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Introduction

Almost 2,000 years after its demise, Ancient Egypt continues to capture our imaginations. While this may largely be due to pop culture images of enigmatic pyramids, sphinxes, mummies and curses, it’s worth remembering that Ancient Egyptian civilization was strikingly unique and progressive in myriad ways.

Compared to other societies before and since, Egypt granted freedoms to women, who could own property, get divorced, and work as doctors, clerics and merchants. They could ascend to the highest post of all, as the mighty pharaohs Merneith, Nefertiti and Cleopatra attest. Some might think that animal rights and protections are a recent development, yet the Greek historian Herodotus, when visiting Egypt in the fifth century BCE, was impressed by the near-equality to humans that sacred creatures (including cats, dogs and crocodiles) enjoyed.



As this book will divulge, Egypt also blazed trails in technology, engineering, medicine, mathematics, literature, art, architecture, agriculture, administration and politics, shaping the modern societies we live in today.

Egypt’s extraordinary culture deserves to be more widely known, since it is often sidelined by our modern emphasis on Greece and Rome. So prepare for a trip back through the mists of time.
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Historians mark Ancient Egypt’s origins from around 5000 BCE, when two polities in the southern regions of the River Nile – Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt – were unified into a powerful civilization. At its zenith, in 1550–1070 BCE, Ancient Egypt covered 380,000–500,000 square miles. The civilization underwent several stages of development: the Predynastic Period, the Early Dynastic Period, the Old Kingdom, the First Intermediate Period, the Middle Kingdom, the Second Intermediate Period, the New Kingdom, the Third Intermediate Period, the Late Period and the Ptolemaic Kingdom.

In this chapter we’ll explore the key events and personalities that shaped Ancient Egypt and made it so fascinating for us today.




Ancient Egypt: A Timeline

Before we delve into the details, the following timeline should serve as an overview of Ancient Egypt’s rise and fall.

Note: Given the paucity of reliable primary sources – especially from the Old Kingdom era – there is some disagreement among Egyptologists about the most accurate chronology for Ancient Egypt. This timeline draws upon the Conventional Egyptian chronology, on which most scholars agree. The broad dating of periods is Professor Ian Shaw’s, as proposed in The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt (2000), and is approximate, as are most of the dates for specific events in this book.

Predynastic Period

5000–4000 BCE – The Nile Valley region spawns various cultures, of which the earliest known are the Badarians. They domesticate animals, practise agriculture and produce ornate redware (pottery made from iron-rich clay).

4000–3200 BCE – The Naqada culture builds significant settlements in Gerzeh and El-Amrah and forges trade links with Nubia and Mesopotamia. It makes breakthroughs in symbolic writing, which would later influence hieroglyphics, and in the use of flint and copper tools.



3200–3150 BCE – The final phase of Naqada development sees the emergence of powerful monarchs leading large, hierarchical polities.


Early Dynastic Period

3150 BCE – Legend credits Narmer (aka Menes, see page 16) as the pharaoh who unifies the civilizations of Upper Egypt, which stretches from south of the Nile River delta to Aswan, and those of Lower Egypt, comprising the Nile Delta and lands as far north as the Mediterranean Sea. For this reason, pharaoh means “ruler of two lands”.

3150–2686 BCE – Egypt expands its territory by colonizing lower Nubia (which includes parts of modern-day Egypt and Sudan) and southern Canaan (comprising areas of what is today Palestine, Israel and Jordan). Many of the defining characteristics of Ancient Egyptian culture originate from this time, such as grand administrative buildings, temples, hieroglyphics, the widespread use of copper, and unique arts and crafts including pottery.




Old Kingdom

2686–2494 BCE – The Third and Fourth dynasties see the construction of some of the grandest pyramids, including the Saqqara necropolis where, among other royalty, the pharaohs Djoser (who reigned around 2686–2649 BCE) and his son Djoserty (2649–2643 BCE) are buried. Architects under King Sneferu (2613–2589 BCE) are credited with devising the “smooth-sided” pyramids, the most iconic of which are in the Giza Plateau. In Sneferu’s reign Egypt enters a golden age in which the civilization spreads as far as parts of Nubia in the south, Libya in the west and Sinai in the east.

2494–2181 BCE – During the Fifth and Sixth dynasties, and particularly under the reigns of Sahure (12–13 years in power; dates uncertain) and Isesi (33–44 years of reign), Egypt makes huge progress in commerce, war, administration and religious reform. Profitable commodities such as slaves, myrrh, copper, gold and cedar trees are acquired from the Levantine coast and the mysterious Land of Punt (now Ethiopia or Somalia), while there are victories over kingdoms in Lebanon and Libya and the period sees the creation of a faster, more efficient navy.




First Intermediate Period

2181–2125 BCE – Often referred to as Egypt’s dark age, a political schism occurs between the Old and Middle kingdoms. After the Sixth Dynasty, Egypt fragments into competing power bases in Thebes (Upper Egypt) and Herakleopolis (Lower Egypt). There is an economic slump and regional governors (nomarchs) start to siphon power from the pharaohs. While fewer larger buildings are constructed, there are leaps forward in smaller-scale arts and crafts, especially sculpture and tomb art. The famous didactic literary work Instruction for Merikare emerges at this time.


The Middle Kingdom

2125–1773 BCE – In many ways a golden age of prosperity and stability, when the pharaohs conquer further territory in Nubia and expand trade with Punt and the Levant. The pharaoh Mentuhotep II (reign: 2055–2004 BCE) reunifies Egypt and lays the groundwork for its future successes. Innovations in irrigation and agriculture, especially in the Fayum region, aid population growth, while architectural standouts include the Pyramid of Senusret III and its elaborate burial complex. Under the 45-year rule of Amenemhat II (dates uncertain), Egypt massively increases its mining operations for copper and turquoise.





Second Intermediate Period

1773–1550 BCE – The Thirteenth Dynasty cedes control of northern Egypt to the Hyksos, an advanced people from modern-day Israel, Palestine and Syria. Southern Egypt remains under Egyptian rule, its capital in Thebes, and the pharaohs Seqenenre Tao, Kamose and Ahmose I pursue a protracted war against the Hyksos. Ahmose I oversees the most ambitious construction projects since the Middle Kingdom, including the last pyramid to be erected by an Egyptian ruler at Abydos. The Hyksos are finally defeated at the Siege of Avaris (1550 BCE) and expelled from the Nile Delta area.


New Kingdom of Egypt

1550–1069 BCE – In Egypt’s heyday, the New Kingdom builds astonishing structures such as the temples at Karnak, the Valley of the Kings and the rock-cut temples of Abu Simbel. Pharaohs come to be seen as divine rulers and expand the empire with military victories over the Hittites (from what is now Turkey) and populations in Nubia, Libya and western Asia. In 1274 BCE, Ramses II wins the Battle of Kadesh against the Hittite monarch Muwatalli II, the first properly recorded battle in history.





Third Intermediate Period

945–664 BCE – After the New Kingdom is destroyed by internal strife and piratical raids by the Sea Peoples, Egypt breaks up into smaller monarchies in Delta, Thebes and Lower Egypt, which is ruled by the Libyan dynasties (twenty-fourth to twenty-second centuries BCE). The Nubian Kushites reunite Egypt between 715 and 664 BCE, the Twenty-fifth Dynasty, but this doesn’t stop further incursions by the Sea Peoples and, later, the Assyrians.


Late Period

664–305 BCE – The Late Period begins with Neo-Assyrians indirectly ruling Egypt and, in 525 BCE, the Persians under Cyrus the Great colonize the territory. During the Twenty-eighth and Thirtieth dynasties, Egyptians achieve short-lived independence before again falling under Persian control. Alexander the Great conquers Egypt in 332 BCE, introducing the Ptolemaic dynasty under the general Ptolemy I Soter, who hails from Macedon in Greece. Under the Saite pharaohs, who reign throughout most of the Late Period, Egypt enjoys a renaissance, with these foreign civilizations introducing new technologies, customs and artistic styles.





The Ptolemaic Kingdom

305–30 BCE – Ptolemy I Soter (reign: 305–282 BCE) secures his personal hegemony over Egypt when, after the collapse of Alexander’s empire, he defeats rivals in the Wars of the Diadochi and Alexander’s successor and former bodyguard Perdiccas. The Ptolemaic dynasty rules with an iron fist, repressing and heavily taxing the populace. But it is also culturally enlightened: Ptolemy II Philadelphus (280–247 BCE) builds the Library of Alexandria and the Pharos lighthouse, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

In this era there is immense Greek-Egyptian hybridity, with new gods blending the attributes of old ones, and the capital city, Alexandria, showcasing Greek rationality and Egyptian mysticism. The cunning and ruthless Cleopatra VII, the last Ptolemaic monarch, allies with Julius Caesar and Mark Antony in their struggles for Roman succession but is ultimately overthrown by Octavian (the future Emperor Augustus). In 30 BCE, Egypt ceases to be a sovereign state and becomes a province of the Roman Empire.






Where it All Started

In the Predynastic Period, small nomadic communities started to settle in and farm the Nile Valley. The river’s yearly floods made the land fertile, supporting barley, wheat and flax growth. These populations also developed animal husbandry, raising mainly sheep, cattle and goats.

Sophisticated cultures emerged in Upper Egypt. The Badarians (4400–4000 BCE) pioneered pottery and basic social organization, while the Naqada (4000–3100 BCE) were adroit at metalworking and commerce. Their burial practices involved elaborate tomb-building, which influenced later Egyptian funerary architecture.

These predynastic polities were soon trading with the Levant, Nubia and Mesopotamia (contemporary Iraq and parts of bordering countries). Religious rituals and political structures became formalized, prefiguring the Egypt of the pharaohs.


Buried Insights

In the 1920s and 1930s CE, Sir Alan Gardiner’s team discovered the Badarians’ graveyards, built around 4400–4000 BCE. The wrought pottery, ivory statues and other grave goods hugely expanded our understanding of this era.







An Elusive Trailblazer

The pharaoh Narmer, his name meaning “raging catfish” or a variation of that phrase, is credited with having unified Upper and Lower Egypt into a powerful civilization in 3150 BCE. Narmer, in his role as the gods’ representative among mortals, established religious and political structures that would dominate Ancient Egypt for the rest of its existence. He was also likely the first pharaoh whose name appeared inside a serekh, a prestigious ceremonial frame that from his time onwards incorporated the names of Egyptian royalty. Narmer also expanded Egypt’s borders, conquering rebellious tribes in the Nile Valley, and his tomb at Abydos, once strewn with shards of votive pots, is an impressive sight.

What we know of Narmer comes from archaeological finds including the Narmer Palette, uncovered by British Egyptologists in 1897–8 ce. However, there remains controversy among scholars as to whether Narmer was in fact another ruler entirely, called Menes, or whether these are two different names for the same man or Menes was Narmer’s son and successor. Whoever Narmer really was, there is no doubting his – or someone else of that time’s – influence over the future course of Egyptian civilization.





Consolidator of Control

The pharaoh Djoser, who reigned in the Third Dynasty, kicked off the Old Kingdom during which architecture and religious customs flourished. Djoser created new trade routes and reinforced the kingdom’s borders. Hieroglyphics show that he probably fought and defeated tribes in the Sinai Peninsula to secure resources like copper and turquoise.

In Djoser’s time, the office of the pharaoh became holy and all-powerful. Thus, he was known by his Horus name, Netjerikhet, meaning “divine of body”.


Pyramid Pioneer

The pharaoh Djoser commissioned the step pyramid at Saqqara (about 19 miles south of modern Cairo), where he was also buried. It is thought to be the first mega-monument ever constructed. At 62 m (205 feet) high, it comprised six mastabas (flat roofs with sloping sides) and marked the transition in Egyptian architecture from the use of mud bricks to hardier limestone. It was the tallest building in the world for at least 40 years.







Pyramids and Other Great Edifices

Say “Ancient Egypt” to anyone and they’ll likely think of the pyramids of the Old Kingdom. As pharaohs came
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