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ABSTRACT
A few representations of a divine couple enthroned, the female figure sitting in the lap of the male, have survived in
Mesopotamian iconography, on terracotta and stone plaques, on the Ur-Namma stela from Ur, and on a Syrian cylinder
seal of the 19th–18th centuries BCE. In Egypt, the motif is mostly restricted to the reign of Akhenaten, with a few
objects probably figuring Akhenaten and Nefertiti in this fashion. The ancient oriental motif may have traveled to
Egypt at a time when Mesopotamian mythological texts were used in Amarna schools, and other motifs of eastern
origin seem to have been favored. The representation of a divine/royal couple sharing the same throne in a position
usually reserved in Mesopotamian and Egyptian art for an adult figure with a child hints at a shared thematic
surrounding the throne as a royal emblem, a locus of divine apparition and erotic symbolism.

The unusual motif of a queen sitting in a king’s
lap appears unexpectedly in Egypt during

Akhenaten’s reign (second half of the 14th century
BCE) and is attested only in the domain of Akhetaten
(modern Tell el-Amarna), founded in the fifth year
of his reign.1 The motif seems to disappear from the
royal repertoire with Akhenaten’s politico-religious
and iconographic revolution,
apparently bound to his own
vision of kingship as opposed to
the traditional representation of
the enthroned king. Though often
discussed since the discovery of
the artifacts bearing the motif,2 a
clear understanding of its
implications and of the origin of
this singular image of kingship is
still missing.

The motif appears on the
fragment of limestone panel
Louvre E 11624 (24.7 x 34 x 4.9 cm)3

from a domestic locus in Amarna,4
presenting an enthroned king with
a woman in his lap and at least two
children on her knees (Fig. 1).
Though all cartouches and the

upper body of the royal pair are lost with the missing
upper part of the panel, the identification of
Akhenaten and Nefertiti on this high-quality relief
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FIGURE 1: Panel Louvre E 11624 © Musée du Louvre/C. Décamps;
reconstruction after Norman de Garis Davies, “The Graphic
Work of the Expedition,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin
18 (1923): fig. 4.



is undoubted: their silhouette, attire, and the
position of the princesses in the queen’s lap are well-
attested on other representations of the royal family,
and the chair is clearly a throne adorned with its
traditional motif of the union of the Two Lands.

On the unfinished limestone statue Cairo JE 44866
(39.5 x 16 x 21.5 cm),5 from a sculptor’s house, a
woman is sitting in a king’s lap on a high-backed
chair. The identification of Akhenaten wearing his
blue xprS crown is not contested, while the female
figure has been identified as Queen Nefertiti, one of
their daughters, or Kiya, a secondary wife of
Akhenaten. The female figure does not wear a cobra
at the front of her “Nubian” wig, which would seem
to exclude Nefertiti;6 the wig is not worn by
Akhenaten’s daughters depicted as children,7 and no
example of a princess sitting in the king’s lap is
otherwise known.8 The woman cups the king’s
elbow with her left hand, a gesture that may denote
sexual intimacy, though it is not always the case,9
while embracing his torso with the right arm; the
king’s right hand is on the woman’s chest10 and his
left is on her upper back. Their lips are joined,
probably due to the unfinished state of the item,11

and the piece was discarded for unknown reasons.
One may tentatively add to the list of objects

representing Nefertiti in Akhenaten’s lap three
fragmentary pieces showing royal figures facing
each other: 

the Nile mud seal Berlin ÄM 21331 (2 x 2.2 x 0.8•
cm),12 from a sculptor’s house: the small,
irregular artifact does not permit one to discern
irrefutably if Nefertiti (with “Nubian” wig and
cobra) sits in Akhenaten’s lap (the figure under
Aten’s rays); a princess stands by their side;
the fragment of limestone shrine panel Berlin•
ÄM 14511 (12.7 x 9.8 x 1.4 cm),13 purchased,
dated of the end of Akhenaten’s reign (years
12/14–17 on the basis of the Protocol III of Aten
inscribed beside the divine epithets), with only
the heads of Akhenaten and Nefertiti and the
king’s upper chest, facing each other; the king is
certainly sitting with his right arm on the
throne’s back, but the queen may be standing in
front of him or sitting in his lap;14

the limestone block Brooklyn Access. No.•
34.6052 (22.5 x 7.5 x 53.8 cm)15 from the Great
Aten Temple in Amarna, though only the heads
of the royal couple are represented on the block;
the queen was sitting in the king’s lap or both
were standing.16

The motif of a queen in her spouse’s lap is not
attested before Amarna. As in Mesopotamia, sitting
in the lap is traditionally construed as a parent/child
motif, with a god,17 goddess, queen, nurse, or tutor
supporting a royal child. In Egypt the motif
expresses the royal or divine maternity/paternity of
the king or emphasizes the closely bound and highly
honorific charge of the nurse/tutor of a prince. 

Nefertiti sitting in Akhenaten’s lap on the Louvre
panel has been understood by scholars in two ways: 

a. the king functioning as a parental figure in
a variant of the mother-child paradigm,18

perhaps indicating kingship transmission19

with the queen in the role of the child;
b. an image of hieros gamos, the king fulfilling

the divine role in the god-queen paradigm20

visually implemented in the New Kingdom,
still in a more “proper” version, between
Amun and the queen mother of Hatshepsut
or of Amenhotep III (Fig. 2).21 In this
Amunian model, Hatshepsut and
Amenhotep III occupy the position of the
child of Amun. But applied to Akhenaten
and Nefertiti, it transforms the king into a
divine father and the queen into his spouse,
the princesses taking the place of the royal
child. 

The divine union hypothesis was championed by
Wildung who found support for it in a Dynasty 26
faience statuette (from Karnak?) representing Amun
holding in his lap the “God’s Wife and Divine (solar)
Daughter/Adoratrice Amenirdis (I).”22 On the other
hand, Arnold suggested as evidence of the mother-
child paradigm that the pavilion structure around
the scene of the Louvre panel resembles the “birth
bower” in nursing scenes depicted on New
Kingdom ostraca;23 the fruit and flowers on the stand
may further connote fertility. 

Father-daughter and consorts relationships are
certainly not mutually exclusive, for the bipolar
daughter-wife of the god model is well attested for
the queen from the Old Kingdom on: the queen is
conceptualized as a solar daughter (sAt nTr),
especially in the cult of Amun.24 Troy contends that
the “sexual relationship between the king and his
consort is (…) equated with the relationship between
the god and his daughter.”25 Perhaps this ancient
tradition was elaborated by Atenism (the doctrine of
the god Aten imposed by Akhenaten) in the new
image of the queen in the king’s lap, in which the
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king played the role of the nursing divine and solar
father-spouse of Nefertiti. On the other hand, one
should note that the mother-child paradigm was
abundantly used in Amarna iconography with the
multiple representations of princesses in Nefertiti’s
lap26 or a nurse’s,27 as well as in Tutankhamun’s
imagery after Akhenaten’s reign (in the tomb of his
nurse Maia).28

Bayer and Eaton-Krauss have argued against the
image of theogamy in Amarna because the motif of
the queen’s hymen with Amun in Dynasty 18’s
mortuary temples of Hatshepsut and Amenhotep III
(both “restored” during the Ramesside Period)
involves a bed, not a high-backed chair.29 Indeed, the
divine union is not visually consummated in Deir el-
Bahari and Luxor on a throne, but not immediately
on the bed either, since two goddesses elevate the
couple to the sky for a heavenly hymen:30 Amun and
the queen are seated on an indistinct surface in Deir
el-Bahari and on the sky hieroglyph in Luxor, above
the bed on which the goddesses who elevate or
support their feet are seated. The sitting position of
the royal couple and of the goddesses reinforces the
analogy between royal bed and throne, both being
“high places” of choice for a divine epiphany.
Certainly, in pre-Atenist tradition the bed/bier and

its headrest connote sky and
rising sun;31 similarly the
throne (zt wrrt) elevates the
ruler as Ra rising (xai) above
his primeval hill:32 thus
Hatshepsut is “rising on the
seat of Horus like Ra” (xa Hr zt
Îr mi Ra).33 In Amarna, the
royal chariot, the carrying
chair, the royal bed, and the
throne are all high places of
royal epiphany, perpetrating
the tradition to refer to the
king in terms of a solar rising.
Thus Akhenaten is rising (xa)
“on the seat of Ra [the throne]
for the living ones, like his
father Aten,”34 “on a great
chariot (wrryt) of electrum like
Aten when he rises from his
horizon,”35 and “on the great
carrying chair (q{t}Ayt) of

electrum.”36 No mention of the royal bed is made in
Atenist textual compositions; but the Great Hymn to
Aten uses the image of morning as rebirth for the
sleeper rising with the sun.37 Visually, the royal bed

is also a “high place” (as the elevated throne)
reached with a  stepladder.38 In the absence of the
royal figure, the bed and the throne may be graced
by a hovering Aten shining on them,39 a fact that
reflects a common symbolic value with the
illuminated throne and bed standing for the king
and queen. Remarkably, these favorite epiphany loci
are shared by the royal couple in Amarna in
unconventional visuals, sometimes with their
offspring: the sharing of the throne is reflected in the
sharing of the chariot,40 bed,41 and carrying chair.42

In some of these representations the couple also
share a breath-to-breath moment with Aten, who
places between their noses the sign of life. This nose-
to-nose joining (it is not really a kiss on the lips)43

and its revivifying connotations, not always sexual,
is represented in Amarna between Akhenaten and
Nefertiti (on the chariot,44 on the throne,45 and in
unclear context),46 between Akhenaten and his eldest
daughter or secondary wife Kiya (?) on the throne,47

and between Nefertiti and some of her daughters on
the throne, at the window of appearance, and in
unknown context.48 And again, the nose-to-nose
breathing by the royal couple of an anx sign extended
by Aten offers a more intimate picture than Amun’s
presentation of these signs to the nose and hand of
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FIGURE 2:Deir el-Bahari and Luxor hieros gamos, after Naville 1896,
pl. 47 and Gayet 1894, pl. 63.



the queen in Hatshepsut’s version
of the hieros gamos (to the nose of
the queen in Luxor).49

It remains to assert the impetus
for this departure from the
traditional repertoire of royal
images, allowing the queen to sit
in the lap of the king in a more
visually erotic version of their
union. Sharing the throne, close
sexual contact, fusion of the
traditional images of the child and
of the father are revolutionary and
were never canonized in Egypt,
even considering the isolated
Dynasty 26 avatar of Amun and
Amenirdis. As far as we know,
sitting in the lap was never used
before in Egypt to convey an erotic
situation, neither visually nor textually; Amun’s and
the queen-mother’s closely-entwined knees (a
“hearsay type” of union)50 in pre-Atenist images of
the hieros gamos sufficiently referred to heavenly
sexual intercourse. A foreign visual tradition may
have triggered this iconographic development in
Amarna, conflating with similar Egyptian ideas
never blatantly expressed in royal imagery and
explaining the sudden use of a throne instead of a
bed in the iconography of divine union. The motif
was perhaps imported, quite late, from an ancient
Mesopotamian erotic model of divine love
represented since the Ur III Period (lap-sitting being
a euphemism for sexual intercourse)51 and later
attested in the Levant. The motif may have found its
way to Egypt through Syrian seals such as a non-
provenanced Syrian cylinder seal from the 19th–18th
c. BCE (BnF 431, Fig. 3).52

Another Syrian seal of similar dating presents a
divine couple sitting on a camel, the god touching
the goddess’s knee.53 Though they predate the
Amarna Period by about four centuries, they may
represent a small part of the seals produced with this
motif, and such small items may have traveled
extensively. The importance of the seal-vehicle
during Dynasty 18 and its evolving politico-religious
motifs should not be underestimated;54 indeed, a
non-provenanced 14th-century BCE Egypto-Syrian
seal presents Akhenaten’s father Amenhotep III with
cartouche, xprS headgear, in smiting action and his
queen †iy with her double feather headdress, in the
context of Near Eastern elements and stylistics.55

An additional source of foreign inspiration

regarding the bed-throne motif may well be the Old
Hittite Kingdom imagery appearing on a group of
sixteenth-century BCE polychrome relief vases from
the province of Ҫorum in central Anatolia. On the
Bitik56 and Inandik57 vases, royal couples are seated
on a bed-throne (a type of couch), and in the upper
register of the Inandik vase, an intimate scene above
the couch evinces the sexual connotation of the bed-
throne. A similar theme is depicted on vase A from
Hüseyindede,58 but here another facet of the Hittite-
Egyptian connection is illustrated by a couple riding
in a wagon connected to the figures on the bed-
throne. However, the gender of the two figures
cannot be ascertained—they could be two women.59

Another possible conduit for this theogamy motif
would be through literary compositions, since the
lap-sitting metaphor alluding to intimate relations is
a well-known trope in the cuneiform tradition. For
instance in Dumuzi’s Dream,60 Dumuzi plays and
dances in the holy lap of Inanna. In Ningirsu and
Baba,61 Ningirsu’s radiant entry into the temple is
compared to dawn, with the chariot, the throne, and
the bed mentioned successively, all loci of royal
epiphany to which the Egyptians could easily relate.
Indeed, the Amarna archives contained copies of
literary compositions such as the Myth of Adapa and
the South Wind (EA 356) or the Myth of Nergal and
Erishkigal (EA 357),62 the latter being especially
relevant to our topic. In Sultantepe’s version of
Nergal and Erishkigal,63 the throne and the bed both
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FIGURE 3: Syrian cylinder seal BnF 431, after Winter 1983, fig. 371.



feature in the context of the couple’s divine
encounter.

Atenist iconography goes a step further than the
Mesopotamian model by placing two princesses on
top of Nefertiti’s lap when she sits on the king’s
knees in the unique Louvre panel. The child-like
position (inferiority) of the queen in Akhenaten’s
lap64 is reflected in the posture of the princesses, the
all-mighty enthroned king bearing them all. The
motif corresponds to a theogamy that supposedly
takes place under Aten’s radiant embrace, the
fertility of the royal couple evinced by the presence
of the princesses. There is no clue as to the part of
the reign during which the motif was adopted in
Amarna: the Cairo statuette bears no text and the
Louvre panel has lost its upper part that should have
been engraved with Aten’s Protocol. Arnold65 deems
it a later monument “because of its extremely
sophisticated composition,” recalling later reliefs in
Amarna; but complexity is not an absolute indicator
in dating Atenist iconography (see e.g. the complex
large scene on wall A of room alpha in the royal
tomb, dated by the earliest Protocol of Aten).
Nevertheless, Arnold’s view is adopted by
Fitzenreiter66 who believes that the panel was carved
circa Year 12 and that the royal couple on the chair
indicates a delegation of duties67 to the queen, the
lion-pawed throne being the seat of a dead king. But
the position in the lap marks a child-like, hence
inferior, status of the queen in the iconographic
language, not necessarily a political delegation, and
thrones with lion legs await Akhenaten and his
consort in the depictions of the palace found in the
private tombs of Amarna, which suggests their use
as ceremonial thrones by the living couple.68

Other elements of Atenist iconography are
typically foreign: Susanne Bickel proposed that the
motif of the sun above an empty throne came from
Mitanni.69 A representation of musicians in flounced
garments and conical headgear, playing handheld
lyres, lutes, and a giant standing lyre70 appears in
banquet scenes, in conjunction with the
representation of a female Egyptian orchestra. In
ancient Near East visuals there is no exact
correspondence of identically garbed musicians with
the giant lyre (e.g. on the Inandik vase),71 and their
origin (Mesopotamian?72 Hurrito-Mitannian?
Hittite?)73 remains unclear. The motif may be a loan
from ancient Near Eastern myths and rituals,
adopted by Atenism to enhance the divine ontology
of the royal couple in particular circumstances. What
remains is that the foreign-looking orchestra is

further evidence of Atenist artists’ interest in non-
Egyptian literary and iconographic motifs,
supporting our understanding of the motif of the
Egyptian queen in the royal lap.

Sitting in the lap and knees touching/intertwining
are visual markers of intimacy with a long
iconographic history, and one may wonder if further
variants of these motifs were not celebrated in later
artistic productions. For instance, Steinberg believed
that an antique model underlay the “slung-leg
motif” during the Renaissance (the leg of a figure
slung over the thigh(s) of a member of the opposite
sex when sitting side-by-side), and proposed seeing
in the Derveni krater (4th century BCE, Thessaloniki
AM B1) one of its ancient manifestations.74 One side
of the krater depicts the blissful Ariadne and
Dionysus, sitting side-by-side, a naked Dionysus
with his right leg slung into his spouse’s lap. Indeed,
Barr-Sharrar interprets the god’s leg thrown over
Ariadne’s lap on the krater as a “visual innuendo of
Ariadne’s sensuality combined with the aggressive
intimacy of the naked god” emphasizing the sexual
aspects of their union;75 the explicit position is clearly
linked to the staged intimacy referred to by
Xenophon in Symposium 9.4, a scene in which
Dionysus “in a most loving manner” sits himself in
Ariadne’s lap.76 Thus theogamy is alluded to by the
slung-leg motif in the context of the epiphany of the
god on the krater and by lap-sitting in the theatrical
performance; these visuals match the emphasis laid
on the lap/knee in the context of divine love in the
ancient Near East and Egypt. Moreover, Steinberg
questions the possibility of a similar meaning of the
slung-leg in Michelangelo’s Pietà and in his
depictions of the Virgin and Child since “bestriding
a woman’s thigh is an unmistakable gesture of male
appropriation,”77 thus again linking the two
paradigms of mother-child and god-spouse which
were intimately related in the ancient pictorials
studied here. 

In ancient Egypt, sexual intimacy could be
conveyed by various images, e.g. nose-to-nose
breathing (though not necessarily), sitting together
on or standing together beside a bed,78 embracing,
cupping the elbow, touching the chin or interlocking
fingers,79 intertwining legs/knees and touching
hands, and lap-sitting—besides engaging in sex
lying on a bed80 or in other circumstances.81 The
slung-leg does not appear to be part of the visuals of
sexual intimacy in the Egyptian repertoire as it does
in the Greco-Roman world and during the
Renaissance, and the “settled intimacy of the lap-
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sitting pose”82 introduced by Atenist royal
iconography on the basis of an Eastern model
remains the most daring theogamy depiction
allowed in pharaonic Egypt.
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