Thebes: Processions and Festivals

Hidden Gods: The role of Processional Barques in the Festival of Opet

In ancient Thebes, religious festivals such as the Opet Festival, were an important event in
which the public could interact with the divine. This case study examines the way processional
barques such as the Barque of Amun-re, transformed the invisible nature of the gods into a
controlled sensory encounter. Examining images of the narrative reliefs found at the Red Chapel
of Hatshepsut at Karnak, highlighted in the reading provided (Accetta, 2012), this case study
demonstrates that rather than making the god visible to the public, these processions promoted
divine presence through concealment, movement and sensory stimulation.

Chappelle Rouge

The Red Chapel of Hatshepsut (or Chappelle Rouge) is a sacred barque shrine, built specifically
to house the barque of Amun-Re in Karnak. It is decorated with well-preserved reliefs, some of
the first in narrative format (Accetta, 2012), depicting the Queen and the barque on their
procession during the festival of Opet. The chapel was dismantled by Thutmose Il but
reconstructed in the 1990s by archaeologists.

Figure 1. Red Chapel of Hatshepsut (exterior view). Note. From Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel, Egypt
Museum (n.d.), https://egypt-museum.com/hatshepsuts-red-chapel/
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The processional barque of Amun-Re was more than a physical means of transporting the

statue of the god; it was a symbolic and theological construct. This dualrole is clearly illustrated
in the Red Chapelreliefs, where the barque is shown richly decorated and carried in procession
by priests, its shrine enclosed, emphasising both its radiant exterior and its hidden divine
occupant.

Figure 2. Relief carvings from Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel. Note. From Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel,
Egypt Museum (n.d.), https://egypt-museum.com/hatshepsuts-red-chapel/

Assmann (2001) argues that Egyptian religion has two levels, a cosmic one, defined by the
principle of Ma’at, and a cultic level involving direct interaction with the gods. The barque
embodies both dimensions in these images. Its gold surfaces evoke the radiance of the sun god,
while imagery showing the surrounding ritual offerings reinforce the importance of human
interaction with the divine. The movement of the barque along prescribed routes - often paved in
white limestone to symbolise a heavenly space - further embedded the procession within a
cosmic setting. In this way, the god did not simply travel from one place to another, the
procession symbolised a merging of heaven and earth.
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Fig. 3. Relief from the Red Chapel depicting Opet Festival procession (Block 305).
Note. From South wall - Block no. 305, by K. H. Leser (2008), Maat-ka-Ra, https://www.maat-ka-
ra.de/english/bauwerke/red_chap/sw/block_305.htm

Despite the shining radiance and spectacle of the barque, the god itself remained
fundamentally inaccessible, reflecting a key principle of Egyptian religious thought. As Hornung
(1982) argues, divine images do not represent literal appearance but attributes of power. The
god’s divinity is so complex that no single image, such as revealing the god within the barque,
can convey it. Instead, the experience of the god was mediated through sensory elements. The
participating crowd at the festivals encountered the divine through the gleam of gold, the sound
of music and hymns and the smell of incense which created ‘a divine aroma’ (Hornung, 1982).
These elements allowed worshippers to feel the presence of the god without direct visual
access. This idea is reflected in the Red Chapel reliefs, by rather than focusing the attention on
the god, it focuses on the surrounding ritual activity, priests, and offerings, and the censing of
the god, suggesting the sensory environment through which the divine was experienced.

Fig. 4. Relief from the Red Chapel depicting Opet Festival procession (Block 26).
Note. From South wall - Block no. 26, by K. H. Leser (2009), Maat-ka-Ra, https://www.maat-ka-

ra.de/english/bauwerke/red_chap/sw/block_305.htm

A key relief from the South Wall of the Red Chapel, Block 26, depicts the sacred barque of
Amun-Re carried in formal procession by priests. The barque is shown as an elaborate,
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enclosed shrine, heavily ornamented but inaccessible, emphasising that the divine occupant is
not visible. In front of the barque, Hatshepsut is depicted performing ritual offerings, reinforcing
her mediatory role between God and society.

Ultimately, festivals in Thebes blurred the boundaries between human and divine realms by
restricting sight but amplifying sensory experience. The reliefs of the Red Chapel of Hatshepsut
demonstrate this dynamic visually: the god remains hidden, yet powerfully present through
ritual movement, collective participation and sensory engagement. In this way, processional
barques constructed a religious experience centred not on seeing the divine but on
experiencing its presence.
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