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The Ancient Egyptians were the most amazing and the most mysterious people who ever lived. For thousands of years they built a mighty civilization. Then quite suddenly, the whole thing came to an end.

THE LOST CIVILIZATION

Many of the beautiful things they had made were stolen by robbers or lay buried for thousands of years. The vast remains of their massive buildings were slowly covered by hot desert sand. Not only that, but the art of reading their strange picture writing was lost, which made the amazing things they left behind seem even more mysterious. Ancient Egypt was one big secret.
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WHAT HAPPENED TO THEM?

Ancient Egypt was conquered, first by the Greeks in 332 BC and then by the Romans. The Greeks brought their own language which began to replace Egyptian, and when the Romans became Christian all the beautiful Egyptian temples were shut down, driving out the priests who knew how to read Egyptian writing.



 

So both the language and the writing died. All that was left were a few scattered objects and buildings-clues to a mystery that no one could solve.
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The search for clues brings us close to the Ancient Egyptians themselves – it’s almost as though we can talk to them again, after thousands of years. As we start to solve the mystery we find out that the Ancient Egyptians were even more amazing than the strange things they left behind.
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[image: images]1 Archaeologists are people who study the past, mainly by digging up remains from underground
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ANCIENT EGYPT LIVES AGAIN
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In 1798 the world-famous French general, Napoleon, landed on the Mediterranean coast of Egypt with an army of 38,000 fierce French soldiers, together with 167 scholars and artists. Napoleon had read the books of eighteenth century scholars about the mysterious remains which travellers brought back from Egypt, and he wanted to find out more about this once-mighty empire.



 

Actually Napoleon had more urgent reasons for being interested in Egypt…

 

1.  The French wanted to have a new colony.


 


2.  He wanted to cut Britain’s links with India, via the Red Sea. France and Britain were at war and India was a British possession.
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Unfortunately, things went badly wrong for Napoleon. The British, who ruled the seas, soon sank all his ships, and he fled back to France leaving his army and his scholars to their mercy. One good thing came of it however; his scholars began to open up the mysteries of Egypt.
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A MESSAGE FROM ROSETTA STONE


The scholars uncovered dusty statues, forgotten temples and beautiful paintings. Many of these long lost remains were covered in writing. But the big problem was – what on earth did all the writing mean? It looked like a series of pictures, but even the pictures were hard to recognise. No one knew what language had been used or what the picture-characters meant. Translating the writing seemed like an impossible problem.


 

Then, while inspecting a French fort near the village of Rosetta, a French officer came across a curious black tablet which had been used as part of an old wall. It was covered in three different kinds of writing: two Egyptian and one Greek. The stone had been carved in 196 BC.


 

The scholars on Napolean’s expedition soon guessed that all three kinds of writing said the same thing. Perhaps the Greek, which was easy to read, was the key to unlock the meaning of the Egyptian. They could translate the Greek alright, but they got stuck trying to translate the two kinds of ancient Egyptian.
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A young Frenchman, called Champollion, finally cracked the code in 1822. Champollion was a real swot. At thirteen he was studying six ancient languages – Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, Syriac and Chaldean! By the age of seventeen he had set his heart on working out the meaning of Egyptian picture writing, or hieroglyphs [image: images]2.

 


Here’s how he did it. It was known that the Egyptians wrote royal names inside a kind of rounded oblong box called a cartouche. In one of these, in the Egyptian writing on the Rosetta stone, was the name Ptolmys (or Ptolemy as we call him now). Champollion was pretty sure of this because the name appeared in the Greek text as well. On another carving he found the name Ptolmys again, and another name which he guessed might be Kleopatra.
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He worked out the four symbols that were common to the two names (l, o, e, t) and then was able to work out the other letters. Using the same method with other words he gradually decoded the Ancient Egyptian alphabet. As a result we have been able to unlock the secrets of the Ancient Egyptians, as written down on papyrus, vellum, wall carvings, paintings and pieces of pottery.



Champion work, Champollion!




READ THIS MESSAGE
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AND
FIND THE ENTRANCE TO THE PHARAOH’S TOMB
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WALK LIKE AN EGYPTIAN…

The flood of discoveries which followed Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt and Champollion’s cracking of the code sparked off a wildfire of interest in Ancient Egypt throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.





	
1)  First came the plunderers
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2)  Then the serious collectors
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3)  Then the archaeologists



	
[image: images]

4)  Then the tourists.










 

Thousands of tons of Egyptian remains were carted off to Europe during the nineteenth century. If you want to see the real thing, you can find cartloads of remains in museums in London, Paris, Berlin, Turin or New York.


 

By the early twentieth century people were mad about Egyptian styles in clothes and decoration. Egyptian style graced the Titanic, when she slid below the waves in the icy Atlantic. It decorated skyscrapers in New York and was the theme in countless cinemas throughout Europe.
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What was it about Ancient Egyptian life-style and fashion that made everyone so excited? Read on…



[image: images]2 ‘Hieroglyph’ means sacred carved writing. It comes from two Greek words meaning sacred and carving.

[image: images]3 Some pairs of letters could sound different in ancient Egyptian.
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A QUICK GUIDE TO ANCIENT EGYPT


The civilisation of Ancient Egypt lasted from about 3100 BC to 330 BC - nearly three thousand years. (This is measured from about the time that the Egyptians began to keep records, but their ancestors had been around for thousands of years before that.)
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Most of the time the Ancient Egyptians were ruled by mighty kings, called Pharaohs, who built huge palaces, temples and pyramids along the lush green valley of the Nile. The Pharaohs were thought to be gods as well as kings - that’s why the Ancient Egyptians obeyed them. Only Pharaohs could talk to the other gods directly. Ordinary people needed priests, who understood the right prayers, spells and rituals.


 

The Egyptians were very religious and superstitious. They had gods everywhere – hundreds of small feeble gods and some big important gods like Osiris. Osiris was specially important. You see, the Ancient Egyptians were obsessed by a belief in life after death, and when they died, they hoped to be born again in the Egyptian heaven, otherwise known as the Field of Reeds, which was where Osiris lived.



 

The Field of Reeds was a nice place to end up – better than being eaten by a horrible monster, which was the alternative. So it was worthwhile getting ready. No wonder rich Egyptians spent a lot of time and money preparing for death, and no wonder the Pharaohs built huge tombs and pyramids for themselves.
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It’s lucky for us that they did; much of what we know about Ancient Egypt comes from things which have been found in the tombs of the Pharaohs.

POWER PYRAMID


Once a Pharaoh always a Pharaoh – or a slave, or a smith, or a craftsman for that matter. There was not much movement up or down in Egyptian society; most boys learned their father’s trade. A woman’s rank was decided largely by who her parents or husband were, and most women worked in the home.


 

POWER PYRAMID
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TRACES IN THE SAND
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While Pharaohs and rich scribes left massive tombs and temples behind them, nothing much remains of the ordinary people. Their mud-brick houses have crumbled back into the ground. But we can see how they lived from pictures and writing in the tombs of the rich – and from a few poor objects left buried in the earth.

 


Most ordinary people were farmers. Their farms grew up along the Nile or by the Fayuum Oasis, a little to the west. The men worked the land and the women worked around the house and raised the children, although sometimes they too worked on the land. Later, as Egyptian civilization became more advanced, men took up public trades or professions outside the home becoming tradesmen, craftsmen, scribes or priests. Some women worked as weavers, laundrywomen or wig-makers, and even more exotic jobs such as priest, dancer or musician. If they were good at wailing, women could become professional mourners.

 

NILE FILE
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Without the water of the Nile there can be no farming and so no civilization in Egypt, which would be bone-dry without it. But although the Nile is the lifeblood of the country, for hundreds of years no one got round to giving it a name. It was just called “the river”.


 

The Nile was easy to sail; it flowed from south to north while the wind mainly blew from north to south. To go south, you put up a sail. To go north, you took it down.
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