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CHAPTER ONE

THE TAKE-OFF OF EGYPTIAN CULTURE

At one time scholars believed that the civilization of ancient Egypt was the first in the history of the world and the progenitor of all others. We now know this to be untrue, but the ancient Egyptians retain one unique distinction: they were the first people on earth to create a nation-state. This state, embodying the spiritual beliefs and aspirations of the Egyptian race, was in all its major manifestations a theocracy. It served as the framework of a culture of extraordinary strength, assurance and durability which lasted for 3,000 years and which retained almost to the end its own unmistakable purity of style. In the Egypt of antiquity, State, religion and culture formed an indisputable unity. They rose together; they fell together, and they must be studied together.

Moreover, there was a fourth essential element in this creative unity: the land. It is impossible to conceive of the civilization of ancient Egypt except in its peculiar geographical setting. It was nurtured and continued to be dominated right to the end by the physical facts of its setting: the rhythm of the Nile and its productive valley, and the circumscription of the desert. They gave the Egyptian people and their culture certain fundamental characteristics: stability, permanence and isolation. The Egyptians, indeed, were self-consciously aware of their national immobility and separateness. They assumed they had always inhabited the Nile valley as a distinctive race; and that the valley, with its enclosing deserts, had so existed since the Creation.

In fact neither assumption was correct: even Egypt and its people were subject to the slow transformations of time. At one time all Egypt, like most of Africa, was inhabitable. In the later part of the Middle Paleolithic Period, about 10,000 BC, there was an accelerating decline in local rainfall. The pastures and savannahs of the Egyptian plains became desert. Even as late as about 2350 BC, average rainfall in Egypt was much higher than today – up to six inches a year – but it was decreasing and continued to do so throughout historic times. Much of the country, therefore, became increasingly inhospitable to animals and men. The hippos, the gazelles, the buffaloes and ostriches gradually became fewer. Wild asses, wild cattle, ostriches and lions continued to be hunted well into the time of the pharaohs; Amenophis III boasted that in the first ten years of his reign (c. 1413–1403 BC) he had killed 102 lions with his own hand; and 200 years later, Ramesses III had carved onto the stone pylon of his temple at Medinet Habu the splendid panorama of a royal hunt for wild asses and bulls. There were, in fact, many hippos in the Nile delta even in Roman times. But, in general, the encroachment of the desert was inexorable, driving the fauna of the plains ever further to the south, and mankind to the desert oases and, above all, to the Nile valley.
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A fowling scene from the tomb of Nebamun, Thebes.
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A river-boat steered by a stem-oar, from a fresco in the tomb of Sennufer at Thebes. Some Egyptian boats were built with the unsatisfactory wood of the sycamore.

The Nile seems to have begun to assume its present course about 10,000 years ago. At the time when the plains were drying up, the rainfall of the African forests and the melting snows of Ethiopia were creating its annual flood and transforming the great river into a geographical constructor. It drove its way through the granite rocks to the south of the First Cataract, through the sandstone stretching almost as far north as ancient Thebes, and then through the limestone plateau to the Mediterranean Sea. At the sea itself, it piled up the alluvial delta, and in the series of terraces and valley bottom it carved out of the rocks, spread with the alluvial soil carried down with the flood, it created a continuous oasis 750 miles long from the First Cataract to the sea.

As the savannah turned into desert, palaeolithic man began to descend to the Nile terraces and then to the valley bottom. Of course the valley was initially marsh. For many millennia, the tract from the First Cataract to Thebes was a lake; and much of the delta remained marsh throughout our period. But potentially this was rich agricultural land – 13,300 square miles in the valley itself, and a further 14,500 square miles in the delta. The Nile supplied not merely reliable water but equally reliable alluvial deposits and fertilization. By 5000 BC the palaeolithic hunters of the plains had transformed themselves into the neolithic farmers and herdsmen of the valley and delta, and the agricultural economics of historic Egypt had taken shape. What remained to be done was to complete the conquest of the marshland and to begin the harnessing of the river, by dyke, barrier, basin and canal – and therein lies the story of the Egyptian State, and the culture it begot.

The Nile alluvium makes the soil black. From the very earliest times, the Egyptians divided their country into ke me, the black – that is, the cultivable, inhabitable part – and deshret, the red or desert. Such dualism seems to have been part of the Egyptian character. The country itself was seen as divided into two distinct halves: the Valley or Upper Egypt, and the Delta, or Lower Egypt; and the Delta in turn into a western, or Libyan, and an eastern, or Asian, half. The physical configuration of Egypt was completed by its external barriers: the cataracts cut if off to the south, the Libyan desert to the west, the Eastern Desert, the Red Sea and the Sinai Desert to the east, and the Delta, which with its marshes and myriad, ever-shifting channels, constituted as much an obstacle as an exit, to the north.

Thus isolated from the world beyond, Egypt was dominated by the seasonal rhythms of its river. Not only the river but the inundation itself, termed Hapy, was worshipped as divine. Hapy was bearded, with water-plants sprouting from his head, and with female breasts, symbolizing fertility, hanging from his body. The Egyptians believed that he drew his power, that is the waters of the flood, from underground basins around the First Cataract and long after this explanation had been shown to be false they worshipped the gods of this region fervently. And so they might, for the Nile is perhaps the most beneficent and dependable great river on earth. The conjunction of its two sources, the White and the Blue Nile, and its long journey through the plateau, give the annual flood the character of a reliable annual system rather than an unpredictable catastrophe.

Egyptian civilization was growing up at roughly the same time as that of Mesopotamia, another alluvial valley-plain. But whereas the Tigris and Euphrates brought savage and irregular destruction, as well as life, and so imparted to the cultural philosophy of the people an element of insecurity and pessimism, the Nile was not a fury but a friend. Of course its performance varied, as it still does. Between low water and flood, the volume of water in the Blue Nile, for instance, rises from 7,000 cubic feet per second to over 350,000 on average; and within this average there is considerable variation. At Elephantine, near the First Cataract, and at Old Cairo, where the Valley effectively joins the Delta, the ancient Egyptians set up stone markers, or Nilometers, by the riverside, to record and to some extent predict the river’s behaviour. The evidence of these venerable devices shows that a rise of twenty-one feet was dangerously low, twenty-eight or more would bring damaging floods, and some twenty-five to six feet was desirable, or ‘normal’. Until the recent construction of high dams, the river behaved much the same as it did in antiquity. It began to rise between Aswan and the Delta in June, when green water appeared. The river rose sharply in August and became reddish-coloured. The rising continued until mid-September and then, after a three-week pause, rose again in October; thereafter it fell slowly throughout the winter and spring, until the lowest point was again reached the following May.
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Pool and Nilometer at Dendera, Egypt.
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The Nile landscape, provider of transport and fertility for agriculture.

This slow, deliberative and predictable annual river-cycle was and is accompanied by an exceptionally regular climate. The skies in Egypt are sunny and cloudless. Rainfall in Upper Egypt is virtually nil; it is about two inches a year in the Cairo area, and about six, or a little more, in the Delta, these rains falling in winter. The combination of reliable sunshine and adequate water (plus natural fertilizer) makes for highly successful crops. Herodotus, writing in the fifth century BC, asserted that the Egyptian peasant had an easy time of it. This was not true: at certain times of the year, especially after the flood water subsided, he worked extremely hard. It was when the waters fell that the agricultural year began, and planting had to be rapid while the earth was still soft; at the same time all the multitude of ditches and canals had to be cleared out and repaired. The crops ripened under the winter sun and were harvested in the spring while it was still cool; the process had to be completed by the end of May, when the waters rose again. There were thus three seasons in the agricultural year: flood, sowing and harvest; and it was fortunate for the Egyptians that the flood, when there was least to be done, coincided with the hottest weather.

The river provided not only fertility but transport. The inhabited land of the Valley varied from about five to fifteen miles in width. This was where all the basic crops, emmer wheat, barley and flax, were grown. The Delta, chiefly used for pasture, was bisected by innumerable channels, running from north to south. Every part of Egypt where men lived and worked was within a few miles of river transport. Thus the wheel came late to Egypt. We find it on an early depiction of a siege-ladder, but not on carts. Wheels had been in use in Mesopotamia for a thousand years before chariots were common in Egypt. All the same, thanks to the river, Egypt had the best internal communications of any country of antiquity. From the moment when they descended from the Nile terraces the Egyptians built river-boats, using with considerable ingenuity the unsatisfactory wood of the sycamore, the only tree the country produced in any abundance. Boats steered by stern-oars could descend the river, travelling with the current, throughout the year, even at times of low water. Rafts and barges could and did travel down-river with colossal weights of stone aboard; and during the flood, in late summer and autumn, they could easily deliver their burdens to points several miles above the low-water mark. It was the river which made the logistics of Egypt’s ponderous stone culture not only possible but comparatively cheap. And transport upstream too was cheap, for the prevailing wind in Egypt blows throughout the year from the north, another example of the beneficence of nature. Oars needed only to be used during the infrequent periods of total calm, for the Egyptians quickly developed the highly efficient triangular sails still in use today, which catch the slight but persistent north breezes. In Egyptian hieroglyphic script, the determinative ‘go north’ is a simple boat, and ‘go south’ a boat with a sail.

Hence, despite the desiccation of Egypt, the Nile made it one of the most desirable regions on earth for ancient man. Yet in prehistoric times, this enormous natural advantage was an inducement to improvement rather than lethargy. The Nile never failed, but it was sometimes sparing. The early Biblical story of Joseph and the seven lean years following the seven years of plenty, which refers to a date in the Second Intermediate Period itself, reflects a much more ancient Egyptian tradition of seven consecutive low Niles. The waywardness of the river was a spur to organization, and to the creation of a storage economy – the river itself making it possible to ship grain easily from one end of the country to the other. Even more important, the river was a perennial spur to extending the area which was drained and irrigated. This too involved powers of organization and much hard labour.

What Herodotus does not seem to have noticed was that much of the cultivated area was not touched by the inundation. While the basic crops were covered by the river waters in season, and thus self-irrigating, garden produce on the higher land above the floodline had to be watered throughout the year. The water was brought direct from the river by means of that ingenious antique invention, still in use, the shaduf– a well-sweep with a counterpoise-weight – or it was captured in floodtime in a multitude of artificial basins, then channelled to the fields and gardens by an infinitely intricate series of ditches. These varied in width from an inch or two to many feet; they could be opened or closed throughout the growing season, and they had been constructed over many centuries, even millennia. Engineering and working this system, and keeping it in constant repair, involved perpetual toil, a point which did not escape that economic legislator, Moses. As he said to the Israelites, to induce them to migrate to Palestine, a reliable rainfall cut out much hard work. And they had seen with their own eyes that Egyptian peasants whose land lay above the floodline not only had to operate their individual irrigation systems but, like all agricultural workers, join in the compulsory corvées (a day’s work of unpaid labour) which maintained and extended the communal canals and flood barriers.
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A wall painting from the tomb of Nakht, scribe and priest under Tuthmosis V, depicting the grape harvest.
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An early dynastic make-up palette with relief decorations of a palm tree, giraffes and dogs.

On the other hand, it was precisely that communal nature of artificial irrigation and flood-control which gave the Egyptian state, the first national artefact of mankind, its initial impetus. It was at this point that Egyptian history diverged from that of the other alluvial valley-plains, the Tigris-Euphrates and the Indus, which cradled the earliest civilizations. There is now no doubt, of course, that western Asia can claim the primacy in moving towards civilization. In the 1950s, archaeological investigations at Jericho, and at Hacilar and Catal Huyuk in Turkey, produced clear evidence that the so-called ‘Neolithic Revolution’ – that is, the cultivation of crops, the domestication of animals and settlement in communities – took place as early as 8000 BC. We have no comparable evidence from Egypt; indeed the whole period between 10,000 and 5000 BC has left little trace there, and what knowledge we do possess indicates that Egypt was comparatively slow to move into the age of economic specialization, as a precursor of civilization proper. Again, in the creation of cities, Egypt was a late-developer compared with western Asia. The Sumerians, in what is now Southern Iraq, had sizeable cities by the middle of the fourth millennium (3500 BC) at a time when the Egyptians were living in nothing larger than a village. The Sumerians seem to have been several hundred years ahead of the Nile Valley in developing an essentially urban pattern of trading and manufacturing, with large city temples and a civic government. But where the Egyptians were equally clearly innovators was in by-passing the civic state of political development, and in effect moving directly from the large village to the nation-state covering a wide area, and unified by a common culture and national economy rather than by a city boundary. This process of leap-frog allowed the Egyptians to achieve national unity around 3100 BC, when Mesopotamia was a collection of small city-units, and more than half a millennium before Sargon the Great created the first Asian state. And, in this unification process, it was the Nile, a centralizing factor by its mere physical existence but still more so by the patterns of communal effort it encouraged, which played the determining part.

It was in the Badarian period, the second half of the fifth millennium, and still more in the fourth millennium BC, divided almost equally, for purposes of archaeological convenience, into the Early Naqada and the Late Naqada periods* that the determining characteristics of the Egyptian people emerged. Although sprung from the same stock as the nomads who still lived in the deserts, their descent into the Nile valley and delta had turned them into self-conscious farmers and sailors, whose life-pattern diverged from the desert-dwellers. This divergence was a matter of situation, not race: the nomads, and the people of Libya to the west and Nubia to the south, remained trapped at an earlier stage of development, while the Nile-dwellers progressed steadily by means of their exploitation of the river and its banks.

The first social organizations of the Nile valley were autonomous villages, each with an animal totem-god (very often cows or bulls). In time, during the fourth millennium, more important villages, or groups of villages, emerged as the foci of districts. These were the precursors of the later nomes, the administrative areas into which dynastic Egypt continued to be divided after unity had been secured. The local chieftains were ancestors of the future nomarchs, who could often trace their lineage of power as far back as the pharaohs themselves. The district totems became the emblems of the nomes, emblazoned on shields and standards, and gradually making their appearance on artefacts. These emblems constitute the original pantheon of the Egyptian gods. They also provide our earliest documentation of Egyptian history. From remote times the Nile dwellers had painted their eyes for both medicinal and aesthetic purposes, and the palettes on which they moistened the powder evolved into an important ceremonial art form. From the fourth millennium BC, more than a dozen of these outstanding votive palettes have survived, and they depict the emergence of ever-larger social units, represented by their emblems and accompanied by crude hieroglyphs. This village imperialism is seen at a fairly advanced stage in the Tjehnu Palette, in the Cairo Museum, where a coalition of nomarch-chieftains – the lions, the falcon and the scorpion – are depicted capturing fortified centres by destroying their walls with levers; the reverse of the palette shows the cattle taken as booty.
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Nakht and his family on a bird and fish hunting expedition in a swampy area from a wall painting from the tomb of Nakht, scribe and priest under Tuthmosis V, Thebes.
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Falcon headdress from a statue of Horus, god of Hierakonpolis.

However, the consolidation of the Valley and Delta into larger units was not necessarily an aggressive process. The tradition of the regions, as reflected in later tomb-biographies of nomarchs, was that the highest honour was accorded to chieftains who steered their localities safely through periods of low Niles by efficient storage and distribution, and who expanded the fertile land by draining swamps and creating irrigation works. One of the earliest titles was ‘Canal Digger’. The leadership-emphasis was on organizational ability and the capacity to inspire collective effort. Thus districts undoubtedly coalesced and expanded by a process of voluntary amalgamation, and it was only in the closing stages of the development in predynastic times that force seems to have been employed to group medium-sized units into two large ones, and eventually into a united country. In this process gods fought alongside men, in the sense that village and district totem-figures cannibalized subject deities and absorbed their power. These obscure struggles formed the basis of later myths and emerged in historic times to constitute the structure of Egypt’s polytheology. The most important, because it underlay the Egyptian theory of life and death, was the murder and dismemberment of Osiris by his brother Seth, and the perpetual struggle waged against Seth by Osiris’s son, Horus. Horus, the falcon-deity, came from the Delta-North, Seth, associated with deserts and storms, from the south. The identification of Horus with good and royalty, and Seth to some extent with evil, demons and foreigners, suggests that at some stage the Delta-North dominated the south, though during the crucial period of final unification, it was the south which absorbed the north.

Egypt’s progress towards state-unity, and the evolution of its religious thought, not only proceeded simultaneously but interacted at every stage. Herodotus described the Egyptians as the most religious people on earth, and he was writing of an age when the dynamism of the Egyptian faith had run down and the forms, rather than the substance, were in control. At an earlier period, and particularly during the second half of the fourth millennium BC, when the Egyptian theocracy was evolving, the intensity of faith was such as to exclude purely secular considerations altogether. It is not clear why this should have been so but one possibility is that the Egyptians were the first men to conceive of continuing life after death. They early observed that, in the Nile Valley, bodies buried on the edge of the desert were often almost indefinitely preserved from corruption. This physical fact may have first led them to conceive the notion of eternity, and so to stress the transcendent importance of religion in the brief span of human life on earth. Throughout the fourth millennium, they were burying their dead in ever more elaborate graves and tombs, and with an ever-increasing variety and richness of goods with which to reproduce a comfortable existence in eternity. The murdered and dismembered Osiris was reconstituted and revivified as a paradigm of human salvation. Then, too, as a matter of universal observation within both daily and annual cycles, there was the miracle of the sun and the Nile, the two inescapable features of the Egyptian scene. The sun rose without fail in the east and set in the west; in no other land was its motion so visibly reliable. In contrapuntal distinction to this daily birth and rebirth was the annual renewal of the river: ‘Thou makest the Nile in the lower world’, ran a hymn, ‘and bringest it whither thou wilt, in order to sustain mankind, even as thou hast made them.’ The conjunction of these two evidently miraculous and god-ordained processes made Egypt a rich country and its prosperity dependable; the preservation of bodies in the sand indicated that such felicity could be prolonged indefinitely. Hence the Egyptians inevitably concluded that the divine powers were beneficent, and the intensity of their religious emotions arose not from fear but from a profound sense of gratitude.

This is in a sense conjectural. But what is beyond argument is that every single aspect of Egyptian life, as it manifests itself by its survival, was enclosed in a pervasive religious context. The outstanding cultural achievement of the Naqada periods, that is virtually the whole of the fourth millennium BC, was a growing skill in the working of stone. These included not only soft stones like limestone, sandstone and alabaster, but basalt, granite, diorite, dolerite, schist, serpentine and breccia, all of which are found in abundance in Egypt. The Egyptians, having discovered eternity, associated it in their minds with their native hardstones, which seemed to last for ever, and so prepared bodies for burial with stone implements and equipment. Long before they built in stone, the Egyptians created splendid stone jars and vessels, hollowing them out and shaping them – often as fanciful animals – with infinite labour, using drills, which only towards the end of the millennium were equipped with copper bits. Most of these vessels, and all of the finest, were intended for religious purposes, not for earthly use.

Thus right at the very beginning of their cultural efflorescence the Egyptians manifested an unbending will to devote their creative skills to the gods. It is probably true to say that, from first to last, there was no such thing as secular high art in Egypt. Both the subject matter and the structure of art were derived from purely religious ideas. Of course at this point we must project ourselves forward into the dynastic age for evidence, but there is no ground for thinking there was ever a secular element in art even before Egyptian theology and myth had taken shape. The Egyptian craftsman did not perform for the human eye but the divine. His splendid vases were transferred direct from workshop to tomb and buried in eternal darkness. Later, the great sculptures were usually walled up in stygian rooms to which human access was totally forbidden. These works were perfected to satisfy the gods and if they gave delight to human eyes it was coincidental.
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Details of the horoscope from the Zodiac tomb at Athribis.

An alabaster sphinx of Eighteenth to Nineteenth Dynasty age at Memphis, excavated by Sir Flinders Petrie.

Language, too, sprang in written form from the needs of the religious cult and the desire to communicate more effectively with the deities; hieroglyphs – ‘priestly writing’ as the name implies – formed the vernacular of the gods. The early votive palettes, with their primitive inscriptions, were messages to god not man; and it was the need to express myth and elaborate ritual which slowly gave the written language flexibility. The Pyramid Texts of the Old Kingdom are some of the first texts in Egyptian literature. Their purpose is wholly religious. In fact it would be hard to point to any Egyptian text of any period, however profane in appearance – annals, love poems, song, drama, legend – whose origins were not obviously rooted in a religious genre and which did not retain religious overtones until the very end of Egyptian civilization.

Equally, exact knowledge of any kind remained embedded in the religious mould for which it was originally fashioned. The earliest Egyptian maps, though dealing with the Nile area, are in fact guides to the geography of the underworld and designed to help the dead on their journey to eternity. History, in so far as it was written at all, was a dogmatic assertion of the workings-out of divine purposes through a sacred community (the Egyptian nation) personified by a god-king; by comparison, the Jewish Old Testament would have appeared to Egyptians as replete with secular irrelevancies. Philosophy was wholly committed to theological concerns. Medicine had a religious basis, and its practice was associated closely with the priesthood – as was inevitable since illness and death were judged to be messages from the gods. The diagnosis was magical and prescriptions were applied with magical forms of words. Astrology and chronology seem to have been prompted by the need to compile exact timetables for religious rites, and the original Egyptian calendar, which provides the basis for the one we still use, was set down to reconcile the fixtures and variables in the ecclesiastical year. Observational astronomy, which kept the calendar up to date, was, like medicine, a priestly profession. Egyptian physics merely reflected theological assumptions: the earth arose from out of the primeval ocean. The vault of heaven was above, resting on four pillars, with a counter-heaven below. The controlling influences of this cosmos were personified in various gods and goddesses who kept the structure erect and gave it dynamism by their tensions and quarrels. So long as they were left alone by the outside world to work out their own destinies, the Egyptians never saw any reason to modify this cosmology or, indeed, to secularize any part of their encyclopaedia.
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On the other hand, it should not be supposed that religion was a retarding factor in the evolution of Egyptian civilization. On the contrary, it was and remained the chief cultural impulse. The emergence of Egypt as a civilized power at the end of the fourth millennium BC – its ‘take-off’ as a culture embodied in a State and an economy – was in all essentials a religious process and achievement; and, as we shall see, it was precisely the decline of religious vitality which led to the collapse of Egyptian culture in the first centuries of the Christian era. As in other societies, in its origin the religious impulse in Egypt sprang from the consciousness of ‘power’, expressing itself in myriad ways in creatures and natural phenomena, and needing to be appeased by pious cult. The concepts of gods evolved alongside village organizations, these gods being multipurpose originally and only gradually developing the specialized functions implied by their emblems as society became itself more complex and specialized, and the size of the self-sustaining social unit grew. So gods developed personalities and personal histories, all of which were woven by myths into an interlocking series of explanations of what the world was about. The emergence of a unified pantheon of gods, each originally from a local habitation and each still locally powerful, but now working together in a coherent divine scheme of things, corresponded to and inspired a growing human consciousness of the economic and social unity of the Nile valley and its delta. All communities which have to build interdependent dykes and canals develop a strong communal drive. In the Nile area, where the gods seemed to work so openly and obviously, this communal sense received from early times a special divine sanction. Canals, dykes, irrigation channels and barriers were divine, as were the Nile itself and its flood; constructing and maintaining them was an act of conspicuous piety in the spirit of the divine scheme; those who managed such works were divinely selected and their leadership sanctified; even the humble labourer was playing a meritorious part in the celestial plan.
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The town of Memphis from a detail of the mosaic floor in the church of St John in Khirbet El-Samra, Jordan.

So much is obvious. What is less clear is the manner in which Egyptian theology, and the basic cosmogony on which it rested, overshadowed the creation of the Egyptian State. Certainly the cosmogony was modified as the social unit grew. As gods emerged from mere centres of ‘power’ into definite personalities, they were anthropomorphized. They were active creatures, usually making things (although sometimes destroying also). Some were potters, others stonemasons or metalworkers; others were procreators. Ancient gods created other gods. One of the first centres in Egypt to acquire a definite religious personality and act as a politic focus was Heliopolis, with its sun-god Re. Its cosmogony, which may have been elaborated about 3500 BC but first attains written form in the Pyramid Texts of the late Old Kingdom, is primitive and physical. Thus the primeval god effected the first act of creation without sexual intercourse since he had no partner: ‘Atun masturbated in Heliopolis. He took his phallus in his grasp that he might create orgasm by means of it, and so were born the twins Shu and Tefnut.’ The first couple were born out of Atun’s mouth.

The Egyptians never discarded this unsophisticated explanation. They never discarded any idea they had conceived, preferring, whatever the cost in logic or consistency, to attach to it, in blissful confusion, any additional ideas or explanations as they occurred. Gods multiplied, mutated among themselves, blended, separated, intermarried and procreated. The most the Egyptian theologians felt able to do was to sort them out into congruous triads (groups of three), enneads (groups of nine), and so forth, just as Egyptian villages and townships cooperated together, while retaining their distinctive personalities, in the communal unity of the Nile. It was the same with theological explanations. In the British Museum is the Shabaka Stone, bearing the name of a pharaoh who lived about 700 BC; its theological text is thus late, but its origins are manifestly very early indeed. It reads in parts: ‘Whereas the Ennead of Atun came into being by his semen and his fingers, the Ennead of Ptah, however, are the teeth and lips in his mouth, which pronounced the name of everything, from which Shu and Tefnut came forth, and which was the fashioner of the Ennead.’ We have here something approaching the elegant and sophisticated doctrine of the logos, which was to perpetuate itself into the Greek world and provide an astonishing start for St John’s Gospel. ‘Thus it happened’, continued the text, ‘that the heart [by which the Egyptians meant the mind] and tongue gained control over every other member of the body, by teaching that he is in every body and in every mouth of all gods, all men, all cattle, all creeping things, and everything that lives, by thinking and commanding everything that he wishes … ‘

This deliberative and self-conscious creative process by the operation of mind and voice is an analogy of the social and political process which led to the emergence of the Egyptian unified state. Ptah was the god of Memphis, and Memphis was built or acquired heightened importance at the time of unification: it stood at the junction of Upper and Lower Egypt and was deliberately turned into a national capital. It has been suggested that Egypt had to acquire a ‘Memphite Theology’ in consequence, which allocated a prime cosmogonical rule to the new capital’s special god. Hence the Ptah-logos was a retrospective rationalization of the unification process. It seems to me far more likely that the Memphite Theology preceded and indeed promoted the political fact, being linked to the earliest writings and pictograms which began to generate magic and excitement shortly before political unity occurred. The idea of conscious statesmanship in founding the cosmos – as opposed to the crude ‘happening’ of the earlier explanation – would have served, by analogy, to promote and inspire the political aim (which was also of course a religious aim) of founding a unified State by conscious leadership and negotiation as well as by force.

So far we have been assuming that the religious and political developments which led to the creation of the Egyptian State and the cultural take-off took place in total isolation from the world beyond. Certainly, the most minute examination of Egypt’s early religious beliefs does not reveal any sign of foreign influence; her political evolution proceeded on quite different lines to that of Sumer, and the earliest major buildings which reflected it – forts and tombs – contrasted with the Sumerian city temples. But Egypt was accessible, if with difficulty, especially by the coastal land-bridge from Asia. Mesopotamia had passed through the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ long before Egypt, for her farmers were tilling the plain 2,000 years before agriculture began in the Nile valley, and Eridu, for example, was a town of sorts, with a substantial temple, when the Egyptians were still gathered in small villages. So Mesopotamia had much to teach, and Egypt to learn, in the fourth millennium.

The likelihood that Egypt benefited from a traffic in ideas is substantiated by definite archaeological evidence. There may, in fact, have been a more substantial movement of population, an actual conquest by a Semitic Asian race, taller and with broader, larger skulls than the native Egyptians. It has been suggested that these were the original ‘followers of Horus’, who formed a regional ruling class in the middle of the fourth millennium, and whose activities account for the acceleration in Egyptian cultural development from about 3400 BC. Another view is that the intrusion was not a conquest but an infiltration by Asian merchants, craftsmen and shepherds, a phenomenon which was to recur throughout antiquity. Whatever happened, the traces remain: early visual representations of boats of Mesopotamian origin; decorative motifs, especially composite or fabulous animals, or animals with intertwined necks, which appear about this time especially on the votive palettes; the use of bricks in decorative panels; above all, writing.

Egyptian hieroglyphics were from the start entirely unique, as was the religious system which controlled them. The earliest signs are purely Egyptian in form. But it looks as though the principle of writing was an import. In Mesopotamia, we can trace the whole evolutionary process of literacy from surviving samples: pictures, to pictograms, ideograms and phonetic signs, and then the use of a cuneiform-wedge pen or stylus on wet clay, leading to the rapid development of a cursive script. No stage is missing. But in Egypt no traces at all have been found of the earliest stages. There is no sign of a pre-phonetic script. What seems to have happened is that Egyptian priests saw specimens of Sumerian writing, grasped the intellectual principle of phonetic signs, and promptly devised their own system. They had one crucial material advantage: the papyrus plant which grew in abundance in Egypt, and from which material for drawing and writing was made in the second half of the fourth millennium. Given papyrus paper, which made the writing of a simplified cursive script in ink not only feasible but easy and elegant, there was no reason for Egyptian intellectuals to adopt cuneiform at all. They seem, in fact, to have seized eagerly on the principle of rendering sounds by signs, and then rejected the rest of the practice and apparatus, deliberately designing their own written language, which combined ideograms and phonograms of a uniquely Egyptian design.

The acquisition of writing, with the organizational possibilities it opened up, as well as its added magical power, clearly hastened the process of unification – was, perhaps, the most important single factor in it. The other Asian imports were of less significance, particularly since the final drive to unity came from the Nile Valley, not from the Delta. All the same, Asian cultural penetration did coincide with the period of quickening development from which unity emerged. What precisely happened? We have two types of evidence. Archaeology suggests that Upper Egypt was united under a king at Hierakonpolis, in late predynastic times a town approaching 10,000 inhabitants. Archaeological finds are much rarer in the Delta, since the Nile has destroyed the evidence or buried it under alluvium. But it is possible to conclude that Lower Egypt, too, achieved unity, based around a capital at Buto. Then, towards the end of the fourth millennium, we find in the Delta the sudden appearance of objects from the Late Naqada culture of Upper Egypt, on a scale to suggest a conquest or a decisive penetration. This was the moment of unity. And if there was, indeed, a foreign ruling class of Horus-worshippers in the Delta, it was at this point that they were ousted and their cultural apparatus taken over by the rulers from the south.

Secondly, we have some literary evidence, inarticulate though it may be. Tomb 100 at Hierakonpolis contains a frieze devoted to the subject of leadership. There is no trace of foreign influence here, but evidence that a State bureaucracy, under a dominant king, was growing up in the south in the Late Naqada period. This king wore the bulbous, pointed White Crown of the south. A jar in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, dating from about 3500 BC, shows the smaller Red Crown of the north, or Lower Egypt. The collision between these two evolving States first seems to have occurred under a southern king called Scorpio. He features on a fragment of a ceremonial mace-head, also in the Ashmolean, which shows him wearing the white crown, and conquering and hanging various people in the border regions and the Delta itself – but he does not yet claim the red crown. This final act was evidently the work of a southern king called Narmer, who is the hero of the finest and most important of all the votive palettes, found in 1897 at Hierakonpolis – where according to tradition the kings of Egypt came from – and now in the Cairo Museum. The Narmer Palette shows the king not only completing the conquest but wearing, separately, the red crown of Lower Egypt and the white crown of the south. Pictograms, ideograms and fragmentary phonetic signs tell the story. Sir Alan Gardiner, the great authority on hieroglyphs, argued that at the time of the Narmer palette the State priests and the artists they employed could not yet write complete sentences; they produced a series of pictures, ideas and sounds which the spectator then had to translate into words. He deduced that the palette was clearly composed to commemorate the triumph of unification. The scale of Narmer’s conquest is confirmed by another Ashmolean mace-head, which shows him with his booty: apparently 120,000 men, 400,000 oxen, 1,422,000 goats, and the standards of the northern nomes.

Unification was an act of religious statesmanship as well as military conquest, and the organizational and economic benefits became quickly apparent. Southern kings married northern princesses, so fusing the royal lines. There was a syncretization of the rival gods and goddesses, so that all the deities of the kingdoms and the nomes took their places in one harmonious pantheon. Either Narmer, or his immediate successor Aha, built Memphis as a joint capital, equipping it with the Palace of the White Walls which gave it its Egyptian name. Thenceforth the coronations of all the pharaohs included a commemorative ceremony in which the king symbolically reunited the ‘two lands’ by running round the White Walls in a solemn and solitary race – an act repeated to display continuing vitality at his periodic jubilees. Egyptian syncretic skill was visual as well as notional: the two crowns were brilliantly combined into an impressive piece of headgear which became and remained to the end the most honoured item in the pharaoh’s regalia.

Unity finally ended death feuds between villages and nomes, border raids between the old kingdoms, and banditry by marauding nomads, whose activities in the Nile area were now policed by a centralized State. Population increased rapidly and internal peace made possible for the first time the thorough exploitation of the country’s mineral resources. Egypt now passed rapidly into the full Copper Age. Royal expeditions were mounted to replace the casual collection of copper ingots, which were then hammered cold into tools and weapons, by the systematic exploitation of desert mines. The amount of copper available dramatically increased, and hot-metal technology, long practised in Asia, was adopted. Royal hoards of the period show a sudden accumulation of metal wealth: ranges of copper chisels, knives, axeheads, saws, adzes. Such metal tools were still precious; they were weighed before and after issue to workmen to prevent theft and metal crimes figured high in the work of the courts – for security, some tools were stamped with royal names and so can be dated. Metal equipment enormously enhanced the productivity of royal workshops and estates, and so royal wealth; copper weapons gave the royal armies and police unprecedented advantages and contributed directly to royal power.
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Wall painting from the tomb of Mennah, scribe under Pharaoh Tuthmosis IV, depicting scribes recording the yield of a grain harvest.

More widespread were the benefits conferred by royal centralization on the whole Nilotic economy. In his account of fifth-century Egypt, Herodotus recounts an ancient tradition that all Upper Egypt was a marsh until the reign of the first king of the first dynasty, whom he called Menes. Menes and Narmer were almost certainly the same king, and Herodotus’s tale probably echoes the belief that the decisive steps for the control or regulation of the Nile flood were taken by royal initiative in Upper Egypt – a parallel cause of the southern supremacy, perhaps. Herodotus further says that dykes were built south of Memphis when the new capital emerged at the start of the First Dynasty. But this was only one instance of royal activity around the river. The ancient regions were reorganized as nomes under central royal control, and a policy of public water-works under ‘Canal Builders’ or nomarchs was steadily pursued; these officials were of ancient lineage but were rewarded by the burgeoning state in accordance with their construction record. Thus the Delta, thanks to innumerable dykes and canals, was drained and opened up as a huge reserve of land for internal colonization. Among other services, it maintained vast numbers of oxen for the royal, priestly and private landowners of the Nile valley, when their pastures failed in summer. River-control increased the area under crops, too, and in the newly-drained Nile valley as well as the Delta. Egyptians ate more grain as well as meat, despite the steady rise in population. The efficient management of grain-storage and the distribution of supplies was another test of the new bureaucratic state. Nomarchs and other officials boasted in the biographical statements carved in their tombs: ‘I was the computor for the consumption of grain in Lower Egypt, one who dispensed water in broad daylight.’ The existence of regional and central food depots made it possible for the growing population, during the period of agricultural pause in floodtime, to be employed for three months in the year on public works, living ‘from the table of the ruler’ as it was called. Thus the State was able to embark on great undertakings – hitherto inconceivable – to control the river and its waters. These were religious operations: the pharaoh and his officials were cooperating with the gods to bring added prosperity to the land.

Prediction of the flood was as important as its physical control, and to Egyptians provided even plainer evidence of royal magic. One of the earliest acts of the united State was the provision and monitoring of Nilometers. This enabled the State to keep records of levels, work out averages and plan accordingly. Royal scribes and priests compiled primitive calendars of the three seasons, ‘Inundation’, ‘Going down of the Inundation’ and ‘Drought’. Royal astronomers noticed that when the dog-star Sothis, after disappearing for seventy days, appeared again for the first time in the early morning before the sun rose, the flood was almost invariably imminent or had even begun. The date was accordingly used to mark the start of the Egyptian New Year, and the royal observatory now gave the calendar a firm anchor. The Nile, as it were, was brought under intellectual, as well as a degree of physical, control, and the combination effected a striking increase not only in the total area of land under regular cultivation but in the efficiency with which the soil was worked. This in turn increased royal (and other) food surpluses and reserves, the number of specialized craftsmen and workmen who could be supported, and the scale and variety of tasks the State could accomplish. So the subsistence economy was rapidly left behind, and the Egyptians, from being late starters in the race towards civilization, steadily overhauled the Sumerians.
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A wall relief showing the Abydos list of kings from Menes to Seti I; a prince with a papyrus roll reciting a hymn. From the temple of Seti I, New Kingdom, Nineteenth Dynasty.

We now pass from the predynastic (or Naqada) period to the long series of dynasties which cover the history of ancient Egyptian civilization. From this point, much later documentary sources become of increasing relevance, at any rate in fixing the sequence and chronology of dynastic history. What are these sources? They are all, for one reason or another, unsatisfactory; but married together and in conjunction with use of the Sothic dates of the Egyptian calendar, they permit the erection of a surprisingly reliable chronological structure (set out on page 39). The most important source is the Egyptian priest Manetho of Sebennytus, who lived in the reigns of the first two Ptolemaic pharaohs, in the earlier part of the third century BC. Manetho was affronted by Herodotus’s wildly credulous and inaccurate account of Egypt, which had become famous by his day. Of course, unlike Herodotus, he spoke and read Egyptian as well as Greek, and had access to a range of historical works which have long since disappeared. He not only produced a pamphlet refuting Herodotus’s errors, which has disappeared entirely, but compiled a systematic history of dynastic Egypt, the original of which has also disappeared, but survives in the form of epitomes embedded in the historical works of Julius Africanus, Josephus and Bishop Eusebius.

Manetho’s account has been described as a series of folk-tales, and so in a sense it is. He produces fantastic reign-lengths for the earlier dynasties – the equivalent of the Methuselah-type datings of the earlier sections of the Old Testament – which in total would set back the foundation of the Egyptian State to well before 10000 BC. Not even the earliest Egyptologists would accept Manetho-based dating, and in the course of archaeological research in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the ‘long chronologies’, as they are called, were gradually chopped down. The use of Carbon-14 dating fixes the Naqada periods in the first and second halves of the fourth millennium BC, and the unification under Narmer (or Menes as Manetho calls him) towards its close; after that we are in the carbon-dating margin of error. Manetho is thus no use for earlier chronology. Nevertheless, his structural device of dividing the Egyptian kings into thirty-one dynasties – the last being the Greek dynasty founded by Alexander and his Ptolemaic successors – has never been successfully overthrown by modern Egyptologists. We use it today. These dynasties consist (roughly) of related kings and queens, since Manetho marks a new dynasty when a change in ruling house occurs. Most of the pharaohs he lists were undoubtedly historical personages; in fact, where his information can be checked by modern research he has been found to be right, or nearly right, on a surprising number of occasions. But Manetho must be supplemented by other documents. We have the Fifth Dynasty ‘Palermo Stone’ which lists the early kings; and a papyrus canonical list, now in Turin, which gives the names and length of reign of kings from the earliest times to almost the middle of the second millennium BC. But both these documents survive only in fragments. There is a tablet from Karnak (now in Paris) with a list of rulers from early times to the Eighteenth Dynasty; the Royal List of Abydos, which has seventy-six royal names; and a tomb-tablet from Sakkara, now in Cairo, which lists fifty-eight kings up to Ramesses II, in the Nineteenth Dynasty. Cross-checking all this information, merging it together, and bearing in mind that Manetho becomes more reliable as he proceeds, we can construct a sequence of kings which is dependable for most of the time, and reliable relative dating for the information listed above is supplemented by innumerable individual dates in royal tomb-inscriptions, stelae and papyri.
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Detail of the Abydos list of kings.

Unfortunately, the Egyptians dated events solely in terms of each reign: they did not have a cumulative chronology. How, then, to anchor Egyptian dates to our own absolute chronology? This is where the Sothic dating comes in. We have several ancient Egyptian records of the Heliacal rising of Sothis. Since we can work out when these occurred in our own BC dating, we can say, for instance, that the seventh year of Sesostris III of the Twelfth Dynasty was in 1872 BC. From this we can work backwards to date the beginning of the Twelfth Dynasty to 1991 and of the Eleventh Dynasty to (approximately) 2133–4. The Turin Canon gives a seemingly accurate total of 955 years for the first eight dynasties; and this, together with fragments of knowledge about the Ninth, Tenth and Eleventh Dynasties, allows us to give an approximate figure of 3100 for the unification of the kingdom and the beginning of Egypt’s dynastic history. This is roughly confirmed by much archaeological evidence and tentative carbon-dating, and is now generally accepted by Egyptologists as a starting point. For dates later than the Twelfth Dynasty we have a number of Sothic anchors – we can, for instance, be sure that the ninth year of Amenophis I of the Eighteenth Dynasty was between 1544 and 1519 BC (and very likely 1537) – and, in due course, a growing number of cross-dates from other cultures.

I have explained in some detail how we can reconstruct Egyptian chronology because it gives some indication of the fragmentary nature of our own sources, particularly for the earlier dynasties. But then, it is not to be expected that we should be able to provide a detailed historical account of such a remote period of time. Our first considerable written treatise is the Pyramid Texts, found in the tomb of Unas, the last pharaoh of the Fifth Dynasty, who died around 2345 BC. By that time, dynastic Egypt was already approximately 750 years old. We date the First Dynasty from 3100 to 2890 BC; the Second Dynasty ended in 2686; the beginning of the Third Dynasty inaugurated what is termed the Old Kingdom (dynasties 3–6), the first great peak of Egyptian civilization and in all essentials the matrix of the entire culture.

Of the first two dynasties we know little. Cultural development and economic expansion continued steadily throughout them but the pharaohs did not find it easy to hold the new nation together: the emergence of Seth in symbolic conflict with Horus indicates civil war between the South and the Delta, or parts of it. The last Dynasty ended in anarchy and the breakdown of the united kingdom: the Second Dynasty came to power as part of the process of reunification, its first king being called Hotepsekhemwy, signifying ‘the Two Powers are Pacified’. There was a further political upheaval in the Second Dynasty, under King Peribsen, and the union was again restored by his successor, Khasekhem. To mark the event, the latter may have changed his regnal name to Khasekhemwy, ‘the Appearance of the Two Powers’, and there are two commemorative statues of Khasekhemwy at Hierakonpolis. But both names figure on king-lists and they may have been different men. The memory of these obscure struggles was retained in later traditions of thousands of slaughtered men from Lower Egypt.

As the kingdom consolidated its unity and survived these crises, internal changes no less obscure but equally certain were taking place. The power of the monarch grew at equal pace with unity, for local aristocrats were the only elements who stood to gain from breakdown, and their transformation, as nomarchs, into mere officials was a consequence of the growth of a homogenous, centralized State, in which the pharaoh and his court were all-powerful. The evidence of burial arrangements is about the only kind we have to go upon. In predynastic times, local notables had been buried in their places of birth and standing. With unification, their tombs begin to cluster around the royal necropolis like iron filings round a magnet.

The Egyptian theory of death and eternity, which was now beginning to mature, presupposed that the exact reproduction, on the funerary plane, of life on earth, was the guarantee that it would be perpetuated into eternity. So tomb patterns are mirror-images of what went on in real life. The royal tomb emerged from the ground, first in the shape of a house or mastaba, to use the modern Egyptian term, then a many-roomed palace building with doorways and recessed walls; finally a pyramid, symbol of majesty and divinity. The tomb reproduced the royal earthly household, not only in terms of goods and supplies, but people. A First Dynasty queen, Merneith, was buried with 41 male and 77 female retainers; King Wadji, also of the First Dynasty, took 335 household souls with him. Where such bodies can be found, they show no signs of violence. Were they poisoned? Had they died anyway, in the normal course of events, and were simply used as surrogates of royal retainers? Ritual human sacrifice certainly took place in contemporary Asia, as the great death-pits of Early Dynastic Ur testify. The story of Abraham shows it was still conceivable at the beginning of the second millennium BC. The servants lay in small separate tombs clustered round the monarch. And, as the centralized pharaonic State consolidated itself, and the royal tombs grew accordingly in size and grandeur, so the tombs of great officials and chieftains were pulled into orbit, to constitute a kind of court or State of the dead in hierarchical proximity. The king by conquest and magic power had consumed the totems or emblems, and so the souls, of the original clans and their chiefs. He could restore these souls by enabling favoured officials and courtiers to qualify, through their tombs, for immortality. So the satellite tomb became a religious necessity as well as a social privilege. The excavation of the early dynastic royal tombs, not all of which have yet been identified, suggests that all the kings had two: the actual burial place at the necropolis of Sakkara, near the new capital Memphis, and cenotaphs in the ancient necropolis of Abydos. During the first two dynasties, the evolution of the royal necropolis reflects an irresistible movement towards political centralization and royal theocracy.

The take-off itself, when the splendours of the new civilization became manifest and unmistakable, may be precisely dated to the reign of King Djoser at the beginning of the Third Dynasty in the twenty-seventh century BC. Here is one of those occasions when the customary glacial pace of the ancient world mysteriously accelerates, when enormous innovations occur in a single lifetime and when, for once, a solitary individual of genius stands out from the slow impersonal forces of change. Djoser was a son of the victorious Khasekhemwy, though he may not have been the first king of the Third Dynasty. His reign is specially emphasized in the Turin Canon, 1,300 years later, by the use of red ink – so long was his glory commemorated. He seems to have pushed Egypt’s southern boundary to the First Cataract, and sent a royal expedition to Sinai in search of turquoise and copper. By finally subduing the Bedouin he opened up the deserts, especially to the east, to systematic exploitation of their stone and metals. He thus added immeasurably to the range and quantity of resources available to royal construction, and the refinements in administration and organizational capacity which are also evident from his reign multiplied the manpower at his disposal during the construction season of floodtime. He also acquired a servant of exceptional capacity, the first true individual revealed by human record: Imhotep. This man seems to have come originally from the temple of Re, the sun-god, at Heliopolis. Djoser made him, in time, the second man in the kingdom, accorded him the status of a member of the royal family, and virtually deified him by allowing his titles to be inscribed on his own statue in the royal funeral complex at Sakkara, which Imhotep built for him: ‘The Chancellor of the King of Lower Egypt, the first after the King of Upper Egypt, administrator of the great palace, hereditary lord, the High Priest of Heliopolis, Imhotep the builder, the sculptor, the maker of stone vases.’
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A statuette of Imhotep, who built the Step Pyramid for Djoser. He was later deified as the doctor who founded the Egyptian system of medicine.

Can he have been all these things? The memory of Imhotep handed down to later generations was that of a universal genius, but in particular of a doctor, who founded the Egyptian system of medicine, for long the leading one in the ancient world. As such he was deified, and the Greeks, in the time of the Ptolemies, equated him with Asclepios, their own god of healing. What we can be sure of is that he was an architect of outstanding originality and vision. It is interesting that he should have been referred to in his own day as ‘the maker of stone vases’. The stone vase was the first great achievement of Egyptian culture. By Imhotep’s day they were being made in formidable quantities, bearing in mind the thousands of man-hours required to drill and polish each object; above 40,000 of them have been found in the Djoser complex, though many of these may have been shifted from earlier dynastic tombs by Djoser, to defeat tomb-robbers. Imhotep was the first to make full use of the Egyptian stonemasons’ accumulated skills in the field of monumental architecture. Egyptians had traditionally built in unbaked bricks fashioned from a Nile compound of mud, sand and chopped straw in oblong moulds. No doubt the shape of the bricks first led to the conception of the idea of carving stone and laying it in regular courses. But it was not until after unification, at the beginning of the First Dynasty, that the vasemaker’s art was applied to architecture. This was probably because the availability of more copper, and so of copper tools, enabled the Egyptians to quarry stones from rock beds – especially the limestone Mokatta Hills east of Memphis – and dress large slabs. Stone was first used only for tombs, doorways and stairways, pavements, sealing slabs or portcullises, and bottom-courses of masonry for buildings. Then Imhotep conceived the idea not only of creating an entire building in stone, the first in history, but of surmounting it with a gigantic pyramid of stone steps – what we call the Stepped Pyramid – and surrounding the whole by an enormous stone complex modelled on the great brick royal palace of Memphis, with its walls and battlements.

We catch our breath at the audacity of Imhotep’s conception and the ruthlessness with which he carried it out. Much of it has now been reconstructed using the original ashlar blocks, so we can realize its dimensions and size. There is no doubt that Imhotep inaugurated the architectural glory which was the outstanding characteristic of the Old Kingdom, indeed of Egyptian civilization as a whole. But equally startling is the courage and originality of the detail. Imhotep invented the stone pillar (in strict truth attached pillars, or pilasters, in this first stone building). These were imaginative petrifications of the papyrus plants traditionally used in the construction of mud and thatch buildings. But he also used abstract flutings in his columns. When the complex was first thoroughly excavated in the mid-1920s, the archaeologists were stupefied to see what were apparently Greek Doric columns emerge from the sand and debris. How had they got there, 2,000 years before the Greeks invented them? But the stones could not lie: Imhotep, the Leonardo of Memphis, had foreshadowed classical times.

The gigantic construct is an exercise in realized theology. The whole purpose of the complex was that it should be built for eternity. Imhotep was the first to push through the logic of the association between stone and immortality. He not only made Djoser’s tomb a capacious emporium of stone vases, but reproduced in stone every material element in Egyptian daily life in the second quarter of the third millennium. Wooden doors, copper hinges, metal bolts, mat hangings are all faithfully and exactly imitated in stone. In effect, he took a working Egyptian palace of about 2650 BC and petrified it into a tomb, so that it would last for ever, and so ensure the immortality of the king and his dependants, including himself. He stocked the tomb-palace with petrified goods too: we find everyday straw baskets reproduced in stone down to the last weave, and metal pots down to their last rivet.

Imhotep crowned his masterpiece with the massive abstraction of his Step Pyramid, itself a symbolized petrification of everlasting royalty. No men on earth had seen such a building before. It must have been plainly visible both from the capital, Memphis, and from the desert and valley for many miles around. But it was more than a spectacular landmark: it was the first building in history to express on a large scale carefully thought out architectural ideas. For the first time huge spaces were organized by an artist not for some utilitarian purpose but in the conscious pursuit of an artistic aim – albeit one inspired by religious notions. The realization of this scheme, the apotheosis of stone, demonstrated in an unprecedented manner the capacity and skill of organized humanity. Stone buildings of any kind were still a novelty: even towards the end of the Second Dynasty, when regnal years were still particularized by events rather than numbers, one was described as ‘The year in which the building “The Goddess Endures” was built in stone.’ Imhotep’s complex, entirely in stone, and so manifestly a triumph, seems to have inspired in the Egyptian people, and above all in their pharaoh, a passion for stone-building which developed into perhaps the most awe-inspiring obsession in history. It is still hard to comprehend fully: but to understand it at all we must grasp the meaning of the pharaonic office itself, and its importance to the Egyptian people.
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The Step Pyramid of Sakkara, a gigantic pyramid of stone steps which was built by Imhotep for Djoser.

THE PRINCIPAL PHARAOHS OF EGYPT

First Dynasty

c. 3100–2890 BC

Narmer (Menes)

Aha

Djer

Djet (Wadji)

Den

Anedjib

Semerkhet

Qaa

Second Dynasty

c. 2890-2686 BC

Hotepsekhemwy

Raneb

Nynetjer

Peribsen

Khasekhem

Khasekhemwy

Third Dynasty

c. 2686-2613 BC

Sanakhte

Djoser

Sekhemkhet

Khaba

Huni

Fourth Dynasty

c. 2613-2494 BC

Sneferu

Cheops (Khufu)

Redjedef

Chephren (Khafre)

Mycerinus (Menkaure)

Shepseskaf

Fifth Dynasty

c. 2494-2345 BC

Userkaf

Sahure

Neferirkare Kakai

Shepseskare lsi

Neferefre

Nyuserre

Menkauhor Akauhor

Djedkare Isesi

Unas

Sixth Dynasty

c. 2345-2181 BC

Teti

Userkare

Meryre Phiops I (Pepi I)

Merenre Antyemsaf

Neferkare Phiops II (Pepi II)

Seventh Dynasty

‘70 Kings for 70 days’

Eighth Dynasty

A fragile dynasty of Memphis

Ninth and Tenth Dynasties

Herac1opolitan feudal dynasties founded by Achthoes.

Eleventh Dynasty

c. 2133-1991 BC

Mentuhotpe I

nyotefl

nyotefII

nyotefIII

Mentuhotpe II

Mentuhotpe III

Mentuhotpe IV

Twelfth Dynasty

c. 1991-1786 BC

Ammenemes I

Sesostris I

Ammenemes II

Sesostris II

Sesostris III

Ammenemes III

Ammenemes IV

Sobkneferu

Thirteenth Dynasty

c. 1786-1633 BC

Sobkhotpe III

Khasekhemre Neferhotep

Meryankhre Mentuhotpe

Fourteenth Dynasty

Various

Fifteenth Dynasty (Hyksos)

Mayebre Sheshi

Meruserre Yakubher

Seuserenre Khyan

Auserre Apophis I

Aqenenre Apophis II

Sixteenth Dynasty

Various

Seventeenth Dynasty

c. 1650-1567 BC

Nubkheperre Inyotef VII

Seqenenre Tao I (‘The Elder‘)

Seqenenre Tao II (‘The Brave‘)

Wadjkheperre Kamose

Eighteenth Dynasty

c. 1567-1320 BC

Amosis

Amenophis I

Tuthmosis I

Tuthmosis II

Hatshepsut

Tuthmosis III

Amenophis II

Tuthmosis IV

Amenophis III

Amenophis IV (Akhenaten)

Smenkhkare

Tutankhamun

Ay

Horemheb

Nineteenth Dynasty

c. 1320-1200 BC

Ramesses I

Sethos I

Ramesses II

Merneptah

Menmire Amenmesses

Sethos II

Twentieth Dynasty

c. 1200-1085 BC

Userkhaure Sethnakhte

Ramesses III

Ramesses IV

Ramesses V

Ramesses VI

Ramesses VII

Ramesses VIII

Ramesses IX

Ramesses X

Ramesses XI

Twenty-First Dynasty

c. 1085-935 BC

TANIS

Nesbanebded

Psusennes I

Amenemope

Siamun

Psusennes II

THEBES

Herihor

Pinudjem I

Masaherta

Menkheperre

Pinudjem II

Twenty-Second Dynasty

c. 935-730 BC

Sheshonq I

Osorkon I

Takelothis I

Osorkon II

Takelothis II

Sheshonq II

Pami

Sheshonq IV

Twenty-Third Dynasty

c. 817-730 BC

Petubastis

Twenty-Fourth Dynasty

c. 730-709 BC

Tefnakhte

Bakenrenef (Bocchoris)

Twenty-Fifth Dynasty

c. 750-656 BC

Piankhi

Shabaka

Shebitku

Tahrqa

Tanutamun

Twenty-Sixth Dynasty

(Saite) 664-525 BC

Psammetichus I

Necho II

Psammetichus II

Apries

Amasis (Amosis II)

Psammetichus III

Twenty-Seventh Dynasty

(Persian)

525-404 BC

Cambyses

Darius I

Xerxes

Artaxerxes

Darius II

Twenty-Eighth and Twenty-Ninth Dynasties

404-378 BC

Amyrteos

Nepherites

Achoris

Thirtieth Dynasty

380-343 BC

Nectanebo I

Teos

Nectanebos

Macedonian Kings

332-302 BC

Alexander the Great

Philip Arrhidaeus

Alexander IV

The Ptolemies

304-30 BC

Ptolemy I Soter

Ptolemy II Philade1phus

Ptolemy III Euergetes

Ptolemy IV Philopator

Ptolemy V Epiphanes

Ptolemy VI Philometor

Ptolemy VII Neos Philopator

Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II

Ptolemy IX Soter II

Ptolemy X Alexander II

Ptolemy IX Soter II (restored)

Ptolemy XI Alexander II

Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos

Cleopatra VII Philopator
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The tomb of the high priest Petosires in the Necropolis of Hermopolis, often considered ‘the mound’ and thus the oldest place.


*Named after the village site in Upper Egypt where the first systematic predynastic excavations took place. An alternative system of classification for the predynastic cultures, also named after village sites, is Amratian (early), Gerzean (middle) and Semainean (late).
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