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Abydos was one of the most important cities in ancient Egypt, 

and its archaeological remains date from the entire span of its 

history. Considering the immense significance of the site and 

the long history of archaeological investigation there, it may be 

surprising to some that this book represents the first extensive 

overview of Abydos that both synthesizes and analyzes its 

various monuments and finds. It is then quite fitting that this 

original and insightful book was written by none other than 

David O’Connor, who, together with William Kelly Simpson, 

has been directing the excavation of Abydos since 1967.

The book is organized into three parts. Part I introduces the 

reader to Abydos as it was already known when O’Connor and 

Simpson started working there. The general topography of the 

site, a brief history of past archaeological excavations, the site’s 

relationship to the cult of the god Osiris, and the Temple of King 

Seti I—the most famous monument at Abydos—are discussed.

It is, however, Parts II and III that make this book 

particularly engaging and valuable. In Part II, O’Connor 

describes and interprets the most significant discoveries that 

his team has made over the last 40 years. These archaeological 

discoveries include not only O’Connor’s work but also those 

of his students who became accomplished scholars in their 

own right. The discussion proceeds chronologically from the 

Old Kingdom and the First Intermediate Period (Chapter 5), 

to the Middle Kingdom (Chapter 6), to the New Kingdom 

(Chapter 7), to the Late Period (Chapter 8). These chapters, 

however, are more than a simple historical narrative. As an 

anthropological archaeologist, O’Connor weaves the concept 

of an evolving sacred landscape, the issue of social complexity, 

and the role of kingship into the whole story of Abydos in an 

enriching and enlightening manner.

Part III takes the reader back in time to the late Predynastic 

and Early Dynastic Periods, when Abydos served as the earliest 

royal necropolis. In the discussion of these first kings’ tombs 

(Chapter 9), O’Connor gives all due credit to the German 

team led by Werner Kaiser and Günter Dreyer, who have been 

meticulously recording and analyzing these monuments for 

decades. Nevertheless, in some areas, such as the interpretations 

of the earliest writing in Egypt and the reconstruction of 

superstructures above the tombs, O’Connor does not hesitate 

to disagree with his German colleagues. Chapters 10 and 11 

deal with the Early Dynastic enclosures and boat burials, the 

interpretations of which are also controversial. Drawing on 

other contemporaneous monuments at Saqqara, O’Connor 

demonstrates how his finds relate to the design of the earliest 

pyramid complex in Egypt. Despite numerous exciting and 

insightful discoveries, Abydos remains enigmatic in many 

ways. In the author’s view, however, it is this mysteriousness 

that drives modern archaeologists.

The book is richly illustrated with numerous photographs, 

line drawings, and maps, if not with as many color images 

as one might expect from a Thames & Hudson publication. 

My only quibble is the number of endnotes, which are hardly 

sufficient for an academic writing. O’Connor, however, 

provides a good bibliography for each chapter, which will  

be useful for further reading. Over all, this is an excellent  

book, and it is highly recommended for any professional, 

student, or member of the general public who is interested in 

ancient Egypt.
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