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INTRODUCTION

The editors of this book were deeply moved by the enormously positive response to the invitation to contribute 
to this collection of articles in honor of our friend and colleague, Betsy Bryan. Distinguished scholars, despite 

all of their other pressing obligations, volunteered to write. Even more remarkable, perhaps, most actually submit-
ted their articles on time. While we could not predict the response to our initial invitation, we had in fact suspected 
that undertaking this project would indeed be a joyful experience. Having worked with Betsy for years, we knew 
that few Egyptologists have as many friends and colleagues as she throughout the world. Frankly, a major challenge 
to the editors was simply compiling a list of possible contributors from such a large circle of potential invitees. It 
seemed necessary to maintain an Egyptological focus for the volume while at the same time keeping it within prac-
tical bounds. We know well that we have omitted some who would have gladly participated. We apologize to them 
and hope they will understand our dilemma. �e present volume is only a token of the great good will and esteem 
which Betsy has earned; it hardly represents the sum total of all her friends and well-wishers within the Academe. 

It is often said of a particular scholar that she or he has a wide a range of interests. While this is sometimes 
mere rhetoric, in Betsy’s case the phrase is perfectly apt. �e imposing breadth of topics treated in this Festschrift, 
from Pre-Dynastic to Late Antiquity, truly reflects Betsy’s Egyptological interests. A glance at the table of contents 
reveals, fittingly, that many authors wrote about New Kingdom objects from an art historical perspective or dealt 
with excavations and standing monuments, particularly those located in �ebes. Nevertheless, several articles treat-
ed philological subjects from the Middle Kingdom to the Roman period. Other contributors examined historical 
or gender issues. A few explored topics strictly speaking outside of Egypt proper; thus both Nubia and the Near 
East are represented. �ose not knowing Betsy may doubt that she should be seriously interested in so many 
subjects. Nevertheless, her friends will surely agree that this rich diversity of interests is one of the most striking 
characteristics of Betsy’s scholarly persona. Not only is she receptive to topics outside of her “formal” specialties, 
but she has the background knowledge and intellectual curiosity to engage productively with them. �is point was 
quickly impressed upon Richard when in 1995 he began team-teaching Egyptian texts with her. Once, aware that 
Betsy had returned to Baltimore from Egypt around midnight, after a long excavation season, he hardly expected 
her for class early the next morning. Betsy nevertheless appeared, enthusiastic as always, declaring, “she could not 
bear to miss reading this particular Coptic Gnostic text.” Some time after that he was equally amazed to learn that, 
before Richard’s arrival at Hopkins she had also taught Demotic. We suspect few art historians have felt the urge to 
teach Demotic, but, as Betsy has said, “she thought it was important that the students know this stage of Egyptian.” 
And so she taught it. Richard thus realized early on that Betsy was no “narrow specialist.” Here was a colleague 
with whom one could talk about many scholarly topics in the expectation of receiving really constructive feedback 
and advice. 

Of course, Betsy’s interest in Coptic Gnostic texts and Demotic should hardly have been surprising. �e gradu-
ate program at Yale was strongly historical and philological. She wrote her very much text-based thesis on the reign 
of �utmose IV under the supervision of William Kelly Simpson, a scholar equally at home in art and language. 
Philology is therefore very much at the core of her Egyptological soul. It was really after receiving the doctorate that 
she proceeded to make her name as an art historian, with such groundbreaking exhibitions as that on Amenhotep 
III in the Cleveland Museum and the Louvre (in collaboration with Arielle Kozloff and Larry Berman). Already 
as a student she had participated in archaeological excavations, beginning with Donald Redford at the Akhenaten 
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Temple Project (1977–1980). Since 1993 she has staged annual expeditions—first at the Tomb of Suemniwet 
(�eban Tomb 92) on the West Bank and then at the Temple of Mut in Karnak.1 �is last project is a massive 
undertaking, involving excavation, epigraphy, conservation, and restoration of the monuments on a large scale. In 
addition to the many significant finds, Betsy and her team have been able to reconstruct such structures as the 
“Drinking Portico of Hatshepsut,” which now forms part of an “open-air” museum at the site. Many of us have had 
the opportunity to learn something about the various subdisciplines comprising Egyptology. A philologist may join 
an excavation for a season or two, an archaeologist may intern at a museum for a semester. However, Betsy’s intense 
work in these very different fields is clearly of an entirely different order. It is precisely this sustained engagement 
with philology, archaeology, and art history which gives her a unique Egyptological profile. �e most casual reader 
of her articles and books quickly observes that she marshals evidence from all three subdisciplines (if not more) in 
her investigations of a given subject. 

If Betsy’s scholarly work is nothing else, it is holistic—taking into account the materiality, production history, social 
importance, ritual place, and visual quality. She never looks at a tomb painting without considering the entire chaine 
d’opératoire—which craftsmen painted which parts of a given tomb scene, whether sparkling yellow orpiment or the 
bright orange of realgar were included and in which scenes, what social markers were included in a painting and why. 
Her work always treats the entire monument or the entire assemblage, and beyond. It goes without saying that she 
can rattle off most of the �eban Tomb numbers together with their owners and titles, to the consternation of her 
graduate students. Her recent work, lectures, and articles on the festivals of drunkenness in �ebes are a tour de force 
of holistic examination, drawing on �eban tomb scenes, religious hymns, temple scenes and architecture, histori-
cal treatises, and arcane ritual instructions.2 All are marshaled into a nuanced and beautifully intricate discussion of 
human behavior. She teaches her graduate students to look at Egyptian production, be it text or object, in the same 
holistic manner—what stone was the statue made of and what does this tell us about craft production? Where was 
the text placed and who was its intended audience? Was the piece reworked or recut? Where was the focus of attention 
meant to be drawn? Her work on women’s studies is particularly illuminating: simultaneously social, historical, an-
thropological, and visual, she has, for example, deftly swept aside outdated patriarchal assumptions about female kings 
like Hatshepsut (including some about her possible affairs) and placed Egyptian female power in its larger context of 
kingship, dynastic succession, elite power systems, and the Egyptian desire for continuity.

Teaching has always been central to Betsy’s scholarly activity. Having begun as an Adjunct Assistant Professor in 
Ancient History at Marymount Manhattan College (1978–1986) and as a lecturer at Yale (1980–1982), she came 
to Johns Hopkins in 1986. She was named the Alexander Badawy Professor of Egyptian Art and Archaeology in 
1997. �anks to her efforts, Hopkins has a vigorous graduate program in Egyptology. It is no surprise that appli-
cants from all over the world have sought to study with her. Betsy has always taught far more than was required, 
both on the undergraduate and graduate levels. She has carefully balanced her offerings in language and art history. 
She has also presented regularly the essential introductory survey classes to ancient Egypt. Having led the effort to 
renovate the Johns Hopkins Archaeological Museum and to arrange for the long-term loan of many pieces from the 
Eton Collection, discussed in more detail below, Betsy has made first-hand examination of the objects an integral 
part of her art-historical classes. 

As a teacher, Betsy impresses upon her students the importance of approaching a particular problem of ancient 
Egypt using all the available evidence. A theoretical framework is important, but lasting results require a first-rate 
knowledge of the material. You must “own the material,” as she says. Naturally, this is an aspirational goal; a scholar 

1.  �e large site is divided between the Brooklyn Museum of Art Archaeological Expedition to the Precinct of Mut, directed by Richard 
Fazzini, and the Johns Hopkins University Expedition, directed by Betsy.

2. See, e.g., “Hatshepsut and Cultic Revelries in the New Kingdom,” in Creativity and Innovation in the Reign of Hatshepsut, ed. J. Galán,  
B. Bryan, and P. Dorman, SAOC 69 (=Occasional Proceedings of the �eban Workshop = Papers from the �eban Workshop 2010) 
(Chicago, 2014), 93–123. 
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constantly seeks to deepen his or her knowledge. A scholar never stands still and must be prepared to take risks. 
Clearly, Betsy herself has always been ready to explore new lines of research and to ask new questions. �is will-
ingness to face fresh challenges and never repeat herself makes her an exciting teacher and popular lecturer. Kara 
remembers a particular teaching moment that made an impression. In her first year of graduate school, in her first 
art-history seminar, Betsy asked Kara to present and critically compare the exhibition catalogue on Amenhotep III 
(the lauded Egypt’s Dazzling Sun) with other academic work on the Eighteenth Dynasty king. Not only was this a 
daunting assignment for a beginning graduate student to be performed in front of her advisor, but it made clear to 
Kara that Betsy was entirely open to scrutiny and criticism. Betsy once said that some scholars are willing to change 
their minds and admit they were wrong; others stick to their story forever, especially once it has been immortalized 
in print. Betsy is, thankfully, of the former category.

While certainly an innovative scholar, Betsy can be proudly “old school” as a teacher. Students in Betsy’s Egyp-
tian language classes know her systematic approach to texts. �ey can expect questions about the grammar and 
vocabulary of every sentence. Of course, there is a purpose to this preoccupation with philological detail; her goal is 
to enable the students to recognize the meaning and significance of the text. Aware that a simple resolution is often 
impossible in ancient Egyptian, she tries to ensure that the students understand clearly the nature of the problems. 
Her abomination is a superficial explanation of a text or the easy acceptance of an “establishment” rendering. Betsy 
happily reads with students from virtually every genre known from ancient Egypt: literature, religion, medicine, 
magic, history, or economics. While of course not neglecting the core works, such as Ptahhotep or Sinuhe, she al-
ways keeps in mind the individual interests of her students in such reading classes. If a student would like to explore 
more specialized areas, Betsy has never hesitated to set up independent studies in such topics as Nubian period 
Texts or Hieratic ostraca from Deir el-Medina. 

Betsy has been closely associated with museums through her entire career. While living in New York, she was 
a Research Associate with the Brooklyn Museum (1983–1986), establishing enduring scholarly and personal re-
lationships of great importance in her academic development. Having moved to Baltimore, Betsy became deeply 
involved in the reinstallations of the Egyptian collections in both the National Museum of Natural History at the 
Smithsonian (1993–2000) and the Walters Art Museum (1996–2000). A particular highpoint was the exhibition 
“�e Quest for Immortality,” which she organized with Erik Hornung for the National Gallery of Art. �e above 
mentioned 1992 Cleveland Amenhotep III exhibition, hailed as “extraordinary,” certainly stimulated the study of 
that seminal period of Egyptian history.3 It is thus natural that, in addition to her teaching, research, and fieldwork, 
Betsy is the Director of the Johns Hopkins University Archaeological Museum. Together with her colleagues at the 
Museum and with the students, she has been working to set up an online catalogue of the objects in the Museum. 
She and her Museum colleagues have successfully applied for substantial grants to fund this catalogue project. Vis-
itors to the Museum can often see groups of students, both undergraduate and graduate, closely examining a scarab 
or seal under microscopes. Sanchita Balachandran, the Curator/Conservator at the Archaeological Museum, who 
collaborated with Betsy on the new installation, has been ideally placed to observe Betsy’s interaction with Egyptian 
objects. We quote here Sanchita’s remarks, reflecting the point of view of a scientifically trained conservator: 

I’ve long admired the fact that she loves the full object, the weight of it, the materiality of it, and doesn’t see an object as a 
mere substrate upon which text is inscribed. And she wants to know the details, the tiny technological details—such as 
her obsession with how the bow drill really worked—that have everything to do with how the final object was produced.

Betsy’s friends will immediately recognize how accurate is another of Sanchita’s observations: “What I love 
about talking to Betsy about objects is that she immediately gets drawn into them, and often loses track of the many 
other meetings she has scheduled.”

3. See, e.g., D. O’Connor and E. Cline, eds., Amenhotep III: Perspectives on His Reign (Ann Arbor, 1998), v.  
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Having traveled yearly (often twice yearly) to Egypt since at least 1977, Betsy has developed a close attachment 
to the land and people. She has made a special point of training young Egyptian Egyptologists in the Hopkins 
graduate program. �e articles of these scholars in this volume bear witness to her mentorship. Betsy’s dedication 
to strengthening cultural ties between Egypt and the United States also finds expression in her activity on behalf of 
the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE), which promotes and expedites fieldwork in Egypt. Despite her 
heavy scholarly and university obligations, she has selflessly served on many important committees of the American 
Research Center in Egypt. 

As colleagues have probably noted, the title of this Festschrift, Joyful in �ebes, evokes the various New Kingdom 
eulogies to the ancient capital. Certainly, Betsy has been closely associated with both ancient �ebes and modern 
Luxor through the years. However, her contributions to our knowledge of this important city go beyond her own 
personal research. Some years ago, for example, she began a series of extremely productive workshops with Peter 
Dorman of the Oriental Institute (and now of the American University in Beirut) for the purpose of bringing 
together scholars involved in all aspects of �eban Studies. �ese meetings have encouraged an open exchange of 
ideas and information in a most congenial setting. �e workshops have explored such subjects as Ptolemaic �ebes, 
sacred space, and the iconography and ideology of war in New Kingdom �ebes. �e latest publication of papers 
from this series is Creativity and Innovation in the Reign of Hatshepsut (2014), co-edited with Peter Dorman and 
Jose Galán. 

Art Historian, Archaeologist, Philologist, and Historian, an impressive list of designations no doubt … Still, ac-
ademic credentials and achievements only partly explain why so many felt honored to contribute to this Festschrift. 
Betsy Bryan has always been more than a researcher; she has been a benevolent, if exacting, mentor to her students 
and a supportive ally to her colleagues. A true lover of Egypt and Egyptology, a believer in the importance of Near 
Eastern Studies to the Humanities, she has often sacrificed her own work (and time) for the good of our discipline 
and of the University. She is one of those fortunate people who have truly made a difference both as a scholar and 
as a person. 

We conclude in the second person singular. As a modest individual, Betsy, this display of affection by your col-
leagues and students may well embarrass you. Still, we know you will accept this Festschrift with your characteristic 
grace and good will. May you continue for many years to be “joyful in �ebes!”

Richard Jasnow
Kara Cooney

Betsy examining archaeological plan drawn by a graduate stu-
dent; back of the Mut Precinct. Photograph courtesy of James 
T. VanRensselaer.

Betsy in conversation with the conservator Hiroko Kariya at 
the Open Air Museum at the Temple of Mut. Photograph 
courtesy of James T. VanRensselaer.
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Above: Betsy at Sedinga Temple, Sudan, 1989. Photograph courtesy of 
Larry Berman 

Left: Betsy measuring a colossal statue in the British Museum. Photo-
graph courtesy of Arielle Kozloff

Betsy recording excavation pottery from the Temple of 
Mut. Photograph courtesy of James T. VanRensselaer.

Betsy (with Dr. Zahi Hawass, then secretary general of the 
Egyptian Supreme Council of Antiquities, and others) at 
the discovery of the recarved statue of Queen Tiy (now on 
display at the Cairo Museum), the Temple of Mut, 2006 
season. Photograph courtesy of James T. VanRensselaer.
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FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF NEAR EASTERN STUDIES AT 
 JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY

�e Department of Near Eastern Studies at Johns Hopkins prides itself on its collegial atmosphere and the 
harmonious cooperation between its subdisciplines. We are happy to acknowledge that we owe a great deal of this 
tradition of mutual interest and encouragement to our much admired and cherished colleague Betsy Bryan.  Since 
joining the Department as an Assistant Professor of Egyptian Art and Archaeology in 1986, working with Profes-
sor Hans Goedicke to build the Egyptology Program, Betsy has always reached out to colleagues and students in 
the other subfields and encouraged a free flow of ideas and interactions. Having studied Akkadian at Yale, where 
she first developed a deep interest in the interaction between Egypt and the Near East, Betsy effortlessly established 
collegial and intellectual relationships with her other fellow departmental faculty members, Jerry Cooper, Del Hill-
ers, Georg Krotkoff, Kyle McCarter, Glenn Schwartz, and Ray Westbrook. �is group fostered a spirit of scholarly 
interaction, encouraged students to explore classes in other fields, and supported one another’s projects. Indeed, 
Betsy already knew Glenn and Ray from Yale, all three having been graduate students there. 

While the core faculty of the Department has, of course, changed and grown since the 1980s, the spirit of 
cooperation has continued. Betsy’s empathy for, and interest in, sister-fields served her well when she chaired the 
Department of Near Eastern Studies for a number of years and helped to solidify and expand our program. In a 
broader context, Betsy has also been an extremely active university citizen, serving on high level committees and 
advising the administration on strategy. In this arena, she has been an advocate and eloquent spokesperson for the 
role of the Humanities (and of Near Eastern Studies) in university education, and we greatly appreciate her work 
in this regard, as we do all her efforts on behalf of Near Eastern Studies and Egyptology. 

Prof. Glenn Schwartz, Chair

Jerry Cooper
Paul Delnero
Marian Feldman
Michael Harrower
Richard Jasnow
Jacob Lauinger
Ted Lewis
Kyle McCarter
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THE “KERNBAU” OF THE TEMPLE OF 
MENTUHOTEP II AT DEIR AL BAHARI:  

A MONUMENTAL SUN ALTAR?

L G

to Betsy, great lady of �ebes 

T “K”  M’ T 
  R R H 

The excavations of the German Institute at Deir al Bahari have provided us with a splendid and comprehen-
sive study of the funerary complex of Mentuhotep II at �ebes. One of the most debated features of the 

monument is the reconstruction of the structure in the central area, the “Kernbau.” �e discussion was initiated 
by Naville and Winlock who both believed that it was once some kind of pyramid (fig. 1A).1 �e accurate study of 
the remains by D. Arnold, after numerous and remarkable research campaigns, had led this scholar to the conclu-
sion that the central structure was in fact a square mastaba-like building adorned with cavetto cornices (fig. 1B).2

R. Stadelmann elaborated another variant of the hypothesis, an Osirian mound crowned with trees (fig. 1C).3 More 
recently, D. Polz, through his close examination of the place and typology of the burial complex of Nubkheperrê 
Antef in the series of funerary monuments of the west bank, has reverted to Winlock’s idea, and suggested that 
Mentuhotep II’s monument was in fact crowned by a pyramid, though of a much smaller size than that proposed 
by his predecessors (fig. 1D).4 One of the major observations of Arnold was that not a single casing stone with an 
appropriately sloping side, potentially fitting with the casing of a pyramid, has ever been found among the debris 
left on the spot. �e hypothesis of a pyramid—at least a big one—appears thus rather unlikely.

In order, once more, to contribute to the debate initiated by these prominent scholars, I would like to present 
here another avenue of exploration, and to offer it to Betsy Bryan, as a tribute to her constant curiosity.

1. E. Naville, �e XIth Dynasty temple at Deir el Bahari I, MEEF 28 (London, 1907), 28–29; H. E. Winlock, �e Rise and Fall of the 
Middle Kingdom in �ebes (New York, 1947), 40.

2. D. Arnold, Der Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep von Deir el-Bahari I, AVDAIK 8 (Mainz, 1974), fig. on p. 6; 27–32, pl. 31. 
3. R. Stadelmann, Die ägyptischen Pyramiden, vom Ziegelbau zum Weltwunder, KAW 30 (Mainz, 1991), 232 and fig. 74.
4. D. Polz, “New Archaeological Data from Dra‘ Abu el-Naga and their Historical Implications,” in �e Second Intermediate Period 

(�irteenth–Seventeenth Dynasties). Current Research, Future Projects, ed.  M. Marée, OLA 192 (Leuven, 2010), 349–50 and fig. 4.
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Fig. 1. �e various proposed hypotheses for the reconstruction of Mentuhotep II’s temple. A) Naville’s and Winlock’s reconstructions; 
B) Arnold’s reconstruction; C) Stadelmann’s reconstruction; D) Polz’s reconstruction.
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P     M’ 

�e plan of Mentuhotep’s temple shows a rather strange feature: contrary to all the other structures of the build-
ing (passages, courtyards, burial chamber, sanctuary), the gate leading from the western corridor of the “Kernbau” 
to the western courtyard located behind the central building is not aligned with the main axis of the temple but 
shifted to the north. �is peculiar arrangement is probably the consequence of an asymmetrical enlargement to the 
south of the original layout which included the six princesses’ mortuary shrines.5 However, the off-centered gate 
also allowed there to be an available space on the western side of the “Kernbau” left free for any architecture planned 
in the axis of the sloping corridor of the burial chamber (fig. 2).

T Q   S A  M T

Most of the mortuary temples of the west bank of �ebes seem to have been equipped with solar altars, inti-
mately linked to the liturgies performed for the deceased king (they are probably connected with the solar-osirian 
concept underlying chapter 182 of the Book of the Dead and brilliantly expressed in the tomb of Nefertary as “Osiris 
who rests in Re, it is Re who rests in Osiris”). 

�e best preserved exemplars of such altars are the one in Hatshepsut’s temple at Deir al -Bahari (fig. 3)6 and 
the one in Seti I’s temple at Gurna.7 Traces of others have been found, in the mortuary temple of �utmosis III, in 
that of Merenptah, and by Ramses III’s temple at Medinet Habu.8 �eir general shape is that of a mastaba topped 
with cavetto cornice and accessible through stairs that abut their eastern side.

A close examination of the very accurate plans of Mentouhotep II’s temple drawn by Dieter Arnold fails, how-
ever, to reveal any trace of such an altar, though the presence of this kind of element in a mortuary temple seems to 
have been likely and perhaps even mandatory.

Moreover, as we know now that solar altars existed already in the reign of Sesostris I at Karnak,9 we can legit-
imately expect that some version of the altar existed only a few decades earlier, under the reign of Mentuhotep II 
(fig. 4).

S A  O

Solar altars seem to have regularly been associated with obelisks. Originally a solar altar was attached to a mon-
umental obelisk in the Old Kingdom sun temples, as is demonstrated by Neuserra’s solar sanctuary at Abu-Gorab 
(fig. 5).10 

5. Arnold, Der Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep, 64, “Bauphase B.” Note, however, that the door is not centered on the symmetrical axis 
between the two groups of three chapels.

6. E. Naville, �e Temple of Deir el Bahari I, MEEF 13 (London, 1895), 8, pl. VIII ; J. Karkowski, �e Temple of Hatshepsut: �e Solar 
Complex, 2 volumes, Deir el-Bahari 6 (Warsaw, 2003), 1:250; 2:pl. 50-50bis.

7. J. Osing, Der Tempel Sethos’ I. in Gurna. Vol. 1: Die Reliefs und Inschriften, AVDAIK 20 (Mainz, 1977), 51–52 and pl. 36 a–c.
8. H. Jaritz et al., “Der Totentempel des Merenptah in Qurna, 3. Grabungsbericht,” MDAIK 52 (1996), 208–9, fig. 2 and pl. 36a; U. 

Hölscher, Excavations at Medinet Habu III, OIP 54 (Chicago, 1941), 10, fig. 5 (no. 18) and 15, fig. 8.
9. L. Gabolde, Karnak, Amon-Rê: la genèse d’un temple, la naissance d’un dieu, forthcoming. �is altar was not yet known when Rainer 

Stadelmann wrote his article on the Šwt-Raw (“Šwt-Raw als Kultstätte des Sonnengottes im Neuen Reich,” MDAIK 25 [1969], 125–78), 
and therefore this scholar considered that the solar temples had played no role in the royal offerings. �e existence of Sesostris I’s altar from 
Karnak now fills this gap.

10. F. W. von Bissing and L. Borchardt, Das Re-Heiligtum des Königs Ne-woser-Re (Rathures), 3 volumes (Berlin, 1905–1928), 1:43–45, 
figs. 33–34, pl. I.
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Fig. 2. Plan of the temple of Mentuhotep II (after Arnold, Der Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep, pl. 27. Circled: the gate out of the axis).

Later on, small obelisks appear to have been frequently associated with solar altars. Obelisks of Amenhotep 
II and �utmosis IV (fig. 6) found at Elephantine recall this architectural link as they mention:  “Two 
obelisks for the sun-altar.”11

In the following dynasty, Ramses II built at Abu-Simbel a solar altar equipped with two small obelisks (fig. 7).

T H   M S A  M II

Consequently, the possibility that the central building of Mentuhotep’s temple possessed a monumental solar 
altar, probably topped with a single or a pair of obelisks, is an interpretation of the archaeological data which de-
serves consideration. 

�e access to the altar would have been possible through a monumental wooden ramp that elongated the cor-
ridor leading to the burial chamber and that followed along the axis, taking advantage of the positioning of the 
intermediate gate which was not aligned with the axis.

11. Urk. IV:1561, 4–5; C. Kuentz, Obélisques, Catalogue Général du Musée du Caire, n° 1308–1315 et 17001–17036 (Cairo, 1932), pl. X, 
Nr. CGC 17016; similar text on the obelisk of Amenhotep II at Alnwick Castle: Urk. IV:1355, 1–2.
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Fig. 3. Solar altar at Deir al 
Bahari. After Naville, Deir 
el-Bahari I, pl. VIII).

Fig. 4. Sun altar of Sesostris I 
at Karnak. Reconstruction by 
the author.
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Fig. 5. Sun temple of Neuserra with a 
sun altar adjoined to the obelisk. Af-
ter von Bissing and Borchardt, Das 
Re-Heiligtum, pl. I.

Fig. 6. Obelisk from a sun altar 
of �utmosis IV at Elephantine. 
CGC 17016.

Fig. 7. Solar altar of Ramses 
II at Abu-Simbel, framed with 
two small obelisks.
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Fig. 8. Hypothesis 1: suggestion of an altar-shaped terrace with a sun-offering table and a sole obelisk (adapted after D. Arnold, Der 
Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep, pls. 27 and 28).
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Fig. 9. Hypothesis 2: suggestion of an altar-shaped terrace with a sun-offering table and two obelisks (adapted after D. Arnold, Der 
Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep, pls. 27 and 28).
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T T, G,  Q M

�e mention in a stele, as well as the graffiti collected by Winlock, which seem to imply a pointed structure, 
either a pyramid 12 (figs. 10A, B), or more interestingly an obelisk 13 (fig. 10C), as the central part of the monument, 
further support such an hypothesis. One of them even appears to show an obelisk topped with the sun disk and 
its rays 14 (fig. 10D).

�is last quarry mark (fig. 10D) echoes significantly the determinatives of some of the obelisk-shaped sun tem-
ples of the Old Kingdom, as collected in the seventies by Georges Goyon (fig. 11).15

T O   T

In that respect, it is overall interesting to note that the orientation of the main axis of the temple did approxi-
mately point towards the direction where the sun would rise at the winter solstice.16

12. Stele of §tw Abydos CGC 20088, H. O. Lange and H. Schäfer, Grab und Denksteine des Mittleren Reiches I (Berlin, 1902), 105–97 
and IV, pl. VIII; A. Mariette, Catalogue général des monuments d’Abydos (Paris, 1880), no. 60; W. Spiegelberg, Ägyptische und andere Graffiti 
(Inschriften und Zeichnungen) aus der thebanischen Nekropolis (Heidelberg, 1921), no. 948.

13. Spiegelberg Ägyptische und andere Graffiti, no. 952.
14. H. Winlock, �e Slain Soldiers of Neb-hep-et-Reʿ Mentu-hotpe, PMMA 16 (New York, 1945), 26; Arnold, Der Tempel des Königs 

Mentuhotep, 91, §4.6.
15. G. Goyon, “Nouvelles observations relatives à l’orientation de la pyramide de Khéops,” RdE 22 (1970), 95, fig. 1–9.
16. Personal data and calculations. �e orientation of the temple itself is given in M. Shaltout and J-A. Belmonte, “On the Orientation 

of Ancient Egyptian Temples: (1) Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 36.3, no. 124 2005), 273–98, table 
1, 278. 

Fig. 10. A) Stele of §tw Abydos CGC 20088 = Mariette Cat. 605; B) Graffito Spiegelberg S.952; C) Graffito Spiegelberg S.948; 
D) Mark from the temple.

Fig. 11. Determinative signs of Sun Temples. After G. Goyon, RdE 22 (1970), 95, figs. 1–9.
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�e phenomenon of sunrise on the upper terrace of Mentuhotep’s temple at Deir al Bahari would, in the case 
of a single obelisk (fig. 8), have prefigured the pattern of the prominent sole obelisk of �utmose III—erected by 
�utmosis IV—in the eastern sector of Karnak, along the axis of the temple, which, at winter solstice would have 
produced the following image: . If the structure featured two obelisks, then a parallel could be established with 
a text of Hatshepsut, from the great literary composition engraved on the lower part of the shaft of the northern 
Wadjyt obelisk:  “�e sun-disc rises between them (i.e. the two obelisks) as it appears at the 
horizon of the sky;”17 with a clear assimilation of  with .

C

�ough the present hypothesis does not answer all the questions raised by the problematic “Kernbau” of Men-
tuhotep’s temple at Deir al Bahari and leaves some uncertainties unsolved, it may, however, fill the gap created by 
the absence of a solar altar in the temple and can explain some puzzling graffiti and quarry marks related to this 
building. �e problem of reconstructing a wooden ramp in the absence of any remaining trace is of course crucial.18

However, it should be kept in mind that in some circumstances, such as the emblematic case of the main naos of 
Amun in the Akhmenu sanctuary, the accessibility to a shrine raised on a high podium (1.05 m high) and to its 
gates, for the daily ritual opening ceremony and for the complete liturgical services, was possible only through a 
wooden staircase of which, nevertheless, no material, iconographic, or textual trace has survived.19

17. Urk. IV:362, 15–16.
18. Most of the masonry covered by the hypothetical wooden ramp is destroyed down to the foundations: see Arnold, Der Tempel des 

Königs Mentuhotep, pl. 26.
19. J.-F. Carlotti, L’Akh-Menou de �outmosis III à Karnak: étude architecturale, 2 vols. (Paris, 2001), 1:133, 230. 

Deir al Bahari 
Dynasty 11 
Temple 

Longitude Latitude
λ 

Azimut 
a 

Altitude
h 

Angle to horizont 
α 

 Sunrise at 
winter solstice

Mentuhotep II 25° 44′ 14.47′′ N 32° 36′ 22.73′′ E ≈ 118° 125 m 0° 43′ 55.46′′ 116° 44′ 20′′

Offprint from Joyful in Thebes: Egyptological Studies in Honor of Betsy M. Bryan (Atlanta: Lockwood, 2015)




