







Amarna: Materiality of a Religious Revolution
HPAH5003, HPAH6003
Documentary Review





Melisa Pak
1701689

25/05/2019 










Ancient Egyptians, Akhenaten (2005) Directed by Peter Spry-Leverton [DVD] Discovery Communications.
The Ancient Egyptians series, episode Akhenaten was first released by the Discovery Channel in 1998 (Ancient Egyptians Akhenaten, 2005). Due to the series being available on Discovery Channel, it suggests that the documentary was accessible for any member of the public. From watching the documentary, you do not need to be knowledgeable of Akhenaten or the Amarna period because the documentary gives a wide overview of the approximately thirty-year period, from the beginning to the end. 
The documentary’s purpose was to provide an understanding of the Amarna period and the pharaoh Akhenaten: to explore the ‘uniqueness of the mystic pharaoh and the impact he made on Egypt during his reign’ (Ancient Egyptians Akhenaten, 2005). The information provided by the documentary was not a surprise because I had already had previous knowledge about Amarna from academic reading. I was aware of who Akhenaten was, his attempt to reform religion in Egypt and art styles ranging from ‘naturalistic to highly abstracted and grotesque’ (Brewer and Teeter 2007, 205). I was hoping the documentary would provide some archaeological evidence as to why Akhenaten did what he did. The main question I had before watching the documentary and after was, why did Akhenaten attempt to reform Egypt. 
The narrator first starts of by discussing Akhenaten’s family in the 18th dynasty and how Egypt was at its most glorious era, with many of gods being worshipped (Kemp 1989, 262) and in return it was believed Egypt would prosper. It was suggested in the video that Akhenaten’s family ignored him and favoured his siblings more, while this is unclear if they did and if so why but could be because Akhenaten was disproportionate features for example, the long face and thin limbs. However, Akhenaten’s mother Queen Tiye, was desperate to get Akhenaten on the throne. Once on the throne he built his own temple at Karnak. This was the beginning of his changes. Akhenaten’s temple art showed him having a long and narrow face, with thin limbs and a belly, no longer the traditional muscular look. The temple was to worship the sun god Aten. Now Akhenaten could not be rejected by the gods, because he had his own private god. 
In his fifth year of reign he moved to Amarna, and quickly established a city. In this city, all gods except for Aten were extinct, which meant priests and industrial work were not needed for all these previous gods. The afterlife was a place of rebirth and tomb art showed it to be pleasant, however Akhenaten’s tomb art was of the royal family worshiping Aten. While Amarna had a population of ten thousand people not everyone was pleased; after ten years of living in Amarna and the focus on the new religion, Egypt was deteriorating. The army became weak and foreign countries no longer sent tributes. Seventeen years after his reign, Akhenaten died and appeared to disappear from history. Amarna was not abandoned straight away his successors continued to live here till Tutankhamun decided to move back to Thebes. 
It is not mentioned where the documentary was recorded however from watching the documentary it is highly likely to be Egypt apart from the interviews that were held in New York. The sound effects fitted appropriately, because it was music that most people would typically associate with ancient Egypt. Many images were provided throughout the documentary which fitted well with and clarified what the narrator was saying. The interviews provided different interpretations on whether or not Akhenaten had Marfan Syndrome; a genetic disorder where people can be affected by being tall, thin, long limbs including fingers and toes. The questions asked by the narrator appeared to be relevant to the topics being discussed in the documentary. Both Dr Jessica Davies and the female support group for people with Marfan Syndrome answered the questions to the best of their ability. It is unclear as to why the documentary focused on Marfan Syndrome, when there were other possibilities to his appearance in depictions. 
I did not learn anything new from watching the documentary, it provided clarity on what I already knew and gave me new interpretations to consider when looking at Akhenaten. I most enjoyed the interpretation that perhaps when Akhenaten was a child, he was left out of family events for example family depictions, his mother’s push for him to be on the throne and Akhenaten’s response was to rebel against the Egyptian gods by moving to Amarna and establishing Atenism. 
However, the documentary did have some drawbacks. When the narrator was telling us, what had happened in Egypt during this period, there was a lack of evidence to support his interpretations. It also appeared that connections were being made between theories without any real evidence. Interviews can be useful because they provide more than one interpretation, however Dr Davies was trying to discover if Akhenaten had Marfan syndrome, however this was done by examining a bust and we can not be certain that Akhenaten looked like any of his depictions of himself. It would be an unreliable assumption to make. The interview with the female support group for people with Marfan syndrome could not speak for Akhenaten because they have not been in the same environment, so their responses were subjective, they could only surmise as to why Akhenaten did what he did. 
In comparison documentary Akhenaten and Nefertiti The Royal Gods of Egypt, presented by the BBC in 2002. BBC is accessible by majority of the public, which would suggest that this documentary was also for any individual. While the presentation of this particular documentary was not as clear and the director not being as well spoken made it hard to follow, despite this the documentary did provide a well detailed information in relation to the Akhenaten and had many credential speakers. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the documentary provides a broad overview of Akhenaten and the Amarna period. However, it lacks evidence and detail to support the information provided. An audience that may not have knowledge of Akhenaten could be misled by some of the information provided because assumptions were made throughout the documentary. I would recommend the documentary to undergraduate students as a starting point to study Amarna or Akhenaten, but not for further serious academic work. 
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