
THE EGYPTIAN LABYRINTH 
By ALAN B. LLOYD 

I shall speak at some length of Egypt because beyond all lands it possesses many 
wonders and marvels which pass all power to describe. 

(Herodotus, Histories, II, 35) 

To Herodotus, as to many Greeks, Egypt was a land which never ceased to astonish 
and inspire admiration. It was a land of strange customs, strange plants and animals as 
well as eccentric geography but, above all perhaps, it was a land of prodigious archi­
tectural achievements. 

One of the buildings which excited the greatest enthusiasm, rivalling even the 
Pyramids, was the Labyrinth. Unfortunately, since this monument no longer survives, 
we owe it entirely to classical sources and archaeological excavation that we have any 
knowledge of the building at all. Nevertheless, on the basis of this material several 
determined attempts1 have already been made to build up an over-all picture and it 
may well be questioned whether yet another study of the subject is likely to be of much 
value. There are, however, a number of very good reasons for a re-examination of the 
data. In the first case, although various aspects of the subject have been discussed by 
different scholars, there is no comprehensive treatment in any language. Secondly, the 
standard reconstruction of the building, that of Petrie, needs correction in several 
important respects, partly because of his inadequate knowledge of classical languages 
and partly because he fails in some matters to give proper consideration to the facts of 
Egyptian architectural practice. 

The third reason for reopening the question is the fact that the Labyrinth still 
causes considerable difficulty to some scholars. It has, indeed, been possibie, within 
the last few years, for one scholar to make the quite untenable suggestion that the 
Labyrinth was a Pyramid City, thereby flying full in the face of established facts (see 
below p. 93, n. 5). · 

In such circumstances the subject clearly needs an airing and we can, therefore, 
turn with complete justification to a detailed discussion of this vexed but fascinating 
Egyptological problem. 

There are three categories of evidence available to us in dealing with the various 
problems arising in connection with the Labyrinth: 

1 Letronne, Oeuvres Choisies, I (Paris, 1881), 294 ff.; Wiedemann, Herodots zweites Buch (Leipzig, 1890), 
s24 ff.; Myers, LAAA 3 (1910), 134 ff.; Petrie, Hawara, Biahmu and Arsinoe (London, 1889), 4 ff.; id., 
The Labyrinth, Gerzeh and Mazguneh (London, 1912), 28 ff.; Kees, RE 12, 323 ff.; De Meulenaere in Herodotos 
over de 26ste Dynastie (Louvain, 1951), II prematurely despairs. 

This study has benefited much from discussions with Mr. W. G. G. Forrest of Wadham College, Oxford, 
and my colleague Dr. J. Gwyn Griffiths, University College, Swansea. 
c~~ G 
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82 ALAN B. LLOYD 

a. Literary sources. 
b. Archaeological excavation. 
c. Our extensive knowledge of Egyptian architectural practice. 
It is necessary to deal with the data derived from the first two categories in detail; 

for in the case of the literary sources we are sometimes faced with difficult problems 
of lexicography and interpretation, while the archaeological data were published in 
excavation reports which are not easily accessible to everyone. As for the third category 
of evidence, clearly a detailed exposition is out of the question. All one can do is deal 
with the relevant aspects of Egyptian architectural practice whenever it is possible to 
use such data. 

(a) Literary sources 

There are six classical writers who deal with the Labyrinth. We give literal trans­
lations of the relevant texts in chronological order. 

1. Moreover, they decided to leave to posterity a common memorial and caused to be built a 
Labyrinth for their greater glory, a little above Lake Moeris more or less in the vicinity of the city 
called the City of Crocodiles; this Labyrinth I actually saw, a work greater than all power to describe. 
For if anyone were to add together1 the buildings constructed by Greeks and their architectural 
achievements, they would appear inferior in labour and expense to this Labyrinth. Yet both the 
temple at Ephesus and that at Samos are by no means negligible. Indeed, the Pyramids also sur­
passed all power to describe and each one of them was comparable to many great works of the 
Greeks, but the Labyrinth-it surpasses even the Pyramids. For it consists of twelve roofed courts2 

which have their gates opposite one another,3 six facing northwards and six facing south. The 
courts are also contiguous, and are confined by the same wall on the outside. Inside are two groups 
of chambers, one group underground, the other group above on top of them, 3,000 in number, 
1,500 of each type. The chambers above ground I myself saw as I passed through them and I speak 
of them on the basis of my own observation, but the subterranean group I heard of only by oral 
report. For the Egyptians in charge refused flatly to show them, saying that there lay the tombs not 
only of the kings who had caused the Labyrinth to be built in the beginning but also those of the 
sacred crocodiles. So my statements on the lower chambers are based on hearsay, though I speak 
of the upper chambers from my own observation. 

1 uv>JioyluaiTo: Two meanings have been assigned to this verb: 
(i) 'Reckon up', LSJ 1673, a; Legrand, Herodote, II (Paris, 1948), 70. 

(ii) 'Put together in one'; Rawlinson, Herodotus, u, 226. 

Godley, Herodotus (Loeb), 1, 455 and Powell, Lexicon to Herodotus, 341, both translate 'add together'. This is 
not absolutely clear but almost certainly approximates to (i). 

All the examples of uv>.>.oyl~oµ,ai quoted in LSJ appear to refer to mental rather than physical gathering and 
consequently serve to support the first translation. Nevertheless, the root may bear the second meaning, 
which certainly gives a better sense in this context. 

2 av>.a~ ICaTaO'TEYO': av>.~ in Homeric Greek denotes an open court or courtyard before a house, later an open 
court around which a house was built; cf. Herodotus, III, 77. Herodotus' description of them as 'roofed over' 
(1ea1'aUTE'Yo') is certainly odd, since a roofed av>.~ would seem to be a contradiction in terms. We ought, however, 
probably to assume that 1eaTaUT£yos is being used rather loosely and simply reflects the presence round the 
courts of a colonnade or cloister which left the central part of the court completely open. This interpretation of 
the description becomes all the more probable when one observes that it is the general practice for av.\al in 
Egyptian temples to be surrounded by porticoes in this way. 

3 This is the only possible meaning of avTl1TV.\o, a>Ji~.\1111,. 
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THE EGYPTIAN LABYRINTH 
These upper chambers are quite beyond human capacity to build; for both the exits through 

the vestibules1 and the extremely twisting and winding coursez which one must take through 
the courts inspired boundless wonder as one passed from court into chambers and from chambers 
into columned porches,J then into further vestibules from the columned porches and into yet 
other courts from the chambers. All these structures have a roof made of stone-exactly like 
the walls, and the walls are covered with reliefs, and each court has a colonnade around it made 
of exactly fitting limestone4 blocks. Adjacent to the corner at the end of the Labyrinth stands 
a pyramid 40 orguiae high on which mighty figures are carved; and a subterranean passage runs 
into it. 

Herodotus, Histories, n, 148 

1 arl'Y7/ is a little difficult. Of the attested meanings (cf. LSJ 1636, a) the following seem applicable: 
(i) 'Roofed place, room.' 

(ii) 'Covered vestibule.' 
The position of the aTlyat in the Labyrinth seems to suggest that they are near the gates. Further, if (i) were 
correct, aTl'Y7] would be identical in meaning with olKT}µa. We are, therefore, probably justified in assuming that 
(ii) is the sense here. Indeed, JG 2 2 , 1046, 12-13 contains the expression TT]v o1Tlaw Tov 7tpom5'Aov aTl'Y'/v which 
gives exactly the meaning required. 

2 £l>.tyµol denote 'windings, convolutions'. Since the word is applied to the journey through the courts, it 
seems unlikely that it means 'a winding passage way'. It might imply two things: 

(i) The visitors were led on a tortuous route around the halls. 
(ii) It was impossible to pass directly from one end to the other because of the disposition of altars, statues, 

etc., the number of which is known from Pliny and the excavations to have been considerable (see 
below). 

3 'ITaaTas is a difficult word. It occurs only once elsewhere in H. (II, 169, 5). Both passages use the word in 
the description of temples. Therefore, if we can establish the significance of the word in one case, it is probable 
that the meaning will be applicable to the other. Since II, 169, 5 contains the fullest information we must 
start from there. 

In this passage we have the following data: 
(i) The 'tTaaTOS is a afjµa, i.e. the visible part of a tomb. 

(ii) It stands EV Tjj avAfi TOV lpov. 
(iii) It is large. 
(iv) It is made of stone. 
(v) It is adorned with palm-tree columns as well as other expensive items. 

(vi) Inside are two doors giving access to the sepulchre (8~K7J) of Amasis. 
These points can only fit one thing-a mortuary temple designed to serve the cult of the dead king. How­

ever, H. calls the whole crijµa a 'ITaaTas. Since there is no known case in Greek where the 1TaaTas is a whole 
building, H. must be using the word here by a u,qµa. Ka.8' oAov Kal µlpos. 

Now, the word, when applied to a Greek temple, refers to a colonnade (cf. LSJ 1346, b, 1TaUTas, 2) such as 
ran round a temple. There are two Egyptian counterparts to this: 

(i) Very rarely one finds an Egyptian temple surrounded by an ambulatory which is supported by columns. 
This tends to become commoner in the Late Period. 

(ii) The normal counterpart is a columned porch. 
Ch. 148 suggests that H. was led through a large number of 1TaUTa8£s. It is unlikely that he would be put to the 
unnecessary trouble of being led through the ambulatories of many little temples. Therefore, the second 
alternative must be correct. H. might easily speak of the mortuary temple (afjµa.) as a 1TaaTas if, as is the case 
with the little temple of Medinet Habu (H<>lscher, Excavation of Medinet Habu, II (Chicago, 1939), 5 ff.; 
Vandier, Manuel, II (Paris, 1955), 747 ff.), much of the temple consisted of a hypostyle porch. 

One may, therefore, conclude that 'ITauTas, in both cases where H. used the word of Egyptian temples, 
refers to a hypostyle porch and we propose to translate 'columned porch'. 

One might suggest, in passing, that the mortuary installations mentioned in Herodotus, II, 169, 5 might 
well be analogous to the little mortuary temples of the High Priestesses of Medinet l;labu, see H<>lscher, 
Excavation of Medinet Habu, v (Chicago, 1954), 16 ff. 

4 H.'s AlOos ,.\£vK6s is almost certainly a dragoman's literal translation of the Egyptian Q ~ j lnr (id, 'lime­
stone' (Wb. 1, 97). 
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ALAN B. LLOYD 
2. Fourth King. 1 Lamares,2 eight years. He built the Labyrinth in the Arsinoite Nome as a tomb 

for himself. 
Manetho (Jacoby, FgrH 3 (C), 609, p. 30, 23-5) 

3. When this king died the government was recovered by Egyptians and they appointed a native 
king Mendes, whom some call Marrus. Though he was responsible for no military achievements 
whatsoever, he did build himself what is called the Labyrinth as a tomb, an edifice which is wonder­
ful not so much for its size as for the inimitable skill with which it was built; for, once in, it is 
impossible to find one's way out again without difficulty, unless one lights upon a guide who is 
perfectly acquainted with it. It is even said by some that Daedalus crossed over to Egypt and, in 
wonder at the skill shown in the building, built for Minos, King of Crete, a labyrinth like that in 
Egypt, in which, so the tale goes, the creature called the Minotaur was kept. Be that as it may, the 
Cretan Labyrinth has completely disappeared, either through the destruction wrought by some 
ruler or through the ravages of time; but the Egyptian Labyrinth remains absolutely perfect in its 
entire construction down to my own time. 

Diodorus Siculus, I, 6I 

The Dodecarchs resolve to make a common tomb as in Herodotus: 
And seized with enthusiasm for this enterprise they strove eagerly to surpass all their predeces­

sors in the size of their building. For they chose a site beside the channel leading into Lake Moeris 
in Libya and there constructed their tomb of the finest stone, laying down an oblong as the shape 
and a stade as the size of each side, while in respect of carving and other works of craftsmanship 
they left no room for their successors to surpass them. For, when one had entered the sacred enclo­
sure,J one found a temple4 surrounded by columns, 40 to each side, and this building had a roof 
made of a single stone, carved with panelss and richly adorned with excellent paintings. It contained 
memorials of the homeland of each of the Kings as well as of the temples and sacrifices carried out 
in it, all skilfully worked in paintings of the greatest beauty. Generally it is said that the kings 
conceived their tomb on such an expensive and prodigious scale that if they had not been deposed 
before its completion, they would not have left their successors any opportunity to surpass them in 
architectural feats. 6 

Id. I, 66 3-6 

4 .... the total number of nomes was equal to the number of the courts in the Labyrinth; these 
are fewer than 30.1 

Strabo, 17, I, 3 (C787) 
1 Lamares stands in Manetho in the position of Sesostris III. For an explanation of the confusion see Hall, 

JHS 25 (1905), 327, 330. 
2 .11axap1JS" in all manuscripts of Syncellus; Lampares in the Armenian version of Eusebius; Eusebius (Sync.) 

M.µ.apis- B, .116.flapis- G, .l1aµ.ap11> Gu. 
J 7TEpl{3oAos-: 'Sacred enclosure' LSJ 1370, a, 7TEpl{3oAos-, 2. This translation is preferable to Oldfather's 

'enclosure wall' (Diodorus Siculus (Loeb), I, 229) for two reasons: 
(i) There are many Late Greek examples of the word in such contexts. 

(ii) EluEA861m 'having gone into' fits an enclosure better than a wall. Had TT£plf1o>..os meant 'wall' D. S. 
would have used S1£A861m S€ as in 1, 47, 2. 

4 olKos: 'temple'. Sophocles, Greek Lexicon, 797, a, olKoS" I. Oldfather {op. cit.) translates 'court'. This 
translation it is difficult to accept since neither Sophocles nor LSJ (1204 b-1205 a) quotes any example of 
olKos in this sense, Indeed, semantically one would not expect the word to develop such a meaning anyway. 

s </Jarvai: 'panels, coffers'; LSJ 1919 b, </JaTV'YJ II; cf. Sophocles, op. cit. u36, b. 
6 It is important to note that in this passage Diodorus does not call the building 'the Labyrinth'. There is, 

therefore, no internal contradiction in his tradition on the subject. To him the tomb built by Mendes and the 
monument of the Dodecarchs are two different things. 7 Meineke, following Groskurd, emends to 36. 
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THE EGYPTIAN LABYRINTH 85 
In addition to these things there is the edifice of the Labyrinth which is a building quite equal to 

the Pyramids and nearby the tomb of the king who built the Labyrinth. There is at the point where 
one first enters the channel, about 30 or 40 stades along the way, a flat trapezium-shaped site which 
contains both a village and a great palace made up of many palaces equal in number to that of the 
nomes in former times; for such is the number of peristyle courts which lie contiguous with one 
another, all in one row and backing on one wall, as though one had a long wall with the courts 
lying before it, and the passages into the courts lie opposite the wall. Before the entrances there lie 
what might be called hidden chambers1 which are long and many in number and have paths running 
through one another which twist and turn, so that no one can enter or leave any court without a 
guide. And the wonder of it is that the roofs of each of the chambers are made of single stones and 
the width of the hidden chambers is spanned in the same way by monolithic beams of outstanding 
size; for nowhere is wood or any other material included. And if one mounts onto the roof, at no 
great height because the building has only one storey, it is possible to get a view of a plain of masonry 
made of such stones, and, if one drops back down from there into the courts, it is possible to see 
them lying there in a row each supported by 27 monolithic pillars; the walls too are made up of 
stones of no less a size. 

At the end of this building, which occupies an area of more than a stade, stands the tomb, a 
pyramid on an oblong base, each side about 4 plethra in length and the height about the same; the 
name of the man buried there was !mantles. The reason for making the courts so many is said to be 
the fact that it was customary for all the nomes to gather there according to rank with their own 
priests and priestesses, for the purpose of sacrifice, divine-offering, and judgement on the most 
important matters.2 And each of the nomes was lodged in the court appointed to it. 

Id. 17, I, 37 (C811) 

And above this city stands Abydos, in which there is the Memnonium, a palace wonderfully 
contructed of massive stonework in the same way as we have said the Labyrinth was built,3 though 
the Memnonium differs in being simple in structure. 

Id. 17, I, 42 (C813) 

5. Let us speak also of labyrinths, quite the most extraordinary works on which men have spent 
their money, but not, as may be thought, figments of the imagination. There still exists even now 
in Egypt in the Heracleopolite Nome the one which was built first, according to tradition 31600 
years ago by King Petesuchis or Tithois, though Herodotus ascribes the whole work to the Twelve 
Kings and Psammetichus, the latest of them. Various reasons are given for building it. Demoteles 
claims that it was the palace of Moteris, Lyceas the tomb of Moeris, but the majority of writers take 
the view that it was built as a temple to the Sun, and this is generally accepted. At any rate, that 
Daedalus used this as the model for the Labyrinth which he built in Crete is beyond doubt, but it is 
equally clear that he imitated only the xooth part of it which contains twisting paths and passages 
which advance and retreat-all impossible to negotiate. The reason for this is not that within a 
small compass it involves one in mile upon mile of walking, as we see in tessellated floors4 or the 

1 Cf. Sophocles, op. cit. 693, a, KpV'TTTOS, 2(a). 
2 Discussion of the text Aly, Strabonis Geographica (Bonn, 1957), 4, pp. 82 ff. 
3 Strabo means nothing more than that both the Memnonium and the Labyrinth were built of massive 

stonework, but the following expression is significant (see below). 
4 Not clear, but it is worth bearing in mind that examples are known of mosaic floors covered with Laby­

rinth patterns; cf. the House of the Labyrinth, Pompeii, Marion E. Blake, MAAR 8 (1930), 82 ff. with pl. 
19; Pernice, Pavimente undfigllrliche Mosaiken (Die hellenistische Kunst in Pompeji, 6, Berlin, 1938), 37, 76, 81, 
141 with pis. 9, 3; 19, 3. This suggestion I owe to my colleague Mr. R. J. Ling. 
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86 ALAN B. LLOYD 
displays given by boys on the Campus, 1 but that frequently doors are buried in it to beguile the 
visitor into going forward and then force him to return into the same winding paths. This was the 
second to be built after the Egyptian Labyrinth, the third being in Lemnos and the fourth in Italy, 
all roofed with vaults of polished stone, though the Egyptian specimen, to my considerable astonish­
ment, has its entrance and columns made of Parian marble,2 while the rest is of Aswan granite,J 
such masses being put together as time itself cannot dissolve even with the help of the Heracleo­
politans; for they have regarded the building with extraordinary hatred.4 

It would be impossible to describe in detail the layout of that building and its individual parts, 
since it is divided into regions and administrative districts which are called nomes, each of the 21s 

nomes giving its name to one of the houses. A further reason is the fact that it also contains temples 
of all the gods of Egypt while, in addition, Nemesis placed in the building's 40 chapels many pyra­
mids of 40 ells each covering an area of 6 arourae with their base. Men are already weary with travel­
ling when they reach that bewildering maze of paths; indeed, there are also lofty upper rooms 
reached by ramps and porticoes from which one descends on stairways which have 90 steps each; 
inside are columns of imperial porphyry,6 images of the gods, statues of kings and representations 
of monsters. Certain of the halls are arranged in such a way that as one throws open the door there 
arises within a fearful noise of thunder; moreover one passes through most of them in darkness. 
There are again other massive buildings outside the wall of the Labyrinth; they call them 'the Wing'. 
Then there are other subterranean chambers made by excavating galleries in the soil. One person 
only has done any repairs there-and they were few in number. He was Chaeremon, the eunuch of 
king Necthebis, 500 years before Alexander the Great. A tradition is also current that he supported 
the roofs with beams of acacia wood boiled in oil, until squared stones could be raised up into the 
vaults. 

Pliny, NH 36, 13 (19) 

6, The building of Psammetichus, the Labyrinth, includes within the circuit of one unbroken wall 
1 ,ooo houses and 12 palaces, and is built of marble as well as being roofed with the same material. 

1 The Ludus Troiae; cf. Verg. Aen. v, 546-603; Schneider, RE 13, 2059 ff.; Norden, Aus altromischen 
Priesterbilchern (1939), 188 ff. 

2 Limestone in fact; cf. Lepsius, Denkmiiler, Text, II (1904), 14; Hall, op. cit. 331. 
J For Syenites cf. Lucas and Harris, Ancient Egyptian Materials (4th ed., London, 1962), 58. 
4 Reading 'quod opus invisum mire spectavere'. Eichholz in Pliny, Natural History (Loeb), x, 68, reads 

•quod opus invisum mire respectavere' and translates 'Their preservation has been aided by the people of 
Heracleopolis who have shown remarkable respect for an achievement which they detest'. This is certainly 
wrong: 

(i) Classical traditions of the hatred borne by Egyptians to their ancient monuments are the result of the 
native habit of quarrying them for stone. The fact that such a tradition was current about the Labyrinth 
('opus invisum') suggests that the Egyptians had been doing just that, and makes 'respectavere' an 
unlikely emendation. 

(ii) In Strabo's time the building had clearly suffered a great deal (see below). It is not at all unlikely that 
Pliny should have been aware of this fact. 

We conclude that 'spectavere' is the correct reading. 
s None of the manuscripts of Pliny preserves this reading. It is Janus's plausible emendation of XXL, the 

reading of B. 
6 Lucas and Harris, op. cit. 417. This stone is very rare in Egyptian contexts, and it is quite out of the 

question that it was used in the Labyrinth. It does, however, occur in several parts of Egypt and was imported 
into Italy by the Romans who used it extensively as an ornamental building stone. Pliny, or his source, has 
simply thought in Roman terms. He knew the Labyrinth was a large and splendid building. ArchitectS in 
Italy often employed imperial porphyry for such buildings. Therefore, he imagined the same to be true of 
Egypt. Such thinking may well account for a number of elements in classical accounts of the Labyrinth which 
strike one as being a little eccentric. 
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THE EGYPTIAN LABYRINTH 
It has one descending way into it, and contains within almost innumerable paths, which have 
many convolutions twisting hither and thither. These paths, however, cause great perplexity both 
because of their continual winding and because of their porticoes which often reverse their direction, 
continually running through one circle after another and continually turning and retracing their 
steps as far as they have gone forwards with the result that the Labyrinth is fraught with confusion 
by reason of its perpetual meandering, though it is possible to extricate oneself. 

Pomponius Mela, Chorographia, I, 9, 56 

Before we can employ these texts correctly it is necessary for us to establish the 
nature of the source material which lay at the disposal of the authors. Obviously, 
classical statements about the builder and purpose of the Labyrinth must be based on 
tradition, whether Greek, Egyptian, or an amalgam of both. A detailed discussion of 
these particular issues would be superfluous for the purposes of this inquiry, and we 
shall postpone the treatment of such aspects as require investigation until the relevant 
subsections of this article. The major problem which we must attempt to solve at this 
point is the question of the source material which was used for the various descriptions 
of the building-in particular what was based on autopsy and what was based on 
tradition. We must further try to determine, when tradition is in question, whether 
that, in turn, drew upon reliable material or not. 

In the case of Herodotus there is no doubt that the description was based on autopsy 
since he states quite clearly that he had seen the Labyrinth himself. Diodorus, how­
ever, is a rather more complicated matter, since, without his knowledge, Book I of his 
Bibliotheke Historike contains two accounts of the Labyrinth. That the first of these 
does not result from autopsy is so obvious that formal demonstration is unnecessary. 
But what of the second ? We can be confident that this too is not based on a personal 
visit, despite the fact that Diodorus had himself visited Egypt.1 For if Diodorus had 
visited the Faiyum-an area teeming with Greeks in his time2-and if he had seen the 
huge temple to the south of Ammenemes' Pyramid, is it conceivable that he could have 
gone away ignorant of the fact that what he had seen was the world famous Egyptian 
Labyrinth? An even more crucial argument is the fact that Diodorus actually mentions 
architectural features which are virtually impossible in an Egyptian temple. Where, 
then, did the information come from? 

To answer this question one may consider the curious point that the features con­
cerned, i.e. the peristylel and the coffered ceiling,4 are typical of Greek temples. This 

1 D.S. 1, 46, 7; r, 83, 8-1}; 17, 52, 6. The complete lack of any trace of autopsy outside Alexandria justifies 
us in suspecting that the Ptolemaic capital was the limit of Diodorus' exploration of Egypt; cf. RE 5, 663. 

2 Schubart, Jfgypten von Alexander dem Grossen bis auf Mohammed (Berlin, 1922), 187 ff.; id., Die Griechen 
in Jfgypten (Leipzig, 1927), 12; Viereck, Philadelphia (Leipzig, 1928), passim; Rostovtzeff, A Large Estate 
in Egypt in the Third Century B.C. (Madison, 1922), passim; Preaux, Les Grecs en Egypte d'apres ks archives 
de Zenon (Brussels, 1947), passim. 

3 There are a number of reasons for doubting Diodorus' peristyle: 
(i) D. states that the building had 40 columns per side. Since the building was complete in his time 

(aKlpaiov T~v 0A71v KaTaaKEvT,v TETJjP71KE fLEXpl Tov Ka8' ~µa~ {Jlov) and since we know that it was oblong 
(see below p. 90), we are faced with the curious anomaly of 40 columns occupying 1,000 ft. on the long 
side and 800 ft. on the short! Furthermore, if the 40 columns ran a distance of 1,000 ft., the architraves 

[footnotes 3 and 4 continued on next page] 
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creates a very strong presumption that the person responsible for the account had 
simply assumed, probably quite unconsciously, that the Labyrinth, which he knew to 
be a temple, had the features of Greek temple architecture (cf. a similar error in 
Pliny, p. 86, n. 6 above). Who actually made the mistake, we cannot say for certain. 
Hecataeus of Abdera, one of Diodorus' major sources1 in Book I and a man who had a 
basically sound knowledge of Egypt,2 was almost certainly not the culprit. For he 
knew, from personal experience, what Egyptian temples were like,3 and, therefore, 
would not have had the attitudes or ignorance necessary to make this mistake. Lyceas 
also, being a Naucratite,4 can be dismissed for the same reason. Such a mistake would, 
in fact, require someone with an extremely limited experience of native Egyptian 
culture, and at the same time some reason to assume that Greek and Egyptian temples 
were architecturally similar, two conditions which Diodorus himself fulfils admirably. 
For if, as seems likely, he confined his activities in Egypt to Alexandria; if we bear in 
mind that here he would have encountered splendid Greek temples replete with coffer 
work and peristyles, and in an Egyptian context; if we further remember that by the 
time he came to Egypt in the period 60-56 B.c. a certain amount of cultural syncretism 
had taken place at Alexandria, it is obvious that conditions were perfect for so careless a 
writer as Diodorus to make a mistake of this order. All he would require is the vague 

must have been over 25! ft. long. This is impossible; for the Labyrinth was built largely of limestone 
(for architraves of that stone actually discovered on the site see Lepsius, op. cit. Text, II, 15), and both 
Tura and Ma'sara limestone will only span about 9 ft. at the most, though even this is too wide for 
safety when roofing slabs are to be laid upon the architraves, see Engelbach and Clark, Ancient Egyptian 
Masonry (Oxford, 1930), 12. Therefore, since inter-columniations during the Middle Kingdom were 
approximately twice the diameter of the column (Jequier, Manuel d'Archeologie, (Paris, 1924), 175), the 
total length of a limestone architrave could, at the very most, only be l3t ft. to 14 ft., considerably less 
than Diodorus' account would compel us to accept. 

(ii) If Herodotus had seen such a prodigious peristyle temple is it conceivable that he would have failed to 
mention the fact? 

(iii) Peristyle temples are known in Egypt (Borchardt, Beitriige zur iigyptischen Bauforschung und Alter­
tumskunde, Heft 2, Jf.gyptische Tempel mit Umgang (Cairo, 1938), passim; Vandier, op. cit. II, 813 ff.), 
but they are unusual, provincial, and generally rather small. The mortuary temple of Nebl)epetre< at 
Deir el-Bal)ri might suggest itself as a parallel but it is not really comparable. It was a natural develop­
ment of the Sajf-Tomb concept of the Eleventh Dynasty which is intimately bound up with the prac­
tice of cliff-burial. When the Twelfth Dynasty moved north it resumed the customs of the Old Kingdom. 
No king, as far as we know, built anything like the Eleventh Dynasty temple at Deir el-Bal)ri. It is 
unlikely that Ammenemes III did. · 

4 Coffer-work is a standard feature of Greek temples, and is found in other contexts; cf. Dinsmoor, revised 
Anderson and Spiers, The Architecture of Ancient Greece (3rd edition, London, 1950), Index s.v. coffer; 
Lawrence, Greek Architecture (Harmondsworth, 1957), fig. 93 and Berve and Gruben, Greek Temples, Theatres 
and Shrines (trans. Waterhouse, London, 1963), pl. 97; figs. 53; 142; Fyfe, Hellenistic Architecture (Cambridge, 
1936), 1 II. The present writer has failed to find any Pharaonic examples of this phenomenon and since this 
type of embellishment is, in any case, foreign to the spirit of Egyptian architecture we can be sure that it was 
not found in the Labyrinth. 

1 The views of Schwartz on this question (RE 5, l, 670 ff.), must be modified in the light of the researches 
of Spoerri, Spiithellenistische Berichte ilber Welt, Kultur und Gotter (Basie, 1959), but the importance of 
Hecataeus is beyond doubt even if not as all-pervading as Schwartz thought. 

a Meyer, Geschichte des Altertums, II, 2 (Stuttgart and Berlin, 1931), 42 ff. The note of caution sounded by 
Jacoby (FgrH 3(a), Kommentar, 36) is salutary, but does not alter the obvious fact that Hecataeus had access 
to sound information, irrespective of the 'Tendenz' with which he expounded his material. 

3 D.S. I, 46 ff. • Jacoby, FgrH 3 (c), p. 120. 
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tradition of a large and splendid temple built by the Dodecarchs in the Faiyum area, 
together with a few items like the number of columns per court, for his imagination to 
generate this description quite spontaneously on the basis of his acquaintance with 
'Egyptian' (i.e. Alexandrian) architecture. There is, therefore, an a priori case in 
favour of Diodorus' having made this rather curious mistake; however that may be, 
one thing is transparently clear. The description of the Labyrinth in Diodorus Siculus 
was largely based not on autopsy but on the false assumption that the Labyrinth con­
formed to the architectural practice of Greek temple builders. Since, however, Dio­
dorus' account is demonstrably not based purely on this source, it is possible that some 
elements are sound. 

Strabo does not actually tell us that his account is based on autopsy, but two factors, 
when used together, allow us to assume that such was the case. First of all, not only 
do we know that Strabo actually visited Egypt in the company of the Prefect A. 
Gallus, 1 but we have his express statement that this visit included a trip to the shrine of 
the sacred crocodile at Arsinoe, in the immediate vicinity of the Labyrinth. 2 In the 
second case, the passage beginning dvaf3avTa TE ~1Ti To aTlyos . • . is so vivid that one 
gets an impression that it must reflect Strabo's own exploration of the building. These 
two facts together leave no doubt that Strabo is describing what he has actually seen 
himself. 

As for Pliny, autopsy is out of the question for a number of reasons. First, he 
mentions several literary sources for the Labyrinth. Secondly, his account is very 
muddled. Thirdly, in at least one case a mistake has been made (see above, p. 86, n. 6) 
which indicates that the writer was unacquainted with the building. Fourthly, our 
knowledge of Pliny does not suggest that he ever visited Egypt. In fact, the insertion of 
such curious statements as 'superque Nemesis XL aediculis incluserit pyramides 
complures quadragenarum ulnarum senas radice dpoupas optinentes' and 'quin et 
cenacula clivis excelsa', suggests a desperate attempt to reconcile several accounts of the 
building. Since it is impossible for us to evaluate these sources the most we can say is 
that it is conceivable that some material based on reliable sources has been included, 
and we must, therefore, adopt the attitude that, by itself, a statement of Pliny on the 
Labyrinth is of little value, but that it is legitimate to use his account as corroborative 
evidence. 

Pomponius' account is based on hearsay. His information on the site and builder is 
based on Herodotus whereas nearly all of the description is simply a rhetorical exercise 
based on nothing but the implications of the word 'Labyrinth us'. However, the mention 
of a 'descensus' shows that one of his sources had access to good information, though 
the use of this word to describe the causeway is not apt and suggests that the tradition 
had become garbled in transmission through one or several of the intermediaries. 

We conclude that autopsy is only demonstrable in the case of Herodotus and 
Strabo. Diodorus' description is virtually useless while the accounts of Pliny and 

1 Strabo 2, 5, II (C117); 21 51 u (C118); 17, I, 29 (C8o6); 17, 1, 46 (C816). The question of autopsy in 
Strabo as well as the general nature of his sources is discussed by Aly, op. cit. 69 ff. 

2 Id. 17, I, 38 (C812). 

tfleming1218@gmail.com   -   February 27, 2019   -   Read articles at www.DeepDyve.com



ALAN B. LLOYD 

Pomponius are eclectic and based on hearsay. They may contain information which is 
of value but, in general, they must be treated with extreme caution. 

(b) Archeological excavations 

The site of the Labyrinth was identified by Lepsius, 1 and confirmed by Petrie in 
l 888, immediately south of the pyramid of Ammenemes III at Hawara. This stands in 
the southern part of the Faiyum not far from the BaQ.r Yusuf, an off-shoot of the Nile 
feeding the Birket Qarun which forms the remnant of the classical Lake Moeris. The 
results and conclusions of Petrie's excavation were published in two volumes, Hawara, 
Biahmu and Arsinoe (1887-8) and The Labyrinth, Gerzeh and Mazguneh (1912),2 the 
relevant details of which may be summarized as follows. 

The Labyrinth was built on open desert ground with the result that not even the 
lines of a sand substratum were available to help in the reconstruction of the ground 
plan, as would have been the case had it stood on the silt deposits of the Nile. Further­
more, the site had been exhaustively quarried for stone and the last traces of super­
structure apparently removed in the nineteenth century, to build a railway. The entire 
superficies of the building was covered by masses of limestone chips as well as larger 
fragments of sandstone and limestone which lay in turn upon a sand or beton bed of 
such proportions that it must have served as the base of a truly vast building. The 
study of the levels, however, did yield some important results; for it became clear that 
the main structure had been rectangular in shape and had measured about l ,ooo by 
800 ft. with additions to the north-east. This rectangle was divided approximately 
across the middle by a wall running its whole width, while there was also a great 
frontal wall of stone at the south end, the foundations of which were unearthed. The 
level of the beton bed along its northern edge was such as to suggest a much lower 
level of pavement. To the south-east of the pyramid itself evidence was found of a 
late brick wall, and indeed Lepsius discovered Roman brick remains on the site, which 
he mistook for the ancient Labyrinth. Along the western boundary of the ruins traces 
came to light of two stone walls separated by a space, the inner one of which rested on a 
wide foundation bed. In the southern area a great door jamb of quartzite sandstone was 
found close to the axis of the pyramid in such a position as to suggest that it was part of 
the great entrance gate of the building. Further south there stood a massive brick 
temenos wall. It was clear from the examination of column-fragments that some of the 
rooms were barrel-vaulted, and it also emerged that red granite monolithic columns 
were employed, but probably only in the section north of the central dividing wall; to 
the south built-up pillars were used. To the south of the pyramid two shrines of red 
granite were discovered whose weight was estimated to be in the region of eight to 
thirteen tons; the remains of another shrine was found further to the west. Each of 
these shrines contained two sculptured figures of the king. Many fragments of other 
statues were also discovered, pieces coming to light to the east and south-east of the 
shrines as far as the east line of the pyramid; for the most part they were composed of a 

1 Denkmij/er, Text, 11, 10 ff. 2 Hereafter cited as HBA and LGM. 
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hard marbly limestone. I:Jatl).or and Sobk, a palm-branch goddess, fish-bearing 
goddesses of Lake Moeris, the local god Roheshotep and many of the local deities 
appearing in the Great Faiylim Papyrus1 were represented. Indeed, near the south­
east corner of the pyramid fragments of a red granite colossus2 came to light, as well as 
fragments of other royal statues3 and pieces of inscription bearing the title of Horus of 
Shedet. 

To the south-east of the pyramid Petrie found a mass of yellow marl over material 
of Ptolemaic or Roman date which, he suggested, came from the excavation of 
sepulchres for the sacred crocodiles, though obviously the context would demand 
that these particular tombs should have been dug at a comparatively late period. To 
the east of the Labyrinth there emerged two brick walls filled with chippings which 
appeared to be part of a causeway leading to the front of the building. This must have 
been of Twelfth Dynasty date; for not only was a chamber of that date found against 
it, but also a thick bed of broken pottery which was datable to the same period. 

Such is the evidence at our disposal. Clearly, the major problem which it poses is 
the structure of the building itself, but there are a number of other questions that 
need to be answered before we can proceed to deal with that. 

The Builder 
There is some divergence of opinion amongst the classical writers on the question 

of the builder of the Labyrinth. The construction of the monument is ascribed to the 
following: 

(i) The Dodecarchy, including Psammetichus (Herodotus, Pliny, Pomponius Mela).4 
Pliny quotes Herodotus. Pomponius obviously got his information from the 
same source.s 

(ii) Mendes whom some call Marrus (D.S.). 
Moteris (Demoteles ap. Plin. ). That he was the builder is implied, though not 

stated by Pliny. 
Moeris (Lyceas ap. Plin. ). That he was the builder is implied, though not 

stated by Pliny. 
Nemesis did some building in the Labyrinth according to Pliny. 
Imandes (Strabo). 
Lamares (Manetho ). 
These names all refer to one and the same person-Ammenemes III. 6 

The source will, therefore, be ultimately native Egyptian tradition. 
(iii) King Petesuchis or Tithois (Pliny). 

1 Pleyte, Over drie Handschriften op Papyrus bekend onder de titels van Papyrus du Lac Moeris du Fayoum et 
du Labyrinthe (Amsterdam, 1884), 29 ff. 2 LGM pl. xxvii. 3 Ibid., pl. xxv. 

4 Diodorus (1, 66, 3-6) preserves this tradition also without actually realizing it. Here, too, Herodotus was 
the ultimate source; for Pliny, who had access to more accounts than we do, associated this opinion exclusively 
with him. 

5 For the question of the indebtedness of Pomponius Mela to Herodotus, see Gisinger, RE 21, 2, 2404. 
6 For a discussion of the philological questions involved in the different Greek names for Ammenemes III 

cf. Hall, op. cit. 328 ff.; Kees, RE 12, 324; Vergote, ZAS 87 (1962), 66 ff. 

tfleming1218@gmail.com   -   February 27, 2019   -   Read articles at www.DeepDyve.com



92 ALAN B. LLOYD 

That the second of these views is the correct one is demonstrated by two facts: 
1. Excavation on the site brought to light the cartouches of Ammenemes III1 as 

well as those of his daughter Sobeknofrure<,2 sometimes alone, sometimes in 
conjunction with those of her father. There was no proof of further royal interest 
until the Ptolemaic Period. 

2. The adjacent pyramid was built by Ammenemes III, and, according to Strabo, 
the tomb and the Labyrinth were built by one and the same person. 

It is not difficult to find plausible explanations for the other ideas. Herodotus' 
ascription of the monument to the Dodecarchy arises probably from the fact that there 
were twelve courts, though Griffith suggestedJ that he may have had in mind the 
number 12 of the Twelfth Dynasty. The same scholar also points out4 that in the 
Twenty-sixth Dynasty Heracleopolis was a city of the greatest importance, and finds 
it quite natural that the Labyrinth should be regarded as the common tomb of the 
Dodecarchy which immediately preceded the rise of that family to hegemony over the 
whole of Egypt. 

The mention of a king Petesuchis as the builder is, of course, nonsense since the 
name is of a type not found until the Late Period.s It may, however, be a variant of the 
Dodecarch theory; for the name might easily have been borne by a petty kinglet in 
the early seventh century B.C., the period to which the Dodecarchs so obviously belong. 

The Name 
The question of why the Labyrinth was so called has caused a great deal of discus­

sion. Basically there are two explanations: 
1. The great complexity of the Egyptian building suggested to classical observers 

the analogy of the famous Cretan Labyrinth. 6 

2. The Greek word Aa{Jvpiv8os was suggested by some Egyptian expression. Brugsch7 
and Lanzone8 championed an Egyptian prototype: 

7C(@7J~s, r-pr r !mt 
for which a pronunciation Ra-pe-ro-hunt or Laperohunt was proposed. This 
idea, however, suffers from the serious objection that the phrase in question does 
not occur in Egyptian texts, but, in any case, the pronunciation of this hypothe­
tical form would have been something like * Elpi-la-hene which is not particularly 
reminiscent of AafJvpw8os.9 Maspero, 10 Spiegelberg, 11 and Evans,12 on the other 
hand, suggested a connection with the Greek Aaµap~s (see above p. 91) which, 

1 LGM pl. xxviii. 2 Lepsius, op. cit. II, 140 a-i, Text II, 15, 1g-20. 3 Z.ifS 47 (1910), 162. 
4 Cat. Pap. Rylands (Manchester, 1909), III, 71. Hall makes a similar observation, CAH 111, (Cambridge, 

1925), 291. 
5 Ranke, Personennamen 1, 121, 17-126, 15. llE'TE<Jovxo~ quoted p. 126, 8 as very common in the Greek 

Period; ibid. II, 243. 
6 How and Wells, Commentary on Herodotus (Oxford, 1912), r, 240; Waddell, Herodotus II (London, 1939), 

243. 1 DG, 501. B Les Papyrns du Lac Moeris (Turin, 1896), 7. 9 Hall, op. cit. 327. 
10 Rec. trav. 28 (1906), 13. 11 OLZ 3 (1900), 447 ff. 12 JHS 21 (1901), 109, n. 6. 
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they believed, would have had a pronunciation something like Aaf3ap~s. This, in 
turn, they supposed, might well have reminded travellers of the name Aaf3vpiv8os. 

In the opinion of the present writer the second explanation is unnecessary. It is 
quite clear from the accounts which we have that the Egyptian Labyrinth was an 
extremely intricate structure and this seems a perfectly adequate reason for the word 
Aaf3vpiv8os to be applied to it. Complex buildings in other parts of the world acquired 
this name quite naturally for the same reason and no-one has ever sought in their 
case to find a philological justification for it. 1 These cases, in fact, establish the prob­
ability of the first hypothesis. Nevertheless, the possibility that the second may have 
played some role cannot be positively excluded. In fact, both Hal12 and Gardinerl 
felt obliged to claim that both factors were jointly responsible; Hall clearly considered 
the structural analogy much the more important consideration, while Gardiner, as 
one might expect, emphasized the philological point. 

Purpose 
The sources are equally divided on the question of the purpose of the Labyrinth. 

They offer the following suggestions: 
1. Memorial (Herodotus, though see below). 
2. Tomb (Diodorus Siculus; Lyceas ap. Plin.; Manetho ). 
3. Temple (Strabo; Pliny). 
4. Administrative centre (Strabo). 
5. Palace (Demoteles ap. Plin.). 

Fortunately, the sources offer a vital clue to the solution of this problem; for though 
they are at variance on practically everything else, there is one thing about which they 
are emphatically unanimous-that the Labyrinth was made of stone. Now it is a com­
monplace of Egyptian archaeology that only two types of building were made entirely 
of stone in Pharaonic times: 

1. Mortuary installations. 
2. Temples. 

Other buildings, where the accent was less on permanence, were constructed of wood 
and mud-brick, stone being employed only for such things as pillar bases, lintels, etc.4 
This means that the Labyrinth cannot have been a palace,5 and ipso facto is unlikely to 

1 The Italian Labyrinth (Pliny, NH 36, 91-3), the Tomb of Porsenna supposed to lie under the city of 
Clusium; the Lemnian Labyrinth (Pliny, op. cit., 86, 90); Labyrinths near Nauplia (Strabo, 8, 6, 2 (C369)). 

2 Op. cit. 327; cf. the more emphatic statement, p. 331. 
3 Egypt of the Pharaohs (Oxford, 1961), 2; id. JEA 47 (1961), 96. 
4 Stevenson Smith, The Art and Architecture of Ancient Egypt (Harmondsworth, 1958)1 2; Lucas and Harris, 

op. cit. 50. 
5 Even ceremonial palaces like that immediately adjacent to the Mortuary Temple of Ramesses II (the 

Ramesseum) and that of Ramesses III at Medinet l;Iabu were constructed largely of mud-brick (Holscher, 
The Excavation of Medinet Habu, m (Chicago, 1941), 37 ff.). The Ramesseum is published in Hl>lscher, 
Op, cit. 7 I ff. 

By the same token the recent suggestion of Hayes, CAH2 1, xx, fasc. 6, 50 ff., that the Labyrinth was a 
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have been employed for legal administration. 1 As for Herodotus' statement that it was 
a 'memorial', JLVTJJLbavva is a vague term and his subsequent statement that the Laby­
rinth was used as a tomb suggests that the word was meant to cover that function. 
We are thus left with a choice between two alternatives. The Labyrinth was either a 
tomb or a temple. 

Whatever the purposes to which it was applied in later times, the Labyrinth was 
certainly not intended by its builder as a tomb; for the monarchs of the Twelfth 
Dynasty as well as some of the rulers of the Thirteenth Dynasty built pyramid tombs. 2 

Ammenemes III was no exception, as Strabo knew full well. We cannot, however, 
ignore the fact that Herodotus was told, during his visit, that the Dodecarchs were 
interred in the subterranean chambers of the monument, and this suggests that tombs 
may well have been excavated in the building centuries after its construction-in 
particular the tombs of some of the kinglets who held sway in Middle Egypt before the 
rise of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty. This becomes all the more likely when one remem­
bers that from the Late New Kingdom it was quite common for royal tombs to be 
built within the precinct of major shrines.3 Furthermore, the burial of the sacred 
crocodiles in the Labyrinth is equally likely, though again only in the Late Period, 
especially when we bear in mind the popularity of the cult of Sobk in the Faiyum 
area, a popularity strikingly reflected in the large number of stone sculptures of the 
animal which came to light in Petrie's excavations. Nevertheless, it must be emphasized 
yet again, the Labyrinth was not intended by Ammenemes III as a tomb and this 
means that we are left with only one other possibility: the Labyrinth was a temple. 

Pyramid City like Kahun must be wrong. Certain items in a Pyramid City, e.g. doorways, sills, etc., might be 
built of stone but the vast majority of the buildings would be constructed of mud-brick. One may further 
object that the position of the Labyrinth makes it unlikely that it was a Pyramid Town. Kahun lay beside the 
Valley Temple of Sesostris II and could easily be supplied by convenient waterways, whereas a settlement the 
size of the Labyrinth at such a distance from canals would have been difficult to provision. For bibliography of 
Kahun, cf. Porter and Moss, Top. Bibl., 1v, 108 ff. One may also wonder whether the secular nature of a settle­
ment such as a Pyramid City could have been lost on classical observers. 

1 In any case, the whole section of Strabo mentioning legal functions in connection with the Labyrinth is 
highly suspect. The writer first tells us that there was an exact correspondence between the number of av>..al 
and the number of nomes and further adds that they were fewer than 30 in number before proceeding to 
enumerate the uses to which they were put by the nomes. However, in no period of Egyptian History, as far as 
the present writer can discover, was the number of nomes as low as this; cf. Kees, RE 17, l, 833 ff. Is it not 
possible that some Greek, vaguely acquainted with the existence of 22 nomes in Upper Egypt or 20 in Lower 
Egypt, was responsible for the correlation? Is it not further possible that, once such a correlation had been 
made, the mistake would be compounded, unconsciously perhaps, by the inference that the nomes had come 
there in earlier days for religious and administrative purposes? 

A further objection to the idea that Ammenemes III built the courts to accommodate the nomes is the fact 
that, since the reign of his father Sesostris III, the importance of the nomes, for political reasons, had been 
minimized in favour of a new administrative unit called the wrrt. Is it likely that Ammenemes would go to 
such trouble to gratify a political entity which his father had done his best to destroy? 

A final objection which might be made is that the evidence of the remains of statues (see above) suggests that 
the cults carried on in the Labyrinth were those of the Faiyilm area. This does not support the idea that all 
the cults of all the nomes of Egypt were carried out there as the statement of Strabo would imply. 

2 Vandier, op. cit. 11, 167 ff. 
J The kings of the Twenty-first and Twenty-second Dynasties were buried in the precinct of the Great 

Temple at Tanis; Montet, La Necropole Royale de Tanis, I-III (Paris, 1947-60). The kings of the Twenty­
sixth Dynasty were interred in sepulchres built in the court of the great temple of Neit at Sais (H. u, 169, 3-5). 
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Egyptian temples can be divided into two classes according to the purpose for which 

they were intended: 
1. Mortuary temples which are designed as a context within which the funerary 

cult may be carried out. 
2. Divine temples built in honour of the gods to serve as their mansions, and within 

which their servant, the king, may attend to their needs. 

This being the case, we are now faced with the problem of deciding whether the 
Labyrinth was designed to serve one or both of these functions. 

The short answer to this question is, simply, that the Labyrinth was designed to 
serve both. The evidence that it embodied a mortuary shrine is as follows: 

(i) Mortuary temples at this period are always built adjacent to the tomb which they 
are intended to serve. The only unusual f ea tu re is that the building lies to the 
south of the Pyramid, whereas mortuary temples normally lie to the east facing 
in the direction of the valley. Circumstances, however, give rise to exceptions, e.g. 
the funerary temple of Userkaf, 1 and in the case of the Labyrinth Ammenemes' 
architects probably considered the area to the south of the Pyramid more suitable 
for such a large building than the ground immediately to the east. 

(ii) Petrie found clear evidence of a causeway running from the south face of the 
Labyrinth to the east in the direction of the valley. The main elements in a 
Pyramid complex, running from west to east, are normally Pyramid+Mortuary 
Temple+Causeway+ Valley-Temple, the Causeway joining the Mortuary 
Temple at one end to the Valley Temple at the other.2 Therefore, the presence 
of such a causeway in the position where Petrie found it must mean that the 
Labyrinth was at least in part a Mortuary Temple.3 

While, however, it seems beyond dispute that the Labyrinth served this function, it 
is equally clear that it had other duties to perform. It is in fact certain that it also 
embodied several divine temples. The evidence is as follows: 

(i) The layout of the building (see below) and, in particular, the reconstruction of 
its southern part, which is based on a quite unambiguous statement of Herodo­
tus, makes it necessary to postulate six parallel temples. Egyptian temples, of all 
kinds, are normally constructed linearly along a single axis according to a simple 
basic scheme which includes the following elements: court+vestibule+shrine. 
These elements may be multiplied considerably but the basic scheme remains 

1 Ricke, Bemerkungen zur agyptischen Baukunst des Alten Reicks, 11, 68 (in Ricke and Schott, Beitrage zur 
agyptischen Bauforschung und Altertumskunde, Heft 5, Cairo, 1950), who suggests that Userkaf altered the 
orientation in order to build an altar to the sun in the court of the Mortuary Temple. By placing the Temple 
to the south it would always enjoy the rays of the sun. Vandier, on the other hand (Manuel, 11, 96), points out 
that 'des replis rocheux' which lay to the east of the Pyramid made the ground unsuitable for building a 
temple there. 

a For the structure of Pyramid complexes cf. Edwards, The Pyramids of Egypt (2nd ed., Harmondsworth, 
1961), 93 ff.; Lauer, Leprobleme des pyramides d'Egypte (Paris, 19"'8), 93. Ricke, op. cit., passim, discusses the 
functions of the various parts in great detail. 

3 Unfortunately, no trace of the Valley Temple has ever been found. 
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the same. Therefore, two courts running in a north-south axis must imply one 
temple running along that axis, and since in the Labyrinth this situation repeats 
itself six times, we must have to deal with six temples. Six temples need not, 
however, mean six shrines. Each of the six temples might possess several 
shrines dedicated to different gods in much the same way as in the Temple of 
Sethos I at Abydos. If, in fact, we accept this interpretation of the Labyrinth as 
comprising several temples enclosed by one wall, each containing several 
shrines, Strabo's statement ' ... 'TO MEµv6vwv f3aatAEtoV eavµaa'T<:iJS Ka'TEUKEVaa­
µevov oA6Aieov 'Tfj av'Tfj Ka'TaUKEVfj if'TT'Ep 'TOV Aaf3Jpiveov €cpaµEv ov 'TT'OAl.a'TT'Aovv Se' 
becomes immediately intelligible. 

(ii) Not only is there a tradition in Pliny that there were many different statues of 
divinities in the Labyrinth but the excavations themselves brought to light a 
considerable body of fragments. Taken in conjunction with (i), this becomes 
highly significant. 

(iii) The tradition of the Ancients that worship of the gods was carried out in the 
building also points in the same direction. 

From this discussion it emerges that the Labyrinth was a composite structure 
designed to serve the cults of the gods as well as that of the dead king. The divine cults 
in question-almost certainly those of Faiyum deities-will not, however, have been 
practised independently, but carried on in association with the cult of the dead king 
after the fashion of the New Kingdom. 1 The Labyrinth was, of course, considerably 
larger than any of these New Kingdom temples, but if we assume that the installations 
for the divine cult were structurally more like independent temples than was the case 
in the New Kingdom, i.e. if we assume that, whereas the New Kingdom mortuary 
temples consisted of one temple containing several shrines, the Labyrinth consisted of 
several temples closely integrated to form one coherent complex, then the great size 
of the building becomes immediately intelligible. 

Exterior structure 
It is impossible to say much about the exterior of the Labyrinth but some details are 

clear. In the first case, we can be confident that the complex stood inside a clearly 
demarcated sacred enclosure. There is, in fact, archaeological evidence to prove the 
point since Petrie discovered the remains of a massive brick temenos wall to the south 
of the building itself. In addition to this evidence we also find a 7T'Eplf3oAos (sacred 
enclosure) mentioned in Diodorus Siculus. It is normal practice for the area imme­
diately adjacent to a pyramid to be enclosed by a brick wall, sometimes two. 

The excavations of Petrie demonstrated that the Labyrinth itself covered a vast 
area measuring 1,000 ft. x 800 ft., with an extension to the north-east, corresponding to 
Pliny's 'pteron'. The southern fa~ade assumed massive proportions and its south­
eastern half was crossed by a causeway running up from the Valley, a causeway also 

1 Cf. the mortuary temple of l:Iatshepsut at Deir el-Bal:iri, the mortuary temple of Sethos I at Quma, the 
mortuary temple of Mineptal:i, the Cenotaph of Sethos I at Abydos, the Memnonium, et al. 

tfleming1218@gmail.com   -   February 27, 2019   -   Read articles at www.DeepDyve.com



THE EGYPTIAN LABYRINTH 97 
mentioned by Pomponius Mela. Petrie's excavations brought to light a large door­
jamb in the axis of the building which was undoubtedly the main entrance to which 
the causeway itself led. 

In outward appearance the building was probably quite plain apart from such 
standard features as the torus roll and cavetto cornice. Petrie's belief that the building 
was surrounded by a colonnade is based on a statement of Diodorus Siculus which 
we have shown to be highly suspect. 

Interior structure 
The reconstruction of the interior presents grave difficulties not only because the 

excavations did not provide much material for the purpose but also because the 
statements of the classical writers are apparently contradictory. Nevertheless, some 
information can be extracted from these sources. Let us begin with the literary 
descriptions. 

Since in only two accounts of the Labyrinth can we be confident that autopsy forms 
the basis of the description-those of Herodotus and Strabo-it is the information pro­
vided by these writers which we must use as the basis of our argument. Unfortunately, 
these two accounts appear to contradict each other flatly. Since, then, there is no pos­
sible way of making the two descriptions agree, Petrie assumed1 that Herodotus and 
Strabo must have seen and described different things, part of the building having 
disappeared by Strabo's time to give way to a village whose ruins survived into Lep­
sius' s time. This still seems the only plausible explanation. 

Let us deal first with Herodotus. It is clear that the part of the building which he saw 
was the southern part; for it is beyond doubt that he found the temple still in use2 and, 
therefore, could not have been admitted to the most sacred quarter nearest the Pyramid 
-indeed he was himself conscious of being debarred from some parts of the building. 
This state of affairs compels us to place Herodotus' twelveJ colonnaded courts in the 
southern part of the site near the entrance. Such courts are a commonplace of Egyp­
tian temple architecture and in the case of mortuary temples contain altars as well as 
royal statues. The extent of this section of the building is probably indicated by the 
evidence discovered by Petrie of a great wall running across the centre, parallel to the 
fa~ade and dividing the Labyrinth into two halves which correspond to the standard 
dichotomy of Egyptian temples, both mortuary and divin~a dichotomy which 

I HBA,p.7. 
2 We cannot be absolutely certain that ol lrrEaTfwTE'> Twv AlymrTlwv were priests. It is in fact probable that 

they were doorkeepers (bryw sbbt or lryw r1). A (iry sbbt occurs as a member of the lpiht of the temple in the 
SiOt inscriptions of l;lapydjefa (Sethe, Agyptische LesestiJcke (Leipzig, 1924), 93, ll. 17 ff.), and iryw r, as part 
of the permanent establishment of the Temple of Anubis at Kahun (Borchardt, Z.liS 37 (1899), 94; cf. further 
Gardiner, Onomastica (Oxford, 1947), 1, 90•). At all events, the Greek expression has an official ring to it 
which suggests very strongly that the temple was functioning properly in H.'s time. This inference becomes 
a certainty when we recall that at least one Ptolemaic king was responsible for some building at the site and 
also that priestly officials were attached to the temple in Hellenistic times (Kees, RE 12, 325; Edgar, Zenon 
Papyri, v, 12), facts which prove that the building was employed for religious purposes at least as late as 
Ptolemaic times, over zoo years after Herodotus' visit. 

3 For possible religious implications of the number 12, cf. Sethe, Von Zahlen und Zahlworter (StraBburg, 
1916), 27. 
07~9 H 
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arises from the distinction between the public part of the temple and the sacred area 
which only select persons such as the priests might tread. Indeed, a division of some 
sort is implicit in several statements of Pliny. 1 

As far as the arrangement of the courts is concerned Herodotus leaves no room for 
doubt. They were disposed in two rows of six which faced in a north-south direction 
and were surrounded by colonnades made of built-up columns. Their gateways lay 
opposite one another and the gateways themselves had columned fai;:ades. Behind these, 
in turn, there stood a vestibule ( <T'Tl.y71) through which one eventually gained access to 
another columned porch. Herodotus also mentions that a large number of chambers 
(olK~µaTa) gave onto the courts. These will probably have served as store chambers 
some of which at least may have been barrel-vaulted.2 

We are now faced with the problem of deciding how one passed from the great gate 
in the centre of the southern fai;:ade into the courts mentioned by Herodotus. If we 
make the reasonable assumption that the Egyptian architects followed their usual 
tendency towards symmetry this central gate could not have given immediate access to 
any of the courts. In all probability it simply admitted visitors to a long lateral passage 
which itself gave access to the six southern-most courts. 

One further question arises in connection with Herodotus' description: his state-
t ' I ~· ,, ~ \ I ' ' • I \ <:' \ I ' , ' ~ I . d'ffi 1 men OtK'Y)p.aTa o EVEUTt Ot1Tl\a1 Ta /LEV V1Toyaia, Ta 0€ /LETEWpa €1T EKHVOiai. t IS 1 CU t 

to accept this as it stands. For if one remembers that the excavations of Petrie brought 
to light a bed of chips which reached, in parts, to a depth of six feet, and if one further 
bears in mind that much of this material must be the result of surface destruction on 
the site, it becomes difficult to imagine how there could be room to accommodate 
'subterranean' chambers. In fact, had 1,500 such chambers ever existed one would 
have thought that some at least would have survived under the gradual accumulation 
of debris resulting from the ravages due to the locals' desire for stone. Perhaps the 
explanation is that Herodotus was told of certain sepulchral vaults which had been 
excavated in the temple and, with his characteristic tendency to over-schematization, 
he had assumed that these chambers formed a series of subterranean olK~µaTa analo­
gous to those which he saw above ground as he explored the monument. At any rate it 
can hardly be coincidence that Pliny speaks of 'subterraneae domus' outside but 
immediately adjacent to the building, in what he calls the pteron.3 

Let us now turn to Strabo. His account of the Labyrinth obviously applies to the 
northern part of the building, since, after the description of what he saw, we are in­
formed that the structure was adjacent to the Pyramid itself. There he found a row of 
courts numbering less than 30. Pliny's mention of 'domus' which probably numbered 

1 'sed centensimam tantum portionem eius imitatum, quae itinerum ambages occursusque ac recursus inex­
plicabiles continet', and again 'Jessi iam eundo perveniunt ad viarum ilium inexplicabilem errorem'. These 
passages must surely be related to Strabo's 7Tp0Kf'11Tai s~ TWV £luoSwv KpV7Tral TLVES µaKpai Kai 7TOAAal, Si' 
<1\,\~,\wv ;xovuai O'KoAids TctS oSovs, etc., and clearly indicate that there was a lot of Labyrinth to traverse 
before one reached the tricky bit. 2 LGM, p. 33. 

3 In the mortuary temple of Sahure< (Borchardt, Das Grabdenkmal des Konigs Sa1hu-rer, I (Leipzig, 1910), 
23, fig. 17) one finds chambers at two levels, one series at ground level and another above; but such a scheme 
hardly suits the statement of Herodotus. 
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21 1 may be related. Each of these courts was surrounded by a colonnade of 27 pillars, 2 

some of which were monolithic and made of granite. Strabo further tells us that it 
was possible to ascend on to the roof from ground level and if this statement is brought 
into relation both with Pliny's expression 'cenacula clivis excelsa' and the fact that 
some mortuary temples have ramps running from ground level to the roof,J we may 
assume that he did so by means of a ramp. 

Against Strabo, Petrie argued that not more than twelve courts of any size could be 
placed along any single wall in the Labyrinth. The great size of the courts is nevertheless 
only mentioned by Pliny, and both Roman accounts show a tendency to rhetoric. 
Indeed, the position of the granite shrines which Petrie unearthed in the northern part 
of the complex led him to estimate their number at nine. Here he makes three assump­
tions: 

(i) That they each belonged to the courts. 
(ii) That they had not been moved. 

(iii) That there was none in between those he discovered. 

None of these assumptions is certainly true. If, on the other hand, we suppose that 
there were, say, in the region of twenty courts along the north wall-which would 
suit our sources quite well-we should have a series of courts about 35 to 40 ft. 
broad. This solution is by no means impossible and is in agreement with the statements 
of an author who in such matters is generally reliable. There is no reason why their 
length should not have been rather greater. 

In the northern part of the building, adjacent to or near the northern wall, one would 
expect to find the shrines (~ ~ ~ ~)4 where the cult images of the various gods 
worshipped in the Labyrinth were kept. Since Strabo's courts lay in the back part of 
the temple, these shrines must have lain either immediately behind the courts or 
immediately in front. Now it is difficult to imagine the function of the courts if the 
shrines lay to the south in front of them. Furthermore, the mortuary cult in honour of 
the dead king was carried out in one of these shrines and this, with its false door and 
offering table, would logically be placed against the back wall of the temple as near as 
possible to the tomb. We may, therefore, assume with some degree of probability that 
this shrine stood in such a position and it is, furthermore, ipso facto likely that the 
other shrines stood in the same position. It is possible that the oiKoi mentioned by 
Strabo were in fact these very shrines but unfortunately he does not make it clear where 
exactly they stood. 

To the south of the courts Strabo saw an intricate network of passages as well as 
structures which he had some difficulty in describing (Kpv1nal nvEs). Passages joining 
various parts of the building were obviously required. As for the 'crypts', their nature 

1 Cf. p. 86, n. 5 above. 
2 Petrie misinterprets this statement (HBA 7). He claims, in fact, that Strabo saw a hall supported by 27 

pillars. Either his translation or his Greek were at fault since the passage clearly means that each of the aVAal 
Was supported by 27 pillars, not that there was one single aVA~ running the entire width of the building. 

3 Cf. the mortuary temple of Sa9ure<, Borchardt, op. cit. 25. 4 Wb xv, 7, 8-12. 
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is largely a matter of conjecture.1 However, chambers embedded in masonry are a 
common feature of mortuary temples where they clearly served as store chambers for 
ritual equipment. In addition the mortuary cult would have required five statue 
niches which were standard features of mortuary temples at this time and took the 
form of hidden chambers, each containing a statue of the dead king and serving some 
unknown ritual function. 2 It is possible that the granite naoi containing statues of the 
king which were discovered by Petrie in this area once stood in the statue niches, 
though other functions are not excluded; but they could not have served as cult 
statues placed in the Holy of Holies for ritual purposes, since such 'Kultbilder' would 
have to be easy to move if the rites were to be performed.3 Consequently they provide 
no evidence for the position of the various shrines whose existence we have postulated. 

Such then, is the sum of what we know or can reasonably deduce concerning the 
form of the Labyrinth from the material remains and literary tradition at our disposal, 
and it must be admitted that it is woefully inadequate for the reconstruction of this 
great monument. Nevertheless, if we bear in mind the general practice of Egyptian 
architects in the construction of their temples (for the Labyrinth undoubtedly was a 
temple building), and then endeavour to fit our evidence into such a framework, some 
results can be attained and perhaps a picture of the building derived which may not 
be altogether at variance with the truth. 

Postscript 
When this study had already been completed, there came to my notice a recent article 

on the same subject by K. Michalowski (JEA 54 (1968), 219 ff). On some points we 
are in agreement and my reasons for disagreement on others will be quite clear from the 
text. 

1 We have evidence of Kpv11Tai or 'hidden chambers' as early as the Middle Kingdom, e.g. the n D lLI n 1-
0 _ ""'- li} 'io Io 

~LJ 
0 
~ \\ B lpt nt wnt nt J)bwty, 'the secret chamber of the Temple of Thoth', Westcar, 7, 5; 7, 7; 9, 2; cf. 

JEA 11 (1925), 2 ff.; 16 (1930), 33; and actual examples survive from the Tuthmosid Period onwards. They 
were hidden away in walls or below the floor and accessible only to those who had knowledge of the secret 
entrances; cf. Bonnet, Reallexikon der iigyptischen Religionsgeschichte (Berlin, 1952), 401; Jequier, op. cit. 137 ff. 
Strabo does not appear to be describing this type of thing because he says there were lots of them and, above 
all, that they were easily accessible. 2 Edwards, op. cit. 149· J Bonnet, op. cit. 410 ff. 
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PLATE XLVIII 

View of the Court of the Third Terrace of the Temple of l.fatshepsut. State as in March 1967 

THE MAIN HYPOSTYLE HALL AT DEIR EL-BAI.IRI 
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