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Chapter 5003

The Decorative Program
: of Old Kingdom
Pyramid Complexes

by Zahi Hawass

imple stelae bearing a royal name that were walls of the portico were also adorned with

erected outside the kings' tombs of the Early Dynastic representations of personified royal estates. Some of the

Period, developed, over the course of the Old pillars of the portico were decorated with scenes of the
Kingdom, into an elaborate decorative program, sed festival, with the king wearing his sed robe and the
designed to both ensure a successful afterlife for the crown of Upper Egypt while holding the flail, or

king and to maintain the proper order of the cosmos. wearing a kilt and dancing, again holding the flail.

This development can be traced from scenes of the Other pillars depict the king making ceremonial visits to
royal sed festival seen in the Third Dynasty complex important religious sites, standing in front of the gods,

of Djoser, to reliefs found in the early Fourth Dynasty ~ or being embraced by a lioness-headed goddess. There
complexes of Sneferu, and fragments of relief from the  are six niches within the temple. Above the opening to

temples of Khufu, to the standard decorative program  each niche are carved the names of the king, flanked by

of the pyramid complexes of the Fifth and Sixth emblems and stars representing the night sky.
Dynasties. Fragmentary wall reliefs from the complex of
Decorative scenes appear in the earliest pyramid Khufu have been found at Giza, and also at Lisht,
complex, that of the Third Dynasty king Djoser where they were taken to be used as fill in a pyramid
Netjerikhet. Niches under both the Step Pyramid of the Twelfth Dynasty. The reliefs from Giza

itself and the south tomb depict the king, wearing the represent the sed festival; fragments from Lisht show

white crown, a kilt, and the bull’s tail, holding the flail  processions of personified funerary estates, foreign

and performing a ritual dance. These represent captives, representations of ships, scenes including

ceremonies that were performed at the sed festival, animals, and sed festival scenes. A fragmentary

where the king’s right to rule was renewed and he depiction of the sed festival from Khufu's complex,

celebrated the accomplishments of his reign. which includes a white hippopotamus, was discovered
Important wall reliefs were found in the lower built into the wall of a staircase inside Bab al-Futuh in

temple of the Bent Pyramid complex of Sneferu, the Cairo. According to Herodotus, the causeway of

first king of Fourth Dynasty, at Dahshur. The Khufu was carved with figures.

entryway into the temple is decorated with sculpted Few or no wall reliefs have been discovered from

friezes on the eastern and western walls. The western the complexes of Khufu's successors: Djedefre at Abu

frieze depicts the royal estates of Upper Egypt, which Rawash, and Khafre and Menkaure at Giza. It seems

are represented as female offering bearers with the to me that the statues found in all of these pyramid
names of specific estates on their heads. The eastern complexes served the same purpose as the wall reliefs
frieze is similar, but the estates represented are in found in other complexes. In general, these statues
Lower Egypt. Above these registers are scenes represent the king in the company of various gods
representing the king in front of different gods. The and goddesses.

282 bottom
This Fifth Dynasty relief, in the tomb
of Niankb-kbnum and Kbnumbotep at
Saqqara, shows a few artisans probably

283
Rcfirfﬁom the south tomb in the
Step Pyramid complex of Djoser
in Saggara, showing King Djoser
running in the sed-festival.
Third Dynasty.

working on some funerary equipment,

like stelae.
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[ Decorative

Substantial quantities of wall relief have been
found in the pyramid complexes of Sahure of the Fifth
Dynasty and Pepy Il of the Sixth Dynasty. These
reliefs give us a good idea of the decorative scheme
that became standard in the late Old Kingdom.

In the first portico of the lower temple of
Sahure are a number of scenes. On the north wall,
the king is shown hunting. On the south wall are
scenes of the sed festival, with the king seated,
wearing his robe, and holding a flail in his hand; in
front of him are priests. There are also scenes of

gods and goddesses, and depictions of the king in

the form of a great sphinx trampling Libyans and
Asiatics.

Sahure's causeway repeats some of the scenes
from the lower temple, but with different gods and
goddess. Recently discovered blocks depict the
celebrations associated with the placing of the
pyramidion on top of the pyramid, and include
dancers, wrestlers, and processions of priests and
officials, as well as a group of emaciated Bedouin
from the area where stone for the pyramidion was
quarried being brought to court for judgment.

On the walls of the upper temple are

processions of royal estates, depictions of the king

hunting and fishing, and the king giving offerings
to the gods. The king is shown here in large scale,
holding arrows. There are also scenes that show
Asiatics with foreign pottery; animals and birds;
the king, accompanied by his courtiers, witnessing
the departure of twelve seafaring ships to a land
whose name is not written; and scenes of the king
and his courtiers watching the return of the ships
laden with cargo and carrying a group of Asiatics,
who are not prisoners, but are connected with
trade or diplomacy. Additional scenes show the

gods Horus and Anubis bringing gifts to the king.

The same types of subjt‘cts are representcd in
the pyramid complex of Pepy Il and in fragmentary
reliefs from some of the other late Old Kingdom
complexes. Each component, such as lower temple,
causeway, and upper temple has its own repertoire
of scenes, but the scenes themselves are repeated
from one complex to another. Scenes could even be
copied exactly from one complex to another. For
example, one scene from the complex of Sahure
shows the king smiting a captured Libyan chieftain
on the head while the chieftain’s two sons and wife
watch and beg for forgiveness. Exactly the same

scene, down to the names of the wife and sons,

Chapter 23
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appears again in the upper temple of Pepy Il, even
though the two kings are separated by a period of
almost two hundred years,

Thus, the scenes did not necessarily record
historical events from the lifetime of the king, but
instead served a symbolic and religious purpose
designed to ensure the divinity of the king and
through him, ensure the proper functioning of the
Egyptian world. The basic program, repeated from
one complex to another, was designed to maintain
the cosmos and provide for the afterlife of the king.

The wall decoration seen in Old Kingdom

pyramid complexes can be divided into several

categories:

1. Scenes of domination

These portray the king imposing his will and
might on disorderly elements of the universe, such
as wild creatures or foreigners. Scenes that show the
king hunting or fishing in the marshes, hunting in
the desert, or smiting his enemies belong to this
category. Also included here are scenes of ships
sailing to visit foreign countries.

2. Scenes of the king's identification with the
gods

The function of these scenes is to show the king
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