Documentary Review

The documentary for discussion presently is the Ancient Egyptians: Akhenaten (2002). This hour-long documentary, presumably intended for budding Egyptologists or the general public who have an interest in the area, focuses on the Pharaoh Akhenaten. Originally filmed under the name The Great Egyptians: The Rebel Pharaoh (1998), the media presentation follows Bob Bryers’ journey in unlocking knowledge of the mysterious man behind the religious revolution. The previous study of the Amarna period prior to this film could somewhat skew this review, so careful attention must be paid to remain as objective as possible. All quotes are from the documentary.
Before touching on the content, discourse focuses briefly on the cinematography. Its age is evident from the non-High Definition image quality and style of video effects used, such as the fade. However, Bob Bryer uses non-complicated terminology and varying voice tones in an attempt to make the information presented interesting and accessible. Thankfully, the topic he expresses is an intriguing one, therefore, his lack of charisma can somewhat be ignored. The landscape video shots of ruins within today’s modern, contrasting backdrop were aesthetically pleasing and frequent, and transitions into stationary images were smooth. Photographs of material finds, such as reliefs or statues, were relevant and eye-catching. The art of Amarna is obscure and veers away from traditional elements and characteristics[footnoteRef:1], and this could have been reflected more with the use of innovative, creative, and non-tradition filming techniques.  [1:  Laboury 2011:1-2] 

To begin, the documentary sets the scene; describing the Pharaoh and his city, Akhetaten. From its introduction sequence, the family life of the ‘heretic’ king is discussed. Particular focus is drawn to the lack of representation of Akhenaten, then Amenhotep IV, within relief scenes at Thebes and his physical exclusion from ceremonies. A few years after ascension, Akhenaten rejects Thebes and her tradition to build his city, Akhetaten. The location is said to be chosen by the Aten itself, has similar topography to the hieroglyphic for ‘horizon’. Although the documentary does not state that this is likely the etymology behind the cities name (Horizon of the Sun Disk), the connection can be made if the viewer has previous knowledge of the subject. 
To continue, the documentary discusses the general populaces’ acceptance, or lack-there-of, of the king’s new ideology and the abolition of traditional religious practice. The social impacts on priests, craftsmen and the population  are noted along with attitudes towards Atenism/Atenist (terminology that was not provided by this documentary but from various readings[footnoteRef:2]), which is said to have been elitist, as the “everyday people made do with the reflection of Aten’s light from the royal family”. Akhenaten himself indicates that it is only himself and Chief Wife, Nefertiti, who were allowed commune with the divine whereas the populace he rules over must display their devotion through loyalty to the king[footnoteRef:3]. The discord and rejection from multiple allies outside of Egypt are also discussed. [2:  Laboury 2011:10, Williamson 2015:5]  [3:  Assmann 2012:82, Williamson 2015:5, 7] 

To end, the documentary focuses on recent progress such as the discovery of a mysterious Amarna mummy, and possible medical causes for the king’s behaviour. It was during the last fifteen minutes that the only interview-style scenes were included, focused on a specialist doctor and support group of Marfan's disease. While this interview may have been informative to that particular subject, it does not seem appropriate only to focused so closely on the medical issues, when archaeological specialists could have also had an input. The inclusion of multiple specialists and topics would also make the show more appealing to the viewer as there would be varying voice tones and pitches as the documentaries only presenter is Bob Bryer, who lacks charisma. The choice of interviewees did not seem appropriate for this viewer. 
Expected topics such as Amenhotep III’s impact on Akhenaten’s ideology and decisions, and the construction of Akhet-Aten, ‘Horizon of the Aten’ were discussed. Interestingly, this is the only source which this author/viewer came across that did not refer to the city as ‘Horizon of the Solar/Sun disk, rather than specifically the Aten[footnoteRef:4]. Little was touched upon on the religious aspect of Akhenaten's reign, albeit the name of the documentary itself indicates focus on the man, not his religion. For a man known for his religious movement, and the narrators own questioning of Akhenaten's impact on the growth of monotheism in both the introduction and conclusion of the documentary, one would think that the religion of the king would have been discussed more prominently, rather than touched upon briefly.  [4:  Baines 2001:272, Williamson 2015:3] 

Unfortunately, the documentary’s perspective and interpretation were immediately thrown into doubt and speculation due to Bob Bryer stating, “it was almost as if a creature from a different planet had been dropped in the Egyptian desert [concerning the misshapen physique of Ahkenaten]”. This is problematic for the academic discussion as it draws on the popular culture ideology that Egyptians and their monuments have extra-terrestrial origins, or at least connections. It is disappointing to see an educational piece encourage such thinking, albeit within a passing comment. As an academic, this is frustrating, however, as someone who is moderately interested in the subject area, it could draw viewers in further and encourage them to watch the rest of the show. This reason could similarly explain the reference of monotheism, as this is something in which the western viewer is familiar with.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, the documentary was an enjoyable, informative watch, albeit if the information has been interpreted differently for the audience, than within academia. The information concerning a deformative disease that may have caused Akhenaten's exaggerated and peculiar ideology and may have been inserted to appeal to the audience. In its final moments, the documentary states that the “vision of Akhenaten lives on” through modern monotheism. However, the religious aspect of his reign was barely discussed. The argument presented seem to be one of a family’s rejection of a disabled child who, upon becoming Pharaoh, was no longer restrained and could express himself and demand acceptance, yet the argument presented in the introduction and concluding scenes of a monotheistic rationale indicates a religious undertone to the discussion. This would have been a better focus. The potential for a riveting, specialist documentary on the Amarna period is clear but it would be much improved with modern technology, cinematics, and abundant subject-related research. 
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