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1. A tomb scene shows crop cultivation: ploughing, hoeing, sowing seed and beating it into the soil. A thirsty man drinks from a tree-suspended animal skin.

2. A tomb scene shows a man and his family on a fowling excursion in the marshes. Areas of Egypt, fed by canals, had dense plant growth where wealthy people could hunt and fish.

3. A tomb scene shows men pulling a barque on an ornamental lake in a garden (demonstrating the principles of aspective art). Landscaped gardens usually contained water features and selected trees, shrubs and plants.

4. A tomb scene shows servants attending to their mistress’s toilette. Because of Egypt’s hot, dry climate, water was represented as a precious and desirable commodity in both religious and secular contexts.

5. The slate palette of Narmer, commemorating the unification of the Two Lands (c.3100 BCE). The king, preceded by standard-bearers, inspects slain enemies. The Egyptian Museum, Cairo.

6. The slate palette of Narmer shows the king with arm upraised to club his enemy. It was discovered in a foundation deposit in the temple at Hieraconpolis. The Egyptian Museum, Cairo.

7. Sem-priests perform rites at a funeral, pouring out a libation and presenting the funerary meal to the deceased owner.

8. A tomb scene illustrates wine production: picking grapes, trampling fruit in the wine press, and collecting the extracted juice in jars. Magic made the wine available to the tomb owner.

9. A tomb scene shows men eating various foods including cakes, bread, poultry, fish, fruit and vegetables. Food offerings to the dead were the same as the diet of the living.

10. A wall-scene in the Temple of Karnak shows priests carrying the Sacred Barque of Amen-Re during a procession.

11. A tomb scene shows fishermen in papyrus skiffs and a sectional stretch of water. It is full of fish that can be ‘brought to life’ as a magic food source for the owner.

12. A tomb scene showing mudbrick production. The pond supplied water to mix with the alluvial mud; it is represented diagrammatically, in accordance with the principles of aspective art.

13. A tomb scene illustrates the use of a bagpress to extract juice from grapes. A linen bag was stretched between two posts that were twisted hard to squeeze out the liquid.

14. A tomb scene shows a treasury official weighing gold rings in a balance. A set of weights in the shape of animal heads can be seen.

15. A tomb scene illustrates various stages in the production of pots. Tomb art is a major source of information about contemporary, everyday activities.

16. A tomb scene shows Ramesses II in the presence of deities: Amun, Thoth, god of writing, and Seshat, goddess of writing, who inscribe his name on the Persea tree. Each leaf represented a year of the king’s life that the gods had allotted him.

17. Most tombs contained wall scenes depicting food production (as here), to ensure a perpetual food supply for the deceased owner.

18. King Horemheb, carried here in procession by his soldiers, used his powers as head of the army to take over the kingship and restore the traditional religion.

19. A tomb scene shows scribes writing on papyrus. They have pushed spare pens behind their ears.

20. A tomb scene illustrates some stages in the production of mudbricks. An overseer is shown, carrying a whip.

21. A tomb scene shows the transportation of a colossal statue, probably to a temple location. A man pours milk in front of the sledge to lubricate the runners.

22. A tomb scene shows a workshop where men bandage mummies and make coffins.

23. A tomb scene shows stages in a funeral: a man pours a libation over two mummies and they are then dragged on sledges to a kiosk.

24. A tomb scene shows funerary preparations: men pour milk in front of a sledge that transports the owner’s mummy on a bier, accompanied by two attendants.
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2. Lower Egypt.

3. Middle Egypt.

4. Upper Egypt (North).

5. Upper Egypt (South).

6. Thebes.
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CHAPTER 1

The Creation of Egyptian Civilization



THE ENVIRONMENTAL BACKGROUND

Egypt is a land of marked contrasts, and the environment and the natural forces have always had a strong impact on the lives and beliefs of the people. Every day, they observed the unchanging cycle of the sun’s passage: each night it died but was reborn on the horizon at dawn and continued its celestial course throughout the day, creating and sustaining life on earth. Similarly, in the annual cycle of the seasons, they saw the regular death and destruction of the vegetation, due to the parching of the land, which in turn was followed by the inundation of the River Nile, which revived and restored the plants and the crops. Both these great life-forces – the sun and the river – followed patterns of life, death and rebirth which probably inspired in the Egyptians a very early belief that individual human existence reflected these natural cycles and involved life, death and continuation after death.

The ancient Egyptians believed that the Nile – their life source – originated in the netherworld. The inundation of the river was regarded as a divine gift although, since its level could not be controlled artificially, each rising was awaited with trepidation: if the river did not rise at all (although this never happened), they feared that there would be widespread famine and death; and certainly there were excessive floods which swept away homes and crops, and low Nile levels that resulted in drought, famine and disaster.

The Nile’s blessing was capricious and uncontrollable, a situation only rectified in modern times by the construction of a series of dams along the river, culminating with the High Dam at Aswan. This allows a vast volume of water to be held back in Lake Nasser behind the dam, and then released as required for irrigation of the land and to supply electricity to the towns and villages in the Valley.

In antiquity, it is evident that the people’s religious beliefs were profoundly influenced not only by the challenging nature of this environment, but also by the general predictability of the climate. There is almost perpetual sunshine in the south, with virtually non-existent rainfall (apart from the few freak storms that can cause destruction), and milder temperatures in the north, accompanied by some winter rainfall in the northern Delta. Even when high summer temperatures are reached in the south, the climate is bearable because of the dryness of the atmosphere. Between March and May, winds from the south or south-west (the Khamasin) can bring sandstorms.

Evidently, this generally pleasant climate which held few surprises, together with the regularity of the inundation of the Nile and its consequences, strongly influenced the type of religion which emerged: a structured pattern of ideas which was designed to perpetuate the principle of Ma’at, the goddess of order and equilibrium in the universe, and to continually challenge and overthrow the forces of chaos.

The earliest evidence for religion occurs amongst the Neolithic communities (c.5000 to c.4000 BCE) who had established and developed settlements, and supported themselves by growing grain and domesticating animals. The area had been inhabited earlier, during the Palaeolithic Period (before c.5000 BCE), and archaeological evidence indicates that at this time people occupied the desert spurs on the periphery of the Nile Valley where they hunted game. No conclusions can be drawn, however, about their social organization or religious beliefs and customs at this period.
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Map of Egypt

Probably the most important single factor in Egypt’s development was the Nile, the great river that rises far to the south of Egypt, three degrees south of the equator, in the region of the Great Lakes. Today, in its upper course, it is called the Mountain Nile; once it joins with the Bahr El-Ghazel, however, it is known as the White Nile. The Blue Nile, which rises in Lake Tara in the Ethiopian highlands, is united with the White Nile at Khartoum in the Sudan. Between Khartoum, which is the modern capital of the Sudan, and Aswan, Egypt’s southernmost city, the river’s course is interrupted by six cataracts. These are not rapids or waterfalls but places where the river has not cut a clear channel through the stone, and clusters of rock are scattered across the river’s width, slowing the stream and, at the Fourth, Second and First Cataracts, seriously impeding the flow of river traffic.

In historical times, Egypt’s original southern border was fixed at the First Cataract, which lay just south of the town of Elephantine (now the location of Aswan). In later times (the Middle and New Kingdoms), the Egyptians pushed southwards and subdued the local population, to ensure that they had access to the granite and gold of Nubia (an area which today forms the northernmost part of the Sudan and the southernmost district of Egypt).

North of Aswan, the river flows uninterrupted on its course (some seven hundred miles) to the Mediterranean coast, although today it is interspersed by a series of modern dams and locks. The territory through which it passes consists of two distinct regions – the Valley and the Delta. The Valley is the passage through which the river has forced its way from Central Africa to the north; in Egypt, this corridor is some 500 miles long and it generally varies from six to twelve miles across, although in some parts, there are steep rocky cliffs on either side which descend abruptly to the river’s edge.

In other parts, it passes through a flat plain of fields and pastures which provides a rich strip of cultivated land that can be farmed to a maximum distance of some twelve miles. This plain ultimately reaches the desert on either side, where there is a thin, clear line of demarcation: here, it is possible to stand with one foot in the desert and one in the cultivation.
At the apex of the Delta, where the Arab conquerors later founded
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Map of Lower Egypt
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A tomb scene shows crop cultivation: ploughing, hoeing, sowing seed and beating it into the soil. A thirsty man drinks from a tree-suspended animal skin.
the city of Cairo in the seventh century ACE, the ancient Egyptians established their first capital city at Memphis (‘White Walls’) in c.3100 BCE. The need to control the Nile Valley to the south and the Delta to the north was undoubtedly the main factor behind the choice of this location for both these capital cities.

To the north, the Delta (an inverted triangle of cultivated land) presents an entirely different perspective. Here, the countryside fans out over an area some 100 miles in length and 200 miles in width at its northernmost perimeter on the Mediterranean. This flat, low-lying area includes land, lagoons, canals and beaches, but because much of it is waterlogged marshland, only some parts can be cultivated. Here, today, fruit and cotton crops in particular are grown. At this point, the Nile spans out into two main and many lesser branches, and finally meets the Mediterranean at Rosetta in the western Delta and at Damietta in the east.
The Valley and the Delta are therefore distinct, but they are interdependent and neither could survive without the other. The Nile is the great unifying force and indeed, without the existence of this river, Egypt would simply be a desert. The political borders of modern Egypt form a large rectangular area, but apart from the Delta and the cultivated land on either side of the Nile the rest is desert. The rainfall in Egypt has always been negligible: the winter rains of the Mediterranean reach the northern part of the Delta, but in the south of the country rain is an exceptional occurrence.

In antiquity, agriculture was dependent on the annual inundation of the Nile; this flood made Egypt habitable and enabled crops to be grown and animals to be reared along the riverbanks and in parts of the Delta. Here, in these regions, the earliest centres of habitation were established. Indeed, Egypt’s situation was most aptly described in the words of the ancient writer Hecataeus who claimed that the country was literally ‘the gift of the Nile’. As a river, the Nile has always intrigued historians and geographers. The longest river in Africa, it runs from south to north, and the location of its source and the cause of its inundation puzzled many ancient writers and explorers. When the Greeks and Romans began to visit Egypt as tourists and explorers, they speculated about the source of the river and the cause of the inundation.
The most famous of these writers, Herodotus, expressed his ignorance of the facts: ‘About why the Nile behaves precisely as it does I could get no information from the priests or anyone else. What I particularly wished to know was why the water begins to rise at the summer solstice, continues to do so for a hundred days, and then falls again at the end of

[image: image]

A tomb scene shows a man and his family on a fowling excursion in the marshes. Areas of Egypt, fed by canals, had dense plant growth where wealthy people could hunt and fish.
that period, so that it remains low throughout the winter until the summer solstice comes round again the following year.’ However, he was informed by the Egyptian priests (and his own observations led him to agree with this conclusion) that most of the country had been built up by silt from the river.

Today, it is known that the inundation has always been caused by the rains falling on the highlands of Ethiopia which feed into the Nile, causing it to rise and swell. Until this century, the subsequent flooding of the river banks deposited a rich black silt across the parched soil which created excellent fertile conditions for growing crops. This annual miracle is started by the heavy rains in Ethiopia from June to September; until the latter part of the twentieth century, as the inundation moved northwards, it reached the First Cataract in the fourth week of June. The full height of the water was visible at the Delta apex towards the end of September, and two weeks later, the inundation began to subside. By the end of October, the river had returned to the confines of its own banks and, in the following April, it would have reached its lowest level. The countryside again became parched and dry until the cycle repeated itself.

In antiquity, it was believed that the Nile flood was controlled from two ‘caverns’ or ‘sources’, and two nilometers (devices to measure and record the levels of the flood) were positioned at the two sources, at Aswan and to the south of Cairo. Other nilometers were positioned along the Nile; at some of these places, an annual ritual was performed to ensure a satisfactory inundation, when food, jewellery and sacrificial animals were cast into the river; in addition, to ensure the country’s fertility, female ‘dolls’ were thrown to the Nile.
Although the Nile was a bringer of life to Egypt, the Egyptians do not appear to have deified the river at any time in their history. The god Hapy was a personification of the inundation and not of the Nile. The obese fecundity figures, which have survived in the form of statues and as carved deities on offering tables and in temple wall reliefs during the period from the Old Kingdom to the Roman Period, represent offering bearers who bring the products of the land.1 By contrast, the other great life force – the sun – became one of Egypt’s greatest deities. However, the Egyptians were acutely aware that a successful harvest was entirely
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Map of Middle Egypt


dependent on divine beneficence, and Hapy and Osiris (the god of vegetation and rebirth) were worshipped and petitioned for a favourable inundation.

The Nile and the inundation had a profound effect upon the history, political organization and religion of Egypt. Very early in their history, the scattered communities realized that they had to act together and undertake measures that would control and regulate the flood. In order to bring benefit to all the settlements in the Delta and Nile Valley, it was essential that they helped each other to organize an efficient irrigation system. Although the geography of Egypt dictated that the communities were scattered along the length of the river, the common goal of irrigation provided a unifying force and certainly contributed to the eventual creation of a political state in c.3100 BCE. The exact date when irrigation became a central feature of Nile agriculture is uncertain, but a King Scorpion who preceded Men’s, the unifier of Egypt, is shown in scenes carved on a ceremonial macehead from Hieraconpolis, undertaking and perhaps initiating the irrigation process.

The Egyptians gradually evolved a complex and effective system of irrigation that sought to use the water and the associated deposits of black silt to cultivate the land as far as possible on either side of the river. Known as the ‘basin’ system, this was used continuously until about the middle of the nineteenth century ACE. Earth banks were built to divide the land into compartments or ‘basins’ of different sizes.

When the river rose, a series of canals directed the water into these basins, so that the land was flooded; it was then retained there so that the silt that it carried would be deposited on the land. Once the river fell again, any remaining water was drained off, and the farmers could then plough the land and plant their crops. Complex organization of manpower and resources was required in order to construct and maintain this system, and the kings devoted considerable effort to ensuring that the dams and dykes were built and the canals were dug, and that the system was properly maintained. Periods of political and economic collapse were always accompanied by neglect of the irrigation system.

In ancient times, most people worked on the land, and the peasantry represented perhaps 80 per cent of the total population. A man would work either with his family or in a group, to cultivate crops for their own needs and to pay their taxes to the state, which controlled the irrigation system and stored these food supplies in granaries for future use.

As soon as the Nile waters had receded, the land was simultaneously ploughed and sown. Water had to be distributed as evenly as possible across the land, and a water-hoist (known today as a shaduf) was used to guide the water into channels so that all areas could be reached. The peasants then scattered seed on the fertile soil and, using a wooden hoe or a plough dragged by two cows, ensured that they were firmly planted into the ground. Sheep and pigs were brought in to trample the sown ground, and in the following spring, the harvest of spelt, emmer and barley was gathered. By the Graeco-Roman Period, it was customary to try to cultivate a two-fold harvest, although the second crop required even more arduous attention because the level of the river water was lower.

In pharaonic times, the flora and fauna of the Delta and Nile Valley were very different from today’s environment: in early times, there were belts of marshes and swamps in the south where papyrus and lotus grew, and vast papyrus swamps grew in the Delta, creating a habitat for a variety of water-birds, crocodiles, hippopotami and the sacred ibis. The wildlife of the desert included lions, leopards, ostriches, ibex and oryx. During the course of history, many of these creatures disappeared from Egypt and retreated into the southern Nilotic regions, but there is ample evidence that plants, animals and birds had a profound influence on the religious concepts and symbolism of early Egypt.

The ancient Egyptians would have been keenly aware that, in their physical surroundings, life and death were always sharply contrasted and juxtaposed. This was aptly represented by the close relationship between the desert and the cultivation, reminding them of the balance and proximity of life and death.
They called their country ‘Kemet’, which is translated as the ‘Black Land’, a reference to the colour of the black silt brought by the inundation in which the crops were grown. From this association, the colour black came to represent life and rebirth. Beyond the cultivation lay the desert, a place of terror and death, where wild animals and marauding tribesmen posed a threat to all travellers. The predominant colour of the landscape
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A tomb scene shows men pulling a barque on an ornamental lake in a garden (demonstrating the principles of aspective art). Landscaped gardens usually contained water features and selected trees, shrubs and plants.
was red, and so the Egyptians called this region ‘Deshret’ (from which our own word ‘desert’ is derived), meaning the ‘Red Land’. According to Egyptian symbolism, red was the colour of danger and death.
These geographical features also had a profoundly practical influence upon the daily customs and funerary practices of the communities. As the available cultivated area was so scarce, its use had to be limited to growing crops, rearing animals and housing the population. There was no spare capacity here for the burial of the dead and so, even in the earliest communities, the dead were interred in shallow graves on the edges of the desert. Here, the heat and dryness of the sand desiccated
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A tomb scene shows servants attending to their mistress’s toilette. Because of Egypt’s hot, dry climate, water was represented as a precious and desirable commodity in both religious and secular contexts.
their corpses and produced natural mummies, as well as providing ideal environmental conditions for the preservation of the funerary goods placed with the burials. This had a crucial influence upon the development of religious beliefs and customs.


THE EMERGENCE OF EGYPTIAN CIVILIZATION

Egyptian civilization lasted over 3,000 years and during that period, although there were changes and developments, there was also a.superficial continuity of style in the art, architecture, decoration, funerary customs, religious beliefs, and articles of everyday use. This was underpinned by beliefs and concepts that had been developed in the earliest historical periods and remained unchanged for most of Egypt’s history. A visit to look at a collection of Egyptian artifacts in a museum, or to view the ancient monuments in Egypt, confirms the distinctive nature of the civilization – until the Graeco-Roman Period, there is little outward evidence of any impact from other peoples, although Egypt was conquered and ruled by the Hyksos, Assyrians and Persians at different stages of history. However, by the time these foreign rulers arrived, Egyptian culture was so strongly established that the cultural impact of the newcomers was minimal, and instead, foreign elements tended to be absorbed and Egyptianized.

The country was protected from external threat for many centuries during its formative period by natural geographical barriers. Unlike some other contemporary ancient civilizations in the Near East, it was not constantly overrun and conquered. The Delta and the Nile Valley were encompassed by seas and deserts on all sides. The Mediterranean formed the northern border and, although it eventually opened up trading routes for Egypt with countries to the north, it was initially an effective deterrent to invaders.

To the south lay Nubia, which Egypt had effectively controlled since the Old Kingdom so that there was unimpeded access to local commodities such as stone. By the Middle and New Kingdoms, Egypt’s military action had established fortresses in the region, to subdue the population and ensure that they could gain possession of the local gold supplies. The area’s population adopted Egyptian customs and beliefs, and it was not until Dynasty 25 that this relationship was reversed when the rulers of a Nubian kingdom succeeded in conquering Egypt.

To the west of Egypt lies the Libyan desert with its scattering of oases. The Egyptians traded with the two peoples of this area, the Tjehenyu and Tjemehu, and sent expeditions to quell any minor conflicts. Until Dynasty 20, when there were attempted invasions by coalitions of the Libu and the Sea-peoples, Egypt had little difficulty in controlling this neighbour. One of the oases, the Fayoum, which lies closest to the Nile Valley, played an important part in Egyptian history from early times, and during the Middle Kingdom, it became the seat of royal government and residence. Fed by a tributary of the Nile known today as the Bahr Yusef, the Fayoum is not a true oasis, and it has been much more closely integrated into Egyptian history than the other five western oases.

Egypt was always at its most vulnerable to external attack on its eastern flank. To the south of this area, the Red Sea provided another natural barrier, but across the north of the Sinai peninsula there lay the route which linked Egypt with Palestine. It has been suggested that, if invaders penetrated Egypt around 3400 BCE, they may have taken this means of entry. In later times, the Egyptians sent their own armies in this direction, and conquerors such as the Assyrians, Persians, and Alexander the Great probably entered the Delta along this road. The desert-dwellers who roamed the area also constantly harassed this border.

Without the urgent need to ward off waves of invaders or to contend with the vicissitudes of an unpredictable climate, the Egyptians were able to establish settled communities, produce ample food, and devote considerable time and effort to developing a unique and distinctive civilization. Natural resources such as supplies of stone and raw metals encouraged them to construct monumental buildings, and make fine quality tools, weapons and jewellery. They also had sufficient surplus materials to enable them to trade for commodities which included best quality timber from Syria/Palestine, which Egypt itself lacked.

With their essential requirements satisfied by the natural ample resources of their own country, the Egyptians had sufficient leisure time to speculate about the origin of the universe and the creation of the gods and mankind, and to engage in theorizing about how and where life continued after death. They also had the freedom to devote considerable time to the production of monuments and sacred artifacts to meet their religious requirements. This whole system rested on a relatively stable and well-ordered political structure that centred around the concept of divine kingship.


HOW WE CONSTRUCT THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

An Egyptian priest, Manetho (323–245 BCE), compiled a chronicle of Egyptian kings between c.3100 and 332 BCE, dividing his King-list into dynasties. Although Manetho’s records are sometimes unreliable and inaccurate (and have only survived in the writings of later historians), nevertheless Egyptologists have accepted his division of reigns into thirty dynasties (plus a thirty-first dynasty added by a later chronographer). Essentially, the chronology of ancient Egypt that is used today is based on the record of Manetho.

In modern histories, these dynasties are grouped together in major historical periods which include the Archaic Period (Dynasties 1 and 2, c.3100 – c.2686 BCE), the Old Kingdom (Dynasties 3 to 6, c.2686 – c.2181 BCE), the First Intermediate Period (Dynasties 7 to 11, c.2181–1991 BCE), the Middle Kingdom (Dynasty 12, 1991–1786 BCE), the Second Intermediate Period (Dynasties 13 to 17, 1786–1567 BCE), the New Kingdom (Dynasties 18 to 20, 1567–1085 BCE), the Third Intermediate Period (Dynasties 21 to 25, 1085–668 BCE), and the Late Period (Dynasties 26 to 31, 664–332 BCE).

In 332 BCE, Alexander the Great of Macedon conquered Egypt. The country was subsequently ruled by a line of Macedonian Greeks known as the Ptolemies, who were the descendants of Alexander’s general Ptolemy (who became King Ptolemy I). With the death of the last of this dynasty, Cleopatra VII, Egypt became part of the Roman Empire in 30 BCE, and was subsequently ruled as a province from Rome. The whole era is often referred to as the ‘Graeco-Roman Period’.

Before the establishment of a united kingdom of Egypt in c.3100 BCE and the introduction of dynasties, people lived in a series of scattered communities in the Delta and along the Nile. These communities gradually developed into larger groups and eventually evolved into two kingdoms, one in the north and the other in the south. Today, this whole era (c.5000 – c.3100 BCE) is described as the ‘Predynastic Period’.


HOW WE ACQUIRE KNOWLEDGE ABOUT EGYPTIAN RELIGION

The ancient Egyptians have left a rich legacy which, in addition to well-preserved monuments, artifacts, and human remains, also includes an extensive religious and secular literature. All these sources enable us to understand and interpret ideas and concepts that, in some cases, originated over 5,000 years ago. However, there are few uncontested facts in the study of Egyptian civilization: at the best, we can gain only a partial view and comprehension of a civilization that is separated from the modern world by such a timespan, and in many instances, only imprecise conclusions can be drawn. The difficulties posed by the source material include the unevenness and fragmentary nature of the archaeological remains, problems with translation and interpretation of the textual sources, and the effect of individual bias in understanding the evidence.

For example, successive generations of scholars have approached the subject with a range of presuppositions. Early Classical travellers who went to Egypt sometimes suggested fantastic theories to explain monuments such as the pyramids. Later, Christians who encountered the Egyptian civilization in medieval and Renaissance times often interpreted the architecture and beliefs in terms of the Bible.

More recently, scholars have offered different explanations of the ‘facts’ associated with the Biblical account of the Exodus; similarly, the religious ‘revolution’ of Akhenaten (Amenhotep IV) has continued to be the subject of lively debate. In the late twentieth century, there was a much greater attempt to assess Egyptian religious beliefs and practices within the context of their own culture rather than to explain them from the historian’s own religious or social standpoint, but difficulties of interpretation still remain.

There are four main sources of evidence for Egyptian religion.

The Monuments

Many of the archaeological sites, especially the pyramids, tombs and temples, have survived remarkably well, and have always remained partially visible above ground. They were seen and recorded (although often wrongly interpreted) by travellers who visited Egypt during the Roman Empire and the medieval and Renaissance periods. In addition, since the establishment of Egyptology as an academic discipline some two hundred years ago, excavation has revealed many more sites. There have also been clearing programmes to remove sand, debris and modern dwellings from the tombs and temples which have revealed the interior wall scenes and enabled further study of the accompanying inscriptions to be undertaken. This work has greatly increased current knowledge of the religious uses of these buildings.

However, the evidence that has survived is fragmentary and uneven, partly due to environmental and geographical factors and partly because of the location and specific construction and use of particular buildings within this society. Two main types of archaeological sites have survived. First, there are ‘settlement sites’ – the villages, towns, cities, and fortresses where people lived – which were situated in the cultivation, close to the crops and animals. Secondly, there are the cemeteries (for which the term necropolis/necropolises is often used), which included royal burial places (pyramid complexes and other tombs) and private (non-royal) tombs or graves for the nobles, officials, craftsmen and peasants.

An abundance of information has survived about these buildings, funerary goods, and the bodies of the dead because of the ideal environmental conditions of these desert burial places. Also, since they were situated well away from the river, the tombs did not suffer damage from the annual Nile flood which sometimes affected the towns and villages. In addition, religious buildings (pyramids, tombs and temples) were largely constructed of stone because they were intended to last ‘for eternity’, whereas houses, municipal buildings, and military fortifications were mainly constructed of perishable materials such as wood and mudbrick. It was envisaged that they could be readily replaced, and even royal palaces were built in the same way, since it was customary for each ruler to construct a new residence.

There is another factor that has had an impact on the availability of evidence. The environmental and climatic conditions are different in the north and south of Egypt: the hot, dry climate of the south has ensured that archaeological sites are better preserved here than in the Delta, and consequently, archaeologists have tended to concentrate on the southern sites, although current interest in the Delta is beginning to address this imbalance.

Nevertheless, because of these variations between burial and settlement sites, there is a marked inequality in the preservation of archaeological evidence. This has produced a somewhat one-sided view of Egyptian civilization, particularly in relation to their religious beliefs and practices. For example, information about the state religion (as exemplified by the temples) is more extensive than knowledge about people’s religious observances in their own homes and communities. Also, it is essential to understand that the Egyptians were not obsessed with death and funerary observances. The preponderance of information relating to their funerary practices merely reflects the imbalance in the preservation of evidence from burial and settlement sites.


Artifacts

In addition to the standing monuments, archaeologists have uncovered a wide range of manmade objects (artifacts) which were either placed in the tombs or left behind by their owners at the domestic sites. The Egyptians believed that people would require many articles for use in their continuing existence after death, and therefore equipped the burials of both rich and poor with a variety of goods.

Some of these – items of everyday use such as pottery, make-up and cosmetic equipment, clothing, jewellery, food and drink, tools, weapons, and toys and games – provide information about their everyday lives, and the advances and developments in technology and craftsmanship. Other items were purely funerary in purpose, and inform us about the beliefs and customs that surrounded death and burial.

By the Middle Kingdom, the democratization of religion resulted in a greatly expanded range and variety of funerary goods for private as well as royal burials. These major items included the coffin or nest of coffins which housed the mummified body and also provided a location for the Coffin Texts (spells inscribed on the sides and lid of the coffin which were intended to assist the passage of the deceased into the next world).

There were also canopic jars which were sometimes housed in a canopic chest. Canopic jars contained the viscera (internal organs) removed from the thoracic and abdominal cavities by the embalmer during the mummification process. These jars are distinguished by lids made to represent the heads of four deities known as the ‘Four Sons of Horns’, but the use of the term ‘canopic’ has a somewhat tortuous explanation. The Greeks had given the name of one of their legendary heroes, Canopus, to the Egyptian port of Abukir where, in the later periods, the god Osiris was worshipped in the form of a jar with the head of a god. Because of the tenuous connection between the appearance of these Egyptian lidded funerary vessels and this form of Osiris at Canopus, the term ‘canopic’ was given to these jars by early European antiquarians.

From the Middle Kingdom onwards, it was customary to place a variety of wooden models in the tombs. These often represented a three-dimensional version of the subject matter which was painted or sculpted in the scenes that decorated the interior walls of the tomb. These included statuettes of the tomb-owner and sometimes other members of his family, servants engaged in food production and preparation, soldiers, musicians, concubines, and animals.

Their main purpose was to provide the deceased owner with adequate and eternal food supplies, military protection if required, and entertainment. His own statuette was included in order that, if his mummified body was damaged or destroyed, the statuette could act on his behalf to receive sustenance from the food offerings placed in the tomb. One special category of model was the ushabti (or shabti). This word meant ‘the answerer’, since it was expected that this figurine (represented as a mummiform agricultural worker) would respond to the tomb-owner’s requests to undertake menial labouring tasks on his behalf when he entered the kingdom of Osiris (the realm of the dead).

Additionally, model boats were included in the tomb to allow the owner to travel to Abydos, the burial place of the god Osiris, so that the owner could enhance his chances of his own resurrection. All these models were believed to have the innate properties of the originals, including the ability to become full-sized, and, once special rituals had been carried out, it was expected that they would be able to serve the owner in his afterlife.

The body of the deceased was mummified in order that the owner’s spirit would have a locus to which it could return on earth, allowing it to derive sustenance from the food offerings and menu inscribed on the tomb walls. Within the layers of linen bandaging that enclosed the mummy, the embalmers placed artifacts which endowed the owner with magical powers, and sometimes gave additional physical protection to parts of the mummy. These included a face mask (often made of cartonnage, a mixture of gum and linen or papyrus) which protected the face and also provided another locus for the spirit if the mummy or statuette were destroyed. In the Graeco-Roman Period, these masks which carried stylized representations of the human face were replaced with portraits painted on thin wooden panels. In many cases, these seem to have provided true likenesses of the individuals when alive. Cartonnage chest and foot covers were also placed beneath the bandages in order to give special protection to those areas of the body.

Between the layers of linen, the embalmers inserted sacred jewellery (amulets), which were intended to provide magical and spiritual protection for the owner during his passage to the next world. The shapes, design, and materials of these pieces all had an important symbolism: they represented gods, sacred signs, and parts of the human body which would attract good influences to help the deceased and ward off evil influences. One special category of amulet – the scarab – represented the dung-beetle, a creature which was believed to constantly regenerate itself, and thus came to symbolize eternal renewal of life.

The tomb contents provide a wealth of information about funerary beliefs and customs and also about the contemporary daily life. However, the religious practices which people observed in their everyday lives are less well represented by the artifacts, although altars, offering stands, stelae (inscribed stones) and statuettes of deities have been discovered in domestic contexts.


Literary Sources

We have a more profound understanding of Egyptian civilization than of many other early societies because, in addition to the archaeological evidence, there is an extensive secular and religious literature. From this, we can gain insight into their ideas, thoughts and beliefs. Written sources that can be translated and understood exist from the beginning of the historical period (c.3100 BCE); texts from the earlier (Predynastic) periods have eluded full interpretation although sometimes it has been possible to explain some aspects of the Predynastic culture by extrapolating information from the written evidence of later times.

The main sources which supply information about their religious beliefs include Egyptian texts inscribed on papyri, stelae, ostraca (pottery sherds or limestone flakes), writing boards, and tomb and temple walls, and also the accounts written by Egyptian and Classical authors. However, even the most conscientious Classical authors sometimes reached ludicrous conclusions about the significance and meaning of monuments; for example, the pyramids were variously identified as Joseph’s granaries, astronomical structures, and royal burial places.

In earlier centuries, a major impediment in attempting to understand Egyptian civilization has been scholars’ inability to read and translate Egyptian Hieroglyphs. This knowledge had been lost by the latter part of the Graeco-Roman Period, and Hieroglyphs came to be regarded merely as magical symbols rather than as a writing system which was designed to convey the syntax, grammar and vocabulary of a language that had been spoken for over 3,000 years.

This totally erroneous concept was first promoted by Classical writers, but since European travellers and scholars who visited Egypt in medieval and Renaissance times still relied substantially on the Classical accounts, most of them continued to accept and promote this idea. Their adherence to this belief considerably impeded attempts to decipher Hieroglyphs in a logical and accurate manner.

The breakthrough in decipherment was finally achieved by the French scholar Champollion in the early nineteenth century, and this finally enabled Egyptologists to understand and translate the texts. Once they could do this, they soon revised the earlier belief that Egypt was an awesome but mysterious civilization that had produced vast monuments, strange art forms and quaint religious beliefs and customs. As knowledge of Hieroglyphs, and of the related scripts of Hieratic and Demotic, increased, it became possible to translate most texts, and a rich literary tradition was revealed. However, particularly with regard to religious texts, even today there are some areas of translation and interpretation that still remain a matter of discussion and debate.

The value of the literary sources is that they can amplify the archaeological evidence and sometimes they can even offer a different perspective. At best, archaeology can only provide a limited and sometimes unbalanced view of a society, whereas literary sources give us direct access to its ideas, beliefs, wit, humour, joys and sorrows. Occasionally, the literature presents a viewpoint that appears to be almost diametrically opposed to the material evidence.

For example, the archaeological finds from Egypt give the impression that a belief in a continued existence after death was universal and unchallenged. To achieve this end, the society allocated considerable human and material resources. However, some of the texts indicate that, in times of social upheaval and collapse, some people questioned this certainty. Despite elaborate and expensive funerary preparations, some literary sources posed a question about man’s immortality, stating that no one had actually returned from the realm of the dead to confirm the reality of survival. In view of this, they indicated that it was preferable to enjoy the pleasures of life while they were available.

There are several ancient Histories that have contributed to the modern understanding of the chronology and history of Egypt. The most important of these is the work of Manetho, an Egyptian priest in the temple of Sebennytos in the Delta. His knowledge of Egyptian Hieroglyphs and Greek, and his firsthand experience of religious beliefs and customs, provided him with the requisite skills and information to write a number of books that covered a range of subjects including religion, rituals and festivals. However, his most important work, the Aegyptiaca (History of Egypt), was a chronicle of the Egyptian kings, written in Greek in the reign of Ptolemy II.

As a priest, Manetho had access to the original lists and registers compiled by the priests and kept in the temples, which he was able to use as the basis for his book. Unfortunately, there is no extant, complete account of the Aegyptiaca; it is only preserved in edited extracts in the writings of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (c.70 ACE), and in an abridged form in the works of the Christian chronographer Africanus (c.220 ACE), and the Christian writers Eusebius (c.320 ACE) and Syncellus (c.800 ACE) who included a partial record of Manetho’s writings in his book History of the World from Creation to Diocletian. Unfortunately, the details recounted by Eusebius and Africanus are often at variance, and so Manetho cannot be regarded as an accurate source in all areas. In addition to preserving the work of Manetho, Josephus also commented on the Hyksos, Joseph, Moses and the Exodus.

Apart from Manetho’s history, the ancient Egyptian King-lists, originally inscribed on the walls of tombs and temples, provide partial or damaged evidence about Egyptian chronology. These include the Turin Canon of Kings (reign of Ramesses II, c.1250 BCE), the Palermo Stone (Dynasty 5), the Table of Abydos (reign of Sethos I, c.1300 BCE), the Table of Karnak (reign of Tuthmosis III, c.1450 BCE), and the Table of Saqqara (reign of Ramesses II). The purpose of these lists was religious and ritual, and they were never intended to be historical records; therefore, unfortunately, they do not preserve a complete and accurate list of rulers. Some have also suffered damage, which has obliterated some of the kings’ names.

Classical travellers visited Egypt in large numbers, attracted by a civilization that was already over 3,000 years old at the time of the Roman Empire. Some of their accounts, based on firsthand observations, provide a unique view of Egypt. Since they visited Egypt at a time when many of the monuments were still largely intact, and because they saw ancient Egyptian traditions and customs still being practised, their descriptions often provide important information that is not available from other sources.

The most famous of these writers, Herodotus, visited Egypt in c.450 BCE. In his works, he made an unprecedented attempt to distinguish between accurate, historical facts, and fantastic explanations. In his renowned account of the conflict between Greece and Persia, known as The Histories,2 he digresses in Book II to discuss Egypt and its civilization. This account of the country’s history and geography provides the first extant comprehensive study by a foreign observer.

Despite some shortcomings and inaccuracies, the book remains a major source for the study of ancient Egypt, particularly where it discusses mummification and some aspects of religion. In later times, European travellers used Herodotus as their major authority on ancient Egypt, and his work was the inspiration for other Classical writers such as Diodorus Siculus who visited Egypt in 59 BCE. Diodorus Siculus used his own firsthand experience as well as information provided by earlier Classical writers to discuss ancient Egypt in the first of twelve volumes which comprised his Universal History.

The geographer Strabo wrote a short work about the geography of Egypt. This was the last of seventeen volumes of his Geographia, which presented a mass of facts about the Roman world in which he lived. He accompanied his friend, the Roman Prefect Aelius Gallus, on a visit to Egypt in 25/24 BCE when he probably travelled as far as the First Cataract. His book included a topographic list of ninety-nine towns and settlements, as well as a description of the country’s natural resources. He recounted information about the pyramids, tombs and temples and commented on religious cults. He also famously described the Colossi of Memnon, two massive statues in the Theban plain which had once flanked the temple of Amenhotep III, and commented on the ‘wonder’ of the northernmost statue which was reputed to ‘sing’ at dawn.

Another writer, Pliny the Elder (23–79 ACE), also discussed Egypt in his Historia Naturalis, which provided one of the earliest Classical descriptions of the Great Sphinx at Giza. The Greek author Plutarch (c.50–120 ACE) supplies a different type of information about Egyptian religion. In his Moralia, he concentrates on one aspect of the subject, and today this provides the most complete extant version of the Egyptian myth of Osiris and Isis (De hide et Osiride).

Although there are references to the myth elsewhere in Egyptian texts found on the walls of tombs and temples, no extant, complete account of the story survives in the Egyptian language. Therefore, although Plutarch’s version may provide a Greek rather than a purely Egyptian account, it probably represents a fairly accurate outline of the myth. Medieval and Renaissance scholars used it as a unique source for the study of Egyptian religious beliefs.

The ancient Egyptians have also bequeathed us a wealth of Religious Texts that developed over some 3,000 years. The main groups (which will be discussed in much greater detail in subsequent chapters) include Funerary Texts, which took the form of a series of spells or utterances, designed to ensure individual survival in the afterlife; Myths, which attempted to explain the creation of the universe and the role of the gods; Wisdom Literature, which provided young scholars with instruction in morals and ethics; Pessimistic Literature, which questioned the Egyptians’ belief in survival after death; Temple Inscriptions, which preserve details of the ritual and other uses of the temples; the Aten Hymns, which provide information about the Amarna ‘heresy’; and texts which illuminate personal religious beliefs and the application of magic within medicine and other contexts.

The earliest examples of writing (Hieroglyphs) are found in religious contexts. In addition to providing a written version of the Egyptian language, it was believed that Hieroglyphs could be used to bring concepts or events into existence, through the agency of magic. The hieroglyphic forms are themselves visually attractive, often depicting the natural beauty of Egypt’s flora and fauna, and they were usually drawn or sculpted with great skill.

However, the essential purpose of writing was not decorative since texts were frequently inscribed in places within the tombs and on funerary goods where they would not be visible once the burial was sealed. Similarly, although the cursive forms of the script, known as Hieratic and Demotic, were widely used for secular and commercial purposes, the intrinsic religious value of writing was never ignored; the act of writing, regarded as a spiritual function, was always expected to benefit the scribe and the recipient of the text.

With regard to the Funerary Texts, the earliest examples can be traced to the Old Kingdom. Towards the end of this period (Dynasties 5 and 6), when the pyramids were reduced in size and quality, the kings introduced sets of spells into their burials, perhaps to provide an alternative means by which they could secure their tombs and gain access to heaven where they would be received and accepted by the gods. These magical texts were inscribed on the interior walls of the pyramids of Dynasties 5, 6, and 7 at Saqqara. Known today as the Pyramid Texts, they form the world’s oldest substantial body of religious writings. It is probable that the Pyramid Texts were intended exclusively for royal use, to ensure that the king would attain individual immortality.

However, in the Middle Kingdom, when democratization of religious and funerary beliefs occurred, other spells were developed for the use of non-royal owners. Inscribed on coffins, these are known today as ‘Coffin Texts’. Again, they were designed to assist the owner with a safe passage into the next world, and to ensure his immortality and continued well-being in the realm of the dead. During the New Kingdom, the function of the Pyramid Texts and the Coffin Texts was largely replaced by the so-called ‘Funerary Books’. The Egyptians entitled the most famous of these, known today as the ‘Book of the Dead’, as the ‘Book of Coming Forth by Day’.

The spells contained in these books provided magical measures to ensure the resurrection of the deceased and his safety in the next world. They were also associated with the rituals enacted at the burial and in the subsequent mortuary cult performed for the deceased owner. Scenes and inscriptions from the books provided the subject matter for the wall scenes inside the rock-cut tombs of this period. In non-royal burials, the owner was supplied with a papyrus roll inscribed with the Book of the Dead which protected him on his difficult journey into the next world. The inscribed papyrus scroll was a much cheaper version of the earlier Pyramid and Coffin Texts, which now made these religious privileges and benefits available to many more people.

Other texts first introduced into the non-royal tombs of nobles and officials in the Old Kingdom were intended to protect the status of the deceased owner in the next world, and provide him with an eternal food supply. The Autobiography recorded the owner’s rank, titles and family connections, and also summarized his various virtues, to ensure that he enjoyed an equal status in the next world. The Offering List requested food and other requirements for the deceased, through the agency of the god Anubis or the king’s bounty, and provided an eternal and indestructible source of sustenance in the form of a written menu.

Egyptian literature also contains a wealth of Myths, of which some of the oldest and most significant are the cosmogonies (Creation Myths). The Egyptians believed that the creation of the universe had been brought about through divine thought and speech. Some religious centres had powerful priesthoods who, in the Old Kingdom, promoted the cults of their own gods and developed individual theologies. Each of these included a mythological explanation of the role of the cult-centre’s chief god in creating the universe, other deities, and mankind.

The most important of these cosmogonies flourished at Heliopolis, Memphis, Hermopolis and, in the New Kingdom, at Thebes. They explained the origin of the universe and outlined the means by which creation was thought to have occurred. Other important myths are centred round the sun-god Re, and the life, death and resurrection of Osiris.

The Wisdom Literature was a major genre first developed in the Old Kingdom and continued until the Late Period. It provides the earliest written evidence of a code of morals and ethics. These ‘Instructions in Wisdom’ were authorized by the gods. In the Old and Middle Kingdoms, they were usually couched as an address by a king, vizier or great sage to his charges – young boys of upper-class families who trained as future courtiers and officials. In later times, when the Instructions were also used for educating middle-class children, they were presented as advice given by a father to his son. The texts give a detailed account of how people were expected to act and gain advancement in society, and emphasized the importance of kindness, moderation, good judgement and polite behaviour in other people’s homes and at the table.

Egyptologists use the term ‘Pessimistic Literature’ for a series of texts that express an attitude towards life and death which appears to be at variance with the archaeological evidence. Whereas confidence in eternal life is expressed in the funerary monuments and burial goods, these texts question the certainty of an individual immortality. Some describe appalling social and economic conditions (which perhaps existed during the First Intermediate Period), and one text is a unique example of an individual’s reaction to personal problems and the unbearable general circumstances of the country. Some of the funerary hymns that formed part of the burial service during the Middle and New Kingdoms are also included here.

In the great temple complexes, particularly of the New Kingdom and Graeco-Roman Periods, there is a wealth of inscriptional evidence about the rituals that were once performed there. Scenes and accompanying texts on the walls of these buildings depict not only the regular rituals offered to the gods and kings, but also the divine festivals, coronation of the ruler, and temple foundation and consecration ceremonies. In addition, there are scenes showing the king’s great military victories. Some wall inscriptions include the hymns that were sung during the rituals and festivals.

During one reign – that of King Akhenaten – there was a break with traditional religion, and hymns inscribed on the walls of courtiers’ tombs at Akhetaten (Amarna), the new capital city built by Akhenaten, have preserved some details of the doctrine and worship of the Aten, the god honoured exclusively during this period. Although these incorporated ideas which occurred in earlier hymns to other gods, they also express the uniquely monotheistic aspects of the Aten cult.

Inscriptional evidence about personal religion is relatively scarce, but a unique set of votive hymns, found mainly on stelae from the royal necropolis workmen’s village at Deir el-Medina, preserves information about personal piety, humility, and the concept of divine retribution and salvation.

Magic also played a significant role, not only in ensuring the survival of the king and state but also in allowing people to achieve particular goals. One important source, the Medical Papyri, indicates that patients sought treatment by both ‘rational’ and ‘magical’ methods.

Most of the above religious texts are preserved on funerary monuments, temples, burial goods, stelae or papyri. One important group of papyri, the Schoolboy Exercises from the New Kingdom, sometimes provide the only extant copies of earlier works. These exercises were designed to improve the literary and ethical standards of the pupils. The models chosen for them to copy included classical texts such as the Wisdom Instructions, prayers, and hymns to the gods, but additionally, their tutors introduced model letters. This new form, which represented a correspondence between teachers and pupils, provided the instructors with an opportunity to extol educational and moral values.


Mummies

Since the mid-nineteenth century ACE, the scientific study of Egyptian mummified human3 and animal4 remains has added considerably to our knowledge of mummification techniques and funerary practices, as well
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