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LORD OF THE OASIS
In Egypt’s Western 

Desert, worship of the 
mysterious god Seth 
thrived long after it 

waned elsewhere

By Benjamin Leonard

Bordered to the north by a high limestone escarpment, the Dakhleh 
Oasis in Egypt’s Western Desert was home to a cult center dedicated 
to the god Seth. Objects found within the temple complex at the 
ancient city of Mut, located in the oasis, include figures of Seth in two 
of his animal guises: a copper alloy “Seth animal” figure (above left) 
and (above right) a miniature carved carnelian hippopotamus.
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T
he god Seth iS one of the most enigmatic 
deities in the Egyptian pantheon. He was 
regarded as a god of confusion and disorder, 
and was often depicted in the form of one 
of many animals, including a hippopotamus, 
a falcon, and, most frequently, the “Seth 

animal,” a long-snouted creature with a forked tail and pert 
ears. The deity embodied both positive and negative aspects, 
but even his violent and destructive tendencies could be used 
for the good of the cosmos. Seth’s dual nature appears in the 
earliest texts containing myths about the Egyptian gods, the 
Pyramid Texts, which covered the walls of funeral chambers 
built for Old Kingdom pharaohs and queens at the necropolis 

of Saqqara in the late third millennium b.c. In a later collec-
tion of spells called the Coffin Texts, which date to the Middle 
Kingdom (ca. 2030–1640 b.c.), Seth spears Apep, the serpent 
of chaos, to protect the sun god, Ra, and preserve the estab-
lished order of the universe. “Seth was the only god strong 
and aggressive enough to drive off Apep’s attack and prevent 
him from swallowing the sun,” says Egyptologist Ian Taylor. 
“Without Seth, the sun would not have risen the following 
morning.” Seth also served as a divine protector of pharaohs, 
and was portrayed in this role in painted coronation scenes and 
images carved on thrones throughout the Middle Kingdom 
and the New Kingdom (ca. 1550–1070 b.c.). 

The Pyramid Texts also contain early allusions to darker 
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Tjehenu, who are mentioned in the earliest 
of these inscriptions, were adversaries against 
whom the Egyptians waged several battles. 
Appearing some time later were the Tjemehu, 
a nomadic or seminomadic people who 
roamed the Western Desert. No conclusive 
archaeological evidence for either group 
has been found. Hope’s excavations at Mut 
have yielded some evidence of an indigenous 
group scholars call the Sheikh Muftah culture 
living in the oasis before 2600 b.c., but it is 
unclear what happened to these people or 
whether they were related to either of the 
groups mentioned in the Egyptian texts. 
As a result of their history of conflict with 
the Tjehenu and other groups beyond their 

western borders, the Egyptians considered the oases strategically 
important. Following a series of exploratory missions, Egypt 
conquered the region by 2500 b.c., bringing Dakhleh and the 
other oases under its control. Hope says, “My opinion is that 
the Egyptian state was such an aggressive organization that the 
people of the Western Desert just succumbed to it.” 

Although little is known about the Sheikh Muftah 
culture’s activities at Mut, possible hints of their religious 
traditions do survive there. The earliest evidence for the 

site’s religious function dates to the Middle Kingdom, 
around 2000 b.c. An inscription engraved on a stone block 
that was reused in a later temple at the site indicates the 
existence of a monument dedicated to the god Igai, who 

was also sometimes called Lord of the Oasis. Igai was 
a local deity of the Western Desert whose cult appears 
to have originated in the northern oases before the 
Egyptians annexed the region. It is known that Mut 
was a primary cult center for Igai’s worship, but he was 

eventually adopted into the Egyptian pantheon and 
venerated outside the oases, in Upper Egypt, as well.  

By the time of the New Kingdom, Seth came 
to be linked with Igai at Mut. An inscrip-
tion that Hope and his team found in 
the temple precinct records that the 

area was “in the domain of Igai,” implying that it was still 
under that god’s protection. However, by this time, Seth 
was the central figure worshipped there and  he had 
become the new Lord of the Oasis. 

In the Ptolemaic Period (304–30 b.c.), when 
a series of Greek pharaohs ruled Egypt, four 
primary centers of Seth’s cult are known to 

have been in use. Three of these were in the Nile 
Valley and were all situated at the beginning of 
routes into the Western Desert, and the fourth, 
in the oases, was likely the temple of Seth at Mut. 

myths. In several texts, driven by jealousy, 
Seth is said to have murdered his brother 
Osiris, one of the god-kings of early Egypt. 
In another, he enters into a protracted battle 
with his nephew Horus, the son of Osiris, 
for the throne of Egypt. In the end, other 
gods adjudicate the conflict, eventually 
ceding control of the Nile Valley to Horus, 
and foreign lands and the desert, which the 
Egyptians called the Red Land, to Seth. 

During the first millennium b.c., some 
scholars claim, mentions of the god cease in 
hieroglyphic inscriptions. In some temples 
across the Nile Valley, images of Seth were 
defaced at an as-yet-undetermined time, 
though others, including some of those at 
one of the god’s cult centers, at the “Gold City” of Nubt, were 
left untouched. Bolstered by a lack of evidence for temple 
dedications to Seth during this period and the emphasis on the 
god’s negative aspects in mythological narratives popularized 
by the second-century a.d. Greek writer Plutarch, scholars 
have suggested that this deliberate erasure constitutes 
proof of a state-decreed proscription of the cult of Seth 
in the first millennium b.c. 

However, recent discoveries at Mut—an ancient city 
in the 770-square-mile expanse of the Dakhleh Oasis, 
one of five oases in Egypt’s West-
ern Desert—paint a very differ-
ent picture. Since 2000, archae-
ologist Colin Hope of Monash 
University has directed excavations 
at the site and uncovered evidence 
for a ritual landscape over which Seth 
presided as Lord of the Oasis. With the 
support of the state’s central administration, 
as well as gifts bestowed by Egyptian pharaohs to 
ensure the temple’s growth, the cult of Seth thrived 
in Dakhleh and surrounding oases throughout the first 
millennium b.c. and into the Roman period, through the 
second and third centuries a.d. At Mut and other cult cen-
ters and shrines across the desert, Seth was worshipped 
alongside other major deities, including his siblings, 
Osiris and Isis, and Amun, the king of the gods, not as 
an outsider, but as a significant and positive figure in his 
own right. “There’s some evidence for hostility to the 
cult in the Nile Valley, but clearly this did not extend 
into the oasis region, where Seth remained a dominant 
deity,” Hope says. “The whole of the Western Desert 
was the domain of Seth and was under his protection.”

From the beginning of their recorded history, 
around 3000 b.c., the Egyptians considered 
the Western Desert a foreign region, set apart 

from the Nile Valley and Delta that comprised Upper 
and Lower Egypt. Old Kingdom inscriptions refer 
to two different groups living in this vast area. The 

This copper statue dating to between ca. 1295 
and 1070 b.c. portrays Seth with an animal head, 
wearing the double crown of Egypt. Ram horns 
were added later in place of Seth’s ears.
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prayers or invocations to the god. Above the text is a partially 
preserved image of Seth, who stands before Amun with his sister 
and consort, Nephthys. At the bottom is a scene showing the 
stela’s donor and his family, probably expressing adoration of 
Seth. During the New Kingdom, Amun was venerated at Mut 
alongside Seth and a cadre of other deities, including Nephthys, 
Isis, and Osiris. Seth and Amun were also worshipped together 
at the temple of Amun at Hibis, in the Kharga Oasis east of Mut. 
Like other oasis temples, the temple of Seth at Mut was sup-
ported and maintained by Egypt’s central administration. The 
largesse bestowed on the cult center by New Kingdom pharaohs 
and their successors, Hope says, belies the notion that there was 
a deliberate policy to erase Seth from the religious landscape of 
the Nile Valley.  “All this activity seems to show that in the first 
millennium b.c., there was an active cult dedicated to Seth when, 
supposedly, he had fallen out of favor in the Nile Valley,” he says.

In a side chamber of the temple, Hope and his colleagues 
unearthed hundreds of ostracons, or inscribed potsherds, 
most of which date from the late 25th to early 26th Dynas-
ties, from about 700 to 600 b.c. The sherds detail relatively 
small offerings of bread and wine made to Seth by priests on 
behalf of a large number of worshippers, underscoring the 
continued significance of Mut as the center of the Seth cult 
in the Western Desert. Some are written in Demotic, a script 
frequently used during this period to make notes about eco-
nomic transactions. Scribes working inside the temple kept 
detailed records of such transactions on the recycled sherds, 
including days of the month, quantities of wine offered to 
Seth and other gods, and the names of individual priests who 

Almost nothing of the settlement at Mut 
survives, apart from the foundations 
and poorly preserved walls of various 
buildings within the complex dedicated 
to Seth. Measuring up to 26 feet thick, 
the outer walls of this complex enclose 
an area measuring approximately 800 
by 600 feet, making it the largest 
temple complex known in the Western 
Desert. In addition to the stone temple 
building, the complex contains a well and 
mudbrick structures that probably served 
administrative functions. 

What still stands of the temple likely 
dates to the Ptolemaic period, though 
Hope hasn’t yet determined the precise 
dating of its earliest construction stage. 
“We can always tell when we’re coming 
down to where the original structure is,” 
he says, “because they laid out a bed of 
clean, yellow sand on which to set the 
temple. This made it a pure area.” The 
pavement inside the temple walls was 
constructed in part with blocks reused 
from earlier phases of the building and 
other monuments. Six of these blocks 
came from a monument to Amun, and are 
decorated with images of Horemheb (r. ca. 1323–1295 b.c.), the 
pharaoh who succeeded Tutankhamun on the throne. Another 
contains royal cartouches bearing the name of Ramesses IV 
(r. ca. 1153–1147 b.c.). “These blocks show that 
there was a major temple patron-
ized by many very famous rulers 
of Egypt for at least five hundred 
years,” Hope says. “It looks as 
though the temple was constantly 
being modified and extended, with 
earlier structures dismantled and 
new ones erected on top.” 

Among the temple’s paving 
stones, Hope also found the earli-
est evidence for the cult of Seth 
at Mut in the form of a sand-
stone stela dating roughly to the 
New Kingdom’s 19th Dynasty 
(ca. 1295–1186 b.c.). The stela is 
inscribed with a hymn to Seth, 
one of a small number of existing 

In this scene from the Book of the Dead of Lady Cheritwebeshet (ca. 1070–945 b.c.), 
Seth is shown spearing Apep, the serpent of chaos, as the god Ra, seated behind Seth, 
makes his nightly journey on a boat through the underworld.

A sandstone stela dating to the 
New Kingdom (ca. 1295–1070 

b.c.) records a rare example of a 
prayer to Seth, who is depicted 

at the top of the stela with his 
consort, Nephthys, and Amun, the 
king of the gods. The bottom section 
shows the stela’s donor and his family.
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once adorned the temple walls. 
Numbers on the backs of the 
molds used for the wing feathers 
provided instructions for the 
placement of individual pieces 
on the wall. This suggests that 
the depressions in which to set 
the inlays would have first been 
carved into the walls as guides 
for the artwork’s assembly. These 
images would have been about 
13 feet across, which offers an 
impression of the immense scale 
of the temple structure.

With outstretched wings and 
a crown atop his falcon head, 
Seth is probably depicted in these 
images in one of his well-known 
mythological roles, harpoon-
ing Apep, the serpent of chaos. 
Similar iconography of the god 
found throughout the Dakhleh 
and Kharga Oases, particularly 

his depiction in a relief from the temple at Hibis, 
has allowed Hope to tentatively date the molds to 
a range spanning from the 26th Dynasty into the 
Ptolemaic period, when a major refurbishment of 
the temple took place. Beneath the pavement of a 
structure to the west of the temple, Hope and his 
colleagues discovered figures that probably predate 
the molds, including a pair of miniature carved 
carnelian hippos and a copper alloy Seth animal 

figure that originally would have been attached to 
another object.

However, Seth’s worship was not limited to the 
formal setting of a temple and offerings made by priests. 
Archaeologist Salima Ikram of the American University in 
Cairo and other researchers have identified petroglyphs of 
the god’s image carved on rocks by ancient travelers journey-
ing through the desert to and within the Dakhleh and Kharga 

Oases, most of which seem to date to the New 
Kingdom. These drawings typically depict 
the Seth animal and are often accompanied 
by the names of the individuals who created 
them. Other examples portray the god with 
a falcon head, and are labeled as Seth. “It’s 
extraordinary because we have so many signs 
of individual piety by people who are putting 
themselves in a very personal way under the 
auspices of Seth,” Ikram says. Large quantities 
of the engravings are clustered in places that 
Ikram has identified as makeshift shrines to 

made the dedications. On other sherds, offerings 
were tallied in Abnormal Hieratic, a script that is 
not usually found in Dakhleh but was commonly 
used by Egyptian religious authorities at Thebes, the 
capital of Egypt during much of the New Kingdom 
and again during this period.

A later archive of records unearthed in another small 
room details the cult’s continuation into the Ptolemaic 
period, including offerings made around the time of the reign 
of Cleopatra (r. 51–30 b.c.), the last Ptolemaic ruler. These 
ostracons are all administrative in nature and demonstrate 
that Seth remained an important religious figure in Dakhleh 
well beyond the New Kingdom.

BecauSe of the Poor preservation of the 
temple’s standing walls, Hope and his 
team have found little evidence of its 

decoration. In the room where the Ptolemaic 
archive was located, they discovered a cache of 
plaster molds, stacked in a now-disintegrated 
wooden box that they believe might have been 
buried deliberately. “Anything that had been 
used in association with the divine couldn’t 
be thrown away,” Hope explains. “It had to 
be specially buried and protected, so it had 
power in its own right.” The molds would 
have been used to create inlays, probably of 
faience, for a series of large images of Seth that 

In a side chamber (above) of the temple at Mut, 
archaeologists unearthed hundreds of 7th-century 

b.c. potsherds, including this example (right) 
inscribed with lists of offerings to Seth and other 

Egyptian deities worshipped there.

This black-ink sketch of Seth in the temple of 
Tutu at the site of Kellis, where Seth was vener-
ated through the second and third centuries a.d., 
may depict a procession of the god’s cult statue.
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northeast of Mut, Hope has unearthed the only known 
temple dedicated to Tutu, another god of the desert, as well as 
Kellis’ patron deity. In a large, two-room shrine south of the 
temple, wall paintings show Seth alongside Nephthys and the 
other gods who were worshipped in Dakhleh. He is depicted 
not as the Seth animal, but as a human figure with wings. “In 
the New Kingdom, Seth was portrayed in the Nile Valley and 
Delta in both the form of a man with a Seth animal head and 
as a fully anthropomorphic man or a mummy with a man’s 
head,” says Taylor. Sometime in the later first millennium b.c., 
though, images of the Seth animal had begun to fall out of 
use in temple art and at the informal desert shrines. By about 
300 b.c., the Seth animal had been completely eradicated. 
“This change in iconography is often tied in with the idea 

that the Seth animal may have evoked more 
of the evil side of Seth, the uncontrolled 
anger, whereas the human form was a more 
moderated version,” says Hope. In another 
of the temple’s shrines, a black-ink graffito 
of a winged Seth shows him atop a pole 
carried by priests, which may represent a 
procession of the god’s cult statue from his 
primary oasis temple at Mut. In the second 
century a.d., this sketch, along with graffiti 
of other gods, was plastered over, not as 
a deliberate erasure of Seth’s image, says 
Hope, but as part of a redecoration of the 
temple complex.

Despite changes in Seth’s depiction 
over time, the belief that he protected the 
people of the desert explains, in part, why 
his cult endured for so long in Dakhleh 
while he seems to have become less 
frequently revered in Upper and Lower 
Egypt. Hope’s findings at Mut indicate 
complex geographic variations in ritual 
practice that challenge the traditional 
view of Egyptian religion as static and 
monolithic. “Egypt is always thought to 
be this culture where everything is the 
same, all the time, everywhere,” Hope says. 
“We’re now beginning to see that there’s a 
great deal of regional diversity.” Regardless 
of attitudes to Seth in the Nile Valley and 
Delta, his veneration assumed a vital and 
personal significance for many residing 
in the Western Desert. “What I think is 
really interesting is that there are official 
cultic practices going on in both the oases 
and the Nile Valley,” says Ikram. “But, at 
the same time, there is a whole vocabulary 
of expression of what people thought and 
believed as individuals.” n

Benjamin Leonard is a senior editor at 
Archaeology.

the god, such as a site now known as Seth Rock. “These are 
concentrated sets of dedications where people are saying, ‘We 
are Seth’s people, we are under his protection, and he will care 
for us,’” she says. Ikram notes that these glyphs and shrines 
demonstrate that Seth’s significance in the region wasn’t lim-
ited to inhabitants of the oases. “If you lived in the oasis, you 
worshipped Seth,” she says. “And if you were from the Nile 
Valley, and you were going into the desert, you would worship 
Seth, too. Any sensible person would do just that.”

There iS evidence for the continuation of Seth’s cult 
at Mut and at other sites in the Dakhleh Oasis after 
the Ptolemaic period and into the Roman period. 

Over the past four decades, at the site of Kellis, seven miles 

Plaster molds (top) that would have been used to produce mounted images of a 
winged Seth on a wall of the temple at Mut. One of the molds (above and seen in situ 
in the image at the top) is crafted in the shape of a falcon head, one of Seth’s forms.


