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Above: Senmut. Mortuary Temple of Queen 

Hatshepsut (Deir-el Bahri), c. 1473-1458 BCE 

 

Left: Figure of Hatshepsut enthroned, c. 1470 BCE, 

limestone 



After the instability of the Second Intermediate Period, 

during which the so-called Hyksos invasion occurred, 

Egypt once again recovered its political equilibrium.  

The pharaohs of the New Kingdom re-established 

control of the entire country and reasserted their power. 

Thutmose I (reigned c. 1504-1492 BCE) was the first 

Egyptian pharaoh buried in a rock-cut tomb carved out 

of a cliff face in the Valley of the Kings, which is across 

the Nile from Luxor and Karnak. The Eighteenth 

Dynasty is also notable for its female pharaoh, 

Hatshepsut (reigned c. 1479-1458 BCE). She was the 

wife and half-sister of Thutmose I’s son, Thutmose II.  

When Thutmose II died, his son by a minor queen, 

Thutmose III, was under age.   

 

Around 1479 BCE Hatshepsut became regent for her 

stepson/nephew, but exerted her right to succeed her 

father and was crowned King of Egypt in 1473 BCE.  

Although female rulers of Egypt were not 

unprecedented, Hatshepsut’s assumption of specifically 

male aspects of her office- such as the title of king- was 

a departure from tradition.  Despite her successor’s 

attempts to obliterate her monuments, many of them 

survive to document her productive reign. 



The primary function of the Egyptian mortuary temple, which was usually constructed 

from a pylon plan, was twofold: first, to worship the king’s patron deity during his 

lifetime, and, second, to worship the king himself after his death.  The function of the 

Deir el-Bahri complex as a mortuary temple for both Hatshepsut and her father 

reinforced her image as her successor.  At the same time, the major deities Amon, 

Hathor, and Anubis were worshiped in shrines within the temple complex.  On the 

exterior, terraces with rectangular supports and polygonal columns blended 

impressively with the vast rocky site.  



The structure was not intended to be her tomb; 

Hatshepsut was to be buried, like other New Kingdom 

rulers, in a necropolis known as the Valley of the 

Kings, about half a mile to the northwest.  Her 

funerary temple was magnificently positioned against 

high cliffs and oriented toward the Great Temple of 

Amun at Karnak, some miles away on the east bank 

on the Nile.  The complex follows an axial plan- that 

is, all of its separate elements are symmetrically 

arranged along a dominant center line.   

 

An elevated causeway lined with sphinxes once ran 

from a valley temple on the Nile, since destroyed, to 

the first level of the complex, a huge open space 

before a long row of columns, or colonnade.  From 

there, the visitor ascended a long, straight ramp 

flanked by pools of water to the second level. At the 

ends of the columned porticos on this level were 

shrines to Anubis and Hathor. Relief scenes and 

inscriptions in the south portico relate that 

Hatshepsut sent a fleet of ships to Punt, an exotic, 

half-legendary kingdom probably located on the Red 

Sea or the Gulf of Aden, to bring back rare myrrh 

trees for the temple’s terraces.  



If Hatshepsut had been born male, the 

power would have been handed to her on a 

plate, because she was a princess, the only 

“legitimate” daughter of Tuthmosis I, second 

pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty. However, 

women in Egypt were excluded from the 

succession to the throne and Hatshepsut 

was married, as was the custom to her half-

brother, a son of the king and a concubine, 

who then ascended the throne as Tuthmosis 

II.  

 

After his early death, his eight-year-old son, 

again by a concubine, was named successor.  

Hatshepsut herself had only borne him a 

daughter, Neferura. Hatshepsut should 

have taken over as regent for this half-

nephew, but instead of staying in the 

background,, like other female Egyptian 

regents, and ceding power when he came of 

age, she pushed him aside.  In 1490 BC, in 

the seventh year of Tuthmosis III’s nominal 

reign, she proclaimed herself ruler.  



Djeser-Djeseru (meaning 

“the holy place”) is the 

main building of 

Hatshepsut's mortuary 

temple complex at Deir-

el-Bahri.  

 

Designed by Senemut, 

her vizier, the building 

is an example of perfect 

symmetry that predates 

the Parthenon, and it 

was the first complex 

built on the site she 

chose, which would 

become the Valley of the 

Kings.   



Djeser-Djeseru  is a colonnaded structure that sits atop a series of  

terraces that once were graced with lush gardens. One of the levels 

was planted with rare myrrh trees. Djeser-Djeseru is built into a cliff 

face that rises sharply above it.  



The unusual design of her funerary temple 

may express a conscious effort to distance 

herself from her predecessors on the Egyptian 

throne.  Deir el-Bahri was traditionally 

associated with the goddess Hathor, and this 

may have also played a part, as the female 

pharaoh may have wanted to associate herself 

as closely as possible with one of the area’s 

main female deities.   

 

Queen Hatshesut’s temple was sited almost 

adjoining an earlier Middle Kingdom 

mortuary complex of Mentuhotep I and was 

similarly built on terraces.  But its sculptured 

decorations were richer and a still more 

dramatic use was made of the spectacular site 

beneath the cliffs behind which lies the Valley 

of the Kings. Indeed, the relationship between 

man-made and natural architecture- the one 

echoing the other- is very striking. Whether 

this was consciously intended cannot, of 

course, be known, but it is surely no 

coincidence that the temple is exactly on axis 

with that at Luxor, 5 miles (8km) away across 

the Nile  



The sculptural reliefs within Hatshepsut’s temple recites the tale of the divine birth of a 

female pharaoh – the first of its kind. The text and pictorial cycle also tell of an expedition 

to the Land of Punt, an exotic country on the Red Sea coast. While the statues and 

ornamentation have since been stolen or destroyed, the temple once was home to two 

statues of Osiris, a sphinx avenue as well as many sculptures of the Queen in different 

attitudes – standing, sitting, or kneeling. 



The land of Punt is believed to be in 

modern-day Africa, possibly Somalia. In 

this relief the Egyptians are welcomed 

by the king of Punt and his very fat 

wife (maybe afflicted by elephantiasis).  

 

The Egyptians offer metal axes and 

other goods and leave with myrrh trees, 

ebony, ivory, cinnamoon wood and 

panther skins.  



Statues created during 

Hatshepsut's reign reflect a desire 

to progressively rid themselves of 

female qualities or characteristics, 

no doubt to lend greater legitimacy 

to her reign.  

 

From the moment she seized 

power, Hatshepsut had herself 

depicted in an emphatically 

masculine form, with a naked male 

upper torso, short kilt and royal 

beard.   

 

However, all the statues show 

female features, a tapering face, 

slightly full lips, and almond-

shaped eyes.  The attractive face of 

the ruler served as a model for the 

sculptors of the kingdom, most 

statues of the epoch looking like 

her.  



Osirian statues of Hatshepsut at 

her tomb, one stood at each pillar 

of the extensive structure, note the 

mummification shroud enclosing 

the lower body and legs as well as 

the crook and flail associated with 

Osiris. These statues closely 

resemble those of other (male) 

kings representing Osiris, 

following religious tradition.  



 

An important element in cult ritual was the “Beautiful Festival of the Valley.” Amun-Re, 

in the form of his processional statue, carried on a barque (as seen in this relief in the 

temple) would set out from Karnak and cross the Nile in order to visit the sacred sites on 

the West Bank and so ensure the continued existence and provisioning of the deceased.   

 

Originally the processional route probably ended at a shrine to Hathor, the patron-

goddess of Western Thebes, in the valley of Deir el-Bahri. Later the route changes, the 

funerary temples of the kings served as way stations, and the building dedicated to the 

living ruler became the festival procession’s final destination; this was the place where 

the combination of god and pharaoh was made manifest. One of the reasons Hatshepsut 

chose her site for the temple was that it was on a direct axis with the Temple of Amun-Re 

at Karnak on the east bank.  



A succession of (unfortunately badly preserved) 

reliefs demonstrates how Amun himself came to 

resemble Hatshepsut’s mother, the Great Royal 

Wife, bearing her features.  The queen could be 

distinguished from the god only by his fragrance of 

incense, which soon pervaded her body too.  Sexual 

relations were discreetly hinted at with both of them 

sitting next to each other on a bed.   

 

Further reliefs celebrate the ruler’s great deeds: 

manufacturing, transporting and setting up two 

obelisks at Karnak (one is still standing, the other 

lying there) or a reconnaissance and trade 

expedition, which in the eighth year ventured to far-

away Punt, because Amun longed for his favorite 

fragrance from the far-off country.   

 

This was a land on the African shore of the Red Sea, 

perhaps in present-day Eritrea. From there, incense 

trees were brought in tubs, kept damp on the way 

and probably planted in front of the temples of Deir 

el-Bahari.  



The god Amun-Re was worshipped at 

Karnak. As patron deity of the 

prosperous city of Thebes (near 

Hatshepsut’s Temple), he becomes more 

important in the New Kingdom as he is 

aligned with Re, the sun god. 

 

In her mortuary temple reliefs, 

Hatshepsut has her divine birth depicted 

as the result of a union between her 

mother and the god Amun, who had 

appeared in the form of Hatshepsut’s 

father, Thutmose I.  This is a clear 

attempt to legitimize her right to the 

Egyptian throne by showing that, like 

other kings, she had been chosen by the 

state god Amun.  A chapel devoted to the 

funerary cult of Hatshepsut’s father was 

also located in the temple.  



Senemut with Princess Nefrura, from Thebes, 

18th Dynasty, c. 1470-1460 BCE, granite 

 

In this so-called block statue, Hatshepsut’s 

chancellor holds the queen’s daughter in his 

“lap”. In these works Egyptian sculptors 

expressed the idea that the ka could find an 

eternal home in the cubic stone image of the 

deceased in an even more radical simplification 

of form.  

 

Senenmut’s fate is a mystery. His privileged 

position allowed him to build a splendid tomb 

for himself near Hatshepsut’s—which is in the 

Valley of the Kings, just west of Deir el-Bahri—

but he apparently never occupied it. The tomb 

suffered major damage, including the smashing 

of his impressive, if unused, stone sarcophagus. 

It was long thought that either Hatshepsut or 

Thutmose III were the culprits, but recent 

scholarship suggests some combination of 

religious upheaval, tomb robbers and natural 

collapse. 



When, after Hatshepsut had ruled 

alone for about twenty years, another 

enemy, the Mitanni people, 

threatened Egypt, Tuthmosis III, who 

had been pushed aside (but not 

assassinated), made himself head of 

the army, demanding sole power.   

 

The queen disappeared, possibly 

killed.  Her tomb in the Valley of the 

Kings remained empty, and her 

mummy was never found.  Her 

successor obliterated the name of 

Hatshepsut from stelae and temple 

walls, defaced her features, and 

destroyed or renamed the statues.   

 

He did not do this because he hated 

Hatshepsut, but because in Egypt a 

female pharaoh did not fit in with the 

“natural” world order. 



In the mid-morning attack on November 17, 1997, six gunmen 

from the Islamic Group and Jihad Talaat al-Fath massacred 62 

people, mostly tourists, at Deir el-Bahri. Disguised as member of 

the security forces, they descended on their victims using both 

guns and butcher knives. With the tourists trapped inside the 

temple, the killing went on systematically for 45 minutes, during 

which many bodies, especially of women, were mutilated with 

machetes. A note praising Islam was found inside one 

disemboweled body. The dead included a five-year-old British child 

and four Japanese couples on their honeymoons. Of the 58 foreign 

tourists killed, 36 were Swiss, 10 were Japanese, 6 were from the 

United Kingdom, 4 from Germany and 2 were Colombians. 

 

The attackers then hijacked a bus, but ran into a checkpoint of 

armed Egyptian tourist police and military forces. The men fled 

into the hills where their bodies were found in a cave, apparently 

having committed suicide together. Public opinion in Egypt turned 

overwhelmingly against the Islamic terrorist groups involved. 
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VIDEO: The pharaoh that wouldn't be forgotten 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8bYRy_wZEJI


Look closely at these plans along with an aerial 

view of Queen Hatshepsut’s temple.  



These plans provide a greater view of the context where Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple 

is situated. Using the plans shown, image that you are a visitor to the sight. Trace your 

steps as you encounter the temple. What would you see FIRST that would suggest 

Hatshepsut’s power? What would you see next, and then after that? What would you see 

last? In your journal write down, step by step, what you would see sequentially that 

would convey the authoritative rule of the queen.  


