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ABOUT THE BOOK

SEEING HISTORY FROM A DIFFERENT ANGLE. An
education in history involves more than facts concern-
ing the rise and fall of kings, the conquest of lands, and
the major battles fought between nations. While these
events are pivotal to the study of any time period, the
cultural aspects are of equal value in understanding the
development of societies. Various forms of literature,
the philosophical ideas developed, and even the type of
clothes worn in a particular era provide important clues
about the values of a society, and when these arts and
humanities are studied in conjunction with political and
historical events a more complete picture of that society
is revealed. This inter-disciplinary approach to studying
history is at the heart of the Arts and Humanities Through
the Eras project. Patterned in its organization after the
successful American Decades, American Eras, and World
Eras products, this reference work aims to expose the
reader to an in-depth perspective on a particular era in
history through the study of nine different arts and
humanities topics:

* Architecture and Design
e Dance

¢ Fashion

e Literature

¢ Music

e Philosophy

* Religion

e Theater

* Visual Arts

Although treated in separate chapters, the connections
between these topics are highlighted both in the text and
through the use of “See Also” references to give the reader
a broad perspective on the culture of the time period.
Readers can learn about the impact of religion on liter-
ature; explore the close relationships between dance,
music, and theater; and see parallel movements in ar-
chitecture and visual arts. The development of each of
these fields is discussed within the context of important
historical events so that the reader can see history from
a different angle. This angle is unique to this reference
work. Most history books about a particular time period
only give a passing glance to the arts and humanities in
an effort to give the broadest historical treatment possi-
ble. Those reference books that do cover the arts and
humanities tend to cover only one of them, generally
across multiple time periods, making it difficult to draw
connections between disciplines and limiting the per-
spective of the discipline’s impact on a specific era. In
Arts and Humanities Through the Eras each of the nine
disciplines is given substantial treatment in individual
chapters, and the focus on one era ensures that the analy-
sis will be thorough.

AUDIENCE AND ORGANIZATION. Arts and Human-
ities Through the Eras is designed to meet the needs of
both the beginning and the advanced history student.
The material is written by subject experts and covers a
vast array of concepts and masterworks, yet these con-
cepts are built “from the ground up” so that a reader
with little or no background in history can follow them.
Technical terms and other definitions appear both in the
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text and in the glossary, and the background of historical
events is also provided. The organization of the volume
facilitates learning at all levels by presenting information
in a variety of ways. Each chapter is organized accord-
ing to the following structure:

¢ Chronology covering the important events in that
discipline during that era

* Brief overview of the development of that disci-
pline at the time

* Topics that highlight the movements, schools of
thought, and masterworks that characterize the
discipline during that era

* Biographies of significant people in that discipline

* Documentary sources contemporary to the time

period

This structure facilitates comparative analysis, both be-
tween disciplines and also between volumes of Ars and
Humanities Through the Eras, each of which covers a
different era. In addition, readers can access additional
research opportunities by looking at the “Further Refer-
ences” and “Media and Online Sources” that appear at
the back of the volume. While every effort was made to
include only those online sources that are connected to
institutions such as museums and universities, the web-

sites are subject to change and may become obsolete in
the future.

PRIMARY DOCUMENTS AND ILLUSTRATIONS. In
an effort to provide the most in-depth perspective pos-
sible, Arts and Humanities Through the Eras also includes
numerous primary documents from the time period,
offering a first-hand account of the culture from the
people who lived in it. Letters, poems, essays, epitaphs,
and songs are just some of the multitude of document
types included in this volume, all of which illuminate
some aspect of the discipline being discussed. The text
is further enhanced by 150 illustrations, maps, and line
drawings that bring a visual dimension to the learning
experience.

CONTACT INFORMATION. The editors welcome
your comments and suggestions for enhancing and im-
proving Arts and Humanities Through the Eras. Please
mail comments or suggestions to:

The Editor

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras
Thomson Gale

27500 Drake Rd.

Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
Phone: (800) 347-4253

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)
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ERA OVERVIEW

PROBLEM OF EVIDENCE. In a series devoted to the
arts and humanities of different cultures and time peri-
ods, ancient Egypt may not seem like a ready candidate
for study. Whereas more modern cultures have vast
amounts of cultural evidence, from written records to
art to examples of clothing, musical instruments, and
architecture, artifacts from ancient Egypt are largely
limited to that which could survive for millennia—
largely stone reliefs, several partial structures such as
pyramids and temples, and those items preserved in
tombs that eluded grave robbers. While there is no
doubt that ancient Egypt had a thriving culture that
included the major disciplines of the arts and human-
ities, the evidence for its existence has largely been de-
stroyed by the sands of time, and modern Egyptologists
must piece together an understanding of that culture
from the relatively small amount of evidence that is
left. The paucity of surviving material has limited schol-
ars’ ability to speak conclusively about many areas of
Egyptian life; indeed, there is some doubt as to whether
one of the major disciplines—theater—existed at all,
and the discipline of philosophy is so closely tied to
that of religion that it is problematic to separate the
two into separate disciplines. Nevertheless, close read-
ings of texts and close examination of artistic evidence
allows Egyptologists to describe many aspects of the
arts and humanities in Egyptian culture. Scholars can
study music, for example, by examining the words to
songs, representations of musical ensembles on tomb
walls, and archaeological examples of musical instru-
ments. Egyptologists can study fashion by comparing
artistic representations to archacological examples of

cloth. In every aspect of the arts and humanities, the
Egyptians left some record of their activities.

THE DOMINANCE OF RELIGION. Egyptian religion
dominated almost every aspect of the arts and humanities
in Egyptian culture. Stone buildings, the best-preserved
structures, were always religious structures such as tem-
ples or tombs. Knowledge of dance and music that sur-
vives through representations on tomb and temple walls
are parts of religious rituals or funerals. Many of the lit-
erary genres, such as hymns, served a religious purpose.
Even writers of secular literature assume the immediate
presence of the gods in a way not present in modern
writing. The visual arts also served religion in decorat-
ing tombs and temples but also through the belief that
representation was a way of ensuring that a ritual was
performed. Finally, it is nearly impossible to separate
religion and philosophy, so fundamental was religion
to the Egyptian point of view.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ART. Visual art assumes an
added importance in the study of Egypt. Often artistic
evidence survived when no other evidence is available to
study some aspect of the arts and humanities. Egyptol-
ogists study dance, music, fashion, and many aspects of
religion through examining sculpture, relief, and paint-
ings preserved from tombs and temples. Artists, for ex-
ample, carefully reproduced all the known steps of the
funeral dance in tombs. The composition of Egyptian
musical ensembles is known only from representations
on tomb and temple walls. Since very few Egyptian
fashions are cut and sewn, the correct way to wrap a
piece of material around the body can only be seen in

xiii
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sculpture. Finally, the order of rituals and the relation-
ship between the gods and their sacred animals are just
two aspects of religion that can be studied through art.
Without Egyptian art, scholars would not know any-
thing about many of these subjects. Yet interpreting
the evidence of visual art is not always straightforward.
The Egyptian conventions used in art lead scholars to
interpret rather than merely report on what they see in
visual art.

WRITING. The Egyptians were probably the first
to invent writing, perhaps as early as 3500 B.C.E. This
tremendous innovation, the ability to represent language
graphically, allowed for accurate communication across
time and space and led to a revolution in intellectual his-
tory. For the first time, it was possible to send words and
thoughts formulated in one place hundreds or thousands
of miles away. It was also possible to build on an intel-
lectual heritage and accurately remember the words ut-
tered by ancestors generations before. The Egyptians
themselves recognized the importance of this accom-
plishment. As with anything truly important, they attrib-
uted the invention of writing to the gods. Hieroglyphs
were to the Egyptians the “words of the gods.” Thoth,
the ibis-headed scribe of the gods, was patron for all hu-
man scribes. The Egyptians also recognized that writ-
ing had shifted the balance of power in their society.
Although physical labor still had great value in Egyptian
society, a new kind of power emerged with writing and
the existence of the scribal class. For scribes, as the Egyp-
tians were fond of saying, were really the people in con-
trol of everything. Certainly the scribal class played a key
role in preserving ancient Egyptian heritage, for it is
largely through their writings that modern scholars are
able to judge and understand Egyptian accomplishments.
These writings provide important evidence not only of
the literature of the time, but also about the religious
ceremonies and beliefs, the role of music, and even dance
steps. The writings that accompany artistic representa-
tions of Egyptian life are invaluable in deciphering this
visual evidence, casting a stronger light on the shadowy
world of ancient Egyptian culture.

LinguisTs. Though all Egyptologists study the
Egyptian language, philologists specialize in this field. In
general Egyptian philologists are familiar with the five
historical dialects of Egyptian and the four ways of writ-
ing those dialects. The dialects divide the language into
five historical periods closely mirroring the time when
each of them was the spoken language. They include Old
Egyptian, Middle Egyptian, Late Egyptian, Demotic,
and Coptic. Very roughly they represent the spoken lan-
guage of the Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom, New

Kingdom, Late Period, and Graeco-Roman Period. The
earliest four dialects were written with hieroglyphic signs
and hieratic signs, a simplified, cursive writing system.
Demotic had its own writing system based on hieratic
while Coptic was written with the Greek alphabet.
Philologists study the grammatical systems of the dialects
and are generally less interested in the writing system it-
self. They very often specialize in one or more of the di-
alects. Paleographers and epigraphers, on the other hand,
specialize in the writing systems themselves. Paleogra-
phers study handwriting such as is generally found on
papyrus and on limestone ostraca. Epigraphers, in con-
trast, are generally interested in the carved and painted
hieroglyphs found on temple and tomb walls. Paleogra-
phers and epigraphers make texts available through pub-
lication for philologists to study. Historians of ancient
Egypt are trained primarily as philologists.

ARCHAEOLOGISTS. Though most philologists have
spent some time studying objects, archaeologists spe-
cialize in this field. A large number of specialties among
archacologists have developed in Egyptian archaeology
in the years since World War II. Traditionally archaeol-
ogists studied only art and architecture. These fields
remain vital and continue to make progress as new
methods of analysis emerge. Other scholars concentrate
on less glamorous objects such as ceramics, tools, and
human, animal, and plant remains. These objects are
important for understanding daily life and the lives of
those ancient people who could not write. As is gener-
ally true in history, post-World War II scholars have tried
to learn about all classes in the ancient world rather than
concentrating only on the elite. Some archaeologists
prefer to work in the field, excavating new objects for
study. Others study the existing collections of Egyptian
artifacts found in museums and other private and pub-
lic collections. Most are involved in studying a combi-
nation of the two, both newly excavated objects and
those already in collections.

THE PROBLEM OF DATES. The study of history gen-
erally deals in absolute dates, in which events are linked
with concrete years and follow a specific chronology.
Such methodology is more problematic when discussing
ancient history, however, given the absence of precise
dating systems. Ancient Egyptians used a chronology of
rulers when referencing time periods, referring to events
as happening in the reign of a particular king rather than
in a particular year or range of years. Egyptologists have
attempted to marry this rather vague dating system with
actual ranges of years, but there is much disagreement
regarding the exact dates of rulers’ reigns or the length
of certain periods of history. The disagreements that used

xiv Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



to separate interpretations by over 1,000 years have now
narrowed to 10- to 25-year differences in dates assigned to
key kings such as Ahmose, Amenhotep III, and Ramesses
II. Even so, many Egyptologists refer to events as occur-
ring in “the reign of King X” rather than in an absolute
year. This allows scholars to ignore small differences in
absolute dates when discussing some historical issue.
Every attempt has been made to include both the name
of a period or reign as well as dates when describing an
event. This will allow readers to connect the information
in this volume with other books about ancient Egypt.
The absolute dates used in this volume were refined by
the American Egyprologist William ]J. Murnane. They
were published in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East
in 1995 and have been adopted by many scholars. Read-
ers might notice that a different set of dates is used in
the Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt published in
2001. Conflicting sets of dates stem from different ways
of interpreting the data. Egyptologists generally accept
that there will be minor differences of opinion on the
absolute dates of ancient Egyptian history.

PErIODS OF HISTORY. Egyptologists today use a
scheme of periods that can be traced to the historian
Manetho who lived in Egypt in the second century B.C.E.
Manetho worked from Egyptian texts to develop thirty
dynasties of Egyptian kings. Manetho’s work remains
the framework for all current chronologies of ancient
Egypt. In modern times Egyptologists have grouped the
dynasties into larger periods. Recent discoveries in Aby-
dos in central Egypt have established the existence of a
royal dynasty predating the First Dynasty. It has been
called Dynasty 0 for convenience. Otherwise, the period
before Dynasty One has been called the Predynastic
Period. Dynasties One and Two are called the Archaic
or Early Dynastic Period. Dynasties Three to Six form
the Old Kingdom. Dynasties Seven to Ten, a period of
decentralization, are called the First Intermediate Period.
That period is followed by the Middle Kingdom, Dy-
nasties Eleven to Thirteen. Dynasties Fourteen to Sev-
enteen, when the west Semitic people called the Hyksos
ruled Lower Egypt, are called the Hyksos Period and/or
the Second Intermediate Period. From Dynasties Eigh-
teen to Twenty, when Egypt was an international
power, the period is called the New Kingdom. Sub-
periods of the New Kingdom are the Amarna Period,
when the religious radical Akhenaten ruled, and the
Ramesside Period—Dynasties Nineteen and Twenty—
when kings who claimed descent from Ramesses I ruled.
The Third Intermediate Period includes Dynasties
Twenty-one to Twenty-five. It is followed by the Late
Period, Dynasties Twenty-six to Thirty. Within the Late
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Period are the Saite Period (Dynasty Twenty-six) and
the Persian Period (Dynasty Twenty-seven). Finally, the
Ptolemaic Period follows Alexander the Great’s conquest
of Egypt after 332 B.C.E. when kings and queens were
descended from Alexander’s general named Ptolemy.
The Roman Period follows Cleopatra VII's defeat at Ac-
tium by the future Roman emperor Octavian.

SPELLING. The spelling of kings’ names and of
places in ancient Egypt also presents a problem for mod-
ern writers. The Egyptians wrote only the consonants in
their language, leaving modern scholars to pursue dif-
ferent theories of how to add the vowels to names. The
result is a variety of naming systems that can be confus-
ing to the lay reader. Many scholars have avoided this
problem by following the spellings of ancient Greek
historians in reproducing the names of Egyptian kings.
Thus Khufu, the Fourth-dynasty king who built the
Great Pyramid, is known as Cheops, following the Greek
pronunciation, in some books. This volume uses spellings
based on the ancient Egyptian rather than ancient Greek,
drawn specifically from the spellings established in Civ-
ilizations of the Ancient Near East.

EGYPTOLOGY AND EGYPTOSOPHY. This volume is
a work of Egyptology. Egyptology is a modern academic
discipline that grew directly from Jean-Frangois Cham-
pollion’s work on the Rosetta Stone. In 1822 Cham-
pollion published A Lezter to M. Dacier. This letter was
actually a scholarly article explaining that ancient Egypt-
ian hieroglyphs formed a writing system that was basi-
cally phonetic and represented an ancient, but perfectly
ordinary, human language. Reading this language would
allow scholars to study ancient Egyptian words and to
gain knowledge of this ancient culture using ordinary
historical methods. Champollion’s discovery was judged
at the time, and in the following years to today, against
a nearly 2,000-year tradition that the Egyptologist Erik
Hornung called Egyptosophy. Egyptosophy regards an-
cient Egypt as the source of all wisdom and arcane
knowledge. Egyptosophists are not a unified group, but
rather among them are people who hold a variety of views
about ancient Egypt. These views include the belief that
the Egyptians invented usable astrology, alchemy, and
magic. Among Egyptosophists are also people who be-
lieve that they have access to “hidden” Egyptian knowl-
edge. This alternative tradition also includes the work of
Rosicrucians, Freemasons, the late eighteenth-century
German Romantics, nineteenth-century Theosophists,
Anthroposophists, and a wide variety of Internet con-
tent providers. None of these groups and individuals rely
on knowledge of the ancient Egyptian language—the
Egyptians’ own words—for their insights into Egyptian
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culture. For that reason they represent a different kind
of interest in ancient Egypt from Egyptology’s concerns,
and their views are thus not included in this volume ex-
cept when they have relevance to our understanding of
Egyptian beliefs.

PRIMARY TEXTS. This volume’s authors have based
their interpretations on primary texts, the ancient Egyp-
tians’ own words. The chapters contain many extracts
from Egyptian texts to allow readers to form their own
judgments of the interpretations offered here. These
texts more than adequately demonstrate the incredible
accomplishments of Egyptian culture from earliest times.

CURRENT THINKING. This volume also has tried
to reflect current thinking on a wide variety of issues in
Egyptology. The authors have tried to synthesize the ma-
jor arguments in the field but to offer the most widely
accepted views for the reader. As is true in most fields
of history, the range of questions asked of the data is
much broader than would have been true fifty years ago.

Great advances have been made in our understanding of
the lives of ancient Egyptians outside of the elite since
World War II. The fact that this volume is dedicated to
the Egyptians’ cultural life exclusively shows the differ-
ences from former times in the kinds of questions schol-
ars ask today. This approach has led to a fuller and more
sophisticated understanding of ancient Egypt.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS. This volume has benefited
from the work of many people. I thank Stephen Thomp-
son for his work on religion and William H. Peck for
his crucial role as reader. Rebecca Parks has labored long
and hard to bring the manuscript into conformity with
the series’ requirements. I thank her for her work and
her patience. As always, I cannot express adequately my
appreciation for the love and support I receive from my
wife and son while I am working on time-consuming
projects.

Edward Bleiberg
Brooklyn, New York
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5%
CHRONOLOGY OF WORLD EVENTS

By Edward Bleiberg

All dates in this chronology are approximations (c.) and
occur before the common era (B.C.E.).

4400-3100

3200-3100

3100-2800

2800-2675

2675-2170

The Predynastic Period occurs in Egypt.
Nothing is known of historical events
during this time.

Dynasty 0 occurs. During this dynasty, an
unknown number of kings including
King Scorpion and King Narmer lay the
foundations for the central government of
a united Egypt.

The Egyptian First Dynasty consists of
nine known rulers whose capital was
perhaps in Abydos in central Egypt. Con-
temporary city-states include Nineveh in
Northern Mesopotamia (Iraq), Troy in
Anatolia (Turkey), and Ebla in Syria.

The Egyptian Second Dynasty includes five
kings. The last of them, Khasekhemwy, was
the subject of the first known seated statue
of an Egyptian king.

The Egyptian Old Kingdom is established
and provides central government from the
capital city of Memphis.

A fully developed writing system and liter-
ature in the Sumerian language emerges in
Mesopotamia, and includes the first law
codes and anonymous poetry. Political or-
ganization is by city-states.

2675-2625

2625-2500

2500-1800

2500-2200

2500-2350

The Ram and Tree offering stand and
Bull’s Head from a Harp are created in
the city of Ur.

The Egyptian Third Dynasty includes
five kings. Djoser, builder of the Step
Pyramid in Saqqara and subject of a life-
size seated statue, is second king of the
dynasty.

Egypt’s Fourth Dynasty includes seven
kings. The most famous are Khufu, builder
of the Great Pyramid at Giza, as well as
his son and grandson; Khafre, builder of
the Great Sphinx; and Menkaure.

Early Minoan II culture flourishes along
areas of the Aegean and Mediterranean
seas. It is characterized by the earliest
stone vessels, jewelry, copper daggers, im-
ported obsidian, and textile manufacture.

Early Helladic II culture flourishes on the
Greek mainland.

Egypt's Fifth Dynasty consists of eight
kings. The first “Overseer of Upper
Egypt” is established to deliver taxes to
the court at Memphis. A second vizier for
Lower Egypt is established. The first
provincial governors called “nomarchs”
take office.
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2500

2350-2150

2350-2170

2350-2193

2338-2298

2200

2193-2100

xviii

Ebla, a city-state in Syria, develops a writ-
ing system.

The First Dynasty of Lagash, a leading
Mesopotamian city-state, flourishes.

Native peoples populate permanent set-
tlements on the Pacific coast of South
America along the Andes mountain range.

Early Kerma culture (Kingdom of Yeram)
flourishes in Nubia. It is characterized by
black and brown pottery with incised
decorations found in oval-shaped burials
with stone superstructures.

The Awan Dynasty of the Old Elamite
Period flourishes on the Iranian Plateau.

Egypt’s Sixth Dynasty includes five rulers.
Egypt is involved in military or trade op-
erations in Nubia.

The empire of Akkad is founded by Sar-
gon in Mesopotamia. He organizes the
military, conquers much of the Euphrates
River region, and establishes trade with
areas such as the Indus Valley, Crete, and
the Persian Gulf. The first known pub-
lished poet, Enkheduanna, daughter of
Sargon, writes “Hymn to Inanna,” dedi-
cated to the goddess of love and war. The
bronze sculpture “Head of an Akkadian
Ruler,” possibly a representation of Sar-
gon, is created in Nineveh.

The Victory Stele of Naram-Sin, commem-
orating the victory of Sargon’s son over a
mountain tribe, is carved in Mesopotamia.

In the reign of the Egyptian king Merenre
Pepi I, the general Weni organizes an
army to fight the Bedouin in the Sinai.

People who can be identified as “Greeks”
arrive on the Greek mainland during the
Bronze Age, establishing the the Early
Helladic III Period.

The Gutians, tribesmen from the north-
eastern mountains, invade and settle in
North Mesopotamia and end the Akka-

dian empire.

2150

2130-1980

2112-2004

2100-1900

2081-2008

2008-1938

2004

2000

2000-1500

2000-1550

1945-1938

Gudea becomes governor of Lagash, a lead-
ing Sumerian city-state in Mesopotamia.
A series of statues of Gudea are carved.

The First Intermediate Period in Egypt
includes the Seventh, Eighth, Ninth,
Tenth, and part of the Eleventh Dynas-
ties. Egypt lacks a strong central govern-
ment, and local governors control the
provinces.

The Third Dynasty of Ur flourishes. Ur
becomes the leading Sumerian city-state.
The earliest version of the Gilgamesh
Epic known in the Sumerian language is
written, and the Ziggurat of Ur, a three-

stepped brick pyramid-like structure, is
buile.

The Shimaskhi Dynasty of the Old Elamite
Period flourishes on the Iranian Plateau.

During the first half of the Egyptian
Eleventh Dynasty four kings reign as lo-
cal princes at Thebes.

Nebhepetre Mentuhotep II founds the
Middle Kingdom by conquering Lower
Egypt and reunifying the country. He is
followed by Mentuhotep III and Men-
tuhotep IV.

Amorites, a Canaanite people from the
mountainous northern Jordan River re-
gion, invade Mesopotamia and end the
Sumerian city-states.

Amorites sack Ebla, the city-state in Syria,
and establish their temple and a palace in
the city.

An Indo-European people called the Hit-
tites arrive in Anatolia. They establish a
Middle Bronze Age city-state culture
known as the Hittite Old Kingdom.

Palaces and cities are established on Crete
during the Middle Minoan Period. The
carliest Greek writing, called Linear A and
B, is developed in the Aegean area and on
islands in the region.

The Eleventh-dynasty Egyptian king
Nebtawyre Mentuhotep IV builds the
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1938-1759

1980-1630

1950-1759

1900-1500

1900-1650

1900

1894

1836-1818

1813

1792-1750

first Egyptian forts to house garrisons in
Nubia.

The Egyptian Twelfth Dynasty includes
eight rulers who solidify central rule from
Thebes. Senwosret I builds more forts in
Nubia and occupies it, spreading Egypt-
ian culture southward. The first extant
laws concerning forced labor are compiled
in papyrus records of the Great Enclosure,
a prison.

The earliest alphabetic writing in Semitic
languages occurs.

Independent city-states are established in
Anatolia.

The Sukkalmakh Dynasty (ebartids) of
the Old Elamite Period flourishes on the
Iranian Plateau.

A new culture (designated C group I1A),
characterized by rectangular burials with

superstructures and clay figurines, flour-
ishes in Nubia.

The Assyrian trading colony of Kanash
(modern Kiiltepe in Turkey) is active in
Anatolia.

Middle Helladic Period flourishes on the
mainland of Greece. It is characterized by
pottery with a soapy texture.

The Old Babylonian Period, a time when
several city-states vie for power, begins in
Mesopotamia. The earliest known flood
narrative appears in the poem The
Atrakbasis, composed in the Akkadian
language.

In the reign of Senwosret III provincial
governors are absorbed into the central
government. Local administrative coun-
cils answer directly to the central govern-
ment. More forts are built in Nubia.

Shamshi-Adad I, an Amorite king, con-
quers Ashur (Assyria).

The Babylonian king Hammurabi issues
a written law code in Mesopotamia and
has it carved on a stele.

1759-1630

1700-1550

1630-1539

1630-1523

1595-1158

1595

1550

1543

1539-1075
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The early Thirteenth Dynasty rules Egypt
and gradually loses control of the Lower
Egypt to the Hyksos, an Amorite people.

A new group of people (designated as
Classic C I B), characterized by massive
tumuli with chapels over graves and the
use of pottery, figurines, and cattle skulls
as grave offerings, flourishes in Nubia.

At least thirteen kings of the later Thir-
teenth Dynasty rule contemporaneously
with the Fourteenth Dynasty in Lower
Egypt. These kings are Amorites, a Semitic-
speaking group. About fifteen local kings
rule Upper Egypt and are called the Sev-
enteenth Dynasty.

The Egyptian Fifteenth and Sixteenth
Dynasties, foreign rulers called Hyksos,
rule Lower Egypt.

The Kassite Dynasty takes control of
Mesopotamia and ends the city-state pe-
riod. The Kassites establish their capital
at Babylon. The kingdom is a center of
architectural and artistic achievements,
and becomes known for trade and science.

The Hittite king Murshili I conquers
parts of Syria and captures Babylon, end-
ing the Old Babylonian Period.

The Indo-Iranian Mitanni
emerges in northern Mesopotamia and

competes with Egypt for control of Syria.

Empire

A Late Bronze Age Minoan artist creates
the Octopus Vase, an example of the dark-
on-light pottery painting in the Marine
Style. The Minoans also construct the
Palace of Minos on the island of Crete.

The Seventeenth-dynasty king Kamose
initiates a war to expel the Hyksos from
Lower Egypt.

The Egyptian New Kingdom consists of
the Eighteenth (fifteen rulers), Nineteenth
(eight rulers), and Twentieth Dynasties
(ten rulers) and marks the period of its
greatest prosperity. Egypt conquers its
castern neighbors as far as the Euphrates
River and its southern neighbors as far as
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1539-1292

1539-1513

1530

1478-1458

1456

1450

1400-1200

1400

1390-1353

1353-1336

the fourth cataract of the Nile River in
modern Sudan.

The Late Helladic (or Mycenean) Period
flourishes on the Greek mainland. Several
fortified population centers emerge, bur-
ial circles are constructed, and graves are
filled with luxury items in gold.

Kings of the Eighteenth Dynasty create
three new offices to administer Nubia:
King’s Son of Kush (viceroy) and Over-
seer of Southern Lands; Deputy of Wawat;
and Deputy of Kush. They also establish
the Office of Overseer of Northern Lands
for administration of the Levantine pos-
sessions. The Office of Vizier divides into
two separate offices for Upper and Lower

Egypt.

The first Eighteenth-dynasty king Ahmose
drives the Hyksos out of Egypt.

Ugarit flourishes as a city-state on the
coast of Syria. Its merchants trade with
Cyprus and Greece, and its artists develop
literature.

Hatshepsut, regent for Thutmose III,
reigns as co-king.

Thutmose III defeats a coalition of city-
states at Megiddo.

Hittite king Tudkahliya I defeats the As-
suwa people of Asia Minor.

The Lion Gate is built in Hattusas (mod-
ern Bogazkale) in Anatolia, a Hittite reli-
gious center that was known as the City
of Temples.

Minoan civilization declines in the Aegean.

Amenhotep III makes the first attempt
since the Old Kingdom to present the
king as a god, perhaps as part of a polit-
ical response to increased economic power
of the temples. Marriage alliances with
Mitanni are continued.

Akhenaten counters increasing political
power of the temples by creating a new
religion based at a new capital city in
Amarna.

1332-1322

1322

1274

1250

1245

1200-759

1200-1000

1200

1187-1156

1183

Tutankhamun reverses Akhenaten’s poli-
cies and restores the cult of Amun.

Tutankhamun’s widow requests that the Hit-
tite king send her a husband; her prospec-
tive groom is murdered on the way to Egypt.

Troops of Ramesses II fight those of the
Hittite king Muwattalli II at Qadesh in
Syria.

An Elamite ziggurat is built in honor of
the bull-god Inshushinak at Dur Untash
on the Iranian Plateau.

The Lion Gate, a tomb portal of limestone
and masonry in a Mycenaean citadel and
the Treasury of Atreus, a fifty-foot domed
masonty tomb, are built at Mycenae.

Ramesses II signs a treaty with the Hit-
tite king Khactushili IIT. The two king-
doms agree to divide disputed lands, and
the Egyptian king takes a Hittite princess
as a wife.

A Dark Age descends in the regions
around the Aegean and Mediterranean
Seas. Linear B writing disappears and
there are few surviving records.

An early Iron Age archaeological culture
emerges in Syria-Palestine.

The Sea Peoples, ancestors of the
Philistines, destroy the Hittite Empire
in Anatolia and initiate a Dark Age in
the region. Ugarit experiences a decline
of power, as do the city-states of Syria-
Palestine.

The Aramacans migrate out of the Ara-
bian peninsula and arrives in Syria-Pales-
tine, where they establish many centers,
including the city of Damascus.

Ramesses 111, the last significant king of
the New Kingdom, repulses an invasion
of the Sea Peoples and settles them in
Canaan. An attempt to assassinate him is
thwarted.

Troy, a city-state in northwest Asia Minor
situated not far from the Dardanelles, is
destroyed by the Greeks.
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1158-1027

1150

1115-1077

1075-945

1074-1057

1050-1032

1025

1000-612

1000

1000-960

The Second Dynasty of Isin, an ancient
city located in southern Mesopotamia, is

established by Marduk-kabit-ahheshu.

The Olmec of southern Mexico, living
along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico,
begin carving large stone heads, some as
tall as nine feet, that appear to wear hel-
mets. The Olmec also produce beautiful
pottery and jewelry.

Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser I defeats the
Mushki and the small Hurrian states of
southern Armenia. He spreads Assyrian
power into the lands around the Mediter-
ranean Sea and fights against Babylonia,
eventually plundering the capital.

The Twenty-first Dynasty with a capital
at Tanis in the Delta includes seven rulers.
The first ruler, Smendes, sends the offi-
cial of the god Amun named Wenamun
to Lebanon to purchase wood for a boat
for the god and meets numerous difficul-
ties that may illustrate Egypt’s decline in
the world at this time.

King Ashur-bel-kala of Assyria, the son of
Tiglath-pileser I, continues Assyrian war-
fare against the Aramaeans and Babyloni-
ans, although his empire is unstable.

Ashurnasirpal I, the brother of Ashur-
bel-kala and new king, fights defensive

actions against the enemies of Assyria.

The Greek Geometric Period produces
art based on geometric patterns on vases.
They also produce bronze statues of hu-
man figures composed of triangles and
rectangles.

The Neo-Assyrian empire controls Meso-
potamia.

Saul, the first king of the United Monar-
chy of Israel and Judah, defends his lands
against the Philistines. He is killed at the
battle of Mount Gilboa.

David, who succeeds Saul as king of the
United Monarchy, conquers Jerusalem.

960-932

945-712

932-911

931-915

915-913

913-873

911-910

910-887

900-331

887-886

886-875

886

883-859
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Solomon, the son of Bathsheba and David,
becomes king of the United Monarchy of
Israel and Judah. He makes Palestine a
trading center and constructs the Temple
of Jerusalem.

Ten rulers control Lower Egypt from the
Delta city of Bubastis.

Jeroboam 1 of Israel, who had plotted
against Solomon and Rehoboam, returns
from exile and becomes king of the north-
ern tribes. He makes his capital in Shechem
in northern Israel.

Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, becomes
king of Judah only to see Jeroboam with-
draw the northern tribes. He then faces
an invasion by the Egyptians.

Abijah, the son of Rehoboam, becomes
the second king of Judah.

Asa, the son of Abijah, becomes king of
Judah and purges his country of oppos-
ing religious cults.

Nadab, the son of Jeroboam I, becomes
king of Israel.

Upon Nadab’s death, Baasha becomes
king of Israel and attacks Judah.

Syria-Palestine is in the sphere of influ-
ence of Assyria, Babylon, and Persia. The
Napatan kings, named for the city in Su-
dan where the Egyptian governors ruled,
control Nubia.

Elah, the son of Baasha, rules over Israel
until he is assassinated in a palace coup
état.

After defeating a rival claimant to the
throne, Omri becomes the king of Israel.
The Moabites, a people living around the
Dead Sea, are subjugated.

Zimri, one of the generals who killed
Elah, takes over the leadership of Israel.

The Assyrian king Ashurnairpal II rules
Mesopotamia, reestablishing the former
supremacy of the empire. He makes his
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875-854

873-849

858-824

854-853

853-842

842

838-712

836-797

823-811

815-799
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capital at Nimrud on the east bank of the
Tigris River. Assyrian artists create the
Lion Hunt relief which depicts archers in
a horse-drawn chariot.

King Ahab of Israel, the son of Omri, re-
stores alliances with Judah and other local
rivals. His forces defeat an Assyrian incur-
sion at Karkar, but he dies the following
year fighting Damascus.

Jehoshaphat succeeds his father, Asa, as
king of Judah. Allied with Israel, his
troops fight against the Syrians.

King Shalmaneser III of Assyria rules
Mesopotamia. His troops conquer the
Hittites and Damascus, fight against the
forces of Israel at Karkar, and defeat the
opposition at Tyre and Sidon.

Ahab’s son, Ahaziah, serves as king of Is-
rael. His troops are unable to defeat a re-
volt in Moab.

Jehoram (or Jeram), another of Ahab’s
sons, succeeds Ahaziah as king of Israel.

With Judean aid his troops defeat the
Moabite opposition.

Ahaziah, son of Jeram, becomes king of
Judah. Jehu, an army commander, kills
Jehoram and takes the throne of Israel.
He also kills Ahaziah and destroys the
royal family, making Athaliah the queen
of Judah. Jehu wages war against Damas-
cus but is subservient to the Assyrians and

tries to eliminate all followers of the god
Baal.

The Egyptian Twenty-third Dynasty in-
cludes rival rulers in Thebes and in the
north of Egypt.

Joash leads a revolt against Athaliah; he
ascends the throne after her assassination.

Assyrian king Shamshi-Adad V rules in
Mesopotamia. He wages war against
Urartu, an emerging Armenian civiliza-
tion.

Jehoahas succeeds his father, Jehu, as king

of Israel.

810-783

800

799-784

797-769

784-744

776

769-741

760-747

753

750
750-550

Adad-Nirari III of Assyria serves as king of
Mesopotamia. His troops will fight against
the peoples to the west of his empire.

The Urartu in Anatolia are defeated by the
Assyrians. The Olmec city of La Venta is
established, becoming the most important
center of Mesoamerican culture in Central
America for almost four hundred years.

Jehoash succeeds his father, Jehoahas, as
king of Israel.

Jehoash’s son, Amaziah, serves as king
of Judah. He defeats the Edomites, who
occupy the hilly lands south of the Dead
Sea in modern Jordan in 798 B.C.E. The
Israelites capture and assassinate him.

Jeroboam II succeeds Jehoash as king of
Israel. He restores the traditional borders
of Israel and captures Damascus.

The earliest known recorded observation
of a solar eclipse is documented by the
Chinese.

Azariah, son of Amaziah, enjoys a pros-
perous reign as king of Judah. His troops
defeat the Philistines. Despite his military
success, the Hebrew prophets Amos and
Hosea warn of an eventual downfall due
to corruption.

Greek colonists expand into Italy and
Sicily.

King Kashta of Kush, one in a line of
hereditary Egyptianized Nubian rulers,
conquers and rules Upper Egypt. He
founds the Twenty-fifth Dynasty that
will rule Egypt until 664 B.C.E. His rule
marks the beginning of nearly continuous
foreign rule in Egypt until 1952 C.E.

Rome is founded by Romulus, leading to
the development of a monarchy in Italy.
The first king and religious leader tradi-
tionally is Numa Pompilius who ascends
the throne in 715 B.C.E.

A Neo-Hittite state emerges in Anatolia.

The Archaic Period occurs in Greece.
Greeks colonize Sicily, Italy, and the Ion-
ian coast.
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747-716

744

744-727

743-642

741-726

735

734-731

731

726-697

725

722

721-705

King Piye of Kush controls Nubia and
Egypt.

Zechariah succeeds Jeroboam 1II as king
of Israel. He is assassinated by Shallum,
who in turn is killed by Menachem, who
ascends the throne and rules until 735
B.C.E.

Tiglath-Pileser III of Assyria rules Meso-
potamia. In 743 B.C.E. he attacks the
Urarteans at Arpad. He then turns his
attention in 739 B.C.E. to the west, forc-
ing Judah and Israel to submit to his au-
thority.

The Neo-Elamite Period, in which the
Elamites meddle in Babylonian affairs,
occurs on the Iranian plateau.

King Jotham and King Ahaz of Judah

serve as co-regents in Syria-Palestine.

The Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III sends
his forces against Urartu again.

Pekahiah, son of King Menachem, serves
as king of Israel. Ahaz of Judah rejects
an alliance with Israel and seeks support
of the Assyrians. Pekah reigns as king of
Israel and invades Judah in an attempt to
force it into an alliance against Assyria.
He dies in a conspiracy and is replaced by
Hosea, who is backed by the Assyrians.

The Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III is
forced to return home to put down a re-
volt in Babylon, completed in 728 B.C.E.

King Hezekiah of Judah rules while under
control of the Assyrians. He rebels unsuc-
cessfully at least twice.

King Hosea of Israel rebels against the As-
syrian king Shalmaneser V, who invades
in response.

Sargon I, son of Shalmaneser V, removes
Israelites to captivity in Mesopotamia.

The Assyrian king Sargon II builds the
Gate of the Citadel at Khorsabad in

Mesopotamia. The giant carvings depict
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two winged bulls with human (male)
faces.

The Elamite king Humbanigash and the
Babylonian king Merodach-baladan attack
Sargon II of Assyria at Der.

The Chinese build a canal connecting the
Huai and Yellow Rivers.

King Shabako of Kush rules in Nubia and
in Egypt.

The Assyrian king Sargon II defeats
Urartu. His forces break the alliance of
the southern Palestinian states with Egypt
in 712 B.C.E.

Babylonian king Merodach-baladan re-
volts against the Assyrian king Sargon II
but is defeated and forced into exile. He
returns in 703 B.C.E. to reclaim the throne
but is again defeated by the Assyrians.

Sennacherib of Assyria rules in Meso-
potamia.

King Shibitqu of Kush rules both Nubia
and Egypt.

Celtic peoples begin settling in the Iber-

ian Peninsula.

King Manasseh, son of Hezekiah, rules
Judah.

King Taharqo of Kush rules in Nubia and
Egypt.

Phrygia, a Thracian city-state in Asia Mi-
nor along the Black Sea, is attacked by the
Cimmerians, a people who occupy most
of the Crimea.

Sennacherib’s son, Esarhaddon, becomes
king of Assyria. He conquers Babylon,
razes the Phoenician city of Sidon, and
incorporates Egypt into his empire after
capturing Memphis.

Lydia, a city-state in western Anatolia,

rises in power. The Lydians are credited
with inventing coins.
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668-627

664-653

664-525

660

658

653-643

653

650-590

650

643-623

642

640

626

625

XXiV

Ashurbanipal follows Esarhaddon as As-
syrian king. He defeats the Elamites, de-
stroying their capital at Susa in 639 B.C.E.

King Tanwetamani of Kush rules in
Nubia.

Libyans found the Twenty-sixth Dynasty
and expel Assyrians from Egypt.

The Persian prophet Zoroaster, the
founder of Zoroastrianism, is born.

Lydian, Ionian, and Carian mercenaries
join the Egyptians in their fight against
the Assyrians.

King Atanersa of Kush rules Nubia.

The Median king Phraortes, who con-
quered many of the peoples in the region,
is killed in battle against the Assyrians.

A series of leaders known as “lawgivers”
rule in Greece.

The carved limestone relief “Dying Lion,”
depicting the feline being pierced by three

arrows, is carved in Nineveh.

King Senkamanisken of Kush reigns in
Nubia.

Ancus Martius becomes king of Rome.
A bridge is built over the Tiber River in
Rome.

King Amon has a short reign in Judah,
assassinated by his officers after two years.
King Josiah of Judah reclaims the
provinces of Samaria, Gilead, and Galilee
from the Assyrians, who are experiencing
domestic upheaval after Ashurbanipal’s
death. Josiah is assassinated by the Egypt-
ian king Necho II at Megiddo.

Scythians, nomadic warriors from eastern
Europe (Ukraine and Russia), invade Syria
and Palestine.

The Chaldean Dynasty is established in
Mesopotamia by Nabopolassar who con-
solidates power in the empire. This dy-
nasty rules until 539 B.C.E.

612

609

609-598

605

600

598

598-587

593-568

590

587-586

578

575

573

568-555

The Scythians, Medes, and Babylonians
capture and destroy the Assyrian city of
Nineveh, and also conquer Urartu. Assyr-
ians attempt to ally with Egypt to defeat
the coalition.

King Jehoahaz of Judah fights Syrian and
Israelite attacks on Jerusalem by turning
to Assyria for help.

Josiah’s son Jehoiakim serves as the king
of Judah after Jehoahaz is deposed by the

Assyrians.

Nebuchadnezzar becomes king of Baby-
lon after defeating the Egyptian army led

by Necho II of Egypt at Carchemish. He
remains in power until 562 B.C.E.

A Phoenician fleet sails around Africa.

Jehoiachin becomes king of Judah and
faces an invasion launched by Nebuchad-
nezzar of Babylon. The Babylonians con-
quer Jerusalem for the first time.

Nebuchadnezzar places Zedekiah on the
throne of Judah. He is taken to Babylon

as a captive after a failed revolt.

Aspalta becomes the first Meroitic king of
Nubia.

The Greek tyrant Cleisthenes of Sicyon
founds the Pythian Games in honor of the
god Apollo. By 582 B.C.E. the games are
held every four years.

Jerusalem is conquered again by Neb-
uchadnezzar of Babylon and the city walls
razed. Judah is destroyed as a nation and
the Babylonian Exile begins.

Rome joins the Latin League.

The fifteen-meter high glazed brick Ishtar
gate, one of eight portals into Babylon, is
built by Nebuchadnezzar.

Nebuchadnezzar captures the port city of
Tyre after a thirteen-year siege.

King Aramatelqo of Meroe rules over
Nubia.
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563

560

559-530

556

555-542

551

550

547
542-538

540

539

538

538-519

534
533

529

Siddhartha Gautama, founder of Bud-
dhism, is born in Kapilavastu in present-
day Nepal.

Croesus of Lydia controls Asia Minor.
The Athenian statesman and lawgiver
Solon dies.

Cyrus the Great becomes king of Persia
and establishes the Achaemenid (Persian)
Empire which lasts until 330 B.C.E.

Nabonidus becomes king of Babylon and
allies with Cyrus of Anshan, a small king-
dom north of Babylon, against the Medes.

King Malongen of Merore rules in Nubia.

The Chinese philosopher Confucius
(K’ung Fu-tzu) is born.

Persia expands into Anatolia under the
direction of Cyrus the Great. Within five
years most of the Greek cities of Asia
Minor provide tribute to the Persians.

Celts expand into the British Isles and
Ireland.

Cyrus the Great conquers Lydia.
King Analmaaye of Meroe rules Nubia.

Mahavira (Vardhamana), the Indian reli-
gious ruler and founder of Janism, is born.

The Babylonian Exile ends when Cyrus
the Great captures Babylon. Persia rules
over Israel and Judah and dominates
Mesopotamia.

Cyrus the Great issues an edict to rebuild
the Temple in Jerusalem.

King Amani-natake-lebte of Meroe rules
Nubia.

The Romans build the Temple of Juno.

Cyrus the Great conquers the Indus Val-
ley and creates a province (satrapy).

Cambyses II becomes Persian king upon
the death of Cyrus the Great in a battle
against the Massagetae.

525

522

519-510

510-487

509

506

500-323

500

496

494

490

487-468

486
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Chronology of World Events

Cambyses II conquers Egypt. The Per-
sians rule Egypt until 404 B.C.E.

Darius I becomes Persian king and quells
revolts. He divides the empire into 22

provinces and completes a canal from the
Nile River to the Red Sea.

King Karkamani of Meroe rules Nubia.

King Amaniastabarqo of Meroe rules
Nubia.

The Roman Republic is founded. Lucius
Junius Brutus and Lucius Tarquinius
Collatinus are the first consuls. The Tem-
ple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus is built
on the Capitoline Hill in Rome.

Rome and Carthage sign a non-interference
treaty.

The Greek classical period on the Greek
mainland marks a golden age for Greece
during this period.

Ionian Greek city-states revolt against
Persia.

Bantu peoples of Africa begin migrating
throughout the continent. The Nok civ-
ilization of West Africa (Nigeria) flour-
ishes.

The Romans defeat the Latins at the
Batde of Lake Regillus and become the
leading power in Italy.

Roman plebeians force political reform
and additional rights from the patrician
class.

Darius II reasserts control of Macedonia
but Athens defeats the Persian Empire at
the Battle of Marathon, blocking further

expansion.
Siaspiga of Meroe rules Nubia.

Roman consul Spurius Cassius Vecellinius,
who had brokered a peace between the
Romans and the Latin League in 493
B.C.E., is accused of trying to make him-
self the king of Rome after he tries to
change agrarian laws to favor the plebeian



Chronology of World Events

485

484

470

468-463

465-423

463-435
457-445
451

449

447

445-425

435-431
431-404

431-405
425

xxvi

class. He is condemned and executed.
Xerxes I (the Great) becomes king of Per-
sia following the death of his father Dar-
ius I. He maintains Persian control over
Egypt and Babylonia.

Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, a Roman
consul and farmer, is declared dictator by
his people in order to lead an army against
the Aequi who have besieged a force led
by Lucius Minucius Esquilius Augurinus.
When Cincinnatus triumphs, he steps
down from the position and returns to his
farm.

The Greek dramatist Aeschylus wins his
first prize in the competition for tragedy
at Athens.

Herodotus is born. His great work on the
Greek-Persian wars leads to his reputation
as the father of history.

The teachings of Confucius, known as the
Analects, are collected by his disciples.

King Nasakhma of Meroe rules Nubia.

Artaxerxes I, son of Xerxes the Great, be-
comes Persian king after killing his fa-
ther’s assassin.

King Maloiebamani of Meroe rules Nubia.
Ezra is Persian governor of Judah.

The Twelve Tables, the basis of Roman
law, are codified.

Athens and Persia negotiate the Peace of

Callias.

Pericles begins building the Parthenon in
Athens.

Nehemiah is Persian governor of Judah.
He rebuilds the walls of Jerusalem.

King Talakhamani of Meroe rules Nubia.

Athens and Sparta fight the Pelopon-
nesian War on the Greek mainland.

King Irike-Amanote of Meroe rules Nubia.

The Romans conclude a peace treaty with
the Veii.

423-404

423-405

410

409

405-404
404-369

404-399

404

399-381

390

381-343

381

371

367

359-336

358

356

The Greek general Thucydides writes the
history of the Peloponnesian War.

Xerxes II rules Persia.

The Gauls, Celtic tribes living in the Ger-
man regions of Europe, begin migrations
across the Alps into Italy.

Troops from the North African city-state
of Carthage capture Sicily from its Greek
colonizers. The Carthaginians are forced
out in 406 because of a plague and make
peace in 405 B.C.E.

Baskakeren of Meroe rules Nubia.
Harsiyotef of Meroe rules Nubia.

Amyrtaeus of Sais leads the Egyptian
Twenty-eighth Dynasty.

Artaxerxes 1I follows his father Darius II
as king of Persia. The Egyptian king
Amyrtaeus drives Persians from Egypt.

Three kings rule successively as the Egypt-
ian Twenty-ninth Dynasty.

Gauls defeat the Romans at the Battle of
Allia but they fail to conquer the city of
Rome.

Three kings from Sebennytos rule as the
Egyptian Thirtieth Dynasty.

Cyprus submits to the Persians.

Chinese philosopher Meng-tzu, son of
Confucius, is born. The Spartan king
Cleobrotus is killed in battle with the
Thebans.

Romans fight the Gauls.

Philip II becomes king of Macedon and
conquers mainland Greece.

Artaxerxes III Ochus becomes king of

Persia.

The first parts of the defensive fortifica-
tions, which will become the Great Wall,
are constructed by the Chinese in an at-
tempt to block invasions by the Huns.
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353-340

343-341

343-332

340

The Noba occupy Kush and replace the
kingdom of Meroe.

Rome is involved in the First Samnite
War, gaining for Rome control of north-
ern Campania.

Three Persian rulers lead the Second Per-
sian Domination of Egypt.

Roman consul Titus Manlius Imperiosus
Torquatus defeats the Latins in Campa-
nia and then again at Trifanum. The
Latin League is disbanded and the former
allies are made dependent partners in the
expanding Roman empire.

340-335

336

335

334

332
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Chronology of World Events

King Nastasen of Meroe rules over Nubia.

Philip of Macedon is assassinated, and
his son Alexander the Great ascends the
throne.

Darius III ascends the Persian throne.

Alexander the Great defeats the Persians
at the Granicus river and conquers Ana-
tolia. His armies then capture the Phoeni-
cian cities, except for Tyre, on their way

to Egypt.

Alexander the Great conquers Egypt.

xxvii
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IMPORTANT EVENTS

in Architecture and Design

All dates in this chronology are approximations (c.) and
occur before the common era (B.C.E.).

3800-2298

3100-2800

2675-2625

2625-2585

2585-2560

The earliest Egyptians bury their dead in
oval pits in the desert and include pots,
tools, and weapons.

The artists of the First Dynasty demon-
strate a knowledge of uniform measure-
ments called the cubit, palm, and finger.

Kings build seven mud brick enclosures
at Abydos that are the first combination
tombs and temples.

Egyptians add superstructures to pit tombs
creating the first mastabas, tombs that re-
semble a large mud brick bench.

Architects use granite in door jambs for
the first time.

The first preserved stone architecture
built by King Djoser under Imhotep’s su-

pervision is constructed at Saqqara.

The first known architectural use of drills
is in evidence at Djoser’s construction at

Saqqara.

King Sneferu’s architects are unsuccessful
in their attempts to build the first true

pyramids, including structures at Mei-
dum and Dahshur.

Architects building Mastaba 17 at Mei-
dum, an early example of a noble’s tomb,
construct battered (inclined) walls.

King Khufu’s architect Hemiunu builds the
Great Pyramid at Giza, the largest pyramid

2585-2510

2560-2555

2532-2510

2508-2500

2500-2485

2485-2472

2371-2350

ever constructed. King Khufu’s builders
move 2,700,000 cubic meters (95,350,000
cubic feet) of stone, as engineering tech-
niques allow for the routine moving of
stone blocks up to sixty tons in weight.

Mastaba tombs are made of stone rather
than the mud brick of earlier dynasties.

King Khafre builds his pyramid com-
plex, including the Great Sphinx, the
second pyramid complex at Giza. The
valley temples from this complex are the
best-preserved temples from the Fourth
Dynasty.

King Djedefre (a.k.a. Redjedef) begins his
pyramid complex at Abu Roash. It will
remain unfinished, probably due to his
early death.

King Menkaure builds his smaller pyra-
mid complex, the third and final complex
at Giza.

King Shepseskaf abandons Giza as the tra-
ditional resting place of kings to build his
Mastabat el Fara’un in Abu Sir, returning
to Djoser’s earliest tomb type.

Tool marks at the Mastabat el Fara’un
demonstrate that builders used saws to
trim joins in masonry.

King Userkaf returns to Saqqara and
builds a pyramid complex aligned with
Djoser’s complex.

King Userkaf builds the first sun temple
dedicated to Re in Abu Sir.

Architects begin to construct mastaba
tombs with increasingly complicated in-
terior chapels.

King Sahure builds the first of the stan-
dard Fifth- and Sixth-dynasty pyramid
complexes at Abu Sir.

King Unas includes the first known Pyra-
mid Texts (spells recited during the royal
funeral) carved inside his pyramid at
Saqqara.

Skilled craftsmen working for King Unas
work on statues in the quarry.
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2008-1938

1957

1938-1759

1938-1909

1919-1875

1836-1818

1818-1772

Nebhepetre Mentuhotep builds a tomb
and temple at Deir el Bahri based on The-
ban temple types.

Egyptian workers at Nebhepetre Men-
tuhotep’s temple at Deir el Bahri use
benchmarks (permanent markers for the
starting point) while surveying.

The Egyptians first use sandstone in con-
struction.

The vizier (prime minister) Amenembhet,
serving King Mentuhotep III, leads one
of the earliest quarrying expeditions into
the eastern desert.

Twelfth-dynasty kings build pyramid
complexes based on eatlier traditions of
the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, but later
build complexes based on the Third-
dynasty tradition of Djoser.

Pictorial evidence from the time shows the
Egyptians hauling heavy loads on sledges,
which are sled-like devices used on sand.

King Amenembhet I builds a pyramid com-
plex at Lisht based on earlier traditions of
the Fourth through Sixth Dynasties.

King Senwosret I builds a pyramid com-
plex at Lisht with an internal stone skele-
ton, like a scaffold meant to support the
structure, an innovation that failed.

The workmen of King Senwosret I rou-
tinely haul blocks twice as big as the
blocks at the Great Pyramid.

King Senwosret I1I builds a pyramid com-
plex at Dahshur based on Djoser’s Third-
dynasty complex at Saqqara.

King Senwosret III builds an additional
temple at Abydos where he is actually
buried, reviving an early tradition from
the First Dynasty in which the tomb is
placed in Abydos in central Egypt rather
than the area near Memphis.

King Amenembhet IIT builds a traditional
pyramid complex at Dahshur and the

1539-1292

1479-1425

1426-1400

1400-1390

1390-1352

1292-1190

1290-1279

1156-1150
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Labyrinth at Hawara which follows the style
of Djoser’s pyramid complex at Saqqara.

Egyptian builders transport sandstone
from Upper Egyptian quarries for use in
Lower Egypt at Memphis.

The obelisk in the granite quarries of
Aswan is begun and later abandoned be-
cause it cracked during the attempt to cut
it from the bedrock.

Paintings from the tomb of the high of-
ficial Rekhmire depict construction work-
ers, including masons and brick makers.

King Amenhotep II restores the temple at
Giza for the first time in the New Kingdom.

King Thutmose IV restores the temple at
the Great Sphinx for the second time in
two generations.

King Amenhotep III begins work on the
Luxor Temple dedicated to the god
Amun and the royal 4z (soul).

The first documented use of the shaduf—
a pole with a basket at one end and a
weight that makes it easy to raise the bas-
ket at the other end—is shown in a tomb
painting. A shaduf could have been used
to lift construction loads as well as water.

King Sety I commissions a votive model
of the temple he will build at Heliopolis,
as a gift for the god.

Egyptians routinely move stone blocks
weighing up to 1,000 tons, more than ten
times as heavy as the blocks moved dur-
ing the Old Kingdom.

King Ramesses IV commissions a presen-
tation plan of his tomb in the Valley of
the Kings. The plan is now found in the
Turin Museum where it is known as Pa-

pyrus Turin 1885.

The Abbott Papyrus, now stored in the
British Museum, describes tomb robberies
and demonstrates that the Egyptian word
mer (“pyramid”) means any kind of tomb.



OVERVIEW
of Architecture and Design

EGYPTIAN BUILDING TYPES. Ancient Egyptian ar-
chitecture falls into three categories: buildings for the
living, buildings for the dead, and buildings for religious
rites, i.e. temples, chapels, and shrines. The surviving
architectural examples of Egypt’s ancient past are from
the latter two categories and are some of the most rec-
ognizable structures in the world. The Great Pyramid
of Giza, for example, is one of the seven wonders of the
ancient world, and one of the premier tourist attractions
in Egypt today. The pyramids were tombs specifically
created to be the homes of deceased kings in the after-
life, and were part of larger complexes that functioned
to serve the dead king in the afterlife. These tombs in-
clude the vast pyramid complexes built for kings from
the Third Dynasty until the end of the Middle King-
dom when the Egyptians abandoned pyramid building
(2675-1630 B.C.E.). Kings were not the only ones to
have homes in the afterlife; Egypt’s elite class of indi-
viduals also built tombs called mastabas as permanent
homes for themselves after death. The Egyptians first
built mastabas for the earliest king in the First and Sec-
ond Dynasties and continued to build them in Lower
Egypt (northern Egypt) until the end of ancient Egypt-
ian history (3500-30 B.C.E.) for the clite class. By the
Sixth Dynasty and throughout the remainder of ancient
Egyptian history, Egyptian nobles in Middle (central)
Egypt and Upper (southern) Egypt carved tombs di-
rectly into the mountains that border the Nile river val-
ley. During the New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.) the
Egyptians buried kings in rock-cut tombs in the Valley
of the Kings near modern Luxor and worshipped the
deceased kings as gods in temples built just for that pur-
pose.

EGYPTIAN BELIEFS. Egyptians believed their king
was the incarnation of the god Horus on earth. Accord-
ing to the myth, Horus was a falcon, born to the god
Osiris and his wife, Isis. When Osiris died he became
the king of the dead. In the same way, the Egyptians be-
lieved that when the king died he became Osiris and

ruled in the next world. The king’s son on earth was
then the new Horus. These beliefs help explain the na-
ture of Egyptian tombs for kings. Tombs were the place
where Horus became Osiris and people on earth had ac-
cess to the deceased king. Egyptian belief in the afterlife
was so powerful that they only used permanent build-
ing materials, such as stone, for buildings that needed to
last eternally. Buildings for the living, then, made use of
the relatively impermanent material of mud brick; even
the king’s palace was made of mud brick. The Egyptians
also developed stone architecture for gods’ houses which
Egyprologists call temples.

ARCHITECTURE AND SOCIETY. Architecture plays
a pivortal role in understanding ancient Egyptian society.
In the earliest periods and as late as the end of the Old
Kingdom (3500-2170 B.C.E.), architecture provides
scholars with the majority of the evidence for such an
analysis because so little else from the culture survived.
Relying on architecture for our understanding of a cul-
ture means that only a limited range of questions can be
reliably answered. Architecture can, for example, be a
good indicator of where a society allocates resources.
In addition, the enormous effort required to build the
Great Pyramid reveals something about the government’s
ability to direct and organize society’s energies. Changes
and continuity in architectural plans also suggest
developments in religion and perhaps politics. Scholars,
however, have often challenged the reliability of inter-
pretations of religion based solely on architectural
changes. When texts survive to supplement the knowl-
edge derived from architecture, a much fuller picture can
emerge. This is the case for the rock-cut tombs and the
temples buile for kings and gods in the New Kingdom
(1539-1075 B.C.E.). In this time period the texts and
sculptural reliefs on the interior walls of these structures
supplement our understanding of the function that the
rooms served and better define when important religious
changes occurred. Finally, architecture provides one of
the best categories of evidence for examining a society’s
approach to technology. Although technologically sim-
ple when compared to modern cultures, Egypt’s struc-
tural accomplishments with such simple tools once
inspired theories that Egyptian monuments were actu-
ally the work of aliens. Scholars have proven, however,
that such supernatural or extraterrestrial explanations are
unnecessary.

RESOURCE ALLOCATION. For nearly 3,000 years
the Egyptians devoted an enormous percentage of their
society’s efforts and energy to monumental stone ar-
chitecture. Only agriculture exceeded architecture for
sheer manpower and time needed. At the start of the
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twenty-first century, it is difficult to imagine both the
impact that Egyptian architecture made on Europeans
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, who were
astounded by the Egyptians’ accomplishments, and the
difficulty of producing massive stone buildings when it
is so common today. It was only in the twentieth cen-
tury that architects routinely designed buildings similar
in size to ancient Egyptian buildings. Unlike modern
construction projects that engage a significant number
of society’s workers but not a majority, most able-bodied
Egyptians spent some time on construction projects dur-
ing a lifetime of work. The Egyptian government orga-
nized the general population into either four or five
rotating work groups known individually as a za that
Egyptologists translate with the Greek word phyle. These
phylae produced hundreds of thousands of cubic feet of
stone walls, roofs, and foundations in nearly every gen-
eration. The Egyptian government also imported hun-
dreds of boatloads of timber from Lebanon and directed
craftsmen to produce tools, including stone axes, bronze
chisels and saws, and wooden mallets. Engineers de-
signed and built wooden sledges thirty meters (98.4 feet)
long and huge boats that hauled several hundred tons
of stone. Workmen dragged containers of sand and Nile
mud to construction sites to make bricks. At the same
time, the bureaucracy organized thousands of people to
do the actual construction work and hundreds more
who trained, fed, and clothed the workers. Egyptian ar-
chitecture represents not only the highest design prin-
ciples but also an astounding degree of cooperation,
organization, and control for an early society. All of
these organizational feats added to the Egyptians’ high
reputation as engineers and architects among ancient
peoples, a reputation that the Egyptians retain today.
Moreover, the ability of the Egyptian government to
control people’s actions suggests the degree of legitimacy
it enjoyed as well as its power to coerce people into per-
forming difficult and dangerous tasks for long periods
of time.

CONTINUITY AND CHANGE. Egyptian society, in-
cluding architecture, was far from stagnant, though some
scholars have seen conservatism as its main feature. Per-
haps a fairer description of Egyptian society would em-
phasize a fondness for continuity coupled with an ability
to meet shifting circumstances with creative solutions.
These solutions often transformed new buildings in sub-
tle ways. Certainly the period from the beginning of ar-
chitecture about 3500 B.C.E. to the end of the Old
Kingdom about 2170 B.C.E. was extremely creative. Dur-
ing this time period the Egyptians developed a vocabu-
lary of architectural forms and plans that included the
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mastaba tomb and two different plans for pyramid com-
plexes. They also developed the first sun temples dedi-
cated to the chief god of the Egyptian pantheon at that
time, Re. There was, however, tremendous variation in
the plans of individual buildings and complexes. These
subtle shifts have become the basis for interpreting the
relationship between Egyptian architecture and its reli-
gion and politics. Yet almost all the buildings from this
time period can be classified into one of four types:
mastabas, north/south pyramid complexes, east/west
pyramid complexes, and sun temples.

THE IMPORTANCE OF STONE. Even among the dif-
ferent types of plans and buildings, there is a unity in
the way that Egyptians approached stone as a material.
This unity of approach supplies the clearest evidence for
Egyptian conservatism in design. One of the most dis-
tinctive features of Egyptian design was the designer’s
insistence on translating mud brick architecture into
stone, reproducing parts of buildings originally fash-
ioned from wood, reeds, woven mats, and mud brick in
stone buildings during all periods. Egyptian artisans
carved stone elements to resemble building elements
originally constructed from such lightweight and per-
ishable materials. In fact, the major features of Egypt-
ian architectural style originated in techniques more at
home in these lighter architectural materials. Egyptian
builders constructed battered walls at varying angles to
duplicate the mud brick construction, and imitated the
original reed material in their construction of the con-
cave Egyptian cornice that projects from the tops of
walls. Woven mats originally functioned as screen walls
to separate the holiest part of the building from the pub-
lic eye, and could be used in combination with wood
to create false doors. The relatively small number of ar-
chitectural forms combined with this approach to stone
is one reason why the variety of Egyptian expression is
sometimes muted in comparison with the more over-
whelming sense of continuity conveyed by Egyptian

buildings.

INTERPRETATION WITHOUT TEXTS. Because of the
emphasis on continuity in Egyptian design, there is a
temptation to interpret any variation in plan or location
from one generation to the next as indicative of a larger
cultural change. Thus Egyptologists ask why King Shep-
seskaf, the son of the builder of the third pyramid at
Giza, never built a pyramid for himself, choosing instead
to build a tomb based on the older royal tradition of
building a mastaba. Clearly this change appears to be a
reflection of some important change in either religious
or political policy. Either Shepseskaf desired a return to
an earlier attitude toward the office of king, or economic
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conditions made it impossible for him to build as his fa-
ther, grandfather, and great-grandfather had done. Per-
haps some combination of religious and political forces
was the cause, but without any corroborating evidence
from texts, it is impossible to correctly interpret the
king’s actions. This lack of evidence points toward the
fragility of some interpretations of Old Kingdom history
based solely on architecture.

INTERPRETATION WITH TEXTS. Scholars were not
wholly without texts, however. Written evidence and
surviving decoration on the walls of a building add
greatly to the reliability of interpretations of Egyptian
buildings. In general Egyptologists accept that the dec-
oration of a room in a temple or the inscriptions on the
walls describe or explain the function of a room. Thus
relief sculptures on the walls of a room that depict the
king performing a series of ritual actions can reliably be
interpreted as an illustration of what occurred in the
room. The spells of the Pyramid Texts inscribed on the
walls of late Fifth- and Sixth-dynasty pyramids are
thought to have been recited on that spot. The existence
of additional contemporary texts written on papyrus ot
limestone chips called ostraca adds even more to our gen-
eral knowledge. The evidence used to interpret the use
of buildings increases considerably for the New King-
dom compared to the earlier periods. For example, a
comparison of written descriptions of the king’s position
in the world dating to the New Kingdom with the dec-
oration of palaces, also built in the New Kingdom, shows
how the same ideas had expression in two different medi-
ums.

THE FUNCTIONS OF BUILDINGS. Earlier scholars
of Egyptology could be overly influenced by their own
preconceptions when they assigned functions to ancient
buildings. This tendency was especially true in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries when archacologists
tried to understand the buildings they had excavated
without any corroborating evidence from texts. Early
scholars concluded, for example, that buildings with
high, paneled surrounding walls that date to the Predy-
nastic Period (4400-3100 B.C.E.) were forts, even
though they had no comparative material or extensive
textual evidence to support such a theory. New inter-
pretations, based on expanded comparative material,
suggest that they were actually part of the kings’ burials.
The term “mortuary temples,” used to describe the sec-
tion of pyramid complexes built in the Old and Middle
Kingdoms (2675-1630 B.C.E.), stems from the false sup-
position that their sole function concerned the burial
rites of the king, which reflected a modern Western fo-
cus on the funeral ceremony and burial. Scholars now

understand these buildings as being important to the
kings’ continued life in the next world as the center of
an eternal cult to honor the deceased king. These build-
ings are now called pyramid temples, describing their
proximity to the pyramid rather than a definite func-
tion.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF EGYPTIAN TECHNOL-
OGY. In the 2,000-year history of Western interest in
ancient Egypt, often the occult, the supernatural, and
even the extraterrestrial have been proposed as expla-
nations for certain phenomena. Nowhere is this more
evident than in the interpretation of architecture. Many
of these non-scientific explanations of ancient Egypt-
ian accomplishments center on the construction of the
pyramids. Many of these interpreters look only at the
three pyramids at Giza built by kings Khufu, Khafre,
and Menkaure between 2585 and 2510 B.C.E. The
enormous size and astounding precision with which
these buildings were constructed not only arouse a sense
of wonder, but have also suggested to many that the
simple technology available to the Egyptians would not
have sufficed to produce these buildings. A careful con-
sideration of pyramid building from its origins in the
time of King Djoser (2675-2654 B.C.E.) to the end of
royal pyramid building at the close of the Middle King-
dom about 1630 B.C.E., shows a natural progression
and even a learning curve. The eatliest buildings con-
tained mistakes. Subsequent buildings were sturdier be-
cause of innovations made in response to previous
mistakes. Some innovations failed and were not re-
peated in later buildings. At the same time, the Egyp-
tians learned to move increasingly heavier loads as their
technology improved from the Old Kingdom to the
New Kingdom. It is even possible to chart the progress
in this one field of endeavor that is often ascribed in
popular literature to knowledge obtained from space
aliens. A study of the technological aspects of Egypt-
ifan building reveals much about their approach to
problem solving.

TOPICS

in Architecture and Design

EARLIEST TEMPLES AND TOMBS

FIRST STRUCTURES. The carliest temples and
tombs built in Egypt are in Abydos in Middle Egypt.
Egyptologists have been aware of these structures since
the late 1890s. In the roughly 100 years that Egyptol-

6 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



Architecture and Design

SAHARA

Second Cataract

Third Cataract

Mediterranean Sea

Nile Delta

. SINAI i
Lower Egypt Gizae® CAI0 pEN NS ULA 0 D05 400
Memphis ’ - ‘
‘& 0 kiloi?fters “00
AFRICA ARABIAN

Upper Egypt

First Cataract

Cataract } Fifth Cataract

Kharloum.
White Nile R. \K __Blue Nile R.

PENINSULA

.Aswan

Area under Egyptian
(- control

--- Ancient coastline
O  Ancient city
/N Great Pyramid

d& Sphinx

%7 Cataract (rapids)

Sixth Cataract

Map of ancient Egypt. XNR PRODUCTIONS, INC. THE GALE GROUP. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

ogists have discussed these sites, there were differing
opinions on whether they were temples, tombs, or forts.
Other discussions of them suggested that some of these
buildings were cenotaphs, structures built only to honor
certain kings but not to house their burials. Most re-
cently scholars have realized that these buildings rep-
resent the earliest royal tombs—Ilocated in the section
of Abydos called in Arabic Umm el Gaab (“Mother of
Pots”)—and the earliest cult temples dedicated to de-
ceased kings, located in the section of Abydos called in
Arabic Kom es-Sultan (“Mound of the Ruler”) about
two kilometers from the tombs. Moreover, the two sets
of buildings can be divided into pairs that resemble
later funeral complexes consisting of a burial and a
temple where the deceased king was eternally wor-

shipped.

EARLY EXCAVATION. One of the first archacologists
to work in Egypt, the Englishman W. M. F. Petrie
(1843-1942), excavated some of the earliest temples and
tombs. Petrie worked all over Egypt, but during
1899-1900 and 1902-1903, he concentrated his efforts
on a site in Middle Egypt called Abydos. Several villages

are now resident at the site formerly known as Abydos,
including the village of Kom es Sultan and the village of
Umm el Gaab. Petrie worked first in the village of Umm
el Gaab, then two years later at the village of Kom es
Sultan. At Umm el Gaab Petrie found and identified the
cemetery of kings of the First and Second Dynasties
(3100-2675 B.C.E.). The underground portion of these
tombs was lined with wood protected by a surrounding
wall of mud brick. Some of the twelve known burials
had more than one room, and some were lined with
green faience tiles—an early glazed material. In later eras
such tiles resembled bundles of reeds that formed the
carliest sorts of temporary buildings built by the Egyp-
tians. Many Egyptologists assume that the Egyptians
used these tiles in a similar way at the Umm el Gaab
burials. Builders probably intended the entire under-
ground burial to reproduce the king’s house on earth so
that he would have a home in the next world. Thus this
pattern of designing the burial after houses on earth be-
gan with the very earliest royal tombs. Above ground was
a platform, built of brick. The platform was marked by
a stele (an upright slab of stone), that was inscribed with
the king’s name. Similar but smaller tombs designed for
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BURIAL
Tombs and Temples at Abydos

In 1899-1900 W. M. F. Petrie excavated the royal
tombs of the first and second dynasties at Umm el Gaab,
a section of the ancient Egyptian town called Abydos. In
1902-1903 he worked at Kom es Sultan about two kilo-
meters from Umm el Gaab. There he found the temple
enclosures that were a part of the royal funeral com-
plexes. When he first discovered the thickly walled build-
ings at Kom es Sultan, however, Petrie identified them as

forts and did not recognize the connections between the
Umm el Gaab and Kom es Sultan buildings. Subsequent
research identified the buildings that Petrie identified as
forts as the first temples, gathering places for the gods.
The following map shows the locations of various Abydos
burial tombs with corresponding names of the kings that
are buried there, along with the location of the Kom es
Sultan temples.

soURCE: Dieter Arnold, “Royal Cult Complexes of the Old and
Middle Kingdoms,” in Temples of Ancient Egypt. Ed. Byron E.
Shafer (Ithica, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997): 40.
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the king’s courtiers were located around the king’s tomb.
This practice marks the beginning of a tradition of in-
cluding the king’s courtiers’ tombs on the same site that
continued through the next thousand years.

ToMBS IN SAQQARA. From 1936 to 1956, the
English archaeologist Walter B. Emery excavated large
First-dynasty mastaba tombs at Saqqara in northern
Egypt (Lower Egypt). These tombs contained many
grave goods including jars labeled as the king’s prop-
erty. These labels led Emery to identify these Saqqara
mastabas as the real tombs of the First-dynasty kings
since he believed that the tombs discovered by Petrie
at Umm el Gaab were cenotaphs, memorials to the kings
that never contained burials. After considerable debate,
most Egyptologists believe that the Saqgara tombs be-
longed to high officials of the First Dynasty while the

actual kings’ tombs were located in Abydos at Umm el
Gaab. Even so, some books and articles written during
the mid-twentieth century continue to refer to Saqqara
as the burial place of First-dynasty kings.

FUNERARY ENCLOSURES (“FORTS”) AT KOM ES
SULTAN. Petrie worked his second season at Abydos in
1902-1903 at the area known as Kom es Sultan. There
he found the mud brick foundations of five buildings
with huge mud brick walls. The walls were up to eleven
meters (36 feet) tall and were roughly 65 by 122 me-
ters (213 by 400 feet) long. Petrie believed that these
massive walls and large enclosed spaces could only be
intended as forts. These structures were built com-
pletely above ground and had no underground cham-
bers such as were found at the tombs of Umm el Gaab.
The patterned, mud brick walls were laid in what Egyp-
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tologists later came to call the “palace fagade” pattern.
This pattern was repeated throughout ancient Egypt-
ian history, both in buildings and in representation in
relief and on statues, and led Egyptologists to arrive at
a better understanding of the function of these enclo-
sures. The Egyptians used the walled enclosure with
panels, called the palace facade motif, in hieroglyphic
writing contemporary with the earliest temples dis-
cussed here. A drawing of this motif surrounded the
names of buildings the Egyptians called the “fortress of
the gods” in hieroglyphic writing. Egyptologists believe
that this writing connects the names to the buildings
found at Kom es Sultan in Abydos. The buildings were
given names such as “Thrones of the Gods” and “Pro-
cession of the Gods” which suggests that the Egyptians
thought of these buildings as places where the gods
gathered. The Egyptians called these gods the “Fol-
lowers of Horus.” Because the king himself was the in-
carnation of the god Horus the “Followers of Horus”
were local gods from the provinces who gathered at the
Fortress of the Gods to deliver taxes. The design of the
surviving buildings indicates that this process would
continue for the king even after he had died and gone
to the next world.

FORTRESS OF THE GODS. It is possible to gener-
alize about the architecture of the Fortress of the Gods
from the archacological remains at Kom es Sultan in
Abydos and the hieroglyphic writings of the names of
these buildings. Located on the west bank of the Nile
River, the building’s entrance faced the river, suggest-
ing that the gods arrived in boats sailing on a canal
that led to the enclosure. Support for this theory comes
from the discovery of boats buried along the east side
of the enclosure of King Khasekhemwy (fifth king of
Dynasty 2, before 2675 B.C.E.) near Abydos. The other
architectural feature inside the enclosure was a mound
of sand. This mound may be the remains of the plat-
form where the king, as the god Horus, reviewed the
assembled gods. These enclosures are prominent re-
mains from the First and Second Dynasties. They di-
minish in importance during later periods, but still
were built as late as the New Kingdom (1539-1075
B.C.E.). Scholars constructed this new interpretation of
the buildings at Umm el Gaab and Kom es Sultan
based on knowledge of later buildings. The pyramid
complexes built by kings in the Third through Sixth
Dynasties contained both a burial and either one or
two temples intended for preserving the cult of the de-
ceased king. Increased knowledge of these later struc-
tures during the early twentieth century allowed
archaeologists to reexamine the buildings at Abydos.

Architecture and Design

Based on knowledge of the basic functions of build-
ings in the later pyramid complexes, archaecologists
have discovered parallel uses for the pairs of buildings

that First- and Second-dynasty kings constructed in
Abydos.
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SEE ALSO Religion: Temple Architecture and Sym-
bolism

PYRAMID COMPLEXES

PART OF A WHOLE. The pyramid is the most widely
known Egyptian architectural structure. Yet the pyramid
itself is only part of a much larger complex. Egyptian
kings built pyramid complexes during a distinct time pe-
riod. During the OId and Middle Kingdoms
(2675-1630 B.C.E.) most, but not all, kings built pyra-
mids as tombs. There are approximately 47 pyramid
complexes that Egyptologists have identified from this
period. This does not include the pyramids built in the
Sudan by Nubian kings at a later time, because they were
part of a separate tradition over 1,000 years after the
Egyptians stopped building pyramids.

PYrRAMID CoMPLEX TYPES. Egyprologists recog-
nize two major types of pyramid complexes. In the older
type, the main axis of the complex was oriented north
and south. This orientation associates the complex with
the Egyptian belief that the northern stars represented
the gods in the next world. The stars were the physical
expression of the belief that the deceased king became
Osiris, king of the dead, and that his son on earth was
the god Horus who ruled after him. Often the pyramid
in the north/south complex was a step pyramid. In such
cases many Egyptologists believe the step pyramid rep-
resented a staircase to the stars. The second type of pyra-
mid complex has a main axis that runs east and west
and reflects a different belief system regarding the af-
terlife. This orientation associates the complex with the
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BUILDINGS
of Dynasty Three

King Djoser’s Saqgara complex is the earliest well-
preserved stone architecture from ancient Egypt. Other
than the remnants of foundations and even some walls
which have survived, almost nothing is known about
these buildings or the people who built them. Listed be-

low are the names of surviving pyramid complexes, the
kings that most likely built them, the type of pyramid they
likely represented, and where the remains were located or
where the pyramid was most likely built based on ancient
record. They are listed in chronological order by reigning
king. Absolute dates for these kings and their buildings
still remain unknown. Scholars had named the pyramid
complexes after the kings that most likely built them since
the ancient names for these buildings are not preserved.

King/Pyramid Name Pyramid Type Location
Nebka (Horus Sannakht) Unknown Unknown
Djoser (Horus Netjerykeht) Step Pyramid Saggara
Djoserteti (Horus Sekhemkeht) Buried Pyramid Saggara
Hours Khaba Layer Pyramid Zawiyet el-Aryan
Huni (Horus Qahedijet) Unknown Unknown

CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

course of the sun and the sun-god, Re. In this Egypt-
ian belief system, Re rode in a boat that traveled across
the daytime sky from east to west and then traveled in
the land of the dead at night, emerging in the east again
in the morning. The deceased king joined Re in his
journey in the boat, called a solar barque. There was no
real opposition between people who believed in one or
the other of these two myths. In fact, many Egyptians
believed that both myths were true. Ancient Egyptians
often had divergent explanations or beliefs they held as
equally valid. This multiplicity of solutions presents
problems today when the inclination is to seek for a
simple and exclusive answer to a question. Though these
ideas explain individual pyramid complexes, Egyptolo-
gists still do not understand why a king would choose
to build a north/south rather than an east/west pyramid
complex or vice versa. Often Egyptologists try to ex-
plain the choice between the two kinds of complexes as
a choice in emphasizing one myth of the afterlife over
the other.

PARTS OF A PYRAMID COMPLEX. Both north/south
pyramid complexes and east/west pyramid complexes
have similar elements. They included the pyramid itself,
sites for performing daily rituals, and subsidiary burials.
Almost every pyramid complex had unique features in
addition to these common features. The meaning of
these features is almost never clear. The pyramid itself is
the most important common element in a pyramid com-
plex. Egyptians first built step pyramids (pyramids con-
structed in layers that decreased in size at higher

elevations) in the Third Dynasty and built mostly true
pyramids (pyramids with smooth sides) beginning in the
Fourth Dynasty and later. Besides the difference in out-
ward appearance, there are major differences between the
interiors of step pyramids and true pyramids. The step
pyramids included ritual areas and storage in addition to
a burial chamber inside them. True pyramids sometimes
included ritual sites and limited storage areas, but em-
phasized the burial chamber. The Egyptians observed
rituals in pyramid complexes with true pyramids at tem-
ples built near the pyramid and at the entrance to the
complex in the valley. The Egyptians added temples to
the newer, true pyramids that they built beginning in
the Fourth Dynasty. Often they built a temple adjacent
to the pyramid, known today as a pyramid temple. They
also built a temple in the valley below the pyramid that
served as an entrance to the complex. Egyptologists call
these temples “valley temples.” Scholars continue to de-
bate the purpose of these buildings. Older interpreta-
tions suggest that the pyramid temple was the site of the
funeral and was not used after the king’s burial. Most
recent scholarship suggests that the pyramid temple, like
the valley temple, was the site of continuing rituals that
the Egyptians planned for eternity. Pyramid complexes
also included burials for other royal family members. No
real proof exists as to who was buried in these subsidiary
burials, though Egyptologists often call them “queen’s
burials.” They often take the form of small pyramids and
vary greatly in number from one complex to another.
Recently scholars have suggested that subsidiary burial
sites were meant to accommodate different parts of the
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king’s soul. These parts would include the ks, the ba,
the akh, and the mummy itself. The kz was the part of
a king’s soul that was passed from one king to another
and that designated an individual as the true Horus. The
ba was the part of the soul that traveled between this
world and the next, conveying offerings to the deceased
in the next world. The akh represented the transforma-
tion of the earthly individual into a divine individual
that could dwell in the next world. The mummy served
as a home for the ba when it was on earth. The pyra-
mid, pyramid temple, and subsidiary burials occupied a
space on the plateau that rises above the Nile river val-
ley on the west side. The Egyptians built the valley tem-
ple in the valley at the edge of the desert where the
agricultural land ended. A covered, stone causeway con-
nected the valley temple with the rest of the pyramid
complex.

SOURCES
Alexander Badawy, A History of Egyptian Architecture: The
First Intermediate Period, the Middle Kingdom, and the

Second Intermediate Period (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 19606).

THE NORTH-SOUTH PYRAMID
CoMPLEX: KING DJOSER’S COMPLEX
AT SAQQARA

EVIDENCE. King Djoser’s complex at Saqqara is the
first example of a north/south oriented pyramid com-
plex, built in the Third Dynasty (2675-2625 B.C.E.).
This predominant orientation alternated throughout the
Old and Middle Kingdoms (2675-1630 B.C.E.) with a
pyramid complex that was oriented east/west. A good
example of this second type of orientation is the Great
Pyramid of Giza, built about 100 years after Djoser’s
Saqqara complex. While the north/south orientation is
primarily associated with the eternal gods the Egyptians
recognized in the circumpolar stars that never disap-
peared, the east/west orientation is primarily associated
with the sun-god Re. The alternation between
north/south and east/west orientations for pyramid com-
plexes has thus been interpreted to have a religious di-
mension. Further, Djoser’s pyramid complex reveals that
the split between Upper (southern) and Lower (north-
ern) Egypt can be traced back to the Third Dynasty, a
split that is more fully established in later times by texts.
Though the Egyptians had already been reading and
writing for hundreds of years before the construction of
Djoser’s complex, there are few surviving extended texts
from this period. Thus a seemingly obvious political fact

Architecture and Design

such as the early establishment of the importance of Up-
per and Lower Egypt can only be established in the Third
Dynasty by architecture. Finally, evidence for the cele-
bration of the religious-political Jubilee (sed) Festival can
be established from the architecture of Djoser’s complex.
Buildings that Egyptologists know to be used mainly for
such a festival were located on the east side of the com-

plex.

FIRST WELL-PRESERVED STONE BUILDING. King
Djoser’s complex at Saqqara is the earliest preserved ex-
ample of stone architecture in Egypt. The Egyptian ar-
chaeologist Nabil Swelim has convincingly argued that
it represents an early culmination of stone architecture.
While archeologists are aware of the existence of foun-
dations from earlier buildings, Djoser’s complex is the
first stone building in Egypt whose architect is known:
Imhotep. A large-scale stone wall—277 by 544 meters
(908 by 1,784 feet)—surrounds the complex. The wall
was built in the palace fagade motif with panels and
with the addition of towers at intervals around the en-
tire wall. Unlike the earlier enclosures of the First and
Second Dynasties, Djoser’s wall surrounded extensive
architecture as well as large courtyards. The buildings
inside Djoser’s complex included a monumental en-
tranceway, step pyramid, a series of buildings designed
as a backdrop for the king’s Jubilee Festival (sed-festival),
two model palaces, and a model of an Upper Egyptian-
style tomb.

SYMBOLIC, NON-FUNCTIONAL BUILDINGS. Imhotep
designed four areas of symbolic, non-functional build-
ings in Djoser’s complex in Saqqara: the Pavilion of the
North, the Pavilion of the South, the South Tomb, and
the Jubilee Festival Courtyard. These buildings are full-
size models rather than functional buildings. Builders
constructed only the exterior fagade of the building, like
a stage set. It was not possible to enter any of these build-
ings, though some of them had doors carved in stone.
French archaeologist Jean-Phillipe Lauer, the excavator
of the complex, believes that the non-functional build-
ings were for the use of the king’s ka, or spirit, in the
afterlife. Some evidence suggests that workers purposely
buried the non-functional buildings soon after con-
struction, though it is not clear why.

FuNcTIONAL BUILDINGS. While it is readily ap-
parent which elements of the tomb were not functional,
it is not as easy to determine which elements of the com-
plex were in use. The northern end of the enclosure is
still unexcavated, leaving scholars in doubt as to how it
was used, and the ruined state of the complex likewise
hinders an accurate perspective. Lauer argued that the
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functional elements in the complex were the entrance at
the southeast corner of the enclosure, the pyramid which
served as a tomb for Djoser, and the Northern temple
used for the funeral service. The American archeologist
Mark Lehner suggested that it is more likely that Djoser’s
funeral procession entered the building over the still-
existing ramp at the northeast corner than through the
functional entranceway at the southeast. None of the
passageways that lead from the southeast entrance to the
northern temple are wider than one meter (39 inches),
so a funeral procession through the complex would be
very difficult. The functional entrance way to Djoser’s
complex is located at the southeast corner of the enclo-
sure wall. This location parallels similar functional en-
trances in the southeast corners of the enclosures that
kings of the First and Second Dynasties built at Abydos.
Djoser’s entranceway, however, was built of stone carved
to imitate a building built of reeds and wood. A monu-
mental doorway leads to a hallway surrounded on both
sides with engaged columns attached to the sidewalls
painted green and carved to resemble columns made
from bundles of reeds. The limestone roof is painted
brown and carved to resemble logs. Clearly this en-
tranceway imitates the type of ritual buildings that Egyp-
tians built of these light materials previous to the Third
Dynasty.

THE STEP PYRAMID. The pyramid itself stands
slightly off-center in the complex toward the south. It
reaches sixty meters (167 feet) in height in six layers and
is the only Egyptian pyramid that has a rectangular base
rather than a square base. Lauer interpreted the con-
struction history as a series of additions. The first stage

of the building was a square mastaba built in stone.
Roughly every three years of Djoser’s nineteen-year
reign, workers added an additional layer. Lauer and
German archacologist Dieter Arnold have interpreted
the expansions as gradual, reflecting emerging ideas
about the king’s future in the afterlife. The German
Egyptologist Rainer Stadelmann, on the other hand, be-
lieves that Imhotep planned the step pyramid shape from
the beginning. In any case, the shape represented a stair-
case to the northern stars. These stars represented the
god Osiris because they never disappear as do stars in
other parts of the heavens. Thus they are eternal, like
Osiris. Beneath the Step Pyramid at Djoser’s complex
are over 400 rooms connected by tunnels. The total
length of the rooms and tunnels combined is 5.7 kilo-
meters (3.5 miles). The rooms include the king’s burial
chamber and a palace to serve as the home for the king’s
spirit. The king’s burial chamber was accessed through
a vertical shaft in the pyramid that was seven meters
(22.9 feet) on each side and reached a depth of 28 me-
ters (91.8 feet), lined entirely in granite. At the bottom
of the shaft was a burial chamber lined with four courses
of granite blocks. After the burial, workers lowered a 3.5-
ton granite block to block the shaft and prevent future
access by robbers. The palace for the king’s spirit, lo-
cated under the east wall of the pyramid, was lined with
limestone and decorated with relief sculptures. Other ar-
eas were lined with faience tiles arranged to imitate mats
made of reeds. The storage rooms were on the east side
of the pyramid and housed over forty thousand jars,
some inscribed with Djoser’s name, but many more
made in earlier times for other kings. Some scholars be-

12 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



lieve that many of these stored materials came from ear-
lier tombs that had been removed from the Saqgara
plateau to make room for Djoser’s complex. Neverthe-
less, the great wealth stored in the pyramid demonstrates
both the opulence of the king’s life on earth and in the
next world.

JUBILEE FESTIVAL (SED) COURT. The Jubilee Fes-
tival (sed) Court at Djoser’s complex was conceived as
a space where the king’s ka—royal spirit—could cele-
brate the Jubilee Festival for eternity. Egyptian kings
celebrated the Jubilee Festival (sed) after roughly thirty
years of rule and then every two years thereafter as long
as the king lived. During the festival, the gods of the
nomes (Egyptian provinces) visited the king in the form
of statues to pledge loyalty to him. The details of the
ritual remain unknown. The kings of the First Dynasty
celebrated this festival, both in life and in the afterlife
at the so-called forts of Kom es Sultan at Abydos. There
is evidence that kings continued to celebrate this fes-
tival in every period of Egyptian history, but Djoser’s
courtyard is the only three-dimensional representation
of the physical setting of the festival. The Jubilee Fes-
tival Court contains non-functional buildings in two
rows that face each other across an open space. These
buildings housed the spirits of the visiting gods, prob-
ably in the form of statues, during the festival. The
dummy non-functional buildings, built of stone, are
only facades. The stone is carved to resemble buildings
buile of woven mats, bundles of reeds, and logs. In
some cases doorways carved in stone appear to be open,
but it is impossible to enter any of the buildings. At
the south end of the open space is a platform reached
by steps. This platform supported the royal thrones,
one for Lower Egypt and one for Upper Egypt. There
the king celebrated the end of the ceremony wherein
the gods officially reconfirmed him as king. Since only
the spirits of the deceased king and the gods used this
space, the American archaeologist Mark Lehner sug-
gested that workers buried it in sand soon after its con-
struction, though the reason for this is unknown.
While living, the king probably celebrated this festival
at the royal palace.

PAVILION OF THE NORTH AND THE SOUTH. Two
of the non-functional buildings at Djoser’s complex
represent the palaces of Upper and Lower Egypt. They
are called the Pavilion of the North and the Pavilion
of the South. They are located near the northeast cor-
ner of the pyramid, not far from the mortuary temple.
The two buildings face each other across an open court-
yard. Lauer suggested that the two buildings symboli-
cally represent the palaces Djoser maintained in life as
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the king of Upper Egypt and the king of Lower Egypt.
Both buildings are only facades and may have been
buried along with all the dummy buildings in the com-
plex after completion. These buildings attest to the ear-
liest political division in Egyptian thinking, the division
between Upper and Lower Egypt. The Egyptians often
called their country “The Two Lands” (zawy) in refer-
ence to this division. The king was actually regarded as
a king of two different places that were combined in
his person.

THE SOUTH TOMB. The South Tomb at Djoser’s
complex is located against the center of the south
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Funeral complex of Djoser’s pyramid in Sagqara. The building on the left is a reconstructed entrance to the complex. ® RICHARD T.
NOWITZ/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY CORBIS CORPORATION.

enclosure wall. Below the building are structures simi-
lar to the burial structures under the pyramid, includ-
ing the vertical shaft leading to the burial chamber and
an underground palace decorated with limestone relief
sculptures and faience tiles. The vertical shaft in the
south tomb replicates the dimensions of the vertical
shaft in the pyramid, but the burial vault is so small that
it is unclear what could have been buried there. It was
only 1.6 by 1.6 meters (5.2 by 5.2 feet) square with a
height of 1.3 meters (4.2 feet). Egyptologists have sug-
gested that it could represent the burial of the king’s ka
in the form of a statue, the burial of the royal placenta,
the burial of the royal crowns, or that it symbolically
represented the burial of the king of Upper Egypt. Be-
fore this time, the Egyptians buried the king in Abydos
in Upper Egypt (southern Egypt). Some Egyptolgoists
believe that the south tomb was a reference to this
Egyptian tradition, now abandoned. The many possi-
ble explanations stem from the fact that so little evi-
dence remains to be interpreted. Egyptologists may
never know definitively why such great effort was ex-

pended to build the South Tomb.
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THE FIrRsT TRUE PYRAMIDS

MAjoR CHANGES. The royal funeral complexes of
the Fourth Dynasty (2625-2500 B.C.E.) exhibit three
major changes from Djoser’s previously built complex
at Saqqara. First, the step pyramid of Dynasty Three
evolved to become the true pyramids of Dynasties Four
through Twelve (2625-1759 B.C.E.). The second ma-
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The Step Pyramid of Djoser at Saqqara. © CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

jor change was the rotation from a north/south orien-
tation at Djoser’s complex in Saqgara to an east/west
orientation beginning with King Sneferu’s pyramid
complex at Meidum. Finally, the third major change
was the development of a place in the complex specifi-
cally for an ongoing ritual on Earth that would con-
tinue long after the king’s death. These developments
reflected important changes in Egyptian thinking about
the king’s afterlife and in Egyptian religion. During the
Fourth Dynasty, the cult of the sun-god Re rose to
prominence, displacing earlier associations of the king
with the god Horus, son of the king of the afterlife,
Osiris. By the time of King Khufu, builder of the Great
Pyramid at Giza, the king’s title was the Son of Re. This
new emphasis explains all three major changes in the
king’s pyramid complex. The step pyramid shape was a
reference to the ladder the king climbed to reach the
stars at night in the afterlife. The true pyramid, how-
ever, was a symbol of the sun-god Re. The north/south
orientation found at Djoser’s complex emphasized the
importance of the northern night sky and its fixed stars.
The east/west orientation of the Fourth-dynasty pyra-
mids emphasized the course of the sun from east to west.

Finally, the ritual installation implies that the purpose
of funeral complexes had changed between the Third
and Fourth Dynasties. Whereas the Third-dynasty non-
functional buildings and subterranean palaces were stage
sets built for the king’s ka to continue its life, the
Fourth-dynasty complexes tied together this world with
the next, creating an institution that required constant
input from this world in order to sustain order in both
this world and the next. This input was made and re-
ceived at the pyramid complexes in the form of a ritual
performed there to energize the pyramid as a place where
the king’s ba-spirit merged into the daily cycle of birth,
death, and rebirth of the sun.

STANDARD BUILDINGS. In addition to the pyramid
itself, Fourth-dynasty pyramid complexes also included
a temple attached to the east side of the pyramid called
both the pyramid temple and the mortuary temple in
Egyptological literature. There are also often subsidiary
pyramids near the main pyramid known as the queen’s
pyramids. The pyramid temple is connected to another
temple located further to the east by a covered causeway.
The eastern temple is usually called a valley temple be-
cause in most cases it is located in the Nile Valley while
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The Meidum Pyramid. CHRISTINE OSBORNE/CORBIS.

the pyramid, subsidiary pyramids, and pyramid temple
are located on the higher desert plateau. Even though
there were no standardized plans for complexes until the
Fifth Dynasty (2500-2350 B.C.E.), these elements are
present in all of the pyramid complexes constructed dur-
ing the Fourth Dynasty.

KING SNEFERU’S THREE PYRAMIDS. King Sneferu,
first king of the Fourth Dynasty, came to the throne ap-
proximately 2625 B.C.E. During the first fifteen years of
his reign until about 2610 B.C.E. Sneferu’s workmen
constructed the Meidum Pyramid, located at Meidum,
south of modern Cairo on the west bank of the Nile
River. Though earlier scholars identified the Meidum
Pyramid as the work of Sneferu’s father, King Huni (be-
fore 2625 B.C.E.), new evidence has emerged to indicate
that the name of the Meidum Pyramid in ancient times
was Djed Sneferu—"Sneferu Endures.” Thus it is most
likely that Sneferu built this pyramid. In the second fif-
teen years of his reign, Sneferu built two more pyramids
at Dahshur. These pyramids are called the Bent Pyra-
mid and the North Pyramid (also known as the Red
Pyramid). Sneferu also built a smaller pyramid in Seila,

further south. This smaller pyramid followed in the tra-
dition of King Huni, his father. He built perhaps five
smaller pyramids located throughout Egypt rather than
just one large pyramid.

SNEFERU’S MEIDUM COMPLEX. The German ar-
chaeologist Rainer Stadelmann believed that Sneferu
built his Meidum complex in two stages. The first stage
began when he first rose to power. The second stage oc-
curred during Sneferu’s last years when he was living
farther north in Dahshur. Stadelmann believed that
originally the central core of the pyramid was a step
pyramid, because the construction of this inner core re-
sembled earlier construction completed during the
Third Dynasty in which the builders used a series of
inward-leaning layers of masonry rather than regular
courses. Rather than place each new course of stone on
top of the previous course and attempt to level the new
course, the builders purposely tried to direct the pres-
sure from each new course of stone toward the center
of the pyramid on a diagonal rather than straight down.
The builders hoped this would make the pyramid more
stable. Yet the appearance of this step pyramid is not
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completely understood. Sneferu converted the pyramid
into a true pyramid shape near the end of his reign,
about Year 28 or 29 (2597-2596 B.C.E.). The structure,
in turn, changed dramatically when the site functioned
as a rock quarry during the Middle Ages, resulting in
the destruction of several layers. Sheikh Abu Mo-
hammed Abdallah described the Meidum pyramid as
having five layers when he saw it between 1117 and
1119 C.E. In 1737, the Swedish traveler Frederick Louis
Norden saw only three layers, as is visible today. Dur-
ing this 620-year period, a large amount of stone must
have been removed from the site. Recent attempts at re-
constructing the original appearance of the pyramid
suggest it had up to eight layers. Moreover, at some time
in antiquity the outer casing that Sneferu had added to
turn the earlier step pyramid into a true pyramid col-
lapsed. Recent excavations revealed that this collapse
probably occurred after construction had been com-
pleted at Meidum. Earlier commentators speculated that
the collapse had occurred during construction and in
fact had led to the abandonment of the monument. The
absence of evidence such as workmen’s corpses or of
Fourth-dynasty tools found in the rubble surrounding
the pyramid’s core makes this theory unlikely. The tim-
ing of the collapse is important. If it occurred in the
middle of construction, subsequent construction tech-
nique changes should be seen as a response to the col-
lapse. If, on the other hand, the collapse occurred much
later, as is now believed, then the collapse has no direct
bearing on decisions that engineers made at Sneferu’s
two later pyramids.

INTERIOR OF THE MEIDUM PYRAMID. The inte-
rior of the Meidum pyramid set the new precedent for
configuring the burial. Rather than a vertical shaft as was
found in Djoser’s dynasty-three pyramid, at Meidum the
entrance to the burial came from the north face of the
pyramid. A descending passage, 58 meters long and 0.84
meters by 1.65 meters (190 by 2.7 by 5.4 feet), led down
to two small rooms. At the end of the second room, a
vertical shaft led up to a burial chamber 5.9 by 2.65 by
5.05 meters (19.3 by 8.6 by 16.5 feet). Corbelled
blocks—Dblocks placed on top of each other but project-
ing slightly over the edge of the lower course from two
sides to eventually meet at the ceiling—formed the roof
of the chamber. This is the first known example of this
early form of arch in Egypt, though it remains incom-
plete. The remains of cedar logs found in the shaft lead-
ing to the burial chamber may have been pieces of a
wooden coffin, although no sarcophagus was found. W.
M. F. Petrie, the English archaeologist who first exca-
vated at Meidum, did find pieces of a wooden coffin in
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a plain style. The change in the entrance to the burial
chamber from a vertical shaft to a descending passage is
difficult to interpret. It could have been a technical im-
provement making it easier to bring the sarcophagus into
the burial. On the other hand, such drastic changes are
often a change in symbolism that reflects a real change
in belief. It is not possible to determine conclusively
which kind of change is at work in this instance.

OTHER ELEMENTS AT MEIDUM. The other ele-
ments found at the Meidum Pyramid demonstrate its
value as a bridge between past and future pyramid styles.
The subsidiary pyramid south of the main pyramid per-
haps had the same function as the South Tomb at
Djoser’s complex in Saqqara, though that function is not
fully understood. Looking to the future, a small altar on
the east side of the main pyramid, with two blank, un-
finished steles, is a precursor of the pyramid temples built
later in Dynasty Four at Dahshur and more elaborately
at Giza by Sneferu’s son and grandsons. A covered cause-
way, another common feature of later pyramid com-
plexes, connected Sneferu’s Meidum pyramid to the
valley, but not to any known temple. Only mud brick
walls were found at the valley end of the causeway show-
ing that the valley temple was never completed in stone
as Egyptologists would expect if Sneferu himself had
completed the structure.

SNEFERU’S BENT PYRAMID AT DAHSHUR. In the
fifteenth year of King Sneferu’s reign (2610 B.C.E.), he
abandoned his building project at the Meidum Pyramid
and moved his court 25 miles north to Dahshur. At this
point in his reign, the Meidum Pyramid was still a step
pyramid, more similar in shape to Djoser’s pyramid at
Saqqara than to the true pyramids built later. The move
to Dahshur indicates a break with the step-pyramid style
in an effort to create a true pyramid. The builders’ first
attempt was the pyramid that Egyptologists call the Bent
Pyramid. Step pyramids slope at approximately 78 de-
grees on each face. A true pyramid like the Great Pyra-
mid at Giza has faces that slope at 53 degrees. The faces
of the lower section of the Bent Pyramid were first con-
structed with a slope at sixty degrees, but this slope was
too steep to form a true pyramid that could be supported
adequately. At some point in the construction, the
builders added more stone to the lower levels and re-
duced the slope to 54 degrees, 27 minutes, in order to
support the inner core. As work proceeded, further struc-
tural problems emerged that forced the builders to re-
duce the angle of slope even further to 43 degrees on the
upper half of the pyramid. This reduction accounts for
the distinct bend in the shape of this pyramid. The base
measures 188 meters (617 feet) and is 105 meters (345
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Bent Pyramid at Dahshur. YANN ARTHUS-BERTAND/CORBIS.

feet) high. It is thus substantially larger than Djoser’s
Step Pyramid or the Meidum Pyramid. The interior of
the Bent Pyramid is unique because it has two passage-
ways: one beginning on the north side and one begin-
ning on the west side. The northern entrance, like the
northern entrance at Meidum, slopes downward. It
continues for 74 meters (242.7 feet) until it reaches the
center of the pyramid. A vertical shaft then leads to a
burial chamber that measures 6.3 by 4.96 meters (20.6
by 16.2 feet). The corbelled ceiling is seventeen meters
(55.7 feet) above the floor of the chamber. The second,
western entrance slopes downward for 65 meters (213.2
feet). It leads to a second corbelled chamber 7.97 by 5.26
meters (26.1 by 17.2 feet) with a ceiling height of 16.5
meters (54.1 feet). This chamber is in reality directly
above the chamber reached from the northern entrance.
Some time later, workers created a rough tunnel through
the masonry to connect the two chambers. No clear ex-
planation exists to explain the presence of two entrances.
Speculation, though, has focused on the western en-
trance as a reflection of a second burial known from ear-
liest times at Abydos. The western orientation of the
second passage could also somehow connect with the
cult of Osiris, king of the dead, with whom the king’s
essence traditionally unites at death. Thus in this view,

the Bent Pyramid’s internal plan could refer symbolically
both to the idea of the king uniting with the circumpo-
lar stars and to the idea that the king unites with Osiris
in death. The small chapel on the eastern side of the
pyramid would be a link to the king’s role as Son of Re,
the sun god. The chapel at the Bent Pyramid parallels
the chapel at the Meidum Pyramid by its position on
the east side. These two chapels are also similar because
they consist of only an altar and two steles. Later in the
Fourth Dynasty, a much more elaborate pyramid tem-
ple would be included on the east side of the pyramid.
Rainer Stadelmann, however, disputed a real connection
between the purpose of these chapels and the later tem-
ples. He posited the theory that the construction of these
chapels occurred when it became clear that Sneferu
would not be buried either at Meidum nor at the Bent
Pyramid. The subsidiary pyramid located south of the
Bent Pyramid demonstrates that the builders had learned
from their experience with the Bent Pyramid. The an-
gle of slope resembles the 53 degree angle at Khufu’s
Great Pyramid at Giza. The construction method also
avoided some of the errors associated with the Bent
Pyramid. Horizontal layers of masonry now replaced the
inward-sloping blocks that made the Bent Pyramid so
unstable. It paralleled the subsidiary pyramid at Meidum
and perhaps somehow reflected the same purpose as the
South Tomb at Djoser’s complex in Saqqara. Thus it
could have been used to bury a statue or somehow refer
to the second tombs for each king known from the First
Dynasty at Abydos.

THE PYRAMID COMPLEX AT THE BENT PYRAMID.
The pyramid complex at the Bent Pyramid includes a
chapel on the east side and a covered limestone cause-
way that leads to a second small temple to the east.
These features parallel some of the previous construc-
tion at Meidum and also suggest parallels with later con-
struction at Giza. The chapel at the Bent Pyramid is
quite similar to the chapel at the Meidum Pyramid.
They both consist of ten-meter (32.8-foot) tall steles
and an offering table. At the Bent Pyramid, the steles
are decorated with images of King Sneferu seated above
the palace facade motif. The pyramid complex is linked
to the eastern temple by a 210-meter (688.9-foot)
limestone-covered causeway. Though the eastern tem-
ple is not actually located in the valley, it seems also to
be a precursor to the eastern valley temples built later
in the Fourth Dynasty. The temple was a stone build-
ing, 27 by 48 meters (88.5 by 157.4 feet). It had an
open court with a pillared portico and six statue shrines
at the rear. For this reason the German archaeologist
Dieter Arnold called it a “statue temple” of the king.
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Aerial view of the North (Red) Pyramid of Sneferu at Dahshur. YANN ARTHUS-BERTAND/CORBIS.

Sneferu’s statue temple included depictions of the king
in the crowns of Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, and the
Double Crown which combines the two, thus repre-
senting all of the king’s political roles. In addition, there
are relief sculptures on the walls of the temple that de-
pict the king accompanied by the gods and performing
ceremonies. In the entrance the nomes (provinces) are
depicted delivering goods to the king brought from the
entire country. Part of the temple’s great importance is
that it contained the first known royal relief sculptures
meant to be seen above ground. The Bent Pyramid
Complex thus represents a transitional stage between
Djoser’s earlier complex in Sagqgara and the later com-
plexes at Giza.

SNEFERU’S NORTH PyYRAMID COMPLEX AT
DAHSHUR. Egyprologists” knowledge of King Sneferu’s
North Pyramid Complex at Dahshur benefits greatly
from the fact that excavations there began in the 1980s
when excavation techniques allowed for the recovery of
much greater detail. Its excavator, Rainer Stadelmann,
for example, found inscriptions in the rubble of the
North Pyramid Complex that allowed him to demon-
strate that the construction began in Sneferu’s thirtieth

year, the same year that the subsidiary pyramid at the
Bent Pyramid complex was completed. Evidence from
inscriptions also established that workers completed
thirty courses of stone during four years of labor on the
North Pyramid. The North Pyramid (also called the
Red Pyramid) was the third large-scale pyramid started
by King Sneferu’s workers. The base sides measure 220
meters (722 feet) and the height reaches 105 meters
(345 feet). The angle of slope is quite low at 43 de-
grees, 22 minutes. This pyramid is thus 32 meters
(104.9 feet) longer on each base side than the Bent Pyra-
mid, but reaches approximately the same height. The
interior of the North Pyramid is simpler than the Bent
Pyramid. One entrance only descends from the north-
ern face for 62.63 meters (205.4 feet). It reaches two
rooms of 3.65 by 8.36 meters (11.9 by 27.4 feet) with
corbelled ceilings. A short passage leads to the burial
chamber that was 4.18 by 8.55 meters (13.7 by 28 feet)
with a ceiling height of 14.67 meters (48.1 feet).
Though human remains were found in the burial cham-
ber, it cannot be determined that they were part of Sne-
feru’s mummy. The North Pyramid Complex includes
the first real pyramid temple on the east face of the
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pyramid, though it was completed in mud brick rather
than stone. Stadelmann traced the plan of this build-
ing, which included both the pillared court and the
statue sanctuary that were part of King Khufu’s pyra-
mid temple attached to the Great Pyramid at Giza in
the next reign. There was perhaps also a causeway built
of mud brick, though excavation has failed to reveal this
feature. At the end of the causeway was a town, rather
than the expected temple, where archaeologists discov-
ered a stele of Dynasty Six (reign of Pepi I, 2338-2298
B.C.E.). The construction of both the pyramid temple
and the causeway in mud brick suggests that workers
finished these features quickly after Sneferu’s death.
Perhaps that is also the reason that this complex lacks
a subsidiary pyramid and a valley temple. Or perhaps
the Bent Pyramid, with its eastern statue temple, served
the same function for Sneferu as the later Valley Tem-
ple built by his son, King Khufu, would later serve at
the Great Pyramid of Giza.

RELIGION DRIVING TECHNOLOGY. Sneferu’s three
pyramids are a testament to the way that religious in-
novation drove the development of Egyptian technol-
ogy. The decision to abandon step pyramid building,
which was already well understood, for the uncertain
technology required for a true pyramid was a major di-
version of resources. Egyptian engineers had to experi-
ment and innovate because of a religious idea. This idea,
as nearly as can be understood today, was to emphasize
in the pyramid complex the ascendance of the god Re
in religious thinking. This ascendance required that the
king be buried in a true pyramid rather than a step pyra-
mid. This innovation required three attempts at large-
scale pyramid building. The details are lost to us, but
the implications for the power of a religious idea in
Egyptian society are significant.

SOURCES

Dieter Arnold, “Royal Cult Complexes of the Old and Mid-
dle Kingdoms,” Temples of Ancient Egypt, edited by By-
ron E. Shafer (Ithica, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1997): 31-85.

Mark Lehner, The Complete Pyramids (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1997).

Rainer Stadelmann, Die A;gyptischen Pyramiden: vom Ziegel-
bau zum Weltwunder (Mainz am Rhein, Germany: P.
von Zabern, 1985).

Miroslav Verner, Die Pyramiden (Reinbek bei Hamburg,
Germany: Rowohlt Verlag, 1998).

SEE ALSO Visual Arts: Early Dynastic Period Art

FOURTH-DYNASTY ARCHITECTURE
AND HISTORY

THE PYRAMIDS OF GIZA. The Pyramids of Giza are
among the world’s most famous architectural monu-
ments. In ancient times the Greeks included the Great
Pyramid among the Seven Wonders of the World. The
Egyptians themselves took an interest in the pyramids,
restoring the adjacent buildings as late as 1,000 years af-
ter they were originally built. Yet in spite of the tremen-
dous awe and curiosity that the pyramids inspire, they
are limited sources for the writing of history. The pyra-
mids attest that the Fourth Dynasty (2625-2500 B.C.E.)
must have been a period of strong central government,
religious vitality, and technological innovation. Yet the
details of these historical trends must be derived from
the physical remains of buildings rather than from writ-
ten texts. In the Fourth Dynasty the Egyptians had not
yet started inscribing extended biographical texts in their
tombs, a practice of the Sixth Dynasty 300-400 years
later, that provides historical details in the later period.
None of the extensive records that scholars believe once
existed about the administration of the pyramids in the
Fourth Dynasty have survived into modern times. None
of the records that the Egyptians maintained for their
own knowledge of their history have survived except for
records of a much later period. Thus nearly everything
that can be inferred in modern times about the Fourth
Dynasty stems from modern knowledge of the pyramids
at Giza, except for very limited information from short
inscriptions in nobles’ tombs. A careful look at the plans
and details of each building is necessary in order to re-
construct the history of this period. The only supple-
mentary material comes from the Greek historian
Herodotus who visited the pyramids in the middle of
the fifth century B.C.E.

THE G1ZA PLATEAU. Three kings built the most fa-
mous pyramid complexes in Egyptian history on the
Giza plateau during the years 2585 to 2510 B.C.E. Khufu
(in Greek, Cheops), his son Khafre (in Greek, Chep-
hren), and his grandson Menkaure (in Greek, Myceri-
nus) established funeral monuments that rank among the
great architectural accomplishments of ancient times. As
the American archacologist Mark Lehner observed, the
coordination of the designs of the three separate monu-
ments is one of the most impressive aspects of ancient
planning and engineering. Each of the pyramids is nearly
perfectly oriented to the cardinal points—north, south,
east, and west—of the compass. The southwest corners
of all three pyramids align perfectly, forming a straight
line that runs northwest to southeast. The alignment be-
tween the west face of Khufu’s pyramid and Khafre’s
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The Great Pyramid at Giza. PHOTOGRAPH BY SUSAN D. ROCK. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

pyramid temple’s east facade is repeated with the west
face of Khafre’s pyramid and the ecast facade of
Menkaure’s pyramid temple. Moreover, the south side
of the Great Sphinx aligns perfectly with the south face
of Khafre’s pyramid. This evidence of mathematical so-
phistication in addition to the enormous size of the mon-
uments has continued to impress visitors to Egypt since
the Greek historian Herodotus visited them in the fifth
century B.C.E.

THE GREAT PYRAMID OF KHUFU. The Great Pyra-
mid measures 230.33 meters (756 feet) on each side and
reached a height of 146.59 meters (481 feet). It was taller
than any building constructed by humans anywhere in
the world before the twentieth century C.E. The Great
Pyramid of Khufu’s enormous size has led the German
archaeologist Rainer Stadelmann to question if ancient
records claiming that Khufu ruled 23 years could be ac-
curate. Even if Khufu ruled thirty years, one average-size
stone block would need to be placed every two or three
minutes of a ten-hour workday every day of the reign.
This “average block” is often said to be about 2.5 tons.
Yet the largest blocks at the bottom of the Great Pyra-
mid weighed up to fifteen tons while some of the re-

lieving stones inside the pyramid weigh from fifty to
eighty tons each. During that ten-hour day, 230 cubic
meters (8,122 cubic feet) of stone would be set in place
at his pyramid, causeway, two temples, subsidiary pyra-
mid, queen’s pyramids, or officials’ mastaba tombs. Over
the course of his reign, workers built 2,700,000 cubic
meters (95,350,000 cubic feet) of stone architecture.
These statistics continue to inspire awe at the ancient
Egyptians’ accomplishments with such simple tools. The
construction techniques reveal that the Egyptian builders
had learned well the lessons derived from construction
at Meidum and Dahshur during the reign of Khufu’s fa-
ther, Sneferu. The level platform for a base and the lay-
ing of stone blocks in horizontal rows rather than
inverted layers proved to be a much more stable build-
ing technique than those used at the Meidum Pyramid
or the Bent Pyramid of Dahshur. There was a clear evo-
lution from the Meidum Pyramid to the Great Pyramid
in technique. This evolution demonstrates the Egyptian
ability to learn from previous errors. They were not so
conservative in their thinking that they could not bene-
fit from experience. The interior of Khufu’s Great Pyra-
mid contains three chambers reached by a series of three
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The Giza pyramid complex. PHOTOGRAPH BY ARLENE KEVONIAN. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

passages. The Swiss Egyprologist Ludwig Borchardt ex-
plained the existence of three chambers in 1911 as
changes in the plan made to fool tomb robbers. In the
late twentieth century Egyptologists have found other
possible explanations for the existence of the three cham-
bers, though they have retained the early, sometimes er-
roneous, names for them. The lowest chamber, called the
Subterranean Chamber, is carved directly into the
bedrock—the solid surface beneath the desert sand—and
reached by the 58.5-meter (191.9-foot) Descending Pas-
sage that originates in the north face of the pyramid. The
planed dimensions of the Subterranean Chamber were
14 by 7.2 meters (45.9 by 23.6 feet) and 5.3 meters (17.3
feet) high—a huge, high-ceilinged chamber—though it
was never finished. Borchardt thought that the workers
constructed the Subterranean Chamber first, but then
abandoned it as the original tomb chamber and left it
unfinished. Stadelmann, on the other hand, surmised

that the unfinished nature of the chamber suggested that
it had been last, its construction permanently interrupted
by Khufu’s death. Stadelmann believed the Subterranean
Chamber represented the underworld. The so-called
Queen’s Chamber gained its name from early Arab ex-
plorers to the pyramid, and could be reached by the As-
cending Passage that diverges from the Descending
Passage. The Queen’s Chamber is located in the center
of the pyramid directly on the east/west axis. This cham-
ber is 5.8 by 5.3 meters (19 by 17.3 feet) with a ceiling
six meters (19.6 feet) above its floor—another high-
ceilinged room. The Queen’s Chamber contains a cor-
belled niche 4.7 meters high (15.4 feet). Here, Lehner
suggested, was the site of a ka-statue representing the
king’s soul. The actual burial was in the King’s Cham-
ber. This chamber—the largest, with the highest ceil-
ing—was 10.6 by 5.2 meters (34.7 by 17 feet) with a
ceiling 5.8 meters (28.5 feet) above its floor. It is reached
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through the Ascending Passage from which it is possible
to proceed through the Grand Gallery, which is 46.7 by
2.1 meters (153.2 by 6.8 feet) with a height of 8.7 me-
ters (28.5 feet). The King’s Chamber is lined in red gran-
ite and also contains the king’s red-granite sarcophagus.
W. M. E. Petrie, the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century English archaeologist, observed that the sacoph-
agus is too wide to have fit through the present door,
which suggests that it was placed in the King’s Chamber
before the masonry for the higher levels of the pyramid
were put in place. This fact led Lehner to conclude that
this chamber must have always been planned as the bur-
ial chamber or at least that was already the plan at this
stage of construction. The other unusual elements of the
interior of this pyramid are the so-called airshafts that ex-
tend from the Queen’s Chamber to the south and from
the King’s Chamber to the south and north. Scholars in-
terpret these shafts as symbolically allowing Khufu to
merge with both the northern, circumpolar stars and the
stars of the constellation Orion in the south. This inter-
pretation of the “airshafts” shows how religious ideas can
be inferred from architectural details. Here it seems the
overall east/west orientation associated with the sun-god
Re combines with the north/south orientation associated
with the gods of the nighttime sky. It is important to re-
member that the associations of east/west with Re and
north/south with the circumpolar stars are also inferred
from later documents dating to the Sixth Dynasty. Thus
the architecture provides possible confirmation that ideas
documented in later dynasties were actually present in
the Fourth Dynasty. The Egyptian archaeologist Zahi
Hawass located the foundations of the subsidiary pyra-
mid at the southeast corner of the Great Pyramid in the
1990s. It probably represented a parallel to such sub-
sidiary pyramids at Meidum, the Bent Pyramid, and the
North Pyramid of Dahshur, though each of these sub-
sidiary pyramids occupies a slightly different location in
relation to the main pyramid. The southeast corner is
important to the plans of many pyramid complexes. For
Djoser’s Saqqara complex, it is the location of the only
true door into the complex. The southeast corner is also
often used in pyramid complexes to house the ka-statue
of the king or to symbolize the ancient custom of a south-
ern tomb in Abydos in a northern necropolis. The three
Queen’s Pyramids on the east side of the Great Pyramid
of Khufu were each approximately one-fifth the size of
the Great Pyramid. They each contained burial cham-
bers reached from passages that began on the north side
of the pyramid and then turned to the west. Each of the
Queen’s Pyramids had a chapel where offerings could be
made to the occupant. The most northern of the three
pyramids is thought to belong to Hetepheres, Khufu’s
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mother. The middle queen’s pyramid might have be-
longed to Queen Meritetes who lived during the reigns
of Sneferu, Khufu, and his son Khafre. She is also thought
to be the mother of Kawab, a son of Khufu buried in
the mastaba tomb directly east of this queen’s pyramid,
but not the mother of the two sons of Khufu who as-
cended to the throne—Djedefre and Khafre. The third
Queen’s Pyramid belonged to Queen Henutsen, another
of Khufu’s queens, according to an inscription carved
nearly two thousand years later at the chapel attached to
it. The prominence of these queens’ burials suggested the
existence of a matriarchal system in Egyptian history to
nineteenth-century anthropologists, although modern
Egyptologists have since abandoned the theory as being
difficult to support with concrete evidence. Part of the
theory’s fragility rests on interpreting these buildings
which cannot even be definitively proven to have be-
longed to queens. Only foundations and part of the basalt
paving stones of Khufu’s Pyramid Temple remain. Yet
archaeologists have calculated that it measured 52.5 me-
ters by 40 meters (171.9 by 131.2 feet). The building
contained a large courtyard surrounded by pillars. Three
rows of pillars separated this courtyard from a smaller
broad room containing cult statues. A door separated the
broad room and the courtyard also. This general layout
featuring a courtyard, a group of pillars without real
structural purpose, and a room for statues remained the
basic outline for all Egyptian tomb chapels for the 2,000
years following the construction of Khufu’s Pyramid
Temple. Builders decorated parts of this temple with re-
lief sculpture, including a procession of estates and Ju-
bilee Festival (sed) rituals. This decoration associates the
pyramid temple with Sneferu’s statue temple at the Bent
Pyramid and the Jubilee Festival (sed) Court buile by
Djoser at the Step Pyramid Complex in Sagqara. Only
the most tantalizing ruins of the causeway and Valley
Temple of Khufu’s Great Pyramid remain. Like Sneferu’s
causeway, Khufu’s causeway must have been covered
with relief sculpture. These sculptures might have been
the ones described by Herodotus when he visited Giza
in the mid-fifth century B.C.E. Hawass discovered the
foundations of the Valley Temple forty meters (131 feet)
below the Giza Plateau, but the ruins have yielded few
clues about the original structure.

DJEDEFRE’S INAUGURATION OF A PYRAMID COM-
PLEX AT ABU ROASsH. King Djedefre (25602555 B.C.E.)
was Khufu’s first son to follow him to the throne. If
Djedefre’s brother King Khafre and nephew King
Menkaure—the next two kings—had not chosen to
build at Giza and align their monuments with those built
by Khufu, Djedefre’s decision to build at Abu Roash
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

HERODOTUS ON THE CRUELTY OF KHUFU

INTRODUCTION: Herodotus (484-430 B.c.E.), the ancient
Greek historian, visited the Pyramids at Giza about
450 B.c.E. Thus they were already 2,000 years old
when he arrived as a tourist. Herodotus’ account of
the building of the Giza pyramid complex empha-
sizes the cruelty of King Khufu (called “Cheops,”
the Greek name for “Khufu”) in forcing the whole
population to work only for him and to ignore all
other gods.

SOURCE: Herodotus, The History. Trans. David Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987): 185-186.

would not have seemed unusual. After all, his grandfa-
ther, King Sneferu, built his funeral monuments in two
new sites, Meidum and Dahshur, and his father Khufu
inaugurated the new site at Giza. Yet our knowledge of
what followed Djedefre’s reign has led some scholars to
suggest that Khufu’s sons were in conflict. The only ev-
idence for this conflict is the fact that Djedefre inaugu-
rated a new site for his funeral complex and that his

brother and nephew returned to Giza when they became
kings. Proponents of the theory that Khufu’s sons quar-
reled have still not made a convincing case. In fact there
is evidence that Djedefre completed his father Khufu’s
burial and that any destruction found at Djedefre’s mon-
uments at Abu Roash occurred 2,000 years after his suc-
cessor Khafre came to the throne. Djedefre’s nephew
Menkaure left a statue at Abu Roash that suggests that
he honored his uncle’s memory, though no later king
completed the pyramid. The pyramid of Djedefre at Abu
Roash would have resembled the Meidum Pyramid built
by his grandfather Sneferu if it had been completed. The
angle of slope would have been 52 degrees. The base
length was 106.2 meters (348 feet), thus less than half
of Khufu’s 230.33 meters (756 feet) of base length at
the Great Pyramid. Though only twenty courses were
completed, the projected height was about 67 meters
(220 feer). Compared to Khufu’s 146.59 meters (481
feet), Djedefre’s monument was also much shorter. The
pyramid itself had an entrance on the north side that led
49 meters (160.76 feet) to an interior pit measuring 21
by 9 meters (68.8 by 29.5 feet) and twenty meters (65.6
feet) deep. A pyramid temple’s location—on the east
side, but closer to the northeast corner than to the south-
east corner—did not follow Khufu’s model of centering
the pyramid temple on the east face of the pyramid. The
building’s completion in mud brick indicates that work-
ers finished it quickly, probably after the sudden death
of Djedefre. The subsidiary pyramid’s location—oppo-
site the southwest corner of the pyramid rather than on
the southeast as at the Great Pyramid—is similar in
placement to Djoser’s South Tomb at Saqqara. The ar-
chitect’s plan for a very long causeway from the north
side of the pyramid to the valley was not completed. It
would have been 1,700 meters (5,577 feet) long had it
been completed.

KHAFRE’S PYRAMID AT GIZA. King Khafre, son of
King Khufu and brother of the previous king Djedefre,
decided to build a funeral complex at Giza that paral-
leled and aligned with his father’s complex at Giza. The
pyramid itself is smaller than the Great Pyramid, but ap-
pears equally as tall because of its placement on a sec-
tion of the Giza plateau ten meters (33 feet) higher than
the base of the Great Pyramid. Khafre’s pyramid is 215
meters (705 feet) on each side of the base, about fifteen
meters (56 feet) shorter per side than the Great Pyra-
mid. Its height is 143.5 meters (471 feet), 3.09 meters
(10 feet) shorter than the Great Pyramid. Khafre’s pyra-
mid preserves the outer casing of Tura limestone on the
upper levels that once covered the entire pyramid. The
interior of the pyramid contains two descending passages
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PYRAMID
Complexes of the Later Fourth
Dynasty

The table below lists different pyramid complexes
from the later Fourth Dynasty built by various kings, the
type of pyramid they likely represented, and where the re-
mains were located or where the pyramid was most likely

built based on ancient record. They are listed in chronolog-
ical order by reigning king. Absolute dates for these kings
and their buildings still remain unknown. Scholars named
these pyramid complexes after the kings that most likely
built them with the location name as a signifier since the
ancient names for these buildings are not preserved.

SOURCE: Dieter Arnold, “Royal Cult Complexes of the Old and
Middle Kingdoms,” in Temples of Ancient Egypt. Ed. Byron E.
Shafer (Ithica, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997): 58-59.

King Pyramid Location
Sneferu Meidum pyramid Meidum
Sneferu Bent pyramid Dahshur
Sneferu Red or North pyramid Dahshur
Khufu Great pyramid Giza
Djedefre (aka Radjedf) Abu Roash pyramid Abu Roash
Khafre Second pyramid Giza
Menkaure Third pyramid Giza
Nebka Unknown Zawiyet el-Aryan
Shepseskaf Mastabat el Fara'un pyramid Saqgara

CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

that begin on the north face of the pyramid. The lower
passage begins at ground level. It leads to a subsidiary
chamber 10.41 by 3.12 meters (34.1 by 10.2 feet) with
a ceiling 2.61 meters (8.5 feet) above the floor. The
chamber’s location below ground level has led to its com-
parison to Khufu’s Subterrancan Chamber or Queen’s
Chamber. American archaeologist Mark Lehner associ-
ated it with a statue chamber. The passage continues be-
yond the chamber and ascends to meet the other, higher
descending passage. The passages merge and continue to
the burial chamber, a 14.14 by 5-meter (46.3 by 16.4-
foot) room with a ceiling 6.83 meters (22.4 feet) above
the floor. This chamber contains a black granite sar-
cophagus. When the Italian explorer Giovanni Belzoni
entered the chamber in 1818, he found the lid on the
floor and the sarcophagus empty except for some bones
belonging to a bull. The German archacologist Rainer
Stadelmann suggested that tomb robbers in antiquity
had left the bones in the sarcophagus, though to what
purpose is unknown. Khafre’s subsidiary pyramid was
located in the center of the south side of his pyramid.
Only the foundations remain along with the under-
ground portion of the building. One of two descending
passages began outside the actual outline of the pyramid
and descended into the bedrock. This passage led to a
dead end that contained a niche located on the central
axis of the pyramid. Archaeologists discovered pieces of
wood inside the niche that, when reassembled, formed

a divine booth, a distinctive structure the Egyptians used
to house statues. In relief sculptures found in the tomb
of Khufu’s granddaughter, Queen Meresankh, a divine
booth is depicted holding a statue of this queen. The ex-
istence of an actual divine booth in the subsidiary pyra-
mid of Khafre adds weight to the theory that these
smaller pyramids housed the burial of a statue. Scholars
used this evidence to associate all of the subsidiary pyra-
mids found at Fourth-dynasty pyramid complexes with
the South Tomb in Djoser’s Step Pyramid complex in
Saqqara. Khafre’s pyramid temple and valley temple are
the best-preserved of the Giza temples. They also have
been fully excavated, thus making modern knowledge of
them much more complete. The pyramid temple con-
tains the five parts that became the standard in the later
pyramid complexes: the entrance hall, the broad
columned court, a group of five niches for statues of the
king associated with the king’s five official names, a
group of five storage chambers associated with the five
phyles (rotating groups of workers who ran the temple),
and an inner sanctuary with a pair of steles and a false
door. The material for this 56 by 111-meter (183.7 by
364.1-foot) building consisted of limestone megaliths
cased with either granite or Egyptian alabaster (calcite).
It is likely that the complex included many statues, prob-
ably removed during the New Kingdom by Ramesses 11
(1279-1213 B.C.E.) for other royal projects.
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STATUE NICHES FOR THE NAMES OF THE KING.
The equation of five statue niches in the pyramid tem-
ple with the five names of the king presents a good ex-
ample of the way that architecture confirms the presence
of later historical phenomena in the Fourth Dynasty. It
is certain that by the Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759
B.C.E.) each Egyptian king had five official names and
titles. Parts of each of them are known as early as the
First Dynasty, yet they are not attested all together as
one official name until the Twelfth Dynasty. The names
were associated with different deities, including Horus,
the two goddesses Nekhbet and Wadjet, the Horus of
Gold (another form of Horus), the king’s birth name
(called the praenomen) associated with the king as he in-
corporates in his person both Upper and Lower Egypt,
and finally the name that proclaimed the king to be the
son of Re. The five niches strongly suggest that the of-
ficial names were grouped together into the official ti-
tles of the king in the Fourth Dynasty, roughly 600 years
before textual evidence exists. Yet this “fact” remains an
inference from architecture. No actual examples of the
five official titles of the king from the Fourth Dynasty
are known.

FIVE STORAGE CHAMBERS. Most Egyptians living
during the Old Kingdom were members of one of the
five za, called a phyle in English. A phyle was a group of
workers assigned for one-fifth of the year to work for the
state. The work included construction and any other
kind of service that a temple needed. The evidence for
the existence of the phyles comes in its fullest form from
the Abu Sir Papyri, a daily journal of workers™ activities
at the pyramid of King Neferirkare written in the Fifth
Dynasty (24722462 B.C.E.). Supplementary written ev-
idence for the existence of the phyles is found at the
Great Pyramid. The names of the different phyles were
written on individual blocks. Scholars believe that the
supervising scribe wrote the name of the phyle respon-
sible for moving the block on it. Because there were five
phyles, scholars infer that each of the five storerooms in
the pyramid temple belonged to one of the phyles.

THE VALLEY TEMPLE OF KHAFRE’S GizA COM-
PLEX. Khafre’s valley temple, like his pyramid temple, is
the best-preserved valley temple in Giza. It measures 44.6
by 44.5 meters (146.3 by 145.9 feet) and fronted on the
dock of a canal excavated by the Egyptian archaeologist
Zahi Hawass in 1995. Like the pyramid temple, its con-
struction material consisted of monolithic limestone
blocks cased in either granite or Egyptian alabaster (cal-
cite). The valley temple contained 23 statues of King
Khafre, including the famous statue of him with the Ho-
rus falcon hovering on his shoulders, now in the Cairo

Museum. Herbert Ricke and Siegfried Schott, early
twentieth-century German Egyprologists, believed that
the statues were critical to a ritual repeated daily that
lasted 24 hours of every day. Dieter Arnold, the German
archaeologist, suggested that the valley temple relates to
the now 500-year-old tradition of a site in the funerary
complex where the deceased king could receive the stat-
ues of visiting gods as a continuation of the Jubilee Fes-
tival (sed) in the next world. Egyptologists have largely
abandoned Ricke’s older theory that the pyramid tem-
ple and pyramid functioned only for the funeral service.

THE GREAT SPHINX. Though the Great Sphinx is
actually a work of sculpture rather than architecture, it
is integral to the architectural plan of Khafre’s pyramid
complex at Giza. It was the first truly colossal work of
sculpture created by the Egyptians. The body is 22 times
larger than a real lion, which it represents. The carved
human face of the Great Sphinx is thirty times larger
than an average man’s face. The face hovers twenty me-
ters (66 feet) above the ground. The lion’s body com-
bined with the king’s head was an important symbol of
the king’s ability to protect the country from its ene-
mies. In front of the Great Sphinx stood a temple that
might not have been completed in Khafre’s time. Part
of the difficulty in interpreting its original meaning is
that both King Amenhotep II (1426-1400 B.C.E.) and
King Thutmose IV (1400-1390 B.C.E.) restored it dur-
ing the New Kingdom. All of the inscriptions date to
this later period, leaving no textual evidence contempo-
rary with the original building of the structure. Ricke,
however, interpreted Amenhotep II's building with 24
columns as a place for sun worship with each column
representing an hour of the day. The New Kingdom as-
sociation of the Great Sphinx with the sun-god Re-
harakhty (“Re-Horus on the Horizons”) adds to the
possibility that Ricke had the correct interpretation of
the building. Mark Lehner added to the argument the
observation that on the day of the summer solstice, the
shadows of the sphinx and pyramids merge to form the
hieroglyphs used to write Reharakhty’s name. This fact
suggests that the name was original to the Old Kingdom
and not a New Kingdom addition.

MENKAURE’S PYRAMID COMPLEX AT GIZA. King
Menkaure, son of King Khafre and grandson of King
Khufu, built the third pyramid at Giza. It is the small-
est of the three kings’ pyramids, but the most completely
preserved. Its base dimensions are 102.2 by 104.6 me-
ters (335 by 343 feet). It is thus roughly 103 meters
(around 414 feet) shorter on each side than Khufu’s
Great Pyramid. Menkaure’s pyramid is 65 meters (213.3
feet) high, 81 meters (around 268 feet) shorter than the
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Archeologists uncover what they believe is the world’s oldest paved canal beside the Giza sphinx and the Chepren pyramid in Giza,
Egypt. © AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS, INC. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Great Pyramid. Menkaure’s pyramid thus represents less
than one-quarter of the area of the Great Pyramid and
only one-tenth of the mass. Lehner speculated that the
reduction in size stemmed from the reduced amount of
space then available in Giza after the construction of the
first two pyramids rather than an indication of dimin-
ished importance. The more elaborate decoration of
Menkaure’s pyramid and valley temples, along with an
apparent increased attention to their complexity and size,
supports this theory, as does the greater use of granite in
Menkaure’s temple—a more expensive building mater-
ial than the limestone used in the other two Giza pyra-
mid complexes. A single tunnel that begins on the north
face of the pyramid allows access to the interior of the
tomb. The tunnel—1.05 meters wide and 1.2 meters
(3.4 by 3.9 feet) high—descends 31.7 meters (102 feet)
to a paneled chamber. The chamber—3.63 by 3.16 me-
ters (11.9 by 10.3 feet)—has walls carved with the false
door motif. The false door represents the first return of
internal decoration of a pyramid since the time of Djoser,
over 100 years earlier. A horizontal chamber leads from

the paneled chamber to an antechamber (an outer room
that serves as an entrance to the main room) measuring
14.2 by 3.84 meters (46.5 by 12.5 feet) with a ceiling
4.87 meters (15.9 feet) above the floor. A short ascend-
ing tunnel was abandoned in antiquity, but a descend-
ing tunnel from the antechamber leads to the burial
chamber. A small room on the right of the passage be-
fore reaching the burial chamber may have been for stor-
age. The burial chamber is 6.59 by 2.62 meters (21.6 by
8.5 feet) with a ceiling 3.43 meters (11.2 feet) above the
floor. In the granite-lined burial chamber the English ex-
plorer Richard H. W. Vyse found the sarcophagus in
1837. He shipped it to England in 1838, but it was lost
at sea in a storm between Malta and Spain and was never
recovered. In addition to the sarcophagus, Vyse found a
wooden coffin dating to Dynasty 26 but inscribed with
Menkaure’s name. This wood coffin was roughly 2,000
years younger than the pyramid. In addition, human
bones dating to the Christian period in Egypt were in
the upper chamber. This evidence of activity of such var-
ied periods indicates that access to the pyramid after the
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The Great Sphinx, the first colossal work of sculpture created
by the Egyptians and integral to the architectural plan of the
Giza pyramids. THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS.

Old Kingdom was more frequent than Egyptologists
once suspected. South of the main pyramid, Menkaure’s
workers built three small pyramids. Two were either
never finished or were intended to be step pyramids. The
third small pyramid might originally have been planned
as a subsidiary pyramid for the king’s ka (soul). The pres-
ence of a granite sarcophagus in it suggests, however,
that it was also used as a queen’s pyramid because such
coffins were used to bury mummies rather than a ka-
statue. All three pyramids had mud brick chapels at-
tached. Menkaure’s son, King Shepseskaf, completed his
pyramid temple and causeway in mud brick after his
death, although apparently the intention was to finish it
in limestone covered with granite. The decoration in-
tended for the pyramid temple was the paneled palace
fagade motif, customary for at least 400 years in royal
funeral complexes. This decoration links Menkaure’s
Pyramid Temple to the earlier royal enclosures in Aby-
dos. On the wall facing the east face of the pyramid, the
builders erected a false door and placed a statue of
Menkaure striding forward in front of it. This arrange-

ment recalls similar false doors with statues in contem-
porary mastaba tombs built for the king’s extended fam-
ily. The causeway was incomplete. The mortuary temple
was built at the mouth of the wadi (a dry river bed) for-
metly used to bring construction materials from the Giza
quarry. The American archaeologist Mark Lehner ob-
served that the plan to block this wadi suggests that the
builders did not intend to use the quarry again, which
indicates that Menkaure’s valley temple was the last ma-
jor construction at Giza. Though the builders completed
the limestone foundations of the temple, King Shep-
seskaf completed the building in mud brick. George
Reisner, the German excavator of the temple, established
that squatters moved into it soon after its completion.
The squatters stored the sculpture completed for the
temple in storage facilities, leaving them to be discov-
ered in the early twentieth century. Reisner’s careful ex-
cavation allows Egyptologists to determine that the
squatters lived in the temple for many generations, at
least through the Sixth Dynasty, roughly 210 years after
Menkaure’s death.

FUNERAL COMPLEX OF SHEPSESKAF. King Shep-
seskaf chose a tomb type entirely different from his royal
ancestors. He erected a tomb at Saqqara, returning to the
royal cemetery that had been used roughly 150 years ear-
lier by King Djoser. The tomb, called in Arabic the
Mastabat el-Fara’un (Mastaba of the Pharaoh), was a gi-
gantic structure shaped like a contemporary nobleman’s
mastaba—a building that is rectangular in profile—rather
than like a royal pyramid. Though Egyprologists agree
that this sudden change represented an important shift
in policy, the actual meaning of that shift cannot be es-
tablished with the information currently available. The
Mastabat el Fara’un is 99.6 by 74.44 meters (327 by 244
feet). The two sidewalls slope at seventy degrees and are
joined by a vaulted ceiling. The bottom course is granite
but the remainder of the building used limestone. A de-
scending corridor inside leads 20.95 meters (69 feet) to
a chamber and a further passage to an antechamber. An-
other short passage with a side room with statue niches
slopes downward to the burial chamber with false vault-
ing carved into the ceiling. Inside the burial chamber was
a stone sarcophagus similar to the one made for Shep-
seskaf’s father, Menkaure. This sarcophagus type, the
room with statue niches, and the false vaulting in the bur-
ial chamber are the major similarities between Shep-
seskaf’s tomb and that of his father. These features will
pethaps be significant if scholars draw any conclusion as
to why Shepseskaf chose to change royal burial customs
so dramatically. The German archaeologist Dieter Arnold
emphasized the similarities the structure shares with the
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palace of the living king. The paneling of the lowest course
of the mastaba suggests the palace fagade of the living king.
This emphasis on the living king also suggests that there
might have been reliefs showing the food offerings made
to the king after his death in the temple built on the east
side of the mastaba and in the unexcavated valley temple.
This theme was already important for noblemen’s tombs
in this period. If this interpretation is true, it would sug-
gest that Shepseskaf conceived himself as more human
than previous kings had claimed to be.

HisTORICAL QUESTIONS. The pyramid complexes
built at Giza in the Fourth Dynasty illustrate the ad-
vantages and disadvantages historians face when using
architecture as the major source for information about a
historical time period. Historians concentrate on the
change and continuity in plans and techniques found
among the Fourth-dynasty complexes and both their pre-
cursors and successors. Sometimes it is easier to identify
a major change than it is to understand what the change
meant. Both Djedefre and Shepseskaf chose to build fu-
nerary monuments outside of Giza, a surprising devel-
opment in light of Khafre and Menkaure’s decisions to
build at Giza. Though Djedefre’s choice to build out-
side Giza would initially seem to parallel his grandfa-
ther’s and father’s own decisions to build funeral
monuments in new sites, it has struck some historians
as aberrant. They have even seen it as evidence of a feud
among the Fourth-dynasty princes. Djedefre’s brother
and successor, Khafre, chose to build near his father’s
pyramid and even to make connections between the
plans of the two complexes. Khafre’s son and successor,
Menkaure, followed in his father’s footsteps, but
Menkaure’s son, Shepseskaf, behaved in a most unusual
way by both abandoning Giza for Saqqara and, what’s
more, building a giant mastaba rather than a pyramid.
The real significance of these events cannot be deter-
mined in any definitive way. Yet other historical infer-
ences, supported by textual evidence, seem to help us
understand where the Fourth Dynasty was located in a
long tradition. For example, it is possible to understand
the use of five statue niches in Khafre’s pyramid temple
as placing the tradition of five official royal titles squarely
into the Fourth Dynasty. Direct textual evidence for the
use of the five official names for the king does not oth-
erwise exist in this period, but only much later. The
existence of five separate storage rooms can also be ex-
plained as evidence for the independence of the five
phyles that worked to maintain the temple.
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ARCHITECTURE OF THE FIFTH AND
SIXTH DYNASTIES

STANDARDIZATION AND NEW LOCATIONS. Dur-
ing the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, architects followed a
standard plan for the royal pyramid complex. The ex-
perimentation of the examining Fourth-dynasty pyramid
complexes came to an end. Kings also chose a new site
called Abu Sir for their complexes after Userkaf initially
built his complex at Sagqara, the site of Djoser’s Third-
dynasty complex. Finally, kings of this era drastically re-
duced resources directed to pyramid building from the
Fourth Dynasty. Instead, they diverted some resources
to sun temples dedicated to the god, Re. The meaning
of these trends must be inferred without much help from
other kinds of evidence. In general, Egyprologists believe
that kings now directed more resources toward temples
for the god Re and away from their own pyramid com-
plexes because the kings themselves had lost status in
their society in comparison with Fourth-dynasty kings.

THE PyrRAMID COMPLEX OF USERKAF AT
SAQQARA. Userkaf (2500-2485 B.C.E.), the first king of
the Fifth Dynasty, built his pyramid complex at Saqqara,
aligning it with the northeast corner of Djoser’s com-
plex built in the Third Dynasty (2675-2625 B.C.E.). The
49-meter (161-foor) tall pyramid with base sides of 73.3
meters (240 feet) was smaller than Djoser’s step pyra-
mid, being eleven meters (35.5 feet) shorter in height
and 48 meters (157 feet) shorter on a side. In addition
to being smaller, Userkaf’s pyramid was not as well con-
structed. Workers laid the core haphazardly before cas-
ing it in limestone, and the core subsequently collapsed
when workers removed the casing for other purposes in
later times. Inside, the pyramid has a north entrance lead-
ing to a descending passage 18.5 meters (61 feet) long.
This passage led to an antechamber 4.14 meters long by
3.12 meters (13.5 by 10.2 feet) wide. Another horizon-
tal passage exiting from the right side led to the burial
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chamber, 7.87 meters long and 3.13 meters wide (25.8
by 10.2 feet). A passage to the left led to a storage area.
The arrangement of the buildings associated with
Userkaf’s pyramid resembles Djoser’s Third-dynasty
pyramid complex much more than the complex at Giza
built only two generations previously. The pyramid tem-
ple is located on the south side of the pyramid. A small
offering chapel remains on the east side of the pyramid,

the side reserved for the pyramid temple in the Fourth
Dynasty at Giza. The pyramid temple contains niches
for the statue cult, but they are oriented to the south
wall of the temple, away from the pyramid rather than
toward it as had been the case in Giza. The subsidiary
pyramid is located at the southwest corner of the main
pyramid rather than on the east or southeast as at Giza.
At least two interpretations have been offered for this
change in plan. The Egyptian archacologist Nabil Swe-
lim observed that Userkaf’s pyramid would not fit at the
northeast corner of Djoser’s complex unless the pyramid
temple was moved to the south side. He regards this lay-
out as the result of practical problems. The alternative
explanation connects the role that the sun-god Re played
in the beliefs of the kings of the Fifth Dynasty with this
change in plan. According to this explanation, Re be-
came much more important to the Fifth-dynasty kings.
This importance can be deduced from their efforts to
build the first temples for this god and from some much
later literary evidence linking Userkaf and his successors
with Re. Thus the pyramid temple’s placement at the
south side of the pyramid ensured that it had an unob-
structed view of the sun. The German archaeologist Di-
eter Arnold has further observed, however, that
beginning with the time of Djoser and then Sneferu, Old
Kingdom kings alternated between building a temple
complex oriented north/south (the Djoser type) and
complexes oriented east/west (the Meidum type). With-
out further evidence it will never be clear which of these
explanations is closer to the truth. Another important
point to consider is the relationship between the kings
of the Fourth and Fifth Dynasties. The kings of the Fifth
Dynasty seem to represent a new family in that they were
not direct descendents of Shepseskaf, the last king of the
Fourth Dynasty. In Papyrus Westcar, a story written
nearly 900 years after these events, the writer claims that
Userkaf’s father was the sun-god, Re, not a human. If
this papyrus reflects an older tradition original to the
Fifth Dynasty, perhaps Userkaf built his pyramid in
Saqqara to associate himself with the earlier king, Djoser,
whose pyramid complex was nearby. This tradition also
helps explain Userkaf’s sun temple at Abu Sir.

USERKAF’'S SUN TEMPLE AT ABU SIR. Old King-
dom documents mention six sun temples dating to each
of the six kings of the Fifth Dynasty. The oldest of the
temples is Userkaf’s sun temple at Abu Sir. The only other
one to be discovered and excavated is the sun temple built
by Nyuserre, the fifth king of the dynasty (ruled
2455-2425 B.C.E.). Userkaf’s sun temple represents the
first known effort of an Egyptian king to build a temple
other than his own funerary monument. Userkaf built
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his sun temple in Abu Sir, a site that would later be uti-
lized for pyramid complexes and sun temples by other
Fifth-dynasty kings. Userkaf’s sun temple also represents
the first clear example of a temple built and then rebuilc
by subsequent kings, a common theme in the later ar-
chitectural history of Egypt. Both Neferirkare, the third
king of the dynasty, and Nyuserre added to the temple.
The name of this temple, Nekhen Re (The Stronghold of
Re), associates it with early temple enclosures at the town
called Nekhen (Stronghold) in Middle Egypt. The exca-
vator, Herbert Ricke, believed that the first building stage
of the temple contained the same key elements as the ear-
lier Stronghold: a rectangular enclosure and a central
mound of sand. Neferirkare added an obelisk with altars
in front of it in the second building phase. Thus this sun
temple contained the first-known example of this typi-
cally Egyptian form. Phases three and four, built by
Nyuserre, included five benches. Ricke thought the
benches were platforms where priests placed offerings to
the god. He discovered a stele inside one of the benches
inscribed with the name of the “Great Phyle,” one of the
five groups of priests and workers responsible for work at
the temple on a rotating basis. It is possible that the five
benches represented each of these five groups, though ar-
chacologists found no other steles. A causeway linked the
sun temple with a valley temple. Nyuserre may have con-
structed the valley temple during the fourth phase of

building, or he may have rebuilt an original building of
Userkaf’s complex.

PYRAMIDS AT ABU SIR. The Fifth-dynasty kings—
Sahure (2485-2472 B.C.E.), Neferirkare Kakai (2472
2462 B.C.E.), Shepseskare (2462-2455 B.C.E.), Renef-
eref (2462-2455 B.C.E.), and Nyuserre (2455-2425
B.C.E.)—built their pyramids at Abu Sir, just north of
Saqqara. Though the first king of the Fifth Dynasty,
Userkaf, built his pyramid complex in Saggara, he ini-
tiated construction at Abu Sir by building his sun tem-
ple on this new site. Sahure, second king of Dynasty 5
who ruled 2485-2472 B.C.E., built a pyramid with base
sides 78.75 meters (258 feet) long and 47 meters (154
feet) high. It was thus 151.25 meters (498 feet) shorter
on a side and 99 meters (327 feet) lower than Khufu’s
Great Pyramid at Giza. Instead of a gigantic pyramid,
Sahure concentrated his efforts on decorating the com-
plex with relief sculpture. The interior of the pyramid
was also much simpler than the complicated system of
passages that builders provided for the pyramids of the
Fourth Dynasty. An entrance on the north side led to a
1.27 by 1.87-meter (4.1 by 6.1-foot) passage that ran on
a level plane for approximately 162.4 meters (533 feet).
The amount of rubble still in the passage makes precise
measurements impossible. The passage led to a burial
chamber measuring 12.6 meters (41.3 feet) by 3.15 me-
ters (10.3 feet). This simple T-shaped interior resembles
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the interior of a nobleman’s tomb, suggesting that Sahure
regarded himself more like other high officials than did
the kings of the Fourth Dynasty who claimed to be gods.
The architect’s plan for Sahure’s pyramid complex be-
came the standard for nine of the known complexes of
the following Fifth and Sixth Dynasties. Arnold sug-
gested that this phenomenon resulted from the work of
a series of architects who had inherited the office of
King’s Architect for many generations, though it is just
as likely that this model served the needs of a long line
of kings while they experimented with the sun temples,
a new area of focus.

THE STANDARD PYRAMID TEMPLE. Architects po-
sitioned the standard pyramid temple on the east side of
the pyramid, and included a vaulted entrance hall dec-
orated with relief sculpture. This covered hall led to an
open courtyard allowing the architect to exploit the con-
trast between the darkness of the hall and the bright sun-
light of the court. This contrast, alternating light and
darkness, was a basic tool of all Egyptian architecture.
Relief sculpture also decorated the walls of the courtyard
depicting the king protecting Egypt from enemies. An-
other hall led to a room decorated with scenes from the
Jubilee Festival (sed). The relief there showed the gods
of Upper and Lower Egypt greeting the king and con-
firming his right to rule the country. This room offers
evidence that the Jubilee Festival depicted in it contin-
ued at the king’s burial complex as it had been known
beginning with the Jubilee Festival (sed) courtyard in the
funerary complex of Djoser in the Third Dynasty

(2675-2625 B.C.E.). The rear of the pyramid temple held
five niches for the five statues of the king and an offer-
ing place. The five statues of the king probably repre-
sented each of the five standard names that a king took
at his coronation. The pyramid temple’s plan thus re-
flects an Egyptian’s idea of the proper evidence that a
king had ruled legitimately in the eyes of the gods and
also a listing of his functions through the use of sculp-
tural relief.

THE STANDARD CAUSEWAY AND VALLEY TEMPLE.
The standard causeway connected the upper pyramid
temple and the lower valley temple. In the Fifth and
Sixth Dynasties, remains of relief sculpture lined the
walls of the causeway. Artists represented two basic sub-
jects. First they showed the king protecting the whole
complex from Egypt’'s human enemies and taming na-
ture. Second, they showed humans on earth supplying
the complex with food from all over Egypt. The archi-
tect used three different stones in the valley temple, prob-
ably with color symbolism in mind. The floor was black
basalt, referring to the black mud of Egypt’s fertile val-
ley. The dado (the lower part of the wall) was red gran-
ite, a reference either to the surrounding desert or a
punning allusion to holiness, since the Egyptian words
for “red” and “holy” sounded alike. Finally, the upper
walls were white Tura limestone, decorated with a carved
and painted relief depicting the king defeating his ene-
mies. The building served as an entrance to the whole
complex and stood as a statement of the basic order of

the Egyptian world.

USes OF THE PYRAMID COMPLEX. The pyramid
complexes were primarily tombs for the kings. Yet Egyp-
tologists have long abandoned the German Egyprologist
Herbert Ricke’s theory that the buildings of the com-
plex were solely for the funeral. The discovery of the Abu
Sir Papyri, the records of Neferirkare’s pyramid complex
subsequent to the king’s death, provides evidence of the
numerous activities that continued in the complex after
the burial. The Pyramid Texts found inside the pyramids
beginning with the reign of Unas (2371-2350 B.C.E.)
also inform us about the rituals which continued in the
pyramid complex, in the Egyptian ideal, for eternity.
There were at least two offering services for the king
every day—one in the morning and one in the evening,.
Other rituals centered on the five statues of the king
found in the five niches of the pyramid temple. At least
three of these statues depicted the king as the god Osiris,
king of the dead. The ritual included feeding, cleaning,
and clothing the deceased king. Priests then received the
food used in the ritual as part of their salary. When they
were not attending to their deceased king, priests and
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

A RITUAL SPEECH TO UNITE WITH THE SUN
GOD

INTRODUCTION: The Pyramid Texts were carved inside the
sarcophagus chambers of the pyramids beginning
in the reign of King Unas (2371-2350 B.c.E.). These
ritual speeches, according to Egyptian religious be-
lief, helped the deceased king unify with the sun
god, his father. In this example the king unites with
Re-Atum, a form of the sun-god, Re, merged with
the creator god, Atum.

Re-Atum, this Unas comes to you,

A spirit indestructible

Who lays claim to the place of the four pillars!

Your son comes to you, this Unas comes to you,

May you cross the sky united in the dark,

May you rise in lightland, the place in which you
shine!

Seth, Nephthys, go proclaim to Upper Egypt’s gods

And their spirits:

“This Unas comes, a spirit indestructible,

If he wishes you to die, you will die,

If he wishes you to live, you will live!”

SOURCE: “The king joins the sun god,” in The Old and
Middle Kingdoms. Vol. 1 of Ancient Egyptian Literature.
Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1973): 30-31.

administrators engaged in other tasks, including astro-
nomical observations to determine the proper day for
celebrating festivals and the administrative tasks associ-
ated with delivering, storing, and disbursing large
amounts of commodities that arrived at the complex on
a regular basis. These goods included food and clothing
used during the rituals. The pyramid complexes of the
Old Kingdom were probably very busy places rather than
just tombs. Some of the complexes operated for much
longer periods than others. The cult of Khufu at the
Great Pyramid, for example, continued with its own
priests as late as the Twenty-sixth Dynasty (664-525
B.C.E.) over 2,000 years after the building of the com-
plex.

EVENTS AND TRENDS. Architecture allows Egyp-
tologists to follow general trends in the history of the
Fifth and Sixth Dynasties. The rise of the sun-god Re’s
importance seems to co-exist with a lowered status of the
king himself, compared to Fourth-dynasty kings. This
observation depends on the fact that royal pyramids of
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the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties were so much smaller than
the Fourth-dynasty pyramids. Khufu’s Great Pyramid re-
quired ten times more stone to build than Nefirkare’s
pyramid, built in the Fifth Dynasty. Considering that
Fifth-dynasty building methods were also more eco-
nomical because they used some fill rather than being
solid stone as the Fourth-dynasty pyramids were, it is
even more striking that Fifth- and Sixth-dynasty kings
spent fewer resources on themselves than Fourth-dynasty
kings had done. Because Egyptologists lack other records
to supplement this picture, the actual events that led to
this change cannot be examined. It is not clear, for ex-
ample, whether there were fewer resources to spend on
the king because of wars or famines, or whether the
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change was solely due to an altered ideology. These ques-
tions await further evidence before real answers can be

offered.
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MASTABA TOMBS OF THE
OLD KINGDOM

HoUSE FOR ETERNITY. The mastaba tomb’s name
comes from the Arabic word meaning “bench,” for its
resemblance to a mud brick bench sitting on the desert
sand. Such benches are often located in front of houses.
One name that the ancient Egyptians gave to tombs was
per djet, “house of eternity.” The Egyptians thought of
the tomb as one of the places in which their souls would
live after they died. The soul divisions included the bz
that could travel between the mummy and the next
world, the 4z that could inhabit a statue of a deceased
person, and the kb that was transformed in the tomb
into a spirit that could live in the next world. Not only
did the ba and the ka spend time with the mummy and
the statue of the deceased in the tomb, but also supplies
that a person would need in the next life were stored in
the tomb, just as there were storage facilities in a house.
A deceased person could even receive mail at the tomb
just as mail could be delivered to a person in this life.
In fact all the functions that a person performed in life—
sleeping, eating, dressing, receiving friends—were per-
formed in the tomb by the deceased.

EARLIEST EGYPTIAN TOMBS. In the very carliest pe-
riods, Egyptians buried their dead in oval-shaped pits in
the desert. From the Nagada I Period (3800-3500
B.C.E.), grave goods such as pots, tools, and weapons were
included in the grave along with the body. These graves
were unmarked, but the grave goods show that from the
earliest period the Egyptians believed that people needed
supplies to take with them to the next world. In the
Nagada II Period (3500-3300 B.C.E.), the Egyptians dug

more rectangular pits for graves and sometimes lined
them with basket-work, reed matting, or wood. These
simple linings were the precursors of coffins. It was only
during the first two dynasties (3100-2675 B.C.E.) that
the Egyptians began to build superstructures over pit
graves called mastabas. At first they built them of mud
brick, but later switched to stone. The type remained the
basic burial architecture for the region around Memphis
used by the wealthy into 3100 B.C.E. and later.

MASTABAS OF DyYNASTIES ONE, TwO, AND
THREE. The mastabas built during the First and Second
Dynasties were decorated with the palace fagade motif
derived from the enclosure wall of the contemporary
royal palace as well as the funerary enclosures of kings
in this period. First-dynasty mastabas had plastered and
painted exteriors, though this feature apparently did not
continue into the Second Dynasty. Though the first
mastabas had storage chambers, storage moved to the
substructure during the course of the First Dynasty. A
staircase led to these storage chambers and the burial
chamber. The mastaba became a solid brick block with
retaining walls and a rubble core. On the east side of the
mastaba, architects placed two offering niches where the
living could make offerings. Later, architects built exte-
rior chapels on the east side of the tomb, in addition to
interior chapels shaped like a corridor, and cruciform
chapels on the interior. The living used all of these places
to make offerings to the dead. Yet, no definite progres-
sion of these types can currently be deduced. They con-
tinued into the Third Dynasty as the typical burial for
the wealthy, even as kings began to build step pyramids.

FOURTH-DYNASTY MASTABAS. At the beginning of
the Fourth Dynasty (2625-2500 B.C.E.), mud brick con-
tinued to be the main construction material of mastabas
with some elements such as lintels—the top element of
a doorway that rests on the sides of the doorway called
jambs—made of stone. By the time Khufu built the
Great Pyramid, however, all of the surrounding mastaba
tombs were limestone. Probably this change is due to the
fact that these mastabas belonged to the very richest non-
royal people. Most of them were at least relatives of the
royal family and held high office in the bureaucracy. The
mastaba itself was mostly solid with a corridor that led
to two chapels on the east side, built over shafts exca-
vated into the bedrock. The shaft extended to the roof
of the mastaba that gave the only access to it and to the
burial chamber. At the bottom of the shaft a tunnel ex-
tending to the west led to the burial chamber. A stone
sarcophagus, decorated with the palace facade motif sim-
ilar to the older superstructures, rested in a niche in the
west wall. A canopic chest—the name given to the con-
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tainer holding the mummified lungs, liver, stomach, and
intestines—Ilay buried in a niche either on the south or
southeast wall. Egyptians employed elaborate measures
to thwart tomb robbers, such as filling the tunnel with
rubble after the burial or inserting large blocking stones.
These precautions were largely unsuccessful. Nearly all
of the Old Kingdom mastabas were robbed in antiquity.

FIFTH- AND SIXTH-DYNASTY MASTABAS. The su-
perstructure  of Fifth- and Sixth-dynasty mastabas
(2500-2170 B.C.E.) was more complex than the earlier,
solid-core mastabas. Designers now included interior
chapels in the superstructure. These chapels were often
L-shaped, though cruciform (cross-shaped) chapels also
existed. The overall size of these chapels was only a tiny
part of the solid core of the structure. Very wealthy peo-
ple began to include interior chapels with multiple rooms
sometimes connected by columned halls near the end of
the Fifth Dynasty and beginning of the Sixth Dynasty.
More and more, the mastaba began to resemble a no-
bleman’s house. Stairs to the roof from the interior of
the mastaba allowed access to the burial shaft that con-
tinued to be accessed there. The burial shaft extended
through the mastaba core then continued into the
bedrock. A tunnel led west to the burial chamber. In the
burial chambers of the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties de-
signers buried the deceased in a pit excavated into the
bedrock, and placed a stone lid over the pit after the
mummy’s burial.

THE FALSE DOOR. The structure in mastaba tombs
known as the false door is a stylized model of a door. It
combines an offering place, door jambs, a lintel, and a
stela, each carved from stone, though some Third-
dynasty examples are wood. The name of the deceased
was inscribed on each element, along with his or her t-
tles. If there were two false doors in the western interior
wall of the mastaba, the southern one was inscribed for
the deceased tomb owner while the northern one was in-
scribed for his wife. The stela above the false door was
often decorated with an image of the deceased at the
symbolic funerary meal as well as images of the deceased’s
family performing rituals that ensured continued life in
the next world. The false door, according to Egyptian
belief, allowed the ka (soul) of the deceased to travel be-
tween the world of the living and the world of the dead
and deliver food offerings to the deceased, one of the
ka’s main functions after death.

OrrOSING TRENDS. It is striking that Fifth- and
Sixth-dynasty mastabas are so much bigger and more
elaborate than Fourth-dynasty mastabas. This trend is
exactly the opposite of the changes from Fourth to Fifth-
and Sixth-dynasty royal pyramids, which became smaller
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

LETTERS TO THE DEAD

INTRODUCTION: The tomb was a deceased person’s house
for eternity. Not only did the deceased eat, drink,
dress, and sleep in the tomb, but also he or she
could receive mail there. The following two letters
were deposited at the tomb of Inherhenmet at Kaw,
a site in Middle Egypt. In it, the living son, Shepsi,
asks his deceased father, Inherhenmet, and mother,
ly, to intervene in a dispute with his brother, Se-
bkhotep, who is also dead. According to the texts,
this brother had caused the living son to lose his
land on earth. Shepsi suggested that his parents
bring a lawsuit against his brother to restore the
land to him, especially considering all the things he
had done for his father, his mother, and even his
deceased brother. It is unknown how the results of
the suit would be communicated to Shepsi.

It is Shepsi who speaks to his father, Inherhen-
met. This is a reminder of your journey to the prison,
to the place where Son’s son Hotpui was, when you
brought the foreleg of an ox, and when | came with
Newayof, and when you said, “Welcome, you two!
Sit and eat meat!” Am | being injured in your pres-
ence by my brother, without having done or said
anything? (And yet) | buried him, | brought him from
..., | placed him among the fellow-owners of his
tomb, although he owed me thirty gallons of barley
[and other commodities]. He has done this against
me wrongfully, since you said to me, “All my prop-
erty is vested in you, Shepsi.” Look, all my fields
have been taken away! ... Litigate with him since
your scribes are with you in one city ...

It is Shepsi who speaks to his mother ly. This is
a reminder of the fact that you did say to me, “Bring
me quails that | may eat them,” and | brought to
you seven quails, and you ate them. Am | being in-
jured before you, the children being very discontent
with me? Who will then pour water for you [make
sacrifices for you]? Oh may you judge between me
and Sebkhotep! | brought him from another town ...
and gave him his burial clothing. Why does he work
against me without my having said or done any-
thing?

SOURCE: “Letter From Shepsi to his father Inherhenmet,”
adapted from Alan H. Gardiner and Kurt Sethe, Egyptian
Letters to the Dead (London: Egypt Exploration Society,
1928): 4-5.
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Painted burial chamber of a nobleman in Thebes. ® ROGER WOOD/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

over the same time period. These trends suggest again
that resources were increasingly directed away from the
royal pyramid and instead to other goals during the
course of the Old Kingdom.

SOURCES
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DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE IN THE
OLD KINGDOM

PLANNED TOWNS. Archaeologists have discovered
only a few Old Kingdom towns, all of which are located
adjacent to or in Old Kingdom pyramid complexes. The
towns demonstrate both the problems that the central
government faced in maintaining pyramid complexes
and also the way the original function of many build-
ings was quickly lost as squatters occupied buildings. The
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pyramid town at Abu Sir was located along the south
and east walls of the pyramid temple of King Neferirkare
(24722462 B.C.E.). Against an inner enclosure wall,
there were nine mud brick houses in a row running south
and southeast with a tenth house at the northeast cor-
ner of the temple. These houses were home to the scribes
of the Abu Sir Papyri, the only ancient evidence of the
day-to-day function of the pyramid complexes. Given
the number of people mentioned in the Abu Sir Papyri
lists of rations, there was probably another town, not yet
discovered by modern archeologists, somewhere nearby.
This pyramid temple/pyramid town demonstrates one
of the basic problems which all states or institutions face
when constructing large buildings: maintenance. The
hastily finished columns of the forecourt were originally
wood. Termites apparently destroyed the wooden
columns fairly soon after completion, and haphazard re-
pairs replaced the wood with less attractive mud brick
supports. This kind of repair was probably typical given
the administrators’ diminishing resources and increasing
responsibilities. By the end of the Old Kingdom, there
were twenty pyramid complexes to maintain. It is clear
from the treatment they received that the Old Kingdom
state had no policy for maintaining historic buildings. It
was not until the New Kingdom that kings began to re-
place mud brick structures in temples in the towns with
stone construction. For example, Ramesses II's son
Khaemwase tried to restore some of the important Old
Kingdom buildings in the Memphis area.

CHANGING THE FUNCTION OF BUILDINGS. The
pyramid town at the valley temple of Menkaure shows
even more clearly the course of events at Old Kingdom
pyramid complexes as old temple endowments could no
longer support the original intentions of the builders.
Since the valley temple of Menkaure is today too ruined
to allow meaningful views of the original intentions of
the builder, it is useful to imagine the valley temple of
Khafre, his immediate predecessor, as the prototype of
the original intentions of the builder. We will then fol-
low the history of Menkaure’s valley temple as it changed
from a holy site to a village. Today’s visitor to the val-
ley temple of Khafre at Giza can see the massive walls of
white limestone which create an overwhelming sense of
peace and majesty, as must have been originally in-
tended. At Menkaure’s valley temple the statuary which
had been prepared for the building would have added
even more to the atmosphere, but the walls were left un-
finished after Menkaure’s premature death. His succes-
sor, Shepseskaf, finished the building in mud brick,
which must have reduced the majestic effect consider-
ably. Gradually workmen transformed the temple into a
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fortified mud brick village. Some 300 years after the tem-
ple’s original completion, it would have been unrecog-
nizable to its builders. In the village, by the Sixth
Dynasty, an additional entranceway supported by two
columns had been constructed which led to a vestibule
with four columns supporting the roof. A right turn then
led to the main courtyard, now filled with mud brick
houses and granaries. In modern times, archaeologists
discovered the famous statues of Menkaure now in the
Boston and in the Cairo museums in the rooms origi-
nally designed for supply storage. At some point during
the Old Kingdom, a flood caused some damage to the
building. The repairs to that damage led to the remod-
eling of the building for the temple’s new use as a vil-
lage rather than a temple. The restorations were, in fact,
a formal recognition of the new use of the building. Es-
chewing use of the old sanctuary, workers set up a small
shrine in a room with four columns. Four statues of
Menkaure were set up there on an altar made from an
old worn slab of alabaster set up on two upright stones.
In order to reach this makeshift sanctuary, the priest
would walk through a mud brick village. All of the as-
sociated archacological material in this village suggest
that squactters built it and lived in it during Dynasty Six.
A decree of Pepi II found in the inner gateway suggests
that this village would have been a normal town in this
later period. This situation was certainly very far from
Menkaure’s and even his successor Shepseskaf’s inten-
tions for the building.

SOURCES
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TRANSITION TO THE
MiIpDLE KINGDOM

NEBHEPETRE MENTUHOTEP. Between the end of
Dynasty 6 (2170 B.C.E.) and the inauguration of the Mid-
dle Kingdom in the Mid-eleventh Dynasty (2008 B.C.E.)
royal architecture did not exist because the central gov-
ernment had collapsed. Egypt was ruled by provincial of-
ficials. Royal architecture in the Middle Kingdom begins
again with King Nebhepetre Mentuhotep, the founder of
the Middle Kingdom. Nebhepetre Mentuhotep was
among the most famous kings in ancient Egyptian his-
tory. He reestablished the central government of Egypt
after the First Intermediate Period (the period without
central government from 2130-2008 B.C.E.), and ush-
ered in a unified period now called the Middle Kingdom
about 2008 B.C.E. Kings for the next 1,000 years claimed
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Nebhepetre Mentuhotep as an ancestor because they be-
lieved it helped them establish their own legitimacy to
rule Egypt.

MENTUHOTEP’S FUNERARY TEMPLE AND TOMB.
The funerary temple for Mentuhotep was unlike those
built by his predecessors in ruling Egypt, the kings of
the Old Kingdom who built pyramid complexes. Instead
Nebhepetre Mentuhotep built a temple and tomb based
on local traditions in Thebes, the area where he was born.
For reasons unknown, only Hatshepsut, the queen who
ruled approximately 500 years after him, imitated his
temple. The major architecture during his reign was his
tomb and temple built in Deir el Bahri on the west bank
of the Nile opposite modern Luxor. This region is also
known as Thebes. Deir el Bahri is surrounded by cliffs
that mark the beginning of the Sahara. The tomb itself
was carved out of the mountain. Directly at the base of
the mountain, Mentuhotep’s builders constructed a T-
shaped platform with the longer part of the “T” ex-
tending from the mountain and the wider part of the
“T” stretching north and south. Priests could access the
platform by a long causeway that formed the entrance
to the building. Approaching from the causeway, the
priest would reach an area called the central edifice, 22.2
meters (72.8 feet) square. A columned ambulatory (a
sheltered walkway) surrounded a central core that has
been reconstructed in three different ways. The original
excavator, Swiss archaeologist Edouard Naville, recon-

structed the now destroyed central core as a pyramid.
He knew that the Abborr Papyrus, written hundreds of
years after this temple’s construction, described this
building as a mer, the ancient Egyptian word for pyra-
mid. The German archaeologist Dieter Arnold, however,
restudied the blocks from the temple in the 1970s and
demonstrated that the walls of the central edifice were
not strong enough to support a pyramid as a central core.
Arnold argued that the word mer during the time of the
writing of the Abbott Papyrus meant only “tomb,” and
no longer meant “pyramid” exclusively, and recon-
structed a cube on the central edifice. The German ar-
chaeologist Rainer Stadelmann subsequently suggested
that a mound was built on the central edifice. This
mound would be a reference to the sand mounds found
in the most ancient Egyptian funerary structures at Aby-
dos. This reconstruction, though, is purely hypothetical.
Behind the ambulatory is a hypostyle hall, literally a
room filled with columns. This room contained eighty
octagonal columns leading to a rock-cut niche contain-
ing a statue of the king. The king appears to stride di-
rectly out of the mountain. A tunnel cut in the bedrock
leads to the burial chamber.

OTHER ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS. The royal
tomb itself is cut into the mountain. A tunnel 44.9 me-
ters (147 feet) under the mountain and 150 meters (492
feet) long leads to a granite-lined vault. An alabaster
shrine, surrounded by basalt, filled the burial chamber,
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and probably contained the king’s mummy in a wooden
sarcophagus. A garden surrounded the causeway that led
up to the central edifice. The designer planted 53
tamarisk trees and a large sycamore fig in the garden.
Twelve statues of Mentuhotep dressed as Osiris, the king
of the dead, faced the east. At some point the statues
were decapitated though it is not known why. The Eng-
lish Egyptologist Howard Carter, who later discovered
the tomb of Tutankhamun, excavated the Secondary
Tomb after a horse stumbled over it. The tomb thus
gained the name Bab el-Hosan (“Gate of the Horse”).
There Carter found a forecourt and open trench enclosed
with mud brick leading to a tunnel. A statue of Men-
tuhotep wrapped in linen as if it were a mummy lay in
a chamber at the end of the tunnel. The Bab el-Hosan
probably represented the same kind of secondary royal
burial known as early as the First Dynasty. These sec-
ondary or subsidiary burials formed a part of the early
complexes in Abydos and in Old Kingdom Pyramid

complexes.

UNIQUE STRUCTURE. The funerary temple built
by Nebhepetre Mentuhotep is difficult for Egyptolo-
gists to understand. The building has nearly no prece-
dents and no successors. This originality, which modern
people prize, was unusual in ancient Egypt. Later kings
would return to imitating the pyramid complexes of the
Old Kingdom. The lack of similar buildings makes it
impossible to restore the damaged parts with any cer-
tainty.
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SEE ALSO Visual Arts: The Middle Kingdom

THE PYRAMIDS OF THE
MipDLE KINGDOM

REvIvAL OF OLD KINGDOM TRADITIONS. Amen-
emhet I (c. 1938-1909 B.C.E.) and Senwosret 1 (c.
1919-1875 B.C.E.), the first two kings of the Twelfth
Dynasty, built pyramid complexes in the area near Mem-
phis which revived the traditions of pyramid building
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practiced in Dynasties Four to Six (2625-2170 B.C.E.)
and signaled a return to the Old Kingdom capital in
the north. Yet it is clear that kings devoted fewer re-
sources to pyramid building at the beginning of the
Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759 B.C.E.) than had been al-
located for the projects built in the Old Kingdom. Lit-
tle remains of these relatively poorly built complexes.
Innovative building techniques used for these structures
appear to be attempts to substitute sand fill or mud
brick for solid masonry construction. As a result of these
new, cheaper techniques, little remains of the Twelfth-
dynasty royal pyramid complexes. The pyramids built
by the later kings of the Twelfth Dynasty—Amenembhet
II (1876-1842 B.C.E.), Senwosret II (1844-1837
B.C.E.), Senwosret III (c. 1836-1818 B.C.E.), and
Amenemhet III (1818-1772 B.C.E.)—reflect attempts
to introduce new elements to the pyramid complex im-
ported from Theban traditions. They also revived tra-
ditions of pyramid building from the time of Djoser
(2675-2625 B.C.E.). These changes suggest that both
Senwosret III and Amenemhet I1I had reconceived their
roles as kings in a way that recalled traditions preced-
ing the dominance of the sun cults of the Fourth
through Sixth Dynasties. The details of these changes
are unfortunately lost because these buildings are also
very poorly preserved.

AMENEMHET I’'s PyrRaMID AT LisHT. When
Amenemhet I (1938-1909 B.C.E.) moved the Egyptian
capital back to the Memphis area from Thebes, he es-
tablished a new town called 7#-tawy (“Seizer of the Two
Lands”). No one has yet discovered the location of Ij-
tawy, though it likely was close to Lisht, the site of Amen-
embhet I’s pyramid. Though Amenemhet I used the form
of Old Kingdom pyramids, his building techniques dif-
fered greatly. The core of his pyramid included lime-
stone blocks, mud brick, sand, debris, and relief
sculpture that had been removed from Khufu’s temples
at Giza. Some Egyptologists believe that Khufu’s relief
was included to provide a spiritual connection to the ear-
lier king. The pyramid complex of Amenemhet I re-
sembled the standard Old Kingdom pyramid complex.
Though poorly preserved today, it included a pyramid
temple, causeway, and valley temple. Though the lack
of preservation hinders extensive architectural commen-
tary, some Theban features are noteworthy. The cause-
way was open to the sky, more similar to Nebhepetre
Mentuhotep’s causeway at Deir el Bahri than to Khufu’s
roofed causeway in Giza. In addition, the architect placed
the pyramid temple on a terrace slightly below the pyra-
mid, not unlike the terraced plan of contemporary The-
ban tombs such as Nebhepetre Mentuhotep’s funeral
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temple. It is possible that Amenemhet I thought of these
features as customary since he also originated in the The-
ban area.

THE PYRAMID OF SENWOSRET I AT LisHT. To-
day the pyramid of Senwosret I (1919-1875 B.C.E.) is
a 23-meter (75-foot) high mound of mud brick. Orig-
inally the pyramid was 105 meters (344 feet) square at
the base and 61.26 meters (201 feet) high. The Great
Pyramid was more than twice as high and twice as wide
at the base than Senwosret’s pyramid, but the smaller
size is similar to the pyramids built in the Fifth and
Sixth Dynasties. The construction of Senwosret’s pyra-
mid was innovative, but represents a wrong turn in con-
struction techniques. Senwosret’s builders constructed
an internal skeleton made from limestone walls to form
a pyramid. They filled the skeleton with roughly shaped
stones. They then faced the pyramid with fine lime-
stone blocks that were joined with wooden cramps, sim-
ilar to clamps that held two stones together. These
cramps probably weakened the overall structure rather
than strengthened it since the wood buckled under the
weight of the stone. The interior burial chamber of the
pyramid is under the water table and has not been ex-
plored in modern times. The entrance was from the

north, similar to traditional pyramid complexes built in
the Old Kingdom. The major elements of an Old King-

dom pyramid complex were present in this Middle
Kingdom complex, including a subsidiary pyramid lo-
cated at the southeast corner of the main pyramid, a
pyramid temple on the east side of the pyramid (though
little of it remains today except for piles of mud brick),
and a closed causeway leading to a valley temple which
has not yet been discovered. The causeway contained
at least eight complete statues of Senwosret I dressed as
Osiris, the divine king of the dead. The statues on the
south side of the causeway wore the White Crown of
Upper Egypt (southern Egypt) while the statues on the
north side wore the Red Crown of Lower Egypt (north-
ern Egypt). The complex also included nine queen’s
pyramids. Queen Neferu, Senwosret’s wife, occupied
the first. A second was the burial place of Princess
Itayket, the king’s daughter.

THE PYRAMID COMPLEX OF SENWOSRET III. Sen-
wosret III (1836-1818 B.C.E.) built his pyramid com-
plex at Dahshur, the site first occupied by King Sneferu
at the beginning of the Fourth Dynasty (2626-2585
B.C.E.). Yet Senwosret III did not imitate Sneferu’s plan
that led to the Fourth-dynasty type pyramid complex.
Instead Senwosret I1I began the revival of Djoser’s Third-
dynasty type funeral monument with a dominating
north/south axis. He built a “true” pyramid 105 meters
(345 feet) square and 78 meters (256 feet) high that con-
trasts with Djoser’s step pyramid. Yet, the arrangement
of the parts of the complex follow Djoser’s pattern while
incorporating some of the Twelfth-dynasty features of
pyramid complexes. The entrance passage on the west
side is a marked change from previous pyramid en-
trances, which were located on the north side. A chapel
located on the north side of the pyramid perhaps reflects
the older tradition, as does a small temple located on the
east side of the pyramid. Seven queen’s pyramids remind
the viewer of the nine queen’s pyramids built by Sen-
wosret | at his pyramid complex at Lisht. These more
traditional structures were built early in the reign. Some-
time later in the reign, Senwosret III added the south
temple and a paneled enclosure wall with an entrance at
the southeast corner. Though the large south temple was
destroyed, perhaps sometime in the New Kingdom,
enough decoration remains to suggest that it was the lo-
cation of the Jubilee Festival (sed). Again, these elements
recall Djoser’s complex at Saqqara.

SENWOSRET III’s ABYyDOs ToMB. Not only did
Senwosret III revive architectural elements of Djoser’s
Third-dynasty pyramid complex, he also revived First-
and Second-dynasty practice by building a tomb in Aby-
dos, the traditional cult center for the god Osiris. The
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

HERODOTUS ON THE LABYRINTH

INTRODUCTION: Herodotus (484-430 B.c.E.), the fifth-century
B.C.E. Greek historian, visited Egypt about 450 B.c.E. and
wrote the earliest description of the country by a for-
eigner. His description of the Labyrinth is the earliest of
six ancient Greek and Roman impressions recorded.

SOURCE: Herodotus, The History. Trans. by David Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987): 196-197.

German archaeologist Dorthea Arnold suggested that his
actual burial took place in the now-destroyed temple the
king built in the south. If true, it would demonstrate
that kings of the Twelfth Dynasty were ultimately more
comfortable with older, Upper Egyptian customs than
they were with the customs of the Old Kingdom kings
who ruled in the Fourth through Sixth Dynasties. Sen-
wosret III and his son Amenembhet III, in fact, bridge
very ancient traditions with the future customs which
return royal burials to Upper (southern) Egypt during
the New Kingdom.

AMENEMHET IIP’s Two PyRaMID COMPLEXES.
Amenembhet III (1818-1772 B.C.E.) built a traditional,
Old Kingdom pyramid complex at Dahshur in the first
part of his 46-year reign. In the second part of his reign
he built a second pyramid complex at Hawara, near the
entrance to the Faiyum basin. This second pyramid com-
plex followed the predominately north/south orientation
first used by Djoser in the Third Dynasty. As the Amer-
ican archaeologist Mark Lehner observed, Amenemhet I11
was the last great pyramid builder, but he followed the
design of Djoser, the first great pyramid builder, bringing
the history of pyramid complexes in Egypt full circle. The
pyramid that Amenemhet IIT built at Dahshur resembles
only a tower of mud brick today. Originally, each side
measured 105 meters (344 feet) with a height of 75 me-

ters (246 feet). Thus it resembled the pyramid of Sen-
wosret I but slightly shorter. The pyramid had a mud brick
core faced with Tura limestone. Two entrances—one
from the east, one from the west—Iled into a complicated
series of chambers and tunnels. The interior of this pyra-
mid recalls Djoser’s step pyramid more than any of the
simple Old Kingdom interior structures. This pyramid has
a ka-chapel, six other small chapels, and burial chambers
for two queens. By the fifteenth year of the king’s reign
(1803 B.C.E.) some of the interior rooms began to col-
lapse. According to Lehner, the foundation of the pyra-
mid was too close to the groundwater, making the earth
too soft to support the weight of the building. Also there
were too many rooms inside the pyramid with unsup-
ported roofs. It is likely that when the builders realized
their mistake they quickly finished the rooms in mud
brick. A new pyramid complex at Hawara eventually held
Amenemhet III's burial. Amenemhet [II’s pyramid at
Hawara was nearly the same size as his pyramid at
Dahshur. Again the pyramid was 105 meters (344 feet)
on each side. This pyramid was 58 meters (190 feet) tall,
a full seventeen meters (56 feet) shorter than the Dahshur
pyramid. Clearly the builders at Hawara reduced the an-
gle of the pyramid—resulting in a lower height—in or-
der to avoid the problems they had faced with the Dahshur
pyramid. They also greatly reduced the number of inte-
rior chambers and tunnels. The burial chamber had only
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a single entrance from the south, with the southern en-
trance recalling the general north/south orientation of the
building, as was the design of Djoser’s pyramid complex
at Saqqara. In general Amenemhet III followed the pat-
tern of Djoser’s pyramid complex when he built at
Hawara. The Hawara complex was 385 by 158 meters
(1,263 by 518 feet) with the length oriented north/south.
The pyramid temple was south of the pyramid, completely
unlike the eastern pyramid temples found during the Old
Kingdom. The entrance to the walled complex was at the
southeast corner, again mirroring Djoser’s choice at
Saggara. The pyramid temple was so vast that ancient
Greek and Roman tourists called it the Labyrinth, com-
paring it to the legendary Labyrinth of Minos in Crete.
Today Amenembhet III’s building has almost entirely dis-
appeared, the result of quarrying in later times. Only the
descriptions left by the Greek and Roman authors
Herodotus (484-430 B.C.E.), Manetho (third century
B.C.E.), Diodorus Siculus (first century B.C.E.), Strabo (64
B.C.E—19 C.E.), Pliny (23-79 C.E.), and Pomponius Mela
(first century C.E.) allow modern scholars to analyze its
meaning. Herodotus thought the Labyrinth surpassed the
pyramids in the wonder it inspired. Herodotus, Diodorus
Siculus, and Pliny all disagree on the number of rooms
and courts in the building, but they all imply that each
of the administrative districts of Egypt (nomes) and/or
each of the regional gods had a courtyard and room within
the Labyrinth. German archacologist Dieter Arnold rec-
ognized that these authors were describing a very large ver-
sion of Djoser’s Jubilee Festival (sed) courtyard. Here too,
each of the nome gods of Egypt was represented with its
own small temple or chapel. Clearly Amenemhet I1II’s
pyramid temple represented this very ancient tradition of
providing a Jubilee Festival courtyard where the king
could celebrate in the next world.

DRAWING ON TRADITION. The kings of the
Twelfth Dynasty drew on all of the previous traditions
of pyramid building for their new structures. They were
clearly aware of Djoser’s pyramid complex in Saqgara,
the standard Old Kingdom pyramid complex; Nebhep-
etre Mentuhotep’s funerary temple; and even the most
ancient royal burials at Abydos. Yet they seem to be un-
aware of the construction techniques practiced by their
predecessors. Twelfth-dynasty builders continued to ex-
periment, but never successfully built buildings as sturdy
as those built in the Old Kingdom. Moreover, it is never
entirely clear what they hoped to accomplish by imitat-
ing one ancient tradition after another. Without sup-
porting textual evidence, it might never be possible to
do more than recognize the references that each Twelfth-
dynasty king made to the past.
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SEE ALSO Visual Arts: The Middle Kingdom

Rock-Cut TOMBS OF THE
MippDLE KINGDOM

LOCATION, PLANS, AND POLITICAL POWER. One
indication of the central government’s control over its
officials in ancient Egypt was the location and plan of
official’s tombs. At times when the central government
exercised strong control over the provinces, officials
wanted to be buried near the king. This was clearly the
case in the Old Kingdom when cities of the dead sur-
rounded the pyramids. These Old Kingdom mastabas
were gifts from the king to his top officials. In general
their plans were similar since they were all built in the
same place by the same people. In contrast, during the
early Middle Kingdom, provincial officials preferred to
locate their tombs in their home provinces. Nomarchs,
the officials who ruled the 42 Egyptian provinces that
Egyptologists call nomes, established their own cities of
the dead that included many local officials. This tradi-
tion of local burial began in the First Intermediate Pe-
riod (2130-2008 B.C.E.), a time when the absence of a
central government caused the individual nomes to be-
have as independent entities. Even with the reestablish-
ment of strong central government in the Twelfth
Dynasty, nomarchs who lived during the first four reigns
of the period (1938-1837 B.C.E.) preferred burial in their
hometowns rather than in Itj-tawy, the national capital.
Furthermore, in the Middle Kingdom, local variations
in tomb plans were common. Local traditions, especially
of rock-cut tombs, grew in Beni Hasan, Bersheh, and
Asyut, among other places. Then in the reign of Sen-
wosret [II (1836-1818 B.C.E.), the burial of provincial
officials returned to the area around the king’s pyramid
in relatively similar mastaba tombs. Egyptologists regard
this change as evidence that the king had reasserted his
authority over the provinces. A comparison of three
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provincial tombs demonstrates how Egyprologists have
analyzed this situation: the tomb of Amenembhet at Beni
Hasan, the tomb of Djeheutyhotep at Bersheh, and the
tomb of Hepdjefa I at Asyut—all built in the early
Twelfth Dynasty.

THE TOMB OF AMENEMHET AT BENI HASAN.
Beni Hasan in Middle Egypt is 23 miles south of the
modern city of Minya on the east bank of the Nile.
Eight of the 39 tombs excavated in the mountains be-
longed to a succession of men who held the title “Great
Overlord of the Oryx Nome,” the ancient name of Beni
Hasan. Amenemhet was Great Overlord, or nomarch,
during the reign of Senwosret I (1919-1875 B.C.E.).
The pathway to his tomb led up the mountain from the
cultivated plain in the river valley to a court cut directly
into the bedrock of the mountain. The face of the
mountain itself was smoothed to form a fagade. The
facade is supported by two columns, also cut from the
mountain itself. The columns are octagonal and sup-
port an architrave, the series of beams that columns sup-
port. The architrave carries a cornice, a projecting
moulding that imitates the ends of rafters made of wood,
though carved in stone. The columns taper to the top
and carry an abacus, a plain slab of stone balanced be-
tween the top of the columns and the bottom of the ar-
chitrave, while standing on a wide base. The abacus
helps to distribute the weight of the architrave over the
column. The base also supports the column and spreads
its weight on the floor. Though built more than 1,500
years earlier, the columns and architrave resemble clas-
sical Greek architecture. The visitor would then pass be-
tween the columns into a square room cut into the
mountain. The roof of this room is supported by four
columns, each with sixteen sides. The columns support
two architraves that run from the front to the back of
the room. The architraves appear to support three
vaults. The vaults spring from the two sidewalls to the
architraves on the two columns and another vault be-
tween the columns. The columns, architraves, and
vaults all were carved from the stone of the mountain.
Centered in the rear is a niche containing a statue of
Amenembhet, also carved from the mountain itself.
Paintings illustrating daily life in the Oryx nome and
military training decorate the sidewalls.

THE ToMB OF DJEHEUTYHOTEP AT BERSHEH.
Bersheh is on the east bank of the Nile opposite Mallawi,
a modern town in central Egypt. In ancient times it was
in the Hare Nome. Djcheutyhotep was the Great Over-
lord of the Hare Nome during the reigns of Amenembhet
IT through the time of Senwosret ITI (1844-1818 B.C.E.).
His tomb reflects a local tradition of rock-cut tombs that
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

KHNUMHOTEP BUILDS HIMSELF A TOMB

INTRODUCTION: The Twelfth-dynasty monarch of the
Oryx nome, modern Beni Hasan, Khnumhotep, left
a long biographical inscription on the walls of his
tomb. In the inscription he described the rebuilding
of his father’s tomb as his first act. He also described
his pride in building a tomb for himself.

[On his father’s tomb] | restored it and its riches
in everything. | perpetuated the name of my father
and | restored his ka-temple [i.e., his tomb]. | fol-
lowed my statues to the temple. | presented to them
their offerings of bread, beer, cool water, and wine,
and meat offerings which were assigned to the ka-
priest and | endowed him with fields and workers. |
commanded invocation offerings of beef and fowl at
every festival of the necropolis. ... Now as for any
ka-priest or anyone who will disturb it, he can no
longer exist! His son does not exist in his place! ...
My chief dignity was the embellishing for myself of a
tomb, that a man might imitate what his father did.
My father had made for himself a ka-temple in Mer-
nofret, made from stone of Anu, in order to perpet-
uate his name forever and that he might be
distinguished forever, his name living in the mouth
of the people and enduring in the mouth of the liv-
ing, upon his tomb of the necropolis and in his
splendid house of eternity and his place of eternity.

Translation by Edward Bleiberg.

began in the First Intermediate Period. The court of the
tomb stood before a facade cut from the mountain. Two
round columns carved at the top to imitate palm leaves
supported the entrance to the tomb that is behind the
columns and leads upward to a rectangular room.
Against the middle of the rear wall are three steps lead-
ing up to a shrine that once held a statue. The painted
walls depict scenes of daily life, including a famous paint-
ing of workmen dragging a colossal statue of Djeheuty-
hotep. The shape and numbers of columns, shapes of
the rooms, and arrangement of the shrine differ from the
contemporary tomb of Amenemhet at Beni Hasan, in-
dicating that the two traditions of rock-cut tombs de-
veloped separately.

THE ToMmB OF HEPDJEFA I AT ASYUT. Asyut is lo-
cated on the west bank of the Nile at a bend in the river
that flows east to west. In ancient times it was the cap-

ital of the Lycopolite Nome. The Great Overlords of
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the Lycopolite Nome built their tombs in their home-
towns from the end of the Sixth Dynasty until the mid-
dle of the Twelfth Dynasty. Hepdjefa I lived in the time
of King Senwosret I and was also a contemporary of
Amenemhet of Beni Hasan. Hepdjefa, who lived the
farthest away from the seat of central power in Itj-tawy,
built for himself the largest tomb known from the Mid-
dle Kingdom. It contains seven rooms cut into the
mountain along a central axis. A wide passageway leads
from a forecourt to a wide rectangular chamber. The
rectangular chamber has three doors on the back wall.
Two of the doors, located on the sides, lead to small
rectangular rooms. The third door, located in the cen-
ter of the back wall at the top of two steps, leads to an-
other long hall that splits into a U-shaped room. Finally
a smaller hallway located in the center of the “U” leads
to a small square room. The front rooms contain in-
scriptions, notably the contract Hepdjefa made with his
priests to continue his cult for eternity. The only scenes
are in the back shrine. Here low reliefs depict scenes of
sacrifice.

LocAL TRADITIONS AND CENTRAL POWER. In the
generations following these three nomarchs, high offi-
cials were once again buried around the king’s pyramid.
The tombs at a central location were once again uniform
in plan. This contrast with the earlier period is very sug-
gestive for historians. The plans and decorations at the
tombs of Amenemhet, Djeheutyhotep and Hepdjefa I
clearly developed independently. Amenemhet and Dje-
heutyhotep developed tombs with a small number of
rooms. Amenemhet’s tomb utilized a colonnade in the
front and four columns in the interior room. Djeheuty-
hotep used only two columns in the front, but they were
carved to resemble palms while Amenemhet’s columns
were carved with geometric facets. Hepdjefa’s tomb was
even more elaborate with seven rooms, but no columns
at all. Decoration also differed. Amenemhet gave much
space to depicting military training. Djeheutyhotep em-
phasized his colossal statue. Hepdjefa recorded an in-
scription. This variety, especially when it disappears in
the reign of Senwosret 111, suggests that the nomarchs
were also much more independent politically. Thus ar-
chitecture can be extremely informative about the polit-
ical history of Egypt.
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Alexander Badawy, A History of Egyptian Architecture: The
First Intermediate Period, the Middle Kingdom, and the
Second Intermediate Period (Berkeley: University of Cali-
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A PLANNED TOWN OF THE MIDDLE
KiNGDOM: KAHUN

PYyRAMID TOWN FOR SENWOSRET II’s CULT. In
1889 the English archacologist W. M. F. Petrie, the
founder of scientific archaeology in Egypt, excavated the
pyramid town he called Kahun. The town was located
just over one kilometer from the valley temple of Sen-
wosret II's pyramid complex at Lahun. The Egyptians
built the town to house the priests, administrative per-
sonnel, and workers who maintained the cult of Sen-
wosret II at the pyramid after his death. The texts found
here reveal that the town’s name was originally Horep-
Senwosret, “Senwosret is Satisfied.” The town’s urban
planning reveals the extent of social stratification in this
period and the failure of planning to meet everyone’s
needs.

THE TOwN’s FUNCTION. Beyond proximity to the
pyramid complex of Senwosret II, the texts found in the
town reveal its function. One group of texts deals almost
exclusively with the administration of the pyramid com-
plex. A second group, which has never fully been pub-
lished, deals with a wider circle of people. Some of the
documents deal with places outside Kahun, even in-
cluding construction at a project in the reign of Amen-
embhet III, 50-75 years after the town’s founding.

DESCRIPTION OF THE TOWN. The town was
square, roughly 384 meters by 335 meters. The streets
run north/south and east/west in a grid pattern, aligned
both with the cardinal points of the compass and the
pyramid complex of Senwosret II. Such a grid pattern
could only be the result of advance planning. One main
street on the north side of the town runs east/west with
ten large houses on it that Petrie called mansions. One
of the mansions is located on the highest point in town,
an area Petrie called the acropolis. On the west side of
the town, closest to the pyramid complex, there were
220 small houses. The small houses were located on
streets that ran east/west. Each of these streets ran into
a wider north/south street that led to the gate nearest
the valley temple. The town’s plan clearly reveals two so-
cial classes living in separate quarters.

ELITE HOUSES. The large houses built for the elite
were 2,520 square meters (27,125 square feet)—huge
houses in any time or place. A staircase carved into the
bedrock led from street level to the house on the acrop-
olis. The house itself appears similar to the other large
houses on the street, but Petrie believed this house be-
longed to the mayor because of its position. All the elite
houses were rectangular in shape with internal divisions
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that were also a series of rectangles. The archaeologist
Barry Kemp has compared the house plans at Kahun
with contemporary models of houses found in tombs.
He found that the focus of the house was a central court-
yard that often contained a pool and garden. The walls
surrounding the court were plastered and painted in
black, blue, yellow, and white. A portico at one end of
the courtyard had wooden columns, also brightly
painted. Even the flat roof of the portico was painted
blue with gold stars on the underside. From the court-
yard, it was easy to reach a reception room, the equiva-
lent of an American living room. This room usually had
four columns supporting the roof. Arranged around the
reception room were bedrooms with built-in platforms
for beds in alcoves. Arranged around the bedrooms were
additional, smaller courtyards that allowed light and air
into them. The house also had workrooms and granaries
to store grain. The models show that these workrooms
included a bakery, brewery, cattle shed, and butchering
area. These houses provided a lot of space and privacy
to the members of the elite class at Kahun.

SMALL HOUSES. The small houses contained about
120 square meters (1,291 square feet). According to the
surviving texts, the people who lived there were manual
laborers, soldiers, low-level scribes, doorkeepers for the
temple, and singers and dancers of both sexes for the
temple. The houses themselves have no regular plan,
though they are all basically rectangular in outline and
also in the internal divisions. The English archaeologist
Barry Kemp suggests that the residents remodeled an
original standard plan to suit each family’s needs. A se-
ries of census documents for the town provides a glimpse
of who lived in these houses and the function of these
dwellings. The soldier Hori, his wife Shepset, and their
son Sneferu originally occupied one house. At some
point Shepset’s mother and five sisters joined the house-
hold, raising the number of residents from three to nine.
By the time Sneferu was an adult, his mother, grand-
mother, and three aunts lived in the house with him.
This fluctuation shows the likelihood that the residents
made internal adjustments to the plan to accommodate
larger and smaller numbers of people living in them at
different times.
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NEw KINGDOM TEMPLES

NEw KINGDOM. The New Kingdom (1539-1075
B.C.E.) was the period of Egypt’s greatest geographical
extent. At the end of the Middle Kingdom (about 1630
B.C.E.), a Semitic-speaking ethnic group ruled the east-
ern delta, closest to the Sinai Desert and the northern
portion of Egypt. Whether a conquest or gradual infil-
tration of peoples, this group called the Hyksos (from
the Egyptian term heka-hasut, meaning “rulers of foreign
countries”) ruled the northern portion of the country.
The New Kingdom commenced when a series of princes
who ruled in Thebes in Upper (southern) Egypt drove
the Hyksos out of Egyptian territory. They eventually
ruled a united Egypt and expanded their rule to Syria in
the northwest and well into the modern Sudan in the
south. Taxes coming from these regions made Egypt the
richest country in the Mediterranean world at the time
and led to increased investments in architecture.

CLASSIFICATION. Since the nineteenth century,
Egyprologists have classified New Kingdom temples as
either a cult temple for a god or a mortuary temple for
the deceased king. The false perception of the god’s tem-
ple as a place where the Egyptians celebrated a perma-
nently established cult and the mortuary temples as a
place to hold a funeral fostered this division. Egyptolo-
gists such as Gerhard Haeney, Dieter Arnold, and
Alexander Badawy recognized that, from an Egyptian
perspective, the so-called mortuary temple is a specific
kind of permanent cult temple. In the mortuary temple,
the deceased king is one of the minor gods worshipped
in a cult primarily devoted to Amun, the chief god of
the Egyptian pantheon during the New Kingdom. The
cult continued in a mortuary temple long beyond the
day of the king’s funeral. The architectural plans for
gods’ temples and mortuary temples are very similar. The
major difference between the two stems from the nu-
merous additions kings made to gods’ temples over long
periods of time. While kings often added to gods’
temples—obscuring their original plans—temples that
included a deceased king’s cult usually had no major ad-
ditions. Thus in the following analysis of New Kingdom
temples the royal mortuary temple will be treated as a
specific kind of god’s temple rather than a completely
different sort of temple altogether.

TyricaL GoD’s TEMPLE. A god’s temple was his
house, i.e. his dwelling place. The most common ancient
Egyptian words for “temple” were per (house), or hout
(mansion, estate). Beginning in the Eighteenth Dynasty
(1539-1292 B.C.E.), temple architects developed a stan-
dard plan that resembled the three-part plans of ordinary
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houses and of royal palaces: the forecourt, the public
room, and the private rooms. Multiple additions made
to important temples like Amun’s temple at Karnak of-
ten obscure the original plan. Thus the “standard plan”
does not really refer to any one temple but to the nec-
essary component parts, and is a useful tool for analyz-
ing individual temples. The three parts of the standard
temple plan are an open forecourt leading to a shrine

called the pronaos, the public room known as the hypostyle
hall, and the private rooms which in a temple are called
the naos or shrine. The forecourt in a temple parallels the
courtyard immediately beyond the gateway in an Egypt-
ian house. The pronaos in a temple parallels the typical
vestibule in a house, while the hypostyle hall is usually
shaped as a broad hall, wider than it is long. These are
parallel to similarly shaped public rooms in a house. The
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Model of a temple. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 49.183, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

naos, or shrine, housed the statue of the god and paral-
lels the private bedrooms belonging to the family in a
typical Egyptian house. In a temple, the architect also
emphasized the dramatic contrasts of light and dark be-
tween the public rooms and private rooms. In addition,
the floor gently rose as a visitor proceeded from the en-
trance to the naos, creating a sense that the visitor as-
cended from the secular sphere outside the temple to the
heavenly sphere of the god in the naos. A mud brick wall
surrounding the entire temple, called the remenos wall,
contributed to the sense of separation from the secular
world inside the temple.

THE ENTRANCE TO A STANDARD TEMPLE. Egyp-
tologists call the entrance to a standard temple the py-
lon. The pylon often stands at the end of a processional
way lined with sphinxes. Often colossal statues of the

king, both seated and standing, were positioned in front
of the pylon. The pylon itself was divided into two tow-
ers and a lower, central doorway. The towers are rec-
tangular with sloping sides. The ascending edges of the
towers are decorated with torus—a semi-circular or
three-quarter circular molding. The top edges of the tow-
ers are decorated with a cavetto cornice—a concave or
hollow molding. Both types of molding suggest the ori-
gins of the pylon tower in the wood, mat, and reed struc-
tures built during the Predynastic Period. The tower was
often several stories high and contained a staircase in-
side. The doorway itself was lower than the towers and
decorated with a winged sun disk. The door was usually
wood with occasional metal covering. The pylon was
most often built of stone, though archaeological remains
of mud brick pylons are known. Artists decorated py-
lons with scenes of the king protecting Egypt from its
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enemies. Cedar flagpoles were positioned in front of the
pylon, often in niches cut into the tower structure. These
flagpoles were taller than the pylon tower and supported
banners that identified the temple. In Egyptian the py-
lon was called the bekhen. Egyptian texts describe the py-
lon as the “luminous mountain horizon of heaven.” The
shape of the pylon resembles the hieroglyph that depicts
two mountain peaks with the sun rising between them.
The sun in the case of the temple pylon is the god strid-
ing out of the temple doorway. This symbolism was par-
ticularly appropriate for deities associated with the sun
such as Amun, Re, and Atum, though the entrances to
all temples took the form of pylons.

THE FORECOURT IN THE STANDARD TEMPLE
PLAN. The forecourt—known in Egyptian as weba—
stands immediately behind the pylon in the standard
temple plan. It was normally rectangular, the same width
as the hypostyle hall behind it. In some temples the fore-
court contains an altar for offerings. Rows of columns
support a roof for a portico running on four sides of the
forecourt. A ramp in the center of the back wall leads
the visitor into the hypostyle hall. The forecourt was part
of the public area where the common people observed
the procession of the god, a major part of temple ritual.
There also the people could see relief scenes carved on
the sidewalls that depict the king in both historical and
religious activities. Historical activities might include
leading the army to victory, while religious scenes
showed the king worshipping the gods. The sunny cen-
tral court served to set up the contrast between dark and
light as the visitor proceeded through the dark gateway
into the light of the courtyard.

THE HYPOSTYLE HALL IN THE STANDARD TEM-
PLE. Egyptologists gave the Egyptian wadjit the name
“hypostyle hall.” This name is a Greek word meaning
“full of columns” since it contains many more columns
than is needed to support the roof. The hypostyle hall
is wider than it is long. The central axis of the building
passes through its middle aisle. At least in the Rames-
side Period (1292-1075 B.C.E.), the columns along the
central aisle are taller than the columns on the sides of
the building. This allows for a roof that is higher in the
center than on the sides. The gap between the roof rest-
ing on the taller columns and the roof resting on the
shorter columns, covered by a stone grill, allowed dif-
fused light to enter the building. This arrangement is
called a clerestory. The internal decoration of the hy-
postyle hall depicts the king making offerings to various
gods. In some hypostyle halls there were divisions among
the “hall of appearance,” “hall of offering,” and “inter-
mediate hall.” These names suggest but do not entirely

explain the use of the hypostyle hall. The “appearance”
of the god was a ritual where certain people could see
the god’s statue. The offerings were the opportunity to

feed the god.

THE SANCTUARY IN THE STANDARD TEMPLE
PLAN. Just as the back rooms of an Egyptian house were
the private family rooms, the back of an Egyptian tem-
ple is the sanctuary (naos)—the private rooms where the
god sleeps, dresses, and washes. The god, in this case,
was a statue, often made from precious metal. Only the
high priests entered this room to assist the god in his
daily routine. In some cases the private rooms also in-
cluded a storage area for the god’s barque, a boat that
priests used to transport the god in procession. Often
there were multiple sanctuaries in a temple to accom-
modate the worship of multiple gods in one temple.

PURIFICATION FACILITIES. Temples often included
a “pure court” used to slaughter animals for sacrifice and
an artificial lake where the priests washed. In some rit-
uals the lake was also used for the god’s ritual voyages.
The lakes were sometimes shaped like a “U” that en-
closed part of the temple or were rectangular.

TEMPLE ORIENTATION IN THE NEW KINGDOM.
The determination of temple orientation is much more
complex in the New Kingdom than in the Old and Mid-
dle Kingdoms. Old and Middle Kingdom temples’ ori-
entation falls into two groups. The so-called Djoser type
favored a north/south axis. The Meidum type favored
an east/west axis. Research conducted by Alexander
Badawy, the Egyptian Egyptologist, shows that New
Kingdom temples’ orientation stemmed from their rela-
tionship to the Nile River or the local canal that led from
the Nile to the temple entrance. The temple axis seems
always to have been perpendicular to the Nile or the
canal. Thus temples’ orientation seems to shift from
place to place with the meanders of the river. This is the
reason that archaeologists refer to “local north,” when
describing a particular building, a concept that corre-
sponds with the direction that the river flows down-
stream.
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SEE ALSO Religion: Temple Architecture and Symbol-
ism

48 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



Architecture and Design

THEBES AND THE ESTATE OF AMUN

NAME AND LOCATION OF THEBES. Thebes, located
on the east and west banks of the Nile River around
modern Luxor, was known as Waser in Egyptian, capi-
tal of the fourth Upper Egyptian nome (province). The
Greeks called it Thebes, identifying it with one of their
own cities after they conquered Egypt in the fourth cen-
tury B.C.E. Some scholars believe that the name Thebes
was a Greek pronunciation of Egyptian za-ipet, meaning
“The Harem,” that Egyptians used to describe the Luxor
temple. In addition to the Luxor temple, the Karnak
temple, the temple of Medinet Habu, and the temple of
Hatshepsut at Deir el Bahri form the major monuments
that scholars have identified as the Estate of Amun dur-
ing the New Kingdom. Each of them played an impor-
tant role in the major festivals of the god Amun, chief
of the Egyptian pantheon.

KARNAK TEMPLE: AMUN’S HOME. The Karnak
temple was the god Amun’s home. It is the largest
Egyptian temple ever built. It stands inside an enclo-
sure wall that surrounds 16,000 square meters (172,222
square feet). Scholars have worked to excavate and
record Karnak since the late nineteenth century and still
have not nearly completed this task. The kings of the
Twelfth Dynasty built the first structure on the site, but
the present plan originates in the Eighteenth-dynasty re-
modeling of the site. At this time the government evac-
uated and leveled the whole town surrounding Karnak
to provide a platform for the new temple. Essentially
the plan established a temple perpendicular to the river
with an axis that ran east/west. The kings of the Eigh-
teenth, Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties continued
to expand the temple, adding a north/south axis. In to-
tal there are ten pylons at Karnak, reflecting the nu-
merous additions to the building continuing into the
second century C.E. Within the temple complex are
precincts dedicated to the god’s wife, Mut, and their
son, Khonsu. There are also smaller chapels dedicated
to Egypt’s other important gods, including Montu, the
war god; Osiris, king of the dead; and Ptah, the chief
god of Egypt’s northern capital, Memphis. The mass of
the people went to the eastern gate of the temple where
the shrine of “Amun of the Hearing Ear” allowed ordi-
nary people to approach the god with requests. Royal
statues in the temple and at least two festival temples
dedicated to the royal ancestors emphasized the con-
nection between Amun and the king. Egyptian religion
was clearly part of Egyptian politics. North of the main
temple was an additional temple dedicated to the war-
god, Montu. South of the main structures was the Tem-

a PRIMARY SOURCE document

PRAISE OF THEBES

INTRODUCTION: The following anonymously written text,
composed during the Nineteenth Dynasty
(1292-1190 B.c.E.), illustrates Egyptian thinking
about towns. It is preserved on a papyrus now in
the Royal Museum of Antiquities in Leiden, The
Netherlands.

Thebes is the pattern for every city. Both water
and earth were within her from the beginning of
time. There came the sands to furnish land, to create
her ground as a mound when the earth came into
being. And so mankind also came into being within
her, with the propose of founding every city in her
proper name. For all are called “City” after the ex-
ample of Thebes.

soURCE: Charles F. Nims, Thebes of the Pharaohs: Pattern
for Every City (London: Elek Books, 1965): 69. Text revised
by Edward Bleiberg.

ple of Mut, the mother goddess. Though the temple as
a whole was dedicated to the chief god of the Egyptian
pantheon, Amun (also called Amun-Re), one of the
most important buildings in it was the “Festival Hall of
Thutmose III.” At the entrance to the building stand
four colossal statues of Thutmose III dressed and posed
as the god Osiris. These statues established for the an-
cient viewer the connection between the temple and the
office of king. Osiris was the first king of Egypt, ac-
cording to Egyptian myth. When he died, his son Ho-
rus became rightful king while Osiris became king of
the dead. All living kings of Egypt identified themselves
as Horus while the deceased king was Osiris. Inside this
limestone building, the columns resembled the poles of
a military tent, recalling Thutmose III’s numerous mil-
itary expeditions. Recalling these expeditions also em-
phasized the king’s role as Egypt’s protector. The
decoration of the interior also established the king’s role
as ruler of the universe. Relief sculpture includes a se-
ries of scenes depicting the underworld god Sokar, the
solar god Re, the procreative form of the god Amun, the
Jubilee Festival called sed, and the king’s ancestors. Re
and Sokar associated the king with all that is above and
below the earth. The procreative Amun helped the king
assure the fertility of the earth. The Jubilee Festival—
perhaps the most ancient of all Egyptian festivals as was
demonstrated in the architectural layout of the Step Pyra-
mid complex at Saqqara—renewed the king’s power in a
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Aerial view of Great Temple of Amun in Karnak. © YANN ARTHUS-BERTRAND/CORBIS.

perpetual cycle. Finally, the king’s ancestors helped to es-
tablish him as the “correct” Horus in a succession of
Osiris and Horus who ruled the underworld and Egypt
throughout eternity. This building, along with another
festival hall built by Amenhotep II but now destroyed,
shows the close connection between worship of Amun at
this temple and the legitimacy of the king.

PROCESSIONS AND PROCESSIONAL WAYS. The
four major temples of the Estate of Amun—Karnak,
Luxor, Medinet Habu, and Deir el Bahri—were linked
in ancient times by processional ways and axis alignments
designed for the celebration of processional festivals. A
processional way is a road, permanently decorated for
use in a formal parade. Axis alignment refers to the prac-
tice of building two distant structures on the same axis
so that one imaginary straight line would pass through
the center of both buildings. One processional way ran
from Karnak to Luxor, about three kilometers (1.86
miles) both on the east bank of the river. Karnak’s
east/west axis was aligned with Deir el Bahri’s east/west
axis across the river. Luxor and Medinet Habu were also
aligned with each other across the river. The main fes-
tivals celebrated at these temples featured the god’s pro-

cession from Karnak to Luxor (Feast of Opet), from
Luxor to Medinet Habu (Feast of Amunemopet), and
from Karnak to Deir el Bahri (Feast of the Valley). The
stone-paved processional routes passed through a series
of pylons in Karnak. Lines of sphinxes stood on both
sides of the street. Along the way were small, formal
shrines that provided a place for the priests carrying the
god’s barque, a ceremonial boat, to rest on a stone
pedestal. The route from Karnak led south to Khonsu’s
temple, Mut’s temple, and to the Luxor temple. The
most important of these processional festivals was the
Feast of Opet.

FEAST OF OPET. The Feast of Opet took place an-
nually in late August during the New Kingdom. On the
Egyptian calendar this was the second month of the sea-
son of inundation when the Nile flooded. In the reign
of Hatshepsut the festival lasted eleven days, but by the
time of Ramesses III it lasted 27 days. In Hatshepsut’s
time the festival procession proceeded along the
north/south axis of the temple, exited the south gate,
and followed the processional way to the Luxor temple.
The priests paused six times at stations where they could
support the barque on a stand in a sacred booth. Amun’s

50 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



The columned court of the temple of Luxor. © BETTMANN/CORBIS.

barque was accompanied by soldiers, dancers, and singers
who provided part of the spectacle of the procession. In
Ramesses IIT’s time the temples distributed to the peo-
ple 11,341 loaves of bread, 85 cakes, and 385 jars of beer
during each day of the festival. During Hatshepsut’s
reign the procession returned to Karnak from Luxor by
water, sailing on the Nile.

LUXOR TEMPLE: WOMEN’S QUARTERS OF AMUN’S
ESTATE. The present Luxor temple, built by Amenhotep
III and expanded by Rameses II, represented the
women’s quarters in Amun’s estate. The Egyptians called
it wm-ipet, “the harem.” During the Opet Festival, the
Egyptians celebrated the divine birth of the king at this
location. This divine birth provided a religious explana-
tion for how the king could be both a human and the
genetic son of the god Amun. The Egyptians visualized
the genetic relationship literally, as attested in reliefs from
both Deir el Bahri and the Luxor temple. They believed
that the spirit of Amun inhabited the king’s human fa-
ther at the moment of conception, an act ritually re-
created in the Luxor temple by the king with a living
woman, probably the queen, annually during the Opet
Festival. Moreover, the act of conception, in Egyptian
thought, conveyed a spirit called the royal ka into the
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fetus of the unborn king. Amun created the royal ka as
part of his essence that gave the child possessing the royal
ka a legitimate right to rule Egypt. The festival also re-
infused the royal ka in the living king. This festival was
the main purpose of the inner rooms of the Luxor tem-
ple. The king was part of the god’s procession from Kar-
nak to Luxor. The king then entered the inner rooms at
the temple and mystically re-enacted both his own con-
ception and his rejuvenation by absorbing the royal ka.
Perhaps the best illustration of the way this helped the
king is found in King Horemheb’s coronation at Luxor.
Horembheb was the second general to become king at the
end of the Eighteenth Dynasty after the last royal heir,
Tutankhamun, died. Horemheb merged his coronation
with the Festival of Opet, infusing his originally non-
royal self with the royal ka, and thus becoming the le-
gitimate king.

LINKING EAST AND WEST THEBES. In general,
Amun’s living quarters were on the east bank of the Nile
at Thebes. On the west bank of the river, associated with
the land of the dead, lived other forms of Amun inhab-
ited by the spirits of deceased kings. All of the Eigh-
teenth-dynasty kings built temples on the west bank that
Egyptologists have called mortuary temples. In reality
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these temples were residences for forms of Amun that
would eventually merge with each of the deceased kings.
The two most important locations for these temples were
Deir el Bahri and Medinet Habu. Deir el Bahri was the
site of the Eleventh-dynasty temple of Nebhepetre Men-
tuhotep and of Hatshepsut. Medinet Habu was the site
of Ramesses III's mortuary temple built in the Twenti-
eth Dynasty, but was also recognized as the location of
a mound where the gods had created the earth. The Fes-
tival of the Valley connected Karnak and Deir el Bahri.
The Festival of Amunemopet connected Luxor and
Medinet Habu with a procession between them.

DEIR EL BAHRI AND THE FEAST OF THE VALLEY.
Nebhepetre Mentuhotep built the first mortuary tem-
ple in Deir el Bahri in the Eleventh Dynasty, but in
the Eighteenth Dynasty the more important temple was
the mortuary temple constructed by Hatshepsut. This
unique building, based on Nebhepetre Mentuhotep’s
neighboring structure, consisted of three terraces con-
nected by two ramps. On the two lower levels are colon-
nades opposite walls illustrating important events from
Hatshepsut’s reign. These relief sculptures include the
hauling of obelisks from Aswan for the Karnak temple,
Hatshepsut’s divine birth, and the expedition to Punt
(probably in Ethiopia) to bring back incense for Amun.
This terrace also holds shrines for Hathor, the goddess
of the necropolis, and for Anubis, the god of mummi-
fication. The third and highest terrace supported a
temple for Amun and for Hatshepsut. This temple was
the focus of Amun’s annual trip from Karnak to Deir
el Bahri to celebrate the Festival of the Valley. During
the Festival of the Valley, Amun, his wife Mut, and
their son Khonsu visited the deceased kings of Egypt
and his incarnation living in Deir el Bahri called Amun
Holy of Holies. The images of the gods were ferried
across the river in a special barque and then carried
from the west bank of the river to the temple. After the
reign of Hatshepsut, the statues spent the night in the
temple of the reigning king. The procession returned
to Karnak the next day. On this occasion many Egypt-
ian families also visited their family tomb, often hav-
ing a meal there.

MEDINET HABU AND THE FESTIVAL OF
AMUNEMOPET. Ramesses III built the large temple at
Medinet Habu that stands on the site today for himself
as Amun-United-with-Eternity. Earlier in the time of
Thutmose III, there was a temple of the “T'rue Mound
of the West” on this site. The mound refers to the place
where the god first created the world. By linking the
mound to the west, the intention is to affirm that this
first creation would continue in the west, the land of the

dead. The god Amunemopet, meaning “Amun who is
in the Opet” (i.e. the Luxor temple), traveled weekly
from the Luxor temple to Medinet Habu to visit the
mound temple. This is the final link between the tem-
ples of the east and west bank. The statue of the god
traveled by barque across the river, then either by a canal
or on a road to the Medinet Habu temple. This feast
also called for distributions of food and drink to the pop-
ulation.

THE PROCESSIONAL PERIMETER OF THE ESTATE
OF AMUN. The processional routes from Karnak to
Luxor, from Karnak to Deir el Bahri with detours to the
temples associated with various kings’ cults, and from
Luxor to Medinet Habu form a rectangle on the map
that delineates the Estate of Amun. The festivals and
their processions tie together the major monuments of
Thebes and allow for a unitary overview of the sacred
places. The individual buildings, however, also func-
tioned as independent units. They each owned and ad-
ministered land that ultimately provided the upkeep for
each building. There seems to be no administrative or
economic connection between the different religious
units of the Estate of Amun. This fact points to a cer-
tain decentralization in the New Kingdom in adminis-
tration which is not apparent in other periods of
Egyptian history.
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EGYPTIAN CONSTRUCTION
TECHNOLOGY

QUARRYING AND TRANSPORTING STONE. The an-
cient Egyptians are Widely recognized as great engineers,
but are also thought to be extremely conservative. There
is a real contradiction in these two views. Part of the
Egyptians’ greatness included the ability to improvise
solutions to technical problems. Innovations allowed
the Egyptians to develop new quarrying tools and to
increase the weight of stones they hauled over time.
Large numbers of people had to be involved in quarry-
ing and transporting stone, which was a dangerous en-
deavor. The description of a quarrying expedition in
the inscription of Amenemhet from the reign of Men-
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Model rocker. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 02.226, GIFT OF THE EGYPT EXPLORATION FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

tuhotep III emphasizes this reality in that the leader
counts among his major accomplishments the fact that
the entire crew returned safely to Egypt. This success is
associated with miracles, but clearly the Egyptians’ care-
ful study of the technical side of quarrying should re-
ceive much of the credit. For example, the Egyptians
developed methods for quarrying both hard and soft

stones.

CHISELS AND AXES. There was a development in
tools during the roughly 2,300 years from the Old King-
dom (2675-2170 B.C.E.) to the Ptolemaic Period
(332-30 B.C.E.) as is evident in the different marks the
chisels or axes left in different time periods. In the ear-
lier period—the Old and Middle Kingdom—the marks
are irregular lines that all curve in one direction. Rose-
marie Klemm, a German geologist who extensively stud-
ied ancient Egyptian quarries, suggested that these lines
are compatible with the soft copper chisels discovered by
archaeologists in Egypt, but Dieter Arnold, the German
archacologist, posited that these lines were more likely
the marks of stone axes or picks. Early in the New King-

dom the lines left by tools in quarries are longer than
those lines made during the Old and Middle Kingdom:s.
These New Kingdom lines also alternate in direction in
a type of herringbone pattern, unlike the earlier lines
which all curve in the same direction. R. Klemm sug-
gested these patterns match the harder bronze chisels
which had already been in use in Egypt for other pur-
poses since the Middle Kingdom (2008-1630 B.C.E.).
Arnold again refuted Klemm’s chisel theory and attrib-
uted the marks to stone picks or axes. In Ramesside times
and later (1292-1075 B.C.E.), the lines left by the tools
changed yet again, this time as closely set together lines,
longer than the marks made in previous times but again
all curving in the same direction. These lines suggested
to Arnold the use of a pick-like instrument made of stone
since the only bronze chisel in use during this time pe-
riod was shaped like a bar. Marks that match the bar
chisel are commonly found in rock-cut tombs; appar-
ently the builders used the tool to cut a tunnel that they
formed into a tomb, rather than to cut blocks for build-
ing. Arnold’s suggestion would mean that only the tun-
neling tool is currently known from archaeological
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Wooden tools from the 18th-dynasty tomb of the royal architect Kha at Deir el-Medina. GIANNI DAGLI ORTI/CORBIS.

examples. The stone axe or pick that Arnold suggested
as a quarrying tool has not yet been recognized in the
archacological record.

TRANSPORTING BUILDING MATERIALS. The Egyp-
tians transported stone through both human and animal
power. A basic understanding of physics and balance al-
lowed Egyptian workmen to lift and lower heavy loads
using, in different periods, pulleys, wedges, ramps, and
construction roads. The use of the shaduf in the Rames-
side Period to raise water demonstrates that the Egyp-
tians understood the basic physics of lifting heavy
weights. Measuring from the beginning of Egyptian his-
tory through the New Kingdom, engineers moved in-
creasingly larger stone loads through innovation. Many
Egyptian relief sculptures depict men carrying sand,
gravel, mud, bricks, timber, and even small stones over
long distances from their source near the river to con-
struction sites. Men carried bricks or single small blocks

of stone on their shoulders or in slings attached to poles.
In the tomb of Rekhmire (reign of Thutmose III,
1479-1425 B.C.E.) drawings depict workmen hauling
three bricks on each side in carrying slings. Groups of
men also carried bricks and stones in handbarrows with
handles on four sides. The oldest known handbarrow
dates to Dynasty 3 (2675-2625 B.C.E.). Donkeys still
haul building materials in Egypt in the early twenty-first
century, carrying up to 100 kilograms (220 pounds) for
short distances.

Heavy Loaps. The Egyptians moved extremely
heavy weights beginning as early as the reign of Khufu
(2585-2560 B.C.E.) in the Old Kingdom. Some of the
heaviest blocks moved by the Egyptians include stones
from the Great Pyramid weighing up to sixty tons and
spanning as much as eight meters (26 feet) in width. By
the reign of Ramesses II (1279-1213 B.C.E.) the Egyp-
tians regularly moved colossal statues weighing up to
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

A QUARRY INSCRIPTION FROM THE
MIDDLE KINGDOM

INTRODUCTION: Opening a quarry was an official event often
commemorated with steles at the quarry. Leaders of
quarrying expeditions were high officials who proudly
left records of their accomplishments in long inscriptions.
Amenemhet, one such official, led an expedition to the
Wadi Hammamat during the reign of Mentuhotep Ill in
1957 B.c.e. and left the following record. Because he
shares a name with the next king, Amenemhet I, many
scholars have identified him with the first king of Dy-
nasty 12. The section head within was not resident in the
original document.

Year two, month two of the Inundation season, Day
fifteen of the Horus Nebtawy, the Two Ladies, Nebtawy,
the Horus of Gold, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt,
Nebtawyre, the Son of Re, Mentuhotep, living forever. His
Majesty commanded the erection of this stela for his fa-
ther, (the god) Min, the Lord of the Hill Country in this
noble, primeval mountain. (Min is) one who is foremost
of place in the land of the Horizon Dwellers and the
palace of the god. (He is) one who offers life in the sa-
cred nest of Horus with which this god is content. (This
mountain) is his pure place of enjoyment which is over
the hill countries and god’s country in order that his
(Min’s) soul might be satisfied. (Min is) one who is hon-
ored by gods, that being what the king who is on the
Great Throne does. (The king) is one who is foremost of
thrones and one who is enduring of monuments, a
beneficent god, the lord of joy, one who is greatly feared
and one who is great in love, one who is heir of Horus in
his Two Lands, one whom Isis—the divine mother of Min
and one great of magic—had reared for the kingship of
Horus of the Two Banks, the king of Upper and Lower
Egypt, living like Re forever. (He) says: | caused that
Amenemhet—a nobleman, mayor, vizier, and one whom
the king trusts—go forth together with an expedition of
ten thousand men from the southern nomes of Upper
Egypt and the frontier of Oxyrhynchus in order to bring
to me a noble, costly, and pure stone which is in this
mountain—whose excellence Min made—to be a sar-
cophagus, an eternal remembrance that will be a monu-
ment in the temples of Upper Egypt. (I sent him) just as a
king sends the chief of the Two Lands in order to bring to
him his desire from the hill country of Father Min. He
made it as a monument for his father Min of Coptus, the
lord of the hill country and chief of the tribesmen that he
might make many great offerings, living like Re forever.

Day 27. The cover of this sarcophagus descended, a
block of four cubits by eight cubits by two cubits (2.10 x

4.20 x 1.05 meters; 6.8 x 16.5 x 3.4 feet), that being
what came form from the work. Three calves were
slaughtered and goats were slaughtered and incense was
burned. Now an expedition of three thousand sailors from
the nomes of Lower Egypt followed it in peace to Egypt.

The Same Expedition: The Commander’s Record

Nebtawyre, living forever, Regnal Year Two, Month
Two of Inundation, Day Fifteen: A royal mission which the
noble, count, mayor, vizier, judge, King's-confidant, Over-
seer of Works, Great One in his Office, Great One in his
Nobility, Foremost one of Place in the House of His lord,
Inspector of Magistrates, Chief of the Six Great Ones,
Judge of Nobles and Commoners, Judge of Sun Folk, One
to Whom the Great Ones Come Bowing and the Whole
Land is Prone, One Whose Lord Promoted his Rank, One
Who Enters His (the king’s) Heart, Overseer of the Door
of Upper Egypt, One Who Controlled for Him Millions of
Commoners in order to do for him his heart’s desire con-
cerning his monuments which endure on earth, Great
One of the King of Upper Egypt, Great One of the King
of Lower Egypt, Controller of the Mansions of the Crown
of Lower Egypt, Priest of Herakleopolis being the One
who Stretches the Cord, One who Judges Without Partial-
ity, Overseer of all Upper Egypt, One to Whom Everything
is Reported, One Who Controls the Affairs of the Lord of
the Two Lands, One Who Sets his Heart on a Royal Com-
mission, Inspector of Inspectors, Controller of Overseers,
Vizier of Horus in His Appearance, Amenemhet says: My
Lord—may he live, prosper, be healthy—the King of Up-
per and Lower Egypt Nebtawyre sent me as a god sends
his (own) limb in order to establish his monuments in this
land. He chose me in front of his town while | was hon-
ored before his entourage. Now then, His Majesty com-
manded a procession to this noble foreign country, an
expedition together with the best men of the whole
land—stone masons, craftsmen, stone cutters, carvers,
outline scribes, metal workers, goldsmiths, treasurers of
the Palace of every department of the treasury, every rank
of the palace being gathered under my control. | made
the hill country as a river, the high valley as a water way.
| brought a sarcophagus—an eternal remembrance, en-
during forever—to him. Never did anything like it descend
from the hill country since the time of the gods. The ex-
pedition returned without a loss, no man perished. The
troops did not turn back. A donkey did not die. There
was no deficiency of the craftsmen. | brought it about for
the Majesty of the Lord as a Spirit, while Min acted for
him, in as much as he loved him. And that his soul might
endure on the Great Throne in the Kingship of Horus.
What he did was a greater thing. | am his servant of his
heart, one who did all which he praises every day.

Translated by Edward Bleiberg.
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This painting of The Watering of Plants in a Garden with Help of a Shaduf from the tomb of the sculptor Ipui is the only existing il-
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1,000 tons. In almost every period of Egyptian history,
there is ample evidence that engineers devised methods
of moving massive stones long distances. The gradual in-
crease in the weight of construction-use stones from
Khufu’s time to Ramesses II’s time suggests that Egypt-
ian engineers continued to improve their methods for
moving stone. Thus in the Middle Kingdom the engi-
neers of Senwosret I (1919—1875 B.C.E.) and Amen-
emhet III (1818-1772 B.C.E.) devised methods of
moving blocks twice as large as Khufu’s Great Pyramid
blocks. The kings of the early Eighteenth Dynasty
(1539-1400 B.C.E.) moved blocks three times heavier
than the blocks moved in the Middle Kingdom. Amen-
hotep III’s (1390-1352 B.C.E.) engineers doubled the
weight of construction-use blocks yet again over the ear-
lier Eighteenth Dynasty, only to be topped by Ramesses
IT’s engineers, who moved blocks thirty percent larger
than those moved at the end of Dynasty Eighteen.
Ramesses II’s reign seems to mark the end of these gains.
Yet kings of the Late Period such as Psamtik IT (595-589

B.C.E.) and Amasis (570-526 B.C.E.) moved large-scale
monuments weighing as much as 580 tons. The Roman
historian Pliny (23-79 C.E.) provided the best descrip-
tion of the transporting of an ancient Egyptian obelisk.
According to Pliny, workmen dug a canal from the river
to the resting spot of the obelisk, actually tunneling un-
der the obelisk, allowing the ends of it to rest on either
bank of the canal. Two vessels traveled up the canal
loaded with blocks of stone double the weight of the
obelisk, causing the boats to submerge slightly. They
then stopped under the obelisk and removed the stones
from the boats. Free from the weight of the stones, the
boats rose in the water until the obelisk balanced be-
tween them. Though long-distance hauling of heavy
loads was primarily by boat, transportation from the
quarry to the boat and from the boat to the building site
forced the Egyptians to develop methods for overland
hauling of heavy loads. A relief sculpture in the tomb of
Djeheutyhotep dating to Dynasty Twelve (1938-1759
B.C.E.) at Bersheh in Middle Egypt depicts the Egyp-
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A 42-meter long unfinished obelisk still in the granite quarry at Aswan. © YANN ARTHUS-BERTRAND/CORBIS.

tians using rollers on skid poles and sledges as tools to
enable very large numbers of men to pull the block or
statue by ropes fastened around the stone. Liquid poured
on the sand or on a construction road made the surface
more slippery and allowed the sledge to move more eas-

ily.

ROLLERS ON SKID POLES. Egyptian rollers were
made from sycamore, a locally grown tree. The archae-
ological examples that have been excavated are short,
with rounded ends and approximately ten centimeters
(3.9 inches) wide. The rollers work best on skid poles—
a track made of parallel beams. The skid poles keep the
rollers moving in the right direction. Such skid poles
have been found at the entrances to pyramid corridors
where builders used them to roll the closing block into
position. For very heavy loads such as obelisks, whole
tree trunks were used as rollers.

SLEDGES. Sledges are known both from archaco-
logical examples and from relief sculptures that show

sledges transporting heavy stone columns and more fre-
quently, funerary goods such as shrines and coffins. Of
the examples of sledges found in archaeological contexts,
the largest was found near the pyramid of Senwosret I1I
at Dahshur. It is 4.2 meters long and 0.9 meters wide
(13.7 by 2.95 feet). The runners are twelve by twenty
centimeters (4.7 by 7.8 inches). Four cross beams con-
nect the runners using tongue and groove construction
to join them. In tongue and groove construction, all the
beams have slotted holes where ropes were attached. A
smaller sledge from the time of Senwosret I (1919-1875
B.C.E.), found at Lisht, measures 1.73 by 0.78 meters
(5.6 by 2.5 feet). It only has two cross beams but also
additional round poles mounted in front of one cross
beam and behind the other cross beam. These poles were
probably used to attach ropes. The relief representations
of sledges show them transporting stone statues, coffins,
canopic boxes, and shrines used in tombs. The scene
from the causeway of Unas shows sledges transporting
granite columns and architraves. These columns are
known to be six meters (19.6 feet) long. Thus it seems
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Builders making mud brick and constructing a wall. Painting from the tomb of Rekhmire, vizier under Thutmose Ill and Amenhotep
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likely that they were transported on sledges at least seven
meters (22.9 feet) long. The most famous transport scene
depicts a colossal alabaster statue of Djeheutyhotep on a
sledge hauled by 172 men. The men are depicted in four
different registers (divisions of the scene by a series of
parallel lines), suggesting that they were divided into four
columns of workers. Arnold estimated that the statue was
seven meters (22.9 feet) high and weighed 58 tons. An-
other scene from the reign of Ahmose shows three bulls
hauling a block that weighed about five tons on a sledge.
Finally a scene depicting the transport of Hatshepsut’s
320-ton obelisk found at her temple in Deir el Bahri
shows a sledge that must have been 31 meters (101.7
feet) long, probably constructed from whole tree trunks.
A sledge could not carry a heavy load over a soft surface
such as sand, so the Egyptians prepared paths with lime-
stone chip surfaces, possibly covered with mud. Many
representations of sledges show a man pouring water on
the road surface in front of the sledge. Henri Chevrier,

the French archaeologist, conducted experiments on us-
ing an Egyptian sledge in modern times and showed that
six men easily moved a 4.8-ton stone over a wet mud
surface.

ROPES. Ropes were essential for almost all con-
struction operations, particularly for hauling stone blocks.
Egyptian ropes were made of dom palmfibers, reed, flax
grass, sparto grass, halfa grass, or papyrus. The largest ar-
chaeological examples of ropes were 20.3 centimeters in
circumference and 6.35 centimeters in diameter (7.9 by
2.5 inches). Literary evidence suggests that ropes of 525
to 735 meters (1,722 to 2,411 feet) were manufactured
in special cases to move especially heavy loads.
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PLINY’S DESCRIPTION OF LOADING AN
OBELISK ON A SHIP

INTRODUCTION: The Egyptians left no descriptions of the
way they moved heavy pieces of stone. The best ev-
idence of Egyptian methods comes from the Roman
author Pliny the Elder who visited Egypt in the first
century c.t. and observed the following.

SOURCE: Pliny, Natural History. Vol. X. Trans. D. E. Eichholz
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962): 56.

SIGNIFICANT
PEOPLE

in Architecture and Design

AMENHOTEP, SON OF HAPU

Late in the reign of Thutmose III (1479-1425
B.C.E.—Early in the reign of Tutankhamun
(1332—-1322 B.C.E.)

Scribe
Chief of the King’s Works

COMMONER TO COURTIER. Amenhotep son of
Hapu was born in the Nile delta late in the reign of
Thutmose III. His father, Hapu, was a commoner.
Amenhotep’s first known official position was royal
scribe. He was thus an embodiment of the Egyptian be-
lief that education was the key to moving up in society.
Eventually, he became Chief of All the King’s Works in
the reign of Amenhotep III (1390-1352 B.C.E.). In this
position he supervised enormous building projects.
These projects included additions at the Karnak temple,
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the first stage of the Luxor temple, and the king’s mor-
tuary temple in western Thebes, the largest ever built.
After his death, Amenhotep son of Hapu was deified and
considered a healing god.
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HEMIUNU, SON OF NEFERMAAT
fl. Fourth Dynasty (2625-2500 B.C.E.)

Priest
Architect

RovyAL CONNECTIONS. Hemiunu was the son of
Nefermaat, a son of King Sneferu. He was thus grand-
son of one king and nephew of King Khufu, patron of
the Great Pyramid at Giza. As a member of the royal
family he reached many high offices. The list of his
achievements is recorded on his statue, currently located
in Hildesheim, Germany. They include,

Member of the elite, high official, vizier, king’s seal
bearer, attendant of Nekhen, and spokesman of
every resident of Pe, priest of Bastet, priest of Shes-
metet, priest of the Ram of Mendes, Keeper of the
Apis Bull, Keeper of the White Bull, whom his lord
loves, elder of the palace, high priest of Thoth,
whom his lord loves, courtier, Overseer of Royal
Scribes, priest of the Panther Goddess, Director of
Music of the South and North, Overseer of All Con-
struction Projects of the King, king’s [grand-]son of
his own body ...

The last title listed, and perhaps the most important ti-
tle he held, allows Egyptologists to determine that he
was the architect and construction supervisor for the
Great Pyramid and of all the mastaba tombs located at
Giza. His own large mastaba tomb and magnificent stat-
ues suggest the extent of the rewards King Khufu gave
Hemiunu in return for this work. As is true with so many
other important individuals who lived in ancient Egypt,

little detail of his life can be added.
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Hermann Junker, “Giza I: Die Mastabas der IV. Dynastie
auf dem Westfriedhof” Denkschrift der Kaiserlichen
Abkademie der Wissenschaften 69 (1929): 153-157.

IMHOTEP
fl. Dynasty 3 (2675-2625 B.C.E.)

High Priest of Heliopolis
Architect

ARCHITECT AND PRIEST. Little is recorded of
Imhotep’s personal life. Even the date of his birth and
death remain unknown, though he lived during the
Third-dynasty reign of King Djoser (2675-2654 B.C.E.).
He certainly reached the highest stracum of society, act-
ing as both High Priest of Re at Heliopolis and the ar-
chitect for King Djoser’s Step Pyramid Complex at
Saqqara. Even these facts come from much later sources.
According to Manetho, the third-century B.C.E. histo-
rian, Imhotep built the first stone building—the Step
Pyramid complex. The inscription that mentions his
name on a statue of Djoser confirms his high position.
The next information about Imhotep after the statue in-
scription comes 1,000 years later from a papyrus now in
the Turin Museum, which calls Imhotep a patron of
scribes. In addition, he was already described as son of
the god Prah, the god of the capital city, Memphis. Af-
ter 664 B.C.E., Egyptians made numerous bronze stat-
uettes of Imhotep. They described him as a teacher,
physician, and god. The Greek rulers of Egypt after 332
B.C.E. associated Imhotep with Asclepius, the Greek god
of medicine.
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INENI

Late Dynasty 17 (1630-1539 B.C.E.)-Early Dynasty
18 (1539-1425 B.C.E.)

High Government Official
Superintendent of Royal Buildings

VARIED RESPONSIBILITIES. Ineni held important
offices in the administration of Egypt beginning with
the reign of King Amenhotep I (1514-1493 B.C.E.) and
ending in the reign of Thutmose IIT (1479-1425
B.C.E.). He held the titles Superintendent of the Gra-
naries, Superintendent of Workmen in the Karnak

Treasuries, Superintendent of the Royal Buildings, and
Mayor of Thebes. His career probably stretched from
late in Amenhotep Is reign to early in Thutmose III’s
reign, a period encompassing over twenty years. He was
active in overseeing the excavation of the first tcomb in
the Valley of the Kings, belonging to Thutmose I
(1493-1481 B.C.E.). He must also have been involved
in building Hatshepsuts temple in Deir el Bahri,
though the architect for that tomb was Senenmut, a
younger colleague. Ineni’s own tomb was badly de-
stroyed in antiquity. His autobiography carved on the
wall and his statues were all defaced, perhaps by ene-
mies. The most unusual feature of his tomb is the preva-
lence of trees both in paintings and lists. Over 394
sycamore, acacia, and palm trees of different varieties
were painted and listed in hieroglyphs in the tomb, a
feature unknown in other tombs.
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SENENMUT, SON OF RAMOSE

fl. early Dynasty 18 (reign of Hatshepsut, 1478-1458
B.C.E.)

Government Official
Architect

FrOM COMMONER TO THE ROYAL HOUSEHOLD.
Senenmut was probably born in Armant, a town north
of modern Luxor. His parents, Ramose and Hatnofer,
were commoners, so it is unclear how Senenmut joined
the upper administration. He may first have achieved
recognition as a scribe since he became tutor to the royal
princess Neferura during the reign of Thutmose II
(1481-1479 B.C.E.). By the end of this reign he served
as steward of estates both for the princess and her
mother, Queen Hatshepsut. His connection with Hat-
shepsut clearly led to his prominence. When Hatshep-
sut began to perform the functions normally performed
by a male king on the death of her husband (1478-1458
B.C.E.), Senenmut first served as leader of a quarrying
expedition to bring obelisks back to the temple at Kar-
nak. He also achieved increasingly higher offices at the
chief god Amun’s temple. One of his 25 statues names

him as architect at Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple at
Deir el Bahri.
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SETY I
Late Dynasty 18 (13162 B.C.E.—1279 B.C.E.)

King
Patron of Architecture

PERSONAL LIFE. Sety I was the second king of Dy-
nasty 19. He ruled from 1290 B.C.E. to 1279 B.C.E. His
father was Ramesses I, the founder of the dynasty. His
son was Ramesses II, who was even more famous than
his father as a builder. Sety’s reign is important to the
history of Egyptian architecture, however, because the
model of the Heliopolis temple gateway that he com-
missioned is the only surviving architectural model from
ancient Egypt.

DESCRIPTION OF THE MODEL. The model is a large
rectangular block of reddish-brown quartzite. The di-
mensions of the base are 28 by 87.5 by 112 centimeters
(11 by 34 by 44 inches). The top of the base is cut back
to create a platform for the temple. Ten steps lead up to
the platform. The top of the model was carved with ten
recesses that originally contained the elements that rep-
resented the building and statuary in front of the build-
ing. Three sides of the model are carved with scenes of
Sety I and inscriptions that describe the king making of-
ferings to the Egyptian sun gods named Atum and Ho-
rakhty. The king is represented twice on the front and
three times each on the sides of the model. The inscrip-
tions also reveal that the recesses originally held models
of the pylons, doors, flagstaffs and obelisks of the holy of
holies of Atum’s temple, probably at Heliopolis, but pos-
sibly another temple of Atum at Tell el Yeudiah, the spot
where the model was discovered about 1880. The in-
scriptions also describe the materials used to make the el-
ements of the model. The pylon was white crystalline
limestone. The doors were described as bronze, but were
probably wood overlaid with bronze. The flagstaffs were
mesdet-stone, but usually real flagstaffs were made from
cedar trees. The model obelisks were carved from
greywacke, a highly prized Egyptian stone that was quar-
ried in the Wadi Hammamat. Actual obelisks were carved
from red granite, as is Sety’s actual obelisk from He-
liopolis now located in Rome. The shapes of the recesses
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make clear where each of the elements would have been
set. There are also additional recesses in the model that
are not described in the inscriptions but can easily be re-
constructed from knowledge of actual Egyptian temples.
The long recesses behind the pylon towers held the walls
of the building. The square recesses in front of the tower
held standing statues of Sety I. The four remaining re-
cesses shaped like rectangles with one short side replaced
by an arc accommodate the shape of a sphinx. There are
recesses to hold four sphinxes that here represent the pro-
cessional way of the temple, commonly decorated in ac-
tual temples with long rows of sphinxes. The temple is
approached by a stairway. This arrangement is known in
temples from Amarna which predate the model by fifty
to seventy years. The stairs suggest that the temple was
built on a hill, just as the temple at Heliopolis was. This
hill was called the “High Sand” and represented the first
hill to emerge from the water at the beginning of time.
On this hill the god Atum created the world, according
to Egyptian belief.

PURPOSE OF THE MODEL. The precious materials
used to create this model suggest that its purpose was
not as an architect’s model, but may have been part of
a religious ritual called “To Present the House to Its
Lord.” This ritual is the last in a series of five rituals that
the Egyptian king performed to dedicate a new build-
ing. The rituals included “Stretching the Cord” (sur-
veying the site), Spraying Natron (purification of the
site), Cutting a Trench (digging the foundation), Strik-
ing a Brick (taking the first mud brick from its mould),
and finally when the building was complete, Presenting
the House to Its Lord. Such models are represented in
reliefs of this ritual at Esna, Edfu, and at Kawa.
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SOURCES
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Amenembhet (King Amenemhet 1?), Quarry Inscriptions
(c. 1957 B.C.E.)—This series of inscriptions found in
the Wadi Hammamat in the Eastern Desert of Egypt
recounts a successful expedition to quarry a sarcophagus
for King Mentuhotep III. The Amenemhet who wrote
it probably was the next king of Egypt.
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Anonymous, Praise of Thebes (c. 1292-1190 B.C.E.)—This
poem, preserved on a papyrus in the Royal Museum of
Antiquities, Leiden, The Netherlands, describes the
splendors of the New Kingdom capital.

Anonymous, Pyramid Texts (reign of Unas, c. 2371-2350
B.C.E.)—These ritual speeches, carved inside pyramids
beginning in the reign of Unas, helped the deceased
king unify with the sun god, his father, according to
Egyptian religious belief.

Hemiunu, Great Pyramid of Khufi—Largest and best known
pyramid, built in the Fourth Dynasty.

Herodotus, The Histories (c. 440 B.C.E.)—The first book of
history by the Greek “Father of History” describes ma-
jor monuments he saw in Egypt. Though often fanci-
ful, it remains a valuable source for information on
Egyptian monuments now in ruins.

Imhotep, Step Pyramid of Djoser—TFirst preserved stone
monument in ancient Egypt.

Khnumhotep, Autobz'ogmp/ﬂy 0thnum/ﬂotep (c. 1857
B.C.E.)—This autobiography describes Khnumhotep’s

activities restoring his father’s tomb and building a
tomb for himself.

Pliny the Elder, Natural History (c. 77 C.E.)—This Roman
writer described the geography of Egypt, including
wonders of architecture and building techniques he ob-
served while visiting in the first century.

Senenmut, Temple of Hatshepsut—DPart of the Estate of
Amun, on the west bank of Thebes, opposite modern
Luxor. The terraced temple was a major achievement of
Egyptian architecture.

Shepsi, son of Inherhenmet, Letters to the Dead (Old King-
dom, c. 2675-2170 B.C.E.)—These letters deposited in
tombs illustrate the Egyptian belief that the dead partic-
ipated actively in the life of the living and the tomb
was the place the living and dead could meet.

Temple of Amun at Karnak—Largest and most important
temple for the chief deity of the New Kingdom, located
in the Estate of Amun on the east bank at Thebes
(modern Luxor). The temple includes over 200 acres of
buildings built from the Middle Kingdom to the Ptole-
maic Period.
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IMPORTANT EVENTS

in Dance

All dates in this chronology are approximations (c.) and
occur before the common era (B.C.E.).

3500-3300

2500-2170

2415-2371

2371-2350

2350-2170

64

Statuettes and paintings on pots buried in
graves represent dancers performing a fu-
neral dance, the earliest known represen-
tations of such dances. Ostriches are
depicted dancing in the desert.

More Old Kingdom tombs include scenes
of dance. Tombs of the high officials Ti
and Kagemni include scenes of dancing
monbkeys.

Traders bring an African pygmy to dance
in Egypt in the reign of Djedkare Isesy.

First example of Pyramid Text 310 which
priests recite or sing during the muu-
dance at the beginning of a funeral.

The funeral priest Khnumhotep describes
dancing the heby-dance in an inscription
on his statue.

2350-2338

2338-2298

2286

1844-1837

1539-1075

1539-1514

1352-1336

945-712

381-343

Princess Watetkhethor commissions artists
to decorate one entire wall of her tomb
with the funeral dance, including details
of its execution.

The Pyramid Texts carved in Pepy I’s
pyramid include the liturgy for the king
to perform the “Dance of the God” while
imitating a pygmy.

The boy king, Pepi II, sends a royal de-
cree to his expedition leader, Harkhuf,
thanking him for the gift of a dancing

pygmy-.

A list written on papyrus enumerates
twelve dancers’ names and the many fes-
tivals where they perform.

Artists regularly depict dancers in scenes
of funerary banquets.

A hymn dedicated to King Ahmose refers
to ostriches dancing in the desert.

Dancing ostriches are depicted in King
Akhenaten’s tomb.

Horihotep serves as chief dancer of the
goddess Bastet, a little-known title that
suggests increased interest in dancing as
part of divine worship.

Pawenhatef dances the heby-dance for the
cult of the Apis bull.
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OVERVIEW
of Dance

DEFINITION. Dance, at its most basic, is rthythmic
body movement, often performed to music. In modern
society dance can be an art form, recreation, or religious
expression. Professional dancers entertain through bal-
let, modern dance, tap, and a variety of other art forms,
while non-professionals dance at celebrations such as
weddings or for fun at discos and clubs. In ancient Egypt,
however, dance mostly served a ritual purpose at funer-
als or in ceremonies for the gods and was limited to pro-
fessional dancers. One papyrus from the reign of King
Senwosret I (1844—1837 B.C.E.) listed monthly dance
performances incorporated into the New Moon, Half
Moon and Full Moon festivals. Dancers performed an-
nually at the Night of Welcoming the Flood Festival
when the Nile rose; the Festival of the Five Days Be-
tween the Years during the New Year Festival; the Fes-
tival of Sokar, the sun god; the Festival of Hathor, the
goddess of music, dance, and love; and many other fes-
tivals. The common scenes of dancers performing at ban-
quets in New Kingdom tombs were probably also
religious rituals, though the banquets initially appear to
be social occasions with the dancers apparently enter-
taining the guests. Egyptians viewed social dancing, how-
ever, with suspicion. In one Late Period text, for
example, “dancing in the desert” is synonymous with
laziness. Non-professional dancing was virtually un-
known in ancient Egyptian society.

SOURCES. Scholars depend on scenes carved on
tomb and temple walls to learn about Egyptian dance.
A few ancient texts refer directly to dance, but the most
useful texts for this study are the captions in tomb il-
lustrations of dances and the liturgy recited during fu-
nerals. Both of these sources present difficulties in
interpretation, however. Egyptian artists followed con-
ventions for representing motion which differ greatly
from the perspective drawings used in Western society
since the Renaissance. Moreover, artists often chose a
few characteristic poses to illustrate a dance, omitting
important links between steps, because they only in-

tended to represent enough of the dance to make it mag-
ically effective for the tomb owner. They never intended
these illustrations to be used as a manual for learning the
dances. All dance in Egypt seems to be programmatic,
always representing or symbolizing something beyond
the gestures of the dance itself, although scholars cannot
always decipher the dance’s meaning. Yet the purpose
and meaning of the dance and the accompanying cap-
tions must have been clear to most Egyptians.

DANCERS. Most dancers were professionals who
were members of the kbener—an organization that could
be a bureau in an institution or could function inde-
pendently as a troupe. Institutional kheners were at-
tached to temples, tombs, towns, and royal or other
wealthy households. In some cases, the sons and daugh-
ters of the deceased performed the ritual dances at fu-
nerals. Dwarfs, or more likely pygmies, performed
certain dances called the Dance of the God. They also
performed with the khener during funerals. The Egyp-
tians also represented animals such as monkeys and os-
triches dancing.

SEGREGATED DANCING. Depictions of dance show
that men and women danced separately. Either a male
or female couple performed the couples funeral dance
called #eref. Since the dancers impersonated the deceased
in this dance, male tomb owners depicted male tjeref-
dancers in their tombs while female tomb owners showed
female tjeref-dancers in their tombs. Men performed an-
other funeral dance called the muu-dance for both men
and women because the muu-dancers represented ferry-
men who guided the funeral processions of both men
and women. Women generally performed the dance
called 7ba, also part of the funeral ritual. Men acted as
muu-dancers for deceased men and women acted as
muu-dancers for deceased women. The dances thus were
closely linked to the dancer’s gender.

Music. Dancers performed funeral dances and cult
dances for the gods accompanied by percussion. The
most common percussion “instrument” was hand clap-
ping, and musicians used specially carved wooden clap-
pers to increase the volume of this sound. Musicians also
played the sistrum and the menat—wwo different kinds
of ritual rattles—during the cult dances performed be-
fore the gods. Dancers at banquets sometimes accompa-
nied themselves on the lute or danced to the harp.
Women performed with woodwinds on very rare occa-
sions at funeral banquets depicted in New Kingdom
tombs.

COSTUMES. Dancers often wore specialized cos-
tumes, jewelry, and headgear tailored to a specific dance.
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The muu-dancers, for example, wore a hat that never ap-
peared in other contexts. Female dancers sometimes wore
a ponytail weighted at the end with a ceramic disk or ball.
Young male and female dancers often performed nude or
wearing only a belt around the hips. Adult dancers wore
fewer clothes than most Egyptians, though in some cases
dancers wore “street clothes.” In any case, Egyptians in
general felt comfortable with minimal clothing.

IMPORTANCE. The Egyptians integrated dance into
many aspects of their religious observance. At times,
dance, as ambiguous as its meaning might be to mod-
ern observers, is the only evidence for certain religious
beliefs in the earlier periods of Egyptian history. Schol-
ars have historically underrated dance’s importance in
Egyptian culture.

TOPICS

in Dance

PRECONCEPTIONS ABOUT DANCE

FARLIER MISUNDERSTANDINGS. Nineteenth-century
Egyptologists hindered accurate interpretations of ancient
Egyptian dance by imposing their own value systems on
the evidence. The lack of clothing in Egyptian dance caused
scholars to think of Egyptian dance as lewd, and thus they
turned to more seemly subjects for study. These scholars
also mistranslated the word “khener”—an Egyptian word
meaning “musical bureau”—as “harem.” They assumed
that there was a connection between the word for musical
bureau and the word for women’s quarters (harem) be-
cause of the similarity of the hieroglyphic writing of the
two different words. This misconception added to schol-
ars’ difficulties in dealing with Egyptian dance. Moreover,
Western scholars did not make an immediate connection
between dance and religious ritual because Western cul-
ture does not generally maintain the tradition of sacred
dance that was common to biblical religion. The absence
of dance in the church, synagogue, or mosque traditions
found in the West made scholars tentative in accepting
dance as integral to ancient Egyptian culture.

RECENT SCHOLARSHIP. Recently scholars have rec-
ognized the important role dance played in Egyptian fu-
nerals and cult ritual. They note, for example, that the
ancient text called “The Wisdom of Any” ranks dance
along with food, clothing, and incense as essential to di-
vine worship. Some scholars have now studied different
words for dance in ancient Egyptian and recorded dance

a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

THE WISEMAN ANY ON DANCE

INTRODUCTION: Egyptologists have given the name “wis-
dom texts” to a genre of Egyptian texts that dis-
pense advice and explain the nature of the world.
The “Wisdom of Any” was written in the late New
Kingdom and touches on many aspects of life. In
this passage Any discusses man'’s relationship to the
gods, which includes a mention of the importance
of song and dance to the gods.

Observe the feast of your god,
And repeat its season,
God is angry if it is neglected. ...

It will extol the might of the god.
Song, dance, incense are his foods,
Receiving prostrations is his wealth;
The god does it to magnify his name.

SOURCE: “Ani,” in The New Kingdom. Vol. 2 of Ancient
Egyptian Literature. Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976): 136.

scenes in tombs and temples. Additional data, along with
less prudish attitudes toward dance, will eventually re-
sult in a better understanding of this phenomenon.
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«

DANCE IN VISUAL ART

DRAWN FIGURES. The great majority of the evidence
for dance in ancient Egypt comes from visual art. As early
as the Nagada II Period (3500-3300 B.C.E.), sculptures
and paintings on pots represented dancers. In the Fifth
and Sixth Dynasties (2500-2170 B.C.E.), relief sculpture
in mastaba tombs included scenes of dance. The artists
who decorated many New Kingdom Theban tombs
(1539-1075 B.C.E.) included dancers in banquet scenes.
When artists represented dancers, the rules, or canon, of
Egyptian art used to depict the tomb owner and his or
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Dancers and musicians. Painted limestone relief from the Tomb of Nenkhefetka in Saqqgara, 5th Dynasty. © SCALA/ART RESOURCE, NY.

her family did not apply for the following reason. The
canon for artistic representation was in place because the
deceased and his or her family needed to be depicted in
avery specific way in order to activate the magic that trans-
ported them to the next world. Dancers depicted in the
tomb, however, were not being transported to the next
world, and so could be represented more freely in draw-
ings than the deceased. Thus, there is a great difference
between representations of dancers in the act of perform-
ing and the canonical representation of the human form.
The canonical Egyptian representation of a human in two
dimensions requires the head in profile with the eye rep-
resented frontally, as if the viewer saw the whole head from
the side but the eye from the front. The artists depicted
the shoulders from the front, but the figure seems to twist
at the waist so that the legs and feet are again in profile.
Additionally, artists used hieratic scale, meaning that size
indicated importance rather than the visual reality of the
relative size of human beings. In the canon, finally, there
was little use of overlap and no simulation of visual depth

as practiced in most of Western art. These rules, if ob-
served, would have made representations of dance im-
possible since the rules exclude motion and emphasize
timelessness. Thus artists experimented with a number of
techniques to represent dancers in the act of performing,.

REPRESENTING DANCERS. Dancers could be repre-
sented differently from the tomb owner and his or her
family because the dancers were not the figures whose
eternal life was guaranteed through this tomb. Thus
artists represented dancers in a manner closer to true pro-
file than the figures allowable under the official canon.
They also developed methods for showing dancers be-
side, in front of, and behind each other using overlap.
Often, artists elongated arms to allow them to reach to
the other side of a group of partners.

CHOOSING POSES. Artists also chose characteristic
poses in order to represent a dance. Wall space limited
the number of steps and figures that artists could include
from one dance. For example, in the relatively small tomb
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Jar with river scene. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 09.889.400,
CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

of Iy-mery, six dancing figures represent parts of the same
dance that artists portrayed with 31 figures in the very
large tomb of Watetkhethor. Iy-mery’s artists had much
less wall space, so they found ways to condense and ab-
breviate the action. Watetkhethor’s very large tomb ac-
commodated a more detailed portrayal of the dance.
During the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, artists first repre-
sented these characteristic movements from each dance
in the order they were executed. This technique was the
beginning of narrative in Egyptian visual art.

TEXTUAL SOURCES. The Egyptians left inscriptions
in relief scenes and the texts of funeral liturgies that fur-
ther explain the meaning and significance of dance. The
captions that sculptors carved in relief scenes are extremely
abbreviated. Often only two- or three-word sentence frag-
ments stood for a whole sentence that was part of a well-
known song. Unfortunately, modern scholars cannot
always make sense of these highly abbreviated inscriptions.
Sometimes, though, scholars have connected the words in
the captions to fuller texts in the liturgy of the Pyramid
Texts, carved in the royal pyramids of King Unas and the
kings of the Sixth Dynasty, and Coffin Texts, the rituals
written on the inside of many Middle Kingdom coffins.
These two sets of spells recited during a funeral often can
illuminate both the captions and thus the meaning and
significance of dance steps or even entire dances.
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COSTUMES AND FASHION IN DANCE

CLOTHING. During the Old Kingdom, women nor-
mally wore long dresses with straps over the shoulders.
The hems of such dresses hung just above the ankles.
Dancers wore this costume while performing the mirror
dance in the tomb of the prime minister, Mereruka.
Singers and clappers accompanying dances also often
wore this costume in scenes of all periods. However, the
Old Kingdom dress fit snugly and obstructed free move-
ment. This garment could only accommodate dances
performed with short steps that avoided raising the legs.
During more vigorous dances, female performers wore a
short kilt cut at an angle in the front. A belt often hung
down from the waist. This belt was long enough so that
its movement would accentuate the dancer’s movements.
The Old Kingdom dress continued in popularity for
everyday wear and for singers during the Middle King-
dom, but dancers mostly wore the short kilt, probably
because Middle Kingdom dances were more lively and
athletic than Old Kingdom dances. During the New
Kingdom, the typical woman’s dress added a cloak with
either broad or narrow sleeves. The dress under the cloak
often included a belt. Both the cloak and the dress were
often pleated. Dancers wore both the narrow- and broad-
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sleeved cloak sometimes wearing a belt over the cloak.
Many New Kingdom female dancers wore only a belt,
performing in the nude. The Egyptians exhibited few in-
hibitions about displaying the female body. Since a fu-
neral reenacted the steps leading to re-birth, the
Egyptians regarded funerals, in part, as containing erotic
elements that would lead to conception and birth into
the aftetlife. Children were also depicted as dancing
nude. Most representations of pre-pubescent boys and
girls in all situations reveal a lack of clothing. Girls of-
ten danced wearing a belt to emphasize the movement
of the hips, just as modern Middle-Eastern dancers tie
scarves around their hips. Egyptians felt no embarrass-
ment at young children dancing, playing, or living with
minimal clothing. Most Egyptian men wore kilts as their
normal “street clothes” as well as for dancing. Sometimes
men added a belt with a suspended panel to the front of
the kilt. The belt sometimes also had fringes attached.
These elements would have emphasized their movements
by enlarging them. Men’s costumes for dance exhibit lit-
tle change over long stretches of time.

HAIRSTYLES. In the Old Kingdom, women wore
their hair short. Representations of women with long
hair usually include visual clues that they were wearing
wigs. Egyptologists call the long wig the tripartite hair-
style. The hairdresser arranged the hair of the wig in
three sections with one section over each shoulder and
the central mass of hair down the back. Dancers some-
times wore this style, and it was common for singers.
Other dancers wore their natural hair very close-cropped
in a style resembling men’s hairstyles. Some scholars be-
lieve that women represented with short hair were wear-
ing a close-fitting cap. The third typical hairstyle for
women dancers was a ponytail weighted at the end with
adisk or ball. In many representations this disk is painted
reddish-orange, the same color as the sun. This element
thus might relate to the cult of the sun-god, Re. Mid-
dle Kingdom female dancers also wore this ponytail with
a disk-shaped weight. Others wore three pigtails, though
this style was less common. New Kingdom women were
subject to more quickly changing styles. Though both
the close-cropped style and the tripartite hairstyle con-
tinued in popularity, women also wore wigs that entirely
enveloped their backs, shoulders, and chests, and dancers
sometimes imitated this fashion. Some female dancers
wore complicated hairstyles that scholars believe came
from Nubia, in the modern Sudan, just south of Egypt.
Perhaps some of these changes from the carlier periods
resulted from artists’ increased interest in representing
this kind of detail. When men danced, they normally
wore their hair in a close-cropped short style. They might

Dance

also wear a tight-fitting cap. The only specialized head-
gear that men wore for the dance was the tll, crown-
like muu-hat. This distinctive headgear identified the
muu-dancer with ferrymen who conducted boats
through Egypt’s canals, and revealed their function in
the dance as conductors of the funeral procession from
place to place. The muu-hat was made from woven reeds
and was rather tall and cone-shaped. Though rare, rep-
resentations of men wearing ponytails with the disk-
shaped weight more commonly worn by female dancers
do exist. This style possibly associated the dance with
the cult of the sun-god, Re.

ACCESSORIES. Women’s accessories emphasized
parts of their bodies important to the dance. Bracelets
and armlets drew attention to their arms and large gold
earrings brought focus to the head. The same was true
of the headbands and fragrant cones that women wore
on their heads as a perfume. Finally, many women wore
straps crossed over the chest and back as part of the dance
costume. The only accessories that male dancers wore
were bracelets and collars. While the precious metals
worn on the wrists and around the neck served to draw
the viewer’s attention, this jewelry was similar to what
men wore in other situations and so was not particularly
significant to the dance costume.

SCHOLARS’ REACTIONS. Western scholars in the
past have often expressed discomfort with the relatively
revealing costumes that Egyptian dancers wore. They
were reacting, in part, to the issue of public nudity, but
also to the real presence of erotic intent that was inte-
gral to Egyptian funerals. Egyptian funerals led the de-
ceased to rebirth into the afterlife. The Egyptians
believed that this rebirth required a sexual conception
resembling conception and birth into this world. Re-
vealing clothing paired with movement played an obvi-
ous role in this process.
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SEE ALSO Fashion: Clothing

THE DANCERS

PROFESSIONAL BUREAU. Most dancers were
women who belonged to the bureau called the Ahener.
A smaller number of men were also khener members.
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Female dancer. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 07.447.505, CHARLES
EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

The khener was a bureau within other institutions, in-
cluding the royal palace, a temple, a town, or the house-
hold or the tomb of a wealthy individual. Many earlier
scholars confused the khener with a “harem,” the Turk-
ish word for women’s quarters that housed wives and
concubines in a polygamous society. Because so many of
the members of the khener were women who entertained
men, these scholars assumed that khener members also
had sexual relations with the head of the household or
tomb owner. Current scholarship considers the members
of the khener to be professional musicians and dancers
who had no other intimate personal relationship with
the head of the household. According to ancient in-
scriptions, these musicians and dancers “refresh[ed] the
heart” of their master. Many inscriptions make clear that
this refreshment came only in the form of music and
dance. There were many female overseers of the khener

recorded in inscriptions, and they were often singers.
One Amarna period relief sculpture in a tomb depicts
the women’s quarters where both musicians and dancers
rehearse together, though admittedly this is a unique rep-
resentation. Oddly enough, only a few male professional
dancers recorded inscriptions. They include Khnumhotep,
who was also a priest of the king’s funerary cult, and
Horihotep who served in the cult of Bastet. In at least
one case, the male dancers portrayed in a tomb were sons
of the deceased. The major evidence for the khener
comes from captions to tomb scenes. Egyptologists thus
make use of a passage in Papyrus Westcar to establish an
understanding of the way the khener worked. The pa-
pyrus contains the story of Ruddedet, a woman who bore
triplets destined to become kings. In the story, the mid-
wives are goddesses disguised as traveling musicians and
dancers. The text specifically calls them a khener, which
suggests that a khener of traveling musicians and dancers
was unremarkable, a good disguise. In the story they trav-
eled freely and received wages in grain for their services.
There is no other evidence that musicians and dancers
also normally worked as midwives. However, the god
Bes was associated both with music and dance in the cult
of Hathor and with protecting a mother in childbirth.
It is hard to know if this story represents a broader re-
ality, but the limited evidence available has encouraged
Egyptologists to use this story to the greatest extent pos-

sible.

FOREIGN DANCERS. Many scholars have identified
dancers in Egypt as foreigners, particularly in the New
Kingdom, when Egypt had extended contact with neigh-
boring regions. Scholars recognize these foreign dancers
by their clothing and hairstyles and in some texts by their
names. One Middle Kingdom papyrus from the reign of
Senwosret II (1844—1837 B.C.E.) contains a list of twelve
singers and dancers who performed at the king’s funer-
ary temple. Five of the dancers had Semitic names, while
two had Nubian names. One dancer definitely had an
Egyptian name, but four other names are too damaged
to read. Even if all of the damaged names were Egypt-
ian in this case, only 41 percent of these musicians and
dancers would be Egyptian. It is impossible to know how
representative these figures are for Egyptian dancers and
musicians in general, but it does seem significant that
foreign dancers and musicians could be incorporated
into the khener of this important religious institution.
This situation suggests that foreigners were certainly wel-
come to participate in this aspect of Egyptian society.
On the other hand, some relief scenes in temples repre-
sent only Egyptian women of elite status performing in
the god’s cult.
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

A PRINCE SENDS THE KHENER TO A
FUNERAL

INTRODUCTION: The cycle of stories that Egyptologists re-
fer to as the Pedubastis Stories contains a local
prince’s response to the call for participants in a fu-
neral for a deceased king. This prince instructs his
son to send the khener of the town, the musicians
and dancers, to help with the funeral.

My son, Pemu, go and see to ... the troops of
the eastern country, have them prepared with their
girdles and myrrh, with the temple officials, masters
of ceremony and dancers, who frequent the em-
balming rooms. Let them sail by boat to Per Osiris,
let them convey the deceased body of Osiris, the
King Jenharrou to the anointing room, have him em-
balmed and buried and arrange a beautiful, grand
funeral for him such as is being prepared for Hapi
and Merwer, the king of the gods.

SOURCE: Irena Lexova, Ancient Egyptian Dances (Mineola,
N.Y.: Dover Publications, 2000): 67-68.

DANCING DWARFS. Egyptian artists often repre-
sented a dwarf dancing alongside the female troupe of
dancers in funerals and in cult scenes in temples. The
Egyptians distinguished among different physiological
conditions that led to dwarfism. These conditions in-
clude achondroplasia, a pathological condition, and pyg-
mies, who exhibit a natural adaptation to their
environment. Egyptians had different words to distin-
guish between different kinds of dwarfs. Yet, both kinds
of dwarfs became associated with the sun god, Re, and
with the god Bes, associated with music and childbirth.
Thus dwarfs were important in dance.

PYGMIES. Traders brought an African pygmy to
dance in Egypt in the reign of Djedkare Isesy
(2415-2371 B.C.E.). Pygmies were apparently highly
prized dancers in the royal courts, as evidenced by an in-
scription carved on the tomb of the nobleman Harkhuf
near Aswan, who had delivered a pygmy to King Pepi II
(2288-2194 B.C.E.). The carving is a royal decree ex-
pressing both gratitude and excitement that Harkhuf had
delivered a dancing pygmy who could perform the
“dances of the god.” The inscription described the
pygmy’s origin as the “Land of the Horizon-Dwellers,”
suggesting that he had come from the farthest reaches of
the earth. The god whose dance the pygmy could per-

a PRIMARY SOURCE document

STORY OF A KHENER

INTRODUCTION: The majority of music and dance bu-
reaus, known as “kheners,” were attached to tem-
ples, tombs, towns, or the homes of wealthy
individuals. The Papyrus Westcar contains a story in
which a group of goddesses—Isis, Nephthys,
Meskhenet, and Heket—and the god Khnum dis-
guised themselves as a traveling khener and acted
as midwives and servant to the birth of triplets who
would later become kings. The fact that deities saw
nothing shameful in disguising themselves as
dancers suggests that dancers in ancient Egypt en-
joyed high status.

On one of those days Ruddedet felt the pangs
and her labor was difficult. Then said the majesty of
Re, lord of Sakhbu, to Isis, Nephthys, Meskhenet,
Heket, and Khnum: “Please go, deliver Ruddedet of
the three children who are in her womb, who will
assume this beneficent office in this whole land.
They will build your temples. They will supply your
altars. They will furnish your libations. They will make
your offerings abundant!”

These gods set out, having changed their ap-
pearance to dancing girls [i.e., a khener], with
Khnum as their porter. When they reached the
house of Rawoser, they found him standing with his
loincloth upside down. They held out to him their
necklaces and sistra [ceremonial rattles]. He said to
them: “My ladies, look, it is the woman who is in
pain; her labor is difficult.” They said; “Let us see
her. We understand childbirth.” He said to them:
“Come in!” They went in to Ruddedet. They locked
the room behind themselves and her.

SOURCE: “The Birth of the Royal Children,” in The Old
and Middle Kingdoms. Vol. 1 of Ancient Egyptian Litera-
ture. Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1973): 220.

form was probably the sun god, Re. The Pyramid Texts,
carved in the pyramid of King Pepi I (2338-2298 B.C.E.)
mentions these divine dances where the king himself im-
itated a pygmy for the benefit of the god.

DwARFs IN THE HEBY-DANCE. Two dwarfs who
lived in widely separated periods danced the heby-dance.
Khnumhotep, who lived in the Sixth Dynasty (2350-
2170 B.C.E.), and Pawenhatef, who lived in the Thirti-
eth Dynasty (381-343 B.C.E.), are both spoken of in
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THANKS FOR A GIFT OF A DANCING PYGMY

INTRODUCTION: In approximately 2286 B.c.E., the eight-year-
old King Pepi Il received a gift of a dancing pygmy from
his expedition leader Harkhuf. Harkhuf recorded in his
tomb the thank-you note that the king sent him. The
note reveals the role of African pygmies in ancient Egypt-
ian dance. The young king tells Harkhuf that the pygmy
will dance for the soul of the king’s predecessor, Nefer-
kare. It seems that the king also eagerly awaits the
pygmy'’s arrival for his own enjoyment.

The King’'s own seal: Year 2, third month of the first sea-
son, day 15.

The King's decree to the Sole companion, Lector-priest,
Chief of scouts, Harkhuf.

Notice has been taken of this dispatch of yours
which you made for the King at the Palace, to let one
know that you have come down in safety from Yam with
the army that was with you. You have said in this dis-
patch of yours that you have brought all kinds of great
and beautiful gifts, which Hathor, mistress of Imaau, has
given to the ka of King Neferkare, who lives forever. You
have said in this dispatch of yours that you have brought
a pygmy of the god’s dances from the land of the hori-
zon-dwellers, like the pygmy whom the god’s seal-bearer
Bawerded brought from Punt in the time of King Isesi.
You have said to my majesty that his like has never been
brought by anyone who did Yam previously.

Truly you know how to do what your lord loves and
praises. Truly you spend day and night planning to do
what your lord loves, praises, and commands. His majesty

will provide you many worthy honors for the benefit of
your son'’s son for all time, so that all people will say,
when they hear what my majesty did for you, “Does any-
thing equal what was done for the sole companion
Harkhuf when he came down from Yam, on account of
the vigilance he showed in doing what his lord loved,
praised, and commanded?”

Come north to the residence at once! Hurry and
bring with you this pygmy whom you brought from the
land of the horizon-dwellers live, hale, and healthy, for
the dances of the god, to gladden the heart, to delight
the heart of King Neferkare who lives forever! When he
goes down with you into the ship, get worthy men to be
around him on deck, lest he fall into the water! When he
lies down at night, get worthy men to lie around him in
his tent. Inspect ten times at night! My majesty desires to
see this pygmy more than the gifts of the mine-land and
of Punt!

When you arrive at the residence and this pygmy is
with you live, hale, and healthy, my majesty will do great
things for you, more than was done for the god’s seal-
bearer Bawerded in the time of King Isesi, in accordance
with my majesty’s wish to see this pygmy. Orders have
been brought to the chief of the new towns and the
companion, overseer of priests to command that supplies
be furnished from what is under the charge of each from
every storage depot and every temple that has not been
exempted.

souURCcE: King Pepi ll, in The Old and Middle Kingdoms. Vol. 1
of Ancient Egyptian Literature. Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Berke-
ley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1973):
26-27.

inscriptions as dancing the heby-dance for the cult of the
Apis bull. This cult worshipped the bull in his lifetime
and performed a special funeral for him. Dancing the
heby-dance in his funeral was a particular honor.

DANCING ANIMALS. The Egyptians depicted both
monkeys and ostriches dancing. Dancing monkeys com-
prised part of the Egyptian tradition that depicted ani-
mals in human pursuits. Artists included these depictions
in the Old Kingdom tombs of the high officials Ti and
Kagemeni. Monkeys may have been linked with pyg-
mies, perhaps because both monkeys and pygmies had
their origins in the far south of Africa, the area Egyp-
tans called “God’s Land,” which gave them special ac-
cess to the divine. A New Kingdom sketch depicted a
monkey dancing with a Nubian dressed in a non-

Egyptian costume of a red, leather kilt with a feather in
his hair. Monkeys also danced with Egyptian dancing
gitls in the New Kingdom. One sketch shows a monkey
dancing on a ship. Scholars consider many of these scenes
to be satirical. They depict an upside-down world where
animals wait on each other as servants. These scenes re-
verse normal preconceptions, for example, by showing a
cat serving a mouse. Yet, dance scenes with monkeys
might represent actual performances that included ani-
mals. The Egyptians believed that ostriches danced in
the wild. They called the violent movements with out-
stretched wings that ostriches do at sunrise an 764, the
same word they used for human dancing. Modern or-
nithologists also have observed this behavior and inde-
pendently called it a dance. The Egyptians spoke directly
of the ostrich dance in a hymn to King Ahmose
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(1539-1514 B.C.E.). They also represented the ostrich
dance in the tomb of King Akhenaten (1352-1336
B.C.E.) and at the funeral temple of Ramesses III
(1187-1156 B.C.E.) at Medinet Habu. The painting of
ostriches on Nagada II period (3500-3300 B.C.E.) pots
near a dancing woman might also represent the ostrich
dance. The Egyptians understood the ostrich dance to
be part of general jubilation on earth at the rising of the
sun-god Re. All creation, in Egyptian belief, rejoiced
daily at sunrise. The ostrich was one animal that directly
expressed its joy through dance.
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FUNERAL DANCES

LONG TRADITION. The tradition of a funeral dance
in Egypt probably began in the Nagada II Period, as
early as 3500 B.C.E. Evidence of funeral dances contin-
ued into the Thirtieth Dynasty more than 3,000 years
later. Yet these dances are not well understood today.
Many problems in understanding the dances stem from
the way that the evidence is preserved. The evidence
comes mostly from paintings and relief sculptures that
have severely abbreviated the dance steps in order to fit
a representative number of steps on the limited wall
space in a tomb. The liturgy of the funeral service can
supplement modern understanding of the dances, but
the best way to understand the dances is to see how they
fit with the parts of the funeral service, a ritual which
lasted for many days.

FUNERAL RITUAL. The funeral dance portrayed the
five major parts of an Egyptian funeral. The separate sec-
tions included:

1. The deceased’s journey from East to West across
the sky with the sun god Re,

2. The deceased’s arrival in the West under the pro-
tection of the matjerut-priestess,

Dance

3. The deceased’s rebirth and washing the newborn
in the House of Purification,

4. Animating the newborn through a ritual called
“opening the mouth,” led by a panther-skin clad
priest, and judging the deceased’s previous life in
the House of Embalmment,

5. Depositing the mummy in the tomb, called “re-
ception in the West.”

Dancers portrayed each segment of the funeral, but not
every tomb included every part of the dance on its walls.
During the Old Kingdom, for example, there are 76
tombs that illustrate some part of the funeral dance, ei-
ther with the depiction of the funeral procession or as
part of the funeral meal. The fullest depiction of the
dance comes from the tomb of Princess Watetkhethor,
daughter of King Teti (2350-2338 B.C.E.) and wife of
his prime minister, Mereruka. In this very large tomb
comprising six separate rooms, the princess commis-
sioned one wall depicting the funeral dance. This large
amount of space contrasts greatly with the usual amount
of space allotted to dance scenes in other tombs. In the
princess’s tomb, 31 figures comprise the fullest known
illustration of the funeral dance. Yet other tomb reliefs
concentrated on and expanded particular parts of the
dance found in this tomb. Thus scholars can only achieve
a full understanding of the dance by combining infor-
mation from various tombs.

CouPLES DANCE. Two couples perform the funeral
dance. In ecight different Old Kingdom tombs belong-
ing to men, two groups of men impersonate the deceased
while female dancers simultaneously perform the iba-
dance. In Princess Watetkhethor’s tomb, however, the
two couples are women, indicating that the gender of
the dancers in the couples dance is determined by the
gender of the deceased. In the tombs belonging to men,
the tomb owner sits at an offering table while the per-
formers execute the steps. In the princess’s tomb, she sits
in a carrying chair and observes it.

BEGINNING. Artists depicted the dance scene in the
Tomb of Watetkhethor using registers, a device for or-
ganizing the space in a picture by creating a series of
parallel groundlines within the picture. The dancers in
the first register of Watetkhethor’s tjeref dance perform
the opening movements of the dance. These movements
were called the muu-dance. Artists in other tombs ex-
panded this section with more detail, allowing scholars
to determine that the muu-dance represented the be-
ginning of the funeral where the deceased symbolically
crossed the heavens in the sun-god’s boat. The dancers
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DANCE CAPTIONS FROM THE TOMB OF
WATETKHETHOR

INTRODUCTION: These captions add an abbreviated ex-
planation to the drawing of 31 figures executing
the tjeref dance in the Tomb of Watetkhethor in
Saqgara. Watetkhethor was a royal princess, daugh-
ter of King Teti (2350-2338 B.c..) and wife of the
prime minister, Mereruka. Watetkhethor was also a
priestess of Hathor—a goddess associated with
dance—which might explain why she devoted one
whole wall of her tomb to a dance scene. The
khener, a professional music and dance troupe, per-
formed the tjeref dance at the end of the funeral.
The dance recapitulated the major components of
the funeral. The captions give some clues as to the
relationship between the dance and a funeral, but
are very abbreviated due to the limitations of space
on the wall. They are divided by horizontal lines
into five spaces called registers.

Register One

“I am clapping; | am clapping; Hey! A quick
crossing; Hey! The movement is hidden; Hey! The
movement is golden.”

Register Two

Hey! The matjerut-priestess is in charge of it; She
comes, she comes; Tenet is the matjerut-priestess.
Hey! The beautiful one is taken ... by?; Hey! | unite
(with you); Hey! All pavilions (of/and) the audience
hall;”

Register Three

“Hey! You praise the Festival of Birth; Quick,
quick; It is the same thing; O, Quartet, come and
pull; Hey, the secrets of the harem; Hey, recitation of
the private rooms; Hey, a gesture of supplication.”

Register Five
“May she give the arm ... may she give the se-
cret ... tomb; Go people of ..."”

SOURCE: Jonathan Van Lepp, “The Dance Scene of Wa-
tetkhethor: An Art Historical Approach to the Role of
Dance in Old Kingdom Funerary Ritual” (master’s thesis,
University of California at Los Angeles, 1987): 44. Text
modified by Edward Bleiberg.

who performed the muu-dance impersonated the
guardians at the entrance to the land of the dead and
the ferrymen who conducted the boat carrying the sar-
cophagus to the land of the dead. The muu-dance fur-
ther represented the symbolic journey to Buto, a city

associated with Osiris, the god of the Afterlife. The
Egyptians believed that a pilgrimage to Buto was the
first stage of the journey to the land of the dead. Fi-
nally, the muu-dancers pulled the sledge—a sled that
travels on sand—containing the mummy, the canopic
jars used to store the mummified organs, and the
tekenu—the placenta of the deceased. The text of the
first register refers to the Egyptians’ wish for a quick
passage across the sky, the hidden movements of the fu-
neral, and the pulling of the sledge. The text also al-
ludes to gold at this point, which probably refers to the
sun and its journey across the sky, which the deceased
joined. The Egyptologist Jonathan Van Lepp suggests
convincingly that the movement accompanying this
caption is a gesture that allows the dancers to form the
hieroglyphic sign for gold. This attempt to imitate writ-
ing through movement is also used in modern Egypt-
ian folk dance where the dancers imitate Arabic
calligraphy in their poses. The dancers use this tech-
nique in other parts of the dance.

ARRIVAL. Register two symbolizes the deceased ar-
riving on the west bank of the Nile river, the land tra-
ditionally viewed as the necropolis or “city of the dead.”
Here the text asks the funeral priestess called the maz-
jerut to protect the ka statue that will act as a home for
the soul. The dancers form a circle that represents the
circuit the sun follows through the sky of the living and
under the earth in the land of the dead.

REBIRTH. Register three depicts the festival of re-
birth that priests celebrated at the House of Purifica-
tion. They probably recited “The Lamentations of Isis
and Nepthys” at this point in the funeral, a secret text
mourning the death and anticipating the rebircth of
Osiris, god of the dead. The inscription suggests that
this portion of the funeral was kept secret from the ma-
jority of the participants. Only the priests were admit-
ted to the House of Purification. The ceremony
consisted of symbolically washing the newly born spirit
with water. Pyramid Texts 2063a to 2067b, a liturgy of
washing, seems to describe this process. In this part of
the ceremony, the Egyptians expressed their belief that
birth and death are nearly equivalent. The inscription
calls this the “secrets of the harem” or the women’s quar-
ters. These secrets include the mystery of birth and thus
also the mystery of rebirth into the next world. The
Egyptians viewed this part of the ceremony as the re-
birth into the afterlife and thus an intimate part of the
world of women. The dancers form the hieroglyph for
akhet, the “horizon,” which symbolizes the daily rebirth
and death of the sun. The greeting to the “quartet,”
which follows in the inscription, refers to the four sons
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

THE LAMENTATIONS OF ISIS AND
NEPHTHYS

INTRODUCTION: Scholars have associated “The Lamenta-
tions of Isis and Nephthys” with the secret rituals
mentioned in the captions of Princess Wa-
tetkhethor’s funerary dance. This text consists of a
series of prayers for the rebirth of the Osiris, the
god of the dead. Since each deceased person was
equated with Osiris, praying for his revival was the
same as directly praying for an individual. The fol-
lowing extract describes how the text should be re-
cited. These directions also inform us about the
dancers’ movements.

Now when this is recited the place is to be
completely secluded, not seen and not heard by any-
one except the chief lector-priest and the setem-
priest. One shall bring two women with beautiful
bodies. They shall be made to sit on the ground at
the main portal of the Hall of Appearings. On their
arms shall be written the names of Isis and Neph-
thys. Jars of faience filled with water shall be placed
in their right hands, offering loaves made in Mem-
phis in their left hands, and their faces shall be
bowed. To be done in the third hour of the day, also
in the eighth hour of the day. You shall not be slack
in reciting this book in the hour of festival.

SOURCE: Miriam Lichtheim, The Late Period. Vol. 3 of An-
cient Egyptian Literature (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1976): 120.

of Horus, the demi-gods that convey the reborn from
the House of Purification to the House of Embalm-
ment. The inscription asks them to come and pull, ex-
plicit directions to take the funeral procession and the
mummy to the next stop in the funeral: the House of
Embalmment.

HOUSE OF EMBALMMENT. Register four depicts in
movement the time that the funeral procession spent in
the House of Embalmment. Now that the deceased was
reborn, the priests performed the ritual that protected
the mummy so that it had the potential to live forever.
The setem-priest performing this ritual wore a panther
skin so the inscription refers to seeing a panther, a di-
rect reference to the priest performing the ritual. Then
the judges of the afterlife gave their verdict, judging that
the deceased had lived a just life and would be admitted
to the afterlife. The dancers in the relief make quiet, re-

a PRIMARY SOURCE document

LITURGY OF WASHING

INTRODUCTION: The Egyptians believed that the funeral
service led to rebirth in the next world. Thus they
thought both birth and death required the same
washing ritual. The following liturgy comes from
the Pyramid Texts, the royal funeral liturgy. It de-
scribes washing the “newly reborn” deceased. In
this translation, the term “NN" refers to the places
where the priest would insert the name of the de-
ceased. These words would be ritually enacted
through the dance.

The Water of Life which is in heaven comes,

The Water of Life which is on earth comes.

Heaven burns for you,

Earth trembles for you before the god's birth.

It seizes the body of NN.

Oh NN, pure water kisses your feet.

It is from Atum,

Which the phallus of Shu made,

Brought forth from the vulva of Tefenet.

They have arrived and brought to you pure water
from their father.

It purifies you, you are incensed ...

The libation is poured to the outside of this NN.

SOURCE: Jonathan Van Lepp, “The Dance Scene of Wa-
tetkhethor: An Art Historical Approach to the Role of
Dance in Old Kingdom Funerary Ritual” (master’s thesis,
University of California at Los Angeles, 1987): 61.

spectful gestures to the judges of the dead and speak of
maat, the standard of justice the judges use to reach a
verdict about the dead. The inscription speaks of grant-
ing millions of years to the deceased, a standard phrase
for awarding eternal life. The mystery of birth was now
complete. The dancers then enacted a pulling gesture ac-
cording to the instructions of the inscription. These
words and actions represent the conducting of the de-
ceased into the tomb.

AT THE TOMB. Register five depicts the final trans-
formation of the deceased into a ba-soul. According to
Egyptian belief, the ba traveled between the land of the
dead and the tomb in this world. The ba delivered the
food offered at the tomb to the deceased in the next
wortld. One dancer represented the transformation into
the ba by gestures while the second dancer performed
the adoration gesture, celebrating that the deceased now
existed as an ethereal being in the next world. The next
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dancers form the hewer hieroglyph, used to write the
name of the tomb and indicating the resting place for
the mummy. Finally, dancers offered their arms, imper-
sonating the Goddess of the West who “extends her arms
toward the deceased in peace” according to the funerary
wishes found in many tombs. The dancers have now
reenacted the entire funeral in movement.

COSTUME. Both men and women wore very simi-
lar costumes while performing this dance: a short kil cut
at an angle with a long belt hanging down in front. Both
men and women wore a band of cloth wrapped across
the chest without any other shirt or blouse. Men wore
their hair close-cropped, but women wore a long pony-
tail with a red disk attached at the end. The color of the
disk, sometimes called a ball, associated it with the disk
of the sun. The dance thus has some association with
cult of Re.

IMPORTANCE. The tjeref-dance thus recapitulated
the entire funeral. Scholars believe that the dancers per-
formed it at the entrance to the tomb at the conclusion
of the funeral. Such a performance would reflect the
Egyptians’ use of magical redundancy. The Egyptians
performed the ritual, performed it again through the
dance, and performed it a third time by representing it
on the walls of the tomb. Thus they could guarantee that
the proper rituals were celebrated and the deceased
would continue to live in the next life.

SOURCES

Else Baumgartel, 7he Cultures of Prehistoric Egypr (London:
Oxford University Press, 1955): 65-66.

Jonathan Van Lepp, “The Dance Scene of Watetkhethor:
An Art Historical Approach to the Role of Dance in
the Old Kingdom Funerary Ritual.” Unpublished mas-

ter’s thesis (Los Angeles: University of California, Los
Angeles, 1987).

SEE ALSO Religion: Funerary Beliefs and Practices

MUU-DANCERS

FUNERAL PROCESSION. The muu-dancers per-
formed in people’s private funerals in the Old, Middle,
and New Kingdoms, a period lasting about 1,500 years.
The muu-dancers performed throughout the funeral.
Representing the muu-dancers in tomb drawings was a
popular choice for tomb owners, more popular than rep-
resenting the whole funeral ritual as Princess Wa-
tetkhethor chose to do. Scholars do not know why this
scene was represented so often. Artists represented in

tombs the muu-dancers’ performance at four different
stages of the funeral procession. The muu-dancers
greeted the funeral procession at the “Hall of the Muu”
where the dancers lived at the edge of the necropolis.
They danced while priests loaded the sarcophagus onto
the funerary barge at the ritual site called “Sais,” associ-
ated with the town of Sais in the delta. They danced a
greeting to the sledge carrying the sarcophagus at the rit-
ual site in the necropolis called the “Gates of Buto,” and
associated with the town of Buto, also in the delta. Fi-
nally, at an unknown place in the necropolis, the dancers
were the reception committee for the sledge bearing the
canopic jars and rekenu—the containers for the viscera
of the deceased and the still unidentified portion of the
corpse, or perhaps the placenta, of the deceased that the
Egyptians also placed in the tomb. The sites where the
muu-dancers performed illustrate the itinerary that the
funeral procession followed, allowing Egyptologists to re-
construct parts of the typical funeral.

DISTINCTIVE COSTUME. Muu-dancers usually
wore a distinctive costume that made them easily iden-
tifiable. They wore a headdress made from a plant, prob-
ably papyrus stems. The headdress resembled a wreath
wrapped around their heads. Rising from this wreath was
a woven, cone-shaped structure that came to a point,
then flared at the end. The headdress resembled but was
not exactly the same as the king’s White Crown. Dur-
ing the New Kingdom, scribes sometimes identified the
images of muu-dancers only with captions rather than
showing them wearing the distinctive headgear. In these
cases the muu-dancers appear only as male dancers.

IDENTITY CRISIS. The most vexing question about
the muu-dancers remains an explanation of their iden-
tity and thus their symbolic meaning. Earlier Egyptolo-
gists have explained the symbolism of the muu-dancers
by equating them with other, known semi-divine beings.
These beings include the gods of the necropolis who
transported the deceased; the Souls of Buto who received
the deceased; the Sons of Horus who rode in the barque
(sun-boat) with deceased kings and the sun-god, Re; and
the most recently proposed and most convincing sug-
gestion, ferrymen who guided the deceased from the be-
ginning of the funeral procession to the entrance of the
tomb. In the earlier twentieth century, the Egyprologist
E. Brunner-Traut thought the muu-dancers represented
gods of the necropolis who transported the newly dead
into their world. This interpretation built on earlier ideas
advanced by the Egyptologist H. Junker. Junker tried to
identify the muu-dancers with the “Souls of Buto,” who
were described in the Pyramid Texts as the beings that
received the dead into the next world. He also believed
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that the “Souls of Buto” were deceased kings. Though
it is true that the “Souls of Buto” had some role in wel-
coming the deceased into the next world, no texts actu-
ally equate the “Souls of Buto” with the muu-dancers.
Rather the muu-dancers danced at the ritual point, called
the Gates of Buto. Advances in understanding the Pyra-
mid Texts demonstrate that the muu-dancers performed
a different ritual function from the “Souls of Buto” dur-
ing the funeral procession.

EVIDENCE FROM TEXTS AND IMAGES. The Egyp-
tologist H. Altenmiiller identified six places where the
muu-dancers were active in the funerary procession,
combining the evidence of texts and representations.
This itinerary of the muu-dancers corresponds with the
funeral procession’s itinerary. The muu-dancers began
their role in the funeral from the “Hall of the Muu.”
They were present as the deceased journeyed westward
toward the land of the dead and then journeyed to Sais,
a pilgrimage that was ritually re-enacted during the fu-
neral. They attended the procession of the sarcophagus
on a sledge, the separate procession of the canopic jars
and tekenu on a sledge, and at the tekenu ritual. Artists
represented the parts of this procession in paintings and
relief sculpture in Old, Middle, and New Kingdom
tombs, establishing that this ritual was part of the fu-
neral for over 1,500 years. Though it must have evolved
and changed over time, the muu-dance was a very long-
lived ritual.

HALL OF THE MUU-DANCERS. Artists also repre-
sented the setting of the Hall of the Muu-Dancers in
tomb paintings and relief sculptures. The Hall sat in a
vegetable garden at the edge of the necropolis. When the
funerary procession reached the Hall of the Muu-
Dancers, the priests called for the dancers to join the pro-
cession. In the paintings and reliefs, the caption for this
event is, “The Coming of the Muu-dancers.” The
dancers, standing in pairs, executed a step, crossing one
foot over the other with their arms raised to hip-level. In
some representations they say, “She has nodded her head”
while they dance, perhaps singing. The Egyptologist E.
Brunner-Traut explained this phrase to mean that the
Goddess of the West—the goddess of the necropolis—
had approved the deceased’s entry into the necropolis.
The muu-dancers’ first important role then was to wel-
come the deceased to the necropolis with their dance.

PyraMID TEXT 310. Egyprologists have gained fur-
ther understanding of the muu-dancers from the Pyra-
mid Texts. These texts were the ritual that priests recited

at royal funerals beginning no later than the reign of
King Unas (2371-2350 B.C.E.). Something similar be-

Dance

a PRIMARY SOURCE document

FERRYMEN IN A FUNERAL PROCESSION TEXT

INTRODUCTION: The following funeral procession text as-
sociated the deceased with the god Atum and thus
magically protected him or her from enemies. It
then addressed two ferrymen called “Whose-Face-
is-on-his-Front” and “Whose-Face-is-on-his-Back.”
These two ferrymen most likely are represented by
the paired muu-dancers.

If [Name of the Deceased] is enchanted, so will Atum
be enchanted!

If [Name of the Deceased] is attacked, so will Atum
be attacked!

If [Name of the Deceased] is struck, so will Atum be
struck!

If [Name of the Deceased] is repelled, so will Atum
be repelled!

[Name of the Deceased] is Horus.

[Name of the Deceased] has come after his father.
[Name of the Deceased] has come after Osiris.

Oh, you, Whose-Face-is-on-his-Front!

Oh, you, Whose-Face-is-on-his-Back!

Bring these things to [Name of the Deceased].

(Speech of the Ferryman)

“Which Ferry should | bring to you, oh, [Name of the
Deceased]?

(Answer)

“Bring to [Name of the Deceased] (the ferry named)
“It flies up and lets itself down!”

Translated by Edward Bleiberg.

came part of the beginning of all elite funerals somewhat
later. H. Altenmiiller correlated Pyramid Texts 306
through 310 with New Kingdom scenes of the zekenu
and canopic jar procession. Artists divided the scenes into
five parts, including the bringing of the tekenu, a cens-
ing, the bringing of the canopic jars, the bearing of the
papyrus stocks, and the dance of the muu-dancers. These
five scenes correlate with the five Pyramid Texts. In
Pyramid Texr 310, the spell identifies the deceased with
the god Atum. According to the text, if enemies en-
chanted, opposed, struck, or repelled the deceased, it
would be no more effective than to do the same to the
god Atum. The text then associated the deceased with
the god Horus. As Horus he asks the two ferrymen—
Whose-Face-is-on-his-Front and Whose-Face-is-on-his-
Back—to bring the ferry boat called “It flies up and
lets itself down” to him. Thus in this text the pair of
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

MUU-DANCERS AS FOUR ROYAL CROWNS

INTRODUCTION: In this Pyramid Text the deceased ap-
peared before the personifications of four royal
crowns. A priest greeted these beings on behalf of
the deceased. The deceased was called Horus, a god
who was also the king and whose damaged and
healed eye became the symbol for healing and re-
birth. By making this connection between the de-
ceased and Horus, the priest enlisted the
personifications of the royal crowns in the rebirth
into the next world. It is likely that the muu-dancers
became personifications of the crowns at this point
in their dance. Various connections within the pyra-
mid texts associated groups of four with the muu-
dancers who appeared as two pairs.

The gates of the horizon are open, the door-bolts
are shoved back.

He [the deceased] has come to you, Oh net-crown!

He [the deceased] has come to you, Oh
neseret-crown!

He [the deceased] has come to you, Oh
weret—crown!

He [the deceased] has come to you, Oh weret-
hekaw-crown,

While he is pure for you and while he fears you.

May you be satisfied with him!

May you be satisfied with his purity!

May you be satisfied with his word, that he might
say to you,

“How beautiful is your face, when you are satisfied,
when you are new and young. A god has created
you, the father of the gods!”

He [the deceased] has come to you, oh weret-
hekaw-crown!

He is Horus, who has strived to protect his eye, oh
weret-hekaw-crown.

Translated by Edward Bleiberg.

muu-dancers are ferrymen whose job was to transport
the tekenu and the canopic jars.

PERSONIFIED AS CROWNS. H. Altenmiiller con-
nected Pyramid Text220 with scenes in tombs of the muu-
dancers before the Gates of Buto. The four personifications
of crowns named in Pyramid Text 220 were probably the
same four beings addressed in Pyramid Text 310 where
they were called ferrymen. In the spell, the crowns were
not symbols of royal power. Rather they were personified
as beings that wore crowns, each with a beautiful face. The

fact that these beings had a face at all, and could also feel

satisfaction and appear both new and young, indicates that
the spell was addressing beings rather than crowns them-
selves. The three statements about them in the text referred
to their outer form, physical circumstances, and descent
from gods. H. Altenmiiller associated these four beings
with the two pairs of muu-dancers in tomb scenes. As gate-
keepers at the gates of the horizon, they played a similar
role to the ferrymen of Pyramid Text 310; they facilitated
transport of the deceased to the afterlife. Furthermore, Al-
tenmiiller showed through connections with other spells
that this horizon gate is located in the east, making it the
beginning of the sun-god Re’s journey from east to west.
Thus the evidence from the Pyramid Texts connects the
muu-dancers with the transport of the deceased from the
east—the land of the living—to the west—the land of the
dead—through their dance. This transportation involves
the god’s boat, a place casily associated with the ferrymen
muu-dancers. Pyramid Text spells 220 and 310 thus es-
tablish that the muu-dancers represented ferrymen. This
connection is clear because of comparisons between the
scenes in tombs of the Old Kingdom and the role the texts
played in the burial ritual. In Pyramid Text220, the dancers
represented ferrymen who double as border guards on the
east side of heaven and who were personifications of the
Lower Egyptian crowns. These crowns were also associated
with ferrymen in Pyramid Text 1214a.

PLANTS. Egyptian thought conceived of a heavenly
world filled with canals and ferrymen from experience
of life on earth. These ferrymen, in both realms, wore
plants and wreaths as clothing. Numerous depictions of
boats in tombs show that the crewmembers decorated
themselves with braided plants, placed in their hair. The
papyrus-stem headdress worn by the muu-dancers thus
connects them further with boats and ferries.

STATUE PROCESSIONS. Another connection be-
tween ferrymen and muu-dancers can be found in statue
processions. In Old Kingdom tombs, there are scenes
that depict processions of statues guarded by muu-
dancers. Inscriptions in these scenes compare the pro-
cessions to a trip by boat. The dancers in the processions
thus perform the same guardian function during funer-
als as the dancers perform in the statue processions.

SoNs OF Horus. The muu-dancers probably were
fused with the Sons of Horus, the spirits who were di-
rectly connected to the canopic jars that held the viscera
of the deceased. The Sons of Horus helped convey the
funerary procession in the land of the dead. The Sons
of Horus were also ferrymen and border guards, further
connecting them to the muu-dancers.
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Canopic jars of Neskhons, 21st Dynasty. The wooden lids of
these jars represent the four Sons of Horus, four minor gods
who protected the organs that they contained: the falcon-
headed Qebhsenuef (intestines), the jackal-headed Duamutef
(the stomach), the baboon-headed Hapy (the lungs), and the
human-headed Imsety (the liver). ® THE BRITISH
MUSEUM/TOPHAM-HIP/THE IMAGE WORKS.

ANCESTORS. The muu-dancers might also have rep-
resented the deceased’s ancestors. The muu-dancers were
clearly part of a large group called the “Followers of Re.”
This group rode in the sun-god Re’s boat that carried
the sun from east to west in this world during the day
and conveyed the sun through the land of the dead at
night. Membership in the “Followers of Re” was avail-
able to all high officials after their death. The muu-
dancers represented all the dead ancestors of the deceased
that rode in the sun-god’s boat. This connection between
the deceased’s ancestors and the muu-dancers also ex-
plains a line from The Story of Sinube. In the letter that
the king wrote to Sinuhe inviting him to return to Egypt
from the Levant, the king said, “The Dance of the
Weary-ones will be performed at the entrance to your
tomb.” The “weary-ones” was another name for all the
deceased’s ancestors. The dancers at the tomb entrance
certainly included the muu-dancers. Thus the muu-
dancers and the ancestors can easily be equated.

CHANGE. Muu-dancers were a feature of Egyptian
funerals for at least 1,500 years from the Old Kingdom
through the New Kingdom. It is possible, though, that
the muu-dancers were replaced by dancing dwarfs by the
Twenteth Dynasty. The Egyptian national epic, The
Story of Sinuhe, was recopied from its composition in the
Middle Kingdom through the end of Egyptian history.
A copy made near the time of composition is quoted as
saying, “The Dance of the Weary-ones will be performed
at the entrance to your tomb.” The word for weary-ones

The Egyptian god Bes, god of dance, music, and pleasure. Stele
in the temenos at Dendera. ® 2003 CHARLES
WALKER/TOPFOTO/THE IMAGE WORKS.

in Egyptian is neniu. In a Twentieth-dynasty copy of the
same text it reads, “The dance of the dwarfs will be per-
formed for you at the entrance to your tomb.” The word
“dwarfs” in Egyptian is nemiu. Perhaps by the Twentieth
Dynasty, the dwarf-god Bes joined the funeral proces-
sion. Bes was both a god of birth and re-birth as well as
a dwarf. Thus Egyptian traditions could easily assimilate
him into the funeral procession.

SOURCES

Hartwig Altenmiiller, “Zur Frage der MWW,” Studien zur
Altiigyptischen Kultur 2 (1975): 1-37.

Emma Brunner-Traut, Der Tanz im Alten Agypten (Gliick-
stadt, Germany: J.J. Augustin, 1938).

SEE ALSO Religion: Funerary Beliefs and Practices

THE IBA-DANCE AND HEBY-DANCE

Lire AND DEATH. The iba-dance and the heby-
dance are two different names for the same dance. Old
and Middle Kingdom artists used the word 764 in cap-
tions to scenes depicting it, while New Kingdom scribes
used heby in the same context. Artists portrayed the iba-
dance and the heby-dance in tombs, suggesting they had
some meaning for the deceased in the next life. Yet they
portrayed the dancers performing while people ate meals,
a quintessential part of daily life on earth. During the
Old Kingdom, the tomb scenes show the deceased cating,
often with a spouse. New Kingdom scenes portray a ban-
quet with many guests in addition to the deceased and
close family members both eating and watching the
dance. Thus it seems likely that the Egyptians watched
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Drawing of Iba dance from the tomb of Qar, Giza. CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

iba- and heby-dances while eating on earth and also ex-
pected to see them again after death. Nevertheless, the
cultic connections between the dance and ritual are so
close it is unlikely that these dances are truly secular.

DESCRIPTION. Women danced the iba and heby,
usually for men or a couple in the Old and Middle King-
doms and for a larger group of men and women in the
New Kingdom. The characteristic steps included arms
raised above the head and joined to form a diamond
shape. In a second step, the dancers raised the right hand
in greeting as the left hand and arm pointed straight
down. At the same time, both heels were raised from the
ground, so that the dancers were resting only on their
toes. The next step included raising the left hand and
arm until it was parallel with the ground and simulta-
neously raising the left foot above the ground with the
sole of the foot parallel to the ground. In tombs outside
the capital regions of Memphis and Thebes, the dances
included more lively and athletic steps that appear quite
acrobatic. The dancers formed a bridge by leaning back-
ward until the hands and head reached the ground. In
the New Kingdom, the dancers sometimes played the
lute as they danced in a more lively manner.

COSTUME. The women performing this dance dur-
ing the Old and Middle Kingdoms wore a short skirt that

ended just above the knees. They sometimes wore a band
of cloth that encircled the neck and crossed between the
breasts and over the back. Sometimes the women wore a
headdress of lotus flowers. This costume was certainly less
modest than the typical Old Kingdom dress for women.
Women of all classes normally wore tight-fitting long
dresses with straps over the shoulders and a V-neck; the
singers and clappers are distinguished from the dancers
by their wearing of this more traditional clothing. The
short skirt clearly allowed the dancers to move more freely
than they would while wearing the typical street clothes.
Some scholars have suggested that this costume indicates
the dancers were foreigners. Though foreigners could be
members of the dance troupe, there is no evidence to sup-
port the belief that foreigners or foreign dress dominated
Egyptian dance.

IN PROCESSION. In at least one case during the Old
Kingdom, a tomb displays dancers doing the iba dance
in a funeral procession rather than during a meal. The
women dancing in the tomb of Akhethotep raise their
arms to form a diamond shape with the hands apart. Per-
haps this scene is a clue that the iba actually was a part
of the tjeref funeral dance. The nature of the evidence
makes it difficult to know exactly how these dances fit
together.
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CuLT DANCES

WORsHIP. Cult dances were essential to worship-
ping the gods in Egypt. Just as the gods required food,
clothing, and incense, they expected dances to be per-
formed periodically at festivals. These dances are less
studied than the dances associated with the funeral, per-
haps because the scenes of these dances are less available
for study in publications, requiring further research. The
Egyptians worshipped Hathor, Amun, and Osiris with
dance, along with other gods.

LEAPING HATHOR DANCE. The goddess Hathor
had many connections to dance and music. Scribes in-
cluded inscriptions naming Hathor in depictions of a
leaping dance and an acrobatic dance. In the leaping
dance, a girl in a short skirc danced while swinging a
mirror and a staff that she raised in her hand. Mirrors
often depicted Hathor on the handle as an expression of
her connection to female beauty. Two musicians sur-
rounded her. They wore long dresses and manipulated
the same two objects. A third girl dancing in a circle
around the others also lifted a mirror and staff with an-
other gesture. All the dancers wore the ponytail with disk
hairstyle that associated the dancers with the sun-god Re.
A very abbreviated text mentions Hathor, but it is too
brief to allow translation.

ACROBATIC HATHOR DANCE. In the tomb of
Ankhmahor from Dynasty Six, artists depicted five
women performing a distinctive acrobatic step. They
raised one leg at a steep angle, while they leaned far back,
dangling their ponytail with the disk weight on to the
ground. They balanced on one foot, flat on the ground.
They wore a short skirt with a band of cloth descending
from the belt to below the hem and anklets. The ac-
companying inscription mentions Hathor, but is too ab-
breviated to translate. The artists included singers who
clapped and kept time for the dancers. In New Kingdom
representations of this dance, the singers held the menat,
a percussion instrument also associated with Hathor.

OTHER CULT DANCES. Blocks from a chapel built
by Hatshepsut (1478-1458 B.C.E.) at the Karnak Tem-
ple depict dancers in a procession during the Feast of the
Valley and the Feast of Opet. These two festivals were the
god Amun’s main annual festivals. The Feast of the Val-
ley included a procession between the god’s home in Kar-

Dance

Statuette of a female acrobatic dancer. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF
ART, 13.1024, GIFT OF THE EGYPT EXPLORATION FUND. REPRODUCED
BY PERMISSION.

nak and the temples of deceased kings across the Nile river.
The Opet Festival included a procession from Karnak to
Luxor, the temple that represented the god’s harem. The
dancers in both festival processions performed an acro-
batic dance. Its major movement was the bridge where
the dancers leaned back until their arms supported them.
Characteristically for this dance, their hair surrounded
their upper bodies. The women wore only long skirts and
their hair was loose. The musicians played the sistrum and
menat, two different kinds of ritual rattles. Both the
sistrum and menat link the dance to Hathor, whose im-
age was often included on these instruments.

SOURCES

Emma Brunner-Traut, Der Tanz in alten Agyptischen nach
bildlichen und inschriflichen Zeugnissen (Gliickstadt,
Germany: J. J. Augustin, 1938).

SEE ALSO Music: Musical Deities

SIGNIFICANT
PEOPLE

in Dance
HORIHOTEP
fl. Twenty-second Dynasty (c. 945-712 B.C.E.)
Chief Dancer of Bastet

PRIEST AND DANCER. Horihotep lived some time
during the Twenty-second Dynasty. Only a small, pyra-
mid-shaped stone, roughly 22 inches tall, that once
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capped the facade of his tomb, attests to his life. His ti-
tle, Chief Dancer of Bastet, suggests that this goddess re-
quired dance to be part of her regular worship. The title
also suggests that male dancers might have had a greater
role in temple worship than was obvious from other ev-
idence available for study. The mystery of who Hori-
hotep was and what exactly he did can only be solved
with further discoveries of chief dancers of gods.

SOURCES

Jan Quaegebeur and Agnes Rammant-Peeters, “Pyramidion
d’un danseur de Bastet,” Studio Paulo Naster Oblata
(Leuven, Belgium: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1982): 179-205.

KHNUMHOTEP
fl. Sixth Dynasty (c. 2350-2170 B.C.E.)

Overseer of Ka-priests

PRIEST AND DANCER. Khnumhotep left only a statue
with inscriptions to mark his life on earth. The statue de-
picts a man who was a dwarf. He reached a mid-level man-
agerial position as an overseer of ka-priests, the priests who
petform the daily ritual for the deceased. Dwarfs were
never the object of prejudice in Egyptian society. In fact,
Egyptians associated dwarfs with the sun god, Re, and the
god of dance and childbirth, Bes. In the inscription carved
on Khnumhotep’s statue, he speaks of dancing in the fu-
nerals of two sacred bulls. Sacred bulls, associated with the
funeral god Osiris, were buried in special tombs in
Saqggara. These dance performances must have been high
points of Khnumhotep’s career because he specifically
mentions them. Khnumhotep is one of a very few male
dancers known by name from ancient Egypt.

SOURCES

Ola el-Aguizy, “Dwarfs and Pygmies in Ancient Egypt,” An-
nales du Service des Antiquités del I'Egypte 71 (1987):
53-60.

Auguste Mariette, Les mastabas de l'ancien empire (Paris: F.

Vieweg, 1889): 435b.

WATETKHETHOR

Before the reign of King Tet (c. 2350-2338
B.C.E.)-The reign of King Pepi I (c. 2338-2298
B.C.E.)

Princess
Priestess of Hathor

KING’S DAUGHTER. Watetkhethor Sheshat was
born sometime before the reign of her father, King Teti.

She descended from the family that ruled Egypt during
the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties. She married the prime
minister, Mereruka, who served her father. They had a
son and a daughter. She served as a priestess of the god-
dess Hathor, which perhaps explains her interest in
dance, since Hathor was the goddess most associated
with sacred dance in Egypt. Watetkhethor’s tomb, which
was attached to her husband’s tomb, contained six
rooms. This large mastaba-tomb had considerably more
wall space than ordinary tombs. Watetkhethor commis-
sioned an artist to decorate one wall with a depiction of
the tjeref dance. The artist divided the wall into six reg-
isters that contain 31 different female figures perform-
ing the dance, step by step. Members of the kbenerer, the
organization of professional dancers, performed the tjeref
dance at the conclusion of a funeral. The dance con-
tained allusions to each of the major components of a
funeral. Watetkhethor’s scene of the tjeref dance is the
most complete account of this important Egyptian
dance.

SOURCES

P. Duell, The Mastaba of Mereruka. 2 vols. (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1938).

Jonathan Van Lepp, “The Dance Scene of Watetkhethor:
An Art Historical Approach to the Role of Dance in
the Old Kingdom Funerary Ritual.” Unpublished mas-
ter’s thesis (Los Angeles: University of California, Los
Angeles, 1987).

DOCUMENTARY
SOURCES

in Dance

Any, The Wisdom of Any (c. 1539-1075 B.C.E.)—A book of
instructions on living properly, composed in the New
Kingdom, that claims the gods require dance as an of-
fering along with food, drink, and incense.

Anonymous, The Lamentations of Isis and Nepthys (after 332
B.C.E.)—This addition to a copy of the Book of the
Dead contains instructions for how dancers should per-
form parts of the funeral dance.

Anonymous, Papyrus Westcar (before 1630 B.C.E.)—The
only description of a dance and music bureau in con-
text, it describes gods and goddesses disguised as singers
and dancers who act as midwives.

Anonymous, Pyramid Texts (at least the reign of Teti, c.
2350-2338 B.C.E.)—Several of the spells refer to the
dances performed during the funeral procession.
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Pepi II, Thank-you Note to Harkhuf (c. 2286 B.C.E.)— Watetkhethor, Tomb Relief of Funeral Dance (c. 2350-2338
Recorded on the recipient’s tomb wall, King Pepi II B.C.E.)—Princess Watetkhethor ordered this most com-
thanks Harkhuf for bringing to him a dancing pygmy plete depiction of the parts of the funeral dance for her
from central Africa to perform dances for the gods. tomb.
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IMPORTANT EVENTS

in Fashion

All dates in this chronology are approximations (c.) and
occur before the common era (B.C.E.).

5000

4400-4000

3100-2675

3100-2800

2675-2170

86

Archaeological evidence that flax grew in
Egypt suggests that linen fabric was avail-
able at this early date. Flax was originally
an import to Egypt, perhaps from Syria.

The first Egyptian depiction of a hori-
zontal loom for making linen comes from
this period.

An ivory statuette depicts a king wearing
a patterned cloak.

Kings wear both the White and Red
Crowns, symbols of rule over Upper and
Lower Egypt.

King Narmer wears the earliest known ar-
chaic wraparound kilt. The style persists
into the New Kingdom for both men and
women.

Kings begin to wear the striped Nemes
kerchief and the Uraeus snake over the
forehead.

A brown shirt from this time period, ex-
cavated from Tarkan, shows the first evi-
dence of dyed clothing.

Men wear both close-cropped natural
hairstyles and shoulder-length wigs cov-
ering the ears.

Women wear short natural hairstyles and
the tripartite wig.

Kings wear at least nine different crowns
in the coronation ceremony. These crowns
persist until the Ptolemaic period.

2675-2625

2625-2585

2500-2350

2485-2472

2350-2170

2008-1938

Kings first wear the Cap Crown, a tradi-
tion that persists until the New Kingdom.

Queens first wear the Vulture Cap, the
oldest queen’s crown.

Royal jewelry has a standard red/green/
blue pattern.

Third-dynasty evidence shows women
wearing sleeveless v-necked dresses, a style
that persists into the New Kingdom.

King Djoser first wears the Nemes ker-
chief.

A shirt excavated from the reign of King
Sneferu shows evidence of the use of red
dye.

The first evidence of the bead-net dress
for women dates from this time period.

Fifth-dynasty artistic evidence shows
workmen wearing aprons without other

clothing. This practice continues in the
Middle Kingdom.

King Sahure is the first king to wear the
Atef crown, most likely a crown referring
to the king’s strength.

Royal women first wear the Uraeus snake
above their foreheads.

An Eleventh-dynasty letter written by a
scribe named Nakht mentions long-
distance shipping of cloth.

Women first wear the v-necked dress with
sleeves, a style that persists into the New
Kingdom.

The first evidence of the full-length and
the short bag tunic, a style that persists
into the New Kingdom, dates from this
period.

Officials begin wearing shawls and cloaks.

Men wear shoulder-length wigs with hair

tucked behind the ears.
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1938-1759

1844-1837

1759-1630

1630-1539

1539-1075

1539-1514

1514-1493

Royal women begin to wear the Hathoric
wig.

Twelfth-dynasty evidence shows hunters
wearing protective codpieces.

During the reign of King Senwosret 11,
small-scale home spinning and weaving
workshops begin to appear.

A Thirteenth-dynasty papyrus, now in the
Brooklyn Museum, lists twenty female
weavers who specialized in different kinds

of cloth.

Kings first wear the Blue Crown, the
everyday crown of kings in the New King-
dom.

Women first wear the complex wrap-
around dress, supplanting the simple
wraparound dress.

New Kingdom evidence that soldiers,
sailors, and craftsmen wore leather loin-
cloths to protect linen loincloths dates
from this period.

Women first wear the enveloping wig.

Men begin to wear more elaborate hair-
styles.

Royal women first wear a double Uraeus
in the reign of King Ahmose.

Curved ram’s horns, a symbol of the god
Amun, become a regular element of the
king’s crowns during the reign of Amen-
hotep L.

1479-1425

1478-1458

1400-1390

1390-1352

1352-1332

1332-1322

1292-1075

760-656

332-30
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Textual evidence from the tomb of the
vizier Rekhmire names a large number of
different grades of linen.

The tomb of princess Hatneferet and
vizier Ramose contains large numbers of
examples of upper-class, non-royal cloth-

ng.

King Thutmose IV is the first king to
combine the Red and White crowns with
the Nemes kerchief.

The queen’s crowns in the reign of Amen-
hotep III adopt a circlet of Uraeus-snakes
as a base.

Unisex hairstyles called the Nubian wig
and the rounded wig are worn during the
reign of Akhenaten and Nefertiti.

Nefertiti is the first queen to wear the Cap
Crown, worn by kings since the Old
Kingdom.

King Tutankhamun’s tomb contains
hundreds of examples of clothing.

Very long wigs—waist length for women
and shoulder length for men—become
fashionable.

Priests begin shaving their heads.
Egyptian rulers from the Sudan adopt a
double Uraeus formerly only worn by

women.

Ptolemaic queens begin wearing a triple
Uraeus.
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OVERVIEW
of Fashion

IMPORTANCE OF CLOTHING. In ancient Egypt cloth
was one of the major commodities, along with bread and
beer, used in place of money in barter transactions. Cloth
making was a labor-intensive activity before the inven-
tion of mechanical spinning machines and looms, so it
was not uncommon for the average person to have only
one or two sets of clothing to last them through the years.
Thus the amount of clothing a person owned was a key
indicator of status and wealth among the Egyptians. For
example, the tomb of King Tutankhamun (r. 1332-1322
B.C.E.) contained hundreds of garments. But even upper-
class, non-royal tombs included cloth. The tomb of
princess Hatneferet and vizier (high-ranking government
official) Ramose, who died during the reign of Hatshep-
sut (1478-1458 B.C.E.), contained 76 sheets, one old
shirt, eighteen shawls, fourteen sheets of linen, and
shrouds, in addition to vast quantities of other clothing.
The clothing scholar Gillian Eastwood-Vogelsang specu-
lated that the clothing in tombs could have been equiv-
alent in worth to gold to this ancient society, and was
often a motivating factor for tomb robbers.

EVIDENCE FROM ART. The evidence that can be
gleaned from art about ancient Egyptian clothing is dis-
torted by artistic conventions, though it is useful for dis-
covering the way clothing was worn and how it changed
over time. Artists were often conservative in their depic-
tions of the deceased, showing people in older fashions that
they might rarely have worn in life in order to preserve
arC’s magical function in tomb decoration. Artists also ne-
glected to depict the changes from work clothes to home
clothes for workers. There is no indication in art that dif-
ferent clothes were worn in different seasons and at dif-
ferent times of day. Tomb owners, in general, were always
depicted in their best clothing in tomb scenes. Further-
more, scholars sometimes disagree on how to interpret the
clothing worn in a work of art. For example, a statue of a
First-dynasty king depicts the king wearing a cloak that
can be described as embroidered, quilted, or knitted. Each
of these terms implies a different technique and suggests

different degrees of sophistication in the production of
clothing. Comparing archaeological examples of clothing
to art, it seems to be true that Egyptian fashion changed
slowly. The New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.) was one
brief period during ancient Egyptian history when paint-
ings depict changes in fashion. However, from the Predy-
nastic (beginning in 4400 B.C.E.) to the Ptolemaic Period
(ending in 30 B.C.E.) basic everyday wear did not appear
to change significantly. In the archaeological record, Egypt
displays a surprising lack of class-consciousness in clothing
styles. Evidence shows that King Tutankhamun dressed
similarly to his subjects. The bag tunic, for example, was
a common garment for both kings and commoners,
though there were considerable differences in the quality
of fabrics. In art, however, priests and kings wear occupa-
tional clothing while performing their duties.

TYPES AND ADORNMENTS. Egyptian clothing is
divided into two main categories. One category—
wraparound clothing—used a length of cloth that the
wearer draped on the body. The second category—cut-to-
shape garments—were either triangular or rectangular
pieces of cloth with sewn edges. These categories are dif-
ficult to recognize in the archacological record. Wrap-
around clothing found in tombs often resembles bedsheets.
Only careful examination of fold marks reveals the way
large pieces of textiles were actually used. Garments cut-
to-shape that archaeologists have discovered in tombs are
easy to recognize yet are not often represented in the artis-
tic record. Headgear such as crowns and kerchiefs and jew-
elry were as equally important as clothing in ancient
Egyptian fashion. These adornments often conveyed a mes-
sage through symbolism and magically protected the
wearer. Crowns and kerchiefs identified kings and the par-
ticular purpose of a statue or relief. Often, for example, a
pair of royal statues depicted the king with the red crown
of Lower Egypt and the white crown of Upper Egypt. This
pair of statues would then convey the message that the king
ruled the whole country. Jewelry could be a means of dis-
playing wealth but also protected the wearer. Amulets worn
suspended from chains around the neck were a major
source of divine protection in daily life for an Egyptian.

TOPICS

in Fashion

CLOTH PRODUCTION

LINEN. Linen was the most popular cloth for an-
cient Egyptian clothing. There are rare examples of both
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

LETTER FROM IRER TO HER MASTER

INTRODUCTION: Weaving shops were frequently part of a
household in ancient Egypt. The following letter concerns
difficulties that the woman responsible for supervising
the weavers faces without adequate food supplies for
payment. In this letter, Irer blames her master directly for
her problems. Moreover, she has additional responsibili-
ties to serve as a priestess at a temple. The letter illus-
trates the difficulties in administering a household
weaving shop. The letter writer observes certain con-
ventions of Egyptian epistles. Because Irer writes to her
social superior, she calls herself “your humble servant”
and calls the recipient, “the lord l.p.h.” The initials indi-
cate the ancient Egyptian formula, “may he live, may he
prosper, may he be healthy” that follows any mention
of such a social superior in writing. Words in square
brackets are restored in this somewhat tattered papyrus.
When followed by a question mark, it is a best-guess as
to what the text originally said.

What the lady of the house Irer sends:

This is a communication to the lord, I.p.h., to the ef-
fect that all business affairs of the lord, I.p.h., are pros-
perous and flourishing wherever they are. In the favor of
the King of Upper and Lower Egypt Khakheperre (Sen-
wosret Il), the deceased, and of all the gods as [I, your
humble servant, desire]!

[It is] a communication to the lord, I.p.h., about this
neglectfulness on the part of the lord, I.p.h. Are you all
safe [and sound? The women weavers(?)] are left aban-
doned, thinking they won’t get food provisions inasmuch
as not any news of you has been heard. It is good if [the
lord, I.p.h.] takes note.

This is a communication to the lord, I.p.h., about
those slave-women who are here unable to weave clothes.
Your presence [is demanded(?)] by those who work at(?)
the warp-threads so as to be guided(?). I, your humble
servant, couldn’t come myself owing to the fact that |,
your humble servant, entered the temple on the twentieth
day of the month to serve as wab-priestess for the
month(?). [So] may the lord, |.p.h., bring them (food sup-
plies?) with him. It is a case of paying attention to that
other(?) woman Heremhab when coming [for the(?)] Asi-
atic. the lord, I.p.h., should spend sometime here since
[not] any clothes [have been made] while my attention is
being directed to the temple, and the warp-threads are set
up on the loom without its being possible to weave them.

This is a communication for the lord, I.p.h. It is good
if the lord, I.p.h. takes note.

Address: the lord, I.p.h., Good luck(?)! [from the lady
of the house Irer].

SOURCE: “Letter from the lady of the house Irer to her Mas-
ter,” in Letters from Ancient Egypt. Ed. Edward F. Wente (At-
lanta: Scholars Press, 1990): 82-83.

sheep’s and goat’s wool garments and of palm fiber cloth-
ing found in the archacological record. But Egyptians of
all ranks and classes wore various grades of linen cloth-
ing in all periods. The flax plant (Linum wusitatissimum)
was the source of Egyptian linen. There is good evidence
that flax grew in Egypt as early as 5000 B.C.E., but flax
was not native to Egypt and might have originally been
imported from Syria. The flax plant matures in three
months from seed to flower. After its blue flowers died,
the Egyptians pulled the plant from the ground rather
than using a sickle to harvest it. The dead flowers are
the source of the seeds and they remained part of the
plant until the whole stock dried. Then the cultivator
removed the seeds either by hand or using a tool called
a rippling comb. The seeds were planted for the next
crop. Workers then retted the plant by alternately wet-
ting it and drying it in the sunlight. The retting process
loosened the fibers inside the plant stem. Preparation for
spinning the fibers included washing, drying, beating,
and combing. The plant fiber then would be turned into
thread by spinning it. The Egyptians used hand spindles

consisting of a stick used for a shaft and a whorl that
acted as a weight to stretch the fiber and kept the spin-
dle moving at a constant pace. Spinning twisted the
fibers of the flax stem together to form a longer piece of
thread. Spinning also included a process called attenua-
tion that fully extended the fiber. Twisting then added
to its strength. Finally the spinner wound the thread onto
a shaft. The resulting linen thread was both strong and
elastic.

WEAVING. Weavers used spun thread to make cloth.
They removed spun thread from the spindle once it was
finished and strung it on a loom, forming the warp. The
warp was the system of parallel threads kept under ten-
sion on a loom. The weft is the system of threads passed
over and under the warp to form cloth. Egyptians used
both horizontal and vertical looms to weave. Horizontal
looms rested on the ground with the warp stretched be-
tween two beams. Pegs in the ground held the beams in
place. A predynastic tomb (before 4000 B.C.E.) in Badari,
a village in Upper Egypt, contained a representation on
a bowl of a horizontal ground loom. Vertical looms
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

A CARPENTER’S CORRESPONDENCE

INTRODUCTION: Clothing was an essential element in a
person'’s pay if he or she was too poor to have ser-
vants who could weave cloth. This letter written by
a carpenter in the reign of Ramesses V (1150-1145
B.C.E.) illustrates the way ordinary Egyptians thought
of clothing as payment.

The carpenter Maanakhtef greets the carpenter
Kenkikhopeshef: In life, prosperity and health and in
the favor of Amon-Re, King of the Gods! To wit:

| have reached Hu (Hu-Sekhem). Both Amen-
mose and Pahemnetjer as well have taken very good
care of me in the way of bread, beer, ointment, and
clothing. As soon as my letter reaches you, you shall
send me a wooden door as well as a cubit stick.
Then shall Amon give to you. Farewell!

SOURCE: Maanakhtef, “Letter to Kenkikhopeshef,” in Let-
ters from Ancient Egypt. Ed. Edward F. Wente (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1990), 167.

leaned against walls. An upper beam could rest on lime-
stone blocks set up against house walls. Such looms could
be up to five meters (sixteen feet) high, allowing for long
pieces of cloth. Each loom supported the four main pat-
ters of weaving in ancient Egypt. The simplest form was
balanced tabby, where there are an equal number of warp
and weft threads per square centimeter or inch. The
Egyptians also wove faced tabby weaves. These weaves
include either more warp (warp-faced) or more weft
(weft-faced) threads per square centimeter or inch of fab-
ric. They also made tapestry weaves, a process where the
warp and weft were different colors. Often in tapestry,
a weft thread did not reach from one end of the warp
to the other, but was interwoven in the place where the
color was needed to form a pattern. Known tapestry from
tombs seems restricted to the royal sources. Though not
a scparate weave, the Egyptians also added loops of
threads to the warp in a process called weft-looping. The
resulting cloth resembles modern towels. The Egyptians
used weft-looping to create delicate patterns.

LINEN QUALITIES. The Egyptians had names for
several different qualities of linen. An inscription in the
tomb of Rekhmire, a vizier in the time of Thutmose 111
(r. 1479-1425 B.C.E.), refers to royal linen, bleached
linen, fine linen, and close-woven linen, among other
types. Some archaeological examples of linen also have

symbols on them in ink that Egyptologists believe refer
to the quality of the material. Differences in quality re-
fer to fineness of the cloth. Some examples from the
tomb of Tutankhamun are nearly transparent. Thus
artistic representations of “see-through” costumes are
likely to be accurate. Another quality that set certain
linens apart was color. By the First Dynasty (3100-2800
B.C.E.) the Egyptians used brown thread to weave cloth.
Excavators found red cloth fragments at Meidum, the
site of Sneferu’s pyramid (2625-2585 B.C.E.). In the
New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.) colored cloth is even
more common. The Egyptians used both ocher and plant
material to make dye. Ocher is an iron oxide (the tech-
nical name of rust) mixed with clay. Naturally occurring
ocher is yellow, but heating it transforms the color to
red. Thus ocher could be used to produce either yellow
or red cloth. A number of Egyptian plants could also
produce red dye. These include madder root (Rubia tinc-
torum), safflower (Carthamus tinctorum), henna (Lawso-
nia alba or L. inermis), and alkanet (Anchusa tinctoria).
Blue dyes also came from plants. The Egyptians proba-
bly made it from woad (Isatis tinctorum), which is found
in Egypt. Yellow dye came from safflower and pome-
granate (Punica granatum). Imported dyes found in
Egyptian textiles include indigotin that creates blue, and
alizarin that creates red. These dyes, much like the flax
plant, most likely originated in Syria, and the Egyptians
imported them. Thus textiles other than natural linen
color must have been relatively expensive and available
only to the wealthy.

TEXTILE WORKSHOPS. The vast majority of textile
workers in ancient Egypt were women. Representation
of weavers, laundresses, and even the flax harvest depict
women doing this work. Yet the supervisors were all
men. The exception to this division of labor was the male
weavers who operated the vertical looms. Women dom-
inated horizontal weaving while men were responsible
for the heavier vertical looms. Regardless of who worked
the looms, almost every sort of Egyptian home had spin-
ning and weaving workshops. Small houses in the vil-
lage at Kahun in Middle Egypt, dating to the time of
Senwosret II (r. 1844—1837 B.C.E.) and later, were pro-
duction sites for small-scale spinning and weaving. The
larger the houschold, the more women would be assigned
to textile workshops. Nobles’ estates, royal palaces,
harems, and temples (gods’” houses) also contained work-
shops staffed by large groups of women. Among the pa-
pyri that refer to cloth are two examples from the Middle
Kingdom (2008-1630 B.C.E.). In Cairo Papyrus 91061,
a man named Nakht wrote to a man named Aau that

the weavers had finished a bolt of cloth and that he had
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sent it already. This papyrus thus suggests that cloth was
shipped long distances within Egypt. A list of 38 ser-
vants in Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 includes twenty
weavers. This list suggests through the titles that weavers
could specialize in particular kinds of cloth. From these
papyri, many scholars have also concluded that cloth
played an important economic role in Egyptan life.
Egyptians needed cloth for their own clothing but also
used it as an offering to the gods. From archeological ev-
idence, it can be seen that cloth could also be used to
pay wages in-kind. Cloth was produced both in private
domestic settings and in large institutions such as palaces
and temples and was a vital cog in ancient Egyptian econ-
omy.
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CLOTHING

EVIDENCE. Two kinds of evidence survive for mod-
ern scholars to study ancient Egypt clothing. The Egyp-
tians included complete wardrobes for the deceased in
their tombs to wear in the next world. Thus it is pos-
sible to study garments that were folded for storage in
the tomb. Many Egyptian garments, however, were not
constructed like modern Western clothing, but rather
were simply squares, rectangles, and triangles of cloth
or leather that were arranged on the body in different
styles and foldings. Thus some garments such as elabo-
rately folded dresses or kilts can only be understood
through the second kind of evidence available: a care-
ful study of artistic representations. Yet this evidence is
often problematic in itself. Artists who worked in two
dimensions presented combined perspectives on a gar-
ment, including, for example, both a side view and a
front view in the same representation, as was the con-
vention for representing the human face in two dimen-
sions, and these often left the viewer without a clear
view of the shape of a garment. Three-dimensional
works of art are thus more helpful in understanding the
shape of a garment, though not all the details of the
folds would be obvious even from the best statues. Fur-
thermore, certain artistic conventions forced artists to
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represent clothing as tight-ficting when it is clear from
the archaeological evidence that dresses, for example,
were usually worn looser—otherwise walking would
have been impossible. Furthermore, in art, especially
from tombs and temples, people wear only their best
clothing even in situations that seem incongruous for
such finery. Senedjem and his wife, two Nineteenth-
dynasty (1307-1196 B.C.E.) tomb owners, are repre-
sented in their tomb plowing in their most elaborate
clothing. Everyday wear thus can only be observed from
the wardrobes left in tombs for the deceased to wear in
the afterlife. For these reasons scholars have tried to
combine the archaeological evidence of tomb wardrobes
with artistic evidence to achieve a fuller understanding
of ancient Egyptian clothing.

LoiNcLOTHS. The loincloth was most likely a uni-
versal item of clothing in ancient Egypt. Tu-
tankhamun’s tomb contained fifty loincloths, and
workmen also wore them, as is seen in tomb paintings.
Loincloths were made from both cloth and leather,
though leather loincloths had a specialized use. The
cloth loincloths, worn by both women and men, con-
sisted of two triangular pieces of linen sewn together to
form a larger triangle with three equal sides. The top
and sides were hemmed and strings were attached at ei-
ther corner of the top. The strings allowed the wearer
to tie the loincloth around the waist with the cloth cov-
ering the wearer’s buttocks. Some representations of
workmen suggest that some men did not bother to make
additional ties in the garment, leaving the front open.
Others tucked the tip of the garment in the front of
the waist after pulling it between the legs. Some peo-
ple added a sash that tied at the waist. The major dif-
ferences between the loincloths of royals and the
loincloths of workmen were in the quality of the cloth
and the stitching. Tutankhamun’s loincloths were soft
and silky linen while workmen’s loincloths were more
sturdy and coarser. The stitching in Tutankhamun’s
loincloths was more delicate with smaller stitches than
those found in ordinary people’s loincloths. Men began
wearing leather loincloths starting in the New Kingdom
(1539-1075 B.C.E.). Soldiers, sailors, craftsmen, and
servants wore them to protect their linen loincloths
while they worked. Yet they were also found in tombs
belonging to kings, officials, and Nubian mercenaries.
The burials that Egyptologists call pan graves, long as-
sociated with Nubians, often include mummies wear-
ing leather loincloths. Leather loincloths consisted of
one piece of hide, usually thought to be gazelle skin.
The hide resembled a mesh because the leather worker
cut either slits or diamond-shaped holes in it. Some
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Nykara (center) wears a short kilt with a pleated apron. His
wife wears a tight v-neck dress that almost surely was an artis-
tic convention rather than a real fashion. Their son is naked,
the common way of representing children. BROOKLYN MUSEUM
OF ART, 49.215, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY

PERMISSION.

examples are either patched or uncut over the area that
would cover the buttocks. The garment also had ties
that were part of the hide rather than added as in linen
loincloths. Many of the archaeological examples of
leather loincloths have connections to Nubia. There are
examples of leather loincloths from Nubia in the col-
lections of the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto and
in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. For this reason
most scholars believe that this fashion originated in
modern-day Sudan.

APRONS. Aprons are cloth strips hanging from a
belt or sash that wrapped around the wearer’s waist.
Upper-class Egyptians wore aprons over or under other
garments such as kilts while aprons could be a work-
man’s only garment while he performed certain labors.
In the Fifth Dynasty (2500-2350 B.C.E.) there are
tomb representations of men capturing a bull and

slaughtering a bull wearing only such aprons. Men wore
an apron with a short kilt. This apron was shaped like
a four-sided piece of cloth with a half-circle of cloth
added to the bottom. Tomb reliefs include representa-
tions of these aprons in the Sixth Dynasty (2350-2170
B.C.E.) and again during the Middle Kingdom (2008-
1630 B.C.E.). By the New Kingdom (1539-1075
B.C.E.), men had a wider choice of clothing types to
wear with a pointed apron. Some men represented in
Old and Middle Kingdom reliefs and paintings wear a
triangular apron over their kilts. Artists represent the
apron as a triangle that rose above the kilt in the front.
One point was tucked into the waistband while one
side of the triangle hung parallel to the hem of the kilt.
The artistic emphasis on this item of clothing and the
fact that the pleats of the triangle normally run in a
different direction from the pleats of the kilt have led
many scholars to believe that it is a separate item of
clothing. Others have suggested that the triangle of
cloth is actually the end of the kilt tied in some elab-
orate manner. Since no archacological examples of the
triangular apron have been recognized, it is not possi-
ble to determine whether it is a separate item of cloth-
ing or not.

Kicts. Kilts were wraparound garments that men
wore to cover all or part of the lower half of the body
and legs, and were worn throughout ancient Egyptian
history. Only a very small number of archacological ex-
amples of kilts are available for study. There are, how-
ever, nearly countless examples of men wearing kilts in
Egyptian art. The length of the kilts varies greatly. It is
likely that the length varied with economic and social
status. Cloth was expensive and so poorer people tended
to wear clothing with less material. The standard wrap-
around kilt probably consisted of a rectangular piece of
linen wrapped around the waist. The ends were often
inserted into a sash worn around the waist. The ends of
the sash sometimes visibly hung from the waist and over
the front of the kilt. Men often wore two kilts over one
another. In this case one kilt was pleated while the other
was flat. Some kilts also included decorations such as
fringes, tassels, and pleats. During the New Kingdom,
two additional kilt styles came into fashion. The sash
kilts were one piece of cloth that were gathered and then
tied in the front without a separate sash. The ends of the
cloth hung in the front and were arranged in elaborate
decorative patterns of folds. Typically they appear to
cover part of the small of the back in addition to the
buttocks. Sash kilts could be worn alone or in combi-
nation with bag tunics. The sash kilt could also bear
fringe decoration on the edge. The scalloped-edge kilts
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MEN'S
Wardrobes: Continuity and
Change

The following chart demonstrates continuity and
change in men’s wardrobes in the Old, Middle, and New

Kingdoms. Many innovations occurred in the Middle King-
dom and continued into the New Kingdom. New King-
dom dress was the most various and elaborate.

sOURCE: Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood, Pharaonic Egyptian Cloth-
ing (Leiden, Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 1993).

Garment 0ld Kingdom Middle Kingdom New Kingdom
Cloth loincloth X X X
Leather loincloth X X
Short wraparound kilt X X X
Long wraparound kilt X X
Sash kilt X
Bag tunic X
Long, narrow apron X X X
Triangular apron X X
Sashes and straps X X X
Long cloak X X X
Short cloak X
Shawl X X X
SoURCE: Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood, Pharaonic Egyptian Clothing (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1993).

CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

were worn in combination with bag tunics and triangu-
lar aprons. Scalloped-edge kilts, as their name implies,
were characterized by a cloth with vertically gathered
large folds that resemble a scallop when worn. Women
did not wear kilts, but could be depicted in art wearing
skirts. The length of skirts seems to depend on social sta-
tus and access to cloth. Poorer women wore shorter skirts
out of economic necessity. In general, however, women
wore dresses more commonly than skirts in ancient

Egypt.

ARCHAIC WRAPAROUND. Both men and women
could wear the archaic wraparound. The wearer could
tie together two corners of a rectangular piece of cloth,
placing the knot on the chest just below one shoulder
and the opposite arm passed through the circle now
formed by the top edge of the cloth. Kings, laborers, and
fishermen could wear this garment with a sash. King
Narmer (thirty-first century B.C.E.) wears it on the
Narmer Palette with additional aprons and a bull’s tail.
But workmen depicted in Old Kingdom tombs also wore
a simpler but similar garment. Men continued to wear
the archaic wraparound through the Old Kingdom un-
til about the twenty-first century B.C.E. In the Middle
Kingdom (2003-1630 B.C.E.) and New Kingdom
(1539-1075 B.C.E.) only gods wore the archaic wrap-

around. Gods’ fashions were inherently more conserva-

tive than the clothing of the living. Women wore a long
version of the archaic wraparound. Surprisingly, only fe-
male servants wore it, and it continued into the Middle
Kingdom.

DRESSES. Dresses were women’s clothing consist-
ing of a section fit close to the upper body and a skirt
that was either flowing or tight. Women of all social
classes wore dresses as their most common garment. The
clothing scholar Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood recog-
nized three basic ancient Egyptian dresses: the wrap-
around dress, the v-necked dress, and the bead-net dress.
A wraparound dress consisted of one large piece of fab-
ric that was wrapped around a woman’s body in vari-
ous ways. The fabric was not cut to shape. The
wraparound dress could include or omit shoulder straps.
In the archaeological record, it is easy to confuse a wrap-
around dress with bed linen. They are both rectangular
in shape. But careful examination of both folds and wear
marks on certain cloth rectangles reveals that they were
indeed dresses rather than bed sheets. In the archaeo-
logical examples of these dresses, the rectangle of cloth
measures about two meters by one meter (six feet by
three feet). The cloth is finished on four sides with hems.
The cloth was wrapped two to three times around the
body depending on both the length of the cloth and the
wearer’s body. The top line of this dress could be worn
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Fragment of a tomb painting with seated woman with lotus in one-strap dress. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 05.390, CHARLES EDWIN
WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

cither over or under the breasts, depending on the
amount of material available and the task the wearer
performed. Often women wore either single or double
straps with the wraparound dress. The straps covered
part of the torso. There was a wide variation in the way
the straps were worn. Women wore either one or two
straps, arranged either across the body or hanging
straight from the shoulder. The straps also varied in
width from broad to narrow. These straps were proba-
bly decorative but might have served some practical pur-
pose. Vogelsang-Eastwood suggested they were neither
pinned nor sewn to the wraparound dress. The major-
ity of wraparound dresses both in art and from archae-
ology are white.

SHEATHES AND COMPLEX DRESSES. Many art his-
torians have claimed that the most common dress that
ancient Egyptian women wore was a sheath with either
one or two straps. Vogelsang-Eastwood argued convinc-
ingly that this sheath is actually a wraparound with
straps. She doubted the reality of the sheath dress be-
cause there are no archaeological examples of it among
the twenty known dresses from ancient Egypt and be-
cause no woman’s grave has contained the pins that
would have attached the straps to a sheath. Moreover,
many scholars have commented that the sheath dress
would have been difficult to wear while performing the
tasks portrayed in tomb and temple paintings and re-
liefs. Kneeling, bending, and walking would have been
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impossible if women wore a sheath that was as tight as
artists portray. Thus the art historian Gay Robins sug-
gested that the tight sheath was only an artistic conven-
tion and not a real dress. A more accepted dress form by
art historians was the complex wraparound dress. Artists
first depicted women wearing the complex wraparound
dress during the New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.).
Women created these dresses from large cloth rectangles
wrapped in various decorative manners. Sometimes a sec-
ond, smaller length of cloth secured the garment in place
as a sash. The wearer could drape the cloth over one or
both shoulders, wrap it around the lower part of the
body, and tuck it into itself at the waist. Other versions
of the dress included knotting the cloth under the breast.
The dresses could be pleated or plain. Women at all so-
cial levels wore the complex wraparound dress.

V-NECKED AND BEADED DRESSES. V-necked
dresses were tailored and cut to shape. Some examples
have sleeves, while others are sleeveless. The sleeveless
v-necked dress first appears in the Third Dynasty
(2675-2625 B.C.E.) and continues into the New King-
dom. Both royal women and upper-class women wore
this dress. There are some examples with pleats, though
pleating is less common than plain examples. V-necked
dresses with sleeves survive in the archaeological record
in greater numbers than sleeveless v-necked dresses. The
seamstress made the bodice and sleeves from two pieces
of cloth that she attached to a large rectangle of cloth
that formed the skirt. Archacologists have discovered ex-
amples of these dresses dating from the First to Eleventh
Dynasties (3100-1938 B.C.E.), proving their popularity
for at least 1,200 years. Yet artists never seem to repre-
sent such dresses in the artistic record. This evidence
provides a caution concerning the reliability of tomb
and temple representations to provide a complete pic-
ture for modern scholars. Bead-net dresses were often
worn over V-neck dresses as well as wraparound dresses
and were constructed in geometric patterns. Two ar-
chaeological examples date to the Old Kingdom. The
beads are cylinders of blue or green faience threaded
into a diamond pattern. In the artistic evidence the
bead-net dresses are worn over a wraparound dress. In
art the bead-net dresses are fairly common in the Old
and Middle Kingdoms, but decline in number during
the New Kingdom.

BaG TuNICS. Both men and women wore bag tu-
nics. They could wear them either full-length or half-
length. Though the full-length bag tunic superficially
resembled the modern Egyptian galabiyah due to its
shirc-like nature, the bag tunic differs from the mod-
ern costume because male and female galabiyahs are
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The Lady Tjepu wears a complex wraparound dress that be-
came fashionable in the New Kingdom. More complex and lux-
urious fashions reflect the wealth of the period. BROOKLYN
MUSEUM OF ART, 65.197, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRO-
DUCED BY PERMISSION.

constructed in entirely different ways. Bag tunics for
men and women, however, were both made from a sin-
gle piece of cloth, folded, and then sewn together on
two sides, leaving holes for the arms. The bottom was
left open. A key-hole shaped opening was cut in the
shorter side to allow the wearer to pull it over the head.
The ends and the openings were hemmed. Some bag
tunics were made from heavy material while others were
from fine material, and people of all stations owned
both kinds. Vogelsang-Eastwood and others suggested
that the differences in weight represent summer and
winter wear. Some bag tunics were also decorated. They
could have fringe, bead work, gold or faience sequins,
applied patterns, or embroidery. The full-length bag
tunic first appeared in the Middle Kingdom and
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WOMEN'’S
Wardrobes: Continuity and
Change

Women's wardrobes were very conservative in an-
cient Egypt. Old and Middle Kingdom wardrobes were

nearly identical. New, more elaborate fashions became
popular in the New Kingdom.

SOURCE: Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood, Pharaonic Egyptian Cloth-
ing (Leiden, Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 1993).

Garment 0ld Kingdom Middle Kingdom New Kingdom
Cloth loincloth X X X
Skirts, various lengths X X X
Simple wraparound dress X X X
Complex wraparound dress X
V-necked dress X

Bag tunic X
Bead-net dress X

Sashes and straps X X X
Long cloak X X X
Shawl X X X
sourck: Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood, Pharaonic Egyptian Clothing (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1993).

CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

became widespread in the New Kingdom. While both
men and women wore the full-length bag tunic, only
men wore the short bag tunic. This garment was iden-
tical to the long bag tunic, differing only in its length.
The existing archaeological examples of short bag tu-
nics date to the Eleventh Dynasty (2081-1938 B.C.E.)
and to the New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.). They
vary in length from seventy to ninety-three centimeters
(27.5 to 36.6 inches). Mainly workmen wore these
garments that seem to replace the archaic wraparound
worn during the Predynastic Period and the Old King-
dom. These changes suggest that the Egyptians in-
creasingly wore sewn garments during the transition to

the New Kingdom.

SHAWLS AND CLOAKS. Shawls and cloaks are sim-
ilar because people wore them over other garments. In
Egypt, shawls and cloaks were both fashioned from ob-
long, square, or rectangular pieces of cloth. Scholars have
paid little attention to archaeological examples of shawls.
Of nineteen shawls that Howard Carter, the archaeolo-
gist, mentioned in his notes on the tomb of Tu-
tankhamun, scholars have had access to only one fine
linen example. Carter, however, discovered it wrapped
around the neck of a statue of the jackal god Anubis.
Thus it is not clear that this is an example of human
clothing. In tomb and temple reliefs, some officials in
the Middle Kingdom wore pleated shawls. But the ma-
jority of representations of shawls are worn by foreign

musicians during the reign of Akhenaten (1352-1336
B.C.E.). Cloaks were similar to blankets, a large oblong,
square, or rectangular piece of cloth worn for warmth.
People could either wrap them around the body or knot
them at the shoulder. No archaeological examples have
been recognized, but artists often depicted people wear-
ing cloaks. Normally wraparound cloaks were worn over
both shoulders and held together with the hands, espe-
cially in Old Kingdom examples. In some Middle King-
dom and New Kingdom examples in art, the cloak passes
over only one shoulder and is wrapped tightly around
the body. More active people, such as hunters and char-
iot drivers, wore knotted cloaks. The difference in
whether an Egyptian wore a wraparound or knotted
cloak seems to depend on whether his/her hands needed
to be free. Thus the wraparound cloak was worn when
a person could hold the cloak closed, while active peo-
ple whose hands were otherwise occupied knotted their

cloaks.

ACCESSORIES. There were three types of acces-
sories that could be added to most types of clothing:
sashes, straps, and codpieces. Sashes differed from belts
because they were made from cloth rather than leather.
Sashes were an important element in ancient Egyptian
clothing and were commonly illustrated in depictions
of men and women. Surviving examples of sashes from
archaeological contexts are made from rope or tasseled
cloth. In general the cloth sashes had hemmed edges
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Cloaked official. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 62.77.1, CHARLES ED-
WIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

and tassels at the ends. Sashes could be very wide, vary-
ing between five and sixteen centimeters (two to six
inches). Sashes also varied by economic status. The
cheapest sashes must have been ropes that workmen
wore. Some soldiers in relief scenes wear broad cloth
sashes that hang down from the waist in the front. They
could be placed so that they covered the top of the kilt
or beneath the top edge of the kilt. Scholars have not
studied sash placement but it is possible that certain
fashions predominated in different times. The most va-
riety, as is often the case, is visible in representations
from the New Kingdom. Women rarely wore sashes in
artistic representations. Like sashes, it was men who
commonly wore either single or double straps that ex-
tended from the shoulder to the opposite hip. The
straps could be either one or two pieces of cloth. Both
high officials and workmen could wear such straps,
though they appear most commonly worn by officials.
Women wore separate straps while dancing or doing
strenuous work in the fields, but straps were not com-
mon for women except in these special circumstances.
The codpiece was an accessory only worn by men and
usually was used for protection. Several battle scenes
dating to the Middle Kingdom show men wearing a
separate garment over the genital area. The American
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Egyptologist H. G. Fischer suggested that it is a cod-
piece or penis sheath that originated in Nubia. The
Egyptian officials Ukhhotep and Senbi wore similar
garments on a hunting expedition in a relief of Dynasty
Twelve (1938-1759 B.C.E.).
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HAIRSTYLES

USE OF WIGS. Most scholars believe that some an-
cient Egyptian men and women often wore wigs re-
gardless of the style of their natural hair. The more
elaborate styles that artists represented for upper-class
men and women were almost certainly wigs. Represen-
tations of rich women often include a fringe of natural
hair at the forehead, under a wig, leading scholars to be-
lieve that it was a sign of wealth and status to wear a wig
and that vanity had little to do with it. Most scholars as-
sume that all people above a certain station were depicted
with wigs on, yet it is not always clear whether the style
in a statue, relief, or painting is a wig or is natural hair.

MEN’s HAIRSTYLES. During the Old Kingdom
(2675-2170 B.C.E.), men wore both a close-cropped
style and a shoulder-length style. The shorter style
probably represents natural hair cut close to the skull.
The wearer swept the hair back in wings, covering the
ears, when wearing the shoulder-length style. Men also
wore moustaches and sometimes a goatee in this pe-
riod. Working men wore their natural hair cropped
closely. Only workmen were ever depicted with gray
hair or with male-pattern baldness. This difference be-
tween richer and poorer men in statues, reliefs, and
paintings reflects a wider convention of portraying
upper-class tomb owners in an idealized manner, at the
most attractive point in their lives. The major distinc-
tion between men’s hairstyles of the Old and Middle
Kingdoms (2008-1630 B.C.E.) was in the shoulder-
length style. Often in the Middle Kingdom men tucked
their hair behind the ears when wearing shoulder-
length hair in contrast to the covered ears of the Old
Kingdom. This feature of the hairstyle probably relates
to the fashion for large, protruding ears during this
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Relief of hairdresser Inu. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 51.231, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

period. Men also wore wigs pushed farther forward
than they had during the Old Kingdom, indicating that
a low forehead was considered attractive in this period.
While early in the New Kingdom, men continued to
wear the same styles that had been popular in the Mid-
dle Kingdom, men’s styles became more elaborate
around the reign of Amenhotep II (1426-1400 B.C.E.).
Artists portrayed a hairstyle with two different styles of
curls: one in triangular-shaped wings, or lappets, at the
side of the head and one down the back. Scholars some-
times call it the lappet wig because of these overhang-
ing folds of hair. These details made hairstyles appear
more complex and suggest that men paid more atten-
tion to their hair in this period of relative peace and

prosperity.

WOMEN’s HAIRSTYLES. Women also could wear
either a short or a long hairstyle in the Old Kingdom.
The ideal was heavy ringlets that could just frame the
face, or a longer wig that included hanks of hair over
each shoulder and down the back. Scholars call this
style “tripartite” because the wearer divided her hair
into three sections. Tripartite hairstyles could be
shoulder-length or longer. Often a fringe of natural hair
was displayed over the forehead when wearing a tri-
partite wig. Almost all women wore the same styles re-

gardless of class. During the Middle Kingdom, women

added short, curled wigs to the possibilities for coif-
fure. Royal women also began wearing the so-called
Hathoric wig, named for the goddess Hathor. This style
resembled the way Hathor wore her hair when depicted
on the capital of an architectural column. The thick,
wavy hair came forward over the shoulder and curled,
sometimes around a ball. Natural hair remained visible
down the woman’s back. At the beginning of the Eigh-
teenth Dynasty (1539-1292 B.C.E.), royal women con-
tinued to wear the Hathoric wig and the now ancient
tripartite wigs. When human women wore this style in
depictions, the artists decorated it with additional rows
of horizontal ringlets. Goddesses, however, wore their
hair in the most conservative fashion, recalling the Old
Kingdom style. Upper-class women also added a full-
length style called enveloping. Rather than dividing the
hair into three parts as in the tripartite wig, an en-
veloping style presented the hair as a continuous mass
enclosing both shoulders and the back. In the Eigh-
teenth Dynasty, enveloping styles generally reached the
shoulder blades. Women’s hair was a component of
their sexual allure. Images of young women on cosmetic
articles such as mirrors or the objects called cosmetic
spoons, have especially elaborate hairstyles. In The Story
of Two Brothers, written in the Ramesside Period
(1292-1075 B.C.E.), the scent of a woman’s hair
prompts a man to kill her husband because he desires
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Relief of Amunmose in New Kingdom hairstyle. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 65.196, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY
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her so greatly. The scent of a god’s hair also helps iden-
tify him.

UNISEX STYLES. During the reign of Akhenaten
(1352-1336 B.C.E.) men and women could wear nearly
identical styles. The most popular unisex style was the
Nubian wig. This hairstyle consisted of tapering rows
of tight ringlets in layers. Such hairstyles can be found
in sub-Saharan Africa in modern times and most likely
derived from hairstyles in Sudan (ancient Nubia) dur-
ing the New Kingdom. Another Nubian style worn in
New Kingdom Egypt was the rounded wig. This wig
hung in ringlets to the nape of the neck. Both men and
women wore the Nubian wig and the rounded wig.
Moreover, both royalty and commoners wore these
styles. The royal wearers had more complex wigs, but
basically the styles were the same for all. These styles,
however, were abandoned at the end of the Eighteenth
Dynasty. During the Ramesside Period (Nineteenth and

Twentieth Dynasties, 1292-1075 B.C.E.), long hair was
the defining stylistic characteristic. Men continued to
wear the lappet wig, and women still wore enveloping
and even tripartite wigs. But now men’s hair could reach
below the shoulders. Women’s hair could reach their
walsts.

SHAVED HAIRSTYLES. Both male and female chil-
dren could wear the so-called “side lock of youth.” In
this style, most of the head was shaved, except for a
long tuft of hair gathered at one side and usually
plaited. This style also associated the child with cer-
tain gods who played the role of a child within a di-
vine family. In many periods of Egyptian history
priests shaved their heads, and perhaps other parts of
their bodies, to achieve ritual purity. Especially in the
Ramesside period, artists depicted processions of bald
priests carrying the god’s boat or performing other rit-
ual actions.
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CROWNS

CONNECTION BETWEEN DEITIES AND ROYALTY.
Royalty in ancient Egypt wore crowns that connected
them to the gods. In almost every artistic depiction of
the gods, the gods can be seen wearing a crown that iden-
tifies them with some sort of aspect of nature or power.

When a king or a queen wore a crown that was similar
to the depicted crown of the deity, they were connect-
ing themselves with power and the protection of that
god or goddess. Kings, queens, and princesses also wore
crowns that identified their rank and function, while also
enhancing the wearer’s appearance and status by associ-
ation with precious materials and by making the wearer
to appear physically taller. A very limited selection of ar-
chacological examples of crowns has survived into mod-
ern times. These examples include only circlets and some
kerchiefs. The circlets were crafted from gold, silver, and
gemstones. Thus precious materials worn by the deities
and the royal family enhanced and demonstrated their
high status. Moreover, precious materials associated roy-
alty with the divine. Gods, in Egyptian belief, had skin
made from gold. Thus the addition of a gold element to
a human’s headgear suggested a close connection with
the divine. Additionally, reliefs and sculpture portray
royal and divine crowns that were very tall. These tall
crowns often included feathers that made the wearer ap-
pear taller and allowed him or her to dominate a scene.
This height also connected the wearer to the divine by
being closer to the heavens; one text described Queen
Hatshepsut’s crown “piercing the heavens.” Along with
height, some accessories on crowns also linked the wearer
with the divine. The solar disk, for example, was often
a central element of a crown and associated the wearer
with the sun god, Re. The Uraeus-snake (cobra) was also
often part of the crown and symbolized the sun god’s
eye. The god’s eye represented the fire and radiance of
the sun that consumed potential enemies. The Uraeus
thus represented divine protection for the wearer.

URAEUS. The number of Uraeus snakes on a crown
can often help an Egyptologist determine its date. In the
carliest periods, kings wore the Uraeus attached to a
stripped kerchief called the Nemes. Egyptian kings wore
the Nemes with Uraeus and the Uraeus on a circlet from
the First Dynasty through the Sixth Dynasty (3100—
2170 B.C.E.), but in this period did not wear it with the
tall crowns. During the Sixth Dynasty (2350-2170
B.C.E.) royal women also began to wear the Uraeus. At
the beginning of the Eighteenth Dynasty in the reign of
Ahmose (1539-1514 B.C.E.), royal women started wear-
ing a double Uraeus as part of their crowns. These snakes
wore miniature versions of the king’s primary crowns—
the Red Crown and the White Crown—on their heads.
Sometimes the double Uraeus flanks a vulture’s head on
the female crowns. This combination represented the
goddesses Wadjit and Nekhbet who were symbols of Up-
per and Lower Egypt. When a deceased king wore the
double Uraeus, however, it represented the goddesses Isis
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and Nephthys, the chief mourners for the king. During
the Twenty-fifth Dynasty (760-656 B.C.E.), rulers from
Sudan (ancient Kush) adopted the double Uraeus as part
of their cap-like crown. Women’s crowns also included
the Uraeus with the head of a gazelle or ibis. By the
Ptolemaic Period (332-30 B.C.E.) queens adopted triple
Uraeus adornments to their crowns. Finally, some tall
crowns adopted in the reign of Amenhotep III
(1390-1352 B.C.E.) incorporated a base made from mul-
tiple Uracus snakes. Amenhotep III's son, Akhenaten,
adopted this base as a circlet and wore Uraeus snakes
around some of his crowns. The expansion of the im-
portance of the Uraeus correlated with the importance
of the sun god, especially during the reign of Akhenaten.
The Uraeus was thus a basic element of royal crowns in
all periods, but was used in a variety of ways.

ANIMAL AND PLANT ELEMENTS. Some crowns in-
corporated elements in shapes derived from other ani-
mal’s bodies. These features also associate the wearer with
the god who had an association with that animal. Thus
falcon feathers on the crown associated the king with the
falcon god Horus. The curved ram’s horn, a symbol of
the god Amun, became part of the royal crown as early
as the reign of Amenhotep I (1514-1493 B.C.E.) and as-

sociated the king with the chief of the Egyptian pan-
theon during the New Kingdom. Some crowns were wo-
ven from reeds or were made from other materials in the
shape of plant elements. Some crowns worn by queens
and princesses incorporate plant elements that suggest
youthful beauty. Some kings’ crowns and even the
crowns worn by the muu-dancers during funeral dances
were made from reeds.

RED AND WHITE CROWNS. At least as early as the
Old Kingdom (2675-2170 B.C.E.), kings wore nine dif-
ferent crowns. These crowns probably represented differ-
ent aspects of the king’s office. Similar crowns appeared
in the coronation of Hatshepsut (1478-1458 B.C.E.) and
of Prolemy V (209-180 B.C.E.). Thus kings separated by
thousands of years wore essentially the same crowns. The
most commonly represented crowns were the White
Crown, Red Crown, and Double Crown. The Red Crown
and White Crown were the oldest crowns that Egyptian
kings wore. Kings wore them from at least Dynasty 0 in
the Predynastic Period (3200-3100 B.C.E.) and contin-
ued to wear them until the end of ancient Egyptian his-
tory. The Red Crown took its name from the oldest
Egyptian name for the crown, desheret (“red thing”). By
the Middle Kingdom (2008-1630 B.C.E.), Egyptians
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called the Red Crown the ner—the Egyptian name of the
goddess Neith. The Red Crown identified the king as ruler
of Lower (northern) Egypt. The White Crown takes its
name from the Egyptian hedjer(“white thing”). The White
Crown designated the king as ruler of Upper Egypt. These
crowns might have been made from leather or fabric. The
Pyramid Texts include references to the Red Crown and
White Crown where their colors associated them with
planets and stars. From the earliest periods until the reign
of Thutmose IV (1400-1390 B.C.E.) the Red Crown and
White Crown were worn alone or combined in the Dou-
ble Crown. By Thutmose IV’s reign, the Red Crown or
White Crown could be worn over a Nemes kerchief. This
trend continued through the subsequent Ramesside Pe-
riod (1292-1075 B.C.E.) when the Red Crown or White

Crown always was worn with additional elements.

Ahmose, also known as Ruru. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART,
61.196, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMIS-
SION.

DoOUBLE CROWNS. The name “Double Crown” is
a modern construction. The Egyptians called the Dou-
ble Crown pas sekhemty (“the two powerful ones”). The
king wore the Double Crown to symbolize his rule over
both Upper and Lower Egypt. Gods associated with
kingship also wore the Double Crown. The god Ho-
rus wore it because each king was a living manifesta-
tion of this god. The god Atum wore the double crown
to emphasize his cosmic rule. The goddess Mut wore
the Double Crown over a vulture cap. Because Mut
was the divine mother and a consort of the chief god
Amun, her headgear stressed her connection to the
king. The Double Feather Crown, called shuzy (“two

feathers”), was nearly always worn in combination with
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A muu-dancer’s crown was made from reeds. Muu-dancers per-
formed in the funeral procession, acting out the deceased’s
journey from this world to the afterlife. CREATED BY GGS INFOR-
MATION SERVICES. GALE.

another crown. The major elements of the Double
Feather Crown are two tall feathers, from either an os-
trich or falcon, and the horns of a ram and a cow. The
first king known to wear this crown was Sneferu (r.
2625-2585 B.C.E.), and kings continued to wear it un-
til the end of ancient Egyptian history. The crown orig-
inated in Lower Egypt in the town called Busiris and
was worn by its local god named Andjety. Busiris later
was the Lower Egyptian home for the god Osiris who
also sometimes wore feathers. The chief god of the pan-
theon Amun, the fertility god Min, and the war god
Montu all also wore the Double Feather Crown. Their
characteristics might have been conveyed to the king
when he wore the crown. The Double Feather Crown
sometimes included Uraeus snakes and sun disks. The
king wore this crown during one segment of the coro-
nation. The Double Feather Crown could also be worn
with the Atef Crown.

On the left, a crown made of reeds might be the ancestor of
the king’s White Crown, symbol of the king of Upper (south-
ern) Egypt. On the right, the Atef crown consists of two tall
feathers, cow horns, and ram horns. The king wore this crown
when performing temple rituals. CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION
SERVICES. GALE.

ATEF CROWN. The Atef Crown combined a cone-
shaped central element that resembles the White Crown
with the Double Feather Crown. Sahure (r. 2485-2472
B.C.E.) was the first king known to wear the Atef Crown,
and it continued in use undil the end of ancient Egypt-
ian history. The god of the afterlife, Osiris, as well as the
ram god Herishef, the royal god Horus, and the sun god
Re all were depicted wearing an Atef Crown. In the New
Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.), the Atef Crown also bore
a sun disk and Uraeus snakes. Thutmose III (1479-1425
B.C.E.) also added the fruit of the ished-tree (probably
the persea tree) to the crown, associating it with the east-
ern horizon where this tree grows. The meaning of the
word “atef” in Egyptian remains in dispute. It might
mean “his might” or “his majesty.”

KERCHIEFS. The blue and gold striped cloth
arranged as a kerchief on the king’s head and called the
Nemes is also very ancient. The earliest known repre-
sentation was part of a statue of King Djoser (r.
2675-2654 B.C.E.). The Nemes is included in the em-
blem of the royal ka (spirit) called the Standard of the
Ka. The Nemes’ association with the royal ka suggests
that the Nemes somehow represents kingship itself. By
the Eighteenth Dynasty (1539-1292 B.C.E.), the Nemes
covered the king’s head while he wore other crowns on
top of it. The king also wore the Nemes when he ap-
peared as a sphinx, such as at the Great Sphinx of Giza,
or when he appeared as the falcon god Horus. The Khat
Kerchief and the related Afnet Kerchief may be the fu-
nerary equivalent of the Nemes. The pairs of statues that
guard New Kingdom royal tombs wear the Khat and
Afnet Kerchiefs. Tutankhamun’s mummy is also de-
picted wearing the Khat. The goddesses of mourning,
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Isis and Nephthys, also wore the Khat. This strong rep-
resentation among funerary goods suggests that the Khat
and Afnet aided in rejuvenation after death.

Capr CROWN. The Cap Crown first appeared in the
Old Kingdom (2675-2170 B.C.E.). Circles or horizon-
tal lines decorate the cap crown in most representations.
It is blue or gold in representations that include color.
The preserved Cap Crown that Tutankhamun’s mummy
(1332-1322 B.C.E.) wore, in contrast, was white and
decorated with blue faience and gold beads. The king
often wore the Cap Crown when performing religious
rituals. Queen Nefertiti, wife of Akhenaten (1352-1336
B.C.E.), also wore the Cap Crown. Kushite kings of the

Queen Nefertari wearing the vulture headdress, modius, a sun
disk, and two tall feathers. ® CHRISTEL GERSTENBERG/CORBIS. RE-
PRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Twenty-fifth Dynasty (760—-656 B.C.E.) wore a Cap
Crown with a double Uraeus snake. The color of the
Cap Crown and the circle decoration relates it to the
Blue Crown. The Blue Crown, called the kheperesh in
Egyptian, first appeared in the Second Intermediate Pe-
riod (1630-1539 B.C.E.). It shares both the color and
circle pattern with the older Cap Crown, and thus some
Egyptologists believe they are related. The Blue Crown
is most likely the crown that the king wore most often
while performing his duties in life during the New King-
dom. Because the king also wears this crown while rid-
ing in a war chariot, the crown is sometimes called a war
crown, though this is probably an error. The crown rep-
resents action, both in peace and in war. When com-
bined with the Nemes, however, it represents a deceased

king.

WOMEN’S CROWNS. Fewer crowns were available
to royal women than to men, and they are slightly bet-
ter understood. Female crowns relate clearly to god-
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desses and wearing them associated the queen or
princess with the characteristics of the related goddess.
The oldest known female crown is the Vulture Cap.
The vulture was the sacred animal of the goddess
Nekhbet of Upper Egypt. The hieroglyph of a vulture
was the writing of the word “mother,” and thus the
mother goddess Mut wore the Vulture Cap, too. The
Vulture Cap thus associated the queen with Nekhbet
and stressed her role as mother of the next king. Fer-
tility and motherhood were also symbolized by cow
horns added to the queen’s wig, a symbol of the god-
dess Hathor. Royal women after the Sixth Dynasty
could wear the Uraeus snake, a solar symbol associated
with the eye of the god Re. Since the Egyptians recog-
nized the eye as the Lower Egyptian goddess Wadjit,
wearing the Vulture Cap (Nekhbet) with the Uraeus
(Wadjit) could symbolize the union of Upper and
Lower Egypt. When queens wore tall feathers, they
were meant to represent the eastern and western hori-
zons. The feathers thus also connected the crown to the
cult of Re who rose and set on the horizon as the sun.
The base for the feathers was interpreted as the marsh
of Khemmis, the place where the goddess Isis raised her
child Horus, the infant king. Thus the crown could
combine symbolism from both solar religion and fu-
nerary religion.
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JEWELRY AND AMULETS

PROTECTION. Archaeology has provided many
examples of Egyptian jewelry for study. Upper-class
Egyptian men and women wore jewelry and considered
it essential for being fully dressed. Jewelry served to
protect people, according to Egyptian thought. The ar-
eas most in need of protection were the head, neck,
arms, wrists, fingers, waist, and ankles. Thus hairpins,
necklaces, armlets, bracelets, finger-rings, decorative
girdles, and ankle bracelets all became popular as a
means of protecting vulnerable areas. Unlike modern
jewelers, who normally use casting to shape their prod-
ucts, Egyptian jewelers more often hammered sheet
metal, then cut, shaped, crimped, and soldered it to
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make settings for stones. Jewelers also hand-wrought
wires for chains. Often tomb jewelry was inexpensively
gilded wood or steatite (soapstone) rather than solid
gold. Only the wealthiest Egyptians could afford to
bury solid-gold objects. People who could not afford
jewelry made from precious metals and semi-precious
stones but who still desired the protection it could give
used flowers, seeds, and shells for personal adornment.
The most popular inexpensive substitute material was
faience. Faience is made from fired sand with a glaze
made of soda-lime-silicate. Jewelers could make faience
jewelry in molds. Thus faience could imitate nearly any
shape. It also could be colored in a wide variety of
shades from white to green to blue. Many scholars be-
lieve that, though inexpensive, faience was also popu-

lar because of its dramatic transformation from sand as
a raw material to a glittering colored surface.

SYMBOLISM. Many items of Egyptian jewelry were
symbolic as well as expressions of wealth and status. The
Egyptians thought that the gods’ flesh was gold and their
bones were silver. Thus these two precious metals asso-
ciated the wearer with the divine. Colorful semi-precious
stones could also represent various ideas through sym-
bolism. Red stones represented powers such as the sun.
Green represented regeneration and growth, important
for the symbolism of rebirth into the next world. Deep
blue represented the heavens and the waters of the Nile.
Royal jewelry beginning in the Old Kingdom had a stan-
dard red/green/blue pattern that tied together the most
important concepts through symbolism.
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SEMI-PRECIOUS
Stones—Imported and Local

The Egyptians used a wide variety of imported and
local semi-precious stones in their jewelry. The following
lists show the range of colorful stones available for the
ancient jeweler to set. Jewelry also helps to establish
wide-ranging trade networks available to the Egyptians.

Local Stones
Amazonite

Amethyst
Banded Agate
Calcite
Carnelian

Emerald

Fluospar
Green feldspar
Hematite
Jasper
Malachite
Olivine

Peridot
Porphyry

Rock crystal
Serpentine

Imported Semi-Precious Stones
Lapis lazuli, Afghanistan

Turquoise, Sinai

Obsidian, Iran

BoATMAN’S CIRCLET. The Egyptians called the first
known head ornaments worn both by men and women
the boatman’s circlet. Originally it was a headband made
of woven reeds that kept a boatman’s hair in place while
he worked. Wealthy women such as Seneb-tisi who lived
in the Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759 B.C.E.) had a gold
head circlet imitating the boatman’s headband. Princess
Khnumet, also of the Twelfth Dynasty, was buried in a
headband of gold imitating the reeds of a boatman’s cir-
clet but with additional blue, red, and green stones to
represent flowers.

DIADEMS. A headband or circlet becomes a diadem
when a royal person wears it. Gold headbands with
added Uracus-snake or vulture were worn by queens in
the Twelfth Dynasty. Princess Sit-Hathor-Yunet wore a
diadem with fifteen inlaid roundels, papyrus flowers, and
a Uracus-snake. A royal woman of the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty wore such a diadem with a gazelle rather than a
Uraeus, a sign she was a secondary queen.

WIG DECORATIONS. Burials of the Twelfth and
Eighteenth Dynasties also have revealed wig decora-
tions. Seneb-tisi, a woman who lived in the Twelfth
Dynasty included gold rosettes spaced at regular inter-
vals on her wig. Princess Sit-Hathor-Yunet wore short
gold tubes threaded on the hair of her wig. One of the
royal women from the Eighteenth Dynasty wore a head
covering of gold rosettes strung between beads over her
wig.

RINGS AND EARRINGS. Finger rings of gold, silver,
bronze, copper, or faience often incorporated hiero-
glyphic signs, especially signs for words that signified
characteristics Egyptians prized. Thus jewelers made
rings from the ankh (life) hieroglyphs along with signs
for eternal existence, healing, protection, and stability.
One popular ring form was a bezel or base for a scarab
beetle with an inscription on the bottom. Often the in-
scription was the name of a king, a deity, or a wish for
health. Unlike rings, which were standard jewelry long
before 2000 B.C.E., ear ornaments joined Egyptian jew-
elry in the Second Intermediate Period (1630-1539
B.C.E.) and did not become popular until the New King-
dom (1539-1075 B.C.E.). Popular styles included hoops,
pendants, studs, and plugs. Both men and women wore
carrings, though kings did not wear them in representa-
tions, even though several royal mummies have pierced
cars. Earrings were included among Tutankhamun’s
treasures, but the mummy did not wear earrings even
though he had pierced ears and wore many other kinds
of jewelry. This is a puzzling contradiction.

BEADED COLLARS. In Egypt’s long history there
were several trends or fads in jewelry. But the longest-
lived item was the beaded collar. There were two types
of beaded collars worn by men, women, and deities. They
included the wesekh (“broad”) collar and the shenu (“en-
circling”) collar. The wesekh collar consisted of several
rows of upright tube-shaped beads, strung close together.
The bottom row used pendants shaped like a beetle, a
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symbol of eternal life, or a simple drop-shaped bead. The
shenu collar used similar tube-shaped beads in alternat-
ing segments strung vertically and horizontally. Both col-
lars were symmetrical, a general characteristic of Egyptian
jewelry. They both also used the larger beads in the cen-
ter and gradually reduce the size of the beads toward the
edges, as well as terminals to gather the stringing of the
beads. Finally they both used counterweights worn to-
ward the back that relieved the weight of the necklace on
the neck. The menat or counterweight also made it pos-
sible for the beaded collar to lie propertly at the neck. The
menat thus became a symbol of stability.

PECTORALS. Simple beads on a string around the
neck developed into both collars and chest ornaments
called pectorals. A pectoral is a piece of jewelry that hangs
over the chest. The first pectorals were pendants with
the name of the king inscribed on them. They were made
from precious metals often inlaid with semi-precious
stones. Some examples were shaped like a shrine with
the king’s name in a cartouche in the center. In the New
Kingdom, pectorals often substituted a scarab for the
king’s name. The scarab beetle was a symbol of the sun-
god. These scarab-beetle pectorals were worn only by
mummies, not living people.

ARM/LEG ORNAMENTS. The Egyptians wore arm-
lets on their upper arms and bracelets on their fore-

arms and anklets around their ankles. Both men and
women wore armlets, bracelets, and anklets. All three
could be either flexible or rigid. The flexible armlets,
bracelets, and anklets were made from beads, while the
rigid type is called a bangle, made from elephant ivory
or precious metal. Bracelets were popular in both the
Old and Middle Kingdoms. Armlets came into fash-
ion only in the New Kingdom. Among the most fa-
mous sets of bracelets were the thirteen worn by
Tutankhamun’s mummy. They were made from gold
with inlays of precious stones. They included protec-
tive symbolism such as the vulture, the Eye of Horus
that could represent healing, and the scarab beetle rep-
resenting the sun god. Anklets are indistinguishable
from bracelets. They can be either made from beads
or can be rigid bangles made with a hinge. It would
not be possible to pass a rigid bangle over the entire
foot to reach the ankle. Thus they were made with
hinges that allowed them to open. There are many rep-
resentations of men and women wearing anklets, but
they can only be recognized when a mummy is wear-
ing one. Tutankhamun’s anklet, for example, looks ex-
actly like a bracelet. Yet because it was discovered
around his ankle, its true purpose is known.

JEWELERS. Jewelers were represented in tomb
paintings, relief, and on stelac. Tomb representations
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of jewelers show them at work at work benches and
using their tools. In the tomb of the Sixth-dynasty
(2350-2170 B.C.E.) prime minister Mereruka, people
who weigh precious metals then melt them are repre-
sented with gold workers and bead stringers. Several
dwarves work as jewelers in this scene, a common phe-
nomenon. Dwarves had an association with Ptah, the
patron god of craftsmen. Burt also it is possible that
the small hands of dwarves were an asset in working
with jewelry. In the New Kingdom, the best repre-
sentation of jewelers is in the tomb of another prime
minister named Rekhmire (reign of Thutmose III,
1479-1425 B.C.E.). Here men are represented drilling
stone beads and stringing them as if they were in an
assembly line. Stelac include the names of jewelry
workers and imply that they were at least middle-class
workers.
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PEOPLE
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IRER
fl. Dynasty Twelve (1938-1759 B.C.E.)

Priestess
Overseer

HOUSEHOLD MANAGER. Irer lived in a town at-
tached to the pyramid of Senwosret II (r. 1844-1837
B.C.E.) called Hotep-Senwosret. Irer was responsible for
managing a household during the owner’s absence on
business. She also had responsibilities as a priestess in the
temple dedicated to the deceased Senwosret II. In a letter
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she wrote to the owner, she complains that she was un-
able to supervise the weaver’s workshop attached to the
household because of her responsibilities as a priestess.
Irer’s tone in the letter fluctuates between the subservience
of an employee and annoyance that the owner is not ful-
filling his responsibilities. She uses the standard formula,
calling herself “your humble servant” and referring to the
owner as “the lord, .p.h.” The initials refer to the Egypt-
ian expression, “may he live, may he prosper, and may he
be healthy,” that follows each mention of a superior in
writing. Yet Irer is straightforward in complaining that she
cannot supervise the weavers properly if food supplies do
not arrive from her master. Irer’s letter demonstrates the
way that houschold weaving shops were managed.
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SOURCES

in Fashion

Anonymous, Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 (c. Dynasty Thir-
teen, 1759-1630 B.C.E.)—This papyrus is a list of ser-
vants that includes twenty weavers who each specialized
in a particular kind of cloth.

Irer, Letter to her Master (c. 1844—1837 B.C.E.)—This let-
ter describes a woman’s trouble supervising a home
weaving workshop while the master is absent on busi-
ness.

Nakht, Cairo Papyrus 91061 (c. 2008-1938 B.C.E.)—This
scribe’s letter confirms the existence of home workshops
for spinning and weaving cloth, and that cloth was sent
long distances.
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IMPORTANT EVENTS

in Literature

All dates in this chronology are approximations (c.) and
occur before the common era (B.C.E.).

3300-3000

2625-2170

2625-2532

2532-2425

2500-2350

2065-1957

2008

112

The ecarliest hieroglyphic writing emerges
in the town of Abydos in Middle Egypt.
This pre-dates the earliest Sumerian writ-
ing in Mesopotamia by about 300 years.

Old Egyptian, the oldest known stage of
the ancient Egyptian language, is written
in hieroglyphs and hieratic, a cursive writ-
ing system based on hieroglyphs.

The first Egyptian literature includes the
Pyramid Texts, the funeral service for the
king carved on the interior walls of the
pyramids of kings and autobiographies of
noblemen carved on the walls of their
tombs.

The earliest autobiographical inscriptions
suggest that a man achieves self-worth by
fulfilling responsibilities to his father.

Autobiographies of the late Fourth and
the Fifth Dynasties portray a man’s self-
worth as being based on his relationship
with the king.

Autobiographies of the Fifth Dynasty re-
veal that the Egyptians believed goodness

was innate.

Egyptian noblemen revive the ideal of
royal service as the theme of autobiogra-
phy, an idea that had disappeared at the
end of the Old Kingdom.

The literary theme of the overcoming of
political chaos by a strong king appears in
the new literature of pessimism, a litera-

2008-1630

1938-1759

1919-1875

1543-1539

1539-1075

1479-1425

1478-1458

1390-1352

ture that contrasts earthly reality with
Egyptian ideals.

Middle Egyptian, the classical stage of the
ancient Egyptian language used to com-
pose poetry and prose for nearly 1,500
years, is also the spoken language.

New literary genres appear including nar-
rative, teachings, and discourses.

The Story of Sinube, Egypt’s great national
epic poem is probably composed during
this time.

The Kamose Stela, the oldest known his-
torical account, is composed; the genre
will grow in importance during the New
Kingdom.

Late Egyptian, the language of a number
of sophisticated prose stories, is also the
spoken language.

Autobiography grows less important as a
form than it was in the earlier period and
is published on statues rather than on
tomb walls.

Hymns emerge as an important literary
form.

The Annals of Thutmose I1I, carved on the
wall of the Temple of Amun at Karnak,
directs readers to a leather roll in the li-
brary for the full version of the text, in-
dicating that fuller versions of some texts
existed in other media.

A poem praising the city of Thebes is the
only known Eighteenth-dynasty verse,
contrasting with numerous poems of ear-
lier and later periods.

Queen Hatshepsut publishes an historical
account of her expedition to the land of
Punt in Echiopia, a very early description
of a foreign country.

King Amenhotep III uses large faience
scarabs to publish and distribute decrees
and information, one way of producing
multiple copies of a text with molds.
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1352-1332

1292-1190

664

The king Akhenaten publishes the Hymn
to the Aten, the first known literary work
in Late Egyptian. Late Egyptian will be-

come increasingly important for literature.

There is an apparent sudden flowering of
a new narrative literature in Late Egypt-
ian vernacular.

The Demotic language and script begin
to be used in speech and literature by
most Egyptians.

332

196
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Alexander the Great, a Macedonian Greek,
conquers Egypt and brings the Greek lan-
guage to Egypt as the language of the rul-

ing class.

The decree of Prolemy VI exempting
priests in Memphis from certain taxes
is carved on a stela in Egyptian and
Greek that will later be known as the
Rosetta Stone, the key to recovering the
ancient Egyptian language in modern
times.
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OVERVIEW

of Literature

LoNG TRADITION. Ancient Egyptian authors pro-
duced literature for a 2,500-year period, making it one
of the longest continuous literary traditions in world his-
tory. Ancient Egyptian literature began as hieroglyphic
autobiographical accounts on the tomb walls of kings and
nobles, and developed on papyrus, wooden tablets, and
limestone chips over the centuries into several recogniz-
able genres, including poetry, historical accounts, teach-
ings, and stories. Despite its rich tradition, however,
ancient Egyptian literature has not received the scholarly
attention given to other ancient writings, such as those
in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. While scholars have been
able to develop accurate translations and methods for un-
covering the underlying meaning of Latin, Greek, and
Hebrew texts since the fifteenth century, the study of
Egyptian texts is a relatively new field, begun in the nine-
teenth century. And while the literature of ancient Greece
and Rome as well as Hebrew texts like the Old Testa-
ment of the Bible are considered landmarks of world lit-
erature, ancient Egyptian literature is stll an obscure
branch of world literary tradition with virtually no read-
ership beyond the Egyptologist community.

Loss AND RECOVERY. The reason scholarship of an-
cient Egyptian literature has lagged so far behind that of
other ancient writings stems from the difficulties of trans-
lating the language. From the late fifth century C.E. until
1822, the ancient Egyptian language was lost, largely due
to changes in the language brought about by the con-
quering of Egypt by foreign natons: first the Greeks in
332 B.C.E., and then the Arabs in 642 C.E. Though Cop-
tic, the last developmental stage of ancient Egyptian, con-
tinued to be spoken as the language of prayer for Egyptian
Christians, the official government language in Egypt was
Greek after Alexander the Great conquered the country
in the fourth century B.C.E. Three centuries later, Egypt
underwent another dramatic language shift when the con-
quering Arabs introduced the Arabic language and the Is-
lamic religion to the nation. Now twice removed from
their ancient tongue, Egyptians were no longer able to de-

cipher ancient texts; these writings remained unknown for
centuries until the first modern Egyptologist, J.-F. Cham-
pollion cracked the code of hieroglyphics on the Rosetta
Stone in 1822. This translation did not remove all the
barriers to the study of literature, however, as ancient
Egyptian literature comprises texts written in five dialects
and six different scripts. More translations would have to
follow, slowly building on the Rosetta-Stone translation.

Not MucH EVIDENCE. The problem of translation
was not the only barrier to the study of ancient Egypt-
ian literature, however. The surviving texts of what may
be truly classified as literature include only about fifty
examples, most in fragmented condition. The absence of
inscribed dates and authors’ names makes it difficult for
scholars to pin down dates of composition, particularly
when the surviving work is actually a copy of a text writ-
ten in a much earlier period. The difficulty is com-
pounded when, as is often the case, the setting of a text
is historical. Many Twelfth-dynasty (1938-1759 B.C.E.)
authors, for example, set their texts in the Fourth Dy-
nasty (2625-2500 B.C.E.), which confused many late
nineteenth-century scholars into believing that certain
Middle Kingdom texts represented works from the Old
Kingdom. Though these texts can now be sorted into
approximate time periods, the absolute order in which
they were written has not yet been established.

LiMITED INTERPRETATIONS. The lack of a complete
body of works poses additional problems to scholarly in-
terpretation of ancient Egyptian literature. Few texts are
complete; some lack beginnings, others the middle, still
others the end of the text. These fragments only provide
clues to major themes, and the absence of a “big picture”
can skew modern perspective. The problem of interpre-
tation looms larger when scholars look beyond individual
texts and attempt to draw conclusions on the basis of the
larger body of surviving works. For example, there are
dozens of copies of The Story of Sinube preserved while
there is only one copy of The Shipwrecked Sailor, perhaps
because Sinube was a model copied by students. If schol-
ars could be certain that this ratio accurately reflected the
body of Egyptian literature as a whole as opposed to that
which survived, they could draw the conclusion that Sin-
uhe was much more important than Shipwrecked Sailor in
Egyptian culture. It is not clear, however, whether the sur-
vival of a greater number of Sinube texts is an accident of
preservation or whether there were more copies around to
survive. A similar problem exists with apparent gaps in lit-
erary production. In the New Kingdom (1539-1075
B.C.E.), for example, there are many important narratives
dating to the Nineteenth Dynasty (1292-1190 B.C.E.) and
no narratives dating to the equally important Eighteenth
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Dynasty (1539-1292 B.C.E.). Should scholars conclude
that narratives were unimportant in the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty or that by the accidents of discovery, the texts writ-
ten then have not survived or not yet been discovered?
Such problems have no immediate solution.

TYPES OF LITERATURE. Subject matter is one key to
understanding the types of ancient Egyptian literature. Au-
tobiography is the oldest subject, beginning in the Old
Kingdom. Autobiographies are recorded in tombs and in-
clude prayers for offerings along with events from the de-
ceased tomb-owner’s life. In general, they include many
stereotyped statements that demonstrate that the author
had lived his life according to Egyptian principles of jus-
tice. Advice was the next most popular subject for Egypt-
ian authors. Modern scholars have called these texts
“wisdom,” though they mostly deal with practical tips on
careers and interacting with superiors. Wisdom could also
include information about the nature of the moral life. An-
other subject was the gap between moral values and real-
ity. This literature, called pessimistic, emerged at the end
of the First Intermediate Period (2130-2008 B.C.E.), after
a time of political chaos. The pessimistic literature repre-
sents the values of the ruling class and laments their loss
of power during the period of political decentralization.
Morality, indeed, is associated with the restoration of an
Egyptian central government. Narratives emerged in both
poetry and prose in the Middle Kingdom and were even
more popular in the Nineteenth Dynasty and in the Late
Period. Middle Kingdom narratives include the epic poem
that deals with the adventures of a man named Sinuhe and
the experience of a shipwrecked sailor, narrated in prose.
New Kingdom and Late Period narratives seem more con-
cerned with the gods’ activities, though authors composed
them in the contemporary speech of the people rather than
the classical language. Modern knowledge of ancient love
poetry is confined to the Nineteenth Dynasty, though this
too seems an accident of discovery. The love poems are es-
pecially appealing because their interests and concerns seem
so contemporary: a young girl yearns for a glimpse of her
boyfriend while he spends time with his friends, or a boy
plots to surprise his girlfriend while she lingers at the river.

TOPICS

in Literature

EGYPTIAN WRITING AND LANGUAGE

BIrRTH AND LOss. The earliest evidence for writing
the Egyptian language in hieroglyphs dates to about 3300

Literature

B.C.E. During the 1990s, the archacologist Gunter Dreyer
discovered the earliest known inscriptions, a group of seals
bearing the names of early Egyptian kings who reigned
from 3300 B.C.E. to about 3100 B.C.E., in the town of
Abydos, located in central Egypt. Dreyer’s discoveries
newly suggest that Egyptian was the first written language
in the eastern Mediterranean, pre-dating Sumerian, the
next oldest written language, whose writing system was
invented in what is now modern Iraq about 3000 B.C.E.
Hieroglyphs and more cursive forms of Egyptian writing
called hieratic and demotic continued in use in Egypt for
nearly 3,500 years. The Pyramid Texts, the funeral liturgy
found in royal pyramids in the late Fifth and early Sixth
Dynasties, and the autobiographies found in tombs of the
same period (2500-2170 B.C.E.) constitute the first
known Egyptian literature. In contrast to the vague date
and unknown scribes of the first inscriptions, the last
known Egyptian inscription written in hieroglyphs in-
cludes a date equivalent to 24 August 394 C.E. and the
name of the scribe, Nesmeterakhem, son of Nesmeter,
who composed it and carved it on a wall at the Temple
of Isis in Philae on Egypt’s southern border. By this time,
Macedonian Greeks ruled Egypt following Alexander the
Great’s conquest of the country in 332 B.C.E. Greek had
become the official language of the Egyptian government
with Alexander’s conquest, though ordinary Egyptians
continued to speak and write their own language. Yet the
ruling class, even among Egyptians, began to speak and
write Greek because this language was now the key to
power and success. Approximately 100 years after the last
hieroglyphic inscription at Philae, an Egyptian named
Horapollo who lived in Alexandria wrote a book in Greek
called The Hieroglyphics of the Egyptian, completely mis-
characterizing the hieroglyphic writing system. Horapollo
probably based his description of hieroglyphs on lists he
found in the Library of Alexandria. He had access to some
accurate facts about the meaning of particular hiero-
glyphic signs, but he did not know that most of the hi-
eroglyphic signs had phonetic values and that the
hieroglyphs were a means of writing ordinary language.
He wrote instead that hieroglyphs were pictures that
could convey philosophical ideas to readers who were ini-
tiated in their mysteries. Horapollo’s ideas derived from
neo-Platonism, a Greek philosophical school current dur-
ing his lifetime that stressed the role of contemplation in
achieving knowledge. Horapollo believed that hiero-
glyphs were an object of contemplation and thus a source
and expression of knowledge. Horapollo’s book led early
European scholars astray for the 403 years between his
book’s modern publication in Italy in 1419 and French
scholar J.-F. Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphs
in 1822.
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The Rosetta Stone, on which the same text was written in two
forms of ancient Egyptian, hieroglyphic and demotic, as well as
Greek. Discovery of the stone led to the decipherment of the
demotic and hieroglyphic script in 1822. THE ART
ARCHIVE/BRITISH MUSEUM/DAGLI ORTI.

DECIPHERING HIEROGLYPHS. In 1822 Champol-
lion became the first modern person to read Egyptian
hieroglyphs. He based his study of hieroglyphs on the
Rosetta Stone, a tri-lingual inscription bearing a date
equivalent to 27 March 196 B.C.E. It is a decree issued
by King Ptolemy VI, exempting the priests of Memphis
from certain taxes, and recorded in Greek, Egyptian hi-
eroglyphic, and in Egyptian Demotic, a cursive writing
system derived from hieroglyphic. Champollion began
his work with the assumption that the hieroglyphs rep-
resented the same text as the Greek. Since European
scholars had never lost the ability to read ancient Greek,
Champollion understood the contents of that section of
the inscription with little difficulty. Champollion may
have been aware of an English scholar named Thomas
Young, whose private work on hieroglyphs, written in
1819 but never published, suggested that the ovals with
hieroglyphic signs inside them carved on the Rosetta
Stone were a phonetic writing of King Prolemy VI’s
name. Champollion assigned sounds to the signs that
represented Ptolemy’s name by relying on the Greek text.
He then compared the text in Greek and Egyptian hi-
eroglyphs on the Bankes” Obelisk, a monument brought
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Hieroglyphic and Greek writings of the names of Ptolemy and
Cleopatra. CREATED BY GGS INFORMATION SERVICES. GALE.

to England from southern Egypt in the early nineteenth
century. This monument exhibited a Greek inscription
with the name Cleopatra and a hieroglyphic inscription
that included an oval with signs inside it. Taking the
sounds “p,” “t,” “0,” “L,” and “¢” that are common to
both Ptolemy and Cleopatra’s names, Champollion
made a comparison between the two groups of hiero-
glyphic signs. He found that the expected hieroglyphic
sign was in a predictable place. The same sign was pre-
sent to write “p,” the first sound in Prolemy and the fifth
sound in Cleopatra, in the first and fifth position of the
writing of their names. The same expectations were met
for the sounds “t,” “0,” “I,” and “e.” This comparison
demonstrated that hieroglyphs were phonetic, not mys-
tical, philosophical symbols. Using these known signs as
equivalents for known sounds, Champollion was quickly
able to identify the hieroglyphic writings of the names
of many of the Roman emperors who ruled Egypt after
Octavian (later the Roman emperor Augustus) con-
quered the country in 31 B.C.E. He used his knowledge
of Coptic, the last stage of the Egyptian language writ-
ten with Greek letters, to further identify the meanings
of Egyptian words written in hieroglyphics. Subsequent
scholarly work since Champollion’s discovery has re-
sulted in a nearly complete understanding of the Egypt-
ian language, its grammar, and its place among the
languages of the world.

DiALECTS OF EGYPTIAN. Egyptologists have dis-
covered five different dialects of the Egyptian language,
all of which had literature. A dialect is a variety of lan-
guage distinguished by features of vocabulary, gram-
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mar, and pronunciation from other varieties, but con-
stituting together with them a single language. Some
dialects are associated with different regions of a coun-
try. Other dialects, as is true with Egyptian, are sepa-
rated by time. A more familiar example of this
phenomenon is the language of the medieval English
poems Beowolf and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. They
were composed in dialects of English, but are nearly in-
comprehensible to modern English speakers. Yet the
languages of these poems are still the natural ancestors
of our modern language. In the same way, the dialects
of Egyptian—called Old Egyptian, Middle Egyptian,
Late Egyptian, Demotic, and Coptic—each grew out
of the previous dialectical stage of the language and rep-
resent different time periods. There must also have been
regional dialects that scholars cannot recognize from
the written evidence. Of the dialects preserved on pa-
pytus, stone, and other writing materials, the oldest is
Old Egyptian, used to compose the Pyramid Texts and
the autobiographies found in Old Kingdom (2675-
2170 B.C.E.) tombs. Middle Egyptian, spoken during
the Middle Kingdom (2008-1630 B.C.E.) was Egypt’s
most important dialect. It was the classical language
used to compose poetry and prose for 1,500 years af-
ter Egyptians stopped speaking it as their day-to-day
language. Late Egyptian was the day-to-day speech of
the New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.) and was favored
by authors of popular tales. Demotic, used in speech
by Egyptians during the Late Period through the Ro-
man Period (664 B.C.E.—395 C.E.) was a vehicle for
popular literature and business deals. At the same time
that Demotic predominated among the Egyptian-
speaking populace, the ruling class spoke Greek. Finally
Coptic, written with the Greek alphabet and some ad-
ditional characters used to convey sounds not found in
Greek, is the last stage of the Egyptian language, emerg-
ing in the first century C.E. Egyptian Christians still
use it as the language of prayer. Egyptians began speak-
ing Arabic after the Moslem conquest of their country
in 641 C.E.

LANGUAGE FAMILY. The ancient Egyptian dialects
form one language and one language family called
Hamito-Semitic or Afro-Asiatic. A language family nor-
mally groups together languages with similar vocabulary
and grammar. English, for example, is a branch of the
Indo-European language family with close connections
to both German and French. The Egyptian language’s
close connections are with languages now spoken in
other parts of Africa and in the Near East. Among the
many African languages related to Egyptian are Berber,
spoken in North Africa; Wolof, spoken in West Africa;
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Scribe’s exercise board with Hieratic text. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF
ART, 16.119, GIFT OF EVANGELINE WILBOUR BLASHFIELD, THEODORA
WILBOUR, AND VICTOR WILBOUR HONORING THE WISHES OF THEIR
MOTHER, CHARLOTTE BEEBE WILBOUR AS A MEMORIAL TO THEIR FA-
THER, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

and Bedja, spoken in Eritrea in East Africa. Egyptian
also shares similarities with the vocabulary and grammar
of the Semitic languages including Arabic, Aramaic, and
Hebrew. These connections illustrate that Egypt was al-
ways a bridge between the African continent and west-
ern Asia.

EGYPTIAN ScrirTS. Hieroglyphs are the most eas-
ily recognized ancient Egyptian script, but were not the
most commonly used. Hieratic, a cursive writing system
based on hieroglyphs, was the most commonly used
Egyptian script from the Old Kingdom (2675-2170
B.C.E.) to the beginning of the Late Period about 664
B.C.E. Scribes used cursive hieroglyphs, a writing of hi-
eroglyphs that included fewer interior details in each
sign, for writing the Book of the Dead. During the Late
Period, scribes developed the Demotic writing system, a
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cursive writing system that does not correspond sign-for-
sign with either hieratic or hieroglyphic writings of
words. It is by far the most difficult writing system for
modern scholars to master. Finally, the Coptic alphabet
emerged with Christianity in Egypt during the first cen-
tury C.E. The Coptic alphabet uses the 24-letter Greek
alphabet plus seven signs from Demotic to represent
sounds that do not exist in Greek but are needed to write
Egyptian.

LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE. Compared to other
ancient languages such as Greek, Latin, or Hebrew which
were never lost, Egyptian is a newcomer to the scholarly
scene. Though scholars have made great strides in un-
derstanding Egyptian since Champollion’s initial ac-
complishment, translations of Egyptian literature have
not yet established the Egyptian achievement in modern
consciousness alongside their ancient neighbors in
Greece, Rome, and Judea. Yet Egyptian literature in-
cluded great works whose continuing study will eventu-
ally establish it among the world’s great literary
accomplishments.
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SEE ALSO Philosophy: Secret Knowledge

EGcYPTIAN WRITING MATERIALS
AND PUBLISHING

MEDIUM AND MESSAGE. The Egyptians normally
used a particular kind of writing surface for particular
purposes. Papyrus, the most famous of Egyptian inven-
tions, was not the most commonly used writing surface.
Papyrus was relatively expensive but very durable so
scribes used it for important texts that had to last a long
time. Works of poetry, letters, and Books of the Dead
preserved for eternity in tombs were normally written
on papyrus using cursive hieroglyphs or hieratic and
later Demotic or Coptic. Scribes made ostraca (singu-
lar: ostracon) from large pieces of broken pots or from
limestone chips. Ostraca were much cheaper and more
plentiful than papyrus. Scribes used them to practice
writing, nearly always in hieratic, but also for letters,
contracts, and receipts. Students practiced writing liter-
ary texts on ostraca. Archaeologists have recovered thou-
sands of ostraca on limestone from the artists’ village at

“Marriage Scarab” of Amunhotep Ill and Queen Tiye. BROOK-
LYN MUSEUM OF ART, 37.475E, CHARLES EDWIN WILBOUR FUND. RE-
PRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Deir el-Medina, one of the few places where large num-
bers of literate, but relatively poorer people lived. Scribes
also prepared wooden boards with a plaster surface to
practice writing in hieratic. Some scholars believe these
boards served as a display text, a kind of writing sam-
ple that could be used when a scribe wanted to find
work. They preserve literary texts. Scribes also used
leather as a writing surface, but very few examples have
survived into modern times. Yet inscriptions on stone
that are normally abbreviated sometimes include the in-
formation that the full text was written on leather and
stored in the library. Tomb walls provided a writing sur-
face for prayers, captions to sculptural reliefs, and, by
the Sixth Dynasty, for extended biographies written ei-
ther by or for the deceased. Many scholars view these
biographies as the first literature in Egypt written with
aesthetic values in mind. Temple walls provided a sur-
face for kings to publish long inscriptions that pro-
claimed royal success in military matters or to describe
rituals. Srelae (singular: stela)—upright, inscribed slabs
of stone—provided a surface for writing prayers, his-
torical accounts, and royal decrees. The Egyptians
placed them in tombs, memorial chapels, and in tem-
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Stela of Senres and Hormose. BROOKLYN MUSEUM OF ART, 07.420,
MUSEUM COLLECTION FUND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

ples of the gods. Tomb and temple walls and stelae pre-
serve the most extensive inscriptions written with hi-
eroglyphs. Scarabs—small images of beetles carved from
stone or molded in faience with a smooth underside that
could serve as a writing surface—also preserve kings’
names and, rarely, preserve extended historical texts.
The faience scarabs were created in molds and consti-
tute one means of publishing multiple copies other than
writing copies by hand.

MuLtIPLE COPIES. Some Egyptian works of liter-
ature still exist in multiple copies. Other works exist in
only one sometimes heavily damaged copy. Scholars who
hope to establish the popularity or importance of a par-
ticular work in ancient times are frustrated by the acci-
dents of discovery and preservation that result in

Literature

Limestone statue of a scribe, seated with a papyrus scroll. THE
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knowing dozens of partial copies of the The Story of Sin-
uhe but only one copy of The Shipwrecked Sailor, two
works of Middle Egyptian literature. Multiple copies
both complicate and facilitate the establishment of the
true text of a particular work. There are almost always
small variations in spelling and even word choice in dif-
ferent copies of the same work. With Sinuhe, many of
these variations stem from the time period when the text
was written. Sinube was a classic, composed and copied
by scribes in the Middle Kingdom but still studied in
the New Kingdom and Late Period. Sometimes multi-
ple copies help modern scholars learn the meaning of the
text. But other times, poorly written and spelled student
copies frustrate and mislead modern scholars. Multiple
copies can also complicate the determination of a text’s
date of composition.

DATE OF COMPOSITION. Scholars must attempt to
distinguish between the date of composition and the date
of a copy of a work of literature. The date of composi-
tion refers to the time when the author created the work.
The date of the copy refers to the dates of copies made
for the publication and dissemination of a work of lit-
erature, sometimes many years after the date of compo-
sition. It is not always easy to determine the date of
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composition. For example, an anonymous author com-
posed the text known as The Teachings of Prahhorep in
the Middle Kingdom (2008 to after 1630 B.C.E.) using
as the narrator a vizier who lived in the reign of King
Djedkare Isesy (2415-2371 B.C.E.) during the Old King-
dom, approximately 400 years before the text was com-
posed. Only one known copy of the text dates to the
Middle Kingdom, the time of composition. The three
other copies known to scholars all date to the New King-
dom (1539-1075 B.C.E.) about 500 years after the com-
position and one thousand years after the setting found
in the text. When scholars first examined the text, they
assumed that Prahhotep himself composed it in the Old
Kingdom. In the late twentieth century, as scholars
learned more about the differences between the dialects
of the Old Kingdom (Old Egyptian) and the Middle
Kingdom (Middle Egyptian) they realized that the lan-
guage in the text mostly reflects the way scribes talked
and composed in Middle Egyptian rather than Old
Egyptian. This study resulted in reassigning the text to
a composition date in the Middle Kingdom. Copies re-
veal their dates through the handwriting on them. The
study of handwriting, called paleography, reveals that
scribes used particular letter forms in particular periods.

Paleographers compare the forms of particular signs
found in dated copies to undated copies to establish the
date of a copy. In general, scholars agree more often on
the date of a copy than they do on the date of compo-
sition for particular texts. Dating texts, naturally, is cen-
tral to any understanding of the history of Egyptian
literature.

TITLES OF WORKS. The Egyptians probably re-
ferred to literary works by the first line, using it as a ti-
tle. Today scholars assign a name to Egyptian texts, but
there is no authority that can impose one standard title
on each text. Thus in different books it is possible to see
The Tale of Sinube, The Story of Sinube, or even just Sin-
uhe used as the title of the Egyptians’ great national epic
poem. In this book, the titles for the texts are listed in
the section on the Egyptian literary canon near the end
of the chapter. There are also some examples found in
ancient literature that refer to the “Book of Sinuhe” us-
ing the word for “papyrus roll.”
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THE AUTHOR

DETERMINING THE AUTHOR. Nearly all Egyptian
works of literature are anonymous. Even in works of wis-
dom or teaching attributed to famous sages of the past,
it is never clear to modern readers whether or not the
“I” of a first person text is the actual author or whether
the attribution to a famous sage is a literary device that
adds value to the advice given in the text. Though au-
thors are difficult to name, it is still possible to detect
the voice of a real author behind many kinds of stories
and texts. The best method for finding the voice of an
author, suggested by the French Egyptologist Phillipe
Derchain, is to compare two or more texts that relate
similar information. Yet even when there is only one ver-
sion of a text, it is possible to appreciate the author’s
voice.

NARRATOR AND AUTHOR. Literary critics distin-
guish between the “I” of a first-person narrative, called
the narrator, and the author of the text. In Egyptian lit-
erature, modern scholars have often supposed that the
author was either the person named as the “I” in the text
or that the author was the scribe who wrote down an
oral tradition. For example, Egyptologists once identi-
fied the author of the text called 7he Teachings of Ptah-
hotep with a vizier who lived during the reign of King
Djedkare Isesy (2415-2371 B.C.E.) during the Old King-
dom, approximately 400 years before the text was com-
posed in the Twelfth Dynasty. This actribution, in
Egyptian thought, made the text more important. Mod-
ern culture attaches such importance to knowing the au-
thor that it seems unimaginable that the person who
composed the text would attribute it to the long-dead
vizier. Sometimes Egyptologists have thought that the
author of the text was the scribe who wrote it down or
who owned it. Such is the case with the poem composed
about the Nineteenth-dynasty Battle of Qadesh. Older
Egyptologists thought that Pentawer, the scribe who
wrote it down and possibly owned the papyrus, was the
author. Derchain suggested that even the Egyptians be-
came confused about this practice in the New Kingdom.
In the Ramesside text known as Papyrus Chester Beatry,
eight famous authors of the past are praised. Among
them is Prahhotep, who almost certainly did not write
the text that Ramesside readers had available. In the end,
the anonymity of the majority of Egyptian authors is
similar to the anonymity of almost all Egyptian artists.

Literature

AUTHOR’S ROLE. One way to assess the author’s
role, suggested by Derchain, is to compare the way that
different writers described similar experiences. Derchain
analyzed three Middle Kingdom stelae (upright slabs of
stone with inscriptions), that each commemorate a dif-
ferent writer’s pilgrimage to Abydos, the city sacred to
the god Osiris. The three authors are Sehetepibre, Iyh-
ernefert, and Mentuhotep. All three came from families
wealthy enough to ensure that they were literate. They
also had access to libraries and archives and were famil-
iar with Egyptian literature. As authors, they each chose
different aspects of the pilgrimage to emphasize in their
accounts. Sehetepibre emphasized his loyalty to the king
and the way that the pilgrimage demonstrated that loy-
alty. Iyhernefert wrote about the ritual of Osiris that he
observed and attended when he went to Abydos. Men-
tuhotep’s account supplements Iyhernefert’s account of
the ritual, but he also included information on his own
carlier career and more epithets about himself. His ac-
count is the most literary of the three. Its style is the
most sophisticated, and he makes more references to
other Egyptian literature in his account. This higher style
confirms his contention that he worked in the library of
a temple and might be considered more of an intellec-
tual than the other two authors. Sehetepibre and Iyh-
ernefert write more like the bureaucrats they were. But
beyond style, each author chose to include different de-
tails of the pilgrimage. When combined with stylistic de-
cisions, these choices are what distinguish them as
authors.

FICTION AUTHOR. Another example of a story
whose author had a distinctive voice was the anony-
mous writer of The Contendings of Horus and Seth. Alan
Gardiner, the English Egyptologist, suggested in the
early twentieth century that this story was a tale, writ-
ten down from an oral storyteller’s recitation. Derchain
and others have realized that the story is too sophisti-
cated, especially in its literary allusions, to be merely a
popular story. In fact, it probably contains veiled ref-
erences to the struggle for power which followed the
death of Ramesses III (1156 B.C.E.) and continued in
the reign of Ramesses IV (c. 1156-1150 B.C.E.). Some
scholars have suggested that the story celebrates the ac-
cession of Ramesses IV in the same way European kings
used to commission operas for their coronations. The
story has a definite point of view and that in itself sug-
gests that there was a real author, though his name is
not known.

WARS OF THUTMOSE III. Another case study for
an examination of authors’ voices concerns two works

of literature on the wars of Thutmose III (1479-1425
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IMMORTALITY OF WRITERS: ANONYMITY AND
FAME

INTRODUCTION: The majority of Egyptian authors were anony-
mous. Yet certain authors of teachings and of the pes-
simistic literature who wrote in the Twelfth Dynasty
(1938-1759 B.C.E.) were acclaimed by an anonymous au-
thor of the Ramesside period (1292-1070 B.C.E.), Six or
seven hundred years later. This Ramesside author asserted
that literary fame was more important, and even more
reliable, than the immortality granted through building
a tomb. Indeed, this later author seems unaware that at
least one of his heroes, Ptahhotep, did not even write the
work attributed to him. Instead, a Twelfth-dynasty author
attributed a work to Ptahhotep, who lived in the Fifth
Dynasty, in order to make the work more important. A
scribe copied this text onto columns two and three of a
papyrus now known as Papyrus Chester Beatty IV.

If you but do this, you are versed in writings.
As to those learned scribes,

Of the time that came after the gods,

They who foretold the future,

Their names have become everlasting,

While they departed, having finished their lives,
And all their kin are forgotten.

They did not make for themselves tombs of copper,
With stelae of metal from heaven.

They knew not how to leave heirs,

Children [of theirs] to pronounce their names;

They made heirs for themselves of books,

Of Instructions they had composed.

They gave themselves [the scroll as lector]-priest,
The writing-board as loving-son.

Instructions are their tombs,

The reed pen is their child,

The stone-surface their wife.

People great and small

Are given them as children,

For the scribe, he is their leader.

Their portals and mansions have crumbled,
Their ka-servants are [gone];
Their tombstones are covered with sail,

Their graves are forgotten.

Their name is pronounced over their books,
Which they made while they had being;
Good is the memory of their makers,

It is for ever and all time!

Be a scribe, take it to heart,

That your name become as theirs.

Better is a book than a graven stela,

Than a solid [tomb-enclosure].

They act as chapels and tombs

In the heart of him who speaks their name;
Surely useful in the graveyard

Is @ name in people’s mouth!

Man decays, his corpse is dust,

All his kin have perished;

But a book makes him remembered
Through the mouth of its reciter.

Better is a book than a well-built house,
Than tomb-chapels in the west;

Better than a solid mansion,

Than a stela in the temple!

Is there one here like Hardedef?

Is there another like Imhotep?

None of our kin is like Neferti,

Or Khety, the foremost among them.

| give you the name of Ptah-emdijehuty,
Of Khakheperre-sonb.

Is there another like Ptahhotep,

Or the equal of Kaires?

Those sages who foretold the future,
What came from their mouth occurred;
It is found as [their] pronouncement,

It is written in their books.

The children of others are given to them
To be heirs as their own children.

They hid their magic from the masses,
It is read in their Instructions.

Death made their names forgotten

But books made them remembered!

SOURCE: “The Immortality of Writers,” in The New Kingdom.
Vol. 2 of Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book of Readings.
Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1976): 176-177.

B.C.E.). The differences between the two accounts of
his wars— The Annals and The Gebel Barkal Stele
(named after the place where it was found)—illustrate
how two different authors approached similar subject
matter. Scribes carved The Annals on the walls of the
Karnak Temple, just north of modern Luxor, in an in-

ner court. The author remarks in the text that he based
it on extracts from the journal that military scribes kept
while the campaigns were in progress. In addition to
lists of places that the army subdued, the most re-
markable segment is the description of the council of

war preceding the Battle of Megiddo (1458 B.C.E.). The
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scene is common to a genre that Egyptologists call the
Kinigsnovelle, or the “King’s Story,” in which the king’s
bravery, cunning, and wisdom are emphasized. In this
instance, the officers advise the king against proceed-
ing to the battle along a narrow path, fearing an am-
bush. In imploring the king to take the army along a
longer, safer route, they speak to the king in a way that
would be impossible for mere officers in actuality, sug-
gesting that the author took some liberties in describ-
ing the event in order to underline the king’s valor.
Derchain recognizes this liberty as a mark of a partic-
ular author. This material, however, is completely omit-
ted from 7The Gebel Barkal Stele, a text that another
scribe wrote based on the same sources. The stele also
recounts the highlights of the reign. Though the au-
thor includes the Battle of Megiddo, he fails to men-
tion the council of war. The author narrates the stele
in the first person, using the king as narrator. The lan-
guage is hyperbolic and triumphant. The profits of the
war are its first concern. Unlike the more factual pre-
sentation of 7he Annals, the king is presented as an or-
ator and a man of destiny who stands above the crowd,
indicating the purely political intentions of the text.
Perhaps the author of The Gebel Barkal Stele wrote for
a different audience from the one envisioned by the au-
thor of The Annals. Based on the differing depictions
of the same historical event, scholars can conclude that
the author of 7he Annals was an historian, while the
author of the Gebel Barkal Stele was a rhetorician and
poet. These two texts reveal how authors shaped the
material, even though they were anonymous. All Egypt-
ian authors left some mark on the texts that they com-
posed. Even when a work is a compilation of
stereotyped claims, the author’s importance is clear in
the way he chooses, combines, and emphasizes the in-
formation he conveys.
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THE IDEA OF GENRE IN MIDDLE
EGYPTIAN LITERATURE

IMPORTANCE. Understanding Middle Egyptian
genres is central to any understanding of ancient Egypt-
ian literature. The literature created during the Mid-
dle Kingdom (2008-1630 B.C.E.) in the Middle

Literature

Egyptian dialect, the spoken language of this period,
was the classical literature of ancient Egypt. Egyptians
continued to read, study, and enjoy it through the New
Kingdom into the Late Period—essentially the full ex-
tent of subsequent ancient Egyptian history. In mod-
ern times, a genre refers to a type of literature. Each
genre has a formal pattern known to readers and au-
thors and is related to the culture surrounding it.
Egyptian authors and readers had no idea of modern
literary genres like the novel, epic, tragedy, or comedy.
These European literary genres derive from theories de-
veloped by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322
B.C.E.) who lived 1,500 years after authors composed
in Middle Egyptian. The Egyptians did have their own
categories of literature, however. It is important to re-
member that such systems of classification belong to a
particular culture. There are no universal classification
systems in literature, but the idea of genre does exist
across cultures. Knowledge of genre is important be-
cause it influences judgments of quality. When mod-
ern readers try to appreciate ancient Egyptian literature,
a particular work seems deficient because the rules and
expectations held by the original readers and authors
are not clear. For example, The Shipwrecked Sailor has
been compared to a modern short story. Yet it lacks
the clear motivations and characterizations that a mod-
ern reader might expect in this modern genre. Modern
readers, thus, judge by rules unknown to the original
readers and authors. It is thus important to define an-
cient Egyptian genres that the original readers from the
culture would have recognized intuitively. If modern
readers are to understand an ancient literature they
must understand the expectations the original readers
had when they read. Indeed, the author shaped narra-
tives while writing to conform to the original reader’s
expectations.

DISCOVERING ANCIENT GENRES. Egyptologists
have recognized certain patterns in Egyptian literary
works and then grouped works by type to establish an-
cient genres. These patterns sometimes can be recog-
nized in the contents. For example, Egyptologists group
together narratives that tell a story, teachings that give
advice, or poetry that describes emotions. They also
group works by linguistic forms. These forms include
formulae—exact wordings repeated from work to
work—or patterns—such as the thought couplet where
the same thought is expressed twice in different words.
Another criterion for distinguishing genres is the social
setting. Some works describe only royalty or common-
ers or priests. Scholars consider all of these factors when
identifying genres.
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a4 PRIMARY SOURCE document

COMBINING LITERARY GENRES

INTRODUCTION: The Teachings of Amenemhet begins as a typ-
ical Middle Kingdom teaching, even using the genre
name in its first line. Yet it includes among its subjects
the traditional advice found in teachings, autobiograph-
ical information, and elements of the pessimistic litera-
ture. The text is also unusual because Amenemhet
addresses his son from beyond the grave while most
teachings are set in this world only. Yet this text provides
a good sample of many types of ancient Egyptian litera-
ture.

THE SAMPLE. It is very difficult to judge the repre-
sentative nature of a sample of surviving ancient Egypt-
ian literature. Often scholars cannot know if a work that
has survived had a wide audience or whether ancient
readers thought it represented the highest quality. When
a work survives in many copies from different historical
periods, it secems safe to assume that the Egyptians con-
sidered it important. But with works surviving in one
copy near its time of composition, it is harder to judge.

TITLES AND GENRE. The Egyptians used the first
line of the text as its title. Some titles provide the name
of the genre. For example, the genre name seboyer
(“teaching”) often occurs in the phrase “Beginning of the
teaching which [narrator’s name] made” that is the title
of the text. The German Egyptologist Siegfried Schott
made a catalog of ancient Egyptian book titles that pro-
vide some genre names. Unfortunately, many preserved

texts do not preserve the beginning. Of 33 works from
the Middle Kingdom, only fifteen are complete. The
three most common genres are narratives, teachings, and
discourses.

NARRATIVES. No Egyptian word bears the same
meaning as the English word “narrative,” but certain
texts definitely tell a story. These narratives include the
prose text 7he Shipwrecked Sailor and the verse epic The
Story of Sinuhe. Each of these stories appears to the mod-
ern reader to have a moral. The Shipwrecked Sailor coun-
sels against despair, while Sinube urges the reader to
depend on the king’s mercy. All of the known Egyptian
narratives lack titles. Some narratives begin with words
best translated “There was once,” a formula similar to
the modern English “Once upon a time.” But there is
no reason to think that this could be the name of the
genre or the name of the work.
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SOURCE: R. B. Parkinson, Voices from Ancient Egypt: An An-
thology of Middle Kingdom Writings (Norman: University of Ok-
lahoma Press, 1991): 49-52.

TEACHING. The genre called seboyer in Egyptian is
best translated with the word “teaching.” Many Egyp-
tologists formerly called these documents “Wisdom
Texts,” creating an artificial parallel with the books of
the Hebrew Bible that are classified in this way includ-
ing Job, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes.
Egyptian teachings deal with the nature of the ideal life.
Of the three broad genres that Egyptologists have iden-
tified, the teaching is the most coherent. It has an Egypt-
ian name, assuring modern scholars that the Egyptians
also recognized this form as a genre. The texts labeled as
teachings also have a common form, theme, and style.
Egyprologists divide the teachings into two subgroups:
royal and private. For example, the advice given in 7he
Teachings of Amenembet or The Teachings for Merykare
describe a king’s ideal life whereas the advice found in

The Teachings of a Man for his Son centers on the life of

a private person. Both types consist of descriptions of
the proper response for very specific situations. For ex-
ample, in many private teachings, the author includes
the proper way to behave when a nobleman speaks or
the right way to behave at the dinner table. Kings re-
ceive advice on specific matters of state or in handling
underlings.

DISCOURSE. A second kind of wisdom is the dis-
course. A discourse includes meditations known in
Egyptian as medjer (“pronouncement”) or zesu (“utter-
ance”). These discourses are often laments such as the
Complainss of Khakheperre-sonb or the Prophecy of Ne-
ferty. In both texts the speaker contrasts an ideal past
with the degraded present. In Neferty—the one complete
example with an ending—there is also a future restora-
tion of the ideal past attributed to King Amenembhet I.
Another group of texts that considers similar content is
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the dialogue. In the Dialogue of a Man with His Ba, for
example, two speakers debate the effectiveness of prepa-
rations for the afterlife.

OTHER TEXTS. Some known texts fall outside of
this scheme of genres. They include a description of the
king performing athletic feats and an account of fisher-
men performing their tasks. Both are discourses, but are
otherwise not well understood. Neither one seems pes-
simistic like the other laments in dialogue form. These
positive dialogues might have been an important genre
themselves. In addition, they are difficult to understand
because they are very fragmentary and preserved in only
one copy each. Thus it is difficult to predict the events
described in them, and to classify them.

MIXTURES. Some texts preserve a combination of
genres. Sinube, for example, includes narrative, hymns,
and a letter. The Elogquent Peasant includes discourse
within a narrative frame. These mixtures suggest that the
modern understanding of ancient genres is incomplete.
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THE LITERATURE OF MORAL VALUES

FIRST LITERATURE. Egyptian noblemen recorded
the earliest Egyptian literature in tomb inscriptions called
autobiographies. They composed them in the first per-
son and included some details of the author’s own life.
The real purpose of these texts is to demonstrate that the
author lived a moral life. Thus the texts illustrate Egypt-
ian ideas of morality. These texts are also the first at-
tempts at extended narrative. Previous to these
autobiographies, Egyptians wrote only short inscriptions,
usually captions to tomb scenes carved in relief describ-
ing the action or identifying the participants. The auto-
biographies include three topics: protection of the tomb,
major events in the tomb owner’s life, and a moral self-
portrait. These three areas correspond to ideas of self-
esteem, interconnectedness with others, and recognition
that the world is governed by an ideal of justice called
maat. Maat is the ideal that each author demonstrates
was the basis for his life. It is the most important con-
cept in Egyptian thought embodying correct conduct in

the world and in man’s relations with the king and with

the gods.

THE IDEA OF THE PERSON. Miriam Lichtheim, the
American Egyptologist, traced the development of claims
of self-worth among Egyptian noblemen as recorded in
their tombs. She found a progression from self-esteem
based on fulfilling filial responsibilities, to a reliance
on the king’s regard as the source for self-worth, and
finally to the development of an objective standard
called “maat” to measure self-worth. The short state-
ments carved in Fourth-dynasty mastaba-tombs mostly
state that a son fulfilled his duty to his father and that
the tomb owner never did anything wrong. For exam-
ple, Thy, a nobleman of the early Fourth Dynasty, in-
forms visitors to his tomb in an inscription, “I made this
for my father, when he had gone to the West [the land
of the dead], upon the good way on which the honored
ones go.” Another writer, the King’s Companion Sefetj-
wa wrote in his tomb inscription, “I never did an evil
thing against anyone.” Lichtheim argued that such state-
ments are the first literary works that make the claim for
an individual’s moral identity. They record a sense of
self based on filial duty and relationships with other peo-
ple. By the end of the Fourth Dynasty in the reign of
King Menkaure (2532-2510 B.C.E.) the prime minister
Prahshepses carved in his tomb short inscriptions that
described his life and its importance in terms of his re-
lationship with the reigning king. In captions to sepa-
rate reliefs, Prahshepses lists the reasons why he was
important. He specifically mentions that he attended
school with King Menkaure’s children. Prahshepses de-
scribes in the next caption that he reached adulthood in
the reign of the next king, Shepseskaf (2508-2500
B.C.E.). Ptahshepses’ marriage to a daughter of an un-
named king follows in the caption to the next adjacent
relief scene. A fourth scene and inscription describe
Prahshepses’ claim that he worked as an administrator
for King Userkaf (25002485 B.C.E.). In the scene cor-
responding to the period when he worked for Neferirkare
Kakai (2472-2462 B.C.E.), Prahshepses mentions that
the king accorded him a special honor: Prahshepses could
kiss the king’s foot rather than the ground directly in
front of the king’s foot when he greeted the king. These
statements demonstrate that Prahshepses’ self-worth was
based on the king’s high regard for him. Prahshepses
worked for a total of seven kings, including Sahure
(2485-2472 B.C.E.), Shepseskare (2462-2455 B.C.E.)
and Reneferef (c. 2462-2455 B.C.E.), before dying in the
reign of Nyuserre (c. 2455-2425 B.C.E.). He thus lived
about sixty years. Another nobleman named Rawer who
lived in the time of Neferirkare Kakai, and thus was a
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contemporary of Prahshepses, also described an example
of this king’s high regard for him. One day, according
to the tomb inscription, Rawer stood next to the king
on a boat sailing on the Nile. The king unintentionally
struck Rawer with the royal scepter, probably due to the
movement of the boat. The king apologized and ordered
that his apology be described in Rawer’s tomb. Both the
king and the nobleman regarded this apology as a spe-
cial mark of favor. The king accorded a certain dignity
to his official by apologizing. By the late Fifth Dynasty
(about 2350 B.C.E.) noblemen began to claim in their
tomb inscriptions that the tomb owner followed maat,
a quality that the king both liked and required. This is
a subtle shift from the idea that all self-esteem comes
from the king’s favor. Now man’s right behavior is the
direct source of self-esteem. This view prevailed through-
out subsequent Egyptian literature.

GOODNESS IS INNATE. Fifth-dynasty nobles also be-
gan to express in their autobiographies the idea that
goodness was innate. They used the expression “since
birth” to make this claim. Thus Werhu, a priest of the
cult of King Menkaure, could write in his tomb, “I never
let anyone spend the night angry with me about a thing
since my birth.” Likewise the Sixth-dynasty nobleman
Metjetji could claim, “Never did I make anyone unhappy
since my birth.” Such statements continued through the
First Intermediate Period (Dynasty Seven through the
first part of Dynasty Eleven, 2130-2008 B.C.E.). By the
Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759 B.C.E.), when noblemen
serving kings were again writing autobiographies to place
on stelae (upright pieces of stone), they described knowl-
edge and skills as innate since birth. But during the later
Old Kingdom (Dynasties Five and Six), noblemen de-
scribed only good qualities as innately part of a person’s
character. Lichtheim observed that the same progression
from qualities to skills and knowledge being innate was
also true of the king, but such statements were first made
in regard to nobles. Egyptians also believed that one
could be evil at birth. The Twelfth-dynasty text attrib-
uted to the Old Kingdom prime minister Ptahhotep
speaks of “one whose guilt was fated in the womb.” But
the Egyptians also understood that instruction could
bring out the best in people. Thus they recognized that
both nature and nurture played a role in the way a per-
son behaved. By the Nineteenth Dynasty (1292-1190
B.C.E.), the wise man Any wrote that a person could
choose between good and bad impulses that are both
innate.

SIDING WITH GOOD. As early as the Fourth Dy-
nasty nobles declared in their autobiographies that they
always sided with the good. The Sixth-dynasty architect
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MORAL DECLARATIONS FROM THE
AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF NEFER-SESHEM-RE

INTRODUCTION: From the Fourth Dynasty (2625-2500
B.C.E.) to the Sixth Dynasty (2350-2170 B.C.E.), the
basis of autobiographies’ claims to the moral life
depend on changing grounds. The earliest autobi-
ographies speak only of fulfilling obligations to the
immediate family, especially the father. Subse-
quently, obedience to the king becomes the high-
est moral value. Finally, in the Sixth Dynasty, men
like Nefer-seshem-re claim a much broader under-
standing of social obligations that constitute the ba-
sis for moral action.

| have gone from my town,

| have descended from my nome,

Having done Maat for its lord,

Having contented him with what he loves.

| spoke truly [using the word ma‘a], | did right [using
the related word ma‘at],

| spoke the good [using the word nefer], | repeated
the good [nefer],

| grasped what was best [using the phrase that
literally means “I seized” and the form tep-nefer,
the abstract idea of goodness],

for | wanted the good for people [using the phrase
that literally means “I desired the good (nefer) for
all people in general].

| judged two trial partners so as to content them,

| saved the weak from one stronger than he as best |
could;

| gave bread to the hungry, clothes to the naked,

| landed one who was boatless.

| buried him who had no son [to do it for him],
| made a ferry for him who had none;

| respected my father,

| pleased my mother,

| brought up their children.

SOURCE: “Autobiography of Nefer-seshem-re,” in Moral
Values in Ancient Egypt. Trans. Miriam Lichtheim (Fri-
bourg, Switzerland: University Press, 1997): 12.

Nekhebu makes this claim in its most developed form
when he wrote, “I am one who speaks the good, and re-
peats the good. I never said an evil thing against any-
one.” Nekhebu speaks here of avoiding speaking ill of
others. But the Egyptians also assumed other definitions
of the good by the Eleventh Dynasty (2008-1938

Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.) 127



Literature

B.C.E.). The good includes good character and kindness
according to The Teachings for Merykare, The Teachings
of Prahhotep, and The Teachings of a Man for his Son. All
of these texts remark that good character will be re-
membered in the future, while evil men are forgotten.
Good character is even more important than good deeds.
The stela of a man named Mentuhotep makes this point:
“A man’s good character is better than doing a thousand
deeds. People’s testimony is the saying on the lips of
commoners. His goodness is a man’s monument. The
evil-natured [one] is forgotten.”

Basis FOR THE FUTURE. The catliest autobiogra-
phies inscribed on tomb walls in the Old Kingdom and
on stelae during the Middle Kingdom served scribes as
the basis for composing both narratives and teachings
during the Middle Kingdom. They represent Egyptian
authors’ first experiments with defining justice and the
good. In later narratives, authors both illustrated these
moral traits and established with the instructional liter-
ature the best teachings to nurture both the good and
the just within a young man’s character.

TJETJI AND TRANSITIONAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY.
Tjetji’s autobiography reflects traditions of the late Old
Kingdom and anticipates the best of Dynasty 11. It
serves as an excellent example of the way autobiographies
changed from the previous time period while still carry-
ing the tradition forward. It is carved on a stela that is
divided into three unequal fields. At the top is a fourteen-
line, horizontal, autobiographical inscription reading
right to left. The lower left portion depicts Tjetji facing
right, in high raised relief, with two members of his staff;
a small figure presents offerings before him. The lower
right field is an elaborate, five-line, vertical offering
prayer listing wishes for the afterlife. Tjetji’s autobiog-
raphy revives an Old Kingdom literary tradition nearly
200 years after its disappearance. In Tjetji’s era, autobi-
ographies typically praise provincial leaders’ efforts on
behalf of their provinces. But Tjetji, a court official, re-
turns to an Old Kingdom theme: the ideal of service to
the king. He makes constant reference to his success at
carrying out the king’s wishes. This ideal continued to
dominate subsequent autobiographies written during the
Middle Kingdom. Tjetji recounts his service as Overseer
of the Seal Bearers of the King to Wahankh Intef II
(2065-2016 B.C.E.) and Nakht-neb-tep-nefer Intef III
(20162008 B.C.E.), establishing for historians the order
of these kings. Tjetji also describes the borders of the
Theban kingdom just before the reunification of Egypt
under Nebhepetre Mentuhotep II (2008-1957 B.C.E.).
These borders stretch from Elephantine in the south to
Abydos in the north. The text is limited in length by the

size of the stela, unlike later, extended autobiographies
carved on tomb walls. Yet Tjetji’s use of the Egyptian
language is striking and eloquent. Ronald J. Leprohon,
the Canadian Egyptologist, suggested that this elaborate
language, structured in tight grammatical patterns, de-
rives from the deceased’s own efforts to attain the an-
cient Egyptian ideal of “perfect speech.” Tjetji’s stela
clearly demonstrates the high standards of language that
had been established in Thebes before political unifica-
tion with Lower Egypt. These standards and their con-
nection to the previous period of political unity perhaps
point toward the early Eleventh Dynasty’s conscious po-
litical plans for reunifying the country.
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PESSIMISTIC LITERATURE

REFLECTING ON CHAOS. The exact cause of the col-
lapse of the central government at the end of the Old
Kingdom between 2170 and 2130 B.C.E. remains the
subject of debate. Nevertheless, it is clear that the cen-
tral government located in Memphis gradually surren-
dered its control to local rulers of the provinces during
this forty-year period. From 2130 to about 2003 B.C.E.,
Egypt experienced decentralized, local government with
each province ruled separately by local noble families.
This is the period Egyptologists call the First Interme-
diate Period. When Mentuhotep II restored the central
government about 2008 B.C.E., the newly re-established
central bureaucracy, composed of the literate class, gen-
erated a literature sometimes called the literature of pes-
simism. The theme of these works, mostly composed in
the early Twelfth Dynasty, is a reproach or accusation
against the gods for allowing chaotic conditions between
the end of the Old Kingdom and the establishment of
the Middle Kingdom. The texts include laments about
the insecure state of society and nature, and assert the
hopelessness of discussing these problems. In general, the
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authors wrestle with the problem that reality does not
match the Egyptian ideal of justice. The list of texts in-
cluded with the pessimistic literature comprises 7he Ad-
monitions of Ipuwer, The Complaints of Khakheperre-sonb,
The Dialogue of a Man with his Ba, The Eloquent Peas-
ant, The Teachings for Merykare, The Prophecy of Neferty,
and The Teachings of Amenembet. These seven texts, all
written during the Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759 B.C.E.),
form a group unified by theme, if not a distinct literary
genre. They thus reflect an intellectual position which
was probably widely held among the literate class dur-
ing this time period. They shared a fear of two things:
disrespect for traditional wisdom and the loneliness of
the individual without an ordered society. At least some
of the authors of these texts recommended trust in the
king and his government as the only antidote to these
severe social problems. No authors are known and the
exact order and date of composition remains difficult to
ascertain. Yet they all share important themes: accusa-
tions against the gods, the insecure state of the world,
and, by contrast, the nature of a secure world.

INSECURE WORLD. An insecure world serves as the
setting for the seven works of pessimistic literature. Each
author describes the world slightly differently, but they
all touch on similar ills that they find in it. First, they
acknowledge a threat to or loss of important political,
economic, and religious institutions that leads to chaos.
The threatened institutions include an effective king who
controls an operating government and administers swift
justice, a functioning economy, proper religion, and a
permanent funerary cult. The Teachings of Amenembet,
for example, begins by narrating the assassination of a
king by his trusted advisors. In the Teachings for
Merykare, a king either colludes in grave robbing or is
powetless to stop it. False friends threaten both Amen-
emhet and Merykare. The result of ineffectively func-
tioning kings is a chaotic world defined by abandoned
fields, empty granaries, and hungry people and animals.
Trade breaks down because robbers stalk the highways
while corrupt officials act arbitrarily; local rulers fight
each other, fomenting civil war. According to the Ger-
man Egyptologist Elke Blumenthal, the authors of
Ipuwer, Neferty, and Khakheperre-sonb regard all of these
circumstances as equally important, with none assigned
more weight than another. None of the authors specif-
ically diagnose the cause to be a weak or ineffective king
because no author is willing to state unequivocally that
the king is responsible for chaos in the world. Yet the
implication can easily be read between the lines of the
text. Thus the author seems to say that a weak king is
just another circumstance on the same level as the preva-

Literature

lence of hunger, robbers, and corrupt officials. No au-
thor willingly condemns the king’s weakness.

GoDs BETRAYED. The king was responsible in
Egyptian ideology for guaranteeing the integrity of di-
vine rituals, both for the gods and for the dead. Yet in
spite of lengthy descriptions of inadequately supplied
temples, desecrated altars, the destruction of the sun-god
Re’s temple at Heliopolis, the expulsion of priests, the
profanation of holy texts—all apparently everyday oc-
currences in this group of texts—none of the authors of
the pessimistic literature even mention the king’s role as
protector of order. The king also guaranteed that the
mortuary cult would be effective, according to Egyptian
belief. Even though the king supplied financial help with
burial only to high-level officials, funeral prayers all as-
sume that the king will provide offerings for everyone
throughout all time. Yet the pessimistic literature por-
trays kings’ cults as defiled. The rabble disturbs the king’s
mummy in its tomb or during the embalming and
throws it in the river. Yet even the current king is not
directly blamed in the literature. No author is willing to
charge the king directly with responsibility for chaos and
disorder, even though this clearly is the implication of
the author’s words.

ACCUSATIONS AGAINST THE GODS. The roots of
the world’s troubles include ungrateful royal advisors,
the king’s weakness, and men’s greed. Yet no author can
specifically accuse the king of weakness. The Admonitions
of Ipuwer suggests that there is a being responsible for
this state of affairs: the creator god Atum. Atum never
recognized people’s capacity for evil and never inhibited
people’s attempts to be evil, according to the narrator.
From this idea grew the accusations against the gods
found mixed with complaints about chaos among men
in the pessimistic literature. The god is both guilty and
withdrawn from the world. Not only has the god allowed
injustice, but also has become unjust himself by betray-
ing the very justice he created. Neferty goes even farther
than Ipuwer, claiming, “Creation is as if it were never
created. Re should begin creation anew.” Yet this view
was not universal among Egyptians. In Coffin Texz 1130,
a text commonly inscribed on Middle Kingdom coffins,
the sun-god Re describes four acts of creation that he
performed in the world. He made the wind so people
could breathe. He made the Nile flood to benefit both
the humble and the great. He also claims that he created
all people to be the same. He never told anyone to act
in an evil way. Thus acting in an evil way contradicts
the gods’ wishes. Finally, Re claims that people were cre-
ated to carry out the mortuary cult. This text thus shows
that there was a debate about mankind’s nature and
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whether men were inherently evil because of the gods or
were themselves responsible for their actions. The origin
of evil and the degree to which humans’ actions are fated
occupy much of the pessimistic literature.

THE SECURE WORLD. The debate over the origin
of evil and human fate can also continue within a single
work. Thus descriptions of the secure world can also be
found within works that accuse the gods of creating evil.
The Prophecy of Neferty is structured as a series of anti-
thetical statements contrasting the evil world of the First
Intermediate Period with the better world to come dur-
ing the Twelfth Dynasty. Rebellion will end, foreign en-
emies will be subdued, people will celebrate, and the king
will restore justice. The contemporary literary texts called
“teachings” also provide a method for subduing evil
through practicing justice. The Teachings for Merykare dis-
cusses how a king can act to create a better world for all.
Merykare receives advice on how to handle each class of
people including officials, soldiers, rebels, and criminals.
His father in the text urges reliance on tradition, the daily
divine cult, and the mortuary cult in order to foster jus-
tice. Even the very pessimistic The Teachings of Amen-
embet seems to anticipate better from the reign of his son
Senwosret I in his teachings. The author of The Eloguent
Peasant is also able to describe a world with justice, ap-
propriate punishments, and the merciful treatment of the
weak that is all part of the Egyptian idea of justice. In
The Dialogue of a Man with his Ba, the next world con-
tains many of the elements of justice that are missing in
the world of the living, including properly provisioned
temples and punishment of evildoers.

IMPORTANT THEMES. The pessimistic literature
shows that the Egyptians contemplated many of basic
problems facing mankind. They were particularly con-
cerned with the origin of evil, the proper way to com-
bat evil, and the proper way to promote justice in an
insecure world.
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STORY OF SINUHE

IMPORTANCE. The Story of Sinube survives in many
manuscripts, suggesting that the Egyptians considered it

among their most important literary works. The oldest
manuscripts date to the Twelfth Dynasty (1938-1759
B.C.E.), also the time of the story’s setting. There are also
more than twenty New Kingdom (1539-1075 B.C.E.)
copies and even a Late Period copy (664-332 B.C.E.).
This large number of copies surviving in all major peri-
ods is due to the fact that scribe schools required scribes
to copy this text as part of scribal training. Yet, the fact
that so many scribes worked on copying Sinuhe suggests
that it was also studied in all time periods. It is thus a
work of literature that connected the Egyptian literate
class for 2,000 years. The text also includes variations on
many literary genres. Overall, it is structured to resem-
ble an autobiography and is narrated in the first person.
Unlike a tomb autobiography, however, Sinuhe’s life
goes astray rather than meeting the ideal as in the stan-
dard biography. It also includes songs, monologues, and
even a letter.

CONTEXT. Though Sinuhe was an important point
of reference for all literate Egyptians, it also provides an
important window into the Twelfth Dynasty, the time
when it was written. The story deals briefly with the as-
sassination of King Amenemhet I (1938-1909 B.C.E.)
and the accession of his son King Senwosret I who had
co-ruled with him since 1919 B.C.E. The story empha-
sizes Senwosret’s mercy to Sinuhe. This has led scholars
to believe that the story provided propagandistic support
for this king. The story also reveals Egyptian attitudes
toward foreigners in the period directly preceding an ac-
tual foreign domination of Egypt by the Hyksos. Thus
it has great importance for helping scholars understand
Egyptian attitudes toward foreigners before the Hyksos.
More recent study has emphasized the high literary qual-
ity found in the text. All of these elements combine to
make Sinube important both in its own time and to
scholars today.

THE STORY. The Story of Sinube narrates the ad-
ventures of a nobleman who served Queen Neferu,
daughter of Amenemhet I (1938-1909 B.C.E.) and wife
of Senwosret 1 (1919-1875 B.C.E.). When the story
opens, Sinuhe is on a military campaign in Libya with
Senwosret I, son of the reigning king Amenemhet I. The
news of Amenembhet I’s assassination reaches the army
and Sinuhe panics, fearing that Egypt will fall into tur-
moil. He is particularly worried that his close connec-
tions to the royal family will jeopardize his own life
should Senwosret I be denied his legitimate claim to the
throne. He decides to flee Egypt, traveling across Egypt’s
eastern border into the lands beyond. In his haste to
leave, however, he does not pack sufficient provisions
and nearly dies of thirst in the desert. A bedouin chief
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rescues him, and Sinuhe is able to reach the town of By-
blos in modern Lebanon, eventually settling in Upper
Retenu in modern Syria. There he meets a local ruler
named Amunenshi, who gives him his daughter in mar-
riage and land in a place called Yaa. Sinuhe prospers in
Yaa, has children, and successfully leads Amunenshi’s
army against other tribes. Near the end of his life, how-
ever, he decides he wants to return to Egypt for burial.
He sends a letter to the king, and the benevolent Sen-
wosret I welcomes him back to Egypt with full honors
despite his cowardly flight years before. Senwosret I
arranges for Sinuhe’s burial in Egypt, and the final verses
describe Sinuhe’s tomb and his final contented days in
Egypt waiting for death.

TRANSFORMATION. John L. Foster, the American
Egyprologist, analyzed Sinuhe’s personal development
from his loss of status when he fled from Egypt to his
eventual restoration to his rightful place in Egyptian so-
ciety. Foster demonstrated that the real interest of the
story for modern readers is in Sinuhe’s personal devel-
opment. It is one suggestion that perhaps helps modern
readers understand the story’s appeal to ancient readers.
At the start of the story Sinuhe is a coward who deserts
his king out of fear of losing his own life. His action
nearly costs him his life, but he is rescued by a bedouin
chief, a man whom Sinuhe would never have recognized
as an equal earlier in his life. When Sinuhe meets
Amunenshi, he feigns ignorance of his reasons for leav-
ing Egypt, claiming that it was the act of a god. The real
turning point in Sinuhe’s life comes when an unnamed
“hero” challenges him to single combat. Though Sinuhe
is smaller, he successfully overcomes the hero through
physical courage. This scene witnesses Sinuhe’s transfor-
mation from the coward who abandoned Senwosret to
an effective agent himself. Sinuhe recognizes the change
himself in the poem he recites after his victory over the
hero. In the poem, Sinuhe remembers the story of his life
and contrasts his cowardly escape from Egypt with his
current situation as a conqueror. With his transformation
from cowardly nobleman to victorious hero now com-
plete, Sinuhe is ready to return to his homeland.

THE GOODNESS OF THE KING. Senwosret’s re-
sponse to Sinuhe’s request to return to Egypt indicates
that this story served a political purpose. The king read-
ily forgives Sinuhe for his disloyalty and welcomes him
with open arms, restoring him completely to his former
status. Most commentators have seen the king’s forgive-
ness of Sinuhe as the central purpose of the story. As
propaganda, the story established Senwosret’s goodness
and loyalty to those who remained loyal to him. But Fos-
ter’s analysis, which stresses Sinuhe’s development,
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

SINUHE: A MAN WHO CHANGED

INTRODUCTION: The Story of Sinuhe begins with an act
of cowardice when the protagonist flees the scene
upon learning of the death of King Amenemhet.
Sinuhe’s situation changes when he summons the
courage to fight a local hero in his new home in
the East. The following extract is the poem he re-
cites after his victory in which he recognizes the
changes that he has experienced.

A fugitive flees from his neighborhood,
But my fame will be in the Residence [i.e.,
Senwosret’s palace].

One who should guard creeps off in hunger,
But I, | give bread to my neighbor;

A man leaves his own land in nakedness,
| am one bright in fine linen;

A man runs (himself) for lack of his messenger,
| am one rich in servants.

Good is my home, and wide my domain,
[But] what | remember is in the palace.

SOURCE: John L. Foster, Thought Couplets in “The Tale of
Sinuhe” (Frankfurt am Main, Germany: Peter Lang, 1993):
50-51.

demonstrates that this epic was also a close look at in-
dividual psychology. The story depicts Sinuhe’s devel-
opment, starting with his removal from his own society
to full restoration as a nobleman. Sinuhe moves from
disgrace, to renewal, to forgiveness. In the course of this
development he also passes from ignorance of his own
motives to self-awareness and acknowledgement of his
own responsibilities. Not only does he learn to take re-
sponsibility for his actions but he also ponders man’s
proper relationship to the temporal powers of the world.
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EMERGENCE OF NEwW
KINGDOM LITERATURE

PuzziLE. Egyptian literature of the New Kingdom
(1539-1075 B.C.E.) presents a puzzle for scholars.
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Looking at the evidence that survives, no original nar-
rative fiction or teachings date to the first historical
division of the New Kingdom, called the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty (1539-1292 B.C.E.). Most of the texts copied at
this time seem to have been composed in the Twelfth
Dynasty hundreds of years earlier. Historical narratives
on temple walls might be an innovation of this time.
There is also meager evidence of poetry. The second part
of the New Kingdom (Dynasties Nineteen and Twenty,
1292-1075 B.C.E.), in contrast, seems to abound with
new literary genres including narratives in a new collo-
quial dialect, love poetry, and new manuals of advice in
the old tradition. Egyptologists question whether the sur-
viving evidence that creates the picture outlined here is
truly indicative of how events occurred. They note in
connection with this situation the enormous creativity
found in the visual arts during the Eighteenth Dynasty.
They question whether scribes of the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty ceased to create new fiction and composed only
historical texts and hymns. Perhaps the accidents of dis-
covery have created a false picture of the Eighteenth Dy-

nasty.

HisTORICAL BACKGROUND. The golden age of
Egyptian literature coincided with the end of the Twelfth
Dynasty in 1759 B.C.E. when the reign of Queen
Sobeknefru came to a close. The Thirteenth Dynasty
ushered in a time of conflict that had split the country
in two by 1630 B.C.E. The divided nation was ruled by
Semitic-speaking foreigners called the Hyksos in the
north and Theban princes in the south until 1539 B.C.E.
when Theban princes drove the Hyksos out of Egypt.
The Theban prince Ahmose (1539-1514 B.C.E.)
founded the Eighteenth Dynasty of the New Kingdom,
the period of greatest geographical power of the ancient
Egyptian state. The New Kingdom included three
dynasties—the Eighteenth (1539-1292 B.C.E.), led by
descendants of Ahmose; the Nineteenth (1292-1190
B.C.E.), ruled by descendants of a certain General
Ramesses which included Ramesses the Great; and the
Twentieth (1190-1075 B.C.E.), led by a new family
which continued to use the Ramesses name even though
they were probably unrelated. Although Egypt was again
unified, this period of Egyptian history was not without
its share of upheaval; in the Eighteenth Dynasty, King
Akhenaten (1352-1336 B.C.E.) introduced religious re-
forms in a period known to modern scholarship as the
“Amarna Period,” in which he proclaimed a new reli-
gion that excluded the traditional gods. His successor,
King Tutankhamun, restored the traditional gods about
four years after Akhenaten died, and subsequent Nine-
teenth- and Twentieth-dynasty kings continued in this

old tradition. These historical events perhaps were a ma-
jor influence on the composition of literature during the
New Kingdom. In the early years of this period, scribes
reached back to the historical precedents of the Middle
Kingdom for an authentically Egyptian mode of expres-
sion after years of foreign domination. However, as the
New Kingdom kings provided a more stable state over
the course of time, authors expressed a new Egyptian
self-confidence through creating new forms of literature.

COPIED FROM THE MIDDLE KINGDOM. The Mid-
dle Kingdom’s literary achievements in prose and verse
narrative fiction were not duplicated in the Eighteenth
Dynasty, and scholars question whether scribes from this
dynasty composed new works of literature of the type
and intent of those written in the Middle Kingdom.
Many surviving texts from this dynasty are generally
copies of works from the Middle Kingdom, acknowl-
edged even then to be Egypt’s classical age of literature.
At least one Eighteenth-dynasty copy of The Story of Sin-
uhe, the great epic poem composed in the Twelfth Dy-
nasty, is known. The earliest preserved manuscripts of
the Twelfth Dynasty works The Teachings for Merykare,
The Prophecy of Neferty, The Teachings of Amenembet, and
The Instruction of Khety also date to the Eighteenth Dy-

nasty.

ORIGINAL COMPOSITIONS. Scholars have proposed
three possible genres where Eighteenth-dynasty scribes
could have broken new ground: historical texts, love po-
etry, and advice. The earliest preserved historical narra-
tives date to this period. These works include 7he
Kamose Stele, The Annals of Thutmose III, and The Gebel
Barkal Stele. It is unclear whether there were Twelfth-
dynasty texts of this type. Love poetry is well known
from the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties. One text
from the Eighteenth Dynasty might anticipate the later
work, though it is a description of the city of Thebes.
Finally, two manuals of advice might date to the Eigh-
teenth Dynasty, though the only manuscripts date to
the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties. These texts
are known as The Teachings of Any and The Teachings
of Amenemope.

HisTORICAL WRITING. Eighteenth-dynasty scribes
produced historical narratives that might represent an
original literary genre. The Kamose Stele is considered to
be a work of literature because it narrates a story, but
this text has a stronger affinity with historical literature
than with classical, fictional narrative. This text, though,
certainly dates to the early Eighteenth Dynasty because
it is preserved on a dated stela (an upright, inscribed slab
of stone). It tells the story of Kamose’s war to expel the

132 Arts and Humanities Through the Eras: Ancient Egypt (2675 B.C.E.—332 B.C.E.)



Hyksos from Egypt. This was the first stage of driving
these foreign rulers out of the country. Scribes working
for Hatshepsut (1478-1458 B.C.E.) produced narrative
inscriptions that described her birth and also the expe-
dition to the land of Punt (modern Ethiopia) that she
commissioned. They are found along with sculptural re-
lief at her temple in Deir el Bahri. The Annals of Thus-
mose III, carved on the walls of the Karnak Temple,
present a narrative of battles, tactics, and booty that
seems to be a new kind of writing. Some scholars sug-
gest that there was a Middle Kingdom tradition for such
texts, though the evidence is meager. There is a frag-
mentary Twelfth-dynasty inscription from Memphis
published in the reign of Amenemhet II (1876-1842
B.C.E.) that might represent the precedent for Thutmose
IIl’s inscription. There is also an Eighteenth-dynasty
manuscript called 7he Berlin Leather Roll (because it is
written on leather and preserved in the Egyptian Mu-
seum in Berlin) that might be a New Kingdom copy of
an historical inscription written in the Twelfth Dynasty
during the reign of Senwosret I (1919-1875 B.C.E.).
Some scholars, however, have argued that this text was
an Eighteenth-dynasty forgery, designed to serve as a
precedent for similar New Kingdom texts. This argu-
ment assumes that scribes were not free to invent new
forms in the Eighteenth Dynasty and had to create a
precedent from the age of the classics in order to write
new kinds of works.

AUTOBIOGRAPHIES. Eighteenth-dynasty autobi-
ographies have not been closely studied, but they seem
to be less central to the literature of the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty than they were in the Old and Middle Kingdoms.
Nobles published these autobiographies in their tombs,
as was done in the Old Kingdom, and on statues, which
was an innovation. There are no autobiographies on ste-
lae, a practice typical in the Middle Kingdom. The per-
sonal subject matter in these autobiographies often
concentrates on military exploits or on religious subjects.
Later in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties the
autobiographies are entirely religious rather than narra-
tives of personal experience. For some unknown reason,
officials no longer considered these personal experiences
to be important.

HymnNs. Hymns were also a new creation in the New
Kingdom. They were published mostly in tombs of no-
bles and bureaucrats, two of the social classes that could
afford elaborate Egyptian burials. Most of the hymns are
unique copies, suggesting that perhaps the tomb owner
composed them for his own use. Hymns seem to be the
literary form used to develop religious debates in writ-
ing. The Great Hymn to Osiris, for example, recorded on
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the Stela of Amenmose, gives the most complete account
in Egyptian of the myth of Osiris. It helps establish the
cities where the god had temples, describes Osiris’ rela-
tionship with other gods, and associates the deceased
king with the god. The Hymns to the Sun God, recorded
on the stela of Suti and Hor, argues through its multi-
ple stanzas the primacy of the sun as a god. It lists the
sun’s multiple names such as Amun, Harakhd, Re,
Khepri, and Aten. It makes the argument that all of these
gods are the equivalent of Amun. It was only during the
Amarna Period of the Eighteenth Dynasty (1352-1332
B.C.E.), a period of tremendous religious upheaval, that
hymns utilized the language of common everyday
speech, a dialect called Late Egyptian. Late Egyptian rep-
resented the spoken language as it had evolved during
the hundreds of years since the end of the Middle King-
dom. The classical texts of the Twelfth Dynasty were
written in Middle Egyptian, the spoken language of that
period. Now once again scribes were using everyday
speech to create new works of literature. Some scholars
suggest that Akhenaten understood the use of the collo-
quial language as a way to conform with maat or right
conduct. The Egyptians themselves provide no explana-
tion for this change.

TwoO LANGUAGES. Whether or not Eighteenth-
dynasty scribes created new literature, they were famil-
iar with both the classical language of Middle Egyptian
and the spoken language called Late Egyptian. In the
historical work The Annals of Thutmose 111, the author
wrote in Middle Egyptian, though there are clues in cer-
tain word choices and grammatical forms that he was a
Late Egyptian speaker. By the Nineteenth Dynasty, at
least one scribe living in Deir el-Medina in Upper Egypt
owned a library that contained texts in both Middle
and Late Egyptian. Numerous examples of Nineteenth-
dynasty student copies of classics such as Sinubhe demon-
strate that students used copying as one way to learn the
older language. From the Nineteenth to the Twentieth
Dynasty, highly literate scribes must have known how
to read the classical and the modern language.

INNOVATION. The preserved record of New King-
dom literature certainly creates the impression that the
early Nineteenth Dynasty witnessed a sudden literary
revolution. New forms including love poetry, narrative
fiction, and occasional pieces appear, written in Late
Egyptian. Scribes also wrote works following older forms
such as teachings, but composed in everyday speech
rather than the classical Middle Egyptian dialect. Still,
it remains difficult to know whether there really was a
revolution or if such texts existed in the Eighteenth Dy-
nasty but did not survive into modern times.
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a PRIMARY SOURCE document

HYMN TO THE SUN GOD

INTRODUCTION: Hymns comprise the best known new literary
form during the first half of the New Kingdom (Eigh-
teenth Dynasty, 1539-1292 B.c.E.). Egyptians used hymns
as the literary form that explored religious debates in
writing. The Great Hymn to Osiris, for example, recorded
on the Stela of Amenmose, gives the most complete ac-
count in Egyptian of the myth of Osiris. It helps establish
the cities where the god had temples, describes Osiris’s
relationship with other gods, and associates the deceased
king with the god.

/

Turn your face gentle upon us, Osiris!

Lord of the life eternal, king of the gods,
Unnumbered the names of his protean nature,

Holy his manifold visible forms,

hidden his rites in the temples.

First in Busiris is he, that noble spirit,

Splendid his wealth in Letopolis,
Hailed in the ancestral home of Andjeti,

Finely provided in Heliopolis;
God who remembers still

Down in the halls where men must speak true,
Heart of the inexpressible mystery,

Lord of regions under the earth,
Worshipped in the white-walled Memphis, power that

raises the sun,

Whose earthly form rests in Heracleopolis;
Long echo his chants in the Pomegranate nome

Where the sacred tree sprang, a perch for his soul;
Who dwells in the high Hermopolitan temple,

Most awful god in Hypselis,
Lord of forever, first in Abydos,

Yet far off his throne in the red land of death.
His tale endures in the mouths of men;

God of the elder time,
Belonging to all mankind—

He gave earth food,
Finest of the Great Nine,

Most fruitful among the divinities.

i

[t was for him chaos poured forth its waters

And the north wind drove upstream;
Sky would make breeze for his nostrils

That thereby his heart might find peace;
For his sake green things grew, and the

Good earth would bring forth its riches.

Sky and its stars obeyed him,
For him the great gates of heaven stood
open;
Praise of him thundered down southern skies,
He was adored under northern heavens;
The circling, unfaltering stars
Wheeled near his watchful eye,
And the weary ones, who sink below seeing—
With them was his very dwelling.

1

And he went forth in peace
Bearing the mace of Earth, his father,
And the Nine Great Gods gave worship;
Those in the underdark kissed ground,
Grateful dead in the desert bowed,
Gone generations joyed when they saw him,
Those seated Beyond stood in awe,
And the Two Lands united worshipped him,
Welcomed the advent of majesty.
Lordly leader, first of the eminent,
Whose kingdom endures to eternity—
His rule made kingship distinguished;
Power for good of the godhead,
Gracious and kind,
Whom to see is to love.
He made the nations revere him, that mankind
might
Lift up his name before all they offered him;
Rememberer of whatever was, whether in heaven or
earth,
His mind entire in the land of forgetting;
Unending the shouts and the dancing at festival—
rites for him of rejoicing
done by Two Lands with one will.

v

First-ranked of his brothers, the gods,
Noblest of the Great Nine,

He made order the length of the Riverbank,
Set a son at last on his throne,

Pride of his father, Geb,
Beloved of Nut, his mother.

With strength of the leopard he threw down the

rebel,
With powerful arm slew his opponent,
Put fear on his fallen enemy,

Reached the far borders of evil, uprooted,
Unflinching, set foot on his foe.

He inherited earth from his father,
Earned the Two Lands as their king.
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v

For when Geb saw how perfect he was, he gave over his
throne,
Gave him to guide the world to good fortune;
And this earth he delivered into his care—
Its waters, its air, its pastures and forage,
All of its walking creatures,
What leaps into flight or flutters down,
Its creepers and crawlers,
And the wild desert things—
All given as his to the son of Sky;
And the Two Lands approved the succession.

Vi

And he rose splendid, ascended the seat of his father in
glory,
Like Ré when he shines from horizon;
He put dawn on the blank face of darkness,
Igniting the sun with his double plume;
And he flooded the Two Lands with well-being
Like the Sun-disk rising at day.
His gleaming crown pierced heaven,
Became a brother to stars.
And he lived and ruled, a pattern for deity—
Good king governing well—
Praised and admired by greatest gods
While lesser divinities loved.

Vil

His sister served as shield and defender,
Beat off the enemies,
Ended unspeakable mischief by power of her spell,
Golden-tongued goddess
(her voice shall not fail),
Skilled to command,
Beneficent Isis,
Who rescued her brother.
Who searched for him
And would not surrender to weariness,
Wandered this earth bent with anguish,
Restless until she had found him.
And she made him shade with her feathers,
Brought air by fanning her wings,
Performed the rites of his resurrection,
Moored, married, made breathe her brother,
Put life in the slackened limbs
Of the good god whose heart had grown weary.
And she took to herself his seed, grew big with the
heritor,
Suckled and taught the child apart
(his refuge not to be known),

Presented him, with his arm grown hardy,
At Court in the broad hall of Geb.

viil

And the Nine Great Gods were glad:
“Welcome, Horus, son of Osiris!
Whose heart shall endure, whose cry shall find
justice,
Son of Isis and heir of Osiris!”
Assembled for him the Tribunal of Truth—
Nine Gods and the Lord of the Universe—
Oh, the Lords of Truth, they gathered within there,
the Untempted by Evil took seats in Geb’s
hall
To offer the legacy to its just owner
And the kingship to whom it belonged.
And they found it was Horus, his voice spoke true:
And they gave him the realm of his father.

IX

And he went forth bearing the mace of Geb;
And he took the scepter of the Two Banks;
And the crown stood firm on his head.
Allotted to him was earth, to be his possession,
Heaven and earth alike put under his care;
Entrusted to him mankind—
Nobles, and commons, and Sunfolk;
And the dear land of Egypt,
The islands set in the northern sea,
Whatever the sun'’s disk circles—
All these were given his governing—
And the good north wind, and the River, the flood,
The plants men eat, and all that grows green.
And Nepri, Lord of the Risen Grain, he helped him
To nurture fruits of the vital earth
So that Horus might bring on abundance,
Give it as gift to the nations.
And all mankind grew happy, hearts warmed,
Thoughts danced, and each face saw joy.

X

And they all gave thanks for his kindness:

“How sweet is the love of him, way we;
His charm, it has ravished the heart.

Great is the love for him in every person!”
And they offered this song for the son of Isis:
His antagonist is down for his wrongdoing,

Since evil injures the mischief maker;
He who was hot to cause trouble,

(continued)
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HYMN TO THE SUN GOD (continued)

His deed recoils upon him
As Horus, son of Isis,
Who for him rescued his father:
Hallowed be, and exalted, his name!
Majesty, it has taken its throne,
Egypt’s splendor is sure under law;
The highroad is safe, bypaths lie beckoning—
How ordered the banks of the River!
Wrongdoing, it weakens,
Injustice shall all pass away!
Earth lives in peace under its Lord,
Ma’at, Lady Truth, stands firm for her
master,
Man turns his back upon evil.

Xl

Hale be your heart, Osiris,
You who were truly good,
For the son of Isis has taken the
crown!
Adjudged to him is his father’s kingdom
Down in the broad hall of Geb.
Ré it was uttered this; Thoth wrote it down:
And the Grand Tribunal concurred.
Osiris, your father decreed in your favor!
All he said has been faithfully done.

SOURCE: “Hymn to Osiris,” in Ancient Egyptian Literature. Trans.
John L. Foster (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001):
103-109.

PourticAL FICTION. At least two stories written
in the Nineteenth Dynasty are set in the reign of the
Eighteenth-dynasty king Thutmose III (1479-1425
B.C.E.), at least 200 years before the time of composition.
The Taking of Joppa and The Story of a Military Expedi-
tion of Thutmosis I1l into Syria both assume this period was
a golden age of Egyptian military prowess. In The Taking
of Joppa, Egyptian soldiers sneak over the town walls us-
ing baskets, a theme anticipating the Greek story of the
Trojan Horse and tales of Ali Baba and the forty thieves.
Such stories suggest the Nineteenth-dynasty policy that re-
stored values associated with Egypt’s rulers before the time
of Akhenaten and the Amarna period. Military values
which had received less attention during the Amarna pe-
riod once again rank high in authors” estimation.

OTHER NARRATIVES. Other narratives in Late
Egyptian occur outside of time, when the gods still
walked the earth. The Contendings of Horus and Seth re-
counts a series of struggles between these gods as they
compete to follow Osiris as rightful king of the living.
Horus, Osiris’ son, faces many difficulties in his fight
against his uncle Seth, brother of Osiris. Horus eventu-
ally triumphs with the aid of his mother Isis, the god-
dess of magic. The Doomed Prince also contains elements
associated with the myth of Osiris and does not occur
in a recognizable historical period. It also considers ques-
tions of the nature of fate. Because the papyrus lacks an
ending, it is not clear whether or not the prince is able
to escape the doom mentioned in the story’s modern ti-
tle. The Story of Two Brothers contains an episode
strongly reminiscent of the biblical story of Potiphar’s
wife found in Genesis of the Bible. In both stories, a

handsome young man suffers for refusing to betray his
master with the master’s wife. The wife turns on the
young man, accusing him of rape. This episode serves as
the mechanism for subsequent adventures in the story.
All of these stories exist in unique manuscripts on pa-
pyrus. This circumstance raises questions of how widely
known such literature was among Egyptians. Some
scholars have suggested that this literature also circulated
orally and that it is the manuscripts that are exceptional.

LoVE POETRY. About fifty love poems composed
during the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties repre-
sent a unique aspect of New Kingdom literature. Though
an Eighteenth-dynasty poem about the author’s love of
the city of Thebes might represent a precedent for these
poems, they otherwise seem the sole examples of per-
sonal lyric. They are unusual in the ancient world be-
cause they are completely secular. While Twelfth- and
Eighteenth-dynasty authors had composed verse hymns
and prayers or praise of the king, these love songs con-
cern the affairs of ordinary men and women. The songs
are usually twenty to thirty lines long. The translator
John L. Foster has described the broad range of emotion
they summon, including tenderness, romance, and joy.
They hint at both elevated, pure love and at physical pas-
sion. They also capture familiar situations: the young
woman surprised at meeting her lover unexpectedly, or
a young couple sitting together in the garden. They in-
clude a young lover cataloging his girlfriend’s charms and
a young woman trying to sleep but distracted by
thoughts of her boyfriend. Both male and female voices
speak in the poems, but it is not clear that there were
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Egyptian hieroglyphs which read “given life, stability, power, and health,” Temple of Amun, Ancient Thebes, modern-day Karnak,
near Luxor. FORTEAN PICTURE LIBRARY. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

both male and female authors. The love poems repre-
sent a rare window into the emotions of ancient people.

CLASSICAL ALLUSIONS. One Twentieth-dynasty
teaching, a form known from the Twelfth Dynasty, con-
tains quotations from much older texts. The Instruction
of Menna for his Son quotes the Twelfth-dynasty texts
The Shipwrecked Sailor and Elogquent Peasant. Though
the text is written in Late Egyptian, the author must have
believed his audience could appreciate such an elevated
literary technique.

FICTIONAL NON-FICTION. The last two known
Late Egyptian stories take a non-fictional genre—the
government report and the letter—and use it as a basis
for telling a fictional story. The Report of Wenamun and
the Tale of Woe both were composed late in the Twen-
tieth Dynasty, based on the language used and the set-
ting the author describes. Yet they are known in unique

manuscripts of the Twenty-second Dynasty (945-712
B.C.E.). The language in both documents is the most col-
loquial Late Egyptian found in any narrative. It most
closely reproduces everyday speech and avoids any liter-
ary flourishes. Both stories recount unhappy experiences
and reflect the government’s failures as the New King-
dom collapsed and central government once again re-
treated. Both stories, however, reflect a cultural vibrancy
that demonstrates that political strength and flourishing
artistic movements do not always overlap.

REMAINING QUESTIONS. This picture of New King-
dom literature remains unconvincing for many Egyptolo-
gists. Most scholars would expect that Eighteenth-dynasty
writers would both copy Twelfth-dynasty predecessors and
create new literature in that tradition. Yet there is no
evidence that Eighteenth-dynasty authors wrote in the
traditional genres of their predecessors. There is no
Eighteenth-dynasty equivalent of Old Kingdom tomb
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biographies, Middle Kingdom stela, fictional narratives
such as The Shipwrecked Sailor and Sinube, pessimistic
studies of chaos, or even advice manuals. In a tradition-
bound culture like ancient Egypt, it seems impossible that
these genres were not carried forward. Yet the evidence
that does survive hints that Eighteenth-dynasty authors
developed a new historical literature and created new
hymns as a literary genre. This picture is even less con-
vincing because of the hypothetical rebirth of narrative
fiction in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties.
These later writers created many variations on fictional
writing that discussed politics, the gods, and used bu-
reaucratic genres to create fictional non-fiction. Only the
discovery of new manuscripts can solve the mystery of
this gap in Egyptian literary history.
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