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The exact circumstances in which graves were dug into the ground of a flat elevation in the 

lower desert area of Abydos almost 5800 years ago still remain unknown. Over the following 

centuries, the necropolis of the first kings who ruled over the whole of Egypt evolved at this 

spot from an elite cemetery of the Naqada period. The burial site of legendary divine rulers was 

also located here. One of the most important cult centres of Egypt was formed: a necropolis for 

the gods with the tomb of the mythical king and god Osiris in its centre. 

 Abydos encompasses a large number of different archaeological sites: small- and large-

scale sacred complexes, cemeteries and settlements. The sacred area of Umm el-Qa‘āb is 

merely a small part of the large sacred space that makes up Abydos, but an incredibly important 

one. Situated in the centre of the cultic landscape, links the religious ideas and the sacred, 

performative activities with the individual monuments in Abydos.  

 Umm el-Qa‘āb is situated roughly midway between the boundary of the fertile plain 

and the escarpment of the impressive western desert plateau that forms a wide bay in this area 

almost like a theatre backdrop. Approximately one kilometre from Umm el-Qa‘ab, a wadi cuts 

through the rugged plateau in the southwest corner of the bay. It runs around the area of the 

necropolis and continues to the fertile plain ending in the area of the Kom es-Sultan, the site of 

a large, and mostly destroyed temple dedicated to the god Osiris-Khentimentiu. 

 The topographical focus of the necropoleis and sacred complexes at Abydos 

concentrated on the southern area of the bay as all features and monuments were oriented 

towards this point. This indicates that this area and also the orientation of the early monuments 

towards the wadi already played a significant role during the early occupation history, and 

perhaps also reflects a certain original sacred quality. 

 The wadi and its entrance in the cliffs at the edge of the desert at Abydos held a 

particular funerary meaning, this site was perceived as a border region between the world of 

the living and the world of the dead, and as the entrance into the Egyptian underworld.  

 The primary destination for countless pilgrims became the tomb of the Early Dynastic 

king, Djer, which was considered to be the tomb Osiris, the god of the dead, from the late third 

millennium onwards. The use of Umm el-Qa‘ab in the context of Osirid cult practices stretched 

over a time period from approx. 2550 BC over the Ptolemaic-Roman period into the Late 

Antiquity to approx. AD 535, with peaks during the late Middle Kingdom (ca 1800 BC), the 

19th-20th Dynasties (13th-12th century), the early Libyan Period (1000-850 BC), and the 25th-

26th Dynasties (8th-6th century). Therefore the cult continued almost consistently for a period 

of over 3000 years. 

 


