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A rare example of an

Amarna missivefrom
the pharaoh, Letter
5 (below) is from
Amenhotep lll
to the Babylonian
king Kadasman-Enlil l,

discussing plans to
marry the latter's
daughter, British
Museum, London
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ometimes, archaeologists stumble
on not just one, or a few, but an en-
tire cache of documents that utterly
transforms their understanding of an

ancient period, and whose fascinat-
ing details bring that distant time into sharp

focus. The trove that transformed Egyptology

is undoubtedly that of the Amarna Letters, 3Bz

clay tablets considered the oldest documents of
diplomacy ever found.

Written in the r4th century 8.c., they con-
sist of correspondence between the pha-
raohs and their rival kings, the Babylonians,

Assyrians, Hittites, and Mitanni, as well as

letters from puppet kings under Egyptian
ru1e. Beginning in the reign of Amenhotep III
(rlgo-rt5: B.c.), Egypt's great builder king,

CAPITAL MOYE
The sun rises over
the ruins of the Great
Aten Temple
in present-day
Amarna, Egypt (left).

Akhenaten moved his

capital here as part
of his new religion to
exalt the god Aten.

the archive aiso tracks the reign of his son,

Akhenaten (rr5l-rt:6 e.c.), whose religious
revolution convulsed ancient Egypt for a gen-

eration. The letters open a window into r8th-
dynasty Egypt and give a detailed snapshot of
the eastern Mediterranean and ir4iddle East

in the Late Bronze Age, just as Egypt was con-
solidating its greatness and the new power of
Assyria was beginning to flourish.

Revealing the writers'flattery, arrogance, jeal-

ousy, and groveling, the letters also provide an

insight into the developing complexity of inter-
national diplomary. The growth of large empires
jostling for supremaryhad created the need for a

system of rules, and the Amarna communiquds
give historians unparalleled insights into how

these early rules worked.
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The grand
structures in the
city of Akhetaten
(above)-the
Great Aten Temple,
the Royal Palace,
the Bureau of
Correspondence
of Pharaoh, and
the Small Aten
Temple-were
crucial to running
the kingdom.
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CityoftheSun
Around rl48 n.c., Pharaoh Akhenaten moved his
court to an isolated spot farther north, roughly
equidistant between Thebes (his former capi-
tal) and Memphis. The transfer was part of the
pharaoh's radical program to exalt Aten, the solar
disk, as the almost exclusive divinity of Egypt.

Akhenaten's new capital, on the east bank of
the Nile, was called Akhetaten, meaning"ho-
rizon of Aten," possibly because of nearby hills
that frame the rising sun. The modern name of
the place, Tell el Amarna, is used interchange-
ably with the site of Akhetaten, and it has given
its name to the extraordinaryculture thatbriefly
flourished when the upheaval ofthe pharaoh's
Aten cult paralleled a radical change in art,
known as Amarna styIe.

Akhenaten's reign, however, was not just
centered on religious and artistic upheaval. He
had inherited a kingdom ofhuge power and re-
gional prestige from his father, Amenhotep III,
and continued pursuing Egyptian interests,
particulariy in mineral-rich Nubia to the south.
Until his death in 1336 e.C., Eglpt's capital was
a bustling city filled with palaces and temples,
homes, barracks, and administrative buildings.
The iatter containedthe ongoingarchive of dip-
lomatic letters, begun under Amenhotep III and

QueenTiye.
The ancient city was identified at Amarna

in the late 17oos, when Akhetaten's boundary
stone was found there. The letters came to light
in the r88os after a series of chance finds. As
news of their existence spread, the site suddenly
acquired huge archaeological importance. The
curator of the British Museum, Wallis Budge,
managed to obtain a batch of Bz piece s. A signifi-
cant number of tablets also found their way via
the antiquities market to the Egyptian Museum
in Cairo and the Staatliche Museum in Berlin.

Led by British Egyptologist William Flinders
Petrie inthe rB9os, the first significant excava-
tion at Amarna soon uncovered more tablets
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from the time of Akhenaten. During his first
campaign, Petrie excavated a building with the
name "Bureau of Correspondence of Pharaoh"
stamped on its bricks.

A meticulous archaeologist, Petrie also had an
instinct for publicity. He knew the Amarna Let-
ters wouid help attract patrons to fund the dig.
His examinations of the documentary riches of
the letters and the archaeological remains of the
ancient capital hugelyboosted knowledge of this
dynasty and the New Kingdom.

Not all the ietters were found at once. When
the Norwegian linguist JorgenAlexander Knudt-
zon ordered them chronologically within geo-
gaphic groupings in the early 19oos, there were

:58. The remaining 24were discovered in the
course of the zoth centuryandincorporatedinto
Knudtzon's system of numbering, still used by
scholars today.

The letters are not written in ancient Egyp-
tian, but inAkkadian, a language spoken widely
in ancient Mesopotamia. In the second millen-
nium B.C., Akkadian became a lingua franca
across the whole region, similar to the role
English plays in international relations to-
day. It is written in the wedge - shaped writing

Egypt and Its
Neighbors
MUCH As !r ls ToBAY, the geopolitical situ-
ation in the Middle East was complex
and in flux in the 14th century s.c. lt was

during this period that the Hatti (Hittites)

were expanding, while the once power-

ful kingdom of Mitanni went into decline.

The Assyrian Empire, based in Ashur,took
advantage of the power vacuum to grow,

while the house of Babylon held strong but

remained wary of the threat from Assyria.

THE AMARNA tETrERs reflect this change.

ln addition to playing off the interests of
the other big regional players, Egypt had

to maintain its imperial holdings in the Le-

vant, where cities such as Tyre complained

of harassment from the mysterious Habiru
people. The pharaoh was also on the alert
for signs of betrayal from his puppet rulers.

system, cuneiform. Most of the tablets foundto
date are letters receivedby the Egyptians. Only
a few copies were retained of letters written by

the pharaohs.

Letters From Puppets
Scholars have divided the Amarna Letters into
two principal goups. One is letters to the pha-

raoh from the leaders of states controlled by
Egypt, and the other is letters to the pharaoh

written by his equals (or as he would have seen

them, his near equals), the rulers of the other
great, independent regional powers.

The former category, dispatches frompuppet
kings, are from Canaan,located in modern-day
Israel and Lebanon. Egypt had seized Canaan as

an imperial trophy a centurybefore under Thut-
mose II1. The new acquisition brought Egypt
problems along with prestige: Its rulers were

harried by a people called the Habiru, identified
by some historians as the Hebrews, although
their identity is still hotly debated. The tempta-
tion for puppet rulers to make deals with local

Habiru was, apparently, very great. An Amarna
dispatch from the ruler of Tyre to Akhenaten
(Letter r48) complains thatthe Habiruhave laid
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Military rivals of
Egypt, the Hittites
were known for
their war chariots,
but they left behind
their own distinctive
stone art, like this
13th-century a.c.

relief (above) from
Yasilikaya, Turkey,

showing a divine
procession of
the gods.
Oi AGOSTINI PICIURE LIBRARY/

SCALA, FLORENCE

waste to the region, but that another local ruler,

that of Hazor (modern-daynorthernlsrael) sup*

posedly loyal to Egypt,"has aligned himself with
the Habiru . . . [and] has turned over the king's

land to the Habiru."
These letters are often expressed in language

of extreme abasement. The puppet ruler of
Gezer, in present- day Israel, wrote : " To the king,

my 1ord, my god, my Sun, the Sun of heaven:

N4essage ofYapahu, yor.r servant,the dirt atyour
feet.I fall at the feet of the king, my lord, my god,

my Sun, seventimes and seventimes."

Letters FromKings
ln contrast, the letters written by the pharaoh's

equals, rulers ofthe great regional powers, are

careful how and when they demonstrate

that they are on more equal footing. Scholars

sometimes refer to the main regional powers of
this time as the"Great Powers Club,"which at

this time consisted of Egypt, Babylonia, Assyr-
ia, Mitanni (centered in modern southeastern
Turkey), and "Hattii the Hittite empire. An-
other member of the club was Alashiya, the is-
Iand of Cyprus. While geographically small, the
island nation was economically powerful thanks

to its copper reserves.

A few of the letters date back to the reign of
Amenhotep III and his great royal wife, Tiye,

who was also Akhenaten's mother. After Amen-
hotep's death, his widow remained powerful
when her son took the throne. Akhenaten took
his father's archives with him to the new capital

as a record of diplomatic relations with Egypt's

allies and vassal states.

Some of the Amarna archive concerns the
exchanging of royal princesses as wives' A rare

example of an Amarna missive actually written
by the pharaoh is Letter 5, from Amenhotep III
to the Babylonian king Kadasman-Enlil L In just

3o iines, the letter covers the principal themes

of royal communication: effusive well-wishing,
the dispatch of costly presents, and the pha-
raoh's hopes to receive a Babylonian princess

for his harem.
The pharaoh could expect to receive a wife,

but a sign of Egypt's supremacy was the pha-

raoh's consistent refusalto give wives in return'
An earlier dispatch (Letter 4) from Kadasman-
Enlil I to Amenhotep complains at the injunc-
tionthat"since earliesttimes no daughter of the

king of Egypt has ever been given in marriage."

The Babylonian king chafes at the edict:"Why
are you telling me such things? You are the king.

You may do as you wish. If you wanted to give

me your daughter in marriage who could say you

nay?"His frustrationis sharedby other kings in
the archive, and lays bare the reality of regional
power: Egypt could call the shots'

Some ofthe most revealingletters aboutking-
ship and power are those sent from Tushratta,

king of Mitanni, whose expanding empire had

a southern border with Egypt's northernmost
holdings in Lebanon. Tushratta opens his let-
ters with a codified greeting, set down by the

Great Powers to establishthe authenticity of the

sender. Letter z7 takes the form ofan elaborate

pattern of well-wishing. As the kingof Mitanni
is an equal, he refers to the pharaoh as"brother,"
and opens withthese words:
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PART}.IERS
IN POWER
Amenhotep llland
his wife Tiye (above)

were often the same
size in their statues,
indicating a more equal
partnership between
this pharaoh and
his queen. Egyptian
Museum, Cairo
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Say to Naphurreya [,Lkhenaten], the king
of Egypt, my brother, my son-in-Iaw, whom
Ilove andwhom /oves me: Thus Tushratta,

Great King the king of Mitanni, your father -
in-Iaw, who loves you, your brother. For me

aII goes well For you may aII go well. For

Tiye, your mother, may all go weII. For Tadu-

Heba, my daughter, your wife, for the rest

of your wives. . . may aII govery, very well.

The daughter Tushratta mentions, Tadu-Heba,
had been a lesser wife to Akhenaten's father,
Amenhotep III. After his death, she became a
wife to Akhenaten. This alliance was vital to
Tushratta, as the Mitanniwere constantlyhar-
ried by the Hittites to their north and needed a

strong alliance with Egypt.
There is anunderlyingtensioninthe letter ex-

plainedbythe previous missive, Letter 26, writ-
ten not to Akhenaten, but to Queen Tiye. Tush-

ratta complains to the

A,rrAr{r{rcyrNDERsEAL 
pharaoh'smotherthat

DEptCTtNGLIONS,FOUNDtNTHE gIItSner latehusDand,,
ANCTENTCTTY0FUGARIISYRTA, Amenhotep III, had
NATI.NALMUSzuM0FDAI/Ascus 

promisedto Tushratta

(detailed in Letter r9), had included two gold
statues. On arrival, these were discovered to be
not solid gold at all, but " [goldJ -plated statues
of wood."

Scholars are unsure as to whether the cheaper

statues were an intentional snub to Tushratta,
and an indication of Mitanni's diminished status

in the eyes of Egypt. Tushratta was the weaker
here, but he had to maintain his prestige. The
dispute continues in Letter zB, where Tushratta
compiains that as his messengers were detained
by Akhenaten, so he has detained Egypt's.

Tushratta was soon to suffer defeat at the
hands of his former vassal king, the Assyrian
Ashur-uballit I. As Mitanni power waned, so
Assyria started to wax. Ashur-uballit I does not
yet call himself a brother in his first letter to
Akhenaten (Letter r5), but it is a bold declara-
tion that Assyria had joined the "Club": He had
treasure to bestow- "a splendid chariot, horses,

and a date-stone of genuine lapis lazuli"-but
expected respect in return.

The sudden rise of Assyria caused indigration
in other quarters, especially in Babyion whose
king wrote to Akhenaten in Letter 9. After the
usual gift-giving and well-wishing, he asks:
"Why on their own authority have the Assyr-
ian envoys of my vassai [i.e., Ashur-uballit I]
come to your country? If you love me, they will
conduct no business whatsoever. Send them off
to me empty handed." Such protests, however,
were as nothing to the realities of power. As-
syria continued to grow, and Akhenaten's Egypt
remained the preeminent power in the region.

Even so, in Egypt, Akhenaten's new cult of
Aten would fail. The Iast letters of the Amarna
archive date from the reign of his son and succes -
sor, Tutankhamun, under whose rule the Amar-
na reforms were rolled back, and references to
Akhenaten's name erased,

Akhenaten's capital was left for the desert to
swallow. At some stage in its abandonment, a
civil servant must have placed the diplomatic
tablets in two small pits under the floor of the
administrative building where they remained in
their hiding place. There, they were discovered
during another age of empire more than 3,ooo
years later.,,
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