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But every woman shall borrow of her neighbour, 




and of her that sojourneth in her house, jewels of




silver, and jewels of gold, and raiment: and ye shall put them upon your sons, 




and upon your daughters; and ye shall spoil the Egyptians. 




Exodus 3:22

















For the Fox and the Vicar  
With love and affection, and because of many good times. 






















Preface


The Rape of the Nile has a special place in my heart, for it was the first truly general book on archaeology that I ever wrote. It all began with an article commissioned by Archaeology Magazine about the theatrical strongman and tomb robber Giovanni Belzoni, one of the great adventurers of early archaeology along the Nile. Patricia Cristol, then an editor at Charles Scribner’s Sons, asked me to write a biography of Belzoni. I pointed out that there was already an excellent study in print, and, almost as an aside, offered a history of Egyptian tomb robbing instead. To my astonishment, she sent me a contract for such a book, which put me on the spot, as I knew nothing whatsoever about the subject. For two years, I found myself in a fascinating and long-forgotten world of heroes and villains, of larger-than-life figures whose antics seemed stranger than fiction. Writing The Rape (the title was Scribner’s Sons’ idea) gave me an abiding fascination with ancient Egypt and the archaeologists who worked along the Nile. The book appeared in 1975 to considerable acclaim, and has been translated into eight languages, as well as appearing in a reprint published by Moyer-Bell in 1992. I was nervous when the book appeared, for I assumed that Egyptologists would disapprove of a history written by an outsider. In the event, I have been flattered by their polite words and civilized tolerance of the errors that inevitably crept into the book. A colleague told me some months ago that the book was a “venerable classic” of Egyptology, which is both flattering and slightly alarming.


No question, however, that the original version and the reprint are entering their dotage. A great deal has happened in Egyptology since 1975— new discoveries, fresh insights, and a generation of important conservation work and basic research, combined with ardent specialization. When I wrote the original edition, the literature on the history of Egyptology was scattered in obscure journals and was relatively inaccessible. The past thirty years have seen a flood of biographies and historical studies, which throw new light on early Egyptology, especially during the nineteenth century. I was delighted when Karl Yambert of Westview Press asked me to prepare an updated edition. He gave me a chance to revisit one of the most fascinating projects I have ever undertaken. In the event, the task was a demanding pleasure that involved extensive rewriting and expansion of the original work.


I was pleased to discover that the basic narrative format worked well and that my original story was, on the whole, reasonably accurate. As a result, I decided to maintain the original structure, keeping Giovanni Belzoni’s remarkable career as the central part of the book. The major changes have been in the later chapters, where a new generation of research has produced fresh insights into such important figures as JeanFrançois Champollion, John Gardner Wilkinson, and Howard Carter. As before, I have made no attempt to be comprehensive, focusing on the high points and the major developments rather than describing every important archaeological discovery. I should also stress that this is a narrative of discovery, not of intellectual trends, which are of less interest to a general audience. I have added comprehensive notes to this edition, which provide a guide to further reading for each chapter, as well as references and occasional details on people and sites to provide richer detail to the narrative.


The Rape comprises three parts. Part I, “Tombs and Treasure,”  begins with the Greeks and the Romans, with that gossipy traveler Herodotus, who wrote the first outsider’s account of ancient Egyptian civilization. I describe the thriving tourist trade in Roman Egypt and the activities of Islamic treasure hunters, as well as a long-lasting international trade in mummies, fueled by a belief that pounded-up ancient corpses were powerful medicine and an effective aphrodisiac. European travelers had sailed as far south as the Second Cataract by the late eighteenth century, and most of the major archaeological sites were known. However, Egypt was still difficult to access until General Napoléon Bonaparte and his savants revealed the glories of the ancient Nile to an astounded world in the first years of the nineteenth century.


Part II, “The Great Belzoni,”  tells the story of a circus strongman who became an adept tomb robber and nascent archaeologist by accident. His flamboyant career along the Nile has all the ingredients of high adventure: diplomats competing for antiquities, loyal followers and ruffians, fisticuffs and gunfire. The tall Italian found the tomb of the New Kingdom pharaoh Seti I, cleared the entrance to the Abu Simbel temple, was the first modern visitor to enter the pyramid of Khafre at Giza, and removed obelisks, statuary, papyri, and small artifacts by the ton, thanks to his expertise with levers, weights, and “hydraulics” perfected in acts of legerdemain on the stage. Belzoni towers over Egyptology as a larger-than-life figure. His adventures, which ended with his lonely death in Benin, West Africa, are the stuff of which archaeological romance is made. At the same time, Belzoni’s discoveries inadvertently helped lay the foundations for the scientific Egyptology of today.


Part III, “Birth of a Science,”  begins with the decipherment of hieroglyphs by the French linguistic genius Jean-François Champollion, and the arrival of a small group of antiquarians and artists in Egypt who were interested not in looting, but in copying and inscriptions. Notable among them was John Gardner Wilkinson, who lived in an ancient tomb at Thebes and wrote a classic,  Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians, in 1837. His book could be purchased in railroad bookstores and made the pharaohs accessible to all. We trace the stirrings of an archaeological conscience along the Nile, epitomized by the frenetic activities of Auguste Mariette, Egypt’s first director of antiquities. Tourism became big business during Mariette’s time. We witness the tourist experience through the eyes of novelist Amelia Edwards, who wrote A Thousand Miles up the  Nile (1877). The scenes of destruction in temple and tomb so moved her that she devoted the remainder of her life to campaigning for the saving of ancient Egypt. Chapters 15 and 16 carry the story from the beginnings of scientific excavation by Flinders Petrie and others in the 1880s to the climactic discovery of the tomb of the pharaoh Tutankhamun in 1922. This discovery changed the landscape of Egyptology, as Egyptians started to play an increasingly aggressive role in research, conservation, and interpretation of the world’s longest-lived civilization.


This, then, is an adventure story replete with interesting characters and bold deeds. The stage is set, the players are in the wings. Let the play begin!




Brian Fagan
Santa Barbara, California
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Author’s Note


All measurements are given in meters, with equivalents in miles, yards, feet, and inches, as is now common archaeological convention.


Spellings of ancient Egyptian names follow the most common usages in the literature, but you should be aware that there are numerous variations—for example, Rameses or Ramesses, Giza or Gizeh—but in most cases they are obvious. Modern names follow conventions in the Times  Atlas of the World.


Egyptologists argue continually about the chronology of the pharaohs and of ancient Egyptian civilization. I have followed the most widely accepted time scale, used in most reference books on ancient Egypt, of which there are now too many to list.


As seems obvious, but it is surprising just how many people become confused, spellings and terms quoted from other people’s writings conform to those used by the original writers. This includes English spellings, as in “traveller” instead of the American “traveler.” 






















PART ONE
TOMBS AND TREASURE




What of their places?




Their walls have crumbled, 




Their places have gone, 




As though they had never been!






A HARPER’S LAMENT, C. 2000 B.C. 
Miriam Lichtheim, ed., Ancient Egyptian 
Literature: A Book of Readings























1 
Plundering the Pharaohs




Hail to you, Re, perfect each day




Who rises at dawn without failing . . . 




When you cross the sky, all see you. . . . 




HYMN TO AMUN-RE, THE SUN GOD. 
Miriam Lichtheim, ed., 
Ancient Egyptian Literature:  A Book of Readings





“One can imagine the plotting beforehand, the secret rendezvous on the cliff by night, the bribing or drugging of the cemetery guards, and then the desperate burrowing in the dark, the scramble through a small hole into the burial chamber, the hectic search by a glimmering light for treasure that was portable, and the return home at dawn laden with booty.”  So wrote the British Egyptologist Howard Carter soon after he had discovered the magnificent tomb of the pharaoh Tutankhamun in 1922. “We can imagine these things,”  he added, “and at the same time we can realize how inevitable it all was.”1


Howard Carter was writing about the Valley of the Kings, the desolate and rocky valley to the west of the Nile, across from Amun the sun god’s city, Waset, known to the Greeks as Thebes and today as Luxor.2 The arid canyon served as a royal burial place for the Egyptian rulers for at least four hundred years after the sixteenth century BC. The pharaohs of the Eighteenth to Twentieth Dynasties lay in secret rock-cut tombs with meticulously concealed entrances. Their elaborate mortuary temples stood overlooking the Nile floodplain. The dry climate of Thebes has preserved for us—and generations of tomb robbers—the rich furniture of the royal tombs of the New Kingdom, including inlaid furniture, ceremonial thrones, thousands of funerary statuettes or shabtis, magnificent sarcophagi, and fine alabaster vessels. Children’s toys, jewelry, regalia of state, even linen shrouds throw a fascinating light on the daily life of the long-dead kings.




[image: i_Image1]

FIGURE 1.1 Map showing the major sites and other locations mentioned in the text. Some minor sites have been omitted for clarity.





The pharaohs lay in distinguished company. Princes and high officials were laid to rest near the Valley of the Kings. Other illustrious personages sought eternity in nearby side valleys and in the adjacent hills. The tombs of the nobles were in the cliffs and hills facing the Theban plain. Their bodies, and those of hundreds of other more privileged Egyptians wealthy or important enough to be buried with the prospect of an afterlife, were buried in rock-cut tombs, caves, or clefts in the rocky hills in brightly painted mummy cases.


An almost hereditary group of necropolis workers labored on royal tombs, living in a special village at Deir el-Medina, close to the desert hills. They were a feisty bunch. There are records of strikes and pay disputes, of absenteeism and family quarrels. Other artisans prepared the tombs of nobles. Their villages are still almost unknown to archaeologists. The royal families, the nobility, and those able to afford it spent lavish sums on their journey to eternity, on the afterlife. By 1070 BC, untold wealth lay below the ground in the Theban necropolis. With so much gold with the dead, looting was inevitable. The rape of the Nile began with the Egyptians themselves.


::


Tomb robbing was a well-organized pastime in the Theban necropolis in ancient times. Cunning and well-armed grave robbers ransacked the tombs of the pharaohs for their treasures. The thieves often worked in close collaboration with corrupt priests and well-bribed officials. Professional robbers had opened most of the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings by the end of the Twentieth Dynasty (ca. 1070 BC). Most of the royal treasures vanished forever long before the antiquarians and archaeologists came to Thebes and completed the work of destruction.


The royal burials of the Valley of the Kings remained in comparative peace during the reigns of the great pharaohs of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties (1570–1180 BC), kings such as Seti I and Rameses II, who ruled Egypt and a large foreign empire as well. A closely supervised officialdom maintained the royal tombs and prevented much large-scale looting. By 1000 BC, the pharaohs were much weaker, petty officialdom less thoroughly watched. The custodians of royal tombs and cemeteries were lax in their duties, and a wave of tomb robbing began. During the reign of Rameses IX (1126–1108 BC), a major law case involving tomb robbing was heard in the courts at Thebes, the records of which survive on fragmentary papyri.
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FIGURE 1.2 Chronological table of ancient Egyptian civilization.





The case involved the mayors of the two Thebes. Paser, the mayor of eastern Thebes, was an honest but rather officious local bureaucrat who became concerned at the constant rumors of royal-tomb robberies that floated across the river from Thebes of the Dead on the other bank of the Nile. Perhaps he was anxious to ingratiate himself with higher authority or to discredit his hated rival, Pawero, mayor of the sister community where the royal graves lay. Whatever his motives, Paser started an official investigation into tomb robbing, a subject that officially lay outside his responsibilities. Soon he uncovered all manner of disturbing testimony, including eyewitness accounts of royal-grave robberies. Various witnesses supplied graphic details of surreptitious robbery under torture. They described how they pried open the entrances of royal tombs: “Then we found the august mummy of the king. There were numerous amulets and golden ornaments at his throat, his head had a mask of gold upon it, and the mummy itself was overlaid with gold throughout. . . . We stripped off the gold which we found on the august mummy of the king and the amulets and ornaments, and the coverings in which it rested.”3


Paser took his damaging testimony to Khaemwese, the local provincial governor, and demanded an official inquiry into the state of the royal tombs. Governor Khaemwese sent an official commission on a tour of inspection. They found that one royal grave, that of Sekhemre Shedtowy, son of Re Sobkemsaf, had been violated as well as some priestesses’ tombs. Paser’s witnesses were questioned anew. They now protested their innocence and denied their earlier testimony. The result of the inquiry was a disaster for Paser, who had underestimated the extent to which Pawero controlled the thriving robbery business. The governor dropped all charges against the tomb robbers, probably with relief, as it seems certain that he was up to his neck in the racket as well.


Pawero rejoiced at his easy victory over his rival and gloated quietly at home for a while. Then a few months later he collected together “the inspectors, the necropolis administrators, the workmen, the police, and all the laborers of the necropolis” and sent them to the east bank for a noisy celebration. The crowd marched up and down in raucous triumph, paying special attention to Paser’s house. The unfortunate mayor ignored the disturbance with a dignity that well became him. Eventually, his impatience got the better of him. He rushed off to complain to the pharaoh’s butler, who resided at the temple of Ptah nearby. Paser poured out his troubles, reiterated his charges, and claimed he could prove them. Then he lost his temper and threatened to take his story directly to the king. This was a grave mistake, for his threat involved a gross breach of bureaucratic etiquette that implied that the governor himself was involved in the robberies. The butler carried the story to Khaemwese, who promptly convicted Paser of perjury and told him to stop making a nuisance of himself.


But Paser was not so easily silenced. He continued to bombard the governor with evidence relating to tomb robberies. A year later, even high officialdom could not disguise the violations that had taken place. A new governor, Nebmarenakht, convened a fresh inquiry. Forty-five tomb robbers appeared before the court. Fortunately, the high points of the testimony have survived on a series of famous papyri that were—ironically enough—sold on the illegal antiquities market in Thebes in the late nineteenth century. The witnesses were placed on oath, then beaten to extract true confessions. The evidence was damning. The incense roaster of the temple of the sun god, Amun, recounted how he was approached by a group of robbers at night while asleep:




“‘Come out,’ they said, ‘We are going to take plunder for bread to eat.’ They took me with them. We opened the tomb and brought away a shroud of gold and silver. We broke it up, put it in a basket, brought it down and divided it into six parts.”  The various accused were beaten on the soles of their feet or tortured with a screw until they either confessed or corroborated each other’s testimony.




The scribe of the Necropolis was examined with the stick [until] he said: “Stop! I will tell. This silver is [all] that we brought out. I saw nothing else.” 
 He was examined with the birch and the screw. Nesyamenope, the scribe of the Necropolis, said to him: “Then the tomb from which you said the vases of silver were taken is [yet] another tomb. That makes two [tombs] besides the main treasure.”  He said: “That is false. The vases belong to the main treasure I have already told you about. We opened one tomb and only one.”  He was examined again with the stick and the birch and the screw [but] he would not confess anything beyond what he had [already] said.4





While the (unrecorded) penalties handed out to these particular tomb robbers must have been harsh, any reduction in the tempo of grave robbery can at best have been temporary, for there are scattered records of later trials. Nothing could stop the voracious looters.


Robbers even emptied the tombs of the great Eighteenth Dynasty pharaohs such as Seti I and Rameses II of their riches, despite the opposition of dedicated priests and officials who were determined to protect the dead rulers from destruction. They hustled royal mummies from tomb to tomb, from sarcophagus to sarcophagus, one step ahead of the thieves. Rameses II and Seti I themselves were moved several times. Eventually, the robbers became so daring that the priests obtained a strong, trusted guard and moved every known royal mummy to safe hiding in one of two caches, either in a secret tomb in the Valley of the Kings or in a cleft in the hills overlooking Thebes. This time the kings managed to evade the tomb robbers for 3,000 years, until AD 1881, when a major cache in a remote defile near Deir elBahri was discovered by accident by robbers but saved for science.5


::


The wealth and stability of ancient Egypt were proverbial in the Mediterranean world of 4,000 years ago. A rich literature tells of the deeds of the pharaohs.6 We know their names, have some knowledge of their personalities, and can gaze on their well-preserved treasures. Most people have heard of Rameses II and Tutankhamun. Artistic traditions and works of art have survived in bewildering glory and amazing quantity despite the depredations of ancient and modern treasure hunters. Vivid writings and character sketches give us insights into the daily life of the Egyptians, into the court scandals and causes célèbres of a long-vanished age. Unfortunately, 3,000 years after the apogee of Egyptian civilization, a mere pittance of the riches and glory that made up the world’s longest-lasting civilization remains for the archaeologist and tourist to study and admire.


The tombs and great monuments of ancient Egypt have been under siege ever since they were built. The Egyptians themselves used them for building stone. Religious zealots and quarrymen followed the tomb robbers. They eradicated inscriptions and removed great temples stone by stone. Arab treasure hunters tunneled around the pyramids of Giza in search of gold. The inscribed casing stones from all three Giza pyramids formed the walls of Cairo’s new citadel. Soldiers used the Sphinx for target practice. Then came the travelers and antiquarians in search of curiosities or commercial gain. Some dynamited the pyramids; others bought mummies and tunneled in the tombs of Saqqara in Lower Egypt. French general Napoléon Bonaparte came to the Nile in 1798 to seize the strategic route to British India. He brought a team of experts with him to study Egypt ancient and modern. His scientists left six years later with Napoléon’s defeated army, carrying crates of priceless antiquities. They produced the multivolume Description of Ancient Egypt that caused a sensation in Europe. By 1833 the monk Father Géramb was able to remark to the Egyptian pasha Muhammad Ali that “it would be hardly respectable, on one’s return from Egypt, to present oneself in Europe without a mummy in one hand and a crocodile in the other.”7


By Géramb’s time, a craze for things Egyptian had taken Europe by storm. Diplomats and tourists, merchants and dukes all vied with one another to assemble spectacular collections of mummies and other antiquities. A craze for things Egyptian affected architecture and fashion. Egyptology became a fashionable subject for the wealthy and the curious. At the same time as the French genius Jean-François Champollion was deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphs, eager travelers were despoiling the very civilization he sought to understand.


 During the past 2,000 years, both Egyptians and a host of foreigners have effectively gutted our potential knowledge of ancient Egypt. They have done so for profit, and also, regrettably, in the name of science and nationalism. The loss to archaeology is incalculable, that to Egyptian history even more staggering. As a result of the looting and pillage of generations of irresponsible visitors, the artifacts and artistic achievements of the ancient Egyptians are scattered all over the globe, some of the most beautiful and spectacular of them stored or displayed thousands of miles from the Nile. Fortunately, something has been saved from the wreckage by the dedicated work of modern archaeologists and by the efforts of the Egyptian government during the past hundred years.


We cannot in all conscience blame those who looted ancient Egypt. In retrospect, they were merely mirroring the moral and intellectual climate of their times. The Egyptians were motivated by profit, by the need to make a good living. Dreams of treasure and wealth, incentives of profit, and a driving lust to own the exotic that has been such a pervasive feature of Western civilization drove many visitors to the Nile. But at least the efforts of the foreigners have made the world aware of the glories of ancient Egypt in a superficial way. The brightly painted mummies of Egyptian pharaohs and their subjects are commonplace in European and American museums. Everyone has seen at least a picture of a hieroglyphic inscription or the pyramids. In these days of swift jet travel and well-organized package tours, many of us have been lucky enough to gaze on the battered remnants of ancient Egypt on the banks of the Nile. We are probably stimulated to visit Egypt by a chance visit to a museum or the reading of a book on the ancient Egyptians. Yet the artifacts we see in London, New York, or Paris were, many of them, obtained by people whose interest in antiquity was accompanied by a fatal curiosity, reinforced with gunpowder, picks, and other destructive instruments. It is one of the tragedies of history that our knowledge of ancient Egypt is derived in large part from artifacts recovered during centuries of pillage and tomb robbing among the rock-cut tombs and pyramids of the Nile.






















2 
The First Tourists




Risen as a god, hear what I tell you, 




That you may rule the land, govern the shores, 




Increase well-being!




Beware of subjects who are nobodies. 




MIRIAM LICHTHEIM, ED., 
Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book of Readings1





“This country is a palimpsest,”  wrote that remarkable Victorian lady Lucie Duff-Gordon from Luxor more than a century ago, “in which the Bible is written over Herodotus, and the Koran over that.”2 And a palimpsest it is, of conquests and tourists, of dedicated travelers and hardworking archaeologists. The story of the discovery of ancient Egypt owes as much to travelers’ tales as it does to the fine words of professional scholars and leisured antiquarians. 




The ancient Egyptians themselves knew that that their civilization was the oldest of all civilized institutions. The pharaohs’ king lists traced king after king backward through time to the moment of the unification of Upper and Lower Egypts under the pharaoh Horus-Aha, or Menes, in about 3100 BC. Egypt’s official history sanctioned by the pharaohs went back even further into a mythic past, to legendary kings known as the “Souls of Nekhen.”  According to Egyptian belief, at the beginning of time, the god Atum, “the completed one,”  had emerged from the watery chaos and caused the “first moment,”  raising a mound of solid earth above the waters. Then the life-giving force of the sun, Re, rose over the land to cause the rest of creation. The Egyptian pharaohs were the personification of ma’at, a sense of rightness that defined civilization along the Nile. They ruled by precedent, divine kings presiding over an ever orderly world. Of course, their world was often far from orderly, but the little-changing ideology of Egypt’s kings maintained a facade of the triumph of order over chaos, of the pharaoh presiding over the unified Two Lands of Upper and Lower Egypts. The unification was an act of harmony, of reconciliation between warring gods and the forces of chaos and rightness.


Today, the orderly world of ancient Egypt is long gone. The temples are silent. All-powerful gods like the sun deity, Amun of Thebes, have disappeared on the tides of history. Mud-brick walls crumble; temple pylons collapse inexorably into the river alluvium. The chants and invocations, the banners and dances of adoration have long ceased. All that remains are crumbling columns and silent inscriptions massaged by the mocking rays of the sun. But the mystique of Egypt has captivated travelers for centuries.


::


The Egyptians called their homeland Kmt, “the black land,”  after the fertile dark soil that nurtured their civilization. Kmt slashed across the arid wastes of the eastern Sahara like a green arrow, following the course of the Nile. The river is the longest on earth, rising in the East African highlands and flowing more than 10,300 kilometers (4,000 miles) northward to the Mediterranean through some of the world’s driest terrain. Fifteen thousand years ago, the Nile flowed through a deep gorge into a much lower ocean. As sea levels rose after the Ice Age, layer upon layer of silt choked the narrow defile and formed the river floodplain of today.


No one knew where the river with its creative forces came from. The pharaohs believed the source lay in a subterranean stream that flowed in the underworld. The Nile’s life-giving waters were thought to well to the surface between granite rocks close to the First Cataract, from a cavern under Elephantine Island in the middle of the river more than 1,550 kilometers (600 miles) from the Mediterranean Sea.


Kmt was, in many respects, a paradise on earth. The river fertilized and watered the Egyptians’ carefully laid-out fields. Lush marshlands and meadows provided food for domesticated animals and wild beasts, water-fowl abounded along the riverbanks, and fish teemed in its muddy waters. As the Nile rose each summer, the river became a vast shallow lake. Villages and towns became islands. The farmers impounded floodwater in natural drainage basins and behind earthen banks to spread it farther over their fields and irrigation works. But the Egyptians lived at the mercy of a capricious Nile. Everyone dreaded exceptionally high inundations, which swept everything before them—cattle, houses, entire villages. Some years, the river barely flooded at all, the victim of droughts far upstream. The Nile rose slightly, then receded almost at once, meaning that thousands would go hungry and famine stalked the land.


Egypt was a linear kingdom, shaped somewhat like an enormous lotus flower with roots deep in Africa. The stalk and the flower were the Two Lands. Ta-shema (Upper Egypt) begins at the First Cataract, where the valley is only 2.4 kilometers (1.5 miles) wide. Upstream lay Nubia, Ta-Seti, “the Land of the Bowmen,”  modern-day Sudan, so named because the Nubians were expert archers. Here the river vanished into a limitless desert and an alien world. Upper Egypt was about 800 kilometers (500 miles) long, often bounded by desert cliffs. In places, the floodplain was as much as 18 kilometers (11 miles) across, but often much narrower. Near the pharaohs’ ancient capital at Memphis, the stalk became the flower as the river meandered through a vast silt-choked delta to the sea. Ta-mehu  (Lower Egypt) encompassed the delta from the Mediterranean upstream to Memphis. Moist and low-lying, with low hills, swamps, and lakes, the 22,000-square-kilometer (8,500-square-mile) delta was the breadbasket and vineyard of Egypt.


The Egyptian state came into being and endured in part because of Kmt’s linear geography, a kingdom held together by the Nile. But communication was slow, the Two Lands very different from one another politically and economically. To hold the Two Lands together required vigorous, decisive leadership; great political sensitivity; and outstanding personal charisma. With strong rule and unity came harmony, balance, and order. He who ruled a united land was the living personification of the falcon-headed god Horus, symbol of kings. He embodied a unified Upper and Lower Egypt. King Amenhotep III (1386–1349 BC), perhaps the most magnificent of all pharaohs, erected a stela in about 1360 BC at the temple of the sun god, Re, at Karnak in Upper Egypt that spelled out his job description: “The living Horus: Strong Bull, Arisen in Truth: Two Ladies: Giver of Laws, Pacifier of the Two Lands, Gold-Horus: Great of Strength, Smiter of Asiatics: the King of Upper and Lower Egypt . . . Beloved of Amen-Re . . . Who rejoices as he rules the Two Lands like Re for ever.”3 The pharaohs were Egypt, a kingdom with an ideology of the harmonious, almost mythically unified Two Lands. They thought of their history as an orderly sequence of rulers who passed their kingship from one generation to the next. In fact, Egypt had a turbulent, ever changing political landscape. The kingdom fragmented at least twice, but always managed to restore its greatness at the hands of able pharaohs.


The greatness ended in about 1000 BC, when Egypt ceased to be a major imperial power. Conquerors came and went—Nubian kings, Assyrians, Persians, and Alexander the Great—but the essential fabric of Egyptian civilization and its theology survived into Roman times, when Rameses II (1304–1237 BC) and other great pharaohs were remote memories. By the time Egypt under the Ptolemies became a province of the Roman Empire in 31 BC, the land of the pharaohs was part of a much wider Mediterranean world. The Greco-Egyptian city of Alexandria in the delta had long been a cosmopolitan center where the Mediterranean and Asian worlds met, famous for its fleshpots and its men of learning. Long under Greek rule, the Alexandrians believed that the basic institutions of government and religion associated with civilization had originated with the pharaohs. To the Romans, Egypt was a country full of strange wonders, a place where the learned might acquire arcane knowledge and medical skills unheard of elsewhere.


::




Long before Anthony and Cleopatra, Egypt’s marvels attracted the learned and curious. The Greek historian Herodotus visited the Nile in about 460–455 BC. He wrote one of the first lengthy accounts of the curiosities and antiquities of the Nile, only a few centuries after the decline of the greatest Egyptian pharaohs. In Herodotus’s day, Egypt was known territory for a duration of four months’ travel upstream deep into Nubia.


Herodotus’s writings show clear evidence of a profound, if at times inaccurate, knowledge of the ancient world. His reputation as a historian stood high even in his own time, for he was invited to read his works in public before the Athenians. Fortunately, his Histories have come down to us in their entirety. They are a collation of observed facts, folktales, myths, genuine history, and delightful curiosities. Herodotus himself emerges from them as a thoroughly gullible and likable man, with a penchant for accurate observation and an infinite capacity for admiration and wonder. The nine books of the Histories do not, of course, measure up to modern historical standards, for their author was much given to exaggeration and was uncritical about his sources. Nevertheless, archaeologists have proven the essential accuracy of his anthropological observations on many occasions. Herodotus took the trouble to describe Egypt at great length, for he seems to have been more enthusiastic about the Egyptians than almost any other people that he met.


In traveling up the Nile, Herodotus merely followed a well-trodden route. Canals and irrigation works dissected the Nile floodplain; any journey on land was at best laborious before the days of roads, railways, and airlines. All governmental business and commercial activity passed up and down the river in barges and sailing vessels, while simple canoes of papyrus reeds served the villagers’ needs. Few foreigners ventured into the arid wastes of the deserts that pressed onto the Nile Valley. There was little to see, and the caravan journeys could be arduous in the extreme. So the itineraries of most visitors to the Nile remained basically unchanged right up to modern times—a journey up the river from Alexandria to the First Cataract at Aswan, with stops at the pyramids, Karnak, and Thebes. (Cairo is an Islamic city and did not exist in Roman times.)


Herodotus turned his leisurely journey into one of the most famous passages of the Histories, probably the earliest systematic account of the Nile Valley and its wonders. It is difficult to separate the author’s personal observations from the hearsay and myth that he collected. For instance, he speculated as to the cause of the annual flood. He reported that some Egyptians believed the floods were caused by rain and melting snow, a theory that was proved correct more than 2,000 years later, although Herodotus disbelieved the tale. “How can it [the Nile] flow from the snow when its course lies from the hottest parts of earth to those that are for the most part cooler?” he asked.4


Like so many other classical visitors, Herodotus professed a reverence and enthusiasm for Egyptian institutions. The Egyptians, he observed, were religious to excess, worshiping a large assembly of gods, from whom, he surmised, the Greeks derived at least some of their own divinities. The cat was held in great reverence and buried in special cemeteries, as were other domestic animals. And, like so many visitors after him, Herodotus was fascinated by the burial customs of the ancient Egyptians. He described how the embalmers drew out the brain through the nostrils with an iron hook and then cleaned out and preserved the corpse over a period of seventy days: “Then the relatives take back the corpse and make a hollow wooden coffin, man-shaped. They enclose the corpse therein, and having shut it up, they store it in a coffin chamber, placing it upright against a wall.”5 Modern investigators, who have experimented with Egyptian mummification techniques, have confirmed the essential accuracy of Herodotus’s account—clearly based on firsthand observations.


From burial customs he passed to agriculture and fishing, to the hunting of crocodiles and Egyptian boats. No detail large or small escaped the eye of this insatiably curious visitor. He talked to officials and priests, to village headmen and townspeople with an infinite curiosity that is the mark of a gifted traveler. His hunger for information was insatiable. Herodotus recounted the legends of the origins of the Egyptian state, the story of Menes, the first ruler of a unified Egypt. He told how priests showed him lists recording the names of 350 kings. Two centuries later, the Greek priest Manetho published the same lists in his History of Egypt, written in about 280 BC, the foundation of modern Egyptologists’ dynasties of Egyptian kings.6 The fragmentary historical narrative in the Histories  is, at best, little more than hearsay and legend, and the author himself admitted as much. Unfortunately, most of his successors accepted the Histories as gospel truth. As so often happens, historical myths became dogmatic fact, slavishly copied by centuries of historians.


Herodotus was in an unusual position. Of all the many travelers and historians who have visited Egypt in the past 3,000 years whose works have come down to us, Herodotus was the nearest to the great pharaohs themselves. He talked to priests and worshipers who were actively carrying on the traditions of millennia of religious devotion. The monuments of the Nile were in a far better state of preservation than they are today, before the disastrous inroads of archaeological plunderers, despoiling Christians, and quarrying Muslims. So his account is a vivid one, perhaps too vivid, of a remarkable and exotic river valley that he and other educated men reasonably accepted as the cradle of their own civilization. The Egyptians of the day come alive in the Histories: we read of their drinking bouts, of the story of the theft of the thief ’s body, and of complex religious ceremonies, with Herodotus at our side occasionally admonishing us that much of what he learned may have been tall tales. His admonitions were timely, but were largely ignored by Herodotus’s successors and generations of scholars and historians.


Modern scholars have castigated Herodotus, not least among them the great nineteenth-century French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette. “I detest this traveler,”  he wrote, complaining that Herodotus visited Egypt when the ancient language was still spoken and thus could have asked all sorts of key historical questions and received accurate answers. Instead, he “tells us gravely that a daughter of Cheops built a pyramid with the fruit of prostitution. Considering the great number of mistakes in Herodotus, would it not have been better for Egyptology had he never existed?”7 Herodotus was indeed an inaccurate, often gullible observer, with a penchant for the fanciful and marvelous. The tall tales of his informants have haunted Egyptology for centuries. British Egyptologist Sir Alan Gardiner’s assessment of Herodotus as the “Father of History” and a “great genius” is probably fairer, for he was experimenting with what at the time was a totally new literary art form.


::


Numerous Greek travelers followed in Herodotus’s footsteps, but only a few of their travelogues survive. The author Diodorus Siculus lived in the Nile Valley from 60 to 57 BC and was one of the first people to write about the huge seated figures of pharaoh Amenhotep III (1386–1349 BC) on the floodplain at Thebes. The Greeks named these 20-meter- (65-foot-) high statues the Colossi of Memnon, after a Homeric hero. Rameses II’s nearby mortuary temple, the Ramesseum, became known as the Memnonium.  Diodorus admired the temple and its courts with its statues of the king. He found an inscription on one of the figures, which he quoted, attributing the temple correctly to Ozymandias, the Greek equivalent of Userma’atre’setepenre’, the actual name of Rameses II: “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings; if any would know how great I am and where I lie, let him surpass me in any of my works.” Many centuries later, Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) was inspired by a “traveler from an antique land” who described two “vast and trunkless legs of stone” in the desert. “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” he wrote in a short poem that is among the classics of the English language.8


The Greek geographer Strabo (64 BC–ca. AD 23) was a contemporary of Diodorus Siculus. He accompanied Aelius Gallus, a Roman prefect of Egypt, on his expedition to Upper Egypt in 25 BC. Strabo’s Geography is an enormous compilation of factual information about the Roman world. Egypt fills much of his seventeenth book. The account is mainly geographical, a catalog of towns and resources. He treated archaeological sites like other features of the landscape. At Memphis, he visited the site of the Serapeum. “One finds also [at Memphis] at the temple of Serapis, in a spot so sandy that the wind causes the sand to accumulate in heaps, under which we could see many sphinxes, some of them almost entirely buried, others only partially covered.”9 Nearly 2,000 years later, French archaeologist Auguste Mariette used Strabo’s account to rediscover the Serapeum.
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FIGURE 2.1 Obelisk from Luxor in the Place de la Concorde, Paris.







 

Strabo’s party paused to admire the statuary at the Ramesseum, across the Nile from Thebes. Next they examined some inscriptions on obelisks at the temples of the sun god, Amun, at Luxor and Karnak, one of which was later given to King Louis XVIII of France by Pasha Mohammad Ali in the nineteenth century and now stands in the Place de la Concorde in Paris. “Above the Memnonium,”  remarked Strabo, “are tombs of kings, which are stone-hewn, are about forty in number, are marvelously constructed, and are a spectacle worth seeing.”  This is one of the first references to the Valley of the Kings, for so long the scene of archaeological rape and pillage. Strabo ended by castigating Herodotus and others for “talking much nonsense, adding to their account marvelous tales, to give it, as it were, a kind of tune or rhythm or relish.”10 Strabo was not the first Egyptian traveler to find reality different from history.


::


When the Romans occupied Egypt in 31 BC, the Nile Valley became a prosperous and stable province of the greatest empire the world had known. Roman interest in Egypt was predominantly political and exploitative. Her fields became one of Rome’s granaries, but the old religious ways were tolerated and even revered. The stability of Roman Egypt depended on a political system that was superimposed on the native cultures. In France and Britain, for example, thousands of local people became Romanized, adopting many of the customs and institutions of their conquerors. But the Egyptians remained aloof, worshiping their age-old gods, cultivating their fields as they always had, perpetuating many institutions of earlier times. A distinctive way of life of tremendous antiquity continued to survive comparatively unscathed, surrounded by the lasting monuments of religious and political institutions that extended into the distant past. The security of Roman rule enabled the tourist to move around freely in this strange country. For three and a half centuries the Roman world was at peace. A rich and leisured class enjoyed an easy life of travel and luxury, passing in safety to even the remotest corners of the empire. The centralized administration of the Roman Empire made constant travel between Rome and Alexandria, and between the governor’s headquarters and provincial towns, essential. Government delegations, ambassadors, military conscripts, and individual citizens seeking redress all shuttled to and fro from Egypt to Rome. Thousands of tourists also flocked to Egypt and other parts of the Near East in search of education, entertainment, or religious edification.


The Roman tourist took ship at galley ports in southern Italy for a sixday passage to Alexandria, or crossed to Carthage in North Africa and then traveled to the Nile by coast road. Either route was safe and speedy, for the imperial business used the same communication networks. Constant and uninterrupted traffic crisscrossed the Mediterranean. Ships that sometimes reached a length of 53 meters (173 feet) and displaced more than 2,000 tons carried marble, linen, papyrus, glass, and perfumes, as well as passengers. Upon arrival at Alexandria, one could travel by river to the First Cataract and beyond or use the Roman-built post road that now ran alongside the Nile. At Koptos in Upper Egypt, well-maintained mail roads followed the ancient Egyptian route across the desert to the Red Sea ports of Berenice and Myos Hormos, important transshipment points and trading stations for the Arabian and Indian Ocean trade.


Many people traveled to the Nile simply to enlarge their intellectual horizons or out of curiosity. Direct inquiry was the best way of learning about history, geography, and the arts of philosophy, religion, and magic that everyone knew were developed to a high pitch in Egypt. Alexandria had an international reputation for scholarship and medicine. Famous teachers stood ready to accommodate the traveler. The sick could be cured. Then there were the notorious pleasure resorts at Alexandria. Ptolemy I Soter (305–282 BC), a friend and general of Alexander the Great, had founded a temple of the god Serapis at Canopus near Alexandria. By Roman times, this was famous throughout the ancient world for its extravagant and orgiastic rituals. The cult of Serapis was an amalgam of the worship of two Egyptian gods, Osiris and Apis, the latter a sacred bull, important to the Ptolemies as a guarantor of royal power. While the Serapeum complex at Saqqara near Memphis with its ancient bull burials was an important pilgrimage venue, where people flocked seeking cures, the Canopus shrines were a center of ecstatic rituals and feasts.


Tiring of Dionysian pleasures, the tourist could then sail southward up the Nile to another world, where the monuments of antiquity overlooked irrigated fields and centuries-old irrigation systems. We can follow their journeys from the numerous graffiti they left behind them. Although the more serious traveler might examine dozens of ruined temples, most tourists followed an itinerary that took them from Alexandria to Memphis, the pyramids of Giza, then to Thebes and the Valley of the Kings on the west bank opposite the town and the lovely island of Philae with its temple of Isis at the First Cataract, all easily visited by boat or road. Numerous small inns catered to the needs of the weary traveler. Private contractors hired out their boats or pack animals to organized parties of visitors, many of them armed with their Herodotus or Egyptian geographies written by other authors. Like modern guidebooks, these volumes sought to inform and to entertain, to titillate with fantasy and myth, and to embrace all manner of information. Antiquities like the pyramids were only part of a general corpus of information presented to the uncritical reader. Most writers added little to Herodotus, for they plagiarized the great historian’s work unmercifully.


The first major stop for the Roman tourist venturing upstream was the pyramids at Giza, still adorned with their magnificent limestone casing stones, later removed by medieval contractors to construct the public buildings of Cairo. Many travelers inscribed their names on the casing stones, a thoroughly human failing that has vandalized ancient monuments throughout history. The Egyptian examples provide, in themselves, a fascinating historical kaleidoscope of pithy observations and reactions to the marvels of antiquity. The earliest recorded Giza inscription dates to about AD 1475, for the older inscriptions were removed with the casing stones, although we know from the travels of Rudolph von Suchem, a German monk who visited the pyramids in 1336, that earlier inscriptions did exist.11


Near the pyramids of Giza lay the Sphinx, buried in drifting sand. Pliny the Elder was one of the first Roman authors to describe this most famous of Egyptian monuments.12 There were other tourist attractions, too: the temple of Apis, the bull god, at the ancient and flourishing town of Memphis, and the famous “Labyrinth” at the Fayyum Depression west of the Nile, a vast palace of Amenemhet III (1842–1797 BC), a Middle Kingdom pharaoh who undertook massive land-reclamation works in the oasis. The Labyrinth was so named on account of its many courtyards and rooms, which caused imaginative Greeks to compare it to the mythical Cretan Labyrinth. “It has twelve courts, all of them roofed,”  wrote Herodotus; “the passages through the courts, in their extreme complication, caused us countless marvelings as we went through, from the court into the rooms, and from the rooms into the pillared chambers.”13 Herodotus felt that the Labyrinth was even more wonderful than the Giza pyramids. Nearby were the sacred crocodiles of the Fayyum, fed from priestly hands—strictly as a tourist attraction. No traces of the Labyrinth survive today. When Egyptologist Sir Flinders Petrie excavated at the site in 1889, he found only a few columns and architraves, as well as numerous stone chips. For centuries, lime burners had camped among the ruins and slowly reduced them to shredded rubble.


From the Labyrinth, the traveler pressed on upstream to the temples of Amun at Luxor and Karnak at Thebes, where he or she walked through the vast Hypostele hall with its forest of pillars at the temple of Amun at Karnak and ventured across the river into the desolate Valley of the Kings, even then known as the burial place of Egypt’s greatest rulers.14 Visiting the deep burial chambers of the pharaohs quarried into the hills of the valley was an exciting adventure. By the time the Romans came, all the exposed tombs had already been opened and plundered. The tourist tiptoed into the dark chambers and inscribed his name by torchlight on the walls of the desecrated tomb. Generations earlier, Diodorus Siculus had already complained that there was nothing there except the results of pillage and destruction.15
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FIGURE 2.2 The temple of Amun at Karnak by the Victorian painter David Roberts (1796–1864). Roberts spent two and a half months in Egypt in 1838, sketching and painting the major monuments and scenes of local life. An expert lithographer, Louis Hague, prepared them for publication over the next eight years. Roberts’s colorful and often romanticized works are deservedly popular with collectors. From the author’s collection.





The two vast seated statues of the pharaoh Amenhotep III, known to everyone as the Colossi of Memnon, on the floodplain near the Valley of the Kings across from Amun’s temples on the west bank were one of the highlights of any visit to the Nile. The Greeks had identified the seated Colossi with the mythical King Memnon of Ethiopia, son of the Dawn, who had assisted the Trojans against Achilles. Like the Labyrinth, the Colossi had received their name from a well-known character of common legend, a familiar historical landmark identified among a landscape of exotic gods and pharaohs. In fact, the two sandstone statues once stood in front of Amenhotep’s vast mortuary temple. The pharaoh was enamored of extravagant statements and lavish display. The summer inundation flooded his stupendous mortuary temple each year, leaving only the inner shrine on a small knoll clear of the water. The Nile eventually destroyed the temple; Roman contractors removed the boulders of the collapsed ruins to use in new construction. Eventually, all that remained were the two Colossi.


Both statues had been badly damaged in antiquity, most recently by an earthquake in 27 BC, but this did not prevent the northern statue of the pair from emitting a bell-like sound in the early morning. Tourists flocked to hear the noisy statue at sunrise and to speculate about the strange noises. Some compared the sounds to human voices, others to a twanging harp string. Strabo was more cynical. He suspected that the local priests had installed a mechanism to cause the sound. In fact, the early-morning warmth of the sun caused the stones to expand.


The Colossi attracted both the lowly and the mighty. Many tourists inscribed graffiti on the huge feet. The emperor Hadrian (AD 117–138) visited the site in AD 130. The statue remained silent the first day, but spoke to the emperor and empress on the second, an event that caused an accompanying poetess to inscribe some commemorative verses on the statue in praise of Memnon and, of course, the emperor Hadrian. Memnon’s refusal to speak to the Roman general, later emperor, Septimius Severus three-quarters of a century later was fatal. Severus tried to conciliate the god by restoring the head and torso, an act that silenced the statue forever.


We do not know the full extent of the damage wrought by the Romans on the Egyptian past. There are no official records of a widespread trade in antiquities, but some fine pieces certainly left the country. Apparently, Hadrian fancied Egyptian sculpture. In 1771, the Scottish painter Gavin Hamilton acquired a fine Middle Kingdom female sphinx head in Rome, which almost certainly came from the ruins of Hadrian’s villa, shipped there to adorn his home. Nor, seemingly, had the apparent medicinal properties of Egyptian mummies been recognized. But the obelisk, a slender pinnacle of granite carved with hieroglyphs, proved of overriding interest to the Romans. Constantine the Great (AD 306–337) was a great looter of obelisks. He caused a granite obelisk erected at Thebes by Thutmose III in the fifteenth century BC to be removed to Alexandria. Bureaucratic inertia delayed the monument at the Egyptian coast until after Constantine’s death. Eventually, it found its way to Constantinople, where it was erected in the Hippodrome near the Hagia Sophia Mosque on the orders of Emperor Theodosius I in AD 390. There it still stands. Another was eventually brought to Rome and erected in the great Circus Maximus. In due course it fell down, but was reerected by Pope Sixtus V in 1587.


The slender proportions and exotic hieroglyphic inscriptions on these obelisks seem to have excited the Romans, for they copied the architectural form with their own cruder obelisks. No one was able to comprehend the significance of Egyptian obelisks, although the soldier and naturalist Pliny the Elder suggested they were symbolic representations of the sun’s rays. A leisurely inspection of the obelisks in Rome convinced him that the hieroglyphic inscriptions comprised “an account of natural science according to the theories of the Egyptian sages.”  The same author contemptuously dismissed the pyramids “as a superfluous and foolish display of wealth on the part of the kings.” 


The emperor Augustus used a looted obelisk in Rome’s Campus Martius as a form of calendar to mark the sun’s shadow and the lengths of days and nights: “A pavement was laid down for a distance appropriate to the height of the obelisk, so that the shadow cast at noon on the shortest day of the year might exactly coincide with it. Bronze rods let into the pavement were meant to measure the shadow day by day as it gradually became shorter and then lengthened again. But,”  added Pliny, “the readings thus given here for about thirty years have failed to correspond to the calendar.”16


The Roman interest in ancient Egypt stemmed from plain intellectual curiosity about a civilization assumed to be the oldest in the world. And, for all their curiosity about the cradle of civilization, many more naive Roman tourists must have aspired to the hopes an Alexandrian visitor inscribed on one of the temples at Philae: “Whoever prays to Isis at Philae becomes happy, rich, and long-lived.”17





::


Some fifty years after Constantine the Great had removed the obelisks from Thebes, a nun named Lady Etheria from what is now France visited Egypt as part of a lengthy progression through the holy places of the Near East during the fifth century after Christ. Somewhat bolder than her contemporaries, she visited Alexandria, passed by the pyramids, inspected the dwelling places of hermits, and gazed on the Colossi of Memnon at Thebes. “Nothing else is there now save one great Theban stone in which two great statues are cut out, which they say are the statues of holy men, even Moses and Aaron, erected by the Children of Israel in their honor,”  she wrote.18 By Etheria’s time, the Bible was the primary literary source in the civilized world, a safe and secure archive of philosophy and information that was capable of explaining the strange ways of the world.


Lady Etheria was traveling in unsettled and changing times, when the great academic centers of the classical world were in decline or turning inward on themselves. Egypt had not escaped the winds of change. The waning of Roman power and the rise of Christianity had brought many changes to traditional economic and religious ways. Christianity itself came to Alexandria in the first century AD, in the hands, so it is said, of Saint Mark. A small group of converts soon mushroomed into a large congregation of Christians who refused to worship the emperor as a god in his own right, a campaign of revolt that led to appalling persecutions and numerous martyrdoms. In AD 313 Constantine the Great recognized Christianity as one of the official religions of the empire. The influence of the Alexandrian Christians grew all-powerful on the Nile. The new religion was at first a faith of townsfolk, of educated Alexandrian Greeks and minor tradesmen. In the fourth century, the Scriptures were translated from Greek into Coptic, the language most commonly spoken by Egyptians. A cult of monasticism, a quest for spiritual perfection through retreat from the secular world, emerged among small communities of monks and hermits who spread the new doctrines to the common people. Christianity among the poverty-stricken Coptic peasants began, perhaps, as a form of anticolonial protest against a sinful world dominated by elitist town dwellers.


The Coptic Christians were far from unified in their beliefs or traditional customs, but were all committed to a new order of religious institutions, which did not tolerate Egypt’s ancient beliefs. Whereas the Roman tourist had been curious about ancient Egyptian religion, the native Copts were determined to expunge all traces of older heretical ways. In 397 the fanatical patriarch Cyril and his armies probably destroyed the Serapeum at Memphis, one of the great Roman tourist attractions. Drifting desert sand mantled the ruins, uncovered only in the nineteenth century. During the sixth century, the emperor Justinian I actively encouraged Christian zeal. He ordered the temples of Isis on the island of Philae closed. The temple statues were removed to Constantinople to commemorate his piety in converting the heathen. The ceremonial panoply of ancient Egyptian religion became illegal and the symbols of the ancient religion evil and sinful. Faith-driven chisels and hammers obliterated inscriptions and faces, heads, hands, and feet from fine friezes on temple porticoes in the name of God.






















3 
“Mummy Is Become Merchandise”




When you set in western lightland, 




Earth is in darkness as if in death;




One sleeps in chambers, heads covered. . . . 




Earth brightens when you dawn in lightland, 




When you shine as Aten of daytime;




As you dispel the dark, 




As you cast your rays, 




The Two Lands are in festivity. 




GREAT HYMN TO THE ATEN,  
in the tomb of the vizier and pharaoh Ay (1325–1321 BC), 
Tutankhamun’s successor





For centuries, the neglected temples of the pharaohs stood empty on the floodplain, occupying valuable agricultural land, or on higher ground that was never flooded by the annual inundation. Villagers quarried them for building stone. Hewn stone blocks were admirable building materials in a country desperately short of wood. There was no need to quarry fresh granite when large numbers of beautifully cut and squared blocks were available for the taking from the ruins of a disused temple. Even the ancient Egyptians themselves had recycled their building stone. Where people did not carry away the stone or deface temple inscriptions, nature took over. Desert sands drifted over the Sphinx. Agricultural land was in short supply on the Nile floodplain, so the people built their villages on patches of higher ground, including the roof of the great temple of the falcon-headed god Horus at Edfu, deeply buried under drifting sand.1 Peasant farmers lived on the roof of the temple for centuries. They knew nothing of the significance of the building they had commandeered. Lady Etheria and her contemporaries glimpsed ancient Egypt just as it was entering a long oblivion that lasted for more than ten centuries.
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FIGURE 3.1 The pylon of the temple of Horus at Edfu. From Description de l’Égypte. 





Islam came to Egypt during the seventh century, unleashing yet more destructive forces on temple and sepulcher. The soldier-poet Amr Ibn elAs led the small Muslim army that expelled Cyrus, the Byzantine viceroy of the Nile. He wrote of Alexandria that he had captured a city “that contains 4,000 palaces, 4,000 baths, 400 theaters, 1,200 greengrocers, and 40,000 Jews.”2 But the city was a shadow of its former learned self. A civil war two and a half centuries before had destroyed the city’s famed library. The conquerors founded a new capital upstream at Al-Fustat, a “city of tents,”  on the east bank of the Nile, for a new body of water was to separate them from the caliph’s palace in Medina. Al-Fustat and its nearby successor, AlAskar, soon became an important link between East and West.


At first, Egypt was little more than a military province of expanding Islamic domains, but the new faith spread slowly southward along the banks of the Nile as more agricultural settlers, bureaucrats, and Islamic scholars settled in Egypt. In 870, a young governor, Ahmad Ibn-Talun, declared Egypt an independent state, free of the Abbasid caliph, who now resided in Baghdad. He founded a new capital, Al-Qatai, in the same general area as its predecessors. After sixty-five turbulent years, a Turkish ruler, Al-Ikhshid, brought Egypt back into the Abbasid fold. There matters remained until 969, when a Tunisian Shiite, Al-Meuz Ledin-Ellah, unleashed his Sicilian general, a former slave named Gawhar, on the Nile Valley. He easily captured the now long-established capital area and founded the Fatimid dynasty, as well as yet another capital, AlMansureya, which Al-Muez later named Al-Qahria, Cairo, “the Triumphant.”  Despite a series of volatile rulers, Cairo flourished, to endure as a great caravan city and center of Islamic learning. The Seljuk leader Salah-el-Din (Saladin) entered Cairo in 1168, threw out the Fatimids, and embarked on an orgy of construction, including a formidable citadel and city walls. He and those who followed him mined the pyramids of their casing stones as building materials. His successors were a dynasty of former slaves, the Mamluks, who ruled over Egypt until 1516, when their domains became a province of the Ottoman Empire based in Constantinople. But the Mamluks still had much control over local affairs, for the Turks were primarily interested in tax collecting.
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