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Full West of the Citie [Cairo], close vpon those desarts, aloft a rocky leuell adioyning to the valley, stand those three Pyramides (the barbarous monuments of prodigality and vain-glory) so vniuersally celebrated.

George Sandys, 1621

 

 

 

 

As for the Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much as the fact that so many men could be found degraded enough to spend their lives constructing a tomb for some ambitious booby, whom it would have been wiser and manlier to have drowned in the Nile, and then given his body to the dogs.

Henry David Thoreau, 1854
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A DISTANT MIRROR

LIKE SO MANY PROJECTS, THIS BOOK ACTUALLY BEGAN with something else. When I first went to Egypt in 1990, the focus of my research was something other than the Great Pyramid. Rather, I studied a well-known structure that rests in the Great Pyramid’s shadow: the Great Sphinx of Giza. Inexorably, however, the trail of research that began with the Sphinx led me to the Great Pyramid—and to this book.

I had come to Egypt as the guest of John Anthony West, a writer, travel guide, and scholar who has long acted as burr, goad, and gadfly to the respectable academics who study ancient Egypt. West wanted to solve a riddle no other living Egyptologist had even noticed. This riddle was one that only a geologist could unravel, yet it was also one that cut to the heart of the accepted history of ancient Egypt. Did the peculiar weathering patterns visible on the Great Sphinx, West wondered, indicate that the structure was much older than conventionally thought?

Before I had my own up-close look at the Sphinx, I was sure that the answer was no. For over a half-century, scholars had agreed that this immense statue dates to the Fourth Dynasty of the Old Kingdom, specifically to the reign of the pharaoh Khafre (known in Greek as Chephren) who  ruled Egypt’s Two Lands from 2520 to 2494 B.C.a Since the Sphinx can’t be dated to a precise year, its construction is conventionally placed at circa 2500 B.C.

Only circumstantial evidence connects the Great Sphinx to Khafre and supports the 2500 B.C. date, but the clues do seem to point the same way. For one thing, the Sphinx sits closest to the second largest of the principal Giza pyramids, the one attributed to Khafre. For another, statuary likenesses of Khafre found in a nearby building add to the association of this particular pharaoh with the Sphinx. Third, there is a later, New Kingdom (c. 1400 B.C.) inscription on a pillar, or stela, that sits between the Sphinx’s paws. When originally found, the stela—since damaged by time—may have contained a portion of Khafre’s name, again linking the pharaoh to that magnificent, human-headed, lion-bodied monument. Unfortunately, the putatively Khafre-naming portion of the stela has flaked away. Fourth and finally, some authorities claim to see a similarity between the Sphinx’s face and Khafre’s features.

Still, there was a key fact all this evidence ignored: the Sphinx is made of stone. Like any stone, it offers evidence of the weather it has endured. Weather, in turn, can tell us a great deal about history.

Of all the recent scholars who have studied ancient Egypt, the only one who has paid attention to the stone reality of the Great Sphinx has been René Aor Schwaller de Lubicz (1887-1961). An Alsatian by nationality and a mathematician and philosopher by profession, Schwaller de Lubicz believed that ancient Egypt embodied an intellectual and artistic sophistication far exceeding anything we imagine. In the course of building his case for an advanced Egyptian civilization, Schwaller de Lubicz made a key observation at Giza. He noticed that the Great Sphinx was weathered differently from the other monuments at the same site, exhibiting a pattern that indicated erosion by water rather than sand (“the entire lion-like body of the Sphinx, with the exception of the head, provides indisputable evidence of erosion by water”).1 Schwaller de Lubicz asked: Did this difference in weathering also indicate a difference in history? Lacking the right scientific training to find the answer, the Alsatian could only hypothesize.

John Anthony West shared Schwaller de Lubicz’s wonder. West, who had long believed that the civilization of ancient Egypt had originated much earlier than commonly thought, knew that the climate in the eastern Mediterranean was far wetter in the millennia before 3000 B.C. than after. If the Sphinx showed evidence of erosion by water, then possibly it dated to this earlier, wetter period, proving that Egypt was home to a much older civilization.

But, like Schwaller de Lubicz, West couldn’t investigate this hypothesis himself. Evaluating the Sphinx’s erosion patterns required a geologist, and that was how West had come to me—through a mutual friend who knew I was a student of ancient history as well as a member of the science faculty at Boston University, and the holder of a doctorate from the Department of Geology and Geophysics at Yale.

When West and I met, I told him frankly that I was skeptical of his ideas. After all, a great many able scholars had studied the Sphinx, and surely they would have noticed something as obvious as water erosion. He insisted that I come to Egypt anyway and offered to pay my way. Certain that I was wasting his money only to undercut his ideas, I left for Cairo once my university duties for the spring semester of 1990 were over.

I had been in Egypt just a few days when I realized something. As capable as all those scholars who have studied ancient Egypt are, they don’t know how to look at rock, stone, and soil the way a geologist does. I had a geologist’s training, and my scientific eye told me there was something to West and Schwaller de Lubicz’s ideas. Even as a tourist who could look at the Sphinx only from a distance, I saw that the monument exhibited obvious signs of heavy rainfall and water runoff, possibly the legacy of the wetter, pre-Old Kingdom climate. I also noticed that buildings dated unquestionably to Khafre and the Fourth Dynasty showed weathering and erosion primarily from windblown sand—the pattern to be expected from the dry, desert conditions that settled on Egypt after 3000 B.C. Superficially, the evidence suggested that the Sphinx dated to an earlier, wetter period than did the Fourth Dynasty structures. Still, I needed a much closer, much more scientific look to be sure.

It took two more trips to Egypt, a detailed research proposal approved by the Egyptian authorities, a seismic study to measure the depth of weathered rock surrounding the Sphinx, and months of data analysis to put the picture together. The results indicated that Schwaller de Lubicz and West’s suspicions were correct. The oldest portions of the Sphinx were originally carved not in the reign of Khafre, circa 2500 B.C., but much earlier, somewhere between approximately 5000 and 7000 B.C., according to my best estimates. Since then, the original Sphinx has been heavily repaired and restored, both in ancient and modern times, and the pharaonic head is a recarving of an earlier one.




A WIDER CONTEXT

Although my geological research focused on the Great Sphinx alone, it suggested far wider implications. For the Great Sphinx exists not as a solitary monument but as only one component in an architectural and cultural complex representing the highest expression of one of the earliest and most enduringly fascinating civilizations.

The Giza Plateau, which sits on the west bank of the Nile River at the very edge of the Sahara outside modern-day Cairo, consists of a small city of sacred buildings and ancillary structures. In addition to the Great Sphinx, Giza boasts three major pyramids and six minor pyramids, plus dozens upon dozens of tombs, shrines, temples, walls, pits, causeways, and other remains from thousands of years of human occupation. In pushing back the date of the Great Sphinx, my thesis had called into question the accepted history not only of that one immense and stunning statue but also of every other structure and artifact at Giza. This realization led me to study the scholarship and science surrounding Giza and see how the redating of the Sphinx changed the conventional storyline of ancient Egypt.

In simplest outline, the orthodox point of view goes like this: what we conceive of as civilization—complex cities, elaborate social and political organization, and written language—began in approximately 3500 B.C. in Sumeria, which lay along the Euphrates River in what is now Iraq. Sumeria eventually collapsed under the weight of outside attack, but the ideas and  techniques that informed its civilization followed the trade routes west, where the Egyptians proved eager learners.
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The pyramids of the Giza Plateau in the late nineteenth century, with the Great Pyramid in the front (east and north faces showing; viewer is looking toward the southwest), the Second (Khafre) Pyramid in the middle, and the Third (Menkaure) Pyramid in the back to the left. In the front the remains of the three small satellite or Queen’s Pyramids that sit to the east of the Great Pyramid can also be seen. In the foreground is the plain below the Giza Plateau. Late-nineteenth-century photograph by Antonio Beato, 1825-1903. (See D’Hooghe, and Bruwier, 2000, p. 32, for information on Beato; from Barber, 1900, facing p. 28.)

In the fourth millennium B.C., as Sumerian ideas were making their way into northeastern Africa, Egypt was organized into small districts called nomes, which were strung out along the Nile like beads on a rosary. Each nome had its own chief and gods and, in the manner of much of human history, made war on the other nomes. A succession of alliances united the nomes into two kingdoms: Upper Egypt, which occupied the southern end of the Nile’s long course, and Lower Egypt, which included the northern reach of the river and its delta, opening onto the Mediterranean Sea. Then, in about 3000 B.C., the legendary king Menes—whose name means “unifier” and is sometimes thought to be the same as the early ruler Narmer (although Narmer may have preceded Menes) and/or the ruler known as Scorpion—conquered both kingdoms, joined them as the Two Lands under his rule, named himself pharaoh, and established the First Dynasty. This  triumph of central authority in the iron fist of a single male ruler was key to the progression of events that led, over the next five centuries, to Giza.
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Aerial photograph looking straight down on the pyramids of the Giza Plateau, early to mid-twentieth century. North is toward the lower right-hand corner. From top to bottom, the three largest pyramids are the Third (Menkaure) Pyramid, the Second (Khafre) Pyramid, and the Great Pyramid. Photograph by the British Royal Air Force. (From Grinsell, 1947, frontispiece.)

Before Menes, prominent Egyptians were buried first in pits marked by simple mounds of sand and gravel, later in neat boxes of mud brick sunk into the earth and divided into rooms and chambers. With the arrival of the pharaohs, the funeral pattern became more complex. Large pillars (stelae), mounds, and an imitation royal palace were built to house the spirit of the departed king and mark the place of his burial. During the Third Dynasty (2649-2575 B.C.), the last line of pharaohs during the Early Dynastic Period, these home-sized tombs made the leap into the monumental realm, as the first stepped pyramids were constructed. The Fourth Dynasty (2575-2465 B.C.),  which ushered in the Old Kingdom (some authorities include the Third Dynasty as part of the Old Kingdom), made the building of pyramids the central activity of political, social, and religious life along the Nile.

Khufu (Cheops in Greek; reigned c. 2551-2528 B.C.), the second pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty, abandoned the previous pyramid-building sites of Saqqara, Meidum, and Dahshur to focus on Giza. There he had his Great Pyramid and its associated temples erected, laying the groundwork for what would become ancient Egypt’s most impressive ritual site. Although Khufu’s successor Djedefre (also known as Rededef, 2528-2520 B.C.) built only a much smaller pyramid at Abu Roash, the next pharaoh, Khafre (2520-2494 B.C.) returned to Giza to construct the second largest pyramid there. Repeating the pattern in which activity at Giza skipped generations, Khafre’s probable successor, Nebka (also known as Nabka or Bikka), started a large pyramid at Zawiyet el-Aryan, south of Giza, but never finished it, probably because his rule lasted a mere four years (2494-2490 B.C.). After Nebka came Menkaure (Mycerinus in Greek; 2490-2472 B.C.), who built the last and smallest principal pyramid at Giza.




STONE AND EGO

Just as there is no dance without the dancer, many believe that there is no pyramid without a pharaoh. In the orthodox view, every pyramid was erected to aid a pharaoh in his metamorphosis from mortal to god. The pyramid gave the pharaoh the wherewithal to achieve the divinity that was the ultimate prerogative of his office. The pyramids express the intersection of political philosophy and religion, where the man who rules the land in life becomes in death the god he was born to be. In this way, pyramids are monuments to royal ego, and the bigger the pyramid, the more expansive the ego behind it.

If this straightforward connection of size and ego holds, then Khufu must have been the greatest, or at least the most self-aggrandizing, of all the pharaohs who ever strode across the Two Lands. At approximately 756 feet on each of its four sides, an original height of 481 feet, and a volume of somewhere around 3 million cubic yards, the Great Pyramid is the largest  stone building ever erected. It is also the largest religious structure yet built. Although the Great Pyramid is about the same height as the dome of Saint Peter’s in the Vatican, it covers 13 acres, compared to Saint Peter’s mere 4. Were the Great Pyramid hollow, it could easily enclose Saint Peter’s, with enough space left over that a rearranged Westminster Abbey would fit inside as well.

Once the Great Pyramid was even more striking than it is today. When it was finished, the pyramid was reputedly sheathed in white limestone that gave the structure a smooth, gleaming surface. The limestone was also said to have been inscribed with hieroglyphics and symbols. Perhaps this was religious ornamentation, in the same way that biblical inscriptions decorate some Christian churches, but the “inscriptions” may simply have been graffiti from a period following the pyramid’s construction. Unfortunately, the limestone sheathing didn’t survive into modern times, as locals more interested in mosques, fortifications, and present comfort than past wonder carried the shining white blocks away to build the city of Cairo.

Despite this vandalism, the Great Pyramid still offers a unique beauty that transcends its phenomenal size and mass. Some scholars are convinced that the artistry of the structure incorporates the mathematical constants of pi (π) and the Golden Section (phi, Φ), qualities that give it the same kind of inexplicable, lasting allure evinced by the Mona Lisa’s smile or the Taj Mahal’s perfect acoustics (see further discussion in chapter 9 and the appendices). And there is the matter of the Great Pyramid’s peculiar internal structure.

Like the tombstones they are purported to be, the early pyramids were constructed over a room or rooms situated at, near, or under ground level and apparently intended to serve as a burial chamber. Often, a tunnel extended down through the body of the pyramid, presumably—so the traditional story goes—as a pathway for ritually conveying the pharaoh’s remains to their final earthly resting place. In the Great Pyramid, this basic architecture becomes highly and unexpectedly elaborate. The structure incorporates a variety of passages, chambers, and shafts, as well as the Grand Gallery, constructed at different heights in the body of the pyramid, many also displaying exceptional and unusual attention to both grandeur and detail. No  other pyramid, neither earlier nor later, contains so complicated or sophisticated an internal architecture.

There is another important question: Why is the Great Pyramid so big? Why, if the pharaohs were simply egotists par excellence who lived their kingly lives to outdo one another, did Khufu’s successors settle for smaller mausoleums and surrender the ritual high ground to him? Why does the structure incorporate that variety of internal structures, when a basic tunnel and a stone room would serve more than adequately to preserve the pharaoh’s mummy? Why, indeed, if the Great Pyramid was intended as a tomb, was no mummy ever found inside?b

These largely unanswered questions have led various writers, thinkers, and visionaries—and their many thousands of readers and fellow enthusiasts—to reject the Egyptological convention of the Great-Pyramid-as-great-tombstone and see something else in its size, complication, artistic accomplishment, and architecture. The list of something-elses, developed by writers often grouped as pyramidologists (as opposed to academic Egyptologists), is stunning in its length and variety. At one time or another, the Great Pyramid has been depicted as an ancient power plant, water pump, gargantuan resonance chamber, Bible in stone, architectural prophecy, eternal standard of weights and measures, landing beacon for colonizing extraterrestrials, hall of records for the sunken civilization of Atlantis, astronomical observatory, key component of a map of the constellation Orion, and monument to the prehistoric discovery of the speed of light.

If nothing else, pyramidology testifies to just how far imagination can carry us away from the mundane, grounding facts of empirical reality. Yet it also says much more. In the modern era, the so-called pyramidologists have studied the Great Pyramid in extraordinary detail, making exact measurements of virtually every chamber, passage, nook, and cranny of this magnificent structure. Arguably, no other single building has been studied in such detail by so many researchers, or had as many books devoted to it. It is beyond doubt—as the founder of modern Egyptology, Sir William Flinders Petrie, demonstrated in the 1880s—that the Great Pyramid demonstrates extraordinary precision and exactness in its alignment (for instance, relative to true north) as well as the measurements of its internal chambers and passages. It would appear to be a finely tuned machine or measuring device on a gargantuan scale. Studying the Great Pyramid firsthand, I have heard the call that many pyramid researchers ultimately come to hear. The exacting details of the Great Pyramid, far from being random or simply the extravagances of a people following a primitive religion, must have a purpose, a meaning, a significance. Hence, the Egyptological convention, which holds that Khufu built the Great Pyramid solely to mark his grave and assure his divinity, fails to convince.

Then there is the problem of context. The evidence attributing the Great Pyramid to the pharaoh Khufu is far from definitive—much less so than most of the standard textbooks would lead one to believe. My research has demonstrated that the Great Sphinx was carved, recarved, and reworked many times and that its origins extend back thousands of years before Khufu and dynastic Egyptians. Could something similar be the case with the Great Pyramid? As we will see, compelling theories that align the pyramid with ancient cosmic events, and other evidence, suggest as much. Then there is the enduring question of how the Great Pyramid could have been constructed with the primitive technology generally attributed to the Old Kingdom Egyptians. Clearly, something we don’t yet understand was going on at Giza. The task of this book is to explore what it was.




TERMS OF THE QUEST

In studying to become a scientist, I learned how to look at data, sift it for reliability, and develop the best theoretical explanation for what we know. When I used this approach to look objectively at the Great Sphinx of Giza, I found something much different from what I had been led to expect. In this book, my coauthor, Robert Aquinas McNally, and I will do the same for the Great Pyramid—sift through the facts and ideas attached to this singular monument to distinguish sense from nonsense and assemble the result into a picture as accurate as present knowledge can make it.

It is a daunting task. For one thing, we are investigating a complex, incompletely preserved monument that is no less than 4,500 years old. For another, our own preconceptions and unstated beliefs cloud our vision. As we shall see again and again, ancient Egypt has this way of bending under the weight of Western civilization’s latest big idea.

For example, during medieval Christian times, the Giza pyramids were said to be the granaries in which the Hebrew patriarch Joseph stashed the bumper harvests of grain that carried Egypt through the terrible time of drought and hunger described in chapters 40 and 41 of the biblical book of Genesis. Given the worldview of medieval Christianity, in which biblical accounts served as literal history, explaining the pyramids as Joseph’s granaries made sense. After all, if Joseph told the Egyptians to store their surplus, what else in the landscape of Egyptian civilization could have qualified as large enough to accept all that abundance?

The trouble is, the explanation hardly fits the facts. Had those medieval Christian scholars bothered to examine the pyramids, they would have discovered that they are ill suited to be granaries. Apart from the Grand Gallery of the Great Pyramid, the Giza pyramids lack the large internal hollows that make granaries suited for massive storage.

The modern study of ancient Egypt—which does involve actually looking at the pyramids—substituted a different point of view, but one that has also had its faith-based elements. What we think of as Egyptology began with Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in the early nineteenth century. Certain that he was making history with his ambition and his army, Napoleon took along not only soldiers but also a group of scholars, or savants, whose task it was to record what they saw. Much like the medieval Christian scholastics, Napoleon’s savants had their own preconceived worldview, which they incorporated into their depiction of the pyramids. Appalled by what they saw as the squalid backwardness of the Islamic East and certain that they themselves were the founders of a great world civilization led by France, the savants created the image of a long-ago, long-lost, timeless Orient that had little or nothing to do with the Muslims they came to conquer and rule. Ancient Egypt proved not the historical magnificence of the modern East but its fall into decadence.

Although the terms of the description have changed, much the same process of seeing in the pyramids what we want to see continues. Consider  contemporary Egyptology, which makes the pyramids monuments to pharaonic ego built by a massively powerful theocratic state. It is intriguing that this perspective arose during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which witnessed the expansion of powerful imperialistic nations, major world wars, and the rise of two of the world’s most vicious totalitarian states—the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany—both led by egos of cosmic proportions, Josef Stalin and Adolf Hitler, and guided by ideologies and symbols, Marxism-Leninism and Nazism, claiming the status, reverence, and universal reach of a state religion.
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“The Ægyptian Pyramides and Colossus.” Early seventeenth-century rendition of the Giza Plateau, showing the Great Pyramid (right), the other major pyramids, the Great Sphinx, and visitors traveling in the desert. (From Sandys, 1621, page 128.)

Much the same process goes on with pyramidology. If you believe in lost ancient wisdom and technology, submerged civilizations and Atlantis, the literal truth of the Old Testament, extraterrestrials in flying saucers, or the imminent occurrence of the Second Coming, what better place to find evidence of that belief than in the mute stones of the Great Pyramid? 

In this book I attempt to cut through the noise and the nonsense, sift through what we know about the Great Pyramid, and discover as much of its truth as I can. This is a valuable enterprise. It tells us about the nature of a people who lived long ago and far away, of course. Equally important, it teaches us about the heritage of the civilization we live in and the nature of the humanity we share across the long reach of time.




Part One

WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, AND HOW



Two
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THE STANDARD STORY

IT IS ONE OF THOSE UNSTATED ASSUMPTIONS OF HISTORIOG raphy that civilization as a whole grows more complicated and soIhisticated over time, moving in a straight, upward line of progress and complexity. Individual empires may rise and fall, of course, a process famously memorialized in Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and dramatized in popular culture by Hollywood epics depicting Roman decadence. Still, in the wider, global view, we believe firmly that we are more civilized today than our kind was a millennium ago or certainly a millennium before that. This image of inevitable progression underlies the accepted history leading up to the Great Pyramid. And, in fact, there is something of truth to it—but only something.




LIFE AND DEATH

Say “ancient Egypt” to many people, and the first thing they think of is embalming, mummies, and an endless preoccupation with death. In truth, Egypt of the early days focused no more on death than have many other cultures. Egypt’s cities, villages, and farms were strung out along the Nile,  with its rich, ever-deepening soil and annual floods. Most of the artifacts of daily life, fashioned from wood, leather, cotton, and papyrus, quickly decayed and left little or no trace in that hot, fertile environment. But the ancient Egyptians took their dead to the desert, where heat and dryness helped to preserve both human remains and many of the objects used for funerals and burial. As a result, we know more about Egyptians in death than in life.

Still, this has proved a boon for scholars who study ancient Egypt, since the customs and rituals surrounding death provide important evidence of a culture’s deepest religious beliefs and practices. As we follow the history of Egyptian funeral practices from the earliest days through the Giza pyramids and beyond, we witness not only the technological progress of a civilization but also its religious evolution.




BEFORE THE PYRAMIDS

In the Predynastic Period (c. 4500-3100 B.C.) before Menes united the Two Lands of Egypt under a single political power, Egyptians of south and north shared some funeral customs and differed on others. Throughout Egypt, both Upper (south) and Lower (north), graves were excavated in the sand, away from cultivated fields, in the form of oval or rectangular pits. The dead were laid to rest on their left sides, curled in the fetal position. Ritually, the grave represented a womb in the Earth Mother, and the buried corpse became the newborn awaiting rebirth. In Lower Egypt only the dead were placed in the tomb. But even before 4500 B.C. the people of Upper Egypt were burying various useful objects alongside corpses, probably in the belief that the dead would need them in the afterlife. This Upper Egyptian idea eventually spread throughout the Two Lands and became common practice across the whole country.

By the late Predynastic Period, bodies were placed, often on a reed mat or goat skin, so that they faced west, which was considered the direction of afterlife and rebirth. The goods buried along with the body represented the deceased’s social standing—the more and classier the goods, the higher the dead one’s position in the community hierarchy. Grave goods were useful  objects: flint knives, scrapers, adzes, ornaments, grinding stones. These were things the deceased would need later.

Toward the end of this era, Egyptians were paying more and more attention to the grave itself. In some cases, they lined the walls of the pit with sun-baked mud bricks and plastered them with mud. As for the bodies themselves, they were not mummified, but burial in hot sand often effectively preserved them. Between desiccation by happenstance and purposely elaborate tomb-building, the Egyptians were working culturally toward establishing permanence in the face of death.

This trend became ever more elaborate during the Early Dynastic Period (2920-2575 B.C.). Egypt was united, but two power centers remained, one in the north, the other in the south. As a result, there were two burial areas: Saqqara in the north (near modern Cairo) and Abydos in the south (about 90 miles north of Luxor along the Nile). In the same way that Predynastic bodies faced west in their graves, both Abydos and Saqqara sit on the west side of the Nile. Scholars have long debated which of these ancient graveyards hold Egypt’s earliest pharaohs. Today most of them are convinced that Abydos was the royal burial ground.

Abydos’s earliest First Dynasty (2920-2770 B.C.) royal tombs are simply slightly more elaborate versions of the burial pits of the Predynastic Period. Gravediggers excavated a single pit and lined it with mud brick to receive both body and grave goods. Planks resting on wooden beams and posts roofed the pit, and a superstructure was erected atop the planks. No superstructures have survived, but they probably consisted of rubble and sand heaped into a mound, or tumulus, covered with mud brick to mark the grave.

The First Dynasty made a significant addition to the stock of grave goods: servants. In the case of Pharaoh Djer (also known as Dyer, c. 2900 B.C.), hundreds of servants were sacrificed, then buried, around his tomb. Since the point of grave goods was to provide the dead with everything they needed in the afterlife, a man who was used to being waited on hand and foot during mortal days would surely need a crowd of servants on the other side. Slaughtering a palace’s worth of servants to make the journey with him made religious sense.

This custom of retainer burial, as it is often known, may have been imported from Mesopotamia, where it was a longstanding part of royal burial  customs. In the case of Egypt, retainer burials faded out by the end of the First Dynasty. There is no evidence of retainer burials during the Old Kingdom, but the custom returned in Nubia, upstream from Abydos, between 2000 and 1700 B.C. when the area was a province of Middle Kingdom Egypt.

Some of the First Dynasty pharaohs built themselves two funeral monuments at Abydos. One was a tumulus burial pit, excavated in the ancestral cemetery known as Umm el-Saab (“mother of pots,” in Arabic). The other was a palace constructed behind the town. At Saqqara, which is the better preserved of the two First Dynasty graveyards, the tumulus grave and the palace were united into one complex that shows a strong connection to the pyramids to follow. These massive mud brick structures are known as mastabas, from the modern Arabic word meaning “mud brick bench,” which they resemble.

There are three main components to a mastaba. First is the substructure, a pit dug into the earth. Then comes the superstructure, the mud brick edifice that perches atop the excavated substructure. Finally, there are the ancillary, or auxiliary, buildings, which correspond to the separate palace buildings at Abydos.

The First Dynasty substructures of Saqqara are strikingly more permanent and more complex than the sand burial pits of the Predynastic Period. Cut from rock rather than simply dug out of the moving sands, the pit was large enough to be divided into separate rooms by walls of mud brick. Typically the large central burial chamber was surrounded by four storage rooms. Ornamentation, like inlaid gold work or colored mats, decorated some burial chambers, which held not only the body in a wooden coffin but also folded clothes in chests, furniture, and a funerary meal. This repast could be quite elaborate. The remains of one such final dinner uncovered at Saqqara included beef ribs, kidneys, pigeon stew, roast quail, loaves of bread, barley porridge, stewed figs, and berries. The storage rooms held jewelry, games, additional furniture, more food, tools, and weapons. The dead were taking all the gear of daily life into their new existence.

Wooden beams with planks at right angles roofed the substructures of the early Saqqara mastabas. As a result, the body and the grave goods had to be put inside the substructure before the roofing was complete and, possibly, even before the superstructure built. During the First Dynasty an innovation that solved this inconvenience took hold: a stairway starting outside the superstructure and leading into the burial chamber. The stairway meant that builders didn’t have to wait until after the mastaba’s owner died before building the superstructure. But it did have a disadvantage: robbers could make their way down the same entry to steal those sumptuous grave goods and turn a rich man of this world into a pauper in the next. To keep criminals out, mastaba builders lowered a series of stone slabs, or portcullises, down grooves cut into the stairway’s walls after the body was interred to keep interlopers out of the burial chamber. The stairway proved to be such a good idea that it became the fashion at Abydos as well.

The typical mastaba superstructure sat at ground level and took the form of a mud brick rectangle that could range between 130 and 200 feet long and 50 to 80 feet wide. Partitions divided the interior into as many as 20 to 45 storerooms that held grave goods of less value than those that accompanied the dead underground. The sheer mass of stuff piled into these tombs can be stunning. For example, the Saqqara tomb known as 3035 was plundered in antiquity, yet its excavation by archaeologists still yielded 901 pottery vessels, 362 stone vessels, 493 arrows, 305 flint tools, 60 wooden tools, and 45 spindle whorls, as well as various pieces of ivory and textile fragments. Timber roofing protected the storerooms; then the builders added rubble infill and packing to bring the interior up to the height of the exterior walls, which stood about 25 feet tall.

The superstructure increased the mastaba’s security by putting more material between any would-be robbers and the buried grave goods. But also, and perhaps more important, it carried religious significance. The Egyptians believed that creation emerged from chaos in the form of a mound. The mastaba’s superstructure symbolized this primal mound, creating a center of regenerative power that transported the dead to rebirth in a new and better world.

According to Günter Dreyer, director of the German Archaeological Institute in Cairo, the architectural tension between the solid tumulus cresting the mastaba’s superstructure and the wall surrounding it led eventually to the pyramid. If the outside wall was so high that it obscured the tumulus, the resurrection theme was likewise obscured. In a symbolic way of speaking, death triumphed. To resolve this tension between wall and  mound in the direction of eternal life, tomb builders chose to raise the height of the mound and lay a new emphasis on the resurrection of the dead. When this idea triumphed fully—in the Third Dynasty, as we shall soon see—the pyramid came to be.

Two key elements of First Dynasty mastabas indicate the disparate sources that contributed to ancient Egyptian culture. The mastabas’ exterior took the form of stepped niches known as the paneled façade design, a technique that probably originated in the religious architecture of Mesopotamia from the protoliterate period. All four sides of some Saqqara tombs boast low brick benches decorated with clay bull’s heads festooned with real horns. This decoration is strongly reminiscent of the many bull’s heads found in the ancient city of Çatal Hüyük, which flourished in the seventh millennium B.C. in what is now Turkey. The appearance of bull’s heads in Egyptian mastabas is a strong reminder of the strong mixing of cultures and civilizations that characterized the ancient Middle East.

Curiously, much less is known about the Second Dynasty (2770-2649 B.C.) than the First. Only two royal tombs, those of Peribsen (Per Ibsen, c. 2700 B.C.) and Khasekhemwy (c. 2650 B.C.), have been identified at Abydos. Apparently, the unification of the First Dynasty had unraveled, and confusion, if not war, again descended upon Egypt. Two other kings may have been buried at Saqqara, but the remaining Second Dynasty tombs in that grave ground are apparently private, probably the tombs of highly placed officials. Tunnels reaching into rock replaced the excavated pits of the First Dynasty, mounds built of solid mud brick or mud brick over a rubble core served as superstructures, and the storerooms of earlier times disappeared.




STEPS TO THE TRUE PYRAMIDS

What we think of as the Egyptian pyramid began with the second pharaoh of the Third Dynasty (2649-2575 B.C.), Djoser (c. 2630-2611 B.C., also commonly known as Zoser or Zozer). Egypt had again become united and peaceful. The Two Lands extended their power outward and became increasingly wealthy in gold, copper, and fine stone quarried in the Eastern Desert. Given peace and prosperity, the pharaoh could turn his attention from subjecting the rebellious under his rule to achieving immortality through great works.

Originally Djoser followed his ancestors’ ways by constructing a mastaba of sun-baked mud brick at Beit Khallaf, a little north of Abydos. Then Djoser moved his attention to Saqqara, where he began a new mastaba with an unusual design. It was basically a square, rather than rectangular like its predecessors. And Djoser built entirely with stone, in the end erecting a monumental building constructed entirely of this material.

In achieving this milestone of history, Djoser had help. It came from Imhotep (Imouthes in Greek), who was not only an architect but also a wise man and healer on such a scale that he became a figure of Egyptian mythology. After his death, Imhotep was made into a god, often identified with the Greek deity Asclepios, who is the patron of medicine and the bearer of the caduceus used as the emblem of the medical profession.

As Djoser and Imhotep explored the new possibilities stone offered as a principal building material, the structure—today known as the Step Pyramid—was something of a work in constant progress. The first draft of the structure was built with local rock faced with Tura limestone, a fine-grained, pure-white material quarried on the east side of the Nile. Unsure just how to work with stone, the builders kept the size of the blocks small. As they were apparently pleased with the results, a second casing of limestone some 13 feet thick was added, and then, through various extensions and additions, the mound was raised to four steps, each smaller than the one before and perched atop its predecessor like stacked blocks of decreasing size. More work later added two more steps and raised Djoser’s Step Pyramid to 204 feet in height.

As in Second Dynasty mastabas, the burial chamber of the Step Pyramid lay at the end of a shaft cut almost 90 feet down into the bedrock. The top of the shaft was reached by a sloping ramp that also connected by stairs to a series of underground galleries ornamented with bas relief sculptures and tiles glazed in blue. The burial chamber itself was walled in pink  Aswan granite, and a hole was cut into one of the roof slabs to allow the body to be lowered into the tomb. A 3-ton granite block sat in a room above the burial chamber, apparently ready to plug the hole after the royal burial.

A mummy that is definitively Djoser’s has yet to be discovered. In the early nineteenth century, skull fragments were found in the burial chamber, and in the 1920s splinters of foot and arm bones, but it is far from certain whether these skeletal fragments are the mortal remains of the pharaoh. Interestingly, however, in deep 30-meter shafts on the eastern façade, some 40,000 stone vessels of all types have been discovered, some bearing the names of rulers of the First and Second dynasties. Why they were buried within the Step Pyramid is unclear. Was Djoser reverently reinterring materials that his predecessors had ransacked from earlier royal tombs? Or were these vessels simply materials that had accumulated over the decades and centuries in royal storerooms and temple warehouses, and were now put into service for the deceased pharaoh?

The Step Pyramid is more than just a pyramid. It is a single component of an immense complex measuring approximately 1,640 feet by 820 feet and originally enclosed by walls over 30 feet high. The complex contained open courts, tombs, terraces, altars, underground storerooms for grain and fruit, and various ritual buildings. Apparently, the complex replicated the original pharaonic palace and recreated in death the place where the great king ruled in life. One of the structures was the serdab, a room that contained a seated statue of Djoser and was completely sealed except for two peepholes. In the event that the mummy were destroyed, the statue served as a secure repository for the pharaoh’s spirit.

At least two similar stepped pyramid complexes were begun during Third Dynasty. The first, ascribed to Sekhemkhet (2611-2603 B.C.), Djoser’s successor, was to consist of seven steps, but it was never completed, probably owing to the pharaoh’s short reign. Yet another incomplete step pyramid was begun well up the Nile at Zawyet el Amwat, probably by Khaba (2603-2599 B.C.), another short-lived pharaoh. His successor, Huni (2599-2575 B.C.), the last pharaoh of the Third Dynasty, may have begun the pyramid at Meidum and, like his predecessors, left the project uncompleted. That task fell to his successor.




FIRST FLOWERS OF THE FOURTH

The transition from Huni to Sneferu (2575-2551 B.C.) was more than the usual passage of royal power from one king to another. Huni was the last pharaoh of not only the Third Dynasty but also of the Early Dynastic Period. Sneferu founded the Fourth Dynasty, which led off the Old Kingdom (2575-2134 B.C.)c and embodied the classic era of Egyptian pyramid building. His role in the progress of Egyptian history was so important that he went on to become not only a typical divine pharaoh but also a minor member of the wider Egyptian assemblage of gods and goddesses.

From a purely monumental perspective, Meidum may offer evidence of the transition from Huni and the Third Dynasty to Sneferu and the Fourth Dynasty. Some Egyptologists suggest that Huni built what was originally intended to be a seven-stepped pyramid and encased the structure in limestone, then decided to add another step and yet another limestone casing to the now eight-stepped structure. Workers laid the masonry of the stepped layers in courses that sloped in toward the center of the pyramid, a characteristic Third Dynasty style. Then, according to this hypothesis, Sneferu took Huni’s pyramid over as his own and filled in the steps, creating the first smooth-sided, geometrically true pyramid of ancient Egypt. The shaped stones that effected this transformation were laid in horizontal courses, a Fourth Dynasty method of stone laying. Other Egyptologists, however, believe that the Meidum pyramid was actually begun by Sneferu himself and represents his first attempt at a pyramid.

The Meidum pyramid no longer stands as it originally did; much of the external structure has collapsed. Physicist and Egyptology enthusiast Kurt Mendelssohn argues that the collapse happened during construction, as the smooth-sided pyramid neared completion, and that it produced a terrible avalanche crushing all unlucky enough to be beneath it. There is important evidence, though, that the disaster occurred later, well after the pyramid was completed. The mortuary complex typical of a pyramid was completed at Meidum, an unlikely event if the pyramid had tumbled down during construction. It looks more probable that the pyramid was completed and used as a ritual center, with the collapse coming at some later date, perhaps because of an earthquake. Or possibly there was no wholesale collapse at all, and the pyramid weathered and eroded and was vandalized by later generations.

In undertaking a vigorous pyramid-building program, Sneferu was signaling his accession to power. He moved pyramid building onto the Fourth Dynasty’s center stage, making it the primary and definitive activity of that period of ancient Egyptian civilization. With Sneferu, pyramid building wasn’t simply a pious sideline for the monarchy to dabble in. It became the principal activity of each pharaoh’s reign and the central economic engine of Egyptian society.

Sneferu demonstrated this shift by the sheer volume of his pyramid building. He did much more than simply build or rehabilitate an older structure at Meidum. He also built two massive pyramids at Dahshur, a little less than 30 miles north of Meidum and closer to the Old Kingdom capital of Memphis.

The more northerly of the two is sometimes known as the North Pyramid; it is also called the Red Pyramid, for the color of the stonework that was revealed when the original limestone casing was stripped away. The Red Pyramid stands about 340 feet tall, and when it was built, it ranked as the tallest pyramid in Egypt. However, its sides have an angle of 43° 22’, which is much less vertical than the approximately 52° characteristic of the Great Pyramid at Giza. As a result, the Red Pyramid looks more squat than soaring.

Evidence suggests that the Red Pyramid was completed before Sneferu’s rebuilding of the pyramid at Meidum and may well have been intended as the pharaoh’s burial place. A north-side entryway leads down into the pyramid, then levels out at the structure’s bottommost level and opens into three corbelled chambers. The first two are nearly identical in size, while the third is larger and may have been intended to serve as the burial vault.

Sneferu’s original, and more interesting, effort at Dahshur is the Bent Pyramid, a name that conveys the building’s unusual shape. The lower portion rises at an angle of about 54° 28’. Then, a little beyond the halfway  point, the angle changes to a 43° 22’ angle like that of the Red Pyramid. The overall shape looks something like a trapezoid with a triangle on top.

Various scholars have trotted out various explanations for the Bent Pyramid’s shape. One theory is that the builders were running out of time, money, or stone, and decided to economize. The lower-angled upper portion consumes less rock and construction time than if the steeper angle had been extended all the way to the pyramid’s uppermost course, and thus it shortened building time. However, this argument is unconvincing, in that Sneferu certainly had enough time and resources to build or rebuild both the Meidum pyramid and the North or Red Pyramid at Dahshur.

Then there is the safety argument. Mendelssohn, who holds that Meidum collapsed during construction, is of the opinion that the Bent Pyramid was already under construction and a little over half finished at the time of the disaster. Fearful, the builders altered the angle to prevent another such catastrophe.

Both the speed-and-economy and safety arguments overlook a key and unique fact about the Bent Pyramid: it contains two unconnected substructures, each reached by a separate entrance, and each clearly designed into the pyramid from the beginning of construction. The first entrance opens on the north side, the usual orientation for pyramid entries, then slopes down into the bedrock and ends in a corbelled chamber. The second entrance sits higher than the first and begins on the pyramid’s west side. It leads down into another corbelled chamber built entirely in the body of the pyramid and positioned higher than, but not directly over, the bedrock chamber. Neither of these chambers has revealed any evidence of a burial or a sarcophagus.

I suspect strongly that the Bent Pyramid was meant to be bent from the beginning. Unlike any other ancient Egyptian pyramid, it expresses duality—two angles, two geometries, two tunnel and chamber complexes. There is something ritualistic and symbolic in this shape, a meaning we now find elusive. The Egyptians clearly found this meaning to be important. The craftsmanship of the Bent Pyramid achieves a high level, and the entire structure is beautifully wrought. Clearly, Sneferu and the Egyptians of his time were using architecture to express something of great importance, and they were giving this work their all.

We might also note that Sneferu’s three pyramids do little if anything to help the theory of pyramids as tombs. Why does anyone need to be buried in three different structures? Furthermore, as the Egyptologist Miroslav Verner has written, “neither his [Sneferu’s] bodily remains nor any convincing proof of his interment were found in any of them [the Meidum, Bent, or Red/North Pyramids].”1




APOGEE AT GIZA

Khufu, Sneferu’s son and successor and the second pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty (c. 2551-2528 B.C.), outdid his predecessor not in number of pyramids but in the size and elaboration of his single effort. Realizing that Dahshur was too small to hold the kind of grand pyramid complex he envisioned, Khufu chose the Giza plateau, which lay farther up the Nile, close to the point where the great river branches and braids into the delta that spills its great watery load into the Mediterranean. This area on the border between the dry Sahara and the verdant Nile Valley offered plenty of room and an abundant supply of high-quality limestone.

As we shall see later, there may have been additional reasons for Khufu’s choice of Giza. For example, the presence of the Sphinx, the origins of which predate the Old Kingdom by at least 2,000 years, indicates that the area possessed ritual significance well before Khufu turned his attention to it. He may have been less going somewhere new than returning somewhere old.

Whatever brought him to Giza, it was there that Khufu launched the largest single building project of ancient Egypt (although, in sum, Sneferu’s two or three pyramids were more ambitious) and one of the most monumental structures yet erected on this planet. The Great Pyramid—which the ancient Egyptians called Khufu’s Horizon—is the only survivor among the Seven Wonders of the ancient world (see the appendices). It certainly qualifies, if only on quantitative measure. Even without its original white-limestone casing, the Great Pyramid contains approximately 2.3 million blocks of limestone. At an average per-block weight of 2.5 tons, the whole structure tips the scales at some 5.75 million tons. Originally reaching 481 feet in height, the Great Pyramid is the tallest pyramid, not only in  Egypt but also in the entire ancient world. Until the construction of the Eiffel Tower in 1889, it was the tallest building in the modern world, as well. With its sides measuring almost 756 feet apiece in length, it also has the largest ancient footprint of all, over 13 acres.
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Photograph of the Great Pyramid taken by Francis Bedford on March 5, 1862; to the left is the Second (Khafre) Pyramid. (From Smyth, 1864, frontispiece.)

Two other aspects of the Great Pyramid make it stand out from all the other pyramids, both of which we will examine in more detail later. One is the extraordinary precision of the building. For example, the sides are oriented almost perfectly to the north-south and east-west axes, and they vary in length by only a matter of inches. The second feature is the network of passages and chambers that lie within and under the great stone structure. No other pyramid boasts an interior architecture anywhere nearly as complex.

After Khufu, pyramid building declined in scale and, apparently, social and religious importance. Only two more of the pharaohs of the Fourth Dynasty built pyramids at Giza: Khafre, the fourth king in the line, and Menkaure, the sixth. In addition to being smaller than Khufu’s, these two pyramids are less precise in their construction, less craftsmanlike, and simpler, with less complicated tunnels and internal chambers.

Pyramid building continued in the Fifth (2465-2323 B.C.), Sixth (2323-2150 B.C.), and Seventh-Eighth dynasties (2150-2134 B.C.), but only one of the structures exceeded Menkaure’s in size—and Menkaure’s pyramid was but a fraction of the size of Khufu’s. Likewise, the workmanship comes nowhere near what was exhibited at Giza. The high point had passed, and as in the Roman Empire depicted by Edward Gibbon and embellished by Hollywood, it was all downhill from there.




THE KINGS WHO WOULD BE GODS

There is more to the pyramids than the pyramids themselves. Surrounding the pyramids were complexes of temples, subsidiary tombs, causeways, walls, courtyards, and other structures. The pyramids and their ancillary structures were the centers of cult activities supported and administered by pious foundations. Each cult focused on statues of the dead pharaoh that were the basis of what amounted to an elaborate form of ancestor worship and that represented a shift in the nature of kingship from the First Dynasty to the Fourth.

In the early days, kingship among the Egyptians centered on military and physical prowess. To be pharaoh, the ruler had to be smart, strong, and sly; weakness meant the end of rule. The sed festival of early Egypt tested the king’s mettle by requiring him to run the perimeter of a large court-yard, possibly several times. Since sed is rooted in the Egyptian word sdi, which means “slay” or “butcher,” it is very likely that a king who proved less than vigorous was dead by the end of the sed festival, and a stronger rival had taken over the palace.

The philosophy of the pharaoh as the biggest, baddest guy on the Nile changed with Djoser and Imhotep. With a unified, peaceful Egypt, the king became less a military dictator who enforced order in the Two Lands than the man who was responsible for maintaining the fundamental order of the cosmos.

Since we see history as linear, we might assume that the emergence of the benben (the first land) from the original chaos set the universe on its course once and for all. The Egyptians, though, saw history as circular: what happened before will happen again. Chaos, or isfet, was always waiting to overwhelm creation and return the cosmos to formlessness. Existence depended on maintaining the balance between creation and chaos, a delicate, subtle, equilibrium the Egyptians called ma’at. Sometimes translated as “truth,” ma’at has a meaning akin to Hebrew shalom, Arabic salaam,  Sanskrit om, and Hawaiian aloha, implying balance on a scale that reaches from the individual to the cosmos. To preserve ma’at, everything in the universe required the balance of its opposite. Male had female, up down, night day, black white, mortal immortal.

To the pharaoh fell the cosmic task of bridging the gap between the two worlds of mortality and immortality, of this world and the afterlife. The pharaoh walked in the company of the gods, spoke their language, shared their wisdom, and enacted ceremonies daily that replicated the first instance of creation, thereby saving the cosmos from descent into chaos. Because the pharaoh attended to daily rituals that summoned the powers of creation against those of chaos, the natural world continued in its proper rhythms. When the pharaoh preserved ma’at, the Nile rose and fell as it should, the sun completed its daily passage from east to west, the moon always came back after three days of darkness, and prosperity and justice reigned in the Two Lands. The pharaoh’s was an awesome task, and it was his to fulfill in death as well as life.

As befits the Egyptian sense of balanced duality, two worlds existed side by side. One was earthly existence—mortality, with its pain, illness, brevity, and impermanence. The other world was the afterlife—much like mortal life in its beauty and pleasure, yet eternal, populated by spirits the Egyptians called gods and lacking sickness, death, suffering, or worry. It was a blessed place to be, especially forever.

At the moment of conception, the two worlds combined to create a child. The mortal, physical world contributed the body, which could operate only because it was animated by the spiritual ka. The ka could leave the body during sleep or unconsciousness, but it always returned—at least until death, when the ka departed the body yet remained close to the grave or tomb. Since the ka had directed needs like hunger and thirst during life, it continued to need food and drink after death.

Each human also contained a ba, which lacked the personal identity of the ka and was a formless, cosmic energy that animated all beings. At death  the ba returned to the universe, carrying no memory of its recent sojourn into mortality.

At death, the ka and ba fled the body and left it an empty shell. Mummification transformed this emptiness so that it could pass over into the afterlife. Mummification constituted a form of resurrection by reconnecting  ka and ba to body and allowing the whole being to cross over.

Exactly where the realm of the afterlife was thought to exist changed over the course of the Old Kingdom, most notably during the reign of Khufu. Early on, the other world was located in heaven, among the stars. After death and burial, the mummified, resurrected pharaoh made his way to the stars and there joined the ranks of the gods. Later, however, the afterlife came to be literally an underworld. The sun moved from east to west during the day, then at night dropped below the horizon to appear again in the eastern sky at dawn. There, beneath our world, in that unknown place where the sun shone at night, the gods and the resurrected spirits passed their paradisiacal days for all eternity. The afterlife had moved from stars to sun.

Khufu was never known as a “son of Re,” the sun god worshiped at the Egyptian holy city of Iunu (later known by its Greek name Heliopolis, “city of the sun”). But his Fourth Dynasty successors—Djedefre, Khafre, and Menkaure—bore that title. According to one interpretation, sometime between the death of Khufu and the accession of Djedefre, a major religious change occurred. A minor son of Khufu who came to the throne only after the untimely death of the most likely successor to the throne, Djedefre turned away from his father’s complex at Giza to go his own way. The new pharaoh began a pyramid at Abu Roash (also spelled Abu Rawash), some 5 miles north of Giza and directly opposite the temple of Re at Iunu.

When Khafre, another minor son of Khufu, took the throne—possibly as a result of Djedefre’s unexpected death, perhaps through a coup d’état—the pyramid of Abu Roash was left unfinished, and images of Djedefre were smashed. Something ferocious was going on in ancient Egypt, even as Khafre refocused the energy of the Fourth Dynasty on Giza and there built the pyramids associated with his reigns. He had come back to Khufu’s ritual center, yet he and his Fourth Dynasty successors carried the title “son of Re,” which the builder of the Great Pyramid had never borne.

Against this background, one interpretation is to view Khufu as the last defender of the old way, a fact that becomes all the more interesting when we look at the conflicting ancient stories surrounding him. Khufu is variously seen as a sacrilegious tyrant who opposed the religious ways of many of his people, or as a religious scholar who possessed a deep knowledge and yearning for the sacred. These competing interpretations of Khufu might be expected if he was a man of strong religious convictions—but not necessarily convictions shared by all of his people.

One ancient account of Khufu comes from the classical Greek historian Herodotus, who lived from about 484 B.C. until sometime between 430 and 420 B.C. According to Herodotus, Sneferu created a perfect state of justice—the social version of ma’at—and spread prosperity across Egypt. Khufu, though, “plunged into every kind of wickedness,”2 shutting down all the temples, forbidding sacrifice, sending his daughter into prostitution when he needed money, and ordering all Egyptians to work for him, first in building a road, then on a burial vault on an island created by a canal from the Nile, and finally on the pyramid that now bears his name. Manetho, an Egyptian priest and writer of the third century B.C., who authored a history of the pharaohs from before the First Dynasty to Alexander’s invasion, described Khufu as a scholar who wrote a holy book. Manetho claimed to have a copy, but unfortunately this work has not survived. Diodorus Siculus (c. 80-20 B.C.), a Graeco-Roman historian from the time of Julius Caesar and Augustus, maintained that neither Khufu nor Khafre was buried in the pyramid each built. Both pharaohs feared that because they were such tyrants, the people would rise up in revolt and desecrate their mummies. When they did come to die, they ordered their friends to bury them secretly in order to guarantee their passage into divinity.

It is important to recognize that these conflicting opinions of Khufu, though themselves ancient by our reckoning, were recorded long after the fact. When Herodotus wrote his account, approximately 2,100 years had passed since Khufu’s rule. Herodotus was as far removed in time from Khufu as we ourselves are from Jesus of Nazareth. The accounts of Diodorus Siculus and Manetho are even farther from their point of origin.

Still, it is unlikely that the three writers were making up the story entirely. No doubt they were drawing on oral histories or folk tales, a source  Herodotus in particular relished. At a minimum, those stories, coupled with the Fourth Dynasty’s religious upheaval, lead us to suspect that something curious and unusual was going on during Khufu’s time, something the standard story—which posits the Great Pyramid as nothing more than a giant mausoleum—falls short of explaining. Once again, we must ask whether the Great Pyramid has more significance than simply being “a tomb for some ambitious booby,” as Henry David Thoreau once expressed it.




FACTS THAT FIT, FACTS THAT DON’T

In part, the standard story works. The Two Lands did come together and form a dynamic political alliance that grew into an expanding kingdom, one that extended its rule into the neighboring regions of Africa and Asia. A powerful elite personified by the pharaoh ruled this growing kingdom, and the religious ideology of royal Egypt transformed the pharaoh into a god awaiting divine transformation at death.

It is in the next leap—that the pyramids served only to house the preserved bodies of dead pharaohs and help in their metamorphosis into a god—where the orthodox explanation falls short. Put simply, the standard story doesn’t account for a number of realities, most strikingly in the case of the Great Pyramid.

To date, no unquestioned royal mummy has been found in the Great Pyramid, nor in any of the three large Giza pyramids for that matter. The best direct evidence for pharaonic interment in the larger Giza pyramids comes from the Menkaure Pyramid, where a basalt sarcophagus was discovered by the British colonel Howard Vyse in 1837 in one chamber, and human bones and the remains of a wooden coffin bearing the name Menkaure in another. Vyse had the sarcophagus shipped back to England for study, but the vessel foundered off the coast of Spain and took the sarcophagus to the bottom. The wooden coffin was probably a restitution from the Twenty-sixth Dynasty (664-525 B.C.), and, based on radiocarbon dating, the humans remains are from the Christian era. The Khafre Pyramid did contain a sarcophagus, but it housed the remains of not a human but a bull. 

Perhaps robbers penetrated the royal tombs before archaeologists did and made off with the treasures they supposedly contained. The mummies themselves would also have been prizes. Even before history museums began adding mummies to their collections, mummy flesh was considered such a powerful medicinal ingredient in Europe that it fetched a stunning price. Thieves cleaned out more than a few ancient tombs, and the mummies of the pharaohs could have made up part of the supply that fed this ghoulish market.

But there is another explanation, one that has to be considered: the pyramids contain no mummies because they never were intended as burial sites. Diodorus writes that Khufu and Khafre were buried elsewhere. Perhaps they were hardly unusual in their choice of a final resting place somewhere other than the pyramids they are said to have built.

If so, then Khufu had another idea in mind with the Great Pyramid. Were he interested simply in building the biggest burial mound in human history, he certainly went to a great deal of unnecessary trouble, on both the inside and the outside of the structure.

The internal passages and chambers of the other pyramids of the Third and Fourth dynasties fit their putative purpose as burial sites. Basically, an entryway leads into one or more chambers located under the pyramid or close to its base. The Great Pyramid has a vastly more complex structure.

The original entrance begins on the Great Pyramid’s north side, as is typical of pyramids in this era, then angles along the Descending Passage to an intersection just above the original bedrock foundation of the pyramid. There the First Ascending Passage angles up, while the Descending Passage continues well down into the bedrock. It ends in a rough-hewn, apparently unfinished room known variously as the Pit, the Subterranean Chamber, and the Cul-de-Sac.

Meanwhile, the first Ascending Passage rises to an intersection of three passages. The first, called the Well Shaft, heads steeply down through the pyramid, changes course more than once, and connects finally to the Descending Passage before it reaches the Subterranean Chamber. The second Passage follows the horizontal into what was dubbed the Queen’s Chamber by the earliest Arab investigators of the pyramid. They gave it this name  because it contained the kind of gabled roof used in women’s tombs among the Arabs, rather than the flat roof found in men’s.
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The passages of the Great Pyramid. (From Petrie, 1885, plate v.)

The Great Pyramid currently contains 203 courses of blocks forming horizontal layers believed to run completely through the pyramid. The Great Pyramid does not come to a sharp point or apex, so it is often estimated that there may have been originally seven or eight additional courses, for a total of 210 or 211. The Queen’s Chamber lies at the twenty-fifth course of masonry, and it is large, measuring 19 feet long, 17 feet wide, and 15 to 20 feet high (the ceiling comes to a peak). Its most prominent feature is a large niche cut into the eastern wall. The chamber is built of limestone blocks so precisely joined that it almost appears to have been carved from a single solid block of stone. One curious, and as yet unexplained, feature of the Queen’s Chamber is the pair of vents, or airshafts, that begin 5 inches deep in the rock wall and lead over 240 feet, one north and one south, to within an estimated 20 feet of the exterior. The shafts, which are only about 8 inches square, are lined with limestone conduits. They weren’t simply cut after all the courses of stone were in place. Rather, they were designed in  and cut as the stones were put down layer by layer. Why the builders of the pyramid would have gone to so much trouble to route two shafts such a distance, only to leave them sealed at both ends, remains one of the Great Pyramid’s many unanswered questions.

The third passage branching off the intersection horizontal to the Queen’s chamber enters the Grand Gallery. This remarkable structure stretches for 157 feet at a 26-degree angle under seven-layered corbel walls that angle in on themselves dramatically through their 28-foot height. The Grand Gallery creates the effect of a long, exalted tunnel.

The Grand Gallery ends in a single immense stone block called the Great Step. Directly behind the Great Step lies a small opening, only 41 to 42 inches high and wide, that gives onto a small room known as the antechamber. Yet another small opening leads to the King’s Chamber. Larger than the Queen’s Chamber, the King’s Chamber measures over 34 feet long, 17 feet wide, and 19 feet high, and it is built entirely of red granite from   Aswan, in Upper Egypt. The King’s Chamber lies at the fiftieth course of masonry and is empty except for a lidless, rose-granite sarcophagus (also referred to as a coffer) widely considered to have received the mummy of Khufu. When Westerners first explored the King’s Chamber, however, the sarcophagus was empty. As in the Queen’s Chamber, two shafts lead from the interior space toward the pyramid’s exterior. The King’s Chamber’s vents, though, do reach all the way to the surface and open into the chamber, creating a pathway for airflow between interior and exterior. No other pyramid has this feature.

[image: 010]

The Grand Gallery looking south. Photograph courtesy of Robert M. Schoch.

Nor does any other pyramid have the five so-called Relieving Chambers constructed atop the King’s Chamber. The uppermost of the five chambers has a pointed limestone roof that channels weight pressing down from above onto the sides and distributes it to the four chambers beneath. The engineering is ingenious. Various scholars have said that the King’s Chamber would have collapsed under
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