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PREFACE



Ramesses II was Egypt’s most magnificent, iconic pharaoh. His reign, monumental in every way, served as a model for future Egyptian rulers. Indeed, the very name “Ramesses” would become synonymous with “Pharaoh,” just as “Caesar” meant “Emperor” in Rome. Forty years after Kenneth Kitchen’s seminal Pharaoh Triumphant, we have a great deal of new information about the reign of Ramesses II. His revealing, sometimes shocking correspondence with the formidable Hittite queen Puduhepa is just one example. New books appear frequently about Tutankhamun, Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and other Egyptian royalty. The time is ripe for a fresh look at Egypt’s ultimate pharaoh.


This book provides both general readers and scholars with a readable, up-to-date survey of Ramesses II. It offers a reassessment of the Nineteenth Dynasty and Egypt’s relations with the Hittite Empire, drawing on the latest scholarship and archaeological data. While the focus is on Ramesses himself, we will also meet his royal wives and children, his high officials, and contemporaries. Several foreign rulers, especially the Hittite kings Urhi-Teshub and Hattusili III, and the latter’s consort Puduhepa, also share the stage. For readers unfamiliar with all the names of ancient kings, gods, places, and things, there is a handy glossary at the back of this book.


Here we will also “dig deeper” into Egyptian archeology, looking at history’s actual sources, often eroded and fragmentary, and doing some detective work to see what they have to tell us. We will examine key royal monuments—temples, tombs, statuary, and stelae. The most iconic and unique are the temples of Abu Simbel, salvaged in the world’s greatest archeological rescue operation. The larger temple, with its bold architectural vision, towering colossi, and elaborate relief decoration, is the perfect symbol of Ramesses II. It neatly encapsulates the key events and themes of his remarkable reign.


A Word on Egyptian Dates


The Egyptian calendar consisted of twelve months, each thirty days long, to which they added five “extra days,” said to be the birthdays of the gods, to make 365. The twelve months were grouped into three seasons: “Inundation Season,” called Akhet in Egyptian; the “Season of Emergence,” or Proyet; and “Harvest Season,” called Shomu. (“Inundation” referred to the annual flooding of the Nile. “Emergence” referred to the sprouting of new crops.)


Years were numbered by a pharaoh’s “regnal year.” The first year of Ramesses’s reign was “regnal year 1,” his last “regnal year 67.” A new pharaoh’s reign began the day after the death of the previous pharaoh. Historical events are cited by the year of the pharaoh at that time. Due to gaps in the historical record, matching Egyptian regnal years with our Western dating system must be approximate at best. For more on ancient dates and chronology, see p. xxxiii.
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In this book I have attempted to walk the line between offering a lively, accessible account of Ramesses II and providing scholars with an up-to-date assessment. Egyptologists and ancient historians will find in my notes the scholarly citations and commentary they require. Since the special characters Egyptologists use to transcribe the ancient language would baffle many readers, I have anglicized key Egyptian words and phrases in the main text, but my notes have the Egyptian and Akkadian transliterations familiar to experts.


Ancient texts are usually damaged in some way; seldom are they perfectly intact. Reconstructing them can be as much an art as a science. Where a text is damaged, it is customary to insert brackets [ ]. Words or parts of words within these brackets are damaged or destroyed in the original, but may be restored with various levels of confidence. For passages that cannot be restored the reader will see an ellipsis […]. In my translations, words in parentheses ( ) are not found in the ancient text, but are added to assist the reader in comprehending the meaning or context of the passage. Most of the translations of ancient Egyptian texts in this book are my own, especially those from the Ramesside period. For cuneiform texts in the Akkadian and Hittite languages, including the diplomatic letters Ramesses II exchanged with the Hittite court, I have relied on published translations by cuneiform specialists.


As a mentor once told me, good history writing should be fine literature. While striving to present a balanced and thoughtful analysis of Ramesses II, I do take the liberty of recreating three scenes from a participant’s point of view, in the introduction and chapters five and nine. Hopefully this will enliven the book for most readers without trying the patience of my colleagues in Egyptology.


Ancient history is a messy, uncertain enterprise. We cannot claim to be revealing the definitive, objective truth about the past. Rather, as my graduate mentor Bill Murnane told me, we are having an ongoing conversation, offering up a “best guess” about what may have been and how it might have occurred. We must accept that most of the distant past is lost to us, and be thankful for what we have.


I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to friends and colleagues who have aided me in this project over the past several years. If I omit anyone due to lapse of memory, I am sorry. I am grateful to my colleagues at the University of Memphis, Joshua Roberson, Chrystal Goudsouzian, and Bradford Pendley, as well as current and former graduate students including Erika Feleg, Dennys O’Connor, Cristina Rose, Mark Janzen, Katie Fincher, Rebekah Vogel, Amr Shahat, Roy Hopper, Kevin Johnson, and David Larson.


A warm thank you goes to Ray Johnson and Brett McClain at Chicago House. I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to Jean Revez, codirector of the Karnak Hypostyle Hall Project, for his invaluable collaboration, unparalleled collegiality, and an abiding friendship for many years. My research and fieldwork at Karnak have been greatly facilitated by the former and current directors of the Franco-Egyptian Center at Karnak, François Larché, Emmanuel Laroze, Christophe Thiers, and Luc Gabolde, to all of whom I express my thanks. Thanks go to colleagues in North America, the UK, and Europe including Ron Leprohon, Benoît Lurson, James Hoffmeier, Benedict Davies, Heather McCarthy, Jana Mynářová, Dana Bělohoubková, Katja Goebs, Ogden Goelet, Sameh Iskander, Hourig Sourouzian, Aidan Dodson, and in the southern hemisphere to Boyo Ockinga in Sydney and Jennifer Hellum in Auckland. I wish to express my sincere thanks to my Egyptian colleagues including the Minister of State for Antiquities Dr. Khaled El-Anany and the Chairman of the Supreme Council of Antiquities Dr. Mostafa Waziri. Thanks go also to Mohammed Rafat Abbas, Adel Kelany, Hazem Shared, and Mariam Ayad. For their insights into matters Hittite, I am grateful to Gary Beckman and Trevor Bryce.


A special callout goes to Anthony Spalinger in Auckland. I have benefited immensely from his friendship and consultation. His research has had a profound influence on my own thinking since I first encountered his writings in my undergraduate days in the mid-1980s. As my notes will attest, his seminal work on all aspects of Ramesside history is indispensable. To him I owe countless references and crucial observations through an ongoing correspondence and face to face visits in Auckland, Memphis, and elsewhere for the past two decades.


Writing and editing this book has profited immeasurably from friends and colleagues who are not Egyptologists, but who are well versed in the craft of good historical writing and who have generously offered their editorial advice and assistance. Thanks go to Jan Sherman, Aram Goudsouzian, Roger Long, Dan Veach, and most especially to Carol Conaway, for her tireless efforts in helping me refine multiple chapter drafts. For his love and emotional support, I thank my spouse Glenn Forsythe. Finally, I am most grateful to my editor Billie Jean Collins for her editorial expertise and patience for supporting me in this project for several years. As Tolkien observed, the tale grew in the telling, and I am profoundly grateful that she has helped me reach the end of this quest.


A final expression of profound gratitude goes to two men whose prodigious and meticulous scholarship and personal kindness and generosity have inspired me deeply and served as paragons of the historian’s craft to which I aspire. The late Bill Murnane (1945-2000) was my mentor and dear friend. He tutored me in the craft of field epigraphy at Karnak Temple in the 1990s. As a mentor, he trained me in the methods of rigorous historical analysis, which his own work exemplified. Professor Kenneth A. Kitchen through his lifetime of prolific and exacting scholarship made it possible for all Egyptologists to delve into the history and culture of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties through his Ramesside Inscriptions series, a monumental sequence of volumes of hand copies, translations, and analysis of all the hieroglyphic inscriptions of this era. His interpretive work overflows in countless books and articles he penned over the course of more than sixty years. Kitchen’s engaging prose shines through in his captivating biography of Ramesses II, Pharaoh Triumphant. I stand on the shoulders of these two colossi. To them I dedicated this book.


Peter J. Brand


Memphis, Tennessee


August 2022
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Chronology


Note: All dates before 690 BCE are approximate. Dates prior to the Roman period are BCE. Some dates are concurrent due to multiple kings or even dynasties ruling at the same time. Dates adapted from Hornung et al. 2006. Foreign contemporaries of New Kingdom pharaohs are from Assyria, Babylonia, Hatti, and Mitanni.
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Ancient Dates and Chronology


Students of ancient Egypt are faced with the uncertainties and complexities of two different but related dating systems, each with their chronological problems. The first is the system of date keeping the Egyptians themselves used. The Egyptian civil calendar consisted of twelve months, each thirty days long, to which they added five “extra days,” said to be the birthdays of the gods. The twelve months were grouped into three seasons, “Inundation Season,” called Akhet in Egyptian, the “Season of Emergence,” or Proyet, and “Harvest Season,” called Shomu.


Since the Egyptians did not account for the fact that a solar year lasts 365.24 days, which the Julian and Gregorian calendars allow for, the Egyptian New Year, called “Opening of the Year,” which fell on the first day of the first month of the Inundation Season (Akhet), gradually drifted backward through the year relative to the true solar year. At the beginning of Ramesses II’s reign (ca. 1279 BCE), the New Year began on June 28. By his death in 1213 BCE, it had receded to June 22.


There was no system for counting the years from a key event like the birth of Christ. Instead, the Egyptians chronicled the sum total of all the years every king reigned for as far back as they had records. Each new ruler who came to the throne began a new count of his years of rule, which we call “regnal years.” The first year of Ramesses II’s reign was therefore “regnal year one” and his last came in “regnal year sixty-seven.” His successor Merenptah started his own “regnal year one” and so on until his death. In the New Kingdom, the first day of a new king’s reign, called his “accession date,” came the day after his predecessor had died. Ramesses II’s accession date was on the 27th day of the third month of the Harvest Season (Shomu), hence III Shomu 27.


To compile a full chronology of ancient Egyptian history, it is necessary to know the number of years each king reigned as well as the date each ruler ascended the throne according to the Egyptian civil calendar. But many dates are lost to us and we are unsure of the accession dates of some kings (like Ramesses I), while for others we are not certain of the total number of years they reigned (including Horemheb and Sety I).


A final chronological challenge is determining precisely when these ancient kings ruled by our own system of dating based on the Gregorian calendar. This is called “absolute chronology” and is an ongoing and fiercely debated field of study among scholars of antiquity. Prior to the eighth century BCE, pinning down absolute dates for key events is problematic. What year, for example, did Ramesses II come to the throne? In what year did the Battle of Kadesh occur? Inscriptions tell us the battle took place in his fifth regnal year. An ancient document records an astronomical observation of the moon that allow us to narrow down the the absolute date for Ramesses II’s accession to three possibilities: 1305, 1290, and 1279 BCE. For decades Egyptologists have argued vigorously among themselves over which is the correct year. There is still no consensus, although the most widely accepted date is 1279, which I have used here mainly for convenience. But this should not be taken as definitive.


As one of my professors, Ron Leprohon, told his students: “In Egyptology dates are like prices, they are subject to change.” Nor should the reader place too much faith in absolute dates for earlier pharaohs since the lengths of some of their reigns is unclear. The farther back we recede from Ramesses II’s accession, the more unreliable they become, so that fixing the date of, say, Amenhotep III’s reign a few generations earlier is hazardous. Even more tricky is establishing precise chronological sychronisms between Egyptian kings and their Assyrian, Babylonian, and Hittite contemporaries.






[image: Map of Egypt and Nubia]


Map of Egypt and Nubia








INTRODUCTION



On the last day of her long winter journey to Egypt in 1245 BCE, the Hittite princess gazed apprehensively about her. For several weeks she had traveled through snowbound highlands in her native land, endured blustery storms as her wedding cortege trekked slowly through the cold, rainy expanses of Syria and Canaan, and across the sand-blown desert of northern Sinai before entering the strange, flat countryside of Egypt’s Nile Delta. Now, as her retinue with its large military escort entered the Egyptian capital city of Piramesses, the young princess again wondered about her soon-to-be husband, Egypt’s mighty Pharaoh.


Who was this man to whom her parents, the Hittite king and queen, had bartered her away? For what kind of husband had they exiled her from her homeland, never to see her family again or view the lofty mountains and high meadows of Hatti? They said Pharaoh was a great warrior once, many years ago. Her people and his had fought before the fortified towns of Syria before they forged the Eternal Treaty of Peace and Brotherhood. They said Pharaoh was old and that his many wives had borne him countless children. They even called him a living god!


As her entourage approached the wide processional avenues of Pharaoh’s capital, she began to understand just why his people called him not merely the king of kings, but even the Sun God of kings. All around her stretched an urban vista utterly different from the craggy citadel of Hattusa, her father’s capital in the highlands of Anatolia. At every turn Piramesses overwhelmed visitors with its gargantuan stone monuments. On the vast pylon gateways of its temples, she saw vivid war scenes carved in relief, depicting the pharaoh defeating his enemies single-handedly or ruthlessly slaying hapless foreign captives. Leaning against these towers stood tall flag masts sheathed in bronze, with gilded pinnacles flying brightly colored pennants. Dozens of huge obelisks—a veritable forest of tall granite needles carved with hieroglyphic texts and capped with gold—vied with colossal statues representing the god-king himself.


Scarcely had she arrived at Pharaoh’s palace than her escort turned her over to attentive court officials and servants of his royal residence. Stripping away her native garb, they clothed the princess in a pleated linen robe. Around her neck they set a broad collar of gold and precious stones. Her arms they adorned with golden bracelets. On her head they placed an outlandishly large wig and a tall golden crown. The princess’s feet were now shod with gilt leather sandals.


At last she saw the familiar face of Hatti’s ambassador. Her father’s envoy explained the ceremonial protocol in her native Hittite tongue, for Egyptian speech still baffled her after months of tutoring. Attendants led her through a labyrinth of corridors and rooms into Pharaoh’s main audience chamber.


Throughout the majestic pillared hall an exotic crowd of people milled: foreign ambassadors, Egyptian courtiers, priests, and military officers. Closer to Pharaoh, at the far end of the hall, stood a line of royal bodyguards. Suddenly every eye gazed upon her. As she processed slowly forward they parted, revealing a ceremonial pathway on the audience hall’s ornate plaster floor. There she saw painted images of prostrate foreign rulers. As she trod upon them, she realized with horror that some were her own people!


She approached the far end of the hall, where, amid dazzling pomp, she caught a first glimpse of her matrimonial destiny. Atop a dais stood a golden canopy of state. Standing to either side of this pavilion was a small crowd of men, women, and children, a fraction of Pharaoh’s hundred sons and daughters. Standing closest to the throne, five women garbed as royal wives stared haughtily at their new colleague. She could hardly believe what she had been told: They were not only wives, but also his daughters!


Soon, the princess stood all alone before the podium as her escort discretely withdrew. Beneath his golden canopy sat Ramesses II, Pharaoh of Egypt. He was a tall man with a long neck, aquiline profile, and a sharp chin. Fine lines creased at the corners of his eyes. He looked remarkably hale and vigorous for a man in his mid-fifties, but she could not help noticing that he had grown stout. There was grandeur here, and unquestioned authority. Bedecked in stately robes and regalia, with a golden circlet bearing the cobra emblem resting on his brow, Pharaoh peered at his new Hittite bride with the sublime assurance and regal dignity of a living statue. A hushed silence pervaded the chamber, broken only when a herald loudly proclaimed his royal names and titles (fig. 1.1): “Insi-biya Wasmu’aria-Satepnaria, Si-Ria Riamessesa-Maiamana!”
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***


It is 1245 BCE in Egypt’s capital city of Piramesses, a new royal metropolis of palaces and temple complexes, all adorned with dozens of great obelisks and colossal statues that scraped the Nile Valley’s blue skies. As Ramesses II first sets eyes upon his Hittite princess bride, he reigns at the height of his powers. In the thirty-fourth year since he ascended Egypt’s throne, Ramesses is exactly halfway through his reign of almost seven decades. Already the pharaoh has surpassed nearly all his forebears in kingly accomplishments. Ramesses has constructed dozens of temples and palaces in cities across his realm, stretching from the Nile Delta in Egypt’s north to the far reaches of Nubia in the south, endowing them with rich offerings and precious gifts for Egypt’s gods. To his glory and for his worship as a deity, Ramesses has dedicated temples and myriads of statues graven in his image, many colossal in size. In every corner of his realm thousands of monumental inscriptions exalt his royal names, extolling his warlike deeds in foreign lands and his pious acts of devotion to Egypt’s gods.


During the first two decades of his reign, the king fought bravely and gloriously as Ramesses-Great of Victories, most famously at the Battle of Kadesh where—so he claimed—he faced countless Hittite foes and defeated them single-handedly. Glorifying his military exploits, his artisans sculpted panoramic battle scenes to adorn the monuments. In 1258 BCE, the twenty-first year of his reign, he forged the Eternal Treaty of Peace and Brotherhood with his Hittite counterpart Hattusili III, ending more than six decades of warfare between their empires. Peace now came to a broad swath of the ancient Near East, stretching from Anatolia across Syria, Lebanon, Canaan, Egypt, and Nubia.


Now, as he celebrates the second of fourteen royal Jubilees, Ramesses II rules as the living incarnation of the sun god Re-Horakhty. Here at the zenith of his reign, his people enjoy prosperity at home and peace with foreign lands. After three decades on the throne of Horus, Ramesses has transformed Egypt. Ahead lie three more decades as a living god.


Half a century earlier, his grandfather Ramesses I had founded a new royal line, the Nineteenth Dynasty. This brought an end to decades of turmoil, as the once glorious Eighteenth Dynasty convulsed in its death throes amid religious upheaval, military defeats, and epidemics besetting Egypt at every turn. These calamities rocked pharaonic kingship to its foundations.


The Rise of Imperial Egypt


In the sixteenth century BCE, two and a half centuries before Ramesses II was born, the Theban kings of the Seventeenth Dynasty expelled the foreign Hyksos rulers and reunited Egypt after a time of humiliation and political division. Their successors, the Thutmoside rulers of the early Eighteenth Dynasty forged an empire stretching from the Third Cataract of the Nile in Nubia to the Syrian coast.1 Their aggressive wars in the Levant culminated in Thutmose III’s epic series of campaigns.2 At the Battle of Megiddo, Thutmose (fig. 1.2) defeated a coalition of Syrian and Canaanite kingdoms led by the ruler of Kadesh, a Syrian city-state on the Orontes River. After his Megiddo victory, he led his army back into Canaan and Syria more than a dozen times, bringing most of the Levant under Egypt’s dominion, including the Syrian kingdoms of Amurru and Kadesh. A strategic crossroads of the ancient Near East, the Syrian borderlands had long served as a battleground where imperial powers vied for supremacy.3
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As the Thutmosides extended Egyptian sway northward into Syria, they inevitably collided with the Hurrian rulers of the powerful empire of Mitanni.4 From its homeland east of the Euphrates River in northern Mesopotamia, Mitanni sought to control the Syrian lands lying to its west. Many of the petty kingdoms and city states in the Syrian heartlands fell within Mitanni’s orbit during the fifteenth century BCE. A century of hostilities between the two empires ensued, until Pharaoh Thutmose IV concluded a lasting peace with Artatama I of Mitanni. Cordial relations reached an apogee when Pharaoh Amenhotep III married both a sister and a daughter of Artatama I’s successor Tushratta, cementing an alliance between the two great powers (fig. 1.3).5
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With Egypt’s empire at peace after decades of conflict, Amenhotep III now enjoyed the military and diplomatic windfall his ancestors bequeathed to him.6 He presided over a golden age of Egyptian civilization, which attained unparalleled heights of prosperity and sophistication.7 Amenhotep built temples across Egypt and Nubia and erected hundreds of royal statues to glorify himself, including dozens of colossi consecrated to his cult of divine kingship. In his last decade Amenhotep III reigned as a living incarnation of the sun god, celebrating his apotheosis in three magnificent Jubilee festivals and a vast campaign of monumental construction.8


The Amarna Period: Egypt in Crisis


When Amenhotep III died in the thirty-eighth year of his reign, Egypt’s throne passed to his young heir Amenhotep IV, better known as Akhenaten (fig. 1.4).9 Historians call the tumultuous two decades when Akhenaten and his ephemeral successors ruled Egypt the Amarna period. Forsaking Egypt’s ancient pantheon, the new king undertook a religious revolution, establishing the worship of a new sun god called the Aten in the form of the solar disk. Changing his name from Amenhotep, meaning “Amun is Content” to Akhenaten, “Beneficial for the Sun Disk,” he built a new capital called Akhetaten, “the Horizon of the Sun-Disk,” in Middle Egypt at the modern site of El-Amarna.
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Closing all temples across Egypt except those of the Sun God, Akhenaten shunned the cults of the old gods, depriving their temples of patronage. Next, he unleashed a program of iconoclasm against them. His agents smashed statues of the gods and chiseled their names and images from temples and monuments. None suffered more than the imperial deity Amun-Re, whom the king singled out as the special target of his ire, along with Amun’s consort, the goddess Mut, and their son, the moon god Khonsu. At Thebes the iconoclasts defaced Amun’s holy places, especially the great temples of Karnak and Luxor.


Akhenaten’s religious revolution faltered once he died, but it wrought incalculable damage, disrupting Egypt’s administrative, economic, and social systems. He had brutally severed the ties binding Pharaoh and his people to their gods. The deities Akhenaten spurned now seemed to take revenge in a series of misfortunes that struck Egypt in the waning days of the Eighteenth Dynasty, even as it faced a new rival in Syria—the resurgent Hittite Empire (fig. 1.5).
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Egypt and the Hittite Empire


Hatti was the most powerful kingdom in Anatolia (modern Turkey) during the late Bronze Age. Surrounded by hostile neighbors, the Hittites were, by necessity, fierce warriors. In the fifteenth century BCE success on the battlefield fueled imperial ambitions and brought Hatti the status of a great power, the peer of empires like Babylonia, Egypt, and Mitanni. During the first half of the Eighteenth Dynasty, Egypt and Hatti did not share a mutual border in Syria that would have led to friction. Instead, the Thutmoside pharaohs vied with Mitanni. A Hittite ruler sent an embassy to Thutmose III, congratulating him after he crossed the Euphrates and raided the Mitanni homeland.10 It was likely in the reign of Thutmose, or his successor Amenhotep II, that Egypt and Hatti concluded a treaty of peace and friendship called the Kurustama Treaty.11 This pact remained in effect for over a century, even after Egypt came to terms with its former enemy Mitanni. But the early fourteenth century BCE saw Hatti’s fortunes decline, as hostile neighbors attacked it on all sides and burnt its capital city of Hattusa to the ground.


With the accession of Suppiluliuma I, sometime during Amenhotep III’s reign, a resurgent Hatti siezed the initiative in Syria.12 Shortly after Akhenaten ascended Egypt’s throne, the Hittite king Suppiliuma I shattered decades of relative peace that had becalmed the ancient Near East since Thutmose IV’s entente with Mitanni. Suppiluliuma invaded Mitanni, compelling King Tushratta to flee his capital of Washshukani in disgrace. Hittite forces then swept down into Syria, overcoming vassal kingdoms once subject to Mitanni.13


Pharaoh also possessed subject kingdoms in Syria (fig. 1.6), and these now came under Hittite control.14 Under pressure, Egypt’s northernmost satellite, the costal trading center of Ugarit, switched its allegiance to Suppiluliuma without a fight.15 Farther south, despite Hatti’s long-standing peace treaty with Egypt, the city-state of Kadesh also entered the Hittite fold.
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Since Thutmose III first conquered Kadesh in the fifteenth century BCE, the Eighteenth Dynasty pharaohs regarded this strategic town as their rightful possession.16 Later Hittite accounts claimed Suppiluliuma sought to avoid encroaching on Egypt’s sphere of influence, but that Shutatarra, the king of Kadesh, attacked Hittite forces operating near his border. Suppiluliuma crushed the upstart, making Kadesh a Hittite tributary. The troublesome city-state now became the chief bone of contention between Egypt and Hatti, a dispute that would drag on another six decades.


Bordering on Kadesh, another erstwhile Egyptian vassal, the Syrian kingdom of Amurru, also slipped from Pharaoh’s grasp. Aziru, Amurru’s canny king, played a dangerous double game with Egypt and Hatti. For years he manipulated both sides diplomatically, seeking to gain autonomy. Exploiting the political chaos Suppiluliuma’s Syrian wars had unleashed, he even expanded his realm by attacking nearby city-states like Sumur and Byblos. During Akhenaten’s reign, Aziru at last succumbed to Hittite pressure and swore allegiance to Suppiluliuma. When the dust had settled, Akhenaten confronted the loss of his three northernmost satellites.17



The Struggle for Syria


In the face of these setbacks, Akhenaten at first seemed to dither. In the Amarna Letters—a cluster of diplomatic messages found in the ruins of his capital Akhetaten—his Syrian and Canaanite vassals sound the alarm about Suppiluliuma’s aggression and the perfidy of his new henchman, the treacherous Aziru of Amurru. They also grumble about the pharaoh’s studied indifference to their plight, and his refusal to even respond to their messages.18


In light of these missives, for most of the twentieth century, scholars of antiquity took a dim view of Akhenaten’s record as a statesman and warrior. They concluded that he was a pacifist and a religious fanatic, so absorbed by his new solar cult that he ignored Egypt’s empire. More recently, historians have questioned this alarmist reading of the Amarna Letters.19 Regardless, Akhenaten left the petty rulers of the Levant to their own devices. But this policy of imperial nonchalance proved hazardous to Egypt’s interests there.20 Akhenaten miscalculated and lost his border provinces.21 Ugarit was a permanent loss, but he refused to concede Amurru and Kadesh. Late in his reign, Akhenaten sent his army to reconquer Kadesh, but the mission failed.22


Tutankhamun’s Life and Death


Soon after his failed bid to recapture Kadesh, Akhenaten died. His immediate successors, Smenkhkare and the female Pharaoh Neferneferuaten, reigned only briefly. They revived worship of the old pantheon, returning Amun-Re to his seat as King of the Gods. Egypt’s throne shortly fell to Akhenaten’s nine-year-old son Tutankhamun.23 Under the tutelage of high officials like the chamberlain Ay and General Horemheb, Tutankhamun decreed a program of religious restoration (fig. 1.7).24
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But, after decades of royal inbreeding, with pharaohs often marrying close female relatives, genetic maladies crippled the last scion of the royal house. The sickly young king failed to beget an heir by his sister-wife, Queen Ankhesenamun. The Eighteenth Dynasty, whose monarchs forged Egypt’s empire two centuries before him, now fell into terminal decline.25


The Niphururiya Affair


Toward the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty, one of the most remarkable events in the late Bronze Age transpired between Egypt and Hatti, when Suppiluiluma I and a pharaoh’s widow sought to make peace between their kingdoms through a marriage pact. We only know of this from cuneiform texts unearthed in the Hittite archives, which tell how an Egyptian king the Hittite sources call “Niphururiya” died shortly after he sent his troops in a failed bid to reconquer Kadesh. Niphururiya’s widow wrote to Suppiluliuma with an extraordinary proposal. Declaring that her husband lacked a son, the Egyptian queen pleaded with him to send one of his own sons to marry her and become the next Egyptian king.26


This would have ended the conflict in one bold stroke by placing a Hittite prince on Egypt’s throne. After tense negotiations, Suppiluliuma agreed and sent a prince named Zannanza to Egypt. After Zannanza died mysteriously on his journey, an enraged Suppiluliuma accused the Egyptians of assassinating him. Another pharaoh succeeded Niphururiya. He denied complicity in these charges and attempted to smooth the incident over.27 Suppiliuma now took revenge for attacks on Kadesh and Zannanza’s death, invading Egyptian-held Amki despite Hatti’s treaty with Egypt.


Adding to the chaos, a deadly pandemic now gripped the entire Near East. Soon after Suppiluliuma took Amki, it struck down the great warrior king and his short-lived heir.28 Seeking to understand the plague that killed his father and brother, the next Hittite ruler, Mursili II, divined that Hatti’s gods had punished them for breaking the ancient Kurustama Treaty with Egypt.29


Scholars are fiercely divided about the identity of “Niphururiya.” The two most plausible candidates are Akhenaten and Tutankhamun.30 Amid the ruins of the temples of Karnak and Luxor, archaeologists have found fragments of a battle scene depicting Tutankhamun and his army assaulting a fortified Syrian town.31 Was this Kadesh? No inscription identifying the enemy town has been unearthed. This evidence for his Syrian campaign, and the fact that he lacked a natural heir, bolster the case that Tutankhamun was Niphururiya.


After Tutankhamun died, his aged royal Chancellor Ay mounted Egypt’s throne, only to die four years later without a son to replace him.32 For the second time in a few short years, kingship passed not from father to son, but from one high official to another, undermining the principle of inherited succession.


Horemheb and the End of the Eighteenth Dynasty


Ay’s successor was Horemheb, Egypt’s top military commander (fig. 1.8). Under Tutankhamun and Ay, Horemheb had ascended to the highest echelons of Egypt’s military and administrative power structure. In addition to his title of “supreme general of the army,” Horemheb held several high offices including that of vizier, and honorific titles marking him as the presumptive heir to the throne.33 After three decades of turmoil since the death of Amenhotep III, Egyptians hoped that Horemheb would usher in an era of renewal and stability.34 For years, greedy officials exploited the disruption arising from Akhenaten’s policies and the weakness of his successors by plundering state resources. At Karnak Temple, Horemheb issued an edict to stamp out this corruption.35
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Seeking to distance himself from the Amarna pharaohs, Horemheb suppressed their memory by demolishing Akhenaten’s constructions and erasing the names of Tutankhamun and Ay from temples and monuments, replacing them with his own cartouches. Egyptologists often assume domestic affairs so preoccupied Horemheb that he did not engage in foreign wars during his reign.36 Yet the historical annals of his Hittite contemporary Mursili II record that Horemheb contested Hatti’s claims in Syria by force of arms.37


Recently fragments of another battle scene, from a temple Horemheb built at Thebes, have come to light. They depict him assaulting a Syria citadel. This time, a part of the hieroglyphic caption text identifies the enemy fortress as “the town His Person captured in the land of Ked—.” The end of the name is missing, but it is likely Kadesh, indicating that Horemheb reconquered the city.38 Another text dated to Horemheb’s sixteenth regnal year reports that his armies penetrated deep into Hittite-controlled territory as far north as Carchemish.39


For Horemheb, military success in Syria was fleeting. Kadesh quickly reverted to Hittite control. This was only the midpoint in a bitter struggle between Egypt and Hatti that continued under his Nineteenth Dynasty successors Sety I and Ramesses II. Although Akhenaten, Tutankhamun, and Horemheb all waged aggressive wars in Syria, Egypt’s former provinces of Kadesh and Amurru remained in Hatti’s grasp.


Egypt now faced an uncertain future. Despite his able and vigorous rule, Horemheb, like Tutankhamun and Ay before him, failed to produce a natural heir. Amid this crisis, an infant we now know as Ramesses II came into this world, the offspring of a line of military officers from the Nile Delta. While he later claimed to have been born as a prince whom the gods ordained to “rule while in the egg,” little Ramesses began life as a private subject under a dying royal house.


Introducing Ramesses II


Superlatives naturally attach themselves to Ramesses II, Egypt’s greatest pharaoh, its most colossal builder, a prolific father of at least one hundred children, and husband to more than a dozen royal wives. A fierce warrior on the battlefield, he also distinguished himself as a statesman and peacemaker, concluding one of history’s first-known peace treaties with Egypt’s long-time enemy, the Hittite Empire. Ramesses II was one of history’s first “sun kings”—for much of his reign he governed as the living incarnation of the sun god Re-Horakhty. Ruling longer than most monarchs in human history, he presided over ancient Egypt during its imperial age for almost sixty-seven years and died in his late eighties or early nineties. Few ancients lived longer.


Ramesses II’s exploits do not impress his modern detractors, who regard him as the worst sort of ancient despot, a vainglorious and tiresome poohbah who accomplished little of substance beyond excessive self-promotion. Yes, they concede, he built many monuments, but they view these as of poor quality and in bad taste. More often, they protest, he stole credit for works his predecessors created by erasing their names from monuments and carving his own in their place. Further, they complain, he was a military bungler who fell gullibly into a trap that his enemies set for him at the Battle of Kadesh, and blatantly lied about its outcome. His arrogance supposedly exceeded that of any other Egyptian monarch, as if feelings of royal superiority were unique to Ramesses II. Modesty has never been accounted among the virtues of kings.


Too often historians fall into the trap of judging Ramesses II by modern standards. Today, many despise the tireless self-promotion and the cults of personality authoritarian rulers cultivate, even if avid fans admire these qualities in celebrities. But what kind of man, we wonder, lurked behind this pharaoh’s grandiose façade? He appears to us only in the guise he wanted us to see—an awesome god-king and mighty warrior.


Egyptian rulers conceal their true selves behind the mask of royalty, presenting themselves through idealized literature and art. This mask rarely slips, and even when it does, another lies behind it. When a pharaoh like Ramesses II chooses to display his emotions—praising his dead father Sety I, or calling out to his celestial protector Amun-Re when Hittite troops ambush him at Kadesh—we must always remember he has an ideological agenda, and his words are thoroughly scripted.


Too often modern observers ascribe motives, emotions, and personalities to ancient Egyptian kings. Most of this “analysis” is pure fantasy or rubbish pop psychology. This book aims to take a fresh, more dispassionate look at a truly remarkable historical figure, resisting the temptation to pass judgement or to accept his image at face value.


A more balanced and nuanced perspective on the king and his accomplishments reveals that Ramesses II’s artists and scribes had mastered the art of ancient “spin control” and “image management.” They created one of history’s first political cults of personality, by which Ramesses restored the prestige of his kingly office, damaged by recent turmoil, to unquestioned authority. Not a stale imitator of older traditions, he was an innovator who adapted traditional images and themes and introduced bold new ones.



History and Ideology


So, how do we approach such a larger-than-life, yet historically remote, figure as Ramesses II? Historians should avoid the extremes of hero worship or hatchet job. This book seeks neither to idolize the pharaoh nor to debunk him. It has twin aims: first, to reconstruct his reign within the broader historical context of Egypt and the ancient Near East during the thirteenth century BCE. Second, it attempts to illuminate the ideological foundations of the ancient texts and monumental art that constitute our main sources for the history of his reign.


Ancient Egypt’s worldview, and its sophisticated ideology of kingship, permeate all the texts and monuments of Ramesses II’s age. The king’s formal inscriptions are profoundly dogmatic. In using them to reconstruct events of the past, we must first penetrate a dense ideological filter. We may define ideology as the mental construct by which ancient Egyptian civilization viewed and justified itself. Ancient Egypt possessed no abstract concept of “the State,” or “the Government.” Instead, Pharaoh embodied all political authority and ruled his kingdom as if it were one great household, with him as its father. If France’s Louis XIV allegedly quipped “I am the State,” Ramesses would retort “I am the Civilization.” In the ancient Egyptian worldview, the monarch stood at the epicenter of the universe; its survival depended on him exercising his powers to maintain Maat, or Universal Order.


The concept of Maat is fundamental to ancient Egyptian thought. It connotes a range of meanings encompassing notions of Truth, Justice, Order, and Cosmic Balance. Maat constituted the universal order that the creator god established at the dawn of time, which the Egyptians called the “first event” (sep-tepy). The opposite of Maat was Isfet, meaning Chaos, but also Falsehood and Wrongdoing.


Pharaoh upheld Maat through all his words and actions. In the human realm, he governed his people as the sole lawgiver. Religiously, he served as chief intermediary between humanity and the gods, and he himself was quasi-divine. To placate the gods, he constructed temples and monuments for worshiping them and presented rich offerings in their sanctuaries. Pharaoh’s symbiosis with Egypt’s deities was the essence of Maat. On the battlefield, he fought as a champion of Maat against the chaotic forces Egypt’s foreign enemies embodied.40 He was a leader who, according to traditional royal dogma, single-handedly defeated his foes in war. Modern viewers often criticize Ramesses II’s claim to have fought alone at the Battle of Kadesh, but in fact the ideological trope of Pharaoh as a lone warrior overcoming countless enemies was fundamental to all Egyptian kings.41


In attempting to reconstruct the history of Ramesses II, we should regard the ideology pervading his hieroglyphic inscriptions and monumental art not as an obstacle, but as a proper subject for study itself. Monumental texts and images are the normative product of ancient Egyptian culture. We must accept that the ideological filter prevents us from learning much we would dearly like to know. Disregarding the dogmatic bent of pharaonic texts and artworks and taking them at face value can lead to naïve and credulous reconstructions. At the opposite extreme, dismissing them all as propaganda devoid of historical import is an oversimplification. Far better to steer a middle, but uncertain, course between these extremes than to cling to false certainties at either end of the spectrum.42 By examining the hieroglyphic texts and monumental imagery on their own terms, we can gain a deeper understanding of the Egyptian worldview and, hopefully, of historical events.
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CHAPTER TWO



RISE OF THE RAMESSIDES: THE REIGNS OF RAMESSES I AND SETY I


The Queen’s Bones


In the burial shaft of a tomb at Saqqara, the necropolis of ancient Memphis, excavators discovered the remains of a woman who died while pregnant around 3,300 years ago. Mingled with her remains were the tiny bones of her unborn child. This sad domestic tragedy has even greater historical significance because archaeologists believe she was none other than Queen Mutnodjemet, Horemheb’s (fig. 2.1) chief consort. When anthropologists examined her pelvis, they observed deep scarring arising from multiple difficult and unsuccessful pregnancies. Mutnodjemet’s bones reveal both a personal tragedy and a political crisis, as Horemheb desperately attempted to father an heir by his chief queen.1
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New Kingdom pharaohs were polygamous and Horemheb surely had other wives by whom he could sire male offspring. For reasons we do not fully understand, if any sons born to lesser wives existed, they were ineligible to succeed him. Lacking male offspring born to the Great Royal Wife Mutnodjemet, Horemheb faced a vexing decision. As his Queen lay dying, the last Eighteenth Dynasty pharaoh knew he must ensure a stable transmission of royal power, even though his successor would not be of his bloodline. If he chose wisely, Horemheb would ensure Egypt’s future political stability. Failing this, his kingdom would plunge into a succession crisis—perhaps even civil war. We cannot overstate what shaky foundations the principle of inherited succession rested on as the Eighteenth Dynasty drew to an end.2 According to the archetypical myth of pharaonic rule, each new monarch embodied Horus, god of kingship, who inherited his office from his divine father Osiris. But now, Horemheb’s chosen heir would ascend Egypt’s throne as the third consecutive appointee to the throne with no royal blood flowing in his veins.


General Pramessu, the Heir Presumptive


Horemheb could only appoint another high official to succeed him. He knew just the man: General Pramessu, a trusted confidant with military credentials like those Horemheb once held during his own preroyal career. Pramessu descended from a military family hailing from Avaris, a city in the northeastern Nile Delta. His father, the elder Sety, served as a middle-ranking army officer.3 Pramessu rose through the ranks and joined Egypt’s military high command as a “great general of the army” (imy-ra mesha wer). Horemheb also bestowed signal honors on Pramessu’s eldest son Sety, a man in his twenties named after his grandsire. In fact, Pramessu could boast of two generations of potential heirs, for the younger Sety gave the general a grandson born during Horemheb’s reign.4 Sety named the child Pramessu in honor of his grandfather, but we know him as Ramesses II.


Upon designating General Pramessu as his successor, Horemheb groomed him for kingship just as Tutankhamun and Ay had once prepared his own path to power (fig. 2.2). Transitions from one ruling dynasty to another were often fraught with ideological conundrums and political difficulties. Yet no one must question or challenge the right of Horemheb’s designated heir. Smoothing his way to power, Horemheb granted Pramessu Egypt’s highest military and civilian offices, including that of vizier, the ancient equivalent of a prime minister. In New Kingdom times, two viziers stood at the apex of the royal administration, second only to Pharaoh himself. One, based in Memphis, supervised Lower Egypt, while his colleague oversaw affairs in Upper Egypt from his headquarters at Thebes. Horemheb also chose Sety as his father’s colleague in the vizierate.
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We can reconstruct Pramessu’s extraordinary rise to power from a series of impressive offices and epithets his regal mentor bestowed upon him. Lists of his titles appears on a pair of statues depicting Pramessu as vizier, which archaeologists discovered in the ruins of Karnak Temple:5




What was given through royal favor to the chief of archers, overseer of horses, overseer of the border fortress, and overseer of the Nile mouths, charioteer of His Person, royal messenger to every foreign country, royal scribe, commander of archers, general of the army of the Lord of the Two Lands, overseer of the priests of all the gods, king’s deputy in Upper and Lower Egypt, chief justice and warden of Nekhen, priest of Maat, heir apparent, city mayor, vizier, and overseer of the great courts, Pramessu.6





Like their royal masters, Egyptian officials loved to acquire impressive titles and rehearse them in monumental lists. An additional text on the statue’s base describe Pramessu as: “The hereditary noble (iry-pat) and courtier, [mouth that pacifies the] entire [land] … fan bearer on the king’s right side, hereditary noble, city mayor, and vizier, Pramessu.” Pramessu’s statue credits his father, the elder Sety, with a more modest rank: “judge and chief of archers.”7


Originating in Egypt’s earliest dynasties, the honorific “hereditary noble” (iry-pat) traditionally distinguished high officials as members of the court elite. In the late Eighteenth Dynasty, kings who lacked natural heirs conferred the title iry-pat on their hand-picked successors. It takes pride of place in the myriad civilian and military titles bestowed on Generalissimo Horemehb as heir presumptive. As king, Horemheb conferred it on Pramessu for the same reason.8 Later, Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasty pharaohs, including Sety I and Ramesses II, often granted this title to their eldest sons, distinguishing them as Crown Prince. Another unique epithet Pramessu received from Horemheb was “deputy of His Person in Upper and Lower Egypt,” recalling the honorific “king’s deputy in the entire land,” which Horemheb held before he was king.9


Through these honorifics, we can trace General Pramessu’s meteoric ascent in Horemheb’s regime. Originally a “chief of archers” like his father, Pramessu soon attained the more prestigious rank of overseer of horses, Egypt’s chariot forces being the elite branch of its military. Pharaoh charged Pramessu with guarding Egypt’s northern frontier, making him responsible for protecting several mouths of the Nile Delta branches along Egypt’s Mediterranean coast. He also took command of the massive garrison fortress of Tcharu at the Delta’s northeastern frontier. Strategic gateway to the Levant, Tcharu stood at the entrance to the Ways of Horus, a military highway stretching across northern Sinai into Canaan.10


Further evidence for the preroyal careers of Pramessu, who later became Ramesses I, and his son Sety, comes from a unique edict his grandson Ramesses II issued decades later, the so-called Four Hundred Year Stela, originally from Piramesses but unearthed at Tanis.11 Carved on a large granite tablet, this hieroglyphic text marked the four hundredth anniversary of some momentous occasion, which the surviving text never mentions.12 Ramesses II’s decree dates to the middle years of his long reign but recalls events that took place several decades earlier in Horemheb’s later years, when Pramessu and his son Sety were the viziers of Upper and Lower Egypt.13 Following Ramesses II’s own names and titles, it reports (fig. 2.3):




His Person commanded a great stela of granite be made in the great name of the fathers of his father, to establish the name of the father of his fathers: King Menmaatre, the Son of Re Sety-Merenptah, established and enduring for eternity like Re, every day.14 Year four hundred, fourth month of Harvest Season (Shomu), day four (of) the Dual King Seth-Great of Strength, the Son of Re, He of Ombos, beloved of Re-Horakhty, may he exist eternally and forever.


Arrival of the Hereditary Noble, City Mayor and Vizier, Fan-bearer on the King’s Right Side, Chief of Archers, Overseer of Foreign Lands, Overseer of the Border Fortress of Tcharu, Chief of the Madjay-police, Royal Scribe, Overseer of Horses, Festival Leader of the Ram-Lord of Mendes, High Priest of Seth, Lector-priest of Wadjet, Judge of the Two Lands, Overseer of the Priests of all gods, Sety, true of voice, son of the Hereditary Noble, City Mayor and Vizier, Troop-commander, Overseer of Foreign Lands, Overseer of the Border Fortress of Tcharu, Royal Scribe, Overseer of Horses, Pramessu, true of voice, born to the Mistress of the House and Chantress of Re, Tiu, true of voice.15
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Sadly, the rest of the text has decayed beyond legibility, but Ramesses II’s Four Hundred Year Stela constitutes our chief source for Sety I’s preroyal career. Sety acquired many offices that his father Pramessu had held, but garnered further distinctions, including the priesthoods of several deities. Although his grandfather Pramessu was Ramesses II’s senior ancestor, the Four Hundred Year Stela emphasizes Sety’s career. A male figure follows behind Ramesses II in a scene above the text. Unfortunately, the stela has eroded, obliterating this man’s head and any hieroglyphic captions identifying him. Yet he wears a pharaoh’s ceremonial bull’s tail, so we can identify him as Sety I.16


Although Sety may have become vizier only after Horemheb’s death, this is unlikely. On ascending the throne, Pramessu, now Ramesses I, bestowed the title of “king’s eldest son” (sa nesu semsu) on Sety as his designated heir. After Ramesses died, Sety took his place, the first pharaoh since Tutankhamun to succeed his father.


Ramesses I’s Brief Reign


Ramesses I’s ascent marked the beginning of a new royal house, the Nineteenth Dynasty. Ramesses understood this. Upon ascending the throne he chose his titulary, the sequence of five unique ceremonial names and titles distinguishing each pharaoh. The most important and prestigious element of the titulary was his first cartouche name, which Egyptologists call the prenomen or coronation name. Ramesses I modeled his prenomen on that of Ahmose, who had founded the Eighteenth Dynasty two and a half centuries earlier. Ahmose’s prenomen Neb-Pehty-Re means “Lord of Strength Is Re.” Ramesses now chose Men-Pehty-Re, “Established Is the Strength of Re.”17 His preroyal name Pramessu now became “Ramesses,” which could be spelled Ramessu or Ramesses (fig. 2.4)18
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Reigning for less than two years, Ramesses I erected few monuments, and no hieroglyphic inscriptions of any historical importance have come down to us.19 His most impressive legacy was completing the relief decoration on Karnak Temple’s Second Pylon gateway, which Horemheb had constructed and partially inscribed in his last years. Sculptors carved new reliefs depicting Ramesses I conducting rituals before the gods inside the vestibule and passageway of the gateway standing between the Pylon’s two massive towers (fig. 2.5). Ramesses also plastered over Horemheb’s cartouches on its façade, and carved his own in their place, thereby taking credit for the whole structure as his own work.20
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Ramesses I may have obtained his royal status after he had passed middle age, if the mummy belonging to an elderly individual and recently attributed to him is in fact his.21 If so, he knew he would not reign for many years, and as the founder of a new dynasty it was imperative to ensure his succession. Fortunately, his eldest son and heir, Crown Prince Sety, was a man in his prime.


Crown Prince Sety: A Star at His Side


Acutely aware he was the first pharaoh since Tutankhamun to inherit his father’s throne, Sety I dedicated several monuments to Ramesses I’s memory throughout his own reign.22 Given his nascent dynasty’s non-royal heritage, such conspicuous acts of filial piety carried an overt political message. In Abydos, the holy city of Osiris in Middle Egypt, Sety I erected a small cult chapel in his deceased father’s honor next to his own royal cult temple. Sety’s dedicatory stela announcing this act of filial devotion constitutes our primary historical source for Ramesses I’s reign, and highlights Sety’s own role as heir apparent.23 Sety also built a suite of rooms for his father’s cult in his royal cult temple at Gurnah in Western Thebes (fig. 2.6).24
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Time, the elements, and human carelessness have battered the stela, obliterating much of its hieroglyphic text, which alluded to turbulent events of the late Eighteenth Dynasty. Ideologically, Sety I’s memorial for his father’s cult chapel belongs to a traditional genre of official decrees having the theme of the restoration of Maat, “Universal Order,” after a time of troubles.25


Two similar royal edicts dating from the late Eighteenth Dynasty, the Restoration Stela of Tutankhamun and Horemheb’s Coronation Inscription, obliquely recall the disruptions of the Amarna period.26 Yet these decrees do not “name names,” since neither document refers to Akhenaten or to the Aten solar deity. While these proclamations may serve as useful sources of historical data, we must remember their primary function was ideological. Tutankhamun’s Restoration Stela states: “If an army was sent to Djahy (the Levant) to expand the boundaries of Egypt, it met with no success.”27 The Restoration Stela never provides further, crucial details necessary to place this statement in a firm historical context. We can only be certain Egypt experienced a military setback during the Amarna period.28 Moreover, the author employs this snippet of historical data to characterize the time before Tutankhamun’s accession as one of unrelieved chaos. It exaggerates this turmoil for rhetorical effect before heralding the arrival of a savior-king—the edict’s royal author—who duly suppresses Chaos and returns Maat to its place. These pharaonic decrees are deliberately vague as to the duration of the “time of troubles” they invoke.


Similar themes crop up in Sety I’s Dedicatory Stela for his father’s Abydos chapel. A fragmentary passage recalls some danger facing Egypt, lamenting: “There were none who overcame it, because [strife and trouble] were [abroad in the whole land …].”29


Without referring to Horemheb by name, Sety’s Dedicatory Stela heralds Horemheb’s appointment of Pramessu as his heir, who succeeded him as Ramesses I:




So, my father began (to exercise) the kingship of Re, being seated upon the throne-dais like him. His purification was performed in the Upper-Egyptian Shrine. He assumed [the crowns … ruled … with the stren]gth of a falcon.30





The main intent of Sety I’s Dedicatory Stela was to prove his filial piety and to highlight his own status as Ramesses I’s duly anointed heir. It dwells at length on Sety’s role as Crown Prince:




It was he (Ramesses I), indeed, who created my perfection, and magnified my family in (people’s) minds. He gave me his counsels as my protection, and his teaching was like a fortress around my heart. See, I am a son who is beneficent for the one who created me […] I was […] adept at doing what(ever) he said.


I declare (all) I did for him until I became Ruler of the Two Lands. I came forth from the womb as a Champion-Bull of Maat, imbued with (his) counsels and teachings. While he was the radiant Sun God, I was with him like a star at his side.31





The text portrays Ramesses as a font of wisdom for his son. Although Crown Prince Sety remains subordinate to his father—a mere star beside Ramesses I’s solar brilliance—it is Sety who emerges as the main actor during Ramesses’s reign in his recollections. This language might indicate Sety acted as his father’s “staff of old age.” But Sety I had a vested interest in playing up his role in his father’s government as a way of promoting his own legitimacy as pharaoh once he succeeded him. In keeping with this theme, Sety expounds on his military leadership on his father’s behalf:




I [subdued] for him the Fenkhu Lands (i.e., Lebanon). I drove back the rebels in foreign lands, and I protected Egypt for him as he wished. I united to him his dominion there, just like Horus (did) on the throne of Wennofer (i.e., Osiris). I selected Maat for him every day and I carried it […]


I marshaled his army and caused it to be of one mind. I sought out for him the condition of the Two Lands, so I might act on his behalf with my strong arm as his bodyguard in nameless foreign lands. I acted energetically in his presence, so that he opened his eyes to my perfection.32





Although Ramesses I carefully prepared his son to assume power after him, he never crowned Sety as a second king ruling beside him in a political arrangement called a coregency. Coregencies were rare in Egypt, and most pharaohs—even those in need of shoring up an uncertain succession or easing the burden of ruling for an aged incumbent—were loath to share even a portion of their regal dignity with their heirs. In the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak there are a handful of scenes depicting Ramesses I worshiping the gods that alternate with others featuring Sety I. While some take this as evidence the two kings ruled jointly, we now know Sety I carved these inscriptions several years after his father’s death as pious memorials.33 In fact, Ramesses I did not build the Great Hypostyle Hall, a project that Sety I conceived and undertook.34


On coming to the throne, Ramesses I lost no time beginning work on his tomb in the Valley of the Kings.35 When he died less than two years later, the royal tomb makers had cut only a descending passageway and the first antechamber of his sepulture into the limestone bedrock of the Valley. With their master’s sudden, but not unexpected, demise, they hastily converted the antechamber into a makeshift burial vault. Unlike the much larger tombs of Horemheb and Sety I—both with elaborate carved and painted wall scenes—tomb makers barely had time to paint murals on his burial chamber’s walls (fig. 2.7).
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Renaissance: Sety I Takes the Throne


The man who now assumed the throne of Horus as Sety I possessed youthful vigor and keen ambition.36 Determined to set Egypt upon a new path, he signaled his goals and aspirations when he chose his elaborate protocol of royal names and titles. Sety proclaimed his reign to be a renaissance, literally a “repeating of births” (wehem-mesut). As his father did before him, Sety modeled his titulary on glorious kings of old.37


The pharaohs were highly conscious of Egypt’s past, evoking their ancestors to bestow an air of legitimacy on their own deeds. Sety I looked to illustrious Eighteenth Dynasty kings as inspiration, modeling his ceremonial names and epithets on its two greatest monarchs: the warlike Thutmose III, and Amenhotep III, the grand builder and self-proclaimed god-king. Fusing Thutmose III’s prenomen Men-Kheper-Re with Amenhotep III’s Neb-Maat-Re, Sety I’s prenomen became Men-Maat-Re, meaning “The Truth of Re is Established.”


Having chosen his royal stylings, Sety I now undertook the somber duty of conveying Ramesses I on his journey into the netherworld. Once embalmers completed the elaborate process of mummification during the traditional period of seventy days after death, Sety escorted his father’s mortal remains to Thebes. There he presided over Ramesses’s funeral rites and interred him in his hastily finished tomb in the royal valley. After performing his filial duties, Sety I embarked on an ambitious program of grand building projects at home and aggressive military campaigns abroad.


Sety I’s Restoration of Monuments


Four decades before Sety I came to power, Akhenaten had suppressed the cults of Egypt’s traditional gods, unleashing a widespread program of iconoclasm against them. A special target of Akhenaten’s antipathy was Amun-Re, and that god’s temples were in a sorry state at the end of his tumultuous reign.38 Beginning with Tutankhamun, the last Eighteenth Dynasty pharaohs were not remiss in their pious efforts to repair the damage.39 In his Restoration Stela, Tutankhamun evokes the derelict state of Egypt’s shrines:




When His Person appeared as king, the temples and cities of the gods and goddesses, starting from Elephantine to the Delta marshes, had fallen into decay and their shrines had fallen into ruin, having become mounds overgrown with grass. Their sanctuaries were like something that never existed, and their buildings were a footpath, for the land was in rack and ruin.40





Tutankhamun boasts of taking elaborate measures to redress the desecration Amun-Re had suffered. The young king dedicated new golden cult images and donated rich offering gifts to Amun-Re’s cult establishment. Meanwhile, artisans methodically repaired vandalized icons and reengraved their names anew on temple walls wherever Akhenaten had defaced them (fig. 2.8).




[image: FIGURE 2.8. Restored image of Amun-Re on one of Hatshepsut’s obelisks at Karnak. Sety’s restoration text is at the top left corner. Photograph by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.8. Restored image of Amun-Re on one of Hatshepsut’s obelisks at Karnak. Sety’s restoration text is at the top left corner. Photograph by Peter Brand.





Sety I also endeavored to prove his worthiness to rule through acts of homage and pious generosity to Egypt’s gods. While he laid plans for an ambitious program of new temple construction, Sety realized these projects would only bear fruit after several years. Meanwhile, he quickly stamped his name on existing monuments after repairing icons that Akhenfaten’s agents had defaced. Even where damage had already been repaired, Sety made minor changes to justify adding his name.


To herald these efforts, Sety’s craftsmen inscribed “restoration inscriptions,” brief formulaic label texts adjacent to the mended icons. Beginning with Tutankhamun, Sety I’s predecessors sometimes marked their monumental repairs with these renewal texts.41 Sety now employed them on a large scale.42 A typical example reads:




[image: Ramesses II, Egypt’s Ultimate Pharaoh]


Restoration of monuments that the Dual King Menmaatre made for his father Amun-Re.





Sety I’s restoration texts appear frequently on Theban monuments, especially in Amun-Re’s chief shrines at Karnak and Luxor (fig. 2.9).43 Pharaoh’s scribes chose the most prestigious and visible locations within temple complexes when placing these labels.44 They appear in clusters along processional routes, on grand gateways and pylon towers, on stelae of earlier kings, and in columned halls and outer court yards. Sety rarely inscribed these texts in the temples’ inner recesses, such as storage chambers, side chapels, or even the holy of holies where Amun’s cult statue rested in its gilded shrine. Off limits to all but the higher echelons of the priesthood, these restricted locations would deprive Sety’s renewal texts of the wider audience he desired for them.




[image: FIGURE 2.9. Eighteenth Dynasty images of the gods defaced by Akhenaten. Theywere restored twice, first by Tutankhamun and later by Sety I. North face of the Eighth Pylon, Karnak. The cartouches name Sety I. Photograph by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.9. Eighteenth Dynasty images of the gods defaced by Akhenaten. Theywere restored twice, first by Tutankhamun and later by Sety I. North face of the Eighth Pylon, Karnak. The cartouches name Sety I. Photograph by Peter Brand.





Historical Background to Sety I’s Foreign Wars


Meanwhile, in his first regnal year, Sety I also embarked upon his “first campaign of victory,” a large-scale military expedition into the Levant (fig. 2.10).45 Historians have long regarded Sety I as one of Egypt’s boldest warrior pharaohs, crediting him with restoring Egypt’s empire after Akhenaten and his successors allegedly lost their grip on its subject territories.46 More recently, however, scholars have rejected claims of a collapse during the Amarna period. Akhenaten’s contemporary, the Hittite king Suppiluliuma I, expanded into northern Syria after destroying Egypt’s old ally, Mitanni.47 So sudden was this development that there was little Akhenaten could have done about it. With the help of the treacherous Aziru, king of Amurru, the Hittites took over Amurru, Kadesh, and Ugarit.48 South of this line, however, the Canaanite kingdoms still paid tribute to Egypt. The loss of Kadesh and Amurru rankled the pharaohs of the late Eighteenth Dynasty. Akhenaten, Tutankhamun, and Horemheb each fought to reconquer these territories, but all their efforts proved futile.49




[image: FIGURE 2.10. Egypt and the Levant in the early Nineteenth Dynasty (1305–1212 BCE). Map by Tina Ross.]


FIGURE 2.10. Egypt and the Levant in the early Nineteenth Dynasty (1305–1212 BCE). Map by Tina Ross.





In the aftermath of these military setbacks, and given the relative stability of Egypt’s hold over Canaan, Lebanon, and southern Syria, what did Sety hope to achieve on the battlefield? Like his predecessors, Sety’s ultimate strategic objective was recapturing Amurru and Kadesh.


But Sety also strove to fulfill his role as a warrior pharaoh and guarantor of Maat against the forces of Chaos, embodied by Egypt’s foreign enemies. Leading his armies to the Levant during his first year in a robust tour de force, the new king asserted his dominance over Canaan and Lebanon. Later in his reign, he invaded Amurru and Kadesh, defeating Hittite forces on Syrian soil. He also fought Libyan tribesmen on Egypt’s western frontier, and overwhelmed Irem, a small Nubian polity, in his eighth year. Near the end of his reign, Sety I celebrated his military career with a war monument at Karnak Temple.



Sety I’s Karnak War Monument


Our chief source for Sety I’s military campaigns derives from the spectacular war scenes he left on the north exterior wall of Karnak Temple’s Great Hypostyle Hall (fig. 2.11).50 A panoramic sequence of narrative battle scenes glossed with hieroglyphic captions, Sety’s war monument is pharaonic Egypt’s most brilliant example of military art.51 Indeed, the triumphal message these scenes convey is so persuasive it has led historians to overestimate the king’s military accomplishments.52 Unlike the more complex account of Ramesses II’s Battle of Kadesh, the thrust of Sety I’s war monument is straightforward and unequivocal: Pharaoh single-handedly defeated every foe.




[image: FIGURE 2.11. Schematic diagram of Sety I’s Karnak war monument. North exterior wall of the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak. Battle scenes are shown in red and nonbattle scenes in blue. Drawing by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.11. Schematic diagram of Sety I’s Karnak war monument. North exterior wall of the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak. Battle scenes are shown in red and nonbattle scenes in blue. Drawing by Peter Brand.





Egyptian battle scenes like Sety I’s Karnak war monument are ideological documents, not sober historical records.53 They evoke Pharaoh’s triumph as champion of Maat. Keeping this dogmatic purpose in mind, we must tread carefully when employing these records to reconstruct actual history, steering a middle course between accepting them as accurate historical chronicles or rejecting them as bombastic subterfuge devoid of truth.


[image: Ramesses II, Egypt’s Ultimate Pharaoh]


Sety I’s Campaigns in Canaan, Libya, and Syria


Before his first regnal year ended, Sety I led Egyptian troops and charioteers to Canaan and Lebanon on his “first campaign of victory,” which he later immortalized on the eastern wing of his Karnak war panorama.54 This was not the glorious reconquest of a lost empire as earlier generations of scholars once envisioned. Instead, Sety’s first campaign was a brazen show of force to intimidate his vassals and burnish his military credentials—in essence, chariot diplomacy.55 On Egypt’s western frontier, Sety’s Libyan war foreshadowed later conflicts during the reigns of his grandson Merenptah and later under Ramesses III (fig. 2.12).56




[image: FIGURE 2.12. Sety I fighting Libyans. Karnak war monument. Photograph by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.12. Sety I fighting Libyans. Karnak war monument. Photograph by Peter Brand.





Having reasserted his authority in Canaan and suppressed unruly Libyan tribesmen, Sety unleashed his armies on Syria, invading Amurru, laying siege to Kadesh, and defeating a Hittite army to boot (fig. 2.13). With these crucial Syrian victories, he reached the culmination of his military career.




[image: FIGURE 2.13. Sety I assaulting Kadesh. Karnak war monument. Photograph by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.13. Sety I assaulting Kadesh. Karnak war monument. Photograph by Peter Brand.





In his Syrian campaigns, Sety pursued the same dogged strategy as his late Eighteenth Dynasty predecessors, for Egypt refused to concede Kadesh and Amurru to the Hittites. Yet, given the poor results earlier pharaohs obtained, one might fairly ask if Sety I also came up short. His Karnak battle art portrays these clashes as victories. Should we dismiss this as mere hyperbole?


Remarkably, amid the ruins of ancient Kadesh archaeologists unearthed a battered victory stela Sety I left behind to celebrate his conquest (fig. 2.14).57 It was one thing to capture the city, but another to keep it. Kadesh reverted to Hittite control soon after his armies withdrew. Instead of destroying this reminder of Egypt’s victory, Kadesh’s canny rulers must have stashed it away in some secret spot. With such a token they might protest their “loyalty” to some future Egyptian conqueror.58




[image: FIGURE 2.14. Battered victory stela of Sety I found in the ruins of Kadesh (Tell Nebi Mend). Drawing by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.14. Battered victory stela of Sety I found in the ruins of Kadesh (Tell Nebi Mend). Drawing by Peter Brand.





According to his Karnak monument, Sety I battled local Syrian forces, not Hittites, when he assaulted Kadesh.59 His Syrian incursions prompted Hittite reprisals. Some time after he captured Kadesh the pharaoh clashed with a Hittite army and claimed another triumph over “the despicable land of Hatti, amongst whom His Person, L.P.H., has wrought great slaughter.”60 All told, Sety’s military record, especially against the Hittites, was one that past and future pharaohs might well envy.



Sety I’s Building Projects


Sety I undertook an ambitious building program, constructing temples at major Egyptian religious centers including Abydos, Heliopolis, Memphis, and Thebes.61 Today, little remains of these structures in northern sites like Heliopolis and Memphis, where residents of Cairo plundered stupendous quantities of ancient masonry over the centuries.


Sety I’s monuments in Upper Egypt and Nubia have fared much better. At the holy city of Abydos, sacred to Osiris and burial ground of Egypt’s earliest kings, Sety constructed an elegant and architecturally innovative temple (fig. 2.15).62 A virtual pantheon, he dedicated it to the Abydos Triad of Osiris, Isis, and Horus; and to three grand imperial deities, Amun-Re, Re-Horakhty, and Ptah. Six chapels sanctified to these gods stand in a row, next to a seventh consecrated to worship of the deified Sety himself.




[image: FIGURE 2.15. Sety I offering incense to the Bark of Amun-Re. Temple of Sety I at Abydos. Photograph courtesy of Paul Smit.]


FIGURE 2.15. Sety I offering incense to the Bark of Amun-Re. Temple of Sety I at Abydos. Photograph courtesy of Paul Smit.





Sety took a keen interest in his Abydos project, sending his most talented craftsmen to embellish its walls with some of the most exquisite bas-relief decoration found in all Egyptian art. In several chambers, artisans completed their work by painting the bas-reliefs in brilliant colors. Sadly, the king died before he finished the project, and it fell to his successor Ramesses II to oversee its completion. Behind his Abydos temple, Sety also constructed a unique subterranean edifice—a royal cenotaph known as the Osireion.63 It functioned as a symbolic tomb linked to the cult of Osiris, whose own burial place Egyptians believed lay amid the cemetery of Egypt’s earliest kings on the desert edge at Abydos.64


The Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak


In honor of Egypt’s chief god Amun-Re Sety I built his most spectacular monument, the Great Hypostyle Hall at Karnak in Thebes (fig. 2.16).65 Standing at the heart of Amun’s huge temple complex, the Great Hypostyle Hall’s massive walls enclose a forest of gigantic sandstone columns shaped like papyrus stalks (fig. 2.17). These support a high clerestory roof in its central aisle and a network of outsized architraves and ceiling slabs in its northern and southern wings. The largest structure of its kind the Egyptians ever built, it is an eighth wonder of the ancient world. Remarkably, the Great Hypostyle Hall remains largely intact. Covering an acre of land, the hall is vast. On every surface—its walls, columns, and even its roof—sculptors carved hundreds of hieroglyphic texts and elaborate scenes in elegant bas-relief (fig. 2.18).66




[image: FIGURE 2.16. Aerial view of the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak Temple. Courtesy of the Franco-Egyptian Center, Karnak.]


FIGURE 2.16. Aerial view of the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak Temple. Courtesy of the Franco-Egyptian Center, Karnak.







[image: FIGURE 2.17. Central colon nade and clerestory windows in the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak. The great papyrus columns of the central aisle reach heights of 70 feet (21 meters). Alamy.]


FIGURE 2.17. Central colon nade and clerestory windows in the Great Hypostyle Hall of Karnak. The great papyrus columns of the central aisle reach heights of 70 feet (21 meters). Alamy.







[image: FIGURE 2.18. Sety I kneeling to receive symbols of jubilees and many years from the sun god Re-Horakhty (right) and the goddess Weret-Hekau (left). North wall of the Great Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. In temple art Sety often kneels before the gods. Photograph by Peter Brand.]


FIGURE 2.18. Sety I kneeling to receive symbols of jubilees and many years from the sun god Re-Horakhty (right) and the goddess Weret-Hekau (left). North wall of the Great Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. In temple art Sety often kneels before the gods. Photograph by Peter Brand.





Hypostyle is a Greek word describing a building with columns supporting its roof. Along the hall’s central east–west processional axis stand twelve great columns, with broad open papyrus-blossom capitals. Attaining heights of seventy feet (twenty-one meters), these central columns tower above 122 shorter closed-bud papyrus columns occupying the hall’s northern and southern lateral wings, which still attain an impressive height of forty-five feet (fourteen meters).67 This difference in height permitted Sety’s architects to fashion the Hypostyle Hall’s lofty clerestory roof with its enormous windows. Giant stone grilles filtered sunlight entering through these windows, providing an ambience of diffused illumination within the hall.


Religious themes prevail inside the Great Hypostyle Hall. Sety I embellished its interior walls and columns with elaborate pictorial scenes (all carved in elaborately painted bas-relief) and hieroglyphic captions depicting the daily cultic rituals performed within Karnak Temple.68 Here too, his sculptors carved panoramic scenes representing the grand yearly festivals honoring Amun-Re, like the Beautiful Festival of the Valley. Sety’s reliefs also portray rites of kingship and Pharaoh’s close relationship with Egypt’s gods.69


On the Great Hall’s north exterior wall, Sety left his magnificent war monument. By representing the king upholding Maat through force of arms, these battle scenes imposed a magical barrier protecting the temple and its divine inhabitants from chaotic supernatural forces lurking outside its walls. After completing work in its northern wing, sculptors had just begun to decorate parts of its south aisle when Sety died. It fell to his successor Ramesses II to inscribe the rest during his own reign.70


The Egyptians called their temples “mansions of the gods” and built them on a three-part plan consisting of an outer court, a columned hall, and an inner complex of chapels, treasuries, and storerooms. Standing in front of the outer courts and hypostyle halls were huge double-towered gateways called pylons. Larger temples like Karnak had multiple sets of pylons, courtyards, and columned halls. This design mimicked the basic plan of human dwellings but on a far grander scale. The Egyptians built their own houses, including royal palaces, of humble mud brick. For their gods they erected temples in stone, which they called “the good work of eternity.” Within Amun-Re’s sprawling temple complex at Karnak, the Great Hypostyle Hall corresponded to the public rooms of a house. It was, in essence, Amun’s living room. In dedicatory texts inscribed on its massive architraves, we learn that the Great Hypostyle Hall provided a spectacular venue for elaborate ceremonies. Here, during festivals, priests carried images of Amun-Re, Mut, and Khonsu, enshrined in sacred barks, in solemn processions along the main axis of the structure.71


An Egyptian temple also functioned as a model of the cosmos at the moment of creation.72 The Egyptians envisaged each temple as sitting atop the primeval hill that arose from the primordial ocean at the beginning of time, when the creator god willed the universe into existence. The Great Hypostyle Hall evoked a thicket of papyrus reeds growing at the marshy edges of this primordial mound. It also belonged to a special class of temples called “mansions of millions of years,” which served both as a temple for the gods and for the cult of the pharaoh’s own divine aspect.73 The Great Hall was a testament to Sety’s devotion toward the gods and his status as one of their number.



Royal Piety and Divinity under Sety I


In Sety I’s conception of pharaonic kingship two starkly divergent trends emerge. Before Egypt’s gods, he projected an image of pious humility (fig. 2.19). He is often portrayed in temple wall art as bowing or kneeling when performing cult rituals (fig. 2.18).74 While earlier pharaohs occasionally adopted these deferential postures, Sety I’s art is remarkable for their prevalence.75




[image: FIGURE 2.19. Sety I offering a symbol of Maat to Amun-Re and Isis. In temple art, Sety often bows before the gods. Unrolled image from column 97 of the Great Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. Courtesy of Owen Murray/Karnak Hypostyle Hall Project.]


FIGURE 2.19. Sety I offering a symbol of Maat to Amun-Re and Isis. In temple art, Sety often bows before the gods. Unrolled image from column 97 of the Great Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. Courtesy of Owen Murray/Karnak Hypostyle Hall Project.





But why would Pharaoh abase himself in this fashion? A possible answer lies in Egypt’s social atmosphere following the religious upheaval in the Amarna period. The years after Akhenaten’s failed religious revolution were a time of intense personal piety among the Egyptian people. We see this heightened reverence in tomb scenes and votive stelae showing average Egyptians, and even high officials, bowing or kneeling before their gods. Sety I’s own nonroyal origins inspired him to portray himself with pious deference once he became king.


Sety I’s conspicuous humility did not diminish his standing as a diety in his own right (fig. 2.20).76 Sety emulated his predecessor Amenhotep III by reviving his style of royal godhood. In his royal cult temple at Abydos a special avatar of the deified king called Menmaatre-the Great God resided.77 Sety also planned to erect colossal statues of himself. In his ninth regnal year the king tasked his quarrymen with hewing a multitude of colossi and grand obelisks—those potent symbols of pharaonic glory and divinity—from the granite beds at Aswan. It was at this point, almost a decade after Sety ascended his throne, that his eldest son, Crown Prince Ramesses, made his first recorded appearance as Pharaoh’s heir apparent.




[image: FIGURE 2.20. The Iuwnmutef-Priest (center) and Isis (left) offering to the deified Sety I in the guise of Osiris (right). Abydos temple of Sety I. Photograph courtesy of Paul Smit.]


FIGURE 2.20. The Iuwnmutef-Priest (center) and Isis (left) offering to the deified Sety I in the guise of Osiris (right). Abydos temple of Sety I. Photograph courtesy of Paul Smit.





 



Notes


1. Strouhal et al. 2008; Strouhal and Horáčková 2011; Dodson 2018, 116–17.


2. Murnane 1995b.


3. His major monument is a battered stela fragment now in the collection of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, OI 11456, which gives his title as “chief of archers,” ḥry-pḏwt. The stela honors two of his male relatives, “his beloved brother, the Fanbearer of the Retinue, Khaemwaset” and “his son, the Stablemaster Ramose.” Ramose, may be an alias for Pramessu, the future Ramesses I. See PM VIII.4, 247; Gaballa and Kitchen 1968; Murnane 1995a, 192–96; van Dijk 1997, 60–62; Brand 2000, 336–43; Obsomer 2012b, 22–24; Dodson 2019, 9–10 with fig. 8.


4. Ramesses II was likely in his early twenties when he ascended the throne, about twelve years after his grandfather’s accession, so he was probably eight or ten years old at the time. The length of Horemheb’s reign is uncertain, but he reigned into his sixteenth regnal year at least. Less convincing is the claim that he ruled for twenty-seven years or more. See most recently van Dijk 2008; Bryson 2015; Wiener 2015; Grimal 2018; Dodson 2018, 131–32.


5. Cairo JdE 44863 and 44864: Urk. IV, 2175–2176.


6. Urk. IV, 2175:7–16


7. Urk. IV, 2176:9–10.


8. Murnane 1995a, 193. Obsomer (2012b, 22 with notes 18–19) observes that Middle Kingdom viziers held the title “hereditary noble on the throne of Geb” (iry-p‘t ḥr nst Gb) and that Ramesside viziers revived it.


9. The practice by a king who lacked natural heirs of designating his vizier as “heir presumptive” by showering him with grandiose titles and epithets occurred when the last ruler of the Eleventh Dynasty distinguished the Vizier Amenemhet as his eventual successor, who then became Amenemhet I, founder of the Twelfth Dynasty. At the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty, Horemheb and Pramessu both held the vizierate along with other high offices and elaborate honorifics. See Murnane 1995a, 193–96. Horemheb’s preroyal titles appear in reliefs from his tomb and on two statues depicting him as a scribe: New York MMA 23.10.1 (Urk. IV, 2089–2094) and British Museum 551 (Urk. IV, 2094–2099). For the Memphite tomb reliefs see Martin et al. 2016, with app. I, 143–46 for Horemheb’s preroyal career, including his extensive roster of titles and epithets.


10. On the huge Ramesside fortress at Heboua, ancient Tcharu, see Abd el-Maksoud 1998a, 1998b; Abd el-Maksoud and Valbelle 2011.


11. Cairo JdE 60539: KRI II, 287–88; RITA II, 116–17; RITANC II, 168–72. Most scholars now agree that the two viziers this text names are the future Ramesses I and Sety I: Polz 1986, 160–66; Murnane 1995b, 193–95; Brand 2000, 336; Obsomer 2012b, 22–24; Dodson 2019, 9–11 with fig. 9.


12. Egyptologists traditionally regard this as the four-hundredth anniversary since one of the Hyksos kings founded Seth’s temple in Pramessu’s hometown of Avaris in the northeastern Delta. While this might be true, decay of the lower part of the stela has obliterated the second half of its inscription deprives us of knowledge of the precise significance of this four-hundred-year anniversary.


13. Although the stela lacks a year date, the form of Ramesses II’s titulary in the main text was current no earlier than regnal year 34: RITANC II, 169. See pp. 76–78 below.


14. In keeping with the Four Hundred Year Stela’s ideological bent, Ramesses II refers to Sety I as “the father of his father,” an idealized term that can be read literally as “grandfather” or more broadly as “ancestor.” Although Sety is just one generation removed, Ramesses describes him as a more distant relation, perhaps equating him with the god Seth.


15. KRI II, 288.


16. Murnane 1995b, 194.


17. Kitchen 1987, 132; For a different translation of Ramesses I’s prenomen, see Leprohon 2013, 109. For the variations in the hieroglyphic writing of his prenomen, see Brand 2000, 29–31.


18. In the later New Kingdom, the name of the sun god Re was written with the definite article as Pre (pȝ R‘), literally “The Re,” hence, Pramessu. Once he became king, Ramesses dropped the definite article reflecting an archaic version of his name more appropriate for a king. The variant forms R‘-ms-sw and R‘-ms-s reflect differences between the spoken dialects of Upper and Lower Egypt. See Kitchen 1979 and 2001. Both forms of the nomen occur on Ramesses I’s own monuments and on posthumous ones Sety I and Ramesses II later dedicated in his memory. Ramesses II also used both forms for his nomen; see pp. 85–88 below.


19. For these meager sources, see KRI I, 1–5; RITA I, 1–5; RITANC I, 1–8; KRI VII, 1–6; Roberson, KRI IX, 1. Ramesses I’s accession date is unknown, while his latest preserved inscription, a donation stela from Buhen (Louvre C 57), dates to regnal year 2, II prt 20. Obsomer (2012b, 26) concludes he reigned for seventeen and a half months. By contrast, Hornung, Krauss, and Warburton (2006) maintain that Ramesses ruled two full years and died early in his third.


20. Seele 1940, 7–22. Later still, his grandson Ramesses II once again reinscribed these cartouches with his name. Egyptologists were able to read all three names and untangle the Second Pylon’s complex history.
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