Review of the documentary “Ancient Egyptians: Akhenaten”

This is a review of the documentary titled “Ancient Egyptians: Akhenaten”, which was a documentary intended for the general public. The purpose of this documentary was an brief overview of Akhenaten’s life, as well as an attempt to reason out his motivations for choices he made during his reign. The main message that can be deduced from this piece of media is that of Akhenaten as an outcast who rebelled against both his family and the priesthood of Amun in order to create a god that would love him, while a more secondary message was an attempted link with Akhenaten’s theological preferences with that of Abrahamic belief, to place him as the precursor for monotheism. Within this review I will explore certain themes represented within this documentary such as that of Akhenaten’s isolation and Queen Tiye’s ambition, the religious revolution to Atenism and Akhenaten’s reason for it, as well as the proposed link to monotheism. The reason for this exploration is to clarify whether or not the message presented by the documentary is the right one to be presenting to the general public.
Throughout the documentary there was a constant mentioning of the isolation of Akhenaten when he was a child by his family, the priesthood and the god. This was apparently because of the fact that he was never mentioned alongside his family, and was not permitted to participate within the rituals connected to the royal family. The documentary deduces that Akhenaten, or Amunhotep IV as he was known before year 6 of his reign, was isolated from his family because of the fact that all other members of the royal family, at least that of his brother and sisters born of the same mother, were mentioned within texts but he was not. Although, we can not prove that Akhenaten was not isolated by his family, from the information that we do have it seems unlikely. For instance, the name Akhenaten was given by his parents, Amunhotep IV, like that given to his brother, Djehutmose, is a reminder that they are part of an “endless succession of kings” (Montserrat, 2000: 33). Amunhotep IV’s very name is a link back to his ancestors, connecting him to his family, so the likelihood of Amunhotep IV being isolated from his family is at a minimum. Furthermore, Amunhotep IV’s name also connects him to the Amun priesthood, as it is a way of honouring the god Amun, linking the god to the royal family.
If we now examine the theme of Queen Tiye’s ambition, this is a more plausible proposition to digest. This is because of the fact that Queen Tiye, Amunhotep III’s wife, was a commoner who was from the new generation of aristocracy, meaning the very rich of none noble blood. Queen Tiye’s parents were called Yuya, “the God’s father and Commander of the Chariotry” (Green, 1996: 7), and Tuya, “the priestess of Min”(Green, 1996: 7), who although not of noble blood, are thought to be retainers leftover from the Thutmosid line (Green, 1996: 7). As the family were newly risen in prominence, which resulted in Tiye marrying Amunhotep III, one would think that this new connection to the crown would ease the ambition of this new Queen. However, by remaining ambitious Tiye would be able to place her own son on the thrown and thus placing her family line on top, and this is why the theme of her ambition within the documentary is plausible.
The documentary tells us that the reason why Akhenaten started his religious revolution towards Atenism, is because of his isolation from both his family and the Amun priesthood when he was a child. However, as already explored above, this may not be the case. If the reason for this religious revolution was not Amunhotep IV’s isolation, then why did Akhenaten change the religion of Amarna, if not all Egypt, to that of Atenism? If we look back to the time of his father, Amunhotep III was a  great supporter of solar theology, although during his reign “the old gods of the Egyptian pantheon also continued to be worshipped” (Hanus, 2013: 32), unlike within what Akhenaten aspired to achieve within his own reign. The reason why Amunhotep III  gave such attention to the solar cult is because of the fact that the Amun priesthood had grown in power. In affect Amunhotep III laid the ground work for a plan that his son would continue, that of taking power away from the Amun priesthood and returning it to the crown. Thus the revolution that that Akhenaten begun was really more political in nature, even though it did have a massive religious impact, for at least the period of his reign. The political nature of this revolution was furthered by the moving of the capital city, the religious centre of Egypt, away from Thebes to a previously unoccupied area of Egypt, to the Egyptians it would be known as Akhet-aten, but today we know this area as Amarna. 
Moving the capital of Egypt to Akhet-aten, pulled power away from the Amun priesthood, while Akhenaten proclaimed that the city was created in honour of the god Aten. Before long, Aten became the only god, at least within Akhenaten’s eyes to be worthy of worshipping. This brings us to the theme that illustrates the link with Abrahamic religions that was alluded to within the documentary. We know from Boundary Stela K that Akhenaten acknowledges the fact that other gods exist:
“Akhet-aten for the Aten, my father. Behold, it is pharaoh, who found it, when it did not belong to a god, nor to a goddess.” (Murnane and William, 1995: 75)
From this alone we know that Akhenaten did not believe that Aten was the only god in existence, meaning that the link the Abrahamic religions, that of the assumption that Akhenaten was trying to implement a monotheistic religion, which consists of “the belief in only one god” (Wakins and Maria, 2013: 134) was false. Although this is an understandable conclusion because of the fact that Akhenaten tried to establish a form of monolatrism within ancient Egypt, which is the worship of one deity, while accepting the existence of others (Definitions.net, 2019).
To conclude, I would like to comment about a certain aspect of the documentary that was very illuminating, which was that of the mention of Marfan’s syndrome as a possible reason for the more naturalistic style of the Amarna period art. However, overall although an interesting take on Akhenaten’s reign and the motivations for his actions during his rule, the documentary is lacking, as seen by the analysis of themes above. Nonetheless, in terms of a basic overview of events I would recommend this documentary, in spite of the fact that the overall message is not one that can be fully agreed with.  
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