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Pyramids have been built in various places on earth,
at various times, and for various purposes.
But only a few have been considered wonders of the world
ever since antiquity—the Egyptian pyramids.
This book is dedicated to them and to their creators.













FOREWORD


It is both surprising and unfortunate that in recent decades professional researchers of the pyramids have seldom made their fascinating work accessible to the general public. There are a few short guides to specific excavation sites and specialized works that discuss questions relating to the construction of the pyramids and the fantastic theories associated with them in particular historical periods, yet only three significant general presentations of the subject addressed to a wider audience are currently available. The Pyramids of Egypt (1st ed., London, 1947), by the late Eiddon Edwards, a British Egyptologist and celebrated connoisseur of the Egyptian pyramids, has gone through several reprintings and has been translated into several languages. In addition, there is Die ägyptischen Pyramiden: vom Ziegelbau zum Weltwunder (1st ed., Mainz, 1985), by the no less celebrated German expert Rainer Stadelmann; its success with readers led the author to publish an expanded version of this work. There is also The Complete Pyramids (London and Cairo, 1997), a richly illustrated overview of the subject by the American archaeologist Mark Lehner.


Archaeologists continue to deepen our knowledge of the pyramids and to produce new theories about them. As a result, many earlier views concerning these monumental edifices, their creators, and their epoch have had to be partly corrected or wholly revised. Even today, it is possible to find previously undiscovered or completely unknown pyramids. Thus even if Egyptologists were able to provide satisfactory answers to many questions still outstanding today, research on the pyramids would continue. This work has recently been complicated



by the fact that excavators are now responsible for the preservation of archaeological monuments and have even less time for research. This book presents the general state of research on the pyramids in the late 1990s, and is based primarily on the results of excavations undertaken by the University of Prague’s Czech Institute of Egyptology over the last twenty years.


The complexity of the subject makes it particularly difficult to present it to nonspecialists. The construction of the Egyptian pyramids can be adequately explained only in relation to the social relationships, religious conceptions, administrative and organizational capabilities, technical knowledge, and modes of labor that existed at the time of construction. Just describing the pyramids and explaining their individual parts is harder than it might at first seem, because there is considerable disagreement as to their exact dimensions as well as to how each of these monumental building complexes is to be explained. I have tried to avoid oversimplification and to offer a complete presentation of this very complex subject, even though doing so requires that certain standard situations and fundamental facts be repeatedly described. I have also sought to respond to the broadest possible spectrum of interests, ranging from those of a reader looking for a fascinating account of research, to those of the critical expert on the pyramids.


To that end, I have chosen to present a wealth of illustrations that help the reader form an image of the pyramids while at the same time offering a survey of objects dating from the age when the pyramids were being constructed. These illustrations will allow the reader to become familiar with ancient Egyptian art’s specific mode of expression and with the most notable individuals who have devoted their lives to research on the pyramids. Appendices offer biographical information on these researchers, basic dimensions of the pyramids, a list of the pharaohs and dynasties, and a glossary of important technical terms. A selected bibliography gives suggestions for further reading.


I would like to express my gratitude to all those who made important contributions to the publication of this book. Special thanks are due to Milan Zemina for his outstanding photographs of the Egyptian



pyramids, to Jolana Malátková for her drawings and general editing of the Czech manuscript, to Dirk Moldenhauer for his careful supervision of the German edition of this book and many useful comments on it, to Kathrin Liedtke, who translated the book into German, and to Steven Rendall for his translation of the book into English.


Miroslav Verner


A NOTE ON USAGE


The following notations have been used to augment the text throughout:


(?)—Indicates that the accuracy of the preceding statement is in doubt.


(after ___)—Indicates that the preceding information corresponds to the opinion of the cited scientist (see “Select Bibliography” for relevant works by the scientist).


()—Parentheses around a ruler’s or monument’s title indicate that the title was given during a tradition later than the ruler’s or monument’s own. The style follows that of The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (D. B. Redford, ed.), 3 vols., Oxford University Press 2000.


Both imperial and metric measures are given in “Appendix 1: Basic Dimensions of the Pyramids,” but elsewhere only metric measures have been used.













INTRODUCTION: THE REDISCOVERY
OF THE PYRAMIDS


The temple of the goddess Isis, known as the Pearl of Egypt, stands on the little island of Philae near the first cataract of the Nile, not far from Aswan. Although it was built long after the last Egyptian pyramids, it is nonetheless a curious milestone in the history of the land of the pyramids and the hieroglyphs.


Far removed from cultural and political centers on the southernmost border of Egypt, this temple remained, at the end of the fourth century C.E., one of the last bastions of paganism. Here were still practiced the age-old Egyptian religious cults whose traditions had been adopted by the tribes of Nubia. And it was here, on 24 August 394, that the last known hieroglyph was inscribed.*


The ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic script was subsequently forgotten. In its Coptic form, which used the capital letters of the Greek alphabet along with a few symbols based on demotic models, the spoken language survived a few centuries longer. The fall of the Egyptian Babylon (in what is now the Misr al-Qadima quarter of modern Cairo) and the ultimate victory of the Arabs in 642 ended the epilogue of ancient Egyptian culture in late antiquity and inaugurated an entirely new era in Egyptian history. Pyramids and temples, along with much of ancient wisdom, were inexorably lost in the depths of time—forever, it seemed. These grandiose, mysterious structures inscribed with incomprehensible symbols gradually fell into ruins. Increasingly, they became the subject of legends and superstitions and



the prey of thieves looking for plunder and adventurers hungry for knowledge. But above all they became a source of easily accessible stone useful for other purposes.


In the Middle Ages, Arab scholars seldom showed any interest in ancient Egyptian structures, but when they did—as in the cases of Abd al-Latif Shelebi, Ja’ut ar-Rumi, Shams ad-Din al-Jashari ad-Dimashqi, and Taki ad-Din al-Maqrizi—they generally approached the subject in a serious way. At the same time, Arab culture developed myths and legends about the pyramids, some of which endure to this day. According to one of these legends, three hundred years before the biblical flood King Saurid had a dream in which the (flat) earth turned over and the stars began to fall on it. This so frightened him that, fearing that the end of the world was near, he decided to erect the pyramids and to enclose within them all the knowledge of his age.


Christian Europe in the Middle Ages based its idea of Egypt mainly on the Bible, assuming that the pyramids were Joseph’s grain storehouses (Genesis 41–42). In addition, hermetism exercised a significant influence that was not limited to intellectuals. (The doctrine of hermetism traced its ancestry back to Hermes Trismegistus, a Greek version of Thoth, the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom and writing; it combined ancient Egyptian religious ideas with abstract Greek philosophical conceptions and emphasized the occult aspect of the Egyptian heritage.) In fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe the mysterious image of ancient Egypt gradually assumed more rational features. Renaissance humanists, who returned to the works of ancient authors and rediscovered the roots of European culture, made an important contribution to this development. Travelers and conquerors also played an important role by exploring the lands along the Nile. The knowledge and documents they collected and brought back with them laid the foundations for further research.


In the first half of the seventeenth century, John Greaves (1602–1652), a leading English astronomer, mathematician, and orientalist, went to Egypt to study the pyramids. His Pyramidographia, or a Discourse of the Pyramids in Egypt, the first study to report relatively precise measurements of the Great Pyramid, ranks among the most significant forerunners of the future scientific discipline of Egyptology. Travelers from



Central Europe also visited Egypt, for example, men such as Christof Harant von Polžice und Bezdružice (1564–1621), the author of Die Reise nach Ägypten (1598). But the person who clearly dominated research on ancient Egypt in the seventeenth century was the German Jesuit Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680). A multifaceted expert on mathematics, philosophy, and oriental languages, Kircher invented the “magic lantern” and constructed the first calculating machine. His greatest achievement, however, was in linguistics. Kircher believed that the ancient Egyptian language that had been written in hieroglyphics was concealed within Coptic. Yet, because he regarded this ancient writing as being purely symbolic, he was not able to decipher it.
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In medieval Europe, the pyramids were long regarded as having originally been Joseph’s grain storehouses. The mosaic on the ceiling of the portico of St. Mark’s in Venice reflects this view.


Further light was shed on the subject in the eighteenth century. Captain Frederik Ludwig Norden (1708–1742), a Dane who assembled a



remarkable collection of drawings and descriptions of edifices, traveled through Egypt, as did the English clergyman Richard Pococke (1704–1765). Scholars working in the tranquil atmosphere of their European libraries also devoted increasing attention to ancient Egypt, and particularly to deciphering the apparently incomprehensible hieroglyphics. In 1761, the French abbé Jean-Jacques Barthélemy (1716–1795) published a study in which he arrived at the conclusion that symbols enclosed in an oval—known as a cartouche—represented royal names. The German scholar Carsten Niebuhr (1733–1815) started out from the correct assumption that some of the hieroglyphs were alphabetic signs and that with the help of Coptic it might be possible to read them.
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The Bohemian aristocrat, traveler, and humanist Christof Harant von Polžice und Bezdružice.




These steps toward understanding marked the end of a long phase of discovery in which ancient Egypt was still a mysterious world wreathed in myths and legends. The next period, which was to end with the deciphering of the hieroglyphs, the lost key to genuine research on ancient Egypt, was already on the horizon. It began at the end of the eighteenth century, as a result of Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition.


“Egypt was a province of the Roman republic; it must become a province of the French republic! Roman government led to the decline of this land, French government will bring it prosperity,” announced the Directorate’s foreign minister, Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, in a famous speech delivered in February 1798. Three months later some four hundred ships carrying some 36,000 men left for Egypt under Napoleon’s command. His effort to gain mastery of the world ultimately ended in the defeat and capitulation of the French forces in 1802, but the expedition’s cultural and scientific consequences laid the foundations of a new discipline: Egyptology.


The French had planned an expedition of considerable scope and made their military preparations with great care. Thus the expedition included a “scientific and artistic commission” comprising 167 specialists in the most diverse areas—mathematicians, Arabists, astronomers, surveyors, physicians, mining engineers, draftsmen, and printers. This commission was to investigate, measure, and make sketches and maps in order to provide a solid basis for the administration of the future “French province.”


The ancient Egyptian monuments were central to French concerns. Toward the end of September 1798, accompanied by his whole staff, Napoleon visited for the first time the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx at Giza. The artist and draftsman Dominique Vivant Denon (1747–1825) went along. While the French army pursued the vanquished Mamluks through the Nile Valley, Denon continually sketched new sights. Like other members of the commission, and like the officers and ordinary soldiers, he was fascinated and deeply impressed by the monuments. When the expedition reached the ruins of the enormous Temple of Amon in Karnak, they all stared in astonishment and, enchanted by the fabulous scene that lay before them, began to clap their



hands. Denon set down his impressions in masterly fashion in the pictures illustrating his book Voyage dans la Basse et la Haute Égypte (1802), which was translated into English and German. More than any other work of its time, Denon’s book ignited the Egyptomania that swept through European culture and influenced the plastic arts, fashion, and design.
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“Soldiers, forty centuries are looking down on you!” Historical illustration of Napoleon’s famous cry.


Denon’s Voyage was the first of several books bearing witness to this great expedition. At the urging of one of the leaders of the expedition, General Jean-Baptiste Kléber, the members of the French “commission” began to write down a systematic list of all their discoveries, which later became the famous Description de l’Égypte. By 1798, at Napoleon’s command, scientists and artists at the Institut d’Égypte founded in Cairo were already working on this study, which remains unparalleled. Set forth in four large-format volumes—Antiquités, État moderne, Histoire naturelle, and Carte topographique—it became a



source of national cultural pride among the French. The first volume appeared in 1809, the last in 1828. The foundations of Egyptology had been laid.
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Self-portrait of Dominique Vivant Denon, a member of Napoleon’s expedition and an artist whose pictures first gave the world a comprehensive idea of the ancient Egyptian monuments.


In the development of this discipline, as is so often the case in the history of science, chance played a great part. In July 1799, while extending the fortifications of Rosetta (Arabic El-Rashid), a town that guarded the western branch of the Nile where it flows into the Mediterranean, the French discovered a fragment of a dark stone slab, or stela, on which were inscribed hieroglyphics as well as demotic and Greek writing. The French scholars immediately recognized the value of the “Rosetta stone”: it was the key to deciphering the hieroglyphs. This was also recognized by the English, which is why the French, after being defeated by them in 1801, were required by the terms of the surrender to hand over the Rosetta stone along with all the scientific documentation they had assembled up to that point.


The discovery of the Rosetta stone and the rapid dissemination of copies of the inscriptions on it lent fresh impetus to efforts to decipher the hieroglyphs. In 1802, the Swedish scholar and diplomat Johan David Åkerblad (1763–1819) was able, by comparing the texts, to



identify the personal names, and he also succeeded in determining the cardinal numbers. Scholars’ efforts were nearing their goal. One of the main figures in this process was the English physician and physicist Thomas Young (1773–1829), a prodigy who had learned to read fluently at the age of two and by the age of fourteen had mastered half a dozen languages, including oriental languages. Chiefly as a hobby, he procured a copy of the inscriptions and quickly arrived at astounding conclusions. Starting out from the demotic, he was able to draw up a list of 204 words and thirteen hieroglyphs, and he correctly interpreted more than a fourth of them before abandoning his analysis in 1818.


Like Young, Jean-François Champollion (1790–1832) was considered a prodigy; as a youth, he too had mastered a series of foreign languages, including six ancient oriental languages. It is said that as a boy he had seen a copy of the Rosetta stone at the home of Baron Fourier, who had taken part in Napoleon’s expedition, and decided he was going to decipher the hieroglyphics. The traditional view, which was then still dominant, held that the hieroglyphics were secret symbols that represented the “highest truths” and were intended to conceal those truths from ordinary people.


Champollion made his first great discovery on 23 December 1821, his thirty-first birthday, when he suddenly realized that the theory that the hieroglyphics were purely ideographic (each symbol signifying a specific referent) was untenable. He decided to count all the Greek words and all the hieroglyphs in the corresponding versions on the stela, and noted that 1,419 hieroglyphs were required to express 486 Greek words.


On 14 September 1822, he made another breakthrough. On that day, Champollion received copies of reliefs found at Abu Simbel in which a cartouche was associated with a royal name. He knew the last two symbols, which were the same, and read them as ss. The preceding symbols he did not recognize, but on looking at the first sign in the group, a small image of the sun, it occurred to him to interpret it as re, on the basis of the Coptic. The name re——ss: it was the royal name Ramses! His assumption was immediately confirmed by a similar name in the cartouche, in which the first character was an ibis symbol instead of the sun image. The ibis was a bird sacred to the god Thoth. He was thus also looking at the name Tuthmosis. A symbol he did not know, but which he found in both inscriptions, had to be read as mes, Coptic mise, mose, which meant “to give birth.” He summoned his brother Jacques-Joseph, threw a handful of papers with the copies of the hieroglyphs on the table before him, and shouted, “Je tiens l’affaire!” (I’ve got it!), whereupon he fell in a faint on the floor, overcome by excitement and exhaustion. The path to research on ancient Egypt, which had been blocked for a millennium and a half, was now open.
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The Rosetta stone (today in the British Museum, London), a document written in Egyptian (hieroglyphic and demotic) and Greek characters, was the cradle of Egyptology. The text on the stone was a decree issued on 27 March 196 B.C.E. by the synod of Egyptian priests that had assembled in Memphis to honor the young ruler Ptolemy V Epiphanes (204–180 B.C.E.).




However, a great deal of work remained to be done. Inscriptions on the walls of temples and tombs and on papyrus scrolls began to



speak. For a time, scholarly activity focused on the Egyptian texts, but soon it began to include archaeological work as well. Early archaeological investigation is probably best characterized by the peculiar figure of Giovanni Battista Belzoni, a former circus performer and prodigious adventurer, who was considered by his contemporaries to be a phenomenal archaeologist because he had made a great deal of money by dealing in antiquities. The work of John Perring (1813–1869), together with that of an expedition of Prussian scholars led by Richard Lepsius (1810–1884) that explored Egyptian antiquities from 1842 to 1845, first provided archaeological research with a genuinely scientific orientation.
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The famed French savant Jean-François Champollion, the decipherer of the hieroglyphics and the founder of Egyptology.


The true age of systematic archaeological excavations, however, began in 1850, with the famed French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette (1821–1881). Near Saqqara, he discovered and opened up the Serapeum, the famous underground catacomb with the tombs of the sacred Apis bulls. This discovery won him scientific fame as well as the favor of the Egyptian viceroy, Said Pasha. Mariette was not originally an archaeologist; he had been sent to Egypt to collect samples of Egyptian, Coptic, Ethiopian, and Syrian handwriting for the Louvre in Paris. After his return, he decided to devote his life to excavations. In Bulaq, he established the first museum of ancient Egyptian culture and also laid the foundations for the Egyptian Antiquities Service. Strangely, Mariette was never very interested in the pyramids. He was drawn instead to the great private tombs that still had inscriptions and pictures on their walls. The pyramids first attracted the attention of researchers in the early 1880s, when Gaston Maspero (1846–1916), William Petrie (1853–1942), and others started to explain them. This marked the beginning of archaeological research on the pyramids.


* The most recent known Egyptian inscription is not in hieroglyphs, but rather in a simplified alphabet, the so-called demotic script, and is dated 2 December 452.













PART ONE


THE BIRTH OF THE PYRAMIDS
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CHAPTER ONE


BEFORE THE PYRAMIDS


The Early Dynastic Period
(From the Zero Dynasty to the Second Dynasty)


THE BIRTH OF EGYPT


Among the oldest and most important extant Egyptian historical documents ranks a palette commemorating King Narmer’s victory over a rebellious principality in the Nile Delta (c.3000 B.C.E.). Until recently, most Egyptologists saw this palette as providing evidence that by finally subjugating the last independent princes in the delta, Narmer created the first united Egyptian kingdom that included both Upper and Lower Egypt.


Recent archaeological research suggests, however, that Narmer was not the first king to unify Upper and Lower Egypt. In particular, the German excavations in the cemetery at Umm el-Qaab, near Abydos, have shown that the fourteen predecessors of Narmer buried there, who constituted the so-called Zero Dynasty, must have reigned over all Egypt at least part of the time, so that the true era of unification had already begun some two centuries earlier.


The arrangement of the tombs at Umm el-Qaab allows us to discern a clear continuity with the subsequent First Dynasty, and this tends to confirm the assumption that the first king of this dynasty, King Aha (fl. c.2925 B.C.E.?), was one of Narmer’s sons.* Construction



of the White Walls, the fortified residence of the Egyptian kings, began in the age of unification, and was located on the boundary between the Nile Valley and the delta. The city that gradually grew up around the fortification was later known as Mennefer (Greek Memphis) and ultimately extended over several square miles. Archaeologists have still not succeeded in determining the site of the fortress, the oldest part of the city.
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Narmer’s palette, made of dark gray slate, was found by British archaeologists at the beginning of the twentieth century, near Hierakonpolis in Upper Egypt. It is an important document for understanding the origins of Egyptian writing. Originally, palettes were rectangular or oval stone slabs on which pigments were rubbed, but the Narmer palette is already a work of art both memorial and celebratory in character. It is thought to symbolize the ruler’s success in putting down a rebellion in the delta.


On the front side of the stela is a delicate bas-relief divided into three registers. In the center of the upper register, between two cow’s heads usually interpreted as “Hathor-heads,” is a stylized image of the palace facade, with the Horus name of the last ruler of the Zero Dynasty, Narmer. This name should probably be translated as “Pungent catfish.” The middle register is dominated by the figure of Narmer, wearing the crown of Upper Egypt, about to strike with a stone club an enemy who has fallen to his knees and may be a chieftain from the east delta. The servant standing behind Narmer is carrying the pharaoh’s sandals. In front of the king the Horus-falcon holds an enemy’s head on a rope. The latter is connected with a flat oval representing a piece of land on which a papyrus plant with six blooms is growing. The papyrus symbolized Lower Egypt and also transcribes the numeral one thousand. The whole scene can thus be interpreted as follows: “The pharaoh overcame six thousand enemies from Lower Egypt and took them prisoner.” The scene is rounded out with the image of the triumphant Narmer and, according to the British Egyptologist Alan Gardiner, the author of the celebrated Egyptian Grammar, is a classical example of ancient Egyptian thinking in the earliest times. In the lower register two other vanquished enemies are represented.
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On the reverse of the stela the decoration is divided into four registers. The first from the top is identical with the corresponding one on the front side. The second shows Narmer, this time with the crown of Lower Egypt on his head and in a cortege of men bearing standards with the symbols of the provinces of the victorious Upper Egyptian coalition, viewing executed enemies. The third pictorial field takes up a decorative motif that may be of Elamite origin: two fabulous creatures with intertwined necks. It is considered evidence of Near Eastern cultural influence in the Nile Valley at the beginning of the Early Dynastic Period. In the lowest register field, a bull, which like the falcon is a symbol of the ruler, smashes a fortified city and tramples down the enemies living in it.


Until well into the First Dynasty Egyptian rulers had no permanent residence. In the biennial “Horus-procession” they crossed the whole country with their retinue, in order to collect taxes, administer justice, and show themselves to the people.* The north-south dualism, which subsided only gradually, was still clearly reflected in the peculiar names of the first governmental institutions in the era of unification. Thus, e.g. the “White House,” the royal treasury, became the “Red House” after being moved to the Memphis area; the change in its name is related to the fact that the “red crown” was the symbol of Lower Egypt and the “white crown” the symbol of Upper Egypt.


As a result of increasing centralization, the administrative apparatus grew significantly larger during the First Dynasty. Members of the royal family still stood at the apex of its hierarchy. Officials were chiefly responsible for regional administration, the registration of inhabitants, controlling floods on the Nile, the construction of irrigation canals, the cultivation of fields and gardens, workshop production, and the tax system.




The consolidation of governmental administration went hand in hand with the development of writing, which ancient Egyptians considered to be divine in origin. The oldest literary traditions commemorate episodes in the battle to unify the kingdom, rites connected with the introduction of agricultural labor, and religious festivals. In addition, more practical contents are found in inscriptions on vessels, funerary stelae, annals tablets, and sealings. The oldest papyrus scroll currently known, though it bears no writing, was found in Saqqara, in the tomb of the official Hemaka. It shows that under the fifth king of the First Dynasty, Den (fl. 2850 B.C.E.), Egyptians already knew how to produce the writing materials that later became so widespread.


The ruler was at the center of the Egyptian world. He was seen as the connecting link between human beings and the gods. It was around him that the administrative apparatus of the newly developed state began to form. Royal estates were established, and undeveloped regions, particularly in the south and in the marshes of the Nile Delta, were settled and made productive by means of “internal colonization.” Despite the organization of Egypt into provinces (Greek nomoi)—ultimately twenty-two in Upper Egypt and twenty in Lower Egypt—the political unity and stability of the country remained fragile. At the end of the First Dynasty the latent oppositions between north and south resurfaced.


The first ruler of the Second Dynasty, Hetepsekhemwy (twenty-eighth century B.C.E.), whose name means “the two powers [Upper and Lower Egypt] are reconciled,” succeeded in reestablishing Egyptian unity, but not for long. Two generations later the two parts of the country were being ruled separately again. Upper Egypt was ruled from Thinis, the old center of power and administration close to Abydos, while the rest of the country was ruled from the White Walls. This internal political instability was reflected in royal titles: unlike his predecessors, the ruler Peribsen was not identified in any way with the god Horus, but rather was identified with the latter’s ideal opponent Seth, the god of evil and war. The unsettled conditions under the Second Dynasty are also manifested in the deliberate destruction of the preceding dynasty’s royal monuments in Abydos, Naqada, and Saqqara, which was motivated by the desire to obliterate not only the



tombs and worship of the dead, but also and especially all memory of the dynastic opponent. The last ruler of this dynasty finally succeeded in subjugating Lower Egypt. He was originally named Khasekhem, “power shines” (or “appears in brilliance”), but changed his name to Khasekhemwy, “the two powers shine,” in order to express the unity of the gods Horus and Seth, the latter representing not only the opposing principles of good and evil, but also the formerly opposed parts of Egypt, the north and the south.
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The upper border of the palace facade with Khasekhemwy’s name is unusual in depicting together the two enemy divinities Horus and Seth.


In ancient Egypt’s relationships with the ancient world surrounding it, we can already discern a few principles that were to characterize the country’s whole history. The ancient Egyptians’ religion led them to see their neighbors as enemies. Egyptians waged many wars of conquest against their neighbors, whether they lived in the east, west, or south. The most common target was Nubia, perhaps because it was more easily accessible through the corridor of the Nile Valley. In the reign of Djer, the third king of the First Dynasty, the Egyptians were already seeking to extend their influence as far as the border of present-day Sudan (see illustration p. 20).


Yet Egypt’s relationships with neighboring countries were not exclusively hostile. The people of the Nile Valley also traded with their African and Near Eastern neighbors. For instance, they exported agricultural products to Palestine, evidenced by Egyptian pottery from Rafah and Arad, as well as by imprints of Egyptian seals from Tell Erama near Jerusalem. In return, they imported primarily metal products,



even after the copper mines in the Sinai came under Egyptian control in the course of the First Dynasty. By way of Palestine, the ancient Egyptians also had long-standing contacts with more remote regions, as is shown by some Sumerian or Elamite motifs—a winged griffin, interlaced serpents, a man tying up animals, and zoomorphic urns and ships with towering sterns—that appeared in the Nile Valley during the First Dynasty. Some researchers found these foreign elements so striking and surprising that they arrived at the view—today outdated—that people belonging to a so-called dynastic race from Mesopotamia had ruled and “civilized” Egypt toward the end of the prehistoric era. Scholars found themselves unable to explain in any other way the rapid rise of Egypt at the beginning of the historical period. Only after new discoveries were made and evaluated did they realize that the notion of a “civilizing phase” had been based not on a sudden developmental rupture but on gaps in their own knowledge.


[image: Images]


The stone relief from Gebel Sheikh Suleiman is considered by many Egyptologists to reflect the pharaoh Djer’s policy of conquering the region lying to the south of Egypt.


KINGSHIP AND STATE DOGMA


During the early or Thinite period (as the reign of the first two dynasties is also known), the prolonged, complicated, and often conflictual process of shaping the ancient Egyptian state that had begun toward the end of the prehistoric era, around the middle of the fourth millennium B.C.E., was finally brought to a conclusion. The fusion of the fundamentally



different cultural groups of the delta and the Nile Valley played a major role in this process.
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The figures incised on the ebony handle of a knife from Gebel el-Arak (Louvre E. 11517) used to be considered evidence of Near Eastern influence in Egypt at the end of the prehistoric era. On one side are hunting scenes representing a hero between two lions facing each other. The other side is decorated with scenes of battle on land and on water.


In the southern part of the country, which was inhabited primarily by nomadic shepherds, economically prosperous centers began to emerge and gain political power; among these were Hierakonpolis, Naqada, and Abydos. The rise of these new centers was aided by nearby sources of raw materials in the eastern desert and the development of foreign trade in gold and other materials.


Before the age of unification, northern Egypt, where a rather sedentary population lived and practiced agriculture, developed differently from southern Egypt. Major economic centers may have emerged there even earlier than they did in southern Egypt, especially along the banks of the navigable branches of the Nile. Closer contacts were probably established with Near Eastern urban cultures, both by land and by sea. Buto and Sais became important cities. However, archaeological sources in this part of the country remain inadequate because the complicated environmental situation makes excavation very difficult.


In contrast to the predynastic monarchs from Hierakonpolis, the princes of the great cities in the delta were probably not able to extend



their rule beyond the local level. Consequently, they could not avoid military subjection to the king. Initially, the violently created bond between Upper and Lower Egypt was not very stable, being threatened by various political, economic, and religious interests.


As a result, during the Early Period the inhabitants of Lower Egypt made great efforts to win independence that culminated in the rebellions that finally led King Khasekhem to take energetic punitive action against them. This time, it seems he was successful. The subsequent long period of internal stability and relative shelter from outside influences was the crucial precondition that allowed the Old Kingdom (from the Third Dynasty to the Sixth Dynasty) to flourish.


In addition, the ideology of the ancient Egyptian state developed through the process of culturally assimilating Lower Egypt. According to the Egyptian worldview, a divine principle called maat was the foundation of everyday life. At its center stood law and order, and it was typically represented in the figure of the goddess of justice. Only if an individual obeyed the rules of maat could he achieve happiness and fulfillment, and only then could his life have any meaning in the framework of creation. This world order had to be constantly defended against the hostile powers of chaos. The ancient Egyptians believed that was why the gods set up the monarchy, which had to be supported and honored. Only the ruler, as the sole divinity living among men, could guarantee the survival of the divinely established order. In the context of the eternal myth, during his reign the ruler was obligated to overcome evil, either actually or symbolically, and evil was embodied in enemy countries and peoples. For this reason the ruler was usually represented as triumphing over Nubians, Libyans, and Asians, even when no historical facts justified such a representation.


The whole system of the ancient Egyptian state was based on these ideas, which have often been described, not very precisely, as theocratic. During the Early Dynastic Period in particular, the state and the monarchy were virtually identical. The increasing importance of the state is shown by additions to the royal nomenclature. At first,



the latter consisted simply of the name Horus, written in a rectangle called a serekh that was a stylized representation of the royal palace’s facade. Above this rectangle was the symbol of the falcon god Horus, the ruler over heaven and earth, embodied on earth by the ancient Egyptian kings. During the reign of King Den, the king’s titulary was extended to include the so-called throne name “King of Upper and Lower Egypt.” Up to the Fourth Dynasty, further names were added. The name “the two ladies” connected him with the vulture goddess Nekhbet and the cobra goddess Wadjet, the tutelary divinities of Upper and Lower Egypt respectively. “Golden Horus” and “Son of Re” completed the list of five royal names.


The word pharaoh itself is of Egyptian origin and is derived from per aa, “Great House,” the name of the royal residence. Starting in the New Kingdom, the rulers themselves were designated metonymically by this term. Finally, from the Twenty-Second Dynasty onward, this word became an essential component of the royal nomenclature and was written in front of the cartouche with the king’s name.


The conception of the king’s role in the historical and state-building myth expanded with the country’s boundaries. In theory, Egypt included every place where Egyptians and their gods existed, where the pharaoh exercised power, and where there was thus divine order. In practice, however, Egyptians identified themselves and their country only with the area of the Nile Valley, from the delta to the first cataract, and later on, as far as Nubia.


State dogma emphasized not only the ruler’s military role, but also his creative role. The mythical conception of the king required him to “extend the borders,” both by defeating Egypt’s enemies on the battlefield and by erecting new edifices whose size and importance were expected to surpass those built by his predecessors. In accord with this conception, the construction of the ancient Egyptian temple, in contrast to the Greek temple, was never completed; it was always possible to add new rooms, gateways, courtyards, chapels, and obelisks, or at least statues or stelae. In the “Instruction for Merikare,” a famous literary work from the First Intermediate Period, the ruler Khety called on his successors to “enlarge what he made.” Both myth



and history urged every pharaoh to “go beyond everything that was accomplished in the time of his predecessors.”


THE TOMBS OF THE EARLY DYNASTIC PERIOD


In the Early Dynastic Period tombs in Abydos and North Saqqara, the most important elements of later pyramid construction appeared in simple form. However, the oldest royal tombs in Abydos differ from the later ones in North Saqqara in both their underlying religious conception and their ideal significance. It is clear that the tombs in Abydos and Saqqara represent different traditions and ideas about life after death, and reflect two different cultural milieus. The tombs in Saqqara are based on a conception of the deceased as living on after death in a building resembling an earthly dwelling, which is embodied in a stylized form by the so-called mastaba. In Abydos, the primary conception is that of a funeral mound symbolizing the primeval mound of sand, the site of the creation and the resurrection.


From predynastic times onward, the royal tombs in Abydos were linked to the religious traditions of Upper Egypt. These tombs already consisted of entire complexes of rooms and were located in the desert. In the late Zero Dynasty, a tomb’s underground portion consisted of a burial chamber and one or more storerooms for accessories to be used by the dead pharaoh in the beyond. The aboveground portion consisted of a low mound of sand about 2.5 meters high and surrounded by a stone wall. Two stone stelae stood in front of the facade of the tomb. From the time of King Aha onward, the royal tombs were surrounded by so-called secondary tombs, the number of which came to 338 under King Djer. The royal cemetery in Abydos was later plundered and burned, and its original form is now virtually impossible to reconstruct. However, the rulers’ servants and wives seem to have been buried in the secondary tombs. We do not yet know whether they were killed during the burial ceremony and immediately interred with the ruler.


The tomb area at Abydos is known as Umm el-Qaab, “Mother of Potsherds,” because of the great number of remnants of sacrificial vessels



found there. The valley where the Early Period tomb complexes are located lies on the edge of the Nile Valley, some two kilometers to the northeast. Nearby, in modern-day Kom es-Sultan, Khontamenti, and later Osiris, was worshiped at a religious center for the local god of the dead. The edifices there date from the time of King Djer and are surrounded by huge brick walls (archaeologists call these structures “great enclosures” or “fortresses”). These walls were whitewashed and decorated with niches. For a long time, researchers thought that almost nothing was inside these structures. However, a meticulous investigation of Khasekhemwy’s enclosure carried out by a team of American Egyptologists has recently made highly interesting discoveries. In a courtyard within the structure, a low mound of sand covered with mudbricks was discovered. It is a stylized primeval mound, the symbolic site of the creation of the world and of the resurrection. In addition, a dozen thirty-meter-long boat-pits were discovered in front of the east wall; hence, the great enclosures should probably be seen as centers for the worship of the dead kings.
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Reconstruction of the tomb of Queen Meretneith, the mother of King Den, in Abydos (after Lauer and Ricke).




At the same time they were constructing a new capital, known as “the White Walls,” Egyptian rulers also built a new tomb site, which is known today as the Early Dynastic Period necropolis in North Saqqara. At first, probably only members of the royal family and the highest state officials who lived in the royal residence were interred there. The rulers of the First Dynasty continued to have themselves entombed in the traditional royal cemetery in Abydos in Upper Egypt. Thus neither the real nor the symbolic tombs of the early rulers of the united Egypt were in Saqqara.


The tombs in North Saqqara had a rectangular ground plan and were built of mudbricks; their facades, which were sometimes several meters high, were originally rendered in white plaster and decorated with colorful mat-like patterns, as well as with numerous niches. In the underground portion they consisted of a burial chamber and storerooms for burial equipment. A large boat was often included in the tomb; it was supposed to allow the spirit of the deceased to travel into the beyond in order to join the sun god Re’s entourage. In form, the tombs in Saqqara resembled the low clay benches found in front of country houses in modern Egypt, and which are called mastaba in Arabic. Therefore, workers employed in the first archaeological excavations in the middle of the nineteenth century used this word to designate these tombs.


With a few exceptions, most of the royal tombs of the Second Dynasty have not yet been precisely located. In contrast to the First Dynasty, only a few kings of the Second Dynasty—for example, Peribsen and Khasekhemwy—were buried in Abydos. The tombs of a few other kings appear to have been located not in the northern but rather in the middle part of the Saqqara cemetery, near Djoser’s later “Step Pyramid.” Their substructures probably consisted of large, interconnected underground catacombs. East of the pyramid of the last ruler of the Fifth Dynasty, Unas, archaeologists have discovered two tombs attributed to King Raneb and King Ninetjer. The super-structure



(the aboveground portion) of these tombs was completely destroyed during the construction of Unas’s pyramid. This fact, along with the lack of dates for the other royal tombs of the Second Dynasty, makes it difficult to provide a precise explanation for the transition to building pyramids.
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Reconstruction of the “royal tomb” no. 3038, probably from the time of Adjib, a First Dynasty king, in Saqqara (ground plan and north-south vertical section, after Emery). All four tomb facades are decorated with a system of niches, so-called recesses. Most of the inner area is filled with storage rooms. The vertical section (below) shows the stepped superstructure.


We have already described the ancient Egyptian conception of the state as an expression of the divine will and the center of the harmonious and ordered world created by the gods. Even after his death, the ruler had to fight for the welfare of his country in the eternal battle against chaos. Because of the ruler’s extraordinary role as both a god among men and the mediator between humans and the world of the gods, it was necessary to preserve his presence in the world of the living. This was the goal of mummifying the ruler’s body and worshiping him after his death. Only in this way could the dead pharaoh remain forever among his people to ensure their happiness. Hence the mummified body of the pharaoh had to be protected from various



external dangers, and it was necessary to erect for him an indestructible tomb-residence, a structure that could be damaged neither by the ravages of time nor by human hands in times of unrest.


Religiously, the pharaoh’s last resting place was a representation of the primeval mound that emerged from the waters at the creation of the world, and on which life first appeared. That is, it was a symbol of resurrection and eternal life. The external appearance of the royal tomb, inspired by the idea of the primeval mound, went through a complicated development at the beginning of Egyptian history, finally culminating, during the Third Dynasty, in the pyramids.


The pyramid was supposed to be the death residence of the pharaoh—unshakable, indestructible, eternal. Other temple buildings nearby were dedicated to the worship of the deceased, which was also supposed to go on forever, for it was in the highest interest of the ancient Egyptian state and of every inhabitant of the lands along the Nile that the good god should remain forever in his country and among his people. The building of the pyramids and the enduring worship of the dead pharaoh thus became the top priority of the ancient Egyptian state.*


It is precisely from this point of view, and in their historical context, that the gigantic structures known as the Egyptian pyramids must be considered. The architectural and religious development that ultimately led to the royal tomb in the form of a pyramid was an inseparable part of the process of shaping and strengthening the oldest



strongly centralized Egyptian state. In this context the pyramid becomes more than just a royal tomb; it becomes a symbol of the ruler’s historical and state-building role, the symbol of the state and of the order the Egyptian gods established when they created the world.
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Abydos, Umm el-Qaab. Cemetery B (below) and U (after Dreyer).


* It remains uncertain whether the princely name Meni, which appears on an ebony tablet from Naqada, can also be associated with Aha and thus provide the historical basis for Meni (in Greek, Menes), the unifier of the kingdom represented in later drawings. Some researchers consider Menes a purely legendary figure.


* European rulers did the same thing in the early Middle Ages, thus creating the system of palatinates.


* It has also been maintained that the main goal of building the pyramids was to found the ancient Egyptian state, whose bases and chief functions were systematically defined and generated by this gigantic project, which required unprecedented organizational structures and technical expertise. Thus the building of the pyramids is said to be a source of the dynamic development of Egyptian society. It is incontestable that the gigantic edifices of the pyramids required of their time enormous organizational efforts and willingness to work, and that they lent a powerful impetus to the development of administration, crafts, astronomy, mathematics, and systems of construction. However, it is surely an exaggeration to see behind all this the “higher” goal of programmatically establishing a state, and such a claim is in accord with neither the historical facts nor simple logic: the creators of this kind of sophisticated conception would certainly have chosen more practical and more profitable projects than tombs or pyramids.











CHAPTER TWO


THE WAY TO ETERNITY: RITUAL AND CULT


The Burial Ritual


The green, fertile Nile Valley was the “beloved land” of the ancient Egyptians, the world in which they lived and wanted to die. Its polar opposite was the boundless, inhospitable desert that stretched out to the west. This was the place where the sun died every evening, the realm from which no one returned, and which was ruled by the god Osiris. The dividing line between life and death was as distinct as that between the flourishing valley and the endless desert. The gods created man and gave him life. Depending on his conduct while he was on earth, after death he experienced either eternal bliss or eternal damnation. Earthly life was merely an episode on the way to eternity.


In predynastic times cemeteries were already being established, particularly on the edge of the desert west of the Nile. There went the funeral processions, and from them the family members, associates, and priests came back to make sacrifices and practice the worship of the deceased. All were equal before the god Osiris and his divine tribunal in the beyond, but kings took a different path into the beyond. The pharaoh was the god who lived among humans on the earth, and after his death he returned to the gods.


Every important individual’s death was accompanied by ceremonies of mourning whose course can be reconstructed from the images and inscriptions on the walls of the tombs. In essence, they were the same for everyone, but how humble or pompous they were depended on the social standing of the deceased and the survivors’ means, and in the case of the pharaoh, there were certain peculiarities. The ceremonies were carried out in several places and over an extended period. As a result, local customs and religious conceptions regarding the beyond were introduced into these ceremonies. Some elements of the ritual were performed only symbolically.
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In front of the tomb entrance, a lector priest carries out the ritual of the opening of the mouth on the mummy. In the shaft of the tomb, the ba-soul is already hovering in the form of a bird. In the burial chamber lies the mummiform coffin. After all the revival rites are completed, the resurrection follows, and the deceased emerges from the tomb into the sunlight.—After a vignette on the Nebqed papyrus from the Eighteenth Dynasty (Louvre AE-N 3068).




After death, the body of the deceased was laid in a coffin and carried out of his residence, followed by the wailing females. The funeral procession, which included the bearers, relatives, and friends as well as the embalmers and the lector priest, then moved toward the banks of the Nile, accompanied by continuous lamentations.


The coffin was loaded onto a boat and ferried over to the left bank of the Nile, where the purification tent stood. There certain purification rituals were performed on the deceased, in the presence of the embalmer, while a lector priest read from a papyrus scroll. Various vessels and religious objects kept in the tent were also used.


From the purification tent the body of the deceased was taken to the embalming area in the “Hall of the God Anubis.” The embalmers laid the body on a wooden or stone table, cut open the abdomen, and removed all the entrails, including the liver and the lungs. The heart was, as a rule, left in the body. Then they broke the nasal septum and removed the brain by that route. They placed the liver, lungs, stomach, and intestines in four canopic vessels, special stone jars under the protection of the divine sons of Horus. After removing the entrails,



they sprinkled a thick layer of natron on the body and left it for four to five weeks. During the following purification, they filled the abdomen and breast with balls of cloth or straw and applied various oils and resins. Then they sewed up the incision and sometimes painted the corpse—usually red for men and yellow for women. Finally, they wrapped the body, which might in some cases be richly decorated with jewels, in linen, laying amulets and small ornaments between the layers of the windings. It has been shown that in one case some 375 square meters of linen were used for the filling and winding of a single mummy. The mummies, sometimes provided with a face mask, were then put into a wooden coffin for further rituals.
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A boat carrying the coffin of the Sixth Dynasty official Snefruinishtef to the necropolis (after Junker). The lector priest, who is standing in a chapel and reading the funerary formulas from a papyrus scroll (right), escorts the boat with the coffin to the final resting place. At the entombment site on the opposite bank, two priests receive the boat; one has offerings in his hands and the other is a second lector priest. Two butchers are cutting up a sacrificial bull.
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Reconstruction of a “purification tent,” a lightweight wooden structure hung with mats, in which the ritual of the purification of the deceased was carried out during the burial ceremonies (after Badawi).




In the case of a dead king, after the embalming and the sacrificial rituals, the mummy set out on a symbolic path toward Sais, the ancient religious and cult center in the west delta. It is assumed that in the case of a royal entombment, Sais was symbolically represented by a part of the valley temple, or perhaps even the whole temple.


Rituals and sacrifices were then performed, and afterward the procession with the coffin, which lay under a canopy on a funerary boat or wooden sledge, moved symbolically from Sais to other religious sites. First it went to Buto, a very old religious center in the delta whose “palm grove” was considered to be the national cemetery of ancient Egypt. In the burial ritual this place was represented by the entombment site, from which the muu came down to receive the body of the deceased. The muu represented mythical creatures wearing wreaths and tall headdresses woven from plant material; they were believed to carry the deceased from this world into the beyond.


Then came the symbolic visit to the town of Iunu (Greek Heliopolis), which ancient Egyptians regarded as the site of the cult of the sun god and of the benben, the primeval mound. This visit probably took place inside the royal pyramid complex, in rooms in the mortuary temple.


Further stages in the ritual included the lamentation, the censing of the coffin containing the mummy, the transportation of the coffin, and the “opening of the mouth,” an ancient ceremony in which the deceased’s son or a priest, using various tools (such as the peseshkaf, a stone knife in the form of a swallow’s tail), touched the mummy in order to put its members in movement and revive the deceased’s senses.


The cortege of the tekenu, a figure sitting or lying on a bier or wooden sledge and wearing a mantle or an animal (bull?) skin, was an important element of the burial ritual. Egyptologists’ views of this cortege have changed over time. At first, it was assumed that the tekenu was originally a living person to be sacrificed as part of the burial ritual. This now seems to have been disproven, but there is no



broad consensus regarding an alternate view. Some Egyptologists think the tekenu was a case for the body parts that were removed during the process of mummification but not placed in canopic vessels; for example, pieces of skin and blood. Others believe the tekenu represented the mystical sun bull.


After the coffin was placed in the tomb, a statue was buried to represent the mummy of the deceased making its way along the ritual “journey to Abydos” (Abydos was not only the cemetery of the oldest Egyptian kings, but also the center for the worship of Osiris, the god of the dead). Finally, priests performed apotropaic rituals intended



to ensure the security of the deceased’s tomb and his peace in the beyond.
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The sacred cemetery in Buto, with repeated representations of the Lower Egyptian shrine in the palm grove. Detail from a decorated gateway of the Twelfth Dynasty ruler Senusret II’s in Memphis.
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Transport of the enigmatic tekenu, which is represented in the form of a cowering man being carried on a sled by several other men. Detail from the tomb of Mentuherkhepeshef from the Eighteenth Dynasty in Dra Abu el-Naga.


The whole burial ritual, including the mummification, was generally expected to last seventy days, but it sometimes took the better part of a year to complete. In the case of a royal burial, after the mummy had been laid to rest in the pyramid and the last prescribed rituals were completed, all the components of the security system were put in place. The entrance was hidden by a stone slab and was indistinguishable from both the pyramid wall and the pavement of the open courtyard in front of it. The pharaoh in the coffin had been symbolically united with the sky goddess Nut, in order to be born again from her as the sun god. At this point, worship of the deceased began.
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A lector priest reads from a papyrus scroll while mythological figures, the muu, wearing their characteristic tall headdress woven of plant material, perform a ritual dance. Detail from the decoration on the Sixth Dynasty tomb of Nebkauhor (after Hassan).




The Worship of the Dead


Every Egyptian wanted to die in Egypt, to be buried there, and to be worshiped after death as an eternal memory. For ancient Egyptians, the belief in a life after death was inseparably bound up with the preservation of the whole person of the deceased, both body and spirit. To separate a person’s body from his “double” (ka) and “soul” (ba) would have amounted to destroying him forever. Embalming and mummifying were intended to prevent this separation.


However, there was a fundamental difference between ordinary mortals and the pharaoh. In exceptional cases even gods could die physically, but their life went on eternally. In contrast, human beings could only hope that their memory would not be extinguished. In the person of the pharaoh the world of the gods and the world of men intersected. The king and “great god” was immortal, but he was unable to escape the transitory nature of his physical being or to achieve immortality on his own.


After his death, the pharaoh returned to be with the other gods. This event had to be constantly reenacted, and the survival of the pharaoh’s earthly achievements thus repeatedly ensured. This was the purpose of the worship of the dead, which, since it concerned the pharaoh, was also a state religious cult. In this context, the gigantic structures of the pyramids take on their true meaning. The official



cult was extended to other gods only later on; in the Fifth Dynasty it was widened to include the god Re (this also had to do with the erection of sun temples by certain rulers of this dynasty) and, in the Middle Kingdom, to Amon. In addition, other social strata gradually began to adopt for themselves many religious ideas and practices that were originally reserved exclusively for the pharaoh.
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In the form of a bird, a dead man and his soul (ba) leave the tomb (detail from the Nineteenth Dynasty Ani papyrus in the British Museum).


Central to the worship of the dead pharaoh was the preparation of a symbolic funerary repast. The deceased was offered everything he needed in the form of offerings and gifts. This was not a unique event, but rather a ritual regularly repeated throughout the year, especially on important feast days. To the pharaoh’s altar flowed the products of his lands and workshops. In this way, during his own lifetime, the ruler was able to furnish the materials for his worship in times to come. To guarantee that these supplies would be regularly provided in perpetuity, “eternal” scenes of the delivery of sacrifices and long lists of the victims were carved in stone at the cult sites.


The continuity of the family and of power, through succession to the throne, further guaranteed the continued worship of dead monarchs. Therefore, the relationship between father and son, and in a



figurative sense between the deceased and the priest, assumed exceptional importance, and also found its expression in myth. Here we may recall that Egyptian myth recounts the pious relationship between Horus, as heir to the throne, and his murdered father, Osiris.
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The Last Judgment: before the god Osiris stands a dead man whose heart is being weighed on a scale in the presence of Thoth, the god of wisdom (in the form of a baboon), and Maat, the goddess of truth. Detail from the Nineteenth Dynasty Nebseni papyrus (after Budge).


The tomb was thus not merely a final resting place, but also the site of eternal life, of the encounter between the living and the dead. It was the scene of mythical events and rituals that were supposed never to end.


The Pyramid Texts


In the late 1870s, Auguste Mariette still controlled the Egyptian monuments with an iron hand. He was an energetic and experienced man who not only made great discoveries and initiated systematic archaeological excavation in Egypt, but also laid the foundations for the preservation of monuments and established the first museum of Egyptian antiquities. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Egyptologists worked in a context very different from the one in which they work today: the spirit of scientific pioneering and romantic adventuring went hand in hand, and the longing to discover treasures was very great. Mariette Pasha, whom the viceroy Said appointed “director of excavations,” received all the men he needed for his work—they were commandeered as forced labor. In order to accelerate the excavations, the overseers did not hesitate to make use of all the means at their disposal, from leather whips to explosives. Such methods as these have long since been abandoned.


When the French archaeologist Gaston Maspero, Mariette’s presumptive successor and director of the French Institute for Oriental Archaeology in Cairo, came to Egypt in 1880, he went to South Saqqara, where he chose for his first excavation a hill that had been mapped decades earlier by the Lepsius expedition. Maspero found there the ruins of a large structure he thought was a pyramid. To his surprise he discovered that the walls of the underground rooms were covered with hieroglyphs. Mariette, who was already suffering from severe diabetes, was immediately informed, but he rejected



Maspero’s conjecture, since in none of the previously studied pyramids were the walls of the underground rooms decorated with reliefs, paintings, or any other ornamentation. In Mariette’s view, the structure must therefore have been a large mastaba.
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Auguste Mariette Pasha


However, Maspero did not abandon his conviction that this structure must be the pyramid of a Sixth Dynasty ruler, Pepi I. About a kilometer to the southwest, there were more ruins of what looked like an edifice of some kind. When Maspero began to investigate them, he saw to his great joy that he had stumbled upon the pyramid of Merenre I, Pepi I’s successor, and that its underground rooms were also decorated with hieroglyphs. He immediately went with this news to see Mariette, who was on his deathbed and confined himself to remarking skeptically: “In thirty years of Egyptian excavations I have never seen a pyramid whose underground rooms had hieroglyphs written on their walls.”


In 1880 and 1881 Maspero investigated other pyramids and in those of Unas, Teti, and Pepi II he found underground rooms with hieroglyphs that he called “pyramid texts.” Archaeological excavations gradually led to the discovery that these texts had appeared in the pyramids only during a limited period, from the reign of the last ruler of the Fifth Dynasty, Unas, to that of Ibi in the Eighth Dynasty. Further pyramid texts were found in the tombs of some of the queens.




The investigations and discoveries in the pyramids greatly contributed to Maspero’s fame around the world, although they also aroused criticism. Petrie thought some of Maspero’s procedures were reckless, considering the poor condition of the structures being excavated. This did not, however, diminish Maspero’s achievement or his popularity. He gradually became the greatest archaeological authority of his time and wrote some thirty scientific monographs and countless articles and shorter studies. Maspero himself never counted up all his writings and publications. This little man with pink cheeks and a round face simply had so much work to do that he had no time to look backward. In his knitted, slightly soiled, yellow linen trousers and close-fitting coat, he sat at a desk that was in danger of collapsing under the weight of papers, books, letters, ancient Egyptian objects, and scraps of mummy windings. Books even lay on the chairs surrounding the desk.


Maspero first published the pyramid texts in 1894, under the title Les inscriptions des pyramides de Saqqarah. A new, updated translation of this corpus of inscriptions was published between 1908 and 1910 by the outstanding German Egyptologist and philologist Kurt Sethe (1869–1934), under the title Die altägyptischen Pyramidentexte. After more than half a century, this was followed in 1969 by a third presentation of the texts in The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, by the British Egyptologist Raymond Faulkner (1894–1982).


The pyramid texts are the oldest collection of ancient Egyptian religious inscriptions. Their central subject is the ruler and his life in the beyond. However, they do not constitute a coherent, self-enclosed body of thought about the ruler’s movement into the beyond, the conditions of his new existence, and his relationships with specific places or gods. Instead, they compile various conceptions of the beyond, drawn from different origins and periods. In them we encounter elements of the dog, star, sun, and Osiris cults. After his death, the ruler becomes one of the eternal stars near the North Star, and at the same time he is on a boat with the sun god, crossing the celestial ocean of day and night, and he may even experience the mythical, pathetic fate of Osiris before finally merging with this god of death and ruler of the underworld. The dead ruler’s beyond is thus located both in the heavens and in the underworld.




From a formal point of view, the pyramid texts are composed mainly of maxim-like formulas, but they also include recitations, divine utterances, litanies, hymns, dramatic passages, and so on. We encounter elements of various ceremonies, such as the burial, sacrificial, and mouth-opening rituals. Here we may cite as representative Unas’s so-called cannibal hymn. This is not evidence of ritual cannibalism in the ancient Egypt of Unas’s time; rather, it is a religious text whose meaning operates on a strictly symbolic and magical level:





The King is the Bull of the Sky,


Who conquers (?) at will,


Who lives on the being of every god,


Who eats their entrails (?),


Even of those who come with their bodies full of magic


From the Island of Fire


. . .


The King is one who eats men and lives on the gods,


A possessor of porters who dispatches messages,


. . .


It is the king who eats their magic


And gulps down their spirits,


The big ones are for his morning meal,


The medium-sized ones for his evening meal,


The little ones are for his night meal,


Their old men and their old women are for his incense-burning,


. . .


(R. O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, Oxford 1969 [passages from §§397–404])





The belief in the magical effects produced by the symbols included in the pyramid texts was so deep that artists who chiseled hieroglyphic signs in the form of dangerous beasts of prey and serpents in the underground chambers of the pyramids intentionally damaged them to prevent them from doing harm. A serpent or lion that had been chopped in two could no longer be resurrected and threaten the pharaoh in his burial chamber.




In the early 1950s the German Egyptologist Siegfried Schott published a study on the pyramid cult that revived the debate about the meaning of the pyramid texts. Schott maintained that the texts were an inseparable part of the burial ritual; he tried to connect the development of a given segment of the text with a sequence of cult practices, and given expressions with specific places within the pyramid complex.


Although Schott’s views are no longer considered generally valid today, they did significantly influence later research. Some recent investigations show that there is a certain order in the sequence of individual segments of the text. The path taken by the pharaoh on leaving this world, in moving from death to new life, resembles the path taken by the sun from its setting on the horizon to its rise toward the zenith the next morning. In the ritual resurrection of the king as Osiris, the coffin was equated with the goddess Nut, from whose lap the sun was born daily and eternally, in order to be swallowed by her again every evening. Thus the burial chamber, on whose western wall the coffin stood, represented the underworld out of which the pharaoh moved through the antechamber, understood as the “horizon,” and began his ascent toward the exit from the pyramid and up to heaven.
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Schematic arrangement of the pyramid texts in accord with the idea of the resurrection of the pharaoh in the coffin and his way out of the burial chamber—through the underworld toward the zenith (after Allen).




The pharaoh’s ultimate goal was to rise as high as the sun that “shone over the horizon.” This idea, understood as the “emergence [of the deceased’s spirit] into the daylight,” is central to the various “books of the dead,” later collections of religious burial texts.


In the unsettled conditions of the First Intermediate Period, and especially during the Middle Kingdom, broader levels of society arrogated royal privileges to themselves.* In this way many formulas and some other elements from the pyramid texts made their way into a new body of religious texts called, after the place where they are usually found, coffin texts. In the New Kingdom and in the Late Period, these were incorporated—very freely and only partially—into the books of the dead. They were usually written on papyrus scrolls and laid alongside the coffin in order to ensure that they would accompany the deceased on his way into eternity.


The oldest collection of ancient Egyptian religious texts was discovered and first evaluated by Gaston Maspero, and France continues to play a leading role in the area of research on the pyramid texts. In the early 1950s, French archaeologists in Saqqara began a far-reaching research project on the pyramids. Along with Jean-Philippe Lauer, who was in charge of the architectural aspect, the young Egyptologist and gifted philologist Jean Sainte Fare Garnot (1908–1963) took part in this project. Unfortunately, the latter’s premature death and the diplomatic disputes connected with the 1956 Suez conflict complicated the French scientists’ archaeological activities. However, the situation soon improved. Another important French Egyptologist, Jean Leclant, joined Lauer and ultimately assumed leadership of the project. Today a team of French Egyptologists—epigraphists, archaeologists, and architects—is using the latest computer technology to reconstruct, out of hundreds of fragments, the ruined walls bearing pyramid texts in the underground part of Pepi I’s pyramid in South Saqqara. The result will be a high point of Egyptological research in our time.




The Pyramid Complex—The Dead Pharaoh’s Residence


To suppose that the pyramid’s only function in ancient Egypt was as a royal tomb would be an oversimplification. The pyramid complex consisted of a group of buildings, of which the pyramid was only one element, even if it was the most important one. The pyramid complex was the site of the dead pharaoh’s mystical transfiguration, re-birth, and ascent to heaven, as well as his residence in the beyond, from which he ruled over all the people of his time. The arrangement of the complex mirrored the ancient Egyptians’ worldview: the beginning of the world was associated with the primeval mound the pyramid symbolized.


The essential appearance of the pyramids did not change over time, if we set aside differences in size and the shift from the step pyramids of the Third Dynasty to the classical form of the pyramid that emerged at the beginning of the Fourth Dynasty. However, in response to developing religious ideas and cultural practice, the structures surrounding the pyramid underwent striking changes in both their architectonic outline and their orientation and arrangement.


The oldest pyramid, that of King Djoser of the Third Dynasty, was surrounded by structures whose meaning is still debated. Egyptologists nevertheless generally agree that they were supposed to represent the ruler’s death residence, which might have been inspired to some extent by parts of his earthly residence. In this complex, the mortuary temple was placed—as it was in all the other known step pyramids of the Third Dynasty—in front of the north side of the pyramid. Here was located the entrance to the underground rooms, which also served as the exit from the inner part of the pyramid and the burial chamber, through which the dead pharaoh went north to become one of the eternal stars around the North Star that never set.


At the beginning of the Fourth Dynasty, the sun religion gained prominence. The pharaoh was then believed to be born in the light of dawn, like the sun, to rise in splendor toward the zenith and die in the west, in order to be born anew in the eternal cycle of life, death, and resurrection. Under the influence of this significant religious transformation, the layout of the pyramid complex also underwent certain



changes. The earlier north-south orientation was abandoned in favor of an east-west orientation. A valley temple was added to the complex, and from it a causeway climbing west toward the mortuary temple, which stood at the foot of the pyramid. The entrance to the underground rooms, that is, to the inside of the pyramid, continued to be located on the north side.


This new conception quickly became dominant, but its optimal architectonic realization in the pyramid complex crystallized only in the course of the Fourth Dynasty. Sahure’s pyramid complex, built at the beginning of the Fifth Dynasty, was a milestone in the development of royal tombs, a masterwork not only in its fully achieved architectonic balance as a whole and in its individual parts, but also in its decoration and in the construction materials used. With a few modifications, Sahure’s complex became the model for the royal tombs that followed during the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, and to a large extent for later periods as well.


During the Middle Kingdom, pyramid complexes continued to be constructed, but they were already conceived differently in many ways. The entrance into the underground part of the pyramid was no longer necessarily placed on the north side, but might be in other, not precisely prescribed, locations. Above all, it was now important to conceal the entrance so that it would be invisible to thieves. In addition, the substructure of the pyramid—that is, the descending corridor, the barriers, and the burial chamber, which in some cases was accompanied by an antechamber—no longer had a fixed, unified layout. The



influence of the Osiris cult favored the increasingly dominant conception of pharaoh’s last resting place as the tomb of Osiris, surrounded by a labyrinth of passages, some of which led to dead ends or to hidden chambers. The king’s grave was now accompanied by those of queens and princesses, and important changes were made in the decoration and the construction materials used for the other components of the complex.
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Model of Sahure’s pyramid complex (after Borchardt; the original model is on display in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo).


In the New Kingdom, the royal tomb no longer took the form of a pyramid complex. The pyramid memorial nonetheless lived on in the architecture of private tombs and outside the borders of Egypt, in the royal tombs of the kingdoms of Napata and Mero in Nubia.


Let us return, however, to Egypt in the time of the Old Kingdom and to Sahure’s complex in Abusir, and by examining its individual components try to understand something of its meaning and function. This will also shed light on the complex as a whole.


The entrance to Sahure’s pyramid complex began where the Nile Valley and the desert met, metaphorically on the boundary between life and death. The lower or valley temple was both a monumental gateway and a landing ramp for the artificially constructed canal that connected the royal burial site with the Nile. It consisted of limestone blocks and, because of its high, only slightly inclined walls and flat roof terrace, it looked like a monolith.


From the main landing ramp on the east side of the temple—there was another landing ramp on the south side—a ramp led to a portico with black basalt pavement and pink granite columns in the form of stylized date palms. In the reigning conceptions of the beyond, the palm tree was a symbolic plant, connected with the Palm Grove in Buto, the ancient Egyptians’ sacred cemetery. The ceiling of the portico was composed of enormous blocks of limestone decorated with yellow stars on a blue background, which looked very much like the night sky. He who entered there was entering the underworld, the world of the beyond.


Inside the temple was only a small room with two columns. Its walls were decorated with colorful scenes and inscriptions in bas-relief that had a ceremonial religious and mythical character. They included a representation of Sahure in the form of a lion tearing a captured enemy



to pieces with his claws, as well as a scene showing the tutelary goddess of Upper Egypt, Nekhbet, suckling the ruler and thus ensuring his eternal life among the gods. The reliefs in this temple and in the other parts of Sahure’s pyramid field cover an amazing amount of ground—nearly ten thousand square meters. Many early Egyptologists believed that the embalming and mummifying rituals took place in the valley temples, yet in the valley temples discovered thus far no reliefs or other evidence support this view. While from the architectonic standpoint the valley temple was also the monumental gateway to the royal residence in the realm of death, its overall religious and cultic meaning remains in many respects obscure.


From the valley temple, the way into the interior of the tomb complex led through a long, covered, stone corridor that gradually ascended toward the west and was built on a ramp that compensated for the uneven terrain and the difference in elevation between the valley temple and the mortuary temple, which lay on the desert plateau.



Egyptologists call this corridor the causeway. It was also constructed of limestone blocks, and the indirect light that fell through the narrow openings in its flat ceiling slabs dimly illuminated the polychrome bas-reliefs. In the lower part of the causeway, mythical themes of an apotropaic character—the dismemberment of the leaders of enemy tribes, the incarnation of the powers of Evil and Chaos, by the ruler in the form of a sphinx—were predominant. The reliefs in the causeway have been largely destroyed, as in other parts of the complex, but more secular subjects seem to have been depicted in its upper half: the completion of the work on the pyramid and an associated celebration including dance and sporting performances, scenes of bringing offerings, and so on.


[image: Images]


Relief with the warlike lion-goddess Sekhmet, who is suckling the pharaoh Niuserre and thus ensuring the latter’s power and eternal life; the king’s pyramid temple in Abusir (after Borchardt).


The mortuary temple (sometimes also called the pyramid temple or upper temple) was a spacious structure more or less rectangular in shape, its longer sides aligned with the east-west axis along which the pyramid complex as a whole was oriented. In spite of the structure’s size, we can tell that it consisted of five basic elements: an entry hall, an open courtyard for sacrifices, a room with five niches for statues, an offering hall, and storerooms. A concern for symmetry is evident both in the arrangement of the parts and in the whole. Here as well, the dominant construction material was limestone blocks, but considerable quantities of other more valuable materials were also used: red and black granite, alabaster, and basalt.


The transition between the causeway and the temple was represented by the entry hall, a long and dimly lit room. Apparently, it was modeled on the contemporary royal palace and on court etiquette. Egyptologists used to associate it with the Sed festival, the symbolic celebrations held on the occasion of the thirty-year jubilee of the king’s ascent to the throne. Today, basing their opinions on the original Egyptian description of the entry hall as “the house of the great,” Egyptologists generally maintain that high dignitaries kept a vigil there during Sahure’s entombment, in order to be able to greet the dead ruler. The entry hall led to a granite doorway that opened out onto a spacious courtyard.


Around this courtyard ran an ambulatory supported by pink granite columns in the form of palm trees. On the courtyard side of each column was carved a hieroglyphic inscription with the ruler’s name,



his titles, and symbols of the tutelary goddesses—on the north side of the courtyard Wadjet, and on the south side, Nekhbet. The pavement of black basalt slabs contrasted with the white limestone walls, richly ornamented with polychrome bas-reliefs. The ambulatory’s ceiling was also colored blue with yellow stars to represent the night sky or the sky of the underworld. The subjects of the reliefs in the courtyard included the royal family, hunting, sea voyages, and enemies being ripped apart. It is even possible that additional statues stood there, representing kneeling, bound Asians, Nubians, and Libyans, in order to stress the idea of the pharaoh’s mythical triumph over foreign nations. In the northwest corner of the courtyard stood the alabaster monolith of the altar, whose sides were decorated with scenes of sacrifice. Today it is still unclear why the altar was in this particular corner of the courtyard; we know only that the famous “royal offerings of the broad courtyard” were regularly sacrificed there.


A longer corridor that ran straight across the main axis of the temple and was richly decorated with reliefs divided the eastern, outer part from the western, inner area, to which only a few priests had access. This inner area represented the main crossing point for the passageways both inside the mortuary temple and in its immediate environment.


A smaller but very important room with five niches was located west of this transverse corridor. It was reached by a short, steep alabaster stairway. The statues in the niches have not been preserved in Sahure’s pyramid complex or in any other, and thus it is not surprising that only hypotheses exist regarding the appearance and meaning of the whole room. It was long supposed that these five statues symbolized five names, that is, five figures or functions of the Egyptian pharaoh. However, this assumption was shaken by the discovery of papyri in the archives of the nearby pyramid temple of Sahure’s successor Neferirkare in the late nineteenth century. Writing on one of the papyrus fragments suggests that one of the statues represented the king as ruler of Upper Egypt, a second as ruler of Lower Egypt, and a third as ruler over the realm of the dead, as Osiris. The identification of the two remaining statues does not appear on the papyrus.
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Palm-shaped column; Sahure’s pyramid temple in Abusir (after Borchardt). On the shaft of the column is an inscription with the name and titles of the pharaoh Sahure and of the tutelary goddess of Lower Egypt, the cobra Wadjet.
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Relief with Asiatic and Libyan prisoners, enemies of Egypt. Sahure’s pyramid temple in Abusir (after Borchardt).




In the farthest, westernmost part of the temple, near the east wall of the pyramid, was located the most significant place with regard to the worship of the dead—the offering hall. Its vaulted ceiling was illuminated by a flickering light only when ceremonies of sacrifice were being performed. It was entered through a black granite door, and the materials that were used to construct it produced striking color effects: the floor was of alabaster and the dado on the lower part of the wall was of black granite, while the upper part of the wall was of white limestone decorated with colorful scenes in bas-relief. On the west wall of the room, the one closest to the king’s mummy inside the pyramid, was a “false door” made of granite, which may have been covered with copper or gold. Through it the spirit of the dead ruler was supposed to enter the room to eat his meal for the dead and



then return to his tomb. In this room stood a statue of the ruler carved in black granite, which embodied the spirit during the ceremonies of sacrifice.
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Prince Iunu’s (Fourth Dynasty) funerary repast. Clad in a leopard skin, he sits at the offering table. His name and titles are recorded in the horizontal row of hieroglyphs on the upper border. Another component of the scene is a representation and a list of sacrificial offerings, which includes incense, fragrant balm, a basket of figs, and storehouses with various kinds of grain. (after Junker)


On either side of this room, in the northwest and southwest parts of the mortuary temple, were two larger systems of storerooms of considerable capacity, built on two levels. Neither reliefs nor inscriptions appeared on the walls of the storerooms, so today it is difficult to determine with precision the function of the individual rooms. The smaller, northwestern storeroom apparently served as the temple’s treasure chamber, in which, for example, cult vessels made of precious materials were kept.


In contrast, the larger, southwestern storeroom served to accommodate temporarily the sacrificial offerings, vessels with food and drink, sacks of grain, chests of linen, and the like. A smaller side entrance from the southwest, framed by two black granite columns, provided convenient access.


The mortuary temple included other spaces, such as the temple archive, in which papyrus scrolls and documents relating to religious activities were kept, and a room for the temple guard. There was also a small stairway that led to the roof terrace known as the “the temple’s head,” from which the priests observed the heavens day and night and made various astronomical measurements.


Near the mortuary temple’s south wall, at the southeast corner of the pyramid, stood a miniature copy of its great neighbor. In the underground part of this tiny pyramid lay another burial chamber, but no one was buried in it. The meaning of this somewhat bizarre structure within the pyramid complex has long been debated by experts. It seems to have been purely symbolic and was perhaps meant to provide lodging for the ruler’s spirit. Egyptologists call it the satellite or cult pyramid.


Sahure’s true tomb was the great pyramid, which concluded the whole complex in the west. A corridor that began at the foot of the north wall led into the underground burial chamber. After the burial rites were completed and the king’s mummy had been laid in a basalt sarcophagus, the entrance was sealed with huge stone blocks. The place in the north wall where the corridor came out was covered with



a limestone slab in such a way that it could not be differentiated from the rest of the outside of the pyramid. Henceforth, nothing was to disturb the pharaoh’s eternal rest. The enormous stone wall that surrounded the pyramid and the mortuary temple increased the seclusion and inaccessibility of the place where the god on earth rose into heaven.


The pyramid complex included auxiliary administrative and commercial buildings that had no direct ceremonial function but were nonetheless necessary for the worship of the dead. These were concentrated in immediate proximity to the valley temple, in the area where there was still vegetation and water. They provided lodging for the priests, as well as space for laundries, bakeries, slaughterhouses, offices, and markets. Sometimes they constituted whole “pyramid towns,” large settlements with streets and many splendid buildings. It is assumed that the royal palace was also part of this complex.


Excavations have shown that the pyramid complex was in no sense a dead city in the scorching hot desert, but they have not yet produced much concrete information regarding its administrative background, the means by which it was financed, or the worship of the dead king. Surprisingly, not archaeologists but grave robbers have contributed most to the unraveling of this enigma.


The Testimony of the Temple Archives


At the end of the nineteenth century, grave robbers discovered scraps of papyrus in the ruins of Neferirkare’s mortuary temple in Abusir, in close proximity to the royal pyramid. Shortly afterward, these fragments, after passing through several intermediaries, fell into the hands of Egyptologists, causing great excitement among scholars. Examination showed that these papyri came from the archive of Neferirkare’s pyramid temple and were by far the oldest written documents of their kind. Most of them were bought by museums in Cairo, London, Berlin, and Paris—and the matter rested there for the moment. The ancient cursive (i.e., hieratic) writing proved difficult



to decipher and, far from providing sensational new information, seemed at first to consist only of administrative records with no historical interest. The papyri once again fell into oblivion for a long time.


More than half a century later, another event attracted the attention of Egyptologists, this time in Paris. A librarian at the Sorbonne happened to open a folio of Maspero’s papers, which had been brought back from Cairo after his death, and found in them a papyrus fragment. Subsequent analysis by the leading French papyrus expert, Georges Posener (1906–1988), showed that the fragment came from Neferirkare’s temple archive. Posener’s wife, the Egyptologist Paule Posener-Kriéger, took care of the fragment and gradually examined all the associated documents, which were scattered in museums all over the world. In 1976, after twenty years of arduous labor, she published an edition of the papyri from Neferirkare’s temple archive and thereby offered Egyptologists an unexpected, completely novel, and sometimes astonishingly detailed view of the necropolis in Abusir and of “life” in the realm of the dead. The Czech archaeological expedition has recently made two further papyrus archives available. The smaller was found in the pyramid temple of the queen mother Khentkaues II, and the larger, which is comparable in scope to Neferirkare’s, in Neferefre’s pyramid complex.


The bureaucratic expertise and pedantic care with which the scribes prepared and archived their official and financial documents are today of incalculable assistance to Egyptologists. The documents’ value is increased by the fact that the information recorded is factual, authentic, immediately and absolutely objective. It concerns the temple’s accounts, duty rosters for priests, supervision of the temple’s inventory, repair and improvement of damaged parts of the temple, preparations for ceremonies, correspondence with various offices, and much more. There is also no lack of royal decrees. What defect can we find in an archive in which a scribe notes that a chest in the storehouse contains a single pellet of natron, which was commonly used in the daily ceremonies? Probably only that no more than a small portion of the entire body of documents has been preserved.
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Hieroglyphic transcription of a segment of a text on a papyrus fragment from Neferirkare’s mortuary temple. The text mentions the performance of ceremonies in the open courtyard around Neferirkare’s pyramid and in the mortuary temple of the queen mother Khentkaues II (after Posener-Kriéger).


These papyri show that the activity in the mortuary temple was focused on the religious service. Rituals regularly enlivened the dark hall, and the spirit of the dead ruler came to his death table to feast. Every morning and evening a procession of priests passed, in flickering lamplight, into the five-niche room. They opened one small niche door after another and ritually cleaned the ruler’s statue and rubbed it with fragrant oil before setting the magnificent table of sacrifices before the spirit who entered the statue. The lector priest rolled out the papyrus scroll and recited the formulas written on it. When the ritual was completed, the priests sprinkled the room with water and



wiped away the traces of their presence as they went out, so that they could not be exploited by evil spirits. Then they went into the offering hall, in which they performed a similar ritual.


Every morning and every evening, the priests also went around the pyramid, sprinkling it with water and ritually cleaning it. When they had finished this and other prescribed ceremonies, they put the cult equipment in a chest and sealed it. The consumable part of the offerings was divided between the priests and the secular temple servants. The latter were numerous; dozens or even hundreds of people performed a range of auxiliary activities, from transporting offerings to guarding the complex, the number of servants depending on how well the temple was funded and its material needs met.


The meal provided for the spirit of the dead pharaoh was not the only ritual performed every day. Many other rituals relating to the festivals of the gods and important events in the life of the whole country also took place. The most common of these was the monthly lunar festival, which included the worship of the ruler’s statue.


The famous Sokar festival occurred only once a year, on the twenty-sixth day of the fourth month of flood season.* On this occasion the god Sokar (the ruler of tombs and the dead, from whose name that of Saqqara was probably derived) visited the dead king. The large, very colorful procession, which could not enter the interior of the pyramid complex, stopped at the mooring point, and the ritual was carried out in the valley temple.


The festival of Re fell on the twenty-first day of the fourth month of the harvest season. All the priests stayed up during the preceding night and offered, under the direction of the lector priest, a sacrifice to the sun god, which ended before dawn with a ceremonial procession to the nearby temple of the sun.


The festival of the annual, life-giving Nile flood was evidently the feast day of the fertility goddess Hathor. Her return from the realm



of the gods to the Nile Valley was associated with the return of the moon and the beginning of the floods.


The sed festival, as mentioned previously, was simply a memory of the thirty-year jubilee of the pharaoh’s ascent to the throne, and it later took place at shorter intervals.


One of the most important festivals was that of the divine symbols— the griffin, the cobra goddess Wadjet, the scorpion goddess Selket, and others. This involved a large ceremonial gathering, in which not only all the priests and servants of the pyramid complex, but also the local population took part. Because of the great number of participants, the ceremonies, in which fetishes were worshiped, had to take place outside the pyramid complex.


The magnitude of some of these festivals is shown by one of the papyrus fragments from the temple archive of Neferirkare’s successor, Neferefre, that was recently discovered by the Czech archaeological expedition in Abusir. It is an account indicating that on the occasion of a ten-day festival (about which we have no details), thirteen oxen were sacrificed to the pharaoh every day. Afterward, the priests divided all these sacrifices among themselves and the other participants. It is estimated that one ox was divided among as many as two thousand people. However, there are many indications that the meat was not used all at once; part of it was dried and stored.
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