



[image: images]






DANGEROUS DAYS
IN
ANCIENT
EGYPT


A history of the terrors and the torments,
the dirt, diseases and deaths
suffered by our ancestors


Terry Deary


[image: image]




For Oliver Burdess







[image: image]






‘Marley was dead, to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.’


Charles Dickens (1812–70), opening of A Christmas Carol








Ancient Egypt. Dead, all dead. Not just dead but dead for 5,000 years. Other eras are remembered for what they did when they were alive.
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	The Normans? Crusaded and crushed.






	[image: images]

	The Tudors? Sailed and swashbuckled.
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	The Victorians? Engineered and empire-built.







But the Ancient Egyptians are remembered for what they did after they died.














	[image: images]

	The Egyptians? Mummies and pyramids, sarcophagi and statues.











‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone


Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,


Half sunk, a shattered visage lies …


Nothing beside remains. Round the decay


Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare


The lone and level sands stretch far away.’


Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822), English poet: ‘Ozymandias’








Awesome, eh? But Ozymandias and his statue weren’t fictions from Shelley’s fevered brain. Old Oz is known today as Ramesses II.1 His ‘shattered visage’ had been unearthed by Italian archaeologist and grave-pillager Giovanni Battista Belzoni. The Italian adventurer transported it to the British Museum, irreparably damaging historic Egyptian buildings as he struggled to get the sculpture out. It was the imminent arrival of Ozymandias’s head in London that inspired Percy Bysshe’s poem.


But all is not what it seems. It rarely is in poetry … or history. Shelley’s fantasy says a traveller described how ‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone / Stand in the desert’, which is such a powerful image of the mighty fallen, hollow pretentions and illusory power. Death conquers all, etc.2 But Oz’s statue was a bust, not a long-legged statue.


Then Percy Bysshe says that on the pedestal this classic line from the stony lips of King Oz appears …






‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’








While we wallow in the wisdom and wonder at the wit of Bysshe, we forget to ask the crucial, clinical question: ‘Hang on … how could you, Percy, know what was on the pedestal when it would be another 30 years before Egyptian writing could be deciphered?’ By the time Ramesses’ words were translated, Percy Bysshe would have been long-drowned off the coast of Italy and cremated on the beach. Still, his poem about Ozymandias became a posthumous popular success and Britain was becoming interested in the antiquities of Ancient Egypt.


In the Victorian era Thomas Pettigrew (1791–1865) achieved fame for his private parties at which he unwrapped and dissected mummies for the pleasure of his guests. The idea came from a meeting he had with Giovanni Battista Belzoni.


The Italian had enlisted the doctor’s help in examining the shrivelled corpses. Pettigrew had little idea how much his cadaver-cutting would fascinate the world. The mummy-mangling displays were so magical they were oversubscribed. One cold January evening in 1834 an unwrapping was witnessed by a prince, bishops, statesmen and MPs, doctors, artists and authors. It was standing-room only. The Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of London tried to gain admittance (by hook or by crooks), but failed – bet they were cross.


The Duke of Hamilton was so awed by Thomas Pettigrew’s work that he hired the doctor to mummify him after his death.3 The Duke died in August 1852, and Pettigrew obliged.


The mummy unwrappers were the sensation of the day and parodied in poetry …






‘On Friday evening they stripped a corse –


A mummy they called it – and what was worse,


Sawed through the head – as if it were cheese


(Praise be where due, it made them sneeze),


Then placed upon its feet the insulated dead,


Gave three wild yells – then went to bed.’


Punch Magazine








Fifty years later, in 1908, Egyptologist Margaret Murray was unrolling one of the ‘insulated dead’ for 300 morbid men and woman to spectate. It took place in the Chemistry Theatre at Manchester University (which gave the ghoulish display a touch of academic respectability). Egyptomania had lift-off.






‘Khnumu Nekht was bared of his wrappings and brought once more to the light of day. Near the body the linen sheets had rotted, and they fell to pieces at a touch. The bones, however, were more or less perfect. There were traces of flesh on them. It was on the whole a gruesome business, and one or two people left early.’4


Manchester Guardian, 7 May 1908








Then in 1922 came the booster rocket that sent Egyptophilia5 into orbit. The discovery and display of the forgotten young king Tutankhamun. It wasn’t mere morbid fascination this time, it was the glitter of gold that drew the public to wade through the dusty silences of the museums to witness the funerary objects. There was the frisson of the ‘Curse of the Mummy’ too.


Everyone wanted a piece of the Egypt glamour. Movies were made with moving mummies to awe the audiences. Egypt became a tourist destination as Europe flocked to look at stones and sand – as if Blackpool didn’t have enough.


The ‘colossal wrecks’ like the statue of Ramesses II, the pyramids, the Valley of the Kings – and remnants like the mummies – are such moving monuments to Death that it’s easy to forget the makers were once alive.






‘History is the depository of great actions, the witness of what is past, the example and instructor of the present, and monitor to the future.’


Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), Spanish author








The Ancient Egyptians lived and loved, plotted and played, feared and fought and fretted as humans always have and probably always will. But every age experiences its own dangers.


The lives of Ancient Egyptians are still obscured by the bandages of time. But we can try unwrapping those lives to see what their tombs can tell us. Ye shall know them by their deaths.
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1 Ramesses II has had his mummy examined and it appears his face suffered blackheads. These are not depicted on the statue that stares down at you in the British Museum. Airbrushing of celebrity images is not confined to the computer age.


2 Or ‘Mors vincit omnia’ if you want to impress your friends with the Latin take on mortality. Usually best said after several pints of beer when the company has reached the morbid-drunk stage.


3 Why? A man who destroys mummies is employed to create one? Does that make sense to you? Would you go to a scrap-yard dismantler to build your next car?


4 It was only considered worthy of report because it was a woman doing the unwrapping for the first time. Mummies had been the objects of public curiosity since the 1500s. A hundred years after the first European find, Charles II gathered the dust from Egyptian mummies and rubbed it into his body. He believed that some of their greatness would rub off onto him.


5 Oh, all right, I made up that word. I think.
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‘The only wealth which you will keep forever is the wealth you have given away.’


Marcus Aurelius (AD 121–180), Roman emperor








The palaces of history have often been populated by crooks. But in Ancient Egypt it really was a crook. A shepherd’s crook was the symbol the pharaohs chose to show they were shepherds of their people. Caring pharaohs.


The other symbol was a flail for corn and that was a promise they would feed their people. Did the Egyptian peasants fall for this propaganda? Probably not when their crops failed and they starved. (Of course a flail can also be used to beat people – it was dangerous to cross the king.)


In return for protecting the people, the pharaohs held all the riches of their world. Their successors buried the dead kings and queens with fortunes. Why not? There was plenty more where that came from.


Look at one Tutankhamun’s death mask. As a work of art it’s priceless, but in terms of scrap-metal value it is worth well over £1 million. That mask has become an icon of the ancient land. It is also a symbol of twisted thinking. Why would a sane person put gold in a grave?


‘Why would a king go to his tomb with treasures?’ you ask.


The ancients answer: ‘So that the king can keep his status in the next life.’


A depressing thought. Heaven is a pleasure palace for the rich? Sounds more like Hell.






‘You can’t take it with you, and even if you did, it would probably melt.’


Dorothy Parker (1893–1967), American poet and satirist








Sounds like the world today.


Meanwhile, back in the world of Ancient Egypt, the poor starved for want of the gold underground. Those poor set out to rob the graves … and who can blame them?






‘Probably the greatest harm done by vast wealth is the harm that we of moderate means do ourselves when we let the vices of envy and hatred enter deep into our own natures.’


Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919), 26th US president








Who were these crook-carrying kings with a craving for cash-rich coffins? Glad you asked …
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‘Denial ain’t just a river in Egypt.’


Mark Twain (1835–1910), American author and humorist2












‘For Man to tell how human life began is hard; for who himself beginning knew?’


John Milton (1608–74) English poet: Paradise Lost








In the beginning was the Nile. The rich soil alongside it was known as ‘The Black Land’. Then there was the desert – ‘The Red Land’. The hunter-gatherers arrived at the Nile and stopped hunter-gathering. They settled there in tribes. But you know how it is. Someone takes charge. A chief.


He (it’s usually a ‘he’) assimilates other tribes and before you know it you have a culture. That assimilation could well have been violent. A smack on the head with a prehistoric club is a universal language meaning, ‘I am now in charge here.’ In Egypt these tribes grew and spread and merged till there were just two along the Nile – north and south. But …


Pharaoh fallacies






‘And he swam and swam up the river until all he could see before him was a large bottle of tomato ketchup. It was the sauce of the Nile.’


BBC radio programme I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again (1973)








There are conspiracy theories that say the little tribes never united to form big ones. According to the theorists, the pharaohs came from outside Egypt and imposed themselves on the tribes with their superior intelligence. The ‘proof’ is the pharaohs’ skulls were longer – with more brain capacity – than the typical Nile-side peasant.


This theory is deeply racist and sprang from one of the most eminent and talented archaeologists, Flinders Petrie (1853–1942).






‘If the name of any one man must be associated with modern excavation as that of the chief begetter of its principles and methods, it must be the name of Professor Sir W.M. Flinders Petrie.’


James Baikie (1866–1931), Egyptologist








Flinders Petrie was known as ‘the father of pots’ and his work transformed the world of archaeology. Sadly, like so many world-changing pioneers, he was a flawed human. And Petrie’s flaw was his devotion to the idea of ‘eugenics’. He was a racist who was convinced by the theory of white supremacy.




Did you know … eugenics


Eugenics is about improving the human race by making sure people with desired traits (positive eugenics) reproduce like rabbits while those with undesired traits (negative eugenics) do not.


How do you stop the negatives from reproducing? Castrate the men or remove the ovaries of the women. A quicker way is to simply exterminate the ‘negatives’. Genocide. How do you decide what the ‘positive’ human qualities may be? Ah, that’s the question.


The eugenics idea was devised by Charles Darwin’s half-cousin Francis Galton (1822–1911). His theories were welcomed by many in the early 20th century and ultimately adopted by Adolf Hitler and his Nazi followers. Millions died for Galton’s theory.





Petrie’s banal principles affected his work. Fellow Egyptologist Wallis Budge proposed quite reasonably that the Egyptians were East Africans. Petrie’s prejudices wouldn’t countenance that. The Egyptians were a superior people (he argued) and white-skinned Northern Europeans are a superior people, therefore the Egyptians were invaders. They conquered the ‘inferior’ natives of Africa.


If the Northern Europeans were so superior, how come they didn’t build mighty structures in their homelands? By 2400 BC that astonishing engineering feat, the Great Pyramid, had been standing for 200 years. What did Europe have? A pile of children’s building blocks called Stonehenge.


Flinders Petrie lived long enough to witness the Nazis put his eugenic theories into genocidal practice yet never shifted in his beliefs. Sad.


If you want a really wacky theory then the ‘outsiders’ came from outside planet Earth – they were aliens. You can write the rest yourself, can’t you? ‘Ah, yes,’ you nod wisely. ‘That explains how they could create those massive pyramids in a prehistoric age. Anti-gravity lifting devices – operated from their flying saucers.’


Why stop there? Those pyramids, some learned writers have declaimed, are actually arranged as beacons for the intergalactic spacecraft to guide them to a landing site. They are aligned in the same pattern as the constellation Orion – the home of the ancient space travellers.3


But, Mr Learned Writer, after navigating for light years across the galaxy why would they need a couple of million cubic metres of stone to home in on? (All right, Google Earth hadn’t been invented, but they must still have been pretty proficient navigators.)


The capstones on the top of the pyramids are called pyramidions. The Learned Writers are simply pyramidiots.
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THE DAWNING OF THE PHARAOHS














	3150 BC


	Dynasty Zero and Narmer is pharaoh of upper and lower Egypt.






	2686 BC


	Building starts on the ‘Step’ Pyramid.






	2589 BC


	Now the Great Pyramid is started by King Khufu.






	2558 BC


	And then it’s the turn of the Sphinx to be constructed.






	
2498 BC


	Papyrus invented as well as mummification.






	2400 BC


	Meanwhile in Europe they get around to building Stonehenge.






	2200 BC


	Climate turns hotter and there is desertification. Food supplies fall. In Egypt the Old Kingdom is dying.







The King of South Nile had a tall white crown and he was probably the one who conquered the red-crowned King of North Nile. And at last we have a name for the king of a north–south united country: Narmer. The first of the ‘pharaohs’ … maybe.


He’s the first to be depicted with the red and white crowns together. His symbols are a catfish and a chisel – a ‘nar’ and a ‘mer’ in hieroglyphics – giving him the name we know him by: Narmer. His mates probably just called him ‘Catfish’. Or ‘Chisel’.


[image: images] NARMER (3000 BC) [image: images]


Pre-Dynasty


Narmer may have conquered the northern half of Egypt, or simply married into it.






‘A successful man is one who makes more money than his wife can spend. A successful woman is one who can find such a man.’


Lana Turner (1921–95), American film actress








Narmer married Neithhotep and her name appears on inscriptions. That (say the Egyptologists) makes her the first woman in history to be named. (Biblical scholars might argue the honour belongs to ‘Eve’, but let them argue that one.)


He was clearly a man you wouldn’t want to cross. In one portrayal he’s shown alongside decapitated prisoners of war. In another he is pictured leading a captive by a rope through the victim’s nose. Ouch. He is depicted as tearing down walls of enemy fortresses and smacking prisoners over the head with his mace.


Every picture tells a story – especially if you are an illiterate peasant – and Narmer’s pictogram message has been repeated down the ages in every language: ‘Your mighty monarch will protect you from the enemy – in return you will obey him.’4


Of course it was no picnic being a pharaoh. They faced their own dangerous days. Narmer’s successor, Hor-Aha, reigned 62 years before he was eaten by a hippo. But before you shed too many tears for the crinkly king, you have to remember he was probably out hunting a hippo that turned the tables. A classic example of the biter bit.


On the Nile, crocodile


If a hippo hadn’t feasted on the pharaoh then a crocodile might. Crocodiles divided Egyptian opinions. In some parts of the country the repugnant reptilians were regarded with religious respect.






‘Those who live near Thebes keep one crocodile in particular, who is taught to be tame and tractable. They adorn his ears with ear-rings of molten stone or gold, and put bracelets on his forepaws.5 They give him a daily portion of bread with a certain number of victims. Having treated him with the greatest possible attention while alive, they embalm him when he dies and bury him in a scared tomb. The people of the Elephantine, on the other hand, are so far from considering the animals sacred that they even eat their flesh.’


Herodotus (484–425 BC), Greek historian








In other regions crocodile-hunting was a pharaoh’s way to pass the time. It was brutal for the crocs and dangerous for the hunters. Animal lovers, look away now …






‘The hunters bait a hook with a loin of pork and let the meat be carried into the middle of the stream. The hunter on the bank holds a living pig which he beats with a stick. The crocodile hears the pig’s cries and heads for the sound. It encounters the pork bait which it instantly swallows down. The men on shore haul it in and plaster its eyes with mud. Once accomplished the creature can be dispatched with ease, otherwise he gives great trouble.’


Herodotus








They must have regarded it as pest control because crocodile meat wasn’t a staple food – apparently it needs delicate cooking if you like your steaks tender.


Of course croc meat COULD have been a feast for a fun-loving pharaoh. As the people of the Elephantine region never said …






‘Give me a crocodile sandwich, and make it snappy.’


Groucho Marx (1890–1977), US comedian








[image: images] DJER (3000 BC) [image: images]


1st Dynasty6


 






‘Power always thinks that it is doing God’s service when it is violating all his laws.’


John Adams (1735–1826), 2nd US president








The hippo’s dinner, Hor-Aha, was followed by another long-living pharaoh: Djer. The Egyptians had already evolved the belief that after death their pharaoh moved on from this life to an afterlife. Most religions believe that. But the nasty twist to the Ancient Egyptian faith was that the king still required all the luxuries of this life in the next life.


These included servants. How does a servant serve in the next life? By leaving this life. Djer’s tomb is surrounded by over 300 satellite tombs of retainers who were killed to attend to his needs in Egyptian heaven. This wasteful practice would eventually be replaced by having mummiform figures – ushabtis – placed in the graves. That was no consolation to the 300 victims of Djer. Imagine walking in their shoes (or sandals), knowing that when he dies, you die. You’d be executed for doing nothing but your job.


When Djer’s tomb was excavated in 1901 – long after it had been robbed – a mummified arm was found in a hidden crack. (Maybe an early robber had stuffed it there, hoping to retrieve it later.) It was the arm of a small woman with four fine gold and amethyst-encrusted bracelets on the wrist. One of the king’s wives had gone to her grave with Djer.






‘I was a queen, and you took away my crown; a wife, and you killed my husband; a mother, and you deprived me of my children. My blood alone remains: take it, but do not make me suffer long.’


Marie Antoinette (1755–93), Queen of France7








[image: image]


[image: images] KHASEKHEMWY (2690 BC) [image: images]


2nd Dynasty, and
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3rd Dynasty


 






‘Canst thou, O partial sleep, give thy repose


To the wet sea-boy in an hour so rude,


And … Deny it to a king? …


Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.’


William Shakespeare (1564–1616), English playwright, poet:


Henry IV Part 2








It’s all very well being a pampered prince with all the wealth in the world at your disposal. But, as Henry IV says, how do you sleep at night knowing so many people are after your crown?


Pharaoh Khasekhemwy faced enemies inside Egypt as well as outside. Once he’d routed the rebels inside, and invaders from the north, he seems to have decided the best policy was attack. Under Khasekhemwy, Egypt would be looking to conquer new lands. He also dealt with rebellion in Nubia at the southern end of the Nile. That gold-rich region would be a problem for Egypt again … and again and again.


Egypt under Khasekhemwy became richer. The pharaoh faced a new problem. Like a lottery winner today, he had to struggle with the agonising problem: ‘How do I spend all that wealth?’


His answer was to build the most impressive funerary complex seen to date.8 The dressed stone that lined the tomb made it the largest stone edifice in the world at the time. He was the earliest Egyptian king known to have built statues of himself. It was an idea that would catch on.


Khasekhemwy hadn’t invented the iconic pyramid, of course, but he was the herald of the pyramid age. It would be taken on to the next stage by Djoser, the man who was probably his son and who ruled c. 2670 BC.


Djoser’s monument


Djoser’s pyramid was the first all-stone building in the world. Impressive. As a sanctuary for his mummified body it was less of a success. All that remains of him is a mummified left foot.


The robbers of his tomb may not have revered him for his pyramid-building exploits, but his ancestors did. Over a thousand years after Djoser died, a pharaoh compiled a parchment list of kings. A scroll of black ink. But when it came to Djoser’s name the scribe switched pens and wrote his name in red ink; the founder of a new era, the age of the pyramids.




Did you know … pretty maids all in a row


King Sneferu (2613–2589 BC) was bored. It’s tough at the top. His magician, Djadjamankh, suggested he order 20 beautiful girls to row him across the palace lake. They were draped in nothing but fishing nets. (This is certainly one way of being entertained when there’s nothing on daytime television.)


Unfortunately one careless maiden lost her hair clip in the lake as they rowed across. Djadjamankh was ordered to find it. Not a problem for a magician. He folded the lake in half and walked across to the collect the clip. (And there are fairies at the bottom of my garden.)
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1 Pharaoh doesn’t literally mean ‘king’. It means ‘Great House’ in ancient Egyptian. The rulers were too great to be called by their actual name. Naming a leader after their residence is like calling the US president Mr Whitehouse or the King of France Mr Versailles, or the Russian leader Mr Kremlin. They’re fine names. But, in the UK, Mrs Buckingham-Palace is not quite so euphonious.


2 Some say this is misattributed to Twain. But it’s the sort of thing he may have said, so let’s give him the credit.


3 Are they aligned like Orion? Only if you are in spacecraft, ten miles above the Earth, lying on your back while looking at Egypt over your shoulder through a mirror. It’s rocket science.


4 That is to say, pay him a share of your wealth (let’s call it tax) so he can live in luxury. You may also be called upon to fight and die for him.


5 There’s a job you don’t often see advertised in your local Job Centre: ‘Beautician required to pierce the ears of sacred crocodiles. Candidates must possess a thick skin. Handbag-makers need not apply.’


6 Egypt historians organise Egyptian family lines into ‘dynasties’ just as medieval historians called European ruling families Bourbons or Plantagenets or Tudors. Egyptian families have numbers instead of names. The lists of pharaohs are inaccurate but they serve to give us a sequence, an order. People with OCD find that especially welcome.


7 Famous for callously saying, ‘Let them eat cake’ (when told that the peasants had no bread). In fact there is no record of her saying that. The philosopher Rousseau (1712–78) DID write: ‘a great princess was told that the peasants had no bread, and responded: “Let them eat brioche.”‘ But Rousseau wrote that when Marie Antoinette was just a child and clearly didn’t mean her. Throw mud and it sticks – the guillotined queen is stuck with that quote.


8 Yes, I know that when you win the lottery a gigantic tomb is probably not top of your bucket list. You want your Ferrari, mansion and world cruise in this life. But you’re not Khasekhemwy. He was a god and wasn’t planning to die.
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‘As a camel beareth labour, and heat, and hunger, and thirst, through deserts of sand, and fainteth not; so the fortitude of a man shall sustain him through all perils.’


Akhenaton (1351–1334 BC), Egyptian pharaoh








The earliest pharaohs had tombs rather like the palaces they inhabited when they were alive – single-storey affairs that looked like the mud benches Egyptians constructed at the front of their houses – mastabas. So those early graves were known as mastabas too.


Then along came the 3rd Dynasty of pharaohs and their tombs became upwardly mobile. All those mastabas seemed little more than ripples on the immeasurable, dusty plains. King Djoser had his burial monument constructed higher than the surrounding land, on a ridge – a tomb with a view?


Naturally it needed a creative genius to make it work – the pharaohs clearly didn’t have any spare brain cells to design and project-manage massive stone buildings. (After all, they were the men who were stupid enough to believe sacrificing servants for post-mortem duties was a good idea.)


Pharaoh Djoser’s go-to man was his vizier (or chief minister) Imhotep. This was the man he consulted about everything, it seemed. The pharaoh went to him to ask how to end a seven-year famine. (Echoes of the Joseph dream story.)






‘There is no higher religion than human service.’


Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924), 28th US president








Imhotep stacked mastaba on top of mastaba till there were six layers like a six-step, four-sided staircase. It’s now known as the Step Pyramid.


Inside it was a honeycomb of passages and the entrance was plugged with a three-ton block of granite.1 Some of the passages and shafts were occupied by members of the royal family. They included a child of eight.


Topping the tomb with ever-decreasing mastabas was meant to leave Djoser’s resting place inaccessible to human hands. It didn’t work. His pyramid, like every other in Egypt, has been entered and pillaged many times through history.


When the site was excavated in 1934, by Jean-Philippe Lauer, Djoser’s left foot and ankle were all that remained. (A trunkless leg and nothing beside remains?)


Beside the plugged main entrance is a shrine with a statue of Djoser inside. The door has two small holes, not for the curious to peer in but for the king’s spirit to circulate outside. Priests would place offerings in front of the shrine, Djoser would enjoy the ‘spirit’ of the food, and then the priests would tuck in to the actual food for supper.






‘For famous men have the whole earth as their memorial.’


Pericles (495–429 BC), Greek statesman and general








Grand designer Imhotep went on to be revered as a god himself. But his remains have never been found. Not even a foot. Not even a talented toe. However, he was remembered well into the Roman period as a sage, magician, healer and scribe. He was remembered long after his fellow Old Kingdom Egyptians were forgotten – a fitting memorial for the man who created the prototype of the country’s defining symbol: the pyramid.
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(2613–2589 BC) and
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(2589–2566 BC), 4th Dynasty


 






‘I think God, in creating man, somewhat overestimated his ability.’


Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), Irish writer and poet








Keeping up with the Joneses is not a new social quest. Pharaoh Sneferu built three huge pyramids – the Red pyramid, the Meidum pyramid and the Bent pyramid – you can see from the last that they hadn’t quite got the hang of straight-sided pyramids yet. The bottom half is regular but the upper half bends inwards as if the builders were in a hurry to get to the pointy bit at the top.


The German archaeologist Ludwig Borchardt (1863–1938) said the king must have died suddenly and the builders had to rush to finish it. But Ludwig, like a lot of his Victorian colleagues, was really only guessing. The mass of stones needed to build it ‘bent’ is not much less than that needed to build it straight.


And, anyway, Sneferu’s northern (or ‘Red’ pyramid) was built AFTER the Bent pyramid. Sneferu wouldn’t be commissioning that when he was dead … unless, of course, he really WAS a god.






‘Each one prays to God according to his own light.’


Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948), Indian nationalist








Those pyramids of Sneferu were the most impressive buildings the ancient world had ever seen. His son and heir, Khufu, just had to build a bigger one – the ‘Great Pyramid of Giza’, in fact. So ‘great’ it became the tallest man-made structure in the world for over 3,800 years.2


The statistics are impressive but meaningless without a context.3 So thank you, Napoleon Bonaparte, for giving the world a powerful image. Boney was in Egypt in 1798, doing his usual conquering act, when he got to view the pyramids at Giza. As his officers climbed to the top he sat in the shade and did a sum … long before calculators had been invented. Napoleon reckoned the stone from the three pyramids would build a wall around France that was a foot thick (0.3 metres) and 12 foot high (3.7 metres).4


Another calculation says that if the Great Pyramid were chopped into 12-inch cubes, and those cubes were joined end to end, there would be enough to circle the moon almost three times. (All you’d need would be a cement mixer that worked in a low-gravity environment.)




Did you know … pyramid prediction


Napoleon was led into the heart of the Khufu pyramid by an Egyptian guide. He suddenly dismissed the man, saying (in French), ‘I vont to be alone.’


He seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time in the lantern-lit heart of the tomb. When he finally emerged he was pale and shaking. The guide asked if he was all right and Napoleon snapped, ‘Don’t ever mention this again.’


It was much later in his eventful life that Napoleon himself raised the matter. He hinted that he’d had a vision in there and it may have revealed his own future. Tantalisingly he refused to say more until … he lay dying. ‘Inside the Pyramid of Khufu … but no … what’s the use? You’d never believe me … gurgle, gurgle, death-rattle.’





The point of the pyramid






‘Give me problems, give me the most abstruse cryptogram or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere. I abhor the dull routine of existence.’


Sherlock Holmes, character in The Sign of Four by Arthur Conan
Doyle (1859–1930), Scottish doctor and writer








Khufu’s pyramid is a mystery Sherlock Holmes never attempted to crack. Not so much ‘Who-murdered-the-body-in-the-library’ as ‘Where-is-the-bleedin’-body, Watson?’


In AD 820 the Caliph of Baghdad arrived in Egypt to follow a legend of hidden treasure the way the Conquistadors would seek out Eldorado in South America 600 years later. The stories the Caliph heard said there were fabulous treasures hidden in 30 chambers in the Great Pyramid.5


His excavators found a 350-foot-long passageway that ended in a large chamber. In the corner was a pit and another passage that led 50 foot … to what? A dead end.


He traced another passage to two more chambers and in the final one there lay a stone coffin – the sarcophagus. No treasure. And no mummified body. Only an empty coffin.


The Victorians revisited the pyramid to solve the mystery of why it was built. What they couldn’t prove, they invented. The pyramidologists claimed the Pyramid of Khufu was …
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	An observatory for star-gazing and calculating calendars.






	
[image: images]


	A sundial – maybe Khufu couldn’t find one in his local garden centre.
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	A horoscope calculator – an Institute of Pyramidology claims they can show how it predicted major earthly events such as the crucifixion of Christ and the First World War.6
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	A series of waiting rooms for Christian souls on their way to heaven or hell … even though it was built a couple of thousand years before Christ was born.
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	A symbol of the oppressive might of the priests – a bit like a Norman cathedral: ‘Look on our works and despair.’ The priests (the pyramidologists argued) conned Khufu into paying for it but had no intention of actually burying him there.







These theories are as nutty as a Brazil-nut tree. The truth is, no one really knows why Khufu didn’t end up in his massive mausoleum.


The masterful masons


Statistics on the Great Pyramid are mind-boggling. For example, the builders would have had to put a block of stone in place every two to three minutes, working a ten-hour day, seven days a week, for the duration of Khufu’s reign.


But the one statistic never calculated is, ‘How much did it cost?’ The answer is, ‘It cost Khufu his reputation.’ So much of the nation’s time and effort went into the Great Pyramid that the rest of the buildings were neglected. The Egyptians were harsh in their judgement.






‘Khufu brought the country into all sorts of misery. He closed the temples, forbade his subjects to offer sacrifices, and compelled them without exception to labour on his works. The Egyptians can barely bring themselves to mention his name, so great is their hatred.’


Herodotus








So while modern visitors gaze on its wonders they have little idea that the Great Pyramid was so detested in its own era.




Did you know… the overseer


The man who acted as Khufu’s pyramid projectmanager was his nephew Hemiunu. A full-time job, you would think. Yet as well as supervising the building of the pyramid he found time to hold other titles: priest to the gods and goddesses the Cat, the Lion, the Panther, the Ram of Mendes, and Keeper of the Bull of Apis (he could have built a zoo for that lot). He was high priest of Thoth – God of Wisdom. Yet he still found time for another job: ‘Director of Music to the South and the North’.


His reward for his efforts was to have his own pyramid built near the Great one. His statues show an obese man – obesity being a symbol of fat-cat success. It demonstrated that, while the peasants laboured on a subsistence diet, Hemiunu had a surplus of food and fat (cholesterol and chins).





Hemiunu’s obesity may have been a source of pride. It was probably a source of death too.


When it was finished, the Great Pyramid of Khufu was clad in a white limestone that must have dazzled in the desert sun.


What happened to the white cladding? It was pinched to build Cairo.


Pyramid power






‘Man fears Time, but Time fears the Pyramids.’


Egyptian proverb








The pyramids are forever the symbol of Ancient Egypt. Thousands of years later they were being built by the Mayans and Aztecs in Central America. That led to some pyramidologists making a link between the cultures.


The believers argue that simple Mayan farmers could never have built those pyramids. The Egyptians must have sailed across the Atlantic Ocean 2,000 years before Columbus and settled in Mexico.


Sensible historians like you and I may mock. But on 1 September 1996 a sensational story appeared in the newspapers. It said that traces of cocaine and tobacco had been found in Egyptian mummies.


It seemed to indicate the pharaohs smoked tobacco or chewed coca leaves – the source of cocaine – plants only found in the New World.


German scientist Svetlana Balabanova did not believe the results when she tested the mummies from British and German museums.






‘The results were a shock. I was sure it was a mistake.’


Svetlana Balabanova, German toxicologist








But she was convinced after repeating the tests.7 Some Egyptologists kept an open mind.






‘We have always said there is no evidence of links between Egypt and the Americas – but there is never any evidence until it appears.’


Rosalie David, Keeper of Egyptology at Manchester Museum








Others were scathing about the idea that the Egyptians sailed the Atlantic thousands of years before Columbus.






‘The idea that the Egyptians should have travelled to America is overall absurd, and I also don’t know anyone who spends time doing research in these areas, because they’re not perceived to be areas that have any real meaning for the subjects.’


John Baines, Egyptologist (1997)








Could the Egyptians really have sailed the oceans? Evidence is emerging that they could. Around 1477 BC, Queen Hatshepsut funded a mysterious overseas expedition to the Land of Punt, which is pictured in a relief at Deir el-Bahari (in modern-day Luxor). It shows five ships, each measuring about 20 metres long, carrying 210 men and loaded with gold, trees and exotic animals which can only be found along the coast of Africa.


Then, in 2011, archaeologists excavating a dried-up lagoon unearthed traces of an ancient harbour that once launched early voyages like Hatshepsut’s onto the open ocean. Inside a series of man-made caves they found timber, rigging, limestone anchors, steering oars, reed mats, cedar planks, and the remains of the oldest seagoing ships ever discovered.


So in theory South American drugs could have reached Egypt. Did the Egyptians reciprocate by giving the Mayans the idea of pyramids?


Unlikely, because Egyptian pyramids are carefully engineered, built from solid stone so they cover a tomb inside. Mayan pyramids are piles of sand and rubble, covered with a stone face so they can place an altar on the top.


Other writers have said the Mayan people were Alexander the Great’s Greek sailors – who turned right in the Mediterranean instead of left and got a little lost.


In the 1960s a Swiss writer came up with a new theory. The beings who planned the Mayan pyramids weren’t human. They were the same aliens from outer space who had built the Egyptian pyramids. The Mayan pyramid platforms would make landing pads for their flying saucers.


This may sound wacky and fantastic to you. But remember … he sold an awful lot of books!




Did you know … pyramid passions


The Greek historian Herodotus is known as ‘The Father of History’ as well as ‘The Father of Lies’. Though he visited Egypt in c. 450 BC, he’s not the most reliable source of stories.


He reported that King Cheops made his daughter sit in a bedroom and charge men for her favours. She charged each man a block of stone. She then used these to build a pyramid near the Great Pyramid with sides almost 50 metres long. That’s an awful lot of love.





Pyramid pinching






‘Economy does not lie in sparing money, but in spending it wisely.’


Thomas Huxley (1825–95), English biologist
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