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In loving memory of my father, Peter, who showed me the value of wonder, and who died the day I entered Khufu’s pyramid-tomb.


And of my mother, Erica, who passed one night while I was in Illyria’s mountains searching for Artemis and so who never knew this book was completed, but who taught me never, ever to stop wondering.


You were my guiding lights. I miss you both terribly. My journeys are in honour of you.




For beauty, like the sun, makes it impossible to see other things when it is itself radiant.


PHILO OF BYZANTIUM, ON THE SEVEN WONDERS OF THE WORLD, ALMOST CERTAINLY WRITTEN IN ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT, SECOND CENTURY BCE
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Wunder – Old English


‘a marvellous thing, miracle, object of astonishment’


In 1303 CE a monstrous earthquake ripped through the Eastern Mediterranean. The trauma shook glittering casing stones loose from the Great Pyramid at Giza in Egypt – the most ancient of our Seven Wonders – and brought the remains of the youngest, the towering Pharos Lighthouse of Alexandria, crashing to the ground.1 The Great Pyramid embodied enormous effort for the sake of one, virtually omnipotent man. Alexandria’s Pharos Lighthouse had been a public beacon to keep travellers from four continents safe, and to announce a repository of all the knowledge that was possible for humankind to know. But across that complex arc of experience, spanning nearly 4,000 years, from the vision of a single, almighty human to a network of human minds, no human-made Wonder could prove a match for the might of Mother Earth.


The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World were staggeringly audacious impositions on our planet. Incarnations of the beautiful, mournful, axiomatic truth of our species that we are compelled to make the world in our image and to modify it to our will. They were also brilliant adventures of the mind, test cases of the reaches of human imagination. This book walks through the landscapes of both ancient and modern time; a journey whose purpose is to ask why we wonder, why we create, why we choose to remember the wonder of others. I have travelled as the ancients did across continents to explore traces of the Wonders themselves, and the traces they have left in history. My aim has been to discover what the Seven Wonders of the ancient world meant to ‘them’ – to our relatives across time – and what they do and can mean to us.


The word wonder is pliable: wonder is both a phenomenon and a process. Wonders are potent because wondering helps us to realise that the world is bigger than ourselves. The wonderful generates interest, and frequently empathy, and that interest and empathy nourishes connection. We process and internalise these connections. Intellectually and emotionally, via the physical process of thought, we realise we are, truly, one world. So we seek wonders – natural, man-made, philosophical, scientific, whether they are near or far – as a socialising act.


How then do we collectively decide what is wonderful?


One time-honoured way is to create Wonder-lists. There have been many wonders at many times. There are wonders of the ancient, the modern, the engineered and the natural worlds. At the last count, seventy monuments have been officially claimed as catalogued wonders of history.2 There is now a vogue for the nationalism of wonders – the Seven Wonders of Everywhere, from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe, from Canada to Colombia. Spiritual too, the Seven Wonders of the Buddhist, Islamic, Hindu and Christian faiths have all been eagerly gathered together.3


But there was one international wonder-selection which seems to have formed a blueprint for all others. The discovery, and indeed survival, of this fragmentary alpha-to-omega inventory is close to miraculous. Compiled in the second century BCE, the earliest extant recording of a Seven Wonders of the World compendium was found on a scrap of papyrus used to wrap an ancient Egyptian mummified body. This mummification wrapping – cartonnage – was itself discovered in an excavation at Abusir el-Melek in Central Egypt. Close to modern-day Beni Suef, Abusir el-Melek is a Nile river-city which was once an ancient capital of Upper Egypt, and which has endured as a stolid commercial centre, manufacturing linen and carpets. If one sails down the Nile today, the flourishing settlement announces its presence via a cement factory. From afar, clouds of cement-dust, somewhat ironically, reveal the Nile waters and desert all around with the appearance of a romantic late-eighteenth-century watercolour.


The ancient city, called se Hut nen nesut by the Egyptians (known as Hnes in Coptic, and renamed Heracleopolis Magna by Greeks and Romans), enjoyed its own prosperity – a place that was rich in both lives and afterlives. The many burials on the Nile’s sandbank-shores here privileged a cult of the Ancient Egyptian god of life and death, of fertility and immortality – the god named Osiris. The hero-gods Herishef (‘Ruler of the Riverbanks’) and Herysfyt (‘He who is over strength’) were also adored here – the latter a figure associated by Egypt’s Greek rulers of the Hellenistic Age with their own hero Herakles.4 And wrapping up one of the thousands of entombed humans found at Abusir el-Malek, in the form of mummification material, inked onto flat-reed paper – was that earliest, extant Wonder-list. Now known as the Berlin Papyrus 13044, the Laterculi Alexandrini was created 2,200 years ago.5


The Laterculi Alexandrini (the name laterculus was used from late antiquity onwards to denote an inscribed tablet or a stone publishing information in a list or calendar form) is a fragmentary list of many lists – not just of the Seven Wonders of the World, but a cornucopia of sevens: the seven most important islands, the seven most beautiful rivers, the seven highest mountains, the seven best artists (the catalogue continues) – a kind of vital, ancient Who’s Who, if you like, or antiquity’s Buzzfeed.6


Almost certainly written in the city of Alexandria, the Laterculi Alexandrini papyrus comes from a time and place with immense confidence. The warrior-king Alexander the Great, the ultimate coloniser who rose up from Macedonia to seize lands from Egypt to India (desiring an empire that stretched further – from the edge of the Atlantic to China) had prematurely died while effecting his world takeover, and his vast territories were being divvied up by his generals – once loyal, but now bickering amongst themselves.7


The original Seven Wonders list was therefore a product of the Hellenistic Age, that baggy epoch spanning the death of Alexander the Great (Alexander III of Macedon) in 323 BCE and the death of Cleopatra of Egypt (Cleopatra VII of the Ptolemies) in Alexandria itself in 30 BCE. This was a time when Greek culture had seeped around the edges of the world, and was also being actively forced upon it. So we find prototypes of the palaces, temples and tombs from Alexander’s birthplace at Pella in Northern Greece also turning up in exact, mathematical replicas from Sudan in Africa to Sogdia (an ancient civilisation ranging across modern-day Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan).8 The great Buddhist kings of what is now Nepal and Northern India, such as Aśoka, left inscriptions of Buddhist philosophy outside towns like Kandahar (named for Alexander) in modern-day Afghanistan, in a Greek script and language.9 Homer was quoted in Pakistan, and the tragedies of Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides played to audiences in Susa in modern-day Iran, on the shores of the Caspian Sea and in Babylon – close to Baghdad, in what is now Iraq.10


Alexander the Great, responsible for this fervour for Hellenic culture, thought nothing was impossible. His famed exclamation, ‘The world is not enough!’ only goes part of the way to encapsulate his appetite and his drive.11 Insisting on literary, athletic and cultural contests wherever he went, carrying a copy of Homer’s Iliad annotated by Aristotle,12 one of his inspirations was the legendary hero Perseus (a mythological character claimed by Alexander’s family as an ancestor), whose life-story taught that our greatest fear is of fear itself.13 In a remarkable Hellenistic tomb at Derveni in Northern Greece, uncovered by accident during modern-day road-widening, a coin minted by Alexander has been unearthed with an image of Herakles’ club on one side and the goddess of wisdom, Athena, on the other.14 Alexander saturated his campaigns with a kind of pugilistic optimism and belief in the power of the pen and the sword. The Hellenistic world followed suit, sponsoring a worldview that was at once aggressive and aspirational, appetitive and erudite. Belief in astrology – that pseudo-science which could allow all things to be a possibility – escalated,15 and the worship of the goddess of Tyche – Good Fortune – was fostered in the majority of Hellenistic cities.16 Travel through many sites of the Hellenistic Age, from King Antiochus I’s tomb-burial on the top of Mount Nemrut in Eastern Turkey to incense-trading cities in Oman, and you find stubborn, weathered representations of Tyche, the good luck goddess.


Just as neuroscientists now tell us we invent our memories to match a narrative of ourselves, so Hellenistic mythmakers re-wrote global history to match their self-belief (declaring, for example, that Buddha was in fact a descendant of a Greek soldier who invaded India with the god of wine and ecstasy, Bacchus-Dionysos – a deity whose trail Alexander the Great would endeavour to follow).17 The Hellenistic Age gaslit contemporaries and future generations into experiencing the world through an Hellenic lens. It is an influence to be both feared and admired.


Alexander gave his name to at least fifty cities across Asia, Africa and Europe. Scholars and scientists in Alexandria invented extraordinary things: the first known steam-engine, the first computer, geometry, longitude and latitude – a calculation that divided the earth into the climate zones we still use today, as well as a means to accurately measure the circumference of the earth.18 And in the other Alexandrias around the world they took note, took interest, and took their cue to explore and draw inspiration from the wonders of the world that felt relevant and cogent. The Seven Wonders concept reinforced an exciting, and nourishing, notion that humans could make the impossible happen.


The Laterculi Alexandrini opens with an imagined conversation between Alexander the Great and the gumnosophists – literally, the naked-sapience-speakers – of the Indian sub-continent about the nature of rule. Surely referring to the Sadu, to Brahmin peripatetics, and to the Buddhist monks of Bactria (men described as being vegetarian and living naked), these gumnosophists from the East were considered by the Hellenistic world to be primordial wisdom-makers, men who understood the broadest possible sweep of human experience (and who, interestingly, advised Alexander the Great that the most powerful man on earth is the man whose power is not feared).19 The Greek biographer Plutarch also tells us that Alexander met these wise men, the exacting ruler being counselled, ‘hard questions have hard answers’.20 Their presence at the top of this fragmentary list of our ancient Wonders is significant: the Seven Wonders compilation was a catalogue not just of arcane or passing interest, it was being flagged as an exercise in understanding.


The Seven Wonders list was therefore conceived as an interrogation of the nature of power, and as an advertorial, a boastful guidebook to the ‘known world’ – that is, the world known, and colonised, by the Hellenistic Greeks and their allies. All the Wonders had connections one to the other, and all the locations could be physically visited, with relative ease. The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World – a list which varies but is most typically the Great Pyramids at Giza, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, the Mausoleum of Halikarnassos, the Colossus of Rhodes, and the Pharos Lighthouse of Alexandria, the majority of which had a direct connection to Alexander the Great and to his family and followers – immortalised a celebration of Hellenism as well as of native inspiration, and the reach of Greek culture in the star-stream wake of Alexander.


So who arbitrated this protean, impactful inventory of seven? Callimachus of Cyrene (born in Libya but also based in Alexandria) compiled A Collection of Sights in Lands throughout the World at the time that one Wonder, the Pharos Lighthouse, was being raised, but this work has been lost to time. The oldest entire seven-strong list that we know of was almost certainly compiled by a poet born on the bright, wide coastline of Lebanon, a man called Antipater of Sidon. Antipater travelled to Rome, and he composed his wonder-verse sometime between 140 and 100 BCE. The poem features both the walls of Babylon and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon but ignores the lighthouse at Alexandria. This might seem odd given that Alexandria was the epicentre of the Hellenistic world and that the Pharos Lighthouse was such an extraordinary existing construction. Perhaps, though, the Pharos was just too obvious. The Seven Wonders list came from the vantage point of the lighthouse – a beam seeking out and illuminating Wonders that could be reached by a journey. It is almost as if the Pharos Lighthouse was, as it were, base camp for Wonder quests, so familiar to authors, many of whom were based in Alexandria, that it was simply a given.21


Other Wonder-list versions followed. Diodorus Siculus, a Greek historian of the first century CE who wrote a vast History of the World, added an obelisk in Babylon to the list.22 Pseudo-Hyginus, another Roman-period author, in his Fabulae omits the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.23 The geographer Strabo, the military leader Josephus, and historian Quintus Curtius Rufus published their own lists in an age when Roman generals, from Julius Caesar onwards, had moved into Egyptian and Eastern territories.24 Rather like the British Empire’s scouts or Napoleon’s savants, the Romans were scoping out and aligning themselves with the treasures of territories that they desired to call their own. A slightly shadowy figure, another Greek called Antipater, in the service of the globe-trotting Roman senator Lucius Calpurnius Piso, who flourished around the year 1 CE, a hundred years or so after the first Antipater (of Sidon), could quite possibly be one of the earliest known eyewitnesses to all Seven Wonders: ‘I have seen the walls of rock-like Babylon that chariots can run upon, and the Zeus on the Alpheios; and the Hanging Gardens, and the great statue (Colossus) of the Sun, and the huge labour of the steep pyramids, and the mighty tomb of Mausolos … I wonder too at the statue of Artemis at Ephesus.’25 (This second Antipater also neglects to mention the lighthouse at Alexandria.) In the fifth century CE, in Constantinople, another enigmatic author, the Pseudo-Philon of Byzantium, seems to have written a short travel guide-book on the subject of antiquity’s wonderful seven – copies of which made their way to Mount Athos in Greece, and to the Vatican, where one manuscript was stolen by Napoleon’s forces, and which has now ended up in the Palatine Library, Heidelberg.* All surviving copies of this text are incomplete, stopping halfway through Chapter Six of seven. A fourteenth-century version of Pseudo-Philon’s work has been digitised by the British Library and is freely accessible. The tightly written charcoal-brown ink with carmine additions dashes across the page, emphasising the (rewarding) effort it would take to visit each Wonder within a lifetime, and the power of holding images of these great works of mankind in the mind’s eye.26


Across time the very Wonder-lists themselves became objects of desire. The Greek word used in many of the original documents for the Wonders was theamata – a ‘sight’, a thing that was ‘seen’, a ‘spectacle’. The word ‘theme’ in Greek evolved into a site, or a thing that was placed. The notion theamata then morphed into something new: thaumata – a physical phenomenon that generated amazement and wonder. Wonders were positioned, set down; Wonders were, and still are, things both on earth and in our minds, touchstones in every sense of the word.


And these touchstones ended up as a catalogue, in that Hellenistic culture which was driven by the rational, empirical, taxonomic approach of thinkers such as Aristotle (personal tutor to Alexander the Great).27 For the inhabitants of Alexandria, the formulation of categorising lists was paramount. Alexandria was the Hellenistic and Roman world’s search-engine – and the Seven Wonders were the marvels that those living in the city, or in the wider Eastern Mediterranean, could physically travel out to visit. Indeed, although the great lighthouse of Alexandria first appears in an extant Wonder-list in the fifth century CE (originally in an anthology of Greek epigrams, it is also described as the ‘first’ Wonder in and a Christian science text of c. 300 CE, and is then listed in the work of the monk-scholar from Gaul, Gregory of Tours), it is essential to include it here because the Pharos Lighthouse protected the very city that housed the scholars, poets and scientists – supported by a library packed floor to ceiling with papyri – who ensured not only that the story of the world was marked out by its wonders, but that knowledge of them was essential for a fully functioning world.28


As I have discovered, though, in the writing of this book, the fundamental truth of the Seven Wonders is more nuanced, more capacious, more about internationalism than pure patriotism. Because the original Seven Wonders are as much about the East as they are about the West, and as much to do with human psychology as with physical triumph. Hellenistic Greeks might have colonised the notion of Wonders in Alexandria in the third or second century BCE (the Greek culture that invented the word-idea history was famously adept at writing itself into it*),29 yet the taxonomy of ‘wonders’ – especially when grouped together seven at a time – was, in fact, a Middle Eastern tradition. The word in a written script originally used to describe wonders is tabrati – a Babylonian notion dating back 5,000 years.30 We hear of tabrati first, and most consistently, applied to the Great Walls of Babylon – those walls that were set to come tumbling down and which appear as one of the Seven Wonders in many ancient lists.31


Wonder, in its original application, seems to mean something monumental. Something to fear. The walls of Babylon, for instance, and the ziggurats of Babylonia were wonders because they were, literally, sights to behold, to take the breath away, to intimidate. Tabrati is a sight, a thing made to be seen. We still understand the power of raw awe. ‘Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair’, the King of Kings Ozymandias (the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramesses II) is imagined by the poet Shelley to have thundered.32


For many cultures in the Middle East, seven was also a number which started and ended all things – there were Seven Heavens, Seven Hells, Seven Gates to Hell (through which the almighty love goddess Inanna proceeded, shedding an item of clothing at each opening – a precursor of Salome’s apocryphal dance of the Seven Veils), Seven Ages of Man, Seven Ages of Creation in the Qu’ran.33


There were Seven Celestial Bodies and eventually Seven Sages of Greece; the Assyrian word for the world, kissatu, equates with seven. The number seven had a natural, symbolic and associative power. Seven was a potent sum because it connected the four elements of the earth (earth, air, fire and water) and the three of the heavens (the sun, the moon and the stars). Seven was magical, it was all that mattered; neither a product nor a factor of the first ten numbers, it was indivisible. Pythagoras, the mathematician from the island of Samos, a short bird-flight away from all but one of our Seven Wonders, named the number seven the Athena – the Virgin. A virgin who has enjoyed many lovers.34


The power of seven could be malign as well as benign. In an Akkadian text of the ninth or eighth century BCE – written a hundred years or so before the Hanging Gardens in Babylonia were probably constructed – seven sons of heaven on earth call on Irra, the god of plague, to destroy mankind. Irra, also known as Erra, pulls back just before annihilation, retreating with these seven personified weapons, these terrifying ‘peerless champions’ – who reappear in other texts and contexts as the evil of disease.35 The incantations of seven heroic saviours – the Mesopotamian bit meseri ritual – were believed to neutralise the maleficent seven.36 Greek interaction with the East from around this time, as adventuring Greeks pushed towards the rising sun from the eighth century BCE onwards, seems to have brought seven-themed stories into the Greek canon – the Seven Against Thebes, the seven-headed hydra et al. So although we might be led to think of the Seven Wonders as emerging from the Hellenistic world, the concept has far deeper Middle Eastern and Asian roots.


Collectively and individually, the impact of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World was not just the shock and awe that was their original aim, but a yeast for ideas. The very act of connecting disparate expressions of culture gives us hope as a species – it is an act of communion. Listing them is also a political one. Collective intelligence is the hallmark of our species.37


Wonders have currency because we can wonder with them. Thinking of them, we can imagine the human effort to create, we witness our strange, sometimes constructive, sometimes destructive, urge to engage with the rest of the world on the front foot. It was the selection of seven that made the subjects of this work and the compilation of those Wonder-lists extra-wonderful, that gave them a quasi-mystical aura; the Wonders themselves were very much accumulations of human wit and will, human endeavour and imagination marked out in cubits and cuts.


So why write this book? Why choose to read it? Perhaps because we are driven to want some select affairs in our shared lives to have significance – what has been called symbolic inheritance – a significance which we pass down in memory and therefore in the molecular.38 We still feel a connection to these distant Wonders of antiquity, Wonders that range from the Early Bronze Age to the apogee of the Hellenistic experience, partly because our ancestors did too. Let us not forget that fascinating new research demonstrates that each and every one of us is the direct descendant of either a pharaoh who ordered the construction of the pyramids, or a worker who built them.39 Does this help to explain the allure of the golden ages that raised ancient Wonders, the notion that if we achieved ‘greatness’ once, we can do so again? Certainly it is curious, if we pause to think about it, that many of us know what at least some of these Wonders are, that we have a sense of them, even if we can only name one or two, out of the many hundreds of thousands of ancient monuments that exist across the earth (UNESCO alone currently has 1,154 World Heritage Sites listed, a tiny fraction of the total created).40 But we feel a connection to the Seven Wonders because we want to, because our distant ancestors did. We want to follow in the tradition of the many generations who have told themselves (and therefore us) that these places matter. We want to feel that these wonderful works could be connected to us, that somehow, we have taken on the privilege of their guardianship, and therefore of their domains. So from illuminated panels depicting the Seven Ancient Wonders in the lobby of the Empire State Building (installed in the 1960s and removed in 2007) to the Flemish painter Bruegel’s vision of Babylon, brushed in oil on ivory and wood; from the decorative schemes of Nero’s Golden House in Rome’s imperial capital, to references in Game of Thrones,41 generation after generation have felt themselves custodians of the fact and fantasy of these Wonders – real and imagined. Just listen to the great Roman historian Tacitus describing the continuum of guardians at the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus:


The victorious Father of ecstasy, the god Bacchus, pardoned suppliant Amazons who had gathered round Artemis’s shrine. Then, with the permission of Hercules, when the hero was subduing Lydia, the temple’s grand ceremonies were augmented, and during Persian rule its privileges were not curtailed. After that its rites and customs were maintained by the Macedonians and finally by ourselves [i.e. by the might of Rome].42


Just as the philosopher asks: if a tree falls in a forest with no one to hear it, does it make a sound? – so for the Wonders: without those willing to wonder, are they nothing? Wonders are the incarnation of a concept that spans at least 5,000 years of the human experience, KLEWS NDGEWITHOM – ‘immortal fame’ – an early Proto-Indo European phrase which becomes kleos in ancient Greek and means the value of being talked about, of being remembered. Travelling on the trail of those people, ancient and modern, who sought to see these Wonders with their own eyes or in their minds, and have been inspired, moved or dismayed by this experience, this book attempts not just to catalogue the Seven Wonders, but to comprehend them, to appreciate them as they were first experienced and remembered; to ask why things in general, and these in particular, are wonderful, why they are worthy of wondering.


Rather than pick over these Wonders with the detachment of the clinician, I want to try to imagine them as they would have been seen by their original makers, and by the men (and occasionally women) who travelled thousands of miles to wonder at them, or who devoted whole nights’-worth of precious ink, or breath to describe them, and to pass on their story, keeping the Seven Wonders concept alive. Because these were never husks, they were living monuments with an immediate purpose. It has been a fabulously rewarding experience to research and imagine each in its heyday and to unpick and investigate the close and intriguing connections between them all. It has been a stimulating (if sometimes perilous) adventure to follow the trails of those who have pilgrimaged to each by land and sea, from Roman authors to Arab merchants, from Ottoman officials (at one point all of the Seven Ancient Wonders were contained within the Ottoman Empire) to fervid mediaeval nuns, braving what has been labelled the Dark Ages in order to pay homage to these ancient Wonder attractions.


In that original papyrus list, the Laterculi Alexandrini, scratched onto flattened reeds in Alexandria from dried pellets of ink – which recent analysis shows was made with a mixture of soot, ochre, vegetable oil, water, vinegar and gum arabic (dried sap derived from acacia trees often grown in Somalia)43 – the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus is entered first. In this book I have chosen to list the Wonders chronologically. The creation of each one tells us something salient about history and about a historical moment; its impact speaks of the passage of time, and of the evolution of the human experience. After the Temple of Artemis, the Wonder that then follows is both the oldest, and, counter-intuitively, the only Wonder from the original, ancient seven which still survives pretty much intact. It is, indeed, still a thing of wonderment: it is the family of 4,500-year-old pyramids on the Giza Plateau in Egypt, and in particular, Giza’s Great Pyramid.44


 


 


 


 





* The earliest extant manuscript dates to the ninth century CE and clearly carries the author’s name at the top: ‘Philo of Byzantium’. Now Philo of Byzantium, also known as Philo Mechanicus, was an engineer who lived most of his life in Alexandria in the second century BCE. Whether it was this Hellenistic Philo, or the Pseudo-Philo who lived in the New Rome, Constantinople in the Byzantine Empire, 500-odd years later, who wrote this guidebook to the Seven Wonders is a scholarly bit of detective work still to be convincingly resolved.


* Historie is an Ancient Greek word meaning rational enquiry, and the ‘Father of History’ was the Greek investigative journalist and memorialist Herodotus from Halikarnassos.





CHAPTER 1



[image: image]



THE GREAT PYRAMID AT GIZA
 c. 2580/2540 BCE



Man fears Time, yet Time fears the pyramids.


TRADITIONAL ARABIC PROVERB1


[image: image]


‘The Pyramids of Giza’ engraving produced by Philips Galle after designs by Maarten van Heemskerck in 1572.


The Great Pyramid is still a wonderful thing. Built over 4,500 years ago, at the height of Egypt’s Old Kingdom, it is the only one of the Seven Wonders which survives virtually intact, and is the very summation of our compulsion to design, to create, to construct.2 Also called Khufu’s Pyramid, for its patron King Khufu, this man-made mountain is a statement about human attachment to the beauty of life, to power on earth, and about our relationship to the cosmos both within and beyond our lifetimes. Pyramids – towering, ancient tombs – tell us a great deal about our need to understand the world by telling stories about it. I challenge all who stand at the base of the Great Pyramid not to be amazed and awed.


To experience the land of the Great Pyramid first hand, around 10 million visitors a year travel to Egypt.3 Waking up to the dusty, dun Giza Plateau, pierced by the Great Pyramid’s 2.3 million limestone blocks, raised 480 feet high at the edge of the Western (once the Libyan) desert, the splendid isolation of Akhet Khufu – Khufu’s Horizon as it was called by the ancient Egyptians – still fulfils romantic notions (and stereotypes) of ancient might, and of remote Eastern adventures.4 Together with two other pyramids, one erected for King Khufu’s son, Kahfre, another for his grandson Menkaure, along with their gargantuan guardian, the Sphinx, this constellation of monuments in North Africa has attracted tourists and wonder-seekers across four millennia. The Great Pyramid, Khufu’s Pyramid, is one of the most famous sites in the world.


But immediately we have to wipe from our mind’s eye almost everything we think we know about this oldest Wonder.


First, the pyramids were not a landmark in nothingness. The Giza Plateau was, forty-five centuries ago, a heaving complex. Akhet Khufu and its family of pyramids, temples, shrines and processional highways was Egypt’s most vital political and religious expression. Where we see desertion, imagine an abundance of clover and thousands of homes; where there are sands, waterways; where there is emptiness, tens of thousands of workers in loincloths and linen kilts. Where there are now neutral horizons, there was once hectic colour; where piles of collapsed stone, dwarf-pyramids and sloping, mudbrick mastaba tombs. Where desert, gravid green. At night a thousand flames from lamps with linen wicks and castor-oil fuel would have been here, and bonfires of acacia charcoal with their tang and smoke covering the sap-bright planets in a star-saturated sky – a sky, at the beginning of the Bronze Age, only just beginning to be polluted by the drive of civilisation.


The creation of the pyramids, and the Great Pyramid in particular, was a state-busting project, with an intense psychological purpose.5 Each pyramid was conceived to be a space for the eternal world, a tomb which could act as a resurrection machine – the very mechanism by which the king (the Egyptian ruler only comes to be called Pharaoh from the New Kingdom onwards, around 1500 BCE) could eternally exist to give Egypt sustained and sustainable life.* In some Wonder-lists it is the pyramids plural that are catalogued.6 Built high on the Giza Plateau across a frenzy of sixty years (Khufu’s Pyramid in c. 2550, Khafre’s in c. 2520, and Menkaure’s in c. 2490 BCE respectively), each giant displays heart-stoppingly perfect geometry.† Yet, as a species, we are compelled by narratives of ‘first’, and ‘greatest’ – so it is the Great Pyramid which has proved a word-of-mouth success. It is Khufu’s Pyramid, the first and tallest on the Giza Plateau, which dominates history’s collective imagination.


Gleaming out, still seeming to touch the sky, originally faced in sparkling, polished limestone slabs, Khufu’s Pyramid became legendary before it became history. It turns up in the branding of other Egyptian dynasties – immortalised on a New Kingdom stele (an inscribed stone) discovered in 1937 – and in the literature of the Ancient Greeks, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs and Ottomans.7 It dominates the accounts of Napoleon’s savants in the nineteenth century and of Nazi spies in the twentieth.8 Weighing in at approximately 6.5 million tonnes, this Wonder is the heaviest structure built on earth. The intimidatingly monstrous Palace of the Parliament in Bucharest, Romania, dragged up by the megalomaniac communist leader Nicolae Ceauşescu – the heaviest modern building, at 4.52 million tonnes – does not get close.9 When I first saw Ceauşescu’s Palace in the aftermath of revolution in 1989, the Leviathan was hated by the ashen Romanians who had built it; the Palace of the Parliament looms as a reminder of obsession and oppression.‡


As with all of our Seven Wonders, we should never forget that the Great Pyramid, wildly ambitious, treasure-filled, exquisitely exacting, incarnates both the ecstatic possibilities of wonder, and the stringently harsh demands of making our dreams flesh.


Today, pyramid-pilgrims from scores of nations have the chance to penetrate Khufu’s Wonder. From dawn we all race to enter, through a gape in the northern side – almost certainly gouged open by the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mun in 832 CE. The grandson of Harun al Rashid of 1001 Arabian Nights fame, al-Ma’mun used trebuchets and fire to break open a structure whispered to be a repository of gold, and of ancient wisdom.10 Today there is a febrile atmosphere in the public passageway which the Caliph’s men first smashed through. After negotiating what was originally a robber’s entry shaft, the sweat and breath of over 5 million visitors every year has already started to dull and darken the Pyramid’s red interior, tinted in the Bronze Age with a fleshy ochre wash. Many panic in the close atmosphere. Some pray. Long-suffering local guardians chase out those who try to light candles, or, worse, scratch off flaky mementoes of the monument. But although al-Ma’mun and his colleague the Christian archbishop of Antioch, Dionysius Tell Mahre (Dionysius came from a town near Raqqa in what is now Syria),11 journeyed here to ‘expose the secrets concealed by the pyramids’12 with a genuine interest in rational enquiry, in fact, the Great Pyramid’s intimidating structure was almost certainly designed to represent something that lay beyond reason and rational comprehension.


This Wonder was probably planned to mirror a creation myth, mimicking as it did the great, mystical pyramid of earth (a combination of Egypt’s fertile soil and the moistening waters of Nun, the watery chaos that created the River Nile), from which the glorious sun god, Ra or Atum, the father of all life and of all Egyptian kings, was believed to have been generated.13 The pyramid form could also have been conceived as a solid version of shafts of light (sunlight was thought to be the sun god’s sweat)14 which punch through Egyptian clouds – fingers of God, as we still call them. The sun’s rays above Cairo, Africa’s largest city, still touch the western desert around Giza as perfect pyramid-shaped shafts at sunset, inverted-pyramid-shafts at dawn – an awe-inspiring feature of the wide, flat landscape. When the pyramids were built, the sun’s bright power was honoured as a divine force at Heliopolis (‘Sun City’, as the Greeks called it), one of Egypt’s first cities, now partially submerged 49–66 feet in Matariya under the suburbs of Ain Shams (Eye of the Sun in Arabic) in the Egyptian capital.15 This Wonder surely had cosmic purpose – built by a people who did not see themselves as distinct from the rest of nature, but as a critical part of a precariously balanced system of the universe, and in particular of the power of the planets.


So to try to understand the truth of the Great Pyramid, as well as thinking about its physical construction, we have to appreciate that in Ancient Egypt the membrane between reality and imagination, between fact and fantasy, between the natural and the supernatural, was porous. For its creators, Khufu’s Pyramid was far more than just a wonder of engineering. It was the summation of humankind’s journeys of life and death through time and space.


The pyramid design also echoes squat obelisks that turn up in Egyptian legend as perches on which the giant, mythical Bennu birds (often imagined either as an outsize kingfisher or a heron) sat – these obelisks again representing the earth-reaching rays of the sun god Ra.16 Recent discoveries in the United Arab Emirates of the remains of an enormous, well-beyond-human-size heron, up to 6-and-a-half feet tall, with a wing span of almost 9 feet, which only became extinct in c. 1600 BCE, suggest that this ‘mythical’ monster actually inhabited the earth at the time the Great Pyramid was being built.17 Just as birds fly from the peak of their perches into the sky, so the pyramid was thought to be a foundation from which humans could rise to the skies. The Ancient Egyptian word for pyramid is indeed MER – a place of ascension.*


And Khufu’s Great Pyramid, built to shield and transform the body of King Khufu – his name a shortening of Khnum-kuefuit/khufu, ‘Khnum protect me’ (Khufu’s divine protector Khnum was one of the very oldest of all the Ancient Egyptian gods) – was not only a sacred, magic tomb. It was an engine for divine rule; a container for an idea of universal power and possibility unconfined by time, and also an incarnation of the temporal ambition and hubris of men. It was, too, a staggeringly audacious and sophisticated act of construction.


The angle of the Great Pyramid’s sides, less than 8 inches out of absolute mathematical perfection, and just one twentieth of a degree off true north, is a consistent 54 degrees and 54 minutes – the archetype for all future pyramids.18 Each of its limestone blocks (recall, well over two million) weighs between 2 and 15 tonnes. At 481 feet high, the memorial of the dead is now missing a 30-foot peak and has lost its glittering capstone. The capacity of its 13.1-acre space is huge – St Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey in London, St Peter’s in the Vatican, and the cathedrals of Milan and Florence would each have fitted inside.19 With sides that are arrow-straight, to date this is still the most accurate stone building ever made.


Symbolically too, the Great Pyramid was saturated with meaning. Its entrance faces north – the domain of the constellation Orion and Sirius where, Egyptians believed, the Great King’s journey after death climaxed.20 The Pyramid’s internal burial chambers and one shaft are aligned almost exactly to the circumpolar ‘indestructible’ stars. Originally protected by a surrounding fortress wall – up to 33 feet high and 33 feet thick at the base21 – this giant grave was the nuclear fission core within an industrial-scale, sacred power plant. The Giza Plateau is on the western side of the Nile, and its elevation ensures the Pyramid dominates the horizon along with the setting sun (in particular during the summer solstice). The Great Pyramid was a wonder in a time and a place where a kind of material mystery was thought to connect everything – a spun-sugar web of the cosmos that was constantly in danger of being cracked.


The Great Pyramid was also the tomb for a man who was considered by his people, and by himself, to be a god. King Khufu seems to have been the first Egyptian leader to explicitly style himself as an incarnation of the divine – Khufu’s son would go on to call himself the son of the sun god Ra. Just as, at dawn, river-raptors still rise in darting clouds from the east to follow the course of the Nile, so the God-King was thought to be a manifestation of the Sky-God-Falcon Horus, or Re, travelling through the sky every morning when he appeared as the solar deity Ra and then as Re-Horakhty.22 And after his death, it was accepted that those journeys continued through the night-sky. King Khufu’s divinity and physical connection to the divine universe would keep his people safe: a gossamer-net of security that emanated from their ruler’s person during his mortal life and after his death. The building of the Great Pyramid, more than just a hubristic, megalomaniac fever-dream, was an organ of state, a project at the outset of the Egyptian Old Kingdom’s power which proved its might and reach.


What kind of man sponsored our first Wonder? King Khufu was the second sovereign of the Fourth Dynasty of the Old Kingdom, ruling Upper and Lower Egypt for at least twenty-three years between 2589 and 2566 BCE. To try to come face to face with the person his people called the Great King – Khayafwi(y) – we might travel to the Brooklyn Museum, in the United States of America, where a pink granite head has been identified by some as the imposing king, or to Munich, where a limestone version of the same face is on display in the State Museum of Egyptian Art. The only undisputed surviving 3D image of Khufu the man is still in Cairo, in the old, pink-washed Egyptian Museum – a diminutive ivory statuette from the ambitious, confident temple of Khentimentiu at Abydos, 330 miles from the Giza Plateau, upstream along the Nile. The tiny potentate sits wearing the red crown of Lower Egypt, holding a flail (added much later, in the twenty-sixth dynasty) in his right hand. Although Lilliputian, the form is intricately carved. And, as is usual for the period, a calm smile plays about Khufu’s lips. This mini-King sits modestly in a Victorian-built glass display case – a far cry from the outsize statues of pure copper and gold that would once have been raised to the Great King.23


Much of the other figurative evidence for Khufu’s reign has been lost, although he does appear as a character in a wonderful document known as the Westcar Papyrus,* a fascinating collection of morality tales and myth, miracle and magic stories – all set in Khufu’s court. The tightly written lines, inscribed in the court-hand, hieratic Egyptian – inked across lines of flattened papyri reeds – offer a window into the mindset of the Egyptians, and into perceptions of Khufu.† In the Westcar Papyrus Khufu is portrayed both as a relentless ruler, and as a pioneering character, a man interested in new experiments in the realm of pseudo-science. Tellingly, Westcar also includes the world’s first recorded saucy-fantasy-tale, telling of how Khufu’s father Sneferu arranged a fishing party, while bored, with twenty ladies of his court, dressing them up in fishing nets; in another, an adulterous woman is lured to a watery grave by an enchanted wax crocodile.24


So robust sources for the truth of Khufu are scant. But now, thrillingly, on-going excavations on the shores of the Red Sea are helping us to understand more about the real world of this enigmatic leader and his audacious wonder. This stunning site, called Wadi al-Jarf, is the oldest and largest man-made harbour-complex ever identified, dating back to the reign of Khufu’s father Sneferu – and its recent discoveries are genuinely remarkable. At last we can start to understand more logistical facts about the Pyramid, and to meet the man who ordered its creation and those too who did his bidding.


Archaeologists are uncovering many treasures at Wadi al-Jarf, including a number of mentions of Khufu’s name.25 Since 2011–12, finds have been pouring out of the sands and from under the sea. It seems that the harbour at Wadi al-Jarf was a facility developed specifically to feed the Great Pyramid’s construction. The archaeologists working here, on a site that stretches over 3 miles, animatedly describe the level of tight Bronze Age organisation the finds reveal: limestone walls inscribed with the name of the head royal-scribe who oversaw import and export here 4,500 years ago. Storage jars, some with red hieroglyphic daubs describing the sailors who worked for King Khufu: ‘Those who are known to Horus Two Falcons of Gold’ and ‘The Crew of the Followers of Khufu’. Lists of the rations given to labourers as payment – barley, dates, beer – fuel for ambitious sea and river journeys. Khufu’s reign is no longer recondite; there are inscriptions everywhere, on the hundred-plus anchors discovered on the seabed, on metal tools, on pottery fragments, on the massive limestones used to block the entrances of giant storerooms – man-made caves carved above the shoreline. In these magazines (a word that comes from the Arabic makhazin, a depot or storehouse), huge clay storage jars have just been discovered. The contents of these jars once nourished those Egyptian crews as they embarked on state-sponsored long-distance voyages of trade and exploration across the Red Sea and then on by beast of burden beyond, collecting cedars of Lebanon from the north, frankincense from Southern Arabia, bitumen for waterproofing and caulking from the Dead Sea, and minerals from Sinai. All to help realise a Wonder.


Khufu is also present in splendid relief on rock-carvings at Wadi Maghareh in Sinai, known to ancient Egyptians as ‘the Terraces of Turquoise’. Here the king is shown triumphantly smiting enemies and searching for copper and for the precious blue turquoise stone so adored in ancient Egyptian culture. Travelling through these vivid, mineral-rich crags today, and their corresponding mountains in what is now Saudi Arabia, helps us to understand the expanding worldview of the Ancient Egyptians. These dappled mountain ranges – a visible kaleidoscope of colour, running with seams of green, copper-bearing ore, red iron and creamy limestone – are natural pyramids veined with treasure. By leaching mountains to garnish his creations, Khufu was not just building himself into the story of nature; he was trying to better it.


We also hear about Khufu obliquely, in a rock-inscription in the Dakhla Oasis in the Western Desert, describing activity in the thirteenth cattle-count – a form of census and tax-collection, dating to the same year as much of the Wadi al-Jarf evidence.26 He is there too in carvings at Elephantine Island close to Aswan on the Nile, and on two lovely terracotta figurines of the cat-headed goddess, Bastet, left in the giant human and animal necropolis at Saqqara, and only discovered in excavations that ran from 2001 to 2003.27


The Wonder-sponsor Khufu had at least two wives (Meritites I and Henutsen) and, clearly, singular, burning resolve. A man in charge of a population of 1.5 million and territories ranging from the Mediterranean and Heliopolis (on the outskirts of Cairo today) in the north and beyond Elephantine Island (opposite modern-day Aswan) to Sinai in the south. All territorial power in Egypt was within his grasp. Khufu would have looked out at the Giza Plateau, naturally raised so any building on it would have a monumental impact, visible for miles, and declared his will. In the stretching-of-the-cord ceremony called Petshes, with a priestess dressed as the goddess Seshat leading the ritual, Khufu ran a rope 755 feet long across the limestone of the Giza Plateau, to mark out the scale and orientation of his pyramid on the virgin land. King Khufu’s refulgent, monstrous project – which would generate the oldest of the Seven Wonders – had begun.


King Khufu’s efforts came at the end of what was already a 500-year-old tradition. Grand royal burials start to appear in the desert above the Nile at the settlement of Abydos (Abdju in Ancient Egyptian), where that figurine of Khufu was found, from c. 3100 BCE. And here, where the modern town peters out and the sands are thick with dark pottery fragments from the offerings left to the dead, where dogs roam hungrily, there has recently been a gruesome discovery. Predynastic kings – rulers apparently with vivid names such as King Scorpion, King Killer and King Cobra – are buried here in mudbrick structures. In one burial of the First Dynasty at Abydos, a horrible archaeological find was made: dozens of animals and hundreds of royal retainers – close on 400 people – who seem to have been sacrificed, strangled and then sent to the afterlife with their king.28 A pernicious, divisive tradition was gathering momentum – total submission to the single most powerful man in Egypt.


Around 2800 BCE the principal royal burial grounds were moved over 300 miles north, downriver, to the deep deserts of Saqqara. Here, as would be the case with the Great Pyramid at Giza, the Saqqara pyramids had a root system – submerged channels and corridors carved for many miles underground into the bedrock itself. Exploring Saqqara today, 25 miles north of Giza, peering down into this subterranean world is stomach-churning. I have been at the opening of catacombs and nearly experienced a tragedy when a colleague, who took one wrong turning in the pitch-black maze, vanished for a long two hours. The absorption of kinetic energy by the limestone means sound is diminished, so the tunnels swallow up any cries for help. Many adventurers have lost their lives tumbling in by chance or exploring with the purpose of tomb-raiding – skeletons, ancient and modern, still turn up in these underworlds of the pyramids above.


It was here at Saqqara that Khufu’s predecessors experimented with the pyramid form, a design concept that forced a sense of progression from below to above. First came the Step Pyramid, a series of mastaba tombs one on top of the other, raised by King Djoser of the Third Dynasty. Then in the ‘Golden Age’ of the Fourth Dynasty, Khufu’s father Sneferu (his name means ‘to make perfect, to make beautiful’), after experimenting with his Meidum Pyramid – a tall, thin affair, still partially standing but which suffered a debilitating collapse in antiquity – built his ‘Bent’ Pyramid – an attempt to reach the sky more directly. The so-called Red Pyramid followed (the red limestone visible today was originally covered in white); it now squats above palm trees and farmland at Dahshur. But the Bent Pyramid was a distressing failure, with an ugly kink where the pyramid’s smooth tip should be. In the Fifth Dynasty that followed Khufu’s, the tightly inscribed walls of Pharaoh Unas’s tomb at Saqqara – at the end of a dark, 98-foot-long corridor underneath Unas’s collapsed pyramid – repeat the prayer: ‘The earth is made into steps for him towards heaven, so that he may ascend them to heaven.’29 The Pharaohs truly believed that giant, man-made monuments, if perfectly composed, could help them ascend to the sky.


The imperfection of Sneferu’s resurrection machine troubled the Egyptians. Perhaps though that ugly tip of the Bent Pyramid was a fillip to Khufu – an irritant in his eye and heart: his father had failed once, now he had to do better. And so the Great Pyramid became an embodiment of the tenacious trait of the human species that wants to advance that which has gone before, to raven for more. There would have been a personal urgency to the work at Giza too. The average age of death around Khufu’s lifetime after the milestone of infancy had been passed, was thirty-four for men (thirty for women – who often died in childbirth).30 The pyramids must climb their way up to the sky, fast, before King Khufu died without a finished tomb, without the equipment necessary to live forever. The wonder of the Great Pyramid reveals the curious ways humans choose to use their life’s energy, in pursuit of an idea that appreciates its own logic and authority, despite being, in truth, illogical. It reveals how we create a map of meaning for ourselves.


So how was this Wonder raised? We have acute – and brilliant – evidence for the precise rhythm and nature of the precipitous work on the Great Pyramid project from another incredible find at that Red Sea site of Wadi al-Jarf. The discoveries come from a scorpion-rich, man-made cave above the flat, deceptively calm coastline here, where Egyptian boats had been hauled and stored along with copper and stone tools, food and water urns. Coping with seasonal winds, the storage rooms were packed with practical tools and the ‘back-office’ of the Pyramid’s creation, all kept carefully while work was delayed by the cycles of Mother Nature. And here, in 2013, archaeologists uncovered a dry flutter of no fewer than 1,000 papyri fragments. It is an incredible stash which rewrites history. Because here for the first time we hear of the detail of labourers’ lives, and one of the earliest day-by-day accounts ever of a worker’s life-experience. One of these remarkable documents has been named the Merer Papyrus after a civil servant responsible for the Pyramid’s construction. Merer was leader of a group of forty sailors and labourers, a Saa, who toiled in the punishing months between July and November to ship stone up the Nile on two or three round trips every ten days. The sometimes daily account of Merer’s works comes from the twenty-sixth or twenty-seventh year of Khufu’s reign when those radiant-bright casing stones were being added on top of the pyramid’s interior skin, made of darker, local rock. Not only are these the oldest papyri inscribed with writing ever found, but the harbour here at Wadi al-Jarf is the oldest artificial harbour. And it is huge, with the site so far excavated stretching over 3 miles.


These unique, delicate, straw-yellow texts are more than worth their weight in gold for an historian, documenting as they do the ten-day-week missions to supply raw materials for the Great Pyramid’s construction. The level of detail is sensational. Line by careful line, we hear of workers collecting limestone from Tura (Ro Aura in Ancient Egyptian, later Troyu), 9 miles south of Giza, docking, casting off, sailing down and across the Nile, turning back to repeat the process. The names of the different Saa – ‘The Vigorous Team’, ‘The Big’, ‘The Prosperous’, ‘The Small’, ‘The Asian’, ‘The Enduring Team’ – suggest there was competition between each group of workers to complete their tasks. There is evidence too of an administrative centre for the pyramid project up the Nile, very close to Giza, ‘at the entry to the lake of Khufu’, controlled by Khufu’s half-brother Ankhhaf, who seems to have supervised the works here; a stretch of water easy to dock where labourers could rest at night – when the dark waters of the Nile are filled with the sounds of bullfrogs, water-rats, and the black-crowned night heron.


The trip from the Red Sea to the Nile Valley took about four days. Continuing excavations in the cave-complexes here, totalling thirty-one, are turning up finds that will teach us huge amounts about Khufu’s massive engineering project. Along with raw ebony wood, frankincense and myrrh (incense was used for the first time in Egypt by the Fourth Dynasty) transported from the Gulf and the Arabian edges of the Indian Ocean, fragments of ropes, sails and sailors’ boots are being discovered – under banks of sand inside the caves which stretch almost 100 feet deep. A fort at el-Makha on the Asian side of the Red Sea has been identified recently and is currently being excavated, built to protect the Egyptian state-workers from attack. An artificial jetty, running more than 650 feet east to west and 650 feet north to south, still visible on the seabed, would have been the start and end point of international adventures to collect the raw materials used in the pyramid’s decoration, as, forty-five centuries ago, elegant boats nudged their way out through channels in the rich, luminous coral reef edging Wadi al-Jarf to the glittering open sea.


Along with this new evidence from the sun-bright shores of the Red Sea, the construction techniques of the Great Pyramid prove that Khufu’s was an Egypt-wide enterprise. The core blocks of the Pyramid, carved from the Giza Plateau itself (the quarries are still visible a stone’s throw south from the pyramids as somewhat treacherous, 100-feet-deep pits), might be local limestone, but other raw materials had to be brought in from across North Africa and the Near East – such as dolerite from the western desert, that hard volcanic rock used to form massive round hammers which, back-breakingly, just a centimetre and a half over a twelve-hour day, scraped stone from hills and valleys to make obelisks, temples, tombs and features both within and without the Pyramid. Rock inscriptions at turquoise and copper mines at Wadi Maghara in the Sinai Peninsula show that Khufu sent material-grabbing missions here too. Just as fortresses were set up to guard the trade in and out of Wadi al-Jarf at Serabit el-Khadim across the Red Sea, fortresses are also currently under excavation at Wadi Maghara. The teams working for Khufu there have left their names carved in the stone alongside commemorations of their vanquishing of the Bedouin people who attacked their supply chains. There was Yebu granite from the quarries on the charismatic, enigmatic Elephantine Island to the south by the First Cataract on the Nile (the island is still filled with ancient ruins and underground chambers). Black dolerite for fine sculptures and inscriptions was imported from the Hajar Mountains in what is now Oman. At ‘Khafre’s quarries’ in the Nubian desert 40 miles north-west of Abu Simbel, Khufu’s name was spotted in the 1980s in a cartouche (a cartridge-shaped inscription) protecting the supply of dark-green gneiss diorite used to form so many of the statues of Egyptian gods, royal women and men that would have sentinelled the pyramid complex.
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