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Akhenaton, from the temple  

of Amen-Re (Karnak),  

c. 1353-1335 BCE, sandstone 

 

Known before the fifth year of his reign 

as Amenhotep IV, Akhenaton was a 

pharaoh of the Eighteenth dynasty of 

Egypt who ruled for 17 years and died 

perhaps in 1336 BC or 1334 BC. He is 

especially noted for abandoning 

traditional Egyptian polytheism and 

introducing worship centered on the 

Aten, which is sometimes described as 

monotheistic.  An early inscription likens 

him to the sun as compared to stars, and 

later official language avoids calling the 

Aten a god, giving the solar deity a 

status above mere gods. 



 

He was all but lost from history until the discovery, 

in the 19th century, of Amarna, the site of 

Akhetaten, the city he built for the Aten.  The 

artistic style associated with his reign, which 

departed radically from convention in its use of 

curvilinear and elongated form, is known as the 

Amarna style.  

 



Statue of Akhenaton in the 

Amarna style 

 

In some cases, 

representations are more 

naturalistic, especially in 

depictions of animals and 

plants, of commoners, and 

in a sense of action and 

movement—for both 

nonroyal and royal people. 

However, depictions of 

members of the court, 

especially members of the 

royal family, are extremely 

stylized, with elongated 

heads, protruding stomachs, 

heavy hips, thin arms and 

legs, and exaggerated facial 

features. 



The rather strange and eccentric portrayals of 

Akhenaten, with a sagging stomach, thick 

thighs, larger breasts, and long, thin face — so 

different from the athletic norm in the 

portrayal of Pharaohs — has led certain 

Egyptologists to suppose that Akhenaten 

suffered some kind of genetic abnormality. 

Various illnesses have been put forward. 

 

Because the god Aten was referred to as "the 

mother and father of all humankind" it has 

been suggested that Akhenaten was made to 

look androgynous in artwork as a symbol of the 

androgyny of the god. According to one scholar, 

Dominic Montserrat in his Akhenaten: History, 

Fantasy and Ancient Egypt, this required "a 

symbolic gathering of all the attributes of the 

creator god into the physical body of the king 

himself", which will "display on earth the 

Aten's multiple life-giving functions.” 



Early in his reign Akhenaten 

used art as a way of emphasizing 

his intention of doing things very 

differently. Colossi and wall-

reliefs from the Karnak Aten 

Temple are highly exaggerated 

and almost grotesque when 

viewed in the context of the 

formality and restraint which 

had characterized Egyptian 

royal and elite art for the 

millennium preceding 

Akhenaten's birth.  

 

Although these seem striking 

and strangely beautiful today, it 

is hard for us to appreciate the 

profoundly shocking effect that 

such representations must have 

had on the senses of those who 

first viewed them and who would 

never have been exposed to 

anything other than traditional 

Egyptian art. 



Thutmose. Nefertiti, from Tell 

el-Amarna, c. 1353-1335 BCE, 

painted limestone 

 

Questions remain whether the 

beauty of Nefertiti is 

portraiture or idealism.  



Stele from a house shrine depicting Akhenaten and Nefertiti with three of their 

daughters beneath the sun of Aten (Tell el-Amarna), c. 1345 BCE, limestone 

 

Significantly, and for the only time in the history of Egyptian royal art, Akhenaten's 

family are shown in this relief, of a “house altar”, taking part in decidedly naturalistic 

activities, showing affection for each other, and being caught in mid-action. 



In the new Amarna style, the king and queen sit on cushioned stools playing with their 

nude daughters, whose elongated shaved heads conform to the newly minted figure 

type. The royal couple receive the blessings of the Aten, whose rays end in hands that 

penetrate the open pavilion to offer ankhs before their nostrils, giving them the 

“breadth of life.” The king holds one child and lovingly pats her head, while she pulls 

herself forward to kiss him.  



Akhenaten depicted as a sphinx at Amarna 

 

In the early years of his reign, Amenhotep IV lived at Thebes with Nefertiti 

and his 6 daughters. Initially, he permitted worship of Egypt's traditional 

deities to continue but near the Temple of Karnak (Amun-Ra's great cult 

center), he erected several massive buildings including temples to the Aten.  

Aten was usually depicted as a sun disc.  Later, the pharaoh disbanded the 

priesthoods of all the other gods and diverted the income from other cults to 

support the Aten. 



The idea of Akhenaten as the pioneer of 

a monotheistic religion that later 

became Judaism has been considered 

by various scholars. One of the first to 

mention this was Sigmund Freud, the 

founder of psychoanalysis, in his book 

Moses and Monotheism. Freud argued 

that Moses had been an Atenist priest 

forced to leave Egypt with his followers 

after Akhenaten's death. Freud argued 

that Akhenaten was striving to 

promote monotheism, something that 

the biblical Moses was able to achieve. 

 

Following his book, the concept entered 

popular consciousness and serious 

research. Akhenaten appears in history 

almost two centuries prior to the first 

archaeological and written evidence for 

Judaism and Israelite culture is found 

in the Levant. 



Akhenaten's religion is probably not 

strictly speaking monotheistic, 

although only the Aten is actually 

worshipped and provided with temples. 

Other gods still existed and are 

mentioned in inscriptions although 

these tend to be other solar gods or 

personifications of abstract concepts; 

even the names of the Aten, which are 

written in cartouches like king's 

names, consist of a theological 

statement describing the Aten in terms 

of other gods.  

 

The majority of traditional gods were 

not tolerated, however, and teams of 

workmen were sent around the temples 

of Egypt where they chiseled out the 

names and images of these gods 

wherever they occurred. 



Innermost coffin of Tutankhamen (Thebes), c. 

1323 BCE, gold with inlay of enamel and 

semiprecious stones 

 

Tutankhamun was nine years old when he 

became pharaoh and reigned for approximately 

ten years. 

 

DNA tests finally put to rest questions about 

Tutankhamun's lineage, proving that his father 

was Akhenaton, but that his mother was not one 

of Akhenaten’s known wives. His mother was 

one of Akhenaten’s five sisters, although it is not 

known which one. 

 

Tutankhamun was buried in a tomb that was 

small relative to his status. His death may have 

occurred unexpectedly, before the completion of 

a grander royal tomb, so that his mummy was 

buried in a tomb intended for someone else. 



Death mask of Tutankhamen, 

from the innermost coffin in 

his tomb (Thebes), c. 1323 

BCE, gold with inlay of 

semiprecious stones 

 

The 1922 discovery by 

Howard Carter and George 

Herbert, 5th Earl of Carnarvon 

of Tutankhamun’s nearly 

intact tomb received 

worldwide press coverage. 



This is what greeted Howard Carter's eye when he first held a lighted candle 

through a small opening he made in the door to Tutankhamun's tomb. No 

one had beheld this sight for 3,000 years.  



Tutankhamun’s Golden 

Throne, c. 1335 BCE, wood, 

gold, silver, glass, faience and 

semiprecious stones 



In this painted chest, the subject of a pharaoh riding a war chariot, drawing 

his bow, is traditional but the fluid, curvilinear forms are features 

reminiscent of the Amarna style. 
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What do these movie posters suggest about masculine identity today? 

 

YouTube - Cool Guys Don't Look at Explosions 
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