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The Egyptian Hieroglyphic Sign for the Sky 𓇯

Philippe Collombert

Université de Genève

Abstract. After refuting previous interpretations, it is argued that the Egyptian hieroglyphic sign for the sky 𓇯 
represents the two closed lower hinges of a door. The sky itself, infigurable by nature, would therefore only be rep-
resented by the entrances through which it could be reached. This hypothesis fits perfectly with the standards of 
the Egyptian iconographic and scriptural repertoire from the earliest periods, when the sign first appeared, while 
at the same time echoing the sign  that represents a concrete element of the material world, the door hinge. It 
also resonates with conceptions of the Egyptian imaginary world as revealed in ancient texts (the famous motif 
of the “doors of the sky”).
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Most of the signs in the Egyptian hieroglyphic repertoire reproduce the concrete realities of the 
physical world and are therefore easily identifiable, even to the untrained eye. This is true, for exam-
ple, of most of the signs representing animals, 1 or those reproducing elements of material culture. 
Others, more exclusively linked to Egyptian iconographic codes, are no less easily identifiable once 
these codes have been penetrated.

However, the interpretation of a number of hieroglyphs, including some representing some of 
the most fundamental Egyptian concepts, remains controversial to this day, at least in part of their 
details. This is the case, for example, of the sign of the divine 𓊹, which most researchers agree to 
interpret as a mast surrounded by a piece of cloth, 2 but no absolute proof of this interpretation has 

1 In a more nuanced presentation of the facts, it should be pointed out that certain signs representing animals remain 
difficult to identify, both because of the imprecision of the representations available to us and because of certain decep-
tive iconographic “effets de réel” (according to a Western conception of the image); the difficulty of interpretation is of 
course just as obvious in the case of hybrid or stylised animals.

2 See Meeks 2004: 167, § 452. Newberry 1947: 90–99 described the sign as “a pole wrapped round with a band 
of cloth, bound by a cord, the end projecting as a flap or streamer.” The identification is repeated in more or less the 
same way thereafter (see for example Hornung 2005: 22–24, who describes it more simply as “Stab mit Bändern” 
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yet been produced. 3 The same is true of the sign 𓋹, the symbol of life in Egyptian culture, which 
is now proposed to be understood as a knotted cloth, 4 or the sign 𓊽, standing for the concept of 
“stability,” which should probably be interpreted as the stepped representation of four columns, one 
behind the other. 5 Throughout the history of Egyptological research, all these signs have been inter-
preted in very different ways. In the course of their millennia-long history, the ancient Egyptians 
themselves reinterpreted certain signs and discussed their interpretation.

The sign 𓇯, which represents the sky in both Egyptian iconography and the hieroglyphic rep-
ertoire, is one of these commonplace motifs, so commonplace that we often forget to wonder about 
the origin of their iconography. The sign is one of the well-known components of scenes symbol-
ising the cosmos, in association with a motif representing the ground or earth, and separated by 
two “wꜣs-signs,” the whole delimiting the space in which figurative scenes are inscribed (fig. 1). In 
most lists of signs in modern grammars, the sign 𓇯 is simply referred to as the “representation of 
the sky.” 6

Fig. 1. Scene symbolising the cosmos 
(after Schäfer 1928: 114, fig. 40).

[“rod with bands”], and who cites other similar interpretations). It should be noted that Schäfer 1896: 159, n. 3 already 
suggested that the sign should be understood as “vielleicht wirklich ursprünglich eine Fahne?” (“perhaps really originally 
a flag?”). See Baines 1991: 29, who presents and comments on all these references. See also the still relevant com-
ments of Petrie 1892: 32. It should be noted that in the early days of Egyptology, J.-Fr. Champollion had interpreted the 
sign as an axe (Champollion 1841: 345, published posthumously).

3 There is still a degree of imprecision regarding the exact interpretation of each of the sign’s components: is the vertical 
element a mast or a simple stick? Is the surrounding fabric a strip or a simple cloth? The answers to these questions are 
fundamental to our understanding of the ancient Egyptians’ relationship with the divine.

4 See Meeks 2004: 206, § 563; Meeks 2019: 3–10 (listing numerous previous interpretations).

5 See Bergerot et al. 2018: 31–40; Fissolo 2022: 201–208.

6 See, for example, my own description of the sign: Collombert 2010: 96, § 170: “représentation imagée, avec les 
pointes à chaque extrémité qui permettent au ciel de s’appuyer sur les étais qui le soutiennent” (“a pictorial representa-
tion, with the spikes at each end allowing the sky to rest on the supports that hold it up”).
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In a strange attempt at empiricism, some Egyptologists have occasionally tried to imagine how 
this motif/sign could fit into a three-dimensional reality, blending physical realities and Egyptian 
representations (fig. 2)! And so appears the question of the three-dimensionality of the motif/sign: 
rectangular or circular? Flat or curved? With or without a continuous extension of the terminal 
spikes? (figs. 3 and 4). 7 It is doubtful whether such perspectives would have seemed really relevant 
to ancient Egyptian thinkers. What is more, the multiplicity of approaches so characteristic of the 
ancient Egyptians’ system of thought and representation does not mean that all the representations 
composed with the sky motif are coherent; we know that the Egyptian pictorial system accommo-
dates—and even proposes—assemblages of motifs that are often quite different, as long as these 
compositions remain aesthetically acceptable.

Fig. 2. A free attempt to match the Egyptian representation of the sky 
with actual representation of the earth (after Maspero 1895: 17).

7 Schäfer 1928: 95. See also Maspero 1895: 17–18: “Le ciel s’étendait au-dessus, pareil à un plafond de fer, plat 
selon les uns, voûté selon les autres. La face qu’il tourne vers nous était semée capricieusement de lampes suspendues 
à des câbles puissants, et qui, éteintes ou inaperçues pendant le jour, s’allumaient la nuit ou devenaient visibles à nos 
yeux. Comme il ne pouvait demeurer arrêté au milieu des airs sans être appuyé de quelque support, on avait inventé de 
l’assurer au moyen de quatre colonnes, ou plutôt de quatre troncs d’arbre fourchus, semblables à ceux qui soutenaient 
la maison primitive; mais on craignit sans doute qu’ils ne fussent renversés dans quelque tourmente, car on les remplaça 
par quatre pics sourcilleux, dressés aux quatre points cardinaux et reliés par une chaîne de montagnes ininterrompue.” 
(“The sky stretched out above like an iron ceiling, flat according to some, vaulted according to others. The face which 
it turned towards us was capriciously strewn with lamps suspended from powerful cables, and which, extinguished or 
unnoticed during the day, lit up at night or became visible to our eyes. As it could not remain stationary in mid-air without 
some form of support, it was invented to secure it by means of four columns, or rather four forked tree trunks, similar 
to those that supported the original house; but it was doubtless feared that they would be toppled in some storm, for 
they were replaced by four supercilious peaks, erected at the four cardinal points and linked by an unbroken chain of 
mountains.”)
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Fig. 3. A free interpretation of the three-dimensionality of the motif/sign 𓇯  
(after Schäfer 1928: 95, fig. 13).

Fig. 4. Another free interpretation of the three-dimensionality of the motif/sign 𓇯 
(after Schäfer 1928: 95, fig. 15).

At the very least, could the sign 𓇯 not refer to any concrete reality? In fact, the ancient Egyptians 
themselves, in the famous list of signs they collected in Roman times, defined the sign 𓇯 as noth-
ing other than “sky.” 8 However, this lapidary formulation cannot be taken as definitive; we know 
that the origin of a great many signs at this very late date had long since been lost or reinterpreted. 
Furthermore, this papyrus does not aim to give a precise description of each of the signs it lists, 
especially those whose interpretation was probably obvious to the majority of hierogrammates. 
This brief description of the sky sign—which is not, after all, a description in itself—is also found 
elsewhere in the same papyrus for other signs. 9

Finally, refusing to look for a more or less material origin for the sky sign should be a last resort: 
the ancient Egyptians overwhelmingly preferred to represent concepts or elements of their imagi-
nary world through motifs that referred in one way or another to a concrete element. To illustrate 
this point, consider once again the examples of the signs 𓊹, 𓋹 and 𓊽 mentioned above.

From this perspective, the sky sign 𓇯 has nevertheless been the subject of some research into 
the origin of its iconography, interpretations that can be grouped under four main headings, which 
I discuss in turn:

 – the sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of a ceiling (§ 1);
 – the sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of an upside-down world (§ 2);
 – the sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of an item of furniture (§ 3);
 – the sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of a canopy (§ 4).

8 Griffith & Petrie 1889: 15 (XIII, 5) and pl. III.

9 Thus, for example, the horizon sign 𓈌 is simply described as “horizon” (Griffith & Petrie 1889: 15 [XIV, 2] and pl. III) 
and not as a *“sun rising between two hills,” which it obviously was for any hierogrammate.
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1. The sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of a ceiling

The interpretation of the sky sign that seems to prevail today is that it represents a ceiling. In his 
posthumous dictionary, J.-Fr. Champollion 10 began his list of Egyptian hieroglyphic signs with this 
one, and was the first to analyse it as a “plafond” (“ceiling”), completing its definition as a “caractère 
symbolico-figuratif, signe de l’idée ciel” (“symbolic-figurative character, sign of the idea of sky”). He 
was followed by many authors. 11

There is in fact a word hꜣ.t that undeniably means both “roof, ceiling” and “sky,” 12 attested with 
both meanings from the Middle Kingdom onwards. The second word in the title smsw hꜣy.t, attested 
from the Old Kingdom onwards and most often translated as “elder of the gate,” a judicial title, 13 is 
clearly based on the same root. The term hꜣy.t is commonly translated as “porch, gate” and variants. 14

It seems clear that these two words, hꜣ.t and hꜣy.t, stemming from the same root, are linked to 
the roofing of a building and that the term hꜣy.t refers to a “roofed structure, a portico or the like.” 15 
Both hꜣ.t and hꜣy.t are attested with the sign 𓇯 as a determinative, from the Middle Kingdom 
onwards. However, the earliest attestations of the root (attested only in the title smsw hꜣy.t), in the 
Old Kingdom, do not show this sign, but an elongated rectangle 𓈙  16 (see for example fig. 5 here, 
with a formally analogous, but probably different, sign for writing the root mꜣꜥ).

10 Champollion 1841: 1.

11 See, for example, Regulski 2010: 147: “sky hieroglyph representing heaven as a ceiling.”

12 Wb. II, 476, 12–13: “Himmel; Dach eines Gebäudes”; Gardiner 1947, II: 210*–211*.

13 See Jones 2000: 902–904.

14 Wb. II, 476, 4–11: “Halle, Vorhalle.”

15 Gardiner 1947, I: 61*.

16 See the attestations listed by Fischer 1996: 228–229.

Fig. 5. Examples of the elongated rectangle 𓈙 in the mastaba of Hetepherakhty 
(Museum of Leiden)  Philippe Collombert.
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It should be noted that a very rare variant from the late Old Kingdom uses an exceptional sign 
, which H.G. Fischer has convincingly interpreted as representing a bag filled with magis-

trates’ staffs, a symbol of their power and of the function of this hꜣy.t. 17 However, this exceptional 
variant cannot be used to help identify the more common one 𓈙, which clearly has nothing to do 
with this sign ; the latter should rather be considered as a hierogrammate’s “sportive writing,” 
with no descendants. Although it has parallels in the figurative representations of the period, it 
differs in that it is used horizontally ( ) and not vertically as in the more realistic iconographic 
representations, as if an attempt had been made to adapt the general layout of the rare sign  
to the more usual spellings using 𓈙.

So what might this sign 𓈙 represent? Even if H.G. Fischer “doubt[s] that its subsequent trans-
formation into 𓇯 provides a clue to its original significance,” 18 it seems to me that A.H. Gardiner’s 
proposal 19 to interpret this sign 𓈙 as a wooden beam or a stone roof slab is a simple and convinc-
ing solution, which resonates with the notion of a ceiling. 20 Interpreting it as a representation of 
a “baton, i.e., a short stick,” as H.G. Fischer seems to suggest 21—particularly in view of the vari-
ant with the determinative of the wood sign 𓆱 attested in at least three examples from the Old 
Kingdom 22—is certainly not impossible, but we would more readily expect a vertical rather than 
a horizontal sign in this case. The other variants of the determinative attested for this word hꜣy.t 
in the Old Kingdom are entirely consistent with the interpretation, proposed here, of the sign as a 
wooden beam: the determinative of the sign for wood 𓆱 (see above); in the Middle Kingdom, we 
also find the representation of a roofed structure. 23

From this long digression, it is worth remembering for our purposes that the sky sign 𓇯 has no 
recognised link, in the hieroglyphic system of the Old Kingdom, with the notion of a ceiling, which 
seems to use a sign 𓈙 instead.

Finally, if we should consider that the sign 𓇯 represents a ceiling, how should we interpret the 
two spikes at the ends of the sign? It is not clear what architectural reality these essential elements 
might relate to. 24 An abstract representation, with no link whatsoever to an architectural reality, 

17 Fischer 1996: 227–232.

18 Fischer 1996: 232.

19 Gardiner 1947, I: 60*–61*.

20 Despite the arguments to the contrary, which in my view are not decisive, put forward by Fischer 1996: 232, n. 446. 
Of course, we should not group together all rectangular signs with a similar appearance under the same identification 
of “beam,” as they may refer to many different realities despite their similarity, given the basic nature of the rectangular 
sign.

21 Fischer 1996: 229.

22 Examples listed by Fischer 1996: 229 and n. 418.

23 See CGC 20017, mentioned by Gardiner 1947, I: 60*.

24 My own earlier interpretation, recalled above, n. 6, is not based on any parallel.
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simply indicating the downward direction, would remain pure speculation, with no attested parallel 
in the iconographic and hieroglyphic repertoire.

While the interpretation of various ceilings as representations of the sky is undeniable in 
Egyptian symbolism, this connection does not seem to be at the origin of the creation of the sign. 
On the other hand, it is possible, even probable and logical, that the connection between “sky” and 
“ceiling” subsequently led to the use of the sky sign 𓇯 in a number of architectural terms involving 
the notion of covering. Similarly, Egyptian iconography contains many representations of buildings 
in which the sky sign serves as a ceiling.

2. The sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of the world 
turned upside down

H. Schäfer, 25 in his study of the representation of the world according to the ancient Egyptians, 
seems to think that the sky sign 𓇯 is inspired by the representation of two hills, which would rep-
resent the earth par excellence and which appears in the hieroglyphic repertoire (𓈋); it is also found 
in certain models of granaries (from the Middle Kingdom). This sign would simply have been 
reversed to represent the sky. It should be noted, however, that the correspondence would only be 
very loose, given that the two signs, beyond a vague formal resemblance, differ so much from each 
other.

3. The sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of an item of 
furniture

W. Westendorf sought to demonstrate in a long article that “die geschichtliche Form des sogenan-
nten ‘Himmelsdaches’ […] sei wie das Raubkatzenbett eine Nachbildung der Himmelsraubkatze, 
allerdings inzwischen bis zur Unkenntlichkeit vereinfacht und entstellt” (“the historical form of the 
sky sign […] would be, like the feline bed, a reproduction of the celestial feline, but in the meantime 
simplified and deformed beyond recognition”). 26 This idea is based on the (hypothetical) recogni-
tion that the sky, before being imagined by the Egyptians in the form of a cow or a woman, would 
have been thought of as a giant feline. The sky sign would represent a (very) stylised bed, itself a 
representation of the celestial feline.

The explanation as a whole remains convoluted, to say the least, and is based on a series of 
interpretations of rather obscure texts that are not supported by contemporary iconography. All 
the iconographic representations and hieroglyphic signs of beds, chairs and tables attested in the 
Old Kingdom are always very different in every detail from the sky sign. The variants closer to the 

25 Schäfer 1928: 91–95; Hornung 1977: 1215–1218.

26 Westendorf 1991: 426. See already Westendorf 1980: 61 and Westendorf 1966: 12–14.
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Middle Kingdom cited by W. Westendorf, most of which are derived from hieratic (!) signs in the 
Coffin Texts, cannot be taken into consideration, as they are far removed both in time and in the 
writing system from the necessary original hieroglyphic patterns.

An example such as seal Kaplony, no. 393 (fig. 6), presented by W. Westendorf as a convincing 
indication of the accuracy of his identification, seems far too crude (just compare the sign with the 
other motifs on the seal, which are just as crude) and too isolated to be taken into consideration in 
a demonstration. 27

Fig. 6. Seal no. 393 (after Kaplony 1963: n° 393).

The main problem remains this supposed stylisation, which W. Westendorf is obliged to propose as 
there is nothing in contemporary iconography to validate his theory.

4. The sign 𓇯 represents, or is at least inspired by, the image of a canopy

Very recently, J.-L. Fissolo suggested that this sign 𓇯 should be seen as a representation of a canopy, 
set on four uprights; the triangular ends would represent the shape taken by the fabric at the four 
corners of such an utensil (fig. 7). 28

Fig. 7. Free representation of a canopy as model for the sign of the sky 
(after Fissolo 2022: 203, fig. 2).

27 Finally, H.G. Fischer, a great specialist in hieroglyphic palaeography, explains in a footnote that he “cannot believe, 
with Westendorf, that the hieroglyph for pt represents a bed, seat or table” (Fischer 1996: 207, n. 232).

28 Fissolo 2022: 201–208, and especially 203.
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However interesting this interpretation may be, it is not reflected in the material culture (which 
could easily be explained by the fragility of the material) or, more problematically, in Egyptian ico-
nography, despite the wealth of sources. The only similar device attested in Egyptian iconographic 
documentation is that of the portable one-sided sunshade, present in certain scenes as early as the 
Old Kingdom, but which bear no similarity to the sky sign 29 (for example, fig. 8). 30

Fig. 8. Representation of a portable sunshade from the mastaba of Hesi at Saqqara 
(after Kanawati & Abder-Raziq 1999: pl. 55).

The variant  that the author invokes in support of his theory, which is closer to what we would 
expect if the sign really represented a canopy with drooping sides, is no more in keeping with cer-
tain Egyptian representations of sunshades, and is only attested from the end of the Old Kingdom; 
it cannot therefore be considered original. 31 At the very most, the Egyptians could have come up 
with a new interpretation of the sign from this period onwards, but I find this hypothesis itself 
unlikely: this particular form is most often interpreted as an influence of hieratic writing. 32

29 See Fischer 1972: 151–156 (= Fischer 1977: 63–68 and 182–183) and the other references cited by Fissolo 2022: 
208, n. 24.

30 Kanawati & Abder-Raziq 1999: pl. 20 and 55.

31 See Fischer 1968: 86, n. 383; Vernus 1973: 226, n. l.

32 See Callender 2019: 215, § 314.
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5. Yet another hypothesis

As we have just seen, none of the hypotheses put forward so far seems to stand up to close scrutiny, 
especially if, as is necessary when trying to trace the genesis of a sign, we take into account both the 
date of attestation of the various pieces of evidence and the iconographic and conceptual contexts 
in which they are found.

In the iconography of early Egyptian history, the sky may have been represented by a crescent. 
This is attested by the group , which depicts a sky surmounting a snake/flash. The group-sign 
appears both engraved on certain labels from the U-j tomb 33 and painted as a mark on almost con-
temporary pottery. 34 The motif also seems to have survived into the 3rd Dynasty, on both sides of 
the enigmatic pillar of Netjerykhet. 35 Here, the zigzagging snake is again associated with the curved 
sign; 36 it should be noted, however, that the curved sign is not used in association with the snake in 
the lower part, but is instead used above the serekh, as if it were topping the inscription. 37

On the famous ivory comb dated to the reign of King Djet (1st Dynasty) (fig. 9), the sky appears 
to be represented by a pair of curved wings, whose evolution can be followed up to the famous 
winged solar disc of later times. Above it sails a divine bark carrying a falcon god. Beneath the 
wingtips, on either side, two “wꜣs-signs” are reminiscent of those found, in later periods, at the edge 
of the frame, beneath the definitive sky sign (see above and fig. 1).

Fig. 9. Ivory comb of the reign of King Djet (Cairo Museum JE 47176) 
(after Schäfer 1928: 113, fig. 39).

33 Dreyer 1998: pl. 33, n° 142 et 143.

34 Dreyer 1998: fig. 55, p. 82; Randall-Maciver & Mace 1902: pl. XVII (30). Regulski 2010: 147 interprets it, following 
G. Dreyer, as an ancient form of the hieroglyphic sign 𓇰, defining it as a “combination of crescent with lightning,” 
which Morenz 2004: 93 doubts. For a detailed study of this group-sign, see the article to be published soon by 
Fr. Förster, St. Hendrickx, M. Eyckerman & A. Stauder, in ArchéoNil.

35 See Hawass 1994: 45–56 (monument kindly pointed out to me by A. Stauder).

36 Hawass 1994: 46, fig. 1.

37 Hawass 1994: 47, fig. 2.
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These motifs seem to show a certain variation in the way the sky was represented in these early 
periods of Egyptian history, if the sky is to be seen here at all.

On the contrary, once the hieroglyphic system had been fully codified, the sign/motif 𓇯 
appeared as it would later be attested throughout Egyptian history; the first attestations currently 
recorded date from the 2nd Dynasty; the motif is used as an iconographic element on a doorpost 
from the time of King Khasekhemwy (late 2nd Dynasty) found at Hierakonpolis (fig. 10) 38 and as 
a hieroglyphic sign on certain seal impressions from the time of Nynetjer 39 and, later, Netjerykhet 
(fig. 11). 40

Fig. 10. Door jamb of the reign of King Khasekhemwy (Cairo Museum JE 33896)  Dominique Farout.

Fig. 11. Seal no. 304 (after Kaplony 1963: n° 304).

38 See Quibell 1900: pl. II. My warmest thanks to D. Farout for the photograph and the permission to publish it. Ph. Seyr 
kindly points out to me that there may exist an early Dynastic relief fragment from Gebelein, which possibly antedate the 
door post of Khasekhemwy and may depict a sky full of stars (but the broken relief doesn’t show the two ending spikes): 
see Morenz 1994: 217–238.

39 Regulski 2010: 514 (N1). Unpublished.

40 Kaplony 1963: no. 304. Note also seal no. 568 (fig. 12), difficult to date, but more or less contemporary with these 
first attestations (see Kaplony 1963: no. 568; Engel 2021: 28 and 126).
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Fig. 12. Seal no. 568 (after Kaplony 1963: n° 568).

These examples all represent the sign in what will henceforth be the usual form: 𓇯, with the excep-
tion of a few insignificant variants. However, there is a contemporary sign/motif whose shape rep-
resents exactly half a sky 𓇯. The motif is attested on the six panels of Netjerykhet, behind the 
king; 41 it should be noted that it is represented twice each time (fig. 13). It is also found carried by 
various officiants during ceremonies depicted in the reliefs of the solar temple (fig. 14) 42 and the 
funerary temple of King Niuserre (fig. 15); 43 here too, the motif is represented twice.

Fig. 13. Relief Panels of King Netjerykhet at the Step Pyramid Complex (after Friedman 1995: 30, fig. 17).

41 Friedman 1995: 22 and fig. 2 on p. 3.

42 von Bissing & Kees 1923: pl. 16, 18, 19, 21, etc.

43 Borchardt 1907: 85, fig. 62a.
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Fig. 14. Relief of the solar temple of King Niuserre (after von Bissing & Kees 1923: pl. 18).

Fig. 15. Relief of the funerary temple of King Niuserre (after Borchardt 1907: 85, fig. 62a).

This strange motif, still often reused after the Old Kingdom in the same type of scene, has been the 
subject of numerous interpretations; the most recent and most solid one, by J. Spencer, concludes 
that the object represented “a part of the sky.” 44 The fact that this motif sometimes alternates, albeit 
relatively late, with a complete sky sign 𓇯 would seem to support this view. 45

Before J. Spencer and as early as 1905, G. Jéquier had also suggested interpreting them as the 
two halves of the sky. 46 L. Borchardt, for his part, proposed interpreting these elements as the 
“Thürangeln des Tempels” (“door hinges of the temple”) 47 or “die großen Zapfenbeschläge der 

44 Spencer 1978: 54–55; the bibliography on the sign is given on p. 52, n. 2 and p. 54, n. 15. See also the more 
recent study by Miatello 2022: 100, who translates the two signs as “the two limits of the sky” and thus adopts 
J. Spencer’s conclusions for these symbols.

45 Under the reign of Thutmose III: LD III, 36b; see also the references cited by Kees 1912: 129 and 237, n. 111.

46 Jéquier 1905: 174–175.

47 Borchardt 1900: 97.
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Tempeltore” (“large pivot fittings for the temple doors”). 48 In 1911, G. Jéquier agreed, describing 
the two elements as “deux gonds de porte” (“two door hinges”). 49 The following year, H. Kees, in a 
fundamental study, confirmed this interpretation, relying in particular on the use of this same sign 
in certain spellings of the word ṯpḥ.t “cavern, niche, chapel,” as early as the Pyramid Texts. 50

In fact, the two interpretative hypotheses (door hinge fittings vs. half of the sky) are not con-
tradictory, if we consider that the sky sign, poorly defined until now as we have seen, actually rep-
resents two door hinges facing each other. In other words, the sign 𓇯 would evoke the sky as a space 
that is closed, but capable of opening up. The sky itself, infigurable by nature, would therefore only be 
represented by the entrances through which it could be reached.

6. Archaeological parallels

This type of fitting, which was inserted into the lower and upper parts of wooden doors in Egyptian 
buildings in order to reinforce the wood structure and acted as hinge, is well attested in archaeolog-
ical material, albeit mostly from the Late Period (see for example fig. 16); some surviving examples 
may date back to the 18th Dynasty. 51 However, O. Koenigsberger, in his book on the Egyptian door, 
assumes that these elements existed as early as the Predynastic period. He also explains that he 
found some traces of green shavings in a door-socket from the funerary temple of Userkaf (5th 
Dynasty), which he interprets as the remains of these bronze elements.
As can be seen from the examples found, the lower fitting was distinguished from the upper fitting 
by a curved angle rather than a 90° angle. This difference is due to a practical necessity: the lower 
pin, on which the entire weight of the door leaf rests, has a slightly curved angle that allows it to 
pivot more easily on the door-socket (see fig. 17). 52

The sky sign would therefore refer to the lower hinge, given this particular feature.

48 Borchardt 1907: 85.

49 Jéquier 1911: 183, n. 3.

50 Kees 1912: 128–131. See also Westendorf 1992 (reference kindly provided by Ph. Seyr).

51 See Koenigsberger 1936: 20–23 on these elements.

52 See Lacau 1954: 73–74; Collombert 2010: 115, § 216.
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Fig. 16. Bronze hinge of the 26th Dynasty (Louvre Museum N 659)  
 2018 Louvre Museum / Christian Décamps.

Fig. 17. Representation of the mechanism of the Egyptian door hinge (after Lacau 1954: 74).
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7. The hinge sign and textual evidence

As we have said, the hinge sign  is also attested in the Pyramid Texts, as a determinative of the 
word ṯpḥ.t “cavern, niche, chapel” (fig. 18). 53

Fig. 18. Inscription with the word ṯpḥ.t from the pyramid of Pepy II ( Philippe Collombert).

There may be textual evidence of the object dating from the Old Kingdom. In the Abusir papyri, 
mention is made of a door and its component parts, namely two leaves, eight closing rings and two 
ꜣmꜥ.t, which the editor has translated as “hinge” 54 because of the material of which the latter are 
made—copper; the radical ꜣmꜥ, which seems to convey the notion of articulation, would be entirely 
appropriate to designate such an element. 55 The editor had initially opted for a hieroglyphic tran-
scription 𓍶 for the hieratic determinative used in both ꜣmꜥ.t and ḏbꜥ, apparently defined as “closing 
ring,” but later preferred to transcribe it as Ω, given the open space present in the lower part of the 
sign in some of the examples (fig. 19). This sign is therefore not that of the hinge , but it does 
bear a strong resemblance to the sign 𓍶 which is sometimes found placed below it ( ). 56 Could 
it be the representation of an element related to the hinge (the hole of door-socket or something 
else)?

53 As Ph. Seyr kindly points out to me, it is noteworthy that a similar sign  appears as classifier of the npnp.t-cloth in the 
Pyramid of Pepy I (see Pierre-Croisiau 2015: 117 & 121).

54 Posener-Krieger 1976: 442; Posener-Krieger 1971: 77–78.

55 Breasted 1930: 215–216 and 293–294; von Deines & Grapow 1961: 7–8.

56 As early as the Pyramid Texts, see Pyr. 810c (N).

Fig. 19. Hieratic determinatives for the words ꜣmꜥ.t and ḏbꜥ  
(after Posener-Krieger & de Cenival 1968: pl. XII Pal).
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8. The door leaf motif/sign

The difference in the design of the lower (curved angle) and upper (90° angle) rotary axes is also 
clearly visible, both in iconography and in the somewhat detailed examples of the hieroglyphic sign 
of the door leaf, from the earliest times. 57

The importance attached by scribes to what might appear to be a mere detail can be gauged 
from its insistent presence in hieroglyphic inscriptions from the earliest periods. The first recorded 
example, which is particularly remarkable and detailed, appears on the Narmer palette (fig. 20). The 
same characteristic can be found even in some cursive examples, in the inscriptions painted on 
Thinite-period vases found in the galleries underneath Netjerykhet’s pyramid (fig. 21). 58

Fig. 20. Sign of the door leaf on the Narmer Palette ( Philippe Collombert).

Fig. 21: Cursive sign of the door leaf on a Thinite-period vase  
(after Lacau & Lauer 1965: fig. 148).

57 See Regulski 2010: 548. See Kahl 1994: 638–639 for attestations of the sign.

58 See Lacau & Lauer 1965: 10, and some well-marked examples in pl. X.3 and p. 76, fig. 148.
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Fine examples can also be found in representations of Old Kingdom tombs (fig. 22).

Fig. 22: Representation of a door leaf in the mastaba of Wepemnefert at Giza 
(after Hassan 1936: fig. 219, after p. 190).

The technical necessity of this shape for the lower hinge ensures that a reverse development of use, 
where the hinge would take on its characteristic shape by imitating the pre-existing shape of the sky 
sign, cannot be envisaged under any circumstances.

9. Opposite door leaves

The depiction of two door leaves facing each other is attested on a seal from the time of King Djet 
(fig. 23). 59 This makes the connection with the sky sign even more striking.

Fig. 23. Seal of the time of King Djet (after Kaplony 1963: n° 176).

The representations of palace façade with false doors that surround the sarcophagus of King 
Merenre in his burial chamber also show, at the level of the lower part of the leaves, an aspect that 
is absolutely identical to that of the sign of the sky, taken in isolation (fig. 24).

59 Kaplony 1963: no. 176 = Petrie 1900: pl. XVIII (4). The supposed example of the sign cited by Petrie 1927: pl. 21 
(481) (= Petrie 1900: pl. VIII [6]) comes from a context that is too incomplete to be used; is it really the sky sign? 
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Fig. 24. Representation of a false door on the palace façade in the pyramid of King Merenre  
(after Pierre-Croisiau 2019: pl. VII).

In certain three-dimensional representations of false doors in Old Kingdom mastabas, such as 
those of Mereruka (fig. 25) or Seshemnefer II (fig. 26), the similarity is just as remarkable.

Fig. 25. Representation of a false door in the mastaba of Mereruka at Saqqara  
(after Sakkarah Expedition 1938: pl. 107).
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Fig. 26. Representation of false doors in the mastaba of Seshemnefer II at Giza  
(after Junker 1938: fig. 34, after p. 190).

10. An iconographic detail

Another palaeographic detail could well support the proposed comparison: in certain represen-
tations of doors from the Old Kingdom, the two lower hinges at the ends of the door are distin-
guished from the upper part of the leaf by a different colour. 60 A particularly interesting example 
can be found in the representation of the false doors painted around the sarcophagus in the burial 
chamber of Queen Behenu: the appendages are painted black, and thus clearly distinguished from 
the upper part of the leaves (fig. 27); the black colour most likely refers to the metal of which the 
hinge was made (see below). The same feature is found in the tomb of Khuy, dated to the 5th 
Dynasty, in the cemetery of Djedkare (fig. 28). 61

60 Jéquier 1929: pl. XII, XIV, XVI. As Ph. Seyr kindly points out to me, black-coloured lower door hinges occur already in 
the 3rd Dynasty. See Quibell 1913: pl. X, XV, XXI, XXII.

61 My warmest thanks to Mohamed Megahed for the photograph and the permission to publish it.

Fig. 27. Representation of a false door on the palace façade in the pyramid of Queen Behenu at Saqqara 
( MAFS - Emmanuel Laroze).
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Fig. 28. Representation of a false door in the tomb of Khuy at Saqqara ( Djedkare Project).

A separating line, which may recall the difference in colour, appears on some examples of the sign 
𓇯, although this detail seems to have only been spotted in hieroglyphs from the Middle Kingdom 
onwards. 62 Given that the only evidence of this difference of treatment in the Old Kingdom can 
be found on representations that have retained their colour, its absence in the hieroglyphs may be 
explained by the disappearance of colour on signs for this period. 63

62 Blackman 1915: pl. 11 at the top (incorrectly indicated as pl. 9 in Collombert 2010: 96, § 170, n. 2). As Ph. Seyr 
kindly points out to me, this peculiarity already appears in certain examples on coffins of the late First Intermediate 
Period or early Middle Kingdom, see for example Steindorff 1901: pl. XIX. This horizontal dividing line is still sometimes 
found later (see for example Servajean 2011: 62, § 117; Epigraphic Survey 2009: pl. 47 and 121, where the line is 
attested both for the sign of the sky and for the two hinges). See also here, fig. 29 (New Kingdom: Temple of Abydos, 
Sety I).

63 I have identified one example of the sky sign in blue colour (see Mysliwiec 2004: 179 and pl. LXXIV), but in a context 
where the colours of the signs are more in opposition to each other in the general motif of the inscription than used to 
echo a material reality. Another example, in red colour (see Smith 1946: 367), is equally uninformative. In our case, 
the question of the sign’s colour does not shed any decisive light on the origin of the motif.

Fig. 29. Inscription from the temple of Sethy I at Abydos ( Philippe Collombert).
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In another iconographic example from the Old Kingdom at Deshasha, the dividing line is drawn a 
little higher up on the leaf, in order to highlight, perhaps even more accurately in the representa-
tion, the element of metal reinforcement that must necessarily have engaged in the lower part of the 
leaf, in whole or in part (fig. 30). 64

Fig. 30: Representation of a door leaf in the tomb of Shedu at Deshasha  
(after Kanawati & McFarlane 1993: pl. 49).

11. The doors of the sky

If we accept the hypothesis put forward here that the sign of the sky represents the two lower 
hinges of a door—or at the very least two bottom of door leaves—facing each other, the symbolism 
conveyed by this choice of figuration becomes transparent: it can be linked directly to an extremely 
common concept in Egyptian religious thought, namely the fact that, for the ancient Egyptians, the 
sky was a place that was reached after passing through its gates.

The “doors of the sky” are indeed a recurrent motif in religious literature, from the Pyramid 
Texts to the end of Egyptian history. 65 Suffice it here to quote the refrain so often heard in the 
Pyramid Texts: “The doors of the sky are open; the doors of the Cold Region are pulled open.” 66

The opening of the doors of the sky is also an Egyptian topos with many possible variations. 
One famous example is the identification between the doors of the sky and those of the naos, which 
are opened in the privacy of the sanctuary in order to enter into contact with the divine forces. 67 
Our proposed identification may also open up new avenues of interpretation; we know, for example, 

64 Kanawati & McFarlane 1993: pl. 49 (line not figured in Petrie 1898: pl. XXI).

65 See Brunner 1986: 782–783; Zivie 2009: 16–23; Berlandini-Keller 2009: 27–43; Bergerot et al. 2020: 3–28.

66 PT 325, 479, 563, 573, etc.

67 See, for example, Brovarski 1977: 107–115; Černy 1948: 120.
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that the doors of the sky are sometimes said to be made of metal; 68 and if the sky itself is often said 
to be made of bjꜣ, could this not be an allusion to the material from which its hinges were made? 69

In the end, although not totally certain, the hypothesis proposed here has the advantage over 
previous interpretations of satisfying two important premises. Firstly, it fits in perfectly with the 
standards of the Egyptian iconographic and scriptural repertoire from the earliest periods, when 

the sign first appeared, while at the same time echoing the sign  that represents a concrete ele-
ment of the material world, the door hinge. And it resonates with conceptions of the Egyptian 
imaginary world as revealed in ancient texts.
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