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74 PTAH

PTAH. The god Ptah was one of the major deities of
Egypt, yet surprisingly little is known about his early his-
tory. With few exceptions, the major textual sources date
from the New Kingdom or later, when Egyptian religion
had long been shaped according to the dominating theol-
ogy of Heliopolis. Nevertheless, Ptah is known to have
been worshiped as early as the Early Dynastic period, the
date of his image on a stone vessel found at Tarkhan,
south of el-Lisht. There he is shown in his usual anthro-
poid form without indication of limbs—a form that he
shares with some other ancient gods such as Min and
Osiris—that was later interpreted as the form of a
mummy. Wearing a tight-fitting skullcap, he stands on a
pedestal in an open shrine, holding a scepter. Later repre-
sentations usually show him with a straight beard; the
scepter is almost invariably a was-scepter, which from the
New Kingdom on is often combined with ankk and djed
symbols. Occasionally the god is shown seated.

The evidence from the Old Kingdom is sparse and con-
sists mainly of personal names and a few titles. Theo-
phoric names composed with the name of Ptah appear at
the end of the fourth dynasty and seem to have suddenly
become very popular during the fifth, suggesting that the
god had begun to play an important role on the level of
personal piety. By contrast, royal names of the same pe-
riod ignore Ptah, and he is virtually absent from royal in-
scriptions. In the Pyramid Texts, Ptah occurs only two or
three times, always in connection with the provision of
food for the deceased king. From the end of the fourth
dynasty, titles referring to the priesthood of Ptah confirm
the existence of a temple in the capital city, Memphis.
Most of the holders of these titles are also connected with
the royal workshops, particularly with the making of jew-
elry. Some of them also bear the title “Chief Controller of
Craftsmen” (wr hrp hmwt), which soon becomes the title
of the high priest of Ptah in Memphis. Clearly Ptah was
associated early on with arts and crafts. Perhaps he was
originally a local god who assumed the role of divine
craftsman and patron deity of artists, craftsmen, and
builders when Memphis became the capital of Egypt and,
therefore, the location of the royal workshops. It is
equally possible that he had been associated with the
royal workshops even before these were transferred to
Memphis. In any case, Ptah was the chief god of Mem-
phis throughout Egyptian history, and the name of his
temple—Hwi-k3-Pth (“Temple of the ka of Ptah”)—be-
came the name of the citv of Memphis and ultimately of
the whole country (Hikuptah > Gr. Aigvpros, “Egvpt”).
Little remains of this temple, but it is thought to have
been even larger than the vast complex of Amun-Re at
Karnak. Some of the god’s epithets also refer to Memphis:
“South of his Wall” means “having a temple south of the
(White) Wall” (i.e., Memphis), or perhaps “whose (enclo-
sure) wall is in the south (of Memphis)”; “who is upon the
Great Throne” refers to the Great Temple in Memphis;
and “Lord of Ankhtawy” probably refers to the area on the
west bank of the Nile between the city and the necropolis
in the desert. Other common epithets of the god include
“Lord of Maat” (the principle of world order), “Great of
Strength,” and “Benevolent of Face,” an epithet that is of-
ten wrongly said to be restricted to gods depicted in hu-
man form.

At an early date, Ptah was linked with Sokar, another
Memphite god, who was chiefly a god of the dead; as
Ptah-Sokar (later Ptah-Sokar-Osiris), he plavs a role in
many funerary texts. Other deities worshiped in Memphis
were the lion goddess Sekhmet and the lotus god Nefer-
tum, with whom Ptah forms a triad (father-mother-child)
from the New Kingdom on. He is also associated with the
Memphite form of Hathor, the “Lady of the Southern Syc-
amore,” who had a temple in the southern part of the citv.
From the eighteenth dynasty on, the sacred Apis bull of



Memphis, originally an independent god, was viewed as
the living manifestation of Ptah. In the Late period, the
deified mortal Imhotep was regarded as his son. Ac-
cording to the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, the
temple of Memphis also contained a statue of Ptah as a
dwarf (Gr., pataikos), and images of Ptah in this form have
been found.

The meaning of the name Ptali is not known. An ety-
mology found in the Coffin Texts (Spell 647) connects it
with a verb pi/r (“to fashion”), but although this would
obviously agree well with his role of divine craftsman, it
is also possible that the verb is actually derived from the
god’s name rather than the other way round. The same
spell also contains the first allusions to Ptah as a creator
god, but these are alreadv cast in Heliopolitan terms.
Texts from the New Kingdom further expand this idea, in
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PTAH. Statue of Ptah from the Treasury of the tomb of
Tutankhamun, eighteenth dynasty. (Courtesy David P.
Silverman)

particular the Memphite Theology—long thought to date
back to the Old Kingdom, now shown to be much later,
probably the Ramessid period of the New Kingdom—and
a series of hymns to Ptah in a papyrus in Berlin. These
texts equate him with the primeval god Atum, who cre-
ated the world at the beginning of time through his
“heart” (thought) and “tongue” (word); this god manifests
himself as the earth god Tatenen, the Primeval Mound,
who is embodied in Ptah, the divine sculptor who forms
a concept of creation in his mind and then realizes it ma-
teriallv. As primeval creator god, Ptah, or Ptah-Tatenen,
as he is often called, he becomes one of the three state
gods of Egypt, along with Amun of Thebes and Re of He-
liopolis. One famous text says that all the gods are forms
of this trinity: “Three are all the gods: Amun, Re, and
Ptah, there is none like them. Hidden is his identity as
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Amun. He is visible as Re. His body is Ptah.” In another
text, the sun god Re is said to be his own Ptah or “fash-
ioner” who casts his body of gold. In late texts Ptah is even
depicted as the father of the Ogdoad of Hermopolis, the
primeval elements from which the ordered universe devel-
oped. As primeval god he encompasses the whole world:
his feet are on the earth, his head is in the sky, his eyes
are sun and moon, his breath is the air; and the liquid of
his body is the water. Images of Ptah as a sky god show
him with a blue skullcap and a body covered in feathers.
This universal god is also a god of destiny, who decides
between life and death and determines the length of the
king’s reign and of everv individual’s lifetime. As “Ptah
who hears prayers,” he plaved an important role in the
personal religion of many ordinary Egyptians.

Outside Memphis, Ptah was worshiped in many places
where artists and craftsmen were active, such as Deir el-
Medina and the Sinai. He had cults in all of Egvpt's im-
portant temples, including those of Karnak, Western
Thebes, Abydos, Piramesse, and Nubia.
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