Characterise the Role of Women in the Sun Religion of Amarna.
What evidence do we have for this?
Founded in the 14th century BCE by 1the 18th dynasty pharaoh Akhenaten (also known as Amenhotep IV), the sun religion of Amarna was a dramatic ideological shift in ancient Egyptian history. Traditional Egyptian polytheism, with its organized pantheon and powerful temple priesthoods, was replaced with a new monotheistic system centred around the Aten, the sun disk, which during the New Kingdom was considered to be an aspect of Ra-Amun-Horus[footnoteRef:2], Akhenaten made it, so the Aten was the sole, worshipped deity[footnoteRef:3]. This sudden change led to a reorganisation of cultic practices and artistic conventions, with the royal family elevated to mediators between the divine and mortal. Beyond the creation of a new religion, Akhenaten moved away from Thebes to set up a new Egyptian capital, Akhetaten – which is more often known as Amarna nowadays. Within this shift, women – most notably the Great Royal Wife Nefertiti and the royal daughters – took on roles of prominence, however, their authority remained in close association to the king.  [2:  Ancient Egypt Online, The Aten (2010) https://ancientegyptonline.co.uk/amarnareligion/ [accessed 16th November].]  [3:  Ancient Egypt Online, 2010.] 

With the use of archaeological evidence of reliefs, shrines, tomb scenes, iconography and inscriptions from Amarna, it can be argued that women in Atenism held more important and significant roles when compared to past Egyptian religious traditions. However, a woman’s prominence was dependent on her relationship to Akhenaten, whose intermediary position between Aten and mortals remained the ideological core of the new system. For example, the queen’s authority functioned as an extension of the king’s divine status, rather than an autonomous position of religious power. The evidence – stela, temple inscriptions, hymns to the Aten, royal titulary and household dedication – reveals that the inclusion of women in Atenism was essential but not autonomous. Meanwhile, evidence from domestic shrines and archaeological remains show that non-royal women participated in Atenism primarily through the royal family, not through a direct relationship with the Aten. 
Atenism and the Restructuring of Religious Authority 
Atenism introduced a model of religious authority almost exclusively centred on the royal family. In contrast to earlier periods, where priesthoods, temples and regional cults constituted to a decentralised religious framework, Atenism displaced traditional institutes and reorganised divine mediation around the figure of the king, as well as being politically and ideologically centred on the king and the sun god Aten, while royal women assumed highly visible and symbolically important roles, though not independent priestly ones. This dual emphasis – heightened visibility but limited power – is crucial to understanding the gendered dynamic of Atenism. As Aten’s blessings were believed to be transmitted through the person of the king, the royal family collectively became an extension of divine authority. The Aten’s rays frequently reached out not merely to Akhenaten but also to Nefertiti and the princesses in sacred scenes. This iconographic method redefined the boundaries of sacredness around the royal household. The royal women did not assume independent priestly roles; instead, their authority functioned as a reflective of the king’s sacred status, integrated into ritual performance as extensions of his divine mandate. Discovered the 18th and 19th centuries, the Boundary Stelae of Akhenaten around the city of Amarna to establish the boundaries as well as be a tool for the pharaoh to spread information of his religious reforms. Many of the stelae had statues of Akhenaten with Nefertiti and some of their daughters, thus showing the importance of these women to the new religious order[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Amarna Project, Boundary Stelae https://www.amarnaproject.com/amarna-the-place/boundary-stelae/ [accessed 2nd December 2025]] 

The emphasis on the royal family within Atenism can be seen as a central tool of divine blessing elevated women’s roles not for their own sake but because the family itself was the theological foundation of the new religion. By presenting the king, queen, and princesses as a unified sacred assembly, Atenism was able to replace the traditional pantheon with the royal household as the focus of religious devotion. However, the use of a triad was common throughout Egyptian history as a way to conceptualise divine families – for example Osiris, Isis and Horus; and Khnum, Satet and Anuket; Atenism used this traditional structure by elevating Nefertiti into a theological partner of Akhenaten, thus she could be seen as a powerful figure. 
Nefertiti as a Cultic Partner
Perhaps the most prominent female religious figure – and one of the most famous women from ancient Egypt because of her famous bust discovered in 1912 and now housed at the Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung – Nefertiti bore the title of Great Royal Wife of Akhenaten, among a variety of others; her role expanded the visibility far more than earlier Egyptian queens. She was depicted performing ritual acts which were traditionally reserved for the king. In relief fragments from Amarna, Nefertiti is shown as making offerings to the Aten in a manner typically attributed to the king, she can be seen offering flowers[footnoteRef:5] and libations. This is a direct indication that she herself acted as a cultic individual rather than a mere passive spectator. Reliefs from the Tomb of Meryre II show her alongside the king in an equal like manner[footnoteRef:6], additionally Akhenaten and Nefertiti’s six daughters are depicted performing religious acts in the inscribed scenes. [5: Mary Harrsch, Fragment of a limestone column depicting Queen Nefertiti offering a bouquet to the Aten followed by Princess Merataten shaking a sistrum from the Great Palace at Tell el-Amarna Egypt 18th Dynasty, 2018 Fragment of a limestone column depicting Queen Nefertiti o… | Flickr [accessed 29th November 2025]]  [6:  Norman de Garis Davies, The Rock Tombs of Amarna. Part II – The Tomb of Panehesy and Meryre II (London: 1905)] 

The Aten’s rays, which end in hands, only reached out the members of the royal family and thus non-royals receive life from these royals[footnoteRef:7], showing that woman have an integral role in the divide between the divine and the mortals. Nefertiti appears with these Aten rays frequently, such as in the banquet scene on Amarna Tomb 1 in the Northern cemetery, which belonged to Huya[footnoteRef:8] – an ancient Egyptian noble who served, among other roles, as the Superintendent of the Royal Harem, which are all in association with the mother of Akhenaten, Queen Tiya. This visual similarity with the king signifies her participation in the divine blessing of the world by Aten. Furthermore, Nefertiti is often depicted of equal size alongside Akhenaten, thus emphasising her elevated status. In addition, Nefertiti is depicted throughout the Tomb of Panehsy[footnoteRef:9] – a nobleman and “Chief servitor of the Aten in the temple of Aten in Akhetaten[footnoteRef:10]” – wearing a blue crown, only Meritaten appears with them in the scene on the outer door.  [7:  Geraldine Pinch, Handbook of Egyptian Mythology (Santa Barbara, California: 2002), p. 110. https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/reader.action?docID=265430&c=UERG&ppg=4 ]  [8:  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Banquet_scene_in_Huya%27s_tomb.png [accessed 22nd November 2025]]  [9:  Davies, The Rock Tombs of El Amarna Part II, p. 9—32]  [10:  Amarna Project, North Tombs https://www.amarnaproject.com/amarna-the-place/north-tombs/ [accessed 4th December 2025]] 

In earlier Egyptian art, the king is almost always portrayed larger than other figures, including the queen; Amarna art showing Nefertiti as an equal is a clear visual statement of an ideological change. Even more striking, she sometimes wears the Hathoric crown of cow horns and a solar disk[footnoteRef:11] – iconography which associated her with the divine, including the goddesses Hathor and Tefnut. These elements when considered together suggest a semi-divine status for the queen which is linked directly to Aten. [11:  Ancient Egypt Online, Nefertiti (2010) https://ancientegyptonline.co.uk/nefertiti2/ [accessed 29th November 2025]] 

Further reinforcing her religious importance was Nefertiti’s names and titles; her epithets – Great Royal Wife, Mistress of the Two Lands, and Nefereneferuaten-Nefertiti[footnoteRef:12] – carry explicit religious resonance. The name Neferneferuaten (“Perfect/Beautiful is the perfection/beauty of Aten[footnoteRef:13]”) binds her identity directly to the Aten as it emerged as a new religion, it was added before the name Nefertiti when Akhenaten officially changed his own name from Amenhotep IV.  [12:  Zinn, Katharina (2016) Women in Amarna: legendary royals, forgotten elite, unknown populace? In: Women in Antiquity: Real Women Across the Ancient World. Routledge, p. 259]  [13:  Biblical Archaeological Society Library, What’s in a Name?: Nefertiti, https://library.biblicalarchaeology.org/department/whats-in-a-name-nefertiti/ [accessed 22nd November 2025]] 

A highly debated aspect of Nefertiti’s role is the possibility that, under the name Ankhkheperure Neferneferuaten, she became co-regent, this idea was first proposed by J. R. Harris in 1973[footnoteRef:14]. Later inscriptions have included this royal name with feminine grammatical endings as well as an unfished stela – which is currently on loan to the Metropolitan Museum of Art[footnoteRef:15] -- depicting to royals with one wearing the double crown and the other in the Khepresh, a royal Egyptian headdress often worn by pharaohs during the New Kingdom. This imagery has been interpreted as Nefertiti as coregent because of the crown, however, in the stela she lacks full pharaonic honours like the double cartouche. If she did indeed rule alongside Akhenaten, she would have wielded huge political and religious power and authority in Atenism, making her the pinnacle of female power with this new system and far surpass all previous Egyptian queens. However, the evidence for Nefertiti ruling in her own right remains incomplete, it has been argued that the so-regent was instead Smenkhkare, the husband of Akhenaten and Nefertiti’s first daughter, Meritaten and later a pharaoh in his own right. The female pharaoh, Neferneferuaten, has been proposed as Nefertiti’s daughter, Meritaten, although this theory itself has faced harsh scrutiny from some scholars; likewise, another daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti has been put forward by Allen, Neferneferuaten-Tasherit shares a name with the mysterious pharaoh, which in his view is significant[footnoteRef:16]. Whomever ruled ancient Egypt as Neferneferuaten would have wielded immense power and authority at a time when Atenism remained in control.  [14:  Harris, J. R. Neferneferuaten Rediviva; 1973 in "Acta Orientalia" 35 pp. 5–13]  [15:  https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/913622 ]  [16:  James P. Allen, The Amarna Succession (New England, USA: Brown University, 2009) p. 14 https://web.archive.org/web/20130701103124/http://cassian.memphis.edu/history/murnane/Allen.pdf [accessed 4th December 2025]] 

The Role of the Royal Daughters in Atenism 
Amarna art is notable for its keen focus on the royal daughters, who repeatedly appear in offering scenes, family portraits and temple reliefs. These royal daughters – Meritaten, Meketaten, Ankhesenpaaten, Neferneferuaten Tasherit, Neferneferure, and Setepenre – were the product of Akhenaten and his principal wife, Nefertiti, who they appear alongside in major ritual scenes, often receiving the rays of the Aten, like their mother Nefertiti. The princess’s presence could be considered symbolic of the dynastic nature of Atenism, showing the importance of the royal household as the primary legitimate channel between humans and Aten. This emphasis further supports Akhenaten’s wider political ideas; by integrating the princesses into public ritual imagery in a way that had never been done so frequently before, Atenism was able to assert the continuity of the divine royal line and naturalise the exclusion of traditional priesthoods. The princesses frequently appear stood near Nefertiti or interacting with her. In tomb scenes, they gather around the queen and not the king, this suggests a maternal-centred structure in the sun religion and highlights Nefertiti’s role as their religious guide and protector. Their religious orientation around the queen may also symbolise the transmission of Aten’s blessings through the maternal line, thus further reinforcing the queen’s elevated status. In the sculptured scenes in the Tomb of Meryre II (Amarna Tomb 2) – an Egyptian noble with a closeness to the pharaoh as he has high ranking roles such as Royal Scribe, Overseer of the Two Treasuries, Steward etc.[footnoteRef:17] – the princesses are shown with their parents, the eldest daughter Meritaten and her sister Meketaten are shown as involved in ritual offerings[footnoteRef:18], this means they were not merely seen as a passive presence but were active in religious practices. Within both temples and palace contexts, the princesses’ appearance indicates that they formed a fundamental part of the royal cultic make up. Regarding the princesses’ active roles in the sun religion, during the daily religious events where the royal family went to the Great Temple of the Aten on chariots after which the princesses used the sistra, a wooden rattle used in religious settings which was originally linked to the goddess Hathor[footnoteRef:19], while the king and queen made offerings[footnoteRef:20]. This highlights the importance of the princesses as participants of this new religion and a valuable tool for Akhenaten.  [17:  Mohamed Zohair, ‘Ancient Egypt: The Tomb of Meryre II at Amarna’, The Database of Religious History, p. 1 https://open.library.ubc.ca/media/stream/pdf/52387/1.0422133/2 [accessed 4th December 2025]]  [18:  Norman de Garis Davies, The Rock Tombs of Amarna. Part II – The Tomb of Panehesy and Meryre II (London: 1905) p. 35]  [19:  Britannica, Sistrum (1998) https://www.britannica.com/art/sistrum [accessed 4th December 2025]]  [20:  Barbara Watterson, Amarna: Ancient Egypt’s Age of Revelation (Charleston, South Carolina: Tempus Publishing, 1999) p. 70] 

In ancient Egyptian religious thought, children could be signifiers of life, renewal and divine blessing; the abundant depiction of the princesses in scene of familial intimacy, worship and ritual performance served as a representation of fertility and cosmic legitimacy of the Atenist royal family. Their presence is a demonstration of Aten’s favour for Akhenaten and Nefertiti and reinforces the idea that the royal household itself was a sacred thing.
Non-Royal Women
While public and ceremonial roles were heavily dominated by royal women, non-royal women also participated in Atenism, though mainly within the domestic sphere. Archaeological evidence from Amarna houses reveals how widespread the use of household shrines depicting the royal family beneath the Aten’s rays were[footnoteRef:21]. These shrines indicate that private worship frequently involved the worship of king, queen and princesses rather than the Aten directly. Through these domestic altars, non-royal and non-elite women engaged in daily religious practices centred on the royal family’s sacred status.  [21:  Salima Ikram, ‘Domestic Shrines and the Cult of the Royal Family at el-‘Amarna’, The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology Vol. 75 (1989), p. 89-101 https://www.jstor.org/stable/3821901?seq=1 [accessed 3rd December 2025]] 

Atenist ideology did not fully supplant older religious practices at a household level; excavations have shown that non-royal women continued the use amulets and figurines of traditional protective deities even during the height of Atenism. There have been at least twenty-one figurines excavated of Bes[footnoteRef:22], an ancient Egyptian god linked to the protection of childbirth, mothers and children[footnoteRef:23]. Also, pottery figurines have been found in the shape of hippopotamus in the North Suburb of Amarna[footnoteRef:24], which has been interpreted as the goddess Taweret, who was believed to, like Bes, be a protector of women and children as well as a patron of childbirth[footnoteRef:25]. This archaeological evidence evidently shows that women – who often oversaw domestic fertility, childbirth and protective rituals – maintained long-established cultic beliefs and traditions alongside the newer Atenist imagery. Thus, their participation in Atenism was neither total nor exclusive.  [22:  Anna Stevens, Private Religion at Amarna: The Material Evidence (Oxford: BAR Publishing, 2016), p. 79]  [23:  Branko F. van Oppen de Ruiter, ‘Lovely Ugly Bes! Animalistic Aspects in Ancient Egyptian Popular Religion’, Animals in Ancient Material Cultures Vol. 2 (2020) https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0752/9/2/51 [accessed 3rd December 2025]]  [24:  Stevens, Private Religion at Amarna: The Material Evidence, p. 83]  [25:  Ancient Egypt Online, Taweret (2016) https://ancientegyptonline.co.uk/taweret/ [accessed 2nd December 2025]] 

For most women, Atenism did not result in expanded authority. Unlike royal women, non-royal women did not gain new institutional or priestly roles. The reduction, and in some cases abolition, of traditional priesthoods did not translate into a growth of responsibilities for women beyond the royal family. This centralisation of religious authority around the royal family left little ideological room for non-royal religious leadership and showed a sharp difference between royal and non-royal women’s religious experience. 

Atenism reshaped ancient Egypt’s entire landscape – both religiously and politically – by situating the royal family at the heart of divine mediation. Within this system, women – most especially Nefertiti – assumed roles of unprecedented visibility and symbolic power. The queen performed ritual previously restricted to the king, received Aten’s life-giving rays, bore titles associated with major goddesses, and potentially may have risen to rule as co-regent. Likewise, the princesses actively participated in ritual scenes, reinforcing the dynastic and familial character of Atenist theology.
However, despite this clear elevation, their authority remained entwined with their relationship with Akhenaten; royal women were not independent religious agents but sacred extensions of the king’s divine role. Additionally, non-royal women experienced even less institutional change, participating primarily through household devotion centred on the royal family.
Thus, the Amarna period stands alone as a unique moment in ancient Egyptian history when female ritual visibility reached its peak, not through true empowerment of women as autonomous religious actors but through the ideological transformation of the royal family into the exclusive point of divine presence. Atenism expanded the symbolic power of royal women whilst maintaining the ultimate supremacy of the king. 
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