
 

Underworlds Live in Leeds 

City Square: Field of Reeds (Sekhet Iaru) 
Egyptian elements surround us here. No. 1, City Square (1996-98 by architect 
Dominic Boyes of Abbey Hanson Rowe) has windows decorated with stylised 
bronze lotus blossoms and a sculpture of flying birds escaping to a new life. 

There are stone birds by W. S. Firth on the roof of the General Post Office (1896 by 
Sir. Henry Tanner). Queen’s Hotel (1937 by W. H. Hamlyn, architect to the London, 
Midland & Scottish Railway) is decorated with obelisks – how many can you see? 

 

Left: Seket Iaru 
from the eastern 
wall of Sennedjem‟s 
tomb, western 
Thebes, c.1250BC. 
Right: top - Shabti 
belonging to  the 
Lady Sati, 
polychrome faience, 
25cm, possibly from 
Saqqarah. 1320BC, 
Brooklyn Museum. 
Bottom - Ba flying 
from a tomb. 
Maiherperi‟s 
papyrus Book of the 
Dead, c.1450BC. 

 

 

 

The Field of Reeds is a paradise where Egyptians who gain 
immortality live with the gods. Surrounded by the Underground Nile, it 
is a fertile land, with sycamore fig trees, doum and date palms, 
poppies, cornflowers and mandragora: ideal for hunting and fishing. 
Spell 110 of the Book of the Dead ensures the deceased can „till the 
soil and gather harvest, eat and drink, have sex and do everything 
that is done on earth‟ including smelling the outsize lotus blossoms or 
even doing nothing by sending your Shabti substitute instead: 
 

„Shabti, if I am summoned to do any work in the realm of the dead – 
to make the fields arable, to irrigate the land, or to convey sand from 

east to west; “Here I am,” you shall say, “I shall do it.”‟ (Spell 6) 

The Egyptians even posted letters to dead loved ones 
How are you, Merirtief? I hope the goddess Isis is looking after you. I 
am the one you loved on earth. I never lied to you and I have kept 
your name alive. Please keep disease away from my limbs and may 
your glorious Akh visit me in my dreams. Your Nebetitief. 

Next Stop 

 

  
City Museum 

 

 



 

Underworlds Live in Leeds 

Temple Mill: Hall of Trial (Hall of Ma’at) 
John Marshall‟s lotus-columned, two-acre, flax-
weaving shed, was built in 1838-43 to a design 
by Joseph Bonomi Jnr., an Egyptologist and 
museum curator. It was based on an Egyptian 
temple at Dendara and was said to be the 
largest room in the world. Working conditions 
were notoriously hot and humid but at 
Marshall‟s some children had free schooling on 
Monday afternoons and the overseers were not 
allowed to use corporal punishment.  

 

Next to it, the Mill‟s office 
block (1840-43) is 

modelled on the Temple 
of Horus at Edfu (left and 

right). This Ptolemaic 
temple complex (built 

237-57BC) is the second 
largest in Egypt after that 

of Amun at Karnak.  
 

The Hall of Trial, belonging to the goddess of truth, justice and balance (Ma‟at), is where 
the Ba (personality) states its innocence of wrong-doing and the deceased‟s heart is 
weighed against the feather of truth to determine whether they deserve eternal bliss. 
Those who pass are brought into the presence of the gods by Horus, who says: 

“I have brought unto thee the one whose heart is righteous, and hath come forth from 
the Balance; it hath not sinned against any god or any goddess. Grant thou that cakes 
and ale may be given unto him, and let him appear in the presence of the god Osiris, 

and let him be like unto the Followers of Horus forever and ever.” 
 

 

The Hall of Trial, 
from Hunefer‟s 
papyrus Book of 
the Dead, 
c.1298-1187BC. 
The monster 
Ammut crouches 
beneath the 
balance and will 
swallow the 
hearts of wrong-
doers. British 
Museum. 

Next Stop 
 

  
City Museum 

 



 

Underworlds Live in Leeds 

Dark Arches, River Aire: Underground Nile  
Leeds City Station rests on these massive red-brick groined vaults, built 1864-69. At the 

time Dark Arches was one of the largest brick-built structures in the world.  
The turbulence seen from the cast iron bridge (c.1900) over the River Aire is caused by 
a sharp south turn at the ancient weir, which is called the „High Dam‟ and is visible from 

Princes‟ Square. 
 

 

By day the Egyptian Sun god (Ra) 
sails across the sky in his solar 
boat. At sunset he enters the 
Underworld as the dead sun (Auf) 
and sails on the Underground Nile 
through the 12 hours of the night. 
In the 4th hour (left) his boat sails 
through a sandy desert region and 
is towed along a zigzag   

4th hour: burial chamber 
of Tuthmosis III, Valley 
of the Kings, c.1450BC. 

underground watercourse. In the  7th hour: blessed souls guard Ra. 

6th hour Ra begins to regenerate, a process which involves 
immersion in water in the 10th and 11th hours. During the 10th hour  

the god Horus leads drowned men to a blessed afterlife, reassuring 
the families of those whose bodies could not receive burial. In the 
12th hour Ra is reborn on the eastern horizon as the new day's sun 
(Khephri). After death every Pharaoh participates in this eternal 
cycle, being buried with a solar boat that enables him to journey to 
the Underworld and through the Sky. Spell 100 in the Book of the 
Dead assures the deceased that he can travel in the sun-god‟s boat 
“to any place where he would wish to be”.  
Spell 59 in the Book of the Dead, which lets the Ba („soul‟) breathe 
the air and have power over water, talks of the solar boat:  
“„Assembler of souls‟ is the name of my ferry-boat. „Those who make 

the hair bristle‟ is the name of the oars. „Goad‟ is the name of the 
hold. „Steering straight in the middle‟ is the name of the rudder; [the 

boat] is a sign of my being borne onward over the lake.” 

 
Solar Boat of Cheops 
43m, c.2560BC, Solar 
Boat Museum, Giza. 

 

Pilgrimages were made  

by boat to Abydos, where Osiris (god of the 
dead) lived. Celebrating his death and 
resurrection ensured eternal life. Those who 
could not go in life could still benefit after 
death by having picture or model boats in 
their tomb, like Meketre (left: from MMA 1101, 
western Thebes, c.1981-1975BC). 

Next Stop 
 

  
City Museum 



 

Underworlds Live in Leeds 

Mandela Gardens: Celestial Waters (Akeb) 
Since Roman times obelisks from Egypt have adorned major cities 
like Rome, Istanbul, London, Paris and New York. Leeds‟ obelisks 
are many, small scale, and homemade – how many can you find?  
 

E. Vincent Harris, architect of the Civic Hall (1931-33), based the 
shape of the towers on obelisks and used them as decoration. 
John Thorpe (Civic Architect) added Portland Stone obelisks 
topped with gilded owls to Millennium Square (1999-2000).  

 

Obelisks are royal monuments to the sun-god, Ra, and represent 
his first appearance from the primordial flood waters (Nu) at the 
creation of the world. His rays caused a pyramid-shaped mound (a 
ben-ben) to form, which was the home of Atum: the creator god 
associated with the setting sun. Atum lifts the dead Pharaoh‟s soul 
from the pyramid into the starry heavens.  
 

Hence, Egyptian stars, like humans, 
have five „points‟ and the ben-ben is 
associated with death and rebirth in the 
afterlife. The ben-ben at the top of 
pyramids and obelisks was gilded. 

 

Right: Ceremonies in progress before a tomb 
with a pyramidal roof and ben-ben. Painted 

papyrus, c.1280BC, British Museum.  
Far right: Top of Hapshetsut‟s northern 323 

ton, 29.5m high, granite obelisk at Karnak, 
c.1464BC. Bottom left: 1.7m Ka figure of 

King Hor, c.1720BC, Cairo Museum.   

 

 ‘Both Hands’ (2001) in Mandela gardens is by Leeds 
sculptor Kenneth Armitage, and symbolises reconciliation. 

A pair of open arms, held upwards, is the Egyptian 
symbol for the Ka, one of the five elements of a human 
being: the others are the Ba, Akh, Name and Shadow. To 
enjoy the afterlife, all must be carefully protected. 
The Ka comes into being at birth, allowing life-force to be 
passed on. Offerings in a tomb help it continue to exist 
after death. After death the Ba (personality) travels 
through the underworld to be re-united with the Ka as the 
immortal, unchanging Akh, who goes to live with the gods. 

Next Stop 
 

 

 

  
City Museum 

 


