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October 24, 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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Review and clarifications
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Lower Egypt

Upper Egypt

Slide courtesy of Colleen Manassa

ñBlack landò= Nile Valley

ñRed landò = desert
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Oldest carving in Egypt, as 

old as 12000 years

http://www.perankhgroup.com/egyptian_art.htm
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The cataracts
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2d cataract (1880 photograph)

http://members.madasafish.com/~cj_whitehound/family/George_Shirran_b1866.htm
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Key pre-dynastic moments

ÅNile Valley population immigration, 

competition for scarce resources

ÅLimited burials in relatively elaborate 

tombs with wood coffins

Å Indications of wrapping corpses in strips of 

linen

ÅRhythms of nature: central to theology

ÅNile flooding: central to Egyptian well-

being
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Narmer

Traditionally viewed as having led the south to conquer the 

north

NARMER PALETTE

Front Back 

Excavated at Hierakonopolis



9

Period (dynasties sometimes mushy) Noteworthy events

Pre-dynastic (roughly 5000-3000 BCE, with rise and fall 

of several Nile cultures; includes ñdynasty 0ò)

Å Population shift from desert to Nile

Å Evolution of agriculture, pottery, agriculture, herding, 

boats, trade, well-digging, social hierarchy, control of 

territory up and down the Nile

Å Origin of hieroglyphs

Early Dynastic (3200/2950-2575; dynasties 1-2) Main cemetery established at Saqqara (dynasty2)

Old Kingdom (ca, 2575-2125; dynasties 3-6) Å Dynasty 3: 1st (Step) pyramid at Saqqara (Djoser)

Å Dynasty 4: Meidum, Bent, Red pyramids (Sneferu); 

Giza pyramids (Khufu, Khafra, Menkaura)

1st intermediate period (c. 2125-2010; dynasties 7-10) Egypt divided; dynasties 9-11

Middle Kingdom (2010-1630; dynasties 11-13) Å Egypt reunited; Thebes becomes capital

Å Flourishing of literature

Å Hatshepsut(female ruler; creator of label ñpharaohò)

2nd intermediate period (ca. 1630-1539; dynasties 14-17) Hyksos (ñrulers from foreign lands,ò based in Delta)

New Kingdom (ca. 1539-1069; dynasties 18-20) ¶ Egypt reunited 

¶ Akhenaten (r. 1353-1336) attempts to change 

Egyptian religion

¶ Tutankhamen (son of Akhenaten)

¶ Book of the Dead

¶ Ramesses II (r. 1279-1212)

3rd intermediate period (ca, 1069-664; dynasties 21-25) Egypt fragmented, ruled by many different groups, 

including Nubian period of about a century

Late period (ca. 664-332; dynasties 26-31) Egypt sort of reunited; variety of rulers, including Persian 

kings as pharaohs from afar (dynasty 27)

Ptolemaic (Macedonian-Greek) period (332-30) ¶ Alexander the Great conquers Egypt

¶ His lead general (Ptolemy) begins final ruling family

¶ Manethocreatesdynasty approach

¶ Cleopatra VII (59-30): last pharaoh
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NY Times, Oct. 22, 2013

Å In general in the Levant and Egypt, civilizations had 

significant declines or collapses around 1250-1100 

BCE.

Å Unproven causal theories have included plague, war 

and earthquakes.

Å New study of pollen in Sea of Galilee sediments 

indicates major drought somewhere in this period.

Å Similar but less precise results have come from 

studies in Cyprus, Anatolia, Syria and the Nile Delta.

Å The first recorded hint of trouble was a mid-13th 

century letter from a Hittite queen to Ramses II, 

saying, ñI have no grain in my lands.ò
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Ancient Egyptian psychology

ÅNo differentiation between real-ideal, 

history-ceremony, event-ritual, divine-

worldly, gods-nature

Å Immersion in the concrete, tangible, sensual

ÅFiltering of ñtruthò through perceptions of 

life around them

ÅFear of uncertainty, chaos, novelty

ÅEmbrace of seemingly contradictory ñfactsò



12

Power of religion, worship

ÅMagical power existed in images, words, 

names, spells.

ÅTemples, rituals, funerals, festivals were 

major economic forces.

ÅDreams foreshadowed life events or were 

communications with the gods.
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Creation, the divine

ÅCreation myths were often steeped in divine 

sexuality.

ÅGods were terrifying, but they also listened 

(hearing stelae).

ÅAtum created  the world from a mound 

(benben) in watery chaos (Nun).

ÅNut (sky) and Geb(earth) were siblings who 

begot Isis-Nepthy-Osiris-Seth.

ÅHorus was the son of Isis and Osiris.
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Other important gods

NAME SYMBOL FUNCTION

Tawaret hippo goddess of pregnancy, childbirth

Maôatfeather goddess of order, justice, harmony, 

truth

Thoth ibis, baboon god of wisdom, scribes

Sobek crocodile sometimes creator god, sometimes 

destroyer

Apophis snake god of chaos, leader of evil spirits

Ra/Re solar god who nightly contends with 

Apophis
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Forms of the sun god

From early dynastic period

Å Morning: Khepri (sacred beetle)

Å Midday: Re

Å Evening: Atum

New Kingdom

Å Amun (eventually Amun-Re)

Å Aten (sun disk)
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Her-Heru, the first Priest-King, and Queen Netchemet

reciting a Hymn to the Rising Sun (ca. 150 BCE)

The Apes represent the Spirits of the Dawn.
From a papyrus in the British Museum.

http://www.library.exploreregypt.com/ancient-egypt-history/the-literature-of-the-ancient-egyptians/04-the-book-of-the-dead/images/01-summary-of-chapters_pg_044_f.jpg
http://www.library.exploreregypt.com/ancient-egypt-history/the-literature-of-the-ancient-egyptians/04-the-book-of-the-dead/images/01-summary-of-chapters_pg_044_f.jpg


18

ÅHumans were created from potterôs wheel 

of Khnuméor tears of the eye 

goddesséoré

ÅGods had many human characteristicsé 

including failingsé

ÅThe soul: ka (vital force while alive), ba

(bird-like), akh(considered to be 

omnipresent; while asleep, the living could 

see an akh)
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The heart
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Weighing of the heart
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ñLight-heartedò
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VIII. Egyptian Oracles:

Getting a little help (or not) from 

the gods
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Oracles

ÅOracles, in which a god was called on to 

judge a civil matter, are first known from 

the Middle Kingdom.

ÅDuring Dynasty 18 (New Kingdom) 

oracles came to be used for divine approval 

of political decisions (e.g., a kingôs 

accession, a major trade or military 

expedition), then more mundane matters 

(dynasties 19-20).
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ÅOn horizontal poles, Wabpriests (the lowest 

order) ceremonially carried the portable bark 

with the godôs image out of the temple. 

ÅA question written on a piece of papyrus or an 

ostracon would be laid before the god.

ÅThe god would make the bark move.

ÅLectors (literate priests) announced whether 

the movement showed the godôs favor or 

disfavor.

How did oracles make judgments?
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IX. Religious organization
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The priesthood

ÅSeveral hierarchical ranks of priest existed with 

different chores assigned to different ranks, such 

as:

ÇManaging food deliveries

ÇMonitoring temple property

ÇReading and reciting spells (a special role 

that required literacy)

ÅThe king sometimes selected the highest priests.
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ÅEven relatively small temples had 50-80 

priests.

ÅPriests could serve multiple deities.

ÅPriestly positions were often inherited.

ÅUntil the New Kingdom, most priests had 

other professions and did priestly work part-

time.
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How were priests paid?

ÅPeople were expected to bring offerings to 

leave for gods or the deceased (temples, 

chapels, tombs).

ÅWhile bread and beer were the most common 

offerings, others included far more elaborate 

food and votive objects.

ÅThe offerings ended up on the priestsô own 

tables.

ÅThese were called ñreversionò offerings and 

lasted throughout the history of ancient 

Egypt.
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