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Review of a primary source: The ‘earlier proclamation’ Boundary Stelae of Amarna

The Amarna period (c.1349-1332[footnoteRef:1]) is possibly the most extensively studied era within ancient Egyptian history. The archaeological site of Amarna, also known as Tell-el Amarna, is the location of the rapidly erected ancient city of Akhetaten, ‘Horizon of the Solar Disk,’ built in the fourth regal year of Akhenaten[footnoteRef:2]. Defended by its natural topography, the metropolis housed 20-50,000 people at its peak along with the royal family and its’ court[footnoteRef:3]. The boundary stelae discussed below is the combination of Stelae M and K, with the latter being a copy of the former due to the poor preservation of the sources. Akhenaten likely commissioned the stelae, informing his subjects of the guidelines for the city’s development and ritual activities and providing insight behind his motivations for the so-called ‘religious revolution’[footnoteRef:4] of the Amarna period.   [1:  Williamson 2015:1]  [2:  Baines 2001:272, Williamson 2015:3]  [3:  Hanus 2012:35, Stevens 2016:1]  [4:  Murnane 1995:73] 

The text introduces numerous epithets for the pharaoh, and it speaks as if Akhenaten is requesting the Aten’s appeasement and prosperity, with continuous language usage that emphasizes piety to the Aten. There is often the repetition of positive emotion words and stressing the beauty and joyousness that comes from worshipping the Aten; “when he rises in his horizon and fills the land with the love and [the pleasantness (?) of] the Aten”[footnoteRef:5]. Notably, the word ‘horizon’ appears frequently, albeit this is likely connected to the cities name; ‘Horizon of the Solar Disk.’ The image provided of this god is that they are benevolent, and their sun rays grant love, life, and prosperity to all.  [5:  Murnane 1995:74] 

Unfortunately, the reliability of this source can immediately be questioned. In the text, Akhenaten states that “the land rejoices, and all hearts exult when they see him.”[footnoteRef:6] However, the analysis of skeletons found in the cemetery reveals that these peoples were experiencing malnourishment and poor health[footnoteRef:7]. There was also a fatal disease that swept across the land[footnoteRef:8]. Furthermore, there is no indication that the general public worshipped the solar god nor that they bore adoration for him[footnoteRef:9]. Additionally, the stelae likely had a propaganda purpose, displaying the power, prosperity, and perseverance of the pharaoh.  [6:  Murnane 1995:74]  [7:  Stevens 2016:20-21]  [8:  Williamson 2015:8]  [9:  Williamson 2015: 7] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Atenism, the religion of Ahkenaten, is said to have no creation myth[footnoteRef:10]. However, the city itself was built between the two major cult centers, Thebes and Memphis[footnoteRef:11], and has its’ primordial legitimization noted in the Boundary Stelae: “Akhet-Aten, his place of the primeval event”[footnoteRef:12]. Furthermore, the creation of the religion itself is embedded with mythological borrowing. Akhenaten, to encourage the transition to his new creed, would have needed to incorporate elements of the traditional religion and the Aten is formulated on the backbone of its previous cosmologies. Aten contains characteristics from Memphite/Heliopolitan myth concerning an intelligent, hidden being behind the main pantheon, of which a solar deity sat at its head, and also the Theban myth of the supreme, creator deity Amun who joined with Re to form the solar deity Amun-Re[footnoteRef:13]. It becomes clear that throughout their history, the Egyptians were drawn to solar worship. The intertwining of deities in the rise of Atenism can also be evidenced in the ‘Hymn of the Aten’[footnoteRef:14], which connected the solar deity Re to Aten, albeit the Aten being named where other deities would have been within the epithet introduction. The connection to Re is also important as it replaces Amun-Re. The Mnevis-Bull, attested to the solar cult of Heliopolis[footnoteRef:15], is also mentioned within the Stelae[footnoteRef:16], indicating incorporation of important traditional elements. Additionally, other deities are mentioned within the Boundary Stelae, such as Re and Maat, which indicate that this religion is not monotheistic as often believed[footnoteRef:17]. It has been argued that this religion is one of cosmotheism[footnoteRef:18], henotheism or monolatrism. However, it cannot be ignored that Akhenaten decreed persecution against the other deities[footnoteRef:19]. No matter the theological conundrum, the Aten ensured inflated political power for the king[footnoteRef:20]. Previously, the priest interacted with the gods at their temples but within Atenism, only the king and his wife can communicate with the divine[footnoteRef:21]. This removes power from priests and somewhat deifies Akhenaten and Nefertiti, fulfilling the tradition cosmological triad. [10:  Baines 2001:281]  [11:  Baines 2001:272]  [12:  Murnane 1995:74]  [13:  Tyldesley 2011: 37-70]  [14:  Ritner et al. 2003]  [15:  Montserrat 2003:37]  [16:  Murnane 1995:78]  [17:  Williamson 2015:2, 7]  [18:  Assmann 2012:79]  [19:  Hanus 2012:35, Williamson 2015:6]  [20:  Tyldesley 2011:263]  [21:  Assmann 2012:82, Williamson 2015:5, 7] 

The language within this text, which is often directly inclusive of Nefertiti, indicates a neutral attitude to the idea of women ruling, the genders are included together implying a sense of gender equality. The repetitive mention of Nefertiti also suggests that the king had respect and love for his wife, with the introduction stating that she is the “possessor of graciousness, great of love … chieftainess [of] the Aten’s female entourage, who satisfies him when he rises in the horizon”[footnoteRef:22]. However, Nefertiti was already his chief wife during his coronation[footnoteRef:23], and so their relationship had time to manifest and evolve into a partnership before they ruled alongside each other. His adoration is attested within Hymn to the Aten: “Foremost Wife of the King, whom he loves, the Mistress of the Two Lands”[footnoteRef:24]. Furthermore, within the Aten temple at Karnak, Nefertiti is prominent within the monuments and her artistic representations bare characteristics usually reserved for males[footnoteRef:25], and within other monuments, Nefertiti was used in substation of female deities[footnoteRef:26]. Nefertiti’s consistent inclusion within texts while sharing characteristics with the Pharaoh indicates her high status and importance. This could suggest that under Akhenaten's’ reign, attitudes on women and their roles are more equally balanced, albeit this is only attestable within the royal household due to lack of source material for the general population. It also leads to wonder how much influence the queen had on her king.  [22:  Murnane 1995:74]  [23:  Hanus 2012:34]  [24:  Ritner et al. 2003 :283]  [25:  Montserrat 2003: 16-17, ]  [26:  Williamson 2015:4] 

To conclude, the stelae unlocks vital information that aids in understanding the Amarna period, whether it be Akhenaten's’ adoration and respect for Nefertiti, or belief that the divine Aten is guiding his hands. The stelae themselves can be considered propaganda works, therefore, making their reliability somewhat ambiguous. It is interesting that the attitude portrayed through language is one that is positive towards women, their roles, and their potential. Although Atenism is a founded religion, one believed to be a radical transformation, it contains elements of traditional religion and ideology for the land. This displays how embedded the worldview is for these people, but also reveals the avenues they are willing to manipulate for political power. Further discussion could be had on this topic, just using these stelae as a base. This period of Egyptian history could be indicative of what power couples are capable of, especially when their power is intertwined directly with the divine.
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