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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A map of Egypt is shown from the north coast of the Mediterranean, to the Red Sea and Sinai to the east, and the Nile spanning the legnth of the country as far as Lower Nubia. The north of the country is labelled Lower Egypt and the south is Upper Egypt. The places marked on the map correspond with the places discussed in the book (from north to south): Thonis Herakleion (on the coast); The Great Pyramid of Giza and The Great Sphinx of Giza (where the tributaries of the Nile converge); Tutankahmun's Tomb, The Mortuary Temple of Hatshepsut and Seti I's Tomb (all near Thebes); and Philae Island (just south of the 1st Cataract, also marked).
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Introduction

I owe my life to Ancient Egypt. In 1972, at the age of five in the British Museum, I witnessed the international touring exhibition featuring the Golden Mask of Tutankhamun. I still remember the intensity of the epiphany. Suddenly, the fairy tales and legends that I’d heard as a tiny child appeared to be true – boy-kings buried in gold, secret tombs, hidden treasure, mysterious deaths. There it all was, face to face, potent, palpable, undeniably real. Awestruck, I was inspired to write my first ‘book’. With atrocious spelling, it proposed a theory of how Tutankhamun died. My conclusion was that ‘sum’ mosquitoes ‘that were a bit germy, bit him and he died’ – which, as it turns out, was probably true. We now know that Tutankhamun did indeed have malaria, that he was further weakened by injuries sustained while hunting or on military exercises and that he almost certainly succumbed to a virus as a teenager.

It was at that moment of astonished revelation, filled with wonder and empathy – the face of a long-dead boy-king in front of me – that I decided to devote my life to following the story of the past.

Spanning 5,000 years of recorded history, and 100,000 years of archaeological record, an introduction to the Ancient Egyptians and their culture, which has affected so much and so many, could fill thousands of pages of a thousand books. Archaeologists, scholars and campaigners now and before me have done and continue to do exceptional work in this field. I am in their constant debt and dedicate this book to them and to Egypt itself.

This short love-letter of thanks to Ancient Egypt starts with arguably the most famous icon of Egyptian heritage, and indeed of world culture, the very oldest of the original Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, raised around 4,600 years ago. It is the first stop for me on any pilgrimage to the significant and ever-inspirational sites of Egypt, or Kemet ‘the Black Land’ – meaning rich, dark and fertile – and Ta-mry ’the Beloved Land’, as it was known by the Ancient Egyptians. It is an apposite starting point; let our journey begin.
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The Great Pyramid of Giza

c. 2575 bce
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Standing under the shadow of the Great Pyramid at Giza, it is impossible not to be flooded with awe and with gargantuan respect. This is a wonder in every sense – a sight to be shared and a triumph that reminds us just what, as a species, we can achieve beyond the possibilities of the individual.

There were seven official ‘Wonders’ of the Ancient World, all carefully listed on a scrap of papyrus that was used to wrap a mummified body sometime in the second century bce on the banks of the River Nile in Central Egypt at a place now called Abusir El-Melek.* This inscribed papyrus page had been repurposed as a fragile protection for an entombed body, and thus a gem of history randomly survived. This earliest surviving list of the Seven Wonders was, in fact, one part of a larger publication the Laterculii Alexandrini, an account of a number of truly astonishing things on earth – the Seven Finest Artists, the Greatest Generals, the Tallest Mountains, the most Breathtaking Rivers and, of course, the seven monumental constructions that included the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, the Colossus of Rhodes and the Lighthouse of Alexandria.

The oldest human-made Wonder*, originally 146 metres tall, was raised an eye-watering 4,600 years ago on the Giza Plateau near modern-day Cairo, using thousands of tonnes of rock excavated from the Giza Quarry beneath. It is the only one of the Seven Wonders that still stands virtually intact today. This giant, covering an area of 53,077m2, deviating from absolute geometrical perfection only 2.1cm at worst, has become a defining symbol both of Egyptian civilisation (Modern and Ancient), and of the possibilities of the human imagination.

The Great Pyramid’s significance as a unifying catalyst for culture and creation cannot be overstated. As the director of excavations on the Giza Plateau has put it, the Egyptians didn’t just construct the Great Pyramid, the Great Pyramid monument helped to make Ancient Egypt. The erection of this preposterous mega-tomb proved to the people of Egypt, and to their rulers, that their destiny was written in the stars, that they were the envy of the emerging Bronze Age world, and that united together they could achieve preposterously wonderful things.

Travelling to the Great Pyramid always feels like an expedition of respect. As the site wakes up, resident cats and dogs stretch in the sun while traders gather to meet the approaching flood of visitors. The geometry of the monument forces a magnetic pull – tourists start to perambulate clockwise around it. This is a Wonder that compels a human connection; in fact, recent academic studies published in Nature have postulated that, with a tiny handful of exceptions, each and every one of us will have an individual in our own family tree who either helped to build the pyramids or was buried in one of them. Yet the astonishing truth is that we know more about the surface of the moon than we do about the pyramid’s interior. It is a monument of both exceptional accomplishment and extreme mystery.

The pyramids were built thanks to the genius of idea exchange in the Early Bronze Age (from around 3300 bce). Despite some hysterical conjecture, they were raised neither by aliens nor by a lost, uber-population. Crawling through the pyramid’s interior, I’ve touched the forest of chisel marks in the pyramid’s chambers, held the beads that workers dropped, seen the casserole bowls (with neat matching stands) that the pyramid-builders shared meals from and the copper hooks which they used to catch a quick fish lunch from the Nile. This was a human achievement.

There is, however, one intriguing possibility which I will explore later – given that the pyramids of the Giza Plateau were built by human beings made of carbon created in outer space, as an act of connecting their dead leader to the heavens and the stars, that maybe there is indeed something not just practical but cosmic to this undertaking.

Here’s what archaeology, and a little history, can tell us beyond doubt: commissioned for King Khufu of the Old Kingdom Fourth Dynasty (c. 2575–2465 bce), the Great Pyramid was, like the majority of other royal burial places before it, begun well before the inhabitant’s death. It seems that the Great Pyramid was a family business, designed by Khufu’s nephew, also his Master of Music and Vizier (tjati), a man called Hemiunu. The masterpiece took at least an entire generation to complete; between twenty-one to twenty-nine years. Although building proceeded at a great pace, the simplicity of the tools available – particularly the reliance on copper (a relatively soft metal) for chisels, adzes, axes and scrapers – meant that everything, especially a project demanding such precision, required time and extraordinary skill. There is fascinating new evidence that pioneering metallurgical technologies, spreading from Central Asia and Anatolia around 5,000 years ago, encouraged the use of a naturally occurring copper-arsenic alloy for tools and weapons – mined from mountains near the Black Sea and the Caucasus – which was both easier to manipulate when heated and which produced a harder, sharper, more durable end product. Perhaps such advances in industrial technology made the pyramid possible.

However they did it, it worked. Walking through the site today, the pyramid’s connection to the journey of the sun and stars is apparent. Every part of the building process was related to the dynamism of the natural world. The astonishing accuracy of the construction and alignment of the pyramids of Giza may have been gauged by placing a stake in the ground and observing the track of its shadow during the sun’s passage through the sky. This exercise would have produced an east–west axis, which could then be divided by a 90-degree angle to establish north–south. The pinpoint precision achieved in this way is, in fact, many times greater than that of the compass on an iPhone. Thrillingly, recent work by a Danish–Egyptian team has also identified the basic grid that was originally used to map the Great Pyramid, etched on the bedrock of the Giza Plateau itself. Carefully making your way around the base of the Wonder, if you look down, along the edges of the north and south sides of the pyramid base are strange square outlines scored into the limestone. Ongoing scanning has shown that these are giant dibbets – stone holes that were later backfilled – which originally held mammoth wooden posts. Ropes were then stretched between the posts so that the mapping of the pyramid’s footprint could begin. We know that King Khufu himself – pacing within that open space, which would one day hold both modern tourists and ancient buildings – would have been a part of this initial phase of construction, blessing the work and asking for the beneficence of the gods to complete it.

We should try to imagine the atmosphere of this ‘Ceremony of the Cord’. Khufu would have set out at dawn with his officials and courtiers. Invoking the aid of Sheshat, the goddess of writing and arithmetic, and assisted by his aides, the Great King must have taken a golden mallet and driven the stakes into the ground, marking the corners of the pyramid. With a cord stretched taut between these giant posts, wielding a ceremonial staff, Khufu would have traced a short trench along a section of the cord’s line. Then, with a determined, symbolic gesture, accompanied no doubt by the clash of cymbals and the transporting piping of the music that was omni-present in Egyptian ritual, he would have thrown in a handful of sand as a foundation, modelled a clay brick and theatrically levered a foundation stone into place. The real work carried out by a team of more than 20,000 labourers could begin.

At the time the pyramids were raised, the land around them was savannah, not desert, thick with clover and tamarisk trees, and the night sky was bright with stars, rather than slicked over with light pollution from the city of Cairo, with its population of 21 million, as it sadly is today. The sweet, bucolic perfume and energy of the place as the pyramid was raised must have been electrifying.

The theory that the pyramids of Giza were built to align to Orion’s Belt in the night sky is an intriguing one. Certainly, early astronomy was highly developed and a central element of Egyptian belief. After death, Egyptian rulers (called king, ‘nswt’, or ‘nswt-bity’, ‘King of Upper and Lower Egypt’; pharaoh is a term later associated with the king and their administration, and comes from the word for palace or ‘great house’, ‘pr-aa’) were thought to become stars and to travel among them – a privilege not extended to the vast majority of the population, who were not even permitted to look upon the pharaoh. Indeed, the basic hieroglyph for a pyramid, ‘MR’, means ‘Place of Ascension’ – and looks like this:

[image: Four hieroglyphs (left to right): a Was scepter; an owl; a mouth; a triangle.]
The much more familiar name ‘pyramid’ derives from the Ancient Greek πυραμíς, which may stem from the Ancient Egyptian pur.a.mis, denoting vertical height. The Greek word pyramis was also the name for a kind of cake (taken from πυρóς, wheat or grain). The pyramis cake was shaped like a small, pointed madeleine or bun. I love the Ancient Greeks, but having invented the word ‘historie’ (which means rational enquiry) they do have a way of writing themselves into their own and other people’s narrative. So when the Greeks arrived in Egypt, the pyramids reminded them of the sweet snacks they ate back at home, and thus the popular name for this world-beating achievement – ‘pyramid’ or in essence ‘giant bun’ – was born. In fact, the pyramid cake tradition continued – once the Romans colonised Egypt from the first century ce, they too were eager to buy pyramid-shaped cakes as a kind of ancient-travel-themed souvenir. Made of baked sesame seeds these were also extremely hard, a bit like the limestone of the pyramid itself. Pyramid-shaped cakes are still available at the Ladurée concession which has been allowed to open a café with a fabulous pyramid view – it seems we have long appreciated a bit of gastronomy with our heritage.

We have to imagine and honour the exceptional effort (and sweat, blood and suffering) that went in to raising this Wonder. To build the masterpiece, Hemiunu – perhaps together with his father, the architect Nefermaat, whose actual title was the already archaic medjeh nesu (Royal Carpenter) – had first to employ surveyors to raise mini towers to carry the points of the grid and ensure a level construction. About 250 cut rocks – most weighing between five and fifteen tonnes – were then brought to the Giza site daily and fitted at a rate of one every two to three minutes. Blocks of limestone were excavated from quarries on the plateau above which the pyramid was being raised. The workforce of around 20–30,000, labouring together in Sa, or working teams, seemed to have approached this project as a kind of giant competition. The work itself was regarded as being of the utmost importance and status, by both society and by the labourers themselves, drawn from an Egyptian population of only around a million. In some ways, the construction of the pyramids can be seen as a nation-wide, team-building exercise. The labourers lived in an extensive purpose-built accommodation complex located at Heit el-Ghurab (Wall of the Crow), not dissimilar to the royal tomb builder community at Deir el-Medina, a smaller scale complex located near the Valley of the Kings. These builders, who came to work in return for food and protection, were well fed (the huge number of broken sheep and goat bones reveal they must have had knuckle-bone soup daily) and lodged, with their own decorated tombs. Workers’ mini-mausolea in the domestic-zone’s cemetery – visible from the pyramid itself – are adorned with relief carvings, an art form coming into vogue at this time. Although some were surely press-ganged into service, a camaraderie seemed to have existed among them, indicated by the existence of clubs. There is reference in hieroglyphs in the village to ‘Menkaura’s Boozers’ (Menkaura was Khufu’s grandson and the putative builder of the third and smallest pyramid at Giza), and to Sa proudly calling themselves tag-names like ‘The Big’, ‘The Prosperous’ and ‘The Asian’.

A number of Sa also worked to deliver raw materials down the River Nile. It is only now that we fully appreciate the role of the River Nile in the physical creation of the Great Pyramid. A lost tributary ferried raw materials right up to the building site. Traces of a harbour, currently being excavated, are just discernible at the site beneath the gaze of the Sphinx – the giant, stone, human-headed lion that guards the Giza plateau – more of the Sphinx in the next chapter. It was via this sacred river port that the mass of raw material rock was imported. Eighty tonnes of red granite from 500 miles away in the Aswan desert was used for Khufu’s burial chamber (in direct sunlight, the blood-red rock appears almost a neon lilac). The Egyptians also imported basalt (rock formed from cooling lava) in the construction and decoration of the pyramid complex.

During inundation, the Nile waters could rise by over seven metres, providing hydraulic energy for construction and meaning the pyramid would have been reflected top to bottom in a kind of infinity pool – a phenomenon still captured in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century photographs before the
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