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Thanks to the kind and willing cooperation of the Dayr al-Barsha-Project, led by Prof. Dr. Harco
Willems, and against the backdrop of a never-ending flood of speculative writings concerning the
last years of the queen, one can provide new and strong material that will, on the one side, put an
end to old discussions, and on the other, lead to new ones.

We thank and congratulate our colleagues involved with the Dayr al-Barsha-Project.

Friederike Seyfried

No queen has been such a great mystery as Nefertiti, the beautiful one has come. Although the
Amarna Period is now one of the most studied periods in Egyptian history, a lot of questions remain
unanswered. One of the most obscure points of the period was situated near the end of Akhenaten’s
reign. It is generally agreed that he died in his seventeenth regnal year. His last dated inscription is
a wine jar label from “year seventeen, second month of the inundation season.” After his death
Akhenaten would be buried in his tomb in the Royal Wadi in Amarna. Yet, the tomb was severely
damaged and his body missing.? The male buried in KV 55 is often identified as Akhenaten, but

this discussion remains open.?

And what about his queen? Not much is known about the final years of Nefertiti. As far as
can be deduced from published evidence, she disappears around the thirteenth or fourteenth year
of Akhenaten. The last time she was depicted was at the funeral of her second daughter Meketaten
in the Royal Tomb of Amarna.*

FIG.1 View of the stone bridge of Deir Abu
Hinnis. The inscription was discovered in the
first quarry from the left
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FIG. 2 Pillars in the quarry gallery with a historic
inscription in red paint (note: chisel marks visi-
ble on all pillars and wall surfaces, that have also
damaged the inscription, stem from a later
phase of the quarries’ usage.)
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Several historical interpretations have been proposed, but the most common interpretations
boil down to four hypotheses. The first suggests that the queen died some time after the twelfth
regnal year of Akhenaten.®

A second hypothesis claims that the queen fell into disgrace and was banished from the
central city of Amarna. She did not leave the town, but moved to a residence in the northern part of
Amarna. A variant of this explanation is that the queen left Egypt and moved back to her hometown
of either Crete or Syria. These theories are no longer current and have been replaced by the following
two.

An influential “newer” theory claims that Nefertiti was made co-regent of Akhenaten around
his 12th regnal year and that she changed her name to Ankhkheperure Neferneferuaten. This means
that following his death Nefertiti would be her husband’s direct successor. Akhenaten, however,
was not replaced by his wife but by a young male king with the name of Semenkhkare. Semenkhkare
adopted part of the name of Nefertiti to confirm his kingly status. Finally, it is also argued that it
was Nefertiti who eventually changed her name to Semenkhkare, based on the fact that there is no
evidence that Semenkhkare was male.®

Although various arguments can and have been mustered in support of each of these hy-
potheses, the evidence is highly fragmentary and tenuous. The discovery of a hieratic text in a
guarry in Dayr Abu Hinnis reveals new information about the final years of the royal couple of
Amarna.

The village of Dayr Abd Hinnis lies about ten kilometres north of Amarna on the eastern Nile
bank and halfway between two other known archaeological sites: Antinoopolis in the north and
Dayr al-Barsha in the south. An extensive archaeological area can be found east of the village. The
steep limestone hills of the Eastern Desert are intersected by a number of wadis, which contain
more than two hundred limestone quarries. Their main exploitation phase was the Amarna Period.
The site is mostly known for its rock church (ca. 6th century AD), constructed in one of the quarries.

The text was discovered in a quarry in the largest wadi of Dayr Aba Hinnis, called the Wadi
Dayr Aba Hinnis. It was written on a pillar in the back of the quarry, at a height of 8 m. The inscription
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FIG. 3 Detail of the inscription “year16”
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FIG. & Detail of the inscription with the
cartouche and Nefertiti's name.

is 5 lines long and covers the whole width of the pillar. Written in red ochre, the original inscription
is hard to decipher due to the patina of the limestone. Once photographic documentation was
processed, however, the text revealed most of its secrets. The inscription provides some details re-
garding a construction project of which the details will be discussed elsewhere. Here we concentrate
only on the beginning of the text, which provides a date and the names and titles of the king, his
wife and the Aten. The text was written on the fifteenth day of the third month of the inundation
season of the sixteenth year of Akhenaten. The third line starts with the words “Great King's Wife,
his beloved, mistress of the two lands, Neferneferuaten Nefertiti.” This undermines most of the
theories about both the banishment or death of Nefertiti in Akhenaten’s fourteenth year. It also
confirms that she was still the main queen in year sixteen, and that neither her daughter nor Kiya
replaced her as the most important woman of the reign. A lot of questions remain unanswered,
like the co-regency with Semenkhkare and the identity of king Ankh(t)kheperure Neferneferuaten.
However, the text does not contain any evidence to suggest that there was a coregent in the 16th
regnal year of Akhenaten. If either Semenkhkare or Ankhkheperure shared the position of coregent
with Akhenaten, it was only possible in his last year. The inscription is therefore greatly consequential
for historical interpretations of the era.
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