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ABSTRACT 
 
In 1963 came Ricardo Caminos to the conclusion that the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila functioned 
as cenotaphs. However, his views have never been reassessed by contemporary Egyptologists, 
which has led to the shrines still being interpreted as cenotaphs today. This study shows that 
the term cenotaph perhaps is not the correct word to use for their function. The focal point of 
this study are the decorations and inscriptions of the shrines, their religious character and the 
importance of the Nile. The following research compares the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila with 
similar shrines at Qasr Ibrim in order to reveal their similarities and dissimilarities. In order to 
achieve this, two publications were chosen, by Caminos, who assessed both sites in the 1960s 
and briefly compares the Qasr Ibrim shrines to Gebel el-Silsila. Furthermore, the shrines of 
Gebel el-Silsila resemble tombs in the Theban necropolis, where some of the tombs of the 
shrine-owners have been uncovered. For this reason, a comparison between the shrines and 
tombs has been made in order to reveal why the shrines cannot be tombs, and to display why 
the shrines still are mortuary monuments. Lastly, the following study assessed the shrine-
owners in order to answer how the shrines were financed. However, although many of the 
shrine-owners are well-established noblemen of which several accounts are known, only their 
titles are taken into account for they provide a principal overview of their status. This has 
provided the information required to establish how they were financed. It was necessary to 
make this restriction due to limited amount of available space and was a more elaborate study 
of the inscriptions and decorations considered of greater importance in order to reveal the 
religious function of the shrines. 

The result shows that the shrines were privately financed and that the shrines did not mean 
to serve has cenotaphs that the family of the deceased could visit to remember him. They were 
deliberately placed close to the water, even though it would subject them to destruction during 
the annual inundation of the Nile. The water in relation to the mortuary decorations of the 
shrines, make the shrines symbolize the underworld and do they not have a practical function. 
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ABSTRAKT 
 
År 1963 kom Ricardo Caminos med slutsatsen att helgedomarna i Gebel el-Silsila fungerade 
som kenotafer. Hans idéer har sedan den tiden inte omvärderats av samtida egyptologer vilket 
har lett till att de fortfarande tolkas som kenotafer idag. Denna studie visar att termen kenotaf 
möjligtvis inte är det rätta ordet för att beskriva deras funktion. Den huvudsakliga fokusen i 
denna studie ligger på dekorationerna samt inskriptionerna i helgedomarna, deras religiösa 
karaktär och Nilens betydelse för platsen. Studien jämför helgedomarna i Gebel el-Silsila med 
liknande helgedomar i Qasr Ibrim, i syfte att klargöra vilka likheter det finns och hur de skiljer 
sig. För att uppnå detta har två publikationer valts, skrivna av Caminos, som undersökte 
helgedomarna på de båda platser under 60-talet och ger en kort jämförelse mellan Qasr Ibrim 
och Gebel el-Silsila. Dessutom liknar helgedomarna i Gebel el-Silsila gravar i Tebe, där 
gravarna av några ägare av helgedomarna har hittats. Därför har det gjorts en jämförelse mellan 
tebanska gravar och helgedomar i Gebel el-Silsila för att visa att de inte är gravar men samtidigt 
är begravningsmonument. Avslutningsvis har denna studie undersökt ägare av helgedomarna 
för att klargöra hur de var finansierade. Även fast de flesta ägare var väl kända adelsmän, varav 
flera dokument har hittats som styrker detta, kommer endast deras titel användas i studien. Detta 
för att det ger en tillräcklig bra överblick för att kunna bedöma deras status i samhället, det har 
gett tillräckligt med information för att avgöra hur helgedomarna var finansierade. Denna 
begräsning var nödvändig att göra på grund av platsbrist, och för att en djupare undersökning 
av inskriptionerna respektive dekorationerna ansågs vara av större vikt för att kunna klargöra 
vilken religiös funktion helgedomarna hade. 

Resultatet visar att de var privat finansierade och att helgedomarna inte fungerade som 
kenotafer som familjemedlemmar kunde besöka för att minnas den döde. De har avsiktligen 
placerats nära vattnet, även fast de blev förstörda på grund av den årliga översvämningen av 
Nilen. Vattnet i kombination med begravningsdekorationen, tyder på att helgedomarna 
symboliserar underjorden och inte hade en praktiskt funktion. 
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1. Introduction 

The shrines of Gebel el-Silsila are hewn directly into the cliff-face of the ancient quarry by 32 
noblemen of the 18th Dynasty. They generally consist of a single chamber with a niche in the 
rear, where statues of the deceased and his family were placed. The walls of the interior are 
decorated with offering scenes and of the deceased and his family. The decoration of the 
shrines, therefore, gives a mortuary impression, but they where certainly never used for the 
purpose of burial. Moreover, their close proximity to the Nile occasionally led to the flooding 
of these monuments. It is unclear what their function was and have previously been interpreted 
as cenotaphs. 

This thesis aims to obtain a better understanding of the shrines at Gebel el-Silsila and 
questions the term ‘cenotaph’ given to these monuments. It also aims to shed some light on 
their owners and how they were financed. 

This thesis is primarily a textual and iconographical study, where the result is obtained by 
comparing the inscriptions and iconography of the shrines at Gebel el-Silsila and Qasr Ibrim. 
All translations provided in this thesis will be my own, for it is believed they will provide the 
most accurate interpretation of the inscriptions. 
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2. Background 

2.1. Gebel el-Silsila 
 

Gebel el-Silsila is located in Upper Egypt, about 40 km south of Edfu and 18 km north of Kom 
Ombo. The ancient Egyptian name of the site was Xny, or Kheny, meaning ‘rowing-place’.1 
The site’s modern name comes from a misunderstanding during antiquity, when the Arabs 
corrupted the Roman name, ‘Sil-Sil’ or ‘Silsili’ to ‘silsileh’, meaning ‘chain’. This accounted 
for storytellers to tell the tale of the Nile being closed for the passage of boats by a great chain 
being stretched over the river. Although there is no foundation of truth in this story, it still led 
to the modern Arabs call the site Gebel el-Silsila which translates as ‘Mountain of chains’.2  

The area Gebel el-Silsila covers expands to both sides of the Nile with the river passing 
through the beds of Nubian sandstone.3 The site is the narrowest passage in Egypt, with a width 
of only 350–400 m, in contrast to the 800 m in Edfu and 1250 m in Luxor. This caused the Nile 
to rise higher during the inundation than in other places in Egypt (Fig. 1).4  

The site is mainly known as an ancient sandstone quarry that was in usage from at least the 
Middle Kingdom (Fig. 2). By the time Egypt entered the 18th Dynasty, the site had become the 
greatest sandstone quarry of Egypt.5 Gebel el-Silsila rose in significance and reached its peak 
during the New Kingdom, with the majority of its monuments dating to this period.6 It was also 
during this period that the custom of cutting small shrines directly into the cliff-face appears to 
have developed. This custom spread itself farther than just Gebel el-Silsila, and similar 
structures are to be found in Qasr Ibrim, approximately 300 km to the south of Gebel el-Silsila 
and 60 km north of the temple of Abu Simbel.  

 The heyday of the site ended abruptly with the end of the New Kingdom and the only 
monument of a later dating is a stela from the founder of the 22nd Dynasty, Shoshenq I.7 
However, the site was used as a quarry until after the Roman Period, resulting in the destruction 
of a number of features, the shrines being amongst them.8 

Though, the zenith of Gebel el-Silsila was during the New Kingdom, epipaleolithic rock-
art in the vicinity indicates the presence of a pre-dynastic civilization.9 The rock-art comprises 
a plethora of animal drawings, such as giraffes, elephants, and snakes (Fig. 3).10 
 
[Figure] 

 
 
 

 

                                                
1 Jacquet-Gordon 1962; 59; 115; 432. 
2 Weigall 1910, 360. 
3 Said 1962, 90. 
4 Lyon 1906, 299. 
5 Nilsson & Almásy 2015, 88. 
6 Kucharek 2010, 144. 
7 Caminos 1952, 46; pl. X. 
8 Kucharek 2012, 2. 
9 Klemm & Klemm 2001, 180; 185. 
10 Caminos 1987, 60–61. 

Fig. 1 Map of Gebel el-Silsila with a sattelite image of the 
narrow passage. 
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[Figure] 
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2.2. The Shrines, their location and general layout 
The 32 shrines of Gebel el-Silsila are all hewn directly into the cliff-face on the west bank, all 
facing east and overlooking the Nile, with the exception of Shrine 23 which is the only one 
facing north. They are located fairly low in the cliff, which subjected them to destruction by the 
Nile during the annual inundation that would 
occasionally flood the monuments (Fig. 5).  

The shrines occur in a varying degree of 
preservation from really well preserved (No. 25) 
to nearly completely ruined (Nos. 8, 9, 10 and 32) 
(Pl. I) which often is the result of, either quarrying 
or the Nile, but also natural disasters (No. 4) (Pl. 
II). Shrine 8, 9 and 10 are all victim to the falling 
of the rocky hillside they were cut into that likely 
was caused by quarrying.11 Quarrying has also 
affected some of the better preserved shrines. The 
ceiling of Shrine 11, for instance, got quarried 
away during antiquity, as did the northern wall of 
Shrine 12. Other shrines have gotten damaged by 
modern inhabitants. Shrines Nos. 12–14 were 
used by dwellers who cut doors into the walls to 
connect them (Pl. II).12 Wall decorations have 
also been destroyed by the scraping of the walls 
by unknown vandals or have graffiti inscribed in 
the walls (Fig. 6). The shrines also vary a 
tremendous amount in completion. Out of the 32 
shrines, 15 are incomplete of which 11 are 
uninscribed and are their owners or dating 
unknown.  

Shrine 1 and 2 are located high up in the cliff 
making them difficult to access (Pl. III). Shrines 
Nos. 3–10 are all easily accessed by land. 
However, one has to climb into them for the 
entrance is not at ground level. In some cases, as for instance with Shrine 6 and 7, a ladder 

                                                
11 Caminos & James 1963, 29. 
12 Caminos & James 1963, 41. 

Fig. 3 Pre-dynastic rock-art showing a group of giraffes 

Fig. 2 Quarry on the east bank of Gebel el-Silsila. 

Fig. 4. Map of Gebel el-Silsila.  
S = Speos of Horemheb. 
1–32 = placement of the 18th Dynasty shrines Nos. 1–32. 
C = The Nile stalea.  
P = modern pumphouse. 

Fig. 5 Shrine 25 showing the damage the Nile 
has done on the lower part of the wall. 
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would be required in order to access the monument (Pl. IV). This suggests that, although 
accessible by land, they were most likely not meant to be accessed this way. If that were the 
case, the entrance would have been at ground level. Other shrines – such as Nos. 11–14 as well 
as 17 – are accessible by land but only as the result of quarrying. Parts of these monuments 
have gotten destroyed, such as the roof, making them more easy to access (Pl. IV). These shrines 
still face the Nile and are cut so that the entrance would be directly in the cliff. This can 
particularly be observed in shrines Nos. 12–18 and 25 (see front cover & Pl. V). Aside from 
Nos. 12–14, that only are accessible because parts have been quarried away, it is clear they are 
inaccessible by land and have to be entered by water. This has led to Caminos’ interpretation 
the shrines were meant to be accessed during the inundation,13 when the water would be high 
enough to enter them. It is uncertain, however, how high the Nile could rise during the 
inundation. Caminos has been inconsequent in his recording of the shrines of how high they 
were located above the Nile, and which ones have damage caused by water. Shrines Nos. 27–
29 are located about 4 m above water. Based upon their poor state in preservation it is, therefore, 
likely the water could rise to 4 m and probably even higher.  

Owing to their placement, Delvaux and Bommas have suggested the cult was supposed to 
be performed by the inundation itself through the water entering the shrines during the 
inundation.14 Thiem has suggested the same principle for the Speos of Horemheb (Fig. 7), that 
just like the shrines, is hewn directly into the cliff-face.15 The water clearly is of importance 
and was the flooding-idea deliberate. This same idea can be found in the Osireion at Abydos 
built by Seti I which was intended to be filled with water.16 In this case, it represented the 
personification of the primeval water Nun who also was depicted carrying Ra’s bark while 
Osiris circles the duat – a clear reference to rebirth.17 

 
 

                                                
13 Caminos & James 1963, 7. 
14 Delvaux 1998, 318; Bommas 2003, 88–103. 
15 Thiem 2000, 267–68. 
16 O’Connor 2009, 50. 
17 Frankfort 1934, 29. 

Fig. 6 Part of northern wall and niche of Shrine 12 showing Arabic and western graffiti. 
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The shrines at Gebel el-Silsila are mostly uniform in their architecture, inscriptions, and 
decorations, with the only variation being their size, which can vary between 2 and 18 square 
metres (Fig. 8). A standard shrine consists of a single square chamber, with a doorway carved 
into the cliff. The lintel of the doorframe is typically inscribed with royal cartouches, with the 
name of the sovereign the shrine-owner served underneath a winged sun-disk. The jambs of the 
doorframe are often embellished with the Htp-di-nsw formula. 

The rear wall contains a niche where statues of the deceased and his family were placed 
(Figs. 10 & 11). The walls of the interior are frequently inscribed with offering-lists and 
decorated with scenes of the deceased and his family. 

Shrine 1, 11, 18 and 25 contain burial pits that are of later date than the shrine, which can 
be based upon the chisel marks. The pits, and the mortuary character of the shrines’ decorations, 
have led to an earlier belief they were tombs of sorts (Fig. 9).18 Although, undoubtedly 
mortuary, the shrines do not contain any burial arrangements. Moreover, tombs of at least five 
shrine-owners have been uncovered in the Theban Necropolis. In addition to this, the funerary 
cones of another four shrine-owners have been found in Thebes. These cones were placed above 
the entrance of a tomb and, therefore, they suggest the existence of tombs that are not presently 
known. This also suggests the shrines were never meant to serve as a tomb, not even as an 
emergency tomb in case the body could not have been brought back to the Theban necropolis. 
According to Caminos, there simply is no reason to believe a well-off Egyptian would prepare 
an emergency tomb in a place much farther afield than the regular necropolis where they could 
obtain a proper mummification and burial.19 However, there appears to be some form of 
sacredness surrounding the site, which evidently must have given the noblemen a reason to 
construct funerary-like monuments here.  

The shrines of Gebel el-Silsila are almost entirely unique for their location and the only 
other place where similar monuments are found is Qasr Ibrim. Here, six rock-cut shrines 
constructed by viceroys are hewn directly into the cliff-face and overlook the Nile in the same 
manner as in Gebel el-Silsila. These shrines as well were likely subjected to the same fate as 
the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila and flooded by the Nile. 
 

                                                
18 Legrain 1903a, 193. 
19 Caminos & James 1963, 6–8. 

Fig. 7 Speos of Horemheb. 
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Fig. 8 Ground plan of Shrine 15–17. 

Fig. 9 Two burial pits in Shrine 25. 
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Fig. 10 Shrine 4 where the niche can be seen in the back. 

Fig. 11 Statue niche of Shrine 12. 
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2.3. Cenotaph or shrine? 
Two different terms are used for the rock-cut monuments at Gebel el-Silsila, ‘shrine’ and 
‘cenotaph’. Ricardo Caminos, the only one to fully have studied and record all 32 monuments, 
proclaims their sole function to be that of cenotaph,20 and refers to them as cenotaphs 
frequently. According to the Oxford Dictionary of Architecture, a cenotaph is an empty 
funerary monument, or sepulchre, dedicated to a deceased person who is buried elsewhere.21 
Although, this definition does apply to the monuments in Gebel el-Silsila because of their 
mortuary association and tombs of the shrine-owners having been uncovered, it is unlikely that 
they were used for this purpose.  

At the same time, Caminos calls them shrines. According to the previously mentioned 
dictionary, the definition of shrine is a sacred building or chapel, dedicated to a certain person 
or deity, where they could be venerated.22 The prime focus of the shrines is placed upon the 
owners through the act of offering. However, they were no place of veneration. 

Two different terms, with vastly different definitions, used for the same monuments is 
confusing to say the least and so requires some further explanation as to why they differ, their 
origin, and the correct term. 

The monuments are referred to as cenotaphs by today’s modern researchers, including 
Maria Nilsson, mission director of The Gebel el-Silsila Epigraphic Survey Project.23 However, 
there are no inscriptions in the shrines to indicate they functioned as cenotaphs. Particularly so 
because the Egyptian word for cenotaph, maHat, found in the cenotaphs of Abydos, does not 
appear in any of the shrines carrying inscriptions. Therefore, the only reason why they are 
referred to as cenotaphs is because of Caminos’s interpretations of the shrines when researching 
them in 1963. Owing to the lack of research and their undetermined function, cenotaph simply 
became an easy-to-go-to term when discussing these monuments. 

The same thing applies to archaeologists calling them shrines as well. In a 2012 article 
written by Nilsson, she refers to them as funerary shrines.24 A clear example of how the same 
researcher can use both terms when referring to them. The term shrine comes from their 
inscriptions, or rather, one singular inscription. The only shrine that provides a glimpse of what 
the ancient Egyptians may have called them is No. 11, where the owner refers to the monument 
as Hwt which Caminos chose to translate as ‘shrine’. However, it is also possible to translate it 
to ‘mansion’ or even ‘funerary chapel’. According to Caminos, it is ‘’[..] scarcely surprising 
that the shrine was called Hwt’’.25 However, the shrines are chapels of mortuary nature and 
would, therefore, funerary chapel be fairly suitable for these monuments. It appears as if 
Caminos has chosen a translation best suitable for him, and what he wanted to call them. 
Therefore, the term ‘shrine’ is far from applicable to the monuments and do they simply not 
have an appropriate term that correctly suits their purpose, particularly because their exact 
purpose is still not entirely known. The terms ‘cenotaphs’ and ‘shrines’ commonly used for 
these monuments, therefore, stems from a translation made by one person in the 1960s and is 
there simply no correct term as of yet. Nonetheless, the monuments will be referred to as shrines 
in this thesis only for purposes of convenience. 
 
 

                                                
20 Caminos & James 1963, 8. 
21http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/view/10.1093/acref/9780199674985.001.
0001/acref-9780199674985-e-908 (retrieved 18/4/2018, 20:04) 
22http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/view/10.1093/acref/9780199674985.001.
0001/acref-9780199674985-e-4260 (retrieved 18/4/2018, 20:23). 
23 Nilsson & Almásy 2015, 88. 
24 Nilsson 2012a, 91. 
25 Caminos & James 1963, 34. 
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3. Monuments of Eternity 

The cliff-hewn monuments of Gebel el-Silsila neither function as shrines nor as cenotaphs. If 
they are mortuary monuments of sorts, it is illogical to the minds of the ancient Egyptians to 
construct them in a place with an increased risk of destruction. According to Egyptian believe, 
a tomb was meant to last for eternity. It served as a place where the ka, that had to be sustained 
by food and drinks, of the deceased could take part in earthly offerings. It also ensured the 
perpetual existence of the deceased through their name in the hereafter.26 As can be observed 
in the shrines, the names of some of the owners have vanished overtime due to the water coming 
in and out, but also due to quarrying. Tombs were, therefore, often located in secure places in 
the hopes of ensuring the monument would be safe against destruction. The placing of the 
shrines near to the Nile strongly contradicts with this believe, even if they functioned as 
cenotaph, for it would ultimately lead to the loss of the deceased’s name. If the shrines were to 
serve as a monument of remembrance they would, according to Egyptian believe, not have been 
placed in a location where they easily could be destroyed.27 The decorations of the shrines 
indicate a definite mortuary association and a religious function thus must be sought elsewhere. 
The above-mentioned reasons have led to the research purpose of this thesis to be to shed some 
light on these monuments regarding their religious function at the site and why they were 
located in such close proximity to the Nile that would intentionally subject them to destruction. 

Additionally, fifteen shrines have never been finished which raises the question why they 
appear to suddenly have been abandoned mid-construction and if this was due to financial 
reasons. For this reason, this thesis also aims to obtain a better understanding of who the shrine-
owners were and how the shrines were financed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
26 Taylor 2001, 136. 
27 Taylor 2001, 136. 
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4. Prior accounts and research 

The shrines of Gebel el-Silsila have been in-situ 
since they were constructed, and have been noted as 
early as the 18th century by explores passing by the 
site.28  

Omitting these early explorers, the research 
history started with Champollion’s and Rosellini’s 
expedition to the site in 1829, when they spent 
several days on the west bank to record its 
monuments. 29 However, little attention was given 
to the shrines – their main focus were the 
Ramesside monuments and the Speos of 
Horemheb.30  

In 1843 and 1844 spent Lepsius two seasons in 
Gebel el-Silsila and recorded the monuments on 
both banks of the Nile. Likewise, he copied the 
Ramesside monuments, but also copied some of the 
shrines and was the first to publish these.31 

The first extensive record of the shrines was not 
made until 1887 during a quick visit to the site by 
Griffith and Petrie. Over a timespan of a day and a 
half, they made rapid copies of the inscriptions of 
the shrines.32 According to Caminos, their 
publication is the first to be fairly complete, and 
despite the quick copying of the inscriptions – which 
did not give them an opportunity to thoroughly check 
the texts – they are fairly accurate.33  

During an expedition by Legrain in 1897, he recorded the inscriptions of the shrine of 
Senenmut (No. 13). However, he did not fully record nor research the shrines. He mentions, for 
instance, the existence of only 26 shrines,34 probably of those easily seen from a boat when 
passing by the site. Legrain also noticed ’resting places’, most likely referring to burial pits. 
Shrine 13 does not contain any burial pits which indicates he visited other shrines. However, 
he does not mention which shrine, or shrines, nor their state and whether the pits were excavated 
or not upon first viewing them. Following Legrain, some additional excavations at the site were 
undertaken by, amongst others, Sayce and De Morgan. However, the shrines were no point of 
interest.35  

In 1910 Weigall published a book on the sites of Egypt, Gebel el-Silsila included. He gives 
an account on some of the shrines, ten in total, and their relation to the site as well as the Nile. 

                                                
28 Pococke 1743, 114; pl. 25; Norden 1757, 62–64. 
29 Kucharek 2012, 11. 
30 Champollion 1844, 248–65; Rosellini 1838, 215–160; 1844, 206–235. 
31 Lepsius 1853, pls. 81; 110; 119–21; 141; 174–75; 218; 200; 202; 223; 254; 274. 
32 Griffith 1889, 89–113. 
33 Caminos & James 1963, 10. 
34 Legrain 1903a, 193–97; 1903b, 197–213; 1903c, 213–18; 1903d, 218–20. 
35 Sayce 1907, 97–105; Bard 1994, 270; Needler 1984, 63–64. 

Fig. 12 Burial pit in Shrine 11. 
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He emphasizes the importance of the Nile and its religious function, and is the first to mention 
their similarity with the shrines of Qasr Ibrim. However, no further comparison or research is 
provided. He also wrongly refers to the shrine of Senynufe (No. 11) as a tomb, and mentions 
he was buried there together with his wife. There is no evidence of this, nor is this mentioned 
in the inscriptions.36 There are indeed pits in this shrine but there is no evidence to suggest they 
were used for the burial of Senynufe and his wife (Fig. 12).  

It was not until 1955 that a complete and systematic recording of all the monuments was 
undertaken by the Egypt Exploration Society under Caminos.37 The project concluded in 
1982.38 However, owing to the untimely death of Caminos, only one volume was completed in 
1963 – that of the shrines. The remaining material still awaits their publication in the archives 
of the Egypt Exploration Society.39 Worth mentioning, however, is a tendency towards 
sloppiness in the recording of the shrines. Caminos mentions, for instance, three burial pits in 
Shrine 25 but failed to include those in the plan he drew of the shrine (Figs. 9 & 13), whereas 
similar pits in other shrines are included in their plan. Nor has he included his research method 
and how he and his men worked at the site. It is unknown whether the burial pits in the shrines 
were already excavated upon first viewing them, if he saw the outlining of the pits, or if he had 
to clear the floor of sand first before being able to see them. If he would have had to clear the 
floors, it would indicate he could have been looking for evidence for their usage as burials. In 
addition to this, he states they are of a later date but fails to include what he based his ideas on. 
Without a proper explanation, they could be interpreted as belonging to the shrine as Weigall 
did. If he concluded his interpretation from chisel marks, it was necessary to include this in his 
discussion. Furthermore, as noted earlier, Shrine 11 includes pits that are excavated and visible 
today, and were most likely noticed by Weigall based upon his interpretation of it being a tomb, 
which Caminos did not include in his record. However, it is unknown who excavated these pits 
and if it was executed by archaeologists. The excavations were likely performed by illegal 
excavators which explains the absence of any archaeological record of this excavation that one 
would expect. However, although Caminos does not mention any pits, he did notice the same 
shrine had fallen victim to modern vandalism. When recording the shrine in 1955, Caminos and 
James noted a visible funerary banquet on the northern wall. When returning to the site in 1972 
Caminos found the heads of the shrine-owner and his wife cut away. This vandal also tried to 
cut out the dancers but stopped for unknown reasons and left fragments of the scene on the floor 
(Pl. VI). The pits, however, were still not mentioned or noted by Caminos.40  

Caminos also refers to Weigall’s observation on the shrine’s similarities with Qasr Ibrim 
but no further discussion on the subject is provided. However, this could be because of the fact 
that no extensive record existed yet in 1963. In 1968 his own publication on those shrines was 
published where he does refer to the similarities with Gebel el-Silsila, and mentions the sole 
similarity to be their architecture.41 Though, he does not provide a full discussion on this subject 
nor a proper comparison to demonstrate how he came to this conclusion. 

In 1998, Andrea Kucharek wrote her Master’s thesis, titled Die Felskappelen der 18. 
Dynastie in Gebel es-Silsilah.42 However, this thesis is unpublished. She also wrote several 
other articles on both the site and the shrines.43 Noteworthy, however, is that in these articles 
she occasionally refers to her own unpublished Master’s thesis, making her articles not fully 
reliable because one cannot check the source of information. This means that some of her 
arguments are mere speculations rather than being factual. 

                                                
36 Weigall 1910, 365–70. 
37 Caminos 1955, 51. 
38 Caminos 1987, 57–58. 
39 Nilsson 2015, 148. 
40 Caminos 1987, 62. 
41 Caminos 1968, 25. 
42 Kucharek 1998. 
43 Kucharek 2000, 77–80; 2010, 143–56; 2012, 1–11. 
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Apart from some minor excavations by Legrain, Sayce and de Morgan, the site has never been 
fully excavated until the Gebel el-Silsila Epigraphic Survey Project started their work there. 
During the 2015 season, they uncovered Shrine 30 and 31, described as ruined by Caminos,44 
to be still intact. The shrines slipped off the bluff during an earthquake in antiquity and were 
covered with Nile silt upon their rediscovery.45  

The lack of archaeological interest has given modern illegal excavators and plain vandals 
the chance to leave their marks, as earlier could be observed in Shrine 11. If the interest was 
higher during early excavations, with proper documentation of the site and its monuments, 
perhaps not as many inscriptions and decorations would have gotten lost that could have been 
the pieces required to solve some of the puzzles – such as the function of the shrines. It is also 
unfortunate that the prime focus of the few earlier researches was the Speos of Horemheb and 
that little attention has been given to the shrines, despite their visibility when passing by the 
site – especially by boat. The little attention that has been given to the shrines, can only be 
observed in the recording of some of the monuments, which appears to be randomly done as 
well. None of the previous archaeologists really assessed the shrines in order to come closer to 
their function. 

Only two publications mention their similarities with Qasr Ibrim but no further comparison 
or research is conducted, and is the interpretation of them being cenotaphs merely based upon 
their mortuary association. In order to obtain a better comprehension of the shrines of Gebel el-
Silsila it is, therefore, necessary to take a closer look at the importance of the Nile at the site, 
its religious character, and to compare the shrines with similar contemporary structures such as 
those at Qasr Ibrim – something previous research is lacking. It is also noteworthy that the 
Egyptian word for cenotaph, or rather the absence of it, is not discussed in any earlier 
assessment. 
 
[Figure] 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

                                                
44 Caminos & James 1963, 93; 95. 
45 http://www.friendsofsilsila.com (retrieved 24/4/2018, 12:05) 

Fig. 13 Ground plan of Shrine 25. 
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5. Method and theory 

Owing to the lack of previous research, there is no existing theory this study can be based upon. 
The shrines have previously been assessed and published by Caminos in 1963 and 1968, 
respectively. There does not exist any other full account of the shrines of both sites and, for this 
reason, most of the information will come from these two publications. This also means only 
secondary sources will be used, which also applies for the inscriptions translated. They are 
copies made by previous researchers. Owing to the limited material available, especially recent, 
caution is necessary when reviewing these two publications, for they have not been able to be 
subjected to correction by later researches. 

This method and these publications are chosen because they do provide a full account of 
the shrines, its owners and their status which will enable a comparison between the shrines of 
Gebel el-Silsila and Qasr Ibrim. A stronger focus is placed upon the owners’ titles and through 
this one can obtain an idea of who they were. To make this information easily comprehensible, 
two charts are created of the shrine-owners of both sites that provide an overview of their title, 
dating, and other remarks (Pl. IX & X). Once a better idea of the owners is obtained it is more 
easy to answer the question how the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila were financed. Though, several 
accounts of the shrine-owners at both sites can be found, this thesis limits itself to only the titles 
for they provide an overview of their status on their own.  

The decorations of the shrines are an important source of information and so the main focus 
is placed here, for they are of importance in our understanding of their function. Since they are 
of such significance the sort of decoration is marked out on their corresponding wall in a ground 
plan (Figs. 21 & 29). This provides a clear overview of what motif occurs on which wall, and 
whether there is something that can be observed from this. Through this, it is also easily 
observable whether there are differences to be noted between Gebel el-Silsila and Qasr Ibrim. 

Inscriptions occasionally accompany a scene and therefore will be assessed. This is done 
in order to reveal whether they contain any information about the shrines’ possible function. As 
stated earlier, mahat or other phrases saying why they had these monuments built for themselves, 
do not occur. By reassessing the inscriptions one might find they do tell something about their 
function. 

The shrines of Gebel el-Silsila are often compared with Theban tombs, especially because 
some of the shrine-owner’s tombs have been uncovered in the Theban necropolis. The Theban 
tombs therefore need to be assessed as well in order to display how they differ from shrines. 
This will also show why the shrines were never meant to serve as a tomb and that they therefore 
must have another function, albeit still mortuary. Because they differ tremendously in ground 
plan, a plan of the Theban tomb is provided. In order to make this as clear as possible, a ground 
plans of the same owner’s shrine and tomb are shown (Figs. 32 & 33). 
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6.The religious character of Gebel el-Silsila 

The chief deities venerated at the site had a connection to the river.46 The crocodile god Sobek 
was one of the most important ones, with multiple references to sbk nb Xny,‘Sobek, the lord of 
Kheny’47 in the shrines. The significance of the god comes as no surprise when the site lies in 
the nome of, nbyt, modern day Kom Ombo, where one of the major temples dedicated to the 
crocodile god was constructed during Ptolemaic times.48 Additionally, Haroeris, the other god 
to whom the temple of Kom Ombo was dedicated, was also venerated at Gebel el-Silsila.49 His 
popularity was shared with the personification of the Nile, Hapi, with large quantities of 
offerings being dedicated in his name each year. Aside from these, the triad of Elephantine, 
encompassed by Khnum of Elephantine and the goddesses of Elephantine and Sehel – Satis and 
Anukis – were worshipped here. In the sanctuary of the Speos of Horemheb, the niche is 
adorned with multiple gods. However, not just Nile-related gods occur (Fig. 14). Along with 
Amun, Sobek is the only god shown on his own on one of the walls in the sanctuary.50 This 
suggests that here, the local god Sobek, and the state god Amun were of equal importance at 
the site. It appears as though there was some form of sanctity of the site and that the religion 
took a form of Nile-worship. 

                                                
46 Weigall 1910, 357–58. 
47 Caminos & James 1963, pls. 16; 20; 30; 35; 43; 54; 62; 73. 
48 Rosalie 1993, 99. 
49 Baikie 1932, 672. 
50 Seidel 1996, 253; pl. 72. 

Fig. 14 Niche in the Speos of Horemheb showing from left to right: Sobek, Tawaret, Mut, Amun, Khnosu, 
Horemheb and Thoth. 
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Along the river, on the southern side of the shrines (Fig. 4), are several stelae on a plateau 
overlooking the river.51 The stelae were erected by Seti I, Ramesses II, Merenptah and 
Ramesses III (Figs. 15–17). The first three mentioned are all similar in architecture, cut directly 
into the cliff-face facing the Nile. The stela of Ramesses III is cut into a freestanding block of 
rock to the north of the plateau and not facing the Nile.52 Kucharek has suggested this does not 
reflect a decrease in the religious significance of the site during the 20th century, but calls it a 
case of simple bad luck. Her interpretation is based upon the ruined and unfinished stela besides 
that of Merenptah. It appears as if the rock has broken in half, perhaps during construction, and 
that the stela on the rock thus serves as a substitute.53 However, Kucharek’s assessment that 
this does not indicate a diminution in the religious character of the site is not true per se. The 
Nile has a prominent role in Gebel el-Silsila, particularly during the 18th Dynasty, and Ramesses 
III opting to not let his stela face the Nile, could just indicate that the opposite is true. It was 
not as important for him to have his monument face the Nile as it was to his predecessors. It 
appears to have been more important to him to have a stela near his predecessors than it being 
suited for the religion of the site, something his predecessors seem to have taken into 
consideration. The stelae of Seti I and Ramesses II both have a staircase cut into the now ruined 
bedrock leading down to the river (Fig. 18).54 The staircases suggest that the stelae were to be 
accessed by river and not by land. This could either be a simple case of ease of access or part 
of the tri-annual offerings made to Hapi, an event commemorated on the stelae, and so have a 
religious function as well.55 Other inscriptions dedicated to the Nile can also be found on the 
stelae – one of which is the Hymn to the Nile by Seti I. He also founded two annual festivals in 
dedication of the Nile to be celebrated at this spot.56 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                
51 Barguet 1952, 49–63. 
52 Sourouzian 1989, 191. 
53 Kucharek 2012, 10. 
54 Griffith 1889, 102.  
55 Sourouzian 1952, 192–93. 
56 Weigall 1910, 358. 

Fig. 15. Nile stela of Seti I. Fig. 16 Nile stela of Ramesses III. 
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Fig. 18 Photograph of the stairs leading up to the stelae. 

Fig. 17 Nile Stela of Ramesses II (left) and Merenptah (right) with the unfinished stela on the right side.  
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The religion of Gebel el-Silsila also seems to have been a form of sun-worship. This is 
expressed through the presence of solar-related quarry marks across the site (Fig. 20). The 
swastika is a symbolism for the sun which has been interpreted by its resemblance with the 
rungs of the sun’s chariot wheel. The symbol has been attested in Egyptian iconography from 
the Old Kingdom onwards.57 At Gebel el-Silsila the symbol, represents the myth of the solar- 
god Ra travelling through the sky and the duat, the underworld, during the night, only to be 
reborn again at sunrise. Worth noting is that the Nile stelae state that the purpose of offering to 
Hapi is ‘’to cover the djeseru of the Duat’’58. Dsr.w, holiness or sacredness, most likely refers 
to the protection of the corpse of Osiris during the seventh hour of the Amduat after the ba or 
soul, of Ra unifies with that of Osiris.59 Although, it looks non-religious, there are also quarry 
marks across the site resembling boats. It is generally believed they served as destination 
identifiers or as a personal identifier of the workmen. However, the ancient Egyptians also 
believed that every carved image held the magical ability to become reality.60 For this reason, 
they could both have been religious symbols and symbolic – especially boats often are 
associated with Ra’s bark (Fig 19).61 This symbolism of a Ra’s boat carrying the deceased on 
his daily travels can be noted as early as the 4th Dynasty when boats were buried surrounding 
Khufu’s pyramid. However, at this time it was only the king who would join Ra.62 
 
[Figure] 
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57 Nilsson 2012b, 52–54. 
58 Kucharek 2012, 10. 
59 Schweizer 2017, 120. 
60 Bianchi 2011, 48. 
61 Nilsson 2015, 155–59. 
62 Edwards 1985, 101–02. 

Fig. 19 Quarry mark of a boat. 

Fig. 20 Quarry mark resembling the sun. 
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[Figure] 

6.1. The decorations and inscriptions of the shrines 
The interior of the shrines is decorated with scenes that 
bear a mortuary association. The eastern wall, where 
the entrance is found, depicts the shrine-owner with 
lifted arms in a posture of adoration to Amun on the 
northern side of the entrance, and Ra-Horakhty on the 
southern. This scene can be accompanied with an 
inscription paying homage to the solar-god as seen in 
Shrine 15: ‘Praising of Ra-Horakhty when he rises in 
the horizon of heaven after he has flooded the Two 
Lands with his rays’63 (Fig. 22). This motif is very 
much mortuary and often occur in tombs as well. 

The northern and southern walls are more or less 
identical. They both show the shrine-owner and his 
wife or mother before an offering table (Figs. 23 & 24). 
The scene is accompanied by offering-bearers, 
musicians, dancers, and sometimes an offering-list (Pl. 
VII). A niche is frequently found in the western wall 
where life-size statues of the shrine-owner and his 
family were placed. The wall itself is decorated with 
offering-bearers approaching the statues (Pl. VII). 

No scenes or inscriptions survive in Shrine 7 (Pl. 
VIII). However, it is noteworthy that the walls are 
incised with boats that are not mentioned by Caminos.64 
This could either indicate they were incised after his 
visit to the site in 1955 or something considered not 
relevant to him. The same type of incised boats, however, occur in Shrine 3 at Qasr Ibrim, 
suggesting it is unlikely they were carved post Caminos’ visit in 1955. However, as mentioned 
previously, the boats contribute to the religious character of the site and emphasize their 
importance and a solar connection. 

The typical religious character of the shrines is the worshipping to both local and national 
gods. A general rule in their occurrence is that offerings are made to local gods through the Htp-
di-nsw formula, and homage being paid to national gods, as seen in the inscription above of 
Shrine 15. Naturally, exceptions occur and even national gods such as Anubis and Osiris are 
mentioned in offering formulae. Of the 18 shrines with surviving inscriptions, 10 mention local 
gods (Nos. 6, 7, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 21, 25, 30) with Shrine 16 being the only one to depict them 
also. The most frequently one is Sobek, often dubbed nb Xny ‘the lord of Kheny’65. The same 
shrines also contain references to national gods. However, with not all the shrines being 
finished, and with not all of them being in a respectable state, this is not a fully reliable number, 
and is purely based on what has survived. Some of the shrines not included above, do have 
some surviving inscriptions with mostly national gods mentioned. However, all of these occur 
in the same manner, namely in the royal titularies of the sovereign the shrine-owner served. The 

                                                
63 Caminos & James 1963, 43; pl. 36. 
64 Caminos & James 1963, 26. 
65 Caminos & James 1963, pls. 16; 20; 30; 35; 43; 54; 62; 73. 

Fig. 21 Ground plan of Senneferi’s shrine No. 13 showing where the different types of decorations occur. 

Fig. 22. Shrine-owner paying homage to the sun 
in Shrine 5. 
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texts therefore are not particularly indicative of which gods occur, though they do point toward 
a definite mortuary association of the shrines. 

 

 
 
 

Fig. 23 Shrine-owner and his wife before an offering table on the southern wall in Shrine 25. 
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As mentioned earlier, the religion at Gebel el-Silsila was a form of Nile-worship. However, 
there are remarkably few references to the Nile in the shrines. There are only two shrines 
referring to the inundation – No. 13 and 21. In No. 13 the phrase baHw wab,’inundation 
cleanse’,66 is found. No. 21 describes the Nile as inn.t hapy m tpHt = f, ’what the Nile brings 
forth from his cave’.67 These two phrases underscore the importance of the Nile and indicate a 
relationship between the Nile and the shrines. Additionally, in Shrine 11 an inscription can be 
found that reads nTr.w imy.w mw wab, ‘the gods who are in the pure water’.68 Although, it does 
not refer to the inundation per se, the pure water could possibly refer to the primeval waters 
which often is associated with rebirth, as can be seen in the Osireion at Abydos. 

Another inscription found in Shrine 11 seems to refer to a solar symbolism and the mobility 
of the ka that could enter the shrine through the statues, ‘may you come in and out, and may 
you follow the sun unhindered like the gods of eternity’.69 

The shrines provide an abundance of inscriptions and it has become clear they generally 
mention offering formulae, royal titularies and the titles of the owners. Noteworthy, however, 
is that the inscriptions carry no references to the site nor the quarry and that they simply all are 
mortuary. Owing to their location in an ancient quarry, it is remarkable that there are no 
references to this at all. This gives the impression there was no connection between the shrines, 
the owners, and the site, and that the location was chosen for other reasons. 
 

                                                
66 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 31. 
67 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 52. 
68 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 25. 
69 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 24. 

Fig. 24 Shrine-owner before an offering table on the northern wall in Shrine 5. 
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7. The owners of the shrines 

The synopsis on Plate IX shows that the owners of at least 13 shrines are known with certainty 
and that two have plausible owners. What becomes clear from the synopsis is that the majority 
hold the same title, xtmt, treasurer. This indicates that eight out of fifteen hold a position in 
respect of the king’s economical aspects.70 The owners of Shrine 11 and 12 do not bear this 
title. Nevertheless, they do appear to have a close relationship with the king, based upon the 
titles. As for the remaining five, their titles and positions they held are simply not known due 
to the state of their shrines. Special attention should be drawn to the owner of Shrine 26. 
Although, the owner of the shrine is uncertain, it belongs to ‘the king’s son of Kush’,71 and is 
the only one to bear this title of viceroy. This means he had a much closer relationship with the 
king than the other shrine-owners.72 

Worth noting is that Shrine 11 is the only shrine at Gebel el-Silsila that appears to have had 
two owners (Fig. 25) – the principal owner being Senynufe and his wife Hatshepsut. Senynufe 
was the ‘chief of the Great House in the Southern town’.73 However, at the rear of the wall are 
five sculptured statues. One of them can be identified as nn-wn-Hr-mnts and most likely is the 
mother of the Viceroy of Kush, Useratet, the owner of the second statue to the left. This can be 
                                                
70 Quirke 2004, 48. 
71 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 67. 
72 Kozloff 2012, 166; 232. 
73 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 23. 

Fig. 25 Remains of statue niche of Shrine 11. 
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based upon another statue of Useratet that reads the name nn-Hr-mnts and it is not unlikely that 
they refer to the mother of the same person.74 It is unknown, however, what the relationship 
between Useratet and Senynufe was, if there was any at all. Useratet is also the owner of shrine 
4 at Qasr Ibrim and holds the same title in both shrines. Namely,’ king’s son, overseer of the 
foreign lands of the south, Useratet, justified’.75 This was also noted by Caminos. However, for 
the same title he used two different translations mAa xrw; triumphant at Qasr Ibrim and justified 
at Gebel-Silsila.76 

Though, variations occur, it becomes clear that the majority of the shrine-owners worked 
closely with the king, and hence their names were included in all the shrines with surviving 
inscriptions. This indicates the shrine-owner wanted to establish his relationship with the king 
and so saw this as an important inclusion. It is also indicative of all the shrine-owners having a 
high status within Egyptian society. Yet, the focal point of worship was the shrine-owner and 
not the king himself, as can been observed from the funerary inscriptions and decorations.  

Kucharek has proposed the idea that the shrines were royal gifts77 and even states that 
during the New Kingdom, a private cult was dedicated to the king where he was the point of 
veneration.78 However, in both cases, she refers to her unpublished Master’s thesis meaning 
that she neither provides an accessible source, nor what these assumptions are based upon. The 
decorations of the shrines, which are undeniably funerary, suggest the contrary. As stated 
earlier, the owner did establish his relationship with the king by mentioning him or her on the 
lintel. The decorations of the interior suggest the owner was the receiver of offerings and the 
king was not the point of veneration. This ultimately suggests the shrines were privately 
financed by the shrine-owner himself and were not royal gifts of sorts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
74 Maystre 1934, 657–63. 
75 Caminos & James 1963, 33; pl. 25; Caminos 1968, 60; pl. 24. 
76 Caminos & James 1963, 33; Caminos 1968, 60. 
77 Kucharek 2010, 156. 
78 Kucharek 2012, 4. 
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8. Comparisons 

8.1. Qasr Ibrim 
Qasr Ibrim was situated on the highest headland out of three in Lower Nubia. It was located on 
the east side of the Nile until the building of the Aswan dam and the creation of Lake Nasser 
when the other headlands submerged, and Qasr Ibrim became an island. Nowadays, it is the 
only surviving archaeological site in Lower Nubia that still remains above water. Excavations 
there were conducted by the Egypt Exploration Society.79  

The site was situated high on a cliff – a very strategic position. One could easily overlook 
the Nile, being able to control the ships passing by the site which led to the building of the 
fortress that now is seen balancing on top of it.80 The name ‘Qasr Ibrim’ was given to the site 
and translates to Fortress of Ibrim. During antiquity, ‘Miam’ was used to refer to this headland. 

A substantial amount of the fortress dates to the brief Roman occupation. This has caused 
difficulty in finding material from the Egyptians prior to the Roman conquest. However, 
inscribed blocks dating to the reign of Thutmosis I and a small granite obelisk of Hatshepshut 
have been uncovered at the site. Some were re-used in the masonry of the fort, some were 
buried, and some were simply scattered around on the ground without context. It is, therefore, 
unclear whether they were brought to the site from elsewhere or whether they are the remains 
of earlier pharaonic edifices. What is certain, however, is that Egyptian builders, sculptors, and 
painters were active at the site from at least the New Kingdom, which is based upon the 18th 
and 19th Dynasty shrines that were visible in the cliff below the fortress before they were 
engulfed by Lake Nasser.81 Additionally, some other in-situ monuments dating to the pharaonic 
period have been found. A now removed rock-cut temple of Thutmosis III was cut into the cliff 
in the northern part of the modern village. Not far, towards the opposite direction of the temple, 
is a monumental stela erected by Seti I. It is noteworthy that the few surviving monuments and 
inscriptions of the site are all executed for the purpose of commemoration and worship. 

Archaeological remains, however, do indicate the presence of settlers as far back as the 
early dynastic period, and it appears as if a fortified station had been established during the Old 
Kingdom. Sesostris I rebuilt the fortress at the beginning of the 12th Dynasty and Egyptian 
administrators, soldiers, and traders moved to the site and were buried in the local cemetery. 
During the New Kingdom, the site became a political and military centre and the fort was 
enlarged while the town expanded. At the same time, a temple dedicated to Horus, the patron 
of the district, was erected.82 The town attracted Egyptian bureaucrats who were buried in the 
now mostly plundered shaft-tombs in the local cemetery located in the desert behind the town. 
Some tombs were marked by a pyramidion that now are in a ruined state.83 Owing to the ruined 
state of the tombs, it is unknown whether some of the owners of the tombs also were the owners 
of the shrines, or if they were buried in the Theban necropolis as is the case in Gebel el-Silsila.  
 
[Figure] 

 

                                                
79 Gohary 1998, 63. 
80 Weigall 1910, 553. 
81 Baikie 1932, 793. 
82 Caminos 1968, 6–8. 
83 Weigall 1910, 554. 

Fig. 26 Map of Nubia with the location of Qasr Ibrim. 
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8.1.2. The Shrines of Qasr Ibrim 
The shrines of Qasr Ibrim are all concentrated in only a single spot – the southern lower corner 
of the western cliff-face. Caminos finds this quite an odd feature when there was plenty of cliff 
space available for the construction of shrines.84 However, this could be mere coincidence. 
Shrine 1–6 at Gebel el-Silsila are also quite concentrated around the same spot whereas shrine 
32 is much farther away. This suggest they perhaps were not meant to be to just scattered around 
and that a pattern was followed and that simply no other people decided to construct a shrine 
here. 

There is a total of six shrines, of which four (Nos. 1–4) are inscribed and can be dated with 
certainty to the 18th and 19th Dynasty.85 The remaining two are completely uninscribed, 
unfinished and undatable.86  

The shrines are hewn directly into the cliff-face and consist of a small rectangular singular 
chamber each. The chamber opens up to the west, overlooking the Nile. The entrance façade 
contains a narrow doorway with a lintel surmounted on it. The lintel is engraved and bounded 
by inscribed jambs. A typical lintel is inscribed with the royal cartouches, with the name of the 
sovereign the shrine-owner served, underneath a winged sun-disk.87 Aside from the winged 
sun-disk, no other solar representations occur on the western wall, as seen in Gebel el-Silsila.  

The shrines of Qasr Ibrim are not as uniform in decoration as Gebel el-Silsila and can scenes 
on particular walls differ, except for the eastern wall, which always contains a niche with seated 
statues hewn into the rock.  

The decoration of the inner room exhibits inscriptional and decorative elements that can 
accordingly be divided into two groups – religious and non-religious. 
The religious elements are presented by either portraying or mentioning the names of the 
principal gods and goddesses of the Cataract area, most notably that of Horus of Miam and his 
doubles of the region, Horus of Buhen and Horus of Baki. In a now almost obliterated scene on 
the northern wall in Shrine 1, the three regional forms of Horus were mentioned. In addition to 
them, the Cataract god Khnum, Satis of Elephantine, Anukis of Sehel and Hathor of Ibshek 
were all shown standing in a row before the supreme god of the region, Amun-Ra. Although, 
this scene is not accompanied by any inscriptions to shed light on what they were doing, it 
appears as if the gods were paying homage to Amun-Ra.88  

A similar scene is found on the eastern wall of Shrine 4, where a group of six southern 
deities is depicted before Horus of Buhen and Amenophis II. The king is depicted being led on 
by Horus of Buhen, showing his attachment to the southern gods through the act of making 
offerings to them. On the adjoining wall, the same king is shown being welcomed by an 

                                                
84 Caminos 1968, 77. 
85 Caminos 1968, 24–25. 
86 Weigall 1910, 559; Baikie 1932, 793–95. 
87 Caminos 1968, 35. 
88 Caminos 1968, 38–39. 

Fig. 28 Drawing by Caminos of the shrines with their numbers marked out. 

Fig. 27 Shrines in the cliff-face at Qasr Ibrim 

Fig. 29 Ground plan of Shrine 3 at Qasr Ibrim with the decorations marked out. 
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unidentified goddess, perhaps Nekhbet based upon the protective wings she carries.89 A scene 
like this is also found on the southern wall of Shrine 1, except here it is Isis of Coptos who is 
guarding Thutmosis III with her wings. Behind her is Min of Coptos who is facing the opposite 
direction, thereby turning away from the scene making his role slightly ambiguous.90 
Noteworthy, is that Isis and Min are the only non-local gods depicted in the shrines. Coptos 
was namely an administrative centre about 40 km north of modern day Luxor.  

Another religious element in the shrines depicts the owners in the act of divine adoration. 
In Shrine 1, the owner is depicted giving praise to Amun.91 In Shrine 2 the owner is shown in 
a similar posture on the northern wall paying homage to Ramesses II, depicted seated on his 
throne (Fig. 31).92 Additionally, on a partially preserved lintel on the rear wall in Shrine 3 is a 
scene depicting a symbolic representation of Hatshepshut and Thutmosis III receiving life and 
stability from Satis of Elephantine and Horus of Miam during their co-regency. In addition to 
this, Hatshepshut is shown being half-embraced by Satis of Elephantine. Shrine 3 has one 
unique feature not found in the other shrines, and that is the representation of boats on the 
northern and southern wall (Pl. VIII). However, there are no accompanying inscriptions to 
identify the meaning of these representations.93 As can be observed here, there are no religious 
elements that are related to death, funerary rites, or life in the hereafter in general.  

The emphasis on the royalty is similarly visible in scenes on the southern wall of Shrine 1 
and 4. The scenes depict the ceremonial reception of assorted products of Kush brought to the 
king by tribute-bearers headed by the shrine-owner. Occasionally, the owner delivers a speech, 
in hieroglyphs, to the sovereign.94 Another non-religious scene can also be observed in Shrine 
2 which is the only shrine depicting this. It is a scene showing the king seated, enthroned in a 
kiosk, looking at the shrine-owner who is followed by a train of people, all hands up raised in 
a token of respect. In the rear wall is a niche cut, holding seated statues of the king accompanied 
by gods (Fig. 30).95 The king is hewn the same size as the gods indicating his divine status.  
 
[Figure] 
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92 Caminos 1968, 45–46. 
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94 Caminos 1968, 39–40; 65–67. 
95 Caminos 1968, 46–48. 

Fig. 30 Statue niche of Shrine 3. 

Fig. 31 Shrine-owner paying homage to the king on the northern wall of Shrine 2. 
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The point of focus in the shrines of Qasr Ibrim appears to be the king, with him being the object 
of veneration. This gives the impression they were miniature temples of sorts that were 
dedicated to the king the shrine-owner served. Additionally, the gods Horus of Miam and the 
regional goddesses were venerated here and less focus is placed upon the owner. Yet, it appears 
they did serve to commemorate the owner and his status and accomplishments as a 
representative of the king in southern lands.96 Indeed, as can be observed from the synopsis on 
Plate X, they all carried out work in southern lands and held the title of sA nsw kAS, ‘king’s son 
of Kush’97 and so were all viceroys that worked closely with the king.98 They do not contain 
any burial arrangements nor decorations that are of a funerary character. However, they were 
flooded by the Nile but it is uncertain whether this happened during antiquity due to lack of 
research. Certain, however, is that they were flooded as the result of the building of Aswan dam 
and that they now are submerged.99 

8.2. Theban tombs 
The most similar monuments to the shrines are Theban tombs, about 150 km north of Gebel el-
Silsila. At the entrance, solar motifs can be found on the pyramidion. The front would always 
face east and show a depiction of the sun rising in the eastern horizon – a symbol of a new day 
and the rebirth of the deceased. The back would be faced west, depicting the deceased kneeling 
with hands upraised in a gesture of reverence. The north and southern sides would often depict 
a baboon with arms upraised, greeting the sun.100  

A typical tomb consists of a rock-cut chapel and a subterranean chamber that either could 
be accessed through a shaft that opened into the chapel’s floor or through a passage with an 
entrance made vertically into a wall. The inner part of the room frequently had two large stelae 
on either side. They could depict the owner and his family in front of an offering-table or in an 
adorning gesture before the gods. Moving inside the tomb, into the first hall, usually a false- 
door can be found on one wall and a biographical stela on the opposite. The false-door provided 
a threshold between the world of the living and the dead. In front of the false-door an offering-
slab was placed where family of the deceased could place offerings for his ka.101 The second 
hall was perpendicular to the first, forming a reversed T-shape, and led to a niche or shrine cut 
into the rear where a statue of the deceased could be placed (Fig. 32).102 During the 18th 
Dynasty, statues of the deceased and his family being cut into the niche became increasingly 
popular. However, its popularity only lasted until the end of the 19th Dynasty. The walls of the 
shrine are often of a religious nature, with the rear being adorned with scenes of funerary rites 
and offering-lists. On the western rear wall is a depiction of the deceased found flanked by the 
deities of the necropolis.103 In this manner, the tombs are very similar to the shrines where the 
same kind of statues can be found in the rear as well, where the statues served as a substitute 
for the body or the presence of it. 

During the 18th Dynasty the passages leading to the burial chamber were often undecorated, 
as was the burial chamber itself. Yet, some were elaborately decorated.104 The tomb of 
Senenmut (TT71), for instance, contains scenes of the Netherworld and has nicely decorated 
halls of a funerary procession.105  

                                                
96 Caminos 1968, 27–28. 
97 Caminos 1968, pl. 7; 15; 24. 
98 Caminos 1968, pl. 8,14, 24. 
99 Caminos 1968, 35; 59. 
100 de Jong 1992, 84. 
101 Taylor 2001, 160. 
102 Kanawati 2001, 67–68. 
103 Badaway 1968, 408–10. 
104 Kanawati 2001, 67–68. 
105 Manniche 1998, 41. 
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The false-doors of at least two shrine-owners have been uncovered. Those of Senenmut (No. 
16)106 and Senneferi107 (No.13), indicating the shrines certainly were not meant to serve as a 
burial place (Fig. 33). Indeed, one of the most significant differences between a shrine and a 
tomb is that a shrine does not contain any burial arrangements nor a false-door – one of the 
most important features of a tomb because it allowed the ka of the deceased to partake in the 
earthly offerings placed by his family. Nevertheless, there are some observable similarities as 
well. Offerings occur often in shrines as well, either as a list or with bearers carrying offerings 
towards the deceased. Additionally, just like in the shrines, the owner of the tomb is often 
depicted before an offering table. This is why the shrines were wrongly mistaken for tombs 
when first viewed by early researchers. They do, indeed, contain some of the typical elements 
found in contemporary Theban tombs. 
 
[Figure] 
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107 Strudwick 2016, 90–93. 

Fig. 32 Ground plan of Senneferi’s tomb TT99 at 
Thebes. 

Fig. 33 Reconstruction of Senneferi’s false-door. 
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9. Analysis and result 

Aside from the shrines at Qasr Ibrim, no other site in Egypt has similar monuments. However, 
Gebel el-Silsila and Qasr Ibrim are two vastly different sites. The former is a quarry and the 
latter an important administrative centre. As already noted by Caminos, their only similarity is 
their architecture. They both consist of a single chamber with a niche in the rear where statues 
could be placed. This is also where one of the major differences can be observed as well. At 
Gebel el-Silsila the focal point of the niche is the deceased and his family. In Qasr Ibrim, in 
contrast, this role is occupied by the king and gods. In fact, in most cases where the deceased 
is the point of focus in Gebel el-Silsila, he is replaced by the king in Qasr Ibrim. Additionally, 
there are no mortuary or religious elements in the shrines of the latter aside from the local gods 
being present, whilst the former clearly is filled with this type of decorations. This makes the 
shrines of Qasr Ibrim a lot more non-religious in comparison. Moreover, there are no 
similarities that can be observed in the decorations and inscriptions of the shrines either. In 
Gebel el-Silsila attention is mostly drawn to offerings being made to the shrine-owner and his 
family, with a list of offerings often accompanying the scene. This type of scene cannot be 
found at Qasr Ibrim, where the king is the focal point in all scenes, and is often depicted in the 
company of the local gods. It is obvious from the shrines at Qasr Ibrim that they did not fulfil 
any religious function, particularly not related to the afterlife, and that they were meant to 
establish the owner’s relationship with the king, as can be observed from the owner’s titles. 
They also served to commemorate the owner and the status he obtained during his lifetime. 
These shrines were never meant to serve as a mortuary monument and is there no connection 
to the Nile, aside from their placement, the related gods or any sacredness surrounding the 
water. Nowadays, the shrines are completely submerged under water which is the result of the 
building of the Aswan dam. It is unclear whether they used to flood during ancient times but, 
considering their location fairly low in the cliff, it is not implausible this was the case. This 
gives the impression that the placing of the shrines in the cliff-face at Qasr Ibrim is a mere 
coincidence and that the entering of the water did not fulfil a religious purpose. 

Looking at the owners of the shrines of both sites, they display a few things in common. At 
both sites, the shrines are erected by a particular group of noblemen – financiers at Gebel el-
Silsila and viceroys at Qasr Ibrim. In addition to this, both sites show the abandonment during 
the construction of the shrines for unknown reasons, leaving simple grottoes in the cliff. This 
suggests the shrines at both sites were likely privately financed. If the shrines were royal gifts, 
as proposed by Kucharek, it seems unlikely they would have been left unfinished. If it was 
because of financial reasons, a king was more likely to have been able to afford the construction 
of shrines until completion. Moreover, if they were royal gifts of sorts, one would expect this 
to be mentioned in the inscriptions to signify the deceased’s relationship with the king and that 
he was awarded this monument. Based upon the decorations and inscriptions at Qasr Ibrim, 
where homage is clearly paid to the king by the shrine-owner, one could get the impression 
they were royal gifts of sorts. However, if the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila also were royal gifts, 
this would also indicate that homage would be paid to the king there as well. Their mortuary 
nature, however, suggests they were constructed and financed by the shrine-owner in order to 
take advantage of the sacredness of the site. 

This also concerns the shrines of Qasr Ibrim. No inscriptions indicate they were a royal 
gift; rather, they were constructed by the viceroy himself, for the sole purpose to demonstrate 
his close relationship with the king, and him being an important person as well. However, this 
does not explain why some persons abandoned the construction. There are two possibilities 
why this was caused. Firstly, those shrines that are undatable because there are no inscriptions, 
could indicate the construction could possibly have started shortly before the habit of cutting 
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shrines fell out of fashion. After the 19th Dynasty, statue niches in tombs fell out of fashion in 
the Theban necropolis and this could be the case for the shrines as well. Particularly at Qasr 
Ibrim where the shrines are of a slightly later date. As for Gebel el-Silsila, the site could have 
lost its religious interest. All shrines, namely, date to the 18th Dynasty, suggesting that after the 
19th Dynasty the site was of no interest anymore. This would also explain why Ramesses III of 
the 20th Dynasty did not have his stela cut directly into the cliff as his predecessors had done. 
This, in combination with the unfinished shrines, suggests the zenith of the site’s religious 
significance was during the 18th Dynasty. This is also indicated by the majority of the site’s 
monuments belonging to this period. 

Secondly, financial reasons could be the reason and the owner was simply not able to afford 
it anymore. Having just come out of the crisis of the 2nd intermediate period, this is perhaps 
explainable by finances not having been fully recovered as of yet.  

A connection between the shrines of Gebel el-Silsila and Qasr Ibrim is hard to find. 
However, there are some noteworthy factors that slightly connect these two sites together. The 
unknown viceroy of Shrine 26 at Gebel el-Silsila, and Shrine 11 where Useratet, the owner of 
Shrine 4 at Qasr Ibrim, is also mentioned as one of owners of this shrine. As has been 
established above, generally viceroys had their shrine cut into the cliff at Qasr Ibrim and 
financiers in Gebel el-Silsila. This raises the question why both Useratet and the unknown 
viceroy wanted to have a monument, or be part of it, in Gebel el-Silsila. The most logical 
explanation is to take part in the sacredness of the site and the religious function of the shrines.  

What that function was is still very much elusive. It is undeniable that the shrines of Gebel 
el-Silsila carry a mortuary association. In order to come closer to this, it is a mere case of 
eliminating what it certainly is not. They are indubitably not tombs and not emergency tombs. 
Obviously, the Theban necropolis was still the most important place to be buried; if they would 
have been emergency tombs, they would have contained proper burial arrangements such as a 
false-door. Neither is it likely they were used as shrines. The inscriptions nor the decorations 
point towards them being used as a place to remember the deceased person. This also applies 
to the term ‘cenotaph’ prescribed to them as their function. One could argue, as Caminos did, 
that their mortuary association and resemblance to tombs suggest they function as cenotaphs, 
particularly considering their location on the west bank, generally believed to be the land of the 
dead, and the actual tombs of some of the owner being uncovered in the Theban necropolis. 
However, as stated earlier, the Egyptian word maHat, is completely absent. If they functioned as 
cenotaphs, despite it not being mentioned in the inscriptions, this would also indicate they were 
meant to be places of commemoration of the deceased and to be visited. The offerings on the 
wall do give the impression this was their purpose and that through the statue of the deceased, 
his ka could take part in this. However, there is no place where offerings could be placed. As 
seen in the Theban tombs, they always contain a false-door in the offering chapel where family 
members of the deceased could place food and drinks on an offering-slab in front of it for the 
ka of the deceased. The absence of the false-door indicates it was not meant to be visited by the 
family to commemorate the deceased nor to place offerings for his ka. Though, it certainly is 
true that the ka could stop in the statue of the deceased, the imagery of offerings as well as the 
offering-lists decorating the walls was enough to provision the ka. There was no need for the 
placement of offerings when the decoration itself already held the power to become reality. If 
they were not meant to be visited, it would also explain their location in the cliffs making it 
difficult to access them, particularly during low water. However, the statues do suggest it was 
a place where the ka of the deceased could enter the shrines.  

Rather than having a religious function at the site and only focusing on that, one should 
perhaps focus on a religious symbolism instead. There are some recurring elements in the 
shrines – offerings on the northern and southern walls, a niche with a statue of the deceased and 
his family on the western wall, and homage to the sun on the eastern wall. In addition to this, 
the Nile plays a prominent role. The locations of the decorations on the walls is not a 
coincidence and must have been chosen to fit a religious symbolism.  

According to Egyptian beliefs, the sun-god Ra would embark on a journey on the Atet, his 
two solar boats, each day at sunset in the west. The evening boat, the Mesektet would carry him 
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through the duat, where he would merge with Osiris, the god of the dead, starting his 
regeneration. After this – chaos in the form of Apophis, who stopped the bark by gulping up all 
the water of the underworld’s river – would be defeated. According to the Amduat, Ra would 
then continue his rejuvenation process because he had regained his mobility and is soon ready 
to rise again in the western horizon as a new-born sun.108 

Ra’s journey fits with the decorations of the shrines and their placements. The western wall 
contained a niche with a statue of the deceased person hewn into the rock. Through this 
symbolism, the deceased could join Ra on his boat on his journey through the duat. All the 
shrines, except for Shrine 23, the only one facing north, face east where scenes on the eastern 
wall depict the owner paying homage to the sun-god. It is to no surprise this particular scene is 
found here, for it is in the east that the reborn Ra rises. The inscription in Shrine 11 that reads 
‘may you come in and out, and may you follow the sun unhindered like the gods of eternity’109 
seems to confirm this idea. This phrase seems to refer to the idea that the ka of the deceased 
could enter the shrine through the statue in the western wall and, through that, join Ra on his 
nightly journey to the underworld and to be reborn again at dawn. In addition to this, the Nile 
stelae also refer to the duat implying there was a connection between the site and the 
underworld. Moreover, the sun had a prominent role at Gebel el-Silsila, as can be noted from 
the quarry marks. Also boats are a recurring quarry mark and, although there are no decorations 
of boats included on the walls of the shrines, they could possibly refer to Ra’s bark. This 
symbolism where boats helped the deceased travel the underworld is not uncommon in Egypt 
as has been previously stated with the Khufu’s boat. The boat imagery at Gebel el-Silsila could 
therefore symbolize the same idea.  

The shrines’ close proximity to the Nile, which also led to the flooding of the monuments, 
resembles the water in which Ra regenerates. This also clarifies why the shrines were placed so 
that they would be subjected to ‘’destruction’’ which, probably to the shrine-owners, was not 
the case. The water of the Nile could both symbolize the water in which Ra regenerates, but 
also the primeval waters, as is the case at Abydos. In either case, they both symbolize the rebirth 
of the deceased. This must have been something they had in mind when they chose the cliffs of 
Gebel el-Silsila to build their monuments. The ancient site was more than just a quarry, as is 
indicated by all the monuments and its religious character. The site is everything but a peculiar 
location to construct the shrines, even when it is far afield from the Theban necropolis.  

The term ‘cenotaph’, used for their function is incorrect, for they certainly did not function 
as cenotaphs. Nor did they function as shrines commonly used to refer to these monuments. In 
fact, there is simply no right term for these monuments, for they do not conform to any other 
funerary monument found in Egypt. This is not the case for the shrines of Qasr Ibrim. Though, 
shrine is also not a very suitable name to refer to these monuments, they clearly served to show 
the owners’ relationship with the king – a common practice in Egypt. The shrines of Gebel el-
Silsila are unique and do not fulfil a practical purpose per se. Their location in the cliff above 
the Nile, making them difficult to access, suggests they were never meant to be visited. If they 
were, especially if offerings were to be placed there, they would have been located in a spot 
where they could easily be accessed. It is hardly imaginable the family of the deceased had to 
climb down while carrying offerings in order to enter the shrine. Moreover, they would have to 
be very skilled climbers in order to do so. Their function, therefore, is symbolic and serve the 
shrine-owner only; family members did not to take part in this. The shrines symbolize the 
underworld and the setting and rising sun. They provide a form of aid to ensure the deceased 
will be reborn again each day at dawn that their own tombs in the Theban necropolis could not 
provide. The offerings served to nourish the ka while he was there. For this reason, they likely 
were privately constructed because the owners wanted to take advantage of the sacredness of 
the site where the nightly journey of Ra through the duat could be symbolized. This also 
explains why they chose a site that was a quarry, because it was the only place that provided 
the religious needs the shrine-owners sought in order to live for eternity. 

                                                
108 Schweizer 2017, 120; 134–40. 
109 Caminos & James 1963, pl. 24. 
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Plate I 

 

1. Remains of Shrine 8. 

2. Remains of Shrine 9. 
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Plate II 

 

1. Shrine 4 with a statue niche that broke in half due to an earthquake. 

2. Shrine 12, 13 and 14 that are connected by doors cut by dwellers. 
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Plate III 

 
 
 

1. Shrine 1 (left) and 2 (right) high up in a cliff. 

2. Shrine 2. 3. Shrine 6 that is difficult to access without a 
ladder. 
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Plate IV 
 
 
 
 

1. Shrine 5. One of the few that is easily accessible. 2. Shrine 7. 

3. Shrine 17 of which the upper part has been quarried away. 
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Plate V 

1. Shrine 18 overlooking the river. 

2. Shrine 25 seen from the Nile. 
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Plate VI 
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1. Northern wall of Shrine 11 with the dancers that are visible today. 

2. Caminos’s drawing of the dancers of the northern wall in 1963. 



 

44 

 

Plate VII 

 

1. Northern wall with an offering-list in Shrine 25. 

2. Statue niche with offerin- bearers bringing offerings to statue in Shrine 25. 
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Plate VIII 
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1. Image of a boat in Shrine 7. 

2. Boat in Shrine 3 at Qasr Ibrim. 
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Plate IX 

Synopsis of shrines at Gebel el-Silsila 
 

No. Owner Title Date Remarks 
1 … … … Unfinished 

Uninscribed 
Burial pit 

2 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 

3 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 

4 Probably Djehutmose The scribe of the treasury End of Dynasty 
XVIII 

Unfinished 
Damaged inscriptions 

5 Min The overseer of treasure Tuthmosis III Unfinished 
6 Ahmose First prophet of Nekhbet Joint reign of 

Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

… 

7 … … Joint reign of 
Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

… 

8 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 
Ruined 

9 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 
Ruined 

10 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 
Ruined 

11 Senynufe, 
Hatshepsut and 
Useratet 

Chief of the department of 
the Great House in the 
Southern City (Senynufe) 

Dynasty XVIII Multiple owners 
Quarried away 
Burial pits 
Useratet owner of shrine 
4 at Qasr Ibrim 

12 Minnakhte The overseer of granaries 
Treasurer of the king of 
Lower Egypt 

Thutmosis III Quarried away 

13 Sennuferi The overseer of treasure Joint reign of 
Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

Tomb TT99 

14 Nehesy The chief treasurer Joint reign of 
Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

… 

15 Hepusonb The overseer of prophets 
Treasurer of the king of 
Lower Egypt 

Hatshepsut Tomb TT67 

16 Senenmut Treasurer of the king of 
Lower Egypt 

Hatshepsut Tomb TT71 and TT353 
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17 Woser or Usiamun The overseer of the city 
and vizier 

Thutmosis III Ruined 
Quarried away 
Tomb TT61 and TT131 

18 … Treasurer of the king 
Lower Egypt 

Amenhotep II Unfinished 
Burial pit 

19 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 

20 … … Probably 
Thutmosis I 

Uninscribed 

21 Menkh … Thutmosis I … 
22 … … Joint reign of 

Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

… 

23 Minnakhte The overseer of granaries Joint reign of 
Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

Only one facing north 
Tomb TT87 

24 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 

25 Amenemhet The overseer of prophets 
Treasurer of the king of 
Lower Egypt 

Amenhotep II or 
Thutmosis IV 

Tomb TT97 
Three burial pits 

26 … King’s son of Kush Amenhotep III Unfinished 
27 … … … Unfinished 

Uninscribed 
28 … … … Unfinished 

Uninscribed 
Unusually shaped 

29 … … … Unfinished 
Quarried away 

30 … … Joint reign of 
Hatshepsut and 
Thutmosis III 

… 

31 Neferkhewe … Thutmosis III … 
32 … … … Uninscribed 

Quarried away 
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Plate X 

 
Synopsis of shrines at Qasr Ibrim 

 
No. Owner Title Date Remarks 
1 Nehy King’s son and 

intendant of the 
[southern] foreign 
lands 

Thutmosis III Burial pit 

2 Setau King’s son of Kush Ramesses II … 
3 … … Joint reign of 

Hatshepshut and 
Thutmosis III 

Boat decorations 

4 Useratet King’s son and 
intendant of the 
southern foreign lands 

Amenhotep II One of the 
owners of shrine 
11 at Gebel el-
Silsila 

5 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 

6 … … … Unfinished 
Uninscribed 
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