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Abstract: In this paper we will reexamine the core meaning of the ANKH  symbol which 

has been given the definition of life in mainstream Egyptological literature. We will 

attempt to expand this definition in hopes to bring about clarity of its many meanings 

and its applications that have eluded researchers who have looked outside of Africa in 

an attempt to accurately convey its possible implications. We will also explore 

alternative linguistic renderings of the term which may further enhance our knowledge 

of what is possibly being conveyed by the ancient Nile Valley sages. 

 

In this essay we will look at possible alternative interpretations of the ancient Nile Valley symbol known 

in modern Egyptological literature as the ANKH (onkh ï Coptic). The popular definitions of ANKH are 

as follows:  

 ANKH Ҧ life 

 ANKH Ҧ live, life, be alive 
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  ANKHW (NKWA?) Ҧ the living 

 ANKH Ҧ person, inhabitant, citizen, living one 

 ANKH Ҧ person, citizen, living one 

 

Although some of the definitions are clear, the inspiration behind the symbol of the ANKH has 

eluded historians for decades. Some of the more popular interpretations of the symbol used to represent 

life are 1) that it is a combination of a womb and phallus together to represent the union of masculine and 

feminine energy; 2) it is an early representation of the cross most popular in the religion of Christianity 

known as the Crux Ansata (handled cross); and 3) that it is a representation of a messob table used to 

serve food in Ethiopia.  

That last interpretation is not well known in the United States and deserves further explanation. In 

a vast majority of African cosmological myths, all life comes from an egg. This is definitely the case 

among the Dogon and the ancient Egyptian cosmology. In the Amarigna and Tigrigna languages of 

Eritrea and Ethiopia, the word enqalal means ñegg.ò The hieroglyph used to represent the phonetic sound 

of KH  can also represent the k, q and g sounds.
1
  As we can see the ANKH and ENQ are phonetically 

similar. With that said, the word (verb) meaning to motivate or to give life in Amarigna is ANÄQAQA . 

Informants tell me that the ANKH (anäqaqa) in their tradition is really a messob table with an egg 

(enqalal) on top of it. Here are a few pictures of a messob table:  

 
Messob tables 

 

                                                            
1 See Amarigna and Tigrigna Qal Hieroglyphs for Beginners: Perfect for travelers to Egypt and students of ancient 
Gebts (2009) AncientGebts.org Press by Legasse Allyn 
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For the Ethiopians, the ANKH D  symbol is possibly a messob table with its top off and an egg 

on top of it. It is kind of like the hotep w  (hutuapo ïBantu, adaba ï Yoruba) symbol that has a cake on 

top of a floor mat. As Ethiopia in ancient times was a major trading station for central east Africa and the 

upper Nile Valley, their symbolic associations often deal with commercial interests. At the same time we 

can assume they are used metaphysically as well. Just as an egg incubates/produces life, life is maintained 

by the consumption of food (as an egg is a food staple).  

 
Messob table with top off displaying food items,  

the source of life 

This is just one interpretation. However, given the evidence that is to be presented below, I am 

not convinced that we can look into the Amarigna language for the ultimate etymology of this term or for 

the origins of the ANKH symbol. This appears more of a conceptual variation more so than a cognate as it 

seems the term cannot be broken down into KA(A) which is the true root of ANKH. 

The ANKH symbol is predynastic and as my informants from various areas of the Kongo will 

attest, the ANKH symbol is a creation of the early Twa people of central Africa. For the West and Central 

Africans, the ANKH symbol is more in alignment with the common interpretations of life and man 

(humanity) attested to in mainstream Egyptology material. What I want to add to this discourse is the 

notion that the ANKH symbol is not only a symbol for man and life, but is also a symbol for an initiated 

MASTER or PRIEST.   

To fully address this subject matter requires a separate volume in of itself. I will not explore the 

more in depth aspects of this discussion here as this is just a preliminary essay. I will reserve a full 

treatment for an upcoming work titled The Ena, The Ancestors and the Papyrus of Ani scheduled to be 

released in 2010. To understand the connection between the ANKH symbol and a master teacher, one has 

to be familiar with the African concept of the Four Moments of the Sun. I take this name from Robert F. 

Thompsonôs book The Four Moments of the Sun as the original concept is known by many names across 

the continent of Africa.  

In short, African people are generally not of the belief that our existence ends when we die. From 

my research, the overwhelming contention is that the spirit has a pre-human existence, it descends to earth 

to have experiences, the body then dies and the spirit continues to have an experience in another realm 
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before coming back to earth to have more human experiences. In essence they speak of life being a cycle 

of change: of living-dying-living. African people have encapsulated this philosophy within a diagram that 

we call the ñfour moments of the sun.ò It is called this because African people symbolically associate the 

human being as a living packet of energy: a miniature sun. The birth of a child is seen as the rising of a 

living sun and death as the setting of a living sun. We find in the Egyptian this same conceptualization in 

the Mdw Ntr script:  

KHI(y) ï [KIAU/ KHA?]  

 

Babe i.e., ñthe rising sunò 

Budge 525a 

 

The sun apparently travels around the earth in a 360 degree 

circular path. They usually however mark four cardinal points of 

interest in this diagram: one sun at each cardinal direction (north, south, 

east and west), with each position of the sun representing a certain key 

stage of development. These stages of development are not relegated to 

human beings as this represents the life cycle of all living or created 

things. The most complete work on this subject is Dr. Kimbwandende 

kia Bunseki Fu-Kiauôs 2001 book titled African Cosmology of the 

Bantu Kongo. An in depth treatment of this aspect of the subject is 

beyond the scope of this essay and I leave it up to the reader to read the 

source material in their own time. For now please observe the following 

graph called the Dikenga among the Bakongo of Central Africa2 that 

represents perpetual change [dingo-dingo] among the Ba-Ntu people:  

                                                            
2 !ǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǊŜƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƪŜƴƎŀ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ-Americans. See The 
Bakala of North America: The Living Suns of Vitality (2009) MOCHA-Versity Press.  
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In the Kongo each demarcation is called a ñV.ò A more elaborate graphical interpretation of the 

Kongo Dikenga dia Dingo-Dingo is provided below:  

 

 

The most important stage that concerns us here is V-3 (Vanga) which represents the Tukula (red 

colored) sun of maturity, leadership and creativity. The word Vanga derives from an archaic Bantu verb 

ghanga which means to do, to perform. It is where we get the term NGANGA which means a master, a 

knower, a doer, a specialist, etc. In Bantu languages one can often turn a verb into a noun by means of 

affixation. In this case the letter -n- is a contraction of the word ENIE or ENYIE which means ñone who, 

a possessor, that which.ò In the case of the Kikongo term N-GANGA it is a statement simply saying ñone 

who doesò or ñone who performs.ò This Vee is the most critical in life as it represents the stage of 

creativity and great deeds or tukula stage of the root verb kula which means to mature or master.  

What is implied by this term is that an nganga is someone who is highly knowledgeable, highly 

respected and also a community leader who has put in work to enhance the lives of the community and to 

maintain balance (to make sure the community waves arenôt shaken) of village life. An nganga is a 

master, a doer and a specialist in a community of doers. Dr. Fu-Kiau expounds on this subject and stage 

of development more fully in his African Cosmology of the Bantu Kongo. He informs us that:  

This Vee, the third, is a reversed pyramid. It occupies the position of verticality 

[kitombayulu], the direction of gods, power and leadership. People, institutions, 

societies and nations as well, enter and exist in this zone successfully, only if they stand 

on their own feet. One enters and stands up inside this Vee to become a doer/master 

[nganga], to oneself first before becoming an nganga to the community (é) To stand 

ñwellò inside this scaling Vee is to be able not only to master our lives, but to better know 
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ourselves and our relationship positions with the rest of the universe as a whole. (Fu-

Kiau, 2001:140-1)(emphasis mine) 

An nganga is an initiated master. The word for initiation and the word nganga are similar in morphology. 

The word ghanda means initiation. It is similar to the word ghanga which means to perform or to do 

which becomes nganga: a master, a doer, specialist, community leader. This directly informs our 

discussion in many ways. The first is linguistically which we will discuss further below. The second is 

iconographically as Dr. Fu-Kiau plainly informs us that:  

This power figure, the leader/priest [nganga], who stands powerfully at the center of the 

community issues [mambu], became the Egyptian ankh or symbol for life. Of course, 

among Bantu people, an nganga stands ñvertically,ò and powerfully inside the 

community ñVeeò [telama lwimbanganga mu kanda], as the symbol of active life in the 

community. (Fu-Kiau, 2001:131-2) (emphasis mine) 

 

As we can see in the account from Fu-Kiau, the ANKH symbol, in the Kongo context, means 

more than simply life: it represents an active life of a master; thus ghanga (to do, to perform). It is my 

contention that the actual pronunciation of the word ANKH is actually closer to the pronunciation of the 

word for life and man in the Bantu and the Akan languages: NKWA. At the heart of the word NKWA or 

ANKH is the word KA or KAA which in the Egyptian and Niger-Congo languages mean fuel, power, life, 

to have life, be, have being, spirit, energy, be burning and more. In my publication The Bakala of North 

America: The Living Suns of Vitality, I argue the following in regards to our term NKWA that directly 

informs our discussion here: 

Fire in African philosophy represents not only life, but the soul of a human being. This is 

why KAA or KALA also means MAN or LIVING PERSON. KAA is the root of KWA 

which in the Niger-Congo languages means MAN, PERSON, LIFE. When you put the 

prefix N to KWA you have NKWA meaning LIFE in the Niger-Congo languages.  
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The N prefix is a Bantu formative morpheme, interchangeable with the MU morpheme, 

that means ñthat whichò or ñhe who.ò It denotes ñsomething pertaining to.ò It may derive 

from a word that is present in Kiswahili ENYI or ENIE which defines ópossessingô or 

óhavingô or ñbeing in a state or condition.ò There is a similar adjective in Kiswahili 

ENYEWE or ENIEWE and is used to express identity or uniqueness and used to express 

the personality of a person. The N prefix may simply be a contraction of ENYI/ENIE.  

WA is a passive suffix which indicates that the subject is being acted upon by an agent. It 

can also be rendered as UA or WE and expresses identity or distinctiveness. A major 

feature of Bantu is its ability to turn verbs into nouns by way of affixation. So KAA  

would be in this sense a verb meaning TO LIVE. KAA  + WA  Ÿ KWA  would mean TO 

BE ALIVE. N (ENYI?) + KAA  + WA  Ÿ NKWA  would mean HE WHO HAS LIFE 

(fire) or the POSSESSOR OF LIFE. NKWA is more than likely the correct way to say 

the ancient Egyptian word ANKH (onkh in Coptic, -ong- in Duala) which means LIFE, 

LIVING or PERSON (see below). We have a similar rendering of the term in Igbo but 

does not have the intrusive k sound. Our term in Igbo is ONWE (the self) which is a 

contraction of two words ONYE NWE which means the possessor, or own lordship. The 

Igbo sees a given human being as ONWE YA: a lord unto himself. 

NKWA 

 

Ancient Egyptian ankhu = man 

Budge 124B 

As mentioned earlier, the kh sound can also be a k, q or g sound. It is my contention that the heart 

of ANKH is really KA. K and G are often interchangeable. Thus the K in the Egyptian could also be 

rendered G which would render our term NKŸ NG. What we would have in the Bantu languages is a 

case of reduplication. NGANGA is really NGA-NGA. It is sometimes found in the form NGAA or GA.3 

Often words are reduplicated to add a change in emphasis. For example, in Yoruba (Niger-Congo in 

general) the word BA means expansive power or male energy. From this root we get BABA (father), 

BABAGBA or BABA BABA (grandfather). Another example is DA which means to create. DADA is the 

Spirit of Vegetation in liturgical Ifa (Yoruba spiritual system). Repeating the word DA (create) suggests 

recreation or the power of vegetation to continuously go through the process of birth, growth, death and 

rebirth. So in the case of NGANGA, the root is GA which is reduplicated to refer to someone one who 

does the work. Remember K and G is often interchangeable. So it is no surprise that we find in the 

Egyptian:  

BAKAA  

 

To work, to labor, to toil, to serve, to do service, to pay tribute 
Budge 206b 

                                                            
3 Modupe Oduyoye, Words and Meaning in Yoruba Religion: Linguistic Connections in Yoruba, Ancient Egyptian 
and Semitic (1996:134, endnote 18). Karnak House Publishing, London.  
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KA-t 

 

Work, labor, toil 
Budge 784a 

 

The word KA is found in the Hausa root (t-r-k-) tiraka, and the Yoruba talaka (t-l-k-) which 

means ñpoor, working class.ò These are variations on the same theme. The root is found in Semitic lôk ñto 

work, to laborò (see Hebrew malaôkah ñoccupation, workò) and lôk ñsendò (see Hebrew malôak 

ñmessenger ï hence angel). This initial l- is lost in Hausa aiki ñworkò and aika ñto send.ò 

The word KA is also a term for authority which also adds credence to our interpretation. Observe 

the following (Imhotep 2009):  

 
kaka(God) Ҧ Egyptian 

kaka Yetu (description of God as primary ancestor) Ҧ Luvale-Bantu 

nkaka Ҧ (family head) - Kikongo  

ka Ҧ (greater, superior) ï Igbo 

kaananke Ҧ (leader, leadership) - Soninke 

NKWA  mavanga Ҧ (mature leadership) - Kikongo 

nkwiki  Ҧ (coal fighter, metaphor for leader ï see Fu-Kiau 2001:27) - Kikongo 

nkani Ҧ  (a judge) ï Kongo, Loango and Tio (see Kleiman 2003:155) 

kumu-a-mbuku Ҧ (owner of the village) ï Mitsogho  

tunka Ҧ  chief, leader ï Soninke 

tunke Ҧ  master, chief - Soninke 

 
As we can see in the Egyptian, by reduplicating the term KA we get a term that represents God. 

The word KA, again, means power, energy, spirit, man and life and by doubling the term we add greater 

emphasis on these concepts to reflect the magnitude of the Supreme Being. Here is our term KA 

reduplicated in the Mdw Ntr script:  

 
KAKA 

 

Ancient Egyptian = God 

Luvale Bantu = ancestor, elder, God 

Luvale-Bantu = KAKA (YETU) ς our god (yetu = our) 

Kiswahili = an elder relative, elder brother 

It should be noted that the determinative above of the seated man with beard that is often 

rendered solely as a sign of a deity. In actuality, it represents any person of authority or of high rank 

including ancestors. Oduyoye (1996:73) notes that among the Yoruba, ñThe idea of the wisdom of the 
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elders is igbon ñchin,ò where the beard grows, the beard being a sign of age and of mature wisdom. Hence 

Hebrew zaken is óoldô and zakan is óbeardô and óchinô.ò Thus why you will find in the Yoruba:  

 

Ewú l ogbó   ñGrey hairs signify ageò 

Irungbòn lô àgbà ñBeards signify elderlinessò 

 

Here we can kind of get a sense as to the meaning behind the beards in the ñdeityò determinatives 

in the ancient Egyptian writing script. It is clear that it is a sign of a wise man or master. We will discover 

that the Western practice of trying to interpret everything when it comes to Africa ñreligiouslyò leads to 

gross misinterpretations of the data.  

Our interpretation of the ANKH to mean NGANGA, in relation to master teachers, elders, etc., is 

supported by the Bantu cognates mentioned above which extend the term KAKA to elders and ancestors. 

So given what has been discussed so far, we can reinterpret the Egyptian symbol for life given as ANKH 

to be NKWA or NGANGA:  

 
NGANGA 

 
ankh = life personified, the name of a god 

reinterpretation = a master, doer, a true knower, a specialist, teacher, priest, healer, a power figure 

Budge 125A 

 

The Bantu cosmology, symbolized in the Dikenga cosmogram above is going to be key in 

interpreting some other concepts below. It is this cosmogram, and its corresponding symbolisms, that help 

us to accurately interpret certain poses in Egyptian reliefs. The following is an excerpt from an online 

article I wrote titled Posture and Meaning: Interpreting Egyptian Art Through a Kongo Cultural Lens.4 In 

this article we analyze certain poses and their meanings in the culture of the Kongo and compare them to 

Egyptian motifs in hopes to better understand the meaning behind Egyptian postures. A key pose of the 

Kongo that is important to the topic of the current article under examination is the Crossroads Pose:  

 
The Crossroads Pose 

The crossroads pose, with right hand up to heaven and left hand parallel to the horizon line, 

characterizes the niombo figure. The niombo of the Kongo would be equivalent to the orisha of 

the Yoruba, or the neters of the Egyptians. This gesture is found in Kongo, Cameroon and Nigeria 

and has made its way to Haiti via vodun. The right hand up and left hand down recalls the 

anthropomorphic reading of the hand-guards of the mbele a lulendo (knife of authority), the royal 

swords of execution in ancient Kongo. In Kongo this gesture, on swords and niombo, marked the 

boundaries between two worlds (upper and lower worlds).  

                                                            
4 http://asarimhotep.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=100:posture-and-meaning-
interpreting-egyptian-art-through-a-kongo-cultural-lens&catid=34:articles&Itemid=55  

http://asarimhotep.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=100:posture-and-meaning-interpreting-egyptian-art-through-a-kongo-cultural-lens&catid=34:articles&Itemid=55
http://asarimhotep.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=100:posture-and-meaning-interpreting-egyptian-art-through-a-kongo-cultural-lens&catid=34:articles&Itemid=55
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We see this pose on another version of the nkondi figure. We will also observe that the ancient 

Egyptian Bes is also in this position.  

 

 

  

Nkondi (Kongo) with crossroads pose 

Unknown Kongo artist and ritual expert, Democratic Republic of the Congo or Angola, Nkisi 

nkondi power ýgure, about 1890, wood and mixed media. Purchased through the Mrs. Harvey P. 

Hood Wô18 Fund, the William B. Jaffe and Evelyn A. Jaffe Hall Fund, the William B. Jaffe 

Memorial Fund, the William S. Rubin Fund, the Julia L. Whittier Fund and through gifts by 

exchange; 996.22.30233. On view in the exhibition Art That Lives? 



12 | R e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  A N K H  s y m b o l  ς A s a r  I m h o t e p 
 

 

 
Egyptian Bes with the crossroads pose 

  

This pose relates to the cosmogram mentioned earlier and could signify in the Egyptian 

the meeting place between the ancestral realm and the manifest realm. Remember that an nganga 

has the insight to óseeô what goes on in the community. That is another way of saying that he has 

the eyes of the ancestors. The nganga is the link between the living and the dead and this pose 

informs the wisdom seeker that this person in fact has the wisdom, insight, ability and authority to 

operate in both the realm of the living and the dead: that he is indeed the link between the realms. 

 

 

Now examine the following predynastic Egyptian image with the same pose:  
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To further substantiate our interpretation of ANKH to mean a MASTER, PRIEST, etc., we will 

have to side track a moment to another Egyptian term that is often not accurately translated: PR (per = 

house). The following extract is also from Imhotep (2009) and I will quote it at length as this directly 

informs our discussion. This particular excerpt discusses the term pharaoh, which derives from the 

Egyptian pr aa which means great house, and its spread across Africa. We note the following:  

 

Egyptian 

 

Walaf 

 

Per-aa = Pharoah 

 

 

 

Paour = the Chief 

P-our = the King 

P-ouro = king (Coptic) 

 

Fari = Supreme King 

Fara = officer in charge 

Fara leku = keeper of harem 

 

Bur = king 

(b  > p) 

 

 

 

In the kiKami language, the term PR-AA not only referred to the Supreme King, but 

to administrators as well. In the Mande language of Mali and Upper Guinea, we find the 

same terms as we do in Wolof: Fari, Farima, Farma all designating political functions. 

In Songhai we have Faran and in Hausa we have Fara (Diop 1991:168-9). Among the 

Amarigna speakers of Eritrea and Ethiopia the term is Biro which is usually interpreted as 

office. This term means the same thing from West to East to South East Africa as 

demonstrated above. So we have a direct correlation in name and in function in ancient 

Egyptian and the rest of Black African societies. 

 

 

Ancient Egyptian pr-aa = house, seat of government, pharaoh, palace 

 

It must be said, however, that the term fara, fari, faro, etc., is not just a title of 

political office: it represents a secret society. In other words, the secret society is the 

political office. No matter where you go in Africa, a king is an initiated priest. You 

cannot hold ñofficeò in traditional African societies unless you have been initiated. This 

practice is no different in ancient Egypt. The fari represent those initiated persons who 

belong to the society of initiated priests. Evidence of this is still kept alive in West Africa 

in Liberia among many ethnic groups. Please observe the following:  
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(b > p > f is a common sound shift) 

 

Pora Ÿ the great secret society of men (Mande, Vai, Gola, De, Kpelle, Kissi, 

Gbande, Belle, Loma, Mano, Gio Ge, Bassa, Kru, Mende, Kono, Temne, Lokko, 

Krim, Limba) 

Beri (in Sierra Leone) Ÿ ibid, sometimes called poro.  

 

These organizations operate from a very Afrocentric perspective. They understand 

that you cannot govern this society without first being initiated into its history, 

philosophy, spiritual nuances and social norms.  Dr. Fu-Kiau informs us that in the 

Kongo this concept is called being able to ñtie and untie knotty ropesò (Fu-Kiau 2001, 

2007). You canôt begin to interpret and understand why we do what we do unless you 

have been initiated into this organization/wisdom center which has been created to 

maintain the integrity of a body of knowledge on how to effectively govern our society 

and handle power without abusing it (Imhotep 2008:87-95). 

This same organization made its way into the United States as a result of slavery. 

Among the Gullah of South Carolina the secret society became known as beri, berimo 

and poro all meaning ñthe great secret society of men.ò In essence, we literally had 

ópharaohsô who became enslaved in the United States. Due to the restrictions of slavery 

and segregation, these societies were reorganized into burial societies and insurance 

companies to take care of the sick and dying and to cover the cost of funerals (Halloway 

2005:204, 216).  

 

So here we posit that the pr-aa was not simply a political office, but a wisdom center 

(misnomered secret society) or an organization of leaders in African societies. It was/is a society that 

trains and initiates leaders. Remember earlier in our discussion it was mentioned that an nganga is an 

initiated master and community leader. We see that in the ancient Nile Valley the ANKH (nganga) 

followed the same milieu.  

BIRO/FARI/PORO NGANGA 

 

pr ankh = house of life (the name of a college of priests) 

reinterpretation = (secret) society [wisdom center for] of masters (priests) 

Budge 124B 

It is becoming clear that there is more to life in the Egyptian and general African context. But what does it 

mean to live fully in the African context? Fu-Kiau has already informed us that the ANKH symbol in the 

Kongo represents the active life of a specialist in the community. We find a similar connotation among 

the Akan of Ghana, where the term ANKH is pronounced NKWA. Rev. Dr. Emmanuel Kingsley Larbi in 




