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During the Old Kingdom, the ancient Egyptians 
constructed elaborately decorated mortuary 
monuments for their pharaohs. By the late Old 
Kingdom (ca. 2435–2153 BCE), these pyramid 
complexes began to contain a new and unique type of 
statue, the so-called prisoner statues. Despite being 
known to Egyptologists for decades, these statues 
of kneeling, bound foreign captives have been only 
partially documented, and questions surrounding their 
use, treatment, and exact meaning have remained 
unanswered. Ancient Egyptian Prisoner Statues—the 
ÿ rst comprehensive analysis of the prisoner statues—
addresses this gap, demonstrating that the Egyptians 
conceived of and used the prisoner statues di° erently 
over time as a response to contemporary social, cultural, 
and historical changes.  In the process, the author 
contributes new data and interpretations on topics as 
diverse as the purpose and function of the pyramid 
complex, the ways in which the Egyptians understood 
and depicted ethnicity, and the agency of artists in 
ancient Egypt. Ultimately, this volume provides a fuller 
understanding of not only the prisoner statues but also 
the Egyptian late Old Kingdom as a whole.

Tara Prakash (PhD, Institute of Fine Arts, New 
York University, 2017) is an assistant professor in the 
Department of Art and Architectural History at the 
College of Charleston, in South Carolina.
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ENiM	 Égypte nilotique et méditerranéenne 
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Chapter 6  
Conclusion

The prisoner statues were evocative symbols of ancient Egyptian kingship. In their form, they vividly il-
lustrated one of the most important duties of the king, namely, to defeat any and all threats to Egypt and 
the cosmos. At the same time, the various developments that the genre underwent throughout the late 
Old Kingdom reflect contemporaneous changes in the conception of kingship. For example, the number 
of prisoner statues that kings set in their pyramid complexes increased as their role in society shifted. A 
king’s pyramid complex was the primary building project that he commissioned during his reign. Signif-
icant resources, labor, and planning went into its execution. As such, it is not surprising that these mon-
uments, and the statuary set inside of them, reveal contemporary concerns. They were not conventional 
construction projects, but enormous undertakings that were of upmost importance to the king.

The prisoner statues demonstrate how dynamic these monuments were throughout the late Old King-
dom. The architecture, decoration, and ritualization of each complex were distinct and diverse. Today, the 
scanty archaeological remains can obscure this variability; as piles of stone and rubble lying in the desert 
and surrounded by varying amounts of debris, the late Old Kingdom pyramid complexes do all look some-
what alike. But enough remains to indicate that back in the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, when cult was still 
being performed within the temples, statuary still stood in its original place, and the paint on the walls 
remained bright, each king’s complex was unique and reflected his individual priorities and interests, as 
well as those of his architects and artists. Some of the variations and changes between pyramid complexes 
may appear minor through the lens of thousands of years. But this does not mean that they were minor or 
meaningless to those who initiated them. 

For this reason, there is a need for future studies that evaluate each pyramid complex separately, and 
to fully understand the monument, studies must take into consideration all that remains of the complex’s 
architecture and decoration. Furthermore, the archaeological remains need to be situated against the his-
torical backdrop and what is known about the king who commissioned the monument and the society in 
which he lived; this approach sheds light on the choices that were made for his funerary complex and the 
factors that influenced them. The prisoner statues are part of this scholarly endeavor. They were import-
ant elements of these monuments, and in this way, they contribute to our understanding of the late Old 
Kingdom. This volume is only an introduction in this regard; by showing some of the new interpretations 
of and insight into late Old Kingdom art and culture that the prisoner statues make possible, it aims to 
initiate future inquiries.

There were major differences between the earliest prisoner statues that were in the pyramid complexes 
of Niuserre and Djedkare-Isesi and the prisoner statues of Pepi I and Pepi II, who were the last kings to 
commission prisoner statues. A particularly notable one concerns the backs of the statues. The back pillars 
of the Niuserre and Djedkare prisoner statues emphasize these statues’ close relationship with the two- 
dimensional decoration of the pyramid complex. When the prisoner statues first appeared in the mid-Fifth 
Dynasty, they were innovative three-dimensional representations that the artists carved based on a tra-
ditional two-dimensional motif, namely, the bound captive. The back pillars emphasized their decorative 
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function within the pyramid complex, and these prisoner statues stood close to reliefs featuring similar 
themes, namely, the king triumphing over his enemies, in Niuserre’s valley temple and in Djedkare’s mor-
tuary temple.

Over time, the form of the prisoner statues evolved, and the prisoner statues also took on additional 
roles within the pyramid complex. While they continued to embellish mortuary temples, they were used 
in other ways as well, and they developed new meanings. By the reign of Teti, artists were no longer carv-
ing back pillars, and throughout the Sixth Dynasty, the artists experimented with ways to better convey 
the discomfort and pain of the prisoner statues’ bound and kneeling position. At the same time, the facial 
features of the prisoner statues began to show the influence of the expressive Second Style, through attri-
butes like wide eyes, slight smiles, and prominent nasolabial folds. Doing away with the back pillar may 
also be tied to the Second Style. Statues carved in this style tend to have any stone representing negative 
space carved away, making the bodies appear more active and lively. While the negative space of the Sixth 
Dynasty prisoner statues is not carved away, the full carving of their backs may reflect an interest in fur-
ther freeing the form from the stone, which is consistent with the aims of the Second Style. Additionally, 
the change in the treatment of the backs could reflect a new position for the statues within the pyramid 
complex.

By the reign of Pepi I, the back-pillar-less prisoner statues had developed a more active role within 
the pyramid complex, as they became part of the mortuary temple’s ritual life as well as its decoration. 
The artists decapitated these prisoner statues in order to complete them. The heads and bodies were then 
ritually offered to the king. In their decapitated form, the Pepi I prisoner statues were also monumental 
images of the deceased king’s annihilated enemies who are frequently referenced in the Pyramid Texts. 

This change in the treatment of the prisoner statues coincided with an increase in the number of stat-
ues and a change in the representation of their ethnicity; in this way, the reign of Pepi I was a pivotal 
period for the prisoner statues. As I discussed in chapter 2, Pepi I had at least sixteen to twenty prisoner 
statues; this is significantly more than the number of statues that his predecessors had. Additionally, the 
prisoner statues of his predecessors had the stereotypical facial features and hairstyles with which the 
Egyptians traditionally depicted foreigners.1 On the other hand, the artists of Pepi I mixed and matched 
different, non-Egyptian hairstyles and facial features among the heads in order to create a variety of imag-
inary foreigners. Both in their number and in the treatment of their ethnicity, the Pepi I prisoner statues 
demonstrate an interest in multiplicity. For the first time at this complex, there was a desire to show many 
different and distinct enemies of the king. In doing this, the power of the king was also emphasized. Not 
only had he defeated the known foreign world, which was typically categorized into Nubians, Libyans, 
and Asiatics, but he also triumphed over all imaginable foreigners.

Indeed, reimaging the ethnicity of the prisoner statues may have also been a way to more comprehen-
sively visualize the king’s enemies in this world and the next. These prisoner statues could have simulta-
neously represented living foreigners and otherworldly rebels and evil beings, such as those who threaten 
the deceased king in the Pyramid Texts. In this regard, it seems significant that the change in ethnicity 
first occurred at the same complex in which the prisoner statues were decapitated, namely, the complex of 
Pepi I. As mentioned above, the decapitation linked these prisoner statues to the deceased kings’ enemies 
who are described in the Pyramid Texts. The statues’ ambiguous foreignness, if it symbolized inimical 
beings in all realms of the cosmos, may have been another way to strengthen this association. 

1. As I discussed in ch. 3.3, the change in the treatment of the prisoner statues’ ethnicity might be evident among Teti’s 
prisoner statues, but this is inconclusive. It is more likely that the new treatment began at the complex of Pepi I. 
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Yet, the new treatment of ethnicity among the Pepi I prisoner statues primarily was a result of the 
change in the nature of foreign interactions that occurred during the Sixth Dynasty. The Egyptians, par-
ticularly the elite, were more aware of and engaged with foreigners at this time than they had been previ-
ously in the Old Kingdom. This impacted conceptions of ethnic and cultural identity, and the generic and 
imaginary foreignness of the prisoner statues reflects this. The prisoner statues demonstrate the artists’ 
desire to visualize the increasingly broad and culturally complex world in which they lived. 

Consequently, the capital must have still been in close contact with the provinces despite the gradual 
decentralization that occurred during the Sixth Dynasty, as I described in chapter 2. In the Sixth Dynas-
ty, foreign relations were increasingly the purview of the elite, particularly provincial high officials, as I 
outlined in chapter 3. Yet, the prisoner statues show that the royal artists, who were working and living 
in the capital, had knowledge of and were affected by events happening in more remote places. There-
fore, despite their increasing independence, provincial officials were still communicating with the central 
administration and regularly traveling to the capital, where they would have shared news of foreign af-
fairs and their experiences with the elite who lived there, including the artists. Indeed, tomb inscriptions 
directly reference this; for example, the letter from Pepi II that the high official Harkhuf had inscribed in 
his tomb in Qubbet el-Hawa, near Elephantine, instructs Harkhuf to travel to the capital directly after 
returning from his expedition to Yam.2 As discussed in chapter 2, status and power was slowly moving 
into the hands of high officials in different parts of the country, but this process initially occurred under 
the direction of the king. The gradual decentralization, which occurred throughout the late Old Kingdom, 
particularly during the Sixth Dynasty, did not result in the capital’s loss of authority until following the 
reign of Pepi II, and the prisoner statues further testify to this. Even if the king’s power was diminishing 
as his role shifted, the capital was aware of and involved with events happening throughout the country. 

The artists of Pepi II’s prisoner statues chose to depict the ethnicity of these statues in the same fashion 
as that of the Pepi I prisoner statues, namely, with mixed and matched hairstyles and facial features in 
order to portray a large assortment of generic foreigners. Indeed, Pepi II had dozens of prisoner statues, 
more than any of his predecessors. At the same time, the ritualized context of Pepi II’s prisoner statues 
shifted. These statues, which were set in not only this king’s mortuary temple but also his valley temple 
and possibly parts of his causeway, were not decapitated but instead subjected to something akin to a roy-
al smiting ritual during which they were violently smashed apart. This ritual likely took place as part of a 
broader ritualized sequence or event, such as one of Pepi II’s sed festivals. The change in their treatment 
may demonstrate increasing emphasis on the mundane in regard to the prisoner statues rather than the 
religious realm, which was so important for Pepi I’s prisoner statues. The “smiting” of the Pepi II prisoner 
statues was apotropaic and had stronger execrative overtones than the decapitation of the Pepi I prisoner 
statues. Moreover, execration rituals became much more common during the reign of Pepi II than they 
had been before, as I mentioned in chapter 5. This also seems to be a reflection of the increasingly complex 
world in which the Egyptians lived, and the growing hostility between them and Nubians living to the 
south. The prisoner statues, like the execration figurines, testify to a more bellicose environment by the 
end of the Sixth Dynasty.

***
The prisoner statues reflect the agency of those who were responsible for commissioning, designing, and 
carving them. They are the products of beliefs, conversations, and decisions that particular ancient Egyp-
tians had and made. It can be easy to overlook this when we study static monuments from the distant past. 
For example, we may note similarities and differences between pyramid complexes and question their 

2. Strudwick, Texts, 331–33.
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significance, but we sometimes forget that people, not time periods or regions or styles, were responsible 
for the variations. Certainly, time and place, and many other factors, influenced individuals’ decisions and 
choices, but we cannot lose sight of the ancient Egyptians in our analyses of ancient Egypt.

 Throughout this volume, I have frequently referred to the artists of the prisoner statues. Although the 
king was responsible for commissioning the statues and the statues were made for him and to his liking, 
one should not dismiss the role of the artists in determining how the prisoner statues ultimately looked 
and functioned inside the pyramid complex. The relationship between the king, the high officials over-
seeing the monument’s construction, the architects and engineers designing and building the monument, 
and the artists decorating it, would have been complex and multifaceted. Some kings may have been more 
involved and interested in the process than others. But in all cases, the artists also had a degree of agency 
as they were the ones who actually carved the statues.3

There are certain decisions regarding the prisoner statues that we can conclude, with a relatively strong 
degree of confidence, the king must have made. For example, the increasing numbers of prisoner statues 
at the complexes of Pepi I and Pepi II must have been at the request of these kings. More prisoner statues 
required additional resources, and the king’s approval would have been necessary to acquire these. More-
over, the statues were symbols of kingship, and they were a way for Pepi I and Pepi II to emphasize their 
authority and status visually, ideologically, and magically at a time when this was fading in reality, as I 
discussed in chapter 2. The fact that the large number of prisoner statues coincided with the change in the 
nature of foreign interactions that occurred in the Sixth Dynasty may also reflect the king’s knowledge 
of and concern with new foreign threats. Ultimately there were a larger number of prisoner statues at the 
pyramid complexes of Pepi I and Pepi II than at the complexes of previous kings because Pepi I and Pepi 
II wanted or felt that they needed more statues. 

On the other hand, the artists of Pepi I were responsible for the change in the treatment of ethnicity 
among these prisoner statues, as I argued in chapter 3, and the artists of Pepi II’s prisoner statues chose 
to employ this same technique rather than using the traditional Old Kingdom foreigner stereotypes. 
The king probably approved these decisions, either directly or via his high officials who oversaw the 
monument’s construction, but the artists initiated them. And this new technique for depicting foreign-
ness reflected the artists’ experiences, particularly the increasingly diverse world in which they, as elite 
Egyptians, lived, just as the increasing number of prisoner statues were a repercussion of the king’s own 
interests and concerns. 

It is more difficult to ascertain who was responsible for the change in the original placement of the 
prisoner statues over time. One might imagine that the monuments’ architects had a say in this, as well 
as the artists and the kings. Similarly who decided on the treatment of the prisoner statues at the pyramid 
complexes of Pepi I and Pepi II and developed their ritualistic roles in these monuments? These were major 
changes; they were much more radical than the change in the method of representing the prisoner statues’ 
ethnicity, which was innovative but did not fundamentally alter the statues since they still depicted for-
eigners and enemies. Therefore, even though the artists carried out the decapitation of the Pepi I prisoner 
statues, it seems unlikely that they conceived of it on their own. Ritualists and priests must have been 
involved, and the king undoubtedly had a say in the matter as well. Indeed, the “smiting” of the Pepi II 
prisoner statues might be more attributable to the king than the decapitation of the Pepi I prisoner statues 

3. In regard to the question of tradition and creativity in ancient Egyptian art, which is relevant to my comments here, 
see Dimitri Laboury, “Tradition and Creativity: Toward a Study of Intericonicity in Ancient Egyptian Art,” in (Re)productive 
Traditions in Ancient Egypt: Proceedings of the Conference Held at the University of Liège, 6th–8th February 2013, ed. Todd 
Gillen, Collection Ægyptiaca Leodiensia 10 (Liège: Presses Universitaires de Liège, 2017), 229–58.
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since smiting was a royal prerogative. Regardless, it is perhaps best to understand the change in the treat-
ment of the Pepi I and Pepi II prisoner statues as the result of conversations and collaboration between 
multiple individuals. 

How was knowledge of the prisoner statues passed down from generation to generation? Theories of 
cultural memory and intericonicity/interpictoriality are significant in this regard, and the prisoner stat-
ues deserve further study within these theoretical frameworks than what is possible here.4 In this book, 
I have aimed to show that the prisoner statues changed over time and to consider why this was the case 
by analyzing the larger historical context of these changes. But an additional line of inquiry, which would 
productively build upon this volume, would be the mechanisms through which these changes occurred. In 
other words, how did the Egyptians decide what was traditional and what could be changed, and how was 
this information communicated over time? This question is relevant not only for the prisoner statues but 
also for the late Old Kingdom pyramid complexes in general. The reign of a king was not a single moment 
in time. It spanned years, and in the case of particular kings, such as Pepi II who probably reigned for at 
least sixty years, more than a single generation. When during Pepi II’s reign were his prisoner statues 
carved? Were they all carved at a single time, or did he repeatedly commission prisoner statues? When 
was the decision to “smite” them made? His sculptors used the technique to depict the statues’ foreign-
ness that the sculptors of Pepi I had invented. How did the sculptors of Pepi II know about this technique 
and how to execute it? Did certain artists work on the prisoner statues of more than one king? Future 
studies on the identities and working processes of Old Kingdom artists might help answer some of these 
questions.5

In this way, more work remains to be done on the prisoner statues. This book was intended to open 
doors to this rather than to serve as the final word on the statues. There is no doubt that the prisoner stat-
ues were meaningful and important to the late Old Kingdom Egyptians because they dedicated significant 
labor and resources to carving them and these statues were primary features of the late Old Kingdom 
pyramid complexes. Consequently, it is only through including the prisoner statues in our analyses of 
the late Old Kingdom that we will be able to move closer to unraveling this dynamic period of ancient 
Egyptian history.

4. In regard to cultural memory, see further Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remem-
brance, and Political Imagination, trans. David Henry Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). For inter
iconicity and interpictoriality, see recently Laboury, “Tradition and Creativity,” 247–54 and Gabriele Pieke, “Lost in Trans-
formation: Artistic Creation between Permanence and Change,” in Gillen, (Re)productive Traditions, 259–304.

5. Recent studies in this regard for later time periods include Dimitri Laboury, “Designers and Makers of Ancient Egyp-
tian Monumental Epigraphy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Egyptian Epigraphy and Paleography, ed. Vanesssa Davies and 
Dimitri Laboury (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 85–101 and Gianluca Miniaci et al., ed., The Arts of Making in 
Ancient Egypt: Voices, Images, and Objects of Material Producers 2000–1500 BC (Leiden: Sidestone, 2018). 




