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    Thanks




    I thanked a lot of people in my first book, Dragon Café, at Bangkok Book House who I’d like to thank again for all their help. Again, I’d like to thank my mom and dad (dad passed away last year) for all their help throughout the years and I’d also like to recognize my Aunt Olga (also passed away). I’d like to thank my siblings – Bonnie, Vince and Michael for their diverse hobbies. Thanks to the artists and writers, scholars and scientists who shared time with me for these interviews.




    Thanks to Cecile Kandl, Dorothy Orme, Vasiliki Koros and Sultan Konak for being co-interviewers for four of the interviews, and Bridget Briant and Michael Lee for their help in getting the interviews in good shape. Thanks to the following people who emphasized not just creativity but a well-rounded approach: Ed Adler, Patricia Rowe, David Hufford, David Ecker, Nick Lonero, James Carse, Huston Smith, Sonia Fishinger and many others. Some professors and friends, who helped me a lot, have passed on: Jack Murphy, Mitchell Leaska, Oscar Fishtein, Norman Cantor and others. Thanks to Mayuri Patel, Ivonne Christian and Megan Roquemore at Bally for the excellent Pilates/yoga classes. Thanks to the editors who first published these interviews.




    This collection is called New York Interviews: First Thoughts because most of the interviews were done in and around New York City during my years at New York University. The few exceptions include interviews done shortly after that at Rutgers University and the University of Nevada, Reno. The last interview – with Ed Adler on St. Patrick’s Day 2011 – took place in Connelly’s Pub on 47th Street and continued at Da Nico restaurant on Mulberry Street, only a few miles from his studio.




    New York City is of course a symbol (the center, the city, the big apple). It is a place of intermingling cultures, one of the premier centers of education, art, media, finance and new ideas; as destructive as it is creative – aren’t these energies always present? And the notion of first thoughts is intrinsic to Buddhism: as Allen Ginsberg said in our interview: “first thoughts are best thoughts.”




    “I’m so delighted you put together this collection from many fascinating people – and you even included our interviews on the wisdom traditions. NY Interviews will inform and inspire your readers. It’s engaging and fun to read. I’m sure others will flock to this collection. Good luck on all your endeavors.”




    Huston Smith, the dean of comparative religious scholars & the author of The World’s Religions, the most popular study of comparative religion ever written.


  




  

    Jane Goodall on the Chimp-Human Connection




    Most everyone around the world has seen Jane Goodall on TV or in print with chimps or talking about them. She is a trailblazing scientist who got the chance at a young age to live in Africa and study chimps out in nature, where she made a string of remarkable discoveries. Her books include Harvest of Hope: A Guide to Mindful Eating, Reason for Hope: A Spiritual Journey, In the Shadow of Man, My Life with the Chimpanzees and others. I met her at Rutgers University and at Omega Institute, and interviewed her a few weeks later on the phone. This interview first appeared in E: The Environmental Magazine.




    How do chimps communicate? And do they have a value system that could be defined as morality or spirituality?




    Jane Goodall: Chimps have a repertoire of at least 30 sounds that mean different things and show emotions. It’s not like human language, but these calls help the chimps understand what’s going on. Chimps can display fear or pleasure, but they can’t show complex language about things that aren’t present--as in expressing the idea that there’s a poacher two miles away. Chimps are capable of American Sign Language and use it in the right context. They can learn a few hundred signs. They have gestures and postures, which are non-verbal communication. You can watch chimps interacting and be pretty sure about what they’re thinking. When they kiss, hold hands or pat each other on the back it means more or less the same thing as when humans do it. I’ve seen much evidence of their morality. To give one example: a male might break up a fight. Some of them watch sunsets--that’s a mind at work. They can also show altruism.




    Do chimps make music?




    Out in nature, they drum on tree trunks. They also exhibit a dance-like swaying from foot to foot. It’s just lovely to see. Captive chimps love to paint. Their paintings clearly mean something to them. One of my favorites was when a female drew zigzags. Asked what it was, she noted, “ball.” It was based on a bouncing game.




    In your lectures, you mention that chimps have a dual or complex nature.




    Like humans, chimps have two natures. Sometimes they are pleasant and quiet and sometimes they are aggressive and get into fights. They can be dangerous. Chimps, like people, also have unique personalities. They have many similarities to humans, including their immune systems. They’re more like us than they are like gorillas. They have helped us bridge the gap between humans and the animal kingdom. Chimps share something like 98.6 percent of our DNA.




     


  




  

    Dreaming Africa, the Early Years: Jane Goodall




    I know you have to travel today, so I’ll just ask a few questions. What made you so interested in animals and nature?




    I had a beautiful childhood with my parents. I loved to spend time in our garden and in the surrounding countryside. I wanted to go to Africa. I thought of Tarzan and Jane. And I loved Dr. Doolittle. I would buy books about Africa and study them. I loved Kipling’s Jungle Book. I loved to visit the zoo and see the animals -- but I really wanted to see the animals in the wild. My dog Rusty taught me that animals have minds and personalities. And my mother said if you really want something, if you really want to go to Africa, you will find a way. Later on, she even came to Africa and helped me a lot which really shows her willingness.




    I think of what Goethe tells us about luck -- that if you’re doing the right thing others will push you, help you along. You met Richard Leakey right away. And you worked closely with him? It’s easy to see that you really admired the Leakeys.




    Well, yes, for sure. Richard Leakey was a great anthropologist and paleontologist. Meeting him was one of the great fortunes of my life. I met him in his cluttered office which had a big cage where a mouse and her six babies lived. He showed me around Nairobi National Park. He had wonderful stories to tell about the animals. There were no roads there in the late 1950s, and it was largely unknown to white people. The Leakeys went there to search for fossils, and over the years they made astounding finds. At night we all heard lions and hyenas. In the day we searched for fossils, which was hard work with our tools. I remember the first time I held up the bones of a creature that lived millions of years ago – sheer awe.




    You wrote in The Shadows of Man that Leakey chose you to study chimps in the wild because you were uncluttered by theories. That’s a great critique of patriarchal science and academic thinking.




    He wanted an unbiased mind. He also wanted someone who was patient and enthusiastic about studying the chimps in their natural habitat -- not just someone who wanted a college degree. To give you an idea of this, later on, when I studied at Cambridge, the professors said we should give the chimps numbers, not names. They said only humans are capable of rational thought and that chimps don’t have emotions. The more we observe chimps the more we realize how much they are like us.




    How did Leakey know you were ready for this incredibly important job?




    I worked for him at the museum. I had studied on my own in England for a long time and I could answer his questions. He knew I was enthused and really wanted to study chimps in the wild -- a more intact Africa at that time. So we got the grant money and after a few delays I was off to study the chimps.




    He said it might take ten years to study them.




    (laughing) It’s taken me my whole life.




    What was your camp like? And what did you eat, and did you watch the stars at night?




    It was rough. We were near a lake. We had one chair and a bulging canvas thing that served as a bathtub. We got water from a fire, and we ate a lot from tins. You had to be careful of lions, but rhinos were probably even more dangerous. And snakes and scorpions roamed about.




    Were there alligators or crocs in the lake?




    There were a few. We were firmly warned them: three appeared regularly and were watching us. Also, a witch doctor appeared who told us that the crocodiles were his familiars.




    What was Leakey’s interest in the chimps?




    He was fascinated in the chimp-human connection. He was interested to see how humans have inherited some of their behavior from chimp-like ancestors. Chimps show us about our strange nature. They have happiness, fear, sadness. He was especially interested in their long term family bonding. Humans and chimps are very biologically related.




    What do male chimps do? What is their primary function?




    Their primary function is to patrol the boundaries. They will attack any roving males, but they will not bother females. In fact, they try to lure females in for mating. Dominant males will try to lure a female away from the others, to prevent others from mating with her. We can see that the fathers aren’t much involved with parenting. With DNA research, we know who the fathers are, and they don’t bother much with parenting.




    Were the chimps afraid of you at first? How did you find them?




    Yes, very much. They’d never seen a white lady before. It took about a year before I was able to reach within about a hundred yards of the chimps. They live in small groups of about six or less. Sometimes groups join together and eat; that’s when they make a lot of noise and are easy to find. If a female is in estrus, she might be followed by many males. David Graybeard was the first chimp to get close to me and not run away. He came into our camp looking for bananas. He realized I wasn’t so terrifying.




    What made David Greybeard come to you, and what did you learn from him?




    For some reason he was less afraid, more curious. He wanted the bananas in our camp. The first time he grabbed a banana from my hand was the start of our friendship. It was David Greybeard who furnished me with the most exciting observation: I saw him fishing for termites with a blade of grass. He also tore the leaves off a twig and fished with that. He was making and using tools. Chimps use tools more than any other creature except man.




    What do chimps eat?




    They mostly eat fruit and leaves and seeds. Sometimes they eat insects and carcasses or even kill and eat small animals. Meat is a very small part of their diet -- less than two percent.




    And David Greybeard introduced other chimps to you?




    Yes, they followed him to our camp and I got to know them as individuals. There were Flo, Goliath, William and others. Flo brought her infants, Fifi and Figan. It was Flo from whom I learned that female chimps have one baby every five or six years, and that they mate with a few male chimps.




    Is it like making friends with stray kittens? You have to be gentle and let them get to know you?




    Yes. My technique is to be as unobstrusive as possible. Let them get used to you.




    It’s best if we read your books, but could you tell us something about their social order.




    The male hierarchy is dominant in the chimp world. Male chimps rule. There is social order among the males, with one dominant male at the top. There is a female chimp who is dominant over the other females. Goliath was the first dominant male I came to observe. Then over the years others took his place. Mike was the next one. He was more brain than brawn. He got to his position by kicking kerosene cans from our camp, which frightened the others.




    Do you have favorites?




    David was my favorite.




    People don’t always know all the things you discovered about chimps. I think it was Stephen J. Gould, the Harvard professor and author, who put your discoveries among the most important in modern times.




    Well it wasn’t hard. There was nothing known about them before. It was a surprise to see chimps making tools in the wild, as it was to see that they also hunted. They go termite fishing. They have an incredibly complex social life.


  




  

    Mummies, Pharaohs and the First Sit-In: Salima Ikram




    Salima Ikram, born in Pakistan, first became interested in Egyptology when, as a child, she took a trip with her family to Egypt. I met her after her lecture on mummies at Montclair State University’s Classics Department. The interview was done by email in March 2011.




    She is a world-renowned expert on mummies who has combined her interest in ancient Egypt and the mysteries of the dead with modern science. She is the founder of the Animal Mummy project at the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, a professor of Egyptology at the American University of Cairo, a scholar and a frequent lecturer. Along with a series of children’s books, she has written Divine Creatures, The Mummy in Ancient Egypt and Death and Burial in Ancient Egypt. She has also spent time as a visiting scholar at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and been a consultant at Giza, Saqqara, Abu Sir, Valley of the Kings, as well as co-director of the North Kharga Oasis Survey. Her TV credits include Da Vinci Code: Decoded, Tomb Raiders: Robbing the Dead and The Real Scorpion King.




    Who’s your favorite mummy and why?




    Very hard to say. With the pharaohs, they are quite interesting as we know so much about them, and it is wonderful to see them ‘in the flesh’. Animals—well, I am very fond of the 17-foot-long crocodile from Kom Ombo that was mummified with baby crocodiles in its mouth (to protect them, and also to symbolize regeneration), and the dog and baboon ensemble found in the valley of the kings—they have so much personality!




    At MSU, in your wonderful presentation, you explained the mummification process. Can you describe it?




    Mummification was carried out in Egypt for over 3000 years, and it evolved over time. It also varied, depending not only on time period, but also on region. The goal of mummification was to desiccate and preserve the body. The most perfect process is as follows: as much as possible of the brain is removed via the nostrils with a hooked tool, and the cranium is then washed out with palm wine or salt water. It is later filled with molten resin and linen plugs inserted in the nose to keep the resin in and help retain the shape of the nose. Then, an incision is made in the left side, above the iliac crest, and the stomach, lungs, liver, and intestines are removed and mummified separately. The thorax is then thoroughly washed with palm wine and spices. The body is desiccated and defatted by burying it (and filling the interior cavities with) in natron, a combination of salt and baking soda. This procedure lasts for 40 days after which the body is dusted off, anointed with oils and unguents, and against a background of prayers, is wrapped in linen bandages. The second procedure lasts for 30 days. After this the body is ready for burial.




    What does mummification say about Egyptian religion?




    The Egyptians had a strong belief in the afterlife and wanted to preserve the body as it was a vessel for the soul.




    In Divine Creatures you mention a man named Hapy-Min who had his dog buried with him. That shows a great love of animals. Were animals close to both gods and humans?




    Yes, very.




    You also mentioned that Herodotus gave one of the few descriptions of the process of mummification. Do you think he witnessed it, or did priests divulge the secrets?




    Probably priests described it to him. He might have visited an embalming house to carry out his research—the equivalent to going to a funeral home.




    So Ramses had red hair and hardening of the arteries and problems with his teeth?




    The hair might be due to discoloration (bleaching) associated with the natron. Also, in this part of the world, I have seen people with dark hair that, as they age, turns reddish, then blonde, and then finally white.




    Have you studied mummies from the Andes or other places around the world, and were you impressed with them?




    I have seen them, but never had the opportunity to study them. The Peruvian ones are most intriguing.




    Can you say a few things about the new technology and techniques being used in paleopathology?




    All sorts of interesting new technologies that have been used on the living are being tried on the dead, as well as special technologies that can safely be used on the dead. There is some work being carried out on DNA research, also, imaging technologies are improving by leaps and bounds, as are scientists abilities to test ancient bone and tissue in order to identify diseases.




    What intrigues you most about ancient Egyptian religion?




    One of the things that is most curious is the upsurge of animal cults in the late period. Egyptologists have various ideas about why this might have happened, but we are still unsure of this and I think that a great deal remains to be understood.




    Was the afterlife an ideal portrait of life on earth?




    Yes, the best of this world…




    In the Book of the Dead, one’s heart is weighed against a feather. That sets a high standard for human ethics, do you think?




    Indeed, every individual was called upon to help uphold Maat, or the order of the universe by acting correctly and with integrity. it did not always work, but the ideal was in place.




    Were the people who practiced philosophy mainly interested in ethics and common sense stuff? I’m thinking of Ptah-hotep.




    We only have a fraction of Egyptian texts, so we do not know the full range of their philosophy.




    Is Akhenaten the first monotheist? He wanted to be worshipped too. It seems confusing.




    No, it is a misnomer. He made the aten the chief god and himself as the Aten’s manifestation on earth. Other deities, such as Hathor, seem to have continued to be worshipped, but the Aten (and Akhenaten) reigned supreme.




    Was he a mystic or visionary?




    Maybe both as well as a politician who wanted to rein in the power of the priests of Amun.




    King Tut was young when he died. Would he have been a great or special pharaoh? How did he die?




    No one knows for sure how he died. He might have had malaria that was reactivated, or it could have been poison or it could have been the flu. As with any young person who dies in an untimely manner, it is difficult to predict if they would have been great had they lived.




    Why did that genius sculptor leave that masterpiece of Nefertiti on the table in Amarna, which waited 3,500 years to be discovered?




    Good question. It was left in the sand. Maybe he figured that as the royal family did not have any power or funding, he would not be paid for the piece and no one else would want it, so he abandoned it. Also, it separated him from the regime.




    As for the pyramid construction, do you like that internal ramp theory from that computer expert Jean Pierre Houdin (with some assistance from Bob Brier)?




    It might be possible.




    How would Egypt look in ancient times? After all, you mention in books and lectures that many of the animals, such as elephants and lions, are extinct in Egypt now. Was there more rainfall, more greenery in ancient times?




    Prior to 3500 BC Egypt was much greener with a vast array of fauna. This decreased by 3000 BC, and then continued to do so until 2000 BC when most of Egypt looked similar to what it is today, although there probably were more microclimates about in the eastern and western deserts.




    What was the diet in ancient Egypt?




    This depended on rank. Wealthy people ate more meat—cattle was preferred, while poorer people depended more on vegetables, fish, and maybe poultry, and pigs, all easy to catch or rear in confined spaces. There were obviously no potatoes, tomatoes, maize or chilies in ancient Egypt; neither were there oranges or other citrus fruit.




    What kind of beer and wine did they like?




    What might have been nice for them might not be so well received now. Beer was weaker than its modern equivalent, and was probably a bit like gruel. Wine was supposed to be good….Some jars are labeled with the vintner’s name, the date of production, the domain name, and also the quality of wine. It ranged from very very very good, to very very good, to very good, to good, to wine to make you merry (quickly).




    The love poems from the New Kingdom are so natural and passionate. The students mention that the poems seem like they were written yesterday. What do the poems say about the Egyptians?




    I think they are a moment when we can see that there was little difference in essentials between the ancient Egyptians and people today.




    What would music (lyre and other instruments) sound like in ancient Egypt?




    Probably fairly screechy to the modern western ear.




    Did women in ancient Egypt have it better than in other places in the ancient world?




    Much better! More equitable rights in terms of property ownership, divorce, inheritance, etc. Still not equal to men, but better than in other places.




    Students are often surprised to learn that Egypt had at least two female pharaohs, Hatshepsut and Cleopatra. Were they among the most extraordinary?




    They were certainly remarkable women, but they were not the only female rulers of Egypt. Quite possibly a woman called Neithhotep ruled/regented in the early dynastic period, Nitokris and Sobeknefru also ruled, and Queen Aahotep might even have led troops in battle.




    Did many women really wear see-through linen?




    Yes, and so did men. The ancient Egyptian were not hung up about their bodies—everyone had one so there was no real reason to be coy about it.




    What’s your favorite restaurant and meal in Cairo?




    Hard one. Probably the Korean restaurant Hanna. The food is good, fairly affordable, and the staff is great.




    Did you enjoy your time as a researcher at the Metropolitan Museum of Art?




    It was magnificent. The department is filled with amazing scholars and everyone was most helpful; discussions were stimulating, the library and the collections were a joy to work with and in, and access to the material was facilitated to an astonishing extent. Dr. Dorothea Arnold, the head of the department, is a truly astonishing and wonderful person.




    You have many books out for both children and adults. How do you find the time to write?




    It is very difficult and I wish I had less administrative work to do at the university and slightly less teaching, so that I could write! It means that I have no life outside of my work, but I guess for an Eyptologist that is not all bad.




    What classes are you teaching at American University in Cairo this semester?




    Art and Architecture of Ancient Egypt;




    Culture and Society of Ancient Egypt;




    An Introduction to Egyptian Architecture.




    Did your love of Egypt begin when you were a child?




    Yes, I was interested when i was 8, and totally hooked when I was 9. I saw the statues of Rahotep and Nofret in the Cairo Museum, and they, together with Tutankhamun’s treasures, and the grand gallery of the great pyramid were a real turning point in my life.




    What was one of the biggest surprises in your research? What happened that gave you a “wow” or “eureka” response? Is your work still as exciting as when you first began?




    The biggest thrill is often going into a tomb or seeing something that has been hidden for thousands of years. But there are other eureka moments: when suddenly one gets an idea that one can prove and that makes sense of some aspect of ancient Egypt or when doing experimental archaeology it suddenly becomes clear why the Egyptians did things a certain way. Ancient Egypt and the Egyptians remain compelling, despite all the time that I have spent with them already.




    Of all the things to be discovered anywhere in Egypt, what do you think would be the most exciting?




    This is a very difficult question. Intact burials, both royal and elite are always exciting. Texts from the time of Akhenaten dealing with politics and religion would be great. In fact, any court archive would be a spectacular find as it would shed so much light on ancient Egypt. New discoveries of Pharaonic activity in the western and eastern desert would also be terrific. And of course, finding embalming houses with their materials intact would be great fun for me.




    The scholar Camille Paglia said that ancient Egyptian paintings appear “cinematic.” I think she means that they are stunningly visual with excellent composition. How would you describe them?




    I think stunningly visual with excellent composition and a touch of whimsy would do.




    What’s the movie that best depicts ancient Egypt, or at least is the most fun?




    My favourite remains ‘The Mummy’ with Boris Karloff. Beautifully shot and extremely potent.




    Were you surprised by the recent uprising in Egypt?




    Yes, I was, but pleased. Of course, one should not be too surprised. The ancient Egyptians had a ritual to test the ability/acceptablility of the king to continue ruling after he had been on the throne for 30 years—the heb sed. The king had to run a race, and if he won it was an indication that he was strong and a good ruler, backed by the gods. He then had to be acclaimed by the gods of Egypt as well as, presumably, the higher level officials, and finally the people (to a lesser extent). If he faltered or had enough people against him, he was replaced. Also, the first sit-in in history took place in Egypt during the reign of King Ramesses III. The workers who were constructing and decorating his tomb had not been paid so they put down their tools and went to the temple that issued their pay and sat down until they got it!
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