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Figure 1: Sacred grooves nearby the Tem
ple 

of Ptah at K
arnak

Figure 3: G
rooves interacting w

ith a graffito on the 
north façade of the m

ain building, Tem
ple of Ptah

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of sacred grooves
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Sacred grooves, also know
n as “pilgrim

” or “tem
ple” grooves, are intentional, long gouges, typically found along the w

alls of
sacred 

buildings or m
onum

ents, know
n not just from

 E
gypt, but around the world. The grooves are evidence of prolonged, secondary 

engagem
ent by visitors. The E

gyptian grooves at K
arnak

Tem
ple date as early as the N

ew
 K

ingdom
 (c. 1500 BCE

), and persisted through 
antiquity, continuing possibly until the recent past. The grooves rem

ain enigm
atic—

their proposed functions range from
 the m

undane, such 
as a w

ay to m
ake gam

e pieces, to the sacred (Traunecker1987; K
ristensen

2015). There are easily 10,000 grooves upon the m
onum

ents in 
Thebes alone, m

aking a com
prehensive study nearly im

possible. Instead, this study investigates the grooves found upon the m
odestly sized 

Tem
ple of Ptah at K

arnak
in order to assess the grooves’ spatial distribution and relationship to prim

ary and secondary decoration, in an 
effort to better understand their utility. I am

 also seeking references to potentially productive cross-cultural parallels from
 antiquity.   
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Located on the northern edge of the K
arnak

Tem
ple precinct, the m

ain sandstone building of 
the Ptah Tem

ple dates to the reigns of 
H

atshepsut &
 Thutm

ose III (D
ynasty 18). Five 

gatew
ays (pylons) in front of the tem

ple w
ere 

later added by Shabaka
and Ptolem

y III, V
I, and 

X
II. The epigraphic study of the graffiti and 

secondary inscriptions is being conducted by the 
CFE

E
TK,under the directorship of E

lizabeth 
Frood

and Christophe Thiers, utilizing the 
archive of Claude Traunecker.
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M
inim

um
 D

im
ensions*  +

 (R
ange Averages)

*in an attem
pt to distinguish betw

een accidental 
m

arks &
 intentional interventions

-0.1cm
 depth (0.7-1.4cm

)
-1cm

 w
idth, being the shortest axis (3.7-5cm

)
-4cm

 length, being the longest axis (11.8-20.4cm
)

D
ataset Size

-287 grooves observed, m
ostly in clusters

-Average height =
 1.51m

 above ground level

-
G

rooves cluster together and show
 evidence of m

ultiple levels of activity 
(e.g. layers of plaster or graffiti atop or under the grooves, or grooves 
overlapping) evincing repeated ‘grooving’ episodes. 

-
G

rooves are found exclusively on the exterior of the tem
ple—

m
eaning, 

no interventions in the tem
ple’s m

ost sacred spaces.
-

Som
e grooves can be securely dated as early as the N

ew
 K

ingdom
.

-
G

rooves are in dialogue w
ith, but do not destroy, prim

ary or secondary 
inscriptions (see Figure 3). 

-
O

ver 100 graffiti are also know
n at the Ptah Tem

ple. Their high quality, 
size, and the later enshrinem

ent of som
e particularly fine scenes, suggest 

that graffiti w
ere not condoned or considered sacrilegious. 

-
Just as graffiti w

as not seen as a destructive act, these grooves should be 
considered alongside the other graffiti at the tem

ple, w
hich are understood 

to be expressions of piety. The practitioners’ respect of the prim
ary and 

secondary decoration suggests grooving activities occurred w
hile the 

tem
ple’s sacredness w

as still prom
inent w

ithin social m
em

ory. 
-

E
thnographic interview

s suggest the grooves m
ay have been form

ed by 
people collecting tem

ple dust, w
hich w

as ingested m
edicinally. 

-
The grooves w

ere the result of m
ultiple activity phases and m

ay have 
various functions; how

ever, I assert that one of these functions w
as for the 

ancient E
gyptians to access the religious charge of the tem

ple for pious 
expression and/or perceived apotropaic and m

edicinal effects.  

Tem
ple of Ptah, K

arnak


