
 

 
 
 
 

The proscription of Seth revisited 
 
 

Colin A. Hope and Ashten R. Warfe, Monash University1 
 
 
Excavations conducted at Mut al-Kharab in the Dakhleh Oasis by Monash University since 2000 
document the veneration of Seth at the site from at least the Eighteenth Dynasty continuously until the end 
of the Ptolemaic Period.2 Evidence for the cult in the Roman Period there is scant, although occupation 
continued into the Mamluk Period and there is ample pottery of the Roman Period. His veneration 
undoubtedly continued unabated into the Roman Period as shown by data from Ismant al-Kharab, also 
in Dakhleh and under excavation since 1986, most recently by Monash University. At that site the god 
figures amongst others worshipped in the oasis in the paintings within the Mamissi of the temple of 
Tutu, whose cult survived into the early fourth century AD; he is also represented elsewhere in Dakhleh 
in various contexts of the Roman Period.3 Mut al-Kharab was the main cult centre of Seth, Lord of Oasis, 
and the temple enclosure is the largest in the Western Desert.4 This enclosure and surrounding cemeteries 
are all that survive of the ancient site, once capital of Dakhleh and named Mjt in Egyptian,5 Mothis in 
Greek; within the enclosure are the poor remains of the temple, probably once the size of Hibis in 
Kharga, and mud-brick structures mostly of late date. The cemeteries span the Late Period to Roman 
Period and in several of the tombs references to Seth in personal names and the gods of Mut occur.6 

This ever-increasing and diverse body of data necessitates a major reconsideration of the issue of the 
systematic proscription of Seth advocated throughout the twentieth century and periodically into the 
twenty-first century. The idea originated with a statement by Gunn and Gardiner in 1918, but without 
citing evidence.7 This takes essentially two forms: religious texts that vilify the god dating from the 
Twenty-fifth Dynasty onwards,8 and the excising of the god’s name or image.9 The most extreme 
position in relation to the proscription was taken by te Velde: 

It seems no new temples were built for Seth any more after the Twentieth Dynasty. There 
is not even any evidence that existing temples of Seth were restored. His name, which 
appeared so often in the personal names of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties, 
disappears from those of the ensuing period. The lack of information regarding building 

                                                        
1   Centre for Ancient Cultures, Monash University. 
2   Reports on the excavations by members of the team have appeared annually in The Bulletin of the Australian 

Centre for Egyptology since their inception until 2009; two overviews appear by Hope in The Artefact 24 
(2001: 29–46) and 26 (2003: 51–76). The published reports and two others submitted to the Egyptian 
authorities are available on line at http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/ancient-cultures/excavations-at-mut-el-
kharab. The latest discussion with a summary of the dating criteria is Hope (2016); see also Hope and Kaper 
(2010); Kaper (1997a); Kaper (2009); Kaper (2012); Vittmann (2012). 

3  Kaper (1997b: 55–65) for a catalogue with discussion of depictions/references known to that date from the 
Twenty-first Dynasty onwards; see also Kaper (1997c) and Kaper (2002). For a recently-discovered image of 
Seth assigned to the reign of Amasis from Amhida in Dakhleh Oasis see www.amheida.org/inc/pdf/Report2013.pdf 
Egyptian epigraphy and temple decoration, fig. 17 (accessed 15/03/2016). 

4  Hope (2016). 
5  Kaper (1997b: 60) for various writings; Kaper (1992); also Hope in http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/ancient-

cultures/files/2013/04/Report-on-the-excavations-in-2011-and-study-of-ostraka-in-2012.pdf, pages 6 and 15.  
6  Yamani (2002); Hope (2003: 70); Cribiore et al. (2015); and in unpublished tombs at Bir al-Shaghala. I am 

most grateful to Maher Bashendi for allowing me access to these tombs for reports on which, though without 
reference to Seth, see Bashendi (2012) and (2013). 

7   Gunn and Gardiner (1918: 45); also earlier Roeder (1910: 769). 
8  Soukiassian (1981); Smith (2010). 
9  References conveniently collected in Smith (2010: n.145); also Hill (2015: 298–9). 
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operations in the temples of Seth can therefore not be explained as merely due to 
incomplete sources or to the pharaonic policy of subsidies being arbitrary and 
parsimonious in less prosperous times. The point of departure will have to be that after the 
Twentieth Dynasty the people of Egypt were increasingly uninterested in the worship of 
Seth.10 

This continues to form the basis of more generalised statements on the proscription.11 It should be noted 
that te Velde’s ideas were related specifically to the Nile Valley cults and he acknowledged that the 
situation could have been different in outlying regions where he suggested the priests might have 
allowed worship to continue.12 That scholar reviewed earlier ideas concerning the time of 
commencement of, and motivation for, the proscription,13 as did Gwyn Griffiths14 before him—aspects 
that are still debated. More recently attention has been turned to the actual extent of the proscription and 
whether it was systematic,15 with Smith highlighting the possibility that some erasures might both 
predate and postdate the first millennium BC, during which the proscription is always placed, and 
drawing attention to the fact that the textual evidence for the demonisation of Seth ‘...relates to what I 
have called cult-specific proscription and is restricted to particular cultic contexts’.16 Cruz-Uribe has 
also questioned the proposition that the cult was allowed to continue in peripheral regions that would 
have no importance to the Nile Valley in light of the very obvious placement of the famous image of 
Seth in the Hibis Temple in Kharga.17 This temple, like that at Mut, was constructed and maintained by 
the central administration, which must have had full knowledge of the nature of the veneration 
undertaken in such major temples. 

It is against this background that an ambitious project has commenced to examine an extensive body 
of data relating to the cult of Seth and the issue of proscription during the first millennium.18 It focuses 
upon the continued excavation of the site of Mut al-Kharab, both the settlement and a cemetery to its 
south, to enable a better understanding of the history and nature of activity there and to undertake 
radiometric dating of the remains. A core proposition of the research design is that the flourishing of the 
cult of Seth at Mut, and throughout the Western Desert, is the result of regional variation in ancient 
Egyptian culture, rather than being simply something that was tolerated by a priesthood disinterested in 
the religious activity in marginal areas well away from the Nile valley. At Mut not only was a 
pre-existing temple maintained, but extended and elaborately decorated,19 ample donations were made 
to Seth and the co-templar deities, as attested in large quantities of demotic ostraca, and theophorous 
names incorporating reference to the god were in use.20 Whether major changes to images or references 
to Seth in the temple were undertaken, as certainly happened in some cases in the Nile Valley, cannot be 
determined as the remains are extremely fragmentary. Only one example has been found to date 
attesting this: a block from a temple doorway upon which the original determinative of the god’s name 
in the form of a crouching Seth animal followed by the epithet ‘great of strength’ has been overwritten 
with a seated god determinative and the epithet ‘the great god’.21 The original inscription is assigned to 
the New Kingdom or Third Intermediate Period and the change to the Twenty-fifth Dynasty onwards. 
Writings after that dynasty on unpublished material from the site avoid the use of the Seth animal.  

Complementing the archaeological study, a database is being compiled with entries for all surviving 
monuments and objects that mention or depict Seth to enable a comprehensive and systematic analysis 
                                                        
10  Te Velde (1977: 138–9), this book was first published in 1967; the same ideas are presented in te Velde (1984). 
11  For example, Kaper (1997b: 64); Brand (2000: 25); Wilson (2005: 125). 
12  Te Velde (1977: 115–6). 
13  Te Velde (1977: 141–9). 
14  Gwyn Griffiths (1958). 
15  Smith (2010: 416–7); Klotz (2013). 
16  Smith (2010: 416–7).  
17  Cruz-Uribe (2009). 
18  The project is funded by the Australian Research Council; the principal investigators are C.A. Hope and G.E. 

Bowen of Monash University and I. Gardner of The University of Sydney; A.R. Warfe is the main co-investigator. 
19  See the discussion in Hope (2016). 
20  See Vittmann (2012); and forthcoming a, b. 
21  Kaper (2001: 72–4). 
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of exactly what has been erased. The aim is to interrogate the erasures in terms of provenance, position 
of the relief/text/sculpture within the monuments, date of defacement if possible to determine, and 
whether accessibility or significance of the items targeted might account for what was or was not 
attacked. This strategy has been adopted as previous studies have examined selective groups of material 
only. Two exceptions are notable. One is the recent study by Hill of the reuse and inscription of royal 
names on Middle Kingdom sculpture found at Tanis in which she records 32 items noting erasures, 
though admittedly her focus was not on the pattern of erasing references to Seth.22 It can be noted here 
that amongst this group, of 11 that carried mention of Seth in association with the names of either 
Nehesy or Apophis, all but three display erasure of the references to Seth. On another 11 reinscribed in 
the Nineteenth Dynasty under Ramesses II and/or Merenptah and that refer to Seth, none of the latter 
was removed. Clearly, therefore, if they were all accessible at Tanis, which was occupied throughout 
the first millennium when the supposed proscription of Seth was occurring, Seth associated with 
Ramesside rulers was not targeted! Various monuments do show that such was not always the case,23 
but this raises the possibility that the proscription was more nuanced than originally thought. Also 
Uphill, in his study of reused monuments from Per-Ramesses found at a variety of other Delta sites, 
offers various explanations for the inconsistent pattern of similar erasures,24 suggesting a relation to 
whether there was an emphasis upon the god himself and/or whether the piece being reused was 
positioned in such a highly-visible new location that significant change to the original decoration was 
necessary. He also suggests that changes were made at the site of the original location of the monument 
from which the items derived rather than at their point of destination. Furthermore, a variety of other 
monuments reinforce the contention that various factors were responsible for such changes:25 while the 
Seth image that surmounted the serekh of Peribsen on the stela in the British Museum (BM 35597) has 
been erased,26 that accompanying Horus upon a doorjamb of Khasekhemwy from Hierakonpolis 
(JE 33986) has not;27 the famous depictions of Seth in the Sahure complex at Abu Sir,28 and Horus and 
Seth uniting the two lands on the side of the throne on statues of Senwosret I from Lisht (CG 414, 
416-7)29 are undamaged, as is the Seth figure in the statue group of Ramesses III from Medinet Habu 
(JE 31628) and images at Abu Simbel.30 While several of these might simply have been inaccessible 
when any changes were being effected, such cannot be said of Abu Simbel. 

The following discussion focuses upon two data sets: material from the temple of Seth at Nubt and 
the reliefs of Seti I on the exterior of the north wall of the Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. They were selected 
because they enable a preliminary assessment of the various factors that might have contributed to the 
defacement of references to Seth. It is our hope that it will be of interest to the scholar to whom this 
volume is dedicated, and who has always been interested in the work in Dakhleh Oasis and has 
contributed so much to Egyptology in general, and specifically in Australia. 

 
The Temple of Seth at Nubt31 

In 1895 Petrie excavated the remains of one of the major cult centres of Seth at Nubt (Ombos). While 
pictorial and epigraphic data did not survive in abundance, enough remained to indicate successive 
additions throughout the New Kingdom. From the reign of Thutmose I a limestone lintel now in Cairo 

                                                        
22  Hill (2015: 298–9). 
23  Sourouzian (2006); Habachi (1974). 
24  Uphill (1984: 221–3). 
25  The listing is selective and intended simply to indicate the degree of variation in erasures.  
26  Spencer (1980: 16 and pls 8–9). 
27  Quibell (1900: 6, pl. II). 
28  Borchardt (1910–13: pl. 5). 
29  Gautier and Jéquier (1902: fig. 35). 
30  For example, Champollion (1970, pl. 5.1). 
31  In a cemetery behind Nubt Petrie examined several tombs but provides details of only one, which belonged to a 

High Priest, probably of Seth, named Bak. The one inscription he reproduced showed that sections of the text 
had been erased, including reference to Seth; Petrie (1896: pl. LXXIX). 
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(JE 31881) and fragments of doorjambs, now in the Petrie Museum (UC 14795–6), survived.32 The 
lintel is approximately 2.50 m in length and 1.43 m high and preserves images of Seth flanking the 
king’s prenomen, offering life and dominion to the king’s Horus name, while the main fragments from 
the doorjambs preserve the royal titulary and indicate that the king was beloved of Seth, Lord of Nubt. 
There is no damage to either the images of the god or references to him. This might be explained by the 
fact that they had been reused as foundation material in a south wall suggested by Petrie to have been 
built under Ramesses II, whose name was inscribed upon a cornice block and on an inner doorway, the 
latter accompanied by a line of text with the name of Merenptah. On a sandstone jamb found near the 
Thutmose I pieces, Thutmose III is described as also ‘beloved of Seth, bull of Nubt, lord of the south’; 
another fragment of a doorjamb inscribed with the undamaged name of Seth, lord of Nubt, was found 
with them.33 In the north-east corner of the temenos two further lintels were found, one with cartouches 
of Ramesses III, described as beloved of both Seth and Nut, while another preserves addorsed images of 
Seth and Amun above the symbol of the union of the two lands, with their epithets, being adored by the 
priest of Seth Userhat. Petrie assigned this lintel also to the reign of Ramesses III.34 Neither has traces of 
wilful damage; all depictions show the god with the head of the Seth animal. 

A variety of smaller items of the New Kingdom that reference Seth was found in addition to these 
architectural fragments. A headless statue of Sennefer, mayor of Thebes, now in the Petrie Museum 
(UC 14639), refers to ‘Seth of Nubt, son of heaven (Nut), great of strength, who is at the front of the 
sacred barque’.35 At least one stela was recovered, depicting the standing figure of Seth with the head of 
his animal before a table of offerings, donated by an official of the cult of Amun, Anhotep.36 Fragments 
of three others in the Petrie Museum have been identified tentatively as deriving from the site;37 one 
resembles the piece just described and shows some damage to the head of Seth, and another contains 
part of a prayer to the god.38 

Petrie does not record any later epigraphic material except a faience vase with the name Shoshenq, 
and implies that the site was abandoned after what he termed ‘the Bubastite age’. Nor did he note 
anything of the Ptolemaic or Roman periods.39 Before assuming that this major cult centre was 
neglected during the first millennium, a more detailed analysis of all material from this site, or 
suggested to have originated therefrom, must be undertaken, and further, it must be remembered that 
when Petrie excavated there very little of the stonework survived, as is immediately apparent from his 
plan.40 Without further work it is impossible to rely upon Petrie’s assessment. It is clear that the lack of 
damage to the lintels of Thutmose I and III can be explained by their inaccessibility during the first 
millennium, but this probably cannot explain why the lintels of Ramesses III were untouched if there 
was an official policy to erase systematically references to Seth – and surely those at such a major 
centre of the god’s veneration would have been a prime target if that was the case. Similarly, why were 
the smaller items untouched, unless we argue that they too were not accessible? 

 
The Seti I Reliefs at Karnak 

The temple of Karnak was immediately attractive as a point of departure for the study, as it remains in a 
relatively good state of preservation, with reliefs executed by kings bearing the Seth sign in their 
cartouches (notably Seti I and Seti II), and the temple itself has been surveyed extensively as part of the 
long-running Epigraphic Survey operating through the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. 
In a recent paper by Peter Brand examining the usurpation of Merenptah’s cartouches at Karnak and 

                                                        
32  Petrie (1896: 67–8, pl. LXXVII) for the former and Stewart (1976: 1–2, pl. 2.7 and 2.8) for the latter. 
33  Stewart (1976: 3, pl. 2.9). 
34  Petrie (1896: 70, pl. LXXIX). 
35  Petrie (1896: 68, pl. LXXVIII). 
36  Petrie (1896: pl. LXXVIII). 
37  Stewart (1976: 41, pl. 32.1–2 and 4); in that collection are other much smaller items with images of the god or 

his name. 
38  For a listing of other prayers to Seth see Hope and Kaper (2010: 149–52). 
39  Petrie (1896: 70). 
40  Petrie (1896: pl. LXXXV). 
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Luxor,41 he identifies several examples of damage to the Seth image as it appears in Seti II’s nomen.42 
Notably, other examples of damage occur to the entire name, apparently without singling out the Seth 
image.43 Inspired by these examples, we sought to examine the scenes recording the campaigns of Seti I 
documented on the north exterior wall of the Hypostyle Hall, published by the Epigraphic Survey in 
1986. The wall offers a suitable case study for examination because of its numerous examples of the 
Seth image that were visually accessible at once, offering multiple opportunities for defacement. 
Identifying patterns in the selection and type of images for defacement enables us to assess the nature of 
the iconoclasm. 

North exterior wall 

The Seti I war campaigns are recorded in three registers extending the breadth of the exterior north wall 
of the Hypostyle Hall.44 The preserved parts of the wall stand to approximately 8 m in height, and the 
wall extends 52 m in length.45 It divides into east and west wings, with a central doorway separating the 
two. Notwithstanding natural erosion, the ancient recutting of scenes and the partial dismemberment of 
the blocks, the scenes are mostly complete in the lower two registers, to form a well-preserved series of 
episodes that progress towards the centre of the wall.46 This is captured visually in a series of 
photographs and detailed line drawings which form the core data for our analysis, supplemented by 
written descriptions.47  

While the wall has sustained considerable damage in parts through natural erosion and vandalism, 
the Epigraphic Survey has sought to identify alterations to the relief including recutting and plastering, 
interpreted as artistic adjustments, corrections and/or later additions. Instances of ‘malicious damage’ 
intended to excise an image are also recorded. These are of particular interest to our investigation. The 
recorders note four examples of malicious damage to the Seth ideogram in the bottom register of the 
east wing.48 Taking this as our starting point, we examined every line drawing in detail to account for all 
instances of the Seth image, damaged or undamaged. In most cases the distinction is clear, and where 
not a qualification is made. To assess patterns of defacement to the wall we were also interested in 
recording instances of damage to other hieroglyphs and to the royal and divine figures that form the 
visual subject of the narrative. 
 
Summary of findings 

In total, 28 examples of the Seth image and/or its original placement have been counted on the 
preserved sections of the exterior north wall. Of these examples, eight have been vandalised or excised 
completely, 17 remain essentially undamaged, and the preservation of three cannot be determined, as 
the wall sections are missing (FIGURE 1). The incomplete extent of the vandalism raises questions about 
the systematic nature of the proscription as proposed by Gunn and Gardiner.49 Clearly, not all images of 
Seth have been defaced on this tableau, and the vandalism that does occur indicates a more complicated 
process of iconoclasm than originally proposed, apparently not exclusive to Seth. 

a. The image of Seth 
The image of Seth is presented only in the epigraphic context as a hieroglyphic ideogram or 
determinative, and not as a full-scale figure participating in the narrative scenes along with the other 
royal and divine personages. Seven examples of the Seth animal in either the upright sitting position 
[Gardiner sign E20] or the recumbent posture [Gardiner sign E21] are identifiable on the exterior north 

                                                        
41  Brand (2009). 
42  See in particular Brand (2009: figs 23 and 24); for line drawing of image see Brand (n.d.: 5). 
43  Brand (2009: 42–5, fig. 26). 
44  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 1, pl. 1). 
45  Digital Karnak, http://dlib.etc.ucla.edu/projects/Karnak/feature/NorthExteriorWall (accessed 23/06/2016). 
46  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 1). 
47  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 1–114, pls 1–50). 
48  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 11, 14, 20 and 25). 
49  Gunn and Gardiner (1918: 45). 
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wall.50 Twenty-one examples of the seated deity with the head of the Seth animal [Gardiner sign C7] are 
also present.51 The latter appears only in the nomen of Seti I and Seti II. 

Damage to the Seth image is restricted to the seated-deity in the cartouche in all but one instance, 
namely, a damaged recumbent Seth animal in a column of text.52 The choice to target the cartouche 
must be in part due to its conspicuity within the scenes, while the image of the seated or recumbent Seth 
animal can become lost within the broader hieroglyphic panel. Yet this argument is difficult to maintain 
when images are closely-spaced; in one instance the two undamaged Seth animals are less than 60 cm 
from the damaged cartouche.53 Resulting from such close proximity the former are unlikely to have gone 
unnoticed by the attacker. 

Possibly then, a distinction was maintained by the iconoclasts whose primary target was the Seth 
hieroglyph in its seated-deity form, rather than the upright sitting or recumbent forms. It is notable that 
shifting attitudes towards the god after the New Kingdom find expression in different renderings of the 
Seth name.54 Such a distinction requires further investigation for current purposes, especially as the 
animal forms of Seth were used in the New Kingdom as ideograms and/or determinatives for the god.55  

Whether the targeting of the cartouche is somehow connected to the actual image of the king (Seti I) 
seems unlikely. Although some cartouches directly adjacent to the king’s figure/head contain a damaged 
image of Seth,56 a similar number remains undamaged.57 It is perhaps noteworthy that the cartouches 
not directly adjacent to the king’s image remain undamaged.58  

b. The Seth image in relation to Seti I and Seti II cartouches 
Two of the 21 cartouches containing the Seth image belong to Seti II. Both can be found on the 
doorway jambs. One of these no longer remains in full. The original carving sat between two blocks that 
are now eroded at the edges.59 The undamaged example of the Seth image on the facing west jamb 
suggests that the disappearance has occurred through erosion and not through intentional targeting, as it 
has among cartouches belonging to Seti I.60 

Admittedly, this may not prove a meaningful distinction using only two examples, especially as not 
all of Seti I’s cartouches are damaged – only seven of 19 – and because the Seth image is erased from 
Seti II’s cartouches elsewhere at Karnak, and Luxor for that matter.61 Still, it raises questions about the 
timing of the vandalism, and if there was an earlier phase of Seth erasure in the decades following the 
death of Seti I and preceding the reign of Seti II. While beyond the scope of this study, a thorough 
investigation of the Seti I and II cartouches inscribed on the Theban monuments would help to clarify 
this matter. It is useful to finish here with Ritner’s argument that Seti I was already cognisant of 
problems in using the Seth element of his name and chose instead to use the ‘Sai’ (‘protected one’) at 
his Abydos temple for Osiris.62 

c. Accessibility to the Seth image 
Physical access to areas of the exterior north wall does not appear to be a prohibitive factor in the 
defacement of the Seth images. A visual summary of the image placement (FIGURE 1) highlights a 
distribution of damaged cartouches in both lower registers of both wings. It is acknowledged that the 
bottom register displays more damaged cartouches than the register above, and all at a similar height 

                                                        
50  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 5, 6, 17A, 23, 28 and 34). 
51  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 3–6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 15A, 17A, 19 left, 19 right, 28, 29, 31, 32 and 34–36). 
52  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 28, col. 6). 
53  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 6, col. 7). 
54  For example, Kaper (2001). 
55  Allen (2014: 176). 
56  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 4–6, 8, 12, 17A and 35). 
57  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 14, 15A, 28, 29 and 31). 
58  For example, The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 5, 10 and 34). 
59  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 19 left, row 9). 
60  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 19 right, row 9). 
61  For example, Brand (2009: 43 n.48; figs 3, 23–4). 
62  Ritner (2012: 398, n.13). 
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(approx. 3.5–4.0 m). This notwithstanding, cartouches have been targeted several metres higher up the 
wall, while two undamaged examples can be found closer to the ground at a level easier to access, 
provided there was no build-up of debris against the base of the wall.63 Admittedly, these latter intact 
examples are smaller and were possibly overlooked by the defacers despite being in the centre of the 
scene. The distribution of other damaged hieroglyphic signs (discussed below) also demonstrates broad 
accessibility to the imagery on the wall. 

d. Damage to royal and divine figures 
In expanding our assessment of defacement to images on the exterior north wall other than the Seth 
image, we recognise the distinction between the erasure of hieroglyphic signs and the hacking/gouging 
out of royal and divine figures, prisoners, horses and chariots. The intentional hacking of the latter has 
occurred on a much greater scale across the north wall and does not seem to maintain the precision 
applied to the removal of hieroglyphs. Although our initial approach was to assess correlations in the 
damage inflicted upon the Seth image and that to divine and royal figures, such a connection is no 
longer maintained. The hacking of the king, gods and other figures, when not for purposes of 
replastering, is attributed to a post-pharaonic (Medieval) phase of iconoclasm that saw similar damage 
inflicted upon various Theban monuments.64 

An important side note concerns hacking to the figures on the west wing, which appears restricted to 
the upper register while the lower register remains unaffected (FIGURE 1). It is suggested that a build-up 
of debris developed to this height during post-pharaonic times, allowing access to the upper register of 
the wing while covering and preserving the bottom register.65 As already determined, the defacement of 
hieroglyphic signs cannot be explained this way, with examples distributed across the wall (see point ‘c’ 
above). 

e. Damage to other hieroglyphic signs 
The erasure of hieroglyphic text appears to be very specific in its targeting, aimed at anthropomorphic 
and animal signs, especially birds. In several instances these occur alongside damaged Seth signs and 
appear to have been excised as part of the same process. Damage to the Seth, Maat and captive signs in 
the upper register of the east wing is a striking example of such collective defacement.66  

Although not strictly part of our analysis, we note similar damage recorded among the cartouches 
inside the Hypostyle Hall. Hacking to the anthropomorphic signs for Re, Amun and Maat is identified by 
Brand et al., who cite the apparent commonality of this process, a circumstance infrequently discussed in 
the literature, especially in reference to Seth.67 Importantly, they also argue that the chisel marks 
defacing the Seth image are no different to those applied to other signs,68 implying a post-pharaonic 
phase of defacement, rather than the Late Period damnatio memoriae. Obviously, this raises serious 
questions about the timing of the Seth proscription and the exclusivity of damage to this god’s image.  

The birds, specifically the wr-swallow, the vulture and sA-duck are also frequently targeted for 
defacement in the Hypostyle Hall69 as are the quail chick, owl and falcon on the exterior north wall.70 In 
stating this, we recognise that in two instances the seated-deity image of Seth remains undamaged, which 
adds some confusion as to whether the Seth image was ordinarily removed as part of the same process.71 
  

                                                        
63  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 5, rows 19 and 22). 
64  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 93, 99). 
65  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: 112). 
66  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pl. 12). 
67  Brand et al (2013: 202). 
68  Brand et al (2013: 202). 
69  Brand et al (2013: 202). 
70  For example, The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 3, 17A, 28 and 29). 
71  The Epigraphic Survey (1986: pls 28 and 29). 
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Summary of case studies 

Although brief and selective in their use of evidence, these case studies have proved useful in assessing 
the strength of statements that argue for a systematic erasure of the Seth image. In reaching our 
conclusion, we suggest the need to reconsider the nature of the attack. To be clear, we do not propose 
that the Seth image was never the target of damage. It was, and there are multiple examples of this from 
the exterior north wall of the Hypostyle Hall, along with examples from elsewhere in the Karnak 
complex72 and Egypt. What we wish to argue is that the attack on the Seth image cannot be considered 
systematic or complete. 

An unexpected finding from the analysis is that damage to the Seth image was not an isolated affair 
at Karnak. Attacks on the hieroglyphic panels occur alongside other damaged hieroglyphic signs and 
cannot easily be separated from this broader destruction. This should change the way in which we 
approach the Seth proscription, insofar as it finds expression in the defacement and erasure of the god’s 
image. Although we are only in the nascent stages of determining the significance of this finding, it 
points the way to a more concentrated scholarly investigation on what is already proving to be a 
complicated relationship between the Egyptian priesthood and one of their gods, Seth. The nature of 
Seth was complex, and so is the issue of his proscription. It is possible that only certain aspects of the 
god were vilified, such as his association with the Hyksos, as murderer of Osiris or personification of 
disorder, but this does not account for the selective pattern of erasures seen at Karnak. 
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