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INTRODUCTION



 

The civilization of the ancient Egyptians has fascinated the popular imagination since serious interest was first paid to the archaeological remains of Egypt during the nineteenth century.



CRACKING THE HIEROGLYPHIC CODE

For many centuries, knowledge of Egyptian civilization was incomplete, depending largely upon accounts left by Greek historians in classical times, and mystery surrounded the pyramids and other relics of Egypt’s distant past. However, late in the nineteenth century, after much study, the curious hieroglyphics that the ancient Egyptians left behind them in tombs and temples were decoded, opening the door to a greater understanding of a society that was always known to have been rich in cultural and scientific achievements.

Daily life in ancient Egypt

The details of daily life of the people living on the banks of the Nile some 3,000 years ago have become accessible to us through the work of generations of archaeologists and other Egyptologists. Long-forgotten pharaohs, together with their mummified remains, have re-entered popular folklore and have become the inspiration for numerous plays, novels and films as well as historical studies. Egyptian hieroglyphics and artistic styles have become widely familiar, and in the 1960s and 1970s millions of people round the world flocked to see the fabulous treasures found in the tomb of Tutankhamun when they were exhibited on tour.

Ancient Egyptian culture

The amazing state of preservation of many objects (including mummified bodies) dating back thousands of years has brought modern generations into direct contact with the ancient Egyptians, making their world seem much more real and immediate to us than many other societies of equal antiquity.

As a result, the cultural influence of the ancient Egyptians continues to be felt even today, while Egypt itself attracts thousands of tourists every year, all eager to see the monuments, tombs and other sites that still bear witness to one of the world’s earliest and most fascinating great civilizations.





Dating

It should be noted that experts and archaeologists continue to debate the exact dates of events in ancient Egyptian history. The dates given in this book reflect current opinion about when things happened, but other books may offer slightly different dates.
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The River Nile
Life in ancient Egypt relied upon the River Nile and its annual flood, which watered the land along its banks and made it suitable for farming.






PART ONE



The land of the pharaohs



 

The emergence of civilization in Egypt depended heavily upon the region’s geographical features. Most important of these was the Nile, the longest river in the world, on the banks of which the first Egyptian settlements and cities evolved and developed.






THE VALLEY OF THE NILE



 

Little rain falls in the north-west corner of Africa where Egypt is located. Without the River Nile, Egypt would be little more than an uninhabitable hot sandy desert, and there would never have been an ancient Egyptian civilization, which sprang up along its banks.

Many thousands of years ago, Egypt was mainly swampland, but as the climate grew drier the Nile retreated, leaving a strip of fertile soil on both banks. This soil was refreshed each year by the floodwaters that covered the fields with rich black mud in which plants grew readily. The early settlers learned to farm this land and to construct canals and dykes to regulate the flow of water. Towns sprang up along the length of the Nile, the river providing the people with drinking water as well as water for crops.



THE BLACK LAND

The Egyptians called the fertile land on which they built their towns Kemet, meaning ‘black land’. The rest of the country was known as the Red Land. The deserts of the Red Land were very important because they protected the early Egyptians from attacks by neighbouring civilizations, as few armies were willing to cross such desolate waterless wastes.





Sacred river

The ancient Egyptians understood that their lives depended heavily upon the Nile. In their paintings, heaven was often depicted as fertile land surrounded by water.



The waterfalls and rapids of the Nile south of Egypt also hindered invasion from lower down the river. The Egyptians themselves transported their soldiers up or down the Nile to fight off any invaders. The Nile was also vital for trade, providing access to the waters of the Mediterranean Sea in the north and to central Africa in the south.



EGYPT AND THE WORLD

The geographical location of Egypt at the point where Africa meets the Middle East was to prove vital to its development into a great civilization. The natural resources of the region, which included minerals and building stone from the desert as well as crops from the fertile fields beside the Nile, could be transported either by river or across the desert to be traded with neighbouring peoples.

Access to the Mediterranean and to the Red Sea enabled Egyptian merchants sailing out of the Nile to take their goods anywhere in the known world.



EMPIRES OF THE PHARAOHS

With economic development came great wealth and political influence. The physical size of Egypt’s empire varied from age to age, sometimes extended by military conquest – at its greatest extent, it included large parts of northern Africa and Palestine among other neighbouring regions. The relatively close geographical links with the centres of Greek and Roman civilization were particularly important in the later history of ancient Egypt.

Centres of civilization

The most important centres of ancient Egyptian civilization were the traditional capitals of Memphis in the north (including the pyramids at Giza, near modern Cairo) and Thebes in the south (with such associated sites as Karnak, Luxor and the Valley of the Kings). The last capital of ancient Egypt, Alexandria (on the Nile delta in the far north of the country) was not built until the fourth century BC.





Aegyptus to Egypt

The word Egypt is derived from the Greek name for the country: Aegyptus. In Greek mythology, Aegyptus was a descendant of the heifer maiden lo and was the country’s first ruler.









Ancient Egypt
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Egyptian civilization was concentrated on the banks of the Nile, from its delta extending 1000km (650 miles) south to Aswan.
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Egyptian life
A man and his family hunting wild birds on the River Nile, which was always at the heart of ancient Egyptian civilization.






PART TWO



The history of ancient Egypt



 

The civilization of ancient Egypt lasted some 3000 years, longer than any other civilization in world history. At its peak it was remarkable for its cultural, religious and economic achievements. Historians traditionally subdivide this era into a dozen or so periods covering 30 ruling dynasties, beginning around 3000 BC and ending with the Roman invasion in the first century AD.






PREDYNASTIC PERIOD



 





c. 8000 BC The drying-out of the Sahara caused by a change in the climate, and possibly over-grazing, forces the population to concentrate in the Nile Valley. Egyptian farmers become the first to herd domesticated cattle and other livestock.

c. 6000 BC The first simple single-sailed ships are built. Stone tools are replaced by tools made of metal. Trades include tanning and basket-weaving.

c. 5000 BC Two broadly similar civilizations develop, one in the south of the country (Upper Egypt) and one in the north (Lower Egypt).

c. 4000 BC The first large stone buildings are constructed. Advances are also made in the fields of alchemy, cosmetics, music, medicine and pottery. The building of underground tombs containing grave goods anticipates later burial practices.

c. 3500 BC The Egyptians invent senet, the world’s oldest known board game.



The first people came to Egypt from central Africa some time between 100,000 and 50,000 BC. Archaeological finds suggest that Egypt’s original hunter-gatherers learned to grow grain beside the Nile by 10,000 BC. It was on this prosperous agricultural economy that the country’s later greatness was to depend.



FLINT TOOLS

The first Egyptians belonged to wandering tribes who relied upon the use of flint tools. As the centuries passed they gradually settled in the Nile Valley, living by hunting animals and fishing.



CRAFTS AND TRADE

Around this time the Egyptians also developed skills in using stone, copper, clay, wood and leather and established thriving craft industries. The building of simple papyrus boats promoted links between communities and enabled traders to travel up and down the Nile. Villages and towns sprang up along the length of the river, from the delta in the north to what is now Aswan in the south, each with their own tribal chief, gods, burial customs and artistic styles.



UPPER AND LOWER EGYPT

Little is known about the history of these early kingdoms, though several rulers are known by name, among them Crocodile, Scorpion I, Scorpion II, Iryhor and Ka. The eventual merging of these two kingdoms, which shared a common language and system of writing, was to result in the first true nation and the beginning of what is generally considered ancient Egyptian civilization.






EARLY DYNASTIC PERIOD



 





c. 3200 BC The Egyptians perfect their hieroglyphic writing system.

c. 3100 BC The union of Upper and Lower Egypt creates a single state extending from the Mediterranean in the north to Aswan in the south.

c. 3000 BC Papyrus is first used for writing.

c. 2750 BC Fortunes decline following civil war between rival supporters of the gods Horus and Set.



Most of today’s scholars date the beginnings of Egyptian civilization to the emergence of a unified Egypt under the rule of a single pharaoh in the fourth millennium BC. By this time the foundations for future greatness had been laid, including extensive trading links, well-organized government and advances in the arts and sciences.



GOVERNING EGYPT

The first pharaohs ruled from a new capital, at Memphis in the north. Notable events of this period included the development of trade with Palestine and Nubia and advances in craftsmanship, notably in the handling of hard stone.



FIRST OF THE PHARAOHS

The first ruler (or pharaoh) of united Egypt is popularly identified as King Menes, although historically King Narmer may have a better claim to this honour.



BURIAL CUSTOMS

The first pharaohs and other important people were buried in cemeteries at Abydos, and later at Saqqara, often in mastabas – flat-roofed rectangular mudbrick tombs.

[image: images]

[image: images]

The Narmer Palette which depicts the first pharaoh of a united Egypt killing a defeated enemy.






OLD KINGDOM



 





c. 2686 BC Egypt enters a golden age with the start of the period known as the Old Kingdom.

c. 2650 BC Egyptians perfect the mummification process and the first of the pyramids of Egypt is constructed.

c. 2600 BC The Old Kingdom reaches its peak under the rule of Dynasty IV.

c. 2589 BC Khufu, builder of the Great Pyramid at Giza, becomes pharaoh.

c. 2500 BC Khafra orders the construction of the Sphinx.

c. 2400 BC The Egyptians develop an astronomical calendar.

c. 2183 BC The Old Kingdom ends and Egypt breaks up into separate parts.



This was the first of three great eras in the history of ancient Egypt, witnessing spectacular cultural achievements and the extension of Egyptian influence through the ancient world. Under the rule of Dynasties III to VI, Egypt became the greatest civilization the world had yet seen. The power of the pharaohs was never stronger than it was during this period, and the godlike status of Egypt’s kings was affirmed in the building of the pyramids and other monuments.
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The pyramids at Giza, which is situated just outside the modern city of Cairo, are the most famous of all.



THE AGE OF THE PYRAMIDS

The Old Kingdom witnessed the building of Egypt’s most famous pyramids. The first was the Step Pyramid at Saqqara, which was designed for the pharaoh Djoser by his vizier Imhotep.

Pyramid-building continued under many of the later pharaohs, notably Sneferu, builder of three pyramids, and Khufu and Khafra. Vast work forces were assembled to construct these massive monuments, which might take decades to complete. The pyramids at Giza remain the only survivors of the Seven Wonders of the World.



THE LAST OLD KINGDOM PHARAOH

Four hundred and fifty years of Egyptian stability and prosperity finally came to an end with the reign of the pharaoh Pepi II. Pepi II came to the throne of ancient Egypt at the tender age of six and he is said to have been over 100 years old when he died, making his reign the longest in Egyptian history.

Undermining the pharaoh

However, as Pepi II grew old and feeble, the Egyptian priesthood and nobility were increasingly empowered and they took advantage of the king’s advancing years and weakness, and the office of the pharaoh was fatally undermined.






FIRST INTERMEDIATE PERIOD



 





c. 2183 BC Egypt descends into chaos, famine and civil war.

c. 2046 BC Civil war ends when the pharaoh of Upper Egypt defeats the pharaoh of Lower Egypt and assumes power as Mentuhotep II.



The ambitious building projects of the Old Kingdom, coupled with civil war and a failure of the flooding of the River Nile due to a cooling in the climate, led to a period of famine and strife which lasted through the reigns of Dynasties VII to XI. It was during this time that most of the pyramids and tombs of earlier pharaohs were plundered by tomb-robbers.



MANY GODS

It was during the turbulence of the First Intermediate Period that the number of gods who were worshipped by the ancient Egyptians increased, in the belief that different gods ruled over different aspects of a person’s life and thus each one had a different character and role to play. For more detailed information about the various gods – there were over 2000 of them in total – and also the ancient Egyptians’ religious beliefs, turn to page.



FAMINE

For around 60 years during the First Intermediate Period, the prosperity and cultural achievements of the Old Kingdom became little more than a memory as rival capitals were established at Herakleopolis Magna in Lower Egypt and at Thebes in Upper Egypt.

For ordinary Egyptians, it was a struggle to survive during this time of hardship and famine – indeed, an inscription in a tomb dating from this period describes how hunger even forced some people in Upper Egypt to eat their own children.

Lamentations

Conditions in ancient Egypt during this period are hinted at in an old text which is called ‘Lamentations’: ‘The land is full of rioters. When the ploughman goes to work he takes a shield with him. The Inundation is disregarded. Agriculture is at a standstill. The cattle roam wild. Everywhere the crops rot. Men lack clothing, spices, and oil. Everything is filthy: there is no such thing as clean linen these days. The dead are thrown into the river. People abandon the cities and live in tents. Buildings are set on fire, though the palace still remains. But pharaoh has been kidnapped by a mob. The poor have become rich… Luxury is rampant, but the ladies of the nobility exclaim:“If only we had something to eat!”’





MIDDLE KINGDOM



 





c. 2046 BC The period known as the Middle Kingdom opens with the reunification of Upper and Lower Egypt.

c. 2000 BC Egyptian physicians write the world’s first medical textbook.

c. 1800 BC The Egyptians reconquer northern Nubia and send armies into Palestine.

c. 1759 BC The Middle Kingdom ends with the death of the female pharaoh Sobekneferu.



Egypt entered its second golden age with the dawn of the Middle Kingdom, which spanned Dynasties XII to XIV. During this period in its history, threats from neighbouring countries were silenced and Egypt became the most powerful country in the region.



TRADE LINKS

During the Middle Kingdom trade links were greatly improved with Egypt’s neighbouring countries. Profitable mining operations were developed in the Sinai desert and Egypt became increasingly wealthy. This wealth provided the funds that were needed for many ambitious building projects, which included a fine temple at Abydos (now lost).



A GOLDEN AGE

Overseeing this golden age in ancient Egypt were the pharaohs of Dynasty XII. Outstanding among them were Amenemhet I, who brought local governors back under pharaonic control; Senusret I, who recaptured lost territory and made Egypt stable and prosperous; the great warrior-pharaoh Senusret III, who strengthened Egyptian defences in Nubia; and Amenemhet III, who consolidated the power of the royal court.

Invention of writing

Among the most significant advances in this period was the introduction of a standardized writing system. Scholars compiled the first major body of literary texts during the Middle Kingdom (although some were attributed
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