






Amarna: Materiality of a Religious Revolution
A historical overview of the Amarna Period. 
HPAH5003, HPAH6003



Melisa Pak 
1701689

30/05/2019










A historical overview of the Amarna Period
There were many phases in the Amarna period, however in this essay, Amarna has been divided into what could be considered the four most representative phases of the Amarna period; the beginning of Atenism, the move to Amarna, art styles and the end of Amarna. These were chosen because they demonstrate where the changes occurred that made Amarna different from Egyptian tradition where many gods were worshiped directly. 
The beginning of Atenism was the start of Akhenaten’s change to Egypt. The ancient Egyptians linked deities with elements and forces of the world, for example, Amun – creator god, Maat- goddess of order and Shu – god of the atmosphere (Allen 1996, 3). Akhenaten attempted to remove this theology and have a singular god, Aten. This was a major change for the Egyptians because they had to discard their own religious beliefs.  It can be misleading to consider that Aten was a new god to the Egyptians; he was not a new god. Akhenaten’s attempt to make Aten the only god was the new theology (Wente 2002, 228). To achieve this, the worship and existence of all gods except Aten were abolished in Amarna (Silverman 2002, 102). This meant it was impossible for people in Amarna to openly worship them and resulted in the removal of the depictions of these gods. It is unclear if everyone that lived in Amarna followed this new theology. Due to pendants and figurines of gods and goddesses such as Bes, Taweret and Heqet being discovered in excavated Amarna houses (Stevens 2012, 93), this suggests that perhaps some people still believed in these other gods. The only way to worship Aten was to worship the king; ‘commoners’ did not have direct access to worship Aten (Wante 2002, 229). The Egyptians were not used to being unable to worship their gods directly. 
It was believed that Aten re-created the world every day as he was a solar god; this meant that the sun was essential to re-create the world everyday by using light (Allen 1996, 4). The depictions of the god Aten were altered by Akhenaten. Before the Amarna period, Aten was depicted as a hawk headed man, Akhenaten changed the depiction to a sun disc with its rays having human hands holding ankh’s (Williamson 2015, 5). With this new depiction, Aten’s rays are only shown to reach the king and his family (Allen 1996, 4); perhaps this was because only the royal family could worship the god directly. Akhenaten and his chief consort Nefertiti regarded themselves as ‘living gods’ and this can be seen within the divine hierarchy (appendix A) (Malaise 2002, 29; BBC Timewatch 2017), where their position replaces that of the other gods. This new theology Atenism, was a massive peculiarity for the Egyptians.
During the fifth year of Akhenaten’s reign, he moved away from Thebes (Brewer 2007, 52; Williamson 2015, 6) perhaps to escape the god Amun, to an area that was not connected to a deity (Brewer 2007, 52). On his travels, he came across some mountains with a dried-up wadi that created a notch within the mountains, where the sun perched during its highest point of the day (Benderitter 2019). This landscape is also seen in the hieroglyphs called Akhet and means the horizon (Benderitter 2019). Akhenaten believed that the god Aten was telling him this is where his city should be built (Ancient Egyptians Akhenaten 2005), and Akhenaten obliged. Akhenaten named the city Akhet-Aten, modern name Amarna, meaning the horizon of the disc (Benderitter 2019). The discovery of Akhet-Aten was recorded on fourteen boundary stelae and these stelae were placed around the edges of the city (Benderitter 2019; Stevens 2016, 3). It is unclear if the choice of site was a coincidence or not, but Amarna was situated almost directly between the administrative capital Memphis and Thebes, the more religious capital (Benderitter 2019). This phase of the move to Amarna is important to the history of Amarna because it is the city where Akhenaten attempted to change all aspects of Egyptian tradition and was the beginning of the unorthodox period.  
The change of art styles was how Akhenaten showed his new ideas to the citizens. The construction of Akhet-Aten happened quickly, within three years of reigning at Amarna the city was built (Williamson 2015, 3). This was achieved by using talatat stones, much smaller stones that an individual could carry unlike the stone used in previous constructions in Egypt (Williamson 2015, 3). It was beneficial for Akhenaten that his city was constructed quickly because it meant Akhen-Aten was established and Akhenaten could begin to rule, however, it also meant that the monuments built from talatat could be easily destroyed (Stevens 2016, 4). At East Karnak, Akhenaten built a temple dedicated to the god Aten (BBC Timewatch 2017; Schlogl 2002, 23). A traditional Egyptian temple was a place of worship where images of gods hidden deep within, whereas Akhenaten’s temples was a place of light – open and unroofed to allow the sun’s rays into the temple (Allen 1996, 4; Benderitter 2019).  Traditional tomb art showed a celebration of life and to ensure the best afterlife possible (Williamson 2015, 1-2) however Amarna tomb art focused on the royal family’s life and their worship of the god Aten (Williamson 2015, 2). Traditional depictions of men showed a muscular physique, however, Akhenaten changed depictions to a drooping stomach and distorted features (Williamson 2015, 4) such as long and narrow face and long limbs including fingers and toes. It is unknown if these new depictions were an accurate representation of Akhenaten due to a disease or if he was creating a fantasy figure as a ‘representation like a god’ (BBC Timewatch 2017). 
Akhenaten was busy with developing his new cult god (Benderitter 2019) which resulted in him having poor communication with alliances that his father the predecessor had made. With this neglect and isolation, it meant that the army became weak and foreign countries no longer sent tributes to Egypt (Ancient Egyptians Akhenaten, 2005). During the last few years of Akhenaten’s reign, some people close to the king seem to have disappeared (BBC timewatch, 2017), one of them being his wife Queen Kiya and Nefertiti’s daughter Meketaten (Williamson 2015, 8). This is known because they were no longer represented in depictions or hieroglyphs (Williamson 2015, 8).  He appears to have become isolated. 
In Akhenaten’s seventeenth year of reign he died (Benderitter 2019; Williamson 2015, 8), and this left a problem, because the King and Nefertiti only had six daughters. The role of the king was a male role, typically the offspring from the previous king and his chief wife (Allen 2009, 31). If the chief wife was not able to provide a son, then the king would rely on his minor wife and if this was unsuccessful then a daughter may be on the throne (Allen 2009, 31-2). It is unclear who exactly came onto the throne after the king’s death, however, it is been debated that a male ruler called Smenkhkare succeeded to the throne but it is unknown who he was, and there has also been a debate on a female ruler called Neferneferuaten (Williamson 2015, 9).  It is known that once Tutankhaten, now more commonly known as Tutankhamun, rejected his ‘fathers’ ideas and returned to orthodox religion in Thebes (Kemp 1989, 267; Williamson 2015, 10), which resulted in him changing his name from Aten to Amun (Williamson 2015, 10). It is unknown who Tutankhamun’s actual father was because the pharaonic lineage is very unclear between the end of Akhenaten’s rule and the beginning of Tutankhamun (Allen 2009, 32). Genetic analysis shows that Tutankhamun’s parents are from tombs KV55 and KV35yl (Hawass et al. 2010, 639). There is much debate on who the mummies are in the tombs, however, it is assumed that Tutankhamun is a descendant of Akhenaten’s family (Allen 2009, 32).  Amarna is in the final phase, which contributes to the understanding of why Atenism did not continue throughout Egypt after Akhenaten’s death and the abandonment of the city. 
In conclusion, the change of religion for the Egyptians was not only unique and peculiar because they had to worship only one god, but they also could not worship this god directly. Citizens had to worship the king. Akhenaten moving the administration of Egypt to Amarna meant the king no longer ruled from Thebes. The change of art must have been unsettling for the ancient Egyptians, they were unused to depictions showing long limbs and having a drooping belly. Unfortunately, Akhenaten was too focused on defining his new cult meaning that he isolated himself from his allies. Once Akhenaten died, it became very unclear who ruled Egypt, but it maybe that Amarna was still occupied for a period. During Tutankhamun’s reign was when Egypt went back to its orthodox traditions. The four phases Atenism, the move to Amarna, change of art styles and the end of Amarna can be defined by these events.



























Appendix
Appendix AAtum

Akhenaten’s divine hierarchy in ancient Egypt. Malaise 2002, 29; BBC Timewatch 2017. Gaps perhaps for six daughters? 
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Akhenaten
 Traditional divine hierarchy in ancient Egypt. (Malaise 2002, 29; BBC Timewatch 2017).
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