Documentary Review

[bookmark: _GoBack]Ancient Egyptians: Akhenaten was originally released in 1998 under the title The Rebel Pharaoh – Akhenaten as part of The Great Egyptians series, and re-released as the aforementioned title as part of the Ancient Egyptians series on the Discovery Channel. It looks at the reign of Akhenaten as pharaoh, the creation of his new capital city, Akhet-Aten, and the religious changes he made, as well as looking at the reign of his predecessor, which was his father, Amenhotep III. However, there are many issues with the information discussed throughout this documentary, including evidence argued in such a way that it is not accurate. This documentary tends to be biased towards a negative view of Akhenaten, which would be misleading to viewers who have no prior knowledge, and would leave those with knowledge of the subject with both questions and arguments contradicting the information in the documentary.

Brier argues that Akhenaten altered the religious beliefs of the Egyptians from a polytheistic religion to a monotheistic one, however this is, to an extent, incorrect; Akhenaten increased the religious status of the god Aten to become the prominent god, and decreased the status of the other gods, which resulted in a henotheistic religion, but it was not a monotheistic religion as other gods were still acknowledged. Before the move to Akhet-Aten, Akhenaten built a new temple, the Gem-pa-Aten, in Thebes alongside of the Temple of Amun but did not affect the other temples, leaving them to run in the same way as before and to the same gods (Bell, 2005: 181) There was still mention of other gods during the Amarna Period; the iconoclasm of Amun-Re’s name within Egypt, specifically in Thebes, may have occurred at any point, though has been argued to have happened within years 8 and 12 of his reign (Bell, 2005: 301; Allen, 1996: 4).

Brier asserts that the reason for Akhenaten’s religious views resulted from his neglect as a child; he is the only child not represented as a part of Amenhotep III’s family, nor as having attended the events that the rest of the family were present for. In addition to this, Brier argues that Akhenaten believed he had been rejected by the main gods as a result of his appearance, hence his bringing Aten to prominence. Although there is a lack of representation of Akhenaten with his family, Brier has altered the evidence to argue his perspective, as opposed to arguing what the evidence actually shows. His argument that Akhenaten is not depicted as part of Amenhotep III’s family is not correct; although it is not obvious, Akhenaten and Thutmose are depicted with Amenhotep, but at a minor scale to the rest of the scene. Amenhotep III, in the Soleb reliefs, is portrayed alongside his wife and children, with scale depicted in relation to importance/status; Amenhotep and Tiye are the largest figures, followed by their eldest daughter, and subsequently followed by their younger daughters (Kozloff, 2012: 186). On another part, there is mention of the ‘royal children boys and girls’ indicating that there is at least mention of the sons (Kozloff, 2012: 186), which is contradictory of Brier’s argument.

One important subject that Brier does not acknowledge is the other 18th Dynasty pharaohs before Akhenaten and the increasing status of the solar deities throughout this period.  Although he did take the worship of the solar deities to a larger extent than his predecessors, Akhenaten was not the sole instigator for this. Akhenaten is perceived by many as a “heretic” because of his actions of altering the ancient Egyptian religion, but this is most likely as a result of the lack of understanding of the increasing status of the solar deities by the previous pharaohs. The worship of the solar deities, though not unusual throughout Egyptian history particularly in the 5th Dynasty, became more prominent in the 18th Dynasty. Pharaohs of the Fifth Dynasty built sun temples, showing that worship of solar deities was significant enough for a temple to be built in dedication to them (Verner, 2014: 100). Sunchapels to Ra and solar hymns can be found during the reigns of Hatshepsut and Thutmosis III in the early 18th Dynasty, as well as the increasing use of the name of Amun-Re instead of the traditional Amun (Alcock, 2009: 102). 

Akhenaten is also portrayed as a “misshapen pharaoh” by Brier, which he argues as a reason for his lack of representation during his father’s reign – he was ill and deformed, and potentially had Marfan syndrome. He further supports this argument with the art style used during the Amarna Period, which differs to the traditional style. However, as the alleged body of Akhenaten has yet to be identified - or accepted to be his body (Kemp, 2012: 14) – it is impossible to argue that he had deformities or issues such as Marfan syndrome, so this argument is inconclusive. Furthermore, Amarna style art cannot be used to definitively conclude any issues or disabilities with Akhenaten. The style used during the Amarna Period may have been a result of the desire to portray the pharaoh and his family in the similar style of the androgynous god, the Aten, particularly as Akhenaten deemed himself and Nefertiti as a part of the divine creator triad with the Aten at the head (Robins, 1997: 150; Zinn, 2016: 260). The feminine aspects of the pharaoh would also encompass the idea of the pharaoh as the ‘divine provider of fertility and prosperity to Egypt’ (Laboury, 2011: 11).

The information within this documentary is generally either incorrect or out of date. One such example of outdated information would be the death/disappearance of Nefertiti in the 14th regnal year of Akhenaten; since the release of this documentary, a hieratic inscription at the Dayr Abu Hinnis quarry, 10km north of Akhet-Aten (Akhenaten’s new capital city), provides evidence for the presence of Nefertiti in his 16th regnal year (Zinn, 2016: 260; van der Perre, 2014: 67-77). In conclusion, this documentary ought to be re-evaluated and possibly re-filmed with correct information, as well as a less bias approach to portray Akhenaten in a negative light.
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