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			Tutankhamun

			Key information

			
					Born: between 1346 and 1332 BCE in Akhetaton, Egypt.

					Died: between 1325 and 1313 BCE in Thebes, Egypt.

					Main achievements: the restoration of polytheism in Egypt after the monotheistic regime of his father.

			

			Introduction

			Tutankhamun is one of the best-known pharaohs of ancient Egypt, and for good reason: when his tomb was discovered by the British archaeologist Howard Carter (1874-1939) on 4 November 1922, it was still intact and perfectly preserved after almost 3000 years. The priceless treasure within inspired both awe and fear due to the legend that Tutankhamun’s tomb is cursed. Indeed, several members of the team studying the tomb died suddenly and in unexplained circumstances after it was discovered.

			Because of the treasure that filled his tomb, the Tutankhamun of the popular imagination is a majestic pharaoh, but the realities of this young sovereign’s life remain virtually unknown. In this guide, we will explore the struggles that marked his life, the way he lived, the cause of his death and the true story behind the mythical curse in order to gain a real insight into the life of this mysterious pharaoh.

		


		
			Biography
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			Gilded wooden bust of Tutankhamun discovered by Howard Carter in 1922.

			Royal birth and childhood

			Prince Tutankhamun was born in the royal palace in Tell el-Amarna, Upper Egypt, between 1346 and 1332 BCE. He was the son of the pharaoh Akhenaton (date of birth unknown, date of death c. 1338/37 BCE) and an anonymous woman whose mummy is known as the Younger Lady to differentiate her from the bodies of a very young boy and an older woman which were found in her tomb. The Younger Lady is probably an unknown sister of Akhenaton, or his cousin and principal wife Nefertiti (c. 1370-c. 1333 BCE).

			
				
					Consanguineous marriage in ancient Egypt

					Carrying out genetic identification on mummies from this period is often difficult because of the prevalence of consanguineous marriage (marriage between blood relatives) during the 18th Dynasty in order to avoid diluting the royal bloodline.

				

			

			Tutankhamun was born between the 12th and the 14th year of his father’s reign and had an uneventful childhood, either in the royal palace in Tell el-Amarna with his parents or in the cities of Thebes and Memphis, where he was raised by his wet nurse or by tutors. However, few documents about Tutankhamun’s life prior to his accession to the throne have survived, so we do not have many exact details about the young prince’s childhood.

			Accession to the throne

			Tutankhamun came to the throne around 1340 BCE, after the short reign of his elder sister Meritaten (c. 1350-c. 1336/35 BCE), although some believe that the queen at this time was Nefertiti. In any case, she only ruled over Egypt for a few years. When she died (it is unclear whether she died of natural causes or was murdered), Tutankhamun acceded to the throne, although he was only six or eight years old, to become the 11th pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty of Egypt (mid-16th century BCE-late 13th century BCE). His reign marked the high-water mark of this ancient civilisation and the beginning of the New Kingdom of Egypt (1500-1000 BCE).

			
				
					From Tutankhaten to Tutankhamun

					When Tutankhamun was born, he was known as Tutankhaten, which means “the living image of Aten” in homage to the only god his father worshiped. When the young prince came to the throne, the god Amun and his priests were restored to their preeminent place after the reign of Akhenaton and his monotheistic worship of Aten. He also changed his name to Tutankhamun, meaning “the living image of Amun”. In doing so, he mirrored his father, who had been known as Amenhotep IV before changing his name to Akhenaton.

				

			

			Marriage

			After becoming pharaoh, Tutankhamun married his elder sister Ankhesanamun (born as Ankhesenpaaten, c. 1349-c. 1323 BCE), the royal couple’s third daughter. According to estimates, the young pharaoh was around seven years old when he married his sister, who was aged around 12 at the time. Child marriages were relatively common in ancient Egypt, and although marriages between brothers and sisters with the same mother were much rarer, they were tolerated in royal families under the New Kingdom of Egypt.

			This practice prevented wars of succession between the heirs to the throne, who were often the offspring of different royal marriages. However, many of Tutankhamun and Ankhesanamun’s brothers and sisters had already died at a young age, which meant that Ankhesanamun may have been the only other person with a claim to the throne. She was Tutankhamun’s only known wife, but he almost certainly had a harem and several secondary wives, as polygamy was an established tradition in ancient Egypt.

			The pharaoh’s heirs

			Tutankhamun only had two children, and they were both stillborn. Archaeologists know about them because they were buried with their father in the tomb discovered by Howard Carter. Both children were daughters, and died during the fourth and seventh months of pregnancy. Since Tutankhamun died at the age of just 20 in circumstances which remain unclear, leaving no heirs, his former tutor Ay (12th pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty) assumed leadership of Egypt.
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			Howard Carter in Chicago, January 1924.

		


		
			Religious and political context

			The religious context before Tutankhamun’s reign

			Before Tutankhamun became pharaoh of Egypt, his father Akhenaton sent shockwaves through the country by adopting a new monotheistic religion dedicated to the sun god Aten, which was completely at odds Egypt’s traditional polytheistic practices.

			This religious reform began in around 1343 BCE following internal disagreements in the upper echelons of power. The pharaoh then decided to promote a religion which would be represented by him alone in order to keep a firm grip on the state, his people and religious customs. This new religion was dedicated to the sun-disc Aten, meaning the tangible manifestation of the sun. It was therefore a monotheistic belief system based on a radical form of the solar religion that was already widespread at this time.

			Anyone who has already been to Egypt will attest to the fact that the sun, with is oppressive heat, can play a major role in the inhabitants’ daily lives. This new religion was therefore based on the exclusive worship not of a human-like deity, but of the sun, the star that illuminates and heats the earth. As a result, the sun-disc became the only god in Egypt.

			This radical religious reform was pushed through relatively quickly: in less than two years, Akhenaton ordered the destruction of the names of the main gods, including Amun, on the temples. He disbanded all religious bodies that were not dedicated to the worship of Aten, left all the temples to fall into disrepair and built a new capital named Akhetaton in homage to his chosen god.

			Egypt’s real leaders

			Tutankhamun was still only a child when he became leader of Upper and Lower Egypt. This meant that the real power lay in the hands of two other men: his tutor Ay (date of birth unknown, date of death c. 1320 BCE) and the general Horemheb (date of birth unknown, date of death c. 1300 BCE).

			Horemheb was only slightly less powerful than the king, and it appears that he was the real leader of Egypt, especially in matters of foreign policy. His tomb in Saqqara lists his many responsibilities: general, head of the troops, messenger to the king, leader of the entire country, and more. In written sources, he is described as though he were a sovereign, with terms and expressions that are usually reserved for the ruling pharaoh.

			Significant reform

			The first major decision made during Tutankhamun’s reign was to restore the old religion, which was polytheistic with Amun as the principal deity. The body of priests dedicated to Amun, which had been dissolved some ten years previously, was re-established. At the same time, the religion introduced by the former pharaoh was outlawed and all traces of Atenism were erased from the country. During Tutankhamun’s reign, the temples’ coffers swelled slowly but surely. Their wealth was mainly based on the size of their cattle herds, which spread across Egypt and into Nubia.

			
				
					Trade in ancient Egypt

					At this time, Egypt had no currency and trade was based solely on bartering. Currency was only introduced by Alexander the Great (king of Macedonia, 356-323 BCE) when the Greeks arrived in Egypt.

				

			

			This renewed religious activity was also very beneficial to Egypt’s artisans, who were mainly based in Memphis and whose main clients were the king and the temples. From now on, they could produce objects for the worship of all Egypt’s divinities.

			The Precinct of Amun-Re in Karnak was a very important temple enclosure, and also played a major economic role in the New Kingdom of Egypt, to such an extent that it was probably the richest institution in the country. The reopening of the temple was a powerful symbolic gesture by Tutankhamun, and the financial benefits it brought must have been warmly welcomed by Egypt’s citizens.

			Turbulent foreign relations

			Unlike his predecessors, Tutankhamun did not distinguish himself through his foreign policy. Relations with the rest of the Near East were more or less stable, but the rival kingdoms fought among one another, without any one country gaining the upper hand. The Hittite empire, which stretched across Anatolia in western Asia, was growing in power, as was Assyria in northern Mesopotamia, which would soon become the dominant power in the Near East. Mitanni (a kingdom in the Near East, to the north-east of present-day Syria) and Babylon (an ancient city in Mesopotamia, located in present-day Iraq) still existed, but were far less powerful than they had once been.

			Most of Egypt’s problems in foreign affairs came from the Hittites. During Akhenaton’s reign, the relationship between the two countries was already fraught, and wars frequently broke out between them. However, this did not seem to bother Akhenaton, and he made no effort to maintain peace in his kingdom. Under the rule of Tutankhamun’s elder sister Meritaten, diplomatic relations between the two countries improved significantly, particularly because of an arranged marriage between the Egyptian queen and a young Hittite prince.

			Unfortunately, the foreign prince died before he reached Egypt, so tensions flared up again. There are no signs of trade under the reign of the boy pharaoh. Instead, their armies fought over major cities such as Kadesh, which was the scene of many clashes between the Egyptians and the Hittites and constantly changed hands between the two countries.

			Conversely, relations between Egypt and Assyria were good, as the two powers were linked by trade, diplomatic relations and hatred of their shared enemy, the Hittites. Indeed, Assyria also participated in the wars against the Hittites.

			Tutankhamun himself deserves some praise for his political decisions. He took small steps towards the renewal of Egypt, and under his reign the country’s military efforts began to bear fruit and peace slowly returned to the kingdom. However, it took another 50 years for peace to be fully re-established between the Egyptians and the Hittites thanks to Ramses II (c. 1300-c. 1215 BCE), which in turn restored order and security across the entire kingdom.

		


		
			Key moments

			The religious restoration

			Tutankhamun is best-known for restoring the old religion to Egypt, as it was before his father’s reign. Once he came to power, Atenism was quickly abandoned. The Restoration Stela, a stone tablet engraved with an edict to this effect, was produced in the first few months of his reign and provides incontestable proof of this religious change.

			This law allowed the Egyptian people to return to their old traditions and to the previous polytheistic religion. The former gods were reinstated, the clergy was re-established, the old temples were restored, traditional rites were celebrated once again, and the Egyptian people made more gifts and offerings to the gods. The Stela outlines the steps to be taken to restore the old religion and to make the process easier. The priority was to lift the ban on earlier religious practices so that the Egyptian people could once again enjoy the religious celebrations that were previously the lifeblood of their towns.

			Amun was gradually restored to his preeminent place among the Egyptian gods. The capital of Egypt was no longer Akhetaton, as it had been under Akhenaton, but was moved to Thebes. However, given Tutankhamun’s extreme youth when he came to power, this decision undoubtedly came from Ay and Horemheb, who were both older and had worshipped the old gods.

			New construction projects

			As the region around Thebes was the area that had been most damaged by Akhenaton’s labourers, this was where Tutankhamun began his policy of reinstating the old gods by ordering workers to rebuild everything that had been damaged. In Karnak, labourers worked on three major cultural landmarks, namely the Precincts of Amun-Re, Mut and Montu, while in Luxor the main temple was restored.

			Tutankhamun also implemented this policy in the Memphis region, near Cairo. The most visible parts of the temples were restored first, while the more hidden parts were left for later restoration campaigns. Throughout the reigns of Tutankhamun and his successor, Ay, labourers worked on these sites to re-engrave the names and images of gods that had been deliberately damaged. Consequently, the extent of the vandalism ordered by Akhenaton in the name of his one god became clear.

			A sickly adolescent

			Scientists have long believed that Tutankhamun suffered from several physical handicaps. Examination of the many objects discovered in his tomb suggests that he was frail and hunchbacked: over 130 canes, as well as many chairs, stools and armchairs were buried with him. Furthermore, images in the tomb depict the pharaoh sitting in an armchair to shoot a bow and arrow. Given that archery is virtually always practising standing up, it seems that the young pharaoh must have had serious mobility problems.

			In 2010, a detailed analysis of Tutankhamun’s mummy revealed signs of a club foot, hypophalangism (the absence of one of the bones in the hands or feet) and chronic inflammation due to Köhler disease (abnormal growth in one of the bones of the feet). As can be imagined, these illnesses did not make it any easier for the young pharaoh

			An untimely death

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			A contentious succession

			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			An unprecedented discovery 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The journey to the afterlife according to Egyptian custom

			
			
			
			
			
					The liver was placed under the protection of the human-headed god Imset and the goddess Isis. It was associated with the south.

					The stomach was protected by the jackal-headed god Duamutef and the goddess Neith. It was linked to the east.

					The lungs were under the protection of the baboon-headed god Hapi and the goddess Nephthys. It was associated with the north.

					The intestines were protected by the falcon-headed god Qebehsenuef and the goddess Sequet. It was related to the west.
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