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Part 1 - Setting The Scene

Figure i: A sketch map of Egypt. All locations referred to in the text are indicated on this map.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction 

The people of modern Egypt call it Abu al-Hol, the father of terror. For the rest of the world, it’s 
the ‘Great Sphinx’ or simply the ‘Sphinx’. I am of course talking about the Great Sphinx of Giza
(Figure 1.1), the enormous rock-hewn statue with the body of a lion and the head of a pharaoh, 
that for millennia has guarded the eastern entrance to the Giza Necropolis, west of modern 
Cairo. The generally held view within Egyptology, is that the Great Sphinx was built during 
ancient Egypt’s Fourth Dynasty and was part of the same explosion in pharaonic construction 
that gave us the three pyramids of Giza (Figure 1.2). This suggests that the Great Sphinx was 
built about 2500 BC, over four and a half thousand years ago. Since the early 1990s however, 
a number of researchers including myself, have suggested that the Great Sphinx is older than 
this.1,2 The basis for many of the theories for an early Sphinx lie in my own technical discipline 
of geology, and draw principally on the features of weathering and erosion of the limestone 

1  Schoch, 1992.
2  Reader, 2001.

Figure 1.1: The Great Sphinx of Giza, with the Old Kingdom pyramids of Khufu (right) and Khafra (left).



2

Rewriting the History of the Great Sphinx

bedrock from which the Great Sphinx was carved. The main purpose of this book is to attempt 
to reconcile this geological evidence with the established archaeology of ancient Egypt, to 
determine when the Great Sphinx of Giza was built and perhaps more importantly, why it was 
built.

Many people will question the need to re-examine the age of the Great Sphinx, perhaps 
believing that because the monument is so familiar, we must already have a thorough 
understanding of its ancient origins. It is true that the Great Sphinx seems familiar, however 
as we will see, even the most widely accepted aspects, such as its associations with worship of 
the sun,3 appear to be based on very little direct evidence. Furthermore, few people seem to 
have noted that the familiar form of ancient Egyptian deities, often represented with a 

3  Lehner, 1997, p127.

Figure 1.2: Plan of the Giza Necropolis.
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human body and animal head (Figure 1.3), 
is reversed in the sphinx, which is one of 
very few concepts from ancient Egypt that 
combines a human head with an animal 
body. In this book, we will explore the 
potential implications of this important 
distinction and its possible significance 
for our understanding of what the Great 
Sphinx may have meant to the people of 
ancient Egypt.

Such has been mankind’s fascination 
with the Great Sphinx, that even after the 
glories of the Pharaonic Era, it continued 
to be venerated by the Greek and Roman 
occupiers of Egypt, and the monument 
remained a source of fascination 
throughout medieval times. Together 
with their fanciful descriptions, travelers 
since the 1500s have left us illustrations of 
the Great Sphinx, illustrations that range 
from the whimsical to the remarkably 
accurate (Figure 1.4). The Great Sphinx 
has also been a long-standing muse of 
photographers and since the first images 
in the 1850s, must surely have become 
one of the most photographed ancient 
monuments on earth. In addition to 
becoming firmly embedded in the popular 
psyche, the Great Sphinx has also drawn 

the attention of treasure hunters, archaeologists and Egyptologists. The earliest recorded 
‘modern’ excavation of the Great Sphinx is probably that undertaken by Giovanni Battista 
Caviglia in 1817, who cleared the area around the chest and front paws. Since then, excavators 
have adopted increasingly sophisticated techniques, with the hope of unlocking the history 
of this incredible monument.

Despite this deep and long-standing interest, as we will explore in this book, we know relatively 
little about the Great Sphinx and its origins. Early ‘archaeology’ in Egypt was limited to the 
recovery of the most impressive artefacts for museums or private collections and arguably, it 
is only during the last century that we have looked beyond the ‘treasures’ of ancient Egypt in 
our attempts to develop a broader understanding of the Great Sphinx and the motivations of 
those who built it. A recurrent theme of the history of the Great Sphinx, has been the need 
to clear the monument of the desert sand that rapidly engulfs it (Chapter 3). In many cases 
therefore, the evidence encountered when working at the Great Sphinx has been filtered by 
millennia of excavation and re-excavation of those relentlessly accumulating sands. Although 
recent archaeological work has encountered material that has survived undisturbed since the 

Figure 1.3: A typical ancient Egyptian deity, with 
a human body and animal head (Temple of Seti I, 

Abydos).
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Figure 1.4: Napoleon meets the Great Sphinx of Giza (‘Bonaparte Before the Sphinx’, Jean-Léon 
Gérôme, 1886).

Figure 1.5: The highly decorated interior of the temple of Dendera, which was built 2500 years later 
than the pyramids of Giza.
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age of the pyramids (p94), this has been the exception rather than the rule, with only limited 
areas of undisturbed material available for modern scientific study.

Our understanding of many aspects of the Pharaonic Era has benefitted greatly from the 
survival of hieroglyphic texts written on papyrus, shards of pottery, stone slabs and most 
spectacularly, the walls of tombs and temples (Figure 1.5). It is important to recognise 
however, that few texts have survived from the earliest parts of the Pharaonic Era, with the 
earliest known direct reference to the Great Sphinx not written until at least a thousand years 
after the monument is conventionally thought to have been built.

When the archaeological evidence for the Great Sphinx is reviewed objectively, as we will do 
in the following chapters, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that its widely accepted Fourth 
Dynasty attribution is based largely on circumstantial evidence. This was certainly the view 
reached by the respected Egyptologist Professor Selim Hassan, who after completing what 
was probably the first modern archaeological excavation of the Sphinx in 1936, wrote:

Therefore, taking all these things into consideration, it seems that we must give the 
credit of erecting this, the world’s most wonderful statue, to Khafra, but always with 
this reservation that there is not one single contemporary inscription which connects 
the Sphinx with Khafra, so sound as it may appear, we must treat the evidence as 
circumstantial, until such time as a lucky turn of the spade of the excavator will reveal 
to the world a definite reference to the erection of the Sphinx.4

Although more recent excavations have not provided the definitive evidence Hassan had 
hoped for, the Great Sphinx is still widely considered to have been built during the reign 
of Khafra.5 Even within Egyptology however, there is currently no consensus, with recent 
research leading to the identification of other Fourth Dynasty pharaohs such as Khufu or 
Djedefra, as its possible builders (Chapter 3). In addition to investigating who may have built 
the Great Sphinx, it is important that we try to understand the role that the Great Sphinx and 
sphinxes in general, may have had within the complex pharaonic belief system. For this it will 
be necessary to look beyond the narrow focus of the monument itself, addressing not only the 
Giza Necropolis, but also other important sites in ancient Egypt. As suggested at the beginning 
of this introduction however, Egyptology is not the only scientific discipline that is able to 
shed light on the origins of this unique monument. The Great Sphinx is the only free-standing 
monument from ancient Egypt that was quarried entirely from the surrounding bedrock and 
as such, understanding the geology of the monument is vital. I am not the first geologist to 
investigate these issues, and although a number of conflicting geological interpretations have 
been put forward, these differing views do not diminish the important role that geology has 
to play in deepening our understanding of the Great Sphinx, or of pharaonic Egypt more 
generally.6

4  Hassan, 1953, p164.
5  The English rendering of ancient Egyptian names and words leaves much to personal preference. Like many 
names of pharaohs, the name Khafra includes a reference to the sun-god Ra. Ra was identified in ancient texts 
with just a single hieroglyphic symbol, which can be transliterated simply as ‘R’. As with many ancient systems of 
writing, the hieroglyphic script did not use vowels and therefore, we cannot know whether the name of the sun-god 
was pronounced Re or Ra. Like Selim Hasssan, I prefer to use Ra.
6  Reader, 2023.
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Part 1 of this book provides a general overview of ancient Egyptian history and how the Great 
Sphinx is conventionally thought to fit within that history. There are chapters that describe 
both the Great Sphinx and the wider Giza Necropolis, together with a chapter that introduces 
the important role that landscape is likely to have played in the early development of the 
necropolis (Chapter 5). Part 2 of the book provides a general introduction to the geology of 
Egypt, together with a focus on the geology of both the Giza Plateau and the Great Sphinx. 
Drawing on the geological evidence, Part 3 of the book identifies a number of anomalies 
associated with the conventional Fourth Dynasty attribution of the Great Sphinx, opening 
the way for a re-examination of the history of this and a number of other monuments at Giza. 
In many respects, the first three parts of this book have been the easiest to write. Guided by 
the established archaeology and my assessment of the relevant geological evidence, it has 
been possible to reach quite definitive conclusions about how the Great Sphinx fits into the 
sequence of monumental development not only at Giza, but also more generally within the 
Nile Valley.

By the very nature of the material available to us for study however, the discussions presented 
in Part 4 of this book should be regarded as less definitive. In that final section, we examine the 
role that the concept of the sphinx may have played in ancient Egyptian religion, specifically 
in relation to the great sun-god Ra. For this, it has been necessary to engage with some of the 
very latest research in the field of Egyptology, in order to examine the earliest phases of the 
Pharaonic Era, and aspects of the more remote periods that went before. The evidence we have 
for these early periods is sparse, with on-going excavations in Egypt revealing new data which 
may well require future revision of the interpretation that I have presented. Part 4 of this 
book should be regarded therefore, as an interpretation of the currently available evidence, 
an interpretation that I hope sparks further debate and encourages other researchers to 
continue to investigate the history of the Giza Plateau, a history which dates back long before 
the construction of the pyramids of Khufu, Khafra and Menkaura.

As I have collected and sifted the relevant evidence that underpins my conclusions, it has 
been necessary at times to pay attention to small but often vitally important issues, often to 
correct inaccurate or unsubstantiated claims that have been made elsewhere. To avoid this 
becoming a distraction for the main chapters of the book, I have explored these detailed issues 
in a series of appendices, which I hope provide considerable additional weight of evidence, 
particularly for those readers who are more familiar with the issues being explored.

Most importantly, I hope that you enjoy this re-examination of the history of the world’s most 
iconic monument. The fact that the history of the Great Sphinx remains such a widely debated 
issue among Egyptologists, geologists and the wider public, is an indication of the importance 
of the Great Sphinx for the history of mankind.




