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Abstract
Nekhenmasksplayed a pivotal role in pre-dynastic Egypt, servingbothreligious and
funerarypurposes. This study examines the dual role of Nekhenmasks in pre-dynasticEgyptian
society, highlightingtheirsignificance in bothreligious rites and mortuary practices.
Oftencraftedwithmeticulousartistry, thesemasksreflectearlyEgyptianbeliefs in the afterlife and
the continuity of connections between the living and the dead. As sacredobjects and essential
components of funeraryrituals, Nekhenmasksembody the intertwining of ideological, spiritual,
and social functions. By analyzingtheirform, symbolism, and archaeologicalcontext, thisresearch
sheds light on how theseartifactscontributed to social cohesion, reinforcedancestorworship, and
expressedcomplex notions of power, protection, and divine presence in ancient Egypt.
Keywords :Nekhen, masks, funeraryrituals, pre-dynastic, Egypt
Introduction
Nekhenmasksplayed a central role in pre-dynastic Egypt, bridging Throughtheirsymbolism
and use in mortuarycontexts, the masks highlight social cohesion, ancestral worship, and the
interplay of spiritual and ideological values in earlyEgyptian society.
According to Poyil, ancestorworshipwas a universalform of religious expression thatemphasized

the ongoing influence of the deceased on the living. It is not a religion, but rather a facet of
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religious practice thatacknowledges forces beyondhuman control. This form of worshipwas
central to the religious life of manysocieties, includingancient Egypt .
Taylor confirmedPoyil’s observations, furtheremphasizingthatancestorworshipconstituted one of
the major branches of human religion. Itsprinciplesweregrounded in the social
relationshipsbetween the living and the dead:adeceasedancestor, havingbecome a deity,
continues to protecttheirfamily and receiveofferings and service fromthem, just as in life.
Similarly, a deceased leader maintainsauthority over theircommunity, aiding allies and
punishingadversaries®.
Hierakonpolis Site

Hierakonpolisislocatedapproximately 113 km north of Aswan and about 650 km south of Cairo. It
isremarkable as a genuine and unmistakableurban center. Unlikemanyearlysettlements in the Nile Valley,
whichwereprimarily agricultural and depended on a widelydispersedpeasantry forming the base of a
hierarchical society centeredaround the court of the divine king, Hierakonpolisrepresents an exception.
The growth of cities in the early centuries wasgenerallylimited by these social and economic conditions.
However, Hierakonpolis, situated opposite the modern site of El Kab, stands out as a notable exception to
this pattern’.
The Importance of Nekhen

Hierakonpolis, the city of the Hawk, known in ancient Egypt as Nekhen, is one of the most
important archaeological sites in Egypt. The settlement and development of the city
spanfromaround 4000 B.C., when the fundamentalelements of Egyptian society began to
takeshape, to the dawn of  the historicera. According  to Harlan,
Hierakonpolisprovidessubstantialevidence ~ for ~ understanding  the  foundations  of
ancientEgyptiancivilization. A century of archaeologicalresearch has highlighted the site’s
central role in the transition fromprehistory to history and in the rise of
earlyEgyptiancivilization®.
Rice notedthatHierakonpolis, or Nekhen, held the key to the mysteriousorigins of
ancientEgyptiancivilization. Nekhen, one of Egypt’s first capitals and known as the city of the

Hawk, wasunparalleledamongcontemporaryEgyptiancities>.

'~ M. POYIL, “Death, funeral and the ancestors: Cult of the dead and the Malabar tribes”, Thesis. Department of
History, University of Calicut, 2006, p.291.

2. M. POYIL, 2006, p.293; E. B. TAYLOR, Primitive Culture II, London, 1871, p.113.

3 - M. RICE, Egypt’s making, the origins of Ancient Egypt 5000-2000 BC, London, 1990, p.76.

4 - JF. Harlan, Excavations at Locality 11C, In the Predynastic of Hierakonpolis, M. A. Hoffman (ed.),
EgyptianStudies Association 1, London, 1982, pp.14-25.

5 - M. RICE, Egypt’s making, the origins of Ancient Egypt 5000-2000 BC, London, 1990, p.76.
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Friedman confirmedRice’s observations, supportingthemwithevidencefromHierakonpolis,
includingindustrial production, temples, masks, mummies, and funerary architecture dating as
early as 3500 B.C. Thesediscoveriesunderscore the importance of this city®.

The religioussignificance of Hierakonpolisisfurtherconfirmed by archaeologicalfindssuch as the
Narmer Palette, Nekhenmasks, and remains of temples, highlightingitsrole in earlyEgyptianritual
and ceremonial life’.

Definition of Masks

Masks are objectsdesigned to cover the face for a variety of purposes, including protection,
disguise, entertainment, or ritual practices. The art of mask-makingmaybeveryancient;however,
due to the perishablematerialsoftenused, such as leather and wood, manyearlyexamples have not
survived to the presentday?®.

History of Mask Use

The earliest uses of masksweregenerallyassociatedwithrituals and ceremonies. The
oldestknownmask dates back to around 7000 B.C. Wolinski arguedthatfunerarymasks in
historical times wereplaced on mummified bodies to transform the deceasedinto spirits reborn in
the afterlife. The use of human-facedmasks in thiscontextiswelldocumented and extends back at
least to the Fourth Dynasty”.

Adams, however, confirmedthat future excavations at HK6 revealedmasks dating back to the
Predynasticperiod'®. She supportedthisview by notingthat the facial features of
thesemaskscloselycorresponded to those of figurines from the Naqada II and Naqada III periods,
demonstrating the continuity and earlydevelopment of thisfunerary tradition'!.

NekhenMasks

In the elitecemetery at Hierakonpolis, the earliestfunerarymasks have been discovered, dating to
around 3500 B.C. According to Friedman, thesemasks, alongwith the high-quality grave
offeringsfound in the samecemetery, providesignificant insight into the social characteristics of

ancientEgyptian society 2 (fig: 1).

6.R. FRIEDMAN, “City of the Hawk”, in: Archaeology, 56, No. 6 (November/December 2003), p.56.

7- M. RICE, 1990, p. 80.

8 _ History of Masks - Ancient Use of Masks, in:

http://www.historyofmasks.net/© 2017

- A. WOLINSKI, “Egyptian Masks.: The Priest and His Role”, in: Archaeology, 40, No. 1, 1987, pp. 22- 23,

10_ B.ADAMS, “More Surprises in the Locality HK6 Cemetery”, in: NN, 11, 1999, p. 5.

1 _B. ADAMS, Some ProblemsSolved in the Locality 6 Cemetery, in:NN, 12, 2000, p. 4.

12 _ R. FRIEDMAN, Preliminary Report on Field Work at Hierakonpolis: 1996-1998, in:JARCE, Le Caire, 36,
1999, pp. 1-35.

91


http://www.historyofmasks.net/

104-89. : o . o 2026 (sls2/ 1 aaadl 3 izl &3 pall ygir dlxa
ISSN : 2830-9162 / EISSN :3088-7631

(Fig.1) -Ceramic face applique, front and side. Louver E25726.

R. A., Friedman, “The Masks of Hierakonpolis Cemetery HK®6, fig.15.
Adams describedthesemasks in detail, notingthattwo unique—but incomplete—straw-
temperedpotterymaskswithcut-out eyes and mouthswerefound at opposite ends of Tomb 14, near
Tomb 16, in the elite Pre- and Protodynasticcemetery of Hierakonpolis at Locality HK6 in the
Wadi Abu Suffian (fig:2). Only a smallyetevocative portion of one maskwaspreserved,
featuringcut-out, feline-like slantedeyes and an aquilinenose. At the south end of the trench, a

tuft of twistedhumanhairwasdiscovered, possibly part of a headdressthataccompanied the mask!>.

- Piliared

“~—— hartebeest grave?
(Fig.2)-Reconstructing an eternal palace at HK6
- X. DROUX, 2010, p.32.
Adams rejected the ideathatthesemaskswereintended to beworn. She describedthem in detail,

notingthat one of the twomasksis flat on the interior and would not easily fit over a human face,

13 _B.ADAMS, 1999, p.4.
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althoughitiscertainly not toosmall to do so, and the exaggeratedslant of the eyeswould not
prevent the wearerfrom seeing out. The othermaskislarger and more complete, featuringsloped,
cut-out eyes and an aquilinenose, withbrows, eyelines, mouth, and a beardpainted in
plumredwith ~ white  strap  details'®. The breaks at the top corners of
thisbeardedmaskappearincorrectlypositioned for humanears, possiblyindicatingthat bovine horns
or animal earswere once attached. This maskisessentially life-sized and curves to fit over a
human face. Whetheritwasintended for use in life or deathremains an intriguing question. Even
more curiously, itwasdiscovered at the north end of the trench alongside a

hollowpotterybreastwith a flattenedrim, suggestingithad been attached to a vessel or figure!

(fig:3)- (fig :4).

(Fig.3) -Egypt'searliestfunerarymasks, dating to 3500 B.C.
R. A., Friedman, “The Masks of Hierakonpolis Cemetery HK6, fig.2.

14_R. A., Friedman, “The Masks of Hierakonpolis Cemetery HK6.” Aegyptus Est Imago Caeli. StudiesPresented to
Krzysztof M. Ciatowicz on His 60th Birthday, 2014, pp.115-127
5. B.ADAMS, 1999, p.4.
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il
(Fig :4)-Ceramic Mask, PredynasticPeriod, FindspotHierakonpolis, Egyptian Museum Cairo

https://www.flickr.com/photos/manna4u/26693242855
Adams furtherconfirmedthatthesemaskswere made to serve areligiouspurposeduring the
earlydynasticperiod, acting as a medium throughwhich the wearercouldbecome a divinity or a

conduit for divine powers.'® (fig :5)

(Fig :5)- Mask afitted over a humane face

R. A., Friedman, “The Masks of Hierakonpolis Cemetery HK6, fig.4.

However, itisalsoreasonable to suggestthatthesemaskshad a funerarypurpose,

giventhattheywerefoundwithin the funeraryfurniture of a tomb in the cemetery.

16 - B.ADAMS, 1999, p.5.
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The Relationship betweenMasks and the Souls of Nekhen
Friedman suggestedthatthesemasksmaybeassociatedwith the concept of the “Souls of Nekhen” in

ancientEgyptianthought. These souls wereoftendepicted as jackal-headedbeings and werereferred

to as the “Souls of Nekhen”!” (fig:6).

(Fig. 6)Souls of Pe and Nekhen- New Kingdom, 18th Dynasty, reign of Amenhotep III, ca.
1391-1353 BC. Now in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo. JE 41210, JE 41211
https://egypt-museum.egypt-museum.com/post
The Souls of Nekhen are first mentioned in the PyramidTexts and are understood to represent the
ancestral spirits of the earlyEgyptiankings'8. Nekhenitselfwas the principal Upper Egyptian
center for the worship of the god Horus, withwhom the Egyptianpharaohswerecloselyassociated
as hisearthlysuccessors. This connectionsuggeststhat the masksmay have symbolized or

embodiedthese ancestral or divine forces within a ritual or funerarycontext.!

The RitualRoles of Masks

7 _ R. FRIEDMAN, R., 2007 Field Note 6 - The Early Kings of Hierakonpolis, Archaeology’s interactive dig,
November 2002-April 2009.

18 _ G. HART,theRutledge Dictionary of EgyptianGods and Goddesses, Rutledge, 2005, p.152.

19 _H. FRANKFORT, Kingship and the Gods, Chicago, 1978, 93- 94.
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Masksplayed a very important ritualrole in ancient Egypt as well as in otherancientcivilizations.
Rice notedthat the use of maskswaswidespreadacross the ancient world, particularly in temple
ceremonies, wherepriestsworethemwhileperformingritual® practices. He
furtheremphasizedthatmaskswere an essential component of many rites conducted in Egyptian
temples duringhistoricalperiods, as priestsworethem to impersonate the deitiestheyserved. In
thiscontext, Rice considered the Nekhenmasks to represent an earlyexample of the use of
potterymasks, dating back to the Nagada I period. .%!

Masks and Magical Hunting

Rogers explainedthatmasksalsoplayed a role in prehistoricmagical practices, particularly in
hunting. He suggestedthatearlyhumansusedmasks in “magicalhunting,” as evidenced by rock art
depictingindividualswearing animal masks to control or more easily capture animals®>. Some
scholars have linkedthis practice to shamanistic traditions and ritualmagic?.

Quibell pointed to twoexamples of masksworn by hunters depicted on carved palettes from the
latePredynasticperiod: the “Two-Dog Palette” and the “Ostrich Palette,” bothdiscovered at
Hierakonpolis** (fig:7). Theseartifactsemphasize the importance of huntingscenes in

earlyEgyptianvisual culture.

(Fig.7). Masked figure on Two Dog palette- (Ashmolean Museum)
B. ADAMS, 1999, p.5.

20 M. RICE, 1990, p. 85- 86.

21 M. RICE, 1990, p.86.

22 _ J.E. Quibell ,Hierakonpolis Pt. 2,Heidelberg ,1902,p. 42

B - A. ROGERS, From Hunting Magic to Shamanism:Interpretations of Native American Rock Art and the
Contemporary Crisis in Masculinity Richard, in:Women'sStudies in Communication, 30. Number 1. Spring 2007,
pp. 86-87.

2 _B.ADAMS, 1999, p. 5.
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The Hunter’s Palette reflectscontinuitywithearlierincised palettes thatfocused on huntingthemes.
It islikelythatsuch palettes wereoriginallyused in rituals to prepare face-paintworn by hunters. At
this stage, thereis no explicit representation of a ruler figure®”.

Wilkinson  providedanotherexample in the form of the Oxford Palette,
whichsimilarlyemphasizeshuntingscenes. In this case, wildanimals are shownbeingcontrolled by
a figure wearing a dog mask and playing a reed flute. This figure maybecompared to the
individualwearing an ostrichmaskdepicted on the Ostrich Palette in the Manchester Museum.
Theserepresentationssuggestthatpreparations for huntinginvolvedritual practices in which
participants adopted animal attributes, symbolicallyassuming the powers of nature. Such
ritualswerelikelyintended to ensure the success of the huntingexpedition?®.

Towards the end of the PredynasticPeriod, the scenesdepicted on carved palettes shift
fromrepresentations of hunting to scenes of warfare. The earlier concept of
controllinguntamednatural forces wasgraduallyreplaced, within the emergingideology of royal
authority, by the notion of defeating chaos and enemiesopposed to the king. However, the
symbolic use of the natural world was not entirelyabandoned.

On the Battlefield Palette, whichpredates the reign of Narmer by a few generations, the dominant
themeiswarfare. Yet, the rulerisportrayedwithattributesthatemphasizehis power through animal
symbolism. Similarly, in  the  Gebel Sheikh  Suleiman  inscription, the
kingisrepresentedmetaphorically as an aggressivewild animal. In thisway, the rulerembodies the
qualities of a lion, with explicit animal imageryreinforcinghisstrength, dominance, and
authority?’.

The final example of thisiconographic tradition—depicting the king in animal form—appears on
the last of the greatceremonial palettes, the Narmer Palette. This artifact, undoubtedly the
mostfamousfrom the reign of Narmer, reflectsthemesthathark back to Predynasticbeliefs and
practices, particularlythoseassociatedwithhunting. In the lowerregister of the obverse, the
kingisrepresented ~as a  powerfulwild  bull,  destroyinghisenemy’sfortress  and
tramplinghisfoeunderfoot?®.

This  imagerysuggests a  symbolicconnectionwithearlierhuntingrituals®.  The  figure

alsorecallsparallelssuch as the “Bird Man” of Lascaux;however, despite possible

. Wilkinson, What a King Is This: Narmer and the Concept of the Ruler, in:JEA, 86 (2000), p.27.
. Wilkinson, 2000, p. 27.

. Wilkinson, 2000, p.27.

. Wilkinson, 2000, p. 27.

DAMS, 1999, p. 5.
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shamanisticinterpretations, suchrepresentationsshould not
beunderstoodexclusivelywithinthatframework, but rather as part of broader cultural and symbolic

traditions (fig:8).

(Fig.8)- Bird Man of Lascaux

0. RETOUT, 4 modern, original and unique exhibition, in: Lascaux Director of the Lascaux —
International Exhibition Project, PARIS, 2011, p.5.

The importance of masks in ancientEgyptian religion iscloselylinked to the function of animal
symbolism. Egyptiandeitieswerefrequentlydepicted as animal-headedgods, and in ritualcontexts,
priestswore animal masksthatvisuallytransformedtheminto the deitiestheyserved.
Thesemasksfunctioned as a medium throughwhich divine powerscouldbeembodied and
enacted?’.
Belief in  rebirthalsoplayed a  significantrole in  shapingthese  practices, as
manycommunitiesrevered certain animals and birdsthought to carry or embody the spirits of
ancestors.’!
Therefore, it can bearguedthatthereis a strongrelationshipbetween animal symbolism,
totemicbeliefs, the use of masks, and ancestorworship in prehistoric Egypt.
Masks and Immortality
Human societies have long grappledwith concepts of life, death, and immortality,
oftenenvisioning existence as a transition ratherthan an end. From the time of the Neanderthals
and Cro-Magnon, beliefs in ancestral continuity and someform of afterlife have permeated the

cultural and psychologicalframework of Homo sapiens. Cross-cultural studies of burial practices

0. A. WOLINSKI, “Egyptian Masks: the Priest and His Role”, in: Archaeology, 40, No. 1, 1987, p.23.
31 .M. POYIL, 2006, p.301.
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and ritualofferings—includingsacrificial rites—suggestwidespreadbeliefs in a
netherworldinhabited by nature spirits and ancestral beings™.

In ancientEgyptianthought, everyonewasunderstood to consist of multiple elements: the physical
body, the ka, the ba, and the akh. In addition, the name and shadowwerealsoregarded as vital
components of the individual. For the deceased to attain and enjoy the afterlife, all
theseelementsrequirepreservation and protection fromharm™.

Funerarymasksformed an essential part of mortuary traditions in many cultures, includingancient
Egypt. One of the mostsignificant stages of the Egyptianfuneraryritualwas the mummification
process. After the necessaryprayers and consecration, the body wasplacedwithin a
decoratedsarcophagus, oftenadornedwith gold and preciousmaterials. A key component of
thisritualwas the placement of a sculptedmask over the face of the deceased. This
maskwasbelieved to strengthen the spiritual essence of the mummy and protect the soul
frommalevolent forces duringitsjourney to the afterlife’.

Ancestor Worship

Scholarlyinterpretations of ancestorworship in ancient Egypt vary, but manyemphasize the close
relationshipbetween the living and the dead. Miller highlighted the interconnectedness of life and
death, suggesting a conceptuallinkbetweenfunerarymasks and the enduring spirit of the
deceased™.

Thayersupportedthis perspective, notingthat in many cultures the deadwere not simplyburied
and forgotten;rather, theywereregarded as powerful forces. Ritualswereperformedboth to
honortheir memory and to facilitatetheir transition to the afterlife*®.

William furtherpointed to the practice of offering gifts and sacrifices as a means of appeasing
and honoring the dead. In variouscivilizations, ancestorworshipinvolved the offerings and animal
sacrifices, with the beliefthatancestorscould, in turn, provide guidance, protection, or prophetic

insight into living, oftenthroughdreams.®’

32_ 1. MILLER,” The Mask of Eternity The Quest for Immortality and the Afterlife”, in:JCER, 2016, 7, Issue 11,
p.1218.

3. S. RAPOPORT, the AnimatedSoul: Gateway to Your Ka, Leonardo, 25, No. 2, 1992, 218-219.

3. A. 0. BOLSHAKOY, Man and his Double in Egyptianldeology of the Old Kingdom, in: AAT, 37, 102

335 _1. MILLER, 2016, p. 1223

36 _ T. THAYER, Ancestor Worship in Africa, in:The Harvard TheologicalReview, 17, No. 2, 1924, 165.

37 C. WILLIAM, Religion and Folklore of Northern India, Oxford, 1926, p184
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The ancestorcult, according to Taylor, was a commonfeature of Pharaonic society, serving to
reinforce social cohesionwithinextendedfamilieswhilealso acting as an intermediarybetween the
living and the netherworld?®.

Baines furtherdiscussed the cult of ancestors, notingthatcommunities bore social obligations
towardtheirdead. Ancestorswerebelieved to expectofferings and sacrifices as acts of
veneration;failure to fulfillthesedutiescouldresult in misfortune or divine retribution. However,
the continuity of suchcultswas not alwayssecure, as theywerevulnerable to gradualneglect or
even the destruction of tombs.*’

Spencer argued more broadlythatancestorworshipconstituted one of the foundationalelements of
religion in prehistoricsocieties.*’

Friedman identified the cemetery at Nekhen as compellingevidence for these practices. The
presence of animal burials in manytombs, alongsideexceptionalfindssuch as Tomb 16—
whichcontained the masks—highlights the ritual and symbolicsignificance of the site*!.
Thesemasks, therefore, maybeinterpreted as materialevidence for ancestorworship in Predynastic
Egypt. It is possible that the tombcontainingthesemasksbelonged to an individual of

specialstatus, perhaps a ritualspecialist, shaman, or revered ancestral figure*? (fig:9).

3 _E.B. TAYLOR, Primitive Culture II, London, 1871, 113.

39 - J. BAINES, and P. LACOVARA, “Burial and the Dead in Ancient Egyptian Society “in: JSA, 2, 2002, pp. 5-36.
40 _ H. SPENCER, Principles of Sociology, New York, 1896, p.411.

4l _R. A. FRIEDMAN, “Tour of the Palace”, in:NN, 21, 2009, p.4.

4 _B. ADAMS, Op. Cit., p. 5.
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(Fig.9)- Ostrich Palette detail- (Manchester Museum)
B. ADAMS, 1999, p. 5.

Dougherty furtherexplored the relationshipbetweenancestorworship and human sacrifice. The
tombs at HK6 appear as subsidiaryburialssurrounding the large and elite Tomb 16. The
demographic composition of theseperipheralburials—primarilyyoungindividuals—
suggeststhattheyoccupiedsubordinateroleswithin the social hierarchy and wereinterred in
proximity to thosetheyserved. Theseindividualsmay have been retainers, servants, or possibly
concubines. Tomb 18, in particular, contained four youngadultfemales, none olderthanthirty,
whichmay support thisinterpretation. At HK6, social structure, ratherthanbiologicalfactors,
appears to have played a decisiverole in shaping the cemetery’sorganization.*

Conclusion

In conclusion, masks and ancestorworshipplayed a fundamentalrole in shapingreligious and
ideologicalthought in Predynastic Egypt. The evidencefromNekhen, particularly the masksfound
in eliteburialcontexts, underscores the importance of ritual practices centered on death,
transformation, and the continuitybetween the living and the dead.

Thesemaskswerelikely not onlyritualobjects but alsosymbolictoolsthroughwhichindividualscould
assume divine or ancestral identities. Theirpresence in funerarycontextsstrongly supports the

interpretationthattheywereconnected to beliefs in the afterlife and the veneration of ancestors.

43 _S.P. DOUGHERTY, Death in Fragments :Piecing Together the Skeletons of HK6, in:NN, 22, 2010, p.7.
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Moreover, the integration of animal symbolism, ritual performance, and social
hierarchywithinthese practices reflects the early formation of key elements of Egyptian religion.
Ancestorworship, as demonstratedthroughbothtextual and archaeologicalevidence, functioned as
a vital linkbetweenpast and present, reinforcing social structure and religiousbelief.

Ultimately, the study of Nekhenmasksprovidesvaluable insight into the origins of
ancientEgyptianreligious traditions, revealing how early concepts of identity, divinity, and

immortalitywereexpressedthroughmaterial culture and ritual practice.
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