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PROLOGUE


FINDING THE PHARAOHS









THE PHARAOHS RULED EGYPT FOR OVER THREE THOUSAND YEARS. SOME WERE FEARLESS WARRIORS WHO
battled to create the mightiest empire that the world had ever seen. Others were prodigious
builders whose pyramids and stone temples still testify to their wealth and power. A few ruled at
a disadvantage: they were women, or children, or foreign. One was rumoured to have prostituted
his daughter. Another was classed as a heretic, his reign erased from official history. At least two
were murdered by ambitious wives and sons. All, however, considered themselves semi-divine
beings. And all expected to live beyond death as fully divine gods.









Why did the Egyptians stick so stubbornly to their monarchy, refusing to experiment
with other forms of government? The answer is simple. The pharaoh, or king (the two
words are interchangeable), fulfilled a unique and vital role. He, and he alone, could
communicate with the fickle deities who controlled Egypt’s destiny. The priests might
assist him in his duties, but the ultimate responsibility for pleasing the gods was his.
Without a pharaoh on the throne the gods could not receive the regular offerings of
food, drink, incense and prayer that they craved. This would be dangerous. Deprived
of their offerings the gods might grow dissatisfied; they might even be tempted to
abandon Egypt, allowing chaos to overwhelm maat, or natural harmony.


The need to maintain maat underpinned every aspect of official Egyptian thought.
Combined with a natural conservatism, a tendency to avoid unnecessary and
potentially dangerous experimentation, it led to a remarkable consistency in art,
architecture and theology throughout the pharaonic age. As the upholder of maat, the
pharaoh was naturally the highest priest of every religious cult. In addition, he was the
head of the army (dedicated to repelling chaos from Egypt’s borders) and the head of
the civil service (dedicated to repelling chaos from within
Egypt). Isolated between his mortal subjects and his gods,
he topped a rigid social pyramid. A long way beneath him
came the immediate royal family: his consort and her
children, his mother and his sisters. Next were the élite
who occupied the highest priestly, bureaucratic and
military positions, who occasionally married into the royal
family, and who were rewarded for their loyalty with gifts
of land and impressive stone tombs. Beneath the élite
were the educated classes: the scribes and specialized
professionals. Finally, at the lowest level, came the
peasants: the vast majority of the population who laboured
for the state, for the temples and for private landowners.









Ramesses II of the 19th
Dynasty, seen here in the form
of a colossal statue outside the
Great Temple at Abu Simbel,
Nubia.









Maat


The pharaoh’s foremost duty was the maintenance
of maat: a concept of ‘rightness’ that embraced
ideas of truth, order, justice, and the status quo.
The opposite of maat is isfet, or chaos. Maat
was personified in the form of the goddess
Maat, who is identified by the prominent
ostrich feather of truth worn on her head.
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For all these classes the family was the basic economic
unit that, in times of crisis, would provide food, protection
and healthcare. Respect for family members was an integral
part of daily life. Boys were urged to marry young and
found a household; girls were raised to be good wives and
mothers. The young and healthy were expected to care for
the elderly and the weak, the rich were encouraged to
provide for the poor, while the living had a duty to
remember the dead.



PROBLEMS OF PRESERVATION



It is perhaps obvious that we know far more about the lives
and deaths of the literate, tomb-building élite than we do
about the illiterate, almost invisible peasants, and far more
about those who lived towards the end of Egypt’s long
history than we do about the first Egyptians. We have
evidence for at least 300 pharaohs ruling from c.3050 – 30 BC,
but it is not until the dawn of the New Kingdom, in c.1550 BC,
that we have enough textual and archaeological evidence to
start to see these pharaohs as something resembling well-
rounded human beings. Even then, our view is veiled not only by a lack of personal
documents, but also by the tradition of preserving the image and memory of the
perfect, rather than the actual, pharaoh.


Our knowledge of ancient Egypt is derived from two main sources: written records
and archaeological excavation. There are flaws inherent in both types of evidence.


The surviving written records are just a fraction of the records that once existed.
The vast majority of these were written by and for the educated élite, and they seldom
deal with humdrum, day-to-day issues. Almost invariably they exaggerate the deeds
of the author: autobiographies carved on tomb walls, for example, set out to impress
by stressing the virtues of the deceased, while royal texts focus on the heroism and
intelligence of the king. In a land entirely lacking our modern idea of accurate history,
this blatant embellishment was not seen as deceitful or shameful. Writing was the gift
of the gods, and it carried its own latent magic. Committing something to writing could
actually make it real so a pharaoh could, quite literally, rewrite the past.


The archaeological evidence brings its own, very obvious, bias. The Egyptians built
their houses, palaces and offices of mud-brick, placing them close to water sources on









The Egyptians who live in the cultivated parts of their country have, by their habit of
keeping records of the past, made themselves by far the most learned of any nation
that I have visited.


HERODOTUS, (HISTORIES II: 77)









Amenhotep, son of Hapu, has
here chosen to be depicted as a
scribe, whose ability to read
and write made him one of
Egypt’s literate élite.
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the edge of the fertile land lining the Nile. They built their tombs of stone in the hot,
dry desert, away from their houses. Over the centuries the mud-brick architecture
has been lost while the tombs and graves have survived. This means that today’s
archaeologists, faced with a wealth of funerary architecture, grave goods and human
remains, have developed a good understanding of Egyptian expectations of life after
death yet have relatively little information about the routines of daily life. This is
particularly true of the earliest periods that, because they lack written records, are
heavily reliant on evidence from the cemeteries. This enforced focus on death naturally
gives the impression that the Egyptians were preoccupied with thoughts of their own
mortality. In fact the Egyptians loved life, and pitied those unfortunate enough to be
born outside their fertile and beautiful land. Their greatest hope was that they might
continue to enjoy a near identical, but even better, life beyond the grave.


DATING THE PHARAOHS



Egypt’s priests charted the movements of the sun, moon and stars so that they might
time their offerings correctly. Their observations led to the development of a calendar
whose year was divided into 12 months of 30 days plus a spare five ‘days above the
year’. Events were dated to the reign of the current pharaoh (Year 1 of Amenhotep,
Year 2 and so on) and, as every new reign was a new beginning – a recreation of the
world, each pharaoh marked his accession with a new Year 1.


The pharaohs constantly sought to confirm their right to rule by stressing
continuity with a past that stretched back, beyond the time of mortal kings, through
a period of semi-divine and divine rule, to the very creation of the world. To do this,
they had to understand their own place in royal history. ‘King lists’, lists of the
pharaohs and their reign lengths, were recorded on papyrus and stone and stored
in the state and temple archives. The best-preserved king list is found in the Abydos
temple of the New Kingdom monarch Seti I. Here we can see the pharaoh and his
young son offering before the names
of their royal ‘ancestors’, ancestors
here being a somewhat loose
term, as Seti’s father was of non-
royal birth. The list is, however,
incomplete, as pharaohs who had
failed to conform to expectation
have simply been omitted.


Almost 3000 years after
Egypt became one land, Ptolemy
II Philadelphos, a pharaoh of
Macedonian heritage, ruled from
Alexandria. Determined to
understand his adopted country’s
long history, he commissioned
the Egyptian priest Manetho of
Sebennytos to consult the ancient









Reproduction of an Egyptian
festival calendar, in the form of
a circular zodiac. The original
– now in the Louvre, Paris –
was a sculpted bas-relief on
the ceiling of the Ptolemaic
Temple of Hathor at Dendera.









dynastic
chronology


c.5300–3050 BC Predynastic
Period


c.3050–2686 BC Early
Dynastic Period (Dynasties
0–2)


c.2686–2181 BC Old
Kingdom (Dynasties 3–6)


c.2181–2055 BC First
Intermediate Period
(Dynasties 7–early 11)


c.2055–1650 BC Middle
Kingdom (Dynasties late
11–13)


c.1650–1550 BC Second
Intermediate Period
(Dynasties 14–17)


c.1550–1069 BC New
Kingdom (Dynasties 18–20)


c.1069–664 BC Third
Intermediate Period
(Dynasties 21–25)


c.664–332 BC Late Period
(Dynasties 26–31)


332–30 BC Macedonian and
Ptolemaic Period
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records and compile a definitive list of pharaohs. This Manetho did, organizing his
pharaohs into dynasties: lines of kings who were connected politically, but who were
not necessarily blood relatives. Manetho ended his history with the reign of Nectanebo
II (Nakhthorheb), the final king of Dynasty 30 and Egypt’s last native pharaoh. His list
was later expanded to include Dynasty 31 (the second Persian Period), but Manetho’s
own age, the Ptolemaic Dynasty, was never given a number. Manetho’s History of Egypt
was lost long ago but enough has survived, embedded in the work of the writers
Josephus (c. AD 70), Africanus (c. AD 220), Eusebius (c. AD 320) and Syncellus (also
known as George the Monk; c. AD 800), to allow modern historians to reconstruct it
with a fair degree of accuracy.


Today’s Egyptologists group Manetho’s dynasties into times of strong rule and
cultural achievement (the Early Dynastic Period, the Old, Middle and New Kingdoms,
the Late Period and the Macedonian and Ptolemaic Period) separated by times of
disunity and weak rule (the three Intermediate Periods). This rather crude system
certainly has its drawbacks: it is too simple, not all Egyptologists are in agreement over
the allocation of the dynasties to the various periods, and there are times when
dynasties overlap, while some blood-families are split not only between dynasties, but
also between periods and kingdoms. But it does offer the most accurate means of
referencing events within Egypt. Under this system, to take an illustrative example,
Amenhotep III is classified as the ninth king of the 18th Dynasty, which itself belongs
to the New Kingdom. Historians are not certain of Amenhotep’s precise calendar dates
(on current evidence it is likely that he ruled c.1390 – 1352 BC) and so cannot give a
precise date for the wild bull hunt that is known to have occurred early in his lengthy
reign. It is, however, possible to give an exact regnal date: Amenhotep himself tells us
that the exciting hunt occurred in his regnal Year 2.


NAMING THE PHARAOHS



We do not know for certain how the names of the pharaohs were pronounced, as
Egypt’s scribes omitted the vowels that would have been obvious to their readers. This
means that the name that we render as Amenhotep (or occasionally Amenhotpe) is
actually preserved as ‘Imn [the name of Amen, god of Thebes]–htp’. By convention we
use ‘e’ or occasionally ‘o’ to replace the missing letters. Some historians have preferred
to use the Greek forms of the royal names as preserved by Manetho, so that
Amenhotep occasionally appears as Amenophis.









At first gods and heroes ruled Egypt for a little less than eighteen thousand years ...
Mortals have been kings of their country, they say, for a little less than five thousand
years ... For most of this period native kings ruled, and Ethiopians, Persians, and
Macedonians ruled only a small part of it.


DIODORUS SICULUS, (HISTORIES I: 44)
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The Royal Name









The first pharaohs wrote their names within
a serekh, a ribbed, rectangle representing
the gateway to the archaic royal residence,
so that the name within the serekh
symbolized the pharaoh secure within his
palace. Often a falcon, emblem of the god
Horus, perched on top of the serekh. At
the end of the 3rd Dynasty the serekh was
replaced by the cartouche: an elongated
oval loop representing a double thickness of
rope with the ends tied to form a straight
line, signifying universal rule. All pharaohs,
most queens and some gods used the
cartouche.


The earliest pharaohs had one recorded
name, the ‘Horus name’. By the 5th Dynasty
it had become customary for pharaohs to
use a series of five titles, each title being
followed by a name specifically chosen to
reflect anticipated aspects of the reign:
these were political statements or
statements of allegiance to particular gods.
So, sticking with our customary example,
Amenhotep III was more correctly known as:


1. The Horus King: Strong bull, appearing
in truth.


2. He of the Two Ladies: Who establishes
laws, who pacifies the Two Lands.


3. The Golden Horus: Great of strength; smiter
of the Asiatics.


4. King of Upper and Lower Egypt: Nebmaatre
[the sun god Re is the lord of truth].


5. Son of Re: Amenhotep, ruler of Thebes.


Thus Amenhotep’s string of names
emphasized his military might and his respect
for law and order. The last of his names, the
nomen, was the personal name given by his
mother at his birth. In this case, Amenhotep III
was named after his grandfather, Amenhotep









The cartouche of Tuthmosis III, from an
obelisk at Karnak. So powerful was this
symbol that this pharaoh had himself interred
in a cartouche-shaped sarcophagus within
a cartouche-shaped burial chamber
in the Valley of the Kings.


II. The preceding name, the throne name or
prenomen, was a more formal name used in
diplomatic correspondence. The nomen and
prenomen were invariably presented within
the cartouche. The other names never were.
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THE
FIRST
PHARAOHS



C.5300–2686 BC








Detail of a frieze of Horus from the pylon (gateway) of the
temple of Horus at Edfu in Upper Egypt. This hawk-headed
deity was the first state god of Egypt. The semi-divine kings
whom the Egyptians believed had preceded their first mortal
ruler were known as the ‘Followers of Horus’.
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A TALE OF TWO LANDS


THE VALLEY AND THE DELTA


The Predynastic Period c.5300–3050 BC










THE NILE BROUGHT WATER TO AN OTHERWISE DRY LAND, YET NO ONE KNEW WHERE THIS LONGEST OF RIVERS
began. Far beyond Egypt’s southern border the White Nile rose to the south of Lake Victoria
(Victoria Nyanza) while the Blue Nile rose in the Ethiopian Highlands. United, the broad river
continued its journey northwards, flowing through the Nubian deserts (modern Sudan) and
passing over a series of rapids or cataracts to enter Egypt at the border town of Aswan. For 600
miles (960 km) the river passed through sandstone and limestone cliffs and sterile desert before
splitting to form a wide, flat Delta whose seven branches all emptied into the Mediterranean Sea.









Geography dictated that Egypt would always be a land of two very different halves.
The contrast between life in the Valley (Upper, or southern Egypt) and life in the Delta
(Lower, or northern Egypt) was remarkable. The hot, dry Valley offered a narrow,
insular and inward-looking world where the Black Land, the ribbon of fertile soil
edging the river, was only a few miles wide. Beyond this lay the Red Land, the barren
desert, and the mountains that protected against invasion. In contrast the Delta, wider,
flatter, cooler and far greener, was both open to outside influences and vulnerable to
invasion. At times of contentment and prosperity – times when maat was obvious in
the land – Upper and Lower Egypt merged into a seamless whole ruled by one
pharaoh: ‘king of Upper and Lower Egypt’. But at times of stress, they parted.


THE GIFT OF THE NILE



The Nile followed a predicable pattern. In late August/early September, fuelled by
melting Ethiopian snows, the river burst its banks, turning fields into red-brown lakes
and depositing a thick layer of mineral-rich mud. The long weeks of the season of
Inundation, a time when farming was impossible, freed vast numbers of peasants to
labour on state projects. By November the waters had retreated and the peasants could
sow their crops in the mud-enriched fields. The spring harvest yielded a crop of cereal
(barley and emmer wheat), vegetables (beans, lentils, onions, garlic, leeks, lettuces and
cucumbers), fruits (grapes, figs and dates) and flax. This season of Coming Forth was
followed by the season of summer; the time when the dried and cracked ground was
sterilized by the hot sun.


Egypt was blessed with abundant natural resources. The fish in the river and the
fowl in the marshes were available to all. The tall papyrus plants growing beside the
river could be turned into sturdy boats or fine paper, while the copious Nile mud could
be converted into bricks and pottery. The deserts offered inanimate treasures: precious









The first cataract of the Nile
just south of Aswan (ancient
name Swenet). In the
pharaonic period (from
around 3050 BC onwards,
when the country was
unified), the first cataract
marked the southern
boundary of Upper Egypt.
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‘Despite my strong interest in
science,’ said Caesar to the Priest of
Isis Acoreus, ‘nothing would
satisfy my intellectual curiosity
more fully than to be told
what makes the Nile rise.’


JULIUS CAESAR SPECULATES ABOUT THE NILE:
LUCAN (PHARSALIA X: 192-331)
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Hierakonpolis Tomb 100: The Painted Tomb









This remarkable sunken mud-brick tomb is the
only known painted Predynastic (Nagada II)
tomb. It was robbed at some time in antiquity,
but its decoration survived to be recorded.
Unfortunately, since its recording, the tomb
has again been lost.


Most of the tomb walls were either
undecorated, or decorated with a simple dado
and ochre line. However, one plaster-coated wall
was dominated by red, black and green and
white images very similar in style to the images
painted on contemporary pottery. Six large boats
were shown sailing on a broad river. Five of the









boats were white; the sixth was painted black
and may, perhaps, have been the funerary boat
of the tomb owner. Life on the river appeared
safe and controlled, whereas life on the
riverbank was not. Here were images of wild
animals, fighting and dying men. In one scene
a warrior raised his arm to kill an enemy: this
‘smiting’ scene was to be repeated in ritual
contexts throughout the pharaonic age.


Egyptologists are divided over the
interpretation of the scene in Tomb 100. Is it an
accurate reflection of life in Predynastic Egypt,
or does it represent a mythological afterlife?










metals (gold, copper, silver) and stone that could be used for purposes both practical
(limestone, sandstone, granite, flint) and decorative (alabaster, turquoise, jasper).
The Nile allowed easy communication and the transport of heavy goods, from one
end of the country to the other: to travel by boat from Aswan to the Delta would take
approximately three weeks. But large freight barges required good quality timber, and
Egypt had no tall trees. Throughout the pharaonic age, Egypt had to import wood from
the Levant (the eastern Mediterranean coast).


PREDYNASTIC EGYPT



The early Stone Age Egyptians were hunter-gatherers who roamed the grasslands at
a time when the land was part savannah with occasional woodlands. The advent of
agriculture (the Neolithic or New Stone Age) led to permanent settlement and the
development of villages, cemeteries and craft specialization. The earliest evidence for
farming in Egypt comes from the Faiyum (a natural depression in the Western Desert,
centred on Lake Moeris, also known as Birket Qarun) and the western Delta where,
by 4800 BC, hunter-gatherers were planting crops and herding animals.


The first evidence for farming in the Nile Valley comes from the region of el-Badari
(near modern Sohag). This site has given its name to the Badarian cultural phase
which flourished from around 4400 to 4000 BC, and which may have existed at least
half a century earlier. The Badarian peoples lived in small villages on the edge of the
Black Land. They still hunted and fished, but they also planted grain and lentils and
kept livestock. Their dead were buried in simple pit graves in desert cemeteries, where
they lay curled on their left sides, facing west. It is dangerous to base any assessment of
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a society purely on its graves, but the inclusion of goods (pottery, stone palettes, tools,
figurines and jewellery) in some of the Badarian burials suggests that their society was
stratified into richer and poorer members.


The next major cultural phase was identified at Nagada (near modern Quft).
Focusing primarily on the pottery recovered from the cemeteries, Egyptologist Flinders
Petrie divided the Nagada phase into three consecutive periods (Nagada I, Nagada II
and Nagada III). The Nagada peoples lived in mud-brick villages, and in fortified towns
protected by mud-brick walls. Their cemeteries show increasing social stratification,
and there is a marked difference between the simple graves dug for the poor and the
rectangular, brick-lined tombs provided for the élite. The richest of these élite tombs
housed linen-wrapped and coffined bodies and a wide range of grave goods including
stone cosmetic palettes carved in the shape of animals, human figurines, stone vessels,
painted pottery, and increasing quantities of copper, silver and gold.


The Nagada culture spread through the Valley and the Delta, smothering all other
cultures, until the final Nagada phase saw Egypt occupied by a series of wealthy
independent city-states and their satellite farming communities.









The Creation of the World









The regular flooding of the Nile, and the re-emergence of the fertile land
from the receding waters, influenced the creation myth told by the priests
of the sun god Re at the ancient religious centre of Heliopolis (near modern
Cairo). The association of mounds with fertility and birth or rebirth was
strong and enduring. Graves, regarded as places of rebirth, were often
topped by an earth mound, and temple floors sloped upwards from the
door to the inner sanctuary:


At the very beginning of time an egg floated in the waters of chaos.
Inside the egg there was a spark of life, desperate to escape. Suddenly
the egg cracked open, and a fertile mound burst from the waters.
Seated on the mound was the creator god Atum. From the fluids of his
body emerged twin children, Shu the god of the dry air and his sister-
wife Tefnut, goddess of moisture. And Atum and Shu and Tefnut lived
safe on their island-mound in the midst of the sea of chaos.


One terrible day the twins fell into the waters. Blinded by tears,
Atum summoned his Eye to search for his lost children. The Eye of
Atum found the twins in the dark depths of the waters. With his
children restored, Atum’s tears of despair turned to tears of joy and,
as they fell to the ground, they became men and women.


Now gods and mortals lived in harmony on the mound.









The
predynastic
period


c.5300 BC Well-developed
settlements in the Western
Desert.


c.4400 BC Badarian cultural
phase produces elegant thin-
walled pottery decorated
with a red polish and a black
rim.


c.4000 BC Nagada I cultural
phase produces red polished
pots with a white painted
decoration.


c.3500 BC Nagada II cultural
phase produces buff painted
pottery with wavy handles.


c.3200 BC Nagada III cultural
phase, a time of well-
developed city-states and
socially stratified cemeteries.


c.3050 BC Dynasty 0 (Late
Nagada III), Egypt becomes
one land.
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THE HORUS KINGS


MENES AND NARMER


Nagada III/Dynasty O c.3050–3000 BC










THE EGYPTIANS BELIEVED THAT THEIR LAND HAD BEEN UNIFIED BY AN AMBITIOUS SOUTHERN WARRIOR-KING –
Menes, or Men – who had raised an army and battled north from Thebes (modern Luxor) to
Memphis (near modern Cairo). Here he was crowned pharaoh of a united land. The Palermo
Stone, a 5th Dynasty basalt stela inscribed on both faces with details of Egypt’s earliest history, lists
the semi-mythological rulers who preceded Menes, and this tale is repeated in most of the king
lists and in the Turin Canon, a New Kingdom papyrus chronology. Here we learn that Menes
succeeded the semi-divine kings known as the ‘Followers of Horus’, who were in turn preceded
by a line of god-kings. The Ptolemaic historian Manetho also accepted Menes as Egypt’s first king,
telling us that after a 62-year reign the pharaoh was seized by a hippopotamus. However, there is
no archaeological evidence for a war of unification at the end of the Nagada cultural phase.









The Predynastic inhabitants of the southern town of This (modern Girga) buried their
dead in the Umm el-Qa’ab cemetery at nearby Abydos. Initially used by rich and poor
alike, the Umm el-Qa’ab soon evolved into Egypt’s most exclusive graveyard. The most
impressive of its Nagada period tombs is a 12-roomed structure, Tomb U-j.


THE SCORPION KING



Although robbed in antiquity, U-j has yielded bone and ivory artefacts, a surprisingly
large quantity of Egyptian and Palestinian pottery, and 150 tantalizingly brief labels
torn off the stolen grave goods: these represent the first known instances of hieroglyphic
writing. It is obvious that the owner of U-j was a wealthy individual, possibly a
regional king. The scorpion motif scrawled on several pots hints at his name.


‘Scorpion’ reappears on a large, damaged, late-Nagada macehead discovered in
the dynastic temple of Horus at the southern site of Hierakonpolis (modern Kom el-
Ahmar; Egyptian Nekhen). The surviving face of the macehead shows a kilted pharaoh
wearing the hedjet, the tall white crown of southern Egypt, and it is tempting to
suggest, given the Egyptian love of symmetry, that the vanished face must have shown
the same pharaoh wearing the deshret, or red crown, of northern Egypt. Pharaoh
stands in a field holding a hoe. Facing him are two servants, one carrying a sheaf of
corn, the other a basket, while behind him stand two fan-bearers and a row of at least
four dancing women. It seems that pharaoh, too important to perform manual labour
himself, is celebrating the inauguration of a civic scheme – a new canal, perhaps – by
cutting the ceremonial first sod. So far this is a peaceful scene. But above pharaoh’s









Detail of the ceremonial
macehead, Nagada III, found
in the temple of Horus at
Hierakonpolis. The two
symbols next to the head of
the central figure may denote
his title (‘King’) and name
(‘Scorpion’).
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head a row of lapwings hangs by the neck from military
standards, symbolizing his defeated enemies. Two small
images by pharaoh’s head, a rosette and a scorpion, name
him. The same name, written in a serekh without a falcon,
has been found on Predynastic pottery recovered as far
north as the eastern Delta. Clearly, Scorpion was known
throughout Egypt, but we cannot be certain that he ruled
the entire land.


DYNASTY 0


Three more royal names, written within serekhs, have been
discovered in late Nagada III contexts. Pharaohs Iri-Hor, Ka
and Narmer have been allocated to ‘Dynasty 0’; the nebulous
period at the very end of the Nagada III cultural phase,
immediately preceding the First Dynasty. All three built
double-chambered tombs in Cemetery B on the Umm el-
Qa’ab, to the south of the cemetery used by the late Nagada
élite. The three tombs (B1/2, Iri-Hor; B7/9, Ka; B17/18,
Narmer) have a similar plan; they are large, brick-lined,
rectangular pits. The tomb superstructures have vanished, but it
appears that the pits were lined and roofed with wooden
planks, then covered with a rectangular mound held in place
by inward sloping mud-brick walls. Little more is known
about Iri-Hor and Ka, but Narmer is relatively well recorded.









Mastaba tombs









While the vast majority of Egyptians were
buried in simple pit-graves, the First Dynasty
élite cut their burial chambers deep into the
rock underlying the desert sands. The ground-
level wooden ceilings were covered with a
low mound, which was protected by a layer of
mud-bricks and surrounded by a rectangular
mud-brick building known as a mastaba
(Arabic mastaba: literally ‘low bench’).


The earliest mastabas had multiple storage
rooms for the increasing numbers of grave
goods, but this made the tomb vulnerable to
robbers. By the end of the First Dynasty the
number of rooms in the superstructure had
been reduced and there were extensive
underground storage chambers reached by a
stairway. The mastaba-style tomb remained
popular throughout the Old Kingdom.
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King of the Living, King of the Dead









The myth of Osiris and Horus, as told in
Graeco-Roman times:


Nut, goddess of the sky, bore two sons and
two daughters. Osiris, Isis and Nephthys were
good children but their brother Seth was
troubled and angry and his birth brought his
mother great pain.


Osiris ruled Egypt as a wise and just
pharaoh, taking his sister Isis as his consort.
The land flourished and the people were
happy. Driven mad with jealousy, Seth
decided to murder his brother so that he
might rule in his place. Seth trapped Osiris
inside a decorated wooden chest that he
threw into the Nile. With Osiris vanished Seth
seized the crown and the grieving Isis set off
on the long quest to find her husband.


Isis found the dead Osiris in Byblos and









went back to Egypt to bury him in the desert. But
Seth discovered her plan and, consumed with
rage, dismembered his brother, scattering the
pieces far and wide. Transforming themselves
into birds, Isis and Nephthys searched the world,
collecting the body parts until only the penis was
missing. Isis, a magical healer, restored her
husband and spoke the spell that would bring
him back to life. Nine months later she bore
Osiris a son.


Isis fled with the baby Horus to the marshes,
where she protected him with her magic until he
was old enough to defend himself. With his
mother’s help, Horus was able to defeat his uncle
Seth, and became pharaoh of the Living Egypt.
His father Osiris, a bandaged mummy, retreated
into the west to rule the dead. Henceforth all
living kings would be Horus kings, and all dead
kings would become one with Osiris.









The Narmer Palette was discovered in the Hierakonpolis temple precinct lying
slightly apart from the Scorpion Macehead. It is one of a number of Nagada III votive
palettes carved with scenes of military conflict. Narmer, his name given in a serekh,
wears the white crown. His arm is raised to smite the enemy – a northerner from
the Delta – who cringes at his feet. Behind Narmer stands a small sandal-bearer.
Immediately above the prisoner, the falcon god Horus holds a captive who is restrained
by a rope passing through his nose. Below, on a separate register, we see more defeated
enemies. The opposite face of the palette shows Narmer wearing the red crown of
northern Egypt. He is marching with a troop of soldiers whose standards represent the
symbols of the Egyptian provinces, and his scribe marches before him to record his
victories. Ahead of the procession lie ten decapitated victims of war, their heads tucked









The priest said that Menes was the first king of Egypt, and that
it was he who raised the dyke which protects Memphis from the
inundations of the Nile ...


HERODOTUS (HISTORIES II: 99)
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The Narmer Palette. This votive palette, made from greywacke, depicts
Narmer performing a typical royal smiting ritual.









between their legs. Below, in a separate scene, we see two fabulous
beasts; the part-snake, part-cat serpopards have their long necks
twisted together, just as southern and northern Egypt are now
inextricably entwined. On the bottom register Narmer takes the form
of a bull to gore an enemy outside a fortified town.


RULER OF A UNITED LAND



As Narmer wears both the white and the red crown it seems reasonable
to assume that he rules a united land. But is he the first king to do this?
Egyptologists initially interpreted the palette as a celebration of Narmer’s
triumphs over the city-states of the north. However, it looks as if Narmer’s
enemies are desert invaders rather than Egyptians, and it may be that the
palette actually celebrates Narmer’s defence of an already united land
against a western foe. By late Nagada/ Dynasty 0 times Egypt was
experiencing the aridity which would turn her grasslands into desert. The
savannah pastoralists were under increasing strain, and settlement in the fertile
Delta must have seemed a tempting proposition. The need to unite Egypt’s
independent cities against outside invasion may have provided a strong incentive for
political unification. Whoever the enemy, Narmer is clearly promoting himself as a
pharaoh who establishes maat by subduing foreigners. It seems likely that Narmer
inspired the legend of King Menes. It may even be that Narmer, whose full name is
unknown, was Menes.


A third ceremonial piece from the Hierakonpolis temple allows us another glimpse
of this king. The Narmer Macehead shows the pharaoh wrapped in a ceremonial cloak
and wearing the red crown. He sits on a raised and canopied throne to preside over a
ritual that involves prisoners, animals, soldiers and an
unnamed, veiled person who is brought before him on
a carrying chair. Some Egyptologists have interpreted
the scene as Narmer’s marriage to his consort
Neithhotep. Since Neithhotep’s name, ‘Neith is
Satisfied’, incorporates that of the Delta goddess Neith,
it has been suggested that Narmer consolidated his
position by marrying the daughter of a defeated
northern enemy. However, the argument that only a
northern woman would be named after a northern
goddess does not stand up to scrutiny and, as weddings
– even royal weddings – were considered private
matters, it seems more likely the shrouded figure is a
god attending the celebration of Narmer’s anniversary
or jubilee.









The Tomb of Osiris







By the Middle Kingdom the Umm el-Qa’ab
had been identified as the burial place of Osiris,
and the tomb of Djer (see pages 22–25) had
been converted into a cenotaph for the dead
god. Abydos rapidly became one of Egypt’s
leading cult centres, and pilgrims flocked to the
cemetery, leaving behind the millions of pottery
offerings. These have given the site its modern
name Umm el-Qa’ab, or ‘mother of pots’.
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THE EVIDENCE
FROM ABYDOS


EGYPT’S FIRST ROYAL CEMETERY


1st to 2nd Dynasties c.3000–2686 BC










AHA, OR HOR-AHA, SON AND SUCCESSOR OF NARMER, IS CLASSED AS THE FIRST PHARAOH OF DYNASTY 1.
 Evidence suggests that he succeeded to the throne as a young boy, and was guided in the early
years by his mother Neithhotep. As he is known to have used the name Menes, it may be that he,
rather than his father, inspired the myth of Menes the unifier. Aha moved the centre of government
north, establishing the city of White Walls (Egyptian Ineb-hedj) at the junction of the Valley and the
Delta, near modern Abusir. The capital would gradually shift south as the Nile changed its course,
eventually becoming known as Mennefer – or, in Greek, Memphis – from Mennefer Pepi (‘The
Splendour of Pepi is Enduring’: an allusion to the Sakkara pyramid built by Pepi I).









Within the new city, the bureaucracy grew rapidly in size and capability. Aha defined
the duties that would be expected of a conventional pharaoh. Labels recovered from
1st Dynasty tombs show that the subduing of rebels and foreigners was an important
aspect of his reign, and there is evidence for military campaigns in Libya and Nubia,
and trade with Syrio-Palestine. Religion, too, was important, and Aha played an active
role in establishing the cults of the Apis Bull at Memphis, and of the crocodile-god
Sobek in the Faiyum.


While the élite bureaucrats of Memphis were interred in the Western Desert at
north Sakkara, their kings preferred to be buried at Abydos. Aha built his mud-brick
tomb in Cemetery B (B 15). His complex, five times larger
than his father’s, included several separate chambers and
a series of large wooden shrines, and was topped by a low
mound or solid mastaba. Entirely separate from the tomb,
a rectangular funerary enclosure surrounded a plastered
mud-brick wall and a circle of subsidiary graves.



DJER, DJET AND DEN



Aha’s successors were buried to the south of Cemetery B.
Their tombs are grouped together and share a similar,
gradually evolving plan. Two stelae, erected to the east of
the tomb, recorded pharaoh’s name. The subterranean
burial chambers were lined with imported cedar wood,









The stela of Djet from Tomb
Z at Abydos. His name is
represented by the rearing
cobra hieroglyph within the
serekh, which is a depiction
of the king’s palace.









Tomb Labels


The Early Dynastic élite were buried with large
quantities of grave goods. Packed into chests
and boxes, these were labelled with inscribed
and decorated wooden or ivory tags. Today,
while most grave goods have vanished, the
labels survive, providing details of the vanished
goods and snippets of contemporary history.
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Ivory statuette of an
unidentified 1st Dynasty king,
found by Flinders Petrie in the
royal cemetery at Abydos in
1901. The figure sports the
crown of Upper Egypt and the
elaborate robe worn for the
heb sed jubilee marking 30
years’ rule.









roofed by planks and covered by a low, brick-covered mound that was itself
incorporated in a larger mound. A short distance from their tombs, the pharaohs built
large mortuary enclosures surrounded by substantial walls. Excavation of the enclosure
built by the 2nd Dynasty pharaoh Khasekhemwy (the Shunet es-Zebib), suggests that
these enclosures would have included an offering chapel, open spaces, mud-brick and
wattle or reed buildings, and, perhaps, a mound protected by a mud-brick casing.


The Abydos tombs were looted in antiquity, and then badly excavated during the
19th century when much valuable information was lost. But in 1900, against all odds,
a mummified arm was discovered in the tomb of Djer (Tomb O). The arm had been
hidden behind the tomb stairway by a robber who never returned to collect his prize.
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Beneath the linen bandages lay
four gold bracelets of turquoise,
amethyst, lapis lazuli and gold
beads. Whether the arm belonged
to the king himself, or to a female
relation, is not obvious. An ivory
tomb label recovered from
Abydos shows Djer visiting the
Delta; a wooden label recovered
from Sakkara shows him
participating in a religious ritual
that may have included human
sacrifice. A rock inscription at
Wadi Halfa confirms that Djer’s
army campaigned successfully in
Nubia. From Manetho we learn
that the second monarch of the
1st Dynasty, ‘Athothis’, was a
respected physician who wrote
books on human anatomy. However, we cannot be certain that this Athothis is Djer.


Djet, successor and probable son of Djer, built a large tomb at Abydos (Tomb Z),
but is otherwise largely unknown. His successor, and putative son, Den was the first
pharaoh to use stone elements in his mud-brick tomb (Tomb T). His burial chamber
was paved with red and black Aswan granite and his tomb included a stairway leading
to the burial chamber, a logical development that allowed the superstructure to be
completed before pharaoh’s burial. Den’s is a long and well-documented reign. The
extensive Sakkara tomb of the ‘vizier of the king of upper and lower Egypt’ Hemaka
confirms the existence of an effective state bureaucracy at this time.


A series of labels and inscribed vessels testifies to Den’s achievements. In a scene
reminiscent of the Narmer Palette, a label torn from a pair of sandals shows Den with
his right arm raised to smite the Asiatic (a generalized easterner) who cringes at his
feet. The caption reads ‘the first occasion of smiting the easterners’. At a more spiritual
level, a wooden label shows Den celebrating his heb sed or 30-year jubilee; he runs a
ritual race, then sits on a raised throne. Den, who succeeded to the throne as a child,
celebrated two such jubilees; Manetho tells us that his king Usaphaidos (Udimu, or
Den) ruled for 20 years but archaeology suggests that he reigned for at least half
a century.


THE FIRST FEMALE PHARAOH



Just one of the Umm el-Qa’ab royal tomb complexes was built for a woman.
Meritneith’s large tomb (Tomb Y) was indistinguishable from the other tombs,
although her stelae presented her name without the serekh. Clearly Meritneith was an
important and influential woman, but who was she? Seal impressions and inscribed
bowls link her with Djer, Djet and Den. Just one sealing, recovered from the Sakkara









Found and lost again


... the arm of the queen of Zer (Djer) was found, hidden in a hole in the
wall, with the gold bracelets in place. The lads who found it saw the gold,
but left it untouched and brought the arm to me. I cut the wrappings apart
and so bared the bracelets all intact ...


When Quibell came over on behalf of the [Cairo] Museum I sent up the
bracelets by him. The arm – the oldest mummified piece known – and its
marvellously fine tissue of linen were also delivered at the Museum. Brugsch
[Emile Brugsch, curator of the Cairo Museum] only cared for display; so from
one bracelet he cut away the half that was of plaited gold wires, and he also
threw away the arm and linen. A museum is a dangerous place.


Flinders Petrie finds an arm in the tomb of Djer (From Seventy Years in
Archaeology, London 1931, p.175).









1st dynasty
rulers


c.3000–2890 BC


(precise dates unknown)


Aha


Djer


Djet


Den


Meritneith (female pharaoh)
Anedjib


Semerkhet


Qa’a
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cemetery (tomb 3503), presents her name in
a serekh. She is excluded from the king lists
but included on a broken section of the
Palermo Stone where she is described as a
‘king’s mother’. The simplest explanation
is that Meritneith, daughter of Djer, was
married to Djet. Following his early death
she ruled on behalf of her young son Den.
In recognition of his mother’s role as
temporary ruler of Egypt, Den then allowed
her the honour of burial among her fellow
rulers. This sets an important precedent. The
ideal succession would always be the passing
of the crown directly from dead father
(Osiris) to living son (Horus), but the queen
was permitted to assist the young Horus at
the beginning of his reign.


THE END OF THE LINE



The Sakkara king list preserved in the tomb
of the Ramesside scribe Tjenroy starts with
the reign of Anedjib of This, suggesting that
the earlier 1st Dynasty kings were less important in
the north than their propaganda would have us believe.
Manetho, who refers to Anedjib as Miebidos, tells us that
he ruled for 26 years; textual evidence indicates that
Anedjib was the first king to use the title ‘lord of the
Two Lands’. However, Anedjib’s Abydos tomb (Tomb X)
was small, poorly constructed, and lacking any stone
elements and this, combined with the fact that Anedjib’s
successor erased his name from many of his inscribed
vessels after his death, suggests that the king did not
have total control over his country. His reign may have
ended with a change of ruling family.


The next king, Semerkhet, is omitted from the
Sakkara king list but is included on the Palermo Stone
(nine years) and in Manetho (18 years). Semerkhet’s
Abydos tomb (Tomb U) was far larger and better built
than that of his predecessor, but Manetho tells us that his
reign was a time of disasters.


Qa’a, or Qa’a-hedjet, reigned for up to 26 years,
long enough for his Abydos tomb (Tomb Q) to undergo
several construction phases. A fine stela, almost certainly
recovered from Abydos, shows Horus embracing Qa’a,









The broken stela known as the
Palermo Stone, dating from the
5th Dynasty, is inscribed with
royal annals. The upper half
of this fragment lists the
Predynastic rulers of Egypt,
while below are the kings of
the 1st Dynasty.









Queen of Egypt


In ancient Egypt all royal titles stressed the
relationship of the individual to the pharaoh.
The queen’s title hemet-nesu literally meant
‘king’s wife’: a queen was therefore any
woman who was, or had been, married to a
king. As Egypt’s kings were polygamous, this
simple definition embraced a wide range of
women of different status, stretching from
the high-born consort who was expected to
bear the king’s heir to the lowliest of the
harem wives.


Queens regnant – those women who ruled
Egypt in their own right – did not classify
themselves as hemet-nesu. They considered
themselves to be female pharaohs, and used
the full king’s titulary.
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who wears the white crown. The Palermo Stone tells us that the end of the 1st Dynasty
was a time of low Nile flood levels; such times were notorious for sparking civil unrest,
and may explain why Manetho inserts a change of dynasty after Qa’a.


A TIME OF UPHEAVAL?



It is not clear how many pharaohs ruled during the 2nd Dynasty. While Manetho tells
us that nine kings reigned for a total of 302 years, and the king lists detail 11 kings,
archaeology suggests just seven kings ruling for approximately two centuries. Little is
known about the first five pharaohs and their tombs have never been located.
However, extensive underground galleries and storerooms in the Sakkara necropolis
have yielded seal impressions belonging to kings Hetepsekhemwy, Raneb and Nynetjer,
suggesting that the galleries represent tombs whose superstructures have now
vanished. Despite Manetho’s assertion that the 2nd Dynasty pharaohs hailed from This,
the change of cemetery from Abydos to Sakkara suggests a change of ruling family
from a southern line to a northern one. The fact that Hetepsekhemwy, ‘The Peaceful
One of the Two Powers [Horus and Seth?]’, buried his predecessor at Abydos, leaving
his own seal impressions in Qa’a’s tomb, need not negate
this. It was accepted that a new pharaoh should hold a
funeral service for the old king in order to justify his own
claim to the throne.


SETH AND HORUS: PERIBSEN
AND KHASEKHEMWY
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