Senwosret I’s White Chapel at Karnak

The White Chapel was built by Senwosret I, the second pharaoh of the Twelfth Dynasty.  Along with the White Chapel, Senwosret I also built the Middle Kingdom court and enclosures and gates at Karnak (he was the first Middle Kingdom king to begin a large building program).  The White Chapel was later destroyed in the Eighteenth Dynasty by Amenhotep III and its pieces were used in the foundation of the Third Pylon of Karnak.  The pieces have since been recovered and reconstructed and the White Chapel can be seen in the open-air museum at Karnak.


The chapel is made out of Egyptian alabaster and is approximately 6.8m X 6.5m around the base and 3.8m high (it was built on a raised base).  It was oriented north/south when it was originally a part of the temple complex and has a stepped ramp leading up to both sides.  Scholars debate where the chapel was originally placed, but most reconstructions set it outside the inner enclosure wall of the temple.  There are four interior pillars which hold up the roof surrounded by twelve exterior pillars (so altogether there are four rows of four columns each).  An image of the exterior of the chapel can be found below.

When the chapel was first built it may have originally been used as a festival kiosk for Senwosret I’s first heb sed.  Holes in the floor between the four interior columns indicate where poles might have been that held curtains, obscuring view of the king by the public while he sat on the double throne.  During the reign of Amenemhat III or Amenemhat IV though, the chapel was converted into a barque shrine, an altar of rose granite was added to the middle, and the shrine was used for that purpose until it was destroyed.  Barque shrines are not uncommon – another popular one was the Red Chapel built by Hatshepsut in the Eighteenth Dynasty.  These shrines were used as stations where the gods’ boats could be set down when processions were not in progress.

The White Chapel is decorated with raised-relief depicting the heb sed.  Each of the pillars has long vertical columns of hieroglyphs over a scene of the king ritually interacting with a god over two horizontal lines referring to the “first occasion of the heb sed”.  Amun-Ra is most often depicted (since Karnak is a temple to Amun-Ra and his importance was increasing during this period), but other gods like Ra-Horakhty and particularly Amun-Min are also present.  In some instances of Amun-Min he is shown backed by cos lettuce, which is a plant associated with him.  Images of these pillars can be seen below.

The lower registers around the outside of the chapel are done in sunk-relief.  They show different personifications of the Nile, but most importantly they list all of the nomes of Egypt at the time and record their measurements.  The nomes of Upper Egypt are written out on the west side of the chapel and those of Lower Egypt are on the east side.  A picture showing the list of nomes can be found below.

Perhaps the most fascinating thing about the White Chapel is the extremely high quality of the reliefs.  Reliefs found in Lisht and Koptos were very similar, indicating that a single unifying style might have dominated royal projects at the time.  In all of these the musculature of each individual is indicated again (which had disappeared from some artwork right before and during the First Intermediate Period), but the relief on the White Chapel goes beyond that.  The interior of the hieroglyphs, especially small details like feathers, crowns, and jewelry, were actually carved into the stone.  Typically (including on the other buildings by Senwosret I at Karnak) these details were only shown in the paint, and while there is evidence of the White Chapel being painted (a small amount of paint still exists on the stones), it is rare to find these details in the carving as well.  Images showing the high amount of detail can be found below.

Because of the level of detail, some scholars have used the White Chapel to try to identify specific species represented in the hieroglyphs.  A paper by Beaux and Goodman focuses on the identification of four reptile signs: I 1, I 9, I 10, and I 12.  I 1 is typically identified as a gecko in other depictions, but on the White Chapel it is clearly shown as a type of Uromastyx lizard.  Both of these lizards take multiple forms in the wild and in how their patterning is shown in relief.  Since the sign itself means “many” or “numerous”, maybe this is a play on that fact.  The I 9 hieroglyph is clearly a Horned Viper because that is the only snake in the area to have to two protuberances from its head.  In the hieroglyphs, however, its patterning does not match up to its real-life form, so this must be an exaggeration of certain characteristics or patterning taken from some other kind of snake.  When the viper snake is threatened it rubs its scales together in a very distinctive way that makes a “fff” sound, which is perhaps where its phonetic reading comes from.  The I 10 hieroglyph is an accurate representation of the Spitting Cobra with its zigzag pattern under its head and drawn in strike position.  And finally, the I 12 hieroglyph is shown in different postures, but all are consistent with the different variations of defense posture displayed by the Egyptian Cobra.
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The White Chapel (exterior)
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Pillars of the White Chapel
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Listing of the nomes along the bottom of the outside of the White Chapel
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The extremely high quality relief at the White Chapel
