
 

 

ANCIENT HISTORY 
 
Explain the political and religious significance of building programs of Egyptian Pharaohs 
throughout the 18th Dynasty 
 
 
Throughout the 18th Dynasty, pharaohs adopted a significant building policy which had numerous 
political and religious advantages. Not only did they consolidate the pharaohs reign, they changed 
the religious landscape of the empire. This is shown in pharaohs after Akhenaten, who restored 
polytheism and the name of Aten. As buildings played a large religious role, which was important in 
society, it in turn had a large political advantage, suggesting to the masses that one's reign was 
justified.  
 
Amenhotep III's building program surpassed his predecessors in both quality and quantity as they 
were built on a huge scale which increased Egyptian reputation. As pharaohs considered 
themselves divine, Amenhotep was enabled to emphasize his relationship with the gods through 
monuments and benefactions, such as the Temple of Amen at Luxor, which through its excellent 
building design is considered by Lawless as the most impressive achievement in Egyptian 
architecture. However, historians such as Hayes believe that his building program was done in order 
to glorify himself. This is shown in the construction of a new pylon at Karnak, which saw him 
demolish shrines and monuments of previous pharaohs and replaced them with inscriptions praising 
himself and Amen, and also through the construction of numerous colossal statues. However, 
despite this, his building program alongside artwork and inscriptions in religious areas only 
convinced the masses that his reign was divine and justified. This is shown through the construction 
of the Mortuary temple, which through 'sandstone, silver and stone', according to Breasted, 
emphasized how his building was dedicated towards religion. The walls of the Luxor Temple are 
testimony to the scale and magnificence of Amenhotep III's building program. His pylon at Karnak, 
which now forms the back wall of the great hypostyle hall of Seti I and Ramesses II, suggests how 
successful his building program was. Overall, his building program suited the needs of the society at 
the time and thus ensured its success.  
 
Much of Akhenatens building program revolved around his religious ideology which thus had a 
political benefit. In his buildings, he used sunk-relief decorations, making the production of buildings 
much faster and hence allowing him to gain support from the masses, and also place his religious 
ideology on the walls buildings. By having temples open to the sky, Akhenaten was able to reinforce 
his new god, Aten, as it allowed the sun to be seen during the day. Along with this, colossal statues 
in many of his buildings only consolidated his reign. In year 6, Akhenaten began the construction of 
Akhetaten, which 'belonged to Aten the father' according to Akhenaten, thus becoming a religious 
cult for Aten. Another religious benefit of the city was the fact that it allowed tombs to be on the east 
side of the nile, closer to the sunrise and hence Aten.  
 
The layout of the city was used to emphasise his reign, lifting the pharaohs position to a godlike 
status. As public and domestic buildings were spread, Akhenaten was required to make trips around 
the city allowing him to gain support through public praise. It also filled the vacuum left by the lack of 
religious festivals and processions which were previously celebrated, such as the Opet festivals of 
Amen. As a result, a religious motif of the city was to fill the despair of losing Amen, the old god, 
which ultimately brought about political success for him. 
 
Recently, it has become aware that Tutankhamen had more building projects than first thought. The 
3rd and 6th pylons were edited by Tutankhamen, who added reliefs of Mut and Amen, and also 
figures of himself which were used to justify his divine reign and relationships to the god. By also 
completing the 9th and 10th pylons, it allowed him to re-instate the name and power of Amen that 
had been lost by the Amarna revolution. It also emphasised a warrior pharaoh, as in his tomb he is 
depicted wearing the Blue War Crown.  
  



 

 

Horemheb played a significant religious and political role in his building program. By constantly 
emphasising that he restored many traditional temples, he rebuilt the dominance and Amen had lost 
during Akhenatens reign, thus consolidating his reign as he claimed ownership of much of Ay's and 
Tutankhamen's buildings. The coronation stela itself states that he added to the wealth of Egypt, 
suggesting how his economic increase resulted in more support from the masses. His main political 
aim was to erase Aye and Akhenaten and remove much of his cartouches, monuments, and his 
mortuary temple to see himself as a great ruler. This was successful in the sense that in the 
Rammesside Kings list he was known as the successor of Amenhotep III. Furthermore, he 
destroyed the name of Aten as it had now been disassociated in Egyptian society, thus restoring 
stability.  
 
Seti's reign was seen as more important due to his successful building program as it represented 
his religious ideology. This is shown in the building of the Temple of Amen as part of the great 
Hypostyle hall of Karnak which was dedicated to his father, Amun-Re, thus reinstalling the name of 
Amen in society. Much of his buildings were extremely well carried out according to Gardiner, and 
thus convinced the masses that his reign was divine and justified. Another religious role of his 
building program was that it supported polytheism. This is shown in the Temple of Abydos, which 
was the noblest monument of Egyptian art' according to Breasted, suggesting how his building 
program resulted in an increase in Egyptian reputation, and also the supporters of his reign. As 
Seti’s extensive building program required large amounts of building material, he initiated 
expeditions to locate better supplies and attempted to improve working conditions of people working 
in the heat. He also built wells in the gold mining areas, and thus suggested to the masses the 
direction in which his reign was heading towards. Inevitably, building was a very important sector of 
Seti’s reign that played a large religious and political role in the sense that it gathered support by 
improving conditions, and also helped restore the power of Amen. 
 
Building was a role in which Ramesses prided himself with, allowing him to emphasise his political 
and religious role in society. Ramesses built himself a new capital in the northern Delta region that 
was referred to as the house of Ramesses, Great of Victories. According to Erman, the city was 
renowned for its beauty, as a commercial port and a military centre. By making communications 
easier between Egypt and the Asiatic lands, Per-Ramesses allowed the pharaoh to justify and 
consolidate his political role in society. It also played a religious polytheistic role as foreign gods 
were worshipped there, as well as Egyptian gods. By completing the great Hypostyle hall of SETI I, 
Ramesses suggested to the empire how he was going to lead Egypt on sound lines. Furthermore, 
Ramesses added a front court, pylon and obelisks to the 18th Dynasty Luxor Temple which allowed 
him to claim that it was all his own work, as stated by Breasted. Thus is building program allowed 
him to increase the strength of his political position. This was consolidated through buildings on 
Abydos, which were constructed in quantity rather than quality. The use of colossal statues in major 
sizes reinforced his reign according to Lawless, and also reinforced the image of a warrior pharaoh. 
This is shown in the Ramesseum where he is depicted as larger than his army and enemies in the 
Battle of Kadesh. His mortuary temple was dedicated to Osiris, and thus he brought back the 
traditional funerary customs that had been lost in the Amarna revolution. 
 
Overall, the building programs of pharaohs in the 18th dynasty had large significance in regards to 
political and religious life. Numerous temples constructed in society by all pharaohs suggested the 
religious path that the pharaoh would take, and in turn either created supporters or objectors. 
Amenhotep's building program set the sound line that pharaohs after Akhenaten would adopt and 
emphasise.  
 


