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 highly ritualised cycle of festival processions linked the Theban temples of Karnak,
A
Luxor, Deir el-Bahri and the royal memorial temples along the Nile’s West Bank. In the
New Kingdom, the importance of these processions dramatically influenced the form of the
temples as the king altered or built monumental structures to shape this pageantry. While a
great deal of scholarship has focused on the textual and pictorial records of these festivals,
study of the physical movement of the portable barks carrying each temple’s divine statue(s)
has been hampered by uneven and unclear evidence. Questions of interest include both the
size of the bark during its earliest known moment of use in the beginning of Dynasty 18 and
the date of its expansion later in the dynasty. Additionally, the physical challenge of moving
the bark through the temple space has not been adequately addressed. This study uses a
3D model of the Amun-Re temple at Karnak to investigate questions of movement and
experience to better understand these ritual events.
The form and purpose of ritual barks
Unfortunately, no examples of the processional barks have survived into modern times.
However, depictions on a number of reliefs at Karnak and other Theban temples give a
general sense of their appearance. Examples from the Red Chapel of Queen Hatshepsut
(Dynasty 18) and the hypostyle hall of kings Sety I and Ramesses II (Dynasty 19) show that
an elaborately decorated shrine of the god sat on a low sled with long wooden poles carried
by priests (Figs 1 and 2). A model wooden boat surrounded the shrine, decorated with an
image of the ram-headed god Amun-Re at the bow and stern.

Fig. 1: Block from the Red Chapel of Hatshepsut. The two priests hold the bar in front
of the bark, three hold the bar in the rear and four in the center accompany the bark, but
do not serve as carriers.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/sullivan.aspx

2012

FESTIVAL BARKS AT KARNAK TEMPLE

3

Fig. 2: Block from the hypostyle hall at Karnak. The three rows of five masked priests
hold the bars in front of the bark, the three rows of five masked priests hold the bars in
the rear of the bark and the king (far left) and priest (center) accompany the bark, but do
not serve as carriers.

The size of the processional bark
Egyptologist George Legrain noticed differences in the appearance of the processional
barks and the number of priests shown carrying them through procession in relief scenes.
He suggested that they were elaborated over time, presumably becoming larger and heavier
(Legrain 1917). He and a number of other Egyptologists since that time have tried to
understand when the enlargement took place and how this change impacted the routes
through the temples. As the barks widened to accommodate more priests as carriers, doors
and gates at the temple needed to be enlarged to allow for movement within the temple space.
Testing bark movement within the Digital Karnak model
Based on depictions of the barks from late Dynasty 18 and Dynasty 19 at Luxor and Karnak
temples, Legrain hypothesised that the bark during the reign of Hatshepsut was supported by
three wooden carrying poles, each held by six priests (three behind the shrine, three in front),
for a total of eighteen carriers. Jean-François Carlotti, a scholar who works extensively at
Karnak, reinterpreted the Hatshepsut reliefs, noting that they only show a single file of
five priests carrying the bark (two in front, three in the back). He identified a third pair of
hands in the front row on one of the blocks, suggesting a sixth carrier was represented, his
form usually omitted for reasons of composition. Based on the traditions of perspective
in Egyptian art, Carlotti suggested that this line of six depicts two rows of carriers (the far
row not shown), and thus twelve carriers would have supported the bark during procession,
allowing for a much narrower bark than proposed by Legrain (Carlotti 2003, 236–38). In
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the reign of Ramesses II, depictions of the bark of Amun-Re in the great hypostyle hall
show thirty carriers, presumably holding five wooden poles, again with each supported by six
priests.
In order to visualise each of these possibilities, three schematic 3D models of a processional
bark were created, along with accompanying priests. The poles, platform (or sled), and the
model boat are shown with wooden textures, and the shrine, which likely would have been
gilded and decorated, is depicted as gold. Following Legrain’s original calculations (used by
Egyptologists in the ongoing discussion of the size of the bark), the total length of the
bark with carrying poles measures 4.46m, and each row of priests stands 0.44m wide (1917,
10–13). The height of the priests was arbitrarily assigned 1.7m (5′7′′ tall) (Fig. 3), and the
shrine was assigned an arbitrary height of 1.25m based on representations shown in the
relief scenes. The combined height of the carriers and the shrine (2.7m) may not therefore
accurately reflect the total original height of the carried bark.
• Version A: Model Dimensions 4.46m long x 0.88m wide x 2.7m high.
Two carrying poles (one on each side of the platform), with six priests supporting
each pole (three in front of the shrine, three behind), totaling twelve priests.
• Version B: Model Dimensions 4.46m long x 1.32m wide x 2.7m high.
Three carrying poles (the boat and shrine placed off center), with six priests supporting
each pole (three in front of the shrine, three behind), totaling eighteen priests.
• Version C: Model Dimensions 4.46m long x 2.2m wide x 3.0m high.
Five carrying poles (the boat and shrine placed off center), with six priests supporting
each pole (three in front of the shrine, three behind), totaling thirty priests; the shrine
and model boat have been increased in size to reflect the need for additional carriers.
The 3D bark model was tested within the Digital Karnak Project model, a 3D real-time virtual
reality model created in 2006–2008 by scholars at the University of California, Los Angeles

Fig. 3: 3D model of Egyptian priest, scaled to 1.71m from top of head to base of sandal.
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(Digital Karnak 2008). The model was based on scholarly publications of individual structures
and a detailed ground plan of the site created by the Centre Franco-Égyptien d’Étude des
Temples de Karnak (CFEETK), a joint French-Egyptian mission studying the temple since
1967.
The bark in the reign of Hatshepsut
The path of the ritual bark during various festival processions has been hypothesised based
on imagery and text from Karnak and other Theban temples referencing these occasions.
Lanny Bell reconstructed the early Dynasty 18 Opet
festival as proceeding out from the central bark shrine
(the Red Chapel during the reign of Hatshepsut), moving
through the east–west axis of the temple, entering an
open courtyard and turning south and exiting the temple
precinct using the 8th pylon (1997, 158–60) (Fig. 4).
Using the Digital Karnak model, the 3D processional
bark was placed along key locations in this route. The
versions A and B barks were tested in these spaces to
better understand their movement through Karnak.
Fig. 4: Map of Karnak temple during the
reign of Hatshepsut.

The Red Chapel
The bark of Amun-Re would have emerged from Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel at the start of any
festival procession. In the first images, the bark with twelve (version A) (Fig. 5) and eighteen
priests (version B) (Fig. 6) is shown within the Red Chapel, demonstrating that both iterations
fit within the halls and through the doorways.

Fig. 5: Version A bark inside the doorway between the sanctuary and the vestibule of
Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel.
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Fig. 6: Version B bark inside the doorway between the sanctuary and the vestibule of
Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel.

A large diorite pedestal stood in the center of the Red Chapel’s vestibule (Larché and
Burgos 2006, 298–99; 2008, 22–23) (Fig. 7). Versions A and B barks would have had a difficult
time avoiding this feature when exiting or entering the bark shrine. If a stone plinth rested
atop the pedestal, the small space of the vestibule would have made placing the bark atop this
plinth difficult. Version B bark was too wide to turn within the small vestibule and could only
have been carried directly over the pedestal, suggesting the middle pole lost its carriers at this
point (Fig. 8). The two outer rows of carriers would need to switch their hold on the poles
once they walked through the vestibule door, supporting the poles on their other (now inner)
shoulder. The bark could then be rested on the plinth. In order to exit the vestibule, the rear
carriers would need to pick up the bark on their inner shoulder, but switch their hold again
when exiting the chapel, as the door is too narrow to allow the carriers to walk on the outer
side of the platform.

Fig. 7: Photo of the pedestal reconstructed in the Red Chapel at the Open Air Museum at
Karnak. It was later hollowed out and reused as a basin in another part of Karnak.
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Fig. 8: Version B bark navigating over the pedestal in the vestibule of the Red Chapel. The
narrow size of the doorways means that the carriers have to switch shoulders and position
to maintain support of the poles.

The version A bark could have navigated to and over the pedestal using this method as
well. The bark platform was just wide enough that switching the position of the carriers to
the outside of the poles would have allowed them to walk along the sides of the pedestal
(Fig. 9).

Fig. 9: Version A bark navigating over the pedestal in the vestibule of the Red Chapel.

The smaller version A bark could also have carefully pivoted around the pedestal, without
the carriers changing their hold on the carrying poles. They could have then placed the bark
on the plinth from the side (Fig. 10).
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Fig. 10: Version A bark navigating around the pedestal in the Red Chapel vestibule. Its
slimmer size allows the carriers to swing around the central pedestal without changing grip.

After exiting the Red Chapel, the bark would have moved along the temple’s main east–
west axis, which likely served as a main route during a number of different festival processions.
The model shows that this corridor is clearly large enough for either version of the bark
during the reign of Hatshepsut (Fig. 11).

Fig. 11: Version B bark moving along the main east–west axis of the temple.

Passing through the gate of the 5th pylon, the bark would have entered the wadjet hall, an
important space that served for royal coronation ceremonies and the celebration of the heb sed
festival during Dynasty 18. Although Hatshepsut added two monumental granite obelisks to
the space, the hall was large enough so that the bark in either form could have easily moved
within (Figs 12 and 13).
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Fig. 12: Version A bark in the wadjet hall of Hatshepsut, her northernmost obelisk is shown
to the right.

Fig. 13: Version B bark in the wadjet hall of Hatshepsut, her northernmost obelisk is shown
to the right.

Exiting the wadjet hall, the bark would have passed through the 4th pylon and entered the
open court built by Thutmose II (later destroyed by Amenhotep III). This court may have
enclosed a number of earlier constructions, including the White Chapel of Middle Kingdom
king Senwosret I and the limestone chapel of Amenhotep I. The White Chapel, originally
constructed to commemorate the heb sed festival of Senwosret I (Lacau and Chevrier 1956,
Strauss-Seeber 1994), was clearly still standing in the beginning of Dynasty 18, as an identical
copy in limestone was designed for king Amenhotep I as part of his renovations at the temple
(Graindorge 2002, 86). The White Chapel seemingly remained in use until mid-Dynasty 18
when it was disassembled and placed in the 3rd pylon during the reign of Amenhotep III.
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If the chapel acted in the early New Kingdom as a bark station during festival processions (a
function which would, however, differ from its presumed use in the Middle Kingdom), the
bark of Amun-Re could have stopped here during the reign of Hatshepsut, as well as later
during the reign of Thutmose III. While both barks also fit into the White Chapel, the model
bark as designed is too tall to pass through the entrance doorway into the raised platform
interior. Although the central interior section of the White Chapel will allow the procession
to move through at its full height, the lintel of the doorway extends slightly too low (Figs 14
and 15). While the original height of the portable bark’s shrine (or the size of the ram-head
figures on the bow and stern of the bark, not represented here) is not known and may have
not extended as far as the version in the 3D model, possibly the priests were forced to adjust
their hold on the platform (lowering it off their shoulders) to maneuver into this small space.

Fig. 14: Version A bark entering the White Chapel. The bark’s stern and central shrine are
too tall for the lintel of the entrance.

Fig. 15: Version B bark entering the White Chapel. The bark’s stern and central shrine are
too tall for the lintel of the entrance.
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At this point, the bark would have left the central section of the temple through the
southern door of the open court of Thutmose II and proceeded down the north–south axis
through the 8th pylon (Figs 16 and 17).

Fig. 16: Version A bark exiting through the court of Thutmose II moving south, the 8th
pylon in the distance.

Fig. 17: Version B bark exiting through the court of Thutmose II moving south, the 8th
pylon in the distance.

A block from the Red Chapel representing the procession returning from Luxor to Karnak
during the Opet festival shows the portable bark of Amun-Re resting in the bark station of
Amenhotep I, ‘firm is the foundation of Amun,’ while Hatshepsut runs with the Apis bull
(Larché and Burgos 2006, 63, block 102). The larger, version B bark would have no trouble
moving through this bark station (Fig. 18), possibly located at this time north of Hatshepsut’s
8th pylon along the north–south processional route (Blyth 2006, 36).
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Fig 18: Version B bark moving easily through the bark station of Amenhotep I.

Discussion
Both versions A and B of the bark can access the spaces likely used during festival
processions at Karnak in early Dynasty 18. Based on architecture alone, it is not possible
therefore to make conclusions on how many carriers were used to support the bark at this
time. The most striking result of placing the 3D bark within the model instead relates to
understanding the experience of navigating the bark through the temple space. In both the
Red and White chapels, the carriers could be forced to change their grip, turn the bark within
a small space or lower the bark to avoid architectural features in their path. If, as Legrain
suggested, a carrier could have shouldered a maximum of 20kg/44lbs (1917, 12), the version
A bark could have weighed 240kg, the version B bark 360kg. Changing grips or supporting
a bark of this weight minus the central row of carriers (in the version B bark) would be very
challenging. Also, the version B bark is wide enough that in both cases the procession would
have only narrowly fit through the existing doorways. Indeed, at Deir el-Bahri, where the
bark would have travelled for the ‘Beautiful Feast of the Valley,’ the bark sanctuary’s doorway
measured 1.32m (Dolińska 1994, 37), the exact width of the version B bark. Such spaces
would allow no error in navigation. It must be imagined that during each procession, the
carriers needed to be highly adept at moving the bark and adjusting the procession’s speed and
motion to minimise collisions with the closely situated architectural features. This suggests
that a large percentage of the carriers (at the least the front and outer rows of priests) would
have needed significant experience moving the bark during festival processions.
The bark in the reign of Thutmose III
Sometime after the reign of Hatshepsut, the bark of Amun-Re expanded and the number of
priests involved in carrying the bark increased. Relief scenes from Luxor temple dating to the
reigns of Tutankamun and Horemheb show that by the end of Dynasty 18, this expansion
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had already taken place (Karlshausen 1995, 127–31). Legrain argued that this enlargement
happened earlier, sometime near the end of King Thutmose III’s reign, in the king’s regnal
years 30–33. He based these conclusions on the enlargement of doorways of a shrine at
Karnak and depictions of the bark at Deir el-Bahri (Legrain 1917). However, it is not clear
that the renovations at Karnak took place during the king’s reign, and some scholars suggest
the bark’s expansion took place later in Dynasty 18 (Karlshausen 1995, Carlotti 2003, 240–
48). Unfortunately, no original and unaltered relief scenes of the ritual bark from the time of
Thutmose III have been discovered, as all known scenes were vandalised during the Amarna
period and repaired to reflect late Dynasty 18 bark styles afterwards (Karlshausen 1995).
In order to test the idea that the bark was expanded during the reign of Thutmose III, the
large model of the bark (version C) was placed in the Karnak model at locations related to
the king’s construction program at the temple. The results were compared with the smaller
versions of the bark (versions A and B). Visualisations of the version C bark show that
although the bark fit within some of the newly constructed spaces, it would have been difficult
to maneuver the larger platform through the king’s new architectural program. In one newly
renovated space, the bark would have been completely inaccessible.
Thutmose III constructed a new festival hall, called the Akhmenu, at the east end of
Karnak temple. The small size of its original main doorway (located on the western side of
the building, in the far south corner) would not have permitted the version C bark to enter
the temple. Both this door and the entrance vestibule were enlarged to a size that would
have allowed the entrance of the version C bark in a second phase of construction, but this
did not take place until mid-Dynasty 19 (Carlotti 2001, 239–41, pls 33 and 45). Even then,
movement within the hall would have been difficult, and the bark would have been limited to
traversing the main central corridor (Fig. 19). Thus, the individual divine statues would need
to be removed from their barks and placed in the small shrines at the end of the hall by hand.
As was noted by Carlotti previously, the narrow door to the rear shrines would only allow for
the smallest bark to enter (2003, 238), version A.

Fig. 19: Version C bark moving down the central aisle of the Akhmenu festival hall. The small
door to the shrine behind the bark is too small for the procession to access it.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/sullivan.aspx
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More questionable is whether the version C bark could have reached the Akhmenu’s doors
at all. The Akhmenu could only be accessed via narrow corridors surrounding the original
Middle Kingdom temple platform. None of the three doorways accessing the corridor
leading to the main entrance were wide enough to allow this bark to pass. The door between
the 5th and 6th pylons leading to this corridor, the largest and the one Carlotti believed served
as the primary means of accessing the temple (2001, 19), was easily traversed by versions
A and B bark (Figs 20 and 21), but was too narrow for version C bark (Fig. 22). It was not
until sometime in mid-Dynasty 19, likely during the reign of Sety II, that this doorway was
enlarged from 2.08m to 2.20m, presumably to allow the larger portable bark to move through
the space (Carlotti 2001, 19).

Fig. 20: Version A bark procession exiting the pillared hall of the 5th pylon, moving south
into the corridor leading to the Akhmenu.

Fig. 21: Version B bark procession exiting the pillared hall of the 5th pylon, moving south
into the corridor leading to the Akhmenu.
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Fig. 22: Version C bark procession attempting to move south into the corridor leading to
the Akhmenu temple from the hall of the 5th pylon, showing that the width of the bark
platform is too great.

Fig. 23: Plan of central Karnak including the changes to the wadjet hall made by Thutmose
III and Amenhotep II.

One of the other access ways to the corridor led through the east wall of the wadjet hall (Fig.
23). Again, this doorway was much too small for the version C bark, and the addition of
monumental columns right inside the doorway (discussed further below) would have made
entry by even the smallest version A bark impossible (Fig. 24).
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Fig. 24: View of the door of the wadjet hall accessing the corridor leading to the Akhmenu
temple. Note the position of the sandstone columns makes moving a bark through this door
impossible.

Recently, archaeologists from the Centre Franco-Égyptien d’Étude des Temples de Karnak
(CFEETK) discovered an additional door in the center of the western wall along the Akhmenu’s
main east–west axis (Larché 2007, 444–45). The doorways leading off of the corridor on the
northern side of the temple, however, appear to be similarly sized or smaller than those of
the southern side (see the reconstruction by Larché and Burgos 2008, 339–41) and do not
provide a valid alternative path.
Tuthmose III replaced Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel with a similarly sized, grey granite chapel
of his own. If this retained the basic dimensions of the Hatshepsut chapel, the doorways
would have been much too small to allow for the passing of the version C bark (Fig. 25).

Fig. 25: Version C bark attempting to exit the granite bark shrine of Thutmose III, showing
that the width of the procession is too great.
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Unfortunately, only fragments of this bark have been recovered, so the original door size
cannot be confirmed. Philip Arrhidaeus, half-brother of Alexander of Macedon, inscribed
and presumably commissioned the rose granite bark shrine now standing at Karnak in the
central space. The inscription states that his reconstruction was a faithful copy of the shrine
of Thutmose III. The doorway of the Philip Arrhidaeus shrine is large enough to allow the
version C bark to move in and out (Fig. 26). Whether the wider doorway reflects the original
size of the Thutmose III bark or a later enlargement remains unknown. Along the main east–
west axis of the temple, Thutmose III also added the 6th pylon, whose gateway was indeed
wide enough for the version C bark (Fig. 27).

Fig. 26: Version C bark successfully exiting the granite bark shrine of Philip Arrhidaeus.

Fig. 27: Version C bark procession moving through the gateway of the 6th pylon along the
temple’s main east–west axis.
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Thutmose III planned grand renovations in the wadjet hall, beginning construction on a
sandstone ceiling supported by monumental, papyrus, (wadj)-shaped columns. The version C
bark would have been completely inaccessible to this space. Both the door in the new gateway
constructed around the obelisks of Hatshepsut (either built by Thutmose III or Hatshepsut
herself) and the hall between the 4th pylon and the gateway were too small for the large bark
to pass. Indeed, the huge columns were so closely spaced that if the bark had been able to
enter, it would not have been able to move around the perimeter of the columns. The version
B bark, however, was just narrow enough to access the wadjet between the 4th pylon and the
gateway (Fig. 28).

Fig. 28: Version B bark exiting the new gateway around Hatshepsut’s obelisks (far right),
making the turn in a tight corner (center) and squeezing between the new gateway and the
5th pylon (bottom).

While the version B bark may have been able to enter the sides of the wadjet hall, turning it
around the large sandstone columns would have been very difficult. Navigation around these
columns would have demanded precision coordination to avoid the large bases, which were
just far enough apart that the procession could squeeze through (Figs 29 and 30).
Monumental Osiride statues of Thutmose I lined the sides of the hall, enclosed in small
niches by the renovations under Thutmose III. These, like other statues in the temple, would
have received offerings as the objects of ancestor veneration (see Redford 1986 and Troy 2006
for discussions of ancestor cult by Thutmose III). The limited turn radius of the version B
bark prohibited direct (head-on) interaction with the majority of these statues. Only four to
six of the statues were positioned in a way that the bow of the bark could have faced them
directly. If the statue cult of Thutmose III’s grandfather was part of the festival processions,
the size of the version B bark would have severely hindered direct contact of the bark with
most of these cult images.
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Fig. 29: Version B bark turning into the central aisle (left) of the columned side chamber and
squeezing between the monumental columns (bottom).

Fig. 30: Version B bark shown in Fig. 29 moving between the closely placed monumental
columns of the wadjet hall.

Additionally, the version B bark may not have been able to make a full circuit of the hall
along its exterior aisle as part of a procession or in order to interact with the monumental
statues. In attempting to turn the sharp corners, its exterior poles would scrape against the
hall’s walls unless the carriers shifted the bark over the bases of the sandstone columns (Figs
31 and 32).
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Fig. 31: Version B bark attempting to turn the corner around the sandstone columns in
order to make a circumference around the outer aisle of the hall.

Fig. 32: Version B bark attempting to turn the corner around the sandstone columns in
order to make a circumference around the outer aisle of the hall. Note the exterior pole is
touching the wall.

Indeed, additional obstacles in the hall would have made navigating the large version B bark
difficult during the king’s reign. In an inscription detailing his renovations of the wadjet hall
due to flooding, Thutmose III explained that he removed and replaced statues of previous
rulers from the hall during construction, so that they wouldn’t be damaged or hidden: ‘My
(sic) majesty removed the (statues of) the other kings of Upper and Lower Egypt, so that
[they] might be on view for millions of years’ (Redford 1986, 175–76, O’Connor 2006, 19).
If these statues were reinstalled between the Osiride statues of Thutmose I ringing the hall,
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it would have been impossible to move the version B bark through the space. If, instead,
the bark remained in its smaller (version A) iteration, it would have maneuvered more easily
within the columned hall, able to make a full circumference of the hall and enter its wings
through the entrance doors on the east side of the new gateway.
Discussion
J. Wiercinska, who studied the temple of Thutmose III at Deir el-Bahri (the Djeser Akhet),
has shown that the granite door jambs leading into the bark shrine at that temple were
enlarged from 1.60m to 2.34m some point before the Amarna period (1992, 2010). Because
construction of the temple took place very late in the king’s reign, between regnal years 43–49,
Wiercinska challenged Legrain’s conclusions about the timing of the king’s enlargement of
the bark (Legrain suggested year 30–33), but supported his idea that it was Thutmose III who
made the expansion. It appeared that the door enlargement constituted mainly the removal
of text and major alterations to the figures of Amun, the latter of which was moved closer
to the facing figures of the king. Unfortunately, the images of the god were later chiseled out
during the reign of Akhenaten then repaired during the period of restoration following the
king’s death (Wiercinska 2010). While Wiercinska’s findings prove that the shrine was enlarged
after the construction of the first phase of the temple and before the reign of Akhenaten
(suggesting that Legrain’s theories are incorrect), nothing conclusively shows that Thutmose
III ordered the enlargement and had the figures of Amun recut. As the Djeser Akhet appears
to have continued to participate in the ‘Beautiful Feast of the Valley’ festival later in Dynasty
18 (Dolińska 1994, 37), either Amenhotep II or Thutmose IV could have been responsible
for the changes.
Based on evidence from Karnak, Carlotti argued that the enlargement was not
accomplished until the beginning of the reign of Thutmose IV (2003). While two doors of
chapels of Thutmose III were enlarged (both to a width of greater than 2.20m), he suggested
these renovations occurred after that king’s death. The original bark chapel of Thutmose
IV, however, would have allowed the version C bark to enter (its door was 2.41m). Also,
renovations of the Thutmose II festival court made by Thutmose IV and Amenhotep III
appear to have enlarged parts of the space to accommodate a larger bark. He suggested the
eventual total destruction of the Thutmose II festival court by Amenhotep III (the pylon
and walls were torn down; many of the bark shrines were dismantled and used as fill for the
construction of the 3rd pylon over this space) and the changing of the Opet festival route late
in Dynasty 18 (from an overland route in one direction to a riverine route in both directions)
may have partly been a response to the growing size of the processional bark (Carlotti 2003,
242–48).
Neither author, however, can prove the exact timing of the change to the processional
bark, and the combined evidence can only isolate the period to probably within the last years
of Tuthmose III and the beginning of the reign of Tuthmose IV.
Chapels for the barks at Luxor temple in the core Amenhotep III section of the building
suggest that temple construction quickly adapted to the new bark size. Two bark chambers
leading off of the columned vestibule had doorways just over 1.5m in width, which would
allow the version B bark to enter easily. These were seemingly designated for the individual
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/sullivan.aspx

22		

SULLIVAN

BMSAES 19

barks of Mut and Khonsu, who had their own entourages by this time. The three doorways
along the main axis leading from the vestibule into two smaller hypostyles and the central bark
room maintained door widths of more than 2.5m, an appropriate size to allow movement of
the expanded version C bark.1
Using the 3D model of the Amun-Re temple at Karnak, this project has explored both
the feasibility of using an enlarged bark during Thutmose III’s reign, as well as the possible
repercussions of moving a larger bark within the king’s own architectural program.
In the wadjet hall, the model demonstrated that only the version A bark could access the
hall via the new gateway enclosing Hatshepsut’s obelisks (added by Hatshepsut or Thutmose
III). In fact, the version C bark was too large to maneuver through any part of the hall’s
columned aisles. The construction of these columns was not finished until after Thutmose
III’s death (by the subsequent king Amenhotep II), suggesting that the addition of the
sandstone columns took place late in the king’s reign (Carlotti and Gabolde 2003, 293–95,
300), presumably contemporary with or after the time for expansion suggested by Wiercinska.
It is difficult to understand, therefore, how Thutmose III could have imagined the continued
use of the wadjet hall with a greatly expanded bark. The hall served as an important locus
for cult ritual and would have played a role during coronation, heb sed ceremonies and other
festivals. Carlotti and Gabolde suggest that the construction of the sandstone wadj columns
(completed in the north half of the hall first) may even have been planned in phases so that
the hall could remain partly in use during construction due to its ritual importance (2003,
300). In an inscription at Karnak relating his oracular election as king when serving as a young
priest at Karnak, Thutmose III recounts how the bark of Amun processed around both wings
of the columned hall and stopped in front of him: ‘[the god] made a circuit of the hypostyle
on both sides of it … while searching for my majesty in every place. On recognising me, lo,
he halted …’ (Breasted 1962, 60). Clearly, the bark of Amun-Re was meant to enter and move
through the wadjet hall during festival and cult processions. The new design of the hall under
Thutmose III does not appear to have made accommodations for an expanded bark.
While renovations at the king’s Akhmenu festival hall would have allowed the version C
bark to enter and move down the central columned nave in Dynasty 19, the temple was
inaccessible to such a large procession during the reign of Thutmose III. More importantly,
doorways leading to the corridor that provides access to the Akhmenu were so narrow that the
version C bark could not pass through. This includes the doorway leading out from the wadjet
hall, which was clearly under construction during the king’s last years, and presumably could
have been widened at this time if desired.
However, it is possible that during the reign of Thutmose III, the bark of Amun-Re
did not visit the Akhmenu at all, thus the doors did not need to be enlarged. While relief
scenes depicting the Opet festival in the Akhmenu may suggest that this particular celebration
began within the temple itself, Bell offers that the king and his ka-statue left the Akhmenu
with a small group of attendants, only joining with the image of Amun-Re and the divine
bark within the central sections of Karnak (1997, 160). Then the group processed together
directly out of the temple from Thutmose III’s granite bark shrine. If the king’s ka-statue
1

These measurements were made based on the detailed map of the core section of Luxor temple published by
Schwaller de Lubicz (1999, pl. 82).
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moved through the temple in its own portable bark, it could have been small enough in
size (similar to the version A bark) to access the necessary areas of the Akhmenu, as well
as the festival temple’s connections to the greater Amun-Re quarter of Karnak. However,
enlargements to the Akhmenu and access corridors dated to mid-Dynasty 19 (likely Sety II or
Amenmese) suggest that a larger processional bark was traversing the Akhmenu at that time.
While it is certainly possible that changes to the festival route itself were responsible for these
alterations, it is tempting to imagine that at least during some ritual occasions in the reign of
Thutmose III, the bark of Amun-Re was meant to visit the king’s new showcase temple.
Although still far from conclusive, research in the Digital Karnak model suggests that
Carlotti’s theories for the expansion of the bark to thirty carriers after the reign of Thutmose
III match most closely with the architecture at Karnak temple. In fact, the renovations of the
wadjet hall indicate that the version B bark would also have been difficult to maneuver through
the space. The version A bark, the size possibly utilised by his predecessor Hatshepsut, is the
only bark that would allow unrestricted movement through the king’s renovated wadjet hall
and the newly constructed Akhmenu temple.
Once the bark was expanded in the later part of Dynasty 18 and the wadjet hall had become
unusable for processional ceremonies, where could the ritual activity move? One possibility
is within the festival court of Thutmose II, embellished with a new pillared peristyle by
Thutmose IV (Fig. 33). The peristyle, reconstructed in the open air museum at Karnak by the
CFEETK, has not yet been fully published, so the evolving function of the court at the time
has not been made clear. In brief commentaries on the blocks, scholars have noted that the
king and his mother are shown stretching the cord to lay out new buildings, that the commonly
repeated phrases below the main scene of the king embraced by Amun mention the king
receiving sed festivals (Bryan 1980, 223–24) and that the bark of Amun is also depicted in the
relief program (Letellier 1991, 43). Perhaps some of the ceremonies that Amun attended in
his processional bark were moved to the renovated hall. The space, wedged between two large
pylons and ringed by a peristyle of columns, would indeed have resembled the earlier forms
of the wadjet hall under Thutmose I (Figs 34, 35 and 36).

Fig. 33: Version C bark placed in the Tuthmose IV peristyle hall’s interior.
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Fig. 34: A model reconstruction of an early phase of the wadjet hall (the hall is located
between the 4th and 5th pylons). Note the covered, columned peristyle that rings the hall.

Fig. 35: A model reconstruction of the inside of the wadjet hall during an early phase of
construction with columns forming a covered peristyle on four sides of the hall.
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Fig. 36: A model reconstruction of the peristyle court of Thutmose IV with square piers
forming a covered peristyle on four sides of the hall.

The barks of Amun, Mut and Khonsu (resting on pedestals) are shown receiving offerings
from the king before leaving Karnak on parade in the Tutankhamun/Horemheb Opet festival
reliefs at Luxor temple. Lanny Bell interpreted this scene as taking place in an open court
at Karnak. After the offerings are complete, the procession passes through a pylon and
approaches the Nile, where the portable barks are loaded onto ships for the river journey to
Luxor (Bell 1997, 158–60). If this scene actually reflects the route of the festival at the time,2
it could suggest that the court of Amenhotep III’s 3rd pylon replaced the court of Thutmose
IV as the locus of processional ceremonies once the latter was destroyed.
The bark in Dynasty 19
The Opet festival relief scenes at Luxor temple depict the new form of the elaborated barks
by the end of Dynasty 18 (Oriental Institute Epigraphic Survey1994). The bark of Amun-Re
was by this point carried by thirty priests (the version C bark), while barks for the divinities
Mut and Khonsu seem to have been slightly smaller, depicted as carried by rows of eighteen
priests at this time (the version B bark). Relief scenes in Karnak’s hypostyle hall dated to the
reigns of Sety I and Ramesses II show that these new, larger forms continued into Dynasty
19 (Fig. 37).
2

This is by no means certain. Bell himself proposes an alternative route down the southern axis of the temple, with the bark of Amun-Re stopping to collect the barks of Khonsu and Mut at their respective temples
and proceeding to a river landing west of the Mut temple (1997, 160). Alternatively, the open court could
represent one of the courts on Karnak’s southern axis.
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Fig. 37: Relief scene from the hypostyle hall of the bark of the god Khonsu. Note the three
rows of three priests holding the bar in front of the bark, three rows of three holding the
bar in the rear, two priests in the center (wearing leopard skins) and one in the rear and the
front (holding fans) accompanying the bark, but not serving as carriers.

The great hypostyle hall of Sety I, called a ‘hall of appearances’ for the cult image, seems
to have functioned as a large-scale bark station for the god in the festival procession (Arnold
2003, 27). It, like the White Chapel of Senwosret I, could be envisioned as a columned kiosk
protecting the god during the fraught periods of visibility to profane eyes.

Fig. 38: Version C bark entering the hypostyle hall, moving along the temple’s main east–
west axis.
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Additionally, the construction of the huge hypostyle hall would have definitively replaced the
former settings for coronation and heb sed festival activities (Golvin and Goyon 1987, 44). The
monumentality and grand proportions of this hall allow for much better maneuverability of
the version C bark. Both the central east–west nave and the north–south axis (leading to a
large doorway in the north wall of the hall) are more appropriate for the turning and moving
of the large bark (Figs 38, 39 and 40).

Fig. 39: Version C bark exiting the hypostyle hall, moving along the hall’s north–south axis
towards the northern monumental doorway.

Fig. 40: Plan of central Karnak in Dynasty 19.
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The large number of relief scenes in the hypostyle hall depicting the divine barks of
Amun-Re, Mut or Khonsu in procession or resting within their shrines (at least eight scenes,
Nelson and Murnane 1981, pls 38, 53, 76, 152, 178, 180, 197, 226) highlights the connection
between this hall and the movement of the bark through the temple.
Ramesses II’s architects also may have attempted to respect the size of the enlarged bark
during the construction or renovation of a small chapel in east Karnak, attached to the
unique (single) obelisk at the temple’s east side (called the temple of ‘Amun-Ra, Ramesses II,
who-hears-prayers’). Although this chapel is quite small, the version C bark just fits through
the main doorway and east–west axis into the small central courtyard (Fig. 41).

Fig. 41: Version C bark entering the eastern temple of Ramesses II through the main eastern
doorway and moving into the central open courtyard.

Fig. 42: Version C bark exiting the central shrine of Amun-Re in the bark shrine of Sety II.
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Sety II built a stone triple shrine for the barks of Amun-Re, Mut and Khonsu outside Karnak’s
western entrance of the time. The dimensions of the door of the central shrine, where the
image of the god Amun-Re would have rested, was large enough to allow the version C bark
to enter (Fig. 42). The western and eastern shrines, for Mut and Khonsu respectively, are too
narrow to fit the version C bark (Fig. 43), and indeed can only be accessed by a bark carried
by three rows of priests or less (the version B bark) (Fig. 44).

Fig. 43: Version C bark attempting to enter the eastern shrine of Khonsu in the bark shrine
of Sety II, showing the width of the procession is too great.

Fig. 44: Version B bark successfully entering the eastern shrine of Khonsu in the bark shrine
of Sety II.
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Interestingly, it appears that the size of the bark of Amun-Re may have been elaborated
even further in late Dynasty 19. In the temple of Ramesses III placed in front of Karnak’s 2nd
pylon, the depiction of the divine bark in festival procession (located in the first court along
the eastern wall) shows the bark of the Amun-Re carried by eight rows of five priests (forty
carriers) (Fig. 45), while the barks of Mut and Khonsu maintained their usual six rows of
three priests (eighteen carriers). The additional two rows of carriers would have necessitated
the bark’s expansion along its length, probably adding another meter to the total length. The
bark shrine for Amun-Re at the king’s temple (approximately 10.5m) was indeed significantly
longer than those of Mut and Khonsu (approximately 7m each) (Carlotti 1995, pl. IV) and
provided adequate space for the larger bark to rest inside.

Fig. 45: Image of the bark of Amun-Re in festival procession on the interior of the first
court of the temple of Ramesses III at Karnak, courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago.

Discussion
The Opet festival reliefs at Luxor temple, dated to the reign of Tutankamun/Horemheb,
show that before the end of Dynasty 18, Amun-Re was accompanied in festival by both Mut
and Khonsu in their own respective portable barks (Bell 1997, 293–94). Thirty priests were
now required to carry the expanded bark of Amun-Re, supported by five carrying poles. The
monumental design of the Dynasty 19 hypostyle hall at Karnak may have, in part, attempted
to provide an appropriate venue for the increased size of the festival processions and the
enlarged, continually elaborated divine barks of Amun-Re and his son and consort.3
Through the end of the New Kingdom, continued emphasis at Karnak was clearly placed
on the importance of the bark procession in festival. All three of the kings who added major
3

C. Karlshausen, who studied the relief depictions of the New Kingdom processional barks, also concludes
that the larger-scale of Ramesside temple architecture may have been related to ‘easier movement of the
boat’ (2009, 233–34).
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construction works to the temple after the reign of Ramesses II contributed features relating
to the Theban triad in festival: Sety II’s triple bark shrine (mentioned above), a triple bark
shrine in the form of a small temple built by Ramesses III (Oriental Institute Epigraphic
Survey 1936) and a new gateway decorating the temple’s north–south axis with scenes of
festival activities inscribed for Ramesses IX (Amer 1999). Sety II additionally renovated (or
possibly usurped the renovations of) structures within in and leading to the Akhmenu, allowing
that temple to participate in the ritual movement of the enlarged portable barks.
Representations at Karnak depict the barks of Mut and Khonsu with fewer carriers than
that of Amun-Re in Dynasty 19. Based on the form of the Sety II and Ramesses III bark
shrines, it is clear that these reliefs accurately reflect the physical design of those barks at this
time.
While the movement of the divine barks would have been easier within the increasingly
monumental spaces of Dynasty 19, the expanded size of the bark of Amun-Re to five rows
of carriers would have created new difficulties for the priests carrying the bark through the
temple space. Recreating eye-level views of the carriers using the 3D model, it is clear that the
carriers in the rear of the bark would have had very little visibility (Figs 46 and 47).

Fig. 46: View from the position of one of the priests on the rear exterior of the largest
(version C) bark inside the hypostyle hall.

Anyone situated within the interior section of the bark would have been able to see almost
nothing below eye-level. For the version C bark, this means that seven to nine of the fifteen
carriers behind the bark would have walked with almost no sense of obstacles ahead. Thus,
although some of the difficulties of carrying the bark in Dynasty 18 were alleviated by the
changing architecture of Karnak, new challenges emerged. Presumably the processional
group needed additional coordination, and verbal cues may have been used to warn the group
of changes in pace and direction. Again, it appears that the bark could only be moved without
incident by a group with a majority of highly experienced carriers.
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Fig. 47: View from the position of one of the priests on the rear interior of the largest
(version C) bark inside the hypostyle hall.

Conclusion
This study utilised a 3D virtual reality model of the Amun-Re temple at Karnak to test
out theories of movement and experience during the festival processions of the portable
divine bark. Based on the investigations, it was proposed that Thutmose III did not enlarge
the portable bark of Amun-Re to a width of five rows of carriers; instead, he maintained a
narrower bark. Research in the wadjet hall tentatively suggested that a bark width of only two
rows was maintained in his reign, without the expansion to three rows that Legrain and others
have advocated. These findings support Carlotti’s interpretation of the Hatshepsut reliefs
as depicting a narrow bark of only two rows of carriers as well. In Dynasty 19, the kings
who built at Karnak specifically crafted their constructions to provide ample room for the
expanded barks of Amun-Re (five rows), Mut (three rows) and Khonsu (three rows).
Testing issues of visibility and movement in the model has shown that the carrying of the
bark through the temple likely involved the carriers shifting grips, lowering or raising the bark
to avoid architectural obstacles and moving through space with limited visibility. In order to
successfully maneuver the bark through the temple without incident, the procession itself
must have been a highly coordinated event, with carriers maintaining good communication
throughout. Each carrier would need to possess significant experience with the temple’s
architectural features and have prior knowledge of how to navigate the potentially problematic
spaces.
Socio-religious ideology and significance of bark elaboration
An examination of the representations of the portable bark of Amun-Re in Dynasty 18
by Christina Karlshausen demonstrated that only minor decorative adjustments were made
between the reign of Hatshepsut and Thutmose IV (1995, figs 3–6). She suggests that ‘radical
changes’ only occurred during the reigns of Tutankhamun and Horemheb, although the lack
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of unaltered bark imagery from the reign of Amenhotep III could push this change slightly
earlier (Karlshausen 1995, 126–28). Seemingly, its form in mid-Dynasty 18 was based on the
form established under Amenhotep I, the founder of the new dynasty (Karlshausen 1995,
120–21 and fig. 1). The expansion in number of bark carriers in mid-/late Dynasty 18, as
well as the embellishment of its appearance at that time (including changes to the shape and
decoration of the central shrine) and during Dynasty 19, can be interpreted as a significant
break. Presumably, such a change required religious justifications.
Nevertheless, ideas of conservatism that moderated change in other forms of Egyptian
religion must have acted to limit decorative elaboration of the barks, as well as their size and
form. In fact, a relief image of the bark of Khonsu, preserved at Luxor temple from late
Dynasty 18 Opet scenes (Fig. 48), closely echoes the simpler bark from the reign of Hatshepsut
(Fig. 49). As does the bark of that god represented in the hypostyle hall at Karnak (see Fig. 37
above). All are remarkably similar to the bark as depicted during the reign of Amenhotep I
(Fig. 50). So while the bark of Amun-Re may have evolved in size and decoration, the smaller
barks of Khonsu and Mut remained quite similar to the early Dynasty 18 examples in form
and appearance. Although the changes in the bark of Amun-Re (and consequent radical
changes in the size and form of Karnak temple) may have followed royal prerogatives to
‘extend the existing,’4 increasing the size and adding new imagery and presumably ever richer
embellishments to the bark, a reticence to completely drop the original form is clear by its
preservation in the other members of triad. This tension between tradition and innovation is
not new; it characterises Egyptian culture and grounds innovation in the visual language of
the past.

Fig. 48: The bark of Khonsu resting on a pedestal, Tutankhamun/Horemheb Opet reliefs at
Luxor. (Image flipped horizontally to mirror orientation of other images.)
4

This concept is discussed in terms of temple construction in Shafer 1997, 6.
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Fig. 49: The bark of Amun-Re resting on a pedestal, Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel at Karnak.

Fig. 50: The bark of Amun-Re resting on a pedestal, Calcite Chapel of Amenhotep I at
Karnak.
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Note on the visualisations of Karnak temple in the Digital Karnak Project model
The Digital Karnak model was built as a teaching tool to make the many chronological changes
at the temple more intelligible to university students. For this article, a number of the models
were adjusted to reflect the dimensions of each space with greater accuracy. The current state
of the model is based on publications dated to 2008 and prior. As new information emerges
from the site of Karnak, the model will need to be updated to reflect scholars’ evolving
knowledge of the temple precinct.
The visualisation of the Red Chapel is based on the dimensions in Larché and Burgos
2006, 315.
The visualisation of the wadjet hall during its multiple phases is based on the research of
Carlotti and Gabolde 2003.
The visualisations of the White Chapel, the Calcite Chapel of Amenhotep I, the eastern
temple of Ramesses II, the bark shrine of Sety II and the chapel of Philip Arrhidaeus are
based on the dimensions in Carlotti 1995.
The visualisation of the Granite Chapel of Thutmose III is based on the dimensions
of the chapel of Philip Arrhidaeus in Carlotti 1995, with slight adjustments based on the
comments of Grimal and Larché 2007, 42.
The visualisation of the hypostyle hall is based on the publications of Carlotti 1995, pl. 5,
29–30, Golvin 1987, 203, and Clarke and Engelbach 1990, fig. 3.
The visualisation of the Thutmose IV peristyle was based on the plan of the location
of the four existing columns at Karnak today in Carlotti 2001, pl. 1 and photographs of
the reconstruction of the peristyle in the Open Air Museum at Karnak. The portico also
constructed by the king, fronting the 4th pylon, was not reconstructed in the model. The plan
of the court has since been published in Larché and Burgos 2008, 344.
The visualisation of the Akhmenu in the reign of Thutmose III is based on the publication
of the building by Carlotti 2001.
The visualisation of the pylon and court of Thutmose II was based on the hypothesised
form of these structures shown in the plans and axial drawings of Gabolde 1993, fig. 5, pl.
3–7.
All photographs of Karnak, maps and 3D reconstructions of the temple are copyrighted
by the Digital Karnak Project and used with permission from the Regents of the University
of California. The Digital Karnak Project is directed by Dr Willeke Wendrich and Dr
Diane Favro. The Digital Karnak Project was funded in part with a grant from the National
Endowment of the Humanities (NEH). Financial assistance was also provided by Charles
Steinmetz through the Steinmetz Family Trust.
The author would like to thank UCLA’s Experiential Technology Center research fellow,
Itay Zaharovits, for adjusting the model and creating the screen shots used in this article.
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 he ploion hellenikon, πλοίον ἑλληνικόν or ‘Greek boat,’ was a distinctive, Greek-style vessel which
T
sailed the Nile from the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD. Its significance, its uses, and the origin and
rationale for its name, can only be related through an understanding of the history and forms of
the vessels which sailed the Nile in antiquity.
Riverine transport in Egypt
The importance of riverine transport within Egypt needs no emphasis. The Nile was the spine of
the transport system in Egypt until the early 20th century. It was the principal and cheapest means
of carrying goods and people from one part of the country to another, with reasonable speed and
convenience (Kemp and O’Connor 1974, 101–102; Petitpa 2009, 56–60).
The Nile was navigable from south of Aswan to the Mediterranean, a distance of about
1200km. Traveling downstream was aided by the current flowing from the south to the north,
while sailing upstream was aided by the prevailing northerly and the north-westerly winds
(Mohamed 2001, 107–18). The river flowed with an average speed of about 7.4km/h during
the annual flood season in summer; however, the speed of current decreased to about 1.8km/h
during the drought season (Hassan 1997, 62). Therefore, northwards sailing was faster during
inundation time. Sailing upstream was against the current, but it was aided by the prevailing
northerly and north-westerly winds; however, the further south from the coast one travelled, the
more the effect of these winds decreased. A laden cargo-boat sailing south under favourable wind
could make 40km a day (Lewis 1983, 143; Bagnall 1993, 19).
Accordingly, in Roman Egypt, as in earlier periods, internal movement was mostly carried
out by river as there was no part of the valley more than about 15km from the Nile and many
towns were within a half-day’s sailing of the next town (Bagnall 1993, 18–19). Moreover, many
papyri refer to requests for certain items or people to travel or to be dispatched ‘immediately’
by riverboats to other places (Lindsay 1968, 141) implying an abundance and regularity of boats
travelling up and down the Nile. Accordingly, for millennia, Nile boats played a major role in the
country’s economic integrity and its social and political unity (Hassan 1997, 62–63).
There is ample evidence for ancient Egyptian riverboats from as early as the Old Kingdom.
Consequently, plenty of information is available about the design and structure of boats that were
used in ancient Egypt (Ward 2000). However, unlike the case with ancient Egyptian sea-going
vessels, there is a complete absence of any material evidence for riverboats from Hellenistic and
Roman Egypt; therefore, for information about Graeco-Roman Nile boats, we rely on textual and
iconographic evidence in addition to material remains from other periods.
Ancient documents attest that various articles were transported up and down the Nile in
Roman Egypt: personal letters, parcels, foodstuffs, amphorae, timber, quarried stone, furniture,
clothing and other textiles, even beasts of burden, like camels and horses, were carried on boats.
Additionally, boats were used for processions, religious festivals, fishing and hunting as well as for
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the official postal service operated by the government. Even more significantly, riverboats were
used by passengers to travel up and down the Nile (Lindsay 1968, 110–43, 220–31, 250, 408 n.
9; Bagnall 1993, 37; Casson 1995, 340, n. 6). However, the most vital article riverboats carried
in Roman Egypt was Egyptian grain, namely barley and wheat, which acquired a special value
under the Roman administration due to the importance of this resource to the capital city of the
Empire. Under Augustus, Egypt provided Rome with one third of its annual grain requirement to
feed its population. Every year, between 135,000–150,000 tons of grain tax travelled up the Nile
to Alexandria to be shipped to Rome (Rickman 1980a, 231–35; Lewis 1983, 165; Casson 1984,
70–86). In other words, grain exported from Egypt went through two phases of water transport
before it arrived at its destination. First it was carried by river vessels from the villages of the
Nile Valley and Delta to Alexandria, and then was transhipped to sea-going grain carriers, which
transported it from Alexandria to the ports of Rome.
Additionally, among the Egyptian resources that were exploited by the Roman administration
were the quarries of the Eastern Desert, which were the source of some of the most valued
decorative stones used in the Imperial period, such as grey granodiorite and imperial porphyry
(Peacock 1992, 5–7; 2000, 426–27). After being transported on land from the quarries to the river,
the stones were carried by Nile vessels to Alexandria to be shipped to other Roman cities.
Nile vessels in Greek and Roman Egypt
Like all other types of boats and ships all over the world, Nile vessels were conditioned by the
local environment in which they operated (Casson 1995, 338–40; Greenhill 1995, 20). In Egypt,
this parameter was considerably different from many other regions, due to the special character
of the Nile. Therefore, river vessels in Graeco-Roman Egypt are not necessarily analogous to
river vessels in other Mediterranean regions. Instead, they are more easily comparable with Nile
vessels from earlier or later periods.
For example, iconographic representations of Nile vessels from different periods show that
those vessels carried their cargo above their decks rather than below it (Figs 1 and 2). This is
mainly related to the relative calmness and steady flow of the Nile’s water, which aided the stability
of vessels moving up and down the river. On the other hand, during the Nile’s drought season,
when the river’s branches and channels became shallower and narrower, vessels with particularly
shallow drafts would have had a better chance of travelling on the Nile while avoiding the risk
of running aground (Said 1993, 45; Hassan 1997, 62; Mohamed 2001, 107–18). Additionally,
although it is generally accepted that most Nile vessels in Roman Egypt would have carried a
single square sail (Casson 1995, 329; Wild and Wild 2001, 216), towing from the riverbanks was
the main means of moving a laden vessel against the wind. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume
that many riverboats in Roman Egypt were equipped for towing. In fact, until the introduction of
power engines in Nile vessels in the middle of the 20th century, cargo boats were usually towed
by teams of men on the banks as they moved in narrow Nile branches and canals.
As far as the construction technique is concerned, from looking at surviving ship remains
from ancient Egypt it would be reasonable to suggest that riverboats in Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt were generally constructed of flush-laid planks using mortise and tenon joints (Steffy 1994,
23–36; Ward 2000). However, there were always smaller vessels constructed in other simpler,
methods, such as coracles, simple rafts or reed boats.
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Various types of Nile boats are mentioned in ancient documents of the Hellenistic and
Roman periods. They were identified either according to their specific function and the types of
cargoes they were carrying, or according to their distinct physical characteristics. They were also
categorised based on their burden or their means of propulsion. Nonetheless, ancient documents
indicate that most boats in Roman Egypt were not typologically described but were simply called
‘boats,’ πλοίον (ploion) (Bagnall 1993, 35).
Amongst the most specialised Nile vessels were the grain carriers and the stone carriers. Such
bulky cargoes required special arrangements for handling and, possibly, certain features in the
vessels themselves.
Various types of Nile vessels of different capacities were employed in carrying grain. Ancient
documents mention boats, barges and oared vessels used for such purpose (Lindsay 1968, 167–
68, 259). The capacities of grain carriers ranged from 70 artabas up to 18,000 artabas (2–500
tons) (Lewis 1983, 142). The method by which grain was physically carried onboard Nile vessels
is debatable. The main consideration was that the grain had to stay dry. If it got wet, not only
the whole cargo would be spoiled, but also the grain would swell dramatically and double in size,
which could have destructive effects on the boat’s hull (Rickman 1980b, 132–34, 265). Therefore,
if the cargo was carried inside the vessel’s hold, special attention would have been paid to caulking
and sealing the hull to make it as watertight as possible. Alternatively, grain could have been
carried above the vessel’s deck, in which case it would not have been affected by the bilge water.
Depictions of grain transport from the New Kingdom show that grain was carried loose in
riverboats; it is possible that such a tradition persisted throughout the Graeco-Roman period. A
method adopted in the Nile cargo boats and barges of ancient Egypt, and which was still used in
Nile cargo vessels until the early 20th century, was creating a box-like compartment on top of the
vessel’s deck to be used as its main container. The sides of the container could be raised above
the sheer strake of the vessel to accommodate as much cargo as the vessel could safely handle.
Ancient Egyptian representations of Nile vessels show that this method was used for carrying
various types of cargoes, including live cattle (Fig. 3). The use of this method was primarily
influenced by the sailing conditions of the Nile, which enabled Nile boats to utilise their deck as
their main storage area without affecting their stability. At the same time, this method eliminated
the need for building vessels with deep drafts and hence enabled Nile boats to navigate through
shallow canals and branches of the river.
Another type of specialised Nile cargo vessels was the stone carrier. However, stone carriers
were probably barges that would have been towed by other boats rather than being self-propelled
(Fig. 4). The ancient Egyptians had a long history of moving large stone blocks over waterways.
Textual and iconographic evidence from ancient Egypt attest to Egyptian dexterity in this particular
matter (Jones 1995, 64–65). However, the construction of these vessels and the method by which
they carried the stones are controversial issues (Ward 2000, 108; Wirsching 2000). Nevertheless,
it is certain that the Egyptian expertise in that field persisted during the Hellenistic and Roman
periods, and that the Romans utilised Egyptian know-how in building river stone carriers and
moving large monoliths over the waterways.
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River vessels with distinctive features
In addition to riverboats distinguished by their cargoes, other types were characterised based on
their physical features. Ancient documents indicate that many of these types originated in the
Hellenistic period and were still in use during the Roman period. Among the most common types
of riverboats in Roman Egypt were:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

The polykopon, πολύκωπον or ‘multi-oared’ (P.Oxy. XXIV 2415), which was known as a
general carrier and army supply vessel from the 3rd to the 6th century AD, with a capacity
of 15–30 tons (Bagnall 1993, 35; Casson 1995, 334).
The zeugmatikon, ζευγματικόν or ‘yoked boat’ (P.Oxy. XXIV 2415), which could be a boat
with two keels, like a catamaran (Bagnall 1993, 35; Casson 1995, 334) or a vessel with
some kind of an outrigger (Fig. 5).
The thalamegoi, θαλαμηγοί, also called thalamega ploia, θαλαμηγά πλοία or ‘cabin boats,’
which were mentioned by Strabo (17.1.16) as being used by government officials for
touring the Nile. Among the nine vessels depicted in the Palestrina Mosaic of the late
2nd century BC (Whitehouse 1979; Walker 2003), there is an elaborate boat engaged in
a hunting scene. It has a cabin that occupies a relatively large proportion of the deck,
which does not seem to leave enough space for a mast to be stepped amidships (Fig.
6). It is quite possible that this vessel is a thalamegos (Casson 1995, 341, n. 66). However,
thalamegoi are also mentioned in association with grain transport. A document of the 2nd
century AD mentions a grain-carrying thalamegos of about 16 tons burden (Lindsay 1968,
219–20); however, it is not clear how the grain would be carried on a thalamegos unless the
cabin was utilised as a container for carrying the cargo.
The platypegia, πλατυπηγία or ‘wide-built’ (P.Oxy. XIV 1652, XXXIV 2715), which was
possibly a barge for general-purpose use (Lindsay 1968, 219; Bagnall 1993, 35; Casson
1995, 334).
The kontoton, κοντοτόν, also called kontarion or κοντάριον, which is a poled vessel for
short distance travelling over shallow water (Bagnall 1993, 35 n. 139; Casson 1995, 334).
The hodega ploia, ὁδεγά πλοία or ‘pilot boats,’ which were probably used for hauling or
towing barges or other boats (Lindsay 1968, 221).
The pakton, πάκτων, which is described by Strabo (17.1.50) as ‘a small boat constructed of
withies,’ which he used for crossing the Nile at Aswan. It was a kind of bundle reed vessel
like those depicted in the Palestrina Mosaic. However, in the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD
the pakton (P.Oxy. XIV.1650) was involved in the transport of grain and wine amphorae.
It was then made of planks and carried up to 16 tons (Lindsay 1968, 219, 222). Clearly,
two different types of boats carried the name pakton in subsequent periods.

The ploion hellenikon (Greek boat)
The ploion hellenikon (Greek boat) was a common general-purpose transport vessel which is
mentioned in papyri from the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD (Casson 1995, 340). Its name must
have had some obvious significance which made it different from other types or Nile vessels.
The ploion hellenikon ranged in capacity from 2–60 tons, (Lindsay 1968, 218–31, 226–27; Casson
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1995, 340–41). Clearly, the name was not in any sense related to the size or the capacity of the
vessel, but more likely it was related to some distinctive feature that was recognised by ordinary
Egyptians and not only by specialised shipbuilders.
A long-term lease from AD 212 describes a ploion hellenikon with a burden of 400 artabas (12
tons). It mentions that the vessel was, ‘floored and decked through, complete with mast, yard, linen
sail, ropes, containers, rings, pulleys, two steering oars with tiller bars and brackets, four oars and
five punting poles with iron tips, companionway ladder, landing plank, winch, two iron anchors
with iron flukes and one single-armed anchor, fibre ropes, tow line, mooring lines, three lading
chutes, one measure, a balance, sailcloth, a round-bottomed, two-oared skiff and provided with
the usual fittings and an iron spike’ (Casson 1942; Lewis 1983, 143). This is the best description
we have for a vessel of this type. The main features mentioned in the description that suggest the
difference between the ploion hellenikon and other cargo vessels on the Nile are the facts that the
boat was fully decked and that it had a companionway ladder to provide access to its hold. Thus,
the hold of a ploion hellenikon was deep enough to require a companionway ladder. The vessel was
also floored, meaning that it had its bilge covered so its hold would stay relatively dry. Therefore,
it seems reasonable to suggest that, unlike ancient Egyptian cargo vessels, the Greek-type vessel
would have carried its cargo inside its hold below the deck. This was probably the major difference
that the Egyptians recognised between the ploion hellenikon and other Nile vessels (Fig. 7).
The ploion hellenikon would have been constructed according to the prevailing Mediterranean
shipbuilding tradition, which was primarily suitable for sea conditions. In other words, the builders
of the ploion hellenikon would have adopted the conventional Mediterranean method, which
conceived of a cargo boat as a floating closed container in which the cargo could be stored below
deck in isolation from the surrounding environment. They then applied this concept to building
Nile cargo vessels. On the other hand, as demonstrated by ancient and modern representations,
the traditional concept of an Egyptian Nile cargo vessel considered the boat a floating surface,
where the cargo was mainly stored on top of of the vessel rather than inside.
The introduction of the Mediterranean tradition of building cargo vessels that carry their loads
primarily in their holds was probably associated with the establishment of Greek settlements in
the Nile Valley. As early as the 7th century BC, the Greek settlement of Naukratis (present Kom
Gi’eif) was established on the Canopic Branch of the Nile (Boardman 2000, 111–32), and by the
Roman period there were two other Greek cities on the Nile, namely Ptolemais Hormos (present
El-Lahun) and Antinoupolis (present Sheikh Ibada), from which the above-mentioned lease
document comes (Bowman and Rathbone 1992). Therefore, it is possible that Greek shipbuilders
in Egypt continued to build riverboats according to their own tradition. However, the difference
between the two means by which cargo could be stored on Nile vessels probably meant that
certain types of vessels were more suitable than others for carrying specific cargoes. For example,
the ploion hellenikon would not have been suitable for transporting live cattle, while it would have
been more than adequate for transporting amphorae containing liquids and foodstuffs, which
could be arranged in the vessel’s hold in staggered layers similar to any sea-going vessel of that
period (Sciallano and Sibella 1994, 16). As for carrying grain, the existence of floor timbers, which
would help keep the cargo free of the bilge water, was probably an inevitable feature in a ploion
hellenikon if it was to be involved in transporting grain.
Despite the advantages afforded by the ploion hellenikon, it seems that the traditional design
of river cargo vessels as floating surfaces proved to be the most economic and practical when
considering the special character of navigation on the Nile. This approach persisted through the
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ages and was adopted in building Nile vessels until the present time. The ploion hellenikon, however,
has still earned a notable place in the history of the navigation of the Nile.
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Fig. 1: A scene from a Dynasty 18 tomb in Thebes showing a grain boat being loaded. The grain is transported
loose onboard the vessel in a box-like container (courtesy of the Supreme Council for Antiquities).

Fig. 2: A Nile boat transporting a cargo of fodder (courtesy
of the Archaeological Society of Alexandria).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/khalil.aspx

48		

KHALIL

BMSAES 19

Fig. 3: Scenes from the tomb of Viceroy Huy, Dynasty 18, depicting cattle transport vessels. Note
the fenced cargo space (after Davies and Gardiner 1926, no. 40, courtesy of the Egypt
Exploration Society).

Fig. 4: The obelisk barge of Queen Hatshepsut was towed by 30 boats arranged in three files and
propelled by 864 oarsmen (courtesy of the Supreme Council for Antiquities).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/khalil.aspx

2012

PLOION HELLENIKON

49

Fig. 5: Rock art from El- Fawakhir, located in the desert between Myos Hormos and Coptos, apparently
depicting an Egyptian boat with a single outrigger (photo: Emad Khalil).
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Fig. 6: Hunters on a boat with an elaborate cabin (possibly a thalamegos) depicted in the
Palestrina mosaic (courtesy of Centre d’ÉtudesAlexandrines).

Fig. 7: An artistic impression of the ploion hellenikon (by Yannis Nakas).
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British Museum Expedition to Elkab and Hagr Edfu,
2012
W. Vivian Davies and Elisabeth R. O’Connell
The expedition took place between 2 February and 4 March 2012, when work was continued
at the sites of Elkab and Hagr Edfu.1
Elkab
Vivian Davies
Within the overall programme of documentation and planning, the main focus this season
remained on the tomb chapels of Senwosret (early Dynasty 12) and Ahmose-Pennekhbet
(probably the reign of Amenhotep III).
The Tomb of Senwosret
Conservation work continued to concentrate on the careful removal of as much as possible
of the soot which covers large parts of the interior walls and obscures the painted decoration,
while good progress was made in recording the decoration in the clearer areas of the east
wall (Fig. 1). Here there is a large scene, mostly destroyed, showing the tomb owner hunting
with bow and arrow. Well preserved, in front of him, is the smaller figure of an attendant
holding a dog straining on the leash (Fig. 2); below is a ploughing scene showing a drover with
two cattle very finely drawn (Fig. 3). To the left, nearer to the back of the chamber, a major
offering scene is beginning to emerge. It shows the tomb owner and his wife seated on a chair.
Figured prominently beneath them is a pet monkey coloured green (eating an item of food,
possibly a fig) (Fig. 4), a motif repeated in a similar scene on the opposite wall and reproduced
in other later tomb scenes at Elkab (Davies 2009, 146, n. 28).
The Tomb of Ahmose-Pennekhbet
The façade of the tomb chapel was cleaned of the bird lime which covered parts of the
decoration (Davies and O’Connell 2011b, 12, fig. 8). The fine seated figure of the tomb
1

The work was carried out with the permission of the Permanent Committee of the Ministry of Antiquities.
The team comprised Vivian Davies (Director/Epigrapher), Elisabeth O’Connell (Co-Director/Epigrapher),
Marcel Marée (Deputy Director/Epigrapher), Lamia El-Hadidy (Senior Conservator), Mohamed Badawy
(Conservator), Elise Badouin (Egyptologist), Thomas Beckh (Ceramic Specialist), Anke Blöbaum (Egyptologist), Kathrin Gabler (Archaeologist), Günter Heindl (Archaeologist/Surveyor), Focke Jarecki (Topographer), Catherine Jones (Archaeologist), Eric Miller (Conservator), Joel Paulson (Surveyor), James Rossiter
(Photographer), Alena Schmidt (Topographer), Claire Thorne (Epigrapher/Artist) and Susanne Woodhouse
(Epigrapher). Our inspectors, very much part of the team, were Jehan Mohamed Salah and Ramadan Hassan
Ahmed. We received full support and co-operation from senior officials, Dr Mohamed Bialy and Zanaan
Noubi Abdel Salam, and their staff in the Aswan and Edfu Inspectorates. This year’s work at Hagr Edfu was
funded by the AEF/USAID administered by the American Research Center in Egypt. The expedition thanks
ARCE staff, in particular Amira Khattab and Jane Smythe, for their support.
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owner on the left, particularly the well-preserved facial features, can now be fully appreciated
(Fig. 5) and compared with the equivalent figure on the right (Davies and O’Connell 2011b,
3, 11–12, figs 6–7; Davies forthcoming).
Within the main tomb chamber, documentation continued of the decoration at the rear.
Still in situ in the northwest corner are the remains of a scene showing at least one seated
figure, facing outwards, surmounted by an inscription which once contained the titles and
name of the tomb’s second owner, Amenhotep-Hapu, followed by those of his father,
mother and wife (Fig. 6). There was cleaning and further study of the decorated blocks, fallen
from the left façade of the niche (Davies and O’Connell 2011a, 103–104, 119, fig. 15; Davies
forthcoming), parts of a scene depicting Amenhotep-Hapu (now missing), and AhmosePennekhbet with his arms raised, adoring Osiris with accompanying text (Fig. 7), the section
shown here largely comprising the priestly titles of Amenhotep-Hapu, among them, ‘chief
of the altar,’ ‘chief of the second phyle,’ ‘great one of the council’ and ‘scribe of the divine
book.’ Ahmose-Pennekhbet is shown wearing on his wrists the large msktw-bracelets, which
form part of the ‘gold of honour.’ Additional pieces of the scene were discovered among the
debris on the floor.
A start was made in documenting the large number of decorated blocks, fragments and
sculptures (all unpublished) deposited in the chapel in recent years, many evidently belonging to other monuments at Elkab. Among these are a section of the lintel missing from the
doorway of the tomb of Reneny (Fig. 8) (cf. Tylor 1900, pl. 1, upper); a fragment from one
of the interior walls of the tomb of Setau (Fig. 9), which belongs to the large figure on the
tomb-chapel’s south wall, right, middle register (Kruchten and Delvaux 2010, 156, 356–57,
pls 36–37, 5.2b.2, 386, pl. 66 and 397, pl. 77b); an inscribed offering table, probably from the
tomb of Ti-ent-is (Fig. 10) (cf. PM V, 176, ‘Tentis’); part of a stela showing the ‘king’s son [of
Kush] Setau’ adoring the goddess Sekhmet (Fig. 11)2; a section of the right upper body and
head with wig lappet and collar, as well as parts of the inscribed back pillar, from a statue of
the ‘king’s son of Kush, Hu[y]’ (Figs 12–13)3; and a very finely worked, though badly damaged, limestone head from a private statue, probably datable on stylistic grounds to the reign
of Amenhotep III (Fig. 14).
Investigation was begun of the area above the niche (Fig. 15). Here an aborted burial shaft,
part of the funerary complex of the neighbouring tomb of Pahery, appears to have broken
through, causing the collapse of the ceiling of the niche. The first chamber of the complex
contains a well-made doorway (now blocked), which connects it with Pahery’s tomb chapel
(Fig. 16, left corner) (cf. Tylor and Griffith 1894, 1, pl. 1, plan and pl. 6). The sequence of
building the two tombs has bearing on their relative dating. A detailed plan is under preparation.

To be added to the long list of attestations of Setau, viceroy during the reign of Ramesses II, published by
Raedler 2003, 139–46; cf. Török 2009, 174, no. 18.
3
For the relatively few attestations of Huy, who preceded Setau as viceroy of Ramesses II, see Kitchen 1980,
77–80; Morris 2005, 448–52; Gasse and Rondot 2007, 229–32 (SHE 383–84), 527–28; Török 2009, 174, no.
17.
2
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Hagr Edfu
Elisabeth R. O’Connell
During the 2012 field season, the expedition completed a topographical map and surface
survey of pottery at Hagr Edfu and continued to plan a representative sample of architectural
features, conserve wall decoration and collate inscriptions in Tombs 1–3 and on the hilltop.
Map
Work to create the first topographical map of Hagr Edfu began in 2005 using real-time
kinematic GPS and was completed in 2012. More than 500 rock-cut tombs have been mapped
together with mud-brick structures and other features. Today, roads, water distribution
systems and settlement surround the site (Figs 17–18) (O’Connell 2010). The value of the map
was immediately apparent this season when the mission returned to find new construction
over several ancient tombs at the south end of the site (Figs 19–20). The completed map
demonstrates a variety of rock-cut tomb types and other architectural features which, together
with the surface survey of pottery, can provide the foundations for future targeted work.
Pottery survey
Since 2008, Thomas Beckh has conducted a surface survey of pottery (Fig. 21). The completed
survey suggests a preliminary chronology for the development of the site. The earliest
identified pottery belongs to the New Kingdom and clusters near Tombs 1 (Sataimau), 2 and
3 in Area 3, which is located at the base of the highest hill, and Areas 9c–d, at the base of the
second most prominent hill. While Third Intermediate Period (TIP) and Late Period pottery
are common all along the desert escarpment from north to south in Areas 0–9, GraecoRoman period pottery is concentrated on the two southernmost hills, particularly in Areas
8–10. Evidence for occupation of the site by Christians in Late Antiquity is limited to Hagr
Edfu’s most prominent hill, Areas 1–4, where pottery dating from the 5th–9th centuries AD
is concentrated. Since this is the location of the site’s largest and best-cut rock-cut tombs, it
is not surprising that Christians chose these to reuse.
Adaptive reuse of rock-cut tombs in Late Antiquity
Architectural installations in and around earlier rock-cut tombs in Areas 1–4 have been
the subject of study since 2007 (Davies and O’Connell 2009, 54–56; 2011a, 105–106; and
2011b, 4–6; O’Connell forthcoming). Based on pottery, inscriptions and ostraca, this phase
of use can be dated to the 5th–9th century AD. In 2012, G. Heindl made final architectural
descriptions, refined plans and proposed reconstructions for two mud-brick structures, one
in Area 2b with an internal stairway (Figs 22–23) and another in Area 2a with a fired-tile floor
and benches along its interior north and south walls (Figs 24–25). In addition to these mudbrick structures, the first chamber of the best preserved rock-cut tomb evidencing Christian
reuse—including Coptic inscriptions and crosses painted on the north, west and south walls
of the first chamber (Davis and O’Connell 2011b, 4–5, pls 17–22)—was planned in detail and
elevations of its walls drawn (Figs 26–27).
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Tombs 1–3 (Area 3)
Architectural elevations for all three tombs and their facades were completed. Final collation
of the epigraphic documentation was undertaken in Tomb 1 (Sataimau) (Fig. 28). Cleaning
and recording of inscriptions and motifs in Tomb 3 continued (Fig. 29).
In 2011, the wire mesh of the gates of Tombs 1–3 was replaced (Davies and O’Connell
2011b, 4). This season, the gates were fortified with steel bars and covered in a second layer
of wire mesh, and the doors were fitted with new, stronger locks.4
‘Pyramid’ tomb (Area 5)
Work at the ‘pyramid’ tomb began in 2009, continued in 2010 and was completed in 2012. This
year’s investigation sought to clarify 1) the approach to the rock-cut tomb and its mud-brick
superstructure (the probable pyramid base), and 2) the relationship to surrounding tombs
which appear to be oriented towards it. The approach to the tomb was remarkably ‘clean,’
containing only limited quantities of pottery that might be used for dating (analysis pending).
The approach consists of an artificial platform created from the stone excavated from the
rock-cut tomb (Fig. 30). A test trench through the platform (Fig. 31) contained TIP and Late
Period pottery, which may suggest that the tomb should be dated to this period, although it
cannot be excluded that this pottery belongs to a subsequent phase of use, perhaps at a time
when the rock-cut tombs were reused for burial. The relative lack of material culture may
be a result of previous excavation undertaken in the area. Exploration farther east, where
the escarpment slopes steeply, was hindered by the wall of the modern Coptic monastery.
Investigation of the tombs oriented towards the ‘pyramid’ tomb and numbered 2–9 (Fig. 32,
clockwise from south, to west, to north) was stopped in each case by the discovery of modern
burials (cf. Fakhry 1947). Like the rock-cut tomb belonging to the apparent pyramid, Tombs
1–8 each had a descending staircase, but only the first two or three steps could be excavated.
Four modern funerary inscriptions were read by Inspector Jehan Mohamed Salah. Two were
carved on different sandstone slabs ex situ, and two on the pedestaled boulder to the west of
the ‘pyramid’ tomb (Fig. 33). The content of the inscriptions clarifies the dates of the modern
burials. One reads ‘Osama Zahi 22 June 1997.’
Hilltop
Hieroglyphic and Coptic rock inscriptions on the hilltop were collated and photographed,
and plans indicating their locations were drawn (Figs 34–35).
Elkab magazine
Work in the Elkab magazine concentrated on the recording of ostraca and pottery. In addition
to the c. 150 ostraca known to have been excavated by an SCA mission at Hagr Edfu in 1981
(Effland 1999, 27–28; Gabra 1991), c. 380 more ostraca can now be attributed to the same
excavation at the site. The known corpus of c. 150 ostraca, numbered 81.001–81.154, is
comprised principally of Coptic ostraca with a handful of Greek texts that were located in
4

We thank Abba Moussa and the metal workshop of Dayr Anba Bakhum for assistance in this endeavour and
the inspectors of the Ministry of Antiquities for supervising on the day.
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the Elkab magazine with the assistance of Ramadan Hassan Ahmed, Inspector of the Elkab
magazine, in 2009 and 2011 (Davies and O’Connell 2009, 56; 2011b, 7).
Also comprised of Coptic and a few Greek texts, the group of c. 380 ostraca was stored
in a large box together with the numbered ostraca that had been located in 2011. That they
are related to the corpus known to be from Hagr Edfu is suggested by the comparable forms
and wares of the pot sherds themselves, by the content of the texts inscribed upon them,
mainly letters containing names and titles, and the fact that some share the same hand (Fig.
36). Indeed the relationship between the corpora is proven by physical joins (Fig. 37). In
the 2012 season, the original numbered corpus was cleaned, photographed and collated for
publication. A photographic record of the new corpus was made, and it will be the subject of
future study by Anke Blöbaum.
In addition to the Coptic (and Greek) ostraca, the box in which they were found contained
one hieratic and eight demotic ostraca. The possibility that these too were excavated at Hagr
Edfu cannot be excluded. Preliminary study by Katrin Gabler suggests that the hieratic
ostracon contains a hymn to Horus that uses a hymn to Thebes as its model (Fig. 38). The
model dates to Dynasty 18, but the ostracon in the Elkab magazine, for palaeographic reasons,
can be dated to the Ramesside period. The text belongs to a corpus of so-called ‘praises of
cities,’ of which about fifteen examples are known at present. The ostracon would be the
first hymn dedicated to Horus and the first dedicated to a city other than Memphis, Thebes,
Heliopolis or Pi-Ramses. Collation and further study to confirm the contents and provenance
are planned.
Pottery also from earlier SCA excavations at Hagr Edfu was drawn and studied by Thomas
Beckh. In particular, fragments of ‘Hathor jars’ discovered in his surface survey of pottery
in the vicinity of Tomb 3 (Area 3) at Hagr Edfu are complemented by a series of complete
vessels excavated by the SCA mission and mainly registered in 1975 (Fig. 39). These jars,
probably used in a ritual context (Seiler 2006), considerably expand the corpus of known jars
and are suggestive of cult activities that took place at Hagr Edfu in the New Kingdom. These
objects will form the basis of a forthcoming study by Dr Beckh.
Frontispiece: Edfu, view west over Tell Edfu to Hagr Edfu in the distance (Photo: James
Rossiter).
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Fig. 1: Elkab, tomb of Senwosret, interior, cleaning and documentation of east wall (Photo: W. V. Davies).
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Fig. 2: Elkab, tomb of Senwosret, detail of hunting scene with dogs (Claire Thorne).

Fig. 3: Elkab, tomb of Senwosret, detail of ploughing scene (Claire Thorne).
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Fig. 4: Elkab, tomb of Senwosret, detail of offering scene with figure of monkey (Claire Thorne).
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Fig. 5: Elkab, tomb of Ahmose-Pennekhbet, façade, left jamb, figure of tomb owner (Photo: W. V. Davies).
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Fig. 6: Elkab, tomb of Ahmose-Pennekhbet, interior, west wall, inscription in northwest corner
(Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 7: Elkab, tomb of Ahmose-Pennekhbet, interior, detached sections of niche-façade (Photo: James
Rossiter).
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Fig. 8: Elkab, section of lintel inscription from tomb of Reneny (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 9: Elkab, fragment of decoration from tomb of Setau (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 10: Elkab, offering table, probably from tomb of Ti-ent-is (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 11: Elkab, part of stela of the viceroy Setau (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 12: Elkab, part of statue of the viceroy Huy (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 13: Elkab, joined sections of the back pillar of Huy’s statue bearing his title and name (Photo: James
Rossiter).
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Fig. 14: Elkab, part of the head of a private statue (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 15: Elkab, tomb of Ahmose-Pennekhbet, interior, investigating area above niche (Photo: James
Rossiter).
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Fig. 16: Elkab, funerary complex of tomb of Pahery, first chamber (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 18: Hagr Edfu, view south (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 17: Hagr Edfu, view north, the completion of a new road to the west means that the site is now surrounded on all sides by settlement (Photo: James
Rossiter).
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Fig. 19: Hagr Edfu, view east, at-risk rock-cut tombs recorded in 2010 and located at the southwest
end of the site and adjacent to the modern road (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 20: Hagr Edfu, view east, new construction recorded in 2012 and located over rock-cut tombs
(cf. Fig. 19) (Photo: E. R. O’Connell).
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Fig. 21: Hagr Edfu, Areas 0–10 of the pottery survey (Map: Focke Jarecki, Alena Schmidt and Thomas
Beckh).
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Fig. 22: Hagr Edfu, Area 2b, view northwest, Late Antique mud-brick installations in and around tombs (a)
and closer view of mud-brick structure with internal stairway (b) (Photos: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 23: Hagr Edfu, Area 2b, plan, section and possible reconstruction of mud-brick structure with internal
stairway (Günter Heindl).
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Fig. 24: Hagr Edfu, Area 2a, view northwest to mud-brick structure with fired-tile floor on the
escarpment (a); view southeast, with doorway, fired-tile floor and bench along the south wall (b)
(Photos: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 25: Hagr Edfu, Area 2a, plan, section and possible reconstruction of mud-brick structure with
fired-tile floor and benches along north and south interior walls (Günter Heindl).
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Fig. 26: Hagr Edfu, Area 2a, Tomb D, view southeast, the floor and walls were
plastered, and Coptic inscriptions and crosses painted on the north, west
and south walls of the first chamber (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 27: Hagr Edfu, Area 2a, Tomb D, plan of
the courtyard and first chamber of the
reused tomb (Günter Heindl).
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Fig. 29: Hagr Edfu, Area 3, cleaning and recording of inscriptions and motifs in Tomb 3 (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 28: Hagr Edfu, Area 3, collation of inscriptions, pottery drawing and measuring elevations in Tomb 1 (Sataimau) (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 30: Hagr Edfu, Area 5, view east over the ‘pyramid’ tomb with the artificial platform that
forms the approach visible at left (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 31: Hagr Edfu, Area 5, view west, test trench cut through the artificial platform yields small
quantities of TIP and Late Period pottery (Photo: James Rossiter).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_19/2012davies_oconnell.aspx

80		

DAVIES & O’CONNELL

BMSAES 19

Fig. 32: Hagr Edfu, Area 5, plan of the ‘pyramid’ tomb and surrounding rock-cut tombs
(Günter Heindl).
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Fig. 33: Hagr Edfu, Area 5, team members examine modern Arabic funerary inscriptions on the pedestaled
boulder west of the ‘pyramid’ tomb (a); detail of inscription (b) (Photo: E. R. O’Connell).
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Fig. 34: Hagr Edfu, view east, hilltop, recording rock inscriptions (Photo: E. R. O’Connell).

Fig. 35: Hagr Edfu, plan of sandstone outcrop with placements of hieroglyphic and Coptic
rock inscriptions (Günter Heindl).
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Fig. 36: Elkab magazine, collation of Coptic ostraca (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 37: Elkab magazine, joining fragments of a Coptic ostracon (Photo: James Rossiter).

Fig. 38: Elkab magazine, hieratic ostrakon (Photo: James Rossiter).
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Fig. 39: Elkab magazine, ‘Hathor jar’ (Photo: James Rossiter).
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