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Gold during the reign of Thutmoses III and Akhenaten
Examining the relationship between Egypt and Nubia with the theoretical concept of object biographies
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Introduction
[bookmark: _wa094muol7k9][bookmark: _srgq6a29v3h]Egypt’s fascination with the metal gold can be seen throughout their culture from the Old Kingdom 2686-2160 B.C.E (Malek,2000: 83) up to the New Kingdom. However, gold mining in Nubia took place more extensively during the New Kingdom, but only from the reign of Thutmose III to Amenophis III. Gold was so bountiful in Nubia throughout the country's existence that it got the name from the Egyptian word for gold “nub” or “inu” (Shaw, 2000: 323). As a result of new technology, such as the grinding mill and Nubia’s assimilation with Egypt, combined with the development of metal chisels also created in the New Kingdom, (Klemm, Klemm and Murr, 2001: 610) allowed there to be greater amounts of gold revenue (Klemm,  Klemm and Murr, 2001: 610). The aim of this report is to assess the movement of gold through the theory proposed by Igor Kopytoff in his book The Social Life of Things written in 1986. He argues that objects have a biography, just as people do. This essay will focus on the historical and biographical context of Nubian gold. In particular, focus will be placed on the taking and trading of Nubian gold by the Egyptians, who changed the biography of this commodity in order to increase its economic value and meaning. 
The main focus of this report will utilise sources such as the British Museum catalogue, and the Armana correspondence to provide the basic information to build the primary data set. Moreover, it will aim to discuss how the gold would have been acquired from Nubia. Furthermore, the meaning behind the gold will also be explored. The Pharaohs Akhenaten (1352-1336 B.C.E) and Thutmoses III (1479-1429 B.C.E) will be compared in relation to their gold acquisition, the latter of whom, during his regnal years between 32nd and 42nd accumulated 522.6 kg of gold (Klemm, Klemm and Murr, 2001) from Nubia. To aid comparison, a graph accompanied with a short paragraph will be included illustrating some of the gold that each pharaoh acquired through their different means. This will aim to provide context to the different styles of ruling and the effect this had on the gold’s biography.
The campaigns of Thutmose III are well documented from the battle of Megiddo to the capture of the fourth cataract in Nubia. He was often referred to as the Napoleon of Ancient Egypt. It is most likely that any material wealth that was accumulated during his rule would have been acquired through conquest with some arguing Egypt’s borders were linked to the “strategic national boundaries” (Smith, 2003: 4). For example, from the annals of Thutmose on the Temple of Karnak and the artwork depicting his conquests, such as the battle at Meggido in his 23rd regnal year (Klemm, Klemm and Murr, 2001), the capture of people and their possessions are evident.
In contrast, under the rule of Akhenaten, the approach when obtaining items of value was far more diplomatic (Liverani, 2000: 16). This was in part due to the religious reforms that he introduced. Akhenaten was able to initiate a novel method of trade by joining an international community, by joining a group dubbed “the Great Powers Club” (Cohen, 2000: 6). Under this club, rulers of the various empires, such as Hittite and Mitanni, would write to other empires indirectly requesting for items to be exchanged. They use language such as “my brother” (Cohen, 2000: 6) when addressing one another. No other pharaoh except his father Amenhotep III had considered becoming involved in an arrangement such as this prior (Cohen, 2000: 6). As such, the meaning of objects would have been different to this pharaoh.
[bookmark: _8u2tij1ta9od][bookmark: _r1rgd7u9y3ih]
[bookmark: _u1lohotwumk2]Theoretical discussion
[bookmark: _m7n1uuxlsgb8][bookmark: _oonc4nxjnq15]For the purpose of this report, I will be using the theory that Igor Kopytoff (1986) created, in which objects are described to have a biography just as people do. I have chosen to use this theory in relation to the gold trade between Egypt and Nubia as it in many ways, reflective of the example that Kopytoff uses to demonstrate a biography of a commodity. In his book, Kopytoff writes how slaves are taken and stripped of their identity and then re-socialised and re-individualised (Kopytoff, 1986: 65). The metal gold, as mentioned was largely taken from Nubia, and during the campaign of Thutmose III in his 50th year he was able to penetrate as deep as the fourth cataract (Nicolas, 1988: 215). In many ways the treatment of the Nubians in this manner was not as extreme due to the large influence of Egyptian culture from the conquests of pharaohs prior to this (Nicolas, 1988: 215). Another example is given by Janet Hoskins (1998) who asked people to narrate their lives through the objects that they owned. By extension of the work conducted by Hopkins, it is evident that the people and the resources of this captured territory or loot plundered along the way would have been treated similarly. 
The raw material gold was traded as a commodity and had a high economic value. However, the Egyptians embedded it with value and meaning beyond that. The items mentioned in this report, that are made of gold, would have been used and displayed as a symbol of power, thus adding to the items biography. The gold to Thutmose III, was little more than spoils of war to be used at his discrepancy in the same way as he would have used slaves. Unlike the slaves, however the gold would not age or lose its appeal and it could be permanently altered, whether this is into an ingot or part of a building. Just as a person would undergo permanent change as a result of the capture, and the process of living in Egypt, so would the gold that had been acquired from elsewhere. Thus, from that point on, the object would be ‘Egyptianised’ and the biography of the commodity changed to suit the programme and approach of the respective pharaoh. In contrast to this, items gained under Akhenaten would have retained their initial meaning, as the object would not have lost its identity due to the means by which it had been acquired, as this was not through force but through diplomatic trade.
[bookmark: _9nrvyuw2j3w7]
[bookmark: _w4935ax482ha][bookmark: _hou10317b4eg][bookmark: _jfmkgrbapuyf][bookmark: _pwic93u9o25d][bookmark: _nuauk5jlg4yv][bookmark: _dpbl7l4x6nn6][bookmark: _nh3pvycmqlvd]

Presentation of data
This list does not encompass the entirety of gold objects discovered during the reigns of the two pharaohs. Rather, it is a selection of only a small number of gold material remains left behind. 
[bookmark: _78bd1ffog1dy]Figure 1- gold items from the British Museum catalogue database 
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[bookmark: _i1ki8s6xp52a]Figure 2- comparison of gold items in British Museum between Thutmose III and Akhenaten
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Figure 3 comparison of gold acquisition from the near east for comparison




Interpretation of data and analysis 
[bookmark: _t8m9qhzbipv4]From Figure 1, it is evident that in accordance with the British Museum catalogue, that the vast majority of items that have been recovered in relation to Thutmose III have been in the form of rings and scarab rings (British Museum, 2018). Out of a total of 44 items found in relation to gold during the reign of Thutmose III, the vast majority of gold objects left were in the shape of rings. 
Gold is shiny. Therefore, it is a visual signifier of relative wealth and status. When a person wears gold on their finger, the eye is instantly drawn to it. Almost every ring found during this research were all inscribed with the name of Thutmose III. However, the museum catalogue did not specify who would have worn these rings. In contrast, the rings found in a jar in Thebes which belonged to one of the wives of Thutmose III (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2018), were more likely to be solidly connected to that person. Moreover, the jar was used to emphasise the status of the Pharaoh’s wife and the gold was used to further promote and show the elevated position of both the Pharaoh and his wife. Egypt was so rich with gold due to its connection to Nubia, that many of the rulers during the Amarna correspondence often wrote that “gold is a plentiful as the dirt”. (EA 16:15-16) (Cohen, 2000: 7).
[bookmark: _i8d7708anpih]This gold combined with Lapis Lazuli in Figure 4, further reflects that gold was a symbolic statement of power. The ring depicts the God trampling every foreign land which reflects the military prowess of Thutmose III. Furthermore, the material combination of gold and Lapis was reserved only for the elite – further evidence of Thutmose III’s elite status. Therefore, the gold used and its subsequent biography is altered due to the actions taken by Thutmose III. The sheer abundance of golden items in the British Museum catalogue shows that gold was used as a statement of power. The difference between military action (such as destroying a city or capturing a prince) and gold is the fact that the latter can be worn and shown off. Thus, immortalising the deeds of Thutmose no matter where it goes, until it is smelted, and the biography is altered once more. Moreover, the Nubians were required to give tributes to the pharaoh, which would include slaves, cattle and gold, in order to recognise the Pharaoh as world ruler (O’Connor, 1993: 63). As history shows with other empires, it is cheaper to own the resource than to trade it.
[bookmark: _qg9whr1zekcq][bookmark: _y5ftio5atyk2]The gold observed may have been removed from one place and could have for example, the inscription of Figure 4 on it, or it may have been worn by the Viceroy of Kush (another high-status person) who the Nubians answered to instead of the pharaoh (O'Connor, 1993: 62). These displays showed the accomplishments of the high-status person. However, their biography may also mark the gold as coming from a place that was conquered or robbed in the process. Thus, becoming a place of low morale. On the other hand, in the annals of Thutmose III it suggests that Egypt did not overly exploit Nubia, and the primary focus of the gold was acquired via state sponsored mining (O’Connor, 1993). Nevertheless, the country in question was still subjugated by the Egyptians as a result of the conquest. As a reflection of this, the gold’s biography would still represent a resource acquired through force. One instance of this is when the Nubian slaves extracted the gold from Nubia, answering to the Visier of Kush, who would wear the gold taken from the subjugated Nubians, showing a clear symbolic victory over the slaves under his control. The gold crafted into rings also reflect the intricate craftsmanship. Koyptoff (1986: 65) points out that a slave would be captured and then sold on to a new owner, and the gold is sold on in a similar manner. Gold would be acquired through conflict most likely and smelted down, then reshaped according to the desire of the pharaoh, the resulting shape changing its significance. In this way, the resulting object may serve as a meaning communicated to others who visited the Egyptian court and who would see ministers or royals wearing gold. 
[bookmark: _r6jkg4ah7oan][bookmark: _o2vna0qqv5np]Figure 1 is abundant with the materiality of golden wealth from the British Museum catalogue, with the numbers as shown in Figure 3 completely dwarfing the gold finds from the Tomb of Akhenaten. According to the British Museum collection, the gold ring that was found in relation to Akhenaten, is in some ways of greater significance than the gold found relating to Thutmose III, as the gold takes on a greater religious significance. As seen in Figure 5, the ring is clearly constructed of gold. Liquid gold was thought to have been the metal from which the sun was made from in Egyptian mythology (Cohen, 2000: 79), when combined with the religious reforms made under Akhenaten. This means that the biography of this object was more inclined to the religious iconography. 
Due to limitations of the sources discussed in this report, a graph (Figure 5) has been provided to show gold taken as tribute from either diplomacy under Akhenaten or conflict under Thutmose. While this is not the main focus of my research, it is useful to note how the two styles of leadership came to bear different fruitions of gold, which was not possible under Akhenaten alone, due to Nubia already being under Egyptian control during his reign. According to available research into the Armana correspondence, Akhenaten was asked for 40 bars of gold and 2 statues. To this end, it can be seen that Egypt’s neighbouring powers were keenly aware of the gold that Akhenaten had at his disposal, hence the high demand for this gold. Additionally, the gold and its biography originating from an Egyptian source mean that the kings who wanted to acquire it also required knowledge of the gold’s origin. Although the original appearance of the gold was ultimately reworked, as the gold was the desired object rather than what form it may have taken (Ross, 2013)
[bookmark: _edfczloub1z9][bookmark: _ia5t9dwmaeov][bookmark: _5em2heif00d4]

Conclusion 
[bookmark: _7rkc2s5r129][bookmark: _ih8sji98o052][bookmark: _m404yps26nww][bookmark: _1zloxlox087r][bookmark: _3q35y9auz2sp][bookmark: _yos06z4brgub][bookmark: _pjydv79qc29h][bookmark: _sewl9k2z3vtz][bookmark: _y7wgce2560ms][bookmark: _379gpq2et1ko][bookmark: _dgdi408j4vi4][bookmark: _e2fkj7fc822w][bookmark: _kxyi0k8elmg][bookmark: _j7sov6n8vm4d][bookmark: _kro0ro9vsupz][bookmark: _sp0qbs6efupn][bookmark: _6l6um75zssr0][bookmark: _ntcfed55hpmo][bookmark: _1fhfj05dnij6][bookmark: _es8nkrkc3y1u][bookmark: _wgcdubgnem18][bookmark: _z89llqtlmv0v][bookmark: _1ncf8popdrm2][bookmark: _zesxq76wd3zm][bookmark: _ugvm4pgr8pn8]Gold was always a staple of Pharaonic Egypt. It was seen as the flesh of the gods and as such this resource was highly sought after. Such desires led to campaigns by Pharaohs Thutmose III in order to acquire this gold. In this way, the gold was obtained through forceful methods. By the time of Thutmose III, the Kerma culture had been wiped out and the country of Nubia was no longer a serious threat to the newly empirical Egypt. Gold has always been used worldwide as a display of power and status. The rings mentioned in Figure 1 which have the name of Thutmose III inscribed, also helped to elevate that power of that particular person. The same applies to the two gilded chariots that Thutmose III acquired when he sacked Meggido, demonstrating that the gold was obtained through forceful means as reflected by the war chariots. This research and the information obtained through the British Museum catalogue, suggests that the overwhelming number of gold items in the form of rings and scarab rings were made with the intention of making a visible statement. Figure 5 shows a comparison of the amount of gold that was acquired under the two pharaohs. During their reigns, gold shifted from being used mainly as an extension of royal power to display dominance - further supplementing the notion that religious ideologies were used in the manner of a tribute.
[bookmark: _jv164xrp1uj2]
















Figure 4 (British museum, 2018)
[bookmark: _mnj7eopb8y1][bookmark: _p6uwsb4jkax]inscription “The Good God Menkheperre, who tramples every foreign land.” (British museum, 2018)
[bookmark: _888l0ldrgapc][image: ]
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[bookmark: _d2xky6p1yqid]
Figure 5 (British museum, 2018)
[image: Gold signet-ring of Akhenaten: the motif incised into the bezel of this solid gold ring represents a child king with a uraeus squatting above hieroglyphic signs that can be read "Lord of the Two Lands" (a standard royal epithet). He holds a large 'ankh' sign and a feather symbolic of Maat. Above him is the sun, flanked by two cobras, and behind him is a long feather associated with the god Shu. The slouching, bottom-heavy form of this figure suggests the style of Akhenaten, who maybe the king represented here.]
[bookmark: _cjyaa87gb41y]
[bookmark: _gjxvr8ixqzaw]
[bookmark: _ejflqry39w4y]
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 Gold from near eastern sources aqquired through the Armana letters or through conquest
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