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This is a work of popular history. It is based on the surviving ancient sources and on modern scholarship, and it does not invent events or speeches. Where the evidence is thin, contested, or frankly legendary — and for ancient Egypt it often is — the text says so plainly. Reign dates before the seventh century BC are approximate and follow the conventional “middle” chronology used by standard reference works; scholars differ by years and sometimes decades, and the careful reader should treat every early date as “about.”



For everyone who has ever stood before a statue with a missing nose and a four-thousand-year-old face, and felt the king look back.





A Note on Names, Dates, and Spelling

The kings of Egypt each carried several names, and modern books spell them in maddeningly different ways: Cheops or Khufu, Amenophis or Amenhotep, Sesostris or Senusret, Rameses or Ramesses. This book uses the forms most familiar to English readers and notes the common alternatives where it helps. Greek writers gave us many of these names, and where a Greek form is the household one — Cheops, Memphis, Thebes — it is used without apology.

All dates are BC unless otherwise marked. Dynasties are numbered in the system that the Egyptian priest Manetho devised more than two thousand years ago and that Egyptology still uses today; they are a convenience, not a law of nature, and the seams between them were often invisible to the people living through them.

A word on the central figure. She is Cleopatra VII — the seventh queen of her name in the Ptolemaic line, and the one history simply calls Cleopatra. When this book says “Cleopatra” without a number, it means her: the last pharaoh.





Map of the Two Lands

Imagine Egypt as the ancients saw it: a thread of green along a river running south to north through a red desert. The south, upstream, is Upper Egypt — the narrow valley. The north, where the river fans into the Mediterranean, is Lower Egypt — the Delta. The capitals move with the centuries — Memphis at the join of the two lands, Thebes far to the south, Amarna in the middle, and at the end Alexandria on the sea. Nubia and the land of Kush lie beyond the southern cataracts; the Levant and the Hittite and Persian empires press from the northeast; and across the water, growing year by year, waits Rome.







Chapter 1: The Woman in the Mausoleum

On a hot August day in the year 30 BC, in a half-finished tomb beside the sea at Alexandria, a woman of thirty-nine dressed herself in the full regalia of a queen and prepared to die. She had bathed. She had eaten a careful meal. She had arranged her hair and put on the diadem and the robes, and she had sent a sealed message to the Roman general who now held her city, asking only that she be buried beside the man she had loved. Then she lay down on a golden couch, with two trusted women at her side, and by the time the Roman guards broke through the door it was finished. One of the women was already dead. The other, Charmion, swaying on her feet, was setting the crown straight on her mistress’s head. A soldier shouted at her — Is this well done, Charmion? — and she answered, with the last breath of a dynasty in her mouth, It is well done, and fitting for a princess descended of so many royal kings. And she too fell.

The woman on the couch was Cleopatra, seventh queen of that name, and she was the last pharaoh of Egypt.

The scene comes to us chiefly through Plutarch, the Greek biographer who wrote it down more than a century after the fact, and it is worth pausing over the details he preserved, because they are not the details of a broken and defeated woman flinging herself into death. They are the details of a ritual. The mausoleum in which she died was a building she had ordered raised for herself and for Mark Antony near the royal palace, close by the harbour; Cassius Dio, another of our Roman-era sources, notes that its upper storey was not yet finished when she came to lie in it, so that she died, quite literally, in a tomb still under construction — a fact so apt for the last of a long line that one hesitates to trust it. The two women with her were her maidservants, Iras and Charmion, and they died with her by choice, in the old manner of a royal household following its mistress out of the world. Cleopatra had asked, in her final note to the Roman, only to be laid beside Antony, and the request was granted. Everything about the death was composed, arranged, dignified — the last public act of a woman who had spent her life understanding that a monarch is always performing, and that the manner of one’s exit is the final line of the part.

We do not actually know how she died. That is the first thing to understand about her, and about the whole long story that ends in this room. The familiar picture — the asp, the snake smuggled in a basket of figs, the bare breast, the fatal bite — comes to us through Greek and Roman writers who were not there, who wrote decades later, and who hedged even as they told it. Plutarch himself, our fullest source, could not say for certain what had happened; he offered the snake, and also the alternative that she carried poison in a hollow hairpin or a comb, and confessed that no one truly knew. The serpent may be a fact. It may be a symbol, for the rearing cobra was the ancient badge of Egyptian royalty, worn on the brow of every king for three thousand years, and there could be no more fitting executioner for the last of them than the cobra itself. It may be that she took poison, as several sober historians since antiquity have argued, since she and both her women died so close together, with no convulsions reported, and no snake was ever found in the sealed chamber — an asp is a clumsy instrument for three simultaneous deaths. We will come back to the mystery at the proper place, near the end of this book. For now it is enough to say that the most famous death in ancient history is also one of the most uncertain, and that this is fitting, because Cleopatra has always been more legend than woman.

There is a reason the uncertainty matters so much, and it is not mere pedantry. Almost everything the world thinks it knows about Cleopatra is a construction — layer upon layer of later invention, from the hostile propaganda of the Romans who beat her, through the plays of Shakespeare and Dryden, to the films of the twentieth century, each age remaking her in the image of its own fears and desires about powerful women and seductive foreigners. The real woman is buried under all of it, harder to reach than any pharaoh in this book, precisely because so much has been said about her. We do not have a single word she wrote that we can be certain of, save perhaps one: a papyrus survives bearing a royal order, and at the bottom, in a different hand from the scribe’s, a single Greek word — ginesthō, “let it be done” — which some scholars believe may be Cleopatra’s own signature, the queen approving a grant of tax exemption to one of Mark Antony’s officers. If they are right, it is the only trace of her hand we possess: two syllables of command. Everything else is what others made of her.

This book is an attempt to give her back her ancestors.

For Cleopatra did not appear out of nothing. When she said, through her dying servant, that she was descended of so many royal kings, she was telling the plainest truth. Behind her stood her own line, the Greek-speaking Ptolemies who had ruled Egypt for three centuries since Ptolemy son of Lagus, one of Alexander the Great’s Macedonian generals, seized the country after his master’s death and crowned himself king. For nearly three hundred years the Ptolemies had governed Egypt from the glittering seaside city Alexander had founded, speaking Greek, reading Homer, marrying their own brothers and sisters in the manner of the pharaohs before them, and — remarkably — never once, in all that time, troubling to learn the language of the people they ruled. Cleopatra was the exception. She was, as far as our sources tell us, the only member of her dynasty who bothered to learn Egyptian, and she is said to have commanded a handful of other tongues besides, so that she could speak to Ethiopians, Arabs, Syrians, and Medes without an interpreter. She was a Macedonian Greek by blood, with perhaps a strand of Persian or Syrian ancestry from the tangled intermarriages of the Hellenistic royal houses, and she was formidably educated in the Greek manner. And behind the Ptolemies stood something far older and stranger: thirty native dynasties, three thousand years of god-kings, stretching back into a past so deep that even to Cleopatra it was already ancient, already half-mythical. When she was born, the Great Pyramid was older to her than she is to us. Khufu, who built it, had been dead for twenty-five centuries. The woman in the mausoleum was the final heir of the longest unbroken tradition of kingship the world has ever seen, and when she died it died with her, and Egypt — which had been a kingdom before there was such a thing as writing in most of the world — became a province of Rome and never ruled itself again for nearly two thousand years.

That is the story this book tells: not Cleopatra alone, but the whole line of which she was the last link. It is a gallery of rulers. We will meet the shadowy first king who joined the southern valley to the northern delta and so invented Egypt. We will meet the man who first piled stone upon stone to make a mountain for his dead king, and the king who built the greatest of all the pyramids, and the one whose face — we think — still stares out of the Sphinx. We will meet a woman who put on the false beard of kingship and ruled as a man, and the nephew she overshadowed who became the greatest conqueror Egypt ever produced. We will meet a pharaoh who tried to abolish all the gods but one and nearly broke his country doing it, and the obscure boy who undid the experiment and would have been forgotten entirely had a tomb robber’s bad luck not preserved his treasure for three thousand years. We will meet the king who reigned so long and built so hugely that his subjects could not remember a time before him, and who lost a battle and carved it on his temples as a victory. And at the end we will meet the Greeks who took the crown last of all, and the woman who wore it last of anyone.

Through all of them runs a single thread, and it is the idea of the pharaoh.

That idea is the hardest thing for a modern reader to grasp, and the most important. The pharaoh was not a king in the way we use the word. He — and now and then she — was not merely the most powerful person in Egypt. He was the point where the human world touched the divine. In life he was the living image of the falcon-god Horus; in death he became Osiris, lord of the dead, and rose to join the sun. His task was not to make laws or win battles, though he did both, but to hold the universe together. The Egyptians had a word for the thing he existed to maintain: maat, which meant order, truth, balance, justice, the right ordering of all things against the ever-pressing dark of chaos. Every morning the sun had to be made to rise; every year the river had to be made to flood; every reign was a fresh victory of order over disorder, won by the king on behalf of gods and men alike. When a pharaoh died, chaos threatened to rush in through the gap, and the whole anxious machinery of succession and burial and the crowning of the heir existed to close it again. The kingship was the keystone of creation. Pull it out, and the sky would fall.

For three thousand years it did not fall. Dynasties rose and rotted; the kingdom shattered three separate times into warring fragments and three separate times was put back together; foreigners conquered it — Hyksos chariot-lords, Nubian pharaohs from the south, Assyrians, Persians, finally Greeks — and every one of them, on taking the country, found that he had to become a pharaoh to rule it. The office swallowed its conquerors. A Macedonian general who had marched with Alexander put on the double crown and had himself carved on temple walls in the immemorial pose, smiting Egypt’s enemies with an upraised mace, exactly as Narmer had been carved three thousand years before him. Cleopatra herself, a Greek who was the first of her line in three hundred years even to bother learning the Egyptian language, presented herself to her Egyptian subjects as the living goddess Isis and as pharaoh in the full ancient sense; she was the chief religious authority of her realm, presiding over the rites of Egyptian and Greek gods alike, and she appeared before her people robed as the goddess herself. The idea was that strong. It bent everyone who came near it.

And then, in the mausoleum at Alexandria, it stopped.

When Octavian — soon to be the emperor Augustus — stood over Cleopatra’s body, he did not become pharaoh in turn, not really, though Egypt was now his and the temple carvers would dutifully give him a cartouche. He took Egypt as a private possession, a granary to feed the mob of Rome, governed by a deputy and closed to Roman senators who might use its wealth against him. So valuable and so dangerous was the prize that no senator was even permitted to set foot in the country without the emperor’s leave. The keystone had been pulled out, and the sky did not fall, because by 30 BC the world had a new order that no longer needed a god to hold up the sun. That is the deeper meaning of the woman dying on the golden couch. It is not only the end of a clever, charming, ruthless queen who gambled the independence of her country on two Roman love affairs and lost. It is the end of a way of imagining what a human being could be — a person who was also a god, a king who was also the universe’s hinge — that had endured longer than anything we have built since. Cleopatra understood this, or something like it, better than her Roman conquerors did. She had spent her reign making herself a bridge between two worlds, the Greek and the Egyptian, sailing up the Nile to show herself to her subjects, restoring their temples, taking their gods for her own. She knew what it was she embodied, and she seems to have chosen to die as its last representative rather than be led in chains through the streets of Rome behind the general who had beaten her — dragged, as captive royalty was, in a triumph, to be gawked at and then quietly strangled. The composed death in the half-built tomb was, among other things, a refusal. She would not be a trophy. She would be a pharaoh to the end.

To understand why her death mattered so much, we have to go back to the beginning, almost to the moment when the idea was born. We have to go back past the Greeks and the Persians and the great conquerors of the empire, past the pyramid-builders, to a time before there was an Egypt at all — when there were only two lands, a valley and a delta, a south and a north, waiting for someone to join them and become the first to wear both crowns at once.

But first we have to understand the idea itself: what a pharaoh was, what the strange green country looked like that produced him, and how we can possibly know anything at all about kings who died before the rest of the world had learned to write their names. That is where we begin — with the Great House, and the gift of the river, and the order of the world that one woman, on a hot day in Alexandria, was the last person ever charged with keeping.




Chapter 2: The Great House — What a Pharaoh Was

The word pharaoh is itself a small lesson in how the kingship worked. It comes from the Egyptian per-aa, which means, quite literally, “the Great House.” For most of Egyptian history it did not mean the king at all. It meant the palace — the institution, the household, the vast establishment of officials and priests and soldiers and servants through which the king’s will reached the country. When an early scribe wrote per-aa he was speaking of a place and its establishment, much as a clerk might speak of “the Court” or “the Chancery,” never dreaming that the word would one day become the name of the man himself. Only late in the story, in the days of the New Kingdom empire around the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries BC, did people begin to use “the Great House” as a respectful way of referring to the man who lived in it, the way we might say “the White House” to mean the president or “the Crown” to mean the monarch. The title we use for all of Egypt’s kings, then, is really the name of a building that learned to walk and rule. There is something appropriate in that. The pharaoh was never only a person. He was an office, an institution, a role that outlived every individual who filled it, and the word that names him began as the word for the machinery of the state itself.

What did that role consist of? Begin with the most basic and most alien fact: the pharaoh was divine. Not divine in the soft modern sense of “appointed by God” or “ruling by divine right,” the way a medieval European king might claim God’s blessing while remaining unmistakably a man. The pharaoh was a god. He was the living embodiment of Horus, the falcon-headed sky-god, son of Osiris and Isis. The Egyptians did not think their king had become a god at his coronation the way a Roman emperor might be voted divine honors by a flattering Senate; they thought the kingly office was itself a divine thing, and that the man who held it was, for the duration, the god made flesh. When he died he did not simply go to heaven. He became Osiris, the murdered and resurrected lord of the dead, while his living successor became the new Horus, the avenging son. Every transfer of the crown re-enacted the oldest myth in Egypt: the dead father-god, the living son-god, order passing unbroken from one to the next. To grasp this is to grasp why the death of a king was never a private grief but a cosmic emergency, and why the crowning of the heir was less a political event than a repair of the fabric of the world.

This is why the pharaoh’s chief duty was not what we would call government. It was the maintenance of maat. The word is usually translated “truth” or “justice” or “order,” but it means all of those at once and something larger: the right and harmonious arrangement of the entire cosmos, the way things are supposed to be. Maat was personified as a goddess, a slender woman with a single ostrich feather on her head, and that feather was what they weighed your heart against when you died. Maat was opposed by isfet — chaos, falsehood, disorder, violence, the desert pressing in on the green land, the foreigner at the border, the rebel within. The Egyptians told that at the very first moment of creation the sun-god Ra rose from the primeval mound and set his daughter Maat in the place of isfet, and that the whole labor of gods and kings ever after was to keep her there. The pharaoh stood at the exact point of balance between order and chaos. His coronation was understood as a fresh triumph of maat over isfet; his reign was the holding of that line; and the recurring nightmare of Egyptian thought was the moment of his death, when the line wavered and chaos got its chance. The frantic care lavished on royal burials, the speed with which a successor was crowned, the horror with which Egyptians remembered the “intermediate periods” when there was no strong king and the land dissolved into anarchy — all of it flows from this single conviction. Without the king holding up the sky, the sky comes down.

How did one man perform so cosmic a task? Through ritual, above all. The pharaoh was the chief priest of every god in Egypt. In theory it was he, and only he, who could perform the daily offerings that kept the gods fed and content and therefore kept the world running; in practice he delegated this to a vast priesthood who acted in his name, but the principle never changed, and on the great festival days the king himself stood before the gods on behalf of all his people. He led the rituals that made the Nile flood. He ran or rowed or shot arrows at the four corners of the earth in jubilee ceremonies — the sed-festival, usually first celebrated after thirty years on the throne — to renew his own failing powers, running a ritual course before the assembled gods to prove that the strength of his youth was still in his limbs. He was carried out to lay the first brick of every temple and to “open the mouth” of the divine statues so the gods could inhabit them. The Egyptian temple was not a place where people gathered to worship; it was a machine for sustaining the universe, a house where the god lived and was fed and clothed and washed each day by his priests, and the pharaoh was its ultimate operator, the one human being whose office made the whole apparatus legitimate.

If the pharaoh was a god, how did a mortal man become one? The Egyptians had an answer, and it grew more elaborate over the centuries. In the fullest version, the king was not merely the heir of the previous king but the literal son of a god: the sun-god himself, it was said, took the form of the reigning pharaoh and came to the queen in her chamber to father the next king, so that the child on the throne was divine from the moment of conception, sired by a god upon a royal woman. Kings such as Hatshepsut and Amenhotep III had this “divine birth” carved in detail on their temple walls, a sacred cartoon-strip of the god approaching the queen, the child modeled on a potter’s wheel by the ram-god Khnum, the infant presented to the gods. The coronation that followed was not thought to make the man a god — he already was one — but to reveal and activate his divinity, to unite him with the royal ka, the immortal kingly spirit that passed from holder to holder of the office, older than any of them and outliving them all. When a new king “appeared,” as the Egyptians put it, in the double crown, it was this deathless royal essence taking flesh again in a new body. The individual was born and would die; the kingly spirit he embodied had existed since the gods ruled Egypt and would exist until the world ended.

He was also, of course, a ruler in the ordinary sense — the head of a real state with real problems. He commanded the armies; he appointed the viziers and governors who administered the provinces; he owned, in principle, all the land and all its produce; he was the final court of justice. A weak or foolish pharaoh could lose battles, mismanage harvests, and watch his nobles grow overmighty, exactly like any other king, and the divinity of his office did not save him from assassination — more than one pharaoh died by the knife or the harem plot, and we possess the actual trial records of a conspiracy against Ramesses III, plotted in his own household. The Egyptians lived with a permanent and unresolved tension between the perfect god-king of their theology and the flawed, mortal, sometimes incompetent men who actually wore the crown. Their solution was a kind of willed double vision. The individual might fail; the office was eternal and perfect. When a king died his successor often quietly buried his predecessor’s mistakes and presented his own reign as the dawn after a darkness. The propaganda of perfection rolled on, reign after reign, for three thousand years, which is one reason the kings on the temple walls all look so serenely, monotonously alike.

For the pharaoh’s image was as ruled by maat as everything else. He is almost never shown old, or fat, or frightened, or defeated. He is shown forever young, forever powerful, striding or seated, his enemies tiny beneath his upraised arm. He wears the regalia that announced his role: the nemes, the striped cloth headdress that frames the face in the famous images; the false beard, plaited and curved, a mark of divinity worn even by the female pharaoh Hatshepsut; the cobra at the brow, the uraeus, the rearing snake that spat fire at the king’s enemies, whose earliest appearance on royal regalia goes back to King Den of the First Dynasty; and the two crowns, the tall white crown of the southern valley and the flaring red crown of the northern delta, which combined into the double crown, the pschent, that proclaimed him lord of both. In his hands he held the crook and the flail, the shepherd’s hook and the herdsman’s whip, signs that he both guided and disciplined his human flock — for the Egyptian imagined his people, tenderly, as a herd whose keeper was the god-king. Each of these objects was older than memory, and to put them on was to step out of one’s own small life into a role that had been played since the gods walked the earth.

One more figure stood close to the throne and shared in its divinity, and she is easy to overlook: the queen. Egyptian kingship was overwhelmingly male — the office was Horus, and Horus was a god, a son — and yet the women around the king were far more than ornaments. The Great Royal Wife was herself a sacred figure, often cast as the earthly counterpart of a goddess, and it was through her that the divine bloodline was thought to pass; the myth of the king’s divine birth required a royal woman for the sun-god to visit. Some queens wielded enormous power as regents for young sons, ruling the kingdom in fact if not in title; a very few — Sobekneferu, Hatshepsut, and at the very end Cleopatra herself — took the full titulary and reigned as pharaoh outright, putting on the regalia, the false beard included, and being carved in the immemorial male pose. That the Egyptians could stretch their theology to admit a female Horus, awkward as it plainly was for them, tells us something important: the office mattered more than the person, even more than the person’s sex. What the world needed was a pharaoh to hold up the sky. If circumstances put a woman in that role, then a woman would be carved with a beard and called the Strong Bull, and the machinery of maat would carry on.

The king’s very names declared his nature. By the height of the tradition each pharaoh took five great names on his accession, a whole titulary that wrapped him in divinity and history, though the full set of five did not become standard until the Middle Kingdom and would still be in use, incredibly, under the Roman emperors. Oldest of all was his Horus name, identifying him with the falcon-god and written inside a little frame shaped like a palace, the serekh, so that the falcon perched over the royal house itself. There was his “Two Ladies” name, placing him under the protection of the vulture-goddess Nekhbet of the south and the cobra-goddess Wadjet of the north; his Golden Horus name; his throne name or prenomen, usually compounded with the sun-god Ra and enclosed, like his birth name, in the oval loop we call a cartouche — a loop of rope with no end, signifying that the king’s rule encircled all that the sun goes round. To learn a pharaoh’s names is to read his program, for each name was a slogan, a statement of the reign’s ambition — “Strong Bull,” “Beloved of Maat,” “He who makes the Two Lands content.” When a usurper or a foreigner took the throne, the first thing he did was assume this titulary, and by doing so he became a legitimate link in the chain, no matter where he had come from.

That is the office Cleopatra inherited, three thousand years downstream from its invention. She was a Greek, raised on Homer and Greek philosophy, speaking Greek at a Greek-style court in a Greek city by the sea. And yet to rule Egypt she had to be Horus and Isis and the daughter of Ra; she had to maintain maat and feed the gods and be carved on temple walls in the immemorial pose. On the temple of Hathor at Dendera, begun in her age, one can still see her and her son Caesarion presented to the gods in the ancient manner, a Ptolemaic queen wrapped in the forms of a Bronze Age kingship. The Great House had stood for three millennia, and it would make a pharaoh of her as it had made one of every conqueror before her. To understand how that was possible — how an idea could be so durable that it absorbed even the people who overran it — we have to understand the country that grew it. And the country, more than any other in the ancient world, was the creation of a single river.




Chapter 3: The Gift of the River — Egypt and the Two Lands

A Greek traveler named Herodotus, who came to Egypt around 450 BC and wrote down everything he saw and was told, called the country “the gift of the river.” It is the truest thing anyone has ever said about Egypt. Take away the Nile and Egypt is simply the eastern Sahara, one of the most lifeless places on earth — a furnace of sand and rock where rain almost never falls. Add the Nile, and you get a green ribbon a few miles wide and some seven hundred miles long, threading north through the desert to spread at last into the fan of the Delta. Almost everyone who has ever lived in Egypt has lived within sight of that ribbon. Even today, when tens of millions of Egyptians crowd the land, nearly all of them are packed into the thin green strip and the Delta, and the map of settlement looks like a long-stemmed flower drawn on a blank sheet of sand. The desert on either side was not a frontier you crossed; it was the edge of the living world. The Egyptians had two names that capture this exactly. Their fertile country, the black soil of the floodplain, they called Kemet, “the Black Land,” for the dark, damp mud the flood laid down each year. The lethal desert beyond they called Deshret, “the Red Land,” after the tawny, burning color of the sand — and it is from that red land, by way of Latin, that we get our own word desert. Black was life; red was death. The whole of Egyptian civilization unfolded along the narrow border between them.

The river did one thing above all others that shaped everything else: every summer, it flooded. Far to the south, in the highlands of Ethiopia and the great lakes of central Africa, the monsoon rains and snowmelt swelled the river’s sources, and the surge traveled north for weeks until, in the hottest part of the Egyptian year, the Nile rose over its banks and spread across the valley floor. The Egyptians did not know where the water came from — the sources lay thousands of miles beyond anything they could reach — and so the flood seemed a pure gift of the gods, arriving each year as if by miracle. They built their whole calendar around it, dividing the year into three seasons named for the river’s rhythm: Akhet, the Inundation, when the fields vanished under water from roughly July to October; Peret, the Emergence or Growing, when the waters drew back and the seed went in; and Shemu, the Harvest, the dry months before the cycle began again. When the waters receded they left behind a fresh layer of black silt, rich and damp, into which the farmers pressed their seed. They barely had to plow. The land renewed itself annually, for free, and produced grain in such abundance that Egypt became the breadbasket first of itself, then of empires; centuries later it would be the granary that fed the city of Rome. In a normal year a single river did the work that elsewhere took rain, irrigation, fertilizer, and ceaseless labor. It is no exaggeration to say that the flood is the reason there was anything to rule.

It is hard, from a modern world of dams and reservoirs, to feel how total the dependence was, and how strange the rhythm of the Egyptian year. For three months each summer, much of the inhabited land simply disappeared under a sheet of brown water. Villages, built on the higher ground and on artificial mounds, became islands; people moved between them by boat; the fields the farmers had sweated over vanished, and there was, for a season, nothing to do but wait, mend nets and tools, and take part in the great festivals that clustered in those idle, waterlogged months. Then the river drew back, and the whole population poured out onto the fresh black mud to sow, and the year turned toward harvest. The Egyptian saw in this yearly death and rebirth of the land the same pattern he saw everywhere — in the setting and rising of the sun, in the myth of Osiris slain and reborn, in the very idea of the pharaohs passing the crown from dead father to living son. The flood was not merely useful; it was the master-image of Egyptian thought, the great recurring miracle on which the whole imagination of order and renewal was built.

But the flood was also a tyrant, because it was not always the same. If it came too low, the water did not reach the higher fields, the planting failed, and Egypt starved. If it came too high, it swept away the dikes and villages and drowned the season. The difference between plenty and famine might be a mere handful of feet of water — a good flood and a killing one were separated by less than the height of a man. The Egyptians built “nilometers,” graduated stairways and wells and marked columns along the river, often attached to temples, where the priests read off the rising water against the carved scale, kept the records, predicted the harvest, and set the year’s taxes; a good flood meant a fat year and a full treasury, a bad one meant hunger and unrest. And here is where the river and the kingship lock together. The pharaoh was believed to be the guarantor of the flood. His rituals, his rightness, his maintenance of maat, were what kept the waters coming on time and at the right height. A run of bad floods could therefore look like proof that the king had lost the favor of the gods — that maat was failing — and more than once in Egyptian history a sequence of low Niles coincided with the collapse of royal authority. The annual miracle and the divine king were two faces of the same conviction: that order in nature and order in the state stood or fell together.

The river also gave Egypt its strange, strong shape — a kingdom that was really two kingdoms joined at the hip. The long, narrow valley of the south, hemmed in by cliffs, was Upper Egypt — “upper” because it lay upstream, toward the river’s source, even though it is at the bottom of any modern map, so that in Egypt one goes “up” to the south and “down” to the north, against the arrow of a compass but with the flow of the current. The broad green triangle of the north, where the Nile broke into branches and emptied into the Mediterranean, was Lower Egypt, the Delta — a name the Greeks gave it because its shape mimicked their letter delta, a triangle. The two were different worlds. The valley was a single thread of settlement strung along one river; the Delta was a sprawl of marsh and meadow and shifting channels, open to the sea and to the peoples beyond it. Each had its own protective goddess — the vulture Nekhbet for the south, the cobra Wadjet for the north — its own crown, the white crown of the valley and the red crown of the marshes, and its own emblematic plant, the tall reed of Upper Egypt and the papyrus of Lower. To be king of just one was to be half a king. The supreme political fact of Egyptian history, the achievement that made Egypt Egypt, was the union of the Two Lands under a single ruler who wore both crowns. That union, first made around 3100 BC, was so central that the pharaoh’s standard title was “Lord of the Two Lands,” and one of his names placed him under both goddesses at once, the “Two Ladies.” When Egypt was strong, the Two Lands were one. When it fell apart — as it did three times — they split again along the old seam, a king in the south and a king in the north, and the reuniting of them was remembered each time as a second creation, a fresh victory of order over chaos.

Herodotus, who gave us the phrase “the gift of the river,” was only the first of many outsiders to be astonished by how upside-down Egypt seemed to foreign eyes, precisely because the Nile arranged life so differently from anywhere else. Rain fell on other lands from the sky; in Egypt the water came from below, rising out of the ground as the river swelled, so that the Egyptians, Herodotus marveled, “gather in the fruits of the earth with less labor than any other people.” He noted that they seemed to do everything the opposite way round from the Greeks — the women went to market while the men stayed home weaving, they kneaded dough with their feet and clay with their hands, they wrote from right to left. Some of his reports were garbled or credulous, and later Greeks grumbled that he had swallowed too many tall tales from his temple guides. But beneath the errors lay a true perception: Egypt was a world apart, a place where the ordinary rules of human life had been rewritten by a single river, and it fascinated the Greeks precisely as it fascinates us, seeming at once immensely ancient, immensely wealthy, and immensely strange. That fascination is itself part of our story, for it was Greeks like Herodotus, and later the Greek Ptolemies, who would one day inherit the strange green country and try to rule it — and find that it ruled them instead.

Geography gave Egypt one more gift, and it may have been the most important of all: protection. Egypt was hard to invade. To the west and east lay killing deserts, hundreds of miles of waterless sand that no army could easily cross. To the south, a series of rocky cataracts broke the river into rapids and guarded the way from Nubia, so that boats could not simply sail up from the interior of Africa. To the north lay the sea. For long stretches of its history Egypt could develop in something close to isolation, free from the constant invasions that battered the open plains of Mesopotamia, where city after city rose and was overrun in an endless churn of conquest. This security bred the deep conservatism that is the hallmark of Egyptian civilization. Where other peoples were forever being overrun and remade, Egypt could keep doing things the way they had always been done, perfecting rather than changing, copying the old models with a reverence that lasted millennia. An Egyptian artist of Cleopatra’s day still drew the human figure by the same rules of proportion — the same grid, the same frontal eye in a profile face, the same stately stride — that had been laid down when the pyramids were new. This is why Egypt feels, to us, so timeless and so still: not because nothing ever happened there, but because the people who lived there prized continuity above almost everything, and their river and their deserts gave them the rare luxury of achieving it.

That luxury was never absolute. The very wealth that the Nile produced was a magnet, and when Egypt was weak the protections failed. Asiatic peoples seeped into the eastern Delta and once seized it outright — the Hyksos, chariot-driving rulers from the Levant who held the north for a century. Nubian kings came up from the south and took the whole country, ruling as pharaohs of the Twenty-fifth Dynasty. Assyrians and Persians and finally Greeks marched in from the northeast and made Egypt theirs. But notice what every conqueror found. They had taken a country whose entire civilization was organized around a single, irreplaceable role — the god-king who held the Two Lands together and kept the river and the cosmos in order. They could not govern Egypt by abolishing that role; the country did not make sense without it. So they filled it instead. The foreign conqueror put on the double crown, took the five great names, fed the gods, and became pharaoh — and the Egyptians, provided he played the part, accepted him as the latest holder of the eternal office. The Persian king Darius built a temple to the god Amun in the western desert; the Macedonian Alexander went out of his way to be hailed as a son of that same god at the oasis of Siwa. The gift of the river had produced not just a fertile country but a fixed idea of how a country should be ruled, and that idea proved far more durable than any dynasty that ever tried to seize it.

All of this — the river, the flood, the black land and the red, the two crowns and the walling deserts — adds up to a single truth that a reader should carry through the rest of this book: Egypt was not a landscape that happened to have a civilization on it, but a civilization that was, from top to bottom, the shape of its landscape. The narrowness of the valley made the kingdom easy to govern from one center; the yearly flood made it fabulously rich and taught it to plan and to store; the deserts made it safe and made it conservative; the two natural regions made kingship a matter of joining and holding. Change any one of these and you would have a different Egypt, or no Egypt at all. The god-king who is the subject of this book was, in the deepest sense, a product of this particular place — the human keystone of an order that the river had already half-built. To understand him, you must first see the country as the Egyptians saw it: a thin thread of miraculous life strung between two deaths, the red desert and the deep, needing forever to be held in balance.

To follow that idea from its birth to its death — from the first king who joined the Two Lands to the last queen who lost them to Rome — we need one more piece of equipment. We need to understand the principle that the whole edifice rested on, the thing the pharaoh existed to defend, the order that the river embodied and the king maintained. The Egyptians called it maat, and without it nothing else about them makes sense.




Chapter 4: Maat — Order Against Chaos

Every civilization has a word that unlocks it. For ancient Egypt that word is maat, and a reader who grasps it will understand more about the pharaohs than a reader who memorizes a hundred reign dates. Maat is usually rendered into English as “truth,” or “justice,” or “order,” or “rightness,” or “balance,” and it is all of these, but it is bigger than any of them. Maat is the way things are supposed to be — the right ordering of the entire universe, from the rising of the sun to the dealings of one neighbor with another. It is the harmony that the creator established at the first moment of the world, and that must be sustained, actively and forever, against the chaos that is always trying to swallow it back. Maat is what makes the cosmos a cosmos and not a churning dark. And the maintenance of maat was, in the deepest sense, the only job a pharaoh had. Everything else — the wars, the taxes, the building, the judging — was a branch of that single root.

The Egyptians imagined maat as a goddess — a slim woman wearing a single tall ostrich feather on her head, and sometimes the feather alone stands for her. She was the daughter of the sun-god Ra, present at creation, the principle by which Ra had brought order out of the original chaos; in the myth of the first morning, Ra rose from the waters and set his daughter Maat in the place where chaos had been, and the holding of her there became the perpetual task of the world. Kings are shown holding a small figure of maat in the palm of the hand and offering her up to the gods, as if to say: here is the order I have maintained; I return it to you intact. It was the most important offering a pharaoh could make, more important than gold or grain, because it was the offering of his whole function — the gift of the goddess back to the gods was the gift of a kingdom kept in order. A king who kept maat kept his bargain with the gods, and the gods in turn kept the world running — the sun rising, the river flooding, the grain growing, the enemy held at the border.

There is no single English word for maat because our culture divides into separate compartments things the Egyptians experienced as one. We keep “truth” (a matter of facts), “justice” (a matter of law), “order” (a matter of politics), and “the laws of nature” (a matter of physics) in four different mental drawers, and we would think it a confusion to mix them. The Egyptian did not divide them at all. To him, the same principle that made the sun rise on time also made a fair judge give a fair verdict; the same rightness that kept the stars in their courses kept a man’s word honest and his weights true in the marketplace. Cosmic order and moral order were not two things but one, two faces of maat. This is perhaps the single hardest idea in this book for a modern reader to inhabit, and the most rewarding, because once you hold it, a hundred puzzling things about Egypt fall into place — why the king’s private virtue could be thought to affect the height of the flood, why a lie and an eclipse could feel like versions of the same disorder, why holding up the sky and judging a lawsuit were, to the Egyptian mind, the same kind of work.

Against maat stood isfet: chaos, disorder, falsehood, injustice, violence, wrong. Isfet was not an abstraction to the Egyptians; it had faces and locations. It was the desert that pressed against the green land. It was the foreigner beyond the frontier — the “wretched” Asiatic, the “vile” Nubian, the Libyan of the western sands — who in the official imagination existed in a permanent state of disorder that only the pharaoh’s strong arm held in check. It was the rebel and the criminal within. And above all it was the great serpent Apophis, the embodiment of chaos, a monstrous snake of the primeval dark, who attacked the sun-god every single night as he sailed his boat through the underworld, and had to be speared, cut, and burned anew each night by the gods and the blessed dead so that the sun could rise again at dawn. There is the Egyptian universe in one image: order is not a settled fact but a nightly battle, a victory that must be won over and over, world without end. The sun does not simply rise. It is made to rise, by the gods and by the king who serves them, against an enemy that never finally dies but is only beaten back until tomorrow.

This is why Egyptian kingship feels at once so glorious and so anxious. The pharaoh was a god, the most powerful being in the world, lord of the Two Lands — and yet his role cast him as the lone defender of creation against an inexhaustible darkness, charged with a task that could never be finished, only repeated. The standard image of the king, carved on temple after temple for three thousand years, is the “smiting scene”: the pharaoh, towering, grasps a clutch of cowering enemies by the hair with one hand and raises a mace to dash out their brains with the other. To us it can look like mere brutal boasting, and at one level it is. But at a deeper level it is a ritual of maat. The enemies are isfet made visible; the king’s blow is order striking down chaos; and the scene was carved not as a record of a particular battle — often no such battle had occurred — but as a permanent magical guarantee that the king was doing his job, holding the line, keeping the world safe. The image was a spell as much as a picture, a thing that made true what it showed. The same scene appears on the very first royal monument we possess, the palette of Narmer from around 3100 BC, and on temples built by Greek and Roman pharaohs three thousand years later, where a Ptolemy or a Caesar is shown braining Egypt’s enemies exactly as the first king had done. The man with the upraised mace is the pharaoh, forever, doing the one thing a pharaoh is for.

Maat governed more than cosmic battle. It was also the principle of justice and right conduct in daily life, and here it touched every Egyptian, not just the king. To “do maat” was to be honest, fair, generous, and dutiful — to speak truth, to judge rightly, to feed the hungry and clothe the naked, to give proper measure in the market and a fair hearing in the court. The wisdom texts that Egyptian scribes copied out for generations, the “instructions” of viziers and sages to their sons, are essentially manuals of how to live in accordance with maat: control your temper, do not be greedy, do not oppress the weak, listen before you speak, do not covet another man’s property or another man’s wife. The vizier, the highest official in the land and the king’s chief judge, was said to be “the priest of Maat,” and in some periods wore a small image of the goddess on a chain about his neck as the badge of his office, so that justice itself hung at his throat. And the principle reached past death. In the great judgment scene of the Egyptian afterlife, staged in the Hall of the Two Truths, the dead person’s heart was placed on one pan of a great balance and the single feather of maat on the other, while the ibis-headed god Thoth stood by to record the verdict. If the heart, weighed down by a life of wrongdoing, sank below the feather, a waiting monster named Ammit — “the Devourer,” part crocodile, part lion, part hippopotamus — swallowed it, and the person was annihilated forever, dying the second and final death from which there is no waking. If the heart balanced the feather, the dead one was declared “true of voice” and passed into eternal life in the reed fields of the blessed. Every Egyptian, peasant or king, would one day stand before that balance. Maat was not only the king’s burden; it was the moral law of the universe, and death was its final audit, the day when a whole life was set against a feather and found to weigh either exactly right or fatally wrong.

The judgment before the balance had a further scene that reveals, better than almost anything else, how maat worked as a moral code. Before the heart was weighed, the dead person had to recite what scholars call the “negative confession” — a long list, forty-two declarations in all, one for each of the forty-two districts of Egypt and its assessor-gods, in which the deceased denied every kind of wrongdoing. I have not done falsehood. I have not robbed. I have not killed people. I have not stolen the god’s offerings. I have not told lies. I have not caused anyone to weep. I have not been deaf to the words of truth. I have not caused the measuring-vessel to swindle. Read it through and you have, in effect, the ethics of an entire civilization spoken aloud — the whole content of maat turned into a checklist of things a decent person does not do. It is striking how ordinary and how humane these ideals are: not to cheat the poor of their grain, not to divert the water another farmer needs, not to add weights to the scales in the market, not to slander, not to be cruel to animals. The Egyptian did not imagine that the gods cared only for ritual purity; they cared, this text insists, for fairness, honesty, and kindness in the smallest dealings of daily life. To do maat was, in the end, to be a good neighbor, and the reward for it was nothing less than eternity.

Now we can see why the death of a pharaoh was so terrifying, and why the whole apparatus of royal burial mattered so much. The king was the chief defender of maat. When he died, there was a gap — a moment when the keystone was out, when isfet might pour through. The dead king had to be transformed safely into Osiris and sent to join the eternal order; the new king had to be crowned and take up the burden at once, re-enacting the victory of the falcon-son Horus over chaos. The “intermediate periods,” those stretches when central authority broke down and rival kings fought over the fragments of Egypt, were remembered with real horror not just as political disasters but as failures of maat itself — times when the sun, so to speak, was in danger of not rising. One despairing text from such an age laments that the world has turned upside down, that the poor have become rich and the rich poor, that the river is blood and men thirst for water, that noblewomen’s children are dashed against the walls and “what was hidden is now revealed” — the language of cosmic order coming apart at the seams, of isfet loosed upon the land.

It is worth pausing to notice how deeply this single idea shaped the look and feel of Egyptian civilization, because maat was not confined to temples and tombs; it was the hidden logic behind the whole style of the place. The rigid conventions of Egyptian art — the figures always drawn to the same proportions, the king always the same serene ideal, the endless repetition of the same scenes over three thousand years — were not a failure of imagination but an expression of maat. To depict the world correctly, in its proper eternal order, was itself an act of maintaining that order; to innovate, to distort, to show things as they merely happened to be at some particular moment, would have been a small surrender to chaos. The Egyptian artist was not trying to capture a fleeting appearance, as a modern painter might; he was trying to render the permanent truth of a thing, its ideal and unchanging form, and so he drew the eye as a full eye even in a profile face, the shoulders square-on above a side-view of the legs, each part shown from the angle that displayed it most completely and truly. The famous “stiffness” of Egyptian art is really its commitment to maat — to showing the world not as it flickers past but as it eternally is. The same instinct explains the civilization’s astonishing conservatism, its reverence for the old models, its horror of change. When everything you build and carve and write is a small defense of cosmic order against the encroaching dark, you do not lightly alter the pattern that has always worked.

And now, finally, we can understand the full weight of the scene with which this book began. When Cleopatra died in her mausoleum, the last pharaoh died, and with her died the last person whose office it was to hold up maat over the land of Egypt. For three thousand years there had always been a king — even a foreign one, even a bad one — whose function was to keep the cosmic balance, to make the sun rise and the river flood and the enemy stay beyond the border. After 30 BC there was no such person, only a Roman governor sending grain ships to feed a distant city. The Egyptians went on worshiping their gods for centuries more, and the priests went on carving the old smiting scenes on the last temples, now with a Roman emperor’s name in the cartouche, dutifully showing an Augustus or a Tiberius braining foes he had never met. But the living keystone was gone. That is the loss this whole book is about. To measure it, we must go back to the moment the keystone was first set in place — and to do that, we have to ask a hard question. How can we possibly know anything about kings who reigned five thousand years ago, before most of the world could even write? The answer is a story in itself.




Chapter 5: How We Know — King-Lists, Manetho, and the Problem of Time

Before we meet the first pharaoh, we should be honest about how shaky the ground beneath him is. The modern reader, scrolling through a neat list of dynasties and dates, may imagine that Egyptologists know the sequence of Egypt’s kings the way we know the sequence of American presidents. They do not. The further back you go, the foggier it gets, and the confident-looking dates in this book and every other are the result of a long, ingenious, and still-unfinished detective story. Knowing how we know is not a dry preliminary; it is part of understanding what kind of thing the history of the pharaohs actually is. It is a reconstruction, patiently assembled from broken and biased scraps, and the historian who forgets that will mistake his own confidence for the ancient truth.

Start with the Egyptians’ own records, because they were keen record-keepers of their kings. They kept “king-lists” — sequences of royal names, sometimes with the lengths of reigns — and several have survived. On a wall at the temple of Abydos, the pharaoh Seti I and his son, the future Ramesses II, are shown honoring a long row of cartouches, the names of seventy-six predecessors stretching back to the first king, an ancestral roll-call carved so that the living king could make offerings to all who had held the office before him. A similar list survives from the temple of Karnak. Most useful of all is the Turin King List, a papyrus written in the days of Ramesses II that once recorded scores of kings with the exact years, months, and days of each reign — except that it has come down to us in heartbreaking tatters, a jigsaw of fragments that arrived at the museum in Turin already crumbled in a traveler’s box, with much of the crucial information lost. Older still is the Palermo Stone, a slab of black basalt carved in the Old Kingdom that recorded year-by-year events of the earliest reigns — a royal birth here, a festival there, the height of a particular Nile flood — the closest thing we have to an annal of the dawn of Egypt, and itself only a handful of surviving fragments. These lists are gold, but they are not neutral. The Egyptians edited their past. Kings they considered illegitimate or offensive were simply left out: the Abydos list silently skips the heretic Akhenaten and the rulers tangled up with his religious revolution, along with the female pharaoh Hatshepsut, erasing them as though they had never reigned. A king-list was a religious and political document, an act of ancestor-honoring and a claim to legitimacy, not a modern reference work. It tells us what a particular pharaoh wanted the line of kings to look like, which is not always what it was.

Then there is Manetho, and we owe him more than his battered reputation suggests. Manetho was an Egyptian priest who lived in the early third century BC, under the first Ptolemies — that is, within a couple of generations of Cleopatra’s ancestors. He could read the old records in the temple archives, and he wrote, in Greek, a history of Egypt called the Aegyptiaca, in which he divided the whole sweep of kings from the unification down to his own near-present into thirty dynasties — thirty royal houses, grouped by family and by the city they ruled from. It is Manetho’s scheme, give or take a late thirty-first dynasty added afterward, that Egyptology still uses. The very idea of counting Egyptian history in “dynasties” is his invention. When we speak of the Fourth Dynasty of the pyramid-builders or the Eighteenth Dynasty of the empire or Cleopatra’s Ptolemaic line, we are speaking Manetho’s language, more than two thousand years after he wrote. The tragedy is that Manetho’s own book is lost. We have it only in fragments quoted by later writers — Jewish and Christian chroniclers such as Josephus and the Christian scholars Africanus and Eusebius, who used him for their own arguments and copied his lists of names and reign lengths, often inconsistently and with errors creeping in at every stage of copying. So our backbone for Egyptian chronology is a Greek summary, surviving only in quotations within quotations, of a priest’s reading of records we mostly no longer have. That it works as well as it does, that its dynasties so often match the names on the monuments, is something close to a miracle, and a tribute to how good Manetho’s sources must have been.

How do scholars turn these flawed lists into actual dates BC? By a painstaking process of anchoring and counting. Here and there the Egyptians recorded astronomical events — most famously the heliacal rising of the star Sirius, called Sothis, which the Egyptians linked to the coming of the flood, and which drifted slowly against their calendar over a cycle of about 1,460 years. Because such an event happens on a calculable date, a record of “the rising of Sothis in year such-and-such of King so-and-so” can, in principle, be matched to a real year in our own reckoning, giving a fixed point in the drift. From such an anchor, scholars count backward and forward using the reign lengths in the king-lists, cross-checked against the chains of officials whose careers spanned more than one reign, the “synchronisms” where an Egyptian king turns up in the records of Babylon or Assyria or the Hittites — a letter here, a treaty there, a mention of a foreign marriage — and increasingly the physical evidence of archaeology and radiocarbon dating. The result is a chronology that is firm in its later stretches — from about 664 BC, the start of the Saite revival, dates are reliable to the year — but grows progressively looser as you go back. For the New Kingdom the major reigns are pinned down within a decade or two. For the Middle Kingdom the uncertainty widens. For the Old Kingdom, the age of the great pyramids, the error bars run to a century or more, and competing scholarly schemes — the “high,” “middle,” and “low” chronologies — can disagree by lifetimes. This is why every early date in this book carries a silent “about,” and why you will sometimes see Khufu’s reign given as 2589–2566 in one book and shifted by decades in another. Both are honest. Neither is certain. When you read that the pyramids were built “around 2600 BC,” the “around” is doing real and heavy work.

There is one more thing the modern reader should know about how we know, and it is perhaps the most important of all, because without it none of the rest would be legible: for well over a thousand years, no one on earth could read a word of ancient Egyptian. When the last temples closed and the old priesthood died out in the early centuries of the Christian era, the knowledge of hieroglyphs died with it. The strange little pictures that covered every wall and monument became a sealed book. Medieval and Renaissance scholars stared at them and guessed wildly, convinced they were a mystical picture-language in which each sign stood for a whole idea, a font of Egyptian wisdom — and they were entirely wrong. The key was recovered only in the nineteenth century, and by an accident of war. In 1799, soldiers of Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt, digging near the town of Rosetta in the Delta, turned up a broken slab of black stone carved with the same royal decree in three scripts: Greek at the bottom, which scholars could read, and above it the same text in Egyptian hieroglyphic and in a cursive Egyptian shorthand. The Rosetta Stone gave the decipherers their bilingual crib, and after two decades of labor a young Frenchman named Jean-François Champollion cracked the system in 1822, proving that the hieroglyphs were not mystic symbols at all but a working script that spelled out sounds as well as ideas, much like our own writing. It is a sobering thought that everything in this book — every king’s name, every date, every inscription — depends on that recovery, and that for most of the time since Cleopatra died, her ancestors’ records lay open to the sky and utterly unreadable, a civilization struck dumb.

There is a deeper limitation, too, and it shapes the whole character of pharaonic history. Almost everything that survives from ancient Egypt comes from tombs and temples — from the world of the dead and the gods. Stone lasts; mudbrick does not. The temples and pyramids and rock-cut tombs were built of stone to endure forever, and many of them did; the palaces and houses and towns where people actually lived were built of sun-dried mudbrick, cheap and quick and cool, and they have mostly dissolved back into the mud of the floodplain from which they came. Even the great capital of Memphis, the hinge of the Two Lands for most of Egyptian history, has almost entirely vanished, its bricks melted away and its site buried under silt and palm groves. So we know the Egyptians’ gods better than their governments, their funeral rites better than their daily lives, their kings’ official self-images better than the men behind them. The smiting scene survives; the failed campaign it papers over usually does not. We see the pharaohs as they wished to be seen — eternally young, eternally victorious, perfect servants of maat — and we must work hard, reading against the grain, to glimpse the human beings inside the role. Now and then a scrap of ordinary life survives by accident — a laborer’s letter, a schoolboy’s exercise, a workman’s grumble about his wages — and each such scrap is precious precisely because so little of that world was built to last.

In recent decades a wholly independent line of evidence has been brought to bear on all this, and it is worth knowing how it has changed the picture. Radiocarbon dating — measuring the slow decay of a radioactive form of carbon in any once-living material, such as the wood of a coffin, the reeds in a mudbrick, or the charcoal from an ancient hearth — gives a date that owes nothing to king-lists or astronomy or Manetho. When scientists ran large batches of such tests on samples tied to the reigns of well-known pharaohs, the results broadly confirmed the chronology that generations of scholars had painstakingly built from the written sources, which was reassuring: the whole scaffolding did not collapse. But radiocarbon also comes with its own margins of error, often a range of a century
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