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Seamlessly from Karnak to Amarna? Thoughts on
Akhenaten’s Great Aten Temple Design

David Brügger, The University of Manchester

What if Amarna’s Great Aten Temple was not as innovative as often thought? An architectural
comparison with Amun Ra’s temple in Luxor and Akhenaten’s first religious complex in East
Karnak reveals structural similarities beneath the claims of disruption.

The infamous transition only began to be understood through the examination of Akhen-
aten’s works at Karnak by Redford (1984) and pioneering digital research by Vergnieux and
Gondran (1997). Indeed, even if a more complete—albeit debated—picture of both Karnak
and Amarna at that pivotal moment has now emerged (Laboury 2010; Kemp 2012; Redford
2013; Gabolde 2018), the evolutionary chain from the Amun-Ra temple to the Great Aten
Temple is still missing links.

Repurposing for the King’s Benefit

Amun-Ra Temple: From Solar Origins to Popular Display

By the mid-18th Dynasty, Amun-Ra’s temple in Karnak (Fig.1) had certainly scaled up to a
“Mature Formal” type (Kemp 2018, 115). Probably founded by Senusret I and oriented to-
wards sunrise on the winter solstice (Gabolde 2018, 497), its initial solar character had been
preserved along the east-west axis by successive enlargements (Sullivan 2010, 2). Thutmose
III insisted on the cosmic aspect of the cult by adding significantly to the east (Barguet 1962,
334), imitated by Thutmose IV with his sole obelisk (Sullivan 2010, 6). At the end of Amen-
hotep III’s reign, when the cult of gods and king was already increasingly solarised (Van Dijk
2003, 266), was his successor really about to reach for a ‘clean break’—as many scholars
perceive the move to Amarna? Far from it.
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Fig.1: Model rendering of ‘pre-Amarna’ Karnak (Digital Karnak 2008a).

Aten Temples at Karnak: More than an Experiment

At his accession, Amenhotep IV not only completed his father’s works in traditional manner,
but he also embraced Thebes as his residence, let himself be depicted worshipping numerous
gods, and did not show Amun any hostility (Redford 2013, 13). On the contrary, the king tried
to accommodate his new ideas in the given setting, seeking to repurpose Amun-Ra’s temple
by framing it (Loeben 2010, 280) with a colonnaded courtyard in front of the 3rd Pylon in
the west and a revived solar cult around the sole obelisk in the east—possibly the Hwt-bnbn
(Laboury 2010, 120). Furthermore, looking for virgin ground, he may have filled an eastern
Nile branch to create new land (Graham and Bunbury 2005; Gabolde 2018, 83) for his grander
design, the gm-pA-iten. Further structures would follow: the Tni-mnw and the rwd-mnw, and
possibly a Hwt-iten (Redford 1999, 392).
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Fig.2: Plan of Karnak (Digital Karnak 2008b) with putative Aten temple locations (in green,
after Redford 2013, Fig.1).

While the chronology and the temple locations of Akhenaten’s pr-iten complex in Kar-
nak are still debated (see Redford’s reconstruction, Fig.2), its relevance to understanding the
design of Amarna’s temples cannot be overstated. First, because it gradually introduced al-
most all Amarna’s characteristic features: the stone talatat inspired by mud bricks (Wilkinson
2000, 40), needed for speed and decorated in sunken relief; their consequent vertical archi-
tecture made possible by roofless sacred space; the sole adoration of a sun disk with rays
and hands by a high-priest king (Laboury 2010, 134); intimate settings but also popular con-
tact through chariot parade and appearance window, replacing the god’s barque procession
(Chappaz 2008, 43); and last but not least, Amarna’s ‘style’ in its most extreme form. Sec-
ond, because the cult complex prefigured with troubling accuracy Amarna’s layout: not only
would most building names reappear in the new capital, their essential architecture and spatial
disposition might well be based on the Karnak development.

Indeed, a superimposition of the Great Aten Temple’s plan on Akhenaten’s Karnak com-
plex reveals fascinating similarities (Fig.3). Was it a coincidence that the Long Temple had
the same length as the contemporary Amun-Ra temple? At a similar distance behind, Kar-
nak’s gm-pA-iten would encompass the Amarna’s rear structures with an enclosure almost as
generous as the one of the Great Aten Temple. Could both Karnak’s and Amarna’s layouts be
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complemented by the speculative comparison? In Karnak, the missing Hwt-iten might have
been located like its Amarna counterpart (the Small Aten Temple?), correspondingly south,
near the Mut precinct. In Amarna, a processional corridor might have linked the Long Temple
to the Sanctuary.

Fig.3: Superimposed Great Aten Temple plan (in blue, placed by the author, after Dodson
2014, Fig.90).

Then why did Amenhotep IV—after having invested so much and actually given life to his
new theology in Thebes—leave for Amarna? Arguably not for practical or religious reasons,
as he had already expanded into virgin land and set up his grand cultic design.

Great Aten Temple at Amarna: A (not so) New Cult Complex

In Amarna, Akhenaten did not have to start afresh anymore. Based on his Karnak experience,
he came with a mature cultic building programme, as boundary stelae proclaim: “I shall
make the ‘House of the Orb’ […] I shall make the ‘Mansion of the Orb’ […] I shall make the
Sunshade of the [Great King’s] Wife […] I shall make the ‘House of Rejoicing”’ (translated in
Murnane and Van Siclen 1993). While the attribution of these names to individual buildings
is still uncertain (Kemp 2012, 84), the Karnak planning seems to have been at least partly
replicated in the new sacred landscape.
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Fig.4: 3D visualisation of the Great Aten Temple complex (Courtesy of P.S. Docherty, 2021).

The Great Aten Temple (Fig.4), oriented parallel to the Small Aten Temple east-west axis
defined by the sunrise on the date of Akhenaten’s initial visit at Amarna (Gabolde 2018, 498;
Rossi 2020, 234), went through (at least) two development phases and is thought to have been
unfinished (Kemp 2018, 341; Golvin 2018, 50). As seen previously, its enclosure frames a
cult complex mirroring some Karnak spatial relations: a Long Temple at its entrance, initially
flanked by one (possibly two, symmetric) Offering Field(s), and a Sanctuary far behind, just
preceded by a large Butchers’ Yard and a Stela Platform on a possible secondary north-south
axis from a building dubbed Hall of Foreign Tribute, the whole set in a free space inviting
speculations.

But was this structural setup entirely new? A more complete comparison is needed.
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Table 1: Temple comparison.

Contrastive Analysis: Structural Repurposing

Caution is advised when comparing an organically grown and traditional house of the gods
with a possibly unfinished, previously unseen sun offering complex. Nevertheless, a con-
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trastive analysis (Table 1) reveals that even if a small majority of features in the Great Aten
Temple had been contrasted to differentiate its new purpose (in red), a significant portion of
elements were translations of existing concepts (in orange and green). On one hand, it appears
that the key changes had been made simultaneously for speed (technique) and to reorient the
cult towards sun offerings (platforms, altars, open-sky architecture) while, on the other hand,
known structural concepts (spatial disposition, partition rhythm, processional logic) were just
repurposed, as a layout comparison between Amun-Ra’s core temple and both the Long Tem-
ple and the Sanctuary shows (Fig.5).

Fig.5: Temple layout comparison (red lines and placement by the author, plans Digital Karnak
2008b; Kemp 2012).

The Amarna partitions in the length come in a rhythm analogue to Karnak, usual multiples
of 10 cubits (Rossi 2020, 332). The narrower breadth of the new temples corresponds to the
breadth of Amun-Ra’s Middle Kingdom core, possibly sufficient for the cult of a single god.
But while only speculations can be made about the number and relative length of the courts—
ceremonial phases or geographic symbolism around Amarna as Egypt’s centre (hinted at in
Traunecker 2018, 190)—it is interesting to note that their length diminishes and corresponds
to an increasing privacy of the spaces in Karnak. The rear pair of courts in the Amarna temples
might also mirror the Ax-mnw appendix. A logic of access transpires (Fig.6).
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Fig.6: Possible temple access (colour-coding by the author, ibid.).

The first couple of courts (‘open’—green) may have welcomed a larger elite public, where
intermediary parts (‘transitional’—orange) might have filtered out the participants with a pos-
sible shaded waiting area (intermediary colonnades in all three temples) before access was
restricted to the utmost (‘private’—red). The same access logic can be applied at a macro
level on the entire Great Aten Temple enclosure, revealing the possible cultic hierarchy of the
various buildings (Fig.7).

This “structural communication” common to all Egyptian temples (Hundley 2013, 37)
may have taken a new dimension in Amarna.
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Fig.7: Possible Great Aten Temple access (colour-coding by the author, plan after Dodson
2014, Fig.90).

“Aware of your Plans and in your Strength”

By moving to Amarna, Akhenaten freed himself from the critics and imposed his design
on a blank sheet, leaving his court and chosen people no possibility to make a comparison.
But the king did not reinvent everything; he directly inverted half the existing elements to
differentiate his god and himself from predecessors and repurposed the other half to suit his
design. Amarna’s cultural landscape helped to cement Akhenaten’s power relations with the
Aten, with his subjects, and even with foreigners (Christie 2016, 54).

In that sense, Akhenaten, repurposing architecture and urbanism to in fine assert his might,
was very much his father’s son, less an ‘heretic’ or ‘innovator’ than a particularly strong-willed
incarnation (“you have made him aware of your plans and in your strength”, Hymn to the Aten
translated in Dodson 2014) of Hornung’s “Erweiterung des Bestehenden” (cited in Loeben
2010, 276).
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