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Since 2001 Monash University has been undertaking exca-
vations at the site of Mut el-Kharab in the Dakhleh Oasis
under the direction of the writer.1 This work has revealed
the remains of a temple dedicated to Seth and associated
deities at the centre of a complex of mud-brick structures of
a wide variety of periods, all within a monumental temenos.
The sequence of activity spans the early Old Kingdom at
least until the Mamluk Period, making the site one of the
longest – if not the longest – occupied anywhere in the
Western Desert.2 Although the temple is preserved only to
foundation level in most places, a variety of data survives
from both the site and elsewhere in Dakhleh (see below) to
indicate that the cult of Seth functioned from the mid-18th

Dynasty until the Roman Period, this despite the so-called
“proscription” of Seth believed to have commenced in the
New Kingdom and to have been in full force from some
time in the Third Intermediate Period. Predating the re-
mains of the temple are blocks from a shrine built by a local
governor named Sa-Igai and dedicated to Igai, Lord of Oasis,
which is assigned to the early Middle Kingdom, and the ven-
eration of Seth is stated to have occurred within the domain
of Igai until the Third Intermediate Period (Hope – Kaper
2010a). No epigraphic or iconographic remains associated
with the Old Kingdom occupation (Hope – Pettman 2012)
have been found, but images of Seth of this date occur in
Dakhleh at, for example, one of the watch posts on the
southern perimeter of the oasis (Seth Hill: Pettman forth-
coming) and added to a tableau of earlier rock art (Polkowski
et al. 2013).

Amongst the wide range of discoveries made within the
temple complex one stands out, a ritual deposit of plaster
and ceramic moulds for the manufacture of inlays consid-
ered to have been set into images of Seth within the temple,
both for the rarity of this type of deposit and because of the

data they provide on the appearance of the image of Seth
within the temple. The aims of this paper are to describe the
moulds, suggest the appearance and scale of the images of
Seth and to use this to provide some indication of the scale
of the original temple in association with other data from
the site. I offer this as a small tribute to Tony Spalinger who
I have known for 40 years as both friend and colleague, and
as a mark of respect for his enormous contribution to a wide
range of topics in Egyptology.

I. THE FIND CONTEXT, DESCRIPTION 
OF THE MOULDS AND THE IMAGE 
OF SETH

I.1 Find Context

Mut el-Kharab is located in the south centre of Dakhleh
Oasis (fig. 1) and is the name assigned to the largest of a se-
ries of mounds that comprise the ancient site, surrounding
which are a variety of sites, mostly cemeteries of the Late to
Roman Periods (Hope 2001: 35 and pl. 1). The northern
part of the mound is occupied by a substantial mud-brick
temenos measuring 180 m E/W on the south and possibly
140 m E/W on the north by 217 m N/S, with a maximum
wall width of 8m at the south-east corner;3 the southern part
contains a cemetery where two Late Period tombs have been
examined (Hope 2003: 67–72). The remains of the temple
complex are situated roughly within the centre of the
temenos (fig. 1) and traces of the stone building have been
revealed over an area of 26 m N/S by 24 m E/W in excava-
tion Units 4, 7, 10, 12, 15–16, 24, 27, 29, 32, 39 and 41
(fig. 2). Immediately adjacent on the west lies a multi-phase
complex of mud-brick structures covering excavations Units
6, 18, 21, 25 and extending into 30, 33–34, 36–38 and 42–

@b Ssp mnx.t. A Feast of Re-Harsomtus of Khadi on Mesore 29                                                                                           123

Reconstructing the Image of Seth, Lord of the Oasis, in his Temple 
at Mut el-Kharab in Dakhleh Oasis

COLIN A.  HOPE

1 These excavations are conducted as part of the Dakhleh Oasis Project and have been funded by Monash University, Australians Studying Abroad and The Museum
of Old and New Art, Hobart. Reports on the progress have appeared in Bulletin of the Australian Centre for Egyptology 12–13, 15–17, 19 and 20, and The Artefact
24 and 26. These articles are available on-line at: http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/ancient-cultures/excavations-at-mut-el-kharab/. For his assistance with the prepa-
ration of the figures accompanying this article I am grateful to Bruce Parr.

2 The early Old Kingdom material is associated with and underlain by much of the local Sheikh Muftah Cultural Unit, raising the possibility that the earliest occupants
were the indigenous population before the arrival of the Egyptians.

3 The dimensions of the enclosure have been previously stated as 240 by 180 m, but these are incorrect.



43 (fig. 2), the building history of which awaits clarification
in its details.

The cache of moulds was discovered in Unit 18 (fig. 3;
Hope 2005: 42–43). This small room, 3.5 m E/W by 2.1 m
N/S, appears to have been one of four similarly-sized

rooms that originally opened off a rectangular court. This
court occupies Unit 21 and the southern part of 25; the
four rooms are located in Units 18, 25 north, and under
the large western and eastern rooms of 6, although all trace
of the latter has gone. The three surviving rooms are char-
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Fig. 1. Mut el-Kharab site
plan with inset of Dakhleh
Oasis.



acterised architecturally by yellow mud-brick walls with
red mortar set within thicker walls of either red mud brick
in the case of 25 north and 6 west room, or yellow and
grey mud brick in the case of 18. The court and the three
surviving rooms were all once paved with predominantly

recycled stone blocks that range in date from the late 18th

Dynasty to possibly the 21st Dynasty (see below). The
paving in the court is set on a compacted earth fill that ex-
tends to the west over the red brick wall at the boundary
of Units 21 and 25, which was cut down to the level of the
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Fig. 2. Plan of the 
excavated area 
of the Mut el-Kharab
temple indicating 
different building 
materials.



court to facilitate this,4 into 25 and then fills the structures
to the west assigned, on the basis of ceramics, to the Third
Intermediate Period. It then served as the foundation for
a structure erected here that contained at least two stone
columns, the base of one of which was found in Unit 34
(fig. 3). 

The Unit 6 mud-brick building was then erected, its ex-
terior walls cut through the earth packing and earlier struc-
tures; the walls of the small rooms on the south of the paved
court were levelled or removed and new floors laid within.
The stone floor in the eastern room of Unit 6 is 0.615 m
above the paved court. While the original entrance from the
paved court into the westernmost of the two southern rooms
was retained, a formal entrance to the Unit 6 building was

created on an east-west axis and the door in the eastern wall
of the east room was stone lined. The stone floor in the east-
ern room was laid upon a layer of crushed sandstone and
below this was a deposit rich in ceramics and small objects
(Hope 2001: 39–41); the former can be assigned to the 25th

to early 26th Dynasty (Hope 2004). At ground level in the
north-east corner of the room a decorated and inscribed slab
was found preserving a scene of Psamtik I making an offer-
ing to Atum and Re-Horakhty (Kaper 2001: 75–77; 2012:
168–169). This slab was part of a series used to line the walls
of a presumably mud-brick structure and the assumption
was made at the time of discovery that the building in ques-
tion was that in which it was found. Were this to be the case
then it would provide a terminus ante quem for construction
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4 Indicating that this wall was part of a pre-existing building complex.

Fig. 3. Mut el-Kharab
Unit 18 and neighbouring
structures.



of the paved court and rooms. Unfortunately, this is by no
means certain and it is highly improbable that the slab pro-
vides a date for the construction of the Unit 6 building as
its eastern entrance is associated with stone paving laid upon
a brick foundation that overlies the proposed line of the
outer stone wall of the Seth temple enclosure (fig. 2). Other
sections of similar paving have been found associated with
a mud-brick structure of considerable dimensions that was
constructed over the debris resulting from the destruction
of the temple, indicating a late antique date for its construc-
tion. Thus, the building sequence in this area provides little
firm evidence for the date of the burial of the moulds.

The moulds were buried in a specially-prepared pit
0.42 m below the base of the eastern wall of the Unit 18
room and 0.57 m below the base of the northern wall, but
the pit’s position makes it apparent that the room had been
constructed before the moulds were buried as its walls align
with those of the room above. It was cut through the various

sand and one ash deposits below the room, becoming dis-
tinct only in its lowest part after penetrating the ash deposit
(pl. 1). The pit measures 1.2 m E/W by 0.76 m N/S and is
0.87 +/- 0.03 m in depth on the east, but at its top it extends
to 1.62 m E/W; the interior faces of the pit appear to have
been reinforced in some way, possibly with a thin layer of
mud plaster. At the base of the pit was a deposit of broken
yellow mud bricks in which were found some fragments of
the moulds interpreted as being for inlays in the wings of
the god’s image. Most of the moulds were laid above this 
(pl. 2), in a deposit 0.65 m in depth, amongst which were
a small number of objects and potsherds. Covering the de-
posit was sand with charcoal, probably redeposited from the
excavation of the pit, and then a deposit of mud-brick rub-
ble in which were 11 ostraka and a bronze coin. Over this,
and across the entire room was first a deposit of mud-brick
rubble with some stone and charcoal, in which 11 kg of De-
motic and Greek ostraka were found, mostly in the north-
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Pl. 1. Mut el-Kharab Unit 18 showing pit for the burial of the moulds, looking north-west.



east corner of the room, and then dense mud-brick collapse,
again with some broken stone but also several blocks with
some decoration. Overlying this were the remains of a pos-
sible floor of stone paving slabs on mud bricks. While the
mud-brick layers were found across the entire room they
cannot be taken as sealing the deposits below, such is the ex-
tent of the disturbance across this part of the site. This is
shown clearly by the ceramics amongst these deposits,
amongst which are pieces dating from the Late Period to
Mamluk Period.

I.2 The Moulds

For convenience here the moulds are divided into two main
groups: 
I          those to produce inlays for the falcon head, the tri-

partite wig, parts of the crown, the uraeus and pos-
sibly the kilt, figs. 4–5; all but figs. 4d–e (18/203 and
216)5 are of plaster and these are of local ceramic. All
of the pieces discovered are illustrated.

II         those to produce inlays for the feathers in the wings,
figs. 5–6; all but one example of which (not illus-
trated) are of local ceramic and this is unfired clay.
All of the main types are illustrated; 153 pieces were
found, many fragmentary, with only a few joining
pieces from the same moulds; these were all assigned
the same excavation registration number (18/216),
which includes two of the ceramic moulds for inlays
of sections around the falcon’s eyes (fig. 4e).

While the identification of those in group I is fairly ax-
iomatic, that the second group were for feathers in the wings
of the divine image rather than, for example, of a winged
solar disc that ornamented a wooden naos or for a seg-
mented cavetto cornice (compare Arveiller-Dulong – Nenna
2011: 365–371; Cervi 2012; Nenna in press)6 is based upon
several factors:
i)         the identification of the form of the Seth image into

which the inlays were set based upon parallels within
Dakhleh and Kharga, discussed below;

ii)        their association with the group I moulds in the de-
posit;

iii)       and also, most importantly, their size, as all known
examples of the alternatives would have required far
smaller inlays.

It should be noted here that some of the group II moulds
carry indications of the position of the inlay within the se-
quence of the full arrangement. These take the form of nu-
merals, either cardinals or ordinals, some with the additional
information “to the front” written in Demotic on the back,7

or incised notches again indicating numerals in one of the
sides.8 The sequence in each case is incomplete, which indi-
cates that the deposit does not contain all of the moulds that
were originally used, as does the fragmentary nature of the
assemblage. The following indicates which numerals are rep-
resented and by how many examples:

Demotic:
“to the front”: 18 – 1; 21 – 1; 23 – 1; 24 – 1; plus four frag-

ments without numerals. Total = 8
Cardinals: 4 – 1; 5 – 1; 7 – 1; 8 – 2; 11 – 3; 12 – 1; 16 – 1;

20 – 2; 22 – 2; 25 – 1; 26 – 1; 28 – 1; 29 – 1; 30
– 1; 32 – 1. Total = 20

Ordinals: 1st – 1; 11th – 3; 13th – 1; 18th – 1; 19th – 1; 20th –
1; 23rd – 1. Total = 9

Notched: 2 – 3; 3 – 3; 4 – 2; 7 – 3; 9 – 1. Total = 12

I.2.1 Group I Moulds

This group comprises two intact moulds for inlays into a fal-
con head, four moulds for sections around the eye of a falcon
head, two uraei, three fragments for inlays into the kilt, three
complete moulds for inlays into large feathers that formed
part of the headgear and three moulds for the inlays into
a tripartite wig. The dimensions of the pieces are such that
they would all have produced inlays for figures of the same
scale. The following table provides a summary of the relevant
information for each mould; note that in relation to the di-
mensions I provide first those of the mould and then those
of the inlays produced in the mould, but only for the simpler
moulds, while for the complex moulds to produce multiple
inlays the reader may obtain the latter from the drawings.
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5 These are the excavation registration numbers and comprise the excavation unit number followed by the sequential object number.
6 I wish to thank Marie-Dominique Nenna for her thoughts upon the Mut moulds and providing invaluable references.
7 I wish to thank Gunter Vittmann for identifying the Demotic notations.
8 Similar notching has been found upon a glass inlay for a feather in a wing at Soknopaiou Nesos (Cervi 2012: 289 MS21).
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Fig. 4. Moulds of Group I: scale 1:10.



      Description         Reg. No.    Fig.       Height           Width
      Thick/

                                                                                                     Depth
  Falcon head;            18/200      4a    Total = 57.6          52            5.6
  inlays for eye,                                     Eye Mark-
  eye markings                                      ings = 25.6         27.2           1.6
  and beak                                           Eye & Mark- Beak & Eye
                                                            ings = 25.6     Markings 
                                                                                     = 44.8
  As last                      18/201      4b    Total = 45.6        43.6           7.2
                                                            Eye Mark-
                                                             ings = 28           29.6           1.6
                                                          Eye & Mark-  Beak & Eye
                                                             ings = 28       Markings 
                                                                                      = 48
  Full eye markings     18/202      4c      Total = 33          30.4           3.2
                                                            Eye Mark-
                                                            ings = 25.6           28         1.0-1.6
  Rear eye markings    18/203      4d    Total = 26.4        20.8           2.4
                                                            Eye Mark-             
                                                            ings = 25.6                           0.8
  Markings                 18/206      4e      Total = 16           9.6             2
  below eye                                            Eye Mark-
                                                            ings = 14.4                           0.8
  Markings                 18/206      4e      Total = 16           8.8            2.4
  below eye                                            Eye Mark-             
                                                            ings = 14.4                           0.8
  Uraeus                      18/204      4f            22                  8             3.2
  Uraeus                      18/205      4g            20                  8             3.2
  Kilt section              18/209      4h          34.4              15.2           3.2
  ?Kilt section            18/210a      4i           18.4                20            5.6
  ?Kilt section            18/210b     4i           15.2                12            3.2
  Feather                     18/207      4j            46            12 at top         4
  Feather                     18/206      4k          55.2         12.8 at top       4
  Feather                     18/208      4l           50.4         12.8 at top       4
  Wig right lappet       18/213      5a          41.6                20              4
                                                                                    Lappet 
                                                                                    end 19           
  Wig left lappet         18/211      5b            63                 33            4.8
                                                                                    Lappet 
                                                                                   end 20.4          
  Wig back                 18/212      5b            64                 24               

I.2.2 Group II Moulds

This group comprise  s the moulds believed to have produced
inlays to be set into the wings of the divine image. As noted
above, all of the types that can be identified are illustrated
here; the typology is based upon the shape of the inlay not
the mould. Many are fragmentary and thus cannot be as-
signed to any of the main types and this prevents a mini-
mum number of examples of each type being estimated
using the total assemblage. In the following table the details
of each type are provided along with the number of examples
of each, bearing in mind what has just been said, and any
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inscriptions or notching and their frequency. Again, the di-
mensions of the mould precede those of the inlay; the ex-
ample used to illustrate the type, if inscribed, when there are
multiple examples, is indicated by underlining.

No indication survives of the nature of the material from
which the inlays were made, though glass or faience are the
obvious candidates. While glass was being used for inlays in
naoi and sculpture from 26th Dynasty onwards (Arveiller-
Dulong – Nenna 2011: 350–383; Nenna in press), the
quantity that would have been needed for use in all of the
Mut inlays and especially in the large pieces for the head
likely precludes a date before the Roman Period (Nenna
pers. comm., December 2013). Faience therefore becomes
a more likely possibility if the moulds predate that period.
I will return to this later. As the material for the inlays is un-
certain, it is not possible to use the moulds as the basis for
a discussion of the manufacturing process of the inlays.9 It
should be noted, however, that the numbering systems used
on the moulds of group II would indicate that inlays were
produced for specific positions within the sequence of feath-
ers in the wings. This implies that the image was carved first
into the temple wall, the shape and size of each feather was
then recorded and replicated in the moulds that were made
after the carving of the image. That there are duplicates of
some numbers might indicate that one sequence was pro-
duced for each wing, which would be logical as the shapes
of the feathers would differ in corresponding places of each
wing. The significance of the use of both cardinals and or-
dinals, and the notation “to the front” is not apparent, unless
they relate to the different rows of feathers; this might in
some way account for the occurrence of three moulds la-
belled with 11 and 11th. Unfortunately, as some of the num-
bers occur upon fragments the original shape of which
cannot be ascertained, these ideas cannot be taken any fur-
ther.

The ceramic moulds for the feathers have predominantly
a convex interior base and many have traces of a thin white
coating on the interior. The depressions for the shaping of
the inlays are overwhelmingly located in only one side of the
mould, as would seem obvious; however, there are two in-
stances where this is not the case and depressions occur in
both sides, namely fig. 6o, where part of one depression re-
mains in the underside, and a fragment of unknown type
with depressions running the entire length on both sides,
one with a convex base and the other a concave base. The
Demotic numeral 7 is incised into the convex base; as such
notations in all other cases are written on the base of the
mould, in the case of this piece it may indicate that this side

9 The most recent discussion for faience is P. T. Nicholson 2013; information courtesy of Marie-Dominique Nenna.
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                 Description                     Fig.        Length        Width         Thickness/                Inscription                   Notches             Examples
                                                                                                               Depth
  Top slopes down to right; sides        5c      17.6–22.8      4–4.8              2–2.4           8–1;11–1;19th–1; 29–1                                         6
  flaring; pointed end.                                  16.8–19.6      2–2.8                0.4                                                                
  As last, shorter.                                 5d         14–15         3.6–4              2–2.4          11th–1;20–1;22–1; 26–1                                        4
                                                                        12.8            2.4                  0.4
  Top slopes down to left;                   5e      19.2–22.4    3.6–4.8            1.4–2              8–1;11th–1;18th–1;                                             6
  sides flaring; end pointed.                          15.2–19.2    2.8–3.6           0.4–0.8                      23rd–1                             
  As last, shorter.                                 5f      14.8–15.6         4                 1.6-2                        20th–1;                                                      2
                                                                    13.2-14.4     2.4-3.2              0.4                 23 to the front - 1                    
  Top slopes sharply down to left;       5g            26            3.6–4              1.6–2                         1st–1                                                       2
  sides straight; end flat.                                    23.6            2.4                  0.4
  Top slopes sharply down                  5h      Extant 14        4.4                  1.8                                                                                          1
  to right; ? other features                             Ext. 12.8         2.8                  0.4
  as last (incomplete).
  Both ends pointed; sides flaring.       5i           23.2              4                     2                                                                                           1
                                                                        20.4            2.8                  0.4
  As last, shorter.                                 5j        16–19.2      4.4–4.8            1.6–2               21 to the front–1;                                             5
                                                                      14–17         2.8–3            0.4–0.6                  20–1; 25–1
  Top flat; sides faring;                       5k          15.2              4                     2                            32–1                                                       1
  end pointed.                                                   12.4            2.8                  0.4
  Flaring sides; pointed end;                                                                                         16–1; ? to the front–1                                          4
  shape of top unknown.
  Top slopes down to right;                 5l           22.4              4                   1.6                                                                                          1
  sides slightly flaring; end                                18.8            2.8                  0.4
  slopes down to left.
  Fragments with tops sloping           5e–f                                                                      11th–1; 12–1; 13th–1;              4–1                       7
  down to the left; sides possibly        or l                                                                         18 to the front–1;
  flaring; ends not preserved.                                                                                          24 to the front–1;
                                                                                                                                         ? to the front–1
  Both ends straight; sides flaring.      6a           17.6            4.4                   2                                                                                           1
                                                                        16.4            2.6                  0.4
  As last, shorter.                                6b          13.6         4.4–4.8            1.6–2                                                      2/3–1; 2–1                 2
                                                                        11.6              2                   0.4
  Top sloping to left; sides                  6c        16–17.2       4–4.4              1.2–2                                                       7–1; 7–1.                  2
  flaring; end flat.                                           14.4–16      2.4–2.8              0.4
  Top sloping down to right;              6d          14.4              4                     2                                                               9–1                       1
  sides flaring; end flat.                                      12.8            2.4                  0.4
  Top round; sides straight                 6e        21.6–22         4.4                   2                                                                                           3
  or slightly tapering; end flat.                        20–20.4      2.8–3.2            0.8–1
  End flat; sides tapering; top             6f       Extant 18          6                     2                                                                                           1
  round or slightly pointed.                           Ext. 15.2         3.6                  0.4
  One end flat other broken;                                                                                         4–1; ? to the front–1.                                           2
  sides straight.
  Both ends flat; sides curved.            6g          19.6          3.6–4            2.4–3.2                                                      3–1; 4–1                   7
                                                                         18              2.4              0.4–0.8
  Top tapers to extended point;          6h          22.4            5.6                   2                                                                                           1
  sides are curved and tapering;                        21.6              3                   0.4
  end flat.
  As last but only top preserved;         6i      Ext. 6.8–14     4.8–6              1.8–2                                                   2–1; 3–1; 7–1               4
  wider.                                                         Ext. 12.4       2.8-4                0.4
  Narrow; curved point at top;            6j           23.2            4.8                  2.4                                                                                          1
  sides slightly flaring; flat end.                         20.8            1.2                  0.6
  Narrow; flat at both ends;                6k          18.6         4.2–4.4            2–2.4                                                                                        2
  sides slightly curved.                                       17.4            1.2              0.6–0.8
  Top slopes sharply down                  6l            10              4.4                   2                            28–1                                                       1
  to right; sides straight;                                    7.6             2.8                  0.6                               
  end pointed.



was not used to produce an inlay, though why it was shaped
in this way remains unknown.

I.3 The Image of Seth

As mentioned above, the moulds are all identified here as
having been used for the manufacture of inlays that were set
into an image, or more probably several images, of the god
within the temple. This is essentially based upon their dis-
covery within the temple known from a variety of epigraphic
data to have been dedicated to the god, the range of inlays
attested and their remarkable similarity to the details of the
iconography of Seth encountered from the 26th Dynasty to
the Roman Period in Dakhleh and Kharga Oases. It is there-
fore necessary now to review this material.

The most obvious starting point is the famous represen-
tation in the Temple of Hibis (fig. 7) in Kharga (de Garis
Davis 1953: pls. 42–43) dated to the 27th Dynasty, reign of
Darius I (Cruz-Uribe 1987), which is clearly labelled as
“Seth, Great of Strength, who-is-resident in Hibis”. Seth is
represented with human body and falcon head, striding for-
ward as he spears Apophis, whom he tramples underfoot.
He is provided with a falcon body also, with wings out-
stretched on either side of the figure and a lion merges with
the lower part of the image. The icon conveys the strength
and speed of the god in his combat against the forces of
chaos. Seth wears the double crown with uraeus, tripartite
wig, wrist and arm bands, collar and corselet, kilt and an-
klets; the crown especially associates him with aspects of
kingship. The feathers of the wings are represented in two
main rows: the innermost comprises small overlapping
feathers on either side of a narrow rib while the outer row
are large and curve either to a point or are rounded. Frag-
ments of a very similar image have recently been discovered
at Amhida, ancient Trimithis, in the western part of Dakhleh

(fig. 1), assigned by Olaf Kaper to the reign of Amasis;10 the
iconography enables the identification of the figure as Seth.
Again, the god tramples the serpentine figure of Apophis
underfoot, the body of which has the same pronounced un-
dulations as in the Hibis relief. A lion merges with the divine
figure to trample Apophis. The god has a human body and
wears a kilt and the double crown flanked by feathers; small
sections of the wings only survive so the details are uncer-
tain.

The details of these two images incorporate what would
become standard for the portrayal of Seth thereafter as
shown by representations in the temples of Deir el-Haggar
(Kaper 1997: 17–25; Hölbl 2005: 81–88) and Ismant 
el-Kharab (Kaper 1997: 25–49; Hölbl 2005: 88–95) in
Dakhleh (Kaper 1997: 58–62; Kaper 2002) and from Ayn
Turba in Kharga (Cruz-Uribe 2009: 224–226),11 all of
Roman Period date. Thus, he is mostly shown with falcon
head and human body, often with outstretched wings or
wings closed over the body of a falcon; he wears the double
crown regularly flanked by plumes on a tripartite wig and,
where space permits, he is shown spearing Apophis in ser-
pent form or other animals symbolising opposition to the
sun god.

The iconography of another deity is of relevance here,
namely Amun-nakht, who was venerated at Ayn Birbiyeh
(fig. 1; Kaper 1997: 9–17; Hölbl 2005: 75–81; Kaper 2010;
Abd el-Rahman 2011) in the east of Dakhleh and who is
shown in a form similar to that described above of Seth at
Amhida and Hibis. The suggestion that the two are identical
(Aufrère – Golvin – Goyon 1994: 94) has been convincingly
rejected by Kaper (1997: 83); Amun-nakht appears to be an
amalgam of aspects of Amun and Horus, who avenges his
father Osiris (Kaper 1997: 81–83). Two images at Ayn Bir-
biyeh are of especial interest: one within the gateway (fig. 8)
in sunk relief executed under Octavian/Augustus (Kaper
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                 Description                     Fig.        Length        Width         Thickness/                Inscription                   Notches             Examples
                                                                                                               Depth
  As last but top slopes                      6m           10              4.4                   2                            30–1                                                       1
  down to left.
  As last but top less                           6n          12.8            3.6                  1.6                                                                                          1
  sharply angled.                                                9.2             2.4                  0.4
  Thick U-shapes with                       6o       Ext.16.4         4.8                   2                                                                                           1
  angled ends.                                                 6.8–7.2           4                   0.4
  Rectangles                                       6p       Ext. 15.6         4.4                  2.4                                                                                          1
                                                                         3.6             2.8                  0.4

10 www.amheida.org/inc/pdf/Report2013.pdf, Egyptian epigraphy and temple decoration, fig. 17, accessed in December 2013; I am grateful to Olaf Kaper for providing
me with detailed images of the fragments.

11 In this unusual scene Cruz-Uribe identifies all three equestrian figures as Seth, including, most interestingly, one that appears to be shown with the Seth animal
head; the date is late Roman.
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Pl. 2. Upper layer of moulds in the Unit 18 pit, looking north.

Pl. 3. Upper part of the image of Amun-nakht in the contra-temple of Ayn Birbiyeh, looking east; courtesy of Olaf Kaper.



1997: 71–74) and another at the rear of the temple within
the contra-temple in raised relief executed under Domitian
(unpublished; pl. 3).12 In both the god is shown with a fal-
con head, wearing the tripartite wig and double crown, with
wings outstretched and spearing an opponent. As only the
upper part of the figure on the contra-temple has been re-
vealed the details of the lower part are uncertain, but they
were probably identical to those of the figure in the gateway.
There the god is shown grasping not only a spear but also
a bow and arrows, and he is overwhelming a human figure
who represents one of the nine traditional enemies of
Egypt,13 the other eight adorn the pedestal upon which the
god stands, with the aid of a lion. In distinction to the im-
ages of Seth, the crown of Amun-nakht is not flanked by
feathers and he is not shown defeating Apophis; Seth is not
shown ram-headed as is the case with Amun-nakht (Kaper
1997: 83).

Both of these images were originally extensively inlaid
in areas of the head, wig and wings; traces of glass, possibly
ceramic and coral were found, some still within the image,
as were small sections of gilding.14 The wings of both figures
are shown with three rows of feathers of differing size and
shape, most of which duplicate the shapes that could have
been produced in the group II moulds described above. The
relative proportions of the figures furthermore can be used
to determine the possible scale of the images into which the
inlays produced in the Mut moulds were fixed.

It is evident that all of the group I moulds could have
produced inlays for an image that was falcon-headed, wearing
a tripartite wig and a crown flanked by feathers with a uraeus
– thus an image of Seth (fig. 6q). It is suggested that the inlays
produced in mould 18/209 (fig. 4h) would have been in-
serted into the figure’s kilt. Both the image of Amun-nakht
from the gateway at Ayn Birbiyeh and the Seth relief from
Amhida have a central vertical panel on the kilt that projects
down between the legs of the figures, and the panel on the
latter is also adorned with a fringe, which apparently the same
panel was provided with on the Mut image. 

The composition of the wings of the gateway figure
varies one to the other slightly. The outer row of each com-
mences with a single curved feather, the tip of which is
longer at one side than the other; there are then nine with
pointed tips and either flat or angled ends and predomi-
nantly straight sides, followed by 20 on the left and 21 on
the right with round tips and either angled or flat ends. The
central row duplicates this general sequence but with fewer

feathers: there is the same-shaped first feather, six with
pointed tips, then 13 with round tips on the left and 11 on
the right. The innermost row consists of U-shapes in five
rows on the right but only three rows on the left, which also
has feathers with flat tips and angled ends. There are 30
feathers in the outer row of the left wing and 31 on the right,
with 20 in the central row on the left and 18 on the right.
Naturally, the feathers decrease in size as they approach the
body of the figure, though the longest feathers occur near
but not at the inner edges of the wings. The longest feather
in the outer row on the left is 36 cm and 32.4 on the right,
and these have pointed tips; the shortest with pointed tips
in this row is 27.6 and 22.8 on the wings respectively. Feath-
ers with round tips vary in length from 24–7.2 on the left
and 21.6–5.4 on the right. The longest feather with pointed
tips in the central row is 19.2 on the left and 16.8 on the
right. The left wing of the contra-temple image possesses
more feathers in the shape of the first one in the outer row
of the gateway image (pl. 3). 

If we compare this information with the moulds from
Mut the following emerges:
•          None of the moulds is of sufficient size to produce

a single-piece inlay long enough to fill the longest of
the feathers in an image equal in size to that of the
Amun-nakht gateway image; however, if the lengths
of an inlay with a pointed tip and one with a slightly
angled or flat tip are combined then a comparable
length is obtained. This would indicate that the
longest feathers may have contained composite in-
lays.

•          The Mut moulds would produce inlays of sufficient
size to fill feathers with a single-piece inlay up to
21 cm long.

•          Inlays with ends angled to the right were likely used
in the image’s left wing and vice versa; the angled end
represents the inner end of the feather.

•          Inlays with one tapering end and the other
straight/flat (figs. 5g–h, 6h–i) were set into the outer
feathers of the row; note one of these is marked 1st

(fig. 5g).
•          The very narrow inlays (figs. 6j-k) might indicate

that, as with the Seth image at Hibis, ribs were indi-
cated between the rows of feathers; however, such in-
lays may have been intended for the wig, though this
is less likely given the existence of the wig moulds in
group I.
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12 I am indebted to Olaf Kaper for allowing me to reproduce his drawing of this relief here and providing a photograph of the contra-temple image.
13 Texts within the temple also identify this figure as the enemy of Osiris.
14 I am grateful to Adam Zielinski for this information.
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Fig. 5. a–b Moulds of Group I: scale 1:10; c–l Moulds of Group II: scale 1:5.



•          The inlays produced in the small moulds (figs. 6l-n)
were probably set into the innermost row of feathers
or those closest to the figure’s body; those made in
the multiple moulds (figs. 6o-p) were certainly set in
the innermost row.

•          In relation to the numbers of feathers; the highest
cardinal written on the Mut inlays is 32 and the
highest ordinal is 23rd. The highest with the indica-
tion “to the front” is 24. Thus the Mut image/s may
have possessed more feathers than the Ayn Birbiyeh
image, which, if the estimates of their size given
below are correct, would have been necessary.

The wing span of the gateway figure is 1.98 m and its height
excluding the pedestal is 2.59 m; the image on the contra-
temple has a wing span of 1.9 m. From the front of the beak
to the rear of the eye markings of the former is 27 cm; the
eye markings are 18 cm wide. The maximum width of the
wig is 25.2 and of the end of the lappets 10.8. If we compare
the dimensions of the inlays produced in the Mut moulds
with these then the following emerges in terms of relative
proportions:

•          If the positioning of the features in the two moulds
for the inlays into the head relate to those in the ac-
tual image, then 18/200 is 1.66 times larger than the
Ayn Birbiyeh image and 18/201 is 1.77 times larger.

•          Using only the width of the eye markings in these
two moulds then 18/200 is 1.51 times larger and
18/201 is 1.68 times larger; the inlay from the eye
surround mould 18/202 is 1.5 times larger.

•          Comparing the maximum width of the wig as rep-
resented by 18/211 and 212 and the Ayn Birbiyeh
image, then the Mut image was 2.2 times larger;
using the width of the lappets only then it was 1.78
or 1.93 times larger. 

•          Based upon the combination of head and wig moulds
illustrated here in fig. 6q, the Mut image was twice
the size of the Ayn Birbiyeh image.

The disparity in the scale of relative proportions may in-
dicate that the Mut image/s were indeed of different internal
proportions to that in the gateway at Ayn Birbiyeh, with the
greatest difference being between the maximum widths of
the wig and of the head. Thus the Mut moulds produced
inlays for a head 1.65 times on average larger than the Ayn
Birbiyeh image, but 1.98 larger across the rear of the wig.
These would average out at 1.8, thus indicating that the Mut
image could have been 4.66 m high with a wing span of
3.56 m. Comparing this with the image of Seth at Hibis,
then not too dissimilar results are obtained. That image is

almost square, set within a panel 2.1 m high by 2 m wide
(fig. 7); the ratio of beak to rear of eye markings to total
wing span is 1:9. Employing this in relation to the Mut
moulds then an image with a wing span of 4.03–4.32 m and
a similar height is possible. The same proportion on the Ayn
Birbiyeh image is 1:7.5; this would result in an image 3.36–
3.6 m wide and 4.37–4.68 m high, a size not significantly
different from that suggested using the average of propor-
tions above. It must be emphasised that these are only ap-
proximations.

II. THE DATE OF THE MOULDS AND 
THE TEMPLE OF SETH

The spectacular images of Seth into which the inlays pro-
duced in the moulds were set were undoubtedly key com-
ponents of the decorative programme of the main stone
temple at Mut el-Kharab. It is highly improbable that the
images were within a temple elsewhere in Dakhleh and 
the moulds transferred to Mut for burial. The images are
amongst the only elements of the decorative programme of
the temple that can be reconstructed given the poor state of
preservation of the structure, despite the discovery of a range
of decorated and/or inscribed blocks during the course of
the excavations ranging in date from the New Kingdom to
the Late Period. Indeed, the date of the surviving remains is
uncertain. In contextualising the use of the moulds there-
fore, it is necessary to examine whether a date can be as-
signed to their manufacture and the creation of the images
of Seth within what little is known of the building history
of the temple.

To start with, can the date of the manufacture of the
moulds be determined? As there are no parallels to the pieces
and they are uninscribed, then this process is not simple and
the result must be treated as provisional. The known times-
pan during which Seth was represented in the form likely
represented by the inlays from the moulds, based upon the
parallels cited above, is the 26th Dynasty to at least the sec-
ond century AD, if not slightly later as shown by the images
at Ayn Turba. Prior to this Seth does occur with a falcon
head wearing the double crown on the Smaller Dakhleh
Stela of the reign of Piye in the 25th Dynasty (Janssen 1968),
but there with a human body and no other aspects of the
distinctive iconography. While inlaid images of the gods are
known from the New Kingdom (Kaper 1997: 85), in gen-
eral inlaying and encrustation of sacred objects is common
only from the 26th Dynasty onwards (Arveiller-Dulong –
Nenna 2011: 350–383; Cervi 2012; Nenna in press). The
find context at Mut is ambiguous and of course only indi-
cates the date of burial, but this would seem to have been in
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Fig. 6. a–p Moulds of group II: scale 1:5; partial reconstruction of the placement of moulds of Group I: scale 1:20.



the late Ptolemaic Period. Eleven Demotic ostraka were dis-
covered within the rubble in the north-east corner of Unit
18 overlying the pit in which the moulds were buried, one
with a year date of 52 and another with year 34. The latter,
and one other, refer to one Phibis son of Peteyris; all three
are part of an archive of ostraka discovered in Unit 18,
mostly in the north-east corner of the room within brick
collapse at a higher level. This archive has been ascribed to
the reign of Ptolemy VIII and immediately thereafter
(Vittmann 2012: 24).15 Within the same context as the three
ostraka was a Ptolemaic coin, while ceramics found with the
moulds is all of Ptolemaic Period date.16 This would seem
to indicate clearly when the moulds were buried, but it must
be remembered that there is a great deal of disturbance in
this unit; in the same deposit as the bulk of the archive there
was found a faience plaque inscribed with the cartouches of
one of the Psamtiks and ceramics as late as the Mamluk Pe-
riod! There is substantial data in the form of ceramics (Gill
2012) and ostraka (Vittman 2012) to indicate that the site

and temple flourished in the Ptolemaic Period, though none
of the decorated/inscribed stone blocks discovered so far is
of this date.

This burial date implies that the moulds might have
been created either during the Ptolemaic Period or earlier;
if they were buried subsequent to the late Ptolemaic Period
then some material (potsherds at least) would be expected
within the fill in the pit, though it must be acknowledged
that this line of argument is not robust. The data from the
inscribed/decorated blocks and the ostraka may now be re-
viewed to indicate the possible building history of the tem-
ple to determine whether this might aid in the dating of the
moulds. As I have indicated above, the temple survives only
to foundation or floor level in some places; at one location
there are the lower courses of walls and part of a doorway
(fig. 2, Units 7 and 10), but none of these is inscribed or
decorated. In 2011 the excavations in Unit 39 yielded the
remains of a north-south stone wall and upon one of the
blocks an incomplete Demotic notation survives; this reads
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Fig. 7. Drawing of the image 
of Seth in Hibis Temple, Kharga:
scale 1:20.

15 Greek ostraka within the same archive are of the same timespan; information courtesy of Klaas Worp. 
16 I am grateful to James Gill for his estimate of the date of these ceramics.



in part “…month 2 of Shomu, day 19 or 29...”.17 The or-
thography implies a pre-Ptolemaic Period date, but the read-
ing and date ascription are both tentative. All other
epigraphic and iconographic data are from disturbed con-
texts and very fragmentary. They may be summarised as fol-
lows with reference to securely-dated pieces only:
•          Early Middle Kingdom: inscribed pillar from a tem-

ple dedicated to Igai by the local governor named Sa-
Igai (Hope – Kaper 2010a), found in Unit 30 north;
other pillars from the same monument were found
in Unit 25, including one with a Ramesside prayer
to Seth. No indication of a cult of Seth.

•          Cartouche of Thutmose III (Hope 2003: 58);
a block discovered by Ahmed Fakhry at or near Mut
carries part of the name Thutmose, either that of one
of the kings of that name or an official of the 18th

Dynasty (Osing 1982: 38 no. 44; Marchand – Tallet
1999: 309 no. 19).

•          A series of blocks discovered in Unit 21 inscribed
with the cartouches of Horemheb from a monument
dedicated to Amun-Re (Hope 2005: 43–44); Seth is
not mentioned, but the cult of Amun was celebrated
alongside that of Seth at the site (Hope – Kaper
2010b: 226–229).

•          Ramesside prayer to Seth inscribed upon a pillar
reused from the Igai temple (Hope – Kaper 2010b)
found in Unit 25.

•          Cartouches of Ramesses IV from Unit 21 (Hope –
Kaper 2010b: 225) and Ramesses XI from Unit 41
(Hope 2012), the latter with the epithet “Beloved of
Seth, Lord of Mit”, undoubtedly the ancient name
of the site (Hope 2003: 73; Kaper 1992: 130–132;
Kaper 2009: 153; Vittmann forthcoming).

•          Fragmentary block with the text “…beloved of…,
Lord of Oasis…”, another decorated with fecundity
figures and a third comprising part of a lintel, all as-
signed to the New Kingdom, with the former prob-
ably of the 18th Dynasty (unpublished) and the last
of the Ramesside Period (Hope 2003: 56–57).

•          Several blocks of the 21st Dynasty (Kaper 2009: 154–
158), including one commemorating a royal jubilee
and another being a graffito added to a block from
an earlier gateway with the title of the High Priest of
Amun.

•          A large cache of hieratic ostraka of the period 750–
650, thus the 25th to early 26th Dynasty found in
Unit 38 (Vittmann forthcoming), many mentioning
personnel of and offerings in the temple of Seth.

•          A large, well-preserved block depicting Psamtik
I making offering to Re-Horakhty and Atum found
in Unit 6 (Hope 2001: 41; Kaper 2001: 75–76;
Kaper 2012: 168–169) and another found reused in
a nearby cemetery of Psamtik II (Kaper 2012: 169).

In addition to the above are, of course, the two Dakhleh
Stela, one of the 22nd Dynasty (Leahy 2010) and the other
the 25th Dynasty (Janssen 1968), purchased in Mut and
which were undoubtedly erected within the temple of Seth
at Mut el-Kharab, and a fragmentary stela possibly of the
23rd Dynasty acquired in Mut (Kaper 2009: 153). While
there is abundant ceramic material of the Roman Period,
only one small block has tentatively been assigned to that
period (unpublished). Archaeological evidence does show
major alterations during the first to second centuries AD in
the form of a large brick platform built on the east of the
temple, found in Units 5, 8, 15–17, 24, 27 and 29 (fig. 2;
see below), which was later cut through for the construction
of the Unit 40 tower. Thus, the temple of Seth would appear
to have been functioning from early in the 18th Dynasty at
the latest until the Roman Period; ceramic material and
other artefacts of all of these periods have been found at the
site supporting this conclusion. It should be noted that the
current temenos would appear to have been constructed in
the 27th Dynasty (Hope 2004: 30–31).

The surviving remains may now be described to give an
indication of the scale on which the temple was constructed
(fig. 2). The excavations have revealed two sets of two parallel
sandstone walls oriented north/south positioned 2.75 m
apart on either side of an area with partial remains of a stone
floor upon a mud-brick foundation and the lower courses of
several stone walls. This area extends through Units 1, 7, 10,
12 and 32 and is 11.25 m wide. The intersection of several
walls in the north-east corner of Unit 10 preserves the corners
of four spaces. These walls are between 0.5 and 0.75 m wide
and are clearly those of interior rooms; the distance between
the two sections of north-south walls in Unit 7 is 2.5 m, and
the distance between the easternmost of these walls and the
inner of the two large stone walls on the east is 1.25 m. The
size of these spaces might indicate that this is the location of
the area of the temple’s sanctuary, but this needs further clar-
ification. The composition of the foundation material varies
across this area as the stone paving is set directly upon yellow
sand in Units 1 and 32 rather than mud brick as elsewhere.
Yellow sand also serves as the foundation for the large north-
south walls, but there it is held in place by narrow mud-brick
retaining walls. The exact technique used for creating the
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17 I am grateful to Gunter Vittmann for the reading.
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Fig. 8. Drawing of the image of Amun-nakht in the gateway at Ayn Birbiyeh, Dakhleh Oasis, courtesy of Olaf Kaper: scale 1:12.



temple’s foundations is uncertain; it is possible that a large
pit was dug of the same size as the temple and then filled with
sand and/or brick, a technique known at Late Period temple
sites (e.g., el-Balamun; Spencer 2004). Sand was commonly
used for foundations to provide ritual purity from the Late
Period to Ptolemaic Period at least (Arnold 1999: 66, 97,
152; Niederberger 1999: 93–95).

The suggested line and extent of the two sets of parallel
walls needs explanation (fig. 2). The only extant sections of
the inner west wall are preserved in Units 32, where it is
1.9m wide, and 41, where only part of the width survives.
In the latter clean sand has been exposed for a width of 2 m
with a brick retaining wall on the west, and a cut of identical
width with remains of sand was excavated in Unit 4, again
with a retaining wall on the west. A narrow brick retaining
wall has been exposed in Unit 39 against which to the east
is a bed of sand that extends across the width of the unit.
The stonework of the east inner wall has gone entirely and
the line of the wall can only be traced by the remains of the
cut for the wall that is 2 m wide, yellow sand and the retain-
ing wall on its east, which have been revealed in Units 7, 10
and 29. The extension of these walls to the south is implied
by the existence of stone paving upon sand in Unit 1; the
northern extent remains unknown. The outer wall is well
documented on the east in Units 15, 16, 24 and 27, where
it is 1.5–1.625 m wide and set upon a foundation of yellow
sand between brick retaining walls. This foundation did not
prove adequate and the wall has suffered significant shifting
to the west in Units 16 and 24; I will return to this below.
The outer wall on the west is attested only with certainty in
Unit 39; here it is again 1.5–1.625 m in width. There is only
scant indication of the use of sand here, but the stone wall
is between brick retaining walls. In Unit 41 to the north
a roughly executed line of stone blocks 1.5 m in width has
been unearthed, many of which are reused. The alignment
and width corresponds with the Unit 39 wall but the con-
struction is significantly inferior, so there is some uncertainty
whether it is part of the same wall.

If this suggestion does prove correct, then the outer walls
extend for a maximum length of 26 m on the west and
20.75 on the east, while the inner walls extend for 21.25 on
the west and possibly 25 m on the east. The outer walls are
20.25 m apart on the north but only 19 m apart on the
south because of the movement of the wall in Units 16 and
24. The walls were constructed at a similar depth and it is
probable that they are part of one construction phase. Ar-
chaeological evidence indicates that this occurred after the
25th Dynasty but before the Roman Period, but it is
presently not possible to be more precise. These parameters
are indicated by two factors. First, the foundations of the

eastern outer stone wall overlie directly a ceramic dump con-
taining material of the New Kingdom to the 25th Dynasty
that extends under the brick paving to the east in Units 8
and 15–17 and also the wall abutted by Units 8 and 17
(Hope 2002: 91–92; 2003: 59; 2005: 41; Hope et al. 2006:
32–33; Hubschmann 2010). Internal movement within this
deposit is probably the cause of the shifting of the wall in
Units 16 and 24. It extends to the north into Units 27 and
5. Second, the deep brick pavement east of this wall is built
upon brick rubble in which ceramics of the early Roman Pe-
riod were found (Hope 2005: 41); this pavement abuts the
wall, which was in existence when the pavement was con-
structed.

If the walls in Unit 10 do represent the inner sanctuary
area of the temple then it can be assumed that the temple
was oriented north-south and the outer components of the
temple were located to the south, given the occurrence of
stone paving in Unit 1. The inner stone walls would be those
of the temple building while the outer ones would represent
an enclosure wall around the temple. The mud-brick wall
on the east of Units 8 and 17 may have been part of yet an-
other enclosure, and the whole ensemble was then located
within the huge outer mud-brick enclosure, which rather
than simply defining the area of the temple functioned as
an urban citadel in the manner recently discussed by Kemp
(2006: 351–360) and which is typical of the Late Period.
Both Ayn Birbiyeh (Mills 1987: fig.1) and Hibis (Winlock
1941: pls. XXX, XXXII; Cruz-Uribe 1987: fig. 12) have
a stone enclosure wall around the main body of the temple.
Comparison of the sizes of these temples and also Deir el-
Haggar, the other major extant Dakhleh temple, with the
remains at Mut is informative (dimensions are in metres):

                                      Mut           Ayn           Deir          Hibis
                                  el-Kharab    Birbiyeh    el-Haggar
  External width               24              21                             26.75–
  of outer stone                                                                     27.75
  enclosure
  External length        Extant 26   Extant 30                          60.5
  of outer stone 
  enclosure.
  External width               15             12.3       Naos = 7.5        19
  of temple                                                         Pronaos            
                                                                         = 10.6
  External length           Extant         29.2          23.75           44.5
  of temple                     21.25
  Width of                      2.75            2.4                             3–3.25
  ambulatory
  Width of                    Circa 2       1.5–1.8          1.5              1.5
  temple walls

The remains at Mut el-Kharab indicate that the temple was
larger than that at Ayn Birbiyeh but slightly smaller than
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Hibis. Superimposing the plan of Hibis upon that of Mut
el-Kharab (fig. 9) and scaling it down proportionally, so that
the exterior stone walls of both coincide, indicates what the
temple may have looked like if its plan resembled that of
Hibis and the area the temple could have occupied. This
highlights the large area available within the citadel for
a wide variety of buildings.

Returning to the scale of the image of Seth for which the
moulds were created, if its width was 4–4.5 m as indicated
by comparison with the image of Seth at Hibis, then con-
siderable wall space would have been required. Slightly less
space would have been required if data based upon compar-
ison with Amun-nakht at Ayn Birbiyeh are used. This indi-
cates a position in a very prominent part of the temple rather
than, for example, the sanctuary. It is not possible to make
further suggestions in light of the poor state of preservation
of the Mut temple, but it might be noted that if such an
image was in a gateway, as with Amun-nakht at Ayn Bir-
biyeh, then that gate would have been considerably larger
than the Ayn Birbiyeh gate in width. That gate is 5.1 m
wide, 6.525–6.45 m deep and it is estimated to have stood
8.35 m high.

Finally, throughout the discussion above I have implied
that there may have been more than one inlaid image of
winged Seth in the Mut el-Kharab temple. The rationale for
this is simple: if there was only one image why were dupli-
cate moulds necessary? While the moulds of the head section
are similar in size they are not identical; the presence of four
additional pieces to produce the inlays for the markings
around the eyes and two uraei, further supports this idea.
Likewise, the duplication of numbered moulds for the feath-
ers indicates more than one image. How many there were
cannot be determined with certainty, and, as I mentioned
above, the total number of moulds found does not represent
the total manufactured.

III. CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is clear from this discussion that the date of manufacture
of the moulds and thus of the images of winged Seth within
the Mut el-Kharab temple cannot be determined with pre-
cision. The best that can be proposed is sometime between
the 26th Dynasty and the late Ptolemaic Period. Despite this,
the existence of such large-scale and elaborately-decorated
images within a temple dedicated to the god, which was not
only being maintained throughout the Third Intermediate
Period well into the Roman Period but clearly was thriving
and being added to, has major implications for the issue of
the proscription of the cult after the New Kingdom.

While some restrictions concerning the writing of the
god’s name and his representation appear to have occurred
during the New Kingdom in royal monuments (Cruz-Uribe
2009), it has generally been assumed that major restrictions
were brought into force sometime between the 22nd and 25th

Dynasties (te Velde 1977: ch. 5; Soukiassian 1981; Kaper
2001: 72–74; te Velde 2001). Te Velde (1997: 138–140) has
suggested that no new temples were erected to the god after
the New Kingdom and that the maintenance of existing
ones ceased, while he further claimed that there was little
evidence for his veneration in the Nile Valley from the 26th

Dynasty onwards. The data discussed in this paper clearly
show that a major reconsideration of this position is neces-
sary. The abandonment of the Seth image in writings of the
god’s name is known to have occurred at Mut el-Kharab
(Kaper 2001: 72–74), and his image no longer incorporated
the distinctive animal’s head, except in the possible cases of
the very late renderings at Ayn Turba in Kharga and a grafitto
at the nearby Gebel Teir (Cruz-Uribe 2009: 223). On the
other hand, the cult flourished in Dakhleh and this was
clearly with the support of the local administration and
probably also the central administration in the Nile Valley,
which cannot have been ignorant of the situation at Mut es-
pecially. That temple is the largest in Dakhleh, situated at
the sometime capital of the oasis, and the surrounding en-
closure is the largest surviving in the western desert.

To account for this situation it has been suggested that
the special position of the god in Dakhleh necessitated a dif-
ferent approach, one that acknowledged him as its major
deity. Certainly his iconography was modified to focus upon
his protective roles both in relation to the desert environ-
ment and also against the forces of chaos that threatened the
established order of the created world. Recently, two scholars
have suggested that the limitation of the notion of a pro-
scription needs to be taken further. Cruz-Uribe (2009: 201)
has indicated that the representation of Seth at Hibis was
“considered by the ancient priests and draughtsmen as being
a normative figure for a traditional Egyptian temple”; it was
carved in a very prominent part of the temple. Smith in
studying 1st millennium BC religious texts relating to the 
aftermath of the murder of Osiris by Seth concludes (2010:
417):

To summarise, it is not difficult to find evidence of hostility
towards Seth in Egyptian sources of the 1st millennium BC. But
his proscription, in the strict sense of the term, was less systematic
and more limited in scope than frequently supposed. Moreover,
it is not a new development, but rather a continuation of a prac-
tice well attested in earlier times. It may be that hostility to Seth
intensified during the 1st millennium…but it is important to
note that such evidence comes mainly from the post-Persian Pe-
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riod and not before, while the vast majority of it relates to what
I have called cult-specific proscription and is restricted to par-
ticular cultic contexts.

Thus, data that are used to analyse the proscription are
context specific and this will determine just how Seth is por-

trayed. While texts at Edfu focus upon malevolent aspects
of his character, Seth as murderer of Osiris and opponent of
Horus, at Mut el-Kharab he was presented as a protector
and it was this aspect of the god’s role that defined his pres-
entation throughout Dakhleh until the 2nd century AD. It
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Fig. 9. Site plan of Mut 
el-Kharab with the plan 
of the Hibis Temple 
superimposed; scale
1:1500.



is not simply the distance of Dakhleh from the Nile Valley
that enabled its priests to present Seth in this dominant and
positive manner, but rather it is a reflection of the complex
nature of the cult.

While there may have been an attempt to replace Seth
as main god of Dakhleh with Amun-nakht in the late Ptole-
maic Period (Kaper 1997: 83–86), this ultimately failed and
the popularity of Amun-nakht does not appear to have been
widespread. It is interesting to note that the iconography
adopted for Amun-nakht was based upon that already well-
established for Seth with a few modifications, and his inlaid
images at Ayn Birbiyeh may have been close copies of those
that already adorned the temple at Mut el-Kharab.
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