in Ancient Egyptian Art,” JARCE 31 (1994): 55-62.

Patricia A. Bochi, “Time in the Art of Ancient Egypt: From Ideological Concept to Visual Construct,”
KronoScope 3 (2003): 21-82.
76

77

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 56-66.
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surrounds scenes of the birth and destruction of the hours, comparing these later
attestations to the scenes from the Netherworld Books in New Kingdom royal tombs. She
describes a cycle of creation, destruction, and re-creation in relation to how time is born
in the afterlife,78 noting that “the concept of ‘destroying’ hours in order to create them
remains obscure.”79
Most recently, Hegenbarth-Reichardt has discussed time and space in relation to
the Amduat.80 He proposes that space and time are conceived of as a single unit in the
Amduat, and analyzes the texts and images of each hour of the sun god’s journey in terms
of their relation to space and time. Lastly, he ends with a discussion of neheh and djet.
Research Objectives
Prior to Bochi’s 1994 study, the ancient techniques for depicting time and
eternity, particularly with regard to the Netherworld Books, had passed largely without
scholarly comment. Hornung’s 1981 article discussed time in the hereafter, but was
limited primarily to the function of that concept utilizing texts as evidence, without
addressing the specific, iconographic conventions for the construction of its
representations in substantial detail. Hegenbarth-Reichardt conducted a comprehensive
study of images of space and time in the Amduat, leaving the remaining Netherworld
Books to be analyzed. Moreover, while the various translation volumes and

78

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 62.

79

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 56.

Ina Hegenbarth-Reichardt, “Von Zeiten und Räumen. Oder: Wie unendlich ist die altägyptische
Ewigkeit?” in Zeit und Ewigkeit als Raum göttlichen Handelns: religionsgeschichtliche, theologische und
philosophische Perspektiven, eds. Reinhard Gregor Kratz, Hermann Spieckermann (Berlin and New York:
Walter de Gruyter, 2009), 3-28; idem., Der Raum der Zeit: eine Untersuchung zu den altägyptischen
Vorstellungen und Konzeptionen von Zeit und Raum anhand des Unterweltbuches Amduat. Ägypten und
Altes Testament 64 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2006).
80

12

commentaries on the Netherworld Books might identify individual scenes as
corresponding to time and eternity,81 those volumes have not treated the relevant images
as part of a shared, iconographic corpus of temporal images. The present thesis builds
upon the work of Bochi and Hornung, in order to define the specific iconographic
conventions that governed the composition of representations of time in the Netherworld
Books, address the meaning of these conventions and the reasons for their use, and to
assess any relevant change over time or other patterns in their use. Moreover, this thesis
re-considers some of the images that Bochi and Hornung have discussed previously, in
order to determine if, in fact, they should be regarded as images of eternity. However,
this thesis will not include a discussion of the movement of time in figural art, or the
general concept of art as a means of overcoming time.82
According to Bochi’s framework, the iconography of temporal images in the
Netherworld Books included a handful of iconographic elements, which functioned as
symbolic expressions of the abstract concepts of time and eternity,83 most notably “linear
shapes of a rope or that of a snake” and “linear shapes describing twisted or circular
motions.”84 The images of time that Hornung discussed, included scenes corresponding
to the theme of the emergence and passing away of time in the afterlife.85 The present

81

See for example, Hornung and Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife, 130, referencing neheh and djet, as well
as the birth of the hours in the upper register of the eleventh hour of the Amduat (for which see Ch. 3, pp.
27-33); idem., Egyptian Book of Gates, 206, acknowledging the representation of the hours which are
associated with a “rope of time” (ibidi).
82

For references to scholarship that discusses these themes of time see, Bochi, “Images of Time,” 55, nn.
3-5.
83

Bochi, “Images of Time,” 58

84

Bochi, “Images of Time,” 58.

85

Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 286.
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corpus takes these criteria as its starting point, but includes also those scenes featuring
arrangements of stars and groupings of twelve, which allude in each case to the passage
of the nocturnal “hours” (wnw.wt)86 (for a list of images in this corpus see Appendix:
Corpus of Images). The various Netherworld scenes that fit these criteria appear to cluster
in thematic groups, which might be categorized as: creation and destruction of time,
manipulation or measuring of time, and inversions of time. Each of these categories is
treated in detail, with regard to the relevant images, in Chapter 3.

86

See thus, e.g., Roberson, Books of the Earth, 157, n. 200, 166, n. 255, and 179-191.
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Chapter 2:
New Kingdom Books of the Netherworld
Overview of the Cosmological and Netherworld Book Genres
The cosmological genre of the New Kingdom includes a wide variety of
compositions detailing different aspects of the sun god’s cyclical journey, from sunset in
the west each evening through sunrise and rebirth each morning. These works describe
the geography and events of the afterlife, in which the sun god encounters dangers,
revives the deceased, and is ultimately renewed before rejoining the world of the living. 1
Within the broader cosmological genre, scholars have distinguished various sub-genres,
including etiological treatises, Books of the Sky, and Books of the Netherworld.2 The
present thesis concerns those compositions that belong to the Netherworld group, which
focus on the nocturnal aspect of the solar journey that is described and depicted as
occurring within a variety of subterranean, underworld locales within the larger duat.3
The four Netherworld Books under consideration include the Amduat, Book of Gates,
Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity, and Book of the Earth. The reigning king utilized these
books to demonstrate his knowledge of the Netherworld,4 such that he might share in the
rejuvenating power of the sun god in his own afterlife.5 This chapter will trace briefly the

1

Winfried Barta, Komparative Untersuchungen zu vier Unterweltsbüchern. Münchener Ägyptologische
Untersuchungen 1 (Frankfurt am Main and Bern: New York and Lang, 1990), 145.
2

Terminology following Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 316; adapted, in turn, from Hornung, Books
of the Afterlife, 26–27, 112-113, and 136 ff.
3

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 27.

4

Although evidence points to the king as the main utilizer of these compositions (stemming from their
attestations in the burial chamber of royal tombs), this was not necessarily their only function; thus, for
example, Wente employs textual evidence to suggest the usefulness to those still alive (Edward F. Wente,
“Mysticism in Pharaonic Egypt?” JNES 41 (1982): 161-179).
5

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 27.
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history of this genre, including sources, contexts, and major themes of each composition,
noting in each case those scenes that will form the basis of the iconographic discussion in
Chapter 3.
History of the Netherworld Books
As a whole, the cosmological genre builds upon concepts and mythologies
attested already in the earliest Egyptian mortuary literature, beginning with the Pyramid
Texts of the Old Kingdom, attested first in the late-Fifth Dynasty tomb of King Unas (c.
2306 BCE).6 These spells were composed for the purpose of propelling the deceased
king’s spirit into a favorable afterlife among the great gods, in the sky.7 From the late
First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom (Dyns. 11-12, c. 1980-1760 BCE), the
Pyramid Texts—formerly the prerogative of royalty—disappeared from royal tombs and
began to appear in private tombs, alongside a new genre of so-called Coffin Texts.8 These
series of spells are attested exclusively in private contexts and seem to have been
available to anyone who could afford a decorated coffin.9 Within the Coffin Texts, one

6

Thomas G. Allen, Occurrences of Pyramid Texts with Cross Indexes of these and other Egyptian
Mortuary Texts, SAOC 27 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), 1. All dates follow Erik Hornung,
Rolf Krauss, and David Warburton, eds., Ancient Egyptian Chronology (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 490-495,
“Chronological Table for the Dynastic Period.”
7

J. P. Allen, “Cosmology of the Pyramid Texts,” 1; for an overview, see Hornung, Books of the Afterlife,
1-6.
8

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 7.

9

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 7; non-royal attestations of the PT also occurred in the Middle Kingdom
(T.G. Allen, Occurrences, 1-2; James P. Allen, “Funerary Texts and their Meaning” in Mummies & Magic:
The Funerary Arts of Ancient Egypt, eds. Sue D’Auria, Peter Lacovara, and Catharine H. Roehrig (Boston:
Museum of Fine Arts, 1988), 39); an example of non-royal occurrence is the mastaba of Senwosretankh
discussed in James P. Allen, “Reading a Pyramid,” in Hommages à Jean Lecant, eds. Catherine Berger,
Gisèle Clerc, and Nicolas Grima (Le Caire: IFAO, 1994), 5-28; with arguments against J. P. Allen’s
architectural interpretations in Harold Hayes, “Unreading a Pyramid,” BIFAO 109 (2009): 195-220; also
note that many CT spells have no antecedent in the earlier PT corpus (David P. Silverman, “Textual
Criticism in the Coffin Texts,” in Religion and Philosophy in Ancient Egypt. YES 3, ed. James P. Allen, et
al. (New Haven: Yale University, 1989), 33).
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series of spells, known to modern scholarship as the “Book of Two Ways,”10 described
and, for the first time, utilized figural images to depict the paths that the deceased might
follow in the afterlife, through a variety of locales, such as to the “Field of Offerings” or
the “palace of Osiris.”11 The Book of Two Ways, as the first guide or map to the afterlife,
provided the basic cosmological and cosmographic template for the Netherworld Books
of the New Kingdom (Dyns. 18-20, c. 1539-1077 BCE).12 Unlike earlier mortuary
literature and contemporary Books of the Dead whose principle focus was the spells, the
principle focus of the Netherworld Books was their narrative imagery, while the
integrated texts functioned primarily as annotations and captions.13 Individual
compositions within the Netherworld Book corpus might be described as tA mDA.t n.t
jmj(.t) dwA.t, “the book of what is in the duat,” from which derives the shortened,
modern title of Amduat (jmj.t dwA.t, i.e. “what is in the Netherworld”).14 This

10

This modern title was coined by Hans Schack-Schackenburg, Das Buch von den zwei Wegen des seligen
Toten (Zweiwegebuch): Texte aus der Pyramidenzeit nach einem im Berliner Museum bewahrten
Sargboden des Mittleren Reiches (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs’ Buchhandlung, 1903), 4, for its “two zigzag paths
that form a kind of map” (Lesko, Book of Two Ways, 3, 10); the ancient name for this composition was,
sSm.t n wA.wt n.t rA-sTAw, “Book of the Ways of Rosetjau” (Hermsen, Die zwei Wege de Jenseits, 111112).
11

Lesko, Book of Two Ways, 6.

12

Roberson, “Early History of ‘New Kingdom’ Netherworld Iconography,” 427; Manassa, Late Egyptian
Underworld, vol. 1, 3; for arguments against the term “map” see, Stephen Quirke, “Measuring the
underworld,” in Mysterious Lands, eds. David O'Connor and Stephen Quirke (London: UCL Press, 2003),
170-172; for the relationship between the Book of Two Ways and the Amduat see, Herman Grapow,
“Studien zu den thebanischen Königsgräbern” ZÄS 72 (1936): 12-39.
13

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26. In Late Ramesside and Third Intermediate Period attestations of the
compositions, a single scene from a Netherworld Book can serve as a representation of the entire book
(Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 440). Also, note that the Amduat also has a “short” version
without illustration, attested already in the early Eighteenth Dynasty (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 33;
idem., Das Amduat III, passim).
14

Piankoff, “Quel est le ‘livre’ appelé,” 147-149; Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 321; Hornung,
Books of the Afterlife, 26.
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terminology was applied first to the enigmatic treatise from the second gilt shrine of
Tutankhamun (Dyn. 18, c. 1324 BCE) and eventually came to encompass all of the
cosmological books, as well as the Book of the Dead.15 Modern scholarship employs the
terms “Books of the Netherworld,” “Books of the Underworld,” and “Guides to the
Hereafter” more or less interchangeably,16 while reserving the title of Amduat for the
earliest attested book in the genre, discussed below.
The genre of Netherworld Books encompasses several compositions that can be
divided into “early” and “late” groups, on the basis of first attestations.17 More
importantly, these two groups are differentiated also by their layouts and some key
iconographical distinctions.18 The earlier books, the Amduat and the Book of Gates, were
divided into twelve sections, corresponding to the twelve hours of the night, with each
hour separated visually from the next.19 In the Amduat, these divisions were indicated by
vertical lines of text, while the Book of Gates employed annotated, figural representations
of monumental gates and their serpent guardians as separators.20 Both books featured the
sun god in his nocturnal, ram-headed form standing aboard his solar barque in the middle

15

Piankoff, “Quel est le ‘livre’ appelé,” 147-149; the first occurrence of “Amduat” as a term for the
Netherworld Book genre is on the second shrine of Tutankhamun (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 78;
Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 38); only the Book of the Earth is never called an Amduat
(Roberson, Books of the Earth, 5, nn. 45).
16

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26; in German, they are referred to as “Unterweltsbücher” and in
French, “Livres du monde inférieur” (ibid.).
17

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26; Roberson, Books of the Earth, 4, nn. 29.

18

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26-27; Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 322.

19

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26.

20

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 57.
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register of a predominantly tri-partite register system.21 The later compositions, including
the Books of the Solar-Osirian Unity, and Books of Earth, employed various
organizational systems that diverge from the twelve-hour divisions of the earlier books,
as well as from each other. However, the later books can be categorized broadly as
bipartite compositions, in which the duat was split into two symmetrical halves.22
Moreover, each of the later books regularly depicts the sun god by means of his sun disk,
or as the god within a disk, in addition to occasional use of the earlier, solar barque
motif.23
Sources and Context for the Netherworld Books
Amduat
The ancient title of the book that modern scholars designate “Amduat” was sS n
a.t jmn.t aHa.w bA.w nTr.w Sw.wt Ax.w jr.w, “Writing of the hidden chamber, the standing
places of the bas, the gods, the shadows, the akhs, and the forms.”24 The book’s earliest
attestation was discovered as wall fragments recovered from the tombs of Thutmose I
(KV 38, c. 1483 BCE) and Thutmose I/Hatshepsut (KV 20, c. 1458 BCE).25 The earliest
known, complete version was discovered in the tomb of Thutmose III (KV 34, c. 1425

21

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26; Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 322.

22

Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 327.

23

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 26; Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 327, with a list of exceptions,
nn. 31.
24

Hornung and Abt. Egyptian Amduat, 11; Hornung, Das Amduat I, 1.1; idem., Texte zum Amduat, 100
(note: I adapted translation from Hornung).
25

Hornung, Texte zum Amduat I, X.
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BCE).26

In each case, the book occurred within the burial chamber. Due to the fragmentary

nature of the finds from KV 38 and KV 20, the layout of those versions cannot be
reconstructed with certainty.27 However, the intact version of Thutmose III follows
precisely instructions found in the texts of the Amduat itself, which dictate an ideal
placement and ordering of the hours, according to the cardinal directions.28 With regard
to this ideal order, Barta noted a displacement of the fifth and sixth hours,29 which do not
follow consecutively from hours 1-4, but instead occur adjacent to the twelfth hour.30
Barta discerned that this sequence creates a spiral (see figure 1).31 Building upon that
observation, Richter proposed that the apparent spiral shape might represent “a
combination of neheh (cyclical) and djet (linear time)... reflect[ing] the daily repetition of
the solar cycle.”32 According to this interpretation, time and eternity were expressed not
only in the book’s figural illustrations but also in their physical organization in three
dimensions, on the tomb walls. However, after the reign of Thutmose III, the hours of the
Amduat begin to appear in numerical sequence around the perimeter of the room,
obscuring the underlying spiral structure of the book and its presumed architectural

26

Hornung, Texte zum Amduat I, XI; for a complete list of attestations see Roberson, “Royal Funerary
Books,” 323, table 21.3.
27

Richter, “Amduat and its Relationship,” 74, nn. 3.

28

Richter, “Amduat and its Relationship,” 79.

29

Barta, “Zur Stundenanordnung,” 199; idem., “Zur Verteilung,” 168.

30

Richter, “Amduat and its Relationship,” 79.

31

Barta, “Zur Stundenanordnung,” 199; idem., “Zur Verteilung,” 168.

32

Richter, “Amduat and its Relationship,” 79.
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diagram of neheh and djet.33
The internal content of the Amduat begins with the sun’s transition from day to
night in the first hour.34 The Netherworld journey proper begins in the second hour,35 as
the sun god, Re, navigates various subterranean locales of the duat, such as “Wernes” in
the second hour,36 and “Water of Osiris” in the third hour.37 In the fourth hour, he passes
through the land of Rosetjau,38 assisted by a crew of gods towing his solar barque,39
before passing above the “mysterious path of the land of Sokar,” in the fifth hour.40 At
the midpoint of the nocturnal journey, the sixth hour (=midnight), the sun god reunites
with the corpse of Osiris,41 allowing him to overcome his greatest enemy, the serpent
Apep, in the seventh hour.42 In the eight hour, the sun god supplies clothing to the bas

33

Richter, “Amduat and its Relationship,” 93, (Amenhotep II (KV 35)), 100 (Amenhotep III (KV 22));
these two kings were the only others, aside from Thutmose III, who employed all the hours of the Amduat
(Hornung, Texte zum Amduat I, X-XVI); also, note that, on some Late Period sarcophagi, the hours resume
their prescribed, ideal sequence (Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld¸ vol. 1, 77-78, 472).
34

Hornung and Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife, 38.

35

Hornung and Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife, 38; Hornung designates the first hour as an “intermediate
realm,” while the second hour begins the “actual Netherworld” (ibid.).
36

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 23.1; idem., Texte zum Amduat I, 174.

37

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 44.1-2; idem., Texte zum Amduat I, 270-271.

38

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 63.3 idem., Texte zum Amduat II, 374; for the land of Rosetjau see, LÄ V, 303309.
39

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 69, nr. 300, 70, nr. 301-303; idem., Texte zum Amduat II, 366.300-301,
367.302-303; idem., Books of the Afterlife, 36.
40

Hornung, Texte zum Amduat II, 436.

41

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 110.7; idem., Texte zum Amduat II, 502.

42

Hornung, Das Amduat I, 124.4; idem., Texte zum Amduat II, 549.
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seated in the caverns of the upper and lower registers,43 a theme which is continued in the
ninth hour. Horus saves those who have drowned in the bottom register of the tenth hour,
while the upper register is dedicated to “the rescue and healing of the Eye.”44 Meanwhile,
the solar barque gains extra protection to continue its journey.45 Of particular significance
to the present thesis is a scene of time in the eleventh hour, in which the sun god prepares
for his imminent rebirth (Ch. 3, pp. 27-33) ensuring that he does “not [miss] the right
moment for the new sunrise.”46
Book of Gates
No original title for the Book of Gates is known.47 The modern designation,
coined by Maspero in 1888,48 derives from the book’s characteristic images of fortified
gates guarded by fire-spitting uraei, which separate the individual hours.49 The earliest,
albeit incomplete, attestation of the Book of Gates appears in the late Eighteenth Dynasty
tomb of Horemheb (KV 57, c. 1292 BCE),50 where the Book of Gates appears in the burial

43

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 39.

44

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 40.

45

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 40.

46

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 41.

47

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 57; a possible title may be mDA.t n.t nD wsjr dA.tyw, “The Book of
Protecting Osiris among those of the Netherworld,” a title given to the scene of the judgement hall in the
fifth gate (scene 33) (Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 9, 185; Hornung, Das Buch von den
Pforten I, 192.1-5).
48

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 56-57.

49

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 56-57; Gaston Maspero coined the term “Livre de Portes” in 1888
(Maspero, “Les hypogées royaux de Thèbes, 251-310). Compare the gates employed as separators in the
Book of Gates to of the gates to BD 144 and 145, which could be substituted for the Book of Gates in nonroyal tombs (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 57-58).
50

Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 10. Included in the incomplete tomb were hours 2-6 (idem.,
Books of the Afterlife, 55).
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chamber, replacing the Amduat.51 The alabaster sarcophagus of Seti I (Dyn. 19, c. 1279
BCE)

was inscribed with the first complete version,52 at which time the Amduat returned

to the walls of the burial chamber in his tomb (KV 17).53 Between its initial use and its
last occurrence in a royal tomb, that of Ramesses VII (KV 1, c. 1131 BCE),54 the Book of
Gates appeared in various locations within tombs, including the upper pillared hall,
sarcophagus chamber, and subsidiary rooms and corridors,55 accompanied in each case
by a variety of other cosmological compositions.56 After the end of the New Kingdom,
portions of the Book of Gates were inscribed on sarcophagi, papyri and, later, on the
walls of a handful of Saite tombs.57
The Book of Gates exhibits similarities in structure and content with the Amduat,
although some episodes occur in different hours.58 Nevertheless, the primary theme
remains the nocturnal journey of the sun-god, with the “intermediate” first hour as the

51

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 55; only Horemheb and Ramesses I solely used the Book of Gates
(ibid.).
52

Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 12; also, note that hours 2, 3, 5, and 6 of the Book of Gates are
represented in the pillared hall (ibid., 11); for the publication of the alabaster sarcophagus see, Sharpe,
Alabaster Sarcophagus of Oimenepthah I, passim.
53

Hornung, Texte zum Amduat I, XIII.

54

Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 21; idem., Books of the Afterlife, 56; for a complete list of
attestations see Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 325, table 21.4.
55

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 55-56; for a complete list of attestations and their locations in royal
tombs, see idem., Das Buch von den Pforten II, 10-22.
56

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 55-56.

57

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 56; for discussion of these later attestations see Manassa, Late Egyptian
Underworld, vol. 1, passim.
58

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 57, 59.
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transition from day to night,59 the union of the sun god and his corpse in the sixth hour,60
the defeat of Apophis in the eleventh hour,61 and the sun god’s rebirth as he moves
through the last gate in the twelfth hour.62 Of particular significance to the present thesis
and its examination of time and eternity are the fifth and sixth hours, in which the blessed
dead are allotted time in the hereafter, and in which time is spun from the mouth of the
mummiform god Aqen (Ch. 3, pp. 34-37).63
Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity
The so-called “Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity”64 is attested in three distinct but
interrelated versions: the second gilt shrine of Tutankhamun (KV 62, CG 1321), the
ceiling of Corridor G in the tomb of Ramesses VI (KV 9), and the right wall of the third
corridor in the tomb of Ramesses IX (KV 9).65 These three attestations are characterized
textually by their extensive use of the cryptographic script.66 Additionally, they are linked
thematically, by their emphasis on the union of Re and Osiris, and iconographically, by

59

Hornung and Abt, Knowledge of the Afterlife, 38.

60

Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 162-165; idem., Das Buch von den Pforten I, 224-227 (n.1-29);
Zeidler, Pfortenbuchstudien II, 172-173.
61

Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 247-248; idem., Das Buch von den Pforten I, 357.1-3 (n. 1-11);
Zeidler, Pfortenbuchstudien II, 308-309.
62

For a summary of the scenes in the Book of Gates see Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 59-66.

63

See thus, Bochi, “Images of Time,” 56-58.

64

The Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity is the first Netherworld Book to bear the ancient designation of an
“Amduat” (see Ch. 3, nn. 15 above).
65

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 6.

66

Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 327.
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their incorporation of a giant deity67 that spans multiple registers of each composition and
was surrounded or accompanied by serpents.68 Of particular significance for the present
study is the mehen-serpent, which surrounds the giant figure on Tutankhamun’s second
gilt shrine (Ch. 3, pp. 37-43).69
Books of the Earth
The various “Books of the Earth” (ancient title unknown) did not possess a rigidly
fixed or standardized set of images or texts.70 Individual scenes are attested in royal
tombs from the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties (c. 1202-1077 BCE),71 with the tomb
of Ramesses VI incorporating the largest known collection of Book of the Earth
tableaux.72 This composition has been categorized as a “collection of vignettes and texts
affiliated only loosely” and dealing with the sun god’s nocturnal journey.”73 These
chthonic images were accompanied invariably by scenes of the sun god’s celestial
journey, e.g. Books of the Sky and astronomical ceilings, which appear on the ceilings of
all burial chambers that feature the Book of Earth.74 According to Roberson, this

67

Darnell (Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 374) suggests that this giant deity is a unified Re-Osiris.

68

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 6-7; Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 327.

69

Darnell (Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 78-80) designates this image as scene 6 on the first side of
Tutankhamun’s second gilt shrine.
70

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 12.

71

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 9.

72

Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 329; for a complete list of attestations see Roberson, “Royal
Funerary Books,” 329, table 21.8.
73

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 12.

74

Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 329; for a general discussion of the Books of the Sky see, Hornung,
Books of the Afterlife, 112-135.
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combination of chthonic and celestial motifs was employed to transform the burial
chamber into an architectural model of the solar horizon, or akhet, as distinct from the
“Amduat-style” burial chambers of the early New Kingdom.75 Because there is no fixed
set of images that comprise the book, it is unknown whether a “complete” version ever
existed.76 Of special relevance to the present investigation of time and eternity is a scene
depicting the Birth of the Hours (Ch. 3, pp. 43-47).77

75

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 55-59.

76

Roberson, “Royal Funerary Books,” 329. Nevertheless, the tomb of Ramesses I (KV 9) seems to contain
most of the scenes identified. For quick references of scenes in the Book of Earth in KV tombs see, ibid.,
table 21.8.
77

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 130.
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Chapter 3:
Iconographic Analysis of Scenes of “Time” and “Eternity” in the Netherworld
Books
In this chapter, I identify and analyze images of time and eternity from each of the
New Kingdom Netherworld Books, as discussed in Chapter 2. Each scene will be treated
synchronically, including context for the scene in its respective book, relevant captions
and texts, identification of individual figural elements, and an iconographical analysis of
each element’s mythological significance. Each image was selected based on the criteria
established in Chapter 1, including linear and twisting forms, especially as manifested in
the form of a snake, as well as stars, and/or groupings of twelve.
Amduat: Hour 11, Upper Register, Scene 3 (figures 2 and 3)1
Prior to the sun god’s transition from night to day in the final hour of the Amduat,
“preparations for the coming sunrise” occur in the eleventh hour.2 In that hour, the scenes
of the upper register depict the birth of the hours, which ensured that sunrise might occur
at the proper time.3 The introductory text to this hour underlines the role of djet-eternity
in the sun god’s rebirth, stating, “Time [D.t] swallows her images in front of the seer who
is in this place, and returns them afterwards for the birth of Khepri [i.e., the rejuvenated

1

Analysis follows the version of the Amduat represented in the tomb of Amenhotep II (KV 35), as used by
Hornung and Abt in their translation volume. Other tombs exhibit numerous iconographic variations. For
example, the tomb of Ramesses IV only contains a seated figure atop a snake. However, the seated figure is
not identified as Djet. Instead, there is no caption naming the figure; for this variant, see Piankoff, Tomb of
Ramses VI, pl. 93.
2

See, e.g., the solar barque’s passage through mHn tA, “world-encircler,” the serpent through which the sun
god’s literal rejuvenation will occur (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 40-41; Hornung and Abt, Egyptian
Amduat, 340; Hornung, Das Amduat, 186.5; idem, Texte zum Amduat II, 768); cf. also the reversal of time
through the body of mHn tA, in the following twelfth hour, for which see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian
Amduat, 368-370; Hornung, Texte Zum Amduat III, 821-829; Hornung, Das Amduat I, 198-200; Hornung,
“Zeitliches Jenseits,” 289-290; with additional comments on avenues of future research below, in Ch. 4, pp.
53-54.
3

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 41.
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sun god] in the earth.”4
The upper register begins, on the left, with a double-headed deity, wearing the
white and red crowns upon his head, with a sun disk between them, and holding the wasscepter, in his forward hand, and an ankh, in his trailing hand. He is identified as, “He
with equipped face, Lord of time [D.t].”5 In the middle of the scene stands an anthropoid
figure, labeled as Atum,6 behind a winged serpent, equipped with two pairs of “walking”
legs (

). Atum grasps the serpent’s outstretched wings in each hand; the god’s head is

flanked by two, inward facing wadjet-eyes.7 On the far right, a second serpent, bearing a
small, seated figure atop its back, confronts the central group. An arrangement of ten
stars appears above and below the head of the second serpent figure.8 In the versions of
Thutmose III and Amenhotep II, the serpent, goddess, and stars were inscribed in red ink,
drawing attention to this set of figures within the vignette. The serpent on the far right is

4

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 328: am D.t sSm.w=s m bAH ptry jmj njw.t tn dj=s sn m-xt r msw.t
xprj m tA (Hornung, Das Amduat, 180.2; idem, Texte zum Amduat III, 747-748).
5

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 330; apr-Hr nb D.t (Hornung, Das Amduat I, 181.1; idem, Texte zum
Amduat III, 751). According to Hornung, its two heads, with the dualistic markers of kingship, allude also
to the two aspects of eternity, neheh and djet (Hornung and Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife, 130), although
his designation is limited to lord of djet, with no mention of neheh. Manassa asserts that this figure may be
a stand-in for Re, since this “motionless figure may himself allude to the sun at aHa, ‘standstill,” while
“these two crowns symbolize the north-south motion of the sun” (Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol.
1, 352).
6

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 331. Although the figure is not labeled, his name is reconstructed
from the text describing the scene: wnn=f m sxr pn Dwj nTr pn r=f prj sSm.w nj jtwm m jA.t=f, “He is like
this: When this god calls to him, the image of Atum comes forth from his back” (ibid.; Hornung, Das
Amduat I, 181.4).
7

Note the heraldic composition of this vignette with the central figure, standing between the wings and
wadjet-eyes; Roberson has linked heraldic compositions in Netherworld compositions to the akhet, and the
liminal zones it represents (Joshua A. Roberson, “The Iconicity of the Vertical in Egyptian Cosmological
(Con)Text,” in Seen Not Heard. Composition, Iconicity, and the Classifier Systems of Logosyllabic Scripts,
ed. Ilona Zsolnay (Chicago: Oriental Institute, in press)).
8

Hornung and Abt note that in some attestations the stars number ten or eleven (Hornung and Abt,
Egyptian Amduat, 33).
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identified as “He who takes away the hours [Sd wnw.wt],”9 while the smaller figure atop
his back is labeled as “Time [D.t].”10 The text above this last group explains: “Her own
body: She is upon ‘He who takes away the hours.’ What she has to do: To live through
the voice of Re, day after day. She swallows her images (again) at this place. It is the 11th
hour, one of those who follow this god.”11
In this scene, Djet is personified as the goddess seated atop the serpent.12
Although personifications of individual hours as goddesses is relatively common,13 the
personification of Djet itself, in the eleventh hour of the Amduat, is unique within the
Netherworld Book corpus.14 Aside from her caption, Djet has no distinctive attributes or
iconographical elements that identify her. Utilizing terminology that Baines has proposed
with regard to so-called fecundity figures, we might classify the Djet-goddess as a
“formal personification,”15 which is to say, figures whose “names are identical with

9

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 332; Hornung, Das Amduat I, 181.8; idem, Texte zum Amduat III,
754; for wnw.t see, Wb I, 316.1.
10

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 332; Hornung, Das Amduat I, 181.7; idem, Texte zum Amduat III,
754.
11

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 332; D.t=s Ds=s wnn=s m Hryt Sd.y wnw.t jrr.t=s pw anx xrw ra.w
nb am=s sSm.w=s r njw.t tn wnw.t 11 p(w) wa.t m-xt nTr (Hornung, Das Amduat I, 181.5-6; idem, Texte zum
Amduat III, 753-754).
12

Westendorf identifies the serpent, not the anthropoid figure, as the personification of Djet: “Im Amduat
und in Pfortenbuch tritt eine Schlange (also eine Verkörperung der Djet) aus, die die Stunden gebiert und
wieder verschlingt” (Westendorf, “Die Geburt der Zeit aus dem Raum,” GM 63 (1983): 73).
13

For example, in the Amduat, seventh hour, lower register stand twelve female deities with stars atop
their heads. They are specifically addressed as goddesses of the hours, called wnw.wt with a goddess
determinative,
(Hornung, Das Amduat I, 130.8; idem, Texte zum Amduat II, 571); for overview
of goddess of the hours, see Georges Soukiassian, “Studengötter,” in LÄ VI, 101-103.
14

For brief list of personifications of neheh and djet see, Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 49, III; for personifications
in general see, Waltraud Guglielmi, “Personifikation,” in LÄ IV, 978-987.
15

John Baines, Fecundity Figures: Egyptian personification and the iconology of a genre (Warminster and
Chicago: Aris & Phillips and Bolchazy Carducci, 1985), 19.
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substantives that are used elsewhere in the language and have non-personal meaning.”16
One common use of djet occurs in divine epithets, such as nb D.t, “Lord of time
[djet],” which was associated with the gods Re and Osiris.17 As a noun of time, djet
occurs, perhaps most commonly, at the end of a clause, with adverbial function.18 Since
the personification of Djet occurs at the end of this grouping of vignettes in the eleventh
hour of the Amduat, its adverbial function may be demonstrated visually in the scene,
suggesting that the events preceding it, namely the birth and destruction of the hours,
occur eternally.19 Ultimately, the Amduat scene appears to depict an abstract concept as a
personification in which, according to Baines, “…some figures may come into being as a
method of representing more or less abstract concepts pictorially.”20 As the only
Netherworld Book representing djet in human form, this scene from the Amduat’s
eleventh hour appears to represent one of the first attempts to render the abstract notion

16

Baines, Fecundity Figures, 19; he also stipulates that these substantives can be “abstract or concrete.”

17

Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 287; a similar epithet is used for neheh: nb nHH, “Lord of time [neheh],”
for Re and Osiris (ibid.).
18

Alan H. Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar: Being an Introduction to the Study of Hieroglyphs (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1957), §88; Baines specifies that the concept must be a noun: “nor, strictly
speaking, can it be any part of speech other than a substantive” (Baines, Fecundity Figures, 19).
19

J.A. Roberson, personal communication (March, 2017).

20

Baines, Fecundity Figures, 11; he separates personifications into two major categories, formal and
iconographic. Iconographic personifications are personifications in which attributes are formally
represented as “alternative or supplementary to that given by their names” (ibid., 37); examples of
iconographic personifications would include figural representations of Ma’at (for which see, Emily Teeter,
Presentation of Ma’at: ritual and legitimacy in ancient Egypt. Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilization 57
(Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1997), 26-29), Sia, “divine perception,” and
Hu, “divine speech (for which see, Alan H. Gardiner, “Some personifications,” Proceedings of the Society
of Biblical Archaeology 38 (1916), 43-54, 83-95; Rehab Assem, “The god 1w: a brief study,” Studien zur
Altägyptischen Kultur 21 (2012): 21-31); for discussion of Heka as an active god rather than a
personification see, Robert K. Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice. Studies in
Ancient Oriental Civilization 54 (Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1993), 1428.
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of eternity as a concrete entity.21
The serpent beneath Djet has been designated a “Zeit-Schlange” by Hornung for
its role in taking away the hours.22 Referencing a version of this same scene, as attested
on a Late Period sarcophagus, Manassa notes the dual meaning of Sd in the caption,
which might signify either to “rescue” or “swallow.” She compares this ambiguity to that
of the verb Htm, meaning either to “supply” or “destroy,” which occurs in other scenes
featuring the birth and destruction of time, including the middle register of the fourth
hour of the Book of Gates (see figure 4) and the upper register of the sixth hour from that
same composition (see figure 5).23 Moreover, with regard to the parallel scene from the
Book of Gates (fourth hour), she suggests that Htm in conjunction with am, “swallow,”24
“can represent a type of destruction prerequisite to rebirth.”25 Similarly, in the eleventh
hour of the Amduat, the hours swallowed by the serpent are “taken away,” and then

21

An earlier image of time might be found on the outer coffin of a Twelfth Dynasty general, Sepi, where
CT 578 is inscribed with a depiction of the creator god, enthroned within circles in alternating colors of red
and black (Peter A. Piccione, “Mehen, Mysteries, and Resurrection from the Coiled Serpent,” JARCE 27
(1990): 44-45). Sepi’s throne is inscribed with rnp.wt HH.w, “millions of years” (Forman and Quirke,
Hieroglyphs and the Afterlife (London: British Museum Press, 1996), 95, 97).
22

Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 284.

23

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol, 1, 354. For the middle register of the fourth hour of the Book
of Gates, scene 20, see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 120-123; Hornung, Buch von den
Pforten II, 111-114; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten I, 118-123; Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 283-284;
for the upper register of the sixth hour of the Book of Gates, scene 36, see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian
Book of Gates, 206-209; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten II, 158-160; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten I,
215-220, with discussion of this scene as an image of time Bochi, “Images of Time,” 57-58; Hornung,
“Zeitliches Jenseits,” 285; and Hornung, Die Nachtfahrt der Sonne, 143-145.
24

Wb I 183.11. The text states, am=Tn msyw Hrr.t sHtm-Tn pryt jm=s, “You swallow what ‘The Frightful
One’ has given birth to, and destroy what comes out of it” (Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates,
122). For the significance of “magical swallowing,” see Ritner, Mechanics, 102-110.
25

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 61.
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returned “for the birth of Khepri in the earth.”26
The serpent, upon which the Djet-goddess rides, is rendered as a “cobra in
repose,” reminiscent of the D-hieroglyph,
orthography of D.t, “eternity,” as

.28

,27 which calls to mind the usual hieroglyphic

By this interpretation, the serpent might function

as a visual pun or rebus, from the word wAD.t, “serpent.”29 As was common in the ancient
Egyptian language, the weak consonants, such as

, w, and

, A, and feminine ending

, t, tended to drop from pronunciation and spelling.30 In fact, omission of these very
consonants from the word for “serpent,” i.e. (wA)D(.t), constitutes the probable origin of
the mono-literal value D for the hieroglyph

.31 Applying this same rebus principle to

the present scene, we might “read” the Amduat serpent as both (wA)D(.t), “serpent” and

26

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 328; Hornung, Das Amduat, 180.2; idem, Texte zum Amduat III,
747-748).
27

For this hieroglyph see Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 476, I10; John Baines suggests that “the use of
writing as a substitute for pictorial forms,” was utilized as “a strategy of avoidance and transposition from
those forms” (John Baines, “On Functions of Writing in Ancient Egyptian Pictorial Representation,” in
Iconography without Texts, ed. Paul Taylor (London; Turin: Warburg Institute; Nino Aragno), 103.
28

Wb V, 507.4–12. Note, however, that in other attestations, the serpent is less curved, and lays flat on the
register line; for example, see version in tomb of Ramesses VI (KV 9) (Piankoff, Tomb of Ramses VI, pl.
93).
29

J.A. Roberson, personal communication (February, 2017); Gardiner notes that

Dt, “cobra” is

“doubtless properly ADt from the stem wAD” (Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 476, I10); for
wAD.t
“serpent,” see Wb I, 268.12 ; for an argument against Gardiner’s ADt / wAD.t reading, cf. also Rudolf
Anthes, “König ‘Schlange’, Dt -Schlange und Schlangengöttin Uto,” ZÄS 83 (1958): 79-82; HegenbarthReichardt reads this as a word play on D.t “body” and D.t “djet-eternity” (Hegenbarth-Reichardt, “Von
Zeiten Räumen,” 22.
30

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 29 (§20), 34 (§25, nn. Ia), 208 (§269); Elmar Edel, Altägyptische
Grammatik I. Analecta Orientalia. Commentationes scientificae de rebus Orientis antiqui 34 (Roma:
Pontificium Institutum Biblicum, 1955), §36; also see Darnell, Solar-Osirian Unity, 4, with additional
references.
31

Edel, Altägyptische Grammatik, §36.
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D(.t), “eternity.”32 This interpretation provides, incidentally, a probable rationale for the
use of serpent-imagery in figural representations of d.t-“eternity,” generally.
Although the stars depicted adjacent to the Djet-goddess and serpent might invoke
celestial imagery, in this context, they represent the hours.33 As a hieroglyph,
(Gardiner N14), the five-pointed star served as an ideogram for sbA, “star,” and a
phonograph for the consonant sequence s-b-A, et al.34 However, the star was also
employed often as determinative for wnw.t
be written logographically as

, meaning “hour,” 35 which could also

.36 In the case of the eleventh hour of the Amduat,

Hornung suggests that the discrete grouping of ten stars around the Djet-figures referred
specifically to the number of hours that the sun god has traversed up to the current,
eleventh hour.37

32

J.A. Roberson, personal communication (February, 2017).

33

Richard H. Wilkinson, Symbol and Magic in ancient Egypt (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994), 69; for
discussion of the prominence of stars already in the Pyramid Texts, see R. O. Faulkner, “The King and the
Star-Religion in the Pyramid Texts,” JNES 25 (1966): 153-161.
34

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 487, N14; other words that utilize the “star” hieroglyph include dwA.t and
Abd, “month,” (ibid.).
35

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 487, N14; also see Wb I, 316.1; for quantification and division of the
hours see, Jürgen Osing, “Studeneneinteilung, -beobachter,” in LÄ VI, 100-101; for the importance of time
(hours) in ritual, see Jan Assmann, “Stundenwachen,” in LÄ VI, 104-106; for studies on the use of stars as a
measurement of time see, Juan Antonio Belmonte, “The Ramesside Star Clocks and the Ancient Egyptian
Constellations,” in Calendars, Symbols, and Orientations: Legacies of Astronomy in Culture. Proceedings
of the 9th annual meeting of the European Society for Astronomy in Culture (SEAC), eds. Mary Bloomberg,
Peter E. Bloomberg, and Göran Henriksson (Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2003), 57-65; see also, Leo
Depuydt, “Ancient Egyptian star clocks and their theory,” Bibliotheca Orientalis 55 (1998): 5-44; for
discussion of ancient Egyptian decans see Otto Neugebauer, “The Egyptian ‘Decans,’” in Astronomy and
History: Selected Essays (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1983), 205-207; see also, Lászlo Kákosy, “Decans
in Late Egyptian Religion,” Oikumene 3 (1982): 163-191.
36

This exact spelling of wnw.t may also write dwA.t (Wb V, 425.1).

37

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 332; for the use of hieroglyphs employed as figural images see
Baines, “On Functions of Writing,” 95-126.
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Book of Gates: Hour 5, Lower Register, Scene 31 (figures 6 and 7)38
When the sun god passes the blessed dead in the Netherworld, as illustrated in the
Book of Gates, he wakes them from their slumber, imbuing them with renewed life and
allotting them land and time in the afterlife.39 An example of measuring lifetimes occurs
in the lower register of the fifth hour. This scene conforms to the iconographic criteria
outlined in Chapter 1 by its inclusions of groupings of twelve and a snake. In this scene,
lifetimes for the blessed dead in the Netherworld are measured using the body of the
serpent.40
Twelve standing male figures,41 lacking distinctive attributes, stand in a row,
bearing in their hands a large snake. Between the standing figures, a series of eleven

38

A few scenes of time and eternity occur in the Book of Gates that merit inclusion in this corpus, but for
reasons of brevity cannot be discussed here. The scene discussed in the body of this chapter was chosen to
highlight a distinct category of images of time, namely the measuring of lifetimes for the blessed dead.
Other images of time are as follows: in the middle register of the fourth hour, scene 20, twelve goddesses of
the hours (see Ch. 3, nn. 13 above regarding wnw.wt) flank a winding serpent in a heraldic composition, for
which see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 120-123; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten II, 111114; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten I, 118-123; Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 283-284. In the upper
register of the sixth hour, scene 36, is a scene of the birth of the hours, manifested as a rope that is pulled
from the mouth of a mummiform deity, Aqen, for which see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates,
206-209; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten II, 158-160; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten I, 215-220, with
discussion of this scene as an image of time Bochi, “Images of Time,” 57-58; Hornung, “Zeitliches
Jenseits,” 285; and Hornung, Die Nachtfahrt der Sonne, 143-145.
39

Re’s contributions to the blessed dead include, the upper register of the second hour, scene 9, in which
the blessed dead receive the light and breath of the sun god, as they are awakened in their shrine (Hornung
and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 62-67; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten II, 76-79; Hornung, Buch von den
Pforten I, 50-56); and in the upper register of the fifth hour, scene 24, twelve gods carry a measuring rope,
allotting fields to the blessed dead (Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates,152-155; Hornung, Buch von
den Pforten I, 124-127; Hornung, Buch von den Pforten I, 152-158).
40

Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 62.

41

The number varies in some versions; e.g. in the Osireion, the gods number thirteen, and in the tomb of
Seti II (KV 15), they number eleven (Hornung, Das Buch von den Pforten II, 138).
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groups consisting of the hieroglyphic sign

42

above ,43 which may be read as aHa(w),

“lifetime,”44 hover over the body of the serpent. The male figures are identified
collectively as Xr.jw aHaw m jmn.t, “Those who carry the lifetime in the West.”45 Their
actions are described: “They are those who establish the lifetime and fix the days of the
bas who are in the West, and (those who are) condemned to the Place of Destruction.”46
There is no caption identifying the serpent. However, the accompanying annotation
alludes to the serpent as Metui (mt.wj),47 “der Doppelstrick [double rope],”48 or “the
doubly-twisted one,”49 in Re’s address to the twelve deities. In this oration, the sun god
states, “O gods who are in the Duat, who carry the double rope [mt.wj] which measures
lifetime – may you grasp the double rope and measure the lifetime on it for the bas who
are in the West, and (for those who are) condemned to the Place of Destruction.”50

42

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 499, P6.

43

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 485, N5.

44

Wb I, 222–223:
, var.
; for the use of hieroglyphs employed as figural images see Baines, “On
Functions of Writing,” 95-126, esp. 104-106.
45

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 174; Hornung, Pfortenbuch I, 181-182; idem. Pfortenbuch II,
138.
46

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 17: ntsn smn.w aHa.w saHa hrw.w n.w bA.w jm.yw jmn.t
wD.w r Htmy.t (Hornung, Pfortenbuch I, 182; idem. Pfortenbuch II, 138).
47

Hornung, Pfortenbuch I, 183; idem. Pfortenbuch II, 138; this is the only known attestation of this serpent
(Christian Leitz, ed. Lexikon der Ägyptischen Götter und Götterbezeichnungen, vol 3. Orientalia
Lovaniensia Analecta 110-116,129 (Leuven: Peeters, 2002-2003), 461.2).
48

Hornung, Pfortenbuch II, 138.

49

Bochi, “Images of Time,” 56.

50

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 175-176: j nTr.w xn.tyw dwA.t Xr.yw mtwj m sTA aHa.w nDr
n=Tn mtwj sTA=Tn aHa.w Hr=f n bA.w jm.yw jmn.t wD.w r Htmy.t (Hornung, Pfortenbuch I, 183-185; idem.
Pfortenbuch II, 138).
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Hornung refers to the male figures without distinct attributes as
“Schicksalsmächte [powers of destiny],”51 for their role in measuring lifetimes. The sun
god’s speech indicates that these figures play an active role in the measuring and allotting
of lifetimes. However, the serpent, the means by which they perform this task, is the
embodiment of time itself, from which “lifetimes” are measured—literally, in the form of
aHaw hieroglyphs. In the version of Seti II, the lifetime-serpent’s connection to life itself
was emphasized further through the addition of an ankh, which hangs as a necklace or
amulet from the serpent’s neck (see figure 8).52
For the ancient Egyptians, a lifetime was “the temporal space allocated to
individuals within the limits of birth and death,”53 that lasted ideally 110 years.54
However, that ideal lifetime of the living on earth was thought to correspond to only a
single hour in the afterlife.55 The Instruction of King Merikare alludes already to this
concept: “Do not trust in length of years, they (the judges of the dead) view a lifetime in
an hour!”56 Moreover, the layout of the early Netherworld Books, in which the sun god
spends one hour in each of twelve locations in the Netherworld, also corresponds quite
clearly to the passage of (conventional) hours in the earthly realm.57 Thus, each time the
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Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 283.

52

Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Book of Gates, 177.

53

Bochi, Images of Time, 56.

54

Hornung, Idea into Image, 60.

55

Hornung, Idea into Image, 62-63; idem., “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 281-282.

56

Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: Volume 1: The Old and Middle Kingdoms (Berkeley,
Los Angeles, and London: UC Press, 1973), 101.
57

Hornung, Idea into Image, 63.
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sun god passes through the present scene from the Book of Gates, in which the blessed
dead were allotted another aHaw-“lifetime,” we may understand this event both from the
mortal perspective, as occurring in the sixth hour of the night, and from the much broader
perspective of time and eternity in the afterlife.
Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity: First Side, Scene 6 on the Second Gilt Shrine of
Tutankhamun (figure 9)
The scene from the Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity relevant to this discussion
occurs on the second gilt shrine of Tutankhamun (CG 1321). This book illustrates the
rejuvenation of the sun, which is “overseen by the giant figure of the unified Re-Osiris,”
the resurrection of the blessed dead, and the punishment of the damned.58 The scene
under consideration appears on the first side of the shrine, where the giant deity breaks
through the register system, spanning vertically the entire composition.59 Surrounding its
head and feet are two serpents, each arranged in a circle, with their own tails in their
mouths. The upper serpent is identified in cryptographic script as mHn, “the encircler,”60
while the lower serpent is not labeled.61 An additional cryptographic text is enclosed
within the circuit of the serpent’s body, stating, “Adoration of the circling one—the

58

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 160.

59

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 37; Darnell identifies the giant deity in the three Books of SolarOsirian Unity as a “unified Re-Osiris.” With respect to the second shine of Tutankhamun, the giant deity is
labelled as Re, but his mummiform appearance recalls Osiris (ibid., 374).
60

Piankoff, Les chapelles de Tout-ankh-amon, 29-30; idem., “Une Représentation rare,” 113; Darnell,
Engimatic Netherworld Books, 78; Robert K. Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet in the Oriental Institute
Collection,” JNES 43 (1984): 219; for the definition of mHn, see Wb II, 128.7-9. Hornung notes that “the
earliest representation of the Ouroboros…is called jmn-wnw.t, ‘he who hides the hours,’ that is, the time
snake” (Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: the One and the Many, trans. from the German by
John Baines (Ithaca and New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul and Cornell University Press, 1982), 178179, nn. 132).
61

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 78.
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circling one is Re/the sun disk.”62
The ancient Egyptians described this so-called “ouroboros” motif, i.e. a snake
forming a continuous loop by biting its own tail,63 as sd-m-r, “tail-in-mouth.”64
Tutankhamun’s second shrine contains the first known attestation of this motif.65 In a
1953 monograph, Stricker first labeled the sd-m-r representations known from ancient
Egypt as ouroboroi, and interpreted this motif as an image of eternity,66 which has
garnered acceptance among many Egyptologists.67 However, scholars have also
identified multiple levels of meaning within the ouroboros motif, including positive
aspects, such as eternity and protection, and negative aspects, such as association with
Apophis.68

62

Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 78): dwA wnwn Ra jtn pw wnwn; also see Piankoff, “Une
Représentation rare,” 1, nn. 1.
63

Lázaló Kákosy, “Ouroboros,” in LÄ VI, 886-887; Hornung states that the original name for the
ouroboros was mHn, “curled snake,” which was later replaced with sd-m-r (Hornung, Conceptions of God,
179, nn. 133).
64

For which see, Wb VI, 364.2.

65

Ritner, “Uterine Amulet,” 219.

66

B.H. Stricker, De grote zeeslang. Mededelingen en Verhandelingen van het Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch
Genootschap. “Ex Oriente Lux” 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1953), 20; he associated the ouroboros with time, the
universe, and Apophis; see also, Bochi, “Images of Time,” 58-59 and Kákosy, “Ouroboros on Magical
Healing Statues,” 123-129.
67

“This is the earliest known representation of the ouroboros, and the entire figure, with its captions, refers
to the genesis and the end of time” (Hornung, Books of the Afterlife, 78); “The full circle described by the
time-snake as its tail joins its head is a metaphor for the end of time catching up with and running into the
beginning of time” (Bochi, “Images of Time,” 58); “Die sich in den Schwanz beißende Schlange, der
Uroboros, ist ein ägyptisches Symbol der kosmischen Zeit, der schlechthinnigen Zeitfülle, außerhalb derer
nichts gedacht werden kann. Die Uroboros symbolisiert die Zeit als den Lebensvollzug des lebendigen
Kosmos” (Jan Assmann, Stein und Zeit: Mensch und Gesellschaft im Alten Ägypten (München: Fink,
1991), 57-58).
68

Lázaló Kákosy, “Ouroboros on Magical Healing Statues,” in Hermes Aegyptiacus: Egyptological Studies
for B.H. Stricker on his 85th Birthday, ed. Terence DuQuesne (Oxford: DE Publications, 1995), 126;
Kákosy lists the “constant features” of the ouroboros as, “1) It alludes metaphorically to the recurrence of
time. 2) It can be the picture of the universe. 3) It often symbolizes evil in general. In mythological context
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In terms of its link to eternity, Stricker regards the ouroboros as an image of
neheh-eternity.69 Ancient Egyptians perceived the surrounding world as flowing
according to natural cycles, which corresponds to neheh.70 In this cyclical flow of time,
cycles repeat themselves for a seemingly endless amount of time.71 This cyclical
association, particularly with the solar cycle and the sun god himself,72 provides an
obvious rationale for the sun disc determinative employed in hieroglyphic spellings of
neheh (nHH:

).73 It is this cyclical aspect of neheh, along with the sun disc

determinative, which is presumed to inform the circular shape of the ouroboros. This
symbolism of form is what Wilkinson would call a “secondary” association,74 in which
one form (i.e. a circle) suggests another form (i.e. the ouroboros), which has its own
associations.
Other interpretations of the Egyptian ouroboros have been proposed. Hornung

it stands for Apophis” (ibid., 123); for the protective function of the ouroboros see Ritner, “Uterine
Amulet,” 219-220; for the association of the ouroboros and Apophis see, Stricker, De grote zeeslang, 7-8,
28; Hornung, Die Nacht der Sonne, 112; Kákosy, “Ouroboros on Magical Healing Statues,” 125.
69

Stricker, De grote zeeslang, 20.

70

Miroslav Verner, “The Ancient Egypt. Confrontation of Man and Time,” in Aspects of Ancient Oriental
Historiography: Contributions to the Symposium, Charles University 1973. Studia Orientalia Pragensia, ed.
Vladimir Souček (Prague: Charles University, 1975), 41-42; Assmann, “Ewigkeit,” 48.
71

Verner, “Confrontation of Man and Time,” 42.

72

See Bakir, “NHH and D.t Reconsidered,” 111.

73

For which, see Wb II, 299.2-3.

74

Wilkinson, Symbolism and Magic, 16-17; Wilkinson notes that symbolism of form in ancient Egypt had
both “primary” and “secondary” associations. Primary associations are those in which the form suggests
directly a concept or idea, while secondary association are those in which the form suggests another form
which has its own association (ibid.).
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suggests that the ouroboros is a symbol of nonexistence,75 citing Book of the Dead 175,76
in which the creator god reverts into a serpent at the end of time.77 Therefore, the circular
image of the ouroboros represents the nonexistence surrounding the created world,78
present both prior to and after creation itself. Forman and Quirke postulate a similar
hypothesis regarding Mehen, the “coiled one,” which they regard as an “image of
primeval time.”79 Regarding ourobori on coffins, Kákosy considers the ouroboros a
symbol of the universe.80
It is important to note that explicit, textual references to the ouroboros as an
Egyptian image of eternity stem entirely from post-Classical Greece and Rome.81 An

75

Hornung, Conceptions of God, 178.

76

For discussion of this text and its implications for the end of the world see, Leonard H. Lesko, “The end
is near,” in Through a glass darkly: magic, dreams & prophecy in ancient Egypt, ed. Kasia Szpakowska
(Swansea: Classical Press of Wales, 2006), 63-70.
77

Hornung, Conceptions of God, 178; “You are to have millions of millions, a lifespan of millions. When I
have had him send out the elders, and I shall indeed destroy all I made, and this land shall turn into Nun, as
a floodwater, as its original condition. I alone am to remain, with Osiris, when I have transformed myself
into other snakes, which men do not know, which gods do not see” (Stephen Quirke, Going Out in Daylight
– prt m hrw: the Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead: Translations, Sources, Meaning. GHP Egyptology 20
(London: Golden House Publications, 2013), 438); Roeten uses this spell to propose that the serpent in the
twelfth hour of the Amduat, through which the sun god becomes young, is also Atum (Roeten, “Some
Observations,” 76).
78

Hornung, Conceptions of God, 178; “The snake curled back on itself encompasses a four-dimensional
world that has an end—which the spherical models of modern physics also present as turned back on itself;
the Ouroboros seems to be the only visual symbol that show this turning back on itself” (ibid. 179).
79

Forman and Quirke, Hieroglyphs and the Afterlife, 95.

80

“Als Symbol der Verjüngung und des Wiederauflebens wurde Uroboros auch auf Särgen angebracht,
z.B. am Deckel des inneren Sarkophags des Merenptah und an späteren Särgen. Auch Osiris selbst—
zusammen mit den Sternen—erscheint im Kreis des Uroboros. Hier galt Uroboros als Grenze der Unterwelt
und des gestirnten Himmels. So entwickelte sich Uroboros zum Sinnbild des Universums, wobei die
Schuppen der Schlange als Sterne gedeutet wurden. Das Abstoßen der alten Haut wird als eine Andeutung
auf die jährliche Verjüngung des Kosmos nach einem die vollendeten Kreislauf aufgefaßt” (Kákosy,
“Uroboros,” 666).
81

Cf., e.g., Marinus Anthony van der Sluijs and Anthony L. Peratt, “The Ourobóros as an Auroral
Phenomenon,” Journal of Folklore Research 46 (2009): 18, who cite uncritically Horapollo [Fifth Century
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early reference to the ouroboros in Egypt comes from Servius (fourth-fifth centuries CE)
in a commentary on Virgil (first century BCE).82 He states, “The year...according to the
Egyptians was indicated before the discovery of writing by a serpent biting its tail,
because it returns upon itself.”83 We must exercise extreme caution, however, in applying
such interpretations to the much earlier material from ancient Egypt,84 where the earliest
ouroboros motif, from the reign of Tutankhamun (c. 1324 BCE), predates Servius’s
writings by approximately two thousand years.
Ritner refutes the modern assumption that the ouroboros represented for the
ancient Egyptians a symbol of eternity, advocating instead for its protective
implications.85 He notes that the original designation for this being, sd-m-r, connotes
protection, citing later attestations of this motif in which the function is also protective.86
Additionally, Ritner points out that the ouroboros is “a logical variation of the standard
coiled image” of Mehen, the apotropaic serpent87 and protector of the sun god during his

as evidence that the ouroboros’s “associations [with eternity] had already begun to crystallize toward
the end of ancient Egyptian History.”
CE]

82

Maurus Servius Honoratus, Ad Vergilii Aeneidos, in Servianorum in Vergilii Carmina Commentariorum,
vol. 3. Special Publications of the American Philological Association 1, eds. Arthur Frederick Stocker and
Albert Hartman Travis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965).
83

Servius, Ad Vergilii Aeneidos, 499.

84

W. Deonna, “Ouroboros,” Artibus Asiae 15 (1952): 167; the author states, “Mais peut-etre que ce sens
n’est pas originel en Egypte, et ne serait qu’une explication tardive, empruntee a l’Orient” (ibid.).
85

Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet,” 219-220.
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Wb VI, 364.2: “bildlich von lückenlosen Ring der Belagerer um eine Stadt.”

87

For apotropaic gods, see Hartwig Altenmüller, Die Apotropaia und die Götter Mittelägyptens. Eine
typologische Untersuchung der sogenennten ‘Zaubermesser’ des Mittleren Reichs, vol. 1 (Ph.D diss.,
Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität zu München, 1965), 7-8; idem., “Götter, apotropäische,” in LÄ II, 635640.
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solar journey through the Netherworld.88 The name Mehen, which was applied to the
serpent on the second gilt shrine, was later appropriated into the designation of the king’s
protective uraeus, tA mHn.t.89 Ultimately, Ritner concludes that the Egyptian ouroboros
possessed no direct link to the concept or visual representation of time.90 Instead, its
enclosure serves as a protectant for whatever was contained within. Darnell’s discussion
of the enigmatic text on the second shrine elucidates the association of the ouroboros with
protection. For the reading of cryptographic

91

in the caption, Darnell, following

Piankoff, suggests wnwn,92 “the circling one,” a term that was associated with the motion
of the solar disc as well as the king’s protective ureaus, and which provided also a name
of the uraeus itself.93
The ouroboros motif occurs also in other Netherworld Books, with explicit
references to its protective function. In a Book of the Earth scene attested in the tomb of
Ramesses IX, we observe a “hydra-ouroboros” variant, with four heads (figure 10).94
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Ritner, “Uterine Amulet,” 219.

89

Ritner, “Uterine Amulet,” 220; although the ouroboros and the ureaus are represented distinctly from
one another, “the role of the serpent is the same—to create an enclosure for either protection or
imprisonment” (ibid.); for tA mHn.t see, Wb II, 129.3-6.
90

Ritner, “Uterine Amulet,” 219; note the ouroboros on the outer sarcophagus lid of Mernteptah (for which
see, Jan Assmann, “Die Inschrift auf dem äußeren Sarkophagdeckel des Mernaptah,” MDAIK 28 (1972):
47-73) and in the mythological papyri of the Twenty-First Dynasty (for which see, Alexandre Piankoff,
Mythological Papyri, 2 vols., ed. N. Rambova. Egyptian Religious Texts and Representations 3. Bollingen
Series 40 (New York: Pantheon Books for the Bollingen Foundation, 1957); Piankoff explicitly links the
ourorobos to eternity: “...the solar disk surrounded by a serpent biting its tail—the symbol of eternity.”
(ibid., 73)).
91

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 450, D3.
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For wnwn see, Wb I, 318.1.
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Darnell, Enigmatic Netherworld Books, 78-79; for wnwn.t as the uraeus, see Wb I, 318.7.

94

For this scene see, Roberson, Books of the Earth¸211-223.
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Roberson interprets this serpent as “guardian of the sun god,”95 citing also Ritner’s prior
study.
Overall, both the identification of the ouroboros serpent as Mehen and the
accompanying texts allude to the king’s uraeus. Although the ouroboros’s tail-in-mouth
configuration appears superficially similar to the cyclical concept of neheh, the postClassical writings that refer explicitly to the ouroboros as a representation of eternity are
too far displaced to reflect with certainty ancient Egyptian thought. Of course, the
flexibility of Egyptian mythical thought96 leaves open the possibility that the ouroboros
may have possessed secondary associations with the cosmos, time, and eternity.
Nevertheless, based on the textual evidence on the second shrine of Tutankhamun, et al.,
it appears that the primary association of the ouroboros was that of protection.
Book of the Earth: Birth of the Hours 1 (figures 11 and 12)
The Book of Earth did not employ a fixed set of images, and many scenes do not
necessarily relate to one another to form an obvious or continuous narrative.97
Nevertheless, Roberson notes one group of scenes, the so-called “Merneptah Template,”
which does occur in “semi-predictable sequences, across multiple sources.”98 Two scenes
relating to time, more specifically the birth of the hours, occur in this template. These two
scenes occur in the same register, one vignette directly above the other. In this section, I
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Roberson, Books of the Earth, 222.

96

Frankfort has coined the phrase “multiplicity of approaches” to explain this flexibility of thought (Henri
Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion: an Interpretation. Lectures on the History of Religions sponsored by
The American Council of Learned Societies 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1948), 4).
97

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 12.

98

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 130.
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consider the lower half of the tableau, which Roberson designates “Birth of the Hours
1,”99 as it exhibits all of the criteria established in Chapter 1, including a winding serpent,
stars, and a grouping of twelve figures.
At the center of the vignette stands a large, bearded, ithyphallic figure in a funnelor v-shaped depression. The depression is flanked on either side by the body of a long
serpent, which disappears below the groundline, at the deepest point of the depression.
An ithyphallic figure stands in the middle of the depression, facing the serpent’s tail.
Along the walls of this cavity, flanking the ithyphallic figure, appear a series of smaller,
female figures. They number twelve in total, six in front of the ithyphallic figure and six
behind. The figures hold their arms outstretched before them, a solar disk between their
hands. Dotted lines emanate from each solar disk towards the central figure, as well as
from the figure’s phallus. Stars,100 in three clusters of three,101 surround the ithyphallic
figure’s head together with two solar disks, one in front and one behind. Beneath the
figure’s phallus is a seated child, atop a “flame” hieroglyph,102 below which stands a man
with arms raised. Outside of the depression, the long serpent body borders the upper parts
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Roberson, Books of the Earth, 179.

100

Number of stars vary within attestations: in the versions of Tawosret and Ramesses IX, stars number
thirteen, and in the version of Ramesses VI, stars number nine (Roberson, Books of the Earth, 185, nn.
369); for a discussion of stars and their use in ancient Egypt see Ch. 3, nn. 35 above.
101

Writing a sign three times signified the plural for the ancient Egyptians (Hornung, Conceptions of God,
218-219), and three groups of three embodied plurality (ibid., 221). Wilkinson notes that the number three
may also have “cyclical connotations, [which] resulted from the use of the number in the reckoning of time,
for the Egyptian year was divided into three seasons, and each of the twelve months was divided into three
ten day periods. Within the day itself, prayers and sacrifices were also offered three times in the temple.
Representationally, this cyclical aspect of the number is seen in depictions of the three forms of the solar
deity, Khepri, Re, and Atum reigning over the morning, soon, and evening of the day, and in a number of
other instances (Wilkinson, Symbol and Magic, 113).
102

Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 500, Q7.

44

of the vignette. Overall, this scene exhibits a clearly heraldic composition, with the
central depression flanked on either side by a half-sunken figure with arms raised in
adoration, followed by three larger, standing mummiform figures on either side.
The ithyphallic figure is identified as “He who hides the hours.”103 Roberson
suggests that the child may be named “flame,” but also notes that the child could be read
also as an ideogram for ms(.t), and with the flame hieroglyph, the scene could be read as
“giving birth to flame.”104 In the tomb of Ramesses IX, the small goddesses with disks
are each identified as “(She) who presides over her ray in Penshetay,”105 and the serpent
is identified as “Mehen” in various captions.106 He is identified as, “having slithered
across those who are within him.”107
The twelve small goddesses call to mind the twelve hours of the night.108 The
dotted lines that stream from their hands and from the ithyphallic figure’s phallus are
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Roberson, Books of the Earth, 183; Piankoff, La creation du disque solaire, 63; note the seated god

determinative, , in the spelling of wnw.wt (ibid.); Manassa suggests that “hiding the hours is tantamount
to their destruction” (Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 57).
104

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 185: ms(.t) sD.t (ibid.); for the use of hieroglyphs employed as figural
images see Baines, “On Functions of Writing,” 95-126.
105

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 183-184, 187; each goddess has an epithet that follows, “(She) who
presides over her ray in Penshetay,” (for which see, ibid.); the name Penshetay likely refers to a location as
depicted by the depression in this scene, namely where the damned are punished (ibid., 187).
106

In the caption of Ramesses VI near the serpent’s head: “This god in this form: The great serpent,
Mehen” (Roberson, Books of the Earth, 180); in the same tomb, the mummiform and sunken figures are
captioned as standing,” with Mehen above him” (ibid., 182).
107

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 181: Hf.n=f jmj.w=f (ibid.).

108

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 185. For a discussion of personifications of the hours see Ch. 3, nn. 13
above.
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“divine fire,”109 which is synonymous with “divine semen,”110 and alludes to the birth of
the hours in this scene. However, Manassa posits that the scene alludes primarily to the
destruction of the hours, as opposed to their birth.111
In the earliest preserved attestation, that of Tawosret, the three figures beneath the
tail end of the serpent are labeled, from left to right, as “Old of face,” “Young of face,”
and “Equipped of face.”112 This arrangement of deities with names relating to their age,
and as such, the amount of time that they have lived, near a giant serpent recalls the
middle register of the twelfth hour of the Amduat. The Amduat scene depicts the final
inversion of time, through the body of a serpent, that allows the sun god, other deities,
and the blessed dead to be rejuvenated for the morning sunrise.
In this scene, Mehen functions as a protective serpent,113 comparable to the
ouroboroi figures in the Book of the Solar-Osirian unity, treated above (Ch. 3, pp. 37-43).
His body outlines the bottom of the v-shaped depression, and has been interpreted as
“being concealed within the earth.”114 Roberson suggests the symmetrical shape of his
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Roberson, Books of the Earth, 187; Hornung interprets the disks in goddess’ hands as sun-dials, which
“sind durch gepunktete Linien mit den Sternen verbunden, Anspielung auf den Sonnenlauf durch die zwölf
Stunden der Nacht” (Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 285-286).
110

Jacobus van Dijk, “The birth of Horus according to the Ebers papyrus,” Jaarbericht van het
Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch Genootschap Ex Oriente Lux 26 (1979-1980): 13-15.
111

Manassa, Late Egyptian Underworld, vol. 1, 57; Roberson disagrees on the grounds of “incompatible
textual evidence, which clearly refers to generation and rebirth” (Roberson, Books of the Earth, 187).
112

Roberson, Books of the Earth, 180; in the tomb of Ramesses VI the figures are labeled, from left to
right, as “Distant of face,” “Young of face,” and “Old of face” (ibid., 181). The figures beneath the
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body evokes the twin hills of the akhet-“horizon,”115 which is linked to sunrise and
rebirth.116 Additionally, the divine fire within the depression in conjunction with the
serpent, Mehen, might allude to the creature’s equivalence with the fire-spitting uraeus,
as discussed above (pg. 42).117 Furthermore, as discussed with regard to the protective
ouroboroi in the Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity, Mehen in this instance might also have
borne a secondary association with the cosmos, the creation, and primeval time.118
In addition to the scene’s protective and regenerative aspects, Barguet has
suggested plausibly that the funnel-shaped depression of Penshetay recalls the form of a
water clock, or clepsydra,119 which was employed measure time by the regulated flow of
liquid into or out of a vessel.120 He suggests that the supposed “water clock” in this scene
might therefore employ the “divine fire ejaculated from the ithyphallic deity” to measure
the passage of time.121 Barguet interprets its presence in this scene as an indicator of time
passing until the morning when the child form of the sun god will emerge from the
eastern horizon.122
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Chapter 4:
Conclusions
In this chapter, I summarize and compare the synchronic data from individual
scenes, discussing also iconographic patterns that emerged among the different sources,
as treated in Chapter 3. Finally, I conclude the study with suggestions for further avenues
of research, in relation to this corpus.
Chapter 3 highlighted several representations of time in the Netherworld Books.
In the Amduat (Ch. 3, pp. 27-33), I analyzed an image in which djet was personified as a
goddess. This is the only known personification in the Netherworld Books of either of the
dualistic aspects of eternity. No attributes accompany the figure and the interpretation of
her as a personification of eternity relies entirely on the accompanying text. Additionally,
however, the serpent might provide a rebus value for the Egyptian term D.t, “eternity,”
while the ten stars allude to the ten preceding wnw.wt, “hours” as a discrete and
measurable quantity of time, as Hornung proposed originally.1
In the Book of Gates (Ch. 3, pp. 34-37), I analyzed the sun god’s duties on behalf
of the blessed dead, namely the measuring of their aHaw, “lifetime.” As in the Amduat
scene, the anthropoid figures lack distinctive attributes and a serpent is present. In this
case, however, the explicit identification of the scene with time stems from the
hieroglyphs for “lifetime,” that emerge from the body of the serpent.
In the Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity (Ch. 3, pp. 37-43), I discussed the fact that,
although the ouroboros is known popularly as an image of eternity, the earliest
representations of the motif in ancient Egypt have multiple values, none of which can be

1

Hornung, “Zeitliches Jenseits,” 284.
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linked through the accompanying texts to the concept of “eternity” or “time.” Although
the coiled serpent might have been associated with the border of the created world and,
by extension, primeval time, the figure’s association with the royal uraeus and its explicit
identification as Mehen, “the Coiled One,” suggests that the primary function of this
image was protection, as Ritner has discussed previously.2 Thus, in the contexts of this
Netherworld Book, the ouroboros should be viewed as an apotropaic image of
protection,3 as opposed to a representation of eternity. Nevertheless, because of the
polyvalence of Egyptian iconography and mythology, it is conceivable that a secondary
association of the ouroboros with eternity might have existed, which could have inspired
the much later post-Classical interpretation of such figures.
The scene of the birth of the hours in the Book of the Earth (Ch. 3, pp. 43-47)
contains many elements that are connected to (re-)birth. Its iconography concerns
biological procreation as a metaphor for the creation of the hours, which is not present,
for example, in the earlier, Amduat scene in which the hours figure prominently.
However, a winding serpent, identified in this case as Mehen, is present. Although
functioning presumably as the protector of the figures in the scene, comparable to the
Mehen-ouroboros from the Book of the Solar-Osirian Unity, the Mehen figure in the
Book of the Earth also occurs explicitly in conjunction with the creation of the hours and,
therefore, measurable time.
The most obvious commonality linking each of the scenes discussed above is the
presence of serpents. As discussed in Chapter 3 (pp. 32-33), we observed a lexical

2

Ritner, “Uterine Amulet,” 219-220.

3

Altenmüller, Apotropaia und die Götter Mittelägyptens, 7-8; idem., “Götter, apotropäische,” 635-640.
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connection between the Egyptian terms for serpents and eternity, expressed as a visual
pun, in which

may be read simultaneously as (wA)D(.t), “serpent,” and D(.t), “eternity.”

Moreover, there are also mythological connections between serpents and creation that
link serpents to the cosmos, as demonstrated by scenes in the Book of the Solar-Osirian
Unity.4 Additionally, as Bochi suggests, the biological nature of serpents themselves
might have strengthened their association with time, especially cyclical renewal, 5 due to
their habitual shedding of skin, which might have been viewed as a periodic renewal of
their physical bodies.6 Moreover, a number of serpent goddesses, such as Wadjet and
Renenutet were associated with fertility, reproduction, and regeneration,7 themes that
may have been necessary to aid in the sun god’s regeneration.
Nevertheless, while the serpent is a constant element,8 it appears that the
iconography around the serpent actually imbued the scene with its associations with
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1996), 169-185.
7

Wilkinson, Complete Gods and Goddesses, 225-228; see also, Sally B. Johnson, The cobra goddess of
ancient Egypt: Predynastic, Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom periods. Studies in Egyptology (London;
New York: Kegan Paul International, 1990).
8
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is mannw(j), which is associated with serpents who intertwine their tails (Wb I, 47.8). As such, although the
image is not a serpent, there nevertheless might be an allusion to the serpentine form, as a temporal image.
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“eternity,” given that no scene represented eternity by the serpent alone,9 while many
other serpent images in Egyptian Netherworld iconography (not discussed in the present
thesis) possess no obvious associations with time. The inclusion of other symbols that
relate to time, such as the quantifiable unit of time par excellence, the wnw.wt, “hours,”
or less-well defined units such as the aHaw, “lifetime,” reinforced the association of the
serpent with time and eternity in particular contexts.
In her analysis of images of time, Bochi draws some conclusions that include both
images of time itself10 and images that refer to time.11 She argues that images of time, in
general, “did not evolve as a single continuum of one mode, but as a plurality of modes
existing concurrently.”12 With regards to the Netherworld Books, I do not agree that there
is a plurality of modes. This thesis has shown a commonality that extend from the earliest
attested book (Amduat, Dyn. 18), to the latest (Book of the Earth, Dyn. 19-20), namely a
snake. Although the individual iconography may vary, the serpent remains a consistent
element, and of the elements represented, it was the one imbued with the most potential
temporal significance, which then became explicit or actualized in context with other
images (such as stars/hours) or texts describing time, eternity, etc. Furthermore, Bochi
argues that there is a “significant distance between the signifier (snake) and the signified

9

Assmann utilizes the term constellation to refer to a grouping of texts and/or figures that when combined
have a separate meaning than individual elements alone (Jan Assmann, Liturgical songs to the sun god:
Studies on the ancient Egyptian hymns, I. Munich Egyptian Studies 19 (Berlin: Hessling, 1969), 339-352.
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depicted as a rope spun from the mouth of Aker, and the ouroboros from the Book of the Solar-Osirian
Unity.
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Bochi, “Time in the Art of Ancient Egypt,” 60-63.
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(time).”13 However, I have discussed a plausible link between serpents and time in this
thesis, through visual word play (Ch. 3, pp. 32-33), in addition to the creature’s various
mythological associations with creation, the cosmos, etc.
Bochi’s statement that “the audience was required to make a fairly substantial
leap in order to grasp their meaning [i.e., symbolic images of time],”14 might have been
true with regard to an audience of ancient laypersons, despite the fact that each symbol,
particularly in the case of the serpent, was “carefully chosen for their formal abilities to
evoke specific properties attributed to time and taken from the experiential world.”15
However, for those who composed this text, including presumably the king who reaped
its benefits, the knowledge imbued in the text and its symbols must have been familiar to
them, for they appear to have represented these images of time consistently with a
relatively concise and predictable repertoire of images.
The images in this corpus have dealt with time in different quantities. Ancient
Egyptians conceived of time as eternal, which was comprised of the dualistic concepts of
neheh and djet. The images in this thesis appear to pictorially represent djet as a serpent,
while neheh is implied in the larger context of the sun god’s recurring nocturnal journey.
These vignettes also represent time as a discrete, but undefined and unpredictable unit,
namely the lifetime,16 as well as in discrete and quantifiable units, namely hours.17
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Bochi, “Time in the Art of Ancient Egypt,” 60.
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This thesis has sought to deconstruct the visual components which comprise the
images of time in the Netherworld Books, and to establish that each component has its
own value for time. With the exception of the ouroboros, no “new” images appear to
have been created or selected to form these scenes dealing with time during the New
Kingdom. The serpent was familiar in everyday encounters, stars were visible every
night, and hieroglyphs, including readable figural elements, while not necessarily
intelligible to all, followed well-established iconographic conventions. These icons were
simply combined in new ways to create new meaning in the divine realm of the afterlife
in cosmological compositions, which were suited ideally to such representations.
Suggestions for Further Research
Prior discussions of images relating to time addressed these images mostly in their
wider context. This thesis has focused on elements of iconography employed in images of
time in the Netherworld specifically, their similarities, and their differences, as members
of a discrete corpus. Due to the limited scope of this thesis, not all images of time and
eternity from the Netherworld Books have been considered. In Chapter 3, I noted other
such images, with reference to some of the discussions surrounding them. One avenue for
furthering this research, aside from an iconographical analysis of various scenes that
conform to the criteria of a corpus, may be cataloguing serpent images by function,
including, for example, protective figures, images of time, primordial waters/chaos, etc.
This may lead to a more comprehensive understanding of which serpents are images of
time, and which serve other functions. Additionally, the annotations that accompany each
image of time could be analyzed further as a philological corpus, which would surely
shed further light on the various scenes’ meaning. Nevertheless, within the parameters of
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this thesis, I believe I have established criteria that can be applied to other images of time
within the Netherworld Books, which might expand the corpus in interesting ways.18
Such investigation holds the potential to further our understanding of the manner in
which the ancient Egyptians constructed their images of time and eternity, and the
reasons for the use of such images, within the contexts of the Netherworld Books, and
beyond.

18

For example, the reversal of time through the body of a serpent, in the twelfth hour of the Amduat,
would be an excellent addition to the corpus; for this scene, see Hornung and Abt, Egyptian Amduat, 368370; Hornung, Texte Zum Amduat III, 821-829; Hornung, Das Amduat I, 198-200; Hornung, “Zeitliches
Jenseits,” 289-290.
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Appendix: Corpus of Images
Table 1. Images of Time in the New Kingdom Netherworld Books1
Book
Hour
Register
Scene Number
11
Upper
Scene 3
Amduat
12
Middle
Scenes 2 and 3*
Book of Gates

Book of Solar-Osirian Unity
Books of the Earth

4
5
6

Middle
Lower
Upper

Scene 20*
Scene 31
Scene 36*

First
Side

-

Scene 6

-

-

Birth of the Hours 1

1

Note: images marked with an asterisk are suggested images of time that were not discussed directly in this
thesis.
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Systems of Logosyllabic Scripts, ed. Ilona Zsolnay (Chicago: Oriental Institute, in press).
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Figure 2. Eleventh Hour of the Amduat from the tomb of Thutmose III. Erik Hornung
and Theodore Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife: the Egyptian Amduat – a Quest for
Immortality (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2003), 126-127.

Figure 3. Detail of Upper Register of the Eleventh Hour of the Amduat from the tomb of
Thutmose III. Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, Knowledge for the Afterlife: the Egyptian
Amduat – a Quest for Immortality (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2003),
126.
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Figure 4. Scene 20 from the Middle Register of the Fourth Hour of the Book of Gates
from the tomb of Ramesses I. Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, The Egyptian Book of
Gates (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2013), 121.

Figure 5. Detail of Scene 36 from the Upper Register of the Sixth Hour of the Book of
Gates from the tomb of Ramesses III. Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, The Egyptian
Book of Gates (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2013), 209.

69

Figure 6. Fifth Hour of the Book of Gates from the tomb of Seti I. Erik Hornung, The
Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I (Zürich: Artemis, 1991), 124-125.

Figure 7. Scene 36 from the Lower Register of the Fifth Hour of the Book of Gates from
the alabaster sarcophagus of Seti I. Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, The Egyptian Book
of Gates (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2014), 174.
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Gates from the tomb of Seti II. Erik Hornung and Theodore Abt, The Egyptian Book of
Gates (Zurich: Living Human Heritage Publications, 2014), 177.
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Figure 9. Scene 6 from the First Side of the Second Gilt Shrine of Tutankhamun (Book of
the Solar-Osirian Unity). From the Griffith Institute at the University of Oxford, accessed
March 1, 2017, http://www.griffith.ox.ac.uk/gri/4tutshr25.html.
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Figure 10. “Hydra-Ouroboros” from the tomb of Ramesses IX. Joshua A. Roberson, The
Ancient Egyptian Books of the Earth. Wilbour Studies in Egypt and Ancient Western
Asia 1 (Atlanta: Lockwood Press, 2012), 222.
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Figure 11. Book of the Earth from the right wall of the sarcophagus chamber of the tomb
of Ramesses VI. Joshua A. Roberson, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Earth. Wilbour
Studies in Egypt and Ancient Western Asia 1 (Atlanta: Lockwood Press, 2012), 479, pl.
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Figure 12. Birth of the Hours 1 from the Book of the Earth. Joshua A. Roberson, The
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