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Since the discovery of his almost untouched tomb in November 1922, Tutankhamun 
has been the subject of countless books and articles. The online catalogue of 
Oxford University’s library gives some 1,000 “hits” for the king’s name, while the 

WorldCat database throws up seven times as many—although this includes reprints. 
The centenary of the find will clearly further boost numbers, and the present book 
is offered unapologetically as a contribution to the enhanced interest likely to be 
engendered by the anniversary.

However, while this book, of course, includes discussions of the tomb itself and 
the events that surrounded its excavation, the intent is, like previous volumes in the 
Lives and Afterlives series, to provide a much wider overview of the king’s career, his 
monuments, and also his reception by the modern world, going back to the very first 
recognition of Tutankhamun’s existence by the proto-Egyptologists of the 1820s, well 
before the media storm of 1922 and beyond. Equipped with a still sketchy under-
standing of Egyptian texts and bolstered by a few works of Classical literature, some 
of their initial theories seem bizarre today: for example, it was seriously suggested 
that Tutankhamun had left Egypt and, under the alter ego of Danaus, (re)founded the 
Greek city of Argos. But this was a genuine attempt to make sense of Tutankhamun’s 
absence from the ancient Egyptian king lists, the first of which had been recently dis-
covered, and quite reasonable in the context of contemporary scholarship. A century 
and a half later, certain popular writers would be trying to equate Tutankhamun with 
Jesus Christ.

The tomb itself has also been the subject of a wide range of speculations, in par-
ticular a much-publicized suggestion that not only does the sepulcher have chambers 
beyond those currently known, but that these hidden chambers comprise the tomb of 
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x Preface

Nefertiti. While—as will be discussed—this claim now seems unlikely to be correct 
in any of its aspects, the premise was at least based on genuine scholarship, unlike a 
number of other “suggestions.” Most egregiously there is one allegation (described in 
more detail on page 157, below) that asserts that the tomb was discovered, partly 
plundered, structurally altered, and rearranged between 1914 and its “official” discov-
ery. It also proposes that the “curse” was actually a “cover story” for murders—and that 
(as others had also opined) Tutankhamun was indeed Christ, the offspring of Moses 
(aka Oedipus, aka Akhenaten) and Queen Tiye . . . 

The present treatment of the tomb will set out to place it in the context of burial 
practices of the time, and to consider the range of evidence for the origins not only 
of the underground space itself, but also of the material that ended up being used for 
the king’s burial. It has long been clear that significant numbers of objects had been 
commissioned for another (or others): this issue will be considered in the context of 
discussing the king’s career, including how this related and interfaced with the reigns 
of the other Egyptian rulers of the period.

In considering Tutankhamun’s life and reign, one of course also needs to look at 
the reign of Akhenaten. However, as far as possible I will try to focus on matters of 
direct relevance to the story of Tutankhamun himself, with readers referred for more 
detail to my three previous books on the period. In attempting to reconstruct Tut-
ankhamun’s life, I will aim to foreground the actual available evidence, and give some 
indication as to where the interpretations of others differ from mine. However, the 
range of scholarly theories around the period in question is so wide that any attempt 
to be comprehensive, or provide detailed rebuttals of rejected ideas—let alone reflect 
“consensus”—would simply make the text verge on the unreadable. Hopefully I have 
achieved an appropriate balance—although I am sure that some colleagues will still 
feel that their views have been given too short a shrift.

In connection with the options for reconstructing the various events of the time, 
it should be noted that many matters of historical detail are mutually dependent, as 
well as reliant on wider chronological schemes, and thus it is often not possible to 
“cherry-pick” individual solutions. A good example is the question of Tutankhamun’s 
potential parentage, discussed in chapter 1. Here, many potential solutions have 
knock-on effects regarding the “bigger picture,” whose implications may make them 
less attractive than might at first sight seem to be the case. At any rate, it is import-
ant to recognize that almost no ideas about events in ancient Egypt can be “proven,” 
although many may be liable to “disproof.”

In my choice of illustrations, I have tried to avoid the temptation of the glitter 
of the gold from the royal tomb equipment except where it illustrates a substantive 
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point, and instead provide images of lesser-known items relating to the career of 
Tutankhamun. In the case of the former, I wish to acknowledge the fine photographs 
taken by the late Bob Partridge, which he generously shared with me for use prior to 
his premature death a decade ago.

It should be noted here that this book was written during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, meaning that normal library access has been impossible for much of the time. 
As a result, it has not been possible to consult and/or check a number of sources that 
would otherwise have been desirable: it is hoped that the end result has not suffered 
too badly. I am therefore especially grateful to colleagues who have shared copies of 
their own and other material.

Thanks are also owed to various other friends and colleagues for images, discussion, 
and information, in particular, Dylan Bickerstaffe, Nick Brown, the late Steve Cross, 
Martin Davies, Vanessa Foote, Ken Griffin, Steve Harvey, Salima Ikram, Ray Johnson, 
Nozomo Kawai, Jiro Kondo, Boyo Ockinga, Chris Naunton, Mona Nouman, Gary Parks, 
the late Bob Partridge, Kent Weeks, and the Theban Mapping Project. For proofreading 
(including not only corrections of error, but materially improving the wording of many 
passages), I am indebted to Ali Ball, Victoria Baylis-Jones, Reg Clark, Dylan Bickerstaffe, 
Vanessa Foote, Claire Gilmour, Anne Hilton, Sid and Mary Kitchel, Cindie Lovelace, 
Paula Terrey, and, as always, my wife Dyan Hilton. Residual errors and clunky wording 
remain, of course, wholly down to me!
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Tutankhamun lived in the late fourteenth century bc, a time during which the 
world of the eastern Mediterranean and its hinterlands was enjoying a period of 
great prosperity and (relative) peace. Although the great powers of the age con-

tinued to squabble regarding suzerainty over the lesser polities of the region (especially 
the city-states of Syria), they acknowledged a concert of rulers who called each other 
“brother,” and who generally managed matters of mutual interest by diplomacy, under-
pinned by mutual gift-giving (fig. 82). In this, Egypt’s rich native sources of gold meant 
that the country was in a strong position, given the great demand for the metal by some 
of its ruler’s “brethren” to fund their own projects.

By now, Egypt itself had now largely rested from the extensive proactive military 
activity of the earlier part of the Eighteenth Dynasty. The army was, however, now a 
firmly established part of the state, and was still active in police actions within Egypt’s 
Syro-Palestinian sphere of influence in the north and its viceroyalty of Nubia in the 
south.

This environment was conducive to international intellectual exchanges, with for-
eign deities and ideas making their way into Egypt. It was against this background of 
religious speculation and fluidity that, during the reign of Amenhotep III, there emerged 
into prominence a new aspect of the Egyptian sun god known as “the Aten.” The Aten 
was initially simply a personification of the physical globe of the sun, rather than a deity 
subject to a cult.1 However, following the king’s first jubilee in his thirtieth regnal year, 
Amenhotep III acquired the epithet “The Dazzling Aten.” This included a change in the 
king’s iconography, giving the king the features of a child and solar-referencing additions 
to his clothing and regalia.

There is no question, however, that directly after Amenhotep III’s death and the 
accession of his son Amenhotep IV (cf. page 2, below) the Aten became a fully-fledged 
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2 Introduction

god, as “Living-Re-Horakhty-Rejoicing-in-the-Horizon-in-his-Name-Shu-who-is-in-
the-Aten.” Originally written, as was then usual for gods’ names, without any kind of 
enclosure, this “didactic” name was soon enclosed in a pair of cartouches, making the 
Aten implicitly a solar king—the first deity ever to be so honored. Amun-Re had long 
been “King of the Gods,” but his name was never enclosed in a cartouche. Cult buildings 
for the Aten were immediately begun at Karnak, with at least four such structures even-
tually being erected in the eastern part of the complex.2

These building works coincided with a radical change, not only in the iconography 
of the Aten, but also that of the king—the latter change being rapidly extended to all 
representations of human beings. Depictions of the god changed from a falcon-headed 
man (reflecting his initial association with Re-Horakhty, who is shown in this way) to 
an abstract disk, emanating rays that ended in hands. Some of these held hieroglyphic 
signs of “life” (‘nḫ) to the nostrils of members of the royal family. The human body was 

FIGURE 1 Akhenaten, 
Nefertiti, Meryetaten, 
and Meketaten worship 
the Aten; from the Royal 
Tomb (TA26) at Amarna 
(Cairo TR 10/11/26/4).
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distorted, commencing with images of the king, to show a lantern jaw, enlarged cranium, 
swelling breasts, potbelly, broad hips, and plump thighs. This is now dubbed the “Amarna 
style,” although becoming progressively less extreme over time, and it would underpin 
artistic productions down to the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty (fig. 1).

At least part of the Karnak complex, the gm(t)-p3-ỉtn (“The Aten is Found”: see fig. 
51), was decorated with scenes from a jubilee that was celebrated very early in Amen-

FIGURE 2 Map of  
Tell el-Amarna.
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FIGURE 3 Egypt and Nubia.
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hotep IV’s reign.3 The nature of this jubilee remains unclear, in particular whether it 
was that of the king or of the god. Perhaps it was both, given the intimate relationship 
between the two, cemented by the king changing his name a few years later to Akhen-
aten, which can perhaps be translated as “Effective Spirit of the Aten.”

Soon after the beginning of his reign, the king had married Nefertiti,4 who seems 
likely to have been his maternal first cousin (see pages 12–14). Their first child, Princess 
Meryetaten, was born within a year. Soon afterward, Nefertiti was given an additional 
name, Neferneferuaten, which would henceforth be paired with her birth name in her 
cartouche. This would become her nomen as a female pharaoh over a decade later (pages 
18–20).

The king’s own change of name came in Year 5 of the reign, coinciding with the 
foundation of a new religious and political capital city for the country at a virgin site in 
Middle Egypt—almost equidistant between the existing capitals of Memphis and Thebes. 
Named “Akhet-Aten” and known today as Tell el-Amarna, the foundation decree of the 
city set out its extent and scope, which included establishing a new royal necropolis, as 
well as providing tombs for the priests and officials of the city and the nation (fig. 2).

Amarna became the “place of origin” of the Aten, which had now been elevated to 
the status of supreme god. Debate continues over whether Akhenaten held that the 
Aten was a sole god or simply a deity of such transcendence that all other gods were 
irrelevant. In any case, at some point during Akhenaten’s reign, perhaps near its end (cf. 
page 167 n.9), the name, title, and images of the former King of the Gods, Amun-Re, 
were destroyed wherever they appeared. This unequivocally established that the role of 
supreme deity had now passed to the Aten.

By the time that the construction of Amarna had begun, the royal couple’s family 
had grown to include three girls—Meryetaten, Meketaten, and Ankhesenpaaten. Three 
more daughters (Neferneferuaten-tasherit, Neferneferure, and Setepenre) would be 
born before Year 12. The question of whether Akhenaten and Nefertiti had a son will be 
a key issue addressed in Chapter 1.



FIGURE 4 Principal reconstructions of the chronology of the Amarna Period.
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The existence of Tutankhamun as a king of Egypt was identified early in the 
history of modern Egyptology, in 1828. However, his exact placement in the 
sequence of pharaohs took some time to resolve (see pages 137–44), while his 

origins and family affiliations remain a matter of ongoing discussion even today. Some 
early options (e.g., the idea that he might have been a commoner who had obtained 
the throne through an advantageous marriage) were closed down by the discovery of 
his body—of a teenager with a physical resemblance to at least one member of the 
royal family—and later of a contemporary inscription (pages 8–9; fig. 9) that makes it 
clear that he was the son of a king. But which king, and who was his mother, continue 
to exercise specialists.

Three kings have been put forward as candidates for his father: Amenhotep III, 
Akhenaten, and Smenkhkare. While Akhenaten can be his father on any reconstruction 
of the history and chronology of the period, the candidacies of the other two kings are 
entirely dependent on which working hypothesis one adopts for the broader structure 
of the period. The key factor in this is that Tutankhamun appears to have died in his 
tenth regnal year, when he was around the age of eighteen (page 89). Accordingly, his 
birth came around eight years prior to his accession.

The basic scenarios for the chronology of the period can be summarized in fig. 4.1 
Scenario I is based on a long coregency between Amenhotep III and Akhenaten. This 
allows Tutankhamun to potentially have been the son of either of these kings, although 
most proponents of this scenario have preferred to make Tutankhamun an offspring 
of Amenhotep III. One thread of evidence cited for this has been the dedication of a 
sculpture by Tutankhamun to “his father” Amenhotep III (pages 82–83). An inscribed 
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wooden “astronomical instrument,” on which Tutankhamun apparently calls Thutmose 
IV “father of his father,” has been cited in support of this interpretation.2 However, 
there are many examples where an Egyptian king uses such terms to simply refer to a 
royal ancestor, either a biological one or a generic “forefather.”3 Proponents of Scenario 
I generally prefer Amenhotep’s principal wife, Queen Tiye, as Tutankhamun’s mother, 
although some have proposed his daughter-wife Sitamun.

Scenarios IIa and IIb assume independent reigns by Smenkhkare and the female 
king Neferneferuaten—the variants depending on the relative ordering of the reigns 
of these two rulers (see further page 16). These two alternatives make it possible for 
Tutankhamun to have been the offspring of the marriage between Smenkhkare and 
Akhenaten’s eldest daughter, Meryetaten. Given the fact that Akhenaten and Nefertiti 
did not marry until after her father’s accession to the throne, Meryetaten cannot easily 
have been born any earlier than Akhenaten’s Year 2. If she had married Smenkhkare 
when she was eleven, she would have been no more than twelve at the time of her 
putative son’s birth. Of course, nothing in these scenarios would preclude Akhenaten 
from having been Tutankhamun’s father.

Scenario III is based on Tutankhamun’s directly succeeding Akhenaten, with both 
Smenkhkare and Neferneferuaten only ever reigning as co-rulers with Akhenaten (and 
in the case of Neferneferuaten, with Tutankhamun as well). In this case, Akhenaten is 
the only candidate for Tutankhamun’s father.

Looking across these scenarios, the idea that there was indeed a coregency between 
Amenhotep III and Akhenaten, while popular from the 1890s onward,4 has now been 
largely rejected.5 Indeed, the very existence of coregencies between a king and his heir 
during the New Kingdom has come into question, with all unequivocal examples being 
of other kinds.6 The best known is that between Hatshepsut and Thutmose III, which 
involved two coequal kings, with neither the heir of the other. The other two clear 
examples are Smenkhkare and Neferneferuaten as coregents of Akhenaten: as will be 
discussed below (pages 19–20), neither would seem to have been Akhenaten’s imme-
diate heir, and were appointed without the intent that they should ever rule alone after 
his demise.

Making Smenkhkare the father of Tutankhamun under Scenarios IIa7 and IIb relies 
not only on both Smenkhkare and Neferneferuaten both having independent reigns, 
but also on Meryetaten giving birth at the earliest biologically possible moment. While 
these factors are by no means impossible, the need to combine them stretches the evi-
dence to a very significant degree.

As already noted, all three scenarios allow Akhenaten to have been Tutankhamun’s 
father. That Akhenaten is the most likely candidate is suggested by a block removed 
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to Ashmunein in Rameside times, which names a s3-nsw (King’s Son) Tutankhuaten 
(fig. 9—the inclusion of the ‘u’ in the middle of the name is unique to this text). This 
piece is one of a large group of such blocks, probably from the same structure or group 
of structures at Amarna. While both Akhenaten and Neferneferuaten are mentioned and 
depicted on them (page 18; fig. 14), there is no sign whatsoever of Smenkhkare, leaving 
aside the issues with the scenarios that might allow his paternity, as noted just above.

While Akhenaten’s paternity of Tutankhamun is thus widely accepted, the iden-
tity of his mother has been much more a matter of debate. At first glance, Nefertiti, as 
Akhenaten’s principal wife, might seem the obvious candidate, especially since she is 
known to have borne at least six daughters. However, while these children are widely 
depicted with their parents (e.g. figs. 1, 5), no male progeny are shown in any such 
scenes. As a result, many have denied the possibility that Tutankhamun could have been 
Nefertiti’s son, often preferring Kiya, a secondary wife of Akhenaten, as Tutankhamun’s 
mother. However, in the few surviving depictions of Kiya, she is only ever shown with 
a single female offspring, and is thus subject to exactly the same negative strictures that 
have been applied to Nefertiti over the possibility of having borne a son. 

FIGURE 5 The royal 
family, with the eldest 
three daughters in the 
tomb-chapel of Ipy 
(TA10).
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In any case, an argument based on the lack of depiction of a son flies in the face 
of centuries of iconographic tradition. Prior to the reign of Akhenaten there is not a 
single example of a royal prince being shown in a generic “royal family” context.8 Most 
glaringly, under Amenhotep III we find a number of groupings of the king with a wife 
and children, in both two and three dimensions, but in not a single case are either of 
his undoubted two sons, the original heir, Thutmose, and the future Akhenaten, ever 
shown. In Amenhotep III’s jubilee reliefs at Soleb, two daughters are named, and oth-
ers depicted, but there is no sign of any male child (fig. 6).9 Likewise, a colossal dyad 
of Amenhotep III and Tiye, surrounded by their progeny, includes subsidiary figures of 
female children only (fig. 7). 

On the basis of the foregoing discussions, the most likely working hypothesis would 
appear to be that Tutankhamun was indeed the offspring of Akhenaten and Nefertiti. 
However, the situation has been complicated by the DNA analysis (see pages 12, 102, 
155) of a number of mummies attributed to individuals of the period, including that of 
Tutankhamun himself.10 The conclusions accompanying the original publication of DNA 
results stated that Tutankhamun was the child of a man whose mummy was found in 
tomb KV55 in the Valley of the Kings (page 12) and a lady whose mummy, dubbed the 
“Younger Woman,” was found in the tomb of Amenhotep II (KV35—pages 102–103). 
The original publication of the DNA work stated her to have been shown by her genet-
ics to be a full sister of the KV55 individual.

FIGURE 6 Part of the jubilee scenes in the court of the temple at Soleb. The first two scenes in the top register show 
Amenhotep III and Tiye, the first with four (unnamed) daughters behind them, and the second with Amenhotep-son-
of-Hapu in front of them. The scene at the right-hand end has the king with Tiye and Princesses Iset C and Henuttaneb 
behind him (figures destroyed but with their label texts surviving). 
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FIGURE 7 Colossus from the 
south gate of the memorial 
temple of Amenhotep III, 
accompanied by Tiye and 
three princesses, including 
Henuttaneb (Cairo JE33906). 
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The DNA publication’s preferred identification of the KV55 mummy was with 
Akhenaten (in spite of almost all assessments making the body that of man in his 20s11—
which would have required him to have sired his first child before his tenth birthday!), but 
there is no sign of any sister-wife of Akhenaten. Although many of the monuments and 
art works surviving from Akhenaten’s reign have been mutilated, the preservation of the 
names of two wives and seven children makes it very unlikely that someone who was not 
only the king’s wife but also his full sister would have been wholly lost from the record. 
In particular, while a m33rw-temple (also referred to as a “sunshade”)—an Amarna sanc-
tuary specific to a royal wife—is known for both Nefertiti and Kiya,12 there is no obvious 
such monument for a third wife. Indeed, even though a concentrated attempt was made 
to specifically erase Kiya from the record during Akhenaten’s own lifetime (e.g., at her 
m33rw-temple), enough material has survived to allow her existence to be verified.

Ever since its discovery there has been debate over the identity of the KV55 mummy 
(as well as every other aspect of the deposit).13 However, the only credible candidates are 
Akhenaten himself and his short-lived co-ruler Smenkhkare, whose origins are unknown, 
but who could conceivably have been a younger brother of Akhenaten. If a full sibling, 
he would have shared the genetic signature of Akhenaten, with the result that genetically 
either Akhenaten or Smenkhkare could have been Tutankhamun’s father—regardless of 
the actual identity of the KV55 mummy.

Alternatively, some have suggested that Smenkhkare could have been a son of 
Akhenaten, and thus the sibling of his wife Meryetaten, eldest daughter of Akhenaten. 
However, as pointed out above, this presents various issues both chronologically and 
with regard to the ages of the individuals concerned, since it would make both putative 
parents extremely young at the time of their son’s birth. It would also fit badly with the 
age of the KV55 mummy, whose owner, as noted just above, was at least in his early 
twenties at death, which would exclude all proposed historical scenarios except for our 
IIb, which is by far the least credible of them.

There is, nevertheless, a way out of this conundrum. It has become clear that the 
published conclusions of the DNA studies did not present the full range of possible 
interpretations of the raw data. It has thus been pointed out that three generations of 
first-cousin marriages can produce the same genetic signature in the final generation as 
a brother-sister union.14 That Akhenaten and Nefertiti may have been first cousins has 
been suggested by a number of commentators.

There are two elements to this argument. First, the General Ay (later pharaoh after 
Tutankhamun) held the title of “God’s Father” (ỉt-nṯr). This title was also borne by the 
General Yuya, father of Queen Tiye, apparently with the implication of father-in-law 
of a king.15 Second, the names and military titles of Ay and Yuya were very similar, and 
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both individuals also had connections with the city of Akhmim.16 These have suggested 
to many that Ay might have been a son of Yuya, and thus a brother of Tiye.

Going further back, a brother–sister connection between Yuya and Mutemwia, wife 
of Thutmose IV and mother of Amenhotep III, has also been put forward by historians 
more than once, albeit with little evidence. If such assessments of the relationships of 
these two generations are correct, the genetics of Tutankhamun’s ancestry would be 
consistent with him being the son of Akhenaten and Nefertiti if the latter’s mother 
had been a full sibling of Amenhotep III. However, as in the case of a purported sis-
ter-wife of Akhenaten, there is no trace of any royal princess having married Ay: neither 
of his known wives (Iuy17 and Tey) has the appropriate title. But this is a very differ-
ent case from the apparent absence of a royal wife from a well-documented period of 
Akhenaten’s life. In this case, the “missing woman” would have been a young princess, 
married to the young army officer Ay in the first years of his career. She could easily have 
given birth to Nefertiti and died prematurely (perhaps even in childbirth) long before 
Ay first appears in the records in his tomb-chapel (TA25) at Amarna, which was con-
structed at least half a decade after Nefertiti had become queen. On this basis, a working 
hypothesis would seem to be that Nefertiti’s marriage with Akhenaten had been the third 

FIGURE 8 Tentative family tree of the late Eighteenth Dynasty.
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(at least) in a series of first-cousin unions between the royal house and a military family 
from the city of Akhmim, and that from this last union came not only six daughters, but 
also the future Tutankhamun (fig. 8). 

Scenario III is the historical reconstruction employed in the present work. This places 
the birth of Prince Tutankhuaten (as his name was written prior to his accession) in or 
around Year 9 of Akhenaten. If so, he would probably have been Akhenaten and Nefertiti’s 
fifth known child, following on from Neferneferuaten-tasherit. The latter would seem to 
have been born a little after the move to Amarna since, unlike her three elder sisters, she is 
portrayed in scenes in only four of the private tomb-chapels at the site. That Tutankhuaten 
preceded the youngest two princesses, Neferneferure and Setepenre, is suggested by the 
use of the element “-aten” in his name, as in those of the eldest four daughters, rather than 
the “-re” that was substituted for the youngest girls. This was perhaps a consequence of 
theological changes that lay behind a change in the formal name of Akhenaten’s god that 
seems to have occurred around the time of the prince’s birth.18 

As already noted, the god’s original name ran “Living-Re-Horakhty-Rejoicing-in-the-
Horizon-in-his-Name-Shu-who-is-in-the-Aten.” However, a continuing theological evolution 
is evidenced by a reworking of the cartouches to remove the references to Horus and Shu, 
resulting in the definitive formulation “Living-Re-Ruler-of-the-Two-Horizons-Rejoicing-in-
the-Horizon-in-his-Name-of-Re-the-Father-who-Returns-as-Aten.” This change is generally 
interpreted as a shift toward a more austerely monotheist conception of the Aten and 
has been suggested on occasion to have been the launch point of the proscription of 
Amun and his trinity, although a case can also be made for this having occurred rather 
later. Nevertheless, the name of Amun was certainly now avoided in inscriptions referring 
to Akhenaten’s father, Amenhotep III, whose nomen-cartouche was now replaced by a 
duplication of his prenomen, Nebmaatre (cf. page 80).

Nothing is known of the career of Tutankhuaten before he came to the throne, except 
for one glimpse, supplied by the Ashmunein block (fig. 9). The fragment naming him joins 
another almost certainly naming Ankhesenpaaten, and the relative orientation of the texts 
suggests that the two siblings were shown facing one another. As coming from a temple, 
aside from giving the strongest surviving hint of Tutankhamun’s paternity, the scene is highly 
significant in being the first ever known depiction of a royal prince on a temple wall solely 
on the basis of his being a child of the king. As noted above (page 10), only princesses had 
hitherto accompanied their father on temple walls by virtue of their blood alone. On the 
very rare occasion that a prince was depicted, this was by virtue of his holding an appropri-
ate appointment. Thus, Akhenaten’s elder brother, Thutmose B, accompanied Amenhotep 
III in a relief depicting the burial of an Apis bull through being sm-priest of the god Ptah 
(he later became high priest), not as the son of his father the king.19 
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FIGURE 9 Reused blocks from Ashmunein, but originally from Amarna, naming Ankhesenpaaten and 
Tutankhuaten (as his name was spelled before his accession), with a tentative restoration of the scene from 
which they derive.
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Tutankhuaten’s presence in this instance, contrasting with his absence from ear-
lier “royal family” representations, thus marks an important revolution in the decorum 
regarding the representation of the royal family. This would be sublimated in the exten-
sive depictions of the sons and daughters of Rameses II on so many of his monuments. 
This change may reflect the fallout from events of the last five years of Akhenaten’s 
reign, which saw the deaths of at least three of his daughters (Meketaten and, probably, 
Neferneferure and Setepenre), together with his mother, Tiye.20 The cause(s) of their 
deaths are unknown,21 but one theory is that they may have been victims of a pandemic 
brought into Egypt during a great international festival held at Amarna in Year 12.22 In 
addition, Akhenaten’s junior wife, Kiya, had been disgraced, probably between Years 10 
and 12,23 leaving the royal family—which was a key element in the Aten cult—distinctly 
denuded. Thus, this unprecedented scene may reflect a decision to publicize the fact 
that, amid an epidemic of royal mortality, a male heir to the throne yet lived, as did an 
unmarried princess to become his queen, should the need arise. 

It is likely that this issue of royal mortality—and in particular that of Akhenaten 
himself—had already led to the appointment of a certain Smenkhkare as co-ruler fairly 
soon after Year 12, with Meryetaten as his queen.24 That he at least initially reigned 
alongside Akhenaten is suggested by the existence of a jar which bore the paired car-
touches of Akhenaten and Smenkhkare.25 As noted below, the appointment may have 
been intended to ensure continuity of ideology in the event of Akhenaten’s premature 
death (cf. pages 19–20).

As to the date of Smenkhkare’s appointment as co-ruler, the location of the one depic-
tion of him in an Amarna private tomb-chapel (fig. 10) would strongly suggest that this 
fell soon after Year 12.26 That his tenure was rather ephemeral is suggested by his failure 
to appear on any of the known late–Akhenaten period blocks from Ashmunein (cf. page 9, 
above), and the general paucity of surviving monumental material bearing his name, other 
than bricks bearing his name employed in a large extension of the Great Palace at Amarna, 
and a single block from Memphis.27 Smenkhkare’s burial while Akhenaten yet lived is 
also suggested by the fact that what seems to have been intended as one of his coffins was 
ultimately used for Tutankhamun (page 29; fig. 98, top), and his probable body (the KV55 
individual: cf. pages 12, 74) was interred in a remodeled coffin of Kiya (fig. 11).

A final piece of evidence weighing against Smenkhkare having survived Akhenaten 
and then ruling alone (Scenario IIb) is presented by an inscription on the lid of a box 
from the tomb of Tutankhamun. This names not Smenkhkare, but Neferneferuaten, 
as Akhenaten’s co-ruler at the end of his reign. The piece also names Meryetaten, 
Smenkhkare’s erstwhile queen, with the title of King’s Great Wife. This may indicate 
that she was undertaking the ritual role of the Great Wife vis-à-vis Akhenaten and 
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FIGURE 10 Unfinished scene from the 
tomb-chapel of Meryre ii (Amarna TA2), 
showing the owner being rewarded by 
Smenkhkare and Meryetaten.

FIGURE 11 The coffin found in KV55, made for Kiya and subsequently adapted for a king, almost certainly Smenkhkare; 
all cartouches have been cut out from the glass-inlaid decoration (Cairo JE39627).
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Neferneferure—or was simply derived from her status as 
the widow of Smenkhkare (fig. 12). It was long held that 
Neferneferuaten was simply an alter ego of Smenkhkare 
(since they shared a core-prenomen), but it has now become 
clear that they were separate individuals—and moreover, that 
Neferneferuaten was a woman.28

Neferneferuaten’s identity with Nefertiti—whose full 
name had long been “Neferneferuaten-Nefertiti”—seems 
difficult to doubt.29 Her elevation to full pharaoh status is 
pinpointed during the last (seventeenth) year of Akhenaten’s 
reign by a graffito dated to Year 16 and still citing her as 
King’s Great Wife.30 However, that Nefertiti had previously 
served as a “crowned queen,” probably since the death of 
Smenkhkare,31 is indicated by an unfinished stela showing her 
and Akhenaten, but with only three cartouches between them 
(fig. 13). A full pharaoh would have had two, so if Nefertiti 
had been wholly elevated by the time the stela was carved, 
the latter would have had four cartouches. But prior to her 
husband’s death, not only had the KV62 box been manufac-
tured, but she had been shown in a relief with him, bearing 
her full kingly titulary, the remains of which made their way 
to Ashmunein (fig. 14). In this carving, they are accompanied 
by Ankhesenpaaten, probably now the only surviving daugh-
ter, save the now-Queen Meryetaten.32 

It may therefore be against the background of the pro-
gressive promotion of Nefertiti’s status that the radical step 
noted above was taken of including Tutankhuaten on a wall 
of the latest phase of a temple at Amarna. Here, he accompa-
nied his sister, and presumably their parents (fig. 9, bottom), 
presumably in a cultic act. Since this probably dates to the 
period following Nefertiti’s elevation to crowned queen—
possibly even to king—this may have been intended as a new 
icon of the royal family at worship, with a neat dualism of 
mirror-imaged genders. However, if indeed dating to the very 
last years—or even months—of Akhenaten’s reign, it perforce 
remained a one-off, with the representation of royal sons on 
temple walls not resumed until the reign of Sethy I.33

FIGURE 12 The ridge of the lid of a 
box from KV62, naming Akhenaten, 
Neferneferuaten, and Meryetaten (Cairo 
JE61500a).
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It is unclear why the elevation of Nefertiti to full kingship did not take place imme-
diately after Smenkhkare’s death, rather than waiting until not long before Akhenaten’s 
own demise. It may have been because, while Smenkhkare was a prince of the blood royal 
(assuming his is indeed the mummy from KV55), with an independent place in the royal 
line of succession, Nefertiti, although possessing such blood, was not the actual child of a 
king. As suggested above, that appointment of Smenkhkare as a coregent coincided with 
the beginning of a series of deaths in the royal family, perhaps the result of a pandemic.

In these circumstances, that appointment might be interpreted as an “insurance pol-
icy” by Akhenaten against the event of his own premature death. Since Tutankhuaten 
was only a small child, Akhenaten may have been justifiably nervous as to the future of 
his revolution at the hands of some unknown regent(s) during his son’s minority. With 

FIGURE 13 The unfinished stela of 
Pay, showing a naked king and a 
naked crowned queen, without doubt 
Akhenaten and Nefertiti; probably from 
Amarna (Berlin ÄM17813).
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Smenkhkare already an anointed king, no question of a regency would arise. Given that 
Tutankhuaten was Akhenaten’s direct heir, the likely intention was that Tutankhuaten 
would immediately become Smenkhkare’s coregent should Akhenaten die.

All of this was of course thrown to the wind when Smenkhkare died fairly soon 
after his appointment, and Akhenaten may have hoped that he would after all live to 
see Tutankhuaten come of age—but meanwhile taking the precaution of promoting 
Nefertiti to near-kingly status to enhance her chance of becoming regent in the event of 
Akhenaten’s dying while his son was yet a minor. The fact that he eventually promoted 
her to king after all suggests a renewed concern for the future on the part of Akhenaten. 
Whether this was a matter of a new illness or a specific political threat is unknown, but 
it may well be that forces of counterrevolution were becoming more apparent. In any 
case, within probably less than a year of the advent of King Neferneferuaten, Akhenaten 
was dead, whether by disease, accident, or assassination, leaving his now kingly widow, 
his son, and probably two surviving daughters, Ankhesenpaaten and Meryetaten. 

FIGURE 14 Scene of 
Akhenaten, Neferneferuaten, 
and Ankhesenpaaten, partly 
restored by Ray Johnson from 
blocks, found at Ashmunein, 
which originally formed part 
of a building at Amarna. 




