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It is a well-known fact that the name (rn) was a very
significant essence of a human being, at least from the
religious point of view (consult e.g. Ranke 1952: 2; Vernus
1982a; Baines 1991: 176–178; Doxey 2001; Taylor 2001:
23–24; Vittmann 2013a). It was counted among seven
material and immaterial integral parts and manifestations
of each human.1 The ancient Egyptians believed that the
appellation participated in the existence of an individual
and that is why it had to be remembered, in order for the
deceased to live forever and ever. The knowledge of one’s

name was a very effective magical instrument. Such
a concept is reflected in an Egyptian story of the true name
of Re (e.g. Pinch 2002: 69–71), attested in Ramesside
sources. In this narrative, the goddess Isis forced Re, the
ruler of the gods, to give away his secret appellation to her.
She thus gained enormous power for her son Horus.
A similar conviction is present in the 142nd chapter of the
Book of the Dead which is called the “Book (…) of
knowing the names of Osiris in all his places where he
wishes to be” (Quirke 2013: 319–320). To be familiar with

Old Kingdom sun cult on the basis 
of theophoric anthroponyms

Marie Peterková Hlouchová

Worshipping of the sun was one of the principal elements of religious beliefs in almost every period
of ancient Egyptian civilisation. A number of deities were linked to this cosmic body either directly,
or on the basis of a solar aspect. In the Old Kingdom, the majority of these divinities are attested
mainly within the royal sphere: in the ideology of the kingship, in royal monuments and particularly
in the Pyramid Texts. Some allusions to the sun cult, however, can be observed in other pieces 
of evidence. Theophoric personal names may offer additional insight into conceptions connected
to the sun.

Fig. 1 Panel of the false door of Lady Tisethor, found in the tomb of Princess Khekeretnebty at Abusir. Her name was composed of a theophoric element
Horus, written with a falcon sign (photo Archive of the Czech Institute of Egyptology)
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one hundred appellations of the god of the afterworld was
one of the preconditions for reaching eternal life.

The names were given to new-borns at the moment of
their birth by their parents (e.g. Ranke 1926 and 1952: 2–3;
Posener 1977; Vernus 1982b) and they often bore
a meaning in ancient Egypt. They appear in various forms:
basilophoric, theophoric, one word, phrase or even a whole
sentence (for more details, see Ranke 1952: 20–227;
Vernus 1982c; Vittmann 2013b; Scheele-Schweitzer 2014:
53–83). The names were given not only to persons, but to
animals, cosmic bodies, buildings or to divinities as well.

A number of researchers have given attention to the
ancient Egyptian anthroponyms. There are more or less
extensive lists of names (Murray 1908; Hoffmann 1915),
added to by studies on various aspects of the onomastic
(Ranke 1935, 1952 and 1976; Gourdon 2007 a AGÉA;2

Scheele-Schweitzer 2014), and the phenomenon of
theophoric names was in the interest of several scholars
(Ranke 1936: 305–318; Helck 1954; Begelsbacher-Fischer
1981; Fischer 1996).

Since a number of Egyptian anthroponyms contain
a mention of a god, sometimes even more gods, they may
be significant material for studying religious beliefs. For
the analysis presented in this article, a group of male
divinities with a connection to the sun were selected:3

Re as the personification of the brightest and most
burning midday sun, of its strength and power, the
newborn morning sun, Khepri, and its evening phase
Atum. Apart from these divinities of the solar cycle,
Horus,4 Sokar, Akhti, Nemti,5 Nefertem and Weneg were
linked to this range of beliefs. The sunrise and daylight
aspects in the characteristics of Shu were also important
in this religion.6

The analysis presented in this article is based on the
identification of the afore-mentioned gods in the theo-
phoric anthroponyms. Only the names mentioning the
divinities explicitly are classified. If there is an appellation
with an epithet like nDs, km, etc. it will not be listed
separately. Both male and female names are taken into
consideration. The study is time-limited to the period from
the Third to the Sixth Dynasty. Attention is given to what
the anthroponyms can tell us about the deities, and these

investigations may clarify the spreading of the cults of the
divinities connected to the sun into several spheres of the
Egyptian society.

Analysis

Gods with solar aspects attested in theophoric names
The theophoric private personal names containing any of
the afore-mentioned deities are listed in tables 1–6. There
are several categories in the indexes. The appellations in
transliteration are followed by their translation. In some
cases, however, neither the reading, nor the understanding
is clear or without problems. Geographic and diachronic
trends of the attestation for the names are incorporated 
and the distinction between male and female ones is
observed as well. Finally, the references to the secondary
sources are mentioned (Ranke 1935 and 1952;
Begelsbacher-Fischer 1981; Gourdon 2007 and AGÉA;
Scheele-Schweitzer 2014). Sometimes, the numbers of
pages and of the names in the indexes are accompanied by
variants used by the scholars. It was not always possible
to fill in every category. If needed, the notes column 
is added.

On the basis of the data in the tables, there were up to
186 names mentioning a god with solar aspects and
attested in the Old Kingdom period (chart 1).7 The reading
of some anthroponyms is not certain; therefore, the
number can change a little bit. The absolute majority
counts for the god Re: 76 theophoric names (tab. 1).8 Re,
the ka of Re or Re in connection with other gods (Maat,
Ptah and Sobek) are referred to in the appellations. Some
names express positive attributes of the deity. Re is
glorious and radiant (?); strong and mighty; great, perfect
and noble. A reference to his creative power is uttered and
a wish for the long life of Re is pronounced in one name
as well. Apart from this, Re is said to be the possessor of
life, power, protection, nobility and the ka. Not only the
qualities of Re, but a relationship of a person to the god is
indicated as well: Re is admired, worshipped and praised.
The people put their lives into the hands of Re. They are
servants and acquaintances of the god, and beloved by this

Chart 1 Number of anthroponyms
mentioning gods with solar

aspects
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god. The majority of the names are attested in the
cemeteries of Memphis, mainly in Giza, Abusir and
Saqqara, less often in Abu Rawash and Dahshur. They also
occur in provinces, and even in Byblos. The general trend
to use Re’s appellation in the anthroponyms is observable
from the Third Dynasty. The name of the god, Re, was not
recorded ideogrammatically,9 but phonetically in the
private personal names: r (D21)10 and a (D36)
(consult e.g. Ranke 1952: 16).

Among the deities with solar aspects, the second
position in the frequency of attestations within the
theophoric names is taken by the god Horus:11 50 names
(tab. 2).12 In the appellations Horus is described as big,
great, perfect, strong, noble and everlasting; and long life
is wished to him. He is said to come and appear.
Interestingly, his royal role is expressed in the names. He
also is the protector of his attendants and has their lives in
his hand. In one name, the fact that the love of Horus came
is expressed as well. The appellations with Horus convey
the worshipping of and belonging to this god. Except for
the Memphite necropolises, Horus as an element of the
theophoric names occurs in provinces rather often. The
anthroponyms with Horus are attested at least from the
Fourth Dynasty to the end of the Old Kingdom. Similarly
as in the name of Re, the Horus one is written with
consonants in the private anthroponyms: H   (V28), Hr
(D2) and r (D21). Only in several cases was 
it recorded with a falcon-sign: anx-¡r:    ; 
!n-¡r:              ; ZAt-¡r:             ; &jst-¡r:                 (fig. 1).13

The reading, however, is not certain and there are some
problems in the identification of the signs (consult
Scheele-Schweitzer 2014: 305, notes 95 and 96, 524, 622,
note 16).

Rather surprisingly, Akhti is attested in 23 theophoric
anthroponyms (tab. 3).14 He is described as big, great and
as a possessor of life; and his creative role is highlighted.
The fact that someone belongs to or is beloved by this god
was not omitted as well. Except for Wadi Hammamat, Wadi
Hilal and Gebel el-Teir, he is attested only in the Memphite
area. As for the time-span, the names with the element
Akhti were in use from the Third Dynasty onwards, but the
majority come from the Fifth and Sixth Dynasty.

Another deity attested in the theophoric anthroponyms
is Nemti, in 19 cases (tab. 4).15 He is marked by many
attributes: great, perfect, foremost, high, strong, satisfied
and noble. He is coming or came. He is also the protector
and possessor of life and the name-bearer is beloved by
this god. The appellations with the element Nemti appear
in the Memphite area and in provinces. They are attested
at least from the beginning of the Third Dynasty onwards,
but mainly in the Sixth Dynasty.

Even though Ptah as the god of the capital city,
Memphis, appears most frequently in the names (see
below), another god connected to the Memphite area and
its cemeteries is attested less often in this material. Only
12 appellations mention the patron of the Memphite
necropolis, Sokar (tab. 5).16 Again, he is described as
powerful, satisfied, noble and healthy. Long life is wished
to him. Life and the name-bearer belong to him. With one
exception from Edfu, he is attested only in the Memphite
region from the Third Dynasty onwards.
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Very interesting are also the attestations for Nefertem in
the theophoric names, albeit only in 6 examples (tab. 6).
The names express the close relationship of Nefertem to
life; the name-bearer is designated as belonging to this
god. The appellations with Nefertem are attested almost
exclusively from Saqqara; only in one case does it appear
in Giza. The time-span is the Fourth and Fifth Dynasty.

The majority of the anthroponyms mentioning a god
with solar aspects were used for males, only 20 of them
were female and in three cases it is undetermined (chart 2).
In the names of women, the first four deities are attested:
Re, Horus, Akhti and Nemti (cf. tab. 1–6). They are rather
more complicated names. The women were beloved,
protected, companion, acquaintance or servant. A daughter
relationship to Horus might be attested in one name, which
is quite remarkable if we take into consideration the
statement of Günter Vittmann (2013b: 4) who is convinced
that this affinity does not appear before the Middle
Kingdom.

Discussion

As was observed previously, the names of not every god
with solar aspects were used in the anthroponyms. The
appellations with the element Re are the second most
numerous theophoric names of the Old Kingdom period.
The prime position has to be given to the main Memphite
god, Ptah (Ranke 1952: 230; Begelsbacher-Fischer 
1981: 144). There might be several explanations for this
phenomenon. In the opinion of Hana Vymazalová
(personal communication), the theophoric names with Re
of private persons imitated royal patterns. Even though this
aspect might have been plausible for a certain period of
time, the statement is not valid for the Third Dynasty, and
for the following one, before the reign of Djedefre. It
seems thus that Re played an important role in the elite
sphere even before he was fully adopted by the royal
sphere.17 Noteworthy is also the name “Pillar of Re”. Does
it mean that this person should support this deity, or is it
a reference to Heliopolis (Jwnw) where Re’s cult arose?
Jwn-Ra is, however, attested in the Fourth Dynasty, i.e.
earlier than the supposed date of the establishment of Re’s
cult in Heliopolis.18

Horus appears in the anthroponyms rather often as well.
However, it is very difficult to distinguish his various types
and aspects in this material. Moreover, problems emerged
with the question of whether the god or the king is meant
here (Begelsbacher-Fischer 1981: 79). Horus was very
closely linked to the reigning king at least in the time of
the unification of the two lands (consult e.g. Frankfort
1978). It seems to be possible that the anthroponyms refer
to the sky deity (Begelsbacher-Fischer 1981: 79) because
there are basilophoric names directly with kings’ appel-
lations. Therefore, there was probably no need to use 
the term Horus for the sovereign in the names. On the
contrary, they might have wanted to stress a different
aspect of the king/kingship.

The presence of Akhti and Nemti in the theophoric
names is rather startling. These two gods were not much
supported by the kings.19 The importance of Akhti is not
clear at this time and it deserves further study. It might be
presumed that he was connected to the akhet, i.e. to the
sphere where the sky, earth and duat meet and where the
sun is reborn and the deceased becomes an akh.20 On the
basis of the analysis of the names, it can be added that he
was responsible for resurrection into a new life. Some
creative power was ascribed to him as well, which was
perhaps influenced by his link to the akhet. The falcon
deity Nemti had a similar characteristic to Horus. He was
the sky god. Furthermore, he protected the eastern regions
and was the main deity of the 12th Upper Egyptian nome.
And as is attested in the names, he protected the life of the
commoners.

The anthroponyms with the element Akhti and Nemti
are attested more often than the appellation with Sokar,
even though he was the god connected more closely to
Memphis. The role of the patron of the local necropolises
was in fact attributed to him. A very significant feast linked
to Sokar was celebrated at the cemeteries, and his cult was
in the interest of the kings. In the names, his positive
attributes and his connection to life are expressed.

The attestations for Nefertem, who was a minor deity in
the Old Kingdom, are not numerous, but remarkable. This
deity does not appear very often in the Old Kingdom
sources. He is mentioned only in two spells of the Pyramid
Texts: PT 249, § 266a (Sethe 1908: 144) and PT 307,

Chart 2 Comparison of male 
and female personal names
mentioning deities with solar
aspects; unclear sex of some
name-bearers is also included
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§ 483b (Sethe 1908: 249). Another source for this deity is
a record in the South Saqqara Annals which refers to
endowments provided for Nefertem in the reign of King
Merenre (Baud – Dobrev 1995: 41, Fig. 16, Pl. VIII). The
names with Nefertem actually show that he was not
exclusively used by the royal sphere.

From the deities of the solar cycle, the names of Atum
and Khepri were not recognised in the studied material,
albeit the lists present two names with the stem xpr: xpr.n
(Ranke 1935: 268, 22; Gourdon 2007: [547] 3; Scheele-
Schweitzer 2014: 597 [2753]) and xprw (Ranke 1935: 269, 5; 
Gourdon 2007: [547] 4; Scheele-Schweitzer 2014: 597
[2754]), recorded in Saqqara and Wadi Hilal for the Sixth
Dynasty. It does not seem, however, that they refer to the
deity. The lesser deity, Weneg, and the god of light, Shu,
are not attested at all. It might be speculated that these
divinities had no practical role, since they did not provide
the Old Kingdom Egyptians with protection, good harvest
and suchlike. Astonishing then is when the appellation 
Wr-nww:            is listed in Gourdon’s index (Gourdon
2007: [180] 4) and translated as “Grand est le Noun”, i.e.
with reference to the primeval dark motionless waters. It
is attested in the mastaba of Wernu at Saqqara, dated to the
Sixth Dynasty (see Davies – el-Khouli – Lloyd – Spencer
1984: 21–29). The reading of the whole anthoroponym,
however, is problematic (e.g. Junker 1949; Fisher 1961: 24).
The name can also be found in the index of Scheele-
Schweitzer (2014: 328 [911]), where she states that it is
perhaps a non-Egyptian name. Her opinion seems to be the
most reasonable because it was uncommon to record
Nun’s name with the sign D135: (consult Leitz 
2002 III: 519, 534–535, 543–547), and to mention such an
abstract deity in the anthroponyms of that period.

Conclusion

How thus can the theophoric names enrich our knowledge
of the solar religion of the Old Kingdom? The importance
of the study of this material lies in the fact that an insight
into the beliefs of a wider range of people, even if mainly
elite, is offered. Not only the most significant deities, but
minor deities as well were in the interest of these persons.

The anthroponyms mentioning the gods with solar
aspects are mostly attested in the Memphite region and
sometimes in the provinces. The possibility that these
people were sent from the centre has to be kept in mind
(Hana Vymazalová, personal communication). From these
perspectives, the knowledge of the social background of
the people is very much needed because it can show us
who the people with the names mentioning the gods of
solar aspects actually were (Peterková Hlouchová, in
preparation). Did they or their parents hold some priestly
titles? If the answer to this question is yes, it could mean
that they might perhaps have had access to more complex
religious conceptions. At this point, however, it has to be
admitted that the solar beliefs of the Old Kingdom were
not strictly present within the royal circuit and they spread
into the non-royal milieu. The conceptions were similar in
both spheres, but differently reflected.

The meanings expressed in the private personal
theophoric names might specify the characteristics of the

divinities, which so far have been known only from the
religious sources of that period. They expressed the
positive and power attributes of the gods with solar
aspects. Very often the life of the name-bearer is given to
or protected by one of these deities. Sometimes, the
creative role of the deities is stressed as well. Re and Horus
are attested most often, albeit it is not clear if it is
a consequence of religious motives or of copying royal
models. It is also evident that our understanding of
Nefertem in the Old Kingdom has to be changed slightly.
He must have been more significant than has been
previously supposed. The inhabitants of Egypt needed
strong, protective gods and the practical roles of such, and
that is also why the people did not turn to some solar
divinities with cosmic aspects.

Notes:
1 Other constituents or manifestations are the body (Xt, Dt, Haw, saH, jrw, twt,

at, jwf), hearth (jb, HAtj), shadow (Swt, xAybt), ka and ba. Akh, a state into
which a man was transfigured after his death, has been added to
descriptions and characteristics of human and divine beings.

2 Gourdon’s database is partially published online: Anthroponymes et
Généalogies de l’Égypte Ancienne (hereinafter referred to as AGÉA).

3 Some goddesses, e.g. Hathor, Sakhmet, also occurred in a link with the
sun, as its manifestations. The female divinities, however, are excluded
from this study.

4 According to some scholars, more deities with the name Horus existed.
However, it seems to be more probable that Horus was one single deity
with a number of aspects, which can be divided into two main groups:
a) the sky god, b) son of Osiris and Isis (Griffiths 1960; Melzer 
2001: 122).

5 Or Anti in older literature. Consult e.g. Koschel (2000).
6 For other characteristics of these deities, see appropriate entries in Leitz

(2002–2003). For Khepri, consult Minas-Nerpel (2006) and for Weneg
see Peterková Hlouchová (forthcoming), with further bibliographical
references.

7 The amount refers to the sum of the name types, not to the quantity of the
name-bearers.

8 The number slightly differs from 87 appellations in Gourdon (2007:
Annexe 1, 2) and 81 in Scheele-Schwietzer (2014: 107). They also counted
the names with additions such as nDs.

9 The ideogram (N5) is attested only in the royal names.
10 The codes follow the Sign list created by Sir Alan H. Gardiner (1927:

432–531).
11 It has to be kept in mind that any identification of a Horus type is almost

impossible in the corpus of personal names (see also discussion 
below).

12 Scheele-Schweitzer (2014: 107) found only 45 anthroponyms with
Horus.

13 Similarly to Re, the falcon (G5) is predominantly used in the appellations
of the kings and members of royal family.

14 Scheele-Schweitzer (2014: 107) presents just 20 names.
15 Scheele-Schweitzer (2014: 108) has only 18 examples.
16 Scheele-Schweitzer (2014: 108) counted 9 names with Sokar.
17 To this discussion, see Kahl (2007).
18 According to some researchers, Re’s cult was not adopted in Heliopolis

before the end of the Fifth Dynasty (e. g. Voss 2010: 228).
19 With the exception of King Merenre, whose name was Nemtimsaf.
20 To the term akh consult e.g. Janák (2013), with references to other

literature.
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Abstract:

Beliefs connected to the sun formed a significant part of
the ancient Egyptian religion. Even in the Old Kingdom
there were a number of gods with solar aspects: Re,
Khepri, Atum, Horus, Sokar, Akhti, Nemti, Nefertem,
Weneg, or Shu. Their characteristics are mainly studied on
the basis of religious texts, but theophoric anthroponyms
may provide some additional insights. This study
summarizes the personal names mentioning one of these

divinities and attempts to investigate solar beliefs on the
basis of this perspective. The analysis demonstrates that
the majority of these gods were used as an element in the
anthroponyms. On the other hand, some of them are not
attested in the personal names at all: Khepri, Atum, Weneg,
Shu. It seems that the reason for this lay in the fact that the
ancient people perhaps needed deities who were able to
help them in many matters of their lives. That is why they
chose powerful and protective deities, whereas the more
abstract served the theologians and royal sphere.

Old Kingdom – sun cult – theophoric name – Re – Horus –
Akhti – Nemti – Sokar – Nefertem – Atum – Khepri –
Weneg – Shu
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