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T he modern eye is trained on the architecture of 
classical antiquity. Even great modern architects 
like Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and Louis 
Kahn saw their own work in relation to Greek 

and Roman masterpieces. Architectural historians have 
traditionally considered the evolution of the Greek temple 
to be the origin of architecture. In his Essai sur l’architecture 
(1753), Marc-Antoine Laugier postulated a “primitive hut” 
of wood as the direct starting point for the development of 
the Greek temple, and thus architecture itself. Since Laugier, 
architectural historians have considered the genesis of the 
Doric temple a quasi-natural process that led from the 
simplest forms of construction to the classical order.

In Egypt, the visitor is confronted with buildings that 
are not only much older than the Greek ones, but that also 
seem to be of a completely different nature. Such structures 
suggest that the origin of architecture is far more com-
plicated than is generally assumed. The structure of the 
Egyptian plant-shaped column and the onion-like expand-
ability of Egyptian temples do not seem to fit into the canon 
of classical architecture. Terms like “architectural style” or 
“order” are of little help in describing the development of 
Egyptian architecture. In his Bemerkungen zur ägyptischen 
Baukunst des Alten Reiches (1944), Herbert Ricke accentuates 
what he perceives to be categorical, structural differences 
between Greek and Egyptian architecture. Following 

intrODuctiOn



xii INTRODUCTION

his lead, Egyptology today generally regards the build-
ings of ancient Egypt as symbols, or bearers of meaning. 
Egyptologists thus tend to explain developments in archi-
tecture in terms of assumed changes in religious concepts 
and practices, often without considering the actual form 
and structure of the buildings themselves.

The pyramids of Giza and the temples at Deir al-Bahari, 
Karnak, and Edfu—to name but a few examples—are not 
only symbols, but masterpieces of architecture that extend 
beyond their religious and cultural contexts. When study-
ing such monuments, it is essential to remember the nature 
of architecture, which is first and foremost a way of orga-
nizing space. Although it cannot be classified as art, in the 
sense that buildings tend to possess some functionality in 
addition to their aesthetic design, architecture is more than 
just a machine that performs best when going unnoticed. By 
defining spaces, and distinguishing between high and low, 
wide and narrow, light and dark, architecture creates mean-
ing in its depictions of closeness and distance, and of unity 
and hierarchy. 

Buildings are the results of choices. Whether conscious 
or not, these choices are made under specific historical, 
social, and economic conditions. However, architecture is 
not simply a by-product of a set of circumstances; rather, it 
contributes to how society understands itself. On the occa-
sion of rebuilding the destroyed House of Commons in 

London in 1943, Winston Churchill famously stated: “We 
shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.” 
Indeed, buildings provide a direct, undisguised access to 
the values and ideals of a society and its culture. This short 
book attempts to draw upon this quality of architecture, 
by describing ancient Egyptian society through its mon-
uments. It focuses on fifteen selected masterpieces, each of 
which represents an important stage in the development 
of Egyptian architecture. Over time, and across a period 
that spans more than three millennia, fundamental ques-
tions about the relationship between architectural space 
and society have been answered in different ways. Each of 
the fifteen buildings presents a particular answer to these 
questions, offering a different vision of what architecture is 
able to achieve.

In order not to distract from overarching developments 
in architectural design, references to historical, social, and 
cultural developments are by necessity kept in general 
terms, without entering into the nuances that ordinarily 
would need to be taken into consideration. In this vein, this 
book also forgoes footnotes. The intention is to provide, 
not a comprehensive architectural history of ancient Egypt, 
but rather an introduction to Egyptian architecture for the 
interested visitor of Egyptian monuments, and to remind 
researchers that many buildings of ancient Egypt are, above 
all, architectural treasures.
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Fig. 1. Map of Egypt, 
with location of buildings 
mentioned in the text.
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every era brings about its particular challenges. 
Time and again, architects have been called upon 
to tackle numerous issues by providing viable 
solutions through their work. This was no less 

the case in ancient Egypt. In the early period of Egyptian 
history, from the beginnings of Egyptian culture in the 
fourth millennium bce to the middle of the Old Kingdom 
around 2500 bce , the overriding obstacle was nature: how 
the plenty provided by the Nile river was to be harnessed, 
and how the predictable and unpredictable dangers of the 
environment—its flora and fauna (or lack thereof)—were to 
be faced. The sociopolitical response to this challenge was 

the creation of a state, under the rule of a god-like king. 
People were assigned their places within this state, under-
taking defined responsibilities toward their superiors and 
receiving economic security as a reward. In this new society, 
architects contributed by turning their king-led state into 
a specific vision of space and power. The basic spatial ele-
ment of this vision was the solid body, placed in relation to 
nature and imbued with the powers of the state. Over time, 
variations of this theme were adopted, five of which will be 
discussed in this section. They reflect an early search for the 
possibilities of architecture, and what architecture should 
aspire to achieve.

part 1
SuBDuing the FOrceS OF nAture 

AnD the FOunDing OF A StAte



Fig. 3. Depiction of the per-wer on tablets from Tomb U-j at Abydos. Drawings after Günter Dreyer, 1998.

Fig. 2. Full-scale model of 
a per-wer in the complex 
of King Djoser at Saqqara. 
Reconstruction according to 
Jean-Philippe Lauer, 1936.
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the first of fifteen buildings to be discussed here 
is of a rather mythical nature. Although it is 
known mostly from historic sources, its origins lie 
well before the beginnings of written history. In 

Egyptian texts it is known as the per-wer, a name that can be 
translated as “House of the Great,” wer being a reference to 
the chief of a community. The white crown of Upper Egypt 
was housed in this building, in which rulers were crowned 
as one step in a complex ritual that made them kings. The 
per-wer was considered to be the shrine of Nekhbet, a vul-
ture-shaped goddess who protected the king. On reliefs, she 
is typically shown flying with wings spread over the ruler of 
Upper Egypt.

The original per-wer stood in al-Kab (ancient Nekheb), 
a small town on the east bank of the Nile river, some 65 km 
south of Luxor (fig. 1). Nothing has been found of the orig-
inal shrine, although its remains are possibly still preserved 
below the floor of the later temple of Nekhbet. Nevertheless, 
representations of the structure are found in many reliefs, and 
a depiction of the building was even used as a hieroglyph, and 
as a determinative for any shrine of an Upper Egyptian god. 
Detailed, large-scale, and even three-dimensional representa-
tions are found in the complex of Djoser at Saqqara (fig. 2), 
and later in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir al-Bahari.

Some of the earliest depictions of the per-wer have been 
discovered in Tomb U-j at Abydos. The tomb is famous 

the per-Wer: hArneSSing AniMAL pOWer
1



Fig. 5. Tomb T23 at Hierakonpolis. Reconstruction, 2021. Preserved remains according to Renée Friedman, 2005.

Fig. 4. Tent of nomads 
of the Beja tribe 
at Atbara, Sudan. 
Photograph by 
Bertramz, 2008.
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for containing the earliest evidence of writing in Egypt. 
Discovered by German Egyptologist Günter Dreyer in 
1988, the tomb belonged to King Scorpion, who ruled over 
large parts of Upper Egypt around 3200 bce. Several hun-
dred objects were found in the tomb, among them 400 wine 
jars that had been imported from the Levantine coast. In the 
tomb, Dreyer also discovered 160 tiny labels made of bone 
or ivory that had been attached to goods—possibly textiles 
and oils. Several are inscribed with numbers that may have 
referred to either the quantity or the quality of the mate-
rial. On others, names are recorded, indicating the material’s 
supplier. Among them are several which have been inter-
preted as the names of cities: an elephant and a group of 
mountains refer to Abydos, a stork and a throne to Bubastis, 
and a heron and palace façade to Buto (for the location of 
the cities, see fig. 1).

The short inscriptions are interesting not only for their 
evidence of the evolution of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, 
but also for the drawings they contain. On ten labels there 
are detailed depictions of huts that closely resemble later 
representations of the per-wer (fig. 3). Vertical or diagonal 
hatching indicates that the huts were covered by woven 
mats, whereas a curved outline suggests that the mats were 
laid upon a supporting structure of wooden beams. Huts 
of this kind may sometimes still be seen today, for example 
among the Beja nomads of the Eastern Desert (fig. 4). On 
the drawings, several vertical lines to the right represent a 
row of taller poles; these carry a kind of entrance roof, which 
slopes upward and outward, like the opening to a tent. 
Horizontal lines at the top edge of the poles might indicate 
the protruding ends of roof beams.

Egyptologist Klaus Kuhlmann (1996) explains the 
appearance of the per-wer purely by the method of its 

construction of reed, comparing it to present-day serif 
structures. The drawings on the labels suggest that some-
thing more is involved. Above or below the hut an animal 
is depicted—in some cases it resembles a hippopotamus, in 
others an elephant or some horned animal. What is most 
curious about these animal depictions is the close resem-
blance they bear to the representations of the hut: The 
protruding roof beams look like the tusks or horns of the 
animal, the curved outline of the hut like its back. To the left, 
the huts even appear to have tails. The builder of the huts—
and certainly the draftsperson sketching them on the ivory 
labels—clearly intended to liken the shape of each building 
to that of an animal.

Recent discoveries at Hierakonpolis suggest that such 
animal-shaped buildings did indeed exist. Hierakonpolis 
was a large urban center located across the river from 
al-Kab, where the actual per-wer stood (fig. 1). The region 
had already been settled by 4500 bce when refugees from 
the Sahara congregated in the Nile Valley. In the course of 
excavations conducted at Hierakonpolis since 1967, many 
remains of wood-and-reed structures have been found, 
including houses, workshops, and even a ritual complex 
dating from 3600 bce onward.

Among the structures uncovered is Tomb T23 (fig. 5). 
The tomb is one of several elaborate buildings in a ceme-
tery that Egyptologist Barbara Adams discovered in 1979, in 
a desert valley to the west of Hierakonpolis. Tomb T23 is 
likely to have been constructed for one of the early rulers of 
the town. The ruler was buried in a large pit together with 
rich funeral goods. Like many tombs of the cemetery, the pit 
was positioned inside a rectangular precinct, which was ori-
ented east–west. Traces in the ground indicate that the 15-m 
long and 9-m wide precinct was surrounded by a reed fence. 
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The entrance to the enclosure was located near the eastern 
end of the north side. Inside, Adams observed a number of 
larger postholes, some with traces of wood still preserved 
in them. A dozen of these holes surround the burial pit, 
suggesting that a hut-like structure had been erected above 
it. Such structures are also known from other tombs of the 
cemetery, and are usually rectangular in ground plans. In 
the case of Tomb T23, however, the postholes depict an oval 
instead of a rectangle, indicating the oval shape of the hut. 
At the western end, a small annex seems to have been added 
to the hut to incorporate a secondary burial pit, which may 
have housed additional funeral goods or a second burial. 
More postholes are found on the opposite, eastern side of 
the hut; they are arranged in two rows with three holes each, 
and form a kind of porch. The porch is positioned near the 
entrance to the enclosure and is thus likely to have marked 
the hut’s entrance.

The postholes suggest that the building may have looked 
similar to those depicted on the ivory labels of Abydos (fig. 3).  
The hut’s oval shape probably intended to evoke the body 
of an animal, while the porch was likely to have repre-
sented the front of the animal and its raised head. Tusks or 
horns mounted on the protruding roof beams would have 
reinforced the image of a huge beast, and the annex at the 
back of the hut may be the “tail” noted on many drawings. 
Tomb T23 may indeed have been built as a kind of per-wer. 
If so, the remains discovered at Hierakonpolis would be 
the first direct evidence of the existence of such a building. 
Interestingly, many animals have been found buried at the 
same cemetery, including an elephant, a hippopotamus, a 
crocodile, a baboon, and gazelles.

The per-wer could be interpreted as a symbolic structure 
whose meaning largely eludes us today. But at the time of its 

construction, the per-wer was more than just a symbol; it was 
a real building, constructed of wood and mats, that was to be 
entered and used, presumably for certain rituals. Even with-
out any knowledge of the specific, symbolic meaning of the 
per-wer, a visitor would have been impressed by the peculiar 
shape of the building, which was not a naturalistic represen-
tation of an animal, nor a sculpture like the later sphinx. The 
form was only reminiscent of certain traits of large mammals, 
including their strong backs and the sharpness of their tusks 
or horns. Such traits conveyed strength and fierceness, and it 
is this show of power that would have struck a visitor most. 
By reinforcing the sculptural qualities of the hut, the builders 
created something more than a structure of wood and mats: 
they created architecture—space shaped to create meaning.

Like the per-wer, ancient Egyptian kings themselves were 
associated with the spirits of animals. King Scorpion was not 
only named after an animal, but also evoked animal powers 
through his choice of attire. Like pharaohs of later dynasties, 
he wore the tail of a bull on the skirt, a cobra on the fore-
head, and feathers of a falcon on the breast. Although these 
accessories did not literally turn the king into the image of 
a bull, a snake, or a falcon, they did imbue him with the 
powers of those animals. In predynastic times the Egyptian 
king was associated with the powers of an elephant, possibly 
at a time when elephants still roamed parts of the Sahara. 
Later, the pharaoh was also likened to a falcon circling the 
sky, a lion killing his enemies, and a fertile bull.

At a superficial level, the animal-like powers of the 
Egyptian king served to intimidate, and ultimately subju-
gate, his people. In the formative period of Egyptian culture, 
the chieftains of individual towns competed for regional 
supremacy. Among these early rulers were the aforemen-
tioned King Scorpion of Abydos, and the unknown owner 
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of Tomb T23 at Hierakonpolis. Early representations of 
Egyptian kings are filled with depictions of war, of rulers 
slaying the inhabitants of other towns. King Narmer 
bragged about killing 6,000 enemies, while the later King 
Khasekhemwy boasted about slaying 47,209 opponents. 
Associating themselves with the forces of animals—and the 
gods they manifested—would certainly have proved advan-
tageous in times of war.

Nevertheless, the animal-like powers with which a king 
was imbued ought to be considered in a wider context. 
When Scorpion became king, Egypt was a different country 
than it is today. The environment was still largely domi-
nated by the forces of nature. Rainfall had become scarce 
in the Sahara, turning it into a desert that was little suited 
for habitation. Indeed, aside from some oases, the only 
major water source left was the Nile river. Fed by the mon-
soon rains in the Ethiopian highlands, the river regularly 
flooded the valley from July to October. Its annual rhythm 
of flooding and recession regulated life in the Nile Valley. 
The resulting environment of stark contrasts—agricultural 
land and reed marshes on the one hand, and a desert on 
the other—was populated by a rich and diverse wildlife, 
including fish, birds, reptiles, mammals, and insects of many 
kinds. Moreover, natural enemies of humans like poisonous 
snakes, lions, crocodiles, and hippopotami freely roamed the 
landscape. It is therefore unsurprising that the experiencing 
of these forces of nature, and the confrontation with nature’s 
richness and challenges, very much defined Egyptian cul-
ture, particularly in its formative phase.

Rulers, like King Scorpion, directed the building of 
channels, the construction of dams, and the division of land. 
In his role as divine leader, the Egyptian king was made 
responsible for the coming of the flood, the fertility of the 
fields, and a favorable harvest. To achieve this regulating 
influence on nature, he called upon the power of the gods. To 
converse with gods—and at times assume their powers—the 
king had to take the form of an animal, and included parts 
of animals in his regalia. In representations, rulers are seen 
wrestling with animals, including lions and other beasts. For 
example, the killing of a hippopotamus would later come 
to symbolize the mythical victory of the falcon-shaped king 
Horus over the beast-shaped Seth.

The same may have applied to buildings like the per-wer. 
By assuming the shape of an animal, the per-wer was likewise 
imbued with certain animal-like powers—the strength and 
aggressiveness of an elephant, a hippopotamus, or some other 
beast. Like the attire of the king, the shape of the building 
would at one level have served to impress a king’s subjects, 
or enemies from neighboring regions. More importantly, 
however, they were intended to stand in the face of nature. 
The per-wer was the site of the crowning of the king of Upper 
Egypt, the ruler who confronted the forces of nature: drought, 
flood, infertility, and the aggression of natural enemies. The 
building itself was part of the scenery that prepared the king 
for these struggles. Like the king, it was meant to overcome 
natural forces through assimilation. As such, the per-wer rep-
resented an early vision of what architecture could achieve: 
exerting influence over the natural environment.



Fig. 6. The Shunet al-Zebib at Abydos. Reconstruction of niched enclosure wall, 2021.
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At Abydos, several huge enclosures are preserved 
at the edge of the desert. The largest and best 
preserved among these is known today by the 
Arabic nickname Shunet al-Zebib, or “store-

house of raisins.” It was built by Khasekhemwy, the last king 
of the Second Dynasty. The reign of Khasekhemwy marks 
the unification of Egypt under a sole ruler, following a period 
of regional disintegration. However, the idea of a unified state 
may be traced back some four centuries earlier, to rulers like 
the aforementioned King Scorpion. The first king to bring 
the Nile Valley under his sole power, from the First Cataract 
in the south to the Delta in the north, was King Narmer. 
His immediate successor, Hor Aha, was later credited with 

founding the First Dynasty and establishing a new cap-
ital at the site known as Memphis, near modern Cairo. 
Disintegrating forces had reappeared in the Second Dynasty, 
however. Khasekhemwy finally reunified the country around 
2800 bce , giving the Egyptian state a second beginning.

By far the largest monument constructed at that time 
was the Shunet al-Zebib of Khasekhemwy (figs. 6 and 7). 
The imposing remains of the building were first exam-
ined in detail by the British archaeologist Edward Ayrton 
in 1904. Afterward, Egyptologist David O’Connor carried 
out further investigations starting in 1988, and since then 
extensive restoration work has been underway at the site. 
The complex is 137 m long and 77 m wide, and thus larger 

the Shunet AL-ZeBiB: pOWer By SepArAtiOn
2
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than a football field. It is rectangular in ground plan and 
surrounded by two massive perimeter walls constructed 
entirely of sun-dried mud brick. The inner wall is 5 m thick 
and can be reconstructed to have been an imposing 12 m in 
height. It is surrounded by a 3-m thick and 4-m high outer 
wall. Four gates provide access to the interior, one gate on 
each side of the enclosure. The main entrance is located at 
the southern end of the long eastern side. The interior of 
the enclosure remains largely free of construction, except 
for a small building positioned near the main entrance.

The function of the Shunet al-Zebib and other similar 
enclosures is not well understood. It appears to have been con-
structed as an adjunct to the king’s tomb, which was located in 
the desert, some 1.5 km to the south. The enclosure probably 
served the cult of the king in some way, and the design of the 
architecture may have been based on that of contemporary 
royal palaces, of which little is known today. The layout of 
the small building inside the enclosure resembles that of con-
temporary houses; it probably served as a place of residence 
for the king during his lifetime, and possibly to house a statue 
thereafter. The remaining open area of the enclosure may 
have been used for the assembly of people and goods, and as 
a stage for the performance of certain rituals. The contempo-
rary names for the enclosures—such as “companions of the 
gods,” “seats of the gods,” or “mounds of the gods”—suggest 
that cult images of gods were assembled in the precinct for 
occasional gatherings aimed at the renewal of kingship.

The architecture of the Shunet al-Zebib clearly expresses 
the status of its owner. Due to their thickness and monumental 
height, the outer walls of the complex appear extremely well 
fortified. Early researchers like Edward Ayrton even called 
the enclosure a “fort.” The walls lack bastions, however, and 
the inner wall is decorated by a pattern of narrow projections 

and recesses that are not well suited to a military purpose (fig. 
6). Rather, the walls primarily signified a separation between 
the enclosed space and the surrounding environment, and 
thus expressed the social and political status of the person 
residing within them: King Khasekhemwy.

The idea of social differentiation was enhanced by the 
design of the enclosure’s access ways (fig. 7). At the entrance 
gate of the inner enclosure wall, the direction of passage 
changes twice, thus reinforcing the separation between 
inside and outside. To enter the building inside the enclosure, 
people first had to walk past a courtyard and an anteroom, 
changing direction twice again before entering the main 
reception hall (fig. 8). The path is not only unnecessarily 
long from a functional point of view, but is also almost lab-
yrinth-like in layout. Such labyrinthian entrances can be 
found in many buildings of the period—even in ordinary 
houses. The long path established a distance between those 
inside and those approaching from outside, while simulta-
neously isolating the interior from view, and thus further 
emphasizing the status of the building’s residents.

Social differentiation is also established by the design of 
the main hall of the building inside the enclosure. The room is 
extremely elongated, with a niche-like space at its southern end, 
separated by pillars. The occupant of the building—probably 
the king—could have been seated here. People entering the 
building from the outside would have gained access through a 
door at the opposite end of the room, at the northern end of 
the east wall. The resident and received guest would have thus 
faced each other from opposite ends of an elongated room that 
was clearly designed for reception, not gathering.

The layout of the hall implies a certain element of power. 
The hall places the master of the house in the role of com-
mander and tribute-receiver, whereas the visitor is given the 



Fig. 7. Ground plan of the Shunet al-Zebib according to Edward Ayrton, 1904.



Fig. 8. The Shunet al-Zebib. 
Ground and reconstructed 
section of the palace, based 
on drawings of Edward 
Ayrton, 1904.
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role of obedient subject and tribute-giver. A clear distinc-
tion is thus made between king and subject, ruler and ruled. 
Rooms of this kind can be found in domestic buildings up to 
the end of the Old Kingdom. They embody a specific image 
of man and his role in society, an idea that would later be 
promulgated by “The Instruction of Ptahhotep,” a collection 
of maxims attributed to the Fifth Dynasty. Man is seen as a 
functionary within a fixed hierarchy, whereby the fulfillment 
of tasks is reciprocated by the favor of the superior—ulti-
mately, the king. This image of man was of fundamental 
importance for the functioning of the Egyptian state.

The concept of social differentiation is basic to the design 
of the Shunet al-Zebib, and to the state it represented. Status 
was also expressed via the decoration of the walls. All outer 
faces of the inner enclosure wall, as well as the façade of the 
interior building, were decorated with a sequence of regu-
lar projections and alternating recesses (niches). Particularly 
intricate was the decoration of the eastern, front side of the 
enclosure. Such niched façades can be found in many other 
monumental buildings of the same period, among them the 
royal palace at Hierakonpolis, an elaborate tomb in Neqada, 
and contemporary tombs in Saqqara. This kind of decora-
tion marked buildings as fashionably elite. The introduction 
of this niched architecture, and the new understandings of 
rulership it produced, are closely connected to the emer-
gence of the concept of the state in Egypt.

Niched façades of a very similar kind are also found in 
neighboring Mesopotamia. In the case of the Sumerians, such 
façades already had a long history that can be traced back to 
the beginning of the 4th millennium bc. It is likely that the 
niche architecture in Egypt was inspired by this much older 
tradition. Other architectural elements also seem to have been 
adapted from Mesopotamian prototypes during the founding 

phase of the Egyptian state. The building in the interior of 
the Shunet al-Zebib with its elongated main room can be 
understood as a copy of a Mesopotamian house type known 
as the Mittelsaalhaus in German scholarship. However, only 
the physical form of this architecture, and not its significance 
or usage, was adapted in Egypt. In Mesopotamia, the niche 
decoration was mainly developed in temples of the gods, such 
as those in Eridu, Tepe Gaura, and Uruk. In Egypt, on the 
other hand, it was initially found only on elite buildings with 
connections to royalty, such as on the palaces and tombs of 
the ruler and the highest members of his court. The foreign 
origin of the decoration may indeed have enhanced the idea 
that the enclosure was distinct from its environment, thus 
positively alienating it from its surroundings.

In Egypt, two kinds of niched façades should be dis-
tinguished. One is particularly elaborate, with surfaces 
colorfully painted in an imitation of hanging textiles, papy-
rus flowers in the upper part, and fringes along the top edge 
(fig. 9). The so-called Horus-name of the king—the name 
given to a king in his role as a manifestation of the god 
Horus—was written in a rectangle that was also decorated 
with a niched façade of this type, known as serekh in the 
ancient Egyptian language. Status was in this case expressed 
through the intricacy and wealth of the decoration.

The other type of niched façade was simpler, with a 
reduced number of recesses, and devoid of superfluous ele-
ments. An example of this is the inner enclosure wall of the 
Shunet al-Zebib, and later the enclosure wall of King Djoser 
at Saqqara. With such structures, the status of the king was 
expressed through the monumental grandeur of the niched 
wall. The regular, endless sequence of niches created a sense 
of order which, together with the monumentality of the 
12-m-high walls, stood in contrast to anything existing in the 



Fig. 9. Niched 
façade depicted on 
a stela of King Djet 
from Abydos, now 
in the Louvre 
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surrounding environment. Beyond their social and political 
function, the niched walls thus served to create a contrast 
between the natural environment and the man-made archi-
tecture. The demarcation of the rectangular walls therefore 
created a space that could be completely controlled by humans.

Particularly striking about these niched walls lacking 
lavish decoration is the fact that they were whitewashed. A 
huge, whitewashed wall also appears to have surrounded the 
capital city at Memphis, known in ancient Egyptian as the 
inebu-hedj—literally, “the White Walls” (fig. 1). According 
to the Greek historian Herodotus, the city was erected on 
an artificial island, which was created by the diversion of 
the Nile. The White Walls, just like the state it symbolized, 
was thus perceived as a highly artificial creation that was 
founded in contrast to nature.

The king of Egypt was responsible for creating order 
in the face of chaos. In mythology, this struggle between 
order and chaos was personified by the fight for supremacy 
between Horus, the god of the sky, and Seth, the god of the 
desert. According to myth, Horus eventually killed Seth, who 
had taken the form of a hippopotamus. Interestingly, the his-
torian Manetho recorded that the founder of the Egyptian 
state, King Menes, was killed by a hippopotamus, therefore 
in a sense failing his mission. After all, a successful king was 

one able to establish order in the face of a perceived chaotic 
nature. Thus, one way in which Khasekhemwy aspired to 
achieve this order was by building the Shunet al-Zebib.

The White Walls at Memphis and the niched walls of 
King Khasekhemwy at Abydos became icons of Egyptian 
statehood, much like the White House today is a symbol 
of the president of the United States. Nevertheless, the 
power of these early structures was not founded solely on 
their symbolic meaning—in the sense that they housed the 
kings of Egypt—but also on their physical properties: their 
height, structure, and color. Architecture itself—volumes 
placed in space—served to establish the idea of royal power. 
The enclosures built in the First and Second Dynasties thus 
constituted a second starting point of Egyptian architecture, 
distinct from that of the earlier per-wer. While the per-wer’s 
strange outer shape had once conveyed a sense of super-
human power, in the enclosure of Khasekhemwy, the same 
effect was achieved by the purposeful arrangement of space: 
the separation of an interior space by walls, the design of 
elongated, labyrinthine passages establishing distance, and 
the juxtaposition of ruler and ruled inside the throne cham-
ber. Both ideas of architecture—that of the per-wer and that 
of the enclosures at Abydos—would come to shape all future 
developments in Egyptian architecture.



Fig. 10. Complex of King Djoser at Saqqara. Courtyard of the chapels with the Step Pyramid in the background. Photograph 
by Dieter Arnold, 2016. 


