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            Secrets of the Ancient Egyptians
      

         

         Jealousy drove Set, the god of chaos and disorder, to tear his brother Osiris’s body to pieces and scatter the fragments throughout Egypt. However, the goddess Isis, Osiris’s wife, found the pieces and embalmed the reformed corpse, binding it in linen. According to Egyptian mythology, this was the world’s first mummy.

         Embalming the dead to preserve the body for posterity became  widespread in ancient Egypt, and both human and animal mummies have fascinated people ever since. Powdered mummified remains were even used as medicines for all kinds of ailments.

         The mummies of the poor were buried in the desert sands, but the pharaohs’ mummies lay in magnificent sarcophagi inside giant pyramids, whose construction is still a mystery despite the wealth of hieroglyphic texts left by their creators. One thing is certain, however: they were created by a civilisation that was strong enough to flourish for more than 3,000 years.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. The Nile provided everything, 700,000-2950 BC
      

         

         Egyptian civilisation would never have succeeded without the Nile, which still flows like an essential life force through the barren north-east African desert. The river’s rising waters flooded the Nile Valley every year, leaving mud so fertile that hunger was very rarely a problem for the Egyptians. From the Nile, they received food, shelter and – over time – their identity as a nation.

          
      

         Each year in June, the monsoon blows over the Ethiopian Highlands. Near the Indian Ocean, the wind hits the mountains, which in places extend more than 4,550 metres into the sky. Where it meets the mountains, the monsoon sends cascades of rain over the surrounding flat, green plains and down into Lake Tana, a huge body of water in the north-west of Ethiopia. From here, the water flows into the Blue Nile and on northwards. At Khartoum, the present-day capital of Sudan, the river becomes the White Nile.

         From there, in ancient times – before the Aswan Dam tamed the mighty power of the river – the mass of water continued to swell and rush through Nubia and Egypt. There, the water flowed over the banks and flooded the surrounding fields before finally cascading into the Mediterranean, far to the north.

          
      

         Mud gave life

         When the river receded again a few months later, as well as a considerable number of edible fish, it left behind a thick layer of mud. This mud – saturated with minerals and salts – made the soil along the Nile some of the most fertile in the world. It was the perfect place for one of the most impressive kingdoms in the history of the world to flourish.

         For the people of ancient Egypt, the flood was the highlight of the year, and the Nile behaved with astonishing predictability. Everyone knew when the water would reach their area. The water levels began to rise in mid-August in southernmost Egypt. Four to six weeks later, the water rumbled with unstoppable force over the Nile Delta, where it saturated the fields.

         When the river was at its highest, the water could cover the entire floodplain at a depth of up to 1.5 metres before receding some time in early October. By the end of November, the banks of the Nile were so dry again that during the mild winter, the farmers could begin to sow wheat and other crops to harvest the following year, around April.

         When the harvest was over, the farmers left the fields empty so the baking sun would kill any pests or disease in the soil.

         The river’s regular rise and fall meant that the inhabitants of the Nile Valley – unlike people elsewhere in the region, who relied on more unpredictable rivers, such as the Euphrates and Tigris – rarely experienced famine caused by too much or too little water.

         When the Nile did occasionally fail, however, it had serious consequences. Two metres lower than normal meant that a third of the floodplain remained dry. The people of the Nile planned for such an occurrence, though, by stockpiling grain in their storehouses.

          
      

         Hunters became farmers

         The area around the Nile has always attracted people. The first human footprints in the Nile Valley were undoubtedly made when Homo sapiens began migrating from Africa, and discoveries of primitive tools tell archaeologists that some of modern man’s ancestors moved into the Nile Valley 700,000 years ago. The earliest remains of huts or tents are between 250,000 and 90,000 years old.

         Throughout the millennia, the climate changed again and again, and life always followed the all-important rains. In many of today’s barren desert landscapes, it rained regularly for long periods, so that the terrain abounded with vegetation that was edible for both animals and humans. In other periods, both rain and life disappeared.

         Around the year 7000 BC, a change in climate began that made large parts of the present Sahara a fertile area, teeming with life. In the region around Lake Qarun in the Faiyum Oasis, a multitude of animal species – such as crocodiles, gazelles, elephants and hippos – soon flocked, many of which have since disappeared. Humans also found life comfortable there.

         Discoveries of animal bones show that the early Egyptians’ diet at that time consisted mainly of game and fish. But finely sharpened flint tools, with handles made from branches of tamarisk shrub, show that the people in the area gradually also began to cultivate the land. Wheat and barley were the preferred crops, and the farmers carried them home in long, wicker baskets. Any grain that was not ground into flour was kept in storehouses. Most of the chambers that archaeologists have excavated are about a metre in diameter and 30-100 centimetres deep, with reinforced sides made of wicker. Wicker was also used for the earliest houses, which were oval and equipped with several fireplaces for cooking and providing warmth on cold evenings. Over time, the prehistoric Egyptians began to strengthen the wickerwork with mud from the Nile, resulting in a robust building material for the lower part of the walls of the house.

         They dug the floor about 40 centimetres into the ground, and in some houses the occupants covered it with reed mats or a layer of clay. The height difference between the floor and the ground outside the house made it necessary to provide the entrance with a step, which the Nile inhabitants often made from a hippopotamus tibia.

          
      

         World’s best flint knives

         The houses were as close to the Nile as possible, but always at a safe distance from the rising floodwaters. There was no real structure to the settlements. The early Egyptians built randomly, where natural features of the landscape – such as hilltops, valleys and soil that was easy to dig – made it advantageous to settle. Livestock – such as pigs, sheep, cows and goats – was kept outside the houses, and the meat and milk were a welcome addition to the game, fish and grain of the Egyptians’ usual diet.

         As early as 5000 BC, the inhabitants of the Nile Valley created fine figures of people and animals in ivory or ceramics. Hippos, in particular, were a popular motif. The large animals featured prominently in daily life, as both a quarry for hunting and as a pest, because they regularly trampled crops. Fish, turtles and other animals were also used as motifs on vases, bowls and the flat palettes that the early Egyptians used to mix their make-up. Some of the craftsmen’s animal and human figures had shells or stones as eyes, and the vases were finely coloured, with a red background and a black border at the top. Archaeologists believe that the potters created the colour effect by placing the vase upside down in a layer of ash, so that the pottery was oxygenated by varying amounts and thus developed different colours. Later, around 3500 BC, the early Egyptians began decorating their vases with simple depictions of people, animals and plants. Excavations of graves have revealed that the Nile inhabitants of the time already appreciated colourful jewellery, which would later become a distinctive feature of Egyptian attire. Necklaces and tiaras of gold, turquoise, malachite and garnet have been found in tombs from around 3250 BC near Abydos, in the south of Egypt. During this period, the inhabitants of the Nile Valley also carved flint knives, whose fine yet functional appearance has never been surpassed. The knives, which had beautifully decorated shafts, made of ivory, for example, were cut and sharpened so precisely that the grooves in the blade were  often exactly the same size.

          
      

         Beer brewed on a large scale

         While arts and crafts were flourishing, the climate changed. The rain, which had previously made large areas fertile, moved further south year after year, until it eventually fell only in present-day Ethiopia – far south of ancient Egypt. From around 3600 BC, the Nile Valley was already, by virtue of the annual flood, Egypt’s only fertile region with enough food for cattle and humans. More and more people therefore squeezed into the valley, and slowly the first towns developed. In these communities, the inhabitants shared or exchanged goods with each other and gathered together to worship common gods, in honour of whom they built temples. Eventually, the towns also created common burial sites, which were often located in the desert, outside the settlement.

         Gradually, a whole chain of towns grew up along the Nile, three of which emerged as the most important: Naqada, Thinis and Hierakonpolis.

         In Hierakonpolis, which has been under excavation since the 1960s, archaeologists have found Egypt’s oldest preserved house – a potter’s residence from around 3600 BC. The house, which was excavated by archaeologists in 1978, was probably preserved because of an accident. Historians believe that a gust of wind sent the flames from the workshop’s kiln towards the house one day, causing it to catch fire. The fire hardened the ground and the mud bricks that formed the lower part of the walls, turning the timbers and mats into charcoal and ash, which archaeologists have since been able to study closely. At the potter’s house, archaeologists also found the remains of a large number of pottery items, which probably made up his sales display. Most of the pieces originated from jars or pots. Archaeologists have also found donkey bones, which led them to speculate that the potter travelled around selling his pottery.

         In addition to the potter’s house, Hierakonpolis’s ruins also housed what archaeologists believe was the world’s first industrial brewery. The brewery has been dated to the same period as the potter’s residence and contained huge vessels with the capacity to brew over 1,000 litres of beer per day.

          
      

         Culture came from the south

         Discoveries of high city walls and damaged skulls suggest that the three cities of Hierakonpolis, Thinis and Naqada – presumably ruled by their own royal families –were at war with each other at one point.

         The fighting probably stemmed from rivalry over the control of important trade routes, which supplied the nascent kingdoms with imported luxury goods, such as gold, precious stones and olive oil. Historians still aren’t sure how it happened, but Thinis apparently came out on top in the struggle for power. Presumably, it was a king from there who later united all of Egypt into one great kingdom.

         Hierakonpolis, Naqada and Thinis were all in the part of Egypt known as Upper Egypt. The Egyptians saw their land as divided into a southern and a northern part – and a little confusingly, they called the southern part Upper Egypt and the northern part Lower Egypt. In the minds of the Egyptians, everything began with the Nile, and because it flowed from the south, they placed the south at the top of their mental map.

         From early times, Upper Egypt was clearly defined by its geography: to the south, the strong currents of the so-called First Cataract of the Nile bounded the area. Far to the north, the landscape changed dramatically again, with the Nile spreading out into a widely branched delta, which in many places was swampy and impassable. And on both sides of the narrow Nile Valley lay dry deserts. Nowhere along the more than 1,000-kilometre-long green belt in the desert could people live more than a few hours’ walk from the Nile. Bound together by the life-giving river, the inhabitants of the valley slowly developed the culture and society we know today as typically Egyptian. Powerful kings proclaimed themselves gods and were laid to rest in richly furnished tombs, so they would have a comfortable afterlife. The idea of a divine pharaoh was born.

         In Lower Egypt, a culture also slowly grew. But exactly how civilisation in the delta developed remains a mystery to historians. For millennia, the Nile has washed layer upon layer of sediment across the region, covering most traces of Lower Egypt’s early history with mud. Academics know, however, that people there originally lived more like their neighbours in the north-east than the inhabitants of Upper Egypt. Traces of a lively trade with Syria have been found, and many people lived in the same kind of homes dug into the ground as have been discovered from ancient Palestine.

         Over time, however, the people of Lower Egypt came to live and think more and more like their neighbours in the south, as discoveries of pottery, among other artefacts, testify.

         By the year 3200 BC or thereabouts, the culture from the south had prevailed over the original way of life in the Nile Delta. The way was paved for a united Egypt.

          
      

         One Egypt

         Egyptologists still debate how Upper and Lower Egypt became one kingdom. The Egyptians told of the mighty warrior king Menes, who subjugated the whole land and became the first pharaoh. But as Menes wasn’t mentioned in sources until the 18th and 19th dynasties – 1,500 years after the unification of the kingdom – many academics today doubt his existence.

         A far more plausible record of the first pharaoh is inscribed on a 63-cm-high siltstone slab, which was dug from the ground in a temple at Hierakonpolis in 1897. The palette tells of a king called Narmer, who on one side of the palette is shown in a classic pharaoh pose: seated high above a defeated enemy with a raised club. On the other side, the Narmer Palette shows the Egyptian social order: the king is depicted twice as large as his vizier, just as the vizier is again twice as large as the king’s soldiers. And just as interestingly, on one side of the palette, Narmer wears a tall headdress, similar to the white crown that symbolised Upper Egypt throughout Egyptian history. On the other side of the palette, he wears a crown similar to the red one that symbolised Lower Egypt.

         The two images have been interpreted by archaeologists and Egyptologists as meaning that Narmer, who probably lived around 2950 BC, first conquered northern Egypt and then united the two kingdoms into one. So, many people think that Narmer is, in fact, Menes. However, academics are far from in agreement about how the palette’s figures can be interpreted. For example, some prefer to equate Menes with Narmer’s successor, Hor-Aha, and there is also disagreement about exactly when Narmer lived.

          
      

         Nile united the kingdom

         No matter how and by whom Egypt was united, it wouldn’t have been achieved by a single pharaoh, but rather took place over a period of several hundred years, around 3000 BC. In the process, the Nile undoubtedly played a crucial role as the main thoroughfare that connected the entire kingdom. Some historians believe that the well-oiled state of the pharaohs, with its many officials, even grew out of the need to organise grain transportation between different parts of the kingdom.

         When the union was complete, the pharaohs placed their first capital, Memphis, at the boundary between Upper and Lower Egypt – where the Nile divides into the delta. Today, the capital of modern Egypt, Cairo, is located in almost exactly the same place. On the south-western outskirts of the city of 20 million inhabitants, the huge pyramids still bear witness to the mighty kingdom that was founded there more than 5,000 years ago.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Obsessed by death, 3000-1100 BC
      

         

         Death was not the end for ancient Egyptians but the start of a transition to the afterlife. On the west bank of the Nile, embalmers prepared the dead for their journey to the beyond. They carefully removed the corpse’s organs, removed its brain through the nose and stuffed the body with preserving salts. They then laid it out to dry before finally wrapping it in bandages. In their pursuit of immortality, the deceased needed their body to remain recognisable – it was crucial that their dead spirit could reunite with the body in the underworld to attain eternal life.

          
      

         According to ancient Egyptian legends, the god Osiris inherited power over the world from his father, the earth god Geb. Together with his sister-wife, Isis, Osiris ruled over the earth, where humans lived in peace and harmony. But Osiris’s brother Set, the god of chaos and disorder, was jealous of his siblings’ happiness and made plans to assassinate Osiris so he could take the throne himself.

         Set invited Osiris to a sumptuous banquet along with 72 co-conspirators. Beforehand, the god of chaos had secretly measured Osiris’s body and made a beautifully decorated sarcophagus. In the middle of the party, Set brought in the exquisite casket and offered it as a prize to anyone who fitted perfectly inside.

         All the guests tried without success. When Osiris’s turn came, he crawled into the sarcophagus with no problems, but Set and his associates nailed the lid on tight and poured lead over the box’s seams. Then they threw the sealed sarcophagus into the Nile, where it floated downstream to the Mediterranean.

         Set believed he’d paved the way to power, but when Isis heard of the conspiracy, she hurried to seek out the sarcophagus, which she found in the town of Byblos in modern-day Lebanon on the east coast of the Mediterranean. The queen ripped open the lid, but Osiris was already dead. Isis ferried the body and its coffin back to Egypt, but Set discovered it, and in a rage tore the corpse into 42 pieces, which he scattered throughout the kingdom. Driven by her eternal love for Osiris, Isis once again set out to look for her husband, and she managed to gather the pieces together – all except for his penis, which had been swallowed by a fish.

         The jackal god Anubis helped Isis reassemble the body parts before embalming it and rolling it in linen. With her magical powers, Isis created a new penis for her husband and revived him long enough for them to conceive their son Horus. Osiris then became Lord of the Underworld. When Horus grew up, he killed his uncle Set and seized power over Egypt.

         Although the tale of Osiris’s death and mummification is obviously a myth, it was nevertheless one rooted in reality for ancient Egyptians. The Nile’s inhabitants were obsessed with the idea of preserving and reviving their dead relatives.

          
      

         Body should retain its likeness

         The Egyptians did not perceive death as the end, but merely a transition to the journey through the underworld into an everlasting life beyond. In hieroglyphic texts that archaeologists have found in pyramids built during the Old Kingdom (2686-2160 BC), they said of the dead:

         “As surely as Osiris lives, thou does live also; as surely as he doth not die, those doest not die also; as surely as he doth not perish, thou does not perish also.”

         According to Egyptian tradition, a human being comprised three spiritual elements: ka [life force], ba [personality] and akh [intellect as a living entity]. On dying, a person was freed from his physical body and existed as both ka and ba. The spirit ba, often depicted as a bird with a human head, travelled on through the underworld to the afterlife, where it was reunited with its ka, transforming the deceased into an akh.

         In the afterlife, the dead’s life force and personality required the body for protection. But the spirit could only find this if the body looked as it did when alive. As a result, the Egyptians did their utmost to preserve the human appearance of dead bodies. Just as Isis had embalmed Osiris, techniques were developed to mummify the dead. Only in this way could they prevent the dead’s spirit wandering aimlessly in search of its body for all eternity. In predynastic times – before 3000 BC – the people buried their corpses directly into the warm, dry, desert sand, which naturally preserved skin, tissue, bones and hair – albeit in shrunken form.

         Over time, however, the Egyptians refined their preservation methods, so bodies better retained their likeness. Mummification developed into a lengthy, complex procedure that only specialist embalmers – always men, and often priests – could perform.

          
      

         Brain was removed with a hook

         The embalmers worked on the western bank of the Nile because the sun set in the west, and so Egyptians associated that side of the river with death. For religious reasons, embalming always took 70 days.

         Fresh corpses were brought to the embalmer’s ibw [place of purification], where they immediately set about conserving the body against the threat of rapid decay under Egypt’s baking sun. For four or five days, embalmers stood bent over the corpse removing organs and other tissue likely to rot first. The brain, which wasn’t considered an important organ, was carefully pulled out through the nose using a custom-made hook. An embalmer now made a ten-centimetre incision in the left side of the abdomen to pull out the innards. Blood and other bodily fluids were drained and removed.

         The deceased’s organs were preserved separately in special jars, which would later be placed in the burial chamber next to the mummy. Only the heart must be left in the body – according to Egyptian belief, the dead required this to pass successfully through the underworld.

         The body cavity was now rinsed with water, wine and an array of fragrant spices before being filled with linen bags containing ‘natron’, a mixture of specialist salts that dried out fat, muscle, skin and bones. By stuffing the cavities in this way, the embalmers ensured the body preserved its human shape while it was laid to dry for about 40 days.

          
      

         Stuffed with sawdust

         After the body had dried, embalmers began the final stage of mummification. They removed the natron bags and replaced them with sawdust, sand or Nile mud. The body was then covered in a resin made from a form of tar that occurred naturally around the desert’s oil wells. Some mummies were also painted – women often in yellow, men in red. Wealthy Egyptians might also have artificial glass or porcelain eyes implanted.

         Afterwards, the embalmers would wrap the mummy in strips of unwanted clothing or canvas. Only the richest could afford to be wrapped with fine linen. Every single toe and finger was individually wrapped.

         To bring the dead good luck on their journey to the afterlife, embalmers often wrote magical words on some of the linen strips and wrapped various amulets into the bandages. Today, X-rays and CT scans map the location of these amulets around the mummy’s head and chest without removing its bandages. For example, they can discern how the high-ranking official Nesperennub has a snake amulet placed in the bandages on his forehead – presumably to protect him from snake bites.
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