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October 17, 2013

A SHORT BUT INTENSE

HISTORY OF ANCIENT EGYPT

AND SOME LATER INTERPRETATIONS

IN FOUR 90-MINUTE MEETINGS
(+ maybea visit to the Peabody)
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Carryover from last time



3

DID HIEROGLYPHS EVOLVE?

Apparently not.  Indications I found on-line suggest that once 

established, they stayed consistent. However, in late ancient 

Egypt, the number of symbols expanded.

(Bonus information: The Rosetta Stone records a priestly 

councilôs decree that affirms the cult of the 13-year-old Ptolemy 

V on the first anniversary of his coronation.)

HOW DID WE LEARN TO READ CUNEIFORM?

This wedge-based script was used by many Mesopotamian 

languages. Over time, it was reduced from about 1000 to 600 

characters; its use ended about 100 BCE.  Between 1835 and 

1851 CE, Henry Rawlinson worked to decipher it via multiple 

inscriptions in three languages (Old Persian, Babylonian and 

Elamite) he found on Persian cliffs.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/themes/writing/decipherment.aspx; http://www.ancient.eu.com/cuneiform/

http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/themes/writing/decipherment.aspx
http://www.ancient.eu.com/cuneiform/
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Sample cuneiform
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Did skin-color prejudice exist?

(decree of SenusretIII [dynasty 12])

"[With regard to] the southern frontieré No Black 

whatsoever shall be permitted to pass [this stone] 

going down stream, whether travelling by land or 

sailing in a boat, with cattle, asses, goats, &c., 

belonging to the Blacks, with the exception of such 

as cometh to do business in the country of Aqenor 

on an embassy. Such, however, shall be well 

entreated in every way. No boats belonging to the 

Blacks shall in future be permitted to pass down the 

river by the region of Heh."

http://www.library.exploreregypt.com/ancient-egypt-history/the-literature-of-the-ancient-egyptians/08-historical-literature/02-edict-

against-the-blacks.html
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Boasting from SenusretIII

At Semnah, a fort at the foot of the Second Cataract: "I made 

my boundary and went further up the river than my fathers. I 

added greatly to it. I give commands [therein]. I am the king, 

and what is said by me is done. What my heart conceiveth my 

hand bringeth to pass. I am [like] the crocodile which seizeth, 

carrieth off, and destroyeth without mercy. Words (or 

matters) do not remain dormant in my heart. To the coward 

soft talk suggesteth longsuffering; this I give not to my 

enemies. Him who attacketh me I attack. I am silent in the 

matter that is for silence; I answer as the matter demandeth. 

Silence after an attack maketh the heart of the enemy bold. 

The attack must be sudden like that of a crocodile. The man 

who hesitateth is a coward, and a wretched creature is he 

who is defeated on his own territory and turned into a slave.ò
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The preceding was an introduction to:

ñThe Black understandeth talk only. Speak to him and 

he falleth prostrate. He fleeth before a pursuer, and he 

pursueth only him that fleeth. The Blacks are not bold men; 

on the contrary, they are timid and weak, and their hearts are 

cowed. My Majesty hath seen them, and [what I say] is no lie.

ñI seized their women, I carried off their workers in 

the fields, I came to their wells, I slew their bulls, I cut their 

corn and I burnt it. 

ñFurthermore, every son of mine who shall keep 

intact this boundary which My Majesty hath made, is indeed 

my son; he is the son who protecteth his father, if he keep 

intact the boundary of him that begot him. He who shall allow 

this boundary to be removed, and shall not fight for it, is not 

my son, and he hath not been begotten by me.ò



8

On the other handé

ÅBlack was a sacred color representing the 

fecundity of the soil.

Å It was also one of the two colors (the other 

was green) used for Osiris.

ÅThen again, it was the color of devils and 

fiends who followed the evil snake god, 

Apophis.

Go figure.
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Power of writing

ÅTo put an evil act, such as Sethôs murder of 

his brother, Osiris, into hieroglyphs could 

make it a permanent part of reality. 

ÅDirect descriptions or representations of 

such acts were usually avoided.

Adapted from Geraldine Pinch
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Review
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Lower Egypt

Upper Egypt

Slide courtesy of Colleen Manassa

ñBlack landò= Nile Valley

ñRed landò = desert
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Key pre-dynastic moments

ÅNile Valley population immigration, competition 

for scarce resources

Å Population diffusion north to Delta, south to 

Nubia

Å Limited burials in relatively elaborate tombs with 

wood coffins

Å Indications of wrapping corpses in strips of linen

Å Earliest known hieroglyphs

ÅSocial status of literacy

ÅRhythms of nature: central to theology

ÅNile flooding: central to Egyptian well-being
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Source material

Å Ostraca

Å Papyri

Å Herodotus, Manetho, et. al. in the Greek and early 

Roman periods of control of Egypt

Å King lists

Å Other inscriptions on walls of Egyptian monuments

Å Art

Å Scientific and relative dating (e.g., C
14

, thermo-

luminescence, dendrochronology, calendric or 

astronomical references, sequence dating)
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Rosetta Stone

196 BCE

Slide courtesy of Colleen Manassa
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Narmer

Traditionally viewed as having led the south to conquer the 

north

NARMER PALETTE

Front Back 

Excavated at Hierakonopolis
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V. The(?) Egyptian mind set;

inseparability of ñreligionò

and the rest of life
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ÅAncient Egyptians were visually oriented and 

keen observers of their environment. 

ÅThey were not prone to distinguish between 

event and ritual or real and ideal, nor did they 

distinguish ñhistoricalò events from 

commemorative scenes.

ÅIt is not meaningful to speak of a ñsecularò 

realm as we would use the term.

Content adapted from Toby Wilkinson
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Change

ÅNew explanations or seeming contradictions 

were layered upon each other.

ÅEgyptian culture sought stability and orderliness 

(vs. chaos), continuity (vs. novelty), 

predictability (vs. randomness), dependability 

(vs. danger).

ÅChange occurred, but some institutions retained 

their form over the millennia, such as:

ÇThe double crown and dress of the king

ÇMany styles of architecture and art 

Content adapted from Emily Teeter
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The double crown 

(reportedly created in dynasty 1)

SenusretIII (dynasty 12, Middle 

Kingdom, ca.1870-1831

UraeusThe double crown 

symbolized the 

separateness of  

the ruler and his 

power over 

unified Egypt
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Other crowns (added at different times)

Over the course of Egyptian history, a variety of 

crowns developed, including:

Hatshepsutôs coronation 

crown; dynasty 18

http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/crownsofegypt.htm; http://s513.photobucket.com/user/Siyankan/media/Crowns/Khepresh.jpg.html

New Kingdom: 2-feathers 

(first used in:dynasty4), 

ramôs horns

Nemes; 1st use: 

dynasty 3 

(Djoser)

Khepresh: blue war crown 

(New Kingdom)

Atef crown (Osiris); earliest 

use: dynasty 5

Amun crown (also double 

crown); first use: dynasty 11 Divine goddess crown 

(esp. Isis, Hathor)

http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/crownsofegypt.htm
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Nemes with uraeus and vulture

ÅThe uraeus(Egyptian 

cobra), ready to strike, 

represents the Lower 

Egyptian goddess 

Wadjet.

ÅThe Egyptian vulture 

represents the Upper 

Egyptian tutelary 

goddess Nekhbet; 

sometimes it was 

replaced by a 2nd

cobra.
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Knowing the unknowable

Everything that was ñunknowableòðfor 

example, why and how the sun crossed the 

heavens, or where the sun went when it setð

could be explained only in concrete and 

familiar terms, without speculative thought.

ÅThe sun crossed the sky in a boat as people 

traveled the Nile by boat.

ÅOr the sun was a great orb pushed across 

the morning sky by a scarab, like the dung 

beetle of the natural world.

Content adapted from Emily Teeter
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Nut

The heaven that the sun crossed was also 

the star-studded body of the goddess Nut.
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Everywhere they looked, Egyptians saw 

reminders of religion and the gods. For 

example:

ÅTemples were the dominant feature of every 

landscape, and every good-sized town had 

many of them.

ÅChapels, both private and public, dedicated 

to specific deities dotted the Egyptian 

landscape.

Content adapted from Emily Teeter
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ÅChapels of the Hearing Ears were located 

on the exterior walls of temples, where 

they could be approached by anyone. 

ÅPortable stelaedecorated with the ears of 

the god and intercessory statues gave 

petitioners immediate contact with gods 

assumed to be sympathetic and helpful.
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The stela(or ñsteleò)

ÅStelais Greek for a pillar or vertical tablet inscribed or 

decorated with reliefs and used as a mortuary or historical 

commemorative.  

ÅThey were initially made of wood and later of stone, 

normally rounded at one end.

ÅThey might be freestanding ,part of another structure (e.g., 

a tomb wall), designate boundaries, or play particular roles 

in temples and shrines.

Margaret R. Bunson, Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt [rev.], Facts on File, Inc. 2002
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ÅSeveral of the gods, including Amun, Ptah, Horus, Isis and 

Thoth were described as "great of hearing" or "of hearing ears.ñ  

ÅStelaewith ears of listening gods began in the New Kingdom.

http://www.egyptianmyths.net/ear.htmhttp://ancientpeoples.tumblr.com/post/45859384683/need-want-love-replied-to-your-post-while-were


