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INTRODUCTION


With Egypt’s dry climate and lack of encroaching vegetation, buildings and artefacts dating back five thousand years have survived remarkably well. Together with writings from the Greek and Biblical era and the ongoing translations of hieroglyphs carved in stone, these have provided us with a surprisingly detailed and accurate picture of life in ancient Egypt.


The developed culture and sophistication of Egyptian society sprung, seemingly instantly, from a race of desert nomads, never fails to astound. Egyptian civilisation was one of the greatest in the ancient world as well as being one of the longest, lasting for over 3,000 years. The popular image of ancient Egypt is well presented by such wonders as the pyramids, the giant Sphinx at Giza and well preserved funerary treasures but in this introductory book to ancient Egypt we shall explain more about the people responsible for those wonders.


Ancient Egypt’s early success derived from its ability to harness the resources of the Nile Valley. The predictable annual flooding and controlled irrigation of the fertile valley provided surplus crops which supported a growing population and developing culture. With resources to spare it was possible to exploit minerals in the valley and surrounding desert, establish trade with surrounding regions and develop a military force capable of defeating foreign enemies. Relying on an independent writing system these activities were organised and controlled by a bureaucracy of elite scribes, religious leaders and administrators under the ultimate control of a pharaoh.
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The Sphinx and pyramids of Giza, instantly recognisable images of Ancient Egypt


The Pharaohs, heading Egypt’s elaborate system of religious beliefs, were god-kings on earth who at death became gods in their own right. They held the power of life and death in their hands and could command phenomenal resources as demonstrated by the building of pyramids, enormous temples and huge desert statues. But at the time their role as divine deities was regarded with a sort of pragmatic cynicism, as evidenced by the existence of grave robbers, undeterred by tomb curses, and the ease with which the names of pharaohs who offended convention, such as Akhenaten and Queen Hatshepsut, could be expunged from the historical records.


The Egyptians kept scrupulous records of the lives of their pharaohs and today scholars still refer to the system of over 30 pharaonic dynasties established by the Egyptian priest Manetho in the third century BC. By convention historians have organised these dynasties into distinct eras, The Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom, periods of extreme stability sometimes lasting up to half a millennium, interspersed with shorter eras of relative chaos referred to as the Intermediate Periods. Structured around the conventional chronology of eras and dynasties this book provides a useful reference by listing all the pharaohs in each dynasty and the current best estimate of their dates of rule, including, in the 18th Dynasty, Tutankhamun.


Though a relatively minor Pharaoh, Tutankhamun’s appeal is very clear. When discovered by Howard Carter in 1922 his tomb was the only one dating from Egypt’s New Kingdom (circa 1550 – 1069 BC) to be found substantially intact, its stone sarcophagus and rich treasure of grave goods unseen since the tomb had been sealed over three thousand years earlier.


And linked with the appeal of the fabulous artefacts is that frisson of horror generated by the Mummy’s Curse, supposedly engraved on the outside of the tomb:


“Death Shall Come on Swift Wings To Him Who Disturbs the Peace of the King”


Though the idea of a Curse has proved an excellent muse for any number of mummy themed horror movies, our chapter on Tutankhamun will show that deaths supposedly related to the Curse were largely inventions whipped up by newspapers in the 1920s and 30s simply to boost their sales.


Egyptian civilisation did not end with a bang or sudden defeat by enemies. Instead it petered out slowly in a series of alliances made with later civilisations such as the Greeks and Persians before its final stage as a sort of autonomous colony of the Roman Empire.


Egypt and its ancient civilisation is still a fruitful resource for archaeologists and historians with new discoveries made every year, in museums, laboratories and field excavations. Our last chapter in this Little Book will feature some of the latest discoveries, including secrets revealed by the latest examinations of mummies and the spectacular discovery of the port of Heracleion, sunk in an earthquake around 700 AD.
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Wooden bust of Tutankhamun, the boy-king




THE ERAS AND DYNASTIES OF ANCIENT EGYPPT






	Period


	Period dates BC


	Dynasties


	Dynasty dates BC







	Pre-Dynastic


	Before 3050


	0


	3150 - 3050







	Early Dynastic


	3050 - 2686


	1
2


	3050 - 2890
2890 - 2686







	Old Kingdom


	2686 - 2181


	3
4
5
6


	2686 - 2683
2613 - 2498
2498 - 2345
2345 - 2181







	First Intermediate


	2181 - 2040


	7
8
9
10


	2181 -
- 2161
2160 -
10 - 2040







	Middle Kingdom


	2040 - 1782


	11
12


	2040 - 1991
1991 - 1782






	Second Intermediate


	1782 - 1570


	13
14
15
16


	1782 - 1650
 
1663 -
- 1555






	Thebes
New Kingdom


	1549 - 1069


	17
18
19
20
High Priests at Thebes


	1663 - 1570
1570 - 1293
1293 - 1185
1185 - 1069
1080 - 945






	Third
Intermediate


	1069 - 525


	21
22
23
24
25
26


	1069 - 945
945 - 712
818 - 712
727 - 715
747 - 656
664 - 625






	Late Period


	672 - 332


	27
28
29
30
31


	525 - 404
404 - 399
399 - 380
380 - 343
343 - 332






	Macedonian Kings Ptolemaic Dynasty


	 


	 


	332 - 305
305 - 30










GLOSSARY


Akh - The immortal and unchangeable aspect of a person joining the gods in the underworld after death


Ankh - A symbol of life presented as a looped cross


Ba - An individual’s personality, entering the body at birth and leaving at death


Benben - A stone resembling a pyramid and representative of a sun ray


Canopic jars - Four jars used to store the preserved internal organs of mummies


Cartonnage - Papyrus or linen soaked in plaster, shaped around a body and used for mummy masks and coffins


Cartouche - An upright oval lozenge with a horizontal bar at the bottom in which king’s names are written
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An example of a sacred monument, called the ‘benben’


Cenotaph - From the Greek meaning “empty tomb”, a tomb built for ceremonial purposes but never intended to be used


Colossus - A larger than life statue of gods, kings and important people such as priests and viziers


Deshret - The Egyptian Red Crown that represented Lower (northern) Egypt


Dromos - A straight, paved avenue flanked by sphinxes


Faience - A glazed material, with a base of either carved soapstone or moulded clay, with an overlay of blue/green colored glass


False door - A door carved or painted on a wall. The ka would use this door to partake of funerary offerings


Hedjet - The White Crown of Lower (southern) Egypt


Hieroglyph - The Egyptian picture language, from the Greek word meaning “sacred carving”


Horus - The falcon headed god Horus was so important to the state religion that Pharaohs were considered his human manifestation and even took on the name Horus


Hypostyle Hall - From Greek and meaning “bearing pillars”, this word describes the pillars in the outermost walls of temples that are believed to represent a grove of trees


Ibu - The tent of purification, the place where mummification was performed
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Sphinxes of dromos, Karnak temple of Amun-Ra, Egypt


Ka - Crafted on the potter’s wheel of the god Khnum at the same time of birth, Ka is what we would best describe as a person’s soul


Ma’at - The concept of order, truth, regularity and justice which was all important to the ancient Egyptians and personified by the goddess Ma’at


Mastaba - The style of tombs of the early Dynastic and Old Kingdom periods, from the Arabic word for “bench” which accurately describes their rectangular shape


Mummy - From the Persian word “moumiya”, a mummy is a corpse dried and preserved by natural or artificial means
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Egyptian Mummy at the British Museum in London


Naos - Shrine in which divine statues were kept, usually in a temple sanctuary


Nebu - The Egyptian word for gold which was considered a divine metal


Nemes  - Striped head cloth worn by the pharaohs


Nilometer  - A staircase descending into the Nile and marked with levels above low water for measuring and in some cases recording inundation levels


Nomarchs - Nobles and rulers of the regional nomes


Nomes - Administrative regions of Egypt numbered from the First Cataract in the south to the Delta in the north


Obelisk - A monumental tapering shaft usually topped with a pyramidion


Osirid pillar - A pillar in an open court or portico with a colossal statue of a king forming its front part


Papyrus - The main Egyptian writing material made by cutting the stem of the papyrus plants into strips, soaking in water to remove sugar and starch and then beating to glue the strips together to form a sheet


Propylon - Gateway that stands in front of a pylon


Pylon - The monumental entrance of a temple, from the Greek word meaning “gate”


Pyramidion - Capstone of a pyramid or the top of an obelisk and sometimes called a Benben stone or primordial mound


Saff tomb - An Arabic word meaning “row” that describes the rock-cut tombs of the early 11th Dynasty that consisted of a row of openings on the hillside


Sarcophagus - Derived from the Greek word meaning “flesh eater”, sarcophagus is the stone container within which the coffin and mummy were placed


Scarab - To the ancient Egyptians this dung rolling beetle was sacred as a symbol of regeneration and spontaneous creation because it seemed to emerge from nowhere


Sphinx - A figure with the body of a lion and the head of a man, hawk or a ram


Stele - A stone slab or wooden board decorated or inscribed with paintings, relief or texts. They usually celebrated an event or delivered a proclamation


Was sceptre  - This was carried by deities as a symbol of their power and dominion which Kings and, later, people of lower stature are portrayed carrying in mortuary scenes


Wabet - A place where part of the purification and mummification rites were performed
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Stele in Nectanebo court, Luxor Temple, Egypt




NAMING THE PHARAOHS


From the First Dynasty onwards pharaohs were named under a fixed convention known as the royal titular which by the time of the Middle Kingdom embraced five separate names, a format that existed from then through to the end of the Ancient Egyptian civilisation.


Horus name
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Originating in the Predynastic Period the Horus name is the oldest form of the pharaoh’s name and the oldest known pharaohs are known only by this title, which confirmed the pharaoh’s status as the earthly embodiment of the god Horus.


The hieroglyph of the Horus name was written inside a serekh, a stylised representation of a palace façade, together with the falcon image of the god Horus.
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Serekh containing the name of Djet and an association with Wadjet, on display at the Louvre


Nebty (“two ladies”) name
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The Nebty name, literally two ladies, was associated with the so-called “heraldic goddesses” of Upper and Lower Egypt: Nekhbet, patron deity of Upper Egypt represented by a vulture and Wadjet, patron deity of Lower Egypt represented by a cobra.


The first known use of a Nebty name was by the First Dynasty pharaoh Semerkhetit but it was not until the Twelfth Dynasty that it was fully established as part of the pharaoh naming convention.


Horus of Gold
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Known also as the Golden Horus Name this form of the pharaoh’s name typically featured the image of the Horus falcon perched above or beside the hieroglyph for gold.


Egyptologists are uncertain about the meaning of this particular title though one explanation is that it represents the triumph of Horus over his uncle Seth and the symbol for gold implies that “Horus was superior to his foes”. In the ancient Egyptian mind gold, which never corrodes, was associated with eternity so perhaps it was intended to convey the pharaoh’s eternal Horus name.


Throne name
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The pharaoh’s throne name was the first of the two names written inside a cartouche and normally accompanied the title nesu-bity, meaning “King of Upper and Lower Egypt”.


The throne name came to prominence by the end of the Third Dynasty and would eventually become the most important official title of the pharaoh.


Personal name
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Personal name was the name given at birth. When written, the name was preceded by the title “Son of Ra”, represented by the hieroglyph of a duck adjacent to an image of the sun, the hieroglyph for Ra, the chief solar deity.


This is the name that modern historians generally use when referring to the kings of Ancient Egypt, using Roman numerals to distinguish between pharaohs with the same name.




Chapter 1


SOURCES AND EVIDENCE


Manetho, Egyptian priest and scholar


The most important source of information about ancient Egypt is the work of Manetho, an Egyptian priest in the Temple of Ra at Heliopolis. As a priest he would have had the skills to read hieroglyphic texts and have access to various temple archives. Of the six or seven works credited to Manetho the most important is his Aegyptiaca (Egyptian History), sometimes referred to as Notes about Egypt.


The term dynasty was coined by Manetho in Aegyptiaca, derived from the Greek dynasteia which refers to the rule of government. In Aegyptiaca he divided pharaonic history into 30 or so different dynasties, identified not just by bloodline but also according to periods of rule from a particular capital or region. Manetho’s dynasties established the framework for the study of Ancient Egypt’s history that has remained fundamental right up to the present day.


Though dedicated to the pharaoh Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285 – 246 BC) it is likely that the book was written during the reign of his predecessor Ptolemy I Soter (305 – 285 BC). Written in Greek it is likely, too, that the book was prepared as either an alternative or supplementary text to an Egyptian history written a century earlier by the Greek scholar Herodotus. With access to temple records, inscriptions and king-lists dating back to the Predynastic era there is no doubt that Aegyptiaca would have been extremely accurate. Unfortunately no copies of the work have survived and we have to rely, instead, on fragments of Aegyptiaca reproduced in the works of later scholars such as Josephus (c. 1st century AD), Sextus Julius Africanus (c.AD 220) and Bishop Eusebius (c.400 AD). Personal opinion, political and racial prejudices mean that the fragments of Manetho borrowed by these writers are often contradictory.


For corroboration of Manetho historians have had to scour alternative sources, ideally original written sources from preserved tablets, hieroglyphic inscriptions and surviving papyri.
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The Rosetta Stone, currently in the British Museum


Evidence from hieroglyphic inscriptions


Hieroglyphic inscriptions providing details of Egyptian life and history survive from the Predynastic era through to AD 394 with reputedly the last recorded inscription on the Temple of Philae. Seemingly after that date the “key” and skill required to read hieroglyphs was lost though during the European Renaissance scholars made some bold and credible attempts at translation. This included the correct identification in 1761 by Abbe Jean Jacques Barthelemy that the oval rings containing a number of hieroglyphic signs, what we now know as cartouches, enclosed royal names.
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