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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The practice of burying boats and digging boat-shaped pits inside funerary complexes Egypt; Early Dynastic; Boat;
belonging to Early Dynastic elites and kings is well attested in early Egypt. However, the Funerary practices; Tradition
origins of this custom and its evolution from the 1st Dynasty until the Middle Kingdom

remain to be fully addressed holistically and diachronically. This paper aims to re-evaluate Eqioto: Peri -
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current data regarding Early Dynastic boat burials and boat-shaped pits, to share some Barco; Practicas funerarias;
insights on the development of this tradition, and to address its adaptation to Old Kingdom Tradicién
religious and political innovations.
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Introduction

The presence of boat burials and boat-shaped pits
inside Egyptian Early Dynastic funerary complexes
(Ist and 2nd Dynasties, Naqada III C-D, ca. 3085-
2750 BC) belonging to high members of the adminis-
tration and kings is well attested (Table 1). Similarly,
the continuity of this tradition during the Old King-
dom (3rd-6th Dynasties, ca. 2750-2250 BC) and
Middle Kingdom (11th-13th Dynasties, ca. 2045-
1700 BC) has been demonstrated (Altenmiiller, 2002;
Creasman & Doyle, 2015, Ward, 2000; Wegner,
2016). Previous research mainly focused on the
archaeological context and the structural character-
istics of these boats and pits, but little attention has
been dedicated to the origin and evolution of this tra-
dition through time: ‘variable preservation, paired
with the only partial investigation of most royal mor-
tuary sites, however, has produced a still limited pic-
ture of the development of this long-lived tradition’
(Wegner, 2016, p. 5).

Despite periods during which it ceased to be per-
formed (as far as we currently know), the practice
of burying boats in royal and elite funerary contexts
in early Egypt appears quite consistent. However,
close examination allows for the identification of fun-
damental adaptations and innovations that can be
attributed to religious, ideological, and political
mutations. These changes have notably impacted
the number and disposition of these structures in
the funerary landscape. This paper aims to re-evalu-
ate current data regarding Early Dynastic boat burials
(so structures that actually offered remains of a boat)
and boat-shaped pits (structures that were found
empty), to share some insights on the development
of this tradition at that time, and to address its adap-
tation to Old Kingdom religious and political inno-
vations. Because they do not come from funerary
contexts and cannot contribute to our discussion,
this paper does not consider the remains of Old
and Middle Kingdom sea-going boats found on the
Red Sea shores at Ayn Sokhna, Wadi el-Jarf
(Pomey, 2012a-b; Somaglino & Tallet 2022) and
Mersa/Wadi Gawasis (Bard & Fattovich, 2007,
2018; Ward, 2010: 43-45; Zazzaro, 2009; Zazzaro &
Calcagno, 2012).

A Review of the Evidence

Numerous boats have been found in Egypt since the
end of the 19th century (Figure 1) [1]. The first ones
were discovered at Dashur by J. de Morgan in 1894,
who excavated six boats buried in individual pits
near the pyramid of Senwosret IIT (ca. 1856-1838
BC) (de Morgan, 1895, pp. 81-83, fig. 201-204, pl.
XXIX-XXX). Three are indicated on the map accom-
panying the excavation report (de Morgan, 1895, fig.

Table 1. Early Dynastic boat burials and boat-shaped pits.

Site

Bibliography
Mark, 2012; O’Connor, 2009, pp. 183-194; Ward, 2000, pp. 39-43, tab. 6, 2003,

Position Orientation Dimensions (metres)
NE-SW

S. of the ‘Western

Material

Date / reign

22 X 3.4 % 0.6 (when complete)

Local wood

1st Dynasty (?)

Abydos BG10

2006
Tristant et al., 2014

Enclosure’
N. of the mastaba

(tamarisk?)

Acacia

6.54 x 1.3 (as currently

E-W

Den (1st Dynasty)

Abu Rawash

preserved)
193%x3.2x%1

Emery, 1939, p. 18, pl. 3, 8; 1949, p. 75; Ward, 2000, tab. 3

E-W
E-W

N. of the mastaba
N. of the mastaba

Unknown

Hor-Aha (1st Dynasty)
Merneith (1st Dynasty)
Den (1st Dynasty)
Den (1st Dynasty)
Den (1st Dynasty)

Emery, 1954, pp. 129, 138, fig. 203, pl. XLIV-XLV; Ward, 2000, tab. 3

Emery, 1938

17.75x 4.25 x 0.80

Unknown

Emery, 1955, 1958, pp. 38-39, 42, 49, pl. 44, 66; Ward, 2000, tab. 3

Emery, 1949, p. 75, pl. 19.A; Ward, 2000, tab. 3

Saad, 1969, pp. 23, 87, pl. 108

2215x34x1.1

E-W

N. of the mastaba
N. of the mastaba
N. of the mastaba
E. of the mastaba
S. of the mastaba
N. of the mastaba
S. of the mastaba

Unknown

143 %x2.15%x0.75
12.5 (the pit)

135%x15

E-W (?)

E-W

Unknown

Saqqara
Saqgara
Saqqara
Saqqgara
Saqqara

y Dynastic

Saad, 1951, pp. 41-42, pl. LVIII, LIXa; 1969, p. 184, pl. 105

Saad 1951, p. 42, pl. LIXb, 1969, p. 70
Saad 1951, p. 42, pl. LX, 1969, p. 70

Saad 1947, pp. 110-111, pl. XL-LIX

Unknown

y Dynastic

4.2x0.80
10x1,2

Unknown

y Dynastic
y Dynastic

Unknown

y Dynastic

Ear

(649H5)

Ear

(S.1052H2)

Abusir

Radwan, 2008; Lindemann, 2008

5.8x0.70

E-W

N. of the mastaba

Sycamore

Second half of the 1st

Dynasty
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Figure 1. Map of Egypt locating the sites mentioned in the text (author, using Google data © Google Earth, Image Landsat/

Copernicus).

108), and only four are preserved (Creasman, 2010;
Creasman et al., 2009; Edgerton, 1923, pp. 126-129;
Patch, 1990; Ward, 2000, pp. 83-102). Between 1908
and 1934, 90 wooden pieces which were originally
part of several Nilotic boats were found at Lisht. The
planks were reused as foundations for ramps during
the construction of the pyramid of Senwosret I (ca.
1944-1900 BC) (Ward, 1992a, 2000, pp. 107-128).

It is worth mentioning the eight wooden planks dis-
covered as reused material in Early Dynastic tombs at
Tarkhan (Figure 2), which could have originally
belonged to different sections of one or more boats
(UC17156-17162, UC17166: Petrie et al., 1913, p. 9,
pl. 9; Vinson, 1987, pp. 39-81; Ward, 2000, pp. 32—
38; 2006, pp. 124-125).

Boat-shaped pits (that is to say trenches adopting
the spindle shape of a boat, with a flat or curved bot-
tom) associated with Early Dynastic mastabas and
wealthy tombs were first discovered during exca-
vations conducted at Saqarra (Emery, 1938, 1939,
1949, 1954, 1955, 1958) and Helwan (Saad 1942,
1943, 1947, 1951, 1969) (Table 1 only lists the struc-
tures documented by their excavators). With few
exceptions, these archaeological structures were
not published in detail, and data from the exca-
vations are often insufficient to ascertain whether
all of these pits contained a boat or if they were
only emulating actual boat burials. Each case was
different and depended heavily on the identity of
the owner of the grave, but also on the economic
and political situation at the time of burial. In the
few cases where remains of a boat have actually
been found and described by excavators, there is

generally insufficient data to determine whether
the boat was structurally complete or if only a
selected part was buried, leaving the rest of the
planks for recycling.

The discovery and excavation of one of the two pits
containing the Khufu’s boats in Giza in 1954 marks a
turning point. Remarkably preserved, it was fully
restored and reconstructed by Hag Ahmed Youssef
Moustafa, Chief of the Restoration Department of
the then Egyptian Antiquities Service (Jenkins, 1980;
Lipke, 1984; Mark, 2009, 2011). This work was con-
ducted between 1957 and 1971, and it is not before
1982 that the results were made public. This boat
has greatly enriched our knowledge of ancient Egyp-
tian shipbuilding and has opened a still raging debate
about the original functions of these boats, whether
they were religious (ceremonial/processional, solar,
etc.), funerary (transport of the deceased and/or of
the funerary offerings) or simply used for everyday
transportation and pleasure (Abubakr & Mustafa,
1971; Altenmiiller, 2002; Nour et al. 1960; Thomas,
1956a-b; Ward, 2000, pp. 45-80). The pit containing
the second boat was investigated in 1987 and has
been under study since 2011 (Nishisaka et al., 2022;
Yoshimura, 2020). Most royal complexes of the Old
Kingdom included boat pits, as did some mastabas
of the 5th and 6th Dynasties. All these structures
were found empty and, if some possessed remains of
wood and ropes (Abubakr, 1955, p. 35; Hassan,
1946, pp. 40-41; Hassan, 1960, p. 38; Maragioglio &
Rinaldi, 1965, p. 70), one can only make assumptions
as to the actual presence of a complete dismantled boat
inside them in Antiquity.
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Figure 2. The Tarkhan planks (Petrie et al., 1913, pl. 9).

Archaeological investigations at several sites have
extended this corpus during the last few decades. At
North Abydos, up to 14 mudbrick boat-shaped struc-
tures were found in association with the impressive
royal funerary/ceremonial enclosures dating to the
first two dynasties (Bestock, 2009; O’Connor, 1991,
1995, 2009, pp. 183-200; O’Connor & Adams, 2001;
Ward, 1992b, 2000, pp. 39-44). Only one of them
has been investigated, which revealed that it contained
the remains of a boat (Mark, 2012; Ward, 2003, 2006).
A Nilotic watercraft made of sycamore belonging to a
mastaba attributed to the second half of the 1st
Dynasty was uncovered in North Abusir in 1993 (Lin-
demann, 2008; Radwan, 2008), while more recently a
boat was found at Abu Rawash near Mastaba M06.
The latter is attributed to the reign of Den (Tristant
et al. 2014).

In all likelihood, more boats await discovery in the
Early Dynastic elite cemeteries of the Memphite
region, as recent work showed that boat pits flanked
most mastabas at Abu Rawash (Tristant, 2012, 2013,
2014). This suspicion is probably also true regarding
Old Kingdom funerary sites (Verner, 1992, p. 602),
as supported by the discovery in 2016 of a 3rd Dynasty
boat at South Abusir, near one of the two chapels of
Mastaba AS54. This structure probably belonged to a
close relative of King Huni, last ruler of the 3rd
Dynasty (Inglis, 2020, pp. 22-46; Stadelmann, 2007;

Wilkinson, 1999, pp. 94-95, 103-105). This boat bur-
ial confirms that the practice, initiated during the 1st
Dynasty, continued without definite interruption
into the Old Kingdom.

Early Dynastic Boat Burials: Some
Observations Regarding Their Potential
Function(s)

There is no clear consensus about the exact functions
of these buried boats and boat-shaped pits. From the
mere manifestation of wealth and power, to magical,
performative, or even solar functions (Radwan, 2008,
pp. 566-567), various interpretations have been pro-
posed in the past decades.

The solar function, which considers these struc-
tures to be the manifestation of the two solar barques
mentioned in Pharaonic religious literature, is the least
likely. The solar boats are mentioned for the first time
in the Pyramids Texts, which were found written on
the walls of 5th and 6th Dynasties royal pyramids
(ca. 2544-2250 BC) and are considered to form the
most ancient theological literature (Allen, 2017). The
pair of solar boats are described as travelling across
the sky from east to west by day (the boat Mandjet),
across the chthonian world from west to east by
night (the boat Mesektet), in an eternal cycle parallel
to that of the sun. This cycle is notably used as a



metaphor for the passage from life to death: life corre-
sponds to the daytime journey, and death to the night-
time one. The end of the latter marks both the return
of the sun and the rebirth of the deceased. According
to this religious tradition, the sun god Ra was journey-
ing on these boats, and Pharaoh was joining this cycle
after his passing (Allen, 2005, pp. 5-6; Anthes, 1957;
Assmann, 1975, col. 1087-1090; Bonnet, 1952,
p. 738; Firchow, 1957; Hassan, 1946, pp. 40-41, 69-
76, 88-155; Kitchen, 1975, col. 619; Thomas, 1956b).
Although solar religious considerations were possibly
present during the Predynastic (Naqada I-II, ca.
3900-3350 BC) and Protodynastic Periods (Naqada
III A-B, ca. 3350-3085 BC) (Huyge, 2002; Saied,
2005, pp. 287-288, fig. 1-4; Wolterman, 2001-2002),
there is no archaeological evidence to postulate the
existence of actual solar boats in the early 4th Dynasty,
let alone before that.

Magical and performative functions, that is to say
when an image or object magically materialises what
it depicts and is ensuring its eternal performance (in
this case, a boat-shaped pit, even if empty, would
suffice to make all the religious and funerary func-
tions of the boat eternally effective), appears to be
more plausible. Performativity is an intrinsic com-
ponent of Egyptian art and craftmanship (Ignatov,
2004): in this case, a boat model or a boat-shaped
structure is, in fact, the embodiment of a boat.
The next few lines develop the performative
approach further by suggesting that boats played
ceremonial and ritual functions before they were
buried, and that their primary role once in the
sand was to ensure the eternal continuity of these
ceremonies.

Such ceremonial and ritual functions of the boat
during the Early Dynastic Period is the result of a
long evolution of beliefs and traditions rooted in pre-
history. The boat had been an important ideological
motif in iconography since Naqada I (ca. 3900-3650
BC). The scenes in which it appears are not narrative,
but rather codified and metaphorical (Hendrickx &
Eyckerman, 2010; Vanhulle, 2021). They convey ideo-
logical concepts, the most important being the concept
of the primacy of order over chaos (Asselberghs, 1961;
Brémont 2018; Hendrickx, 2006, 2013). By Naqada II
(ca. 3650-3350 BC) and until Nagada IIIA-B (ca.
3350-3085 BC), royal flotillas appear regularly on
prestigious objects such as the Gebelein linen (Galassi,
1955, pp. 12-17, fig. 7, 10, 12, pl. 1; Patch, 2011, pp. 38,
64, 114, 130, cat. 25, 64, 94), the Hierakonpolis Painted
Tomb (Huyge, 2014; Quibell & Green, 1902, pp. 20-
21, pl. LXXV-LXXIII; Wengrow, 2006, pp. 109-111,
114-115), and several decorated ivory knife handles
(Friedman, 2019; Raffaele, 2010, fig. 2; Williams,
et al.,, 1987). Such flotillas are the focusing element
of what has sometimes been described, with all due
caution, as a prefiguration of the Pharaonic Heb-Sed
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festival (Ciatowicz, 1997; Jiménez-Serrano, 2002,
pp- 42-49, 77-78; Wilkinson, 1999, pp. 212-215;
Williams, et al. 1987, pp. 271-272). This festival,
attested in its classical form from the very beginning
of the Old Kingdom, was a royal jubilee organised
periodically during a reign and which consisted of sev-
eral rites and ceremonies performed, symbolically or
practically, by the pharaoh to regenerate his power
and restore his legitimacy (Helck, 1987, pp. 6-21; Hor-
nung & Staehelin, 2006). If the Heb Sed is the most
important of the royal festivals, the official Egyptian
calendar counted other important politico-religious
events. As further described below, such festivals are
attested on artefacts discovered in royal tombs from
the 1st Dynasty (Jiménez-Serrano, 2002).

The ubiquity of boats in iconography together with
the numerous models discovered in both funerary
and domestic contexts (Di Pietro, 2011, pp. 62-65;
Merriman, 2012; Claes & Vanhulle, 2024) testify to
the significance of the boat in the Predynastic set of
beliefs and social practices. The systematic presence
of models in all known Naqgada III temples and cultic
deposits (Bussmann, 2010, pp. 108-110, 243, 291,
337, 342, figs. 5.51-57, 5.554, 5.681; Chtodnicki, et al.,
2012, pp. 191-197, 201-231; Cialowicz, 2009; Dreyer,
1986; Kawai, 2011; Van Haarlem, 2009) seems to be a
strong indication for the involvement of boats in
Early Dynastic ceremonial and ritual practices.

The development of writing and the administrative
nature of the inscriptions found in Naqada III elite
contexts offer sounder insights. Indeed, Early Dynastic
royal ivory labels (Hassan, 1946, pp. 36-40, fig. 8-9,
12-13; Jiménez-Serrano, 2002; Kaplony, 1963), but
also the later annals inscribed on the Palermo Stone
(Hassan, 1946, fig. 33; Nuzzolo, 2021; Tallet, 2015a,
fig. 63), often mention the Early Dynastic festival of
the Smsw Hr, the ‘Followers of Horus’, through the
depiction of a barque decorated with garlands. In
addition, two Early Dynastic engravings in the Theban
Western Desert each shows a boat that is identified by
a proto-hieroglyphic annotation as a Maaty boat
which is known to have been used during a festival,
probably that of the God Sokar (Darnell, 2009,
pp. 102-103, fig. 25, 2011, pp. 1180-1187, fig. 17-18,
2015, pp. 36-37; Nuzzolo, 2015, pp. 384-385). It
appears then that the boat played a central role during
royal festivals and politico-religious processions at the
dawn of Pharaonic Egypt, and it may be suggested that
the development of the boat burials tradition by the
beginning of the Ist Dynasty is linked with such
events. In this perspective, one may even wonder if
at least some of these festivals, organised periodically,
took place in the royal enclosures at North Abydos
where the 14 boats are buried.

These boat-shaped structures at Abydos, coated
with white plaster, are aligned from north to south
and follow the same north-east/south-west axis of
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the enclosures that surround them (Figure 3). They
extend over almost 60 m and the gaps between them
vary from 0.6 to 1.6 m (O’Connor, 2009, p. 185).
Their dimensions are also irregular: the smallest is
19 m long, the longest 29 m. Their height is approxi-
mately 50 cm and their extremities are semicircular,
likely to illustrate the bows and sterns. In the north,
nine form a group separated from the others by a rec-
tangular construction. Little is known about it: it con-
sists of ‘a low wall structure of uncertain function’
(O’Connor, 2009, p. 185, fig. 96), with a potential cen-
tral basin at the top of it.

These boat burials have been partly cleared, most of
the structures remaining undisturbed so to ensure
their protection. This work revealed part of a boat
(BG10), the only structure to have been partly exca-
vated and which offered important insights into
Early Dynastic boatbuilding (Mark, 2012; Ward,
2003, 2006).

Most of BG10’s planks were disjointed, and the
gaps filled with vegetal matter (probably an oakum
used to improve waterproofing [2]), which casts
doubt as to the floatability of the boat. Although com-
pletely lost, this filling left its imprint in the clay laying
at the bottom of the pit. As stated by S. Mark, the fact
that this vegetal filling, which should have been situ-
ated on the inner side of the hull, left its marks on
the clay indicates that it was already slipping outside
at the time of the deposit. Consequently, the planks
were not perfectly joined and the clay that covered
the bottom of the pit was not completely dry when
the burial took place (Mark, 2012, pp. 109-110).
S. Mark suggests that the planks constituting the bot-
tom of the hull were progressively deposited on the
wet clay and that the lashings were added after
(Mark, 2012, pp. 115-116). It seems then that the
boat was in a dismantled state prior to its deposition,
and that it was only partially reassembled inside the
pit. Whether the data gathered from the study of
only a portion of boat BG10 can be applied to the
other 13 boats remains to be demonstrated.

The 14 boats are considered to be contempora-
neous by their excavators (O’Connor, 2009, pp. 193-
194; M. Addams, pers. com.), although one might be
reluctant to exclude their independent, successive bur-
ial throughout the 1st Dynasty (Stephens, 2012, p. 2).
This could be supported by the observation that ‘none
of the boat burials exactly duplicates another, and the
less-than-perfect alignment of the hulls is unusual in
an area filled with geometrically precise funerary
enclosure’ (Ward, 2000, p. 41). The relation between
the fleet and the royal enclosures, which all but two
belonged to 1st Dynasty kings, remains uncertain.
According to the excavators, the boats were specifi-
cally related to the so-called ‘Western Mastaba’
(Bestock, 2009, pp. 25-26, n. 7; O’Connor, 2009,
p. 166). It should be stressed that this enclosure, as

implied by its name, has not been attributed to a
specific king. Since the first rulers of the 1st Dynasty,
from Hor-Aha to the regent Queen Merneith, pos-
sessed at least one known enclosure (Figure 3), it is
postulated that the Western Mastaba postdates Mer-
neith and belonged to a king of the second half of
that dynasty (Bestock, 2009, p. 56). Only new field
investigations would allow for this decisive question
to be answered. It is quite possible that similar boat-
shaped structures remain to be found at Abydos and
that they might be associated with different reigns of
the 1st Dynasty. Indeed, it would be surprising that
most of the elites buried in the Memphite necropolis
possessed a boat, but not their kings. In the meantime,
there is no solid argument allowing to doubt the con-
clusions of the excavators.

The precise function of the enclosures at North
Abydos is still a matter of discussions. Yet, their com-
plementarity with the royal tombs at Umm el-Qaab,
the votive/administrative nature of some of the finds
discovered in and around some of them (such as poss-
ible remains of incense, seal impressions and offering
pottery: Bestock, 2009, p. 52), and the presence of sub-
sidiary human burials (similar burials of young adults
have been found surrounding the funerary chambers
of the Ist Dynasty kings at Umm el-Qaab: Tristant
et al., 2021) are strong indications that these enclo-
sures were places where ritual and ceremonial activi-
ties ‘related to the death and the afterlife of the king’
(Bestock, 2009, p. 60) were performed. Archaeological
data suggest that these enclosures were ephemeral
since they were intentionally destroyed soon after
the death of the king (Bestock, 2008, p. 47). The
hypothesis that the 14 boats from North Abydos are
the reflection of the performance of politico-religious
events celebrated within the nearby funerary enclo-
sures has some appeal, although it is quite speculative
at this stage.

The process of their deposition, which apparently
consisted of a rapid reconstruction of the boat inside
the pit, suggests that they did not need to be structu-
rally complete and sound to play their role for eternity.
Moreover, the presence of a heavy boulder above the
brick sealing of some of these boats suggests that
they were ‘moored’ and thus not intended to sail in
the afterlife. Because these structures were placed
near the enclosures rather than in proximity to the
royal tombs, which are located some 1.5 km away,
nothing suggests that they were intended to be used
magically by the kings in the afterlife.

Elite Boat Burials and Boat-Shaped Pits:
Archaeological Data Supporting a
Ceremonial Function

This development of the practice of boat burials con-
comitantly with the institutionalisation of politico-
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Figure 3. The royal enclosures at Abydos North and the ‘Abydos royal fleet’ (Bestock, 2009, fig. 15; detail from O’Connor, 2009, fig.

96, used with permission).

religious events partly inherited from the Predynastic
Period is of particular interest when considering the
function of these structures inside funerary complexes.
Indeed, if the royal boats from North Abydos were pri-
marily ceremonial in nature, one can only wonder
whether the boat burials and boat-shaped pits discov-
ered in the Memphite Necropolis played a similar
function.

Boat burials at Sagqara have been found in associ-
ation with mastabas ranging from Hor-Aha to Den
(Hendrickx, 2008, tab. 2; Ward, 2000, p. 40, tab. 3).
Among those found by W.B. Emery, two are of par-
ticular interest. The first is a boat-shaped pit located
approximately 35 m from the north wall of Mastaba
3357 (Emery, 1939, p. 18, pl. 3, 8). It belonged to a
high official from the reign of Hor-Aha (Emery,
1954, p. 171, pl. LVII-LXVII). It ran almost parallel
to it on an east-west axis. The boat was buried in a
boat-shaped (spindle-shaped in plan), mudbrick
structure, the walls of which were coated with white

plaster. Fragments of wood and ropes were allegedly
found on the eastern end of the pit. Platforms with
two rectangular, miniature buildings along with
three granaries were found between the pit and the
mastaba within an open courtyard (Figure 4-5).
W.B. Emery identified this assemblage as a symbolic
representation of the royal domain (Emery, 1957,
p- 221); it has since been suggested that this area was
the symbolic materialisation of a harbour facility or
a sacrificial area with a slaughterhouse (Barta, 2011,
p. 62; Hendrickx, 2008, p. 73). Regardless, this court
appears to be the symbolic rendition of structures sup-
posed to be useful in the afterlife of their owner. The
fact that the boat burial is associated with this court-
yard and not in direct connection with the mastaba
is of particular interest.

The second boat of interest was found next to the
north wall of Mastaba 3506, oriented on an east-west
axis (Emery, 1958, p. 39, pl. 44, 66-68; Figure 6). It
was buried within the enclosure of the funerary



8 (&) D.VANHULLE

TOMB 3310

DESTROYED

THE EAST BUILDING
ISOMETRIC PROJECTION

THE WEST BUILDING
ISOMETRIC PROJECTION

WALTER 13 ENERY . ;
1992 SCALE e METRE

WALTER B.EMERY
1956

Figure 4. Mastaba 3357’s boat-shaped pit and the courtyard with miniature buildings in Saqqgara (Emery, 1954, pl. LX, LXIII, LXVI).
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Figure 5. Mastaba 3357’s boat-shaped pit (foreground) against a courtyard with miniature buildings in Saggara (Emery, 1954, pl.
LviI).
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Figure 6. Drawing of the boat belonging to Mastaba 3506 in Saqqara (Emery, 1958, pl. 44).

complex in a shallow pit covered with sand. It formed a
small tumulus upon which a boat-shaped mudbrick
structure had been erected (Emery, 1958, p. 42). Two
piles of bricks supported each of the extremities of the
boat, which ‘substantiate Walter B. Emery’s interpret-
ation of the upward curving ends and curved bottom
of this boat’ (Mark, 2012, p. 116). What seems to be a
cabin that had been taken apart was found lying on
the deck. Two groups of ceramics were found inside
the boat during the excavations: one located in the
area of the cabin, the other in what was perhaps a
cargo hold. On his drawing, W.B. Emery depicts the
jars on the deck in order to ‘give an idea of its (the pot-
tery) location inside the boat’ (Mark, 2012, p. 117). The
boat was covered with white plaster (Emery, 1955,
pp- 500-503). It is worth mentioning that boat BG10
at Abydos is described as covered with a white prep-
aration layer then painted in yellow (Ward, 2006).
Royal boats dating to the Pharaonic Period, such as
Khufu’s cedar barques and those from Dashur, were
also plastered in white (Ward, 2000, p. 59).

More than 10,258 tombs, ranging from the Nagada
IITA to the Pharaonic Periods, were excavated at Hel-
wan between 1941 and 1954 (Jeffreys, 1999, pp. 439-
444; Kohler, 2004; Saad, 1942, 1943, 1947, 1951,
1969). Nineteen boat pits were uncovered, among
which just five were very succinctly described. Later,
Z.Y. Saad allegedly found seven additional boat burials
(Saad, 1969), each parallel to the north wall of a tomb;
no further details were published. In all, around 30
boat-shaped pits were found during these campaigns
(Leclant, 1951, p. 344, 1952, p. 243, fig. 20; Thomas,
19564, p. 65, n.3). Yet the only element that can be

ascertained is that these pits were not enclosed in
mudbrick structures but were covered with sand
mounds that ‘resembled the backs of surfacing whales’
(Saad, 1969, p. 70). Additionally, the pits at Helwan
were smaller and less carefully built than those at Saq-
qara. A lack of consistency in their location is also
noteworthy: insofar as we know, two were at the
south of the mastaba, one at the east, and the others
at the north (Table 1).

The association of pottery with some Early Dynas-
tic boat burials and boat-shaped pits at Abydos (Ward,
2000, p. 41) and Saqqara is an additional argument in
favour of the use of these boats during ceremonial and
ritual activities, which may have included banquets
organised inside funerary complexes. The banquet is
an important socio-economical practice that allows
the organisers to display their wealth and power by
offering food of a nature, quality, and quantity that
was not accessible to common people (Tassie, 2010).
Attestations of such banquets were found at various
Early Dynastic sites, notably at Saqgara (Tassie,
2010, pp. 67-68), but also at Abu Rawash, where woo-
den pieces, an offering deposit of 20 Hes jars, four
bowls and ten ox horns were discovered in association
with Mastaba M04 (Tristant, 2014, p. 46). Moreover,
beer jars located under the boat were associated with
ox horns and shells (Tristant, 2019, pp. 232-234).
Depictions of food offerings later became recurrent
motifs among the reliefs that decorate Old Kingdom
mastabas and temples (Harpur, 1987). These food
offerings are sometimes placed inside a basket remi-
niscent of a boat (Dirring, 1995, p. 52, fig. 33a-c;
Steindorft, 1913, pl. 64, 69; von Bissing & Kees,
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Figure 7. Relief from Ti's mastaba at Saqarra showing a boat-shaped dish filled with food offerings (Steindorff, 1913, pl. 64).

1928, fig. 324, 326) (Figure 7). Was the boat also used
as an offering bearer or a cultic recipient, as already
suggested by C. Ward (2000, p. 41)? This could nota-
bly explain the function of at least some Early Dynastic
boat models, which take the shape of a dish (Figure 8).

Boat-Shaped Pits from the Old Kingdom:
Tradition, Adaptation, Innovation

During the Old Kingdom, royal boat burials were
adapted to the monumentality of the pyramidal com-
plexes (Table 2); their meaning and function evolved
according to new ideological and theological concepts.
Several studies, most of them conducted decades ago,
tried to bring some clarity on this issue (Altenmiiller,
2002; Cern)'f, 1955; Creasman & Doyle, 2015; Hassan,
1946, 1960; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965, 1966; Petrie
& Hawass, 1990, pp. 110-115; Ward, 2000). They

Figure 8. Early Dynastic boat model from Queen Merneith’s
tomb at Umm el-Qaab, Abydos (Petrie, 1902, pl. IX.4).

provided detailed descriptions of the structures, but
with discrepancies (e.g., about their exact orientation
and dimensions) that only extensive new surveys
could help clarify.

Although remains of ropes and wood were recov-
ered in some of them, whether they originally con-
tained actual boats is uncertain. These remains could
come from materials used during the excavation/plun-
dering of the pits. Fragments of stone statues were
found in some pits (e.a. Chassinat, 1901, pp. 616-
619, 1921-1922; Ward, 2000, p. 71). They are cut
into the native limestone of the Memphite plateau;
they have a depth of 5 to 9 m on average and vary in
length from about 20 to 36 m. None are identical
and here are tentatively categorised into four types
(Table 3) based on their formal characteristics, from
the two rectangular chambers that contained Khufu’s
boats to the elaborate boat-shaped cavities of its suc-
cessors (Ward, 2000, pp. 69-82). This classification
is only a mere working hypothesis based on disparate
datasets.

Such impressive investment and large-scale archi-
tectural projects required rigorous preparation. The
cost of a boat can theoretically be compensated by
its relatively long-life span and the possibility of reus-
ing the wood (Creasman et al., 2009); however, once
buried, these important investments were no longer
accessible to the living. Since the pits were excavated
next to the pyramids, enough workers were readily



Table 2. Old Kingdom boat burials and boat-shaped pits

Orientation Pit
Location Reign Material Position (prow-stern) Dimensions (metres) type References
1 Abusir Huni (?9) Wood S. of the mastaba E-O0 min. 18 m - Unpublished
South
2 Giza Khufu/ Lebanon cedar S. of the pyramid E-O0 ca. 43.63 x 5.66 x 1.78 1 Jenkins, 1980; Lipke, 1984; Nour et al., 1960; Mark, 2009, 2011; Ward, 2000,
Djedefre p. 70, tab. 6
3  Giza Khufu/ Lebanon cedar S. of the pyramid E-O ca. 32.3 (pit) 1 El-Baz, 1988a-b; Nour et al., 1960; Petrie & Hawass, 1990, pp. 111-112; Ward,
Djedefre 2000, p. 70, tab. 6
4  Giza Khufu Frag. of a granite statue (?) E. of the pyramid, N. of the funerary N-S or S-N ca. 5411 x5x7 2 Hassan, 1946, p. 42, fig. 14; Hassan, 1960, p. 42, fig. 14; Ward, 2000, pp. 70,
temple 80-81, fig. 33, tab. 6
5 Giza Khufu - E. of the pyramid, S. of the funerary N-S or S-N ca. 53.18 x7x 8 2 Hassan, 1946, p. 42, fig. 14; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965, p. 72, pl. 9-10; Ward,
temple 2000, pp. 70, 80-81, fig. 32, tab. 6
6 Giza Khufu Traces of wood and ropes N. of the causeway E-O ca. 45.5x5x%x7 2a Hassan, 1946, pp. 40-41, fig .14; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965, p. 70, pl. 9-10;
Petrie & Hawass, 1990, p. 114; Ward, 2000, p. 70, tab. 6
7 Giza Khufu - S. of the pyramids Gla-Glb E-O ca. 30.25x4.25x 3.6 2 Hassan, 1946, pp. 68-69; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965, p. 70, pl. 10; Ward,
2000, p. 70, tab. 6
8 Abou Djedefre Red sandstone statue’s S. of the pyramid, near the shrine for N-S ca. 37 x3.75x9.2 3 Chassinat, 1901, pp. 616—619; 1921-1922, p. 57; Hassan, 1946, p. 56;
Rawach head; frag. statue of a the royal cult and the main Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966, pp. 24-25, pl. 4; Valloggia, 2011, pp. 58-60;
king. courtyard Ward, 2000, p. 70, tab. 6
9 Giza Khafra N. of the pyramid temple (Y) E-O0 ca. 27.1x3.7x75 4b Hassan, 1946, pp. 59-60, fig. 20; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966, p. 92, pl. 11;
Ward, 2000, p. 70-72, fig. 25, tab. 6
10 Giza Khafra - N. of the pyramid temple (2) E-O ca. 22x39x%x6 4a Hassan, 1946, pp. 60-61, fig. 21; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966: 92, pl. 11; Ward,
2000, p. 74, fig. 27, tab. 6
11 Giza Khafra - S. of the pyramid temple (X) N-S (7) ca.375x?x7(26x0.9 - Hassan, 1946, pp. 64-65; Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966, p. 92, pl. 11; Ward,
according to Maragioglio and 2000, p. 70, tab. 6
Rinaldi)
12 Giza Khafra Front legs of limestone N. of the pyramid temple (J) E-O ca.27.5x3.6x7 4b Hassan, 1946, pp. 62, fig. 22; Ward, 2000, pp. 70, 75, fig. 28, tab. 6
sphinx
13 Giza Khafra - N. of the pyramid temple (K) E-O0 ca.23.5x5x%x5 4c Hassan, 1946, pp. 63-64; Ward, 2000, pp. 70, 76, fig. 29; tab. 6
14 Abusir Neferirkare Traces of decayed wood  S. of the pyramid E-0 min. 12x5x 3 - Verner, 1980, 1992
Kakai
15 Abusir Neferefre - In the solar temple, room W E-O (7 ca 3.87 X 0.65 Altenmiiller, 2002, p. 271; Verner, 1986, 1992, pp. 592-593
16 Abusir Neferefre - In the solar temple, room W E-0 (7) - - Altenmiiller, 2002, p. 271; Verner, 1986, 1992, pp. 592-593
17 Saqgara  Unas - S. of the causeway E-O (7 €a36.x7.15x6 ? Altenmiiller, 2002, p. 271; Hassan, 1946, p. 82; Verner, 1992, p. 599
18 Saqgara Unas - - E-0 (7)) - ? -
19 Abusir Ptahshepses - In a dedicated room at the SO of the - - - Altenmiiller, 2002, p. 271; Verner, 1992, pp. 599-600, fig. 9
mastaba
20 Abusir Ptahshepses - In a dedicated room at the SO of the - - - Verner, 1992, pp. 599-600, fig. 9
mastaba
21 Saqqgara Kagemni - At the top of the mastaba E-O callx?2 - Altenmiiller, 2002, pp. 271-272; Hassan, 1946, p. 88; Ward, 2000, p. 78, fig.
30
22 Saqgara  Kagemni - At the top of the mastaba E-O ca 11x2 - Altenmiiller, 2002, pp. 271-272; Hassan, 1946, p. 88; Ward, 2000, p. 78, fig.
30
23 Giza Khentkaus - SO of the tomb E-O ca. 29 x3.5x4.25 - Hassan, 1943, p. 33, fig. 31; 1946, p. 69; Verner, 1992, p. 598
24 Abu Nyuserre Ini Brick model Outside of the temenos, to the south E-O ca.30x11x3.5 - Hassan, 1946, p. 79; Verner, 1992, p. 598; Von Bissing, 1905, pp. 52-53, pl. 16;
Ghorab of the pyramidal complex Ward, 2000, p. 79, fig. 31
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Table 3. Tentative classification of Old Kingdom boat-shaped pits.

Type Description

lllustration References

—_

Rectangular pit south of Khufu pyramid
(32.5%5.35m)

[——45m—|

Drawing by the author after
Jenkins, 1980, fig. 26

Gypsum

mortar

Covering stones

Drawing by the author after

-

Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965,

2 Naviform pit with wide opening. This pit is
located to the east of Khufu's pyramid, at the
south of the pyramid'’s temple (51.5 % 7 x 6/ k
7 m)

2a Naviform pit with wide opening and a ‘step’.
This pit is located alongside the causway of
Khufu’s pyramid
(45.5x5mor43x4x7m)

3 Spindle-shape opening and trapezoidal pit =
from Djedefre’s funerary complex at Abu
Rawash
(35%3.75%9.30 m)

4a Naviform pit with narrow opening.
This example is perpendicular to the eastern
side of Kafra's pyramid
(37.5%x7 m)

4b Naviform pit with narrow opening; a cabin is
dug in the lateral walls of the pit. This
example is the upper pit parallel to the right
side of Khafra's Upper Temple
(27.1%x3.7x7.5m)

4c Piriform pit with a narrow opening. This

example is the lower pit parallel to the right
side of the Kaphra's Upper Temple
(23.5x5%5m)

pl. 9. Also Ward, 2000, p. 70,
tab. 6

Drawing by the author after
Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1965,
pl. 9. Also Ward, 2000, p. 70,
tab. 6

Drawing by the author after
Valloggia, 2011, fig. 221. See
also pp. 58-60

Drawing by the author after
Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966,
pl. 11 (X)

Drawing by the author after
Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966,
pl.11 (Y)

Drawing by the author after
Maragioglio & Rinaldi, 1966,
pl.11 (K)

available, while the rubble was most likely directly
recycled in the construction of the pyramid itself.
The efforts made in reproducing the outline of boats
within the rocky plateau tend to suggest that the burial
of actual boats became redundant: it is tempting to
confer a performative value to these objects of archi-
tectural prowess.

In contrast, the two rectangular excavations next to
Khufu’s pyramid are the only ones in which actual,
disassembled boats were found. Their simple format,
with smooth, vertical walls and a flat bottom suggests
that they were mere storerooms and not the symbolic

rupestrian embodiments of a hull. Their location to
the south of the pyramid reflects that of the 3rd
Dynasty boat at South Abousir, which lies 12 m
south of the mastaba (Inglis, 2020, p. 27). Placed
under the wall of the outer enclosure, there was also
an apparent desire to hide these two storerooms and
protect them, while the boat-shaped pits were most
probably plainly visible in the funerary landscape.
This would explain their frequent plundering and dis-
turbance throughout Antiquity. These structures are
here suggested to be understood as performative simu-
lacra that need not have contained an actual boat to



perform within the funerary complex. Nevertheless,
these pits are very precise: “The conformity of the Kha-
fra boats to principles evident in the Khufu vessels
suggests that a master shipwright supervised the
masons who cut the boats’ (Ward, 2000, p. 76).
Recently, a comparable boat-shaped cavity has been
uncovered at Ayn Sokhna, a Pharaonic harbour
located on the Red Sea shore (Somaglino & Tallet,
2022, p. 62, fig. 8). This structure has a slightly convex
base and is identified as a maintenance pit by its exca-
vators. It measures 17.5 m long, between 1.9 and 2.2 m
wide, and it is no more than 2.3 m deep (Abd El-Raziq
et al,, 2012, pp. 9-10). This pit is smaller than those of
Giza, and it seems difficult to imagine that, given their
configuration and their association with the cult
spaces, they served any practical purpose, as in a ship-
yard context. However, the boat-shaped pit located
near the causeway connecting Khufu’s pyramid to
the Valley, because it is smaller (22.7 x 4.25 x 3.6 m:
Hassan, 1946, pp. 68-69; Jenkins, 1980, p. 27, fig.
15) than those flanking the temple and possesses a
similar ‘step’ at one extremity than the pit at Ayn
Sokhna, might have played a practical function.

Solar temples appeared during the 5th Dynasty
(Nuzzolo, 2007; Stadelmann, 1984) and were specifi-
cally dedicated to the solar cult and the deified
deceased king (Janak et al., 2011, p. 431). These tem-
ples fulfilled diverse and interconnected functions.
They notably housed rites associated with the rebirth
of the king as the solar god and with Heb Sed festivals
(Nuzzolo, 2015). If six solar temples, ranging from
Userkaf (ca. 2544-2534 BC) to Menkauhor (ca.
2478-2468 BC), are attested by textual sources, only
two, erected during the reigns of Userkaf (Ricke,
1965) and Nyuserre (ca. 2490-2478 BC), were
unearthed at Abusir (Janak et al., 2011, tab. 1).

During the excavations carried out at Nyuserre’s
sun temple by the expedition of F.W. von Bissing
(1898-1901), L. Borchardt discovered a brick life-
size boat model installed in an anthropogenic exca-
vation of the Abusir rocky plateau (Hassan, 1946,
pp. 79-81, fig. 34; Lehner, 1997, pp. 151-152; Nuz-
zolo, 2007, pp. 224-227, fig. 4, 2015, fig. 9.10; Verner,
1992, p. 598; von Bissing, 1905, pp. 52-53, pl. 16;
Ward, 2000, p. 79, fig. 31). It is located about 100 m
outside the walls of the solar temple complex of Nyu-
serre (5th Dynasty). It is about 30 m long, 11 m wide,
and 3.5 m high. According to various observations, is
very likely that its exterior surface was plastered and
painted. It is tempting to suggest that boat-shaped
structures functioned along the solar temples during
the late 5th and 6th Dynasties rather than with the
pyramidal complex, since no pyramidal complexes
of that period reveal boat burials or boat-shaped
pits, with the notable exception of the two boat-
shaped pits excavated along the causeway linking
the funerary temple of King Unas (ca. 2432-2413

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NAUTICAL 13

BC) to his pyramid (Hassan, 1946, p. 82, fig. 35).
The reason behind this return to the ancient tradition
remains to be explained. Such association of a boat
with the solar temple somehow mirrors the Early
Dynastic royal funerary landscape, which shows the
boats located near the areas dedicated to the royal
cult rather than with the royal tombs. It is tempting
to propose that the origins of this Old Kingdom tra-
dition lie in Abydos North (Nuzzolo, 2015, pp. 373-
374, 378, 384-385). Because solar temples are the
result of religious and intellectual innovations
achieved centuries after the first two dynasties, it is
dubious that any voluntary references to Early Dynas-
tic practices were intended. However, it further sup-
ports the ceremonial and performative function of
these boats, which seem to have prevailed since the
1st Dynasty.

Conclusions

Based on the currently available data, it is plausible
that boat burials and boat-shaped pits were primarily
associated with ceremonial and ritual areas in early
Egypt. They are usually located to the north of mas-
tabas belonging to high officials and near the ceremo-
nial enclosures of North Abydos where ritual
activities dedicated to the king were most probably
performed. The new institutionalised religious and
funerary system of the 1st Dynasty directly stems
from symbolism and traditions developed during
the Predynastic Period. In addition to their partici-
pation in ceremonial and ritual events, these boats
may also have been used to transport the funerary
equipment, perhaps sometimes along with the
deceased, to the site of the grave. Such a role as offer-
ing containers is echoed in some boat models discov-
ered in funerary contexts and, later, in boat-shaped
baskets filled with food placed in front of the
deceased as depicted on the walls of Old Kingdom
tombs (Figure 7).

The suggestion that Early Dynastic boats played an
active role in ritual and funerary ceremonies before
being recycled or buried seems supported by the
archaeological data. Such ceremonies would only have
been performed for the kings and the members of the
ruling elite buried at Saqqara, Abusir and Abu Rawash,
which might explain the discrepancies observed at Hel-
wan. Indeed, and although this is very speculative, it is
possible that the lower-ranked population buried at
Helwan tried to emulate the complex funerary practices
of the elite as accurately as they could. The physical
absence of a boat would not have been a problem
since the sole performative presence of a boat-shaped
pit (whether it was located to the north of the mastaba
or not) would have sufficed.

The tradition of burying boats continues through-
out the Old Kingdom, the major difference being
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that during the 4th Dynasty, the temple, the pyramid,
and the boat-shaped pits were not separated. It can be
argued, although this is impossible to prove, that it
quickly appeared more economic to substitute the
burying of valuable boats by impressive life-size
boat-shaped pits. Indeed, the two rectangular deposit
rooms where Khufu’s actual cedar boats were found
only played a very pragmatic function and are differ-
ent from the impressive boat-shaped pits excavated
near the cultic areas of most of the Old Kingdom pyr-
amidal complexes. Those should tentatively be under-
stood as symbolic renditions of boats. If almost all Old
Kingdom royal funerary complexes offered boat-
related structures, only a handful of private mastabas
of the elite offered some. The development of Sun
temples during the 5th and 6th Dynasties, which
were disconnected from the royal funerary complexes,
created an organisation more like the one of the Early
Dynastic Period, thus suggesting a ‘reconciliation of
the older cultic tradition with the new solar expec-
tations’ (Nuzzolo, 2015, p. 380). The practice appar-
ently fell into disuse after the 6th Dynasty and then
experienced a revival during the Middle Kingdom
(Creasman & Doyle, 2015).

During the 4th Dynasty and most of the 5th Dynasty,
before the development of the Pyramids Texts and the
first mentions of solar barques, the functions of boat
burials and boat-shaped pits probably remained similar
to those of the Early Dynastic Period since these struc-
tures were invariably located near the temple where
royal cult activities took place. Nothing supports that
these boats had a solar connotation at this stage.

Although adaptations and were
implemented according to the development of new
ideological and theological systems, boat burials and
boat-shaped pits remained part of the funerary land-
scape almost without interruption from the 1st Dynasty
until the end of the Old Kingdom. Future archaeologi-
cal work around the royal enclosures at North Abydos,
but also near Old Kingdom pyramids (especially that of
Menkaure, the surroundings of which remain poorly
investigated) and solar temples will probably bring to
light new structures and enhance our current knowl-
edge of these impressive achievements.

innovations

Notes

1. They rank among the oldest and best-preserved boats
known to date. As far as is known, the oldest water-
craft discovered in Africa comes from Dufuna, near
Lake Chad in north-eastern Nigeria. This dugout
canoe is at least 8000 years old (Breunig, 2014,
pp. 168-169, fig. 1.11.2).

2. This kind of oakum is attested in traditional boatbuild-
ing in Africa. For example, A. Lane Fox ‘Pitt-Rivers’
saw this technique on a canoe from Lake Chad ‘formed
of planks, rudely shaped with a small hatchet, and

strongly fastened together by cords passed through
holes bored in them, and a wisp of straw between,
which the people say effectually keeps out the water’
(Lane Fox ‘Pitt-Rivers’, 1875, p. 409).
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