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Dissertation Report

Title: ‘Praise the Aten- How Revolutionary was the Amarna Period?’

Overview:
This dissertation plans to argue how revolutionary the Amarna period was. Using evidence from both modern literature and primary sources, the main argument will be that the Amarna period was substantially revolutionary enough that the ancient Egyptians felt the need to completely wipe it from their history. Due to the deliberate destruction of the archaeological record, this has made gathering primary evidence difficult. For example, Ramesses II dismantled and used blocks from Akhenaten’s Aten temple in his temple dedicated to Amun (Fletcher 2015). The initial idea for this dissertation was to do something on ancient Egyptian jewellery. However, after further researching this topic, it was hard to both narrow down the subject area and find literary materials that were relevant to this topic. Therefore, the topic was changed to the Amarna period, as this is what had originally made me interested in Egypt. It is also easier to find modern literature, and ancient artefacts relating to the period. This dissertation will argue how revolutionary the Amarna Period was using both sources from that time, and modern literature. In conclusion, it was revolutionary at the time, enough for it to be deemed necessary to alter their own history. However, was it really that revolutionary as things were changed back to the way they were before?

Abstract:
Ancient Egypt is one of the most intriguing and sometimes mysterious periods of history. What we know about their society and culture has mainly come from their vivid funerary scenes within tombs that were last entered thousands of years ago. However, due to the deliberate destruction of the archaeological record, the Amarna period remained virtually undiscovered until the nineteenth century CE (Shaw 2000). Although building blocks mentioning the name Akhenaten had been found, it was not until the Rosetta stone was deciphered in 1824CE that the period was brought to light. The person responsible for the destruction of Akhenaten’s reign has long been thought to be due to the Pharaoh Horemheb, who added the years of Akhenaten’s reign to his own (Fletcher 2015). But, the destruction started with his successor, and son, Tutankhamun. The Amarna Period only lasted around twenty-eight years, but it had a profound effect on the ancient Egyptians. Akhenaten has been hailed as a modern revolutionary; as for his own people, they branded him a heretic. His revolutionary ideas involving religion, art, politics, and even moving the capital city left the ancient Egyptians believing that he had disturbed Ma’at, the balance of chaos and order.  Therefore, upon his death in 1335BC, everything returned to the way it had been before. Akhenaten, his family, his monuments, and his city were wiped from the archaeological record. 

Methodology:
Initially, I started my research with books that provided background on Egypt itself, with a particular focus on Egyptian society and culture. Therefore, when researching the Amarna period, it would be easier to understand why the Egyptians found Akhenaten’s reforms revolutionary. For example, “The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt” by Ian Shaw (2000) was extremely useful for gaining insight into before, during, and after the Amarna period.  Its division of these periods into sub-sections meant that it was easy to understand different aspects of this time. Next, I narrowed my research into finding literature specifically about Amarna. “The Royal Women of Amarna: Images of Beauty from Ancient Egypt” by Dorothea Arnold (1997) gave a lot of information which will be useful when writing chapter Four on women in Amarna. 

My next stage of research will be to investigate the primary sources from the Amarna period; the Amarna letters being the most prolific written source available. Discovered in 1887, these clay tablets provide evidence of a diplomatic network stretching from Egypt to kingdoms in Mesopotamia (Shaw 2000). It will be intriguing to look into these diplomatic relationships during this period. I will also begin looking at archaeological reports, from both initial excavations in 1891 by Flinders Petrie, and more recent excavations by Barry Kemp. Case studies will also be a method by which I shall determine the revolution in Amarna. For example, I shall examine the movement of the court from Thebes to Akhetaten (Amarna), and use this to investigate how Akhenaten began to reform Egyptian society, such as the building of Aten temples within the city. Artefacts, such as the Nefertiti bust and stelas depicting the royal family, will be explored to gather context and knowledge about thoughts during this period and how ordinary Egyptians viewed the royal family. I also aim to find contrasting opinions of scholars on the subject and use these as a method to come to my own conclusion on this topic.

Literature Review:
Scholarship on the Amarna period is plentiful and well researched. However, whilst the majority of them describe and provide a good overview of this time, hardly any of them discuss in detail why Akhenaten was revolutionary. Barbara Watterson’s “Amarna: Ancient Egypt’s Age of Revolution” (1999) is the only scholarship I have found with the word ‘revolution’ in the title. What I found interesting about this book was that she brings together a lot of relevant theories about Akhenaten, although with it being written in 1999, this could be a limitation as new theories and ideas would have developed since. Using the literature that Flinders Petrie wrote about his excavations at Amarna gives an insight into the development of Egyptology and how the city was thought about when it was first discovered. It is important to look at archaeological reports when studying the Amarna period because this is how Amarna was found. Without the city, it is possible that Akhenaten and Nefertiti could have remained undiscovered, due to their ‘heresy’. The ongoing excavations at Amarna by Barry Kemp and Anna Stevens provide a wealth of information regarding the city itself but also its material culture, therefore providing us with a unique insight into the lives of the ancient Egyptians who lived there. The Amarna Project website is a great source that I plan to use extensively in my research as it has so much information clearly set out into different sections; for example, it has a good section on the excavations taking place in the South Tombs cemetery and the skeletal remains found. Barry Kemp’s publication “The City of Akhenaten and Nefertiti” (2012) is also a great resource to use when discussing the actual city of Akhetaten. However, with all of these examples that use material culture, there are limitations because how we view items would have been different to how the ancient Egyptians would have seen them as we have vastly different cultures. 

Dissertation Plan:
This dissertation is being planned in six sections. A timeline of the New Kingdom from will be included in the beginning (Fletcher 2015). As there are various dates for this time period, this timeline will be what the research is based on. The introduction will briefly examine the reign on Amenhotep III and how this could have affected the reign of his son Amenhotep IV (later Akhenaten). For example, his adoption of the Aten as his personal deity (Clayton 2006). It will then elaborate on the possible co-regency with Amenhotep III in Amenhotep III’s later reign, with contrasting opinions from modern scholars. The introduction shall then move on to discussing the early part of Amenhotep IV’s reign, up until his fifth regnal year where he changed his name to Akhenaten and moved the royal court to Akhetaten (Amarna). This will then provide the background for the rest of the dissertation. Chapter One will discuss Egyptian religion and how it was altered under Akhenaten. Egyptian mythology was polytheistic, but Akhenaten’s religious reforms meant that the Aten (“sun- disk”) was being elevated above the other gods in the Egyptian pantheon. Amun had always been the principle god worshipped, and the idea that he was being pushed aside in favour of this untouchable disk was abhorrent to the ancient Egyptians. The way people worshipped was also forced to change. Whereas before, the Egyptians could worship their gods directly or at a temple, under Akhenaten they had to worship Akhenaten, and his queen Nefertiti because they were the only ones with a direct link to the Aten (Redford 2002). Case studies used in this section will be the stelas depicting Akhenaten and Nefertiti worshipping the Aten. It will also talk about the hymns and prayers written in praise of the Aten.

In chapter Two, the art in Amarna, and how it changed from before will be explored. For example, the representations of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, as well as the rest of the royal family, are some of the most unique and personal pieces of art throughout ancient Egyptian history. For example, there are intimate portraits of the Pharaoh and queen, and the family is even depicted mourning the death of one of their children (Arnold 1997). Religious art also goes through a change, with both Akhenaten and Nefertiti in positions of worship towards the Aten, but also, they are being worshipped by the ordinary Egyptians. The art itself can be deemed as revolutionary, purely because it is so different from other Egyptian art. The Pharaoh is not depicted as a young man, regardless of age, but is instead depicted, arguably, realistically with “malformed” features. Case studies in this section will be stelas showing Akhenaten and Nefertiti in intimate scenes. The colossal statues of Akhenaten will also be examined. In chapter Three, the dissertation will discuss politics and diplomacy. Much of the information from this period is luckily preserved in the Amarna letters. Through the study of these letters, it is possible to deduce Egypt’s foreign relationships at this time, although it does not give much insight into Amarna itself. The possible co-regency or elevation of Nefertiti’s status to Pharaoh ruling jointly with Akhenaten shall also be discussed, along with the relevant opinions from modern scholarship. Case studies investigated will be the Amarna letters, and any iconography depicting foreign peoples.

In chapter Four, the Amarna women will be discussed. Interestingly, there is more evidence of the Amarna women than there are at other periods in Egyptian history, despite its attempted removal from history (Fletcher 2015). Arguably Nefertiti was one of the most influential women in the ancient Egyptian world. Her bust in Berlin has ensnared the gaze of scholars since its discovery. The way she is depicted in iconography is in an unusual way compared to women before the Amarna period. For example, she is depicted almost the same size as Akhenaten (Arnold 1997). It will also mention the roles of the daughters of Akhenaten and their positions within the Amarna court, alongside the role of Akhenaten’s mother, Tiye. The case studies being examined will be the Nefertiti bust, a stela showing Nefertiti in the smiting position traditionally reserved for a Pharaoh, and lastly, some busts of the Amarna princesses. Finally, the last chapter will discuss the conclusion, pulling together the voices from both the ancient and modern scholarship, and how they perceive the revolutionary nature of the Amarna period. 
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