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Conventions

For the sake of convenience, I refer to Akhenaten as such throughout, even for
the period before he assumed the name, when it 1s technically incorrect to do so.
The terms ‘king’ and ‘pharaoh’ have been used interchangeably, even though both
are anachronistic. Although not consistent with my practice elsewhere, I have
hyphcnated Akhet-aten to distinguish 1t from the pharach’s name in sections
where both names occur frequently. I usually use Akhet-aten when discussing the
city in Akhenaten’s day, Amarna for most other periods in its history. Most Egyp-
tian personal names have been translated when they first occur, to give a sense of
them as dogmatic phrases, often with theological meanings. All translations are
my own unless otherwisc acknowledged. Dates are to the Common FEra (cE =
aD) or Before the Common Era (Bce = Bc). ce dates arc usually left undesignated
unless there 1s any ambiguity.
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AKHENATEN IN THE MIRROR

Faced with the remains of an extinct civilization, I conceive ana-
logically the kind of man who lived in it. But the first need is to
know how I experience my own cultural world, my own civilization.
The reply will once more be . . . that I interpret their behaviour by
analogy with my own.

Merleau-Ponty 1962: 348

Histories and biographies of Akhenaten usually end with the destruction of his
city and the obliteration of his name by those who wanted to erase his memory
for ever. But this only marks one sort of ending, which is really another begin-
ning. Amazing edifices continue to be built out of the ruins that Akhenaten’s
opponents Icft behind, and over the last century and a half Akhenaten has had
an extraordinary cultural after-life. Akhenaten-themed theologies, paintings,
novels, operas, poems, films, advertisements, fashion accessories and pieces of
domestic kitsch have all been created. This book 1s the first attempt to look at
them and try to understand why their makers chose Akhenaten. I want to know
what interests arc scrved, at particular historical moments, by summoning up
the ghost of a dead Egyptian king, These representations of him are not struc-
tured by Akhenaten’s own history but by struggles for legitimation and author-
ity in the present. Such multiple and contradictory redrawings of characters
from ancient history like Sappho, Alexander the Great, Cleopatra and Julius
Caesar are always more concerned with the importance of the issues discussed
through them than their historicity. In that respect Akhenaten is no exception —
he is a sign rather than a person. But in another way he is a unique sign.
Unlike those other iconic figures, Akhenaten has become a sign almost entirely
through the medium of archaeology. The classical historians do not mention
him explicitly, and so he was never a part of western cultural history in the
samc way as other famous pharaohs like Chcops and Cleopatra. Revealed by
archaeology in the early nineteenth century, Akhenaten emerged largely
unencumbered by cultural baggage and ready to be reborn. Since that time,
the Akhenaten myth has developed, a myth which is a unique barometer for
exploring the fascination of the west with ancient Egypt over the last two
centuries or so.
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This book is about the historical Akhenaten in only a peripheral way. It is not a
biography of him but a metabiography — a look at the process of biographical
representation. It’s really about the uses of the archaeological past and the dia-
logue between past and present: how Akhenaten is simultaneously a legacy of the
past and a fact of the present. I am not really interested in Akhenaten himself,
but in why other people are interested in him and {ind his story relevant and
inspirational when he has been dead for three and a half thousand years. For
inspirational it is. Akhenaten has moved a roster of great twentieth-century cre-
ative talcnts to reproduce him in many media: Sigmund Freud, Thomas Mann,
H.D. and Naguib Mahfouz in literature, Frida Kahlo in paint, Philip Glass and
Derek Jarman in the performing arts. But Akhenaten does not belong exlusively
to elite culture, and so he is a marvellously rich resource for allowing a range of
other voices to be heard, in spite of forces which would consign them to insignifi-
cance. Most books on aspects of Egyptology give little space to these ‘fringe’
voices, but here I cngage with them often. They deserve a respectful hearing, and
give a sense of the vitality and varicty of the meanings of Akhenaten. Also, I
believe that it 1s very important for the professional community to listen to non-
specialists. The two groups are not in conflict, or at least they need not be, and
the dialogue can be mutually cnriching. Writing this book reminded me repeat-
edly of how this dialogue had made me ask questions I would otherwisc never
have considered. Hence my scarch for Akhenaten’s modern reincarnations led
me off into territorics that academic historians rarely visit. I met mystics who
believe that Akhenaten guards the lost wisdom of Atlantis, disability rights activ-
ists who present him as a positive role model to children suffering from a diseasc
affecting the connective tissues, Afrocentrists who invoke him as an ancestor from
the glorious black past denied them by European racists, gay men who say that he
is the first gay man. In this book there are other versions of the pharaoh that
many will find either mad or offensive or both: Akhenatcn the proto-Nazi, for
instance, or Akhenaten the patron saint of paedophiles. Ancient Egypt is invested
with so much cultural capital that people who feel marginalised by majority
cultures want a share of it too.

What all these mutually exclusive versions of Akhenaten have in common is
that the stories told of him are the stories of their creators. Their retellings are
more complex than just inventing fictions or recounting facts. Description, obser-
vation and self-revelation mix with selective reporting of evidence and the
reworking or omission of unsuitablc details. All presenters of Akhenaten, schol-
arly or otherwise, have distinctive personal, cultural and generic biases that shape
their perceptions. In this book I spend a lot of time examining what might be
called the paratextual conditions of the mythic Akhenaten — the other circum-
stances which help to produce specific views of him and assist in his
mythologisation.

It is hard to find common denominators to these myths because they are so
Protean, their different guises shifting to suit the needs of particular audicnces,
genres and interpreters. However, one thing which underpins many of them is
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the desire, to find an antecedent for oneself or onc’s beliefs in ancient Egypt.
Along with Greece and Rome, Egypt has a privileged position in western ideas
about its own origins. Since Plato, historians, politicians and theologians have
looked to ancient Egypt to find justification, legitimation or authentication.
Akhenaten is a uniquely attractive figure to draw on here. He is supposedly an
individual, a real person whosc psychology and character we can see developing,
someone with whom we can identify. In 1905 one of the first scholars to write for
the public about Akhenaten, the American Egyptologist James Henry Breasted
(1865-1935), famously called him ‘the first individual in human history’. In fact,
Akhenaten presents a carefully constructed image of himself through an ideolo-
gised set of words and pictures that make the individual behind them clusive. But
the idea of him as an individual has become deep-rooted. Akhenaten would
never have had the kind of after-life that he has enjoyed unless he was felt to be
accessible in a unique way. And so Akhenaten has repeatedly been made to
speak, In the first-person singular, in the languages that we understand — a kind of
ventriloquist’s dummy who mouths the words of the people who manipulate him.

Another reason for Akhcnaten’s continued presence is because he has found a
succession of perfect cultural moments to be reborn. When Europeans began to
rediscover him in earnest in the late 1840s and carly 1850s, Egypt had a high but
still ambivalent position in western ideas about its past and the formation of its
culture. These were set out by historians and philosophers like G. W. Hegel
(1770-1831), who praised ancient Egypt’s contribution to civilisation. They
attributed to ancient Egypt the development of litcracy and civic government,
and made it a stage on the ascent of humanity from barbarism to enlightenment.
Yet at thc same time Egyptian culture went off along paths that pointed in the
opposite direction to western enlightenment — towards the occult, polytheism,
and the ultimate decline of great empires. In this sense, ancient Egypt was a
disturbing memento mori, as in Shelley’s Egyptian sonnet ‘Ozymandias’, where it is
‘the decay of that colossal wreck’. Akhenaten, however, seemed to eradicate the
most troubling aspects of ancient Egypt by advocating monotheism, and so
seemed to be a progressive pharaoh who offered civilisation a way forward in the
present. When archaeology revealed more about him in the 1890s and 1900s, this
was apparently confirmed. An individual emerged from the ruins of Amarna,
Akhenaten’s city. He was an individual who scemed to accord perfectly with ‘the
new spirit in history’, which regarded progress as ‘the sacredness and worth of
man as an ethical being endowed with volition, choice and responsibility’. So
wrote the historian and journalist W. S. Lilly in 1895, adding that human history
was ‘the record of the gradual triumph of the forces of conscience and reason
over the blind forces of inanimate nature and the animal forces of instinct and
temperament in man’.! But Akhcnaten also vindicated bourgeois values: he
‘openly proclaims the domestic pleasures of a monogamist’, wrote the British
archaeologist Flinders Petrie (1853-1942) in The Times in 1892. In a fin-de-siécle
world haunted by images of degeneration and decay, Akhenaten’s freshness and
wholesome family life scemed to offer a vision of revitalisation, in the same way
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as the Utopian movements that flourished at this time. Akhenaten’s archaeo-
logical rediscovery coincided with an unparalleled appetite for popular history in
many forms: not just through written texts but also through local societies, read-
ing groups, public lectures illustrated with slides, and evening classes. Knowing
the past had become a favourite way of looking at the present. Such a prolifer-
ation of sources made Akhenaten available to a wide audience, and amateur,
heterodox versions of Egypt soon began to split themselves off from professional,
orthodox ones. Cheap books, the development of mass-circulation illustrated
newspapers, and later visual media like stereoscopic slides and film, made
Akhenaten known to even more people.

Nothing illustrates this process of familiarisation better than a letter written on
3 May 1922, when interest in the excavations at Amarna was at its height. The
writer was H. R. Hall (1873-1930), Kecper of Egyptian Antiquities at the British
Museum, and author of The Ancient History of the Near East from the Earliest Times to
the Battle of Salamis (1913), which went into ten successive editions. Hall believed
that Akhenaten was totally solipsistic and probably half-mad, and countered
Breasted’s “first individual® epithet with onc of his own: ‘Certainly Akhenaten was
the first doctrinaire in history, and, what is much the same thing, the first prig.™
From his office at the Museum, Hall wrote to Arthur Weigall (1880-1934) who
from 1905 to 1914 had been Inspector-General of Antiquities for the Egyptian
Government but had since left the archaeological world. In 1922 he was working
as the film critic of the Daily Mail and a freelance journalist. Hall was writing to
congratulate Weigall on the second, revised edition of his bestseller The Life and
Times of Akhnaton, Pharaoh of Egypt — an emotive biography whose mixture of
archaeology, religion and romance ensured its huge success among a readership
ranging from English popular novelists to Sigmund Freud. Inadvertently Weigall
was one of the main creators of the Akhenaten myth, and his name will come up
often in this book. Hall saluted ‘my dear Weigall’ with an appropriate greeting in
hieroglyphs, and went on:

You will do us proud if you will boost the E[gypt] E[xploration] S[oci-
ety] and the Amarna digs in your book, on the re-edition of which I
congratulate you. Your way of dealing with our cracked fricnd Crack-
enaten appeals more to the Great British Public than mine: I don’t think
that people like him to be made out a common Garden-city crank, as |
represent him. Ah me! I fear I am unrcgenerate: no uplift about me. No
enthewziasm [sic], no mysteries, no ghosteses [sic], no One God, no
primeval Egyptian wisdom, no unlucky mummies, no signs of the
zodiac, no reincarnation, no abracadabra, no soulfulncss about me. Nor
do I go about in smelly garments with an old rucksack and wave a
potsherd. So I don’t please either kind of crank, mystified or Petrified,
and the movie public is more interested in your and Breasted’s Ikhnaton
than 1n mine. Yours is a thriller: minc a Montessori prig, and that is what
I believe he was. But each to his taste, and as brother-augurs, we can
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carefully place our tongues in our cheeks and wink our dexter eye at one
anothcr. And Woolley is also an augur. He is prepared to provide you
with the latest movie stuft on old Crackpot and the city of Cracketaten
as revealed in the latest epoch-making excavations of the greatest arch-
aeological society in the World bar none, and will phonc or write you on
the hop, sure thing. You will see specimens of our Mr. Woolley’s stuff in
the Illustrated London News shortly; the house of Akhcnaten’s prime
minister, showing the Machinery of Government (including I suppose
the Trcasury Axe) at work (put a penny in the slot) will am/use/aze you.
He will soon have another article out in the I[llustrated] L[ondon]
Nlews] about Carccmish, with an illustration of the house in which
Jeremiah met Herodotus. At least, he says so. The intervicw must have
been interesting,

... Forgive my frivolity. But Akhenaten always makes me feel frivo-
lous. He was the sort of person I always want to poke in the ribs and
hear him crow and gasp. I am afraid he would rcally have felt obliged
to sacrifice me to Amun with his own hand if I had lived in his times,
for I have no bump of reverence, and have always mocked at
prophets.

Yours ever,

H. R. Hall®

H. R. Hall’s witty and allusive letter is full of in-jokes about his and Weigall’s
academic contemporaries — it pokes fun at some of Petrie’s personal habits, for
instance. But it really focuses on ways of packaging the pharach to make him
attractive to a mass audience. In May 1922, with Tutankhamun’s tomb still to be
discovered, Akhenaten was the first ancient Egyptian celebrity, born from a union
between archaeology and its presentation in modern mass media. Through the
mixture of text and image in journals like The Hllustrated London News, people could
see the past brought to life. Hall’s pseudo-American ‘movic’ slang and references
to automation all point out how Akhenaten was produced at the current bound-
arics of technology. Hall reminds us (very topically) that technology has the
power to re-create a past which has nothing to do with history, but everything to
do with modern desires about what history ought to bc. It can create amazing
and impossiblc cncounters, such as one between the biblical prophet Jeremiah
and the fifth-century BcE historian Herodotus. But the most significant encounter
is that between the ancient and modern world, in which Akhenaten can be a
perfect mediator.

Hall understood the progressiveness of Akhenaten’s ideas in terms of the
1920s. His Akhenaten lives in a garden suburb — the epitome of a certain kind of
bourgeois domestic ideal — and approves of the radical educational methods of
Maria Montessori. Not everybody was so impressed with Akhenaten’s modernity.
Conservatives like Rudyard Kipling thought rather differently about him. In
1925 Kipling received a rather handsome birthday present from the novelist
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Henry Rider Haggard — a ring found at Amarna and inscribed with Akhenaten’s
name. Kipling’s thank-you note to Haggard says:

Just a line on my return from town to thank you a hundred times for
Akhenaton’s Seal (I'm sure he kept it in his Library) which you needn’t
tell me has no duplicate. It won’t be lost — ins’h Allah! And it’s going into
safe and honourable keeping. I don’t care so much about Akhenaton’s
dealings with it (he probably countersigned a lot of tosh of the Social
Progress nature before he was busted).*

Akhenaten is so deeply associatcd with progress and modernity that he could
be encountered in London’s newly built garden suburbs, but is also a slightly
ridiculous figure, ‘a Montessori prig’ and believer in ‘Social Progress’. He is a
paradoxical thing, a thoroughly modern pharaoh.

To others, Akhenaten’s halo remained untarnished. Akhenatcn had a high
profile in the inter-war years, marked by a search for new 1deals and authority. He
was a transcendental hero, onc in an iconic lineage of the world’s greatest
thinkers. As in the 1890s, his prominence was a product of archaeology, when
excavations and finds from Amarna were exhibited and written about. It was as
an idealist that Akhenaten attracted Sigmund Freud. His last and most puzzling
work, Moses and Monotheism, centres around the nature of Akhenaten’s Geustigkeit,
an untranslatable German word combining spirituality, intellectuality and pro-
gressiveness. Via Frcud, Akhenaten’s story inspired Irida Kahlo (1907-54),
whose amazingly complex painting Moses (1945) is structured around Amarna art
elements. Figures and images symbolising all time and space are united com-
positionally by the rays of a huge, blood-red Aten-disc, under whosc protection
Moses is born. Moses won an art prize in Mexico, and Kahlo gave a lecture about
her painting and its complicated symbology. It was, she said, about the birth of
the HERO:

On the same earth, but painting their heads larger, to distinguish them
from the ‘mass’, the herocs are pictured (very few of them, but well
chosen), the transformers of religions, the inventors or creators of these,
the conquerors, the rebels. . . . To the right, and this figure I should have
painted with much more importance than any other, Amenhotep IV can
be scen, who was later called Akhenaten . . . later Moses, who according
to Freud’s analysis, gave his adopted people the same religion as that of
Akhenaten, a little altered according to the interests and circumstances
of his time. After Christ, follow Alexander the Great, Caesar, Moham-
med, Luther, Napoleon and ... ‘the lost infant’, Hitler. To the left,
marvelous Nefertitl, wife of Akhenaten, I imagine that besides having
been extraordinarily beautiful, she must have been ‘a wild one’ and a
most intelligent collaborator to her husband. Buddha, Marx, Frcud,
Paracelsus, Epicure [sic], Genghis Kahn, Gandhi, Lenin and Stalin.”
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The romantic and idealistic Frida Kahlo had a predictable vision of Akhen-
aten which was fine for the 1940s. (She also seems to have identified personally
with Nefertiti.) The climate is rather different now, and universal heroes linking
the whole of human existence are not so much in fashion. At the end of the
1990s, archaeologists and ancient historians are at the height of a new multi-
cultural and academic turn. In today’s jargon, some of us are engaged in the
deconstruction, destabilisation, demythologisation and deideologisation of
western-produced knowledge of the past. Part of this process is to create alterna-
tive points of reference and alternative discourses which reconfigure received
wisdom. In other words, demoting cultural heroes and looking at them
from unorthodox points of view is fashionable. So my postmodern version of
Akhenaten is just as much of its time as Hall’s, Kipling’s and Kahlo’s. My own
prejudices, and something of my own history, will become clear from the parts of
the Akhenaten myth I have chosen to survey here. Any examination of a myth-
ologised historical character like Akhenaten inevitably ends up by adding some-
thing more to the myth, and this book 1s no exception. It is just as much an
appropriation as the rest.

Although my focus here is not really on the historical Akhenaten but on cul-
tural fantasies of him, it is still important to give a short account of his reign and
examine the histories that fantasy takes as its point of departure. This is the first
part of the next chapter. I attempt to synthesise briefly what can be really known
about Akhenaten before turning to the business of how myths about him are
created. I look at how Akhenaten’s childhood and family dynamics have been
re-created on the basis of no evidence at all, and how he is secn as revolutionary
and innovatory, whercas much of what he did can also be seen as derivative and
conservative. | also look at literal rcadings of Amarna art, based on an inapplic-
able notion of ‘naturalism’, and the consequent fixation on Akhenaten’s body.
Finally, I examine the fantasy of the lost Utopian city, and the ways in which
Akhenaten had already been ‘discovered’ in a sensc before anything factual was
known about him. Philosophers, historians and mystics in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries created independently Utopian sun-cities in Egypt, presided
over by an cnlightened and benevolent pharaoh who offered the west a way
forward. The historical Akhenaten thus confirmed a prefabricated text, which
received further corroboration when the city of Amarna was excavated.

The archaeology of Amarna, and the people who dug and visited the site, are
the subjeccts of Chapter 3. Amarna is the ‘lost city’ par excellence, waiting to be
rediscovered by the western archacologists who are the only ones who ‘*know’
ancient Egypt. Presentation of its archacology in various popular media is an
important focus. From the 1850s Amarna figured in a variety of popular publica-
tions, especially religious books produced for Sunday rcading. Between 1887 and
1936, a succession of important archaeological discoveries at Amarna stopped it
from ever slipping out of the public eye. These discoveries coincided with the
devclopment of print technologies in the 1890s onwards, ensuring that images
of Amarna and Akhenaten continued to be available in a range of English



AKHENATEN IN THE MIRROR

magazines, from the middlebrow, such as The Hlustrated London News and The Sphere,
to the up-market and artsy, such as The Burlington Magazine and The Connoisseur.
Journalistic coverage of Amarna played a major part in sustaining its mythic
status as a lost world and a Utopian space, a sort of Atlantis. At the same time it
was also the ancient place which confirmed modern aspirations to bourgcois
domesticity. In this context, I cxamine the personal agenda of the archaeologists
who excavatcd Amarna and often doubled as journalists to publicise their dis-
coveries. These rediscoveries of Amarna have coincided with some intercsting
moments in the development of archaeological thought, resulting in further
appropriations of the site as it is deployed to prove the validity of different strat-
egies. Digging also went hand in hand with political events. After Egypt became a
British protectorate in 1882, Amarna became a metaphor for how ancient Egypt,
hopelessly degraded after stagnant centuries of Islam and Ottoman rule, would
be transformed by western progress. A close look at the archaeologies of Amarna
also helps to put in context the phenomenon of “Tutmania’, the fascination with
Egypt that followed the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922. Tutmania was
not a self-containcd phcnomenon but was originally built on and sustained by
popular interest in the archacology of Amarna, something ignored by most work
on the western appropriation of Egypt.” Indeed, some people in the 1920s com-
plained that Tutankhamun was boring because he encapsulated the clichéd image
of Egypt as an ancient land obsessed with death, while Akhenaten and Amarna
gave something much more exciting and up to date: an archaeology of life.

The place-name Amarna is, as Petrie wrote in 1894, ‘a European concoction’.’
Because I am primarily interested in Europecan appropriations of Amarna, 1
deliberately avoid in Chapter 3 the fascinating question of how it has been per-
ceived by the people who live there. At various times Amarna monuments,
including parts of Akhenaten’s tomb, have been destroyed i local disputes, or
resignified according to Islamic culture — the boundary stelae arc supposed to
mark the mouths of caves filled with treasure, for instance. Evidently a local
process of mythologisation is in action, which mvests the archaeological remains
with a potent valuc. And feelings can still run high about Akhenaten in Egypt as a
whole, as shown by the reaction to Naguib Mahfouz’s novel about Akhenaten,
al ‘A’ish fi al-hagiga (Dweller mn Truth). It remains to be seen how such factors as
the proposed Akhenaten visitor centre at nearby Minieh, Islamic fundamentalism
in Middle Egypt, and the continued presence of foreign archaeologists, will
develop and altcr perceptions.

Spread by news media, interest in the excavations at Amarna in the 1920s
and 1930s went all over Europe. When they finished, Freud wrote to his friend
Arnold Zweig that he would pay to continue them if he were a millionaire: I start
with Freud in Chapter 4. He and the early psychoanalytic community were
fascinated by Akhenaten, who seemed to prove the existence of the Oedipus
complex in distant antiquity, and thus the status of psychoanalysis as an objective
science. Freud and his followers derived many of their ideas from the works of
Weigall and Breasted. Their reinterpretation of (then) reliable Egyptologists is an
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interesting test-case in how myths are produced by heterodox groups using
orthodox sourccs. From the same angle, I look at the Fascist versions of Akhen-
aten that co-existed with Freud’s and called upon Akhenaten in the same way.
Fascists made the Utopian Amarna into a Utopia of their own — a reminder that
Utopias are, ultimately, very dangerous places. Disturbingly, some of these Nazi
interpretations are still in circulation today, distributed by far-right publishers and
on the World Wide Web. Although Fascists and early psychoanalysts shared little
common ground, the fact that they both invoked Akhenaten as a legitimating
figure from the past illustrates how quickly he acquired the cultural capital to
function in contemporary struggles.

Chapter 5 develops this idea by looking at versions of Akhenaten which are
constructed to challenge the status quo. Paradoxically, these are the most extremc
and imaginative readings of Akhenaten, while being at the same time the most
conservative. | concentrate on two Akhenatens which sometimes overlap: the
mystic Akhenaten of alternative religionists, and the black Akhenaten of Afro-
centrists. Afrocentrism is a political and cultural movement which seeks to
reclaim the origins of world civilisations in black Africa, and Egypt plays a cen-
tral part in its discourse. It’s a controversial philosophy which has been criticised
by whitc and black historians, especially in its appropriation of Egypt. In this
respect, they say, Afrocentrism is based on old-fashioned idcas about race, and
actually dances to a western tunc while claiming to be a radical revision of
history. It ‘may be useful in developing communal discipline and self-worth and
cven in galvanising black communities to resist the encroachments of crack
cocaing, but . . . its European, Cartesian outlines remain visible beneath a new
lick of Kemetic [i.e. Egyptian] paint’.® Yet the black people I met who passion-
ately believed in a black Akhenaten were not concerned with the niceties of
Afrocentrism’s status as a basis for writing cultural history: they were involved
with much more immediate struggles. This was brought home when I moved on
to the writings of alternative religionists. I was struck by the racist assumptions
that seemed to underlie some of these readings of Akhenaten. Many of these arc
indebted to various forms of Theosophy, whose potential for appropriation by the
extreme right has often been noted. As with the Fascist interpretations of Akhen-
aten in the previous chapter, the most disturbing thing about these was the way
that dangerous ideas lay beneath what seemed to be a harmless route to spiritual
development and self-knowledge.

Chapter 6 considers the numcrous fictional and litcrary treatments of Akhenaten,
which cover almost every genre: plays, poetry, but above all novels. Akhenaten’s
story had sometimes becn used to comment on modern political events, in rather
the same way that Shakespeare critiqued Jacobcan politics in plays set in the
ancient world. But such treatments of Akhenaten arc in the minority. Many of
these novels or literary trcatments are conservative and predictable. They con-
trast strikingly with the imaginative rereadings of Akhcnaten’s story surveyed in
Chapter 5, perhaps illustrating how fiction comes from a different centre of
cultural production. Their authors reflect bourgeois sensibilities, a predictable



AKHENATEN IN THE MIRROR

consequence of Amarna’s representation as the most bourgeois place of
antiquity. They are hampered by a fascination with Egyptian material culture
and a desire to get the period details right, which means that many of them are
more or less descriptions of famous pieces of art from Amarna, strung together
with dialogue. Most arc also very Eurocentric, betraying the extent to which
ancient Egypt has been internalised and familiarised by the west. Many people
believe that ancient Egypt can be understood in modern terms with a mini-
mum of cultural adjustment. Literary versions of Akhenaten demonstrate this,
sometimes hilariously.

Some of the more recent novels are driven by an obsessive interest in Akhenat-
en’s sex life, and in the final chapter I look at how Akhenaten has been brought
right up to date by exploring his sexuality. One manifestation is the gay Akhen-
aten, part of the quest for a gay identity in the past that has been so important in
some quarters over the last twenty years or so. Another is the polymorphously
perverse Akhenaten: heterosexual monogamist no more, this Akhenaten has sex
with his male lovers, mother, son-in-law and various daughters as well as his wives
and concubines. Again, to me these portrayals seem conservative while trying to
be radical. The gay versions are misogynistic in that they write the prominent
women of Akhenaten’s family out of the plot; the others recall Orientalist porn
of the nineteenth century, in which pansexual eastern potentatcs had sex with
everybody imaginable. These sexual incarnations of Akhenaten are an appropri-
ate place to conclude. They sum up 150 years of appropriations, but are open-
ended and so point the way to the ones that will inevitably follow but are now
impossible to predict.

I hope that the result of all this is more than a breeze through the manifest-
ations of ancient Egypt in western culture since mid-Victorian times. I also hope
that the Akhenatens I have discussed here add up to more than empty post-
modern pastiches, a void at the centre of an endless parade of signifiers without
refercnce. By examining the multiple Akhenatens of this book, I intended to do
three things. I wanted first to point out the extent to which the west has internal-
ised ancient Egypt and made it its own. The sccond was to cnable everybody who
is interested to look at Akhcnaten with a little more neutrality. Academics nced to
remember that the histories of Akhenaten they write are just as self-revealing as
those by people who have had little to do with conventional history. Researcher,
researched and the act of researching are interactive texts which form each other.
Admitting this makes the highly personal nature of what is produced through
research more explicit; we acknowledge our own input rather than hiding behind
the mask of objectivity. This is true not just of Akhenaten, but of the whole
archaeological past — though admittedly Akhenaten, like Stonchenge, is an
extreme case.

Third, it sccmed to me that this multiplicity of Akhenatens is telling the profes-
sional community that its role is changing. Conventional historics of Egypt
present a view of an apolitical past which is over and done with, but Akhcnaten’s
amazing life in the western imagination shows how this is anything but the case.

10
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He is not static and conservative, but political and dynamic. Different mterest
groups compete for the right to present him, and the huge appetite for works
about Egypt in all media maintains this. Yet the most successful books on
Egypt in terms of sales are often those that academic insiders regard as the
most eccentric, and usually refuse to engage with in any way. Their authors go
on to exploit this lack of professional engagement: it’s much easier to claim
that there is a cover-up when the official response is ‘No comment’. How the
situation has changed from the latc ninctcenth and early twentieth century,
when archaeclogists and Egyptologists were media figures famous enough to
appear as characters in popular fiction. Part of the reason why Petrie, Wallis
Budge and Margaret Murray were so well known in their day was because
they wrote popular books which presented Egyptian archaeology i an inclusive
and exciting way. But the growth in academic specialisation since then mcans
that few modern scholars attempt such projects. Now technology is dissolving the
boundaries between the academically credible and the fringe. People increasingly
go for all kinds of information to the World Wide Web, where all information is
of equal value. Here eccentric and conventional Egyptology rub shoulders, and it
can be hard to know which is which. Archaeology is global. The professional
community is going to have to engage more with non-specialists, whether it likes
it or not. The many strange faces of Akhenaten are reminders of this: they are
mnemonics for a world where orthodox and heterodox, past and present, reality
and hyper-reality, are becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish.

11



2
HISTORIES OF AKHENATEN

The Tel ¢l Amarna period has had more nonsense written about it
than any other period in Egyptian history, and Akhenaten is a
strong rival to Cleopatra for the historical novelist. The appeal of
Cleopatra is the romantic combination of love and death; Akhen-
aten appeals by a combination of religion and sentiment. In the
casc of Akhenaten the facts do not bear the construction often put
on them.

Margaret Murray 1949: 54

Here are some of the religious and political leaders that Akhenaten has been
compared to: Martin Luther, Cromwell, Julian the Apostate, Moses, Christ. His
reign has been compared to the Reformation, the English Civil War (again with
Akhcnaten as Cromwell rather than Charles I), the French Revolution, the Rus-
sian revolutions of 1917 — in fact, to almost any ideological conflict with religion,
doomed royal personalities and perhaps a love story at its centre. Historians who
write about a world far removed in time and place find such comparisons with
other periods in history very tempting. But at the samc time these analogies
smooth over the difference between the ancient and the modern world, making
readers think that it is possible to understand Akhenaten and his reign with a
minimum of cultural adjustment. They also subtly superimpose western ways of
thinking about monarchy, art and religion onto a world where their meanings
and ideological underpinnings were very different. Ultimately, they trivialise by
emphasising similarity rather than difference. They are almost an abuse of
Akhenaten’s memory, an unwarranted universalisation of his experience. Once
his story has become universal, it can easily become one of those stories which
are so compelling that they resist closure and so full of rich potentialities that they
cannot be historically contained — in other words, a myth.

This chapter is a hard look at that myth and the aspects of Akhenaten’s history
that have been most influential in its formation, rather than a comprehensive
history of his reign. Inevitably I have had to be selective and ignore some import-
ant historical questions because they have little to do with myth-making. There-
forc I spend little time considering foreign policy and diplomacy, or whether.there
was a period when Akhenaten and his father Amunhotep III ruled jointly. All this
involves a certain amount of debunking myths. The most attractive and resilient

12
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parts of Akhcnaten’s history/pseudobiography are also the parts that arc most
difficult to substantiate with hard evidence. Also, I do not want to write another
over-personalised psychobiography of Akhenaten, reconstructing his motiv-
ations, . feelings and emotions. It would be marvellous if one could say with
authority that Akhenaten had Oedipal fantasies about his parents, or that ‘there
can be no doubt that both Akhcnaten and Nefertiti were extremely proud of
their six daughters’, or that Akhenaten’s sister was the ‘little companion’ of their
mother’s lonely widowhood, or that ‘the perfect life of the royal family was
shattered’ by child deaths — but one can’t, becausc the evidence is not there.’

These quotations all come from the standard, most easily available works on
Akhenaten by professional Egyptologists. As well as being sentimental and wholly
speculative, they illustrate the central problem that his biography is rarcly written
with any neutrality. More than any other period of Egyptian history, Akhenaten’s
reign evokes cmotive narratives and personalised responses, even from conserva-
tive academics who have had long scholarly connections with it. This is true of
the authors of the two most authoritative English-language biographics, Akhen-
aten, King of Egypt (1988, still in print) by Cyril Aldred (1914-91), and Donald
Redford’s Akhenaten, the Heretic King (1984). Both biographies are scholarly works
based on an cxhaustive knowledge of the period, and in many ways they are still
indispensable. Yet they paint radically diffcrent pictures of the king and his reign,
which ultimately derive from Redford disliking Akhcnaten and Aldred thinking
he was admirable. To their credit, neither author makes any attempt to disguise
his opinion.

Donald Redford, a Canadian archacologist, has worked since the mid-1960s
on reconstructing the dismantled monuments from the early part of Akhenaten’s
reign at east Karnak. It scems to me that his work on these monuments influ-
enced his conception of Akhenaten in Akhenaten, the Heretic King, as an inflexible
ideologue who deserved his downfall, like a modern dictator whose statucs are
torn down. Redford sometimes uscs the vocabulary of the Cold War and 7984 —
people are ‘purged’ or become ‘non-persons’, the Egyptian army takes POWs,
and so on. Its conclusion hints at other types of prejudice. Redford admits that he
personally dislikes Akhenaten, not only because he was a repressive monomaniac
and intellectual lightweight, but also because he was an effeminate artistic type:
‘Is this effete monarch, who could never hunt or do battle, a true descendant of
the authors of Egypt’s empirc?” His court ‘is nothing but an aggregation of
voluptuaries . . . T cannot conceive a more tiresome regime under which to live.”
On the other hand, Cyril Aldred (formerly Keeper of Art and Archaeology in the
Royal Scottish Museum, Edinburgh) is very keen on Amarna art. Believing that
images of Akhenaten which seem to show him physically aberrant may be read
literally, in the 1960s he developed the influential theory (first proposed in 1907)
that Akhenaten suffered from a rare endocrinal disorder, Frohlich’s Syndrome.
Perhaps from his early training at the Courtauld Institute of Art, Aldred talks
about Egypt using art-historical vocabulary indicative of western European cul-
tural movements: ‘naturalism’, ‘mannerism’; ‘realism’, and so on. Akhenaten, King
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of Egypt is Eurocentric in other ways. Aldred seems to think about Akhenaten and
Nefertiti in terms of the British royal family of his youth, who celebrate ‘jubilees’
and ‘durbars’ just like George V. Aldred admires Akhenaten for being more
‘advanced’ and ‘rational’ (read: western) than other pharaohs, based on the
Judaeo-Christian assumption that monotheism must inherently be a superior
belief system to any other. He thinks that this can be deduced from artistic
productions: ‘Amarna art in the integration of its compositions betrays ... a
more joyous acceptance of the natural world, and a more rational belief in a
universal sole god.”*

Contradictory biographies like these are part of the process by which a histor-
ical figure becomes mythologised. It 1s still possible to write about even the most
sacrosanct heroes and heroines more impartially, and William J. Murnane has
shown that this can be done for Akhenaten. Murnane’s invaluable source history
Texts from the Amarna Period in Egypt (1995) has the great advantage of being
entirely based on the full range of written documentation, but does not offer a
narrative history. Readers have to put that together from the documents. A short
synthesis pointing out a few facts alongside many problems might therefore be a
useful preliminary to my investigation of how the legend surrounding Akhenaten
has been formed.

The reign of Akhenaten

The least disputed events of Akhenaten’s life and reign can be summed up as
follows.* A younger son of Amunhotep III (reg. ¢. 1391-1353 BcE) and his consort
Tiye, he was originally named Amunhotep and may have been born between ¢.
1385 and 1375 Bce.” There are no textual mentions or pictorial depictions of him
which definitely predate Amunhotep III’s Aeb-sed or sed-festival, a series of cele-
brations and religious rituals symbolically reinvigorating the pharaoh which
started in year 30 of the reign, ¢. 1361 Bce. The first documentary record of the
future Akhenaten comes in a brief inscription on a jar which supplied some food
product to his father’s sed-festival. He succeeded Amunhotep III as Amunhotep
IV, probably on his father’s death in ¢. 1353 Bce. The evidence for any extended
period of joint rule between Amunhotep III and Akhenaten is circumstantial, or
based on art-historical criteria which are so far not generally accepted.’
Temple-building programmes in honour of the Aten, or divinised sun-disc,
began early in the new reign, perhaps in the first year. East of the ritual site at
Karnak, an extensive temple complex apparently called the Gem-pa-Aten (mean-
ing perhaps “The-Aten-is-found’ or ‘He-has-found-the-Aten’) was hurriedly built
in honour of the sun-god Re-Harakhty-Aten, here depicted as human-bodied
but falcon-headed and wearing an Aten-disc. Akhenaten is shown making differ-
ent offerings to Re-Harakhty-Aten in a series of roofless kiosks, instead of the
usual scenes where he offers to the numerous gods of the Dual Kingdom of
Egypt.” The name and divine nature of this sun-god are defined in new honorific
formulae, replete with theological meanings and puns on the names of gods that
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Figure 2.1 The names of the Aten: (a) carlicr form in use from about regnal years 3 to 9.
Translation something like ‘Re-Harakhy (2. Re-Horus-of-the-twin-horizons),
who rejoices in his name as Shu- (4. illumination) who-is-from-the-Aten (= sun-
disc)’. Akhenaten, in the form of the god Shu, clevates the twin cartouches of
the Aten, and is flanked by his own titles and those of Nefertiti. Drawing of an
alabaster block from Amarna, formerly in the collection of K.R. Lepsius, now in
the Agyptisches Muscum, Berlin, inv. 2045. Figure 2.1 (b) Later form in use from
about regnal years 9 to 17. Translation something like ‘Re™rulcr-of-of-the-twin-
horizons, who rejoices in the horizon in his name as Re™-the-father-who-
returns-as-Aten (= sun-disc)’.