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To Miriam




A note on translations


Ancient Egyptian (like other writing systems of the Near East) did not use punctuation or separate individual words or sections of text with spaces. It was also light on the use of conjunctions. Moreover, our knowledge of the vocabulary and grammar of ancient Egyptian is still imperfect. Modern translators generally keep close to the ancient texts, trying not to impart meanings that are inappropriate to the way that ancient Egyptians thought. This rather conservative approach is reflected in some of the conventions used in translations, thus:


•  parentheses ( ) enclose glosses which aid in the understanding of the text


•  square brackets [ ] enclose restorations to the text


•  angle brackets 〈 〉 enclose words omitted by the ancient scribe


•  a row of three dots … indicates the omission of words in the original text.
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Why study ancient Egypt?





[image: image] A successful society by any standards


Roughly two thousand years separate us from the end of ancient Egypt. It lies sufficiently far in the past to be the object of dispassionate study, and is sufficiently well documented to allow a relatively detailed reconstruction of the history and character of the society which had occupied the northern Nile valley for the previous three thousand years and more. (A convenient start date is around 3000 BC.)


The modern reconstruction of ancient Egypt is a consequence of the European rekindling of enquiry born of the Renaissance. It satisfies curiosity, provides entertainment and feeds dreams of treasure and of marvels buried in the sand. But it offers something more serious as well: a contribution to debates about what constitutes a viable, even successful society; and it offers one of the earliest available windows on the human mind, a stage in the history of human cognition. It does this because, beginning from around 2400 BC, it gives us written records in which Egyptians reveal something of their preoccupations and style of expression. Their records are not so alien as to exclude us but they define an outlook unaffected by the religious and philosophical ideas – Greek rationality and the monotheism which began with Judaism – that developed considerably later in the eastern Mediterranean and which shape the way we all now see the world.


History and current experience show that successful societies of significant size tend towards a single natural form. That form is hierarchical, with dominant leadership, which acts in large part through institutions and enforced rules, is glorified through conspicuous buildings, engineering projects and art, and competes with other societies through economic exchange and often through warfare or threat of warfare. Recent history has also seen increasing acceptance of the need to avoid the destructive consequences of too aggressive a pursuit of this model, and of the need to spread personal dignity and wealth more evenly. Nonetheless, the model itself has become so entrenched as to suggest that it is the result of the evolutionary processes that drove the emergence of the fully human species to which we all belong. Alternatives have been debated since the time of classical Greece and have contributed the idea of democracy, but this only seems to work well when incorporated into a state organized along fairly traditional lines.


From a world perspective, human societies have developed in scale and complexity at greatly differing rates. They have also proved unequally successful in maintaining particular stages of development, sometimes declining into instability, conflict and fragmentation and thus the dissipation of the energy required to maintain society at a particular level; or allowing leadership to gain a position so dominant that the moral equilibrium which societies need in the long term is seriously damaged.


Ancient Egypt represents one of many reasonably successful solutions to long-term communal living. Its three thousand years of a recognizably single cultural tradition are a notable success story. The winning formula was built around a vision of the state that was rooted in abstract, thus wholly imagined external forces. These were conceptualized as gods who laid on rulers the responsibility for justice and the welfare of the people of Egypt, and were thus the guarantors of hierarchy and legitimacy. A part of that legitimacy was to pursue worldly glory, but in a form in which loyal subjects could participate. The values and institutions of ancient Egypt enabled it to overcome the potential hazards of internal fragmentation and environmental and political change (most obviously brought about by foreign invasions in the later centuries). These deserve to be admired as much as Egypt’s conspicuous monuments. The balance and stability achieved by embracing the new while maintaining traditional social, cultural and political forms is a powerful theme.
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[image: image] Figure 1  The chaos of the surrounding world, as epitomized by slaughter on foreign battlefields. Warriors from Syria-Palestine fall beneath the wheels of Pharaoh’s chariot (the rim of one of the wheels appears at the top of the scene). Painted sandstone relief from a temple probably of the mid-18th Dynasty, found reused in the foundations of a temple of Rameses IV at western Thebes (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York).


To claim that ancient Egypt was a successful state is to use a term that has come to have a very specific meaning. The modern world takes a close interest in states and not only for academic reasons. How they function can be judged on a scale of success versus failure, the failures seen as posing threats to the interests of the states that deem themselves to be successes. A Fragile State Index (formerly the Failed State Index) now attempts each year to bring objectivity to the exercise of judgement (the index serves implicitly to identify ‘successful states’ also). ‘Failed state’ has become a commonplace in the language of politicians and political commentators, and is particularly applied to a broad area of the Middle East and Africa, the very area in which Egypt occupies a central place.


This approach ought to be anchored in some understanding of what is normal, what the baseline of comparison should be. Is it reasonable to consider that it is exemplified wholly by the modern states of the west, even though those of Europe and regions to the east suffered catastrophic failures as a result of totalitarian rule (justified at the time by explicit philosophies) and warfare in the 20th century? The study of the state needs the full depth of history to provide an answer not only to the question ‘What is normal?’, but also to the related question ‘What is the winning formula?’ or, indeed, to whether there is a winning formula at all. Are there limits to what progress can achieve, not so much in technical areas as in modifying the balance between the state and private spheres, and in the place that institutions occupy in society?


One aim of this book is to single out the characteristics that made ancient Egypt a successful state and society, resilient and able to absorb change over an unusually long period. At the end, in Chapter 10, the Fragile State Index will be rolled out and pointed towards ancient Egypt.


[image: image] An early window on the mind


The difference in outlook between ourselves and the kind of world to which ancient Egypt belonged centres on the word ‘religion’. Is it appropriate to use it of ancient Egypt? The clarification of thinking that developed in classical Greece allowed religion to be identified as a separate phenomenon and seems to have stimulated consciousness of rightness and wrongness of belief, and so of loyalty to one religion and hostility to others. For the Egyptians, what we see as their ‘religion’ so permeated all aspects of existence as to raise doubts about whether this is an appropriate term at all.


At conversational level we know what we mean by the word ‘religion’, and (for an English speaker) it is probably not so far from the definition given in Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, published in 1755: ‘1. Virtue, as founded upon reverence of God, and expectation of future rewards and punishments. 2. A system of divine faith and worship as opposite to others.’1


When we use the word for societies more distant from our own, however, being sure of what it means is not so easy. In fact, it is nowadays not so easy even on one’s home ground. My Chambers Concise Dictionary, attempting to find, as dictionaries do, a definition that reflects the breadth of current English usage, comes up with: ‘belief in, recognition of, or an awakened sense of, a higher unseen controlling power or powers, with the emotion and morality connected with such; rites or worship; any system of such belief or worship; devoted fidelity; monastic life’.2 Note that the words ‘god’, ‘supernatural’ and ‘spiritual’ are not present. The ‘devoted fidelity’ presumably covers football, fashion and other pursuits that attract passionate enthusiasm and are said to be ‘a religion’. The first part of the definition could, on its own, include astrology, a belief in luck, destiny or some of the more extreme examples of conspiracy theory. The qualifying phrase ‘with the emotion and morality connected with such’ attempts to exclude those possibilities, but this starts to push Egypt out of the circle. Large parts of what is usually included under the heading ‘ancient Egyptian religion’ were devoid of both.


A step further removed, which sets one on a path that leads towards ancient Egypt, is to be found in the philosophy of Epicurus (341–270 BC), especially as transmitted through his much later Roman disciple, Lucretius. Epicurean philosophy recognized that the gods existed. But they existed as beings so remote that they had no interest in humans and could not be reached by them. Thus religion (Lucretius, writing in Latin, uses the word ‘religio’) was pointless and actually a form of human degradation. We cannot class the Epicureans as atheists or agnostics, but neither were they religious because they despised religion (although Lucretius began his discourse On the Nature of Things with a passionate hymn to the goddess Venus).3


The reason for citing the Epicureans is that they muddy still further the waters of definition. They also point to a distinction between belief that impels particular kinds of behaviour (devotion at one end of the spectrum and murder at the other) which is at the heart of religion and of other (secular) ideas that become fixations; and knowledge of the kind which can be debated in a search for truth and is not absolute. In a universe which can be understood through reason, the gods could, at that time, take their place as just one form of natural phenomenon, an area of knowledge, making no demands.


Moving closer to ancient Egypt, the author Lucian, writing (in Greek) in the second century AD, imagines a dialogue between a person named Momos and the god Zeus concerning the animal aspects of many Egyptian gods:


Momos: ‘You there, you dog-faced, linen-vested Egyptian, who do you think you are, my good man, and how do you consider yourself to be a god with that bark of yours? And what does this fancily painted bull of Memphis mean by accepting homage, giving oracles and having prophets? I am ashamed to mention ibises and apes and goats and other far more ludicrous creatures who have been smuggled out of Egypt into heaven, goodness knows how. How can you bear, gods, to see them worshipped on equal terms, or even better, with yourselves? And you, Zeus, how can you put up with it when they stick a ram’s horn on to you?’


Zeus: ‘These things you say about the Egyptians are truly shocking. Nevertheless, Momos, the majority of them have mystic significance and it is quite wrong for one who is not an initiate to mock them.’4


Here we have the standard answer of apologists of the outward trappings of religion: it might look weird, but it’s a symbol of something profound which only true believers can appreciate.


Epicurus, Lucretius and Lucian have the same attitude, at once modern and familiar, and alien to the mindset the Egyptians possessed: the outsider’s view of knowledge and culture, informed, sceptical to the point of disbelief and needing to be explained rationally. They are on our side of a fundamental watershed in the history of thought. The Egyptians epitomize the other side (though with fuzziness at the boundary).


The human mind has evolved with a thirst for knowledge. Knowledge is the ultimate addiction. What we cannot find in the directly observable world, we invent. Thoughtful Egyptians observed the visible world around them, though with a seemingly passive interest which did not seek patterns that invoked impersonal, ‘natural’ forces that were open to rational explanation. At the same time, however, they perceived that there was more to existence than what the eye saw. Their answer was colourful, invented knowledge, a world of ‘gods’. They seem to have approached it in a relatively neutral spirit of enquiry. The gods existed as self-evident units of knowledge; they were natural phenomena, but were not part of a broader picture to be argued over. When alternative ideas about the gods were committed to writing, in the place of argument or even discussion a form of politeness intervened which allowed alternatives to be accepted as having equal value. That sense of politeness or decorum did not, however, prevent the Egyptians, in other contexts, from seeing the gods as having weak and quarrelsome natures and comic frailties. Respect was not obligatory, and in this we encounter some of the fuzziness I mentioned above. The Egyptians argued amongst themselves over personal, human affairs (and could imagine the gods doing the same) but not, it seems, over abstract knowledge itself.


At the same time the gods could draw out another enduring human characteristic, awe and gratitude in the face of authority. It was institutionalized in shrines and temples (and in palaces) but also prompted spontaneous expressions of devotion. But here another boundary proves to be illusory. Whatever it was that made imaginary gods special was also possessed by humans who attracted respect, particularly kings, high officials and patriarchal leaders of local society. They, too, had their shrines, designed to receive the same kind of deference that was shown to gods in temples.


I have come to see that applying the term ‘religion’ to ancient Egypt is misleading. It imposes a set of categories, and thus a set of boundaries, as to thought and behaviour on a society which did not actually think and act in accordance with them. There was knowledge (mostly invented but satisfying the urge to know) and there was deference in the face of power and authority. They could come together through ritual and magic, which suggested the possibility of manipulating one’s environment by non-material means. Knowledge and deference: they are the subjects which matter once one has finished dissecting the institutions that held Egypt together. We can discuss them fully without recourse to the concept of religion. Religion is religion to those who believe a particular form of it. To those who do not, it should be regarded as culture, itself a complex set of manifestations of the imagination. There is no need to have a broad category of cross-cultural knowledge called ‘religion’.


We can, as an experiment, erase religion from particular areas of discourse. Consequently, the word ‘religion’ will appear again in this book only in a few places where it applies to more recent societies, with clearest meaning only with reference to Judaism, Christianity and Islam. This takes us back to the familiar, conversational usage of the word.
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A kingdom much like others





[image: image] Geography and people


The conventions of modern statehood have greatly affected Egypt’s geography and relationship with peoples who were once outside its boundaries. Ancient Egypt was figuratively an island. Its people were the dwellers of the Nile valley northwards from Aswan and across the broad delta which continued the course of the Nile to the Mediterranean Sea, a total length (in a straight line) of some 850 km (530 miles). The deserts to east and west were crossable and were themselves occupied by dispersed populations. Yet the measure of contrast between the deserts and the Nile floodplain, with its rich vegetation, animal life and settled human population, created an unmistakable boundary of which the ancient Egyptians were very aware. They occupied ‘the black land’ (Kemet) in contrast to ‘the red land’ (Deshret) which lay endlessly beyond.
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[image: image] Figure 2  Map of ancient Egypt, showing places mentioned in the text.


The deserts to east and west, including the Sinai peninsula, had their own populations who followed a largely nomadic way of life and were regarded as not Egyptian. Although few in number by comparison with the population of ancient Egypt, they were seen as potential enemies and as agents of disturbance, wild in the way that desert animals were. They epitomized chaos. In great contrast, modern Egypt, its boundaries largely determined by European powers (most particularly Britain) as the Ottoman empire disintegrated, embraces these once external peoples and their vast and largely empty homelands. In the case of Sinai, the integration of its people into the modern state of Egypt is still incomplete. It is home to ‘rebels’ (‘terrorist’ is the preferred current term), echoing the way things were in the ancient past.


A land route along the coast connected the Nile delta to Palestine and the further lands of the Near East (the ancient historian’s term for the vaguely defined western region of what is now called the Middle East). Here, there were societies which had developed agriculture, urbanism, political hierarchy and institutions based on writing earlier than Egypt had.


To the south of Aswan, the Nile could be followed upstream in effect for an indefinite distance. Aswan was where ancient Egypt stopped and Nubia began. Granite islands which break the flow of the Nile (and form the First Cataract) create the sense of a geographic frontier. Yet for the period which preceded the development of ancient Egypt as a state, the excavation by archaeologists of numerous cemeteries in Nubia and in southern Egypt reveals that the inhabitants of both areas possessed a very similar material culture. They were also similar in physical appearance, insofar as one can judge from skeletons.1 The fact that, north of Aswan, the process of state formation proceeded to bring into existence the rich and complex society of ancient Egypt whereas, south of Aswan, the same process made slow headway amongst a seemingly very similar population, is presumably a reflection of the great contrast in natural resources between the two areas. North of Aswan resources increased; to the south they remained meagre.


At some stage also, and perhaps already by this early time, the two areas were divided by language. Certainly the Egyptians of historic times saw their southern neighbours as different from themselves. An exaggerated contrast in skin colour when depicting themselves and Nubians was the most obvious way of expressing this. The difference has remained. The southern frontier of modern Egypt, when determined by British administrators in 1899 as being largely the 22nd northern degree of latitude, made the approximately 300 km (190 miles) of the Nile valley south of Aswan part of Egypt. Nubians then became one of many peoples in the world who, despite having their own cultural identity and language, have been denied a state of their own by the imposition of arbitrary political boundaries.


The boundedness of ancient Egypt, a natural unit covering only a fraction of the land area of modern Egypt, created a relatively homogeneous society. Civil war could temporarily disrupt it, but its protagonists seem to have shared the common culture of which a key element was the singularity of the people who occupied the black land bordering the Nile. By contrast, the settled lands of Palestine, Syria and further beyond across the wide valley of the Tigris and Euphrates (the land of Mesopotamia), although they, too, had a great deal in common (including use of the Akkadian language as a lingua franca), faced regular major changes in territories under individual political control. The permanence of ‘nations’ and kingdoms was hard to achieve and has remained so to the present. The process of state formation in Iraq, Syria and the old territory of Palestine continues, illustrating how violent the process can be.


[image: image] Egypt’s hereditary kings


Egypt was ruled by lines of hereditary kings. The convention within Egyptology is to call each line or royal family a ‘dynasty’. In the third century BC an Egyptian priest named Manetho wrote a history of his country (in Greek), for which he must have consulted records kept in temple libraries.2 His full text is lost, but it was available in antiquity for many years. Other ancient scholars, on consulting it, wrote simple summaries and some of these have survived. They preserve Manetho’s list of kings, subdivided into dynasties, each one given a sequential number to the total of 31, and a city or place of origin. Within each dynasty the kings are named and given an exact length of reign. Although the surviving summaries do not entirely agree, a figure of somewhat under 5,500 years is indicated. It ended with the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 BC
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