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Preface

Ancient Egypt so captures people’s imagination that innumerable questions can be asked about its civilization, and in many cases we can discern the answers, while in others they are yet to be discovered. The Classical world of Greece and Rome perceived ancient Egypt as a fount of wisdom. From then until the European Renaissance there was a belief that those initiated in ancient Egypt’s secrets would find there the answers to the world’s mysteries, and Renaissance thinkers even viewed the Egyptian language as the perfect, divine speech of the first men. No other ancient culture has fascinated so many, even in our own day. Exhibitions of Egyptian art and archaeological discoveries in the “land of the Nile” continue to generate interest and amazement, while Egyptian motifs appear in architecture, literature, in art works, and in films. For adherents of the esoteric, Egypt is a central reference point. Since its inception in the nineteenth century, Egyptology has established itself as an academic discipline on all continents, focused on the study and interpretation of ancient Egypt’s texts and material remains, as well as the preservation and presentation of this heritage to the world.

Today, scholars and the general public view ancient Egypt as one of the most important—and fascinating—ancient civilizations of humankind. Egyptologists do not ask the same questions as tourists. Many of the questions gathered in this book are included because of the frequency with which they are asked, while others can provide surprising, unusual, and perhaps even provocative insights into ancient Egypt. Taken together, they aim to introduce readers to ancient Egypt and invite them to further study this millennia-old, and still intriguing, culture. The book’s cover illustrates the broader themes into which the questions posed here have been grouped. It depicts the harpist of Amun, Djed-khonsu-iuf-ankh, playing in front of the god of the universe, Re-Harakhti. The image comes from a stela in the Louvre, one of the large Egyptian collections established in the time of modern colonial rule in Egypt (Part 1). Re-Harakhti’s seat has the shape of an Egyptian hieroglyph with which Maat, the most essential concept of the Egyptian world view, could be written (Part 2). The stela dates to the Third Intermediate Period, a time of political fragmentation (Part 3), and is a document of personal religion (Part 4), a work of art (Part 5), inscribed in hieroglyphs written in two directions (Part 6), and features a temple musician from the lower segment of Egyptian society (Part 7).

This book is dedicated to the memory of David Lorton, Egyptologist and translator, without whose effort this book—the last one he translated—would not have appeared. Egyptology and all enthusiasts of ancient Egypt will always remember him for his dedication to making important books of German and French Egyptologists accessible to an English-speaking public, thereby reaching thousands of readers across the globe. David’s English text was somewhat adjusted and some articles substituted before JJ Shirley generously edited the manuscript for the press. I am also thankful to Alex Higson from I.B.Tauris for supervising the production process of the manuscript, and especially to Jonathan McDonnell, Managing Director of I.B.Tauris, for the opportunity of publishing the book with the publishing house, and for his thoughtful comments on the manuscript.
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Ancient Egypt and the Modern World
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Does our life follow an ancient Egyptian cycle?

Today we take our calendar year, with its 4 seasons, 12 months, 52 weeks, and 365 days, for granted. This calendar has its roots in the solar calendar of ancient Egypt. The length of our year results from the apparent movement of the sun around the earth. It lasts about 365.24219 days, though it was a bit longer in ancient Egyptian times, for the rotation of the earth is gradually slowing down. Using a calendar based on the solar year allows for a precise correlation with the seasons. A shorter lunar calendar of 354 days was favored by most other civilizations of the ancient Near East. In ancient Egypt, the reference point for the beginning of the Egyptian year was the rising of Sothis (the star Sirius) after seventy-five days of invisibility, which corresponded roughly with the beginning of the Nile inundation in mid-July. Sothis was thus understood as the bringer of the inundation, which was of critical importance for agriculture and for Egypt’s very existence. There has been considerable debate as to whether the rising of Sirius was used for this purpose when the calendar was first devised. Because the Egyptian year of exactly 365 days continually shifted with respect to the slightly longer so-called tropical year of about 365.24219 days, this would only allow for a date when the heliacal (i.e., just before the sun) rising of Sothis corresponded to the beginning of the solar year. This was in the third millennium, between 2772 and 2769 BCE, though earlier Egyptologists viewed the previous correspondence in 4240 BCE as the “oldest date in human history,” as Eduard Meyer put it. Today, a later date for the introduction of the calendar, between the time of the Naqada II culture (c.3300 BCE) and the beginning of Dynasty 3 (c.2700 BCE), seems more plausible.

Equally of ancient Egyptian origin is our division of the year into twelve months. However, the Egyptians divided their year into three seasons of four months, each with thirty days, based on the Egyptian seasonal cycle. This grouping amounted to only 360 days, leaving five additional days at the end of the year, the so-called epagomenal days. These days were understood as the birthdays of the gods of the Osiris myth, and they were also thought to be a critical transitional phase that had to be controlled by means of rituals. These rituals were referred to in ancient Egyptian as “rituals of the New Year” because they marked the beginning of the next year, just as our own New Year’s celebrations do (see also Question 91). The three Egyptian seasons, which corresponded to the phases of the agricultural year, were called Inundation, Sowing, and Summer (Harvest). But these designations according to the agricultural cycle quickly became irrelevant, for the Egyptian (civil) year was nearly a quarter of a day shorter than the actual year, with the result that there was a growing discrepancy between the two, amounting to about one day every four years and one month every 120 years. The introduction of an additional “leap day” under Ptolemy III (in his Canopus Decree, 238 BCE) did not catch on. It was not until Julius Caesar’s calendrical reform in 46 BCE that an improved form of the Egyptian solar calendar replaced the older calendar used in Rome and the necessary correction made its way to Egypt. This “Julian calendar” was in its turn replaced by the “Gregorian calendar” promulgated by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, though the former is used to this day by the Orthodox Church. Interestingly, the calendar of the French Revolution, which was in use from 1793 to 1805, also consisted of twelve months of thirty days, with five (in leap years, six) additional days, and even a monthly division of three ten-day “decades,” following an Egyptian model. The original Egyptian calendar, with its Egyptian-Coptic month names, is still employed today by the Coptic Church, the Christian church of Egypt (see also Question 68).

Unlike the modern division of the year into weeks of seven days, each Egyptian month was divided into three “decades” of ten days each, the last one or two of which were days off from work, thus constituting a “weekend.” These decades were named after the gods Re, Osiris, and Horus and were defined as the span of time during which a specific lodestar (a decan) was visible in the first hour of the night. The modern concept of a “24-hour day” can be traced to both ancient Babylonia and Egypt, where day and night were each divided into twelve hours. In New Kingdom Egypt (1535–1070 BCE) this structure of time received symbolic representation in the Books of the Netherworld. These books divide the afterlife (the realm of the dead) into twelve sections, each of which the sun god sails through in the course of an hour. The Book of Gates depicts the twelve goddesses of the night hours. Here, a snake symbolizing time has the name “Passing One, who gives birth to twelve snakes that are annihilated again by her after they have swallowed the hours.” Another scene depicts a god called “Braider,” who produces a rope with twelve coils representing the hours and then swallows it again coil after coil. The day also had its twelve hour goddesses, and as the sun god traversed the day his form changed hourly, marking his passage across the sky.
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Why did Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley write about Cheops and Ramesses?

The rediscovery of Egypt by the Napoleonic expedition (1798–1801) marks not only the birth of Egyptology as an academic discipline, it also sparked a huge general interest in the past of Egypt and its antiquities. Napoleon’s army was accompanied by 150 scholars who were commissioned to comprehensively survey the geography, nature, antiquities and customs of the country. The monumental publication of their research, the Description de l’Egypte (published in several volumes beginning in 1810) represents the first modern survey of an entire country and its past ruins. One result of this campaign was that Egypt’s monuments and artifacts were rapidly becoming known to the European public, and Romantic poets of the early nineteenth century commonly referred to the grandeur and demise of Egypt’s past. After the French were defeated in 1801, the British confiscated the antiquities collected in Egypt by the French expedition and transferred them to the British Museum. Among them was the Rosetta stone, which is still regarded as among the most famous artifacts of the museum’s Egyptian collection, and an icon of ancient Egyptian culture; the Rosetta stone also played an important part in the decipherment of hieroglyphs. In the years that followed, Henry Salt, the British Consul General of Egypt during the rule of Viceroy Mohamed Ali Pasha, was the main acquirer of antiquities for the British Museum. In 1817, with the help of Giovanni Battista Belzoni, a former circus strongman and later discoverer of Egyptian monuments, Salt had the upper part of a colossal
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