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Despite of over one and half century of archaeological work in Saqqara, still no comprehen-
sive map of the necropolis is available.1 The work of the Polish-Egyptian Archaeological 
Mission led by Professor Karol Myśliwiec yields important data that reveal new aspects of 
the Saqqara plateau. On the existing general and fragmentary plans, an apparently chaotic 
arrangement of mastabas (that constitute the vast majority of the excavated tombs) can be 
seen. This is due mainly to the fact that the cemetery in Saqqara, in contrast to e.g. Giza 
or Dahshur, has been established as a non-royal one (i.e. without a royal tomb being its 
focal point) and then developed gradually over a long period of time, when new tombs 
were clustered around several subsequent royal structures.2 The impression of the chaotic 
arrangement of the tombs is augmented by striking differences in their orientation.3

In accordance with the Egyptian funerary beliefs, a tomb was not only a place to safely 
store the body of a deceased person, but it represented also a link between the netherworld 
in the west (where the soul of a deceased dwells) and the world of living in the east (where 
it comes to receive offerings). Thus, a tomb or, more precisely, its offering place faces east 
and west at the same time, and the functional axis of a tomb (marked out by a false door 
and an offering table) runs along this line, even when the layout of the whole structure, 
usually elongated in the north-south line, may suggest otherwise. In order to function, 
i.e. to enable the deceased to come from the West and to receive offerings, a tomb must 
have been properly oriented. This required the cardinal directions to be determined, which 
could have been achieved using several methods:4 

– according to the position of stars, which resulted in astronomical north;
– according to the course of the Nile, indicating the local north;
– according to prominent landscape features, as, e.g., Saqqara escarpment, that were 

assumed to indicate the local north;

1 A. MARIETTE, Les mastaba de l’Ancien Empire, Paris 1885, Pl. II; J. DE MORGAN, Carte de la nécropole 
memphite. Dahchour, Sakkarah, Abou Sir, Le Caire 1897, Pls 7–10; A.J. SPENCER, Researches on the Topogra-
phy of North Saqqara etc. North Saqqara, Or 43, 1974, Tab. I; F. Ago, E. Bresciani, A. Giammarusti (Eds), The 
North Saqqara Archaeological Site: Handbook for the Environmental Risk Analysis, Pisa 2003 [= North Saqqara 
Archaeological Site], pp. 319–341.

2 On various problems related to the state of research and documentation of the Saqqara necropolis, cf. 
H.S. SMITH, Uncharted Saqqara: An Essay, [in:] C. Berger, B. Mathieu (Eds), Études sur l’Ancien Empire et la 
nécropole de Saqqȃra dédiées à J.-P. Lauer, Montpellier 1997 [= Uncharted Saqqara], pp. 379–393.

3 Moreover, the site has never been completely excavated which resulted in large blank areas on the maps. 
Recent research indicates that most probably the whole cemetery was densely overbuilt already in the Old King-
dom: cf. e.g. SMITH, Uncharted Saqqara; I.J. MATHIESON, J. DITTMER, The Geophysical Survey of North Saqqara, 
2001–7, JEA 93, 2007, pp. 79–93; A. EL-BATAL, F. KHATTAB, S. SOLEIMAN, The Gisr el-Mudir Cemetery I. The 
Tombs of Ia-Maat and Others, Cairo 2012; K.O. KURASZKIEWICZ, Saqqara V.1: Old Kingdom structures between 
Step Pyramid complex and the Dry Moat I: Architecture and Development of the Necropolis, Warsaw 2013 
[= Saqqara V.1], pp. 275–283.

4 Cf. G. VITTMANN, s.v. Orientierung, LÄ IV, 607–609. Cf. also Z. ŽÁBA, L’orientation astronomique dans 
l’ancienne Égypte et la précession de l’axe du monde, Prague 1953; J.-PH. LAUER, Zbynek Žába: L’orientation 
astronomique dans l’ancienne Égypte, et la précession de l’axe du monde (review), BIFAO 60, 1960, pp. 171–
183. The problems related to the orientation of royal funerary complexes, having been extensively discussed, are 
outside the scope of the present paper.
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– parallel to existing structures, e.g., royal funerary complexes, assumed to have been 
correctly oriented.

Each of the methods possibly resulted in slightly different orientation, depending on 
numerous factors, e.g., the choice of a star set as the marker of north, the direction in which 
the river fl ows at a particular site, the precise orientation of landscape features or structures 
in question.

The orienting of each single tomb based on the tracking the position of stars would be 
time-consuming and it would demand a specially trained personnel. It may be supposed, 
therefore, that basically only royal tombs were oriented this way, while for non-royal ones 
alternative methods were preferred, especially when there were other reference points 
available in the vicinity of the construction site. 

The method based on the course of the Nile does not seem to be very useful when 
there is a signifi cant distance and/or difference of levels between a cemetery and the river. 
Thus, Old Kingdom private tombs were apparently oriented using approximate cardinal 
directions indicated by the closest or the most prominent landscape features, or structures, 
mainly by royal tombs.

Because there was evidently no single reference point for orienting all the Old Kingdom 
tombs in Saqqara, individual orientations should be analysed separately.

The earliest mastabas of the Early Dynastic cemetery are built approximately parallel 
to the North Saqqara escarpment (that runs approximately along a line declined c. 11° 
W of N), and presumably facing the Early Dynastic Memphis.5 The same orientation is 
displayed also by the majority of Second and Third Dynasty tombs in the area of Sacred 
Animal Necropolis,6 with several notable exceptions. The tombs 3518 with adjacent struc-
tures, 3050 and 3079–3081 (all dating from the Third Dynasty) are declined c. 5° E of N,7 
i.e. roughly aligned with the Step Pyramid enclosure, as are the Fourth and Fifth Dynasty 
tombs north and north-west of it (in the area within the Dry Moat as well as outside it).8

It seems only natural that tombs clustered around a royal funerary complex share 
its orientation. This is the case of the majority of the tombs constructed close to the 
pyramid complexes of Netjerykhet and Teti.9 The situation around the pyramid of Wenis is 
more complicated, fi rst because of the proximity of the Step Pyramid which has a different 
orientation than the former, then because the Wenis causeway, which could have been used 

5 See, e.g., T.A.H. WILKINSON, Early Dynastic Egypt, London 1999, pp. 358–362.
6 See, e.g., S. DAVIES, Uncharted Saqqara: a postscript, JEA 84, 1998, p. 46, Fig. 1. Cf. Ago, Bresciani, 

Giammarusti (Eds), North Saqqara Archaeological Site, pp. 328, 330–331.
7 A distinct change of orientation can be observed in this group: the mastabas 3512, 3523–3525, 3529 and 

3530 are parallel to 3518, in contrast to the mastabas 3526, 3527 and 3531–3533 which seem to refl ect a return 
to the predominant orientation. Such adjustments indicate that the precise orientation of a tomb was deliber-
ately chosen and thus meaningful. 

8 See, e.g., M. BAUD, Aux pieds de Djoser, [in:] C. Berger, B. Mathieu (Eds), Études sur l’Ancien Empire et 
la nécropole de Saqqȃra dédiées à J.-P. Lauer, Montpellier 1997, pp. 69–87; Ago, Bresciani, Giammarusti (Eds), 
The North Saqqara Archaeological Site, pp. 330–331, 334.

9 See, e.g., N. KANAWATI, M. ABDER-RAZIQ et al., Mereruka and His Family, Part I: The Tomb of Meryteti, 
ACE Reports 21, Oxford 2004, Pl. 41; cf. Ago, Bresciani, Giammarusti (Eds), North Saqqara Archaeological 
Site, p. 335.
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to set the orientation of tombs built along it, is not straight, but changes the direction twice, 
running in a natural wadi. It is due to these factors that e.g. the tombs of Neferseshemptah, 
Iyneferet, Wenisankh and Idut,10 which are related to the Wenis complex but situated by 
the south wall of the Step Pyramid complex, have been built on a trapezoidal plan to 
compensate for the difference in orientation between the two complexes.11

An interesting case is also the mastaba of Mitri, which has a distinct ‘skewed’ form. 
According to the original plan by S. Hassan, its north and south wall is correlated with 
the orientation of the funerary complex of Wenis (and of the majority of non-royal tombs 
related to it), while the east and west one – declined c. 6° E of N.12 On later plans, however, 
the north, east and west walls conform with the predominant orientation of the Wenis 
cemetery, and only the south wall displays the mentioned deviation.13

Unlike the tombs between the complexes of Netjerykhet and Wenis, a group of mastabas 
clustered around that of Akhethetep,14 seems to be correlated with the middle section of 
the Wenis causeway (which is declined c. 15° south from the east-west axis of the upper 
part of the complex) rather than with the pyramid and mortuary temple.

Similarly orientated (c. 15° E of N) are also several tombs west of the Step Pyramid 
complex. These include rock-cut tombs as well as stone and brick mastabas situated close 
to structures that have different orientation. The earliest one seems to be the mastaba of 
Ptahhetep I,15 and its orientation is shared by the tombs adjoining it. However, to the north 
of it, there is a large mud brick mastaba parallel to the Step Pyramid enclosure wall; the 
southern edge of the whole group runs perpendicularly to the western wall of the temenos, 
which suggests the existence of an earlier, differently oriented structure in the unexcavated 
area south of the tombs of Akhethetep and Tjefu. Another group of tombs that are oriented 
c. 15° E of N is found in the area excavated by the Polish-Egyptian Archaeological 
Mission.16 The most important among them is that belonging to general and god’s sealer 
Ikhi/Mery, securely dated to the reign of Pepy I. The rock-cut chapel is hewn in the western 
bank of the Dry Moat, and its facade was constructed of fi ne limestone.17 Noteworthy, neither 

10 See, e.g., U. HÖLSCHER, P. MUNRO, Der Unas-Friedhof in Saqqara. 2. Vorbericht über die Arbeiten der 
Gruppe Hannover im Frühjahr 1974, SAK 3, 1975, p. 126. Cf. also Ago, Bresciani, Giammarusti (Eds), North 
Saqqara Archaeological Site, p. 337.

11 Cf. S. HASSAN, The Mastaba of Neb-Kaw-Ḥer, Excavations at Saqqara 1937–1938 I, Cairo 1975 [= The 
Mastaba of Neb-Kaw-Ḥer], General plan of the site of excavation (preceding Pl. I); P. MUNRO, Der Unas-
Friedhof Nord-West I, Mainz a/Rhein 1993, Beilage I.

12 HASSAN, The Mastaba of Neb-Kaw-Ḥer, General plan of the site of excavation.
13 Ago, Bresciani, Giammarusti  (Eds), The North Saqqara Archaeological Site, p. 337; N. SWELIM, The Dry 

Moat, the South Rock Wall of the Inner South Channel, [in:] E. Czerny et al. (Eds), Timelines. Studies in Hon-
our of Manfred Bietak I, OLA 149, Leuven-Paris-Dudley 2006, p. 364.

14 CH. ZIEGLER, Le mastaba d’Akhethetep. Fouilles du Louvre à Saqqara I, Louvain-Paris 2007, p. 67, 
Fig. 9.

15 See, e.g., S. HASSAN, Mastabas of Princess Hemet-Ra and Others, Excavations at Saqqara 1937–1938 III, 
Cairo 1975, p. 21, Fig. 12. Cf. Ago, Bresciani, Giammarusti  (Eds), North Saqqara Archaeological Site, p. 333.

16 KURASZKIEWICZ, Saqqara V.1, pp. 231–232.
17 K. MYŚ LIWIEC, West Saqqara in 2002, PAM XIV (Reports 2002), 2003, pp. 121–126; K. KURASZKIEWICZ, 

Saqqara 2002: inscriptions, PAM XIV (Reports 2002), 2003, pp. 137–140; T. RZEUSKA, The Pottery, 2002, 
PAM XIV (Reports 2002), 2003, pp. 144–150; K. KURASZKIEWICZ, The title xtmtj-nTr – god’s sealer – in the Old 
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the rock-cut room nor the masonry walls conform with the orientation of the bank of the 
Dry Moat, which indicates that the orientation of the chapel was intentional. Moreover, 
the anonymous Chapel 13 situated directly north to the tomb of Ikhi is perpendicular to the 
bank of the Dry Moat; this means that it keeps the orientation of the Step Pyramid complex, 
like the majority of Fifth and Sixth Dynasty non-royal tombs, as mentioned above. The same 
orientation can be seen in several brick mastabas and rock-cut tombs between the western 
wall of the Netjerykhet’s temenos and the eastern bank of the Dry Moat.18

Thus, the Old Kingdom tombs in the north and central part of the Saqqara cemetery display 
four general orientations:19

I   – West of north: 
 a) 6–7° west of north – Gisr el-Mudir and the pyramid complex of Sekhemhet; and  
 b) c. 11° west of north – the mastabas along the North Saqqara escarpment, in the 

Sacred Animal Necropolis and the Macramallah cemetery, as well as the Teti pyramid 
complex and related cemetery. 

II  – True north, like Second Dynasty royal tombs, the pyramid complexes of Weserkaf 
and Wenis and the majority of tombs along the Wenis causeway, as well as tombs 
excavated by the SCA north of the Sekhemkhet complex. 

III – Approximately 4° east of north, which is the orientation of the Step Pyramid complex 
and of the majority of tombs located to the east, north, northwest and west of it. 

IV – c. 15° east of north, which can be seen e.g., in the case of several Fifth and Sixth 
Dynasty tombs west and south of the Step Pyramid complex (Fig. 1).20

While the three former can be explained as the result of adjusting the orientation of 
non-royal structures to that of the royal ones, the fourth orientation seems to have no paral-
lels in royal funerary complexes or in landscape features. The distinctly different orienta-
tion of some structures mentioned above appears to be intentional and neither caused by 
error nor forced by circumstances. Thus, there must have been a reason for the change of 
orientation – presumably intent to align the tombs with a signifi cant structure or place, as 
it was in the case of orientations I–III. 

Kingdom, [in:] M. Bárta (Ed.), The Old Kingdom Art and Archaeology. Proceedings of the Conference Held in 
Prague, May 31–June 4, 2004, Prague 2006, pp. 193–195.

18 The tombs Nos IV, XIII, XXVII, XXX, XXXV, XXXVI, XXXVIII, XXXIX, XL; cf. KURASZKIEWICZ, 
Saqqara V.1, catalogue of funerary complexes on pp. 27–201 and 231f.

19 Cf. N. SWELIM, Some remarks on the great rectangular monuments of Middle Saqqara, MDAIK 47, 1991, 
pp. 390–397. On the orientation of structures in the Memphite necropolis, see e.g., D. JEFFREYS, The topography 
of Heliopolis and Memphis: some cognitive aspects, [in:] H. Guksch, D. Polz (Eds), Stationen: Beitrage zur 
Kulturgeschichte Ägyptens Rainer Stadelmann gewidmet, Mainz 1998, pp. 63–71; M. VERNER, V. BRŮNA, Why 
was the Fifth Dynasty cemetery founded at Abusir?, [in:] N. Strudwick, H. Strudwick (Eds), Old Kingdom, New 
Perspectives. Egyptian Art and Archaeology 2750–2150 BC, Oxford 2011, pp. 286–294. Cf. S. LOVE, Stones, 
ancestors and pyramids: investigating the pre-pyramid landscape of Memphis, [in:] M. Bárta (Ed.), The Old 
Kingdom Art and Archaeology. Proceedings of the Conference Held in Prague, May 31–June 4, 2004, Prague 
2006, pp. 209–219.

20 Incidentally, it is also the orientation of the causeway of the pyramid complex of Khafre.
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When trying to identify a reference point used for the tombs in question one should 
consider that they may have been built parallel to a structure/feature (presumably in the 
same cemetery) or along a line pointing at a more distant place. 

As stated above, the orientation IV is found rarely in the non-royal tombs and never in 
an essential part of a royal funerary complex. The middle section of the Wenis causeway, 
although it conforms with the orientation IV, cannot be seen as the model for this orienta-
tion, because the funerary complex of Wenis postdates at least two of the tombs in ques-
tion: that of Akhethetep (dated to the period between the reigns of Niuserre and Izezi) 
and Ptahhetep I (Izezi).21 Moreover, it seems more plausible that the axes of the tombs 
would be correlated with the axis of the pyramid and funerary temple or perhaps that of 
the valley temple, and not with the middle section of the causeway, obviously of lesser 
importance than the two former.

The fact that the east-west axis of a tomb was defi nitely more important from the 
ritual and ideological point of view than the north-south axis implies that the reference 
point was most probably situated to the east or west rather than to the north or south of 
the necropolis. Because there is no signifi cant feature in the desert west of the tombs in 
question, the eastern direction seems the only possibility.22

There are two noteworthy spatial relationships that may give an insight into the meaning 
of the orientation IV:
– The axes of the tombs of Ptahhetep I, Akhethetep and Ikhi are roughly aligned with the 
escarpment at the edge of the desert between the valley temple of Wenis and the wall of 
Bubasteion. Thus, these tombs could have been intentionally correlated with the border 
between the Saqqara plateau and the cultivation area in the same way as are the mastabas 
in the Early Dynastic cemetery, the difference of orientation resulting from the changing 
direction of the cliff at respective latitudes. 
– The axes of the tombs point towards the modern Kom Tuman within ancient Memphis.23 
Although the history of the area of Kom Tuman in the Old Kingdom remains unknown, 
it may be supposed that the tombs in question were intended to face a location in the Old 
Kingdom residence. 

The two explanations do not exclude each other, and it seems possible that the builders 
of the tombs in question considered both these reference points. The reason of renouncing 
the predominant orientation in these cases cannot, however, be identifi ed. A special role 
of an institution situated in the area of Kom Tuman during the reigns of Izezi and Pepy I 

21 Cf. Y. HARPUR, Decoration in Egyptian Tombs of the Old Kingdom, London-New York 1987, pp. 272–273.
22 A stellar orientation seems improbable, because there was no major object visible in the relevant part of 

either western or northern sky throughout the period between the reigns of Izezi and Pepy I (checked using the 
SkySafari software, v. 1.6). 

23 D. JEFFREYS, The Survey of Memphis, London 1985, pp. 6–10, 48. Cf. S. LOVE, Questioning the Location 
of the Old Kingdom Capital of Memphis, Egypt, Papers from the Institute of Archaeology 14, 2003, pp. 70–84 
(http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/pia.201, accessed November 2012). Cf. L. GIDDY, Memphis and Saqqara During the 
Late Old Kingdom. Some topographical considerations, [in:] C.M. Berger, G. Clerc, N. Grimal (Eds), Hom-
mages à Jean Leclant I. Études pharaonique, BdE 106/1, Le Caire 1994, pp. 189–200.
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or a professional connection of the tomb owners with that place cannot be excluded, but 
there are no data presently available that would allow to verify such suppositions.

It seems evident, therefore, that the line of the North Saqqara escarpment determined the 
orientation of the earliest Saqqara mastabas. This, in turn, was emulated by builders of 
subsequent non-royal structures until the Third Dynasty, when the orientation of the newly 
built Step Pyramid complex has been adopted (although initially not commonly) as the 
model to be imitated through the Fourth and Fifth Dynasties, up to the reign of Wenis. 
The pyramid of Wenis, which was built over the tomb of Hetepsekhemwy and correlated 
with its direction, determined the orientation of the group of Fifth and Sixth Dynasty non-
royal tombs in the Wenis cemetery. The pyramid of Teti was built close to the row of the 
Early Dynastic mastabas and adjusted to their general orientation which is shared also by 
the Sixth Dynasty tombs around the royal funerary complex. However, the majority of 
Fifth and Sixth Dynasty non-royal tombs in other parts of Saqqara follow the orientation 
of the Step Pyramid complex, presumably as the largest and most venerable monument in 
the area. Only exceptionally, during the reigns of Izezi and Pepy I, the alternative orienta-
tion (IV) was used.

Thus, despite its apparent randomness, the orientation of Old Kingdom tombs in Saqqara 
was by no means random and any changes in this respect seem signifi cant, even if their 
reason cannot be precisely identifi ed at the present stage of research.
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