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Introduction


On 5 November 1922, in the Valley of the Kings, Egyptian labourers under the direction of the English archaeologist Howard Carter uncovered a series of steps cut into the valley floor. A few hours later, clearance revealed a descending staircase, terminating at a rubble wall that blocked further access. This was the moment for which Carter and his patron, Lord Carnarvon, had been toiling for fifteen long years in the heat and dust. Carter immediately sent a telegram to Carnarvon, who was 2,500 miles away at Highclere Castle, his stately home in southern England: ‘At last have made wonderful discovery in Valley. A magnificent tomb with seals intact. Re-covered same for your arrival. Congratulations.’ When Carnarvon arrived in Luxor seventeen days later, he and Carter proceeded to clear the rubble wall and the corridor beyond. Eventually, on 26 November, they gained access to the royal tomb itself. Peering into the darkness with a lighted candle, Carter could not believe his eyes. Carnarvon, unable to bear the suspense any longer, asked, ‘Can you see anything?’ Carter’s now-famous reply came back. ‘Yes, yes, wonderful things.’


What Carter and Carnarvon had discovered was, in every sense, a treasure trove, a hoard of precious objects fit for a king. In total, the grave goods interred with the boy pharaoh numbered over 5,000 objects, an unprecedented collection for a single discovery. Together, they comprised, in the words of Carnarvon himself, ‘enough stuff to fill the whole Egyptian section upstairs of the B[ritish] M[useum]’. They ranged from the mundane (the boy king’s loincloth, shaving equipment and first aid kit) to the highly symbolic (his leopard-skin cloak, wooden paddles with which to row to the afterlife, and a ritual torch shaped like the hieroglyph for ‘life’). There were poignant objects with personal family resonance (the king’s mummified, stillborn children and a lock of his grandmother’s hair); food and drink for the next world (chickpeas and lentils, joints of meat, a basket of dates and wine from the royal vineyards). Practical tools (a scribal palette, a cubit rod and chisels) were buried alongside weapons (bows and arrows, fighting sticks, scimitars, leather scale armour and the king’s prized chariots). Precious objects (a linen glove, a blue glass headrest, gold and silver staffs) demonstrate the sophistication of ancient Egyptian taste and craftsmanship, while exotic imports from distant lands (ebony and ivory from Nubia, and a jewel of Libyan desert glass, formed by an ancient meteorite strike) show the range of Egypt’s trading and diplomatic networks. Objects of daily domestic use (board games and oil lamps, make-up and furniture, baskets and sandals) provide a vivid picture of life in the Nile Valley over 3,000 years ago.


In the hundred years since the most famous archaeological discovery of all time, Tutankhamun has become the most famous ruler of ancient Egypt. A few objects from his tomb have achieved worldwide renown: his spectacular funerary mask, fashioned from beaten gold, is recognized as an icon – perhaps the icon – of pharaonic civilization. His gold coffins and royal throne are frequently illustrated in books on archaeology and ancient Egypt. However, most of the other myriad objects interred with him in the Valley of the Kings remain largely unknown, their stories untold.


To mark the centenary of Carter and Carnarvon’s great discovery, this book focuses on the objects buried with the boy pharaoh as the source material for a portrait of ancient Egypt – its geography, history, culture and legacy. One hundred artefacts from the king’s tomb, arranged in ten thematic groups, are allowed to speak again, as witnesses of the civilization that created them. The treasures of Tutankhamun bring us face to face with the culture of the pharaohs, its extraordinary development and its lasting impact.
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Tutankhamun was barely known before 1922. None of the classical authors, on whose accounts of Egyptian history most European scholars relied, made mention of him, and nor did he feature in the king list compiled by the third-century BC Egyptian priest Manetho. Only after Jean-François Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphics in 1822 was it possible to read ancient Egyptian inscriptions directly, and antiquarian visitors to Egypt began to notice the occasional mention of a little-known pharaoh bearing the throne name ‘Nebkheperura’ and the birth name ‘Tutankhamun’. In the late 1820s, the English antiquarian John Gardner Wilkinson, on a trip into the remote Eastern Desert, noticed a stone block bearing these names. In 1828, he discovered a tomb cut into the hillside of western Thebes that, the inscriptions revealed, had been created for a high official during the reign of Tutankhamun.


Another English adventurer, Lord Prudhoe, was exploring in Upper Nubia when, at the ancient religious capital of Gebel Barkal, he found two magnificent statues of recumbent lions, each carved from a single block of red granite. Reused and reinscribed, they had originally been carved by the eighteenth-dynasty pharaoh Amenhotep III, and one of them bore a rededication inscription of Tutankhamun. In 1835, Prudhoe presented both lions to the British Museum, where they became the first two objects to be registered in its nascent collection of Egyptian antiquities.


Further evidence of Tutankhamun came to light during the French archaeologist Auguste Mariette’s excavations at Saqqara in the 1850s. In the catacombs of the sacred bulls, known as the Serapeum, one of the burials was revealed to have been prepared during the reign of the little-known king. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Mariette’s compatriot Emile Amélineau found a gilded wooden box bearing Tutankhamun’s name at Abydos in Upper Egypt. But it was the excavation by Flinders Petrie, the ‘father of Egyptian archaeology’, at the site of Amarna in the winter of 1891–2 that caused the real breakthrough, when it revealed the ruined city built by the ‘heretic’ pharaoh, Akhenaten. Numerous inscribed objects, including a cache of diplomatic correspondence on clay tablets, mentioned Tutankhamun and made it clear that he was Akhenaten’s son and successor.


With the dawn of the twentieth century, Tutankhamun’s name began to crop up more frequently. In 1905, investigations in the temple of Karnak uncovered a stone slab bearing a restoration inscription dated to the early part of his reign, while an expedition in the Valley of the Kings, sponsored by the American financier Theodore Davis, found a small faience cup bearing the name Nebkheperura. Two years later, Davis found a pit containing a cache of embalming materials left over from a royal burial; once again, hieroglyphic inscriptions mentioned Tutankhamun, which seemed to indicate that the king’s tomb lay somewhere in the Valley. When Davis subsequently found a small undecorated chamber containing further objects with the king’s name – a stone statuette, fittings from a horse’s harness and several fragments of gold foil – he thought he had his prize. He published his discovery as the ‘Tomb of Touatânkhamanou’ (his rather tortuous rendering of the king’s name) and relinquished his excavation permit two years later, declaring that ‘the Valley of the Tombs is now exhausted’.
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Waiting in the wings to prove Davis spectacularly wrong was a man who had worked for him a decade earlier. By 1914, Howard Carter was one of the most experienced archaeologists excavating in Egypt. He had begun his career as an artist, recording tombs and objects for various missions, including Petrie’s dig at Amarna. He went on to work in western Thebes as an official expedition draughtsman. Wandering the hills, valleys and embayments over the course of six seasons, he developed an unerring eye for potential archaeological sites and came to know every inch of the Theban necropolis, including the Valley of the Kings. His appointment as chief inspector of antiquities for Upper Egypt followed in 1900, allowing him to carry out excavations in the Valley on behalf of various wealthy patrons. However, his promotion to chief inspector of antiquities for Lower Egypt in 1904 did not end well, an altercation with a group of tourists leading to his resignation. He returned to Luxor and fell back on his artistic skills, selling watercolours to well-heeled visitors in order to eke out a living. It was thus, in 1907, that he met a new patron, the fifth Earl of Carnarvon. The two men decided to join forces – Carnarvon’s wealth matched Carter’s expertise – and in doing so forged a partnership that was to result, fifteen years later, in the greatest archaeological discovery of all time.


As soon as Davis gave up his concession for the Valley of the Kings, Carnarvon snapped it up: it was the plum site in the whole of Egypt. In February 1915, Carter began work, his meticulous approach rescuing a number of overlooked finds from the debris of earlier digs. In light of the clues previously found by Davis, Carter was convinced that Tutankhamun’s final resting place might yet reveal itself, and he resolved to leave no stone unturned in his search. Over the next five years, he oversaw the systematic clearance of the remaining unexcavated section of the Valley, but all this strenuous and expensive work yielded little: a few finds, and no tombs. Carnarvon started to lose faith and interest. By the summer of 1922, he had decided to call it a day, but Carter remained convinced he was on the right track and begged his patron to fund one final season. Reluctantly, Carnarvon agreed.


Carter arrived in Luxor on 28 October 1922 and excavations resumed a few days later. Just three days into the dig, the first step was uncovered. Twenty-four hours later, a flight of twelve descending steps had been exposed, leading to a blocked doorway covered in plaster and impressed with the seals of the ancient royal necropolis. Carter cabled his patron with the news and awaited Carnarvon’s arrival. On 24 November, the two men watched together as the staircase was cleared to its full depth, revealing the whole of the plastered doorway. Now there could be no doubt what they had found:


On the lower part the seal impressions were much clearer, and we were able without difficulty to make out on several of them the name of Tut.ankh.Amen.1


In due course, the blocked doorway was dismantled, revealing a sloping tunnel filled from floor to ceiling with limestone chippings. As workmen struggled in the dusty, confined space to clear the tunnel, they encountered a second doorway, likewise covered with sealings naming Tutankhamun. To Carter’s horror, this inner doorway, like the first, showed signs of earlier forced entry. Robbers had clearly entered the tomb in antiquity. The question was, had they left anything behind?


By four o’clock in the afternoon on 26 November, the corridor had been fully cleared. Watched by his patron, Lady Evelyn Herbert, Carnarvon’s daughter, and an English engineer called Arthur Callender, Carter prised some of the stones from the top of the second doorway. He recorded in his journal what happened next:


Candles were procured – the all-important tell-tale for foul gases when opening an ancient subterranean chamber – I widened the breach and by means of the candle looked in, while Ld. C., Lady E, and Callender with the Reises waited in anxious expectation. It was sometime before one could see, the hot air escaping caused the candle to flicker, but as soon as one’s eyes became accustomed to the glimmer of light the interior of the chamber gradually loomed before one, with its strange and wonderful medley of extraordinary and beautiful objects heaped upon one another.2


What they had found was a treasure in every sense. But all too quickly, the magnitude of the discovery began to dawn. Carter later reflected:


I suppose we had never formulated exactly in our minds just what we had expected or hoped to see, but certainly we had never dreamed of anything like this, a roomful – a whole museumful, it seemed – of objects.3


Indeed, this ‘seemingly endless profusion’ of objects numbered 5,398 in total, distributed among the four rooms of the tomb: the Antechamber, Annexe, Burial Chamber and Treasury. It would take Carter and a team of specialists a decade to catalogue and conserve the contents.


[image: scene break image]


Among the myriad precious artefacts piled high in Tutankhamun’s tomb were ‘some familiar, but some the like of which we had never seen’.4 Indeed, many remain unique examples of their kind, unparalleled from any other ancient Egyptian site. It was fortunate that, by 1922, Egyptology had developed to a point where Carter and his assistants were able to recognize the importance of what they had found.


The orgy of treasure-seeking that characterized antiquarian interest in the Nile Valley throughout the first half of the nineteenth century had resulted in many thousands of objects entering European collections, to be admired as curios and objets d’art, but the proper interpretation of Egyptian antiquities only really began with Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphics, which allowed ancient Egyptian culture to be studied in its own right and on its own terms. At the same time, Wilkinson’s careful on-the-ground observations brought new breakthroughs in understanding. He recognized the pyramids of Giza as the tombs of fourth-dynasty kings, while his accurate drawings of the scenes in the Tombs of the Nobles at Thebes enhanced the picture of pharaonic culture by illuminating daily life in ancient Egypt.


Building on these foundations, nineteenth-century scholars brought a sharper focus to the study of ancient Egypt, elucidating the different periods of its long history and charting the development of its art and architecture. Thanks to the efforts of the Prussian scholar Richard Lepsius, pharaonic civilization gained texture and nuance: instead of being seen as a single amorphous entity, it came to be understood as a succession of distinct epochs, which were named the Old, Middle and New Kingdoms. Lepsius resolved many of the outstanding historical questions and also enabled sentences of ancient Egyptian – as opposed to just names and titles – to be translated for the first time.


With the establishment of the Antiquities Service in the late 1850s, new discoveries came thick and fast. The Pyramid Age was revealed in all its glory, from life-sized royal statues to the world’s oldest body of religious writings. From the 1880s, Petrie’s insistence on meticulous, systematic excavation led to some of the most elusive and fragile remains being discovered, recorded and studied. His attention to detail revealed the long prehistory of ancient Egyptian civilization, the sophistication of Graeco-Egyptian culture at the end of its immense time span and much in between.


As knowledge grew, so further discoveries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries added yet more colour and detail: the superlative craftsmanship of Middle Kingdom jewellery, the material remains of Egypt’s earliest dynasties, and scenes of daily life from every epoch. Hence, by the time Carter and Carnarvon began to dig in the Valley of the Kings, ancient Egypt was no longer just an amalgam of garbled classical accounts or a mythical realm of esoteric knowledge, but a complex and vibrant civilization, inhabited by real people.


Even so, the sheer scale and scope of Tutankhamun’s treasures demanded a multi-disciplinary team unprecedented in the annals of Egyptology, and the vast hoard of antiquities interred with the king was studied with unusual care and attention. The insights – which are still being refined and analysed, a century after their discovery – are perhaps even more remarkable than Carter could have imagined. As the following pages will show, objects from the tomb shed fascinating light on every aspect of ancient Egypt. They are not just a collection of precious artefacts, but a kaleidoscopic reflection of the culture that produced them. Perhaps most poignant is an object that conjures up a lost world of human experience: Tutankhamun’s silver trumpet. The instrument itself survives, but the music it produced, and the occasions on which it was played, are lost forever. The world that surrounded the king has vanished; all that remains are echoes of the past, the stuff of interpretation and reinterpretation. But through the treasures buried with him, his world and the civilization of which he remains the ultimate symbol can be brought back to life.










ONE


Geography
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Fig. 1. Throw sticks.





 


 


 




1. Galena, malachite, lead and tin oxide, orpiment, yellow ochre


2. Pectoral with green glass


3. Chisels of meteoric iron


4. Ostrich-feather fan


5. Throw sticks


6. Scene of bird-hunting (Little Golden Shrine)


7. Rush and papyrus sandals


8. Model papyrus skiff


9. Osiris bed


10. Ceremonial sickle
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Every culture is a product of its environment, and ancient Egyptian civilization was shaped by the distinctive geography of the Nile Valley and the surrounding deserts. To understand the richness and complexity of pharaonic Egypt, it is necessary to start with an appreciation of the Egyptians’ physical world. The deserts that bordered the Nile Valley to the west and east afforded a sense of protection and emphasized the fertility of the river’s floodplain. Inhospitable they might have been, but they were not impenetrable: evidence shows that they were widely explored, and they also provided a wide range of materials. Mineral ores and pigments, precious and semi-precious stones, and game: for those who knew where to look, the deserts were as valuable as the banks of the Nile. Yet it was the river that made life in Egypt possible, and ancient Egyptians considered themselves blessed by the narrow strip of fertile alluvium that threaded its way through the surrounding expanses of sand and rock. The banks of the Nile provided bountiful food and materials, while the river’s remarkable regime – the annual inundation – brought fertility to the fields and underpinned Egypt’s agricultural economy. Objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb reflect and illustrate the varied geography of ancient Egypt, helping us enter the world of a people whose lives were shaped by such a special natural environment.
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‘Egypt’, as the ancient Greek historian Herodotus observed, ‘is an acquired country – the gift of the river.’1 His remark alludes to the fact – as true today as it was two, three, four or even five thousand years ago – that without the Nile, there would be no Egypt. Certainly, without the river, people would not have been able to settle, nor a civilization to develop, in the north-east corner of Africa. It is only the presence of the Nile that enables life to flourish amidst the arid vastness of the Sahara; either side of the narrow strip of green that constitutes the Valley, the lone and level sands stretch far away.


The area of irrigated land along the Nile constitutes only one-twentieth of Egypt’s current land mass, yet it supports more than 96 per cent of its population. Indeed, in ancient Egyptian, the word for ‘black [alluvial] land’ was also the word for ‘Egypt’. On the face of it, it would be easy to agree with the Roman geographer Strabo, who asserted that ‘Egypt consists of only the river-land’,2 or with a later traveller, Samuel Cox, who wrote that ‘Egypt is the Nile . . . The Nile has created its limits.’3 But to do so would be to ignore the crucial role that desert – the other 95 per cent of Egypt’s area – has played in the country’s geography and in the formation of its ancient civilization.


Pharaonic Egypt may have been rooted in the Nile Valley and sustained by the river, but it was deeply shaped by the surrounding deserts. When, in the late nineteenth century, archaeologists came across the burials of prehistoric Egyptians, they were intrigued by the abundant signs of cultural influence from Egypt’s arid hinterland: pottery that shared stylistic characteristics with wares from the Nubian wastes, ostrich eggs from the dry savannahs and mineral pigments from remote deserts. So alien did these grave goods appear at first, that they were believed to be the remains of a ‘new race’ of invaders who had entered the Nile Valley from the east. Subsequent excavations and studies proved, however, that the prehistoric (today we call them ‘predynastic’ – standing before the sequence of historic dynasties) Egyptians had been there all along.


If we go back 7,000 years to the first stirrings of Egyptian civilization, the country would have looked very different. Instead of desert, the lands either side of the Nile Valley were dry grasslands, watered every year by summer rains. In addition to the wildlife that is characteristic of such habitats today – ostrich, elephant, giraffe, antelope – the grasslands also supported groups of nomadic cattle herders who followed their herds from pasture to pasture according to the season. It was among these pastoralists that the seeds of pharaonic culture first took root. When the climate across North Africa started to dry out in the fourth millennium BC, the wandering herders were forced to retreat to the nearest source of permanent water – the Nile – and to settle in communities, thus paving the way for the emergence of a great civilization.


Just as much of the symbolic vocabulary of ancient Egypt can be traced back to the predynastic world, so, too, can some of its most deep-rooted cultural traditions. The love of bodily adornment, and especially of cosmetics, is a case in point. Bodily decoration is a hallmark of nomadic societies, among whom, in the absence of permanent structures, people display their wealth and status largely through their own bodies. Some of the earliest and most characteristic objects recovered from predynastic graves are cosmetic palettes – flat pieces of stone, often carved into geometric or animal shapes, that were used to grind up mineral pigments for make-up. Occasionally, traces of the pigments themselves have survived: deep green malachite, red and yellow ochre, white tin oxide and black galena. The custom of facial decoration continued long after the early Egyptians had settled in the Nile Valley. Throughout pharaonic history, whenever ancient Egyptians are depicted – for example, on the walls of tombs – they are shown wearing eye paint. Dark lines of make-up ring the eyes, ending in a ‘fishtail’ cosmetic line.


The raw materials for face paints – ingredients that found added use in the preparation of paints for art and writing – not only harked back to an ancestral way of life in the arid lands that became the Sahara; they were derived from desert mines and quarries, thus reinforcing the importance of the ‘red land’ as a vital component of Egypt’s geography and identity. Long after the Egyptians had settled by the banks of the Nile, they continued to mine the desert for its resources, and they were probably more familiar with the lands to the east and west of the Valley than their modern descendants. Expeditions would have regularly brought back supplies of mineral pigments: lead and tin oxide from the Red Sea hills, malachite from the Nubian Desert and the Sinai Peninsula, ochre from the low deserts of the First Cataract region.


As befitted any self-respecting Egyptian, Tutankhamun was buried with a wide variety of mineral cosmetics, to enable him to maintain his appearance in the afterlife and to assist in his scribal and artistic endeavours. Pieces of galena were found tied up in a linen bag and deposited in the Annexe of his tomb. Also among his grave goods were lumps of malachite, a small piece of lead, fragments of tin oxide, orpiment and ochre. They are a reminder that ancient Egypt owed its origins and its flourishing as much to the desert as to the Nile.
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The deserts not only supplied ancient Egyptians with pigments for face and wall paints; the sand dunes and desolate wadis either side of the Nile Valley also yielded an abundance of rocks, minerals, precious and semi-precious stones that could be used for architecture, for sculpture and, not least, for jewellery. The abundant jewels buried with Tutankhamun are not the finest produced under the pharaohs – that accolade surely belongs to those from the Middle Kingdom royal workshops, seven centuries earlier – but they are among the most opulent. The sheer variety of materials from which the boy king’s rings, bracelets, necklaces, pendants and pectorals were created demonstrates the wealth, reach and sophistication of ancient Egyptian civilization. In terms of rarity and exoticism, one piece in particular stands out; its true significance was fully revealed only twenty years ago.


Many of Tutankhamun’s most valuable pieces of jewellery had been placed in sealed boxes in the chamber of his tomb dubbed ‘the Treasury’ by archaeologists. One of the caskets, found on the north side of the room, contained a veritable king’s ransom of spectacular pieces: a pectoral in the shape of a scarab beetle, the insect’s body made from lapis lazuli, with other elements inlaid in carnelian, turquoise and coloured glass; a second pectoral in the shape of a falcon, its feathers carefully depicted with cloisonné decoration; and a third pectoral, chunkier and heavier than the other two, which combined a variety of carved and inlaid religious symbols – lunar disc, sacred eye, solar barque, winged scarab, lotus and papyrus plants, rearing cobras, fruits and flowers – in one complex, extravagant composition. The central element, the beetle’s body, was fashioned from a single piece of a pale green stone. It was initially identified as semi-precious chalcedony, but the truth is altogether more surprising.


In Egypt’s Western Desert, straddling the border with Libya, there is a vast expanse of dunes, known as the Great Sand Sea, that stretches from the Siwa Oasis in the north to the Gilf Kebir in the south. The feature covers an area of some 72,000 square kilometres, and includes individual dunes that are one hundred kilometres long and one hundred metres high. It is as remote, inaccessible, inhospitable and forbidding as any place on earth. In modern times, it has been visited by just a handful of intrepid explorers. The first to do so, a German adventurer named Gerhard Rohlfs, surveyed the area in 1874. He nearly died of dehydration, but was saved by a chance thunderstorm. Before hurrying home, he marked the spot with a cairn, and wrote in his journal, ‘Will ever man’s foot tread this place again?’4


Among the many mysteries of the Great Sand Sea is the occurrence of lumps of pale green glass – ranging in size from small granules to substantial boulders – that are to be found lying on the surface, in a relatively small area of desert. First encountered by Europeans in the 1930s, the naturally occurring glass has been the object of a dozen geological expeditions to identify its composition and source. Volcanic activity can produce glass, but there are no volcanoes in the Great Sand Sea. The temperature and pressure required to fuse silica sand into glass are so extreme that there is only one other plausible explanation: meteorite impact. A potential impact crater, named the Kebira Crater, has been identified from satellite images; with a diameter of nearly twenty miles at its widest point, it must have been created by a sizeable meteorite. However, the crater lies about fifty miles from the main area of desert glass. The clues, while tantalizing, are, as yet, inconclusive.


In 1998, an Italian geologist was granted permission to examine the ‘chalcedony’ pectoral from Tutankhamun’s tomb and discovered that the scarab’s body was made of natural silica glass. The ramifications of this discovery are astonishing. Thirty-three centuries ago, ancient Egyptians must have known about the deposits of natural glass in the Great Sand Sea. They were clearly able to obtain it, either through long-distance trade with desert nomads, or – more likely, given their expeditions to other remote locations – through direct exploitation of the deposits. The ancient Egyptians must have marvelled at the occurrence of natural glass in such a desolate location. And the jewellers of Tutankhamun’s royal workshops chose this otherworldly material to represent the body of the scarab beetle, the god of the rising sun and rebirth, whose magic would aid the king’s resurrection.


Above all, the green glass pectoral reminds us that Egypt’s ancient inhabitants knew their country better than anyone, including their modern descendants. In search of costly and exotic materials to adorn their rulers and prosper them in the afterlife, ancient Egyptians were prepared to go, quite literally, to the ends of the earth. 
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For most of pharaonic history, Egypt was a Bronze Age culture. By Tutankhamun’s time, the process of forging iron had been perfected in other lands, notably the Hittite Empire of Central Anatolia, but the conservative Egyptians preferred to stick to tried-and-trusted bronze for their weapons and tools. They regarded iron as a novelty: mysterious and intriguing, but no substitute for the metal their craftsmen had been happily working for 1,500 years. For a start, unlike the copper and tin needed for making bronze, there were no sources of iron ore easily accessible; the nearest deposits were in the furthest reaches of Upper Nubia to the south or in Palestine to the north. The only naturally occurring iron in Egypt itself was meteoric iron, small pieces of which could be found in the vicinity of the impact craters dotting the Western Desert. Together with green silica glass, carnelian and a host of other precious and semi-precious minerals, lumps of meteoric iron were occasionally brought back by mining expeditions and fashioned into curios.


Tutankhamun’s burial equipment contained a range of ritual and practical tools. There were sickles and hoes, adzes and knives, mallets and chisels, but we should not imagine the young king passing his time with handicrafts or farming: the tools were included among his grave goods to ensure an eternal supply of agricultural produce and manufactured goods in the afterlife. The most valuable tools were, like the costliest jewellery, kept in the tomb’s Treasury. One toolbox contained sixteen chisels; all had been made from a nugget or nuggets of meteoric iron weighing no more than four grams in total. Even in a society that knew how to exploit the deserts’ natural resources, meteoric iron remained a very rare commodity.


Indeed, the ancient Egyptian word for ‘iron’ was biayt; its alternative meaning is ‘miracle’ or ‘wonder’. But there is evidence to suggest that the origins of meteoric iron had not escaped the ancient Egyptians’ enquiring minds. A thousand years before Tutankhamun, Egyptian priests composed the earliest surviving corpus of religious writings. Inscribed on the walls of royal burial chambers, they are known today as the Pyramid Texts. In them, the king’s afterlife is imagined among the stars. There are prayers to help him rise up and join the stars, spells to aid his transformation into a star and hymns to celebrate his becoming one. And there are tantalizing references to the stars’ composition. According to the texts, they were made from biayt. How could an Egyptian priest of the third millennium BC have known that the stars were made from iron, other than by knowing that iron fell from the heavens as shooting stars?
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Fig. 2. Chisels of meteoric iron.


There is more: one of the most venerable funeral ceremonies in ancient Egypt, from the Pyramid Age onwards, was the ‘opening of the mouth’. Its depiction takes pride of place on the wall of Tutankhamun’s burial chamber, being performed by the king’s successor, Ay. The symbolism of the ceremony was to bring the mummified body back to life by opening its mouth and allowing it to breathe. By tradition, the rite was performed with implements fashioned from meteoric iron. According to ancient Egyptian religious reasoning, there could be no better way of ensuring the king’s resurrection to a celestial afterlife than by using an instrument of celestial origin to restore his breath.


A final link between meteorites and religion was especially vibrant in Tutankhamun’s lifetime. One of the earliest priestly titles from pharaonic Egypt is ‘Greatest of Seers’, which came to be held by the High Priest of Ra, who officiated at the sun god’s cult centre in Heliopolis (near present-day Cairo). The title probably pre-dates the cult of Ra and was likely accorded to a holy man who watched the heavens for omens and portents. It is probably no coincidence that the most sacred symbol of Ra, kept in the sanctuary of his temple at Heliopolis, was a stone named the benben. It has never been found, and there has been much speculation as to its nature. One possibility is that it was a meteorite: a rock of iron, a miraculous gift from the heavens. Tutankhamun’s father Akhenaten, whose religious revolution sought to turn back the clock to the time of creation, showed special reverence for the stone, and he even had a version of it installed at the centre of his showpiece temple in his capital city, Akhetaten – the city where Tutankhamun was born and spent his childhood.


From shooting star and sacred stone to meteorite and source of iron, the web of associations conjured up by sixteen chisel blades illustrates pharaonic religion at its most inspired and insightful. All things in heaven and earth, it seems, were dreamt of in ancient Egyptian philosophy.
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Alongside their abundant mineral resources, the deserts of Egypt were also famed for their wildlife. In the time of the pharaohs’ earliest ancestors, the nomadic cattle herders, the vast expanses of grassland to the east and west of the Nile Valley teemed with a diverse fauna. Prehistoric rock art found across the Sahara depicts this wildlife in all its variety. Predynastic pottery, stone vessels and carved ivory knife handles likewise depict animals ranging from aardvarks to honey badgers, as well as the human hunters and their dogs who pursued such prey. But towards the middle of the fourth millennium BC, as the climate changed and the savannahs began to desiccate, many of the larger animals retreated southwards; by the Pyramid Age, elephants and giraffes had disappeared from Egypt, lions were rare and ostrich numbers had dwindled.


Nonetheless, desert hunting remained a popular pastime and a powerful display of status among Egypt’s ruling elite. Tutankhamun had a hunting lodge built on the Giza Plateau, close to the Great Sphinx, where he could retire after a day’s sport. Tales of hunting would be recounted to amuse and impress guests; Tutankhamun’s grandfather, Amenhotep III, went a step further and issued commemorative scarabs to celebrate one of his more successful lion hunts and an epic hunt of wild bulls. Then, as now, trophies were brought back and displayed in a domestic or religious setting. Many were imbued with powerful symbolic associations. For example, the tail of a wild bull was worn suspended from the waistband of the king’s kilt, a symbol of his power over nature. Leopard skins were highly prized and signified priestly authority: Tutankhamun’s successor Ay is shown wearing one as he carries out the opening of the mouth ceremony.


When it came to hunting trophies that connoted pure ostentation, two products reigned supreme: the ostrich egg and the ostrich feather. The ostrich is an impressive creature, and it is not difficult to see why it was viewed with awe by those who encountered it. A tantalizing piece of evidence suggests that it may even have been venerated, or at least imbued with magical status: a prehistoric rock carving in the Eastern Desert shows an ostrich aboard a vessel, perhaps depicting an afterlife journey. Ostrich eggs also enjoyed a special status from predynastic times. For prehistoric people, they offered a valuable source of protein, and the shells may have doubled as water-carriers. Ancient campsites across the Western Desert are strewn with fragments of shell, attesting to the abundance of this natural resource. An intact egg decorated with wild antelope is a remarkable survival from a predynastic grave; other burials of the period were furnished with model ostrich eggs fashioned from clay. If you couldn’t lay your hands on the genuine article, a substitute was the next best thing.


Ostrich feathers were also accorded great value and were widely worn as a mark of status. In tomb paintings from Tutankhamun’s time, the archetypal Nubian chief is depicted wearing an ostrich feather in his hair. Six centuries later, the tables turned, a Nubian pharaoh contemptuously referred to his Egyptian rivals as ‘the feather-wearing chiefs of Lower Egypt’. For Egyptians and Nubians alike, a feather in the cap was something worth striving for.


To possess a single ostrich feather was a mark of distinction; to possess enough to make a fan was the preserve of royalty. On one of the earliest monuments of pharaonic kingship, a carved stone macehead, the monarch is shown accompanied by fan-bearers. ‘Fan-bearer on the king’s right hand’ was an honorific title bestowed on the most favoured courtiers. Tutankhamun’s burial equipment included no fewer than eight fans. One was a hand-held rotating fan, fashioned from ivory and stored in its own box. The other seven were on longer handles, for a servant to wave before the king’s face.


The most elaborate fan, which brings together multiple symbols of wealth and status, is one of the most beautiful objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb. Measuring over a metre long, it was found in the king’s burial chamber, nestled in the narrow gap between the third and fourth golden shrines that protected his sarcophagus. The handle and the semi-circular ‘palm’ into which the feathers were inserted are covered in gold foil, embossed and chased with scenes and inscriptions. On one side of the palm, Tutankhamun is shown in his hunting chariot, firing a hail of arrows at a pair of ostriches, which are also being pursued by a hunting dog. On the other side, the king is shown returning triumphant. An inscription on the handle records that all the feathers in the fan (there were originally forty-two of them, arranged in alternating colours, white and brown) were obtained by the king himself ‘while out hunting in the desert east of Heliopolis’. Tutankhamun’s ostrich-feather fan is a powerful symbol of his kingly status and an ostentatious reminder of the deserts’ erstwhile abundance.
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A final benefit of Egypt’s desert margins was the protection they afforded: for most of its long history, Egypt enjoyed a secure position within impenetrable borders. The encircling deserts insulated it from the outside world and were a powerful deterrent against foreign incursions. However, they could not shield the Nile Valley from its jealous neighbours entirely. The fertility of the alluvial floodplain was a boon for the people of Egypt, but it was a perpetual source of envy for the inhabitants of the less fortunate lands to the west, east and south – the Libyans, Asiatics and Nubians. The river’s bounty enabled communities and a sophisticated culture to develop and flourish along its banks, but the harsh conditions in Egypt’s desert margins provided no such opportunities. On the fringes of the Sahara and in the Sinai Peninsula, semi-nomadic peoples had no choice but to follow their herds between water sources, their lives constrained by their unforgiving environment. The Nile Valley, with its permanent abundance, was a tantalizing prize that was worth fighting for; from prehistoric times onwards, border skirmishes between Egypt and its neighbours were common. Whenever Egypt was perceived to be weakened or vulnerable, the people of the desert margins took their chance.


In the Western Desert, tribespeople characterized by their curly hair, bellicose temperament and fighting prowess – the ancestors of present-day Libyans – proved a persistent thorn in Egypt’s side. From the beginning of Egyptian history, they tested the young civilization’s defences, launching raids on the western oases and along the west bank of the Nile. The earliest reference to one such encounter is on a ceremonial cosmetic palette dating from the decades immediately before Egyptian unification. Amid scenes of warfare, a vast haul of booty – mostly sheep and goats – is depicted, identified by the accompanying hieroglyphs as tribute from Libya. In ancient Egyptian, this land and its people were called Tjehenu. The term was written with the sign of a throw stick, perhaps indicating the primitive weaponry at the Libyans’ disposal.


Throw sticks might have been primitive, but they could prove deadly at close range. A number were included in Tutankhamun’s grave goods; along with slings, clubs, boomerangs, bows and arrows, they constituted an arsenal of weapons designed to remind the king of his martial exploits during his lifetime and assist him in his battles in the next world. Throw sticks also served a non-military purpose, being used to bring down game birds during hunting trips in the marshes. A scene from an eighteenth-dynasty Theban tomb shows the tomb owner, Nebamun, hunting for fowl in a papyrus thicket, while brandishing in his upraised hand a throw stick carved to resemble a rearing snake. Two identical weapons were found on the floor of the Annexe of Tutankhamun’s tomb.


The earliest recorded battle with the Tjehenu resulted in defeat for the would-be invaders, but they continued to try their luck. Eventually, in the dying days of the New Kingdom – two and a half centuries after Tutankhamun – they succeeded in penetrating Egypt’s defences and establishing themselves in Egyptian society. Their military prowess now proved valuable to their hosts, and many Libyans rose to prominence in the Egyptian army. Eventually, following the collapse of the New Kingdom state, a dynasty of Libyan generals was able to seize power and gain the ultimate prize: the Egyptian throne. The men with throw sticks became pharaohs.


To the east of Egypt, a different group proved equally troublesome neighbours, over an equally long period. On a small ivory label from the reign of Den in the middle of Egypt’s first dynasty, the king is shown smiting an enemy in front of a sandy mountain. The victim, described as an ‘easterner’, belonged to one of the Asiatic tribes that inhabited a swathe of territory stretching from Palestine to the Sinai Peninsula. Campaigns against these people – whom the Egyptians referred to patronizingly as the ‘sand-dwellers’ – continued sporadically throughout the succeeding centuries. The Egyptians never lost, but nor did they win a conclusive victory; their opponents melted back into their desert hills to lick their wounds. They, too, had their moment of glory: in the seventeenth century BC, some 300 years before Tutankhamun, they took advantage of Egypt’s relative weakness to establish their own dynasty of kings. The so-called Hyksos (a Greek corruption of an ancient Egyptian term meaning ‘rulers of foreign lands’) ruled over the Nile Valley for a century.


In ancient Egyptian, the generic word for ‘Asiatics’ was Aamu. It, too, was written with the hieroglyphic of a throw stick. The connotation was the same as for the Tjehenu: both were uncivilized, primitive peoples, inherently inferior to the Egyptians, yet irritatingly aggressive. The throw stick-wielding foreigners who lurked beyond Egypt’s borders reminded the inhabitants of the Nile Valley of their own geographical advantages and reinforced their sense of splendid isolation. 
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While the ‘red land’ gave Egypt a measure of security, it was the narrow strip of ‘black land’ – the floodplain of the River Nile – that became synonymous with pharaonic civilization. As Herodotus recognized, a river was a prerequisite for the development of a great civilization, but it was not so much the waterway itself as its thickly vegetated banks that drew people from far and wide. Even in prehistoric times, when annual summer rains greened the desert and filled its shallow lake basins, the Nile, with its reliable flow and teeming banks, attracted semi-permanent settlement. In the fifth millennium BC – a thousand years before the unification of Egypt and the establishment of its first dynasty of kings – a group of semi-nomadic people known to archaeology as the Badarians migrated every winter from their savannah pastures to graze their herds and make their homes by the Nile’s banks. While they kept watch over their animals and small plots of fast-growing crops, they built flimsy, temporary dwellings, clustered together in small villages.


The Badarians’ seasonal settlements showed signs of repeated use over many years, but left only the merest of traces. Everything was portable, and when they packed up and left at the end of each winter, only the post holes and hearths betrayed their presence. The burials of those who died in the Valley were more permanent memorials, and probably served to connect particular family groups to specific stretches of riverbank. The grave goods tell of a people who loved decoration, traded widely and were beginning to organize themselves into a hierarchical society. There were objects from the deserts and also artefacts from their riverine way of life: pots made from alluvial clay and small copper fish hooks.


For hunter-gatherers, the river and its margins offered a rich ecosystem to exploit. There were plentiful fish, of course, ranging from the catfish lurking in the shallows to the great Nile perch that frequented the deeper channels. On the shore, wild cattle might be hunted when they came down to the water to drink at dusk. Above all, the papyrus beds that lined the banks teemed with waterfowl: ibis and egrets, cormorants and herons, ducks and geese. When a boat brushed the reeds, flocks of birds would rise up from their nests, providing a waiting hunter with an easy meal. From the days of the Badarians until the end of ancient Egyptian civilization some 4,000 years later, fowling in the marshes was an everyday feature of life in the Nile Valley, an activity enjoyed by rich and poor, whether as pastime or practical necessity. It is no accident that more than a dozen different water birds came to be used as signs in hieroglyphic writing, nor that a goose was the symbol of the earth god Geb and one of the animals sacred to the state god of New Kingdom Egypt, Amun-Ra.


Scenes of bird hunting can be found in tombs from every period of Egyptian civilization, from the Pyramid Age to the time of Tutankhamun and beyond. The boy pharaoh himself clearly enjoyed spending time among the reeds as much as riding chariots in the desert. On the Little Golden Shrine from his tomb – an elegant gilded chest, which originally housed a statue of the king – the decoration on the gold foil includes a scene of one such excursion. Tutankhamun sits on the riverbank, bow and arrow in hand. There is no royal throne, just a portable folding stool, made more comfortable with a plump embroidered cushion. The king’s pet lion cub stands alongside. Tutankhamun’s young wife, seated on the ground, gestures towards the reeds, while passing her husband an arrow with her other hand. The king is shown poised to release the drawstring, while a covey of ducks rises from the reeds, abandoning nests that contain eggs and hatchlings.


On one level, this charming vignette depicts a royal day away from the rigours of duty, the young pharaonic couple relaxing in each other’s company amidst the natural bounty of the Nile Valley. But there are layers of deeper meaning. In ancient Egyptian, the word for ‘shoot’ was the same as the word for ‘inseminate’. Ducks were not just game birds, but symbols of fertility. So the image of a young man shooting ducks while his wife hands him an arrow would have been interpreted as a metaphor for sexual intercourse and procreation. Hence, the scene of fowling on Tutankhamun’s Little Golden Shrine may be read as much as an idyll of conjugal union and an invocation for the continuation of the royal line as a depiction of a carefree hunting trip. Either way, it emphasizes the fecundity of the Nile’s reedy banks, a sheltered environment where Egyptians came to enjoy nature’s fertility.
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The ancient Egyptians thought of their country as a papyrus plant: the long, narrow Nile Valley was the tall, sturdy stalk, while the delta was the flower head. This symbolic conceit was true in a very real sense: pharaonic civilization was dependent on central control of the economy, which was made possible by the written record, which relied on a convenient, abundant and portable medium of communication – papyrus. It is not known when the Egyptians discovered that the pithy interior of the papyrus stalk – cut into long strips, arranged in two layers at right angles, hammered with a mallet to release the fibres and knit the layers together, left in the sun to dry and finally burnished with a pebble – made an excellent writing material. The earliest roll of papyrus – tantalizingly blank – was found in the tomb of an official dating to the middle of the first dynasty, around 2850 BC. Before long, papyrus was being used to record land ownership, tax assessments, laws and regulations. The papyrus reed was hence both a metaphor for the land of Egypt and its underpinning technology.


Until very recent times, the Nile’s banks were choked with dense reed beds. They can still be seen along stretches where human activity has been limited: in some areas of Middle Egypt, at the First Nile Cataract near Aswan and in remote parts of Nubia. The papyrus that once defined Egypt is now largely extinct in the wild, the victim of over-harvesting and wider ecological damage. Strictly speaking, papyrus is a plant that grows in swamps. It spreads quickly by means of horizontal rhizomes and grows at a rapid rate; as a result, when established, it soon smothers and out-competes other plants. Fast-growing and tough as it is, it nonetheless relies on saturated ground. As the swamps of Egypt were systematically drained, the natural habitat of the papyrus was reduced, eventually consigning it to the history books.


By contrast, other varieties of reed that live in the shallows along riverbanks continue to thrive. In ancient times, too, the humble reed and sedge are likely to have been more abundant than the noble papyrus. The common reed was so ubiquitous that it gave its form to one of the most frequently used hieroglyphic signs, with three flowering reeds together signifying ‘field’. The sedge, for its part, was characteristic of the vegetation of Upper Egypt, and in prehistoric times came to be associated with the southern Nile Valley and its rulers. The most ancient term for ‘king’ – a term that endured for the entire 3,000 years of pharaonic civilization – literally meant ‘he of the sedge’.


The ancient Egyptians were fond of symbols – Egypt’s geographical environment was replete with natural features that lent themselves to reinterpretation and association – and this symbolic vocabulary was multi-layered. Hence, while Egypt as a whole was compared to a papyrus reed (and a stalk of papyrus was the hieroglyphic sign for the words ‘green’ and ‘flourish’), the plant was also the emblem for the delta, while the waterlily stood for the Nile Valley. A favourite design in Egyptian art – seen, for example, on the fretwork of Tutankhamun’s gilded throne – depicted intertwined papyrus and lily plants, symbolizing the inextricable union of Upper and Lower Egypt. The ‘Two Lands’ was a favourite moniker for the country as a whole, but Egypt was also known by other names: Kemet (‘black land’, from the colour of the alluvial soil), Ta-meri (‘ploughed land’, connoting its agricultural fertility) or ‘Two Banks’, indicating that the vast bulk of the population lived along the floodplain. The prominence of riverine motifs illustrates the central place of the Nile in the Egyptian consciousness.


The riverbanks not only defined the Egyptians’ homeland, they furnished all life’s essentials. The reedy margins provided food and a wide variety of supplies for everyday needs. Clay from the banks, tempered with a little reed straw, could be made into pottery. From earliest times, the Egyptians were among the greatest ceramicists of the ancient world; Badarian pottery, for example, with its eggshell-thin walls and rippled surfaces, ranks among the finest ever produced. The reeds themselves had multiple uses. Chopped straw, mixed with silt and dried in the sun, formed the quintessential building material for Egyptian houses, while longer stalks were woven to produce matting. Tutankhamun’s tomb contained a variety of objects made from reed. One of his chairs had a back and seat of plaited papyrus strips, a supple yet hard-wearing material. Shredded papyrus was used as packaging material inside a compartmented wooden box that once held precious glass vessels. (To Carter’s disappointment, the box was found empty, its contents probably stolen by tomb robbers soon after the king’s burial.) Humblest of all, yet in many ways most characteristic of the ancient Egyptian way of life, were several pairs of sandals made from woven rush and papyrus. Everyday, throwaway objects, made from the most common of natural materials, they exemplify the bond between the Egyptians and their environment.


Ironically, the tomb of a ruler whose kingdom was built on the written word was entirely devoid of papyrus documents. In its most famous form – as the original paper – the reed that built a civilization had no part to play in the pharaoh’s eternal afterlife.
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Sedges and reeds were plentiful in the ancient Nile Valley, but good timber was harder to come by. Palm logs were used as beams and roof supports, or as rollers for transporting blocks of stone, but were not suitable for carving. Small items of furniture could be fashioned from the native trees that grew along the banks of the Nile, but large pieces of hardwood – as required for statuary and boat-building – had to be imported from the cedar-covered mountains of Lebanon. Long-distance trade in exotic products was a royal monopoly, completely out of the reach of the average Egyptian, who had to make do with other materials to build the craft they needed to navigate the river.


Fortunately, papyrus was abundant and easy to work; moreover, its strong, pliable stalks have a natural buoyancy. Bundles of reeds, when lashed together, form an effective float. Spells from the Pyramid Texts refer to the ‘double reed floats’ on which the deceased king was believed to cross the sky in the company of the gods.


Better than a reed float was a skiff – a lightweight canoe made from papyrus bundles. They were usually big enough to carry one or two people, although larger craft for transporting cattle are known to have been built. Papyrus skiffs were probably the oldest form of river transport in Egypt; pottery models of such craft have been found in prehistoric graves. According to Pliny the Elder, the Roman historian of the first century AD, they were still a popular means of transport in his day, and they remained a feature of village life on the Upper Nile well into the twentieth century. Skiffs have been depicted in every period of ancient Egyptian history. Wall decoration in the tombs of Old Kingdom officials show papyrus being harvested, transported and woven into skiffs. Another famous scene, painted 500 years later in a Middle Kingdom tomb at Beni Hasan, shows the tomb owner and his friends standing in papyrus skiffs, wielding their punting poles to joust in mock battle.


Indeed, a long pole was the most common way to propel a skiff, but it could also be manoeuvred by means of a wooden paddle or even by hand. Skiffs were very occasionally fitted with a small sail, but this was the exception. Lightweight and drawing very little water, a skiff was the ideal craft to navigate the shallows along the banks of the Nile, avoiding the sandbanks and other obstacles that hampered navigation in heavier boats.


Gliding along almost silently, the papyrus skiff was the perfect vessel for birding and fishing in reed beds and marshes. Tutankhamun not only had himself depicted hunting waterfowl, but also made sure he had a model skiff among his grave goods, to enable him to pursue his pastime in the afterlife. The model is made from wood, its sides painted with stripes to resemble bundles of reeds. The prow is pointed and the stern is broad and flattened. Most full-sized skiffs would have had a small wooden platform in their middle to provide the rower with extra stability, but this detail is missing from Tutankhamun’s model. Indeed, it is probably make-believe in other ways. For despite the skiff’s practicality, it had largely fallen out of fashion among the ruling class by Tutankhamun’s time. Larger boats made from imported timber had gained popularity among the elite. It is highly doubtful that the pharaoh would ever have travelled unaccompanied in a throwaway papyrus skiff. Nonetheless, because of its heritage and the fact that it was made from the Nile’s iconic vegetation, the papyrus skiff had become the quintessential ancient Egyptian river craft and a ritually charged object.


[image: Start of image description. A scale model of a papyrus skiff. The skiff is long and thin, and the bow and stern form points that curve up from the water. The hull of the skiff is striped to resemble reeds. End of image description]


Fig. 3. Wooden model of a papyrus skiff.


In the Treasury of Tutankhamun’s tomb, one of a series of shrines coated in thick black resin was found to contain a pair of gilded wooden statuettes, still wrapped in the linen shawls that had been placed around them to protect them from damage. Each one showed the king standing on a papyrus skiff, harpoon in hand. For Tutankhamun’s contemporaries, this image would have called to mind the ritual harpooning of a hippopotamus, symbolizing the triumph of order over chaos. Whether it would have been possible to spear a hippopotamus while standing in a flimsy papyrus canoe was not the point: the skiff’s symbolic associations were what mattered. The struggle between good and evil was one of the defining myths of ancient Egyptian religion; if the king was to participate effectively in a re-enactment of this epic encounter, it was appropriate that he should use a form of boat that dated back to before the beginning of recorded history.


Whether it was used for hunting large prey or for fishing trips and daily river journeys, the simple reed canoe exemplifies ancient Egyptian civilization, eminently practical and economical while also imbued with multiple layers of meaning.


[image: scene break image]


Of all the different strands of myth and legend that were woven into the rich tapestry of ancient Egyptian religion, one story in particular had special resonance. It was a creation myth that summed up the defining phenomenon of Egypt’s geography: the Nile and its annual inundation. According to the story, the world had begun as a watery abyss, dark, silent and infinite. Then, from the limitless waters, a small mound of earth appeared and a reed grew from it. On the reed, a god, in the form of a falcon, alighted, bringing divine blessings to the land and ushering in created order. All of civilization could trace its origins back to that moment, and the mound became a powerful symbol of rebirth. Early royal tombs were covered with mounds, to assist the king’s regeneration into the afterlife; the pyramid began life as a series of mounds, piled one upon another, a ‘resurrection machine’ to ensure that the king would be born again; and every Egyptian temple was founded upon a mound of clean sand, recalling and channelling the power that had ushered the world into being.


The reality was no less miraculous than the myth. Each year in early July, heralded by the appearance of the ‘Dog Star’ Sirius, above the horizon just before dawn, the Nile rose, its waters swelled by the summer rains in the Ethiopian highlands. The flood was so vital that ancient Egyptians set their calendar by it, the first day of the inundation season marking the start of the new year. The impending arrival of the flood was first detectable at the First Nile Cataract, where the increased volume of water rushing over the granite boulders made a great crashing sound. Over the course of just a few days, the flow there rose fifteen-fold. On the island of Elephantine, a Nilometer measured the height of the floodwaters, for Egypt’s prosperity in the coming year depended on it.


The measurements were pored over by priests and bureaucrats, as they gave an unerringly accurate prediction of the following year’s harvest. Egypt’s earliest historical records – a set of annals carved on a slab of basalt, noting the main events of each year, starting at the beginning of the first dynasty – give pride of place to the height of the annual Nile flood, measured in cubits, palms and fingers. As the Roman historian Pliny explained 2,000 years later:


An average rise is one of sixteen cubits. A smaller volume of water does not irrigate all localities, and a larger one by retiring too slowly retards agriculture . . . In a rise of twelve cubits [Egypt] senses famine, and even at one of thirteen it begins to feel hungry, but fourteen cubits brings cheerfulness, fifteen complete confidence and sixteen delight.5


A flood measuring six feet below normal at Elephantine could reduce agricultural yields by three-quarters, bringing famine. By contrast, a flood six feet above normal would breach dikes, overwhelm settlements, destroy granaries, encourage plagues of insects and delay sowing, causing crops to wither under the hot summer sun. Fortunately, most years, the flood was neither too high nor too low. As the waters spread northwards, the entire floodplain was inundated to a depth of six feet, with only dikes and the towns and villages on higher ground remaining dry. Egypt stood poised to be reborn.


The floodwaters brought twin blessings: water to the fields and a fresh deposit of fertile silt, carried downstream from the Horn of Africa. After sixty days under water, the fields would emerge anew, the soil’s fertility renewed for another year. The magical combination of water and nutrients, under the warmth of the Egyptian sun, gave the Nile Valley an agricultural productivity that was the envy of other lands. It was thanks to the annual inundation that Egypt was able to develop a sophisticated civilization.


As far back as the first dynasties of pharaonic rule, the generative and regenerative potential of the floodplain were worshipped in divine form. When such a god is first attested, in the Pyramid Texts, he is called Osiris, a mysterious name of unknown etymology that matched the mystery of Egypt’s geography. In origin, he was probably a vegetation god. He is often depicted with skin of a greenish-blue hue, the colour of the Nile and the abundant plant life along its banks, or a lustrous black, the colour of the rich alluvial soil. As befitted a god of such ubiquitous yet intangible power, a web of myths grew up around him. In one of the most popular, he was murdered by his jealous brother Seth in a dispute over who should rule Egypt. Seth dismembered his brother’s body and scattered the parts throughout Egypt. Osiris’s grieving widow Isis painstakingly gathered up the pieces of her deceased husband – all save his penis, which Seth had thrown in the Nile. Using her magical powers, she revivified and stimulated her husband, conceiving a son, Horus, who subsequently grew up to avenge his father. Osiris, meanwhile, retreated to the underworld to reign as lord of the afterlife.


The story explicitly links the Nile with the power of regeneration, and describes a mystical bond between daily life in the Valley and the afterlife. Indeed, it was as god of the dead that Osiris achieved national prominence in ancient Egypt. A deceased person was customarily referred to as Osiris, and it was the dying wish of every Egyptian to be reborn into his presence and to live with him in his watery underworld, contributing to the fertility of the Nile Valley for all eternity.


The potency of the Osiris myth is expressed in one of the strangest of all the objects buried with Tutankhamun: a plain wooden frame nearly two metres long, shaped to resemble the mummified Osiris, with his distinctive twin-plumed headdress. Just before the king’s interment, the frame was filled with moist Nile silt and scattered with grain. Miraculously, the seeds would germinate in the tomb, symbolizing the resurrection of god and king alike.


[image: Start of image description. An Osiris bed features a figure of Osiris created from germinating barley seeds. The figure is shown in a profile silhouette and measures 190 centimetres in height. End of image description]


Fig. 4. Osiris bed.


Tutankhamun’s ‘Osiris bed’ harnessed the essence of Egypt’s prosperity to ensure that the king, his realm and its underpinning vitality might endure forever.


[image: scene break image]


The annual cycle of the Nile also determined the seasons in ancient Egypt. The year was deemed to begin with the onset of the flood in early July, with the first of the three seasons named akhet, or ‘inundation’. During this period, fields were under water and the entire floodplain resembled a giant lake. For Egypt’s largely rural population, there was relatively little to do on the land; it was at this time of the year that the state could most easily levy people to work on government projects, like pyramid building. Conveniently, the season of the inundation, when the waters of the Nile were deepest and spread furthest, was the time of year when it was easiest to move materials, especially large blocks of stone, from quarries to construction sites the length and breadth of Egypt.


Once the flood had passed and the waters started to recede, the season of peret, or ‘emergence’, began. The fields, newly watered and fertilized, would gradually emerge, as the Nile shrank back to its former limits. Artificial basins served to capture some of the water, which was used to irrigate land away from the main river channel. All over Egypt, farmers rushed to repair and dredge dikes and irrigation channels, to restore field boundaries and property markers, to till the soil and prepare it for sowing. Seeds germinated quickly in the warm, moist conditions, and before long new crops were emerging. Barley and emmer – a primitive variety of wheat – were the most common cereals in ancient Egypt. Both grew relatively quickly, and might, if conditions were favourable, supply two crops in the course of a year.


After peret came the heat of shemu, the summer season. In other parts of north Africa and the Levant, this was a harsh, unforgiving time of year. In Egypt, thanks to an intricate system of irrigation basins and channels, fields could be kept watered during the final few weeks of the growing season, enabling the grain to ripen in the sun. Then came perhaps the busiest period of the year: harvest time. Family members old and young would help gather the crops, before they were processed and stored. At Elkab, in southern Upper Egypt, the tomb of a local official named Paheri, who lived a few generations before Tutankhamun, is famous for its wall decoration showing the different stages of the harvest. At the start of the process, fields of corn are cut by men with scythes, while attendants gather the ears into stooks. These are transported on the backs of donkeys to the threshing floor, where livestock trample the crop. The grain is winnowed using large wooden scoops, before being taken to granaries for storage.


Every family depended upon its store of grain to see it through the year. If stocks ran short, famine loomed. That was one reason why the state maintained vast central granaries, as an insurance policy against lean times. Huge stores of grain also provided the pharaohs with currency for trade; Egypt’s agricultural bounty could be exchanged for exotic products like timber and metal from less fertile neighbouring lands. The granaries of Egypt were both its food store and its central bank.


As well as storing the summer’s harvest to provide food throughout the year, every farmer in the Nile Valley would set aside some of the grain as seed for the following growing season. Choosing the right amount and quality would determine the success or failure of the next year’s harvest. The surviving correspondence of a farmer named Hekanakht, who lived around 2000 BC, describes what must have been a common concern among cultivators. He was temporarily away from his farm on business, and was eager to ensure that it was being properly managed. He wrote to his steward:


As for all our land that is inundated, you are to cultivate it – take heed . . . Be extra dutiful in cultivating. Watch out that my seed-corn is guarded and that all my property is guarded. Look, I will hold you accountable for it.6


Once the harvest had been gathered, Egypt would prepare itself for the coming inundation. Flood defences would be strengthened, walls and banks reinforced, livestock moved to higher ground. Then it was just a matter of waiting for the river to rise and the agricultural year to begin again. This was the rhythm of life in the Nile Valley from prehistoric times up to the 1960s, when the construction of the High Dam at Aswan brought to an end a way of life that had endured for millennia.


Throughout the long sweep of pharaonic history, the familiar cycle of seasons remained a constant force, powering and shaping Egyptian civilization. Among the objects found scattered on the floor of Tutankhamun’s tomb were a model hoe and a ceremonial sickle. The latter was made of wood and decorated with gold and electrum foil, with inlays of calcite and glass. It was inscribed with the king’s names and the epithet ‘beloved of Hu’, the personification of food. It served as a reminder that, while the pharaoh’s life was far removed from the fields in which his subjects toiled, his throne depended on the country’s agricultural productivity.
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