

  [image: ]




  

    

      The Pharaoh’s Shadow




      Travels in Ancient and Modern Egypt




      ANTHONY SATTIN




       




       




      

        

          [image: ]


        


      


    


  




  

    

       


    




    

       


    




    For Sylvie,




    memories of the beautiful place


  




  

    

      Acknowledgements


    




    This story is as old as civilisation itself and yet no one in our time has written about it. The question of surviving ancient Egyptian culture touches on Egyptology, anthropology and various other social sciences. I could have written up these encounters from the point of view of either an Egyptologist or an anthropologist (and some members of both disciplines have touched on the subject), but I have training in neither. I am a writer with an interest in travel and history, and have written these encounters as they happened, as a search. I would have liked to have kept myself out of the narrative and for the story to have been driven solely by Egyptians. I had hoped to find an Egyptian who would travel with me, or one who had made this journey through time and space long ago, but in the end that wasn’t possible and so it is my curiosity and the Fates themselves that drive the narrative forward. If it feels at times as though the narrative is drifting then I have succeeded in reflecting the way in which my research progressed over the years. There was no direct road to follow, only a start point and a place I wished to reach. As with the best journeys, it was what I found along the way that proved most enlightening.




     




    This book has been longer in the making than most, partly through circumstance and partly through design. Over the years I have been fed, supported and informed by more people than I could list here. I was particularly encouraged by an early conversation with Professor Kent Weeks of the American University in Cairo when he explained that continuity – ‘survivals’ as he called them – was a subject Egyptologists often talked about but rarely wrote about, because of the difficulties of verifying their claims. ‘There are just too many black holes, periods where there are no records. No academic with ambitions is going to put his reputation at risk by trying to accommodate them.’




    Two unpublished sources were of great inspiration to me. Professor Elizabeth Slater and Pat Winker of Liverpool University’s School of Archaeology, Classics and Oriental Studies kindly allowed me access to the Winifred Blackman archive, while Mrs Jano Fairservis sent me the unpublished Umm Seti manuscript that her late husband, Walter Fairservis, had the foresight to commission. Both sources have been central to developing my thoughts about survivals.




    Amongst institutions in the UK, I must thank the staff of the Egypt Exploration Society, the Centre for Near and Middle East Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies, London, the British Library, the Royal Geographical Society and the London Library. I have a special debt to the Society of Authors who provided me with a grant from the Authors’ Foundation which helped stave off debt collectors while I was writing.




    Amongst people in the UK, Dr Zaki Bedawi, Peter Clayton, William Dalrymple, Dr Nicholas Gendle, the late Rabbi Hugo Gryn, Derek Hopwood, Director of the Middle East Centre at St Antony’s, Oxford, Dr Stephen Quirke, formerly of the British Museum, Professor Jaromir Malek at the Ashmolean, Deborah Manley, Dr Stephane and Monica René, John Ruffle, Keeper of the Oriental Museum, University of Durham, Janet Starkey, also of Durham University, and Liz Wickett all provided help, encouragement or inspiration, and sometimes all three. Mr Peter Willasey of the Harrods Press Office sent me a bottle of Tutankhamun beer which gave me an idea of how the ancients might have spent their evenings. Kate Fenhalls, Zaza and Kadir Guiray, Jane Joseph and Richard and Carol Sattin all provided rooms to work. I also owe many thanks to Mr Wagdi Soliman of Soliman Travel, London, so often the man who got me to Egypt.




    In Egypt I have relied on many people. Gamal Abu’l-Hajjaj, Adel Sabet, Colin Clement and Professor Jean-Yves Empereur of the Centre d’Etudes Alexandrines, Lila Abu Lughod, Hassan el-Geretly, Salima Ikram, Michael Jones, Tim Mitchell, Suzy Naga, Youssef Rakha, Dr John Rodenbeck, Muhammad Salem, Dr Boutros Wardieh, Nicholas Warner and Professor Kent Weeks all provided great help with my research. Cary Cavness and her staff gave me generous access to the American Research Centre in Egypt (ARCE) Library. Alun Wright did some travelling with me, which was a revelation, and Maria Golia shared her experiences. Siona Jenkins, Karima Khalil, Cydney Roach, Max Rodenbeck, Olivier Sednaoui and David Sims offered generous hospitality and great inspiration whenever I needed it.




    Elsewhere in the world, Dr Nicolaas Biegman, whose excellent book on moulids was an inspiration, Professor Valerie J. Hoffman of the University of Illinois, Dr Andreas Reichert at Tübingen University and Dr Jason Thompson of Western Kentucky University all provided help and enthusiasm.




    I owe special thanks to Christine Walker and Caroline Gascoigne of the Sunday Times, editors who have provided constant support.




    This book was shaped at an early stage by the insights of Liz Knights, an inspired editor who died young. I hope that in some way her influence is still evident. Mike Petty took it on and he, Rebecca Porteous and Amira Ghazalla have provided valuable advice and guidance. To them and to my agent Bill Hamilton I am much indebted.




    My largest debt is to Sylvie Franquet, who lured me back to the Nile, who opened my eyes and has shown me everything.


  




  

    

      Permissions


    




    Winifred Blackman’s papers are quoted with kind permission of the University of Liverpool and the Umm Seti Manuscript with kind permission of Mrs Jano Fairservis. I am most grateful to the following for permission to quote from copyright works: to Philip R. Amidon, S.J., and Oxford University Press, New York for Church History by Tyrannius Rufinus; to Dr Nicolaas Biegman and SDU/Kegan Paul International for Egypt; to Warda Bircher and Elias Modern Publishing for The Date Palm; to Richard Critchfield and the American University in Cairo Press for Shahhat, an Egyptian; to Jonathan Cott and Double-day, New York for The Search for Umm Seti; to Sayed Idries Shah and Octagon Press for Oriental Magic; to William J. Murnane and Penguin for The Penguin Guide to Ancient Egypt; to Max Rodenbeck and Picador for Cairo, the City Victorious; to Routledge & Kegan Paul for Lucie Duff Gordon’s Letters from Egypt; to Liz Wickett for For Our Destinies: the Funerary Laments of Upper Egypt.


  




  

    

       


    




    

       


    




    It would be difficult to demonstrate that there are still, in these places, survivals from pharaonic Egypt, but it would be dangerous to assume that there aren’t any either. The continuity of non-written history exists without interruption, despite the change of masters, the change of religions and even of language.




     




    Jean Capart, preface to Georges Legrain,


    Une Famille Copte de Haute Egypte, 1945




     




    About Egypt I shall have a great deal more to relate because of the number of remarkable things which the country contains …




     




    Herodotus, The Histories 2
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      CHAPTER 1




      Chances


    




    

      The ultimate meaning to which all stories refer has two faces: the continuity of life, the inevitability of death.




      Italo Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller


    




    First, and quite by chance, I met a young guide called Amr, a tall, thin village boy with a beige galabiyya and brown knitted cap. Then Amr found me a brown donkey, which he tied up beside his own. We shared black tea and pleasantries in the shade of a date palm and then headed out of the valley into the desert.




    The transition from lush garden to arid waste was easy and abrupt. At the edge of the desert the going was still firm, the grey wilderness more rock than sand. The late-morning sun struck like an iron and flattened out the creases from the landscape. The donkeys made a special, plaintive wheeze as if begging to be anywhere but there, but they didn’t once turn around, as I did, to gaze wistfully at the Nile valley of Middle Egypt, almost fluorescent green in this light. Its promise of comfort tormented me like the thought of paradise to a troubled soul.




    As we got into our stride, Amr brought out a white kufiyya and wrapped it round his ears. He shuffled further back on his donkey to let his feet swing loose and when he was sitting comfortably, he began to sing about Antar, one of the great and legendary Arab heroes.




    

      Then Antar rode across the desert


      And rushed into the fight


      His sword raised above his head …


    




    He lifted the meagre bamboo he carried as a crop and sliced through the thick air. Don Quixote could have done no better. The bamboo lisped, imaginary heads rolled and the wheezing donkeys, fearing the worst, picked up their pace, just a little, just for a moment, until the heat melted the edge off their urgency.




    We were climbing a gentle incline out of the valley and as we put some distance between ourselves and the fertile land, as we got the overview, it became easy to establish the cardinal points of Egypt. The Nile arrives in Egypt from Sudan in the south and runs more or less due north to its end in the Mediterranean. The sun comes out of the desert in the east and disappears into the desert to the west. Seen like this, the land is in a perfect and harmonious relationship with sunlight and water. Almost wherever you are you can trace the movement of the river and the sun and find that you are at the crossroads of the essentials of life. No wonder ancient Egyptians made gods of these elements and Ra, the sun-god, lorded over all.




    The donkeys headed due east, towards a creamy limestone ridge. Even from the river I had been able to make out the line of incisions in the hillside. To the south, signs of a limestone quarry. To the north there were the ancient tombs of Beni Hassan, famous for their terrace with a remarkable view across the valley to the Libyan Desert and for their images of hunting and wrestling, reminders that people who lived long ago enjoyed many of the things we do today.




    Amr led us straight ahead and continued to list the virtues of the great Antar. ‘He could ride like the wind,’ he sang. ‘He could fight like the devil. He could love like a prince …’ The song was incessant and pleading and, as with so many things in Egypt, the longer it continued, the more it began to take on religious significance, a suitable accompaniment for our entry into the hills.




    We rode up a ravine and passed the entrances to a string of ancient tombs. Amr slowed and leaned forward on his donkey, as though he was going to get down. This, he explained, was where other foreigners he had taken had wanted to get down. But I was too excited and too happy to stop there and we rode on to the place I had come to see, the temple of Pasht, Speos Artemidos, which Amr, like many Egyptians, called ‘the stable of Antar’.




    The ‘stable’ was fronted by a portico of stone pillars, two rows of four. The portico was cut out of the rock, the chamber beyond cut into it, a sudden order and symmetry imposed long ago on the random chaos of nature, its significance lost, its form all that is left to us.




    Egyptologists use the name the Greeks gave the place – Speos Artemidos, ‘the Grotto of Artemis’, the goddess of hunting – but the temple was already old when the Greeks arrived. Their allusion to hunting would have been appropriate because the area was rich in wildlife, and even a hundred and fifty years ago there were still crocodiles to chase this far north. I looked around. The desert is deceptive. At first sight it seems empty, but if you stand still for a few moments, signs of life often begin to emerge, a bird dashing from cover, insects underfoot, small rodents scuffling about. Here, near the grotto dedicated to the Greek goddess of hunting, only flies buzzed around the donkeys.




    The little temple was built some three and a half thousand years ago, when wildlife was so abundant and so threatening that it made sense to worship animals as gods. Its foundation details are lost – why it was built here and who commissioned it – but it was dedicated to the ancient lion goddess Pasht. ‘Long time ago,’ Amr explained as we got closer, ‘they found mummified lions and cats buried in deep holes near here.’ I was going to ask if people were still finding things, if they were still looking, but he held up a hand to silence me and pointed ahead to some donkeys tied up near the temple.




    The donkeys were a disappointment. One of the reasons I had made the journey was that I had been told I would have the place to myself, but here were some tourists, perhaps, or officials from the antiquity service.




    Amr thought otherwise. He put a long, slender finger to his lips. ‘Wait here. I will go to look.’




    Life being strange, indeed, and wonderful, it occurred to me that maybe we had found the hide-out of thieves or hashish smugglers – Ali Baba transported to the banks of the Nile. This I wasn’t going to miss. My heels touched the donkey’s spare ribs. ‘I’m coming with you.’




    We left our donkeys tied near the others and walked across the dusty ground as far as the portico, as far as the images of the lion goddess carved on to walls. The temple – think more of a shrine than of the grandeur of Luxor – was gloomy inside after the desert brilliance, but there was no mistaking the two men coming out towards us.




    Amr offered greetings. There was a touch of menace about the response. While Amr talked, I looked behind the men and saw a woman in the little chamber. She was dressed in black and merged into the gloom, so it was impossible to see clearly, but she was certainly alone, down on the ground, and she appeared to be rolling across the sand and rock, moving from side to side. I heard her talking, confiding, moaning, softly pleading.




    One of the men stood in front of me to block the view.




    ‘Please,’ Amr said, turning to me, ‘it is not possible for us to stay here right now. We must come back another time.’




    My first thought was that this was Amr’s elaborate way of getting paid for a second ride and I was going to object, but he took me by the arm and led me out of the portico.




    ‘Why can’t we go in?’




    ‘This woman wants to have a baby but she cannot,’ he said as plainly as if he had been talking about fixing her washing machine. ‘So she has come here for it to be possible.’




    ‘Why here?’




    ‘Because here there is baraka, blessing.’




    The story, the way Amr explained it as we rode back down into the green valley, was simple. The woman was from a nearby village, had had difficulty in getting pregnant and had visited her sheikh and the doctor. Pills, potions and prayers but still nothing had happened. So now she was placing her faith in the old stones and had come to pray to Pasht to bless her with a child.




    ‘Now she will be OK,’ Amr assured me as he used his bamboo to fence with my donkey’s tail.




    ‘Why?’




    ‘Allah karim. God is generous, ya Antoon,’ he replied, using the Coptic version of my name.




    ‘But this is Pasht, the ancient goddess, or Antar, the Arab hero. This isn’t Allah.’




    ‘In my country, it is all the same, all Allah.’




    ‘Do many women do this?’




    He looked at me in a way he hadn’t before, with a touch of suspicion, and then looked ahead. ‘Many women? Yes … when they need to.’




    ‘And what about men?’




    ‘The men?’ He turned away with magnificent disdain as though he could hardly believe I had asked such a dumb question. ‘Antar never had trouble with his women.’ Then he raised his stick and sliced the thick, hot air in two as though he was bringing the conversation to an end.




    We rode on in silence for a few minutes, when Amr again got off his donkey. From one of the openings in the rock he produced a rusty tin of water from which he offered me a drink.




    ‘Thank you,’ I declined and, not liking the look of the tin, lied, ‘I am not thirsty.’




    ‘You must drink,’ he insisted. ‘This water is from the Nile. They take it from the centre, where the river is fast, so there is no problem. And you know what we say here in my country? That if you drink the water of the Nile then you will always return.’




    He offered the tin again, having so loaded the gesture with significance that to refuse would have been to admit that I never wanted to return to the Nile. The water was surprisingly cool and, not so surprising, tasted of mud and rust. I must have looked uneasy when I handed back the tin because Amr slapped me on the back and congratulated me.




    ‘And when you come back, you remember you friend Amr who’s showed you all these places.’




    By the time I reached Cairo I had less generous thoughts as the first symptoms of amoebic dysentery appeared.




     




    A year after I met Amr, another chance meeting led to my falling in love in Cairo, after which only the most pressing of reasons – a book about to be published and my first novel needing to be prepared for the printer – dragged me back to London. The subject and object of my passion was a Belgian girl, an Arabist who had been living in Cairo for some five years. As she wasn’t about to leave, I had no choice but to get back there myself. By the beginning of the following year, we were living together on the top floor of a riverside apartment on an island in the Nile. This was a smart part of Cairo. But as well as looking down on the gardens of embassies and a magnificent palm tree on which birds fed during the day and round which fruit bats swung each night, we looked across the river to the rundown port district of Bulaq, and beyond it to downtown minarets and towers. With such a view, the city seemed open to us. Some days we would pinpoint a landmark we could see from our terrace and then head off for it on foot, not knowing what we would find on the way. It was with this spirit of curiosity and easy encounter that I answered the phone one morning. I didn’t recognise the man’s voice, so asked to whom he wanted to speak.




    ‘To anyone,’ he replied. ‘To you.’




    I resisted the urge to hang up and asked how he had got my number.




    ‘I dialled at random. I often do this. Thanks be to God, today I find a khawaga, a foreigner. I need to speak to someone. My name is Khalid.’




    Khalid had recently finished his medical studies. It had been hard. His father had died when Khalid was two years old and he had lived then, as now, with his mother in Sayyida Zaynab, one of Cairo’s poorer neighbourhoods, named after the saint believed to be buried there.




    ‘Money isn’t everything. I worked hard and when it was time for the examinations it was me, Khalid, who did well … better than others with money and good clothes. I passed with some of the highest grades of the year.’




    He paused, perhaps to allow me time to congratulate him.




    ‘Then what happened?’




    His voice lost its opening confidence, became hard, brittle, building towards a crescendo. ‘You want to know something? There is a sickness destroying my country. I studied seven years, I got top marks, but I got no job. Good jobs go to people with connections not top marks. This is what I wanted to say and it is good to say it to someone like you. There is no hope.’




    Khalid invited me to his house, ‘To visit, and because,’ he explained, ‘I am a professor at making tea.’ When we met some days later at Midan Tahrir, Cairo’s chaotic central square, it was clear from his expression that I wasn’t quite what he had expected from his khawaga. Too young, perhaps, or hair too long. I was also surprised: he looked more like a failed prize fighter than a doctor. He had a thick-set face and a thicker, high-calorie body, his fitted shirt gaped at the buttons and his tight, white trousers pulled at the seams. He was tall, taller than his friend, a sharp and lively electronics engineer called Hamdi.




    While Khalid was timid at first, Hamdi was only too happy to talk. He explained that this night was the climax of a moulid, a festival to celebrate the birth of the Sayyida Zaynab. ‘These are days when we remember our saints and pray for their blessings. We also take the opportunity to get together and enjoy ourselves, like you do at the birthday of the Prophet Eissa (Jesus).’ Khalid glowered at him as he talked, and he walked off ahead when his friend asked me about Michael Jackson.




    It was more like carnival than Christmas. Closer to Sayyida Zaynab’s mosque, the lights became brighter and the sound of car horns was buried beneath Koran recitals blaring from speakers mounted above shop fronts and over mosques. The million-strong crowd was diverse, a few wealthy Cairenes taking a stroll, farmers on a rare outing to the capital settled in groups along the streets, young men looking for a laugh running circles round clean, well-dressed families who held each other’s hands like paper cut-outs. Old sheikhs with long robes, high turbans and an almost tangible air of dignity processed towards the mosque while their followers crowded behind them. Khalid became increasingly tense as he and Hamdi led me through the crowd of celebrants.




    On the pavements, on plastic mats, women squatted over primus stoves to prepare food and simmer tea, while cross-legged men smoked from tin-can waterpipes. Along the main streets, mawalidiya – the traders, holy men and beggars who make a living out of these occasions – were offering sweets, boiled beans, cakes, blessings, circumcisions and mystic moments complete with incense, while bringing down free and profuse praise on the spirit of the saint.




    Sayyida Zaynab was born in Medina in 628, the granddaughter of the Prophet Muhammad, the child of his daughter Fatima. In 679, she received such a warm welcome when she arrived in Cairo that she decided to stay. She died there the following year, at fifty-two years old, and, in the centuries after her death, she became the city’s second most popular saint, after her brother, the martyr Husayn.




    Sayyida Zaynab’s mosque and tomb, the focus of the crowd’s attention, appeared ahead of us decorated like a sideshow in an amusement park. The high stone walls were beaded with white lights, the curvaceous outline of the tomb hung with strings of red, green and yellow bulbs. A single neon-lit word – Allah – appeared above the wall. If this was religion, it was easy to see why it was so popular.




    As the crowd moved towards the mosque, Khalid stood in front of me, pushing people away. Each time I slowed to look at men at prayer, at women and children, at dancing and laughter, he seemed embarrassed and said, ‘Come. Come. It is not safe,’ as though something terrible was about to happen. But his words were wasted and so were his efforts. When the crowd moved towards the mosque they took us with them, Khalid mouthing words at me and abandoning himself to the force of people as though it was the will of God.




    At the steps to the mosque, the pushing became frantic, a matter of hands and knees as well as elbows and shoulders, as people struggled to get close to the silver fence surrounding the holy woman’s tomb. We were almost among them, near enough to cast a wish or two, but Khalid managed to drag us into the stream of people leaving the mosque and the crowd led us away.




    The side streets and narrowing alleys were quieter, though not quiet. Around one corner a family held up discs of bread and small pyramids of salt and spice in invitation. Around another, from a makeshift platform brilliant with the neighbourhood’s power, a man was chanting a single word: Allah, Allah, Allah, his voice rippling through the fetid air. As though in answer, the PA system whined with feedback.




    The street was blocked by men of all ages swinging from side to side in time with the chanting. When the chants came faster, the men joined in the chorus, believing the words would bring them closer to God.




    ‘These men …’ Khalid said, as though he had been hoping to get to bed early. ‘They will go on all night.’




    We entered a building behind the stage. The power had been diverted to the platform outside and we walked up the two flights of concrete stairs to Khalid’s home in darkness.




    In a small, candlelit sitting room – velour sofas and chairs around a low table, everything covered with dust – four men were talking in hushed tones, inaudible over the street noise. Their faces looked sinister in the candlelight.




    Khalid introduced me.




    ‘From London,’ they repeated, without the enthusiasm I had met elsewhere in Egypt. Several packets of cigarettes were pointed towards me, then the men continued their whispering.




    Khalid went into the next room and I heard women’s voices. He returned carrying a tray of black tea. ‘It is an honour to have you in my house. I am very happy.’




    He was even happier when the electricity came back on. On the whitewashed wall there was a glittering inscription from the Koran, mounted in a golden plastic frame, and a faded black and white photograph of a man who might have been Khalid’s late father. In the light I also noticed Khalid’s nervous tics, his twitching eyebrow, one slow-blinking eye and the constant jigging of his right leg, like a sprinter loosening up before a race.




    The other men left, furtively, and when they had gone, Khalid closed the door and the window. ‘Too much noise,’ he said of the chanting, although I would have preferred the street to confinement in the room.




    I had expected Khalid to continue with our phone conversation, with another rant about corruption and the unfairness of life for people without contacts. Instead he asked what I thought of his country.




    I gave the standard answer. ‘I think it is beautiful.’ I also used the Arabic word helwa, sweet.




    He smiled, as if flattered, and in his fluid English began a speech about Islam and the Koran. The revolutionary turned to religion. ‘Islam has given me back my life. Now … once again … thanks to God … I have something I can believe in.’




    Hamdi said nothing.




    ‘We must live by the laws of the Prophet – peace be upon him. We have done wrong and look what has happened to us. Our country is in trouble and our leaders are bad. I tell you, if we follow the Koran, Egypt will be strong again, God willing.’




    ‘Are you suggesting a fundamentalist state?’ I asked naively. Before Khalid could answer, Hamdi butted in. ‘If … if … if … Look around you, ya Khalid. It’s not just khawagas who ignore the teachings of our Prophet.’ He waved his hands around, to indicate the scene outside the window.




    Khalid raised his right hand to silence him and kept it raised for several minutes, his eyes closed, right leg jigging.




    I was beginning to worry about him, when he turned to me. ‘You know the Koran … the word of God given to the Prophet?’ He paused, perhaps thinking he had been presumptuous, and took a step back in his reasoning. ‘You know our Prophet? Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him salvation?’




    I assured him I had even read some of the Koran. He was encouraged. ‘How can people not believe it? I don’t understand. How can they not see the truth and obey? Why will they not follow the Sharia, the True Way? What they are doing outside, here, tonight … this is not Islam. This is not what Allah has told us to do, so why are they doing it? Why are they allowed to do it? They must be stopped. And if the government won’t take action then the government must be stopped. I tell you, my country is finished unless we start to obey our Prophet.’




    That was why he had invited me – to hear that and to give me tea – and now that it was said, he had nothing to add. A little later, he led me back through the celebrations, just as wild, though the crowd was a bit thinner, and left me near Tahrir Square.




     




    It took me several years to see the link between a woman rolling on the ground among the ruins of an ancient shrine and a young man in one of the densest parts of Cairo insisting that Egyptians must be true to the Koran. The link became clear to me one day in the spring of 1997 when I was visiting the ruins of the ancient workers’ village of Deir al-Medina in Luxor.




    The fresh early light had been pure and dazzling, touched with some of the brilliance of creation. It had made everything look young, had brought out the best in dusty trees, run-down buildings, and gave a sheen to the rusting tubs floating on the Nile. And it had stirred up all sorts of thoughts in my head.




    In the tomb of an ancient sculptor named Iphy, I was joined by a group of Italian tourists. Their young Egyptian guide had a booming voice and in the confined space of the tomb, slightly cooler than the furnace building up outside, I had no choice but to follow his lead.




    ‘Iphy was a sculptor from the time of Ramses the Second. Ramses, as we know, was a pharaoh from the New Kingdom, from the Nineteenth Dynasty, and he reigned from 1279 until 1212 BC. Which means that this tomb could be as much as three thousand, two hundred and sixty-six years old.’




    The group, who had been woken at 5 a.m. and had already visited half a dozen tombs and a temple, were slow to react.




    ‘That’s very old, no?’ the guide prodded. A few people responded with a nod.




    ‘If you look over here you will see what makes this tomb different from the royal ones we visited earlier in the Valley of the Kings. Here we have Iphy going about the business of an Egyptian village. Here you can see that he is ploughing, here he is cutting his food, leading his animals, picking his grapes …’




    ‘How can this be so old?’ one man interrupted. ‘This man with his plough – he looks like the farmer we saw as we came up here this morning.’ They had seen people who tucked up their white robes when they were working. They had seen them hitting their animals to make them pull wooden ploughs. They had seen the women walking behind.




    ‘Very good,’ said the guide, eager to capitalise on the moment. ‘And you are right: in Egypt, in different ways, and for all people, many things have not changed since the time of the Pharaohs.’




    ‘In different ways, and for all people …’ I thought about that challenging statement as I climbed the slope above the ancient village, past a late Ptolemaic temple, to a huge pit which I assumed had been dug in antiquity. The path wound down from the rim of the pit, but then suddenly dropped off, which was enough of a discouragement. I remembered a story I had been told – a true one? a scene from a film? – about a woman who fell down a pit in this area and couldn’t get out. She was found eventually, weeks or months later, and with her the piece of paper on which she had recorded her last thoughts. She knew she was going to die, that the odds were heavily against anyone passing that way and looking down into the pit – I couldn’t even see over the edge – and for as long as she survived down there she lived with a vision of the heaven she had had in her life and the hell she was facing.




    I skirted round the edge of the pit, my eyes on the ground, taking an inventory of what passed beneath my feet: fragments of pottery that could have been made last year or five thousand years ago, chunks of limestone from the cliff face above me, Cleopatra cigarette packets, fossilised clams, other shells and a few strange, soft lumps. I stooped to pick one up. It was warm from the sun. With its bobbles and nodules, it looked like a piece of a planet visited by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince. When I tapped it, the lump cracked open and, as often happens in Egypt, the truth turned out to be more fantastic than I had imagined. It was hematite, a soft rock with a strong streak of ferrous oxide, the colour of dried blood. I crushed a small piece between my fingers and it easily broke down into fine powder. Higher up I found a piece of limonite, another ferrous oxide that broke down into yellow pigment. From these pigments, the workers of Deir al-Medina created the colours they needed to decorate the tombs of their kings. I had just walked across an ancient paint box.




    Closer to the cliff wall, the slope became steeper. Stones, sand and dust were loose underfoot and I slid back every few steps. When I reached the cliff, the rock rose hundreds of feet above me towards the withering midday sun. Dripping sweat, I climbed into an alcove in the rock. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I saw I was standing in the mouth of a cave. I went in only as far as the last of the dazzling light could reach, nervous about what might be lying in the inner darkness, about not seeing a pit below me or having a rockslide close off the mouth while I was in there. No one knew where I was. No one would know to come looking for me. I wasn’t ready to move to the Place of Truth.




    When I saw more clearly I realised I was surrounded by human remains, bits of bone. What had I stumbled on? The remains of a murder? How long did it take in that desiccating air for a body to be reduced to its final elements, to dust and bone? The wild dogs and jackals that hung around there – you don’t usually see them, but you hear them at night – might have helped the process. Then I spotted shreds of brown fabric on the ground. I took a piece back towards the light. It was a loosely woven linen, the sort of cloth used for mummy wrappings, though it could just as well have been from clothing or packaging. There was no way I could tell the age of the human remains just by looking at them, but I suspected that the linen was from long ago; only crepe bandages use the same weave these days.




    Outside, by the mouth of the cave, there was a tomb, and further along the ridge more mummy pits, more scraps and bones. The mountainside was riddled with pits and caves, the last resting places of the anonymous, of people for whom posterity was never guaranteed, who had no funerary temples built in their honour, no pyramids raised over their remains. The winding sheet and a common grave were their fate, as they are for many Egyptians today.




    I worked my way along the ridge, back past the temple, until I was up above the ruined, ancient village. I settled in the shadow of an overhanging rock and turned the piece of linen over in my hands. Little flecks crumbled to dust and I put a hand down to collect them as they fell, just as I tried to collect my wild thoughts and observations. I was searching for a way to order them. The past seemed to live on here in so many different ways. The woman at Speos Artemidos was doing what women had been doing there for thousands of years, begging God, the gods, whoever, to make her fertile. Down in Iphy’s tomb, the Italian tourists had made the connection between the picture of a man who died three thousand years ago and farmers they had just seen in the Egyptian countryside. So why, seeing that I had stumbled upon this without really looking, and given that there had been more written about Egypt than almost any other place in the world, had I neither read nor heard more than a few words about Egypt’s surviving ancient culture? And why did I feel that I was being drawn into it? Why me? Why now?




    *




    I come from a family of migrants. My mother is an American and my father’s family came from Poland and Russia. My father’s father lived to be seventy-seven, yet in all the years he spent in London he never learned to read or write English. I was brought up in a stationary environment – we moved house only four times in the years I lived with my parents – and apart from the annual drive down to the Mediterranean, we stayed put. Yet my roots are shallow and travelling is part of my life. I find nothing strange in the fact that I move all over the world, that my brother lives in New York, my sister-in-law in Hong Kong, that my brother-in-law is married to a South African. Holding that scrap of linen in my hand, feeling it, turning it, seeing it begin to crumble, it made perfect sense that I should be fascinated by a people whose ‘strength’, in the words of the prophet Isaiah, ‘is to sit still’. In the shadows cast by the pharaohs and their subjects, in the habits and customs, the beliefs and superstitions that had survived, in the continuity in the lives of Egyptians I met, I recognised something that was missing from mine. A glimpse of the eternal.




    Sitting up there on the mountain, I decided on the quest that later became an obsession. I wanted to know what sort of manners and customs had survived from ancient Egypt and, if at all possible, to find out how they had survived. Also, and by no means less important, I wanted to know how Egyptians felt about these survivals, how Muslims and Christians responded when they looked in the mirror of time and recognised some of their own lives in the world of the pagans.




    I also wanted to identify the powerful forces ranged against these old traditions; particularly the growing pace of western influence. In the 1960s many villages along the Nile had no electricity, but after President Sadat’s modernisation programme, the entire Nile valley and delta had been plugged into television, into free US soap operas. The rate of change had accelerated in the past few years. In the aftermath of the Gulf War and the freeing of controls over the movement of money into and out of the country, Egypt – at least in its cities – had experienced a social revolution, a revolution that was implicitly opposed to the old traditions.




    Khalid had been embarrassed by the carnival atmosphere at the moulid of Sayyida Zaynab because he thought it had little to do with Muslim celebrations. Soon after the moulid, after Khalid had pleaded his case for a return to fundamentalism, Islamist leaders called for an end to what they considered un-Islamic practices. Among these were the sort of customs that Amr, my guide at Speos Artemidos, regarded as entirely natural, the sort of customs in which I was interested. The Islamists insisted that it was time for Egyptians to abandon these outdated traditions. A couple of years after I met Khalid, in the wake of the Gulf War, Islamists began a campaign of violence which they hoped would bring fundamentalist Islam to the country and bring an end to many of the survivals I was looking for.




    The prospect of the sort of changes these influences might bring gave an urgency to my search, for it was possible that customs and beliefs that had survived millennia were going to disappear within a generation. This generation.




    During the past few years I had understood the inevitability of things passing. I had fallen so deeply in love that I knew for sure one lifetime wasn’t going to be enough. That feeling of the preciousness of time was heightened when a friend of mine was killed in a plane crash. What were the odds of that happening? So small that they weren’t worth reckoning. I hadn’t reckoned on them and yet it had happened. I already knew about transience, but with love and death in my life I wanted to believe that some sort of continuity, some sort of eternity was possible.




    Up on the mountain above the burial ground of the pharaohs, I turned all this over in my head as I turned the piece of linen over between my fingers. Only a few threads were left, like the few clues I had about life in ancient Egypt.




    ‘Eh, mister.’




    I looked up into the blaze of light and colour of the valley.




    ‘Mister.’




    Below me, among the browns and beiges dancing in the thermals on the hill slope, the guardian of the nearby temple was waving. ‘Mamnouh!’




    ‘Mamnouh?’




    ‘Mamnouh! It is forbidden. You must come down.’ So I did.




    *




    At the end of that winter I was back in England, sitting on a train in the brown countryside, nothing else moving beneath a terrible, pressing sky. It wasn’t raining, but the clouds were so low that the country was wet. In Liverpool, I walked past the gloomy Adelphi Hotel, beneath the concrete folly of the cathedral, to the university, on my way to see the papers of a woman who had died in 1950.




    Winifred Blackman was an archetypal blue-stocking. The daughter of a Welsh clergyman and sister of Aylward Blackman, later Professor of Egyptology at Liverpool University, she studied anthropology at Oxford University and first travelled to Egypt attached to the Percy Sladen archaeological mission. She arrived in Egypt in 1920, two years before Howard Carter discovered Tutankhamun’s tomb and made the Valley of the Kings in Luxor and the study of Egyptology a headline-grabber around the world.




    The next ten years were spent collecting information about local beliefs and customs and making analogies with ancient Egypt. She stands out from most foreigners in Egypt at that time for her ability to speak Arabic, for her understanding of both modern and ancient Egypt, and her interest in the fellahin and willingness to live in their villages; for several years she rented a room in a house in Fayoum.




    Blackman spent the winters in Egypt, but each summer she returned to England to work on her notes, do background research and write her articles about customs, superstitions, magic and saints, which she published in anthropology publications such as MAN, Discovery and Folklore, and in the journal of the Egypt Exploration Society. Presumably she also did some networking to ensure that grants were forthcoming for the following year. All this was a prelude to The Fellahin of Upper Egypt, her study of ‘their religious, social and industrial life today with special references to survivals from ancient times’. Published in 1927, it was a ground-breaking study, the first from a trained anthropologist, and still one of the best.




    ‘These customs and beliefs are of great importance and interest in themselves,’ she wrote, ‘but the fact that most of them are very ancient makes it still more urgent that they should be adequately studied and recorded.’ Yet Fellahin contained only one chapter devoted to analogies between past and present, and it began with an emphatic statement: ‘I wish to make it quite clear that in this chapter I am by no means supplying a full list of the ancient analogies with which I am acquainted … In my strictly scientific account of the fellahin (to appear later) the question of survivals will be dealt with very fully. (As I am shortly publishing a book which deals exclusively with Coptic saints and Muslim sheikhs, to be followed later by a book on modern Egyptian medicine-men and their remedies, I am here omitting all references to the numerous and important survivals connected with the cults of the saints and sheikhs, and I am only just touching on the resemblances of the modern to the ancient magico-medical prescriptions.)’ All this sounded fine, but The Fellahin of Upper Egypt was the only book Winifred Blackman published. I was travelling to Liverpool in the hope of finding out what had happened to the rest of her material.




    Aylward M. Blackman was Professor of Egyptology at the University of Liverpool from 1934 to 1948, and as part of the legacy of his tenure, the department had received Winifred Blackman’s archive. It filled a bank of filing cabinets, which sat in the middle of a large room where the School of Archaeology, Classics and Oriental Studies displayed some of its antiquities, the ancient resting on the more modern. An information sheet listed the contents of the archive, the notebooks, manuscripts, price lists, ringbinders, letters, thousands of photographs and negatives, many strange objects; the woman’s life-work numbered, labelled and locked away. When the cabinets were unlocked, I found coins and buttons, animal dung, skin and hair, written charms, medicines and potions, published books, old journals, letters in Arabic, old wires and pieces of metal whose uses can now only be guessed at. But there was no further manuscript, no book on Muslim sheikhs and Coptic saints, no book on analogies with ancient Egypt. Her research notes were there, all neatly written out in longhand, but if she had worked them up into books, then they were either elsewhere or destroyed. Instead, I started going through the notebooks, spending as many hours in the room as I was allowed, reading fast, making my own notes on anything that looked like it might be of interest.




    On my second morning, I found a file of papers where, along with some choice press cuttings from the 1930s – ‘Professor A. M. Black-man declared, “Times without number in Egypt I have slept with mummies all round me – even under the bed – yet I’ve never had any ill luck”’ – I read Winifred Blackman’s obituaries. On 16 December 1950, the Abergele Visitor (incorporating the Colwyn Bay Gazette) reported that her death ‘took place in hospital last Tuesday’. The Times, two days earlier, had given her a small paragraph and referred to her firsthand study of the fellahin and to her book, ‘a remarkable work in that it was at once of use to the scholar and of interest to the general reader’.




    What happened to Winifred Blackman between 1927, when she published her first book, and her death in 1950? What caused her silence after 1927? What happened to the books she had announced in The Fellahin, her ‘strictly scientific account of the fellahin’, the other ‘book which deals exclusively with Coptic saints and Muslim sheikhs’ and the later volume ‘on modern Egyptian medicine-men and their remedies’? Did all those years living and working alone get to her? Did something happen to her in Egypt? There were rumours that she had had an affair with one of the villagers who had been helping her, so a broken heart, perhaps?




    Just before I left, I found a slip of paper with four lines written in Arabic and English. It might have been a translation of something she had heard. It might have been her own composition. ‘Hell is hot,’ it read. ‘Hell is cold. Hell is thirsty. Hell is hungry.’




     




    Back in Cairo, digging through the libraries of the German Archaeological Institute, the Netherlands Institute and the American Research Center, I came across traces of another Englishwoman, a near-contemporary of Winifred Blackman, Dorothy Eady.




    In 1907, when she was three, Dorothy Eady fell down the stairs of her family home in Blackheath, south London. When the doctor arrived, the girl was pronounced dead from ‘a brain concussion in an accidental fall’. An hour later, however, she was up and running. Happiness and joy! But there was a problem. Soon afterwards her dreams began to be crowded with images of a massive, colonnaded building surrounded by gardens of flowers and fruit trees. By day she would cry and tell her parents that she wanted to go home. But you are home, they pointed out. No, she insisted, to my real home. And where was that? She didn’t know.




    The following year, on a trip to the British Museum, she ran to kiss the feet of Egyptian statues and announced that these were her people. A few months later, when her father brought home an issue of The Children’s Encyclopaedia, part of which was devoted to ancient Egypt, Dorothy announced that she used to be able to read hieroglyphs, but had forgotten how to do so. When she was seven, she saw a photograph of the temple of Seti I at Abydos in Middle Egypt. ‘That is my home,’ she announced to her incredulous and increasingly concerned parents. ‘That is where I used to live.’




    By the age of ten, she was skiving off school to hang around the British Museum, where she was spotted by Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, the Keeper of Egyptian Antiquities. Budge, an eccentric character, had asked why the little girl wasn’t at school and been told that she wanted to learn how to read hieroglyphs. He offered to teach her.




    At the age of fourteen, she was woken one night by a man leaning over her with his hands on the neck of her nightgown. She told a friend many years later that she had mixed reactions to this arrival. She was scared for obvious reasons, but she was also happy, because she knew who the man was. He was the pharaoh Seti I.




    From this point on there is a sense of inevitability about Dorothy Eady’s life. At the age of twenty-seven she met an Egyptian who was studying in London. He proposed to her, and two years later she was on her way to Cairo to be married. A year after that she gave birth to a son, whom she called Seti, and from then on she was known, according to Egyptian custom, as Umm Seti, mother of Seti.




    She also began to enjoy regular nocturnal ‘visitations’ from the pharaoh Seti. Others saw him as well, including her mother, who then insisted that ‘Egypt is not a safe place to be in.’ Umm Seti thought, on the contrary, that Egypt was a wonderful place to be because of him. From the pharaoh she learned that she had lived another life more than 3000 years ago. In that earlier life, she had been brought up in a temple. Her ancient alter ego had been called Bentreshyt. When she was twelve, the priests gave her the choice of leaving the temple and finding a husband or remaining in the temple and dedicating her life to Isis. Bentreshyt chose the latter and took a vow of chastity, but hadn’t counted on having a pharaoh fall for her. Some years later she became pregnant by Seti and, rather than expose the king to scandal, she chose to commit suicide. Now that he had rediscovered her, the pharaoh appeared regularly in night-time visions, explained what had happened in her previous life and promised not to leave her this time.




    While Umm Seti was happy, this was too much for her husband, and he left her. Some years later he won custody of their son.




    In 1952, the year in which Egypt’s monarchy was overthrown, Umm Seti finally made it to Abydos. But it wasn’t until 1956, the year of the nationalisation of the Suez Canal Company and the failed Anglo-Israeli invasion to ‘liberate’ it, that she was transferred there by the Egyptian Antiquities Organization. She was fifty-two years old and until her death in 1981, at the age of seventy-seven, she remained in Abydos and maintained the ancient religious rites in Seti’s temple.




    When I first read about Umm Seti I was sceptical, to say the least, about her claims that she had lived in ancient Egypt and that she went astral travelling with Seti I. But the more I read, the less incredible her story sounded. I mentioned her to Egyptologists, people who were cautious, conservative and tight-lipped by training. The ones who had known her all responded the same way: they smiled a broad, unambiguously joyful smile. ‘Oh, Umm Seti …’ said Professor Kent Weeks when I visited him in his computer-packed office on the American University campus in downtown Cairo, ‘she was a wonderful, wonderful person.’ Weeks worked with her back in the 1960s when he was new to Egyptological field research. He was interested in ancient medical practices and discovered that she had a wealth of specific information. What’s more, she had tried many of the ancient remedies herself. ‘It was easy to be cynical about Umm Seti, until you saw her. I’d heard all sorts of fantastic stories about her and frankly I didn’t believe them. But then again, you couldn’t ignore her either because her inside information, as you could call it, led to some important discoveries being made at Abydos.’




    One of the most important of the discoveries Kent Weeks mentioned concerned the gardens where Bentreshyt remembered playing and where she first met Seti I. In 1956, when Umm Seti took up her post in Abydos, the temple was being restored. ‘I had kept on and on about that garden until I came here,’ Jonathan Cott recorded Umm Seti as having said in his biography of her, ‘and then the foreman found it exactly where I said it was – to the southwest of the temple – tree roots, vine roots, little channels for watering … even the well; and the well still had water in it.’




    ‘In the end,’ Kent Weeks concluded cautiously, not wishing to commit himself, ‘you have to make of her what you will, but you can’t write off her knowledge of ancient Egypt.’




     




    In a back issue of the American Research Center in Egypt’s newsletter, dated winter 1981/2, I came across Umm Seti’s obituary, written by Dr Labib Habachi, an eminent Egyptologist. Habachi acknowledged that Umm Seti was already well known for her book Abydos, Holy City of Ancient Egypt, which had appeared that year. But she would, he was sure, be even better known in the near future. ‘Her other book, Survivals from Ancient Egypt, encouraged and sponsored by ARCE, will appear soon.’




    Apparently not so soon. There was no listing of Umm Seti’s manuscript in the Center’s library catalogue and the librarian knew nothing of it. As a long shot, I wrote a letter to the director of ARCE in New York who replied to suggest that I contact Jano Fairservis, widow of Professor Walter Fairservis Jr, an Egyptologist who had done much fieldwork in Egypt and who had known Umm Seti.




    Jano Fairservis was quick to reply. Yes, she did have what she called ‘the Omm Sety [sic] Manuscript’. She also offered an explanation of how she came by it. ‘My husband commissioned the articles from Omm Sety and sent the money for them. He recognised her unique position and her story-telling ability – and she was struggling to support herself. The American Research Center in Egypt handled the money and she sent the manuscripts there – where they sat. We expected ARCE to publish them, but they did not.’*




    Jano Fairservis agreed to put a copy of the manuscript in the post. When it arrived, I felt like celebrating. Winifred Blackman had provided many clues and pointers and textual markers for me to follow, and now Umm Seti’s writing had appeared as some sort of animating spirit. Had she been alive, I would have swum the Nile to get to her door. Instead, here was her manuscript, an expression of her views and experiences of many aspects of survivals. Through her writing, she had another – a third? – life.




    I put her ream of loose pages on top of the books and magazines, photocopies and foolscap sheets I had collected during my research. Beside them were the spiral-bound reporter’s pads and small black notebooks I had filled with my own thoughts, experiences and observations, and some blank ones for the record of my encounters. I was as ready as I would ever be to peer into the shadows of Egypt’s living past. To celebrate, I went to a party.




    

      * It has since been published.
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