
Hebatallah Sobhy Ibrahim                          (JAAUTH), Vol. 20 No. 1, (2021), pp.1-12.  
 

1 | P a g e  

https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/  

 

 

 

Saints in Ancient Egypt 

Hebatallah Sobhy Ibrahim1  

Sadat City University  

ARTICLE INFO           Abstract 

Some dead individuals lie somewhere between deities and 

the ordinary dead, these are the people sometimes referred to 

as “saints”, a term that will be assumed here. Amenhotep 

son of Hapu falls into this category while on his way to 

becoming a god. Unfortunately, the line between saints and 

deities is vague. This is complicated by the fact that the 

Egyptians themselves do not seem to have had rigid 

conceptions about it. So, the study will focus on the 

interaction of the living with these “saints”, discuss relevant 

sources, which are texts that rely on “saints” as a helpful 

force, responding to requests and giving out rewards. The 

research is collecting the source evidence related to Mehu, 

Heqaib and Amenhotep son of Hapu, as well as discussing 

the stelae related to this concept, besides the reasons of the 

popularity of these individuals after their death.  

Introduction 

Two straightforward examples of deification are Imhotep and Amenhotep son of 

Hapu. Imhotep is most famous for being the chief architect of Djoser of the Third 

Dynasty.1  Amenhotep was also the chief architect for his king, in his case 

Amenhotep III of the Eighteenth Dynasty.2 In a process beginning in the Late Period, 

these two did undoubtedly become divinities.3 Various qualities of the “saint” or deity 

have been emphasized by different scholars. Quaegebeur, for example, stressed the 

public nature of their worship,4 while Fischer argued that true deification is only 

gained by those who possessed a temple (Hwt-nTr) and priests to carry out a religious 

cult.5 There is no good description of what started the process of deification, and the 

Egyptians themselves do not seem to have a clear conception about it. However, the 

main concern of the research is discussing the source evidences that they were 

worshiped in later periods and have interacted with humans in some sort, besides 

collecting the material concerning the interaction with the living and their way of 

helping them.  

Mehu  

A Sixth Dynasty vizier buried at Saqqara, His name is recorded in a tomb of a man 

called BiA.6 An architrave from this tomb included a “request to the living” in which 
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BiA promised that Mehu would reward the living if they provided the requested 

offerings:7  

Hsy Tn nb(.i) ra nb ... 
(My) lord shall favor you every day... 

Clearly, this is not the only example of a request of the living in which the aid of the 

dead is assured.  Yet, this request is different. when the aid of the deceased is usually 

promised. In the texts discussed here, the role of the dead is parallel to that of the 

gods. In other contemporary requests the verb Hsi is used to describe the reward of 

various deities.  

BiA was a funerary priest of Mehu, whose help is promising. Apparently, he hoped 

that Mehu would fulfil the request because he had served him well. The people to 

whom the request was addressed, that is, the people who would benefit from the 

deceased’s help, they were also Mehu's funerary priests. BiA may have hoped that the 

deceased would wish to look after his own funerary priests.  

BiA’s using Mehu's help in this way seems to show the unusual worship that he had 

for the deceased. However, this worship was still contained within the usual limits of 

the funerary cult. It was limited to one family of funerary priests, and too soon after 

the death of Mehu. BiA’s particular piety to Mehu is surely due to the fact that the man 

was his employer, supplying him with profits, as well as Mehu being a vizier, the 

highest official in the country. BiA’s piety is shown in his tomb, in which Mehu 

appears in contexts usually set aside gods. We have already seen the presence of 

Mehu in the requests to the living. We also see from the tomb inscriptions that two of 

the sons of BiA had theophoric names combining that of Mehu.8 The vizier also 

appears in the formula honored before (imAxw xr), in the position usually filled by a 

deity, but sometimes by the king.9  

Heqaib 

Heqaib, a caravan leader and governor of Aswan during the reign of Pepi II, provides 

the widest range of data about the individuals discussed in the research.10 This 

evidence comes from two of his cult places, the hall next to his tomb at Qubbet el-

Hawa (tomb no. 35), and his sanctuary at Elephantine. When Sarenput I built this 

sanctuary, it included a shrine dedicated to saint Heqaib. Among the inscriptions on 

the shrine was a request that Heqaib prolong (sk) Sarenput’s years (rnpwt) of life.11  

mA m Hr.k irit.n(.i) n.k imi iri nTr n iri n.f sk rnpwt.i tp tA smAa xrw(.i), m 
xrt-nTr 

See with your eyes what (I) have done for you. May a god act for he who 

acts for him, prolonging my years on earth and justifying (me) in the 

necropolis. 

The giving of life to mortals is usually a divine privilege. Some of the requests to the 

living promise that the living will be granted a long life, but do not specify who is to 

see this promise carried out. The owners of a number of requests promised that they 

would protect those who helped them in the judgement in the afterlife.12 Sarenput’s 

https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/


Hebatallah Sobhy Ibrahim                          (JAAUTH), Vol. 20 No. 1, (2021), pp.1-12.  
 

3 | P a g e  

https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/  

request that Heqaib justifies (smAa xrw) him in the necropolis may be for the same 

sort of protection. Clearly Sarenput expects Heqaib to grant him this in return for 

what he has done for him, like constructing a sanctuary for him and providing him 

with a cult. 

Heqaib appears in several requests on finds from his sanctuary at Elephantine. Five of 

the nine requests from the site promise the living some sort of reward involving 

Heqaib, if they make offerings to the owner of the text.13 Two of these requests, 

promise that the living will be admitted to see the saint during his festival. The 

remaining three requests promise that the deceased will favor (Hsi) the living. This 

same verb has been seen in the request involving Mehu. One request comes from a 

chapel set up by a man called Heqaib, who was the local governor (HAty-a) as well as 

the overseer (imy-r) of the priests (Hmw-nTr) of his namesake, the saint Heqaib.14 In 

order to persuade the living to make offerings, Heqaib plays on the fact that they want 

(mri) the saint to favor (Hsi) them. The same means of persuasion is found in two 

requests from the site that dates to the Thirteenth Dynasty. The text belonged to a 

chamberlain (jmy-r aXnwty), while the name of the owner of text has been lost. 

Another text also promises the living that Heqaib will hear (sDm) the call (aS) of the 

living.15  

 

The dead were known to pass on petitions to the gods, and that may be what is 

envisaged here. It is also possible that Heqaib was appearing more as a god, listening 

to requests, than as the deceased passing on the request. However, the dead 

themselves could be petitioned, for example by letters to the dead, and there may be 

nothing unusual about this promise. When BiA promised the help of Mehu in his 

request, he seems to have expected the deceased to provide this aid in return for BiA 
looking after his funerary cult. The same thing seems to be the case with a text from 

the Heqaib sanctuary. The chapel to which this text belonged also included an 

offering table. The inscription on this object reveals that the offerings were to be 

dedicated to the saint Heqaib. The owner of text presumably expected Heqaib’s help 

in return for this service. Ordinary requests make no attempt to persuade the gods to 

fulfil the promises made on their behalf. The living seemed to take their help for 

granted, and same may have been true of the texts from Elephantine. The texts 

contained no reason why Heqaib should help the living.  

In his sanctuary, Heqaib also appears on stela no. 10 set up by Sarenput I. This is an 

unusual text, in which Sarenput encourages Heqaib's funerary priests to carry out their 

duty. Like the requests, the text promises rewards for those who do as requested. 

These rewards are to be carried out by Heqaib: 

i wabw nw rpa HqA-ib mri saH pn mrwt Ax n.f imA-ib n srwD pr.f Htp ib.f m 
iri.Tn n.f m-xt is Hip sHtp sw DbA.f wSb.f m Ddt n xm. n nTr sxpr sw  

O wab-priests of the noble Heqaib, as this noble likes the love of he who is 

beneficial to him, the kindliness of he who restores his house, his heart shall 

be content with what you do for him. Now, after he who pacifies him rests, 
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he shall repay his answer always - a god is not ignorant of he who nourishes 

him.16 

Sarenput guarantees the priests that they would be repaid by Heqaib for their service 

to him. Heqaib is said to repay (DbA), by responding to their appeals or requests. No 

doubt, this has the same meaning as the promise made as discussed above, in which 

Heqaib would hear (sDm) the call (aS) of the living. In order to earn Heqaib’s help, the 

priests must sHtp him. This verb is the causative of Htp, which has already been 

encountered in the letters to the dead and the request, where it refers to the dead being 

content with the living, and willing to help them. The idea of loyal funerary priests 

being rewarded by the deceased has already been encountered in the request of BiA, 

who expected the help of his master Mehu. There may be more to this text than the 

reward for loyal service. Sarenput states that Heqaib will be content (Htp) if he is 

properly looked after. This may have the implication that if the saint is not treated 

correctly, he will show his anger against the living. 

These sources date to a long time after Heqaib’s death. He was a Sixth Dynasty 

official, and these texts belong to the Middle Kingdom. This raises the question of 

why the living should have expected help from this particular deceased. Heqaib may 

have died some time before, but he had not been forgotten. Like the recent dead, 

Heqaib was receiving a cult at this time. Indeed, it seems that his cult had been more 

or less continuous since his death. The cult may have originally taken place at his 

house,17 and is known at a hall attached to his tomb,18 as well as a sanctuary at 

Elephantine.19  

Heqaib was more than an individual who had been fortunate enough to have his cult 

maintained. Finds from the places associated with his cult show that certain 

individuals held him in particularly high respect. In various texts from these sites, 

Heqaib appears in contexts in which only gods are usually found. We have already 

seen the saint in appeals and being approached with a request. He is also to be found 

in a range of other contexts. As with Mehu, Heqaib appears in the formula honored 

before (imAxw Hr),20 and as an element in theophoric names.21 The saint is found in a 

number of Htp di nsw formulae, most often on his own,22 but also together with the 

triad of chief local deities, Satis, Khnum and Anukis.23 These formulae appear in 

parallel with other Htp di nsw involving local deities,24 or the funerary deities Osiris 

and Wepwawet.25 In a couple of texts, Heqaib is referred to as a god (nTr).26  

At the time of Sarenput, the cult of Heqaib was either active, or had been active in the 

not too distant past. It seems that there had already been a sanctuary dedicated to 

Heqaib at Elephantine. This had been built by Wahankh Intef of the Eleventh 

Dynasty, although Sarenput claimed that it was ruined when he started work at the 

site. Sarenput seems to have been moral in regard to the dead, and his texts from the 

Heqaib sanctuary show his devotion to his ancestors.27  

As a result, it is not entirely surprising that Sarenput should have become devoted to 

the saint whose lastingness must have added to him a certain fame. Sarenput’s piety 

to Heqaib is shown in the texts from the sanctuary, in which, for example, he calls 

himself Heqaib’s son.28 This devotion led Sarenput to rebuild Heqaib’s sanctuary and 
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renew his cult, in return for which he expected Heqaib’s favor. Once Sarenput had set 

the stage for this new degree of worship towards Heqaib, it is not surprising that 

others followed. During the remainder of the Twelfth Dynasty, the family of Sarenput 

carried on the tradition of adding to the sanctuary. 

Other members of their circle, the elite of the local area, also adopted the cult of 

Heqaib and left monuments at the site.29 Where the elite led, others eventually 

followed. In the Thirteenth Dynasty, the sanctuary seems to have been opened up, and 

a more diverse range of people left monuments there.30  Then the cult of Heqaib seem 

to have extended beyond the cataract area.31 

Amenhotep son of Hapu 

Merit-Neith, a daughter of Psammetichus I of the Twenty Sixth Dynasty, presented a 

statue to Amenhotep son of Hapu. This statue was inscribed with a request that he 

cure the eye illness from which she was suffering, the text states:  

i rpa imn-Htp sA Hpw mAa xrw mi pA swnw nfr mk wi mn.i m irty(=i) ix di.k 
snb.j Hr awy 

O noble Amenhotep, son of Hapu, justified! Come, O good physician! Look, 

I suffer in (my) eyes. May you make me healthy immediately. 32 

Unlike Sarenput’s request that Heqaib granted him a long life, a request that was 

general and current, Merit-Neith’s request was for a cure for a precise problem. It is 

known that the dead were requested or were capable of granting healing. By 

presenting Amenhotep with the statue, which apparently represented the saint himself, 

Merit-Neith hoped to persuade him to look kindly upon her request. Like Heqaib, 

Amenhotep was requested for help a long time after his death. He had lived during the 

Eighteenth Dynasty, while Merit-Neith donated her statue in the Twenty Sixth 

Dynasty. Again, like Heqaib, Amenhotep seems to have had a cult at this time. 

A papyrus dated eight years before the Merit-Neith statue mentions a chapel (kAr) at 

Thebes.33 This chapel is otherwise unknown, but there is plenty of other evidence that 

a cult had long been carried out in the Theban area. Amenhotep had been provided 

with a tomb, but his cult had centered around his funerary temple on the west bank at 

Thebes.34 The cult performed there was presumably funerary in nature, albeit on a 

grand scale. The funerary foundation was initially endowed by Amenhotep III, and 

the temple continued to function for some time. 

The temple was still active in the late Ramesside period. Workers attached to the 

temple are mentioned in tomb robbery papyri dating to the reigns of Ramses IX and 

Ramses XI.35 Details about the original foundation are known from stela B.M. 138, a 

later version of a decree issued by Amenhotep III to protect the funerary foundation.36 

Stela B.M.138 was carved in the Twenty First Dynasty, and it has been suggested that 

it was made to help the secure of the income of the temple at a time when it was in 

decline.37 Additions to the temple and a new enclosure wall were built at some point 

after the reign of Ramses IV, and possibly at the same time as stela B.M.138. The 

Theban priest-kings are known to have reorganized several of the most popular cults 

of the Theban necropolis.38 
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The Twenty-Six Dynasty evidence for the chapel of Amenhotep shows that his cult 

either continued till or was recovered in the Late Period. At this time, the cult seems 

to have been restricted to the Theban area. Even after it had developed into true 

deification, it remained a largely Theban phenomenon. This raises the question of 

why a member of the Saite royal family would have requested to a Theban saint for 

help.  

Wildung has suggested that the Merit-Neith statue is not sufficient evidence upon 

which to base a claim that Amenhotep had a cult place in the Delta. He suggested that 

even if Merit-Neith had lived entirely at Sais and not with her sister Nitocris in 

Thebes, the statue would have been set up in Amenhotep’s cult place at Thebes.39 

Wild, on the other hand, believed that the statue had been erected in the temple of 

Khenty-khety of Kem-wer in the nome of Athribis.40  Amenhotep may have been 

recommended to Merit-Neith by her sister Nitocris, who was in Thebes. We have 

seen that Amenhotep probably had a cult in Thebes at this time, and that his statues in 

Karnak may have resulted in a reputation for listening to requests. Wild also 

suggested that Amenhotep may have been recommended to Merit-Neith by her father, 

Psammetichus.  

The first command of Psammetichus, given to him by Assurbanipal, had been the 

town of Athribis. It was in this town that Amenhotep had been born and spent the first 

part of his career, something of which Psammetichus may have been aware. This 

would make Amenhotep something of a local saint in this town, even though there is 

no surviving evidence for any commemoration of him at this period. The analysis of 

Wild or Wildung may be correct, the help of Amenhotep must have been wanted 

because of his reputation as a saint, that existed in a particular area. 

Reasons for Popularity after Death 

There is an only evidence for Mehu having been valued by one particular family, 

rather than by a group of followers, so he will be excluded from this discussion. 

Status and popularity in life did not necessarily continue after death. Nevertheless, in 

the cases of Heqaib and Amenhotep son of Hapu these factors seemingly led to 

sainthood, and even deification. Heqaib was not just an important official, but the 

chief local official, the governor (HAty- a) of Elephantine. This may be significant, set 

the local nature of his cult, which was not extended outside the territory of Heqaib's 

influence during life. Habachi has suggested that Heqaib’s popularity may have been 

due to his military achievements, or because of him having a long life, which was 

viewed as a sign of divine favor.41  

The cult of Heqaib was supported by both private individuals and a series of kings. 

His popularity among the citizens of Elephantine is shown by the length of time in 

which his cult survived, and by the large numbers of finds associated with his cult. 

The evidence suggests that Wahankh Intef of the Eleventh Dynasty built a sanctuary 

to Heqaib on Elephantine.42 But Sarenput I replaced this construction with his own, 

he may have been encouraged by Senusret I, whose favor he appreciated.43 Royal 

investment of the site is shown by a series of twelve finds or inscriptions left by kings 

of the Eleventh to Thirteenth Dynasties.44  
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Amenhotep son of Hapu had several things in common with Heqaib. Like Heqaib, he 

was a high official, in his case a royal scribe (sA nsw). There is clear evidence that 

Amenhotep has a greatly honored status during his life, something not found in the 

case of Heqaib. Amenhotep was important in the favor of his king, who allowed him 

the honor of erecting some statues in Karnak. 

 The inscriptions on these statues show his character, and his extraordinary 

achievements and position. Amenhotep was even granted favors that were considered 

royal entitlements, such as his participation in the sed-festival of the king. Similar to 

Heqaib, Amenhotep had popularity among both private persons and royalty.  

The worship of the Amenhotep can be seen in the Ramesside tomb no.359, which 

belonged to Inherkhaui. One of the scenes in the tomb shows Amenhotep being 

adored by the tomb owner, and also as having a place among various royal figures 

honored in the Theban area.45 The same depiction of Amenhotep is found on O. 

Berlin 21447, which came from Deir el-Medina and dates to the reign of Ramses III.46  

This popularity may have been influenced by the fact that Amenhotep presented 

himself as an intermediary between the people and Amun, precisely appointed to this 

role by the king. Two of his statues in Karnak are inscribed with requests to the living 

to make him offerings, and as an incentive Amenhotep claims that he is an 

intermediary (wHmw) of Amun, able to report (smi) the requests of people to the 

god.47 These statues have been worn away by the touch of many people seeking the 

aid of Amenhotep. It is hard to state when this was exactly done, but it may have 

begun after his death. It was also with a royal support, to maintain the cult of 

Amenhotep till at least the Twenty First Dynasty. 

The Ax iqr n Ra stelae  

The Ax iqr n Ra stelae are a series of stelae that are mostly from Deir el-Medina.48 

Together with offering tables and libation basins, these stelae were installed in 

individual households, for use in the offering cult of deceased family members. The 

stelae depict the deceased to whom they are dedicated, and these individuals are 

called “spirit” Ax or “able spirit” Ax iqr. However, several individuals from Deir el-

Medina had more than one of the stelae dedicated to them, and this section will 

discuss the significance of this.  

A man named Khamuy appears frequently, being found on no less than eight of the 

stelae (A32-34). Khamuy is the sole dedicatee of these stelae.49 He also shares stelae 

(A35-38) with a man named Pennub, and (A39) with both Pennub and a woman 

called Webkhet. Webkhet is probably the same as the sole dedicatee of stela A6.50 

 Stelae A13 and 14 were dedicated to a man called Panakht, while Hapy’o is the sole 

dedicatee of stelae A29 and 30. It might be expected that each family, or branch of a 

family, would have their own dead for whom it provided the household cult of which 

the stelae formed a part. If so, these individuals found on more than one stela would 

be something odd. Perhaps two stelae could be dedicated to one person, but it must be 

significant when the same man is found on no less than eight stelae. 
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Demaree opinion that these individuals who appeared more than once were the 

subjects of a special piety among a wider section of the community.51 Unfortunately, 

the dedicators of most of the stelae being discussed here are not named. Stela A29 is 

the one case where the dedicator is known, and she is the mother of the deceased. 

When the dedicator is known, they are always a close relative of the deceased.52 It is a 

disappointment that Demaree does not explain how close relatives could constitute 

the wider community. 

It is possible that the stelae were dedicated by people who weren't connected to the 

deceased. In this case, the deceased would be something of a minor saint, and the 

stelae would be similar to other cultic objects dedicated to such individuals. It was 

unusual for a private individual to provide a cult for someone with no personal 

connection. It has been seen in the case of Heqaib, who was provided with a cult by 

Sarenput I, and is also likely in the case of Isi.53 Such cults, though, were conducted at 

the tomb of the saint, or a sanctuary specially dedicated to them, not in the house of 

the individual responsible for them. It is hard to identify the individuals who had 

more than one stela dedicated to them. If Demaree’s identifications are correct, then, 

the information known about them does not immediately suggest why they might 

have been particularly worshiped. The one possible exception is Pennub. It has been 

suggested that Pennub the Elder, with whom this man should probably be identified, 

enjoyed a position of influence within the community.54 However, this claim has been 

disputed.55 All things considered, it does not seem reasonable that these stelae were 

dedicated by people outside of the person close relatives. 

It seems much more likely that these stelae were dedicated by relatives, or some other 

close associate of the deceased. The question is whether the multiple dedications to 

certain individuals show that these particular dead enjoyed an unusual degree of 

popularity. It is possible that these individuals received a cult from their extended 

family, perhaps from different branches of the same family. Maybe junior branches of 

a family commemorated the dead of the main branch. 

The dead who are commemorated by Ax iqr n Ra stelae and who received a household 

cult from family members, seem to be the same as Axw in certain instructional texts. It 

is described as family members, who receive a cult within the house. If they are not 

treated correctly, they are capable of causing all kinds of misfortunes for the living. 

At the same time, if the living looked after them properly, they expected the dead to 

help them in return. If Ax iqr n Ra stelae reveal a similar practice, then people would 

have used them to interact with deceased. These dead would probably have belonged 

to the recent, rather than the remote past,56 and the living would have attempted to 

pacify them and to obtain their help. 

Conclusions 
People might make requests to saints, just as they did to the ordinary dead. They 
might also use saints in requests to the living, in a context usually used for gods. The 
unusual text on stela No 10 57from the Heqaib sanctuary promises the priests of the 
sanctuary that the saint will reward them for the loyal service. This text may also 
imply that the deceased would make his anger known if he was not properly looked 
after. 

https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/


Hebatallah Sobhy Ibrahim                          (JAAUTH), Vol. 20 No. 1, (2021), pp.1-12.  
 

9 | P a g e  

https://jaauth.journals.ekb.eg/  

The relationship between the saints and those interacting with them fall into two 
categories. Firstly, people might create minor saints from those closely associated 
with them. Mehu was particularly worshiped by one of his funerary priests. The same 
may be true for the individuals who had more than one Ax iqr n Ra stela dedicated to 
them. These may be deceased individuals held in particularly high regard by those 
close to them. These minor saints had only a limited number of followers, and the 
period for which they were honored must have been short. 

People also created saints from whom they had no personal connection. In the case of 
Heqaib, the people of Elephantine and the surrounding area showed particular piety to 
their chief local official. Amenhotep son of Hapu also received particular worship, but 
again this was largely restricted to Thebes, the city where he had grown and then been 
buried. These cults could continue for some time. Both Heqaib and Amenhotep seem 
to have received a cult almost continuously for several centuries after their deaths. 
The number of followers could also be large, as shown from the large number of finds 
associated with Heqaib, and the degree of wear on the intermediary statues of 
Amenhotep.  
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