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INTRODUCTION:



Why Are We So Interested in Ancient Egypt?


For most people today, the words ‘ancient Egypt’ conjure up a very distinct set of images: pyramids, animal-headed gods, hieroglyphs, pharaohs and mummified bodies. It is a uniquely seductive and exotic combination. But this idea of ancient Egypt is often completely disconnected from its neighbouring ancient cultures, subsequent historical periods and the inhabitants of Egypt today. There are many reasons for this Egyptological exceptionalism and before attempting to investigate ancient Egypt, it’s important to acknowledge some of these biases.


As a child of five or six, I vividly remember my own first encounters with the ancient Egyptians. I grew up in Glasgow, where my family took me to visit the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, a venerable jewel in the city’s cultural crown. Its interior had a distinctive smell – the aroma of antiquity, I imagined, but more likely the whiff of floor polish. It immediately announced the presence of the ancient people and objects within. Upon first coming face to face with them, I remember a jolt of disappointment when I peered into the glass case containing a mummified ancient Egyptian. The shrouded form within its partially opened coffin was blackened with resin and didn’t match my expectations of the white-bandage-clad baddie from the cartoons inspired by ancient Egypt that I watched every Saturday morning.


This was a clear case where, as a visitor, I had entered a space already knowing what I expected to see – because ‘ancient Egypt’ has such a universal brand identity in the modern world. That flicker of discontent at the challenge to my preconceptions could not, however, hinder my immediate and growing fascination. From then on, I sought out books, documentaries, movies, toys, postcards; anything I could get my hands on. You name it, I wanted it. Ancient Egypt became a subject of obsessive interest for me; a retreat from the everyday, a refuge from the school bully. It is a child-like – if not childish – fascination that I have nurtured my whole life since.


Despite this experience being one shared among many (mostly Western) Egyptologists, we rarely explore how it might affect our perception as adults. Such a sense of innocent awe and wonder may blind us to the realities and complexities of ancient life; we see the ancient Egyptians through our own experiences of the modern world, dazzled by the glare of their greatest surviving achievements while also inheriting the prejudices of the Greeks and Romans, who patronised the ancient inhabitants of the Nile valley for their belief in funny-looking gods, strange social practices and treating their dead like salted fish.


Ancient Egypt is tastefully incomplete. Inevitably, given the partial nature of the archaeological evidence, we feel compelled to fill in the blanks: we reimagine ancient reasoning in terms we already know or are at least familiar with. We cannot resist the allure of artistic reconstructions of monuments on paper – as finished buildings with clean lines and in brilliant colour, as if for a prospective investor – or the faces of deceased individuals restored to life digitally or physically in wax or bronze. Each of these imaginative reconfigurations invites us to know – and to claim kinship with – these people from the distant past.


For the last two centuries since the decipherment of hieroglyphs, we have been able to sound out approximations of many of the names of the ancient Egyptians. Perhaps this is why we feel such a direct, personal connection – akin to taking up correspondence with a half-remembered penfriend from long ago. So many traces, belongings and memorials survive. When most of these inscribed objects were first closely studied in the early nineteenth century, it was imagined that they would divulge the secrets of their owners – like a candid, first-hand autobiographical account. Alas, most hieroglyphic texts turned out to be highly formulaic religious writings and didn’t provide the insight scholars so wished for. The scientific examination of mummified remains is largely framed in the same way today. Our desires remain rooted in voyeuristic curiosity.


Ancient Egypt is consistent. Rules established around 3000 BCE – for visually depicting people, animals and plants – were largely followed for the next three millennia, creating a consistency in the style of representations. Ask a random passer-by almost anywhere in the world today to identify a pharaonic image and they will likely be able to. So strongly distinctive are the set of visual cues and well-known motifs, it could almost be assumed that the ancient Egyptians adopted a cookie-cutter approach to their art.


But try as we might to interpret the surviving evidence objectively, it is inevitable that we write our own histories rather than those of the actual ancient Egyptians. And perhaps this is why they are so enduringly popular: they appear safely strange but also deeply familiar. We feel easily able to gather their names and images – from social settings often separated by hundreds of miles and thousands of years – and create something that appears to us coherently ancient Egyptian. We play dress-up with our own idea of pharaonic culture.


Ancient Egypt is photogenic. Some of the earliest photographs taken captured the monuments of Egypt. As archaeology became viewed as a science, so recording methods such as photography played an important role in communicating – but also performing – archaeological techniques. Often highly stylised, editing out evidence of the living inhabitants of Egypt, photography has a particularly problematic tendency to isolate and romanticise pharaonic monuments, presenting a partial view as an objective truth. Museums and photographs have both been essential in actively creating, rather than passively transmitting, histories of ‘ancient Egypt’.


Ancient Egypt is a lucrative brand. It sells. More than any other ancient culture, it is associated with ostentatious wealth and excess. This is partly a symptom of the fact that the remaining evidence overwhelmingly relates to rich dead people. This doubly skews our vision of the ancient past: most people living in pharaonic Egypt could not have afforded elaborate mummification or monumental tombs; and the objects and ideas expressed relate to idealised ambitions for eternity and are not accurate time capsules of the realities of life – despite what archaeological rhetoric leads us to assume.


With these caveats in mind, let’s examine the evidence that may give us some insights into what it was actually like to be alive in pharaonic times. This involves trying to establish how the ancient Egyptians recognised and categorised big concepts – the passage of time, government, religion – or simply asking what their society was like – who did what and why? Ancient Egyptian ways of doing things differed in important ways to neighbouring cultures and peoples of today. Throughout, let’s try to bear in mind the limitations of the evidence – much of it now physically outside of Egypt – in answering questions that come from a different perspective to those of the ancient Egyptians themselves.





1.



How Did the Egyptians View Time?


Queen Cleopatra VII (30 BCE) lived closer in time to us today than she did to the building of the Pyramids of Giza in about 2500 BCE. Take a moment to let that sink in. By the standards of what we tend to describe as great civilisations, the culture we know as ‘ancient Egypt’ lasted for an incredibly long time – some 3,000 years. Historians have been frequently preoccupied with dividing this enormous timespan up into smaller, more manageable chunks, although these divisions may be more meaningful for us as present-day observers than for the people who actually lived under pharaonic rule. Egyptologists still favour the simplified progression from what they term the Old Kingdom (the great pyramid-building phase), through the Middle Kingdom (viewed as something of a classical age) and on to the New Kingdom (when famous names like Tutankhamun and Ramesses II took the throne), divided up by times of decentralisation known as the First, Second and Third Intermediate Periods respectively.


A temptingly easy unit for modern historical understanding is the ‘dynasty’ or ‘royal house’, familiar from more recent European monarchies. While useful to an extent, families are complicated, and in reality power passed beyond biological kin; the throne rarely passed directly from father to eldest son, as in the ideal scenario suggested by the ancient myth of the murdered god Osiris being avenged by his son, Horus. Despite the most optimistic predictions of DNA science, knowledge of royal bloodlines (and the identities of the mummified remains of many key subjects) will never be known with certainty, throwing into question any neat division between dynasties.


While the ancient Egyptians themselves certainly didn’t view their history in anything like the way we do today, there is definitive evidence that they kept extensive and detailed lists of their own kings, genealogies of elite families and accounts of certain noteworthy events. Now, we should be careful lest we imagine that the ancient Egyptians were proto-historians; that is a problem with history generally, and Egyptologists are especially guilty of projecting themselves back into the sandals of the subjects of their research.


The ancient Egyptians conceptualised time in two distinct ways, termed Djet and Neheh. Djet was continuous, linear time – similar to how many modern people view the progression of events. Written with the hieroglyph of a serpent, Djet was the timeline of the gods and monuments, stretching sinuously both backwards and onwards inexorably into an undefined future. Neheh, on the other hand, was cyclical time – written with the signs of the sun disc and two twisted ropes – the repetition of night and day, seasonal rhythms of the land, constantly restarting and predictably repeating. Gods were in control of both forms of eternity. So, it is appropriate that Osiris, the god most associated with rebirth, commanded both Djet and Neheh time.


As we shall see again and again, the ancient Egyptians were frequently prone to hyperbole. Monumental texts repeatedly record spoken exchanges between the gods and the king. These interactions are reciprocal: gods give the gift of millions of years on the throne and kings build temples for the perpetual celebration of the divine, sometimes termed a ‘Mansion of Millions of Years’. The persistent modern designation of these structures as ‘mortuary’ or ‘funerary’ temples misses this point: death is not the end, pharaohs are gods, and gods defy time.


Years were numbered according to the reigning king; when one king died, this regnal dating system reset back to ‘1’ with the new ruler. This is why we can infer, for example, that Tutankhamun ruled for nine years, because the highest attested date associated with his name is ‘Year 9’. Any dates much in excess of ‘30’, even without the king named, most likely belong to the long-lived Ramesses II who occupied the throne for some sixty-six years (c.1279 to 1213 BCE). Such regnal dates appear on some monuments to fix a construction or a decree to the piety of a certain king in a certain moment, but precise dates were otherwise of most use in contracts, sales and other official documents concerning property from later periods of pharaonic history.


A solar calendar of 365 days was first formalised by the ancient Egyptians. It was formed of three seasons of four thirty-day months, with five additional days at the end of each year linked to the birthdays of several major gods – although the concept of the leap year was unknown, leading to slippage of the calendar over time. The names of the three seasons reflect the agricultural cycle: akhet (‘flood’), peret (‘emergence’) and shemu (‘harvest’). Likely a survival of the latter’s name, Shem el-Nessim is still a national holiday in Egypt, marking the beginning of spring.
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