The Sun Temples of the V Dynasty: a reassessment.
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Abstract

In this paper, that represents the core of my graduation thesis, | give an overall
picture of the sun temples, showing how their meaning and evolution in the
architectural and religious history of the Old Kingdom were closely connected to the
defining process of the royal ideology during the IV and V dynasty.

I ntroduction.

One hundred years on from the first discovery of a sun temple, the ~sp-ib-Ra of
Niuserra', the study of this particular type of royal monument of the Old Kingdom
has known alternating fortunes. The 1950s represented the period of greatest interest,
with the systematic excavation of another temple, the Nxn-Ra of Userkaf?, and some
detailed analyses including in particular those by Kaiser® and Winter*. Thereafter the
study of the temples once again “lay dormant”, apart from a brief revival in the mid—
seventies with the publication of the so-called Abusir Papyri by Posener-Kriéger®.

These researches, providing a first analysis of the epigraphic and historical
sources of the period and the archaeological data, make it possible to establish the
main features of the temples. Nevertheless a great deal of matters still require close
examination, especially the issue of whether the temples had a solely funerary nature.
The term “funerary” usually indicates a sphere of multiform semantic and religious
value, mainly concerning the afterworld in the cult of the pharaoh. However, as we
will try to demonstrate, the sun temples did not have a simple funerary aim, like the
pyramids’. Rather they accomplished a variegated set of cult demands, linked as
much to the afterworldly as to the wordly aspect of the celebration of kingship.

L F. W. von Bissing, Das Re-Heiligtum des Kénigs Ne-Woser-Re |. Der Bau, 1905; I1. Die kleine
Festdarstellung, 1923; 111. Die grosse Festdarstellung, 1928.

2 H. Ricke, Das Sonnenheiligtum des Konigs Userkaf |. Der Bau, BeitrageBf. 7, 1965; II. Die
Funde, BeitrégeBf. 8, 1969.

3 W. Kaiser, in: MDAIK 14, 1956, 104-16.

* E. Winter, in: WZKM 54, 1957, 222-33.

> P. Posener-Kriéger, Les archives du temple funéraire de Néferirkaré&Kakd (Les Papyrus
d’ Abousir): Traduction et commentaire, BdE 65, 1976, I-11.

® As regards the pyramids the question is if anything even more complicated. Analysing the titles of
the priests of the Old Kingdom, Klaus Baer concluded that the cult of the pharaoh was celebrated in
the pyramid even during his lifetime (K. Baer, Rank and Title in the Old Kingdom. The Structure of
the Egyptian Administration in the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, 1960, 45-46. On the contrary, Junker
thought that the worship of the king and/or his pyramid complex was celebrated only after his death
(H. Junker, Giza: Grabungen auf dem Friedhof des Alten Reiches, Bd. VI, 1943, 7-15). As is
widely documented by the Abusir Papyri concerning Neferirkara' s pyramid temple, the pyramids,
although meant mainly for a funerary purpose, must have been cult places for many kinds of daily
and extra-ordinary rituals performed by the king during his lifetime. Another crucial issue is
whether the cult that took place in these roya buildings was devoted solely to the pharaoh, as
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Even recent publications have dealt with these monuments only in part, focusing
exclusively on the evolution of the architectural patterns and the religious and
historical problems linked to the pyramids’. While the recent work by Susanne Voss
devotes a good deal of attention to the temples, it stops short, in my opinion, of
tackling all the ideological-religious problems, above all the reasons that led the kings
of the V dynasty to adopt this new architectural type and then to abandon it®. The
close examination and exact definition of the symbolic and cult value of these
structures can contribute to clarify the reasons for such a fast building programme
whose short span (only six temples were built in about 60 years) has still to receive a
comprehensive explanation.

To thisend | shall start by examining the two best known sun temples, go on to
consider the other temples which have not yet been located, and conclude with a
survey of the ideological-religious aspects. In doing so, | shall not attempt a
complete, detailed analysis of these temples, focusing, on the contrary, on the points
that still represent a matter of debate among scholars, and that are the core of my PhD
research project.

suggested by some scholars, or rather to many other deities linked to the ideas of kingship. This
problem would need a separate treatment, but | can stress the lack of important, monumental
temples for the gods in this period apart from a few cases, still not completely excavated,
investigated by archaeologists in the southernmost part of the country (Elefantina, Tod, Armant,
Medamud). Only from the VI dynasty onwards do provincial temples and Hwt-kA seem to have
multiplied significantly (Hierakonpolis, Abydos, Bubastis), and this may have been due to new
ideas of the kingship that evolved in that period, leading rulers of the later Old Kingdom to build
these new temples of the gods to complete and support cult practices and rituals previously
performed in the pyramids and sun temples. For further details about the nature and “status’ of the
temples in the Pre-dynastic Period and Old Kingdom see aso: B. J. Kemp, Ancient Egypt:
Anatomy of a Civilization, 1989, 64-107; D. O’ Connor, in: B. Adams, R. Friedman (eds.), The
Followers of Horus. Studies dedicated to Michagl Allen Hoffman 1944-1990, 1992, 83-98. The
guestion of the “funerary” value of the so-called “mortuary temples’ has aso been dealt with by
Gerhard Haeny referring to the New Kingdom “Mansions of Millions of Years’. See G. Haeny, in:
B. E. Shafer (ed.), Temples of Ancient Egypt, 1997, 86-126.

" Among the latest studies see: R. Stadelmann, in: M. Barta, J. Kregjci (eds.), Abusir and Saggarain
the Year 2000, ArOr Supplementa I X, 2000, 529-42; H. Goedicke, in: M. Barta, J. Krejci (eds.), op.
cit., 379-412; A. Cwiek, Relief Decoration in the Roya Funerary Complexes of the Old Kingdom,
2003, 25-43, 349-55 ; M. Rochholz, in: R. Gundlach, M. Rochholz (eds.), Agyptische Tempel —
Struktur, Funktion und Programm (Akten der Agyptologischen Tempeltagungen in Gosen 1990 und
in Mainz 1992), HAB 37, 1994, 255-80.

8 S. Voss, Untersuchungen zu den Sonnenheiligtiimer der 5. Dynastie, 2004, 176-83. As far as
Userkaf’s sun temple is concerned, V oss suggests that it would have been conceived as a “filter” to
legitimate his non-royal lineage directly linking himself to the sun god by means of the divine birth,
as aso recorded in the tales of the Westcar Papyus. This theory is not completely convincing,
particularly for the doubtful political and historical value of the tale (that is supported by no reliable
proof) and for the great chronological distance from the events it speaks about (for a different
explanation of the Westcar Papyrus tale see also: C. Barocas, in: S. Schoske (ed.), Akten des
Vierten Internationalen Agyptologen Kongresses Miinchen 1985, Bd. 11, 1990, 121-29; Goedicke,
in: ZAS 120, 1993, 23-36).



Userkaf’s sun temple Nxn-Ra

Only scanty ruins remain today of the first sun temple, the Nxn-Ra of Userkaf,
situated on a hillock around 500 metres north of Sahura’'s pyramid in Abusir. The
reasons for building it on a site which up until then had been quite disregarded, and
lay approximately 3 km. north of his own pyramid complex in Sagqara, are far from
Clear.

Although it was the southernmost point from which a direct visual connection
with the temple of Rain Heliopolis could be made®, such a visua bond can hardly be
decisive. The sun temple was not seen as a mere “twin” of the east one, but rather as
a “cult complex” ™ strictly connected with both the pharach and the celebration of
kingship, and as such it was situated on the west bank**. Moreover, a topographical
motivation alone could not have played a key-role since there were any number of
other sites available for building a temple with a direct visual connection to
Heliopalis.

The intriguing suggestion of the alignment of the two maor complexes of
Userkaf, the pyramid and the sun temple, with the pyramid complex of Khufu at Giza
may possibly provide a comprehensive explanation, but it’s difficult to understand in
the context of the religious ideology of the ancient Egyptians™?.

We may conclude, therefore, that his consciousness of the absolute religious and
political innovation of his new temple led Userkaf to chose a “virgin” site. Similarly
the decision to build his own pyramid complex close to that of Djoser, in spite of the
critical topographical position, seems to have been motivated by specific religious

% Kaiser, in: MDAIK 14, 1956, 114, n. 6; D. Jeffreys, in: H. Guksch, D. Polz (eds.), Stationen. R.
Stadelmann gewidmet. Beitrage zur Kulturgeschichte Agyptens, 1998, 63-71.

19 Since | shall define in more detail below the “funerary” character of the sun temples, | prefer here
to use the more general term of “cult complexes’ for the king.

™ Voss has pointed out that the cult of Rain Heliopolis can be attested only from the reign of Unis
onwards, as regards the epigraphic sources, and from the beginning of the VI dynasty, on the
archaeological evidence (Voss, op. cit., 165-69). The site may have been connected to the cult of
Atum and the “Heliopolitan Ennead” rather than to the cult of Ra, as seems to be also testified by
the famous relief fragment of Djoser in the Turin Egyptian Museum (See also: W. Helck, in: Fs
Save-Soderbergh, BOREAS 13, 1984, 69-70). This does not mean, however, that Heliopolis was
not a very important place in the sun cult since Ra and Atum appear to have been strictly associated,
both at the cult and textual levels (PT 88 482-483), by the common semantic meaning of creative
and absolute deities (see also K. Mydliwiec, in: SAK 10, 1983, 297-306). Moreover, | can suggest
that the sun cult was substantially linked to the religious tradition and customs of the northern part
of the country as a whole (Lower Egypt) rather than to one specific site, however important, like
Heliopalis (see also: J. Cervelld Autuori, in: R. Pireli (ed.), Egyptological Essays on State and
Society, Serie Egittologica 2, 2002, 46-47).

12 Goedicke, in: BACE 6, 1995, 46; id., in: Barta, Krejci (eds.), op. cit., 406. Goedicke believes that
the building of Userkaf’s sun temple was caused by specific religious requirements which Khufu
had previously met differently. This would have led the first king of the V dynasty to align its
monumental complexes with that of Khufu, which in that period could have represented a cult
“reference” for the idea of kingship. The sun temple may be located, then, in the only point where a
direct visual bond was still possible between the pyramid of Khufu northwards and his own
pyramid complex southwards. Nevertheless he concludes: “Explaining it is more difficult asit is not
certain to which degree the ancient Egyptians rationalized this design”.
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implications. | can also point out that the location of the sun temple north of the
pyramid of the same pharaoh seems to have been a crucia element in the
architectural planning of the latter.

As we shall see in more detail below, the two monuments represented an
integrated cult-complex whose role was to celebrate the “complementary” natures of
the king, the solar one linked to Heliopolis and the funerary one linked to Abydos,
and this may account for the anomalous north-south layout of the pyramid complex.
The open court and the cult place for the statues (Verehrungstempel) were placed on
the south side, while the most important cult place in al the pyramid temples, the
chapel for the funerary offerings (Totenopfertempel), was located on the east side
(fig. 1). This is where the daily sacrifices for the maintenance of the pharaoh in the
afterworld were made: in other words, the place exclusively destined to the cult of the
king risen again as Ra™. On other hand, a new, specific sun cult place (sun temple)
was built to the north, on the east-west axis™ (fig. 2).

In spite of Ricke's detailed archaeological excavation, some architectural
elements of the temple have to be till clarified, such as the unusual layout of the
valley temple. The presence of at least five cult chapels™, besides the discovery of the
greywacke statue head of Userkaf bearing the Lower Egyptian crown'®, leads me to
think that the valley temple was a real cult place for the statues of the king in which
the ruler was worshipped as Horus in accordance with the same rituals as the pyramid
funerary temples, and with a similar architectural layout (fig. 3). King-Horus, then,
would have gone up the causeway to be glorified in his identification with Ra on the
top of the pedestal building where there was the “ obelisk”, the new shining symbol of
the sun religion®”.

13 |n doing so Userkaf clearly reaffirmed his will to be celebrated as the living Horus who extends
his royal power over the whole country, from north to south, according to the traditional features of
the architecture of the |1l dynasty and, above all, of Djoser. A more in-depth analysis of Userkaf’s
pyramid complex is being prepared by the present author.

1 With the definitive establishment, in the reign of Sahura, of the “new” sun temple, the funerary
temple also reverted to the east-west axis. It was probably no longer necessary to insist on cult
implications, now fully affirmed, or perhaps this ssmply underlines once again the “complementary”
nature, rather than opposition, of the two royal complexes.

1> Ricke, Userkaf-SH |, 35-41. For both architectural and cult reasons | believe that the temple had
five cult shrines rather than seven as Ricke (op. cit. 11, 140) thought. The five chapels fit perfectly
into the narrow space behind the open court (maybe with a passage that went all round the niches as
we can see in many pyramid complexes) as well as the cult rituals performed in the temple in
accordance to the five names of the king, the five chapels of the pyramid’'s upper temple and the
five “ranks’ of the priests usualy attending the worship of the pharaoh beginning from the reign of
Khafra.

'® Rickein: Ricke, Userkaf-SH 11, 139-48.

7 Quite recently it has been suggested that the valley temple was oriented according to some
specific stars seen in the sky just before sunrise in that period, so that the temple could be a kind of
astronomical clock for sacrifices (R. Wells, in: SAK Beihefte 4, 1990, 95-104). Although
astronomical observation was of great importance in every kind of religious ceremony throughout
the Old Kingdom, it would not itself have justified the building of the temple, since we can find
valley templesin amost all the roya complexes of the Old Kingdom.
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This hypothesis might be confirmed by some rituals performed in the
contemporary pyramids, and maybe in sun temples too. From the Abusir papyri we
learn that one of the most important religious festivities, the festival of Sokar,
involved the visit of the divine statue to the pyramid complex of the ruler, in this case
that of Neferirkara'®. Here the god was received by some priests who brought two
particular “standards’ of the king, namely two emblems (wx) comprising a papyrus
flower surmounted by a sun disk with two urei. These emblems, named “he who
ascends to Ra’ (&wt n Ra) and “he who unites with Ra’ (la n Ra), probably
represented two manifestations of the revived king assimilated to Ra after the visit of
Sokar, a deity with clear funerary meanings, frequently associated with Osiris™®,

Before leaving the necropolis of Abusir the divine boat visited other royal
complexes among which the names of the pyramids of Sahura and Niuserra are
preserved, and also that of the king's most important estate, the BA-KAKAI. The sun
temple does not seem to have been included in the divine visit, athough we know
that Niuserra's sun temple held at least ten of these wx emblems®, whose shapes and
names are unfortunately unknown to us.

Important cult symbols related to the rebirth of the king and to his solar
assimilation appear to have been located in both the pharaoh’s pyramid and sun
temple. Was the latter used for similar religious celebrations, or for different
ceremonies linked to the various natures of the king celebrated in his two major cult
complexes?

| would suggest that the celebration of the solar rebirth of the pharaoh passed
through two phases. the first one solely representing the funerary aspects of the
kingship, strictly associated with the ceremonies of death and rebirth of the king
performed in his funerary complex®, to the sd festival and to the image of the king as
earthly embodiment of the god Horus; the second one representing the identification
of the king with the supreme god Ra that could be realized in his pyramid complex
only in some occasions and was better suited to a specific place for the sun cult like
the sun temple. The valley temple of Userkaf’s sun temple may have been conceived
as a “copy” of the pyramid's upper temple, a starting point for the rituas of
celebration of the king's different divine natures in his sun temple®®. Only under the

18 posener-Kriéger, op. cit. |, 59-76; 11, 550-53.

19 This cult association between Sokar and Osiris is even more apparent in the titles of many priests
who attended to the worship of the ruler in the sun temples. For further information see also the
conclusions.

20 Bjssing, Re-Heiligtum 111, 50 and pl. 32, nr. 501.

1 Among these ceremonies the most important was the mock burial of a kA statue of the king that
was probably performed in the satellite pyramid of his funerary complex. This seems to be indicated
by some archaeological discoveries made inside Khafra's satellite pyramid and maybe also by a
relief fragment from the tomb of Khufu's granddaughter, Meresanchk 111 (see Z. Hawass, in: D.
O’ Connor, D. P. Silverman (eds.), Ancient Egyptian Kingship, 1995, 247, 249-50; M. Lehner, The
Complete Pyramids, 1997, 126).

22 The anomalous and “experimental” status of the first sun temple could be the reason for such a
particular layout, also considering that the innermost cult room in the upper temple of his pyramid
lacks any archaeological evidence of the traditional five shrines for the statues of the king that we
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next kings were the valley temples planned according to the “standard” layout of a
pyramid’s valley temples, viz. Niuserra' s sun temple.

Finaly | would call attention to the evolution of the four building phases
established by the archaeologists (fig. 2); this is a key point, as we will try to
underline, also for the location of the four missing temples. Two elements must be
considered: the correct understanding of the inscriptions recorded on four limestone
tablets discovered among the debris of the temple®®, and the analysis of the
determinatives following the name of the sun temples in the contemporary “titles’ of
priests and officials®* (plate 1; the seal-prints often miss the determinatives and are
only considered in plate 2).

The limestone dlabs record the carrying out of building work in the temple,
maybe ssmply of “restoration” or “enlargement”, which lasted around 17 months and
began in the year of the “5™ cattle count” (9"-10™ year of reign) of an unspecified
king. In these inscriptions the temple is determined by a sign with the shape of a
mastaba surmounted by a vertical element®. Kaiser, however, ascertained that two
ways of indicating Userkaf’ s temple feature in the epigraphic sources of the period:

either a raised base in mastaba shape without any obelisk ©—, or a standard obelisk

on alow base ﬂ (pl. D).

Confronting the archaeological and epigraphic evidence, he concluded that the
limestone slabs would have recorded this important building and cult “change” of the
temple, which is also documented, although in an indirect way, in the titles of the
priests. Userkaf’s temple had thus been left unfinished, and was completed by a
subsequent king who provided it with an obelisk, because the latest date we know
from Userkaf’s reign goes back to the “3“ cattle count” (5" - 6" year of the reign)®,
while2 7the limestone slabs date back to the “5™ cattle count” for the beginning of the
work*’.

can find in every pyramid complex of the V dynasty. See also Ricke, Bemerkungen zur gyptischen
Baukunst des Alten Reiches 11, Beitrége Bf. 5, 1950, 67-69.

> E. Edd, in: Ricke, Userkaf-SH 11, 2-22.

24 Kaiser, in: MDAIK 14, 1956, 110-16 and pl. 1. This part of Kaiser's study has not been
completely updated, not even by Voss in her recent work. For this reason it represents the most
important part of my PhD research.

 Thisis a highly stylized sketch of a pedestal building with a pole that Ricke explains as the first
shape of the cult symbol of the temple (maybe made of perishable material) replaced, in the second
stage, by the real obelisk. This hypothesis was questioned by Edel (id., in: Ricke, Userkaf-SH 11, 8,
n. 9) who pointed out that this shape of the hieroglyphic name of the temple would be simply due to
the cursive character of the hieroglyphic writing on the limestone slabs, that is like the hieratic
writing of the Abusir Papyri (see dso Mdller G., Hieratische Paldographie, Bd. I, 1917, nr. 350, 33).
%6 palermo Stone, see H. Schéfer, Ein Bruchstuck altagyptischen Annalen, 1902, 33-35; Urk. |, 241;
T. A. H. Wilkinson, Roya Annals of Ancient Egypt, 2000, 152-59, 259. Also the Turin Canon
gives Userkaf a short seven year reign. See J. Beckerath, Chronologie der pharaonischen Agypten,
MAS 46, 1997 153-55.

2" Whether it was Sahura or Neferirkarawho completed the temple is still a matter of debate. Kaiser
(MDAIK 14, 1956, 109-11) believes that it was Neferirkara. See also Ricke, Userkaf-SH I, 15-18.
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Taking into account these elements, Stadelmann has recently proposed that
Userkaf’ s temple must have been restored, enlarged and finally “usurped” by Sahura
and later by Neferirkara®, serving for their cult needs under different names. But this
clashes with the lack of any archaeological evidence coming from the temple of
Userkaf and belonging for certain either to Sahura or Neferirkara. Moreover, these
hypotheses fail to account for the shape of the determinatives following the name of
the sun temples in the contemporary epigraphic sources.

The sun temple of Sahura is quoted only five times and always with the simple
basement in mastaba shape without the obelisk (pl. 1). It is difficult to believe that
Sahura would have been willing to finish his predecessor’s temple, converting it into
a large monument with an obelisk, while neglecting his own sanctuary. We know
from the Palermo Stone that he began building his sun temple in the year of the “3™
cattle count” at the latest®, meaning around the middie of his reign.

Asto Userkaf’s sun temple, the question is even more complicated: if the obelisk
had been erected by a king coming after Userkaf, it would always be indicated by a
sign in mastaba shape in the epigraphic sources dating from his reign. On the contrary
we can list several mastabas where the temple is determined with the obelisk but we
cannot find any other royal name apart from Userkaf®°, without taking into account
analogous but fragmentary records coming from false doors, tables, offering basins
and other archaeological material of uncertain origin (pl. 1).

Furthermore, for cult reasons we will return to later, | believe that each king
needed his own sun temple to carry out the essential rituals of the worship of his own
person, and the presence of six different, distinct names of temples should suggest the
existence of six different, distinct buildings. Thus it may be that the limestone tablets
refer to building work for restoration dating from Userkaf’s own reign. There is no

Quite recently Verner (KMT 14/1, 2003, 50) has questioned this hypothesis suggesting it was
Sahura.

28 Stadelmann, in: Barta, Krejci (eds.), op. cit., 541-42.

29 Schéfer, op. cit., 36-37; Urk. |, 244; Wilkinson, op. cit., 159-73.

% Saggara, mastaba D 51 of PtH-Htp (PM 1112, 581; Mariette, Mastabas, 314-16; Baer, Rank and
Title, 74, nr. 157; the name of the temple is also written on the statue “Cairo CG 156", see
Borchardt, Statuen und Statuetten von Koénigen und Privatleuten, CG 1-1294, Bd. 1, 1911, 113);
Sagoara, mastaba D 49 of £nm-Htp (PM 111, 578; Mariette, Mastabas, 311-12; Baer, op. cit., 119,
nr. 406; the name of the temple is aso written on the false door “London 1143”, see P.D. Scott-
Moncrieff (ed.), Hieroglyphic texts from Egyptian stelae, etc., in the British Museum [, 1911, 18,
plate 18); Saggara, mastaba S 915 of Nj-kiw-@r (PM 1112, 498; J. E. Quibell, Excavations at Sagqgara
[11, 1907-08, 25, pl. 53, 55; Baer, op. cit.,, 89, nr. 245); Saggara, mastaba H 6, fragmentary
inscription written on a false door (PM 1112, 762; Mariette, Mastabas, 445). The name of the owner
remains uncertain. KAj-pw-Inpw quoted by Voss (op. cit. 44), seems to be a mistake; Saggara, false
door of Nfr-xww, now kept in Louvre Museum, E 17233 (PM 1113, 568; S. Weibach,
Morphologische Studien zur Entwicklung und Bedeutung der Hauptkultstelle in den Privatgrabern
des Alten Reiches, 1981, 261, nr. 280; C. Ziegler (ed.), Musée du Louvre. Catalogue des steles,
peintures et reliefs égyptiens de I’ Ancien Empire et de la Premiére Période Intermédiaire, 1990,
176-86).



certainty about the real length of his reign®, but the completion of two monumental
complexes like the sun temple and the pyramid would probably have required a
longer reign than the seven years attributed to him by the Turin Canon. This
hypothesis would also explain in a clear and simple way the strangeness and apparent
contradictions of the determinatives employed in the titles of the priests if we
consider that, ever since Userkaf’s reign, for the reasons mentioned above, the Nxn-
Ra appeared in its “ second shape” endowed with the obelisk.

Niuserra’'s sun temple "sp-ib-Ra

The sun temple of Niuserra, named "sp-ib-Ra, represents a key-point in the study
of the sun temples for the great amount of archaeological material uncovered and for
its good state. The temple consisted of the same architectural elements as Userkaf’s
but is distinguished by its greater size and monumentality (fig. 4). Rather than give a
detailed account of each part of the building (for which | refer to Borchardt’s study *
and to the wide available bibliography®) | shall point out the elements that
introduced new cult-ideological implications, for these are decisive in understanding
the meaning of the temples.

Crucial elements of the complex are represented by two cult rooms known as the
“chapel” and the “room of the seasons’, both placed at the base of the obelisk, on the
south side, and characterized by a wide, rich decorative program. The reliefs of the
chapel give arepresentation of the sd festival, the first organic record of this ancient
ritual in the history of Egyptian Art*. The decorative programme of the room of the
seasons™ celebrated the god Ra (perhaps represented on the north side of the east and
west walls of the room). A procession of offering bearers led by the king moves into
his presence, followed by personifications of the seasons and scenes of nature
animated by the sun god (or better, as we will see below, by the king in his

31 Palermo Stone is just broken up in the last part of Userkaf’s reign while Turin Canon is dated to
over 1000 years after the end of the Old Kingdom. None of these historical sources seems, then,
completely reliable.

%2 See note 1.

3 Among them see: Lehner, Complete Pyramids, 151-2; Stadelmann, in: LA V, 1984, 1095-98; id.,
Die &gyptischen Pyramiden. Von Ziegelbau zum Weltwunder, 1985, 178-79; J. Vandier, Manuel
d’ Archéologie Egyptienne 111, 1959, 583-94; Verner, Abusir: Ream of Osiris, 2002, 77-84; id., in:
KMT 14/1, 2003, 54-56; Voss, op. cit., 60-117.

% This is the so-called “kleine Hebseddarstellung”; see Bissing, Re-Heiligtum I1; Bissing, H. Kees,
Untersuchungen zu den Reliefs aus dem Re-Heiligtum des Rathures, 1922, 59-115; Kaiser, Die
kleine Hebseddarstellung im Sonnenheiligtum des Niuserre, BeitrageBf. 12, 1971, 87-105. It isalso
important to remember the presence of two an-epigraphic round-topped stelae (with low purifying
basins) placed in front of the chapel, maybe on the model of the stelae set in front of the offering
places in the pyramid complexes of Snefru at Medium and Dahshur (Bent Pyramid). See
Stadelmann, in: MDAIK 39, 1983, 237-42.

¥ Bissing, in: ASAE 53, 1956, 319-38; Edel, Zu den Inschriften auf den Jahreszeitenreliefs der
Weltkammer aus dem Sonnenheiligtum des Neuserre, NAWG 8, 1961, 209-55; Edel, St. Wenig,
Die Jahreszeitenreliefs aus dem Sonnenheiligtum des Konigs Ne-User-Re, Mitteilungen aus der
Agyptischen Sammlung 7, 1974.



identification with the sun god). This is thus a figured repertoire personifying time
(the Seasons) and space (the Nomes), both aspects of the world which the sun god
presides over as “Creator” of the Cosmos.

In the back wall of the room of the seasons, that separated this chamber from the
pedestal building, the remains of a granite door were found to which the fragments of
an inscription might have belonged, found next to the atar on the southern side,
commemorating the roya crowning and recording the name of the temple®. This
door, thought to be the entrance to the winding corridor leading up around the base of
the obelisk, may have had a simple symbolic value, representing a kind of “false
door”. The climbing corridor, in fact, has not yet received a valid explanation®. It
may have been intended mainly as a symbolic ascending passage by which the king
could reach the god Ra after being identified with him in the room of the seasons,
exactly as the opening in the pyramid’'s north wall (in some complexes also masked
by a stelain the north chapel) was not areal doorway but a symbolic exit for the king,
through which the pharaoh can rise again, assimilating himself to the everlasting
North Stars.

What seems obvious, however, is that the chapel and the room of the seasons,
with their iconographic programmes, recall the same two ideas that are reflected in
the pyramid complexes. the transformation and renewal of the roya power (sd
festival) and the nourishment and supply (scenes of the life of nature)®, the latter
connected, in the sun temple, with the identification of the king with the sun god Ra.
This relationship between the ruler and the sun god is even more emphasized by the
discovery, outside the temple on the south-east corner, of the great mudbrick sun boat
by means of which the king can share the daily journey of death and rebirth of the sun
god across the ocean of the sky enjoying the eternal life as Ra.

% Bissing, Re-Heiligtum I, 54; 111, 41.

37|t has been assumed that the climbing corridor was meant to reach the terrace of the pedestal
building for performing cult rituals during important religious festivals such as the so-called “Night
of Ra” often quoted in the Abusir Papyri (Posener-Kriéger, op. cit. I, 116-18; |1, 552-53; id., in:
RdE 22, 1970, 131-137), but there is neither archaeological nor epigraphic evidence in this sense.
The similarity with the descending passage that leads to the burial chamber of the pyramid is clear
but the sun temple lacks a real burial chamber and this contradicts an interpretation of the sun
temple as a mortuary complex of Ra, or a cenotaph, suggested by some scholars (for instance
Stadelmann, in: LA V, 1984, 1096; id., Pyramiden, 164; Rochholz, in: Gundlach, Rochholz (eds.),
op. cit.,, 276-77). The fact that the ascending corridor to the obelisk was directed southwards,
towards the entrance of the pyramid of the pharaoh, suggests a symbolic and cult “passage’
between the two royal complexes, a kind of reciprocity intertwining the king and the sun god as
well astheir own cults, even more stressed, to my mind, by the likeness and “repetitiveness’ of their
respective decorative programs.

% There is a great difference, however, between sun temple and pyramid: in the first case, the sun
god (here identified with the king) gives life to nature “supplying” it with his daily rising, namely
during his earthly reign represented by the pharaoh. In the second case, instead, the king (who is
going to become Ra) receives life through food supplies given to him after his death, for his afterlife
and eternity. The different meaning of these decorative programs is further proof of the multiform
nature of the sun temples which represented a cult place where the king and the sun god could
“join” each other even during the reign of the ruler.
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Taking into account these ideological similarities between pyramid and sun
temple, some scholars have suggested that the room of the seasons was areal offering
place for the sun god™ like the offering room that concludes the funerary temple to
the west, identifying it with the southern TpHt listed on a decorated fragment coming
from the south corridor of the temple, where an offering to the god Ra seems to have
been performed™. However, the terms TpHt and rsj are put on two different registers
and it is not realy obvious that the caption “southern” would refer to the TpHt.
Moreover, if aclose architectural similarity of the two royal complexes really existed,
| should identify this TpHt with the chapel rather than with the room of the seasons.

Indeed the term TpHt is used in the Abusir Papyri, regarding the funerary temples,
to indicate the chapel with the five niches for statues of the king, while the offering
room that concludes the funerary complex westwards was named sH **. The presence
of adoor, or false door as previously said, in the back wall of the room of the seasons
seems to further confirm this “paralelism”. As in the funerary temples we would
have found an axial sequence of a cult chapel for the pharaoh, or for a statue of him
(in this case completed by the scenes of the sd festival) and a following “offering
room” (room of the seasons) devoted, in the case of the sun temple, to the god Ra in
his earthly “parting” embodied by the king.

To conclude, we can consider the general significance of the temple’s figurative
programme: the decorative fragments of the sd festival in this cult context seem to
have two semantic values. The first one concerns the regeneration of the power of the
king who “offers’” himself to the whole community to carry out such “legitimation”;
the second involves the presentation of the king's “behaviour” to the god and the
subsequent preparing of his divine assimilation, particularly symbolized, in my
opinion, by the “iconography” of Niuserra in some scenes. We can consider, for
instance, the ones (some of which to be found only in the relief carvings of the south
corridor®®) where the king is represented with the Atf crown™® or where he is borne in
procession on a litter named “boat”*, to receive the cult tribute from the entire

% Cwiek, op. cit., 349-52, contrary to Arnold’s assertion (Encyclopedia of Ancient Egyptian
Architecture, 2003, 51, tr. of: Lexicon der &gyptischen Baukunst, 1994) that this room was only an
antechamber in the approach to the base of the obelisk.

“0 Bissing, Re-Heiligtum I11, pl. 22, n. 359.

*! Posener-Kriéger, op. cit. |, 68-69; |1, 441, 449, 501-05.

*2 This is the so-called “grosse Festdarstellung® (Bissing, Re-Heiligtum I11; Bissing, Kees,
Untersuchungen zu den Reliefs aus dem Re-Heiligtum des Rathures, 1922, 1-59).

* Bissing, Re-Heiligtum 111, pl. 22, nr. 352-53. In the Old Kingdom the Atf crown, commonly
related to Osiris in the New Kingdom, occurs long before the god of Abydos is attested and
represents, according to me, adistinctive trait of the deified king as Ra both in his pyramid complex
and sun temple. The presence of the ram’s horns seems to further contribute to the concept of king's
solar divinity. Moreover, still during the Middle Kingdom, Osiris is mainly shown with the White
Crown (E. Staehelin, Untersuchungen zur &gyptischen Tracht im Alten Reich, MAS 8, 1966,
150ff.).

* Bissing, Re-Heiligtum 11, 7, pl. 19-20, nr. 45a, 46. The fact that the litter is named “boat” means
that the divinization of the monarch took place in the sun temple, since only certain deities could be
borne in procession by boat, viz. Amon in the New Kingdom.
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“Establishment” of the country and from several deities who assisted and presided
over the ceremony.

Having fulfilled al his duties, the king can be finally assimilated to the sun god,
maker of life and prosperity, in the room of the seasons before reaching (through the
false door) the pedestal building on which the obelisk stood. Some of these
representations, above all those of the sd festival, are not at al an innovation in the
figurative “repertoire” of the Old Kingdom Art: they can be found in many pyramid
complexes too™, athough with some thematic differences. They are usually limited
to the ritual running of the pharaoh around the “consecrated field”, as better testified
by the decorations of Djoser south tomb, but they never present the detailed scenes
with the foundation ceremony of the temple, the washing of feet, the procession of
Upper and Lower Egypt and the other variegated images that characterize the sd
festival depiction in the sun temple (fig. 5).

| can suggest that in the case of the funerary temples those parts of the ritual
were chosen which had a specific funerary, “regenerative’” symbolism, like the ritual
running. Moreover, if the funerary temple was “conceived for use” after the death of
the ruler™®, the sun temple became “operative” even during the king's reign, as
recorded by the Palermo Stone*” and the Abusir Papyri®.

The decorative programs of pyramids and sun temples appear to have answered
different purposes: the first concerning the funerary aspect of the royal cult, the
king's victory over death as the living Horus who prepares himself to join his father
Ra again; another one involved the worldly aspect of kingship, the identification of
the pharaoh with the transcendent and eternal sun god Ra whose destiny the king will
share only after his death, but whose “divine nature” he already shares during his
lifetime, hic et nunc®,

As happened in the first two dynasties, and above all as was to happen during the
New Kingdom, in theV dynasty a split seemsto take place in the cult sphere between
the real tomb (the pyramid complex) and the so-called “funerary temple’ (the sun

%> Similar scenes have been found in the pyramid temples of: Djoser, Snefru, Khufu, Userkaf,
Sahura, Niuserra, Unis, Teti, Pepi Il and possibly Djedkara In the pyramid upper temples of
Niuserra and Sahura we can aso find depictions of the king with the Atf crown in its Lower
Egyptian shape (Borchardt, Das Grabdenkmal des Konigs Ne-user-Re’, 1907, 16-17, pl. 16; id., Das
Grabdenkmal des Konigs Sahu-Re, Bd. 11, 1913, 49-51, pl. 35, 37-38). For further information
about the different shapes of the Atf crown see: A. M. Abubakr, Untersuchungen Uber die
agyptischen Kronen, 1937, 7ff.

“®'In spite of the doubts put forward in note 6, and while waiting to dedicate greater space to this
important problem in the future, we will continue using the traditional “funerary” meaning of the
pyramid complex.

*" The offerings Userkaf and Sahura devoted to their own temples dated from