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Foreword

For more than a century, a core mission of  the University of  Pennsylva-
nia Museum of  Archaeology and Anthropology has been to foster re-

search that leads to new understandings about human culture. For much of  
the 20th century, this research took the form of  worldwide expeditions that 
brought back both raw data and artifacts whose analysis continues to shed 
light on early complex societies of  the New and Old Worlds. The civiliza-
tions of  pharonic Egypt, Mesopotamia, Iran, Greece, Rome, Mexico, Peru, 
and Native Americans have been represented in galleries that display only 
the most remarkable of  the Penn Museum’s vast holding of  artifacts. These 
collections have long provided primary evidence of  many distinct research 
programs engaging scholars from around the world.

As we moved into a new century, indeed a new millennium, the Penn 
Museum sought to reinvigorate its commitment to research focused on 
questions of  human societies. In 2005, working with then Williams Direc-
tor Richard M. Leventhal, Michael J. Kowalski, Chairman of  the Board of  
Overseers of  the Penn Museum, gave a generous gift to the Museum to seed 
a new program of  high-level conferences designed to engage themes cen-
tral to the Museum’s core research mission. According to Leventhal’s vision, 
generating new knowledge and frameworks for understanding requires 
more than raw data and collections. More than ever, it depends on collabo-
ration among communities of  scholars investigating problems using distinct 



xxx	 Foreword

lines of  evidence and different modes of  analysis. Recognizing the impor-
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conference of  the same name held in the fall of  2007. It is the sixth of  the 
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these conferences allows the new knowledge and understanding that they 
achieved to be shared broadly and to contribute to the uniquely human 
enterprise of  self  understanding.

Holly Pittman
Series Editor
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Comparing Kingship in Ancient Egypt and 
Mesopotamia

Cosmos, Politics and Landscape

jane a. hill, philip jones, antonio j. morales

If we refer to kingship as a political institution, we assume a point of view which 

would have been incomprehensible to the ancients . . . Whatever was significant 

was imbedded in the life of the cosmos, and it was precisely the king’s function to 

maintain the harmony of that integration.

	 — Frankfort 1948:3

Introduction 

It is now more than sixty years since Henri Frankfort introduced his classic 
comparative study of  rulership in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, King-

ship and the Gods, with this basic distinction between the political and cosmic 
roles of  kingship. This volume follows in Frankfort’s footsteps in examining 
the relationship of  kingship, cosmos, and politics in the context of  ancient 
Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilization. Three millennia of  recorded history 
and social traditions make ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia rich sources for a 
comparative study of  the long-term political and social development of  these 
two “pristine” cultures (for the most recent large-scale comparison, see Baines 
and Yoffee 1998). They were geographically near, while culturally quite dis-
tinct. For almost three thousand years, Egypt and Mesopotamia shared the 
concept of  ultimate legitimate authority being invested in the single sacred 
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office of  kingship. This office was legitimized by the gods, demonstrated 
through ritual, and reinforced by tradition. Through this sacred office the 
ruler exercised the essential political authority of  the state. Both ancient civi-
lizations provide us a rich material record of  royal monuments (civil and reli-
gious), iconography, and texts that eloquently define and frame the actions of  
the ruler: the context of  his deeds, the purpose of  his commissions, and the 
accomplishments achieved under his reign. 

As Frankfort implies, however, the sacred aspects of  kingship in both so-
cieties drive a wedge between the ancient evidence and modern attempts to 
understand it. Was it “the king’s function to maintain the harmony of  [the] 
integration” of  human life with the cosmos, as Frankfort argued, or was it, 
as we would expect of  our own rulers, to facilitate the integration of  his 
human subjects with his own regime or with each other? In taking up this 
challenge, we join a debate that stretches back beyond him to, at least, the 
late 19th century (Feeley-Harnik 1985). In very broad outline, this debate 
has inspired three basic approaches to understanding the dichotomy: (i) 
privileging one of  the cosmic and political orientations of  kingship over the 
other; (ii) treating the two as separate but equal facets of  kingship; and (iii) 
exploring the interaction between the two of  them.

 The first such approach attempts a definite answer to our question 
posed above. Beginning with the classic work of  Sir James Frazer, The Golden 
Bough (1894; see also, Frazer 1900; 1905–1915; and 1922), there has been an 
on-going controversy in anthropology and history as to whether kingship 
in pre-modern societies should be considered fundamentally either cosmic 
or political. This debate has often spilled over, more or less overtly, into 
the study of  ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian kingship. Frazer postu-
lated that kings had originally embodied the powers of  nature and must 
therefore be sacrificed before their own physical decline affected the fertil-
ity of  the world around. Much of  this reconstruction seemed congruent 
with either extant Greco-Roman memories of  Egypt and Mesopotamia or 
the material revealed with gathering pace throughout the 19th century by 
archaeology. Particularly with regard to the Egyptian evidence, prominent 
festivals such as the Heb-Sed seem to evoke Frazer’s basic principle (Uphill 
1965), while the figure of  Osiris, known already to Frazer from Classi-
cal sources and utilized by him, seemed to be an archetypal “Dying and 
Rising” god (Otto 1968:24; Griffiths 1980). Mesopotamia fit Frazer’s theo-
ries less obviously, but after the First World War, the so-called Myth and 
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Ritual school of  scholars sought to apply a version of  Frazer’s ideas about 
cosmic kingship to both Egyptian and Mesopotamian rulers (Fairman 1955; 
Gadd 1933; Hooke 1933). Frankfort’s Kingship and the Gods was a rejoinder 
to the Myth and Ritual school, although it is noteworthy that he judged 
Egyptian kingship to be significantly more cosmic in orientation than its 
Mesopotamian equivalent (Wengrow 1999). In general, Frankfort’s views 
were congruent with those espoused by Assyriologists and his work elicited 
little controversy with respect to Mesopotamia. Traditionally, Assyriologists 
have tended to treat cosmic aspects of  kingship as a mode of  legitimation 
(Postgate 1995) or simple hyperbole (Kraus 1974). Where cosmic kingship 
was acknowledged, it was often contrasted with non-cosmic kingship in 
a different period or area (Labat 1939). For many Egyptologists, however, 
Frankfort’s de facto endorsement of  the cosmic view of  Egyptian kingship 
provoked a fierce reaction in recent decades, beginning with Posener (1960). 

Such a debate, however, risks either denying that a king and his subjects 
could think as rationally as ourselves or ignoring significant aspects of  the 
source material for failing to replicate our own attitudes to such matters 
(Caldwell and Henley 2008). One obvious way to overcome this dilemma is 
simply to treat the cosmic and political aspects of  a kingship as separate but 
equal facets of  the institution without attempting to privilege one over the 
other (Lorton 1979, 1986; Charpin 2004:232–316; and note the remarks of  
O’Connor and Silverman 1995:xxv). 

While avoiding the question of  whether a kingship is ultimately politi-
cal or cosmic does allow a more uninhibited exploration of  both aspects, 
“it may be,” as in the words of  O’Connor and Silverman (1995:xxvi), “that 
there is yet a further mystery to be explored.” Suggestive in this regard has 
been the work on medieval and early modern political and constitutional 
theory by Ernst Kantorowicz (1957) entitled The King’s Two Bodies. Kanto-
rowicz argued that the king was viewed as a mixture of  individual holders 
of  a kingship who were mortal and the office of  kingship itself  that was ef-
fectively immortal. Beyond this dichotomy, however, he was more focused 
on how the cosmic and political aspects of  kingship were interwoven rather 
than how they could be distilled out. Moreover, he was concerned with 
exploring the ways in which the relationship between the divine world and 
the king changes over time. While such studies have been attempted in the 
ancient Near East (for example, Jones 2005; Machinist 2006), it is an open 
question whether the source material is abundant or well enough under-
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stood for our disciplines to be able to emulate Kantorowicz’s work on the 
much more extensively studied history of  Europe. 

Each of  these approaches has contributed much to our understanding 
of  kingship both in traditional societies in general and Egypt and Meso-
potamia in particular, but each has attendant problems. In organizing this 
book, we aimed to combine these approaches to the problem rather than 
utilize one to the exclusion of  the others. While observing a division of  
labor between Egypt and Mesopotamia, we asked our contributors to focus 
on particular topics rather than to produce synthetic accounts of  kingship 
in discrete periods or regions. We grouped those studies overtly into three 
clusters. The first two of  these focused on the relationship of  kingship to, 
respectively, cosmos and politics. In the final section, we focus on a topic 
where these two relationships seem automatically to merge: landscape. At 
the same time, we framed our investigations in terms of  the experience of  
power and the generation of  authority. In doing so, we were less interested 
in explicitly defining these terms and more interested in seeing how such 
general guidelines stimulated the crystallization of  themes that cut across 
any reified dichotomy of  cosmos and politics. 

Part I: Kingship and Cosmos 

At the end of  the 4th millennium the emergence of  civilization in Egypt 
and Mesopotamia brought about a series of  transformations in the environ-
ment and society that culminated with the establishment of  early polities 
and the consolidation of  the institution of  kingship. The complex forms of  
kingship attested at this time in both civilizations emerged from ideological 
motivations to control their territory and people, so that the king was able 
to respond to social, religious, and political concerns with both physical 
and transcendental powers (Beattie 1968; Feeley-Harnik 1985). Therefore, 
ideological constructions of  kingship in Egypt and Mesopotamia defined 
the figure of  the king as a multi-faceted sacred ruler with effective human 
authority, divine legitimacy, and supernatural attributes. The sacred nature 
of  his office transcended the earthly political dominion and addressed reli-
gious issues of  greater significance for the benefit of  mankind (Mann 1986). 
In this manner, the sacred aspect of  kingship acted as a cohesive factor in 
the development of  the state (Coe 1982; Keatinge 1982), the comprehen-
sion of  the divine, and the understanding of  cosmic order. 
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The complexity of  the royal institution reflects its socially accepted uni-
versal role and the king’s ultimate responsibility—the preservation of  order 
over chaos and constant rebirth over death. As the mission of  the king was 
to guarantee political stability and cosmic balance (Young 1966), the prin-
ciples of  kingship were founded upon the relationship of  the king to the 
gods. This association has stimulated an intense debate on royal divinity in 
general (Feeley-Harnik 1985; Quigley 2005), as well as in Egypt (O’Connor 
and Silverman 1995) and Mesopotamia (Brisch 2008). Although there is evi-
dence linking the prominent position of  the king in the cosmos as proof  of  
his divinity (Frazer 1905, 1922), royal equivalence with the gods is not so 
patent, as several different examples indicate, e.g., son (zA) of  Re, servant 
(bAk) of  Amun, or flesh (šīru) of  the god (see Charpin and Frahm, both this 
volume). Thus, the essential purpose of  the king from a cosmic perspective 
is not so much to be an actual god, but rather to act as mediator between 
the gods in general and his people (Geertz 1980). The scholars whose work 
is presented in Part I of  this volume have engaged in the analysis of  the 
role of  kingship as institutional guarantor of  life and order for humanity, 
dealing with specific cases in Egypt and Mesopotamia that bring fresh per-
spectives—and pose new questions—to the long-standing debate about the 
divine nature of  the king in these cultures. 

In taking on the issue of  the cosmic aspects of  kingship, our contribu-
tors divided along disciplinary lines. Charpin, Frahm, and Scurlock focused 
on the nature of  the divine connections enjoyed by the king. Morris and 
Morenz, in contrast, focus on how such images were created and promul-
gated. 

Morris examines various early dynastic cultic objects from Early Dy-
nastic Egypt, in particular the famous Narmer Palette. Although they differ 
in artistic conventions from later dynastic art, she sees the basic aspects of  
Egyptian kingship already encoded in these works. As such, she argues that 
the king fulfilled a number of  both cosmic and political roles. The king is 
not an ordinary human being and various strategies emerged to support 
this view. Morris focuses on the use of  scent, animal imagery, and associa-
tion with ithyphallic divine figures to mark the king as extra-ordinary. Such 
motifs as the “four sacred animals” and the Followers of  Horus emphasize 
the divine protection enjoyed by the king. However, the king himself  also 
provides a charismatic center for the land: he defeats enemies abroad and 
crushes rebels within, he personifies the union of  Upper and Lower Egypt 
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within himself, and he is an administrator and bestower of  largesse. 
In delineating the means of  separating the king from ordinary mor-

tals, Morris notes the importance of  the association of  early Egyptian kings 
with the god Horus. Our next four chapters focus specifically on the issue 
of  royal identification with a divine or at least superhuman figure. In doing 
so, they elucidate the wider significance such associations may have for the 
ideology of  kingship in their respective cultures. Both Charpin and Frahm 
examine the relationship between Mesopotamian kings and the sun-god. 
As with the ancient Egyptians and many other societies, Mesopotamians 
felt a particular connection between the king and the sun. For them, the 
sun-god was associated with concepts of  justice, and—as Charpin reminds 
us in his chapter—divination. Through a focus on the sun-god, Charpin 
explores the wider significance these two attributes have in Mesopotamian 
conceptions of  the cosmos. He shows how for the king, this association has 
a number of  implications. In terms of  the extent to which the king is con-
sidered divine, Charpin argues that the dispensation of  justice constitutes a 
situation in which the king is actually considered to embody a divine figure. 
Moreover, he sees this phenomena as reflected not only in literary texts 
but also in prosaic contexts such as letters and personal names. Through 
the association with justice, equations of  the king with the sun-god imply 
responsibility as much as any augmentation of  royal power through identi-
fication with the divine. The association with justice has a double aspect: a 
static one encapsulated in the concept of  an unchanging cosmic order and 
a dynamic one of  the ability to react to threats to this order and restore the 
cosmos to balance. Charpin also shows how the concepts of  justice and 
divination themselves are not seen as the exclusive domain of  the sun-god. 
They are also associated with other deities such as Adad, Ninsianna, and 
the moon-god.

Frahm deepens our understanding of  the Mesopotamian identification 
of  the king with the sun-god. Beyond explicit identification with the god, 
ritual actions of  the king in important 1st millennium rituals mimic the 
movement of  the solar body. Frahm points out that this identification of  
the king with a phenomenon of  the daytime sky has a counterpoint in the 
king’s identification with the planet Saturn in the nighttime sky. Whereas 
the sun provides an image of  cosmic reliability, Saturn as a planet is subject 
to the vicissitudes of  movement that characterize the night sky. As such, 
the two astral bodies represent two facets of  kingship: on the one hand, the 
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steady and reliable pivot of  people’s lives, on the other, a figure exposed to 
all the ups and downs of  political life. Frahm further explores this celestial 
contrast between order and disorder in terms of  two major 1st millennium 
mythic narratives, Enuma Elish and Erra, which utilize Jupiter and Mars re-
spectively as embodiments of  these forces. 

Morenz focuses on cultic objects from Predynastic Egypt and the ways 
in which political messages can be conveyed through iconography in a pre-
literate culture. He identifies three major types of  such objects: weapons, 
tools, and ornaments. These correspond respectively to rituals of  victory, 
agriculture, and enthronement. From this he discerns both a military and 
a sacred aspect to earliest Egyptian kingship. Each aspect is encoded in 
contrasting types of  animals depicted on ritual objects. Thus, for example, 
fierce animals such as bulls or lions exhibit an obvious reference to military 
prowess. Conversely, depictions of  giraffes—conceptually associated with 
seeing or foretelling the future—and hybrid animals such as human-headed 
hyenas suggest a shamanistic ability to commune with the supernatural 
world.

Scurlock examines the mythological associations of  Mesopotamian 
kings with the concept of  death, chiefly in how they identity with the god 
Dumuzi. Although literary texts linking kings directly with Dumuzi are lim-
ited to the Old Babylonian period, Scurlock argues that the connection can 
be traced from at least the royal tombs of  Ur in the Early Dynastic period 
(see also Dickson) down to the Neo-Assyrian period. For Scurlock, however, 
these matters are not just of  mythological interest. She analyzes how the 
king’s connections to the Netherworld shape the nature of  kingship itself. 
In particular, she focuses on how the identification with Dumuzi—the ar-
chetypal shepherd—implied royal responsibility rather than an augmenta-
tion of  royal power (see also Charpin). 

Part II: Kingship and Politics

In our second section, the chapters focus on various political aspects of  king-
ship in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. Traditional studies of  Egyptian 
kingship frequently neglect the actual workings of  the institution and the 
means by which it exercised power. In part, the reason for this is due to the 
types of  information available through our preserved sources. For instance, 
scholars of  3rd millennium Mesopotamia focus on economy in large part 
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because of  the abundant nature of  their preserved texts dealing with temple 
and palace economy, while the earliest information on kingship from Egypt 
is iconic, representational, and king-centered. It is perhaps because of  these 
accidents of  preservation that Frankfort’s interpretation of  Mesopotamian 
kingship as being a rational and political institution while the Egyptian ver-
sion of  the office was an irrational and religious institution has persisted 
so long in the literature (Wengrow 1999). Even so, in the earliest Egyptian 
representations and writings denoting kingship, it is the physical manifesta-
tion of  the institution in the landscape—the Great House (pr aA)—which 
was no doubt of  both economic and political importance that is used as 
a signifier of  the office. It is also noteworthy that most of  what we know 
about the reach of  the power of  the office of  First Dynasty Egyptian kings 
comes from these same symbols (serekhs) scratched into pottery or engraved 
onto tags marking valuable trade goods shipped from within and beyond 
Egypt’s borders and denoting official networks controlled by an administra-
tive structure even during this early period. 

In later periods official texts treating kingship in both Egypt and Meso-
potamia deal in the symbolic and religious aspects of  the office and much 
less in its mechanics, i.e., the means by which the king’s authority is le-
gitimated in the eyes of  his subjects and how he wields power within the 
country. Detecting and interpreting the inner workings of  government in 
any of  the periods under discussion is extremely difficult and in many cases 
our surviving primary sources tend to be sparse, diffuse, or even mute on 
the social texts and subtexts behind issues such as the king’s use of  deadly 
force against his own subjects or the abandonment of  one style of  mortu-
ary complex for another. The scholars whose work is presented in Part II 
of  this volume have undertaken the difficult task of  reconstructing the po-
litical and social structures through which the king’s authority is generated 
and his power exercised. By looking beyond the bright light thrown by the 
figure of  Shamash or “Son of  Re” himself  and into the lives of  palace ser-
vants, priests, exorcists, bureaucrats, weavers, provincial headmen, and tax 
collectors, these authors draw back the curtain behind the throne to explain 
how and why the king creates, co-opts, and manipulates the social institu-
tions of  his world, and vice versa, in order to maintain order, inspire service, 
collect taxes and tribute, and exact obedience. 

Moreno focuses on the integration of  central and provincial elites prior 
to the New Kingdom. The Egyptian state seems large in size and stable over 
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time, particularly when compared to contemporary Mesopotamian poli-
ties. Its foundation and periodic re-foundation seems to be effected by one 
particular region—Upper Egypt. Moreno argues that Egypt had a number 
of  regional power centers and therefore that both the prominence of  Upper 
Egypt in state formation and the ability of  the center to integrate various 
provincial nuclei together cannot be taken for granted. He therefore begins 
by examining the initial creation of  a pan-Egyptian state in the Predynastic 
period. He looks beneath the image of  Upper Egypt as a monolithic bloc 
and instead seeks to elucidate the advantages that led one political compo-
nent of  that region—the city of  Hierakonpolis—to unify initially its local 
region and ultimately the whole valley of  Egypt (see also the chapters by 
Morris and Morenz). Looking mainly at the Old Kingdom, Moreno then 
traces the modes of  regional integration that underpin the comparative sta-
bility of  the ancient Egyptian state. Kings were able to mold local elites into 
orienting their economic and ideological interests to the central govern-
ment. Moreno emphasizes the economic integration achieved by the cre-
ation of  royal agricultural centers in the countryside and royal land grants 
to local temples (see also Bárta, this volume).

The economic relationship between palace and temple is taken up by 
Sallaberger in the contexts of  early Mesopotamia. Traditionally, schol-
ars have seen both institutions as examples of  great households fulfilling 
similar economic roles and hence constituting potential rivals. Through an 
analysis of  3rd and 2nd millennia archives, Sallaberger argues that not only 
do palace and temple fulfill distinct economic roles, but that we also need 
to be aware of  the different roles of  “state” institutions at the provincial 
and central level. Temples produce food and utilitarian goods. In contrast, 
the palace was concerned with the distribution of  prestige items such as 
metals, luxury textiles, exotic goods, and fine food. To do this, the palace—
often utilizing provincial centers—requisitioned primary products from the 
temples at home and plundered or traded for raw materials and craft prod-
ucts abroad. These were then used to provide members of  the elite—either 
directly or through the upkeep and supply of  skilled craftsmen—with pres-
tige goods. While Sallaberger specifically focuses on 3rd and 2nd millen-
nium archives, he also sees his model as applicable to later states such as the 
Neo-Assyrian empire. As such, he suggests that the control and distribution 
of  royal "treasure" constitutes not only a crucial means of  mediating the 
relationship between king and elites, but also constitutes as fundamental an 
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aspect of  Mesopotamian kingship as, for example, supreme command of  
the army or ultimate control of  territory.

Bárta analyses royal mortuary complexes of  Egypt from the Fourth to 
Sixth Dynasties to illuminate the relationship between king and elite. He 
contrasts the laudatory picture of  Old Kingdom monarchy propagated on 
behalf  of  the king to the evidence of  changing patterns of  elite tomb place-
ment and the titulary of  officials. The claims to overwhelming power found 
in royal propaganda are often belied by evidence on the ground. Early 
Fourth Dynasty royal pyramids are some of  the most impressive structures 
ever created by an ancient civilization. By the end of  the dynasty, however, 
these structures had become more modest in size and from the Fifth Dy-
nasty onwards, the storerooms and administrative buildings attending the 
pyramids become much larger while the pyramids themselves become 
more modest structures. Utilizing the evidence of  autobiographical mortu-
ary stelae, Bárta traces the evolution of  the administrative structure from 
one dominated by members of  the royal family in the Fourth Dynasty to 
the emergence of  a non-royal central bureaucracy in the Fifth Dynasty to 
the kings’ attempts in the late Fifth and Sixth Dynasties to forge ties with 
the provincial elites as a means of  loosening the control of  the central elites. 
Lastly, he looks at how the Old Kingdom patterns of  administration broke 
down during the First Intermediate Period and how the system was resur-
rected in the Middle Kingdom. 

Pongratz-Leisten focuses on Neo-Assyrian kingship in the 7th century 
BCE. She analyzes the nature of  the relationship between king and elites 
as the society attempts to create a royal figure that is independent of  social 
and political frameworks (see also Morris, this volume). Nonetheless, such 
creation was undertaken by the elite members of  these frameworks. Pon-
gratz-Leisten sets out to identify these players and the king’s relationship 
to them. She identifies the so-called scholars—experts in traditional science 
and lore—rather than the priesthood as the group delineating the king’s 
intermediary role between gods and people. The master scholars of  the 
Assyrian court create a mythological buffer for the king that leaves him de-
pendent on their guidance in cosmic matters. In particular, the city of  Assur, 
although no longer the capital, is turned into an ideological center of  the 
polity effectively undercutting royal authority. Through a close analysis of  
the events implied by the well-known letter of  Sargon II to the god Ashur, 
Pongratz-Leisten investigates the ways the king has to negotiate with the 
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traditional capital in order to maintain his legitimacy.
Dickson examines the question of  early state formation primarily 

through the prism of  the royal tombs of  Ur from Early Dynastic Mesopota-
mia. He positions his study in terms of  the dichotomy between integration 
theory that sees state formation in terms of  the managerial aspects of  the 
emerging state apparatus and conflict theory that in contrast emphasizes the 
predatory aspects of  this apparatus. The royal tombs include large numbers 
of  retainers buried with the royal corpses. The original excavator, Sir Leon-
ard Woolley, argued that these retainers went to their deaths willingly. Dick-
son, in contrast, argues that the imposition of  a violent and unwilling death 
is much more congruent with what we know about other emergent state 
forms including the First Dynasty tombs at the royal cemetery at Abydos 
and the Early Dynastic elite cemetery at Saqqara (see Morris, this volume). 

Part III: Kingship and Landscape 

Frankfort saw the differences he perceived between Egyptian and Mesopo-
tamian ideas of  kingship as rooted in the contrasting physical environments 
of  the two civilizations. The Mesopotamians thought in terms of  cosmic 
instability, the Egyptians of  cosmic stability. For Frankfort (1948:4–5) the 
difference he saw in a Mesopotamian view of  an unstable cosmos with the 
Egyptian one of  a stable cosmos was:

curiously in keeping with the physiographical differences between the 
two countries. The rich Nile Valley lies isolated and protected between 
the almost empty deserts on either side, while Mesopotamia lacks clear 
boundaries and was periodically robbed and disrupted by the mountain-
eers on its east or the nomads on its west. Egypt derived its prosperity 
from the annual inundation of  the Nile, which never fails to rise, even if  
the floods differ greatly in effectiveness. But Mesopotamia is, for much 
of  its grazing, dependent on an uncertain rainfall and possesses in the 
Tigris an unaccountable, turbulent, and most dangerous river.

In the final section, our chapters explore the relationship between king-
ship and the physical environment, but from a rather different perspective. 
By focusing on the concept of  landscape, we examine both the physical 
manifestation of  the land and its casting by human hand and mind (Falconer 
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and Redman 2009:1–2; Schama 1996; Smith 2003). The chapters draw to-
gether a number of  the many dichotomies that underpin this volume: Egypt 
and Mesopotamia as distinct civilizations; cosmos and politics as alternative 
stimuli for royal actions; the experience of  power and the generation of  
authority as subtly different processes contextualizing kingship. Frankfort 
structured Kingship and the Gods around the differences in physical landscape 
between Egypt and Mesopotamia. In focusing on the human reaction to and 
cultural appropriation of  landscape, our contributors highlight similarities 
between the two civilizations. In keeping with many societies (Helms 1993), 
both Egypt and Mesopotamia conceptualized the lands beyond their own 
border as otherworldly regions that were the source both of  power itself  
and the exotic products that so often signified it. Moreover, in cultures of  
restricted literacy and public oratory, manipulation of  the landscape—both 
physically and figuratively—was often the most visible means of  interaction 
between the subjects and rulers (Milano et al 2000; Thomason 2001, 2004).

The chapters by Roaf  and Lloyd focus on the physicality of  landscape, 
but as with Ataç in his study of  landscape in art and literature, attention 
is paid to the ideological significance of  landscape. Roaf  in his account of  
royal building activity in Mesopotamia emphasizes the sheer diversity of  
kings and kingship throughout the course of  the civilization. Despite this 
diversity, landscape and its manipulation by kings provided one common 
theme. Furthermore, there tended to be more emphasis on the king’s spa-
tial rather than, for example, genealogical status. Kings were generally 
rulers of  particular places—whether a city, a country or even the whole 
world—rather than scions of  a particular dynasty. Roaf  focuses briefly on 
the territorial aspects of  kingship and then more fully on the way royal 
building activities have an impact on the landscape. He emphasizes how 
fluid all relationships to the landscape were: concepts of  territory evolved 
over time; the urge to surpass as well as simply emulate the building work 
of  predecessors ensured that there was a constant evolution of  such work. 
Moreover, there was a gradual change in emphasis as the interests of  Meso-
potamian kings switched over the millennia from temples to more “secular” 
works such as palaces, walls, canals, parks, and gardens. The modification 
of  the landscape through building provides a way of  connecting a king both 
to past and future. The structures themselves are a reminder of  the power 
of  past rulers and a means for current rulers to extend a visible reminder of  
their power into the future. The inscriptions contained within the structures 
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enable current rulers to encounter the words of  their predecessor and leave 
a means of  communicating with their successors. 

Lloyd analyzes five inscriptions from Wadi Hammamat, a quarrying 
area in the desert east of  the Nile Valley: four Middle Kingdom inscrip-
tions from Mentuhotep IV year 2 and one New Kingdom inscription from 
Ramses IV year 3 commemorating quarrying expeditions sent out to the 
wadi. He focuses on the conceptual world within which the Egyptians un-
derstood events taking place in the Eastern Desert rather than the events of  
the expeditions themselves. First, he examines the practicalities of  the Wadi 
Hammamat. The wadi is a source of  a number of  raw materials including 
the greywacke stone that provides the focus for the expeditions he discusses. 
Beyond its own resources, the wadi also forms part of  the transit route for 
precious goods from farther afield, particularly the fabled land of  Punt. The 
area is of  course desert and presents numerous and great obstacles to any 
expeditions that attempt to exploit the resources of  the area. Lloyd argues 
that both sorts of  text treat the Wadi Hammamat as a sacred area. Further-
more, the Egyptians viewed the world as full of  imminent divine powers 
that could be either helpful or harmful. It was possible to enlist, placate, 
or repel these forces by ritual action. The desert to the east of  the Nile was 
particularly associated with beneficent powers and with the sunrise. Some 
areas could be seen as especially numinous due to particular physical fea-
tures. The Wadi Hammamat was one such area due to its associations with 
savior deities, its physical stillness, and the fact that successful expeditions 
“obviously” required local divine assistance. The stones quarried from the 
wadi are themselves imbued with sacred power. The religious conception 
of  the expeditions makes possible their use as propaganda. Our texts em-
phasize the “miracles” (bỉ3yt) seen en route. The Egyptians considered such 
miracles as a signal that the king enjoyed divine approval. 

Ataç examines both the vertical and horizontal dimensions of  the 
cosmos. He focuses on the relationship between mythic or ritual elements as 
against real or historical ones in Neo-Assyrian royal art. Mythic or ritual ele-
ments such as the sacred tree or the antediluvian sages are juxtaposed with 
the depiction of  more historical events. In the early Neo-Assyrian period, 
the two elements are kept spatially separate, but in the art of  Sennacherib 
or Assurbanipal they tend to blend into one another. Rather than attempting 
to analyze the degree of  realism implied in such juxtapositions, Ataç reads 
them through a prism of  geography, cosmology, and their respective visual 
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representations, in which he sees ritual or myth on the one hand and reality 
on the other as inseparable and blended. To do this, he looks first at concepts 
of  the edge of  the earth. He analyzes depictions of  fabulous places beyond 
the edge of  the known world in the Babylonian Mappa Mundi and the Gil-
gamesh Epic. He then examines the impact of  these ideas on Mesopotamian 
conceptions of  the oecumene. The lands beyond the oecumene are treated 
in Mesopotamian thought as exotic and chaotic, but also paradigmatic and 
paradisiacal. Mesopotamian royal titles such as King of  Totality and King of  
the Four Quarters imply the integration of  these fabulous areas in the body 
politic. Ataç sees this through the lens of  the scholar of  Medieval Islamic 
philosophy, Henri Corbin. Corbin theorized the existence in pre-modern 
thought of  the “imaginal”—“real” places that could nevertheless only be 
apprehended through the imagination. It is the ideal role of  an imperial 
administration to manifest the paradigmatic aspects of  the imaginal at the 
center. Closely connected to the horizontally distant imaginal lands are the 
vertically inaccessible realms of  the divine world. In particular, the Apsu, the 
mythical subterranean ocean of  freshwater, blends into the horizontal ima-
ginal. It is the home of  the antediluvian sages who are the prime example 
of  the paradigmatic sacred power necessary for the optimal well-being of  
the human center. Depictions of  human landscape on Neo-Assyrian reliefs 
attempt to evoke a connection to the Apsu through depictions of  the sages. 

Experiencing Power, Generating Authority 

As can be seen, our authors touch upon a wide variety of  themes relating 
to the cosmic and political aspects of  kingship. Here, we wish to draw out 
briefly five themes that cut across our initial categories and throw the rela-
tionship between the cosmic and political aspects of  kingship into greater 
relief: violence, the circulation of  goods, legitimation, royal death, and elite 
politics. 

Violence 
Frankfort’s basic distinction between the relative peace and security of  

Egypt versus the environmental and geo-strategic vulnerability of  Meso-
potamia is symptomatic of  a tendency to associate the cosmic pole of  our 
comparison with passivity and the political one with violence. As our chap-
ters highlight, however, the threat of  violence underlies both the cosmic 


