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The Temple Complex at Karnak served Thebes and ancient Egypt both as an impor-

tant ritual site and center of power. Originally a small temple to the god Amun, various

Egyptian dynasties have added to the temple complex, from Senusret I to Ptolemy VIII.

Additions such as the processional way built by Tutankhamen allowed new ceremonies

to develop. By carefully organizing the plan and section of the main Temple of Amun to

the spatial arragement of surrounding temples, such as Luxor or Queen Hatshepsut’s, the

Egyptians allowed several rituals to develop: the Daily Ritual, the Opet Festival, Beauti-

ful Feast of the Wadi and Wehem-Ankh. The steps needed to complete each festival or

procession is guided by the orientation and relation of different sections of each temple.

Thus, we will show through comparison of architectural form and its ritualistic function,

how architecture can inform and guide ceremonial practices.
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Introduction

The Temple Complex at Karnak has a long history whose architecture guides the var-

ious rituals that took place there. The temple complex began life under the rule of Intef

II, an 11th Dynasty king (Sullivan, 2008b). It was originally just a mud brick temple to the

Egyptian god Amun-Ra, a syncretization of Amun and Ra. Various expansions took place

almost continuously throughout the Old and New Kingdoms, such as construction of var-

ious pylons or Hatshepsut’s ”red chapel”, a bark shrine used during processions (Favro,

2008). As these architectural expansions took place, rituals to Amun evolved. Initially

the naos, where a metal statue of the god was housed, allowed for a priest to perform

simple rituals (Sullivan, 2008a). While the ’daily ritual’ continued this tradition, temples

for Mut and Khonsu, Amun’s wife and son respectively, were added by Ramesses III and

Amenophis III (Wilkinson, 2000). The layout of the Karnak temple complex, nearby Luxor,

the Temple of Queen Hatshepsut (along with surrounding temples) and the hypostyle halls

provided a clear path within which rituals could take place. Thus, the orientation, plan and

section of the temple complex at Karnak was not random, but served specific purposes

that helped guide how each ritual progressed.

Figure 1 | Temple Complex at Karnak
Plan of the temple complex at Karnak (right-middle) and surrounding areas including
Luxor (bottom) and Temple of Queen Hatshepsut (left-top). Buildings discussed in this
paper are boxed red. Source: (Ching et al., 2011).
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Architecture
The Karnak Temple complex, while being built over a considerable period of time and

containing many layers, will be described from its current state. The main complex is

located in Thebes, a city whose power fluctuated throughout the ages but nevertheless

often amassed the incredible wealth needed to fund construction at the complex. To

the east is the Nile river, which flows north and plays an important role in later rituals

(Blyth, 2006). Approaching the complex from the Nile, one enters through the 1st pylon,

constructed during Nectanebo I’s reign. The Shoshenq I court follows, a wide open area

where people could gather during the rituals. On the south-side of this court is a bark

shrine and temple of Ramesses III. Through the 2nd pylon, one enters the magnificent

hypostyle hall of Ramesses II and passes through to the Festival Court of Thutmose II,

which contains a peristyle hall, shrine and obelisks. This gives way to the Red Chapel of

Hatshepsut’s reign and the 4th and 5th pylons of Thutmose I and finally the white chapel

of Senusret I (Favro, 2008). This chapel is seal by a door and inside holds the metal

statue of Amun-Ra; though, this statue also resided in the red chapel later on. South of

this chapel, outside the main temple is a sacred lake (Fig. 2) .

Heading south before the 4th pylon, one walks through a court and the 7th, 8th, 9th

and 10th pylons. The entire complex is enclosed by a temenos wall, known here as the

enclosure wall. This serves to both protect the complex and provide a barrier between the

sacred and outside world. Heading south, one passes the temple of Khonsu, Amun’s son,

and proceeds to the processional way, surrounded by a wall lined with sphinxes (Sullivan,

2008c). Eventually the temple of Mut, Amun’s wife, is reached and she is brought out

to join the procession. At this point, the priests journey two mile south to the temple of

Luxor. The old temple had a single bark shrine, but the new one has a triple bark shrine

and contains the resting place of Amun-em-opet, which is sealed by a door. Walking west,

the Nile is quickly reached and upon floating north, one reaches a canal leading to a quay

(wharfs) where one disembarks and once again faces from west entrance of the complex.

Lying directly along the axis east-west axis of Karnak is Hatshepsut’s Djeser-djeseru (holy
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Figure 2 | Temple of Amun-Ra
3D reconstruction of the Temple of Amun-Ra during Roman times. The first through
sixth pylons can be seen going west to east while the seventh through tenth pylons can
be seen extending south (bottom-right). A sacred lake and temple of Khonsu are also
present. Source: (?).

of holies) temple, where other festivals take place. Walking through the Karnak complex

is this manner is not only logical, the spatial arrangement has clear desire lines, but also

leads you through the steps in the rituals performed here.
Daily Ritual

An important ritual carried out is the Daily Ritual in which the priest makes an offering

of bread, meat and wine. The architectural plan is significant to the symbolism embedded

in the ritual. The metal statue itself is hidden from view when the ritual is not taking place.

The priest enters an outer sanctuary, which functions as a sacred place but still separates

Amun-Ra from the outside world. Opening the door, the ’seal’ on the Amun’s home is

broken and the priest can enter, in effect opening up theka, or life force, of the god (Fig.

3) . Placing the naos in a darkly lite, enclosed space, as opposed to the more open spaces

of the Greek naos (see the Temple of Athena) forces the priest to light a candle. Because

one of the priest’s duties was to cleanse the home of the god, the candle brought light

to the Amun’s home and incenses (myrrh), which served to clean the naos. Then, food

and other items were brought from the outer sanctuary to inner shrine. After finishing the

ritual, the priest removes the offerings outside the naos and seals the sanctuary. Thus, as
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Figure 3 | Sety I breaking Amun’s seal
Part of the daily ritual involved breaking Amun’s seal (opening the door to his shrine), de-
picted here with Sety I (black arrow) and Amun (white arrow). Source: (Sullivan, 2008a).

opposed to some of the more open temples of gods in other societies, placing Amun-Ra’s

shrine deep in the complex and seal serves to separate the god from the rest of the world

while providing a symbolic way for the priest to renew Amun’s ka (Sullivan, 2008a).

The Opet Festival

Once a year, Amun, Mut and Khonsu came out of their temples and travel south to

Luxor. This is known as the Opet festival because the king brings the barks to Amun-

em-opet’s temple at Luxor. This ritual served to renew the kings power and affirm his

right of divine rule. In addition, it would reinvigorate Amun until the next festival. The first

evidence of this ritual is found during Hatshepsut’s reign (Sullivan, 2008c). Amun’s bark

is carried out of the inner sanctuary and south past the seventh pylon. Along the way,

Khonsu joins the procession and the placement of his temple within the enclosure points

to his status as a child, son of Amun and Mut, and thus needs protection. The bark then

proceeds outside the enclosure wall (Fig. 4) . Leaving the temonos moved Amun from

one spiritual world or sacred place to another. If the other temple was within the main

Karnak complex, it is unlikely that the festival would be as significant, because Amun

would have never left his domain. The sphinx lined processional way to Mut’s temple both

separates the procession from the public or outside world while also providing a clear
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path with stopping points. The bark shrines allowed the divine being to rest in a sacred

place and the priest to rest–again, this dual function of the architecture is evident. The

placement of Mut’s temple outside the main complex can serve two ritual purposes–to

show Amun’s supremacy while also allowing for him to gather his significant others on his

journey to replenish his ka.

Figure 4 | Priest carrying Amun-Ra’s Bark
Priest would carry Amun-Ra’s bark during the processions, bringing it to various bark
shrines both to rest the god and themselves. Arrow indicates bark. Source: (Sullivan,
2008b)

The barks, carrying the royal couple, Amun, Mut and Khonsu, would have then turned

towards the Nile and traveled upstream to the temple of Luxor. At the triple bark temple,

we observe another example of architecture guiding the ritual itself. Three entrances cor-

respond to Amun (center), Mut and Khonsu. Because the festival is centered on renewing

Amun’s ka, and not as focused on Mut or Khonsu, the three entrances to Luxor temple’s

triple bark temple server to divide the procession physically and symbolically. Mut and

Khonsu, who like good family members accompanied Amun through his journey, are no

longer needed and the building is designed to reflect this. The two side bark entrances

lead to temples where Mut and Khonsu stay until the festival has finished while the king

and Amun continue through to Amun-em-Opet’s shrine.

The Luxor Temple is situated close to the Nile, which helps facilitate the final stage of

the ceremony. After the king has renewed his rule and Amun’s ka has been replenished,

they travel on a barge downstream back to the Karnak temple complex. Once again, the

spatial arrangement guides the ceremony; after a long journey from his shrine, Amun has
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an easy ride down the Nile (flows south to north). While the specifics of the canal in front

of the first pylon are not fully known, it is likely that the barge went into a quay (wharf)

where Amun and the procession disembarked before proceeding back to his shrine. The

Opet Festival is thus an manifestation of the architecture as much as the culture. Whether

the architecture and physical constraints guided the development of rituals or visa versa

is not clear, but it is evident that they are intimately intertwined.

It should be noted that the ritual itself changed over time with regards to the number

of barks involved in the ceremony. During Hatshepsut’s time, the bark exited from the red

chapel and each god joined onto that same bark. Several bits of evidence point to this:

the Mut temple only have a single location in the central chamber to put a bark and there

was only a single bark shrine at the time north of the Luxor temple. Further, rather than

moving up the river, the procession followed the processional way to Luxor. The different

routes taken was influenced by the architecture–in the era of Ramesses II there would

have been a new hypostyle hall where all the barks met and the route would have thus

been slightly shifted. Lastly, it is evident that during Hatshepsut’s time, the festival would

have been less open to the public while the later route via the Nile offered a more public

showing to occur. Thus, the ritual was altered over time as new additions were made to

the complex itself.
Beautiful Feast of the Wadi

Amun participated in several other festivals throughout the year, another took advan-

tage of the location and orientation of Karnak and Djeser-djeseru (holy of holies). Look-

ing across the river from the 1st pylon’s axis, one stares directly at the Mortuary Temple

(Ching et al., 2011). It has also been suggested that the procession left through the south-

ern route, going through Hatshepsut’s eight pylon as it aligned with the central axis of the

western temples (Sullivan, 2008c). This might be plausible, as it would allow Amun to

greet his wife at her temple before departing across the river from her quay.

Having Karnak be across the river from the final destination (Temple of Queen Hat-

shepsut) lends a greater weight to the ceremony. The actual procession involved Amun
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Figure 5 | Temple of Queen Hatshepsut
The Temple of Queen Hatshepsut was part of the Beautiful Feast of the Wadi. Source:
(Ching et al., 2011).

crossing the river and up the steps of the terrace were he would enter the inner chambers

of the temple and final be placed in the shrine built for him. He would rest there overnight

and the next day food and gifts brought to him before his movement back across the river.

Because Amun is going to the land of Hathor, a goddess who greets the dead and wel-

comes them to eternal life, it is appropriate that he should cross a physical and spiritual

boundary.

While not a human construct, this was undoubtedly a purposeful segregation of a tem-

ple complex into multiple parts as they relate to rituals and the environment. Amun-Ra

represented the sun, which rose to the east, where Karnak is relative to the Nile. The

setting sun, representing death, was to the West, where we find the Mortuary Temple.

The journey to the Chapel of Amun, located in Temple of Queen Hatshepsut, involved

ascending three terraces and passing through an inner court (Fig. 5) . Because the

procession was a joyous one accompanied by singers, dancers and others, the terraces

could serve as a convenient gathering place for the throngs of people involved. Thus, un-

like the walled off procession of the Opet Festival, which discouraged public participation,

this festival was more festive and the architecture conformed to this. The Chapel itself

Ahanonu | 8



Architecture and Ritual at Karnak

was cut into the rock, possible as a way to symbolize Amun’s descent to the land of the

dead. Yet by raising the chapel above the ground, Amun still held his place as a god.

Like the Opet Festival, the construction of new temples altered the processional route.

After Hatshepsut’s death, Thutmose III constructed a new temple, Djeser-akhet (holy of

the horizon), situated south-east of Djeser-djeseru. By moving one of the temples to be

visited closer to the tombs of previous kings lining this side of the river, it provided a reason

for the procession to visit each king. Soon, each king wished to have Amun’s bark stay

in his temple, this was a way to show their power–the god rested in their temple rather

then those of other rulers. Around the 20th dynasty, an earthquake caused the collapse of

several of the temples, ending this particular festival and illustrating the reliance of rituals

on a specific type of architecture to flourish (Sullivan, 2008c).

Figure 6 | Great Hypostyle Hall
The Hypostyle hall at the Temple of Amun. Source: (Ching et al., 2011).

Hypostyle Hall
The hypostyle hall of the main Karnak complex contains a record of kings and bene-

factors on the complex (Fig. 6) . On the exterior (or west face) of the north tower of

Amenhotep III’s third pylon are depictions of various festivals that took place there (Sul-

livan, 2008a). Thus, they served as a ”superdimensional history book” that help record

who had helped create the temple while informing the priest of past ritual practices (Ching
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et al., 2011). The darkly lit halls also served to give the procession a solemn tone when

it passed through here, as this was where the king and Amun first met. Contrast this with

the open terraces at the Temple of Queen Hatshepsut and we again see how the section

and plan helps serve different ritualistic purposes.

Conclusion

The design of the Temple Complex at Karnak informs and guides the rituals that took

place there. Initially just a single mud temple, it grew with additions of pylons, halls and

enclosures. These additions induced changes in the rituals that took place. The sacred

path to Mut’s and then Amun-em-Opet’s temple serve to physically separate Amun from

the other gods. This makes the festival take longer–it is more ardous to carry the bark

from shrine to shrine. But informative design decisions like this and placement of Luxor

to the south serve to add symbolic significant to the journey. Amun isn’t supposed to

renew his ka whenever he felt like it. But, by allowing easy passage back via the Nile

was a method of rewarding the god, and king, for his hard work. Small additions helped

guide this and other rituals, such as bark shrines that both served as a sacred resting

place for Amun and the priest. A different spatial layout would have altered the type and

significance of the rituals, this is evidenced by the cessation of the Beautiful Feast of the

Wadi when those buildings were destroyed. Thus, the architecture of Karnak has helped

shape and inform the processions and festivals that take place there.
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Figure 7 | Karnak: Evolution of A Temple.
Representative image from the text. Source: (Blyth, 2006)
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Figure 8 | A Global History of Architecture. Source: (Ching et al., 2011)
Representative image from the text.
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Figure 9 | Digital Karnak: Timestamp. Source: (Favro, 2008)
Representative image from the text.
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Figure 10 | Introduction to the Temple of Karnak
Representative image from the text. Source: (Sullivan, 2008b)
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Figure 11 | Daily Ritual
Representative image from the text. Source: (Sullivan, 2008a)
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Figure 12 | Processional Routes and Festivals
Representative image from the text. Source: (Sullivan, 2008c)
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Figure 13 | The Complete Temples of Ancient Egypt
Representative image from the text. Source: (Wilkinson, 2000)
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