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Figure 2.1 Sphinx at Gizeh, 
Egypt, ca. 2540–2514 B.C.E. 
Limestone, length 240 ft., 
height 65 ft. The Sphinx looks 
to the East: the place of 
revival and rebirth associated 
with the rising sun, a natural 
life force deified by the 
ancient Egyptians.
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“The barges sail upstream and downstream too,
for every way is open at your rising.”
The Hymn to the Aten
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Africa: Ancient Egypt
Ancient Egyptian civilization emerged along the banks 
of the Nile River in Northeast Africa. From the heart of 
Africa, the thin blue thread of the Nile flowed some 4000 
miles to its fan-shaped delta at the Mediterranean Sea. 
Along this river, agricultural villages thrived, coming under 
the rule of a sole ruler around 3150 b.c.e. Surrounded by 
sea and desert, Egypt was relatively invulnerable to for-
eign invasion (Map 2.1), a condition that lent stability to 
Egyptian history. Unlike Mesopotamia, home to many dif-
ferent civilizations, ancient Egypt enjoyed a fairly uniform 
religious, political, and cultural life that lasted for almost 
3000 years. Its population shared a common language and 
a common perception of reality.

The Gods of Ancient Egypt
Geography, climate, and the distinctive features of the 
natural environment worked to shape the world-views and 
religious beliefs of all ancient peoples. In the hot, arid 
climate of Northeast Africa, where ample sunlight made 
possible the cultivation of crops, the sun god held the 
place of honor. Variously called Amon, Rē (Ra), or Aten, 
this god was considered greater than any other deity in the 
Egyptian pantheon. His cult dominated the polytheistic 
belief system of ancient Egypt for three millennia. Equally 
important to Egyptian life was the Nile, the world’s long-
est river. Egypt, called by the Greek historian Herodotus 
“the gift of the Nile,” depended on the annual overflow 
of the Nile, which left fertile layers of rich silt along its 
banks. The 365-day cycle of the river’s inundation became 
the basis of the solar calendar and the primary source of 
Egypt’s deep sense of order. In the regularity of the sun’s 
daily cycle and the Nile’s annual deluge, ancient Egyptians 
found security. From the natural elements—the sun, the 
Nile, and the largely flat topography of North Africa—they 
also constructed their cosmology, that is, their theory of 

LOOKING AHEAD

In Africa, as in Mesopotamia, the forces of nature challenged the 
rise of civilization. The sun that nourished a bountiful harvest, 
the winds that swept away whole villages, the rains that caused 
rivers to flood the land—all these affected daily life, even as they 
do in our own time. Among our ancestors, however, for whom 
survival was a day-to-day struggle, such forces and the gods that 
represented them assumed supreme importance. The success 

of ancient Africa’s first civilization depended on a shared view 
of the earthly order as god-given and as immutably fixed in 
nature, on strong leadership, and on communal cooperation. As in 
Mesopotamia, the bonds between the divine and secular realms 
governed social and moral life. So, “gods, rulers, and the social 
order” remains the threefold focus of our survey.

Map 2.1 Ancient Egypt. The Nile River begins in the mountains of modern-day 
Ethiopia and southern Sudan. It flows north for more than 4000 miles to the delta, 
where it empties into the Mediterranean Sea. Ancient Egypt flourished along the 
750-mile stretch from Aswan to the Mediterranean. The terms “Upper Egypt” and 
“Lower Egypt” reflect the fact that the Nile flows from highlands in the south to 
the lowlands of the north.
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46 CHAPTER 2  Africa: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

the origin and structure of the universe. Egyptian myths of 
creation describe the earth as a flat platter floating on the 
waters of the underworld. At the beginning of time, the 
Nile’s primordial waters brought forth a mound of silt, out 
of which emerged the self-generating sun god; and from 
that god, the rest of Egypt’s gods were born.

Ancient Egyptians viewed the sun’s daily ascent in the 
east as symbolic of the god’s “rebirth”; his daily resurrec-
tion signified the victory of the forces of day, light, purity, 
goodness, and life over those of night, darkness, igno-
rance, evil, and death. In the cyclical regularity of nature 
evidenced by the daily rising and setting of the sun, the 
ancient Egyptians perceived both the inevitability of death 
and the promise of birth. The cult of the sun dominated 
the religious history of ancient Egypt. In the earliest hymns 
of the Old Kingdom, Rē (or Ra) was celebrated as the self-
generating life force. Like other ancient deities, he was 
known by many names, each of which described a different 
aspect of his power: Amun or Amon (giver of the breath 

of life), Atum (the setting sun), and Aten (the disk of the 
sun; see Reading 2.1). Hymns of praise were probably 
accompanied by rituals of renewal honoring the pharaoh, 
the divinely appointed representative of the sun:

Praise to thee, O Rē, when thou settest, Atum . . .
Divine divinity that came into being of himself,
Primeval god, that existed at the beginning.

The transfer of power from the sun god to the pharaoh 
was frequently shown in Egyptian tombs and temples. In a 
carved relief from the White Chapel at Karnak, the phar-
aoh Sesostris, wearing the combined crowns of Upper and 
Lower Egypt, and holding the scepter and staff of author-
ity, receives from Amon the symbol of life known as the 
ankh (Figure 2.2).

Second only to the sun as the major natural force in 
Egyptian life was the Nile River. Ancient Egyptians identi-
fied the Nile with Osiris, ruler of the underworld and god 
of the dead. According to Egyptian myth, Osiris was slain 
by his evil brother, Set, who chopped his body into pieces 
and threw them into the Nile. But Osiris’ loyal wife, Isis, 
Queen of Heaven, gathered the fragments and restored 
Osiris to life. The union of Isis and the resurrected Osiris 
produced a son, Horus, who ultimately avenged his father 
by overthrowing Set and becoming ruler of Egypt. The 
Osiris myth vividly describes the idea of resurrection that 

Principal Egyptian Gods

Name Role Depicted As

Amon sun god, creator of heaven 
 and earth falcon, sun rays

Anubis patron of embalmers,  
 god of cemeteries  jackal

Aten god of the solar disk solar disk

Bes helper of women in childbirth, 
 protector against snakes lion-faced dwarf

Hapi god of the Nile bull

Hathor mother, wife, and daughter 
 of Ra, sky goddess cow

Horus son of Isis and Osiris, sky god falcon

Isis wife of Osiris, mother of 
 Horus, fertility goddess female

Maat goddess of truth and 
 universal order head-feather

Osiris god of the underworld mummified king

Ptah creator of humans, patron 
 of craftspeople mummified man

Set brother of Osiris, god of  pig, ass, 
 storms and violence hippopotamus

Thoth inventor of writing, patron 
 of scribes ibis

Figure 2.2 Amon receives Sesostris (Senusret) I, pillar relief, White Chapel, 
Karnak, ca. 1925 B.C.E. The god Amon, on the right, grants everlasting life (in the 
form of the ankh) to the Middle Kingdom pharaoh Sesostris. Behind the pharaoh 
stands the protective falcon-headed god Horus.
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was central to the ancient Egyptian belief system. Although 
the cult of the sun in his various aspects dominated the 
official religion of Egypt, local gods and goddesses—more 
than 2000 of them—made up the Egyptian pantheon. 
These deities, most of whom held multiple powers, played 
protective roles in the daily lives of the ancient Egyptians. 
However, the following invocation to Isis, found inscribed 
on a sculpture of the goddess, suggests her central role 
among the female deities of Egypt:

Praise to you, Isis, the Great One
God’s Mother, Lady of Heaven,
Mistress and Queen of the Gods.

The Rulers of Ancient Egypt
Local rulers governed the Neolithic villages along the Nile 
until roughly 3150  b.c.e., when they were united under 
the authority of Egypt’s first pharaoh, Narmer (also known 
as Menes). This important political event—the union of 
Upper and Lower Egypt—is commemorated on a 2-foot-
high slate object known as the Palette of King Narmer (see 
LOOKING INTO, Figure 2.4, see page 48), and initiated 
Egypt’s first dynasty. For some 2500 years to follow, ancient 
Egypt was ruled by a succession of dynasties, the history 
of which was divided into chronological periods by an 
Egyptian priest of the third century b.c.e.

Civil dissent marked the intermediate period between 
the Old and Middle kingdoms, while the era between 
the Middle and New kingdoms (the second intermedi-
ate period) withstood the invasion of the Hyksos, warlike 
tribes who introduced the horse and chariot into Egypt. 
Following the expulsion of the Hyksos, New Kingdom 
pharaohs (the word means “great house” in the sense of 
“first family”) created Egypt’s first empire, extending royal 
authority far into Syria, Palestine, and Nubia. The last elev-
en Egyptian dynasties (XXI–XXXI) struggled through cen-
turies of political volatility. Foreign invasions, ending with 
the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 b.c.e., 
finally brought the 3000-year-old civilization to an end.

Throughout their long history, ancient Egyptians viewed 
the land as sacred. It was owned by the gods, ruled by the 
pharaohs, and farmed by the peasants with the assistance 
of slaves. The fruits of each harvest were shared according 
to the needs of the community. This divinely sanctioned 
way of life, known as theocratic socialism, provided Egypt 
with an abundance of food and a surplus that encour-
aged widespread trade. The land itself, however, passed 
from generation to generation not through the male but 

through the female line, that is, from the king’s daughter 
to the man she married. For the pharaoh’s son to come to 
the throne, he would have to marry his own sister or half-
sister (hence the numerous brother–sister marriages in 
Egyptian dynastic history). This tradition, probably related 
to the practice of tracing parentage to the child-bearer, 
lasted longer in Egypt than anywhere else in the ancient 
world. In the free-standing sculpture of the Old Kingdom 
pharaoh Mycerinus, the queen stands proudly at his side, 
one arm around his waist and the other gently touching his 
arm (Figure 2.3). A sense of shared purpose is conveyed by 

Figure 2.3 Pair statue of Mycerinus and Queen Kha-merer-nebty II, Gizeh, 
Mycerinus, fourth dynasty, ca. 2599–1571 B.C.E. Slate schist, height 4 ft. 61∕2 in. 
(complete statue).

Chronology

Early dynastic period ca. 3100–2700 B.C.E. (Dynasties I–II)

Old Kingdom ca. 2700–2150 B.C.E. (Dynasties III–VI)

Middle Kingdom ca. 2050–1785 B.C.E. (Dynasties XI–XII)

New Kingdom ca. 1575–1085 B.C.E. (Dynasties XVIII–XX)
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LOOKING INTO

The back of the slate palette (right) shows the triumphant Narmer 
seizing a fallen enemy by the hair. Below his feet lie the bodies of 
the vanquished. To his left, a slave (represented smaller in size than 
Narmer) dutifully carries his master’s sandals. At the upper right is 
the victorious falcon, symbol of the god Horus. Horus/Narmer holds 

by the leash the now-subdued lands of Lower Egypt, symbolized 
by a severed head and papyrus, the reedlike plants that grow 
along the Nile. On the front (left), the top register bears a victory 
procession flanked by rows of defeated soldiers, who stand with 
their decapitated heads between their legs.

The Palette of King Narmer

Figure 2.4 The Palette 
of King Narmer (front 
and back), ca. 3100 B.C.E. 
Slate, height 25 in.

hieroglyph with Narmer’s name royal palace

Narmer’s vizier

royal symbols 
carried in 
procession

the defeated with 
their decapitated 
heads

long-necked lions

city walls

palace of the 
defeated city

bull symbolizing 
royal power

royal lion tamers

sandal-bearer

Narmer 
wearing crown 
of Lower Egypt

Front

white crown 
of Upper Egypt

hieroglyph with Narmer’s name

mace

Horus, the sky 
god, holding 
the conquered 
by a leash

papyrus blossoms, 
symbols of 
Lower Egypt

hieroglyph 
identifying 
Narmer’s victim

defeated enemies

sandal-bearer

Narmer

Hathor, the 
sky goddess

Hathor, the sky goddess

Back

LK049_P0044ED044-062_BK1_CH02.indd   48 27/11/2014   17:43



CHAPTER 2  Africa: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order 49

The Cult of the Dead
Ancient Egyptians venerated the pharaoh as the living 
representative of the sun god. They believed that on his 
death, the pharaoh would join with the sun to govern 
Egypt eternally. His body was prepared for burial by means 
of a special ten-week embalming procedure that involved 
removing all his internal organs (with the exception of his 
heart) and filling his body cavity with preservatives. His 
intestines, stomach, lungs, and liver were all embalmed 
separately; the brain was removed and discarded. The 
king’s corpse was then wrapped in fine linen and placed 
in an elaborately ornamented coffin (Figure 2.5), which 
was floated down the Nile on a royal barge to a burial site 
at Gizeh, near the southern tip of the Nile delta (see Map 
2.1). The earliest Egyptian tombs—homes for the dead—
were probably modeled on Egypt’s domestic dwellings. 
These rectangular single-story mud-brick tombs, called 
mastabas, consisted of an offering chamber, a room that 
held a statue of the dead, and a shaft that descended to the 
burial chamber some 100 feet below the ground. Stacking 
five mastabas of decreasing size one on top of another, the 
third-dynasty architect Imenhotep produced the impres-
sive stepped pyramid for King Zoser, who ruled shortly 
before 2600 b.c.e. (Figure 2.6). The pyramidal shape may 
have been inspired by the mythical mound of silt from 
which the primordial sun god was said to have risen. With 
the fourth-dynasty pharaohs of the Old Kingdom, the true 
geometric pyramid took shape.

their lifted chins and confident demeanor. While Egypt’s 
rulers were traditionally male, women came to the throne 
three times. The most notable of all female pharaohs, 
Hatshepsut (ca.  1500–1447  b.c.e.), governed Egypt for 
twenty-two years. She is often pictured in male attire, wear-
ing the royal wig and false beard, and carrying the crook 
and the flail—traditional symbols of rulership.

Egyptian Theocracy
From earliest times, political power was linked with spiritu-
al power and superhuman might. The Egyptians held that 
divine power flowed from the gods to their royal agents. 
In this theocracy, reigning monarchs represented heaven’s 
will on earth. While the pharaoh ruled in the name of the 
immortal and generative sun god, he was also identified 
with the falcon-headed god Horus, the avenging son of 
Osiris and Isis (see Figure 2.2). So close was the association 
between rulers and the gods that Egyptian hymns honor-
ing the pharaoh address him in terms identical with those 
that supplicate the gods.

In the visual arts, rulers and gods alike were depicted 
with the attributes and physical features of powerful ani-
mals. Such is the case with the Great Sphinx, the recum-
bent creature that guards the entrance to the ceremonial 
complex at Gizeh (see Figure 2.1). This haunting figure, 
antiquity’s largest and earliest surviving colossal statue, 
bears the portrait head of the Old Kingdom pharaoh 
Khafre and the body of a lion, king of the beasts. As such, 
it is a hybrid symbol of superhuman power and authority.

Law in Ancient Egypt
In ancient Egypt, long-standing customs and unwritten 
rules preceded the codification and transcription of civil 
and criminal law. Indeed, Egyptian law consisted of the 
unwritten decrees of the pharaoh (passed down orally 
until they were transcribed during the New Kingdom). An 
inscription on an Old Kingdom tomb wall sums up this 
phenomenon as follows: “The law of the land is the mouth 
of the pharaoh.” In Egypt, no written laws have been pre-
served from any period before the fourth century  b.c.e. 
When one considers that toward the end of the thirteenth 
century b.c.e. the pharaoh Rameses II ruled approximately 
three million people, it is clear that the oral tradition—the 
verbal transmission of rules, conventions, and customs—
played a vital part in establishing political continuity .

Science and Technology

2650 B.C.E.   Pharaoh Khufu (or Cheops) orders construction 
of the Great Pyramid of Gizeh †

1500 B.C.E.  Egyptians employ a simple form of the sundial

1450 B.C.E.  the water clock is devised in Egypt

1400 B.C.E.  glass is produced in Egypt and Mesopotamia

†All dates in this chapter are approximate

Figure 2.5 Egyptian mummy and coffin, ca. 1000 B.C.E.
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50 CHAPTER 2  Africa: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

Figure 2.6 Stepped pyramid of King Zoser, Saqqara, ca. 2630 B.C.E.

Figure 2.8 Great pyramids of Gizeh: from left to right, Menkure, ca. 2575 B.C.E., Khufu (Khefren), ca. 2650 B.C.E., Khafre, ca. 2600 B.C.E. Top height 480 ft. (approx.).

log sled

mud and 
rubble ramp

Figure 2.7 Pyramid construction. Some historians speculate that the vast 
stone building-blocks were hauled into position using log sleds and inclined 
ramps made of packed sand.

Constructed between 2600 and 2500  b.c.e., the pyra-
mids are technological wonders, as well as symbols of 
ancient Egypt’s endurance through time. A workforce 
of some 50,000 men (divided into gangs of twenty-five) 
labored for almost thirty years to raise the Great Pyramid 
of Khufu. According to recent DNA analysis of the work-
ers found buried at Gizeh, the pyramid builders were 
Egyptians, not foreign slaves as was previously assumed. 
This native workforce quarried, transported, and assem-
bled thousands of mammoth stone blocks, most weighing 

between 2 and 50 tons. These they lifted from tier to tier 
by means of levers—although some historians speculate 
that they were slid into place on inclined ramps of sand 
and rubble (Figure 2.7). Finally, the laborers faced the 
surfaces of the great tombs with finely polished limestone. 
All these feats were achieved with copper saws and chisels, 
and without pulleys or mortar.

The Great Pyramid of Khufu, which stands as part of 
a large walled burial complex at Gizeh (Figures 2.8 and 
2.9), consists of more than two million stone blocks rising 
to a height of approximately 480 feet and covering a base 
area of 13 acres. The royal burial vault, hidden within a 
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Figure 2.11 Seated scribe, Saqqara. 
Fifth dynasty, ca. 2400 B.C.E. 

Painted limestone, height 21 in. 
The scribe was one of the 
highest officials in ancient 
Egypt. Trained in reading, 

writing, law, religion, and 
mathematics, scribes often 

ranked as scholars and priests. 
The eyes of this limestone figure 
were once inlaid with rock 
crystal, calcite, and magnesite 
mounted in copper.

series of chambers connected to the exterior by tunnels 
(Figure 2.10), was prepared as a home for eternity—a trib-
ute to communal faith in the eternal benevolence of the 
pharaoh. Its chambers were filled with his most cherished 
possessions: priceless treasures of jewelry, weapons, and 
furniture, all of which he might require in the life 
to come. The walls of the chamber were painted 
with colored pigments, a technique known as 
fresco secco (dry fresco), or carved in relief 
with images visualizing sacred rituals and 
daily activities (see Figure 2.18). Hieroglyphs 
formed an essential component of pictorial 
illustration, narrating the achievements of 
Egypt’s rulers, listing the grave goods, 
and offering perpetual prayers for 
the deceased (see also Figures 2.2, 
2.4, and 2.13). Carved and painted 
figures representing important 
royal officials, such as administra-
tors and scribes, accompanied the 
pharaoh to the afterlife (Figure 
2.11). Other figures representing 
servants carried provisions such 
as bread, fowl, beer, and linens. 

The carved images may have served as surrogates for 
servants and slaves who, in earlier times, went to the grave 
with their masters. Death masks or “reserve” portrait heads 
of the pharaoh might be placed in the tomb to provide 
the king’s ka (life force or divine essence) with safe and 

familiar dwelling places.
Intended primarily as homes for the dead, the 

pyramids were built to assure the ruler’s com-
fort in the afterlife. However, in the centuries 
after their construction, grave robbers greed-
ily despoiled them, and their contents were 

largely plundered and lost. Middle and Late 
Kingdom pharaohs turned to other methods 

of burial, including interment in the 
rock cliffs along the Nile and in 
unmarked graves in the Valley of 
the Kings, west of Thebes. In time, 
these too were pillaged. One of the 
few royal graves to have escaped 
vandalism was that of a minor 
fourteenth-century  b.c.e. ruler 
named Tutankhamen (ca.  1345–
1325  b.c.e.). Uncovered by the 
British archeologist Howard 

king’s 
chamber

airshaftairshaft 

so-called queen’s chamber

false tomb chamber
thieves’ 
tunnels

entrance

grand gallery

relieving blocks

Figure 2.10 Burial chambers within a typical pyramid.
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valley 
templepyramid of Mycerinus

funerary temple

causeway

queens’ pyramid 
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Figure 2.9 Reconstruction of the pyramids of Khufu and Khafre at Gizeh, 
ca. 2650–2600 B.C.E.

LK049_P0044ED044-062_BK1_CH02.indd   51 27/11/2014   17:43
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Figure 2.12 Cover of the coffin of Tutankhamen (ca. 1345–1325 B.C.E.) (detail), from the Valley of the Kings. Gold with inlay of enamel, carnelian, lapis lazuli, 
and turquoise, height 6 ft.
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Carter in 1922, the tomb housed riches of astonishing 
variety, including the pharaoh’s solid-gold coffin, inlaid 
with semiprecious carnelian and lapis lazuli (Figure 2.12), 
and a lavish throne depicting Tutankhamen and his wife 
(Figure 2.13). Standing below the shining disk of the sun 
god, the queen, in an ankle-length gown, tenderly straight-
ens her consort’s collar. Above them the sun disk’s rays end 
in human hands, some of which carry the ankh.

The promise of life after death seems to have domi-
nated at all levels of Egyptian culture. The most elaborate 
homes for the dead were reserved for royalty and members 
of the aristocracy, but recent excavations of the lower cem-
etery at Gizeh reveal at least 700 graves of workmen and 
artisans. In the coffins of ancient Egypt’s dead are found 
papyrus scrolls inscribed with prayers and incantations 
to guide the soul in the afterlife. The Book of the Dead, a 
collection of funerary prayers originating as far back as 
4000 b.c.e., prepared each individual for final judgment. 

In the presence of the gods Osiris and Isis, the dead souls 
were expected to recite a lengthy confession attesting to 
their purity of heart, including:

I have not done iniquity.
I have not robbed with violence.
I have not done violence [to any man].
I have not committed theft.
I have not slain man or woman.
I have not made light the bushel.
I have not acted deceitfully.
I have not uttered falsehood.
I have not defiled the wife of a man.
I have not stirred up strife.
I have not cursed the god.
I have not behaved with insolence.
I have not increased my wealth, except with such things 
as are my own possessions.

Figure 2.13  Throne with Tutankhamen (ca. 1345–1325 B.C.E.) and Queen (detail of the back), late Marana period, New Kingdom, eighteenth dynasty. Wood, plated with 
gold and silver, inlays of glass paste, 12 × 12 in. (approx.). The rays of the sun god shine down on Tutankhamen and his consort. Both wear lavish crowns that symbolize 
authority over Upper and Lower Egypt.
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A painted papyrus scroll from the Book of the Dead brings 
to life the Last Judgment itself: the enthroned Osiris, god 
of the underworld (far right), and his wife, Isis (far left), 
oversee the ceremony in which the heart of the deceased 
Princess Entiu-ny is weighed against the figure of Truth 
(Figure 2.14). Having made her testimony, the princess 
watches as the jackal-headed god of death, Anubis, pre-
pares her heart for the ordeal. “Grant thou,” reads the 
prayer to Osiris, “that I may have my being among the liv-
ing, and that I may sail up and down the river among those 
who are in thy following.” If the heart is not “found true by 
trial of the Great Balance,” it will be devoured by the mon-
ster Ament, thus meeting a second death. If pure, it might 
sail with the sun “up and down the river,” or flourish in a 
realm where wheat grows high and the living souls of the 
dead enjoy feasting and singing. An image of this heavenly 
domain is depicted on the walls of the tomb of Sennudjem: 
the “fields of the blessed” are bordered by beneficent gods 
(top) and flourishing fruit trees (bottom) (Figure 2.15). 
Here, death is a continuation of daily life in a realm that 
floats eternally on the primordial waters—indicated by the 
jagged blue lines that frame the registers.

Akhenaten’s Reform
Throughout the dynastic history of Egypt, the central 
authority of the pharaoh was repeatedly contested by 
local temple priests, each of whom held religious and 
political sway in their own regions along the Nile. Perhaps 
in an effort to consolidate his authority against priestly 
encroachment, the New Kingdom pharaoh Amenhotep IV 
(ca. 1353–1336 b.c.e.) defied the tradition of polytheism 

by elevating Aten (god of the sun disk) to a position of 
supremacy over all other gods. “The Hymn to the Aten,” 
which is based on earlier Egyptian songs of praise, dates 
from the reign of Amenhotep IV.

READING 2.1  From “The Hymn to the Aten” 
(ca. 1352–1336 B.C.E.)

You rise in perfection on the horizon of the sky 1

 living Aten,1 who started life.
Whenever you are risen upon the eastern horizon
 you fill every land with your perfection.
 You are appealing, great, sparkling, high over every land; 5

 your rays hold together the lands as far as everything you have 
made.

Since you are Rē,2 you reach as far as they do,
 and you curb them for your beloved son.
Although you are far away, your rays are upon the land;
 you are in their faces, yet your departure is not observed. 10

Whenever you set on the western horizon,
 the land is in darkness in the manner of death.
They sleep in a bedroom with heads under the covers,
 and one eye does not see another.
 If all their possessions which are under their heads were stolen, 15

 they would not know it.

1 The sun disk.
2 Another name for the sun god, associated with his regenerative 

powers.

Figure 2.14 Scene from a funerary papyrus, Book of the Dead, ca. 1285 B.C.E. Height 113∕4 in. Princess Entiu-ny stands to the left of a set of scales on which Anubis, the 
jackal-headed god, weighs her heart against the figure of Truth, while Osiris, Lord of the Dead, judges from his throne. His wife, Isis, stands behind the princess.
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Figure 2.15 Illustration of Spell 110 from the Book of the Dead in the burial chamber of Sennudjem, ca. 1279 B.C.E. Frescoes like this one were preserved by Egypt’s dry 
climate. The blue color (a compound of calcium copper tetrasilicate) used in frescoes like this one is believed to be the world’s oldest artificial pigment.
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Every lion who comes out of his cave
 and all the serpents bite,
 for darkness is a blanket.
The land is silent now, because he who made them 20

 is at rest on his horizon

But when day breaks you are risen upon the horizon,
 and you shine as the Aten in the daytime.
When you dispel darkness and you give forth your rays
 the two lands3 are in festival, 25

 alert and standing on their feet,
 now that you have raised them up.
Their bodies are clean,
 and their clothes have been put on;
 their arms are [lifted] in praise at your rising. 30

The entire land performs its work:
 all the cattle are content with their fodder,
 trees and plants grow,
 birds fly up to their nests,
 their wings [extended] in praise for your Ka.4 35

All the Kine5 prance on their feet;
 everything which flies up and alights,
 they live when you
 have risen for them.
The barges sail upstream and downstream too, 40

 for every way is open at your rising.
The fishes in the river leap before your face
 when your rays are in the sea.

You who have placed seed in woman
 and have made sperm into man, 45

 who feeds the son in the womb of his mother,
 who quiets him with something to stop his crying;
 you are the nurse in the womb,
 giving breath to nourish all that has been begotten.

Q Which of Aten’s powers are glorified 
in this hymn?

Changing his own name to Akhenaten (“Shining Spirit 
of Aten”), the pharaoh abandoned the political capital at 
Memphis and the religious center at Thebes to build a new 
palace midway between the two at a site called Akhetaten 
(“Place of the Sun Disk’s Power”) (see Map 2.1). 

Akhenaten’s chief wife, Queen Nefertiti, along with her 
mother-in-law, assisted in organizing the affairs of state. 
The mother of six daughters, Nefertiti is often pictured as 
Isis, the goddess from whom all Egyptian queens were said 
to have descended. Nefertiti’s confident beauty inspired 
numerous sculpted likenesses, some of which are striking 
in their blend of realism and abstraction (Figure 2.16). 
Akhenaten’s monotheistic reform lasted only as long as 
his reign, and in the years following his death, Egypt’s 
conservative priests and nobles returned to the polytheism 
of their forebears.

The Social Order
Like all ancient civilizations, Egypt could not have existed 
without a high level of cooperation among those whose 
individual tasks—governing, trading, farming, fighting—
contributed to communal survival. Powerful families, tribes, 
and clans, usually those that had proved victorious in battle, 
established long-standing territorial claims. Such families 
often claimed descent from, or association with, the gods. 
Once royal authority was entrenched, it was almost impos-
sible to unseat. The ruling dynasty, in conjunction with a 
priestly caste that supervised the religious activities of the 
community, formed an elite group of men and women who 
regulated the lives of the lower classes: merchants, farmers, 
herders, artisans, soldiers, and servants. Nevertheless, the 
class structure in ancient Egypt seems to have been quite 
flexible. Ambitious individuals of any class were free to rise 
in status, usually by way of education.

For well over 2000 years, Egypt was administered by the 
pharaoh’s vast bureaucracy, members of which collected 
taxes, regulated public works, and mobilized the army. In 
the social order, these individuals, along with large land-
owners and priests, constituted the upper classes. As in all 
ancient societies, power was not uniformly distributed but 
descended from the top rung of the hierarchy in dimin-
ishing degrees of influence. Those closest to the pharaoh 
participated most fully in his authority and prestige. Other 
individuals might advance their positions and improve 
their status through service to the pharaoh.

Figure 2.16 Portrait of head 
of Queen Nefertiti, New 
Kingdom, eighteenth dynasty, 
ca. 1355 B.C.E. Painted 
limestone, height 20 in.

3 Upper and Lower Egypt.
4 The governing spirit or soul of a person or god.
5 Cows.
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Egyptian Women
Possibly because all property was inherited through the 
female line, Egyptian women seem to have enjoyed a large 
degree of economic independence, as well as civil rights 
and privileges. Women who could write and calculate 
might go into business. Women of the pharaoh’s harem 
oversaw textile production, while others found positions 
as shopkeepers, midwives, musicians, and dancers (Figure 
2.17). Nevertheless, men were wary of powerful women, as 
is indicated in a Middle Kingdom manual of good conduct, 
which offers the husband this advice concerning his wife: 
“Make her happy while you are alive, for she is land profit-
able to her lord. Neither judge her nor raise her to a posi-
tion of power . . . her eye is a stormwind when she sees.”

The Arts in Ancient Egypt
Literature
Ancient Egypt did not produce any literary masterpieces. 
Nevertheless, from tomb and temple walls, and from 
papyrus rolls, come prayers and songs, royal decrees 
and letters, prose tales, and texts that served to educate 
the young. One school text, which reflects the fragile 
relationship between oral and written traditions, reads: 
“Man decays, his corpse is dust,/ All his kin have perished;

Figure 2.17 Procession of female musicians with instruments, including a harp, double pipes, and a lyre, Tomb of Djeserkarasneb, Thebes, ca. 1580–1314 B.C.E. 
Copy of the original.

At the top of the bureaucratic pyramid stood the vizier. 
Essential to the administration and the security of the state, 
the vizier was in charge of appointing members of the 
royal bureaucracy and dispatching the local officials. He 
oversaw the mobilization of troops, the irrigation of canals, 
and the taking of inventories, and, with the assistance of 
official scribes, he handled all litigation for the Egyptian 
state. Merchants, traders, builders, and scribes made up a 
prosperous middle class, who ranked in status just below 
the aristocracy. At the base of the social pyramid, the great 
masses of peasants constituted the agricultural backbone 
of ancient Egypt. Aided by slaves, peasant men and women 
worked side by side to farm the land. Even in the afterlife, 
husbands and wives shared the tasks of reaping and plow-
ing (see Figure 2.15). Class status seems to have extended 
into the afterlife: in the cemeteries recently uncovered 
at Gizeh, artisans received separate and more elaborate 
burials than common laborers. Slaves constituted a class of 
unfree men and women. In the ancient world, slaves were 
victims of military conquest. Enslaving one’s enemy cap-
tives was a humane alternative to executing them. Some 
people became slaves as punishment for criminal acts, and 
still others as a result of falling into debt. Slaves might be 
sold or traded like any other form of property, but in Egypt 
and elsewhere in the ancient world, it appears that some 
slaves were able to acquire sufficient wealth to buy their 
own or their children’s freedom.
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/ But a book makes him remembered,/ Through the 
mouth of its reciter.” The so-called wisdom literature of 
Egypt, which consists of words of advice and instruction, 
anticipates parts of the Hebrew Bible.

During the Middle Kingdom, as Egypt’s government 
grew in size, increasing emphasis was placed on the impor-
tance of keeping written records. The Satire on Trades, a 
standard exercise for student scribes, argues that the life 
of a government clerk is preferable to that of a farmer, 
baker, soldier, metalworker, or priest. “Behold,” it con-
cludes, “there is no profession free of a boss—except for 
the scribe: he is the boss!”

From the New Kingdom came a very personal genre of 
poetry that would come to be called lyric (literally, accom-
panied by the lyre or harp, see Figure 2.17). In the follow-
ing three poems, two in a male voice and one female (from 
a group of poems known as “songs of the Birdcatcher’s 
Daughter”), images from nature are freely employed to 
evoke sentiments of love and desire. Lines 5 to 7 of the 
second poem illustrate the effective use of simile, while the 
third poem operates as an extended metaphor.

READING 2.2 Egyptian Poetry

I will lie down inside, 1

 and there I will feign illness.
Then my neighbours will enter to see,
 and then my sister1  will come with them.
She’ll put the doctor to shame, 5

 for she will understand 
 my illness.

—–◆–—
My sister has come,  1

 my heart exults,
My arms spread out 
 to embrace her;
My heart bounds  5

 in its place,
Like the red fish 
 in its pond.
O night, be mine forever,
Now that my lady has come!  10

—–◆–—
The voice of the goose complains,  1

 when it is caught by the bait. 
Your love takes me (to you), 
 and I cannot loose it. 
I must abandon my nets.  5

What shall I say to my mother, 
 to whom I go back every day, 
  laden with my birds? 
‘You have set no trap to-day?’ 
I am the captive of your love. 10

Q How do simile and metaphor operate to enrich 
these poems?

The Visual Arts
Egyptian art comes almost exclusively from tombs and tem-
ples. Such art was not intended as decoration; rather, it was 
created to replicate the living world, to benefit or honor 
the dead. Perhaps for that reason, the Egyptians found a 
unique way to express the deep sense of order that domi-
nated ancient Egyptian life. For 3000 years, Egypt followed 
a set of conventions that dictated the manner in which 
subjects should be depicted. In representations of everyday 
life, figures are usually sized according to a strict hierarchy, 
or graded order: upper-class individuals are shown larger 
than lower-class ones, and males usually outsize females 
and servants (Figure 2.18). In monumental sculptures of 
royalty, however, the chief wife of the pharaoh is often 
shown the same size as her husband (see Figure 2.3). The 
same is true in frescoes illustrating the Book of the Dead, 
where men and women share the task of reaping wheat 
(see Figure 2.14).

Very early in Egyptian history, artists developed a canon 
(or set of rules) by which to represent the human form. 
The proportions of the human body were determined 
according to a module (or standard of measurement) 
represented by the width of the clenched fist (Figure 
2.19). More generally, Egyptian artists adhered to a set 
of guidelines by which they might “capture” the most 
characteristic and essential aspects of the subject matter: 
in depicting the human figure, the upper torso is shown 
from the front, while the lower is shown from the side; the 
head is depicted in profile, while the eye and eyebrow are 
frontal. This method of representation is conceptual—that 
is, based on ideas—rather than perceptual—that is, based on 
visual evidence.

The Egyptian artist’s approach to space was also concep-
tual. Spatial depth is indicated by placing one figure above 
(rather than behind) the next, often in horizontal regis-
ters, or rows. Cast in timeless space, Egyptian figures share 
the symbolic presence of the hieroglyphs by which they are 
framed (see Figure 2.2). Nowhere else in the ancient world 
do we see such an intimate and intelligible conjunction of 
image and word—a union designed to immortalize ideas 
rather than imitate reality.

This is not to say that Egyptian artists ignored the world 
of the senses, nor that they were incapable of naturalistic 
representation. The painted limestone figure of the seated 
scribe (see Figure 2.11) assumes a lifelike presence. His 
fleshy torso contrasts with the more stylized physique of the 
pharaoh Mycerinus pictured in Figure 2.3. Realistic detail 
also enlivens many Egyptian frescoes. For instance, in the 
New Kingdom tomb of the scribe Neb-amon (himself 
depicted in a stylized and conventional pose), the figures 
are surrounded by marsh birds so accurately rendered that 
ornithologists have been able to identify them by species 
(see Figure 2.18). It is in the union of the particular and 
the general that Egyptian art achieves its timeless quality.

New Kingdom Temples
Temples were built by the Egyptians from earliest times, 
but most of those that have survived date from the 1 Meaning “mistress” or “lady.”
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Figure 2.19 The Egyptian canon of proportion.

New Kingdom. The basic plan of the temple mirrored 
the central features of the Egyptian cosmos: the pylons 
(two truncated pyramids that made up the gateway) 
symbolized the mountains that rimmed the edge of 
the world, while the progress from the open courtyard 
through the hypostyle hall into the dark inner sanctuary 
housing the cult statue represented a voyage from light 
to darkness (and back) symbolic of the sun’s cyclical 
journey (Figure 2.20). Oriented on an east–west axis, the 
temple received the sun’s morning rays, which reached 
through the sequence of hallways into the sanctuary. The 
Great Temple of Amon-Ra at Karnak was the heart of 
a 5-acre religious complex that included a sacred lake, 
a sphinx-lined causeway, and numerous obelisks (com-
memorative stone pillars). The temple’s hypostyle hall 
is adorned with painted reliefs that cover the walls and 
the surfaces of its 134 massive columns shaped like bud-
ding and flowering papyrus—these plants were identified 
with the marsh of creation (Figure 2.21). Decorated with 
stars and other celestial images, the ceiling of the hall 
symbolized the heavens. Such sacred precincts were not 
intended for communal assembly—in fact, commoners 
were forbidden to enter. Rather, Egyptian temples were 
sanctuaries in which priests performed daily rituals of 
cosmic renewal on behalf of the pharaoh and the peo-
ple. Temple rituals were celebrations of the solar cycle, 
associated not only with the birth of the sun god but also 
with the regeneration of the ruler upon whom cosmic 
order depended.

Figure 2.18 Scene of fowling, from 
the tomb of Neb-amon at Thebes, 
Egypt, ca. 1400 B.C.E. Fragment of 
a fresco secco, height 321∕4 in. 
Neb-amon, an Egyptian scribe 
and grain-counter, stands on a 
light papyrus raft that floats on 
the shallow waters of a marsh. 
He holds three birds (possibly 
stuffed decoys) in his right 
hand and a throw-stick shaped 
like a snake in his left. (The stick 
acts like a boomerang to break 
the neck of his prey.) He is 
accompanied by his wife and 
by his daughter, who crouches 
between his legs, gently 
steadying his stance.
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Figure 2.21 Hypostyle hall, Great Temple of Amon-
Ra, Karnak, ca. 1220 B.C.E.

Music in Ancient Egypt
Tomb paintings reveal much about ancient Egyptian cul-
ture. They are, for example, our main source of information 
about ancient Egyptian music and dance (see Figure 2.17). 
It is clear that song and poetry were interchangeable (hymns 
like those praising the Aten were chanted, not spoken). 
Musical instruments, including harps, small stringed instru-
ments, pipes, and sistrums (a type of rattle)—often found 
buried with the dead—accompanied song and dance. 
Greek sources indicate that Egyptian music was based in 
theory; nevertheless, we have no certain knowledge how 
that music actually sounded. Visual representations con-

firm, however, that music had a special 
place in religious rituals, in festive 
and funeral processions, and in many 
aspects of secular life.

Africa: The Sudan
Northern Sudan: Nubia
The ancient civilization of Nubia arose 
along the Nile in what is now known 
as northern Sudan (see Map 2.1). 
Located between the first and sixth 
cataracts of the Nile, this independent 
kingdom was the first literate urban 
civilization to appear in Africa south 
of the Sahara. It was probably popu-
lated by peoples from the south and 
southwest portions of Africa as early 
as the third millennium b.c.e., as the 
Sahara Desert became too arid to sup-
port human settlements. Famous for 
its large quantities of gold—the name 
“Nubia” may derive from the Egyptian 
word nub, meaning “gold”—the area 
became a trade corridor between 
the upper and lower regions of the 
Nile. Nubia provided its northern 
neighbors with cattle and a variety of 
luxury goods, including ivory, ebony, 
and incense. Royal officials of Old 
Kingdom Egypt made frequent expe-
ditions to Nubia to report on political 
conditions there and to arrange for 
the importation of desirable tribute, 
such as elephant tusks, panther skins, 
and gold jewelry. While Nubia came 
under Egyptian jurisdiction during 
the Middle Kingdom, its rulers con-
tinued to oversee trade between Egypt 
and sub-Saharan Africa.

pylon gate

court

hypostyle hall

sanctuary

girdle wall

colossal statues 
of the pharaoh

obelisk avenue of 
deities

obelisk

Figure 2.20 Plan of a typical pylon temple.
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Around 1550  b.c.e., 
the powerful state of 
Kush in Nubia defeated 
the Egyptian army. The 
conquerors adopted 
many aspects of Egyptian 
culture, including the 
practice of pyramid build-
ing. While New Kingdom 
Egypt reestablished its 
authority over the region, 
by the ninth century b.c.e. 
Kush came to govern all 

of southern (Upper) Egypt. 
For at least a century, Nubian 
artists crafted objects of great 
technical sophistication. This 

is especially visible in the area 
of metalworking, as reflected, 

for instance, in the bronze statue of the Kushan king 
Shabaqo (Figure 2.22). In this small but forceful portrait, 
Nubia anticipated the birth of an African tradition in por-
traiture that began in western Sudan as early as 500 b.c.e. 
and continued to flourish for at least a thousand years.

Western Sudan: Nok Culture
While East Africa’s ancient civilizations were known to 
the world as early as the eighteenth century, the western 
parts of the continent were not fully investigated by arche-
ologists until the mid-twentieth century. In 1931, near a 

farming village called Nok, on the Niger River in western 
Sudan (see Map 2.1), tin miners accidentally uncovered a 
large group of terracotta sculptures (Figure 2.23). Dating 
from the first millennium  b.c.e., these hand-modeled 
figures, representing people and animals, are the earliest 
known three-dimensional artworks of sub-Saharan Africa. 
They are the first evidence of a long tradition of natural-
istic portraiture in African art. The Nok heads, many of 
which display clearly individualized personalities, probably 
represent tribal rulers or revered ancestors.

Figure 2.23 Head, Nok culture, ca. 500 B.C.E.–200 C.E. Terracotta, height 143∕16 in.

Figure 2.22 King Shabaqo, from the area of 
the ancient Kush, ca. eighth century B.C.E. Solid 
cast bronze, height 6 in. The Kushan king is 

shown kneeling, his palms facing each other, 
as if he is making an offering. He wears a 
crown of double serpents (unified Kush and 

Egypt), ornamented arm and wrist bands, 
and a necklace consisting of three ram’s-

head pendants (symbols of Amon) 
surmounted by a serpent crest 

and sun disk.

LOOKING BACK

Africa: Ancient Egypt
• The Nile River, flowing from the heart 

of Africa to its fan-shaped delta at the 
Mediterranean Sea, provided the ideal 
setting for the rise of Egyptian civilization. 

• Surrounded by sea and desert, and 
blessed with a stable climate, ancient 
Egypt flourished for almost 3000 years.

The Gods of Ancient Egypt
• The geography, climate, and topography 

of ancient Egypt played an important 
part in the shaping of the civilization’s 
world-views and religious beliefs. 
Egyptian myth held that at the beginning 
of time, the Nile brought forth a mound 
of silt, out of which emerged the sun 

god called Amon or Rē (Ra), from whom 
the rest of Egypt’s gods were born.

• The pharaohs of Egypt were the 
divinely appointed representatives 
of the sun god, a sharing of power 
depicted frequently in Egyptian tombs 
and temples.
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canon a set of rules or standards used to 
establish proportions

cosmology the theory of the origins, 
evolution, and structure of the universe

dynasty a sequence of rulers from the 
same family

fresco secco (Italian, “fresh,” “dry”) 
a method of painting on walls or ceilings 
surfaced with moist lime plaster

hypostyle a hall whose roof is supported 
by columns

lyre any one of a group of plucked stringed 
instruments; usually made of tortoise shell 
or horn and therefore light in weight

lyric literally “accompanied by the lyre,” 
hence, verse that is meant to be sung 
rather than spoken; usually characterized 
by individual and personal emotion

mastaba an early rectangular Egyptian 
tomb with sloping sides and a flat roof

metaphor a figure of speech in which two 
unlike things are compared without the use 
of the words “like” or “as”

module a unit of measurement used to 
determine proportion

obelisk a tall, four-sided pillar that tapers 
to a pyramidal apex

papyrus a reedlike plant from which the 
ancient Egyptians made paper

pylon a massive gateway in the form of 
a pair of truncated pyramids

pyramid a four-sided structure rising to 
a peak

relief a sculptural technique in which 
figures or forms are carved either to 
project from the background surface (raised 
relief) or cut away below the background 
level (sunk relief); the degree of relief is 
designated as high, low, or sunken

simile a figure of speech in which two 
unlike things are compared

Glossary

The Rulers of Ancient Egypt
• Upper and Lower Egypt were united in 

ca. 3150 B.C.E. under the rule of Egypt’s 
first pharaoh, Narmer. 

• Egypt’s theocratic monarchs required 
elaborate burials that ensured their 
well-being in the afterlife. Royal graves 
were filled with frescoes, relief carvings, 
and precious goods that reflect the 
Egyptian cult of the dead.

• A belief that the land was owned by the 
gods supported a way of life known as 
theocratic socialism, by which Egypt’s 
population shared in the production and 
distribution of agricultural harvests.

• Egyptian rulers followed a matriarchal 
lineage by which land passed through 
the female line. For the pharaoh’s son 
to come to the throne, he would have 
to marry his own sister or half-sister.

• In an effort to consolidate his power, 
the New Kingdom pharaoh Akhenaten 
denied all gods except Aten (god of the 
sun disk); his reforms did not outlast him.

The Social Order
• The class structure in ancient Egypt was 

flexible. Ambitious individuals of any 

class were free to rise in status, usually 
by way of education. 

• A huge bureaucracy administered 
Egypt’s affairs; its appointees collected 
taxes, regulated public works, and 
mobilized the army. Along with large 
landowners and priests, they constituted 
the upper classes.

• Merchants, traders, builders, and 
scribes made up a prosperous middle 
class. At the base of the social pyramid, 
peasants constituted Egypt’s agricultural 
backbone. 

• Egyptian women seem to have enjoyed a 
large degree of economic independence, 
as well as civil rights and privileges.

The Arts in Ancient Egypt
• Egyptian literature included manuals of 

instruction and advice, and lyric poetry, 
much of which appear in texts that 
served to educate the young.

• Egyptian art comes almost exclusively 
from tombs and temples. For 3000 
years, Egypt followed a set of pictorial 
conventions that dictated the manner 
in which subjects should be depicted.

• The plan of the Egyptian temple 
mirrored the central features of the 

Egyptian cosmos and the daily “voyage” 
of the sun.

• Poems were sung or chanted at Egypt’s 
religious and secular events. Musical 
instruments, including harps, pipes, and 
sistrums, accompanied song and dance. 

Africa: The Sudan
• Nubia, an ancient civilization that arose 

along the Nile in what is now known 
as northern Sudan, was the first urban 
civilization to appear in Africa south of 
the Sahara.

• Around 1550 B.C.E., the powerful state 
of Kush in Nubia defeated the Egyptian 
army. The conquerors adopted many 
aspects of Egyptian culture, including 
the practice of pyramid building. During 
the ninth century B.C.E., Kush came to 
govern all of Upper Egypt.

• In 1931, archeologists found evidence 
of cultures in Africa’s western Sudan 
near a farming village called Nok. 
Terracotta sculptures representing 
people and animals anticipate the long 
tradition of naturalistic portraiture in 
African art.
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