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Some Inscribed Plaques from Abusir*

بع�ض اللوحات المنقو�شة من �أبو�صير

Randa Baligh

Several inscribed limestone plaques were 
discovered in the sun temple of  King Userkaf in Abusir 
near Giza. Herbert Ricke conducted excavations in 
the site between 1955-57 and he and Gerhard Haeny 
published their findings and studied the site between 
the mid 1950s and early 1960s.  Miroslav Verner 
and the team of the Czech expedition conducted 
a systematic archaeological survey of the area that 
included the area between the pyramid of Sahure and 
the Sun Temple of Userkaf.1 Only three plaques have 
actually survived to the present time and are presently 
kept in the Sakkara museum storage area by the 
Imhotep Museum.2 A fourth plaque was copied in the 
excavator’s field notes but is not presently with the 
other pieces.3 The pieces are from the Fifth Dynasty, 
and were probably inscribed by one or more scribes of 
the workers working on the temple of King Userkaf.  
They were meant to record progress and keep track of 
the organizational groups of workers.  After examining 
the plaques it appears that the writing style is very 
similar and was probably done by the same person 
who may have been a scribe of the workforce. The 
plaques appear to be periodic short reports stating the 
work conducted in the sun temple of Userkaf within a 

certain time around Year five of King Userkaf’s reign. 
The inscriptions seem to have been executed with a 
sharp object to make the incisions, which were later 
filled or lined with black.  

Apparently work in the sun temple of 
Userkaf underwent up to four major consecutive 
transformations. Userkaf’s successors Neferirkare 
and Niuserre were responsible for the later stages 
of the work since Userkaf’s of seven years was not 
long enough. The upper temple was almost totally 
destroyed and much of the temple was later used to 
quarry stone. Parts of the granite obelisk were found in 
the upper section. The presence of an upper structure 
corresponds to what is mentioned in plaque A.4  

The writing on the plaques all start with a date 
including a month date. In three cases (B, C, D) we 
have numbers of units which are probably workers. 
Two include a place of work. All the dates on worker 
writings indicate the seasons of Peret and Shemu 
which means the work was probably carried out in 
one of those two months.5 A particular sign appears 
throughout the plaques. It is the sign for sA or phyle. 

 From the middle of the First Dynasty to the 
end of the Fifth Dynasty, we know of the existence 
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of these sAw or phyles of workers. Bilingual texts 
from the Greco-Roman Period translated the word 
sA as the Greek word phyle which would indicate 
tribes. The plural sAw are probably subdivisions of 
gangs of workers.6 Phyles were organizational units 
which divided workers into groups. They were used 
for royal and non-royal cults and construction crews. 
They may also have been used for palace workers 
and priests. Stone masons’ graffiti similar to that of 
the workers in Menkaure’s upper pyramid temple, 
indicate signs after the hieroglyph for sA which might 
indicate smaller divisions of workers. Lehner believes 
these words for the lower divisions of the labour force 
stand for words like ‘strong, first, noble and rising’. 
The graffiti from the Menkaure temple indicates at 
least four subdivisions in sAw.  

The plaques have one phyle name each, followed 
by what we believe to be a sub-division of a phyle.  
They also all indicate directions such as west (imy wr 
in B), north (mHt or mHtt in A and C) and possibly 
south (rsy in D). Unlike Middle Kingdom phyles 
which tended to have numbers, Old Kingdom phyles 
usually had names instead of numbers.7 The five 
names of phyles were: wr, st, w3Dt, nDs, imy-nfrt. 
These were the ones operating on a monthly rotation. 
The plaques from Userkaf’s sun temple in Abusir show 
the names of several similar phyles: wr (D for sure, A 

and C appear to be nDs not wr), imy-wrt in B line 2 
(here B is missing), imy-wrt does not have a sA sign 
after it like the others. Moreover, the other plaques 
all mention one phyle only and have a subdivision 
following the sign for sA. Edel reads this sign as phyle 
imy-wrt, while Roth translates it as west.8 In B line 3, 
imy-nfrt is not so clear, and possibly nDs in A and 
C.9  

The organization of workers appears to be as 
follows. First there was a apr or gang which was 
above a phyle.10 Smaller divisions were probably tens 
or sometimes ‘shabtis’. Dr. Zahi Hawass discussed 
the pyramid workers in Giza and their organization. 
The community of workmen located south of the 
Wall of the Crow in Giza had around 18,000 people 
and around 10,000 workers.11  It was established by 
King Khufu (Cheops) and continued to serve as a 
village or settlement for the other pyramid workers.  
Apparently there were crews of around 2000 workers 
headed by a leader. These were then divided into two 
groups of one-thousand each, which may be called 
gangs.  Royal gangs of workers often carried names 
associated with the names of kings such as ‘Friends or 
Companions of Khufu’ or ‘Drunkards of Menkaure’.12  
The next division was into phyles or Φύλή , a Greek 
word meaning tribe or clan or brotherhood and 
having around 200 workers each.13 The names of the 

(Fig. 2) Plaque C, photographed by author.
(Fig. 1) Plaque A, photographed by author.
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phyles also strongly indicate their nautical origins 
due to their meanings. In fact, according to C. Eyre 
‘the organisation of a boat was the archetype for the 
organization of any body of men’.14 The word great 
or wr could mean either the great or starboard/front. 
sty meant the Asiatic15 or port (tA wr being the word 
for port).16 wADt17was the green one or prow/starboard 
or rear, nDs meant little or the stern/port rear, and 
imy nfrt meant good phyle and may have referred to 
the helmsmen position on the ship/steerage.18 The 
word sA or phyle itself probably means ‘watch’ and 
the system may have evolved out of organizing crews 
on ships where they had to have rotating watches.19 
From the plaques at Abusir, it appears that the phyles 
also had smaller sub-divisions which carried names 

such as kA  (A and C), Dd  (B), nfr  (D) and rsy 
 (D), although nfr rsy   on D may also be read as 

southern nfr and as such may be indicative of one sub-
group not two.  These would probably have contained 
around ten divisions of about twenty men each since 
the plaques indicate a number of 22 individuals in 
(B), 23 in (C), and 4020 probably for the two sub-
divisions of nfr and rsy in (D).21  

Regarding phyle membership and organization, in 
the Old Kingdom there is enough to indicate a rotating 
system where the phyle names appeared the same for 
many years and probably had a fixed approximate 
number of members but their members were 
changed over the years.22 According to Z. Hawass’s 

excavations in the Giza plateau on Fourth Dynasty 
workers, peasants from surrounding villages probably 
did rotating service in organized groups of workers. 
There was a general system of using five groups which 
worked in monthly rotations. In some cases, the crews 
rotated on a ten month basis. Skilled builders and 
construction workers probably worked year round on 
pyramid sites. The Abusir Papyri also seem to indicate 
a system of rotation and serving periodically.  There 
is nothing to indicate that membership in phyles was 
open to women. In the Old Kingdom, most references 
to women in the labor force were in association with 
domestic and personal services with some weaving 
and some field work. There is one instance of women 
in the labor force which is probably more of an 

(Fig. 4) Separate plaque, wr phyle 2, photographed by author.

(Fig. 3) Plaque D, photographed by author.
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exception.23 We know from references in the Deir 
el Medina community of royal tomb workers in the 
New Kingdom that women in the village were mainly 
family members of tomb workers, or servants or 
slave girls who handled things like cleaning, cooking, 
washing, grinding grain and generally performed 
support services in the houses of the workers. The 
wages of these female servants or slaves were paid 
as part of the wages of the workers.24 Although the 
plaques were from the Old Kingdom and the Deir el 
Medina materials is mostly from the New Kingdom, 
it is probable that the system remained the same since 
the old days. Moreover, Z. Hawass made a rough 
comparison between the workers’ community in Giza 
and Deir el Medina and found they had several things 
in common with settlements for workers in tombs in 
ancient Egypt.25 This may even bring us again to the 
nautical references and probable origin of phyles since 
sailors are very superstitious people and until recently 
it was considered unlucky to have a female on board 
a ship, let alone as a member of the crew. It is also 
believed that geographical origins and skills played a 
main role in determining the names of worker groups. 
At first there was a belief that these phyles of workers 
were mainly an aspect of labor organization in the 
Memphite necropolis; particularly around Saqqara, 
Abusir and Giza.26 They were employed in building 
tombs and in post-mortuary cults. Some of the priests 
who served in temples also did so as part-time priests 
or members in phyles.27 They would work for a few 
months in a priestly job while their phyle served 
there, then work on another non-priestly job in other 
parts of the country for the remainder of the year.28  
Most priesthoods, especially in the Old Kingdom, 
were made out of Hmw nTr, wabw and xntyw-Sa. The 
priesthoods were divided into five basic groups or 
phyles organized using nautical names. It has been 
suggested that around 40 priests would constitute a 
group.29 Edel has also demonstrated that expeditions 

of workers left from and returned to Memphis.30 It may 
have been that crews were organized and recruited in 
Memphis in the main administration, then dispatched 
to different parts of the country. However, titles of 
Overseer of Phyles of Upper Egypt and Overseer 
of Phyles of the Nome, indicate otherwise. Several 
inscribed items belonging to workmen have also been 
found as far away as Nubia and Syria, although that 
may be unrelated to work.31  

Regarding the free will of the workers, it is not 
certain how they worked exactly. According to W.R. 
Paterson, ‘The ramparts of every fighting city, the walls 
of Babylon and Nineveh, and the massed monuments 
of Egyptian Thebes, the Palace of Cnossus, and 
the Palace at Khorasabad, the Parthenon and the 
Pantheon, The Colosseum and the great Roman 
Baths were built because millions of workmen without 
an indenture, were compelled to build them’.”32 
However, recent evidence suggests that the workers 
of the pharaohs were paid in kind. However, it may 
be more difficult to ascertain how much the workers 
were able to ‘live free of manipulation by others, to 
pursue a life of their own choosing’.33

There is a remote possibility that circumcision 
was practiced as a rite of initiation into becoming an 
active member of a phyle. The connection between 
circumcision and initiation into phyles is a result of 
several instances. A ceremony which may be construed 
as circumcision or grooming by trimming or removing 
the pubic hair, is shown in the tombs of Khentika and 
Ankhmahor in scenes which mention team sports.34 
Phyles are mentioned as teams in the tomb of Mereruka. 
In Coffin Texts Spell 397, the verb sabt    to 
circumcise, is used in connection with ship-building 
and searching for a ship that has been taken to pieces 
(sabt or literally circumcised) in the dockyard and he 
orders its reconstruction.35 Another scene identifies four 
rows of men who were from the phyle n Hst and were 
bringing cloth to a festival of circumcision.36 Ritual 
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cleaning by removing excess pubic hair may also be 
considered an important ritual. The age of the workers 
who seem to undergo this operation seems to be an 
advanced age since they are shown as adults and not 
in a smaller size or with any of the identifying marks 
of childhood such as nudity, a hand in the mouth or 
a side lock of hair. However, this point is uncertain 
first because the scene in the tomb of Ankhmahor 
may indicate grooming rather than circumcision, and 
second because there is no direct reference to it in 
texts to indicate it was used as a membership rite in 
organizational units of workers (Fig. 5).

Following is a translation of the four plaques 
mentioned above:

A) Number:  S/9221 (also referred to in Edel as 
US 4) 37

Dimensions: (9.3x16.5), l: 22 cm, w: 12.2 cm, th: 
4 cm

Provenance: Sun Temple of King Userkaf, Abusir

Date: Fifth Dynasty, Reign of King Userkaf, (ca. 
2498-2345 BCE), 5th year of his reign.

Description: Limestone plaque inscribed on one 
side. Sunken relief with black filling. Text consists 
of three rows of hieroglyphic text enclosed in a 
rectangular frame. (Fig. 1) Writing is from right 
to left.38  

a 

Rnpt  Hsbt or  HAt  sp 5  (diw)  Abd  1 (wa)  Axt  

wdt  m  qd  m  Hrt  nt Ra m Nxn – Ra 39 mHt  n  

nDs  sA  kA

Translation: Regnal year five, first month of Akhet. 
Beginning of work in building the upper part40 of 
Ra in (the Sun Temple) Nekhen Ra, on the north 
side, the phyle Nedjes, lower division Ka.41

Remarks: The Sun Temple of King Userkaf was 
called Nekehn-Re or ‘Stronghold of Re’ according 
to Verner.42 Petrie however read that circular sign as 
sp rather than nxn and therefore translated the name 
as ‘Occasion of Re.’43 The first part of the name nxn 
follows the ancient name of Hierakonpolis. This temple 
is the earliest known of the two surviving sun temples 
of this period, although six temples were named. 
As Userkaf reigned for around seven years (2465-
c.2458 BCE), he did not have time to complete the 
Sun Temple and it was finished under his successors 
Neferirkare and Niuserre. Mark Lehner suggests that 
the upper temple of Userkaf may have followed the 
main plan in Hierakonpolis or ancient Nekhen with 
a rectangular enclosure wall and a central mound.44 
He believes the hieroglyphic rendering of the temple 
resembles a mast projecting from a mound which may (Fig. 5) Tomb of Ankhmahor, Saqqara, Old Kingdom. 

Circumcision and/or grooming. A.M. Roth, Egyptian Phyles in 
the Old Kingdom, SAOC, no. 48 (1991), 67.
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have been a symbolic perch for the sun god in the form 
of a falcon.45 This follows the earlier study conducted 
by Herbert Ricke and Gerhard Haeny in the mid 1950s 
which showed that the building of the sun temple of 
Userkaf underwent several stages. They suggest that 
the upper part of the temple may have had a mast on 
a raised mound.46 M. Farouk presented the different 
pictorial forms for writing the name of the Sun Temple 
of King Userkaf and thinks the different renderings 
may show the different stages of building the temple.47 
Verner offered a longer and more detailed rendering 
than Ricke concerning the shape of the sun temple. He 
suggested a mastaba shape with a tall mast or obelisk 
ending with the sun disk. This rendering is probably 
accurate since there are at least two objects from the 
Egyptian Museum in Cairo which show that the word 
for Sun Temple did not normally have a sun disk on 
top, but did have it when the Sun Temple of Userkaf 
was mentioned.48 The pieces are the lower part of a 
seated male statue (CG 156) and a group statue (CG 
55) with a man with his wife and two children. The 
first piece (CG 156) bears the following inscription:

Hm nTr Ra m st-ib-Ra nxn-Ra 49

Translation: Priest of Ra in Set ib Ra (The Sun 
Temple of Neferirkare) and Nekhen Ra (the Sun 
Temple of Userkaf).

In the other piece (CG 55), the boy and girl in 
the group statue both carried the title:  

Hm (Hmt for the girl) nTr Ra @wt-@r [m] nxn-Ra 

st-ib-Ra 

Translation:  Priest of Ra and Hathor in Nekhen 
Ra and Set ib Ra.50 

The following signs are suggested as possible 
determinatives for the sun temple of Userkaf:51

B) Number: (S 18), Tagebuch Abusir 1913. Lost 
Plaque only recorded by excavator 

Provenance: Sun Temple of King Userkaf, Abusir

Date: Fifth Dynasty, Reign of King Userkaf, 
(2498 - ca. 2345 BCE), 5th year of his reign.

Description: Limestone plaque inscribed on one 
side.  Relief with black filling in three horizontal lines, 
right to left writing. (Fig. 4)  

 B 

 Rnpt  Hsbt or HAt  sp 5  (diw)  Abd  3  prt  imy  wrt  

(sA)  n  mH  22  n  imy  (nfrt)  sA  Dd

Translation: Regnal year five, month three of 
Peret, (phyle) Imy-weret52 (or western part if we 
read imy wrt as west) consisting of 22 of the phyle 
Imy-nofret,53 lower division Djed.

Remarks: This could mean that they took 22 
workers from the phyle Imy-nofret and they in 
turn constituted the smaller division called Djed 
within the phyle Imy-nofret if we accept Edel’s 
reading. Or it could mean that the western side 
(of the Sun Temple or some structure), of 22 of 
the phyle Imy-nofret with sub-division Djed.  

The arm preceding the number should probably 
be read as ‘mH’ or to complete a number (Raymond 
O. Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian 
(Oxford,  1962), 113.

C) Number: S/2220 (US 63)

Dimensions: l: 21 cm, w: 13 cm, th. 1 cm in the 
shallowest spot.  Frame 13x10 cm
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Provenance: Sun Temple of King Userkaf, Abusir

Date: Fifth Dynasty, reign of King Userkaf, (2498 
ca. 2345 BCE), 5th year of his reign.

Description: Limestone plaque inscribed with 
three lines of text in sunken relief with black filling. 
Writing is from right to left.

C

Rnpt  Hsbt  or  HAt  sp  5  (diw)  Abd  3  (xmt)  Smw  

qdt 54  m  mHtt  in  nDs  sA  kA  mH  23. (Fig. 2)

Translation: Regnal year five, third month of 
Shemu, construction of the northern part (of 
Nekhen Ra) by the phyle Nedjes, lower division (or 
sub-division) Ka, consisting of twenty-three (23).

The word qdt appears with a slightly different 
writing in: Rainer Hannig and Petra Vomberg, 
Wortschatz der Pharaonen in Sachgruppen, Series: 
Kulturgeschichte der Antiken Welt, Band 72 (Mainz, 
1998): 506. The meaning is still almost certainly 
work or labour.

The word sA kA appears on plaques A and C. In 
plaque C the lines are not very even and the writing 
style of the signs is slightly different from the sA kA in 
plaque A. It looks like a bone in plaque C. This may 
be due to the small size of the plaque or because the 
writer was distracted and forgot to write the sign for 
sA before he wrote the kA sign, so he just wrote it above 
it. This would still not explain why the ‘m’ appears 
and the mHtt sign is placed underneath the ‘m’.  The 
only really straight line in plaque C appears to be the 
first one.  

D) Number:  S/9222 (US 81)

Dimensions:  L:  18 cm, w:  10 cm, th.:  3.5 cm

Provenance: Sun Temple of King Userkaf, Abusir

Date: Fifth Dynasty, Reign of King Userkaf, (ca. 
2498-2345 BCE), apparently after Year 5 of his reign

Description:  Limestone plaque inscribed on one 
side.  Sunken relief with black filling.  Text consists of 
three rows of horizontal hieroglyphic text.  Writing is 
from right to left. (Fig. 3) 

D

Rnpt  Hsbt  or  HAt  sp  m  xt  5  (diw)  Abd  2  (sn 

– nw)  prt  wr  sA  nfr  rsy  mH  40

Translation: Regnal year after five, month two 
of Peret, the phyle Wer, lower division (or sub-
division) Nofer (and) Resy, consisting of forty in 
number.55  

Remarks: The presence of two groups of Nofer 
and Resy would correspond more with the above 
given numbers of phyle members which ranged 
between 22 in B and 23 in C.  

Suggested organization of Old Kingdom workforces. Lehner, The 
Complete Pyramids (London, 1997), 225.
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The full name of the phyle written as wr on plaque 
D may have been imy wrt.  In addition to appearing 
on a plaque from the Sun Temple of Userkaf, the 
name also appeared in the Abusir papyri.

Conclusion

The plaques discovered in the Sun Temple of 
Userkaf (Fig. 6) offer insight on the organization 
of the work force in ancient Egypt. They reflect 
the presence of a specialized scribe, in addition to 
mentioning dates, areas or directions of work and 
names of divisions and sub-divisions of workers. 
The calligraphy is quite clear particularly with the 

black incisions. The exact purpose of the plaques 
is unknown though. They might have been used 
for record keeping since we have names and dates. 
It is unlikely that their role was similar to the role 
of the commemorative scarabs of Amenhotep III. 
It would have been very helpful if we had longer 
records of names of workers since names offer insight 
into religion and habits and even the localities the 
workers may have come from.  Regarding the role and 
position of women, although the evidence is sketchy, 
it appears they were not usually active members in 
groups of workers in major construction sites.  Since 
these workers were employed in heavy labor work 
and probably lodged together, then they would have 
been mostly composed of men who appear to have 
competed together in sporting events or in work. 
It is also uncertain whether circumcision or special 
grooming were essential parts of a ceremony to become 
an active member of a phyle or group of workers. The 
organization of the work force in these major building 
operations of the Old Kingdom appears to have been 
based on the organization of crews of ships judging by 
the abundance of nautical terms.  

Notes
*	 Special thanks are due to Mr. Khaled Mahmoud, 

Director of the Museum Storage in Sakkara, Dr. Aisha 
Mahmoud Abdel-Aal at Ain Shams University, Miss 
Ghada El-Bahnasawy who helped with the hieroglyphs 
on Winglyph, Mrs. May Khairy who helped with the 
German texts, and Dr. Mark Lehner, Chicago, who 
suggested references and shared his information on 
workers in the Old Kingdom.
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