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. T.GYPT (AE.83), Peter Lacovara engaged directly with
i_the geological issues that surround the controversy of
the age of the Great Sphinx at Giza. It was these geological
issues that, in the late 1980s, provided my introduction to
the Sphinx. However, Lacovara's article largely presents the
case that was being made by Egyptologists at that stage in
the late Twentieth Century, rather than examining a num-
ber of the more recent interventions, including my own
contributions to the debate. After extensive studies of the
geology and archaeology of the Sphinx and its position
within the Giza necropolis, | have reached the conclusion
that the Great Sphinx is significantly older than Khufu's
pyramid.

Khufu Knew the Sphmx was the title of a 1997 self-pub-
lished article in which | set out my arguments for a pre-
Fourth Dynasty Sphinx at Giza. Having examined the condi-
tion and structure of the limestones that are exposed in the
Sphinx enclosure and compared my own notes with

detailed drawings published by K.L. Gauri, it was evident
that the most heavily eroded limestones lay behind the
Sphinx, at the foot of the sloping plateau. This distribution
was fully consistent with the action of rainfall run-off gen-
erated from the upslope areas of the plateau, particularly
the extensive area between the Sphinx and the Khafra pyra-
mid. Although a number of other researchers sought to
attribute the erosion and weathering of the Sphinx to other
processes, when examined in detail, none of these other
processes were able to account fully for all the features of
degradation that exist within the Sphinx enclosure.

In 1997, | was largely unaware of the evidence for run-off
in ancient Egypt and looking back, it is perhaps surprising
that this feature had not previously been identified as a
major contributing factor to the erosion of the Sphinx. It is
now clear, however, that a number of tombs in the Valley
of the Kings were choked by debris that was washed into
them by run-off and the survival of the almost intact burial
of Tutankhamun has been attributed to the entrance of the
tomb having been lost beneath flood debris. Evidence for
the destructive potential of run-off at Giza was identified in



the 1930s by George Reisner, who found that a mudbrick
section of Menkaura’s Valley Temple had been damaged
during a surface run-off event that occurred in the Sixth
Dynasty. Karl Butzer has suggested that the impressive Wall
of the Crow, in the south of the Giza necropolis, was built
to protect the workmen’s settlement from the destructive
force of run-off.

Of course, erosion by run-off tells us nothing about the
age of the Sphinx — as the evidence from the Valley of the
Kings indicates, Egypt experienced significant run-off
events throughout the Pharaonic Period and such events
have continued into modern times. My conclusion that the
Sphinx pre-dates the Fourth Dynasty required the consider-
ation of another often-overlooked aspect of the geoar-
chaeology of the Giza Plateau: ancient quarrying. Mark
Lehnér has shown that a large quarry was excavated during
the reign of Khufu, only a short distance upslope of the
Sphinx. The significance of this quarry for the age of the
Sphinx is enormous: once quarrying was underway, run-off
will ‘have been unable to reach the Sphinx enclosure, dis-
charging instead into the open excavation or into the loose
wind-blown sand that subsequently infilled it. To have been
eroded by run-off therefore, the Sphinx enclosure had to
have been present at Giza before the earliest quarrying
activity began — that is before the reign of Khufu.
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Letters from Eqgypt, Ethiopia, and the Peninsula of Sinal.

It was some years after these ideas were first formally
published that | came across a letter written in 1843 by
Richard Lepsius, describing his direct experience of a brief
but intense seasonal rainstorm at Giza (see above). He
describes the “mountain torrent” that was generated
across the unquarried areas on which the pyramids stand,
which then discharged downslope across the sandier, quar-
ried areas of the plateau. It is with a palpable sense of relief
that Lepsius describes the way in which the powerful run-
off was brouht to an abrupt halt, forming a lake in a hollow
behind the Sphinx — a lake that had “no outlet”. His relief
is understandable. What damage would have been
wrought to the Sphinx, if this run-off had been able to cas-
cade through the sand-filled Sphinx enclosure? Lepsius
would not have been aware of the presence of quarries at
Giza, yet his first-hand account provides strong confirma-
tion of my view that following the quarrying activity of
Khufu, even the most aggressive run-off was unable to
reach the Sphinx enclosure.

There is a range of other geological evidence for a pre-
Fourth Dynasty Sphinx that | have presented elsewhere and,
in the interests of brevity, will not repeat here. When con-
sidered collectively, this evidence is compelling. What geol-
ogy cannot do however is provide an absolute date for the
original excavation of the Great Sphinx.

It is my view that the Great Sphinx is a product of the Early
Dynastic Period in Egypt and was originally carved in the
form of a lion. On this basis, the familiar pharaonic head
represents a later re-carving of the original limestone stat-
ue. It has frequently been noted that the head of the Sphinx
is not in proportion with the body. More significant in my
view, is the state of preservation of the head, which still
retains many of the detailed features of the face and nemes
head-dress. It has been suggested that this is due to the
greater durability of the limestone strata from which the
head was carved; however when assessed in detail, the
published data does not support this. In terms of the com-
position and durability of the various limestone beds, chem-
ical analysis allows no clear distinction to be drawn
between the head and the body of the Sphinx.

When | first began to investigate the age of the Sphinx,
the generally held view was that the origins of the Giza
necropolis lay securely in the Fourth Dynasty and, even
today, there is little discussion of the growing evidence for
activity at Giza during the earliest periods of ancient Egypt.
Distinctive ceramics associated with the Pre-Dynastic Maadi
culture were found on the Giza plateau and in the imme-
diate surrounding areas in the late 1800s, but these were
not recognised as Maadi-cultural material until a century



later. The area surrounding the Giza
plateau remains the only area west of the
Nile in which traces of the Maadi culture
have been found. Excavations in the
1970s in the south-east of the necropo-
lis, encountered an area of site-clearance
debris — material scraped off the Giza

plateau to allow the pyramids to be built.
A recent detailed review of these finds
has confirmed that the material spans
the period from the late Nagada to the
reign of Khafra. In a 2009 paper, Peter

Der Manuelian revisited excavations
undertaken by George Reisner in the
north west of Giza and was able to con-

firm that at this location, there had been
two periods of tomb construction, both
of which pre-dated the construction of
the nearby Great Pyramid. Add to this
the evidence of the weathered remains
of niched-facade decoration on a small
number of rock-cut tombs in the Central
Field area of Giza — decoration of a style
used in the First and Second Dynasties
(see above) — and it is evident that Giza
was in use during the earliest phases of
the Pharaonic era. It is my view that what
was to become the Great Sphinx was an
important part of that early develop-
ment.




Image from W.M.F Petrie, The Royal
Tombs Of The First Dynasty — Part 2,
(Egypt Exploration Fund, London,
1901), Plate VII. 7.
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Recently, Mark Lehner wrote “... it is sur-
prising that the Sphinx appears suddenly
without much precedent”. This general
assumption that the concept of the
Sphinx appeared fully-formed in the
Fourth Dynasty, is often coupled with the
rise to prominence of the sun god at this
time, as evidenced by the adoption of the
epithet 'Son of the Sun’ in the royal titles
of Djedfra. Recently, however, a number
of Egyptologists have presented evidence
for significant Early Dynastic associations
between pharaoh and the cult of Ra.
Furthermore, by drawing evidence from
the Royal Annals and other Early Dynastic

monuments, | have been able to identify
important links between one particular
lion deity and the worship of Ra during
the reigns of some of Egypt's earliest
pharaohs.

In the theology of Ra, the objective for
the king’s spirit was to travel through the
underworld to reach the sacred barque of
the sun god. A number of Early Dynastic
artefacts suggest that rather than under-
take this spiritual journey alone, pharachs
of that time were accompanied by the
jackal god, Wepwawet and the lioness,
Mafdet. As a god of the underworld and
the 'Opener of the Ways', Wepwawet
played a general role in protecting the
king during his journey through the
underworld. In the Pyramid Texts, Mafdet
is described as a ‘killer of snakes’ and it is
my view that Mafdet accompanied
pharaoh’s spirit in order to fulfil a very
specific role — to overcome the serpent
deity Mehen, whose protective coiled
body was wrapped around the solar bar-
que.

As a representation of Mafdet, the pre-
Fourth Dynasty lion statue at Giza had
links with Early Dynastic sun-worship and
the developing cult of Ra. Unlike their
predecessors however, the powerful
kings of the Fourth Dynasty — the semi-
gods who could raise the mighty pyra-
mids — no longer felt the need to call on
the attendance of other deities when
undertaking their spiritual journey to Ra.
It is in the Fourth Dynasty, therefore, that
we see the emergence of the concept of
the sphinx as the royal personification of
the lioness god, Mafdet.

There is supporting evidence from the
archaeological record to suggest that the
concept of the sphinx was the result of a
process of evolution that culminated in
the Fourth Dynasty. A pair of ceramic
lions were found recently at North
Saqgara with the cartouche of Khufu
etched in the clay between the front
paws (see opposite, top). Why was it con-
sidered appropriate for Khufu to associ-
ate himself with this lioness deity, rather
than identify himself as a sphinx as many
later pharaohs did? Does the fact that
Khufu is not identified as a sphinx sug-
gests that the concept of the sphinx had
not fully emerged at this time? A sphinx
found at Abu-Rowash (see opposite, bot-
tom) and dated to the subsequent reign
of Djedefra may present further evidence
for the evolution of the concept of the
Sphinx in the Fourth Dynasty. This lime-



stone sphinx has been modified, with
possible re-cutting around the face and
the addition of plaster to the head and
front paws of the lion. Sections of the
plaster have, however, fallen away from
around the head to reveal a pair of lion's
ears. Does the Abu Rowash Sphinx repre-
sent the earliest known example of mod-
ifications to a statue of Mafdet to per-
sonify the ‘killer of snakes’? If so, this
strengthens my view that shortly after,
perhaps in the reign of Khafra, the
weathered head of the long-extant lion
statue at Giza was re-carved into the
head of a pharaoh.

Despite there having been very little
academic consideration of the origins of
the sphinx, there is evidence to suggest
that the sphinx was the result of an evo-
lution in religious thought and practice
that occurred in the period leading up to
the mid-Fourth Dynasty. The concept of
the sphinx therefore, can be seen to have
evolved in parallel with the emerging
royal cult of Ra. As such, the Great Sphinx
may represent a lasting symbol of the
efforts of the Heliopolitan priesthood to
elevate their patron deity, Ra, to a posi-
tion as the principal god of the ancient
Egyptian state.

All photos by the author unless
otherwise stated.
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