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The Egyptian Empire (marked in brown) during the reign of Amenhotep III and his son Akhenaten, where its northern borders extend to the Kingdom of Mitanni and south to include Kush.
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(The Pharaoh Who believed in One God) in the Quran (Ghafir:26-45)
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(Pharaoh said, “Let me kill Moses and let him call upon his Lord. Indeed, I fear that he will change your religion or that he will cause corruption in the land.” But Moses said, “Indeed, I have sought refuge in my Lord and your Lord from every arrogant one who does not believe in the day of account.” And a believing man from the family of Pharaoh who concealed his faith said, “Do you kill a man {merely} because he says, my Lord is ALLAH, while he has brought you clear proofs from your Lord? And if he should be lying, then upon him is {the consequence of } his lie, but if he should be truthful, there will strike you some of what he promises you. Indeed, ALLAH does not guide one who is a transgressor and a liar. O my people, sovereignty is yours today {your being} dominant in the land. But who would protect us from the punishment of ALLAH if it came to us?"  Pharaoh said, " I do not show you except what I see, and I do not guide you except to the way of right conduct."  And he who believed said, " O  my people, indeed I fear for you { a fate } like the day of the companies- Like the custom of the people of  Noah and of Aad and Thamud and those after them. And ALLAH wants no injustice for { His } servants. And O  my people, indeed I fear for you the Day of Calling – The Day you will turn your backs fleeing, there is not for you from ALLAH any protector. And whoever ALLAH leaves astray – there is not for him any guide. And Joseph had already come to you before with clear proofs, but you remained in doubt of that which he brought to you, until when he died, you said, "Never will ALLAH send a messenger after him."  Thus does ALLAH leave astray he who is a transgressor and skeptic. Those who dispute concerning the signs of ALLAH without an authority having come to them – great is hatred { of them } in the sight of ALLAH  and in the sight of those who have believed. Thus does ALLAH seal over every heart { belonging to} an arrogant tyrant. And Pharaoh said, " O  Haman, construct for me a tower that I might reach the ways – The ways into the heavens – so that I may look at the deity of moses, but indeed, I think he is a liar." And thus was made attractive to Pharaoh the evil of his deed, and he was averted from the { right } way. And the plan of Pharaoh was not except in ruin. And he who believed said, " O my people, follow me, I will guide you to the way of right conduct. O  my people, this worldly life is only { temporary } enjoyment, that is the home of { permanent } settlement. Whoever does an evil deed will not be recompensed except by the like thereof,  but whoever does righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer – those will enter paradise, being given provision therein without account. And  O  my people, how is it that I invite you to salvation while you invite me to the fire? You invite me to disbelieve in ALLAH and associate with Him that of which I have no Knowledge, and I invite you to the Exalted in Might, the Perpetual Forgiver. Assuredly, that to which you invite me has no { response to a } supplication in this world or in the Hereafter, and indeed, our return is to ALLAH, and indeed,  the transgressors will be companions of the Fire. And you will remember what I { now } say to you , and I entrust my affair to ALLAH. Indeed, ALLAH is seeing of { His } servants." So ALLAH protected him from the evils they plotted, and the people of Pharaoh were enveloped by the worst of punishment – The Fire, they are exposed to it morning and evening. And The Day the Hour appears { it will be said }, "Make the people of Pharaoh enter the severest punishment." .  
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My Childhood
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Location: the palace of Pharaoh Thutmose IV in “Men-Nefer” (Memphis)

Date: 1393 B.C.

I awoke early, as was my custom, and strolled out into the garden of my grandfather Thutmose IV’s palace. This palace, where I lived with my grandfather, my father Amenhotep III, and my mother, had been ruled by my family for generations. All corners of the garden were adorned with palm and fruit trees, and the beautiful azure waters of the Nile meandered gracefully beside it.

I settled onto one of the garden’s numerous benches. The palace servants diligently arranged themselves there each morning, preparing for the family’s daily breakfast by the riverbank. I offered smiles to the workers, and they reciprocated with warm greetings. Captivated by the lush trees and the melodious songs of birds that enveloped us, I basked in the serenity of the resplendent garden.

My gaze wandered across the river to the pyramid adjacent to our palace, Djoser’s Pyramid. My father often spoke of it. The first pyramid erected by our forebears, it was a truly remarkable and distinctive structure, enhancing the palace’s beauty with its splendid view. I could see three more breathtaking pyramids beyond its silhouette, constructed by our ancestors in the years after Djoser. These, my father explained, were the tombs of the kings who had built them, but the practice had waned over time. Our family had transitioned to constructing its tombs in a deep valley in our secondary capital, Thebes, located in the distant south.

My attention was pulled from the pyramids by a sudden disturbance in the river—a massive crocodile, gliding through the water. Our river teemed with predators, the menacing crocodiles chief among them. Due to the fear invoked by their formidable presence, we regarded them as deities to be worshipped, a practice that had endured through the ages in our land. Sobek, the crocodile god, held great significance in our religion.
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Amenhotep IV (akhenaten) (luxor museum)

As my family members gradually gathered for breakfast, palace servants bustled about, preparing the table. My grandfather, Pharaoh Thutmose IV of Egypt, made it a point to convene with us daily. As usual, we discussed family matters and the affairs of our nation. Egypt had burgeoned into a great empire, drawing merchants, tourists, and official delegations from across the realm. Its expansive borders extended northward to Canaan and southward to Kush. Consequently, my aging grandfather, weighed down by increased responsibilities, required assistance.

After breakfast, I made my way to the palace school, where daily lessons commenced for the children of the royal family and privileged state employees, known as “royal nursery children.” In Egypt, literacy was highly valued, a skill exclusive to the elite strata of society. As members of the most esteemed segment of society, our royal family ensured that we acquired proficiency in reading, writing, and various sciences. 

On this particular day, the lesson took an unexpected turn when the teacher posed a crucial question to the class. 

“I want each of you to go to the religious temples and delve into the papyri and tablets kept there,” the teacher instructed, “and answer this question: When did civilization begin in Egypt? Your answer should encompass the entire span from its inception to the present. You have three days to respond.”

As the teacher exited the classroom, my classmates and I discussed the intriguing question. I was eager to uncover the answer, to unravel the history of my homeland, comprehend the origins of our royal lineage, and grasp how we had ascended to our present status as rulers of the known world. Regrettably, during the discourse, it became evident that most students did not have such historical information, while only a few possessed scant knowledge. At the time, I was still a young man, engrossed in the pursuits typical of my generation—playing by the river and enjoying the company of fellow palace children.
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Amenhotep III (luxor museum)
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In the evening, the family convened for dinner, and I posed the question to them. My mother, Queen Tiye, of Asian descent, had arrived in Egypt when people from Asia had begun settling in the region at the height of Egypt’s fame and prosperity. Her family, Yuya and Tuya, had ascended to prominence in Egypt earlier in my grandfather’s reign. My father, Amenhotep III, was the victor of Canaan, who inscribed his conquests on temple walls and successfully subdued the Canaanites, bolstering the achievements of his father, Thutmose IV. My paternal grandfather might have enticed some Canaanite immigrants, granting them positions to avoid any negative repercussions, as he harbored a general aversion to Asians (albeit for economic reasons) as Egypt had transformed into an empire encompassing Canaan. Perhaps my maternal grandfather, Yuya, was a merchant, or had come from a wealthy family, enabling him to secure a high-ranking position alongside my great-grandfather, Amenhotep II. Given the close ties between my mother’s family and the palace, which continued through Thutmose IV’s reign following his father Amenhotep II, my father, Amenhotep III, became smitten with Tiye, a palace staff member. He sought her hand in marriage, and he eventually made her the Queen of Egypt.

I made little effort to research the teacher’s question, believing that it was his duty to provide us with such information. On the day designated for our responses, I carried my study boards to school, brimming with anticipation of hearing the teacher’s answer.

Before his arrival, my classmates began discussing the topic, and I observed their interactions to determine who might be capable of answering the question. 

Unexpectedly, someone approached me and said, “Amenhotep, as a member of the royal family, it is expected that you should be the one to answer this question.” 

I offered a sly smile and replied, “You should also know the answer, as your family serves mine, and your father holds a ministerial position. Familiarity with our family’s history is a prerequisite for his role.” He regarded me cautiously and fell silent. 

As the teacher entered, he exchanged pleasantries and inquired about my family’s well-being before turning his attention to me, asking, “Amenhotep, we anticipated that you would have prepared an extensive response to the question. What do you have to share with us?”

At first, I felt embarrassed in front of my peers, but I swiftly remedied the situation. “I prefer not to divulge my limited knowledge to avoid any confusion with your valuable insights. We eagerly await your comprehensive response,” I said. The teacher regarded me with a knowing smile, understanding that I had not fulfilled my assignment. 

He began to elucidate the history of Egypt, its monarchy, and its governance. “We all know that Egypt and Babylon are the world’s two oldest civilizations. However, what sets Egypt apart is the establishment of a unified nation under King Menes, also known as Narmer,” he explained. “In contrast, Babylon saw the emergence of many independent states with distinct languages. Egypt, now known as ‘Kemet,’ meaning the ‘black land,’ was named after the fertile valley suitable for cultivation, surrounded by the ‘Ta-Dasher,’ or ‘red land’—the desert.” The teacher paused briefly, then asked the class another question. “Students, can anyone tell me the most pivotal factor that distinguished Egypt, the very foundation upon which its civilization thrives? This should be common knowledge.” 

“Pottery,” one student ventured.

The teacher, unwilling to embarrass the student, responded, “Let’s consider other answers.”

Students proffered responses like “agriculture,” “trade,” and “the river.” The teacher then turned to the student who had mentioned “the river” and commended him. “Well done!” he said. “It is indeed the river, the Nile, the lifeblood of our arid land. This vital waterway has played a paramount role in our history and culture. Without it, our current civilization’s success would have been inconceivable. We’ve become a key agricultural producer, providing wheat, vegetables, fruits, and more. We are the granary for neighboring nations, attracting many who seek to make Egypt their home. I have one more question to enrich our discourse: Can anyone tell me the source of the Nile, its course, the name of the region we presently inhabit, and the name of the region south of Egypt?”

I possessed this knowledge, having inquired about it from another teacher the previous year. I raised my hand and responded, “The Nile originates in the distant south, flowing from south to north until it empties into the sea. The southern part of Egypt is referred to as ‘Upper Egypt,’ and our city is located in ‘Lower Egypt.’ Moreover, there are two significant aspects of our river: the annual flooding, called ‘Akhet,’ signifies the arrival of the Nile god Hapi, bringing fertility to the land; and the reed cultivation along the riverbanks provides us with papyrus sheets for writing, which historians use to record various aspects of our daily life and illustrations depicting it.”

The teacher acknowledged my response with a smile and remarked, “Well done, Amenhotep. You’ve demonstrated your aptitude today, and I encourage you to share any insights you may possess during our classes.” 

The teacher's enthusiasm for imparting historical knowledge intensified as he found us genuinely engaged in the subject, a rare occurrence given that classes often left students preoccupied with other matters. “You have all heard of King Menes, with whom our discussion began,” he resumed. “This monarch united the northern and southern regions, establishing the world’s first hereditary monarchy, where sons inherited rulership from their fathers. He was the progenitor of the first royal family to govern Egypt from the city of ‘Nefer,’ which became the capital of a united Egypt. Our historians, who meticulously recorded their observations on temple walls, assert that the first dynasty dates back to antiquity. However, writing predates the first dynasty by over a thousand years. Hence, what you’re learning now is not novel; your ancestors embraced writing more than a millennium ago.” We reveled in the captivating narrative, eager to hear more. 
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Saqqara pyramid. The first pyramid built in Egypt

The teacher concluded, “Egypt’s history can be divided into three kingdoms: the Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom, and New Kingdom. Each kingdom comprises numerous dynasties. The first and second dynasties fall within the pre-dynastic era. The Old Kingdom encompasses the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth dynasties, each characterized by a succession of kings. Yet, commencing with the seventh dynasty, Egypt experienced a prolonged period of unrest and expansionism. Mentuhotep, King of Thebes, united the country, instigating a three-century rule that began with the 11th dynasty and extended into the first half of the 13th dynasty. Thereafter, Egypt’s governance slipped from royal hands, with actual authority vested in ministers. Egypt’s vulnerability was exploited by neighboring nations, and the Middle Kingdom ended when the Hyksos, shepherd kings, conquered Lower Egypt. Concurrently, the Nubian kingdom of Kush vanquished the Egyptians, pushing them back to the first waterfall, while Upper Egypt maintained independence under an Egyptian dynasty based in Thebes. Ultimately, the shepherd kings were defeated by Ahmose, founder of the 18th dynasty, under which we now live. Our current ruler, King Thutmose IV, descends from this lineage, under which Egypt has returned to its former glory, emerging as an expansive empire governed by its own people.”

With his fascinating lecture concluded, the teacher thanked us for our attentiveness, and we exited the school.
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Family Get-Togethers
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Our palace was located at the northern end of the city of Memphis (Men-Nefer). The Kings of Egypt, my ancestors, chose to reside away from the city for several reasons. First, it helped maintain an air of seclusion, enhancing our mystery and prestige. Second, living outside the city had given us enough space to construct grand palaces nearby, complete with multiple buildings for ourselves, our entourage, aides, and servants. This arrangement was crucial in upholding our royal family’s unique status. It also afforded us the freedom to venture into the cities without drawing attention—it was particularly easy for family members without official positions, who remained relatively unknown.

Memphis had a rich history. It had served as the capital of Egypt for many years, although Thebes occasionally held the distinction during the reigns of other families that preceded ours. My great-grandfather, Amenhotep II, had a special attachment to Memphis, and he made it the capital during his reign. It held its status through the reign of his son, Thutmose IV, and part of the rule of his grandson, Amenhotep III. Later, the capital shifted to Thebes, located in the south of Egypt.

Our palace teemed with servants, hailing not only from Egypt but also from various other regions. My grandfather and our royal family intentionally maintained diversity among the servants, employing Asians, people from the Kingdom of Kush, and even slaves captured in war or purchased on the Egyptian slave market. This diversity served to maintain the aura of fear associated with our family, enabling us to rule without significant issue for generations.

The capital Itself was fortified by massive walls. It was a thriving hub for trade due to its strategic location in northern Egypt, close to Canaan. Caravans laden with goods from various kingdoms and Canaanite cities converged on Memphis. These caravans passed through heavily guarded city gates, where vigilant guards scrutinized the entrants, a practice initiated after the expulsion of the Shepherd Kings (Hyksos) from Egypt approximately 150 years earlier.
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Thutmose III (Cairo museum)

I often explored Memphis’s market with fellow palace sons and guards. We marveled at the commercial caravans, the bustling crowds, and the lively marketplace. Our guards maintained a watchful distance, allowing us to move freely without drawing undue attention.

Memphis’s market attracted people from varied backgrounds, including merchants, tourists, and even spies. Delegations from Canaanite cities also visited Egypt, typically for meetings with my grandfather, King Thutmose IV, regarding matters of Egyptian administration in Canaan. These delegates mixed with the crowd, enjoying shopping and various forms of entertainment.

Most of the Canaanite cities, if not all, fell under Egyptian rule during the reign of my great-grandfather, Thutmose III. We took immense pride in that fact, holding his legacy in high regard. Many of my family members were named after him in recognition of his pivotal role in expanding our empire.

One evening, my mother summoned my brothers and I and instructed us to don our most luxurious attire. We were scheduled to attend a reception ceremony for delegations arriving from outside of Egypt. This was a customary, official palace event that we always attended. On this particular occasion, three delegations were scheduled to arrive from Mitanni, Babylon, and various Canaanite kingdoms.

I arrived home early from school that day to prepare for the reception. My mother and Thutmose, my brother, helped us dress in our finest garments. My father was deeply involved in the preparations and senior ministers frequently visited him to assist in coordinating the event. He was not only the crown prince—he was also the de facto ruler of Egypt due to my grandfather’s advanced age. My grandfather occupied his usual place at the head of the grand royal hall during the reception. My parents flanked him, while Thutmose and I stood by my mother.

While standing, I had the opportunity to appreciate the intricate paintings on the hall’s ceilings, recently completed by skilled artists. These ornate, colorful carvings depicted the gods of Egypt. They held a special place in our family’s hearts. Beneath the ceilings, columns featured drawings of papyrus and depicted my grandfather and father alongside Egypt’s gods. The alabaster floor bore illustrations of vanquished enemies, images meant to be trampled underfoot.

Upon the vanquished, ministers and high-ranking officials formed solemn rows. Their presence was imposing. The outer courtyard was filled with guards, and the master of ceremonies and his assistants stood ready to receive the arriving delegations. When the processions arrived, they entered the palace one by one, bearing letters and gifts. My family and I cheered as the visitors passed. All eyes watched us. Each delegate paid their respects to my grandfather before greeting my parents, my brother, and me, then finally the ministers and dignitaries individually.

After exchanging greetings and compliments, the heads of each delegation praised my grandfather, extolled Egypt’s greatness, and expressed their honor in belonging to the Egyptian Empire. Translators helped convey their words, as some delegations spoke unfamiliar languages. My mother, who hailed from Mitanni, personally assisted with translations. The delegations then conveyed messages, often written on clay tablets, that included their concerns and disputes with neighboring cities. To address their issues, they requested financial aid, gold, additional Egyptian troops, and weapons. After each message had been delivered, we all shared a grand dinner, and once concluded, the delegations and their entourages departed and we retired inside the palace.

The following morning, I awoke early for breakfast with my family. I greeted each member as they joined: first my mother, then my father, then Thutmose, and finally, my grandfather. We sat by the riverbank, conversing about the previous night’s ceremony. My grandfather seemed unusually troubled as he listened to our opinions and shared his own concerns.

He expressed his dissatisfaction with the Canaanite cities, viewing them as a burden on Egypt. He recounted how our ancestors had believed that annexing these cities would benefit the country, providing access to their agricultural and mineral wealth. While this had indeed come to pass, the cities had begun to strain Egypt’s resources. Internal conflicts among the cities and their incessant requests for aid had become a drain on Egypt’s coffers.

My father interjected, pointing out that these cities served as a buffer against surprise attacks on Egypt’s northeastern borders. He reminded us of the Hyksos, the invaders who had occupied Egypt hundreds of years earlier, and how the cities had played a crucial role in safeguarding Egypt against similar threats.

My grandfather acknowledged this but highlighted another pressing issue. He believed that the descendants of the Israelites, whom he called “bastards,” harbored a deep-seated animosity toward Egypt. Their ancestors had collaborated with the Shepherd Kings during the occupation of Egypt, and he argued that their ongoing humiliation was justified.

My mother, who had been listening in silence, suggested an alternative approach. She proposed excluding them from Egyptian society rather than resorting to violence against their children. She questioned the fairness of punishing descendants for the actions of their distant ancestors.

My father disagreed vehemently. He reiterated that descendants bore responsibility for their ancestors’ actions and that the current approach, which involved the drowning of male children, must continue.
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Queen tiye (cairo museum)

––––––––
[image: ]


The conversation then shifted to the history of the Israelites and their connection to the Shepherd Kings. My father provided a brief account, explaining how Joseph, an Egyptian official, had brought his brothers from Canaan to Egypt, resulting in the present-day Israelites. My grandfather elaborated further, revealing that Joseph had been appointed due to his shared faith with the Shepherd King who ruled Egypt at the time.

My father explained that the Shepherd Kings had tried spread their religion, which centered on one God; their leader, Abraham, had initiated the invasion to promote this faith. Abraham’s visit to Egypt had been part of this mission. Egypt’s history of persecution against the Israelites stemmed from their collaboration with the Shepherd Kings and the Israelites’ attempt to impose their beliefs on the country.

Curious about the Israelites and their situation, I joined the discussion. I questioned the morality of punishing people for actions over which they had no control, taken long ago. My father, however, reiterated his stance that descendants should suffer for the deeds of their predecessors.

My grandfather noted that despite being born in Egypt and living among Egyptians, the Israelites held a deep-seated hatred that could not be easily eradicated. As such, he said, they would continue to face humiliation.

My mother remained silent, no longer willing to intervene. As we left the topic behind, Thutmose reminded me that we had school that day, and he encouraged me not to miss any lessons.
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My Father Becomes King of Egypt

(1391 B.C.)
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One cold winter day, I woke up in a panic. Cries and sobs echoed through the palace. I was terrified, not knowing what had happened. The calm in our home had turned into chaos. I hurriedly got out of bed and made my way toward the Great Hall.

When I arrived there, I found my father, mother, and Thutmose in tears. A large group of palace women and servants also wailed and mourned loudly. I confirmed that my father and mother were all right, but I soon learned that my grandfather, Thutmose IV, had passed away. This meant that my father, Amenhotep III, was now the King of Egypt. I would be the king’s son.

It was customary for women to gather and mourn upon the death of the king, expressing their profound sadness by lamenting loudly. This mourning ritual began in the palace and then spread to the city, where women wandered through alleys and houses, crying out in sorrow. During this time, they also extolled the deceased king’s virtues, describing his achievements during his reign, and singing songs that praised his good character, companionship, and justice. Some went to extremes, covering themselves in dust or tearing their clothes.

In our land, the common people rarely saw their king. They only caught glimpses on two occasions: his coronation and his death. He remained distant from the people throughout his reign, appearing only on rare and important occasions, upon which he was required to display humility before the public. This carefully maintained distance created an air of mystery.
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Pharaoh  Amenhotep III And Queen tiye (cairo museum)

The funeral ceremony for my grandfather began, and grief permeated every corner of the palace. His body was prepared for mummification and placed in his tomb in the Valley of the Kings near Thebes. This valley contained tombs dug into the mountains, adorned with beautiful paintings depicting scenes of the deceased being received by gods and journeying to the afterlife. The mummified body of the king was entombed with valuable objects, often made of gold, silver, alabaster, and precious stones. Egyptians believed the king would live an immortal life after death, and thus he would need to take his most prized possessions with him.

After my grandfather’s burial, preparations for the coronation ceremony of my father, the new king of Egypt, commenced. Unlike his predecessors, my grandfather had a relatively short reign, lasting fewer than ten years. In Egypt, we were more focused on celebrating the new king’s accession rather than dwelling on the past. Planning for this grand event began months in advance, with invitations sent to neighboring kings and rulers.

Following my grandfather’s burial, my father convened a Family Council meeting, attended by my mother, Thutmose, and various relatives. Prominent among the attendees were Yuya and Tuya, my maternal grandparents. Yuya had become influential after his daughter married my father. The family trusted him and his wife, and he had earned a significant role during my grandfather’s reign.

During the council meeting, my father announced his intention to relocate the capital of Egypt from Memphis to Thebes. This decision took us all by surprise— it meant uprooting our lives from our current city to one in the far south. The region was hot most of the year and inhabited by snakes, crocodiles, hippos, and other dangerous animals. The move also meant leaving behind cherished relationships with friends and neighbors.

My mother expressed her concerns, questioning the need to move the capital when Egypt had already become a significant empire alongside neighboring cities like Mitanni, Assyria, Babylon, and others. Meanwhile, the southern regions were threatened by unrest in Kush and other cities. 

My father justified the move by citing the strategic location of Thebes, its potential for growth, and the need to establish a distinctive capital that would draw the attention of the eastern and western worlds. While my grandfather Yuya supported the decision to move, he emphasized the necessity of appointing a new council of ministers comprised of young and capable individuals to align with these ambitions. The existing council was aging, he pointed out, and might not be able to meet the demands of the new capital. My father concurred, confirming that he had already compiled a list of new ministers for appointment.
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Kheruef Tomb (192) (luxor)

My father unveiled his new cabinet, composed of both new and existing officials. He had focused on selecting talented and capable individuals. The new cabinet included Kheruef, appointed to the position of Director of Works for Queen Tiye. Amenemhat Surer was made the Director General of the Pharaoh’s House, and the Supervisor of the Earth’s Vaults, responsible for grain stores, was Khaemhat. Ptah- Mes, son of the high priest Menkheper, became the Hereditary Prince and Bearer of the Seals of the King of the Sea Face. His son, also called Ptah-Mes, was appointed as the High Priest of the god Ptah and the Supervisor of Priests of the Tribal and Maritime Sides. His brother, Meri-Ptah, also joined as a minister, while Ptah-Mes took the position of Mayor of the Southern City and High Priest of the god Amun.

During another family meeting, my father announced his intention to appoint an Asian minister, Aperel, to foster a relationship with Canaanite cities and help integrate them into our empire. This decision was met with approval from my grandmother, Tuya, who was of Asian descent herself. My father emphasized the importance of including Egyptians of Asian descent in positions of power to promote national unity.

One day, as preparations for the grand coronation ceremony reached their height, my father invited us to accompany him to a temple to make offerings to the gods and seek their blessings for his reign. As rulers, the religious institution was deeply connected to our family. The king derived authority and strength from it. 

In the temple, we were greeted with reverence by the high priest and a chorus of others. Statues of various gods adorned the Great Hall, each representing different aspects of our faith. The high priest guided us through rituals, invoking blessings upon the new king. My father’s enthusiasm grew as he envisioned a greater religious dimension to his reign. It culminated in the idea that eventually, he would have his own temple. I discovered my father’s aspiration to be worshipped as a god among the gods during this visit.

As we left the temple and returned to the palace in a gilded royal carriage, my mother inquired whether she, too, would be considered a goddess. My father was uncertain. 

––––––––
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On the eve of a school vacation, given to us to celebrate my father’s coronation, I woke up early and went to school, carrying writing boards and papyri. Other students greeted me warmly, but our conversations quickly turned to the topic of my new status as the king’s son. I had prepared questions for my teacher about the concept of kingship, the titles of “King” and “Pharaoh,” and the significance of godly names in Egypt. The teacher provided detailed answers, enhancing our understanding of the royal institution and its connection to religion.

He also explained how godly names were bestowed upon kings during their reigns and symbolized their connection to the gods. He gave examples of kings who had changed their names during their reigns, reflecting shifts in political and religious ideologies.

With my curiosity satisfied, I left school, ready to celebrate my father’s coronation.
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Coronation Celebrations
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Everyone who attended my father’s coronation ceremony as the King of Egypt would forever remember the remarkable events that unfolded; it was an extraordinary occasion in every respect. On that memorable day, I awoke early to the sound of my mother’s voice. She was issuing instructions to the Royal Guard and the palace bridesmaids, meticulously coordinating every detail in preparation for the commencement of the festivities as they scurried about to complete their assigned tasks. I took a leisurely stroll through the palace’s grand lobbies and corridors, relishing the scenes that unfolded before me. Tailors were busy measuring and finishing garments for the palace staff, and nearby, a group of cooks oversaw preparations for the sumptuous feast. In another corridor, palace bridesmaids assisted the royal family’s women in dressing impeccably. As I passed through each bustling group, I couldn’t help but smile. They were all dedicated to serving the royal family that had governed Egypt for centuries.

My mother spotted me from a distance and signaled for me to approach. “Have you had the chance to meet the head tailor responsible for crafting your attire and that of your brother?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

My mother appeared anxious. She hastened to call over one of her palace attendants and asked her to locate the head tailor swiftly. A short while later, the young girl, raised within our palace like countless others, found the head tailor and announced to my mother, “Here he is, Your Majesty.”

My mother promptly inquired, “Have you completed the official attire for His Majesty?”

“Everything is ready, Your Majesty,” the head tailor assured her. “My two assistants and I will accompany His Majesty, while the rest of the tailors will stay with you to help you don your outfits. You can rest assured that everything is proceeding as scheduled.”

I put on my newly tailored royal attire and began asking those around me for their opinions. It was truly exhilarating to wear such a magnificent suit on this momentous occasion. I admired the elegance of the garment and its vibrant colors as I strolled through the palace’s corridors, making sure everyone had a chance to see it. The palace’s residents and servants gasped in awe as they saw me, showering me with compliments and praise. I couldn’t help but feel elated.

In his own royal garb, my father entered the Grand Hall shortly thereafter, ready for the ceremony to begin. His senior aides escorted him to the dais. Beside him, my mother was resplendent in a crimson gown adorned with golden threads that spelled “Queen of Egypt” amidst intricate blue patterns, dazzling gold, and precious stones, and on her head, she wore a gilded royal tiara etched with regal phrases. My father and mother led the procession, while Thutmose and I followed closely behind, flanked by the palace’s sons, all dressed in pristine white uniforms. My father and mother turned toward the central podium, and I took my place to their right.

The palace hall buzzed with attendees. A lengthy line of ministers and dignitaries, recently appointed to their positions, stretched before us. Rows of foreign delegates stood behind them. They had journeyed from far and wide to extend their congratulations to Egypt’s new monarch, and my father was profoundly delighted by the sight. He strolled about, at times conversing with my mother, addressing my brother and I, engaging in discussions with his senior aides, or nodding in acknowledgment to officials who sought his attention. 

––––––––
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Girls dancing during the celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of the inauguration of Amenhotep III (Kheruef Tomb)

The festivities commenced with a speech by the newly appointed Minister, Kheruef, head of the Queen’s Cabinet. He began by extending greetings to my father and mother, addressing them by their new titles: “His Majesty Pharaoh Amenhotep,” the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, and “Her Majesty Queen Tiye,” the Queen of Egypt. He went on to enumerate my father’s virtues, lauding his importance to Egypt and its dependent regions, while expressing gratitude for the appointments bestowed upon him and his colleagues. Kheruef pledged his utmost dedication in serving my father, the Queen, and Egypt.

Following Kheruef’s speech, delegations advanced to the podium to offer their felicitations. The head of the Babylonian delegation led the way, followed by the Assyrian, Mitanni, Khati, Canaan, and Kushite delegations. 
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Part of the coronation celebrations of Amenhotep III in the thirtieth year of his reign (Kheruef Tomb)

Then the entertainment began. Musicians began to play, forming captivating circular formations. Dancers swayed to the melodious tunes while feasting tables were prepared. Egypt’s renowned magicians, renowned far and wide for their extraordinary magical abilities, added to the spectacle. The series of captivating segments that left the audience spellbound. 

After the grand ceremony concluded, my father and mother proceeded to the royal horse-drawn carriage, and my brother and I joined them for a city tour. The streets overflowed with people eager to catch a glimpse of the new king. They lined roads and alleys, waving their hands enthusiastically. Some even prostrated themselves on the ground as we passed, while women showered the procession of horse-drawn carriages with rose petals. Our carriage was distinguished from the others by its lavish adornments; it was painted pure gold over intricate depictions of the king and queen carved into the beech wood. Ministerial and senior official carriages followed behind us, accompanied by rows of guards in resplendent attire, marching alongside the procession. Our journey ultimately led us to the river’s edge, where hundreds of boats and small ships teeming with people had gathered to greet us. The passengers erupted in joy at the sight of our royal carriage, applauding, waving, and blowing kisses in our direction. 

As evening approached, we returned to our palace, commencing festivities that complemented the inauguration ceremony. Knights led multiple processions, and the day culminated with a grand banquet attended by our distinguished guests. It was the end of an unforgettable day of joy and jubilation.

With the inauguration ceremony now behind us, my father began to assume his responsibilities as the Pharaoh of Egypt. Within a few days, he issued two significant decrees: the first, as we had discussed, was the relocation of the capital from Memphis to Thebes. Although we were reluctant to leave Memphis, as we cherished the city and the fond memories it held, my father’s ambitions were more important than our sentimental attachments. He aspired to establish a magnificent capital befitting Egypt’s status. Thebes was situated closer to the riches of southern Egypt, particularly Nubia, the source of Egypt’s wealth. Its gold had long defined our dynasty and those that preceded us. My father also envisioned a city that would earn the recognition of the Levant and the Maghreb, marked by vastness, enclosed by a wall that would boast a hundred gates on all sides, to inspire awe in all who entered. Construction of our palace in Thebes was nearing completion, situated on the western bank of the river.

The second decree made my brother, Thutmose, the High Priest of the Temple of Ptah in Memphis, the highest religious position in Egypt. This appointment also made Thutmose my father’s deputy in Memphis; religious roles in Egypt held equal—if not greater—significance than administrative positions. It gave him various titles and honors, elevating his status as the son of the pharaoh. He was the king’s representative in managing Memphis, while my father governed the nation from the southern capital.

Several months after the inauguration ceremony, our palace in Thebes was ready for habitation, furnished to meet all our needs. The time had come for our move, and we embarked on a royal ship bound for Thebes. My father, mother, Yuya, Tuya, Kheruef, and his wife joined us, while ministers, dignitaries, their families, and the Royal Guard sailed in our accompanying fleet. As we headed south, the journey offered picturesque views of towns and villages. Lush trees dotted the landscape, and expansive fields stretched along the riverbanks. Hundreds of farmers paused their work to greet us, while in some areas, peasants were busy tilling the land, a testament to my father’s practice of welcoming people from diverse regions to work and reside among us. 

When we arrived in Thebes, our ship and its accompanying vessels docked along the shore opposite our new palace. It appeared magnificent from a distance. The palace’s grandeur was accentuated by an expansive garden extending to the waterfront, adorned with varied fruit trees, ornamental specimens, and roses of all colors. 

We disembarked from the royal ship and strolled along a tree-lined pathway within the garden, while the immaculately dressed Royal Guard flanked each side, standing at attention to welcome Pharaoh’s family. Musicians filled the air with melodies, enhancing the sense of awe and beauty we already felt.

A vast residential complex stood before us—our new home. The primary palace housed our residence, its outer courtyard was adorned with intricate columns, topped with motifs reminiscent of papyrus. Exterior walls bore inscriptions that paid homage to our deities, including Amun, Ptah, Khnum, and Sobek, all artfully crafted to represent their presence. Painted on the walls, the gods seemed to stand alongside us. 

Upon entering the palace, we encountered another astonishing sight: in the Grand Hall, breathtaking, colorful carvings covered every inch of the enclosure, embellished with intricate designs crafted from pieces of pure gold. Gilded sofas and chairs, engraved with images of my father and mother, furnished the hall. I was equally enchanted by the plethora of beautifully inscribed patterns that adorned the ceiling. We explored every corner of the chamber, my mother amazed at each new discovery. She expressed her gratitude to my father for the magnificent palace. We proceeded down long corridors, each elegantly furnished, toward our rooms. 

In the evening, our entire family gathered in the palace garden to exchange our impressions of the residence. We each sought to share something unique that we had observed, engaging in lively conversation as we eagerly awaited our first dinner in our new home.

In the months following our move to Thebes, the city drew an influx of visitors and began to expand. The entire administration relocated, establishing the pharaoh’s officials and ministers as the governing authority operating Egypt from the new official capital. Many merchants and artisans moved to the city to pursue the abundant employment opportunities that had arisen from Egypt’s prosperity. With the capital now situated further south, trade routes across the Nile to Kush, Nubia, Punt, and other regions became more accessible and active. 

In those days, I often stood by the riverbank, observing the dozens of ships that arrived daily with goods from Memphis and beyond. Voyages from the South, particularly from Punt, held special significance: Punt was a source of exotic treasures, supplying incense used in religious rituals, aromatic substances cherished by the royal family and nobility, and the precious metals and luxurious woods we used to adorn our palaces. Punt, we believed, was the earthly residence of the god Ra. It was where the celestial star emerged each morning to illuminate the Earth, where the god Min and the goddess Hathor, known as the Lady of Punt, had originated. Ships arriving from Punt, constructed with hardwood from Canaan to bear heavy loads, were a common sight. Hundreds of sailors would unload their cargo, which was then transported by donkeys and mules to Thebes’ bustling market, a hub of activity where goods from all over were traded.
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A ship full of sailors coming from Punt is painted on the walls of the Temple of Hatshepsut

The Thebes market flourished, attracting a diverse array of goods and merchants who sought to take advantage of the growing commercial activity in the new capital. Egyptian and Asian merchants mingled with sellers from Punt, Kush, and other Egyptian cities, and their numbers steadily grew. The slave trade was also prevalent within the bustling market; individuals of all nationalities, including young men, women, and children, were brought to Egypt for sale to royalty, dignitaries, and merchants.
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The Prince of Punt and his wife. A painted limestone reliefs from a terrace of Hatshepsut temple which record a trading expeditions to Punt

My father took pride in watching Thebes expand and thrive according to his vision. He meticulously selected officials known for their experience, intelligence, and skills to ensure the realization of his ideas. From time to time, he granted financial rewards—gold or plots of agricultural land—to those who provided exceptional ideas and contributions. He regularly convened meetings with ministers and senior officials to stay well-informed on both minor and major matters, never solely relying on his officials for governance.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Appointment of Amenhotep, Son of Hapu,

as an Official in the Administration of My Father
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Pressure on officials had increased significantly since our arrival in Thebes due to my father’s ambitious plans to quickly elevate the city above Memphis. Cabinet meetings became a weekly occurrence, each session featuring a new agenda. Ministers and senior officials presented reports highlighting their achievements and ongoing projects that were then distributed throughout the capital to ensure progress in every corner of the city.

Mother attended one such meeting as a demonstration of her growing influence, and my father welcomed and cherished her contribution. His affection for her was evident—he favored her over his many other wives and companions. I accompanied my mother to the cabinet meeting. All the ministers and senior officials were present, attired in their official garments. When my father entered the meeting hall, everyone stood in reverence, bowed to pay their respects, and then each minister began to recount their recent accomplishments. My father took a keen interest in these achievements. He focused particularly on the construction and infrastructure developments, designed to expand and populate the city, that had already begun. 

After the ministers concluded their presentations, my father spoke, expressing his need for a skilled and specialized engineer who could plan and execute projects to his satisfaction. He explained that he intended to declare his full divinity; this endeavor would require the construction of grand temples, temples in which he would be worshipped like other gods. He asked if anyone knew of an outstanding engineer suitable for the task.
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Amenhotep son of hapu ( cairo museum)

Kheruef, the chief of staff to my mother, the Queen, suggested a talented individual. He had been responsible for building the royal palace complex during the reign of my great-grandfather, Amenhotep II. My father’s eyes lit up in surprise, and eagerly, he asked whether this person was still alive. Before he could receive a response, another minister sought permission to speak, raising concerns about the engineer’s origins and background. The engineer might be of Israelite descent—part of a group considered enemies of Egypt. The minister hinted that this engineer might harbor ambitions of succession. My father, with a smile, confirmed that the engineer had indeed taken steps in that direction.

My father’s response evoked surprise among those present, leading to a brief moment of silence. He then continued, addressing the long-standing issue of the Israelites in Egypt. He acknowledged the historical challenges posed by their presence, including the increase in their population and the controversial practice of killing male infants. My father explained that this practice had gained notoriety and had negatively affected Egypt’s image abroad, providing ammunition to critics who labeled Egypt as oppressive. To counter this, he proposed appointing Israelites or those close to them as ministers and officials, all while maintaining the existing measures of persecution and marginalization. This, he believed, would change Egypt’s international image and position Egypt as the oppressed party.

My mother questioned the benefits of appointing officials from a widely ostracized, isolated group. My father assured her that their treatment would remain unchanged, but the perception of Egypt abroad would shift. He envisioned a scenario in which critics would be silenced by the mere fact that officials and ministers from this group held positions within the government. Additionally, these appointed officials would serve as a fifth column, penetrating Israelite society to gather information.
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Amenhotep son of hapu ( cairo museum)

The ministers expressed their support for this idea, emphasizing that Egypt would gain more than it would lose. My father then inquired about the engineer responsible for the palace complex’s construction, urging everyone to provide information—any mysteries surrounding his identity and his possible connections to the Israelites. He asked them to gather this information in the coming days.

The meeting concluded, and we departed for the palace, while the ministers dispersed to carry out their duties.

A few days after the cabinet meeting, Yuya and Tuya visited us for dinner. Before we ate, they inquired about the engineer who had constructed our mansion.

I shared what little information I had. He was a mysterious figure, I said, who held the position of the high priest in Athribis—construction was not actually his primary profession. He came from a humble background, and I speculated that he might have some connection with the Israelites. My father listened attentively, and Yuya asked me why I believed he had connections to the Israelites. I explained that his name, “Huy, Son of Hapu,” seemed to betray his origins, as it was more in line with Israelite naming conventions than Egyptian ones. Use of the word “son” in family names was a common practice among the Israelites. This led me to suspect a connection, despite his attempts to keep it hidden.

My father smiled and asked if it were possible for this man to have a relationship with the Israelites without anyone knowing. I reiterated that the Israelite community was largely isolated and secretive, making it challenging for outsiders to establish such connections.

My father then told my grandparents that he had discussed his intention to appoint an Israelite (or someone from a related group) in the cabinet meeting. He intended to leverage their appointment to improve Egypt’s international image and gather intelligence from within the community.

The table was set, and we began to enjoy our meal, prepared in honor of our guests. As our conversation unfolded, the ministers responsible for gathering information about Huy, Son of Hapu began to share their findings with my father. By contributing, each minister sought to establish a closer connection with the king.
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Amenhotep III and his wife queen tiye ( cairo museum)

In response to the information collected at this dinner, my father summoned Huy, Son of Hapu. The meeting took place in the council chamber, where I sat beside my father. Huy entered the room, a middle-aged man in his forties, and my father warmly praised his creative work on the palace. He lauded the building’s intricate geometric designs and inscriptions.

Huy expressed his gratitude and readiness to serve the pharaoh. My father offered him an important position in his administration: initially, due to his proficiency in reading and writing, he would be an assistant to the king’s clerk, but my father assured Huy that he could rise to the top position with diligence and guidance. Huy’s eyes gleamed with joy, and he humbly accepted the offer.

Curious about his background, Huy wondered how he had been recommended to the pharaoh. My father told him that he had been searching for a competent engineer, and he heard about Huy’s past involvement in the construction of his grandfather’s palace.

My father then asked, directly, whether Huy had any connection to the Israelites. Huy assured my father that he was not of Israelite descent but was, in fact, an Egyptian from Athribis near Goshen, where many Israelites lived. He explained that there was a genealogical link between his family and the Israelites, leading some to believe that they shared ancestry. My father, satisfied with this explanation, promised to evaluate Huy’s performance in his new role, emphasizing that his current name, Huy, would be replaced with his religious name, Amenhotep.
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My Father Declares Himself our Deified Pharaoh
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(Pharaoh said, “O eminent ones, I have not known you to have a God other than me) (Al-Qasas: 38)

As my father ruled over Egypt at the zenith of its glory, he faced a different set of circumstances than our family’s previous monarchs. His predecessors, like King Ahmose and Queen Hatshepsut, had fought wars and faced numerous challenges to establish and expand the Egyptian Empire. However, by the time my father ascended to the throne, Egypt was already a sprawling empire. It controlled various smaller kingdoms and states in Canaan and had extended its reach into Kush. This extensive domain contributed significantly to Egypt’s wealth and resources, making my father one of the wealthiest rulers in the world.

While Thutmose assumed his role as the governor of Memphis, I became my father’s right-hand man, closely involved in all aspects of his life. I saw my father’s growing sense of pride in his reign and heard constant discussions of his greatness and Egypt’s increased power and prosperity.

Despite this unparalleled power and wealth—or, perhaps, because of it—my father had a unique ambition that set him apart from his ancestors. He was determined to elevate his status beyond that of his forebears, who had adhered to the traditional customs and beliefs of Egypt. The inherited system considered the pharaoh a living god—a mediator between gods and mortals, though still human. But my father sought something more, something grander. He wanted to officially declare his divinity, surpassing the traditional role of the pharaoh. This ambition had begun to take shape even before his coronation, but it gained urgency after the royal court moved to Thebes and a stable government and administration were established.

Despite the presence of numerous ministers and officials, my father found it challenging to identify someone who could understand and translate his ambitions into reality. It was only after the appointment of Amenhotep, Son of Hapu that a suitable candidate emerged. Son of Hapu was a brilliant man, known for his flattery, unwavering loyalty, quick wit, and intelligence. The quality of his work and his insights captured my father’s attention.

Son of Hapu worked in the same palace complex as my family, making daily meetings with my father convenient. He endeared himself to my father through these talks and quickly became his most trusted advisor. As my father was preparing to declare his divinity, he asked Son of Hapu if anyone from the royal family had previously declared themselves a divine ruler.

He could think of only one similar instance in Egyptian history. Queen Hatshepsut, Son of Hapu said, had declared herself the daughter of the god Amun, justifying her rule as a divine monarch. To solidify her divine status, Queen Hatshepsut built an enormous temple in Thebes, depicting her divine birth through inscriptions and murals. Her temple and the narrative of her divine birth became her lasting legacy.

My father was filled with excitement and pride upon hearing this account, realizing that his ambitious plan was not entirely unprecedented. He saw an opportunity to follow in Queen Hatshepsut’s footsteps, to declare his divinity and construct a temple, even grander than hers, to immortalize his divine birth between to the god Amun and his mother.

This momentous decision was carefully orchestrated and carried out with Son of Hapu’s assistance. His innovative ideas and unwavering loyalty to my father played a crucial role in shaping the plan for the declaration of the king’s divinity. He believed that the event should be a monumental occasion—not just a decree, but a transformation of the way my father was perceived by the Egyptian people. This process required meticulous planning and execution.
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Queen Hatshepsut ( cairo museum)

The first step was the issuance of a royal decree, a powerful proclamation that declared my father, Pharaoh Amenhotep III, a god. The decree emphasized his divine birth, born of the union between the god Amun and his mother, Mutemwiya. 

Key aspects of the decree included that:

1. My father, Pharaoh Amenhotep III, would be revered and worshiped alongside the other gods of Egypt, becoming an integral part of the pantheon.

2. Temples would be built in his honor, and he would be given offerings, just like the other deities.

3. The construction of the grandest temple in Egypt, the Temple of Opet (Luxor Temple), would commence under the guidance of Amenhotep, Son of Hapu. This temple would house depictions of my father’s divine birth, immortalizing the event for generations to come.

4. Any dissent or opposition to this declaration would be met with legal consequences.

Following the issuance of his decree, my father’s ministers and senior officials embarked on a mission to disseminate this momentous announcement throughout the kingdom. The proclamation was to be spread throughout Egypt, from the country’s northern reaches to its southern territories. They traveled to cities and villages, ensuring that every Egyptian was made aware of the transformation of Pharaoh Amenhotep III into a divine being. Meanwhile, Son of Hapu began the construction of the Temple of Opet to stand as a symbol of my father’s divinity. 

The declaration of my father as a divine being marked a significant turning point in Egyptian history. It provoked a shift in Egyptian religious and political culture, as my father aimed to consolidate his divine status and power. Ultimately, it became part of his lasting legacy.
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The Coming of Moses to Egypt
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(Go, both of you, to Pharaoh. Indeed, he has transgressed. And speak to him with gentle speech that perhaps he may be reminded or fear {ALLAH}. They said, “Our Lord, indeed we are afraid that he will hasten {punishment} against us or that he will transgress.” {ALLAH} said, “Fear not. Indeed, I am with you both, I hear and I see.”) (Taha: 43–46)

During my father’s reign, Egypt enjoyed unparalleled opulence and extravagance. Our palaces, located in various cities, were marvels of architectural grandeur, adorned with intricate engravings and colorful drawings. Dining sets and decorations, often found in palace lobbies, were made of ivory from Punt, and cups and plates were shaped like plants, most commonly papyrus. Furniture was crafted from the finest Canaanite wood, intricately carved and embellished with gold accents, reflecting our kingdom’s affluence. Even the palace floors bore symbols representing Egypt’s dominance.

Our royal family’s attire exuded luxury, featuring exquisite embroidery and vibrant colors. Men donned linen shirts, shorts, and pleated skirts, while both men and women adorned themselves with bracelets, wristbands, and wide collars made of delicate ceramic beads. Our jewelry (necklaces, rings, scepters) was crafted from pure gold and adorned with precious stones. We often wore gold sandals decorated with engravings of Egypt’s vanquished foes.
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A gold chair engraved with the image of Pharaoh Tutankhamun, grandson of Amenhotep III, found in his tomb. This chair shows the extent of the wealth of the family of Amenhotep III

This opulence was confined
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