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Abstract 

The Islamic art is distinguished by the affluence in representing mythical creatures, they are not only 

countless but also variant in shapes. Utilizing these creatures in the Islamic art was an outlet for the Islamic 

artist from any religious restrictions, strange and unfamiliar creatures, peerless in reality, so the artist will 

avoid mimicking God's creation. The different phases of the Islamic art of Egypt presented us with various 

mythical creatures such as the harpy, griffin, phoenix, sphinx, etc. This research sheds light on sphinx 

specifically. It appeared in many artifacts since the Umayyad period of Egypt. The research is an attempt to 

study both historical and artistic backgrounds of this mythical creature in the Islamic art of Egypt. 
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Introduction 

The idea of utilizing mythical creatures in different artifacts can be considered a cosmopolitan idea, as it 

almost existed in the arts of all the famous cultures. Sphinx appeared in most of the antecedent civilizations 

of Islam, So in order to study the historical artistic background of this mythical creature in the Egyptian 

Islamic art, we have to take a look on its representation in the former arts. 

Overview of the Sphinx through all epochs 

This hybrid mythical creature appeared in most of the antecedent civilizations of Islam. Sphinx also existed 

in arts of different Islamic periods with its famous features: a human head and a body of a winged lion.
  

The ancient Egyptian civilization 

The sphinx might be considered an Egyptian invention as scholars considered the Giza sphinx a sort of 

prototype of the sphinxes to come. 
2
 

Some Egyptologists assume that the word sphinx is derived from the Greek word (sphingein) which means 

to squeeze or to bind
 3

, while others believe that the ancient Egyptian name (shesep-ankh) due to a verbal 

distortion from a period to another
 
changed to become Sphinx. Shesep-ankh

 
was the sphinx's name during 

the middle kingdom.
4 

In the new kingdom, the sphinx was called (Horemakhet) or (Hormakhes)
 5 

The 

Egyptian sphinx is a hybrid composed of a lion's body and a human head, a royal figure wearing the nemes
 6
, 

and usually provided with a short false beard.
 
It was depicted in several forms, the most popular of these was 

the form of a recumbent animal with its forelegs stretched out and separated from each other. Some sphinxes 

were depicted walking on all fours, while others were depicted seated. Sphinxes were mostly masculine 

representing a pharaoh, but starting from the new kingdom, there were female sphinxes representing queens 

(pl.1). 
7
 

 The Assyrian mythology 

A hybrid creature of Assyrian mythology, which is called Lamassu, mostly resembles the Egyptian sphinx. 

The word Lamassu was written in Assyrian texts to indicate the good angel or the guarding angel, thereafter 

the same word was used to refer to hybrid creatures formed of lion or a bull's body, eagle's wings and a 

human head.
8
 Statues of this creature were usually placed at the entrance of temples and palaces.

9
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Lamassu statues were provided with a fifth leg so that when viewed from the front it is standing firm, and 

when viewed from the side it appears to be striding forward against any evil.
10 

Its human head has a helmet 

with horns while its beard is curled (pl.2).  

The Greek and Roman mythology 

As what we have illustrated before, the word sphinx is of Greek origin, so it is normally for this creature to 

be called in Greek culture sphinx; sometimes it was also called phix.
 11

 It began to appear in Greek myth in 

the Orientalizing period
12

 of the late eighth and seventh centuries B.C, when near eastern hybrid creatures 

gained popularity in the Greek mythology.
13 

Sphinx of Greek mythology has a different appearance than any 

other cultures; it has the body of a lion, head and breast of a woman
14, 

in addition to eagle's wings and 

sometimes a serpent-headed tail (pl.3).  

Early Greek depictions of the sphinx show it rapping or killing young men, it appeared also on grave stelae 

in Greece.
15 

We obtained much of our vision of the Greek sphinx from a famous ancient Greek play called 

Oedipus the king.
16

 In a part of this tragedy, the hero Oedipus had to encounter a sphinx in order to be 

allowed entering Thebes.
17 

The confrontation scene between Oedipus and the sphinx was depicted a lot on 

Greek artifacts. This creature appeared also in the roman art. Roman rulers seem to have admired this 

creature a lot especially Augustus. Obviously Emperor Augustus took the sphinx as one of his symbols, as it 

appeared several times on coins of that age (pl.4).
 18

 

 The Persian mythology 

This creature the sphinx, was used in the ancient Persian art; we can observe sphinxes as common motifs in 

the Achaemenid art.
19

 In general, the Achaemenid sphinx has the form of a winged, human-headed bull and 

cylindrical headdress (pl.5).
 20

 This type of sphinxes can be bearded or without a beard
21

, some of them also 

can wear an earring while others don’t.
 22 

The sphinx apparently continued to be part of the Parthian's
23

 art, as it can be seen on various artifacts dating 

back to that age.
 24 

Although the Sasanian artist rarely introduces the sphinx
25

, the winged lion appeared a lot on Sasanian 

artifacts especially the metal ones.
 26 

The Islamic art of Egypt 

Abu al-Hawl is the Arabic name given to the sphinx since the Islamic opening of Egypt, this name literally 

means father of dread
27

, and in English can be understood as the terrifying one.
28 

Some Egyptologists mentioned that the name Abu al-Hawl might be a verbal distortion of an ancient 

Egyptian name, which is (Br- Hawl) or (Bo-Hawl), which means house of the lion.
 29 

There will be five different artifacts exhibiting the utilization of the sphinx in the Egyptian Islamic art 

throughout the subject matter of this research. We will notice from the following illustration that the sphinx 

began to appear since the Umayyad period of Egypt. 

Samples of the Sphinx on Islamic masterpieces 

Sphinx on a wool and linen tapestry, Umayyad epoch (pl.6) 

This artifact dates back to the Umayyad period of Egypt, 8
th
 century A.D, 2

nd
 century H.D. It is found in the 

museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It's a fracture of wool
30

 and linen
31

 tapestry. All the decorations of this piece 

follow the stylization method, which reveal Coptic influences.
32

 Beside the stylized tree of life a sphinx lies 

in the upper part, while in the lower part there's a dorsal placed lion framed by a medallion. The sphinx in 

this piece resembles a lot the Egyptian sphinx; this can be recognized in the nemes over the head and the 

seated attitude. The used colors in this piece are the black, red, arylide yellow and the green in its different 

shades (pl.6).
33 
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Sphinx on a wool and linen tapestry, Tulunid epoch (pl.7) 

This artifact dates back to the Tulunid
34

dynasty of Egypt, 9
th
-10

th
 A.D, 3

rd
-4

th
 H.D. It is part of the Islamic art 

collection in David museum in Copenhagen.
35

 It's a tapestry made of wool and linen.
36 

The dimensions are 

56 x 43 cm. This artifact like the former one reflects clear Coptic influences. The decorated theme displays a 

stylized tree of life, surrounded by confronting sphinxes and two addorsed lions, each of them is framed by a 

medallion. This artifact displays colorfulness as it is decorated with numbers of different colors on a red 

background (pl.7). 

Sphinxes on a sycamore wooden frieze, Fatimid epoch (pl.8) 

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period, 11
th
 century A.D, 5

th
 century H.D. It is found in the museum of 

Islamic art in Cairo. It is a frieze made of sycamore wood.
37 

This frieze is divided into three decorative parts, 

in the middle one there are two confronting sphinxes separated by a tree, each of them is placed inside a 

medallion and surrounded by floral motifs. Features of the sphinxes and the scene of the tree separating them 

reflect Sasanian influences. The upper and the lower parts consist of two narrow friezes decorated with floral 

designs (pl.8). 

Sphinx on an oblong wooden panel, Fatimid epoch (pl.9) 

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period of Egypt, 12
th
 century A.D, 6

th 
century H.D. It is found in the 

museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It is an oblong wooden panel, cut not very deep, framed with an undulated 

or wavy floral branch from which are projecting half palmettos. Its dimensions are 117 cm in width and 25 

cm in length. In each corner, there is a large leaf. The center of the panel is decorated with protruding 

engraved figures, in the middle a sphinx lies looking to the right.
38 

Under this sphinx lies a hare or a gazelle 

looking to the left.
39 

The bodies of the animals are decorated from the back and the front with carved floral 

designs. The background is decorated with foliage and branches (pl.9).
 40

 

Sphinx on a decorated inlay of ivory, Fatimid epoch (pl.10) 

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period of Egypt. It is found in the museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It is 

a decorative inlay of ivory.
41

 The edges of this inlay seem to have been attached to another bigger piece. The 

main theme of decoration is a boldly carved sphinx on a stylized floral background; it looks towards its right 

side and follows the walking attitude. On the top of its human head, the sphinx has a three- side pointed 

crown. There are floral motifs on both the chest and back of the sphinx; also its raised wing takes the shape 

of a floral leaf (pl.10). 

Symbolism of the Sphinx in the Islamic art  

If we carefully study the previous five artifacts, we can notice that there wasn't any struggle scene between 

the sphinx and other creatures. Moreover, we have not seen any engraved texts or words that indicate any 

hatred from Egyptians towards this creature. On the contrary, the sphinx is displayed whether inside 

ornamental units or beside the tree of life. This may indicate that Egyptians utilized this mythical creature as 

a decorative motif or they were influenced by their Pharaonic ancestors, they used it as a guardian and that's 

why it was associated with the tree of life. 

Other schools of Islamic art revealed different aims of utilizing this mythical creature. In the Seljuk
42

 art, it 

seems that the sphinx was used in funeral purposes. A couple of sphinxes was found drawn on a piece of a 

shroud, each of these two addorsed sphinxes is facing a tree. 

Sphinxes were also found in the Doner tomb in the city of Kayseri
 43

, a couple of sphinxes were engraved 

above the entrance of this tomb, and between the two mythical creatures we can see the tree of life (pl.11) .
44 
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Utilizing this mythical creature in such a way whether on tombs or shrouds might have been a belief from 

the Seljuks that the sphinx was among the creatures of paradise. Associating it with the tree of life enforces 

this assumption, they wished the deceased to be one of the paradise dwellers. 

Conclusion 

The Sphinx might be considered an Egyptian invention, as it appeared first in the Egyptian civilization. 

Sphinx is one of the earliest mythical creatures that appeared in the Islamic art of Egypt as it appeared in it 

since the Umayyad epoch. 

Most of the presented artifacts in this research date back to the Fatimid epoch. 

The Sphinx was sometimes utilized solely while decorating the artifact. In other times, this creature was 

featured on the artifact beside other mythical creatures. 

Sometimes the Egyptian Islamic artist utilized this creature as an ordinary decorative motive on the artifact, 

while other times he associated it with the tree of life in order to be a guardian.  

The Seljuk artist seems to have related this creature with the concept of the afterlife as he depicted the sphinx 

on tombs and shrouds in order to wish the deceased a good luck in the afterlife. 
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فى الفي الإسلاهى فى هصر أبى الهىل الخرافى  

 هلخص البحث

سهى يٍ َتًُض انفٍ السلايً ثبنتُىع فً تًثُم انكبئُبد انخشافُخ, حُث فٌ إستخذاو هزح انكبئُبد فً انفٍ السلايً كبٌ َؼذ يخشجب نهفُبٌ انً

نًشاحم فٌ لُىد دَُُخ, فهً كبئُبد غشَجخ و غُش يأنىفخ , لا َظُش نهب فً انىالغ و ثبنتبنً َجتؼذ ثهب ػٍ يضبهبح خهك الله. ػشفُب يٍ خلال ا

ى فثى انًختهفخ نهفٍ السلايً فً يصش كبئُبد خشافُخ يتُىػخ يثم انخطبف, انؼمبة, انؼُمبء و فيثهخ فخشي. فحذ فلذو هزِ انكبئُبد إستخذايب ه

ِ فً انهىل, إر ظهش فً انفٍ السلايً يُز انفتشح اْيىَخ فً يصش. َهذف انجحث إنً تُبول هزا انكبئٍ انخشافً ثبنذساسخ يتتجؼب ظهىس

 ىل.انحضبساد انًختهفخ وصىلا إنً انفٍ السلايً فً يصش, كًب َتُبول انجحث ػشضب نؼذد يٍ انًُبرج انفُُخ السلايُخ انتً ظهش ثهب فثى انه

كبئُبد خشافُخ, فثى انهىل, فٍ إسلايً, ػُمبء, خطبف. الكلواث الذالت:  
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Plate 3- Greek Sphinx 

570-550 B.C 

(http://www.namuseum.gr/collections/sculpture/archaic/archaic06-en.) 

 

 

Plate 4- Roman Sphinx 

19 B.C-18 B.C 

(http://www.britishmuseum.org/head-of-Augustus-sphinx-seated-right/R.9807.) 

http://www.namuseum.gr/collections/sculpture/archaic/archaic06-en
http://www.britishmuseum.org/head-of-Augustus-sphinx-seated-right/R.9807
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Plate 5- Ancient Persian Sphinxes 

510 B.C 

(http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/panel-sphinxes.) 

 

 

Plate 6- Sphinx on a Wool and Linen tapestry 

8
th
 century A.D- 2

nd
 century H.D, Umayyad epoch 

Museum of Islamic art in Cairo 

(Captured by the researcher.) 

http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/panel-sphinxes
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Plate 7- Sphinx on a wool and linen tapestry 

9
th
-10

th
 centuries A.D, 3

rd
-4

th
 centuries H.D, Tulunid epoch 

(http://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/dynasties/tulunids-and-fatimids/art/11989.) 

 

Plate 8- Sphinxes on a sycamore wooden frieze 

11
th
 century A.D-5

th
 century H.D, Fatimid epoch 

Museum of Islamic art in Cairo 

 (Captured by the researcher.) 

 

Plate 9- Sphinx on an oblong wooden panel 

12
th
 century A.D-6

th
 century H.D, Fatimid epoch 

Museum of Islamic art in Cairo 

(Captured by the researcher.) 

http://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/dynasties/tulunids-and-fatimids/art/11989
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Plate 10- Sphinx on a decorated inlay of ivory 

Fatimid epoch 

.(13)َملا ػٍ يحًىد َىس  خضش, تبسَخ انفُىٌ السلايُخ, ص   

 

Plate 11 Sphinxes on the entrance of Doner tomb 

Seljuk period 

www.panoramio.com/photo/91029926 

 

 

 

http://www.panoramio.com/photo/91029926

