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Note on chronology 

It has been agreed to adopt the following method for writing dates. 
With regard to prehistory, dates m a y be written in two different ways. 

O n e way is by reference to the present era, that is, dates B P (before 
present), the reference year being + 1950; all dates are negative in relation 
to + 1950. 

T h e other way is by reference to the beginning of the Christian era. 
Dates are represented in relation to the Christian era by a simple + or 
- sign before the date. W h e n referring to centuries, the terms B C and A D 
are replaced by 'before our era' and 'of our era'. 

S o m e examples are as follows: 

(i) 2300 B P = - 350 
(Ü) 29OO BC = — 29OO 

AD 180O = + 180O 
(iii) 5th century BC = 5th century before our era 

3rd century A D = 3rd century of our era 

xvii 



Introduction 

G. M O K H T A R 
with the collaboration of), V E R C O U T T E R 

T h e present volume of A General History of Africa deals with that long 
period of the continent's history extending from the end of the Neolithic 
era, that is, from around the eighth millennium before our era, to the 
beginning of the seventh century of our era. 

That period, which covers some nine thousand years of Africa's history, 
has been, not without some hesitation, subdivided into four major geo­
graphical zones: 

(i) the corridor of the Nile, Egypt and Nubia (Chapters i to 12); 
(2) the Ethiopian highlands (Chapters 13 to 16); 
(3) that part of Africa often later called the Maghrib , and its 

Saharan hinterland (Chapters 17 to 20); 
(4) the rest of Africa as well as the African islands in the Indian 

Ocean (Chapters 21 to 29). 

This division is governed by the present compartmental nature of research 
into African history. It might have seemed more logical to arrange the 
volume according to the continent's chief ecological divisions, which offer 
the same living conditions to the h u m a n groups inhabiting them without 
any true physical barriers which serve to block cultural and other exchanges 
within the region. 

In that case w e would have obtained an entirely different picture, which, 
running from north to south, would have comprised what has been called 
since the eighth century of our era the Maghrib island, largely Mediter­
ranean in its geology, climate and general ecology; and the wide subtropical 
band of the Sahara and its tectonic accident, the Nile valley. Next would 
have come the zone of the great subtropical and equatorial river basins, 
with their Atlantic coast. T h e n , to the east, w e would have had the Ethiopian 
highlands and the Horn of Africa that looks towards Arabia and the Indian 
Ocean. Lastly, the region of the great equatorial lakes would have linked 
the Nile, Nigerian and C o n g o basins with southern Africa and its annexes 
of Madagascar and the other ocean islands near Africa. 

Such a division, more satisfying to the m i n d than the one that has had 
to be used, was unfortunately impossible. T h e researcher wishing to study 
the history of Africa in antiquity is, in fact, considerably impeded by the 
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weight of the past. T h e separation into sections imposed on him, which is 
reflected in the plan adopted here, derives very largely from the coloniza­
tion of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: the historian, whether he was 
a colonist interested in the country in which he was living or one of 
the colonized reflecting on his people's past, was, in spite of himself, 
confined within arbitrarily fixed territorial limits. It was difficult, if not 
impossible, for h im to study relations with neighbouring countries, 
although these more often than not formed a whole, historically speaking, 
with the country with which he was concerned. 

This heavy weight of the past has not altogether ceased to exist, partly 
because of inertia - once in a rut, one is, in spite of oneself, inclined to 
remain in it - but also because the archives of the history of Africa, which 
consist of reports of excavations or of texts and iconography, are for some 
regions assembled, classified and published according to an order which is 
irrelevant and arbitrary to the present situation in Africa but which is very 
difficult to call in question. 

This volume of A General History of Africa, perhaps even more than the 
volume that preceded it, must depend on suppositions. T h e period it covers 
is obscure, owing to the scarcity of sources in general, and of solidly dated 
sources in particular. This applies both to the very uneven collections of 
archaeological sources and to the written or pictorial sources, except in 
respect of certain relatively privileged regions such as the Nile valley and 
the Maghrib. It is this lack of firm documentary bases that makes it 
necessary to resort to suppositions, since facts established with certainty 
are always the exception. 

Another point should be stressed: the archaeological sources available 
to the historian are extremely inadequate. Excavations are not uniformly 
spread over the continent as a whole. There is not everywhere the density 
of excavations that is found notably along the coast, in the hinterland of 
the northern fringe and, above all, in the Nile valley from the sea to the 
Second Cataract. 

This lack of archaeological information cannot, unfortunately, be 
supplemented by the reports of foreign travellers, contemporaries of the 
events or facts that concern this volume. T h e continent's rugged nature, 
and its very size, discouraged, in antiquity as later, deep penetration by 
those from outside. It will be noted that, in the present state of our k n o w ­
ledge, Africa is the only continent where voyages around the coastline have 
thrown an important light on history (cf. Chapters 18 and 22). 

These considerations explain w h y the history of Africa, from —7000 
to + 7 0 0 , still consists largely of suppositions. However , these suppositions 
are never unfounded; they are based on information, rare and inadequate 
certainly, but which exists none the less. T h e task of the contributors to 
this work has been to collect, weigh and assess those sources. As specialists 
in the regions whose history - no matter h o w fragmentary - they trace, 
they present here the synthesis of what m a y legitimately be deduced from 
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the documents at their disposal. T h e suppositions which they present, 
although subject to re-examination when further sources are available, will, 
w e are sure, provide encouragement and research guidelines to future 
historians. 

A m o n g the m a n y cloudy zones which still conceal the path of Africa's 
history from us, that overspreading the continent's ancient inhabitants is 
a m o n g the darkest. Even n o w extremely little is known about those in­
habitants. T h e various opposing ideas, which too often rest on an in­
adequate number of scientifically valid observations, are difficult to test at 
a period when physical anthropology is in the process of rapid change. 
'Monogenism' itself, for example (cf. Chapter i), is still only a working 
hypothesis. In addition, the enormous lapse of time between the appearance 
of pre- or proto-humans discovered in the O m o valley or at Olduvai 
(cf. Vo lume I) and that of beings of well-defined h u m a n type, notably in 
southern Africa, must lead us to regard the view that there was unbroken 
continuity and evolution in situ as unfortunately only a point of view, 
until consolidated by proof or the discovery of intermediate links. 

S o m e evaluation of the density of Africa's population during the crucial 
period between —8000 and —5000 is very necessary, because this is in fact 
the birth period of the cultures that were later to become differentiated. 
A n d a high or low population density would encourage or make unneces­
sary the development of writing. T h e originality of ancient Egypt, in 
contrast with the rest of Africa at the same period, perhaps resides mainly 
in the fact that the high population density found in ancient times along 
the banks of the Nile between the First Cataract and the southern portion 
of the Delta gradually compelled the use of writing, simply in order to 
co-ordinate the irrigation system vital to these peoples' survival. In con­
trast, the use of writing was not essential south of the Aswan Cataract, 
which was a region of low population density where the small somatic 
groups which occupied the country remained independent of each other. 
As can be seen, it is thus very regrettable that population density during 
that period remains a matter of supposition. 

Lastly ecology, which altered considerably both in space and in time, 
plays an important part. T h e last wet phase of the Neolithic age ended 
around —2400, within the historic period, when the Pharaohs of the fifth 
dynasty were reigning in Egypt. T h e climatic, and hence agricultural, con­
ditions that obtained at the dawn of the first great civilizations of Africa were 
not the same as those which prevailed later and this must be taken into 
account when studying the relationship of those civilizations with the 
peoples around them. The environment of —7000 to —2400, a period of 
4600 years, which is m u c h more than half the period studied in this volume, 
was very different from that which pertained after the second half of the 
third millennium. This latter environment, which seems to have been very 
similar to the present, strongly marked the h u m a n societies living in it. 
Commun i t y life is not and cannot be the same in the great subtropical 
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desert zones, southern as well as northern, as in the great equatorial forest; 
or in the mountain ranges as in the great river basins; or in the swamps 
as in the great lakes. T h e influence of these major ecological zones is of 
capital importance for the growth of the routes which permitted movement 
from one sphere to another, for example, from the Maghrib or 
mountainous Ethiopia or the Nile valley towards the central basins of the 
Congo, Niger and Senegal rivers; or again, from the Atlantic coast towards 
the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Yet those routes are still very little 
explored. They are guessed at, or rather they are 'presumed', m u c h more 
than actually known. A systematic archaeological study of them should 
teach us a great deal about the history of Africa. In fact, it is only when 
they have been discovered and fully investigated that we shall be able to 
undertake a fruitful study of the migrations between —8000 and —2500 
which followed the last great climatic changes and which profoundly altered 
the distribution of h u m a n groups in Africa. 

As yet w e possess all too few landmarks for some of those routes. It is 
even conceivable that there m a y be some completely unknown to us. A 
study of satellite photographs should throw completely new light on the 
major ancient axes of trans-African communication, as well as on the no less 
important secondary routes. But no systematic study of these photographs 
has yet been carried out. It would also enable us to direct and facilitate 
archaeological verification in the field, essential for evaluation, among other 
things, of the reciprocal influences that major culture areas exerted on one 
another in antiquity. It is perhaps in this domain that we m a y expect the 
most from the research to be undertaken. 

A s m a y be seen, the chapters of Volume II of A General History of 
Africa constitute points of departure for future research m u c h more than 
a rehearsal of well-established facts. Unfortunately, facts of this kind are 
extremely rare except in the case of some regions that are very small in 
comparison with the immense size of the continent of Africa. 

T h e Nile valley from Bahr el Ghazal in the south to the Mediterranean 
in the north holds a special place in the history of ancient Africa. It owes 
that special place to several facts: first, to its geographical position, then to 
the particular nature of its ecology in relation to the rest of the continent, 
lastly, and above all, to the abundance - relative, of course, but unique for 
Africa-of well-dated original sources, which enable us to follow its history 
from the end of the Neolithic period around —3000 to the seventh century 
of our era. 

Egypt: geographical position 
In large part parallel to the shores of the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, 
to which depressions perpendicular to its course give it access, the Nile 
valley, south of the eighth parallel north and as far as the Mediterranean, 
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is also wide open to the west, thanks to valleys starting in the Chad region, 
the Tibesti and the Ennedi and ending in its course. Lastly, the broad span 
of the Delta, the Libyan oases and the Suez isthmus give it wide access 
to the Mediterranean. Thus open to east and west, to south and north, 
the Nile Corridor is a zone of privileged contacts, not only between the 
African regions bordering it, but also with the more distant centres of 
ancient civilization of the Arabian peninsula, the Indian Ocean and the 
Mediterranean world, western as well as eastern. 

However , the importance of this geographical position varied with 
time. In Africa the end of the Neolithic age was characterized by a final wet 
phase that lasted till around —2300 in the northern hemisphere. During 
that period, which extended from the seventh to the third millennium 
before our era, the regions east and west of the Nile enjoyed climatic con­
ditions favourable to h u m a n settlement and, consequently, contacts and 
relations between the east and the west of the continent were as important as 
those established between the north and the south. 

In contrast, after —2400, the very drying-up of that part of Africa 
lying between the thirtieth and fifteenth parallels north made the Nile 
valley the major route of communication between the continent's 
Mediterranean coast and what is n o w called Africa south of the Sahara. 
It was via the Nile valley that raw materials, manufactured objects and, 
no doubt, ideas moved from north to south and vice versa. 

It is clear that, because of climatic variations, the geographical position 
of the middle Nile valley, as of Egypt, did not have the same importance, 
or more exactly the same impact, during the period from —7000 to —2400 
as it did after that date. Between those years, h u m a n groups and cultures 
could m o v e freely in the northern hemisphere between east and west as 
well as between south and north. This was the primordial period for the 
formation and individualization of African cultures. It was also the period 
when free relations between east and west, between the Nile valley and 
the civilizations of the Middle East, on the one hand, and between West 
Africa and East, on the other, were easiest. 

F r o m —2400 to the seventh century of our era, however, the Nile valley 
became the privileged route between the continent's north and south. It 
was via that valley that exchanges of various kinds took place between 
black Africa and the Mediterranean. 

Sources for the history of the Nile valley 
in antiquity 

T h e Nile valley derived its importance and advantages from its geo­
graphical position in the north-eastern corner of the continent. It might 
have remained merely a mentally stimulating theme, at best serving as an 
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introduction to historical research, if that valley had not also been the 
region of Africa richest in ancient historical sources. Those sources enable 
us to test and evaluate, from about — 5000, the role of geographical factors 
in the history of Africa as a whole. They also allow us to gain not only a 
fairly accurate knowledge of the history of events in Egypt proper, but, 
more especially, a precise idea of the material, intellectual and religious 
culture of the lower and middle Nile valley as far as the marshes of 
Bahr el Ghazal. 

T h e sources at our disposal are of an archaeological nature and thus 
silent - at least apparently - and literary. T h e former, especially for the 
earliest periods, have only recently been sought out and collected to­
gether. They are still not only incomplete and uneven but also little or 
poorly used. T h e literary sources, on the other hand, have a long 
tradition. 

Well before Champollion, in fact, mysterious Egypt had aroused 
curiosity. A s early as the archaic period of the sixth century before our era 
successors of pre-Hellenes had already called attention to the difference 
between their customs and beliefs and those of the Nile valley. Thanks to 
Herodotus, their observations have come d o w n to us. T o gain a better 
understanding of their n e w subjects, the Ptolemaic kings, surprised by the 
originality of Egyptian civilization, had a history of Pharaonic Egypt, deal­
ing with the political, religious and social aspects, compiled on their o w n 
behalf in the third century before our era. Manetho, an Egyptian by birth, 
was put in charge of writing this general history of Egypt. H e had access 
to the ancient archives and was able to read them. If his work had come 
d o w n to us in its entirety, w e would have been spared m a n y uncertainties. 
Unfortunately it disappeared when the Library of Alexandria was burned. 
T h e excerpts preserved in various compilations, which were too often 
assembled for apologetic purposes, none the less provide us with a solid 
framework of Egyptian history. In fact, the thirty-one Manethonian 
dynasties remain today the firm foundation of the relative chronology of 
Egypt. 

T h e closing of the last Egyptian temples under Justinian I in the sixth 
century of our era led to the abandonment of Pharaonic forms of writing, 
whether hieroglyphic, hieratic or demotic.. Only the spoken language 
survived, in Coptic; the written sources gradually fell into disuse. It was 
not until 1822, when Jean-Francois Champollion (1790-1852) deciphered 
the script, that w e once again had access to ancient documents drawn up 
by the Egyptians themselves. 

These ancient Egyptian literary sources have to be used with caution, 
for they are of a particular nature. Most often they were prepared with 
a specific purpose: to enumerate a Pharaoh's achievements to show that he 
had fully carried out his terrestrial mission to maintain the universal 
order willed by the gods (Ma'at) and to resist the forces of chaos that 
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increasingly threatened that order. O r to ensure eternal worship and 
remembrance of Pharaohs w h o had earned the gratitude of the generations 
to come. Into these two categories of documents fall the lengthy texts and 
historical images that adorn some parts of Egyptian temples, and also the 
venerable ancestor lists such as those carved in the Karnak temples during 
the eighteenth dynasty and at Abydos during the nineteenth. 

For compiling royal lists like those referred to above, the scribes used 
documents drawn up either by priests or by royal officials, which pre­
supposes the existence of properly maintained official archives. U n ­
fortunately, only two of these documents have come d o w n to us and even 
they are incomplete. They are: 

The Palermo Stone (so called because the largest fragment of the text is 
preserved in the m u s e u m of that Sicilian city) is a diorite slab carved on 
both faces, which preserves for us the names of all the Pharaohs w h o 
reigned in Egypt from the beginning to the fifth dynasty, around—2450. 
Starting with the third dynasty, the Palermo Stone lists not only the names 
of the sovereigns in the order of their succession but also, year by year, 
the most important events of each reign. These lists constitute veritable 
annals and it is all the more regrettable that this incomparable document 
is broken and has thus come to us incomplete. 

The Turin Papyrus, preserved in that city's m u s e u m , is no less impor­
tant, although it consists only of a list of rulers, with their complete 
protocol and the number of years, months and days of their reigns, 
arranged in chronological order. It provides a complete list of all the 
Pharaohs from the earliest times to around —1200. Unfortunately, though 
discovered intact in the nineteenth century, it was so badly mishandled in 
shipment that it fell into pieces, and years of work were required to 
restore it. Even so, a great many gaps still exist today. O n e of the peculiari­
ties of the Turin Papyrus is that it groups the Pharaohs in series. At the 
end of each series the scribe added up the total number of years reigned 
by the Pharaohs of each group. Undoubtedly w e have here the source of 
Manetho's dynasties. 

Egyptian chronology 

T h e Palermo Stone, the Turin Papyrus and the royal lists on monuments 
are all the more important for the history of Egypt in that the Egyptians 
did not use any continuous or cyclical eras similar to our systems: such as, 
for example, before or after Christ, the years of the Hegira, or the 
Olympiads. Their computation is based on the person of the Pharaoh 
himself and each date is given by reference to the sovereign ruling at the 
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time the document was drawn up. For example, a stele will be dated 
'Year 10 of Pharaoh N, second month of Akhet [season], 8th day', but the 
computation starts again at i w h e n the next ruler mounts the throne. This 
practice explains the importance, for establishing chronology, of knowing 
both the names of all the Pharaohs w h o reigned and the duration of each 
one's reign. If they had come d o w n to us intact, the Turin Papyrus and 
Palermo Stone would have given us that essential knowledge. Unfortunately 
this did not happen, and other documents that usefully fill some of the 
gaps in these two major sources still leave us without a complete and 
certain list of all the Pharaohs of Egypt. Not only does the order of 
succession itself remain controversial for certain periods, when the Turin 
Papyrus and Palermo Stone have no references, but even the exact length 
of reign of some sovereigns remains unknown. At best, w e have only 
the earliest known date of a given Pharaoh, but his reign m a y have 
lasted long after the erection of the monumen t carrying that date. 

Even with these gaps, all the dates provided by the sources at our 
disposal added together give a total of over 4000 years. This is the long 
chronology accepted by the first Egyptologists until about 1900. It was 
then realized that such time span was impossible, for further study of the 
texts and m o n u m e n t s showed, first, that at certain periods several 
Pharaohs reigned simultaneously and that there were thus parallel 
dynasties, and, secondly, that occasionally a Pharaoh took one of his sons as 
co-regent. Since each of the rulers dated his monuments according to his 
o w n reign, there was thus some overlapping, and by adding together the 
reigns of parallel dynasties and those of co-regents, with the reigns of the 
official sovereigns, one necessarily arrived at a total figure which was m u c h 
too high. 

It would probably have been impossible to solve this problem, if one 
peculiarity of the ancient Pharaonic calendar had not provided a sure 
chronological framework, by linking that calendar to a permanent astrono­
mical phenomenon the tables for which were easy to establish. W e are 
here referring to the rising of the star Sothis - our Sirius - co-ordinated 
with the rising of the sun, at a latitude of Heliopolis-Memphis. This is 
what is called the 'heliacal rising of Sothis', which was observed and noted 
in antiquity by the Egyptians. These observations supplied the 'Sothic' 
dates on which Egyptian chronology rests today. 

At the outset the Egyptians, like most of the peoples of antiquity, 
seem to have used a lunar calendar, notably to set the dates of religious 
festivals. But alongside that astronomical calendar they used another. A 
peasant people, their daily round was strongly marked by the rhythm of 
agricultural life: sowing, reaping, harvest h o m e , preparation of the new 
seed. N o w in Egypt the agricultural rhythm of the valley is set by the 
Nile, its changes determining the dates of the various operations. 
Hence there is nothing surprising in the fact that, parallel to a religious 
lunar calendar, the ancient inhabitants of the valley should also have 

8 



Introduction 

used a natural calendar based on the periodic repetition of an event that 
was all-important for their existence - the flood of the Nile. 

In that calendar the first season of the year, called 'Akhet' in 
Egyptian, saw the beginning of the flood. T h e river's waters rose little by 
little and covered the land dried up by the torrid summer . For about four 
months the fields would become saturated with water. In the next season 
the land gradually emerging from the flood waters became ready for 
sowing. This was the season of Peret, literally 'coming out', a term that 
no doubt alludes both to the 'coming out' of the land from the water 
and the 'coming out' of the vegetation. O n c e sowing was over the peasant 
awaited germination, then the ripening of the grain. In the third and 
final season the Egyptians harvested and then stored the harvest. After 
that they had only to await the new flood and to prepare the fields for its 
arrival. This was the season of Shemou. 

It is possible, and even highly probable, that for a very long time the 
Egyptians were satisfied with this calendar. T h e year then began with 
the actual rise of the waters. T h e season of Akhet so initiated lasted to the 
actual retirement of the waters, which marked the commencement of the 
season of Peret. This in turn ended when the ripened grain was ready for 
the sickle, marking the beginning of the season of S h e m o u , which 
ended only with the new rise. It mattered little to the peasant that one 
season might be longer than another; what mattered to him was the 
organization of his work, which varied according to the three seasons. 

At what m o m e n t and for what reasons did the Egyptians link the flood of 
the Nile with the simultaneous appearance on the horizon of the sun and 
the star Sothis? This will surely be difficult to determine. N o doubt that 
linking was the result both of repeated observations and of profound 
religious beliefs. The star Sothis (Sirius), in Egyptian Sepedet, the Pointed 
O n e , was later to be identified with Isis, whose tears were thought to 
determine the flood of the Nile. Perhaps w e have here the reflection of a 
very ancient belief associating the appearance of the deified star with the 
rise of the waters. Whatever their reasons, by linking the beginning of 
the flood, and consequently the first day of the n e w year, with an 
astronomical phenomenon, the Egyptians have provided us with a means 
of setting positive reference points for their long history. 

At the latitude of M e m p h i s the very gentle beginning of the flood took 
place about the middle of July. Observation over a few years appears to have 
sufficed to show the Egyptians that the beginning of the flood recurred 
on average every 365 days. They thereupon divided their year of three 
empirical seasons into a year of twelve months of thirty days each. They 
then assigned four months to each of the seasons. B y adding five 
additional days (in Egyptian the '5 heryou renepet', the five over - in 
addition to — the year), which the Greeks called the 'epagomenes', the 
scribes obtained a year of 365 days, which was by far the best of all those 
adopted in antiquity. However , although very good, that year was not 
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perfect. In fact, the earth completes its revolution around the sun, not in 
365 days, but in 365^ days. Every four years the Egyptians' official 
year lagged one day behind the astronomical year, and it was only after 
1460 years - what is called a Sothic period — that the three phenomena, 
sunrise, rise of Sothis and beginning of the flood occurred simultaneously 
on the first day of the official year. 

This gradual lag between the two years had two important consequences: 
first, it enabled modern astronomers to determine w h e n the Egyptians 
adopted their calendar, that date necessarily having to coincide with the 
beginning of a Sothic period. T h e coincidence of the phenomena -
beginning of the flood rise and heliacal rising of Sothis - occurred three 
times in the five millennia before our era: in —1325-1322, in —2785-2782 
and in —4245-4242. It was long believed that it was between —4245 
and —4242 that the Egyptians adopted their calendar. It is n o w accepted 
that it was only at the beginning of the following Sothic period, that is, 
between —2785 and —2782. 

T h e second consequence of the adoption by the Egyptians of the fixed 
solar calendar was gradually to bring about a lag between the natural 
seasons determined by the very rhythm of the river itself and the official 
seasons used by the government which were based on a year of 365 days. 
This lag, at first barely perceptible, being one day every four years, 
increased little by little from one week to one month , and then to two 
months until the official calendar fell during the height of the natural season 
of Peret. This shift could not fail to strike the Egyptian scribes, and 
w e possess texts noting, very officially, the difference between the real 
heliacal rising of Sothis and the beginning of the official year. Those 
observations have enabled us to establish, within an approximation of four 
years, the following dates: 

(1) T h e reign of Senusret III must include the years — 1882-1879. 
(2) Year 9 of Amenhotep I fell between the years —1550 and —1547. 
(3) T h e reign of Thu tmose III includes the years —1474-1471. 

B y combining these dates with the relative dates provided by the sources 
at our disposal - the Turin Papyrus, the Palermo Stone, the dated m o n u ­
ments of various epochs - w e have been able to reach a basic chronology, 
the most certain of all those of the ancient Orient. It sets the beginning 
of the history of Egypt at —3000. Manetho's great divisions m a y be dated 
as follows: 

third to sixth dynasty (Old K i n g d o m ) : around —2750-2200 
seventh to tenth dynasty (First Intermediate Period): —2200-2150 
eleventh to twelfth dynasty (Middle K ingdom) : —2150-1780 
thirteenth to seventeenth dynasty (Second Intermediate Period): 
—1780-1580 
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eighteenth to twentieth dynasty (New Empire): —1580-1080 
twenty-first to twenty-third dynasty (Third Intermediate Period): 
— 1080-730 
twenty-fourth to thirtieth dynasty (New Era): —730-330. 

T h e conquest by Alexander of Macedonia in —332 marks the end of the 
history of Pharaonic Egypt and the beginning of the hellenistic period 
(cf. Chapter 6). 

The Nilotic environment 

It is perhaps useful to quote here a sentence written by Herodotus 
(II, 35) at the end of his description of Egypt: 'Not only is the Egyptian 
climate peculiar to that country, and the Nile different in its behaviour 
from other rivers elsewhere, but the Egyptians themselves in their manners 
and customs seem to have reversed the ordinary practices of mankind' 
(transi. A . de Sélincourt). O f course, when he wrote that sentence Herodotus 
was thinking only of the countries bordering on the Mediterranean. It 
is none the less true that, of all the countries of Africa, Egypt is the one 
with the most distinctive environment. It owes this to the regime of the 
Nile. Without the river, Egypt would not exist. This has been said over 
and over again since Herodotus: it is a basic truth. 

In fact, the severe requirements imposed by the river to which they 
owed their subsistence on the h u m a n societies living on its banks were 
only gradually recognized. They became inescapable only when Egyptian 
civilization was already over 700 years old. T h e h u m a n groups that built 
that civilization thus had time to accustom themselves little by little to the 
demands slowly imposed on them by the ecology of the Nile. 

F r o m the end of the Neolithic age, around —3300 to —2400, north­
western Africa, the Sahara included, enjoyed a relatively moist climatic 
system. At that period Egypt was not dependent solely on the Nile for its 
subsistence. T h e steppe still extended both east and west of the valley, pro­
viding cover for abundant game and favouring considerable cattle-raising. 
Agriculture was then still only one of the components of daily life, and 
cattle-raising - even hunting - played at least as important a role, as is 
attested by the Palermo Stone, which leads us to infer that the tax owed 
to the central authority by the regime's notables was based, not on income 
from the land they might o w n , but on the number of head of cattle 
entrusted to their herdsmen. A census of this basic wealth was m a d e every 
two years. T h e scenes decorating the mastabas of the Old K ingdom from 
the end of the fourth dynasty to the sixth dynasty ( —2500 to —2200) clearly 
show that cattle-raising occupied an essential place in Egyptian life at that 
time. 

W e m a y thus suspect that man 's search for control of the river — the 
fundamental achievement of Egyptian civilization, which enabled it to 
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flourish - was probably stimulated in the beginning not by the desire to 
m a k e better use of the flood for agriculture, but more especially to 
prevent damage by the rising waters. It is sometimes forgotten that the over­
flowing of the Nile is not solely beneficial: it can bring disaster, and it was 
no doubt for themselves that the valley's inhabitants learned to build 
dikes and dams to shield their villages and to dig canals to dry out their 
fields. So they slowly acquired experience that became vital for them 
when the climate of Africa between the thirtieth and fifteenth parallels 
north gradually became as dry as it is today, transforming into absolute 
desert the immediate neighbourhood of the Nile valley, both in Egypt and in 
Nubia. Thereafter, all life in the valley was strictly conditioned by the 
river's rise. 

Using the dike-building and canal-digging techniques which they had 
perfected over the centuries, the Egyptians little by little developed the 
system of irrigation by basins (hods), thus securing not only their survival 
in a climate increasingly desert-like, but even the possibility of expansion 
(cf. Chapters 4 and 8 below). T h e system was simple in principle, complex 
in operation, and demanded synchronization. It m a d e use of two natural 
higher ridges created by the Nile along its banks in the course of thousands 
of yearly floods. These natural defences, gradually reinforced by the shore-
dwellers to protect themselves from too sudden a flood, were supplemented 
by retaining embankments, veritable artificial d a m s , which undoubtedly 
owed their origin to those built by the earliest inhabitants to protect their 
settlements during the river's rise. 

At the same time embankments were constructed parallel to the river and 
the result was to divide Egypt into a series of basins which gave their n a m e 
to the system. T h e soil in these basins was levelled, so that w h e n the 
river rose the entire basin would be submerged when the flood arrived; 
drains were cut in the embankments parallel to the river to let the basins 
fill up. After standing for a time, in order to saturate the fields, the water 
was returned to the Nile. In addition, a system of canals using the 
valley's natural slope led water taken upstream towards areas that were 
lower because located downstream to irrigate lands that even a high flood 
could not have reached. 

T h e advantages of the system which the Egyptians gradually learned by 
experience were to ensure an even distribution of the water and m u d over 
all the cultivable land; to irrigate those parts of the valley that would 
otherwise have remained sterile; lastly and above all, to control the 
river and its flooding. B y filling the basins and deflecting upstream water 
through canals to areas downstream the current was slowed d o w n , which 
presented the disastrous consequences of a sudden release of millions of 
cubic metres of water which uprooted everything in its passage. In 
turn, the slowing of the current running over the fields increased the 
precipitation of m u d , with which the water was loaded. 

It is no exaggeration to say that this unique system of irrigation is at 
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the very root of the development of Egyptian civilization. It explains 
h o w h u m a n ingenuity slowly managed to overcome great difficulties and 
succeeded in changing the valley's natural ecology. 

T h e new ecology resulting from h u m a n intervention entailed a con­
siderable amount of work. After each flood it was necessary to repair the 
embankments, strengthen the cross-dams and clear the canals. It was a 
continual collective task, which in primitive times was probably carried out 
at the level of the village. In the historic period it was conducted and 
supervised by the central government. If the latter failed to ensure in due 
time the detailed maintenance of the entire system, the next flood might 
carry it all away, returning the valley to its original state. In Egypt, the 
political order conditioned to a very large extent the natural order. T o 
ensure the subsistence of all, it was not enough that the system of 
basins should function regularly. O n e of the characteristics of the Nile flood 
is that its volume varies enormously from one year to another. Floods 
m a y be either too great — destroying everything in their passage - or 
too slight — failing to provide adequate irrigation. In the thirty years from 
1871 to 1900, for example, barely half the floods were sufficient for 
Egypt's needs. 

Experience quickly taught the Egyptians to distrust the river's fickleness. 
T o compensate for periodical shortages it was necessary to stockpile grain 
to feed the population, and - more important for the future - to ensure 
sufficient seed-corn for the next sowing no matter what the circumstances. 
These reserve stocks were provided by the central government thanks to the 
double royal granary, which stored grain in warehouses set up throughout 
the country. B y limiting the consumption in periods of plenty and by 
stockpiling the m a x i m u m possible amount to provide against inadequate or 
excessive floods, the government took over, so to speak, from the natural 
order and came to play an extremely important role. 

By profoundly changing the conditions imposed upon h im by nature, 
m a n played an essential part in the emergence and expansion of 
civilization in the Nile valley. Egypt is not only a gift of the Nile; it is, above 
all, a creation of m a n . Hence the importance of the anthropological 
problems in the valley. 

T h e settlement of the Nile valley 

As early as the Palaeolithic era m a n occupied, if not the actual valley, at 
least its immediate neighbourhood and notably the terraces overlooking it. 
Successions of wet and dry periods during the Palaeolithic and Neolithic 
ages (cf. V o l u m e I) inevitably changed the population density, first one 
way then the other, but the fact remains that, as far back in time as w e 
can go, homo sapiens has always been living in Egypt. 

T o what race did he belong? F e w anthropological problems have given 
rise to so m u c h impassioned discussion. Yet this problem is not new. 
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Already in 1874 there was argument about whether the ancient Egyptians 
were 'white' or 'black'. A century later a Unesco-sponsored symposium 
in Cairo proved that the discussion was not, nor was likely soon to be, 
closed. It is not easy to find a physical definition of 'black' acceptable 
to all. Recently an anthropologist cast doubt upon the very possibility of 
finding positive means of determining the race to which a given skeleton 
belongs - at least as regards very ancient h u m a n remains, such as those 
from the Palaeolithic era, for instance. T h e traditional criteria applied by 
physical anthropologists - facial index, length of limbs, etc. - are no longer 
accepted by everyone today, and, like the Ancients, w e come back to 
determining 'black' by the nature of the hair and the colour of the skin, 
measured scientifically, it is true, by the proportion of melanin. However, 
the value of these indices is, in its turn, challenged by some. At this 
rate, after having lost over the years the very notion of a 'red' race, w e 
run a serious risk of soon having to abandon the notion of'white' or 'black' 
races. Nevertheless, it is highly doubtful whether the inhabitants that in­
troduced civilization into the Nile valley ever belonged to one single, pure 
race. T h e very history of the peopling of the valley refutes such a 
possibility. 

M a n did not penetrate all at once into a valley that was empty or 
inhabited only by wild animals. H e settled there gradually in the course 
of thousands of years, as the very density of the h u m a n groups or the 
variations in climate forced him to seek additional resources or greater 
security. Ow ing to its position at the north-eastern corner of the African 
continent, it was inevitable that the Nile valley as a whole, and Egypt in 
particular, should become the terminal point for movements of people 
coming not only from Africa but also from the Middle East, not to 
mention more distant Europe. It is therefore not surprising that anthro­
pologists should have believed they could discern, among the several very 
ancient Nilotic skeletons at their disposal, representatives of the Cro-
M a g n o n race, Armenoids, negroids, leucoderms, etc., although these terms 
should only be accepted with caution. If an Egyptian race ever existed -
and this is open to doubt - it was the result of mixtures whose basic ele­
ments varied in time as well as in space. This could be verified if it 
were possible - which is far from being the case - to obtain a sufficient 
number of h u m a n remains for each of the historical periods and the various 
parts of the valley. 

O n e fact remains, however, and that is the continued existence in Egypt, 
as in Nubia, of a certain physical type which it would be vain to call a 
race, since it varies slightly according to whether w e are concerned with 
Lower or Upper Egypt. Darker in the south than in the north, it is in 
general darker than in the rest of the Mediterranean basin, including 
North Africa. T h e hair is black and curly and the face, rather round 
and hairless, is in the Old K ingdom sometimes adorned with a moustache. 
Relatively slim as a rule, it is the h u m a n type that frescoes, bas-reliefs and 
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statues of the Pharaohs have made familiar to us; and w e must not forget 
that these were portraits, as Egyptian funerary beliefs demanded, since it 
was the individual himself, not an abstract notion, that survived beyond the 
tomb. 

It would of course be easy, by selecting certain portraits and not 
taking account of the total of those that have come to us, to assign the 
Egyptian type to a particular race, but it would be equally easy to choose other 
examples that would nullify such conclusions. In fact, for those with 
eyes to see, the individuals that Egyptian art has m a d e familiar to us are 
variety itself, with their 'straight profiles, prognathous profiles, sometimes 
high cheekbones as in the case of Sesostris III, fleshy, often curling lips; 
sometimes a slightly arched nose ( H e m e o u m o u , Pepi I, Gama l A b d el 
Nasser), most often a large straight nose like Chephren's, and in the south, 
in particular, flattish noses and thicker lips' (Jean Yoyotte). 

This very variety shows that in the Nile valley w e have to do with a 
h u m a n type, not a race, a type gradually brought into being as m u c h by 
the habits and conditions of life peculiar to the valley as by the mixtures 
of which it is the product. A striking example of this is provided by the 
statue of 'Sheik el Beled', a vivid portrait of the mayor of the village of 
Saqqara at the time w h e n the statue, more than 4000 years old, was 
discovered. It is more than probable that the African strain, black or 
light, is preponderant in the ancient Egyptian, but in the present state of 
our knowledge it is impossible to say more. 

Writing and environment 

Egypt was the first African country to m a k e use of writing, if w e judge 
from the employment in the hieroglyphic system of pictograms representing 
objects that had long ago ceased to be used. It is possible to set its 
invention at the Amratian period, called also the Nagada I (cf. Vo lume I), 
that is, around —4000, if w e follow the dates suggested by Carbon 14 
dating, at the beginning of the historic period. T h u s it is one of the oldest 
known systems of writing. It developed very rapidly, since it appears 
already established on the Narmer palette, the first historic Egyptian 
m o n u m e n t , which can be dated at — 3000. Moreover, the fauna and flora 
used in the signs are essentially African. 

Egyptian writing is fundamentally pictographic, like m a n y ancient types 
of writing, but whereas in China and Mesopotamia, for example, the 
originally pictographic signs rapidly evolved towards abstract forms, Egypt 
remained faithful to its system till the end of its history. 

Every object or living thing that could be drawn was used as a sign or 
character in Egyptian writing: to write the word 'harpoon' or 'fish' the 
scribe had merely to draw a harpoon or fish. These are what are called 
word-signs, because a single sign suffices for the writing of a whole word. 
This principle remained in use throughout the Pharaonic civilization, which 
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enabled the scribes to create as many new word-signs as were needed to 
denote beings or objects unknown at the time when the writing system 
was first created; such, for instance, as the horse or the chariot. In the 
pure pictographic system actions can also be represented by drawings. T o 
write the verbs 'to run' or 'to swim', the scribe had merely to draw an 
individual running or swimming. 

However, in spite of all its ingenuity, the pictographic system was 
incapable of writing abstract terms like 'to love', 'to remember', 'to become'. 
T o overcome this difficulty the Egyptians had to go beyond the stage of 
pure pictography. They did so by the use of two other principles: 
homophony, on the one hand, and ideography, on the other. A n d it is the 
simultaneous use of the three principles - pure pictography, homophony 
and ideography - that has m a d e the decipherment of the hieroglyphics so 
difficult in modern times. In Egyptian writing, some signs are read 
phonetically and others are not: they serve only to specify h o w to read the 
sound, or the meaning of the word. 

T h e principle of homophony is simple: for example, in the spoken 
language the written word for 'chess-board' was pronounced men. Thanks 
to this principle the pictographic sign representing a chess-board could at 
will be used either to signify the object itself or to write phonetically all 
the 'homophones', that is, all the words also pronounced men, among them 
the abstract term 'to be stable'. In the same way the sign for 'hoe' was 
pronounced mer; it could thus be used to write the verb 'to love', which 
was pronounced mer. In these cases the original word-signs became phonetic 
signs. Since the number of simple homophones, word for word, of the type 
wfn-chess-board for men—to be stable, or m^r-hoe for mer—to love, is 
relatively small, the innovation would have offered only limited advantages 
if the scribes had not extended it to complex words. For example, to write 
the abstract verb 'to establish' which was pronounced semen and which had 
no simple homophone, they employed two word-signs, using their phonetic 
values: a piece of pleated fabric, pronounced (e), and men, chess-board. 
Placed side by side these two signs were then read phonetically s(e) + men 
= semen and the combination meant 'to establish', 'to found'. Having 
reached this stage, the Egyptian scribe had at his disposal an instrument 
capable of expressing phonetically, through images, any word in the 
language, no matter how complex. All he had to do was to break the 
word down into as many sounds as he could transcribe by means of a word-
sign with approximately the same pronunciation. Hieroglyphic writing had 
already reached this stage at the 'Thinite' period, around —3000, which 
presupposes a fairly long period of prior development. 

However, the system thus completed had flaws. It necessarily utilized a 
greater number of signs - more than 400 ordinary ones are known - which 
could leave the reader perplexed as to h o w to read them. Let us take the 
simple example of a drawing of a boat. Should it read as: barque, boat, 
ship, dinghy, vessel, etc.? In addition, it was impossible at first sight to 
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know whether a given sign was employed as a word-sign designating the 
object represented, or whether it was being used as a phonetic sign. 

T h e first difficulty was easily overcome: the scribes adopted the habit of 
adding a vertical line after the word-sign designating the object itself. For the 
second difficulty a complex system was gradually set up: what Egyptologists 
call phonetic complements. These consist of twenty-four word-signs that 
each have only one consonant. T h e scribes gradually came to use them to 
indicate phonetic reading of the signs. T o take an example: the sign repre­
senting a mat on which bread is placed is read as hetep. Gradually it 
became customary to follow the word-sign employed phonetically with two 
other signs: 'bread', which was pronounced / and 'seat', pronounced p. 
These two signs immediately told the reader to read hetep. 

It is evident that these twenty-four simple signs in fact play the 
part of our letters, and that w e have here in embryo the invention of the 
alphabet, since these signs express all the consonants of the Egyptian 
language and since Egyptian, like Arabic and Hebrew, does not write the 
vowels. Hence there was no word in the language that could not have been 
written simply by means of signs. However, the Egyptians never took the 
final step in this direction, and, far from employing only the simple, almost 
alphabetic signs alone, they further complicated their writing system, at 
least in appearance, by bringing into it, in addition to the signs used 
phonetically and their phonetic complements, new purely ideographic 
signs. These signs were placed at the end of the words. They m a d e it 
possible to classify those words into a given category at first sight. Verbs 
designating a physical action, such as 'to strike', 'to kill', were followed by 
the sign of a h u m a n arm holding a weapon. Those designating an abstract 
concept, such as 'to think', 'to love', were followed by the sign representing 
a roll of papyrus. Similarly, for nouns, the word 'basin' would be followed 
by the ideogram for 'water', three wavy horizontal lines; the names of 
foreign countries would be followed by the sign for mountain - in contrast 
to Egypt, which is flat - and so on. 

If the Egyptians never used a simplified form of writing - w e possess only 
one text in alphabetic writing, and it is very late and m a y have been 
influenced by the examples of the alphabetic writings used by Egypt's 
neighbours - that conservatism can doubtless be explained by the 
importance to them of the image, and therefore of the sign that is an image. 
T h e image possessed a latent magic power. Even around —1700, scribes 
in some cases mutilated the signs representing dangerous beings, at least 
those dangerous in their eyes: snakes had their tails cut off, certain birds 
were deprived of feet. That magic power possessed by the sign extended 
to the whole world; it was such that when one wished to harm a person, 
his name would be carefully chiselled out or erased wherever it was written. 
T h e name was, in fact, part of the individual and in one sense it was 
the person himself: to destroy it was to destroy him. 

With its intricate system of word-signs, plurisyllabic phonetic signs, 
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phonetic complements and ideographic determinatives — a medley of signs, 
some to be pronounced and others not to be pronounced - hieroglyphic 
writing is complex, certainly, but it is also very evocative. T h e deter­
minatives cut the words up well, the strict word order of the sentences 
- verb, subject, object - facilitates interpretation, and the difficulties that 
the modern translator m a y encounter stem from the fact that w e sometimes 
do not know the exact meaning of m a n y words. Even so, thanks to the 
determinatives, w e can know into what categories they should be classified. 

It has often been implied that Egyptian hieroglyphic writing had been 
either brought to the valley by invaders from the East or borrowed from 
Mesopotamia by the Egyptians. T h e least w e can say is that no material 
trace of such borrowing is visible in the writing of Pharaonic Egypt as w e 
find it at the dawn of history around —3000. O n the contrary, w e are 
able to follow its slow formation stage by stage: from pure pictography, 
to the stage of complex phonograms, to that of phonetic complements, and 
finally to that of determinatives. S o m e signs employed phonetically 
represent objects that were no longer in use when the first texts appear, 
which proves that the writing was formed in the /»re-historic era, when 
those objects were still in current use. Lastly, and perhaps most important 
of all, the ancient hieroglyphic symbols were all taken from Nilotic fauna 
and flora, thus proving that the writing is of purely African origin. If 
w e accept external influence on the advent of Egyptian writing, it can 
only be at most the influence of the idea of writing, which is none the less 
unlikely, taking into account h o w very early writing took form in Egypt, 
in the fourth millennium before our era. 

O n e of the forces presiding over the invention and development of 
hieroglyphic writing in the Nile valley is undoubtedly to be found in the 
need for its inhabitants to act together in a concerted manner to combat 
the disasters periodically threatening them, among others the flooding of the 
Nile. Although a family, a group of families, or even a small village might 
be powerless to build up sufficient protection against an unexpected rise 
of the waters, the same did not apply in the case of large h u m a n 
groups acting together. T h e very configuration of Egypt favours the 
creation of such groups. T h e valley is not regular in .width, being sometimes 
limited to the very course of the river itself and then widening out and 
forming small basins of sometimes considerable breadth. Each of these 
natural basins is a geographical unit with a definite agricultural potential. 
T h e y seem rapidly to have tended to develop into small political units 
under the authority of the largest settlement of the basin area, whose 
tutelary deity became that of the entire community. This was probably the 
origin of the nomes that emerge already formed at the dawn of the historic 
period. 

There is certainly a very great geographical contrast between Upper 
Egypt, the Said, segmented into a succession of very well-defined natural 
basins, and Lower Egypt, the Delta, where, as it splits into its m a n y 
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arms, the river itself cuts the soil into units of an entirely different and less 
distinct character than those of the Said. 

It should be recalled here that the traditional terms 'Upper ' and 'Lower ' 
Egypt are fallacious when employed for the period of the Pharaonic 
state's formation. In the present state of our knowledge of the predynastic 
cultures, what w e call Upper Egypt did not extend south of the El K a b 
region and ended in the north in the neighbourhood of Fayyum. Its 
political centre was located at Naqada in the Theban basin but was to 
descend northward to the Abydos region, another natural basin that was 
to play a great part in Egypt's history. Lower Egypt, in turn, began 
at F a y y u m but ended to the north at the point of the Delta. Although w e 
have very little information about its extent at so ancient an era, it seems 
certain that it did not reach the sea. Its centre was located in the region of 
modern Cairo-Heliopolis. 

In this cradle of Pharaonic Egypt the southern basins constituted a force 
at least equal to that of the north. A n d that force was better structured, 
thanks to the individuality of the basins composing it. W e can thus 
readily understand that it should be the Confederation of the southern 
provinces that finally imposed cultural unity on the valley, by subjugating 
the Confederation of the northern provinces, whose originality was less 
marked. 

T h e small political units of the south, which corresponded to the area 
of the basins they occupied, had enough available manpower to undertake 
the collective work indispensable for the province's survival, such as rein­
forcement of the river banks, which they gradually transformed into veri­
table embankments (see above), and then construction of dams to protect 
the settlements. T o be effective, that work required organization. In its 
turn the latter must have facilitated, if not the invention of writing, at least 
its rapid development. For it was necessary to transmit orders to a large 
number of m e n spread out over fairly great distances, for the accomplish­
ment of a task that had perforce to be carried out within a limited time: 
after the harvest, before the new rise of the waters. Apportionment of the 
work, order of priority, provision of tools (even rudimentary ones), 
victualling of the workers on the spot, all this demanded an administration, 
however simple. That administration could only be effective if it could fore­
see, plan and direct the various stages of the operations from a centre that 
was sometimes inevitably far from the site where the work was to be 
done. This is difficult to imagine without the incomparable instrument of 
writing for the recording of the essential data - number of m e n , rations, 
height of the embankment to be built - and, above all, for the rapid 
transmission of orders to the various points of the territory. 

T h e political unification of Egypt by M e n é s around — 3000 was bound 
to strengthen further the development of administration and, therefore, of 
writing. In fact, the chief was no longer concerned with the organizing 
of works of community interest solely within a limited area, but for the 

19 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

entire country, one of the characteristics of which is extreme length, and 
where, consequently, the capital giving the orders is always very distant 
from a large portion of the territory. Moreover, because of the very 
fickleness of the blood (cf. PI. Intro. 4), one of the central govern­
ment's responsibilities was to stock as m u c h food as possible in times of 
plenty, to palliate the shortages which might always occur at short notice. 
Consequently the leaders, in this case the Pharaoh, must know exactly 
what the country had available, so as to be able, in case of need, either 
to ration or to distribute the existing resources to the regions most seriously 
affected by the famine. This was the basis of Egypt's economic organiza­
tion and, in fact, of its very existence. It required on the material level a 
complex accounting system for incomings and outgoings, as regards both 
commodities and personnel, which explains the essential role devolving on 
the scribe in the civilization of ancient Egypt. 

T h e scribe was thus the veritable linchpin of the Pharaonic system. 
F r o m the third dynasty, around —2800, the highest state officials had 
themselves depicted with the writing-case over their shoulder, and the 
princes of the Old K ingdom ordered statues of themselves as crouching 
scribes (cf. PI. Intro. 4). In one famous tale the king himself took up the pen, 
so to speak, to record what a prophet was about to tell him. T h e magic 
power always associated with writing added to the scribe's importance in 
society. T o k n o w the n a m e of things was to have power over them. It is 
no exaggeration to say that the whole Egyptian civilization rested on the 
scribe and that it was writing that permitted its development. 

T h e contrast between Egypt and the Nubian Nile valley gives us a better 
understanding of the role of writing and the reasons for its existence in 
the emergence and development of the Egyptian civilization. South of the 
First Cataract, w e are in the presence of a population having the same 
composition as that of Upper Egypt. However, Nubia was always unwilling 
to accept the use of writing, although the permanent contacts which it 
maintained with the Egyptian valley could not have left it in ignorance of 
that use. T h e reason for this state of affairs seems to reside in the dif­
ference in the way of life. O n the one hand, w e have a dense population 
that the requirements of irrigation and control of the river on which its 
very existence depends have closely bound into a hierarchical society 
where each individual plays a specific role in the country's development. 

O n the other hand, in Nubia w e have a population that at the dawn of 
history possessed a material culture equal, if not superior, to that of 
Upper Egypt, but the population was divided into smaller groups spaced 
farther apart. Those groups were more independent and more mobile, 
because stock-raising required frequent moves and played at least as 
important a part in the economy as did agriculture, which was very 
limited in a valley narrower than in Egypt. T h e Nubian peoples did not 
feel the need for writing. They were always to remain in the domain of oral 
tradition, only very occasionally using writing and then solely, it seems, for 
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religious purposes or when they were subject to a central monarchical type 
of government (cf. below, Chapters 10 and n ) . 

T h e difference in behaviour between two populations of similar ethnic 
composition throws significant light on an apparently abnormal fact: one 
of them adopted and perhaps even invented, a system of writing, while 
the other, which was aware of that writing, disdained it. T h e life-style 
imposed on the group inhabiting the lower valley by the exigencies of 
control of the Nile was to favour the emergence and then the development 
of writing. This, in its turn, was to make ofthat group one of the world's 
first great civilizations. 

African Egypt - receptacle of influence 
Around —3700 a unification is to be noted of the material culture in the 
two centres of civilization in the Nile valley or, to be more precise, the 
southern centre, while still maintaining its distinctive characteristics, 
partially adopted the culture of the northern centre. This penetration 
southward of the northern civilization is often associated, on the one hand, 
with the invention of writing and, on the other, with the appearance in 
Egypt of invaders more advanced than the autochthonous inhabitants. 

As regards writing, w e have seen earlier that a purely Nilotic hence 
African origin is not only not excluded, but probably reflects the reality. 
Moreover, an invasion of civilizing elements from outside, notably from 
Mesopotamia, rests only on the flimsiest evidence. However, the originality 
and the antiquity of the Egyptian civilization should not hide the fact that 
it was also a receptacle for m a n y influences. Moreover, its geographical 
position predisposed it in this direction. 

T h e relatively moist climate at the end of the Neolithic era and through­
out the predynastic period, which saw the formation of civilization in 
Egypt, m a d e the Arabian desert between the Red Sea and the Nile valley 
permeable, so to speak. It was undoubtedly by that route that Mesopo -
tamian influences, whose importance, incidentally, m a y have been exag­
gerated, penetrated into Egypt. In contrast, for lack of sufficient 
investigation, w e know little about Egypt's contacts with the cultures of 
the eastern Sahara at the end of the Neolithic era. Certain symbols in­
scribed on protodynastic palettes, however, allow us to suppose that 
c o m m o n features existed between the populations of the Libyan desert 
and those of the Nile valley. 

T o the north, it seems that in very early times the links, by 
way of the isthmus of Suez between Egypt and the Syro-Palestinian 
corridor, were not as close as they were to become after the establishment 
of the Old K ingdom; although, there again, very ancient traces of contacts 
with Palestine are to be noted, and the Osiris myth m a y have risen out of 
relationships between the Deltaic centre of civilization and the wooded 
coast of Lebanon - relationships which would thus date back to extremely 
ancient times. 
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At first glance the ties with the south seem m u c h clearer, but their 
importance is difficult to assess. F r o m the fourth century before our era 
peoples south of the First Cataract (cf. Chapter 10 below) were in close 
contact with the lower Nile valley. In the pre- and protodynastic eras 
exchanges between the two groups of peoples were numerous in pottery 
techniques and the manufacture of enamelled clay (Egyptian faience), use of 
the same figments, use of similar weapons, same belief in a life after death, 
related funerary rites. During these contacts the Egyptians must have had 
relations, direct or through intermediaries, with the peoples of more distant 
Africa, as m a y be deduced from the number of ivory and ebony objects that 
have been collected from the oldest Egyptian tombs. Even if w e accept that 
the ecological boundary line of ebony was farther north than it is today, it 
was still very far from Lower Nubia, and this provides us with a precious 
piece of evidence of contacts between Africa south of the Sahara and Egypt. 
Apart from ivory and ebony, incense - which appears very early - and 
obsidian, both items foreign to the Nile valley, could have been imported 
by the Egyptians. Through this trade, techniques and ideas would have 
passed the more easily from one area to the other in that, as w e have seen, 
there was in the Egyptians a considerable African strain. 

Thus , whichever way w e turn, whether west or east, north or south, w e 
see that Egypt received outside influences. However, these never pro­
foundly affected the originality of the civilization that was gradually taking 
shape on the banks of the Nile, before in its turn influencing adjoining 
regions. 

Obscure points in our knowledge 
T o allow of an estimation of the part that outside influences m a y have 
played at the beginning of civilization in the Nile valley, a good k n o w ­
ledge would be needed of the archaeology of the whole country in ancient 
times. 

A very comprehensive knowledge is required for a profitable comparison 
of the archaeological material collected in Egypt with that provided by the 
neighbouring cultures, designed to bring to light importations or imitations, 
the sole tangible proofs of large-scale contacts. 

But, while the archaeology of the fourth millennium before our era is 
fairly well known, both in Upper Egypt and in Lower Nubia (between the 
First and Second Cataracts), the same does not apply to the other parts of 
the Nile valley. T h e Delta, in particular, is virtually unknown to us in 
respect of the pre- and protodynastic periods except for some very rare 
localities on its desert fringe. All references to possible influences coming 
from Asia during those periods, by way of the Suez isthmus or the Mediter­
ranean coast, thus belong to the realm of supposition. 

W e encounter the same difficulties in the case of the upper Nile valley, 
between the Second and Sixth Cataracts. O u r ignorance of the earliest 
archaeology of the vast region is all the more regrettable in that it 
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must have been there that contacts and trade between the Egyptian part 
of the Nile valley and Africa south of the Sahara took place. That ignorance 
prevents us from comparing the achievements of the nascent Pharaonic 
civilization with those of the cultures then obtaining, not only in the upper 
valley, but also in the regions east, west and south of the Nile. Recent 
discoveries between the Fifth and Sixth Cataracts suggest the existence, if 
not of direct contacts, at least of a disconcerting similarity in the forms and 
decoration of funerary and everyday furniture between the predynastic 
Upper Egypt and the Sudan south of the seventeenth parallel. 

T h e deficiency of our knowledge in space, so to speak, is matched by that 
of our knowledge in time. T h e Pharaonic civilization proper was to last 
more than 3000 years; for about one-third of that enormous stretch of 
time w e do not know, or w e know very little about, what happened in 
Egypt. T h e history of the Pharaohs is divided into strong periods and 
weak periods (cf. Chapter 2). During the periods of marked centralization 
of the royal power, w e possess m a n y documents and monuments enabling us 
to reconstitute with certainty the important events. These are the periods 
that are usually called the Old Kingdom, from —2700 to —2200, the Middle 
Kingdom, from —2000 to —1800, and the New Empire, from —1600 to 
— 1100. During the periods when the central power was weak, on the other 
hand, the sources of our knowledge dwindle and even vanish, so that 
Pharaonic history presents gaps, which the Egyptologists call Intermediate 
Periods. There are three of these: the first extending from —2200 to —2000, 
the second from —1800 to —1600, and the third from —1100 to —750. 
If w e add to these the beginnings of the Pharaonic monarchy, from — 3000 
to —2700, which are still very inadequately known, we see that over ten 
centuries of the history of Egypt remain for us, if not totally unknown, 
at least very hazy. 

Conclusions 
Despite the flaws in our knowledge of the Pharaonic civilization to which 
w e have just drawn attention, that civilization nevertheless occupies a 
primordial place in the history of ancient Africa. Through its monuments , its 
texts and the interest it aroused in the travellers of bygone days, it provides 
us with a large amount of information on African ways of thought, feeling 
and living in periods that w e could not possibly approach otherwise than 
through it. 

Although primordial, that place is probably insignificant by comparison 
with the role that knowledge of ancient Egypt and Nubia could play in the 
history of the continent. W h e n the archaeology of the countries bordering 
on the Nile valley is better explored and therefore better known, Egypt 
and the Nilotic Sudan will provide the historian and the archaeologist with 
means of comparison and dating indispensable for the resurrection of the 
past and for the study of those currents of influence which, from south to 
north and from east to west, constitute the very fabric of the history of 
Africa. 

23 



O
O

O
O

O
O

O
O

O
O

o 
O

O
O

O
O

Q
O

O
o

O
O

 
0

>
(0

t*
«

0
l/l5

frlN
r-O

0
v
 

<
vi<

si<
vicvi<

vi<
sirsicM

t<
«icM

 

8
0 

o
 
o

 o
 

_
 _

 
o 

o
 
o

 
o

 
o

 
o

 
CO

 t—
 "O

 
LT1 K

* 
m

 CM
 

o 
O

 
o
 

O
 
O

 
O

 O
 
O

 *
~

 
O

 
O

 
O

 
O

 
O

 O
 
O

 
O

 
OO

 >0 ct 
Ñ

O
C

O
 

C
M

 
*

- 
•«—

 
?

=
• 

T
- 

<
r-

24 



plate intro. i Onslaught on the Nile

plate INTRO.2 The Palermo Stone

plate intro.3 Palette ofNarmer

25



plate INTR0.4 Statue

of squatting scribe,

Knoumbaf

vin

PLATE INTRO. 5 Papyrus
of Turin

26



Origin 
of the ancient 
Egyptians 

C H E I K H A N T A DIOP 

T h e general acceptance, as a sequel to the w o r k of Professor Leakey, of 
the hypothesis of mankind's monogenetic and African origin, makes it 
possible to pose the question of the peopling of Egypt and even of the 
world in completely n e w terms. M o r e than 150000 years ago, beings 
morphologically identical with the m a n of today were living in the region 
of the great lakes at the sources of the Nile and nowhere else. This notion, 
and others which it would take too long to recapitulate here, form the 
substance of the last report presented by the late D r Leakey at the Seventh 
Pan-African Congress of Pre-History in Addis A b a b a in 1971.1 It m e a n s 
that the whole h u m a n race had its origin, just as the ancients had guessed, 
at the foot of the Mountains of the M o o n . Against all expectations and in 
defiance of recent hypotheses it was from this place that m e n m o v e d out 
to people the rest of the world. F r o m this two facts of capital importance 
result: 

(a) of necessity the earliest m e n were ethnically homogeneous and 
negroid. Gloger's law, which would also appear to be applicable 
to h u m a n beings, lays it d o w n that w a r m - b l o o d e d animals 
evolving in a w a r m h u m i d climate will secrete a black pigment 
(eumelanin).2 H e n c e if mankind originated in the tropics around 
the latitude of the great lakes, he was b o u n d to have b r o w n pig­
mentation from the start and it w a s by differentiation in other 
climates that the original stock later split into different races; 

(b) there were only two routes available by which these early m e n 
could m o v e out to people the other continents, namely, the Sahara 
and the Nile valley. It is the latter region which will be discussed 
here. 

F r o m the U p p e r Palaeolithic to the dynastic epoch, the whole of the 
river's basin w a s taken over progressively by these negroid peoples. 

1. Proceedings of the Seventh Pan-African Congress of Pre-History and Quaternary Studies, 
December 1971. 

2. M . F. A . Montagu, i960, p. 390. 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

Evidence of physical anthropology on the race 
of the ancient Egyptians 
It might have been thought that, working on physiological evidence, the 
findings of the anthropologists would dissipate all doubts by providing 
reliable and definitive truths. This is by no means so: the arbitrary nature 
of the criteria used, to go no farther, as well as abolishing any notion of 
a conclusion acceptable without qualification, introduces so m u c h scientific 
hair-splitting that there are times when one wonders whether the solution 
of the problem would not have been nearer if we had not had the ill luck 
to approach it from this angle. 

Nevertheless, although the conclusions of these anthropological studies 
stop short of the full truth, they still speak unanimously of the existence 
of a negro race from the most distant ages of prehistory d o w n to the dynastic 
period. It is not possible in this paper to cite all these conclusions: they 
will be found summarized in Chapter X of D r Emile Massoulard's Histoire 
et protohistoire d'Egypte (Institut d'Ethnologie, Paris, 1949). W e shall 
quote selected items only. 

Miss Fawcett considers that the Negadah skulls form a sufficiently 
homogeneous collection to warrant the assumption of a Negadah race. 
In the total height of the skull, the auricular height, the length and 
breadth of the face, nasal length, cephalic index and facial index this 
race would seem to approximate to the negro; in nasal breadth, 
height of orbit, length of palate and nasal index it would seem closer 
to the Germanic peoples; accordingly the Pre-Dynastic Negadians are 
likely to have resembled the negroes in certain of their characteristics 
and the white races in others, (pp. 402-3) 

It is worth noting that the nasal indices of Ethiopians and Dravidians 
would seem to approximate them to the Germanic peoples, though both 
are black races. 

These measurements, which would leave an open choice between the two 
extremes represented by the negro and the Germanic races, give an idea of 
the elasticity of the criteria employed. A sample follows: 

A n attempt was m a d e by T h o m s o n and Randall Maclver to determine 
more precisely the importance of the negroid element in the series 
of skulls from El ' A m r a h , Abydos and H o u . They divided them into 
three groups: (1) negroid skulls (those with a facial index below 54 
and a nasal index above 50, i.e. short broad face and broad ¿nose); 
(2) non-negroid skulls (facial index above 54 and nasal index' below 
50, long narrow face and narrow nose); (3) intermediate skulls 
(assignable to one of the two previous groups on the basis of either 
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the facial index or on the evidence of the nasal index, plus individuals 
marginal to either group). T h e proportion of negroids would seem to 
have been 24% of m e n and 19% of w o m e n in the early Pre-Dynastic 
and 25% and 28% respectively in the late Pre-Dynastic. 

Kieth has disputed the value of the criterion selected by T h o m s o n 
and Randall Maclver to distinguish the negroid from the non-negroid 
skulls. His opinion is that if the same criteria were applied to the 
study of any series of contemporary English skulls, the sample would 
be found to contain approximately 30% of negroid types, 
(pp. 420-1) 

T h e converse of Kieth's proposition could also be asserted, namely, 
that if the criterion were applied to the 140 million negroes n o w alive in 
black Africa a m i n i m u m of 100 million negroes would emerge white­
washed. 

It m a y also be remarked that the distinction between negroid, non-
negroid and intermediary is unclear: the fact is that 'non-negroid' does not 
mean of white race and 'intermediary' still less so. 

'Falkenburger reopened the anthropological study of the Egyptian 
population in a recent work in which he discusses 1,787 male skulls 
varying in date from the old Pre-Dynastic to our o w n day. H e distinguishes 
four main groups' (p. 421). T h e sorting of the predynastic skulls into 
these four groups gives the following results for the whole predynastic 
period: '36% negroid, 33% Mediterranean, 11% Cro-Magnoid and 20% 
of individuals not falling in any of these groups but approximating either 
to the Cro-Magnoid or to the negroid'. T h e proportion of negroids is 
definitely higher than that suggested by T h o m s o n and Randall Maclver, 
though Kieth considers the latter too high. 

' D o Falkenburger's figures reflect the reality? It is not our task to 
decide this. If they are accurate, the Pre-Dynastic population far from 
representing a pure bred race, as Elliot-Smith has said, comprised at least 
three distinct racial elements - over a third of negroids, a third of 
Mediterraneans, a tenth of Cro-Magnoids and a fifth of individuals cross­
bred - to varying degrees' (p. 422). 

T h e point about all these conclusions is that despite their discrepancies 
the degree to which they converge proves that the basis of the Egyptian 
population was negro in the Pre-Dynastic epoch. Thus they are all in­
compatible with the theories that the negro element only infiltrated into 
Egypt at a late stage. Far otherwise, the facts prove that it was preponderant 
from the beginning to the end of Egyptian history, particularly when w e note 
once more that 'Mediterranean' is not a synonym for 'white', Elliot-Smith's 
'brown or Mediterranean race being nearer the mark ' . 'Elliot-Smith classes 
these Proto-Egyptians as a branch of what he calls the brown race, which 
is the same as Sergi's "Mediterranean or Eurafrican race".' T h e term 
'brown' in this context refers to skin colour and is simply a euphemism 
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for negro.3 It is thus clear that it was the whole of the Egyptian population 
which was negro, barring an infiltration of white nomads in the proto-
dynastic epoch. 

In Petrie's study of the Egyptian race w e are introduced to a possible 
classification element in great abundance which cannot fail to surprise the 
reader. 

Pétrie . . . published a study of the races of Egypt in the Pre-Dynastic 
and Proto-Dynastic periods working only on portrayals of them. Apart 
from the steatopygian race, he distinguishes six separate types: an 
aquiline type representative of a white-skinned libyan race; a 'plaited-
beard' type belonging to an invading race coming perhaps from 
the shores of the Red Sea; a 'sharp-nosed' type almost certainly 
from the Arabian Desert; a 'tilted nose' type from Middle Egypt; a 
'jutting beard' type from Lower Egypt; and a 'narrow-nosed' type 
from Upper Egypt. Going on the images, there would thus have been 
seven different racial types in Egypt during the epochs w e are con­
sidering. In the pages which follow w e shall see that study of the 
skeletons seems to provide little authority for these conclusions. 

(P- 391) 

T h e above m o d e of classification gives an idea of the arbitrary nature 
of the criteria used to define the Egyptian races. Be that as it m a y , it is 
clear that anthropology is far from having established the existence of a 
white Egyptian race and would indeed tend rather to suggest the opposite. 

Nevertheless, in current textbooks the question is suppressed: in most 
cases it is simply and flatly asserted that the Egyptians were white and 
the honest layman is left with the impression that any such assertion must 
necessarily have a prior basis of solid research. But there is no such basis, 
as this chapter has shown. A n d so generation after generation has been 
misled. M a n y authorities skate around the difficulty today by speaking of 
red-skinned and black-skinned whites without their sense of c o m m o n logic 
being in the least upset. 'The Greeks call Africa "Libya", a misnomer ab 
initio since Africa contains m a n y other peoples besides the so-called 
Libyans, w h o belong among the whites of the northern or Mediterranean 
periphery and hence are m a n y steps removed from the brown (or red) 
skinned whites (Egyptians).'4 

In a textbook intended for the middle secondary school w e find the 
following sentence: ' A Black is distinguished less by the colour of his skin 
(for there are black-skinned "whites") than by his features: thick lips, 
flattened nose . . . ' s It is only through these twistings of the basic defini­
tions that it has been possible to bleach the Egyptian race. 

3. The study of this race's pigmentation can be carried farther by the method described; 
actually Elliot-Smith often found patches of skin on the bodies and the mummification 
methods which cause skin deterioration were not yet in use. 

4. D . P. de Pedrals, p. 6. 
5. Geographie, classe de 50, 1950. 
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It is worthwhile calling to mind the exaggerations of the theorists of 
anthropo-sociology in the last century and the beginnings of the present 
one whose minute physiognomical analyses discovered racial stratifications 
even in Europe, and particularly in France, when in fact there was really 
a single and by n o w practically homogeneous people.6 Today Occidentals 
w h o value their national cohesion are careful to avoid examining their o w n 
societies on so divisive a hypothesis, but continue unthinkingly to apply the 
old methods to the non-European societies. 

H u m a n images of the protohistoric period: their 
anthropological value 
T h e study of h u m a n images made by Flinders Pétrie on another plane 
shows that the ethnic type was black: according to Pétrie these people were 
the A n u whose name , known to us since the protohistoric epoch, is always 
'written' with three pillars on the few inscriptions extant from the end of 
the fourth millennium before our era. T h e natives of the country are always 
represented with unmistakable chiefly emblems for which one looks in vain 
among the infrequent portrayals of other races, w h o are all shown as 
servile foreign elements having reached the valley by infiltration (cf. Tera 
Neter7 and the Scorpion king w h o m Pétrie groups together: 'The Scorpion 
King . . . belonged to the preceding race of A n u , moreover he worshipped 
M i n and Set.').8 

As w e shall see later M i n , like the chief gods of Egypt, was called by 
the tradition of Egypt itself 'the great negro'. 

After a glance at the various foreign types of humanity w h o disputed the 

6. In his 'Lutte des races' (1883) L . Gumplovicz asserts that the diverse classes making 
up a people always represent different races, of which one has established its domination 
over the others by conquest. G . de Lapouge in an article published in 1897 postulated no less 
than a dozen 'fundamental laws of anthropo-sociology' of which the following are typical: his 
'law of distribution of wealth' posits that, in countries of mixed European-Alpine popu­
lations, wealth is greater in inverse proportion to the cephalic index; the 'law of urban indices' 
given prominence by A m m o n in connexion with his research on Badener conscripts asserted 
that town dwellers exhibit greater dolichocephaly than the people in the adjacent country­
side; the 'law of stratification' was formulated in the following terms: 'the cephalic index 
decreases and the proportion of dolichocephalics rises the higher the social class, in each 
locality'. In his 'Sélections sociales' the same writer has no hesitation in asserting that 
'the dominant class in the feudal epoch belongs almost exclusively to the variety " H o m o 
Europaeus" so that it is not pure chance which has kept the poor at the foot of the social 
ladder but their congenital inferiority'. 

' W e thus see that German racism was inventing nothing new, when Alfred Rosenberg 
asserted that the French Revolution must be deemed a revolt of the brachycephalics of the 
Alpine stock against the dolichocephalics of the Nordic race.' (A. Cuvillier, p. 155). 

7. W . M . F . Pétrie, 1939, Fig. 1. 
8. ibid., p. 69. 
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valley with the indigenous blacks, Pétrie describes the latter, the A n u , in the 
following terms: 

Besides these types, belonging to the North and East, there is the 
aboriginal race of the A n u , or Annu , people (written with three pillars) 
who became a part of the historic inhabitants. T h e subject ramifies 
too doubtfully if we include all single pillar names, but looking for 
the A n n u written, with the three pillars, we find that they occupied 
southern Egypt and Nubia, and the name is also applied in Sinai and 
Libya. As to the southern Egyptians, we have the most essential 
document, one portrait of a chief, Tera Neter, roughly modelled in 
relief in green glazed faïence, found in the early temple at Abydos. 
Preceding his name, his address is given on this earliest of visiting 
cards, 'Palace of the A n u in H e m e n city, Tera Neter'. H e m e n was 
the name of the god of Tuph ium. Erment, opposite to it, was the 
palace of A n n u of the south, Annu Menti. T h e next place in the south 
is Aunti (Gefeleyn), and beyond that Aunyt-Seni (Esneh).9 

Amélineau lists in geographical order the fortified towns built along 
the length of the Nile valley by the A n n u blacks. 

Û T J = Ant = (Esneh) 

0 2 ^ ® } = A n = the southern ' O n ' 
(now Hermonthis) 

I = Denderah, the traditional 
-* birthplace of Isis 

}- A town also called ' O n ' in the 
n o m e of Tinis 

Intn 

T h e t o w n called the northern 
= ' O n ' , the r e n o w n e d city of 

Heliopolis 

9. ibid., p. 68. 
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T h e c o m m o n ancestor of the A n n u settled along the Nile was Ani or 
A n , a name determined by the word »•«- (khet) and which, dating from the 
earliest versions of the 'Book of the Dead' onwards, is given to the god 
Osiris. 

T h e wife of Q l\ ¡\ $ the god Ani is the goddess Anet Q (j (] $ w h o is also 

his sister, just as Isis is the sister of Osiris. 
T h e identity of the god A n with Osiris has been demonstrated by 

Pleyte;10 w e should, indeed, recall that Osiris is also surnamed by (?) the 
Anou : 'Osiris Ani'. The god A n u is represented alternatively by the 

symbol {] and the symbol ^ . Are the Aunak tribes n o w inhabiting the 

upper Nile related to the ancient Annu? Future research will provide the 
answer to this question. 

Pétrie thinks it possible to make a distinction between the predynastic 
people represented by Tera Neter and the Scorpion King (who is him­
self a Pharaoh even at that date as his head-dress shows) and a dynastic 
people worshipping the falcon and probably represented by the 
Pharaohs Narmer , 1 1 Khasekhem, Sanekhei and Zoser.12 B y reference to 
the faces reproduced in the figure it is easily perceived that there is 
no ethnic difference between the two lots, and both belong to the black 
race. 

T h e mural in tomb S D 63 (Sequence Date 63) of Hierakonpolis shows 
the native-born blacks subjugating the foreign intruders into the valley 
if w e accept Petrie's interpretation: 'Below is the black ship at Hierakon­
polis belonging to the black m e n who are shown as conquering the red 
m e n . ' 1 3 

T h e Gebel-el-Arak knife haft shows similar battle scenes: 'There are 
also combats of black m e n overcoming red m e n . ' 1 3 However, the archaeo­
logical value of this object, which was not found in situ but in the possession 
of a merchant, is less than that of the preceding items. 

W h a t the above shows is that the images of m e n of the protohistoric 
and even of the dynastic period in no way square with the idea of the 
Egyptian race popular with Western anthropologists. Wherever the 
autochthonous racial type is represented with any degree of clearness, it 
is evidently negroid. Nowhere are the Indo-European and Semitic elements 
shown even as ordinary freemen serving a local chief, but invariably as 
conquered foreigners. T h e rare portrayals found are always shown with 
the distinctive marks of captivity, hands tied behind the back or strained 

10. E. Amélineau, 1908, p. 174. 
11. PI. 1.2 
12. PI. 1.3 
13. W . M . F. Pétrie, 1939, p. 67. 
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over the shoulders.14 A protodynastic figurine represents an Indo-
European prisoner with a long plait on his knees, with his hands bound 
tight to his body. T h e characteristics of the object itself show that it was 
intended as the foot of a piece of furniture and represented a conquered 
race.15 Often the portrayal is deliberately grotesque as with other proto­
dynastic figures showing individuals with their hair plaited in what Pétrie 
calls pigtails.16 

In the tomb of king K a (first dynasty) at Abydos, Pétrie found a plaque 
showing an Indo-European captive in chains with his hands behind his 
back. '7 Elliot-Smith considers that the individual represented is a Semite. 
T h e dynastic epoch has also yielded the documents illustrated in Pis 
1.9 and 1.14 showing Indo-European and Semitic prisoners. In contrast, 
the typically negroid features of the Pharaohs (Narmer, first dynasty, the 
actual founder of the Pharaonic line; Zoser, third dynasty, by whose time 
all the technological elements of the Egyptian civilization were already in 
evidence; Cheops, the builder of the Great Pyramid, a Cameroon type;18 

Menthuhotep, founder of the eleventh dynasty, very black;19 Sesostris I; 
Queen Ahmosis Nefertari; and Amenhophis I) show that all classes of 
Egyptian society belong to the same black race. 

Pis 1.15 and 1.16, showing the Indo-European and Semitic types, have 
been included deliberately to contrast them with the quite dissimilar 
physiognomies of the black Pharaohs and to demonstrate clearly that there 
is no trace of either of the first two types in the whole line of Pharaohs 
if w e exclude the foreign Libyan and Ptolemaic dynasties. 

It is usual to contrast the négresses on the tomb of Horemheb with 
the Egyptian type also shown. This contrast is surely a false one: it is 
social and not ethnic and there is as m u c h difference between an aristocratic 
Senegalese lady from Dakar and those antique African peasant w o m e n 
with their horny hands and splay feet as between the latter and an 
Egyptian lady of the cities of antiquity. 

There are two variants of the black race: 

(a) straight-haired, represented in Asia by the Dravidians and in 
Africa by the Nubians and the T u b b o u or Tedda, all three with 
jet-black skins; 

(/>) the kinky-haired blacks of the Equatorial regions. 

Both types entered into the composition of the Egyptian population. 

14. PI. 1.11. 

15- PI- 1.5-
16. PI. 1.8. 
17. PI. 1.7 I know that 'Indo-European' is usually said to be a language, not a race, but 

I prefer this term to 'Aryan' wherever its use causes no confusion. 
18. PI. 1.12. 
19. PI. 1.13. 
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Melanin dosage test 

In practice it is possible to determine directly the skin colour and hence 
the ethnic affiliations of the ancient Egyptians by microscopic analysis 
in the laboratory; I doubt if the sagacity of the researchers w h o have 
studied the question has overlooked the possibility. 

Melanin (eumelanin), the chemical body responsible for skin pigmenta­
tion, is, broadly speaking, insoluble and is preserved for millions of years 
in the skins of fossil animals.20 There is thus all the more reason for it 
to be readily recoverable in the skins of Egyptian m u m m i e s , despite a 
tenacious legend that the skin of m u m m i e s , tainted by the embalming 
material, is no longer susceptible of any analysis.21 Although the epidermis 
is the main site of the melanin, the melanocytes penetrating the derm at 
the boundary between it and the epidermus, even where the latter has 
mostly been destroyed by the embalming materials, show a melanin level 
which is non-existent in the white-skinned races. T h e samples I myself 
analysed were taken in the physical anthropology laboratory of the Musée 
de l ' H o m m e in Paris off the m u m m i e s from the Marietta excavations in 
Egypt.22 T h e same method is perfectly suitable for use on the royal 
m u m m i e s of Thutmoses III, Seti I and Ramses II in the Cairo M u s e u m , 
which are in an excellent state of preservation. For two years past I have 
been vainly begging the curator of the Cairo M u s e u m for similar samples 
to analyse. N o more than a few square millimetres of skin would be 
required to mount a specimen, the preparations being a few /um in thick­
ness and lightened with ethyl benzoate. They can be studied by natural 
light or with ultra-violet lighting which renders the melanin grains 
fluorescent. 

Either way let us simply say that the evaluation of melanin level by 
microscopic examination is a laboratory method which enables us to 
classify the ancient Egyptians unquestionably among the black races. 

Osteological measurements 

A m o n g the criteria accepted in physical anthropology for classifying races, 
the osteological measurements are perhaps the least misleading (in con­
trast to craniometry) for distinguishing a black m a n from a white m a n . By 
this criterion, also, the Egyptians belong among the black races. This 
study was made by the distinguished German savant Lepsius at the end 
of the nineteenth century and his conclusions remain valid: subsequent 
methodological progress in the domain of physical anthropology in no 

20. R. A . Nicolaus, p. n . 
2i. T . J. Pettigrew, 1834, pp. 70-71. 
22. C . A . Diop, 1977. 
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way undermines what is called the 'Lepsius canon' which, in round figures, 
gives the bodily proportions of the ideal Egyptian, short-armed and of 
negroid or negrito physical type.23 

Blood-groups 
It is a notable fact that even today Egyptians, particularly in Upper Egypt, 
belong to the same Group B as the populations of western Africa on the 
Atlantic seaboard and not to the A 2 Group characteristic of the white race 
prior to any crossbreeding.24 It would be interesting to study the extent 
of Group A 2 distribution in Egyptian m u m m i e s , which present-day 
techniques make possible. 

T h e Egyptian race according to the classical authors 
of antiquity 
T o the Greek and Latin writers contemporary with the ancient Egyptians 
the latter's physical classification posed no problems: the Egyptians were 
negroes, thick-lipped, kinky-haired and thin-legged; the unanimity of the 
authors' evidence on a physical fact as salient as a people's race will be 
difficult to minimize or pass over. S o m e of the following evidence drives 
h o m e the point. 

(a) Herodotus, 'the father of history', — 48o(?) to —425. 
With regard to the origins of the Colchians25 he writes: 

It is in fact manifest that the Colchidians are Egyptian by race . . . 
several Egyptians told m e that in their opinion the Colchidians were 
descended from soldiers of Sesostris. I had conjectured as m u c h 
myself from two pointers, firstly because they have black skins and 
kinky hair (to tell the truth this proves nothing for other peoples 
have them too) and secondly and more reliably for the reason that 
alone among mankind the Egyptians and the Ethiopians have practised 
circumcision since time immemorial. T h e Phoenicians and Syrians 
of Palestine themselves admit that they learnt the practice from the 
Egyptians while the Syrians in the river Thermodon and Pathenios 

23. M . E . Fontane, pp. 44-5 (see reproduction: T ) . 
24. M . F . A . Montagu, p. 337. 
25. In the fifth century before our era, at the time when Herodotus visited Egypt, a 

black-skinned people, the Colchians, were still living in Colchis on the Armenian shore of 
the Black Sea, east of the ancient port of Trebizond, surrounded by white-skinned nations. 

T h e scholars of antiquity wondered about this people's origins and Herodotus in 
'Euterpe', the second book of his history on Egypt, tries to prove that the Colchians were 
Egyptians, whence the arguments we quote. Herodotus, on the strength of commemorative 
stelae, erected by Sesostris in conquered countries, asserts that this monarch had got as 
far as Thrace and Scythia, where stelae would seem to have been still standing in his day 
(Book II, 103). 
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region and their neighbours the Macrons say they learnt it recently 
from the Colchidians. These are the only races which practise 
circumcision and it is observable that they do it in the same w a y as 
the Egyptians. A s between the Egyptians themselves and the 
Ethiopians I could not say which taught the other the practice, for 
a m o n g them it is quite clearly a custom of great antiquity. A s to the 
custom having been learnt through their Egyptian connections, a 
further strong proof to m y mind is that all those Phoenicians trading 
to Greece cease to treat the pudenda after the Egyptian manner and do 
not subject their offspring to circumcision.26 

Herodotus reverts several times to the negroid character of the Egyptians 
and each time uses it as a fact of observation to argue more or less complex 
theses. T h u s to prove that the Greek oracle at D o d o n a in Epirus was of 
Egyptian origin, one of his arguments is the following: ' . . . and w h e n they 
add that the dove was black they give us to understand that the w o m a n 
was Egyptian'.27 T h e doves in question - actually there were two according 
to the text - symbolize two Egyptian w o m e n w h o are said to have been 
carried off from the Egyptian Thebes to found the oracles in Greece at 
D o d o n a and in Libya (Oasis of Jupiter A m o n ) respectively. Herodotus 
did not share the opinion of Anaxagoras that the melting of the snows on 
the mountains of Ethiopia was the source of the Nile floods.28 H e relied 
on the fact that it neither rains nor snows in Ethiopia 'and the heat there 
turns m e n black'.29 

(b) Aristotle, —389 to —332, scientist, philosopher and tutor of 
Alexander the Great. 

In one of his minor works, Aristotle attempts, with unexpected naïveté, 
to establish a correlation between the physical and moral natures of living 
beings and leaves us evidence on the Egyptian-Ethiopian race which 
confirms what Herodotus says. According to h im, 'Those w h o are too 
black are cowards, like for instance, the Egyptians and Ethiopians. But 
those w h o are excessively white are also cowards as w e can see from the 
example of w o m e n , the complexion of courage is between the two. ' 3 0 

(c) Lucian, Greek writer, +i25(?) to + 1 9 0 . 
T h e evidence of Lucian is as explicit as that of the two previous 

writers. H e introduces two Greeks, Lycinus and Timolaus, w h o start a 
conversation. 

Lycinus (describing a young Egyptian): 'This boy is not merely black; 

26. Herodotus, Book II, 104. As with many peoples in black Africa, Egyptian w o m e n 
underwent excision of the clitoris: cf. Strabo, Geography, Book X V I I , C h . I. 

27. Herodotus, Book II, 57. 
28. Seneca, Questions of Nature, Book IV, 17. 
29. Herodotus, Book II, 22. 
30. Aristotle, Physiognomy, 6. 
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he has thick lips and his legs are too thin . . . his hair w o r n in a 
plait behind shows that he is not a f reeman. ' 

T imolaus: 'But that is a sign of really distinguished birth in Egypt , 
Lycinus. All freeborn children plait their hair until they reach m a n ­
hood. It is the exact opposite of the custom of our ancestors w h o 
thought it seemly for old m e n to secure their hair with a gold brooch 
to keep it in place.'31 

(d) Apollodorus, first century before our era, Greek philosopher. 
'Aegyptos conquered the country of the black-footed ones and called it 

Egypt after himself.'32 

(e) Aeschylus, —525(F) to —456, tragic poet and creator of G reek 
tragedy. 

In The Suppliants, D a ñ a o s , fleeing with his daughters, the Danai'ds, 
and pursued b y his brother Aegyptos with his sons, the Aegyptiads, w h o 
seek to w e d their cousins b y force, climbs a hillock, looks out to sea and 
describes the Aegyptiads at the oars afar off in these terms: 'I can see 
the crew with their black limbs and white tunics.'33 

A similar description of the Egyptian type of m a n recurs a few lines 
later in verse 745. 

(/) Achilles Tatius of Alexandria. 
H e compares the he rdsmen of the Delta to the Ethiopians and explains 

that they are blackish, like half-castes. 
(g) Strabo, —58 to about + 2 5 . 
Strabo visited Egypt and almost all the countries of the R o m a n empire. 

H e concurs in the theory that the Egyptians and the Colchoi are of the 
s a m e race but holds that the migrations to Ethiopia and Colchoi had been 
from Egypt only. 

'Egyptians settled in Ethiopia and in Colchoi. '34 The re is no doubt w h a t ­
ever as to Strabo's notion of the Egyptians' race for he seeks elsewhere 
to explain w h y the Egyptians are darker than the H i n d u s , a circumstance 
which would permit the refutation, if needed, of any attempt at confusing 
'the H i n d u and Egyptian races'. 

(h) Diodorus of Sicily, about —63 to + 1 4 , Greek historian and con­
temporary of Caesar Augustus. 

According to Diodorus it w a s probably Ethiopia which colonized Egypt 
(in the Athenian sense of the term, signifying that, with overpopulation, 
a proportion of the people emigrate to n e w territory). 

The Ethiopians say that the Egyptians are one of their colonies, 3S 

which w a s led into Egypt by Osiris. T h e y claim that at the beginning 

31. Lucían, Navigations, paras 2-3. 
32. Apollodorus, Book II, 'The family of Inachus', paras 3 and 4. 
33. Aeschylus, The Suppliants, vv. 719-20. See also v. 745. 
34. Strabo, Geography, Book I, ch. 3, para. 10. 
35. M y italics. 
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of the world Egypt was simply a sea but that the Nile, carrying d o w n 
vast quantities of loam from Ethiopia in its flood waters, finally filled 
it in and made it part of the continent . . . They add that the 
Egyptians have received from them, as from authors and their 
ancestors, the greater part of their laws.36 

(»') Diogenes Laertius. 
H e wrote the following about Zeno, founder of the Stoic School (—333 

to —261): 'Zeno son of Mnaseas or D e m e a s was a native of Citium 
in Cyprus, a Greek city which has taken in some Phoenician colonists.' 
In his Lives, Timotheus of Athens describes Zeno as having a twisted 
neck. Apollonius of Tyre says of him that he was gaunt, very tall and 
black, hence the fact that, according to Chrysippus in the First Book of his 
Proverbs, certain people called him an Egyptian vine-shoot.37 

(J) A m m i a n u s Marcellinus, about + 3 3 to + 1 0 0 , Latin historian and 
friend of the Emperor Julian. 

With him w e reach the sunset of the R o m a n empire and the end of 
classical antiquity. There are about nine centuries between the birth of 
Aeschylus and Herodotus and the death of A m m i a n u s Marcellinus, nine 
centuries during which the Egyptians, amid a sea of white races, steadily 
crossbred. It can be said without exaggeration that in Egypt one household 
in ten included a white Asiatic or Indo-European slave.38 

It is remarkable that, despite its intensity, all this crossbreeding should 
not have succeeded in upsetting the racial constants. Indeed Ammianus 
Marcellinus writes: ' . . . the m e n of Egypt are mostly brown or black with 
a skinny and desiccated look'.39 H e also confirms the evidence already 
cited about the Colchoi: 'Beyond these lands are the heartlands of the 
Camaritae40 and the Phasis with its swifter stream borders the country of 
the Colchoi, an ancient race of Egyptian origin.'41 

This cursory review of the evidence of the ancient Graeco-Latin writers 
on the Egyptians' race shows that the extent of agreement between them 
is impressive and is an objective fact difficult to minimize or conceal, 
the two alternatives between which present-day Egyptology constantly 
oscillates. 

A n exception is the evidence of an honest savant, Volney, w h o travelled 

36. Diodorus, Universal History, Book III. T h e antiquity of the Ethiopian civilization is 
attested by the most ancient and most venerable Greek writer, H o m e r , in both the Iliad and 
the Odyssey: 

'Jupiter followed today by all the gods receives the sacrifices of the Ethiopians' (Iliad, 1,422). 
'Yesterday to visit holy Ethiopia Jupiter betook himself to the ocean shore' (Iliad, I,423). 
37. Diogenes Laertius, Book VII , 1. 
38. T h e Egyptian notables liked to have a Syrian or Cretan female slave in their harems. 
39. A m m i a n u s Marcellinus, Book X X I I , para. 16 (23). 
40. Pirate gangs w h o worked from small ships called Cantare. 
41. A m m i a n u s Marcellinus, Book X X I I , para. 8 (24). 
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in Egypt between +1783 and +1785, i.e. at the peak period of negro 
slavery, and made the following observations on the true Egyptian race, the 
same which produced the Pharaohs, namely, the Copts: 

All of them are puffy-faced, heavy-eyed and thick-lipped, in a word, 
real mulatto faces. I was tempted to attribute this to the climate 
until, on visiting the Sphinx, the look of it gave m e the clue to the 
enigma. Beholding that head characteristically Negro in all its features, 
I recalled the well-known passage of Herodotus which reads: 'For m y 
part I consider the Colchoi are a colony of the Egyptians because, 
like them, they are black-skinned and kinky-haired'. In other words 
the ancient Egyptians were true negroes of the same stock as all the 
autochthonous peoples of Africa and from that datum one sees h o w 
their race, after some centuries of mixing with the blood of R o m a n s 
and Greeks, must have lost the full blackness of its original colour 
but retained the impress of its original mould. It is even possible to 
apply this observation very widely and posit in principle that 
physiognomy is a kind of record usable in m a n y cases for disputing 
or elucidating the evidence of history on the origins of the 
peoples . . . 

After illustrating this proposition citing the case of the Normans, w h o 
900 years after the conquest of N o r m a n d y still look like Danes, Volney 
adds: 

but reverting to Egypt, its contributions to history afford m a n y 
subjects for philosophic reflection. W h a t a subject for meditation is 
the present-day barbarity and ignorance of the Copts w h o were 
considered, born of the alliance of the deep genius of the Egyptians and 
the brilliance of the Greeks, that this race of blacks w h o nowadays 
are slaves and the objects of our scorn is the very one to which w e 
owe our arts, our sciences and even the use of spoken word; and 
finally recollect that it is in the midst of the peoples claiming to be 
the greatest friends of liberty and humanity that the most barbarous 
of enslavements has been sanctioned and the question raised whether 
black m e n have brains of the same quality as those of white 
m e n ! 4 2 

T o this testimony of Volney, Champollion-Figeac, brother of Champo l -
lion the Younger, was to reply in the following terms: ' The two physical 
traits of black skin and kinky hair are not enough to stamp a race as 
negro and Volney's conclusion as to the negro origin of the ancient 
population of Egypt is glaringly forced and inadmissible.'43 

Being black from head to foot and having kinky hair is not enough to 
make a m a n a negro! This shows us the kind of specious argumentation 
to which Egyptology has had to resort since its birth as a science. S o m e 

42. M . C . F . Volney, Voyages en Syrie et en Egypte, Paris, 1787, Vol. I, pp. 74-7. 
43- J- J- Champollion-Figeac, 1839, pp. 26-7. 
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scholars maintain that Volney was seeking to shift the discussion to a 
philosophic plane. But w e have only to re-read Volney: he is simply 
drawing the inferences from crude material facts forcing themselves on his 
eyes and his conscience as proofs. 

The Egyptians as they saw themselves 
It is no waste of time to get the views of those principally concerned. 
H o w did the ancient Egyptians see themselves? Into which ethnic category 
did they put themselves? W h a t did they call themselves? T h e language and 
literature left to us by the Egyptians of the Pharaonic epoch supply 
explicit answers to these questions which the scholars cannot refrain from 
minimizing, twisting or 'interpreting'. 

T h e Egyptians had only one term to designate themselves: 

¿2 $¡3 _ k m t _ t h e n e g r o e s (literally).44 This is the strongest term existing 

in the Pharaonic tongue to indicate blackness; it is accordingly written with 
a hieroglyph representing a length of wood charred at the end and not 
crocodile scales.45 This word is the etymological origin of the well-known 
root kamit which has proliferated in modern anthropological literature. 
T h e biblical root kam is probably derived from it and it has therefore been 
necessary to distort the facts to enable this root today to mean 'white' in 
Egyptological terms whereas, in the Pharaonic mother tongue which gave 
it birth, it meant 'coal black'. 

In the Egyptian language, a word of assembly is formed from an 
adjective or a noun by putting it in the feminine singular. ' K m t ' from 
the adjective / J^ = k m = black; it therefore means strictly negroes or at 

the very least black m e n . T h e term is a collective noun which thus described 
the whole people of Pharaonic Egypt as a black people. 

In other words, on the purely grammatical plane, if one wishes to 
indicate negroes in the Pharaonic tongue, one cannot use any other word 
than the very one which the Egyptians used of themselves. Furthermore, 
the language offers us another term, ^ . ^ ^ j§ kmtjw = the negroes, the 

black m e n (literally) = the Egyptians, as opposed to 'foreigners' which 
comes from the same root k m and which the Egyptians also used to describe 
themselves as a people as distinguished from all foreign peoples.46 These are 

44. This important discovery was made, on the African side, by Sossou Nsougan, who 
was to compile this part of the present chapter. For the sense of the word see Wärterbuch der 
Aegyptischen Sprache, Vol. 5, 19,71, pp. 122 and 127. 

45. ibid., p. 122. 
46. ibid., p. 128. 
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the only adjectives of nationality used by the Egyptians to designate them­
selves and both mean 'negro' or 'black' in the Pharaonic language. Scholars 
hardly ever mention them or when they do it is to translate them by 
euphemisms such as the 'Egyptians' while remaining completely silent 

about their etymological sense.4 7 They prefer the expression a jir n ! ^ ® 

R m t kmt = the m e n of the country of the black m e n or the m e n of the 
black country. 

In Egyptian, words are normally followed by a determinative which 
indicates their exact sense, and for this particular expression Egyptologists 
suggest that ¿q|^ k m = black and that the colour qualifies the determina­
tive which follows it and which signifies 'country'. Accordingly, they claim, 
the translation should be 'the black earth' from the colour of the loam, or the 
'black country', and not 'the country of the black m e n ' as we should be 
inclined to render it today with black Africa and white Africa in mind. 

Perhaps so, but if w e apply this rule rigorously to ^ ^ ¿f j = kmit, w e 

are forced to 'concede that here the adjective "black" qualifies the deter­
minative which signifies the whole people of Egypt shown by the two 
symbols for " m a n " and " w o m a n " and the three strokes below them which 
indicate the plural'. Thus , if it is possible to voice a doubt as regards the 

expression ^ ® = k m e , it is not possible to do so in the case of the two 

adjectives of nationality ^ $ ^ = kmt and kmtjw unless one is picking 

one's arguments completely at random. 
It is a remarkable circumstance that the ancient Egyptians should never 

have had the idea of applying these qualificatives to the Nubians and other 
populations of Africa to distinguish them from themselves; any more than 
a R o m a n at the apogee of the empire could use a 'colour' adjective to 
distinguish himself from the Germani on the other bank of the Danube , 
of the same stock but still in the prehistoric age of development. 

In either case both sides were of the same world in terms of physical 
anthropology, and accordingly the distinguishing terms used related to 
level of civilization or moral sense. For the civilized R o m a n s , the Germans , 
of the same stock, were barbarians. T h e Egyptians used the expression 

*3 f̂ P = nahas to designate the Nubians; and nahas48 is the n a m e of a 

people, with no colour connotation in Egyptian. It is a deliberate mis­
translation to render it as negro as is done in almost all present-day 
publications. 

47. R . O . Faulkner, 1962, p. 286. 
48. Wörter buch der ägyptischen Sprache, p. 128. 
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The divine epithets 

Finally, black or negro is the divine epithet invariably used for the chief 
beneficent gods of Egypt, whereas all the malevolent spirits are qualified 
as desrêt = red; w e also know that to Africans this form applies to the white 
nations; it is practically certain that this held good for Egypt too but I want 
in this chapter to keep to the least debatable facts. 

T h e surnames of the gods are these: 

'a%*^5î ¡3 = K m w r = the 'Great Negro' for Osiris49 

/n%^ I) (J~̂  j§ = k m = the black + the name of the god50 

¿3 $ = kmt — the black + the name of the goddess51 

T h e k m (black) ¿3j^ qualificative is applied to Hathor, Apis, M i n , 

Thoth, etc.52 j§ ̂  1&. set kmt = the black w o m a n = Isis.53 O n the other 

hand 'seth', the sterile desert, is qualified by the term desrêt = red.54 

The wild animals which Horus fought to create civilization are qualified 
as desrêt = red, especially the hippopotamus.55 Similarly the maleficent 

beings wiped out by Thoth are Des = = ^ ¡ = dèsrtjw = the red ones; 

this term is the grammatical converse of K m t j w and its construction follows 
the same rule for the formation of 'nisbés'. 

Witness of the Bible 
T h e Bible tells us: ' . . . the sons of H a m [were] Cush, and Mizraim 
[i.e. Egypt], and Phut, and Canaan. A n d the sons of Cush; Seba, and 
Havilah, and Sabtah, and Raamah, and Sabtechah.'56 

Generally speaking all Semitic tradition (Jewish and Arab) classes 
ancient Egypt with the countries of the blacks. 

T h e importance of these depositions cannot be ignored, for these are 
peoples (the Jews) which lived side by side with the ancient Egyptians and 
sometimes in symbiosis with them and have nothing to gain by presenting 
a false ethnic picture of them. Nor is the notion of an erroneous inter­
pretation of the facts any more tenable.57 

49. ibid., p. 124. 
50. ibid., p. 125. 
Si. ibid., p. 123. 
52. It should be noted that set = kem = black wife in Walaf. 
53. Wörter buch der ägyptischen Sprache, p. 492. 
54. ibid., p. 493. 
55. Desrêt = blood in Egyptian; deret = blood in Walaf: ibid., p. 494. 
56. Genesis, 10: 6-7. 
57. C . A . Diop, 1955, pp. 33ft". 
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Cultural data 
A m o n g the innumerable identical cultural traits recorded in Egypt and in 
present-day black Africa, it is proposed to refer only to circumcision and 
totemism. 

According to the extract from Herodotus quoted earlier, circumcision is 
of African origin. Archaeology has confirmed the judgement of the Father 
of History for Elliot-Smith was able to determine from the examination of 
well-preserved m u m m i e s that circumcision was the rule a m o n g the 
Egyptians as long ago as the protohistoric era,58 i.e. earlier than —4000. 

Egyptian totemism retained its vitality d o w n to the R o m a n period59 

and Plutarch also mentions it. T h e researches of Amélineau,60 Loret, 
Moret and Adolphe Reinach have clearly demonstrated the existence of 
an Egyptian totemic system, in refutation of the champions of the zoolatric 
thesis. 

If w e reduce the notion of the totem to that of a fetish, usually 
representing an animal of a species with which the tribe believes it 
has special ties formally renewed at fixed intervals, and which is 
carried into battle like a standard; if w e accept this minimal but 
adequate definition of a totem, it can be said that there was no 
country where totemism had a more brilliant reign than in Egypt 
and certainly nowhere where it could better be studied.61 

Linguistic affinity 
Walaf,62 a Senegalese language spoken in the extreme west of Africa on the 
Atlantic Ocean, is perhaps as close to ancient Egyptian as Coptic. A n 
exhaustive study of this question has recently been carried out.63 In this 
chapter enough is presented to show that the kinship between ancient 
Egyptian and the languages of Africa is not hypothetical but a d e m o n ­
strable fact which it is impossible for modern scholarship to thrust aside. 

As w e shall see, the kinship is genealogical in nature. 

EGYPTIAN COPTIC W A L A F 
*3» = kef = to grasp, to (Saïdique dialect) kef = seize a prey 
- ^ take a strip (of keh = to tame65 

something)64 

58. E . Massoulard, 1949, p. 386. 
59. Juvenal, Satire X V , vv. 1-14. 
60. E . Amélineau, op. cit. 
61. A . Recnach, 1913, p. 17. 
62. Often spelt Wolof. 
63. C . A . Diop, 1977(a). 
64. R . Lambert, 1925, p. 129. 
65. A . Mallon, pp. 207-34. 
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PRESENT 
kef i 
kef ek 
kef et 
kefef 

PRESENT 
keh 
keh ek 
keh ere 
kefef 

PRESENT 
kef na 
kef nga 
kef na 

kef es keh es kefef] 
kef es I 

kef n 
kef ton 
kef sen66 

PAST 
kef ni 
kef (o) nek 
kef(o) net 

kef(o) nef 
kef (o) nes 

kef (o) nen 
kef (o) n ten 
kef (o) n sen67 

EGYPTIAN 
^ = feh = go away 

keh en 
keh etetû 
keh ey 

PAST 
keh nei 
keh nek 
keh nere 

keh nef 
keh nes 

keh nen 
keh netsten 
keh ney6 8 

W A L A F 
feh = : rush off 

kef nanu 
kef ngen 
kef naftu 

PAST 
kef (on) na 
kef (on) nga 
kef(on) na 

kef (on) ef ] 
> E 

kef (on) es J 
kef (on) nanu 
kef (on) ngen 
kef (on) naftu 

W e have the following correspondences between the verb forms, with 
identity or similarity of meaning: all the Egyptian verb forms, except 
for two, are also recorded in Walaf. 

E G Y P T I A N 
feh-ef 
feh-es 

feh-n-ef 
feh-n-es 

feh-w 

feh-wef 
feh-w-es 

feh-w-n-ef 
feh-w-n-es 

feh-in-ef 
feh-in-es 

WALAF 
feh-ef 
feh-es 

feh-ôn-ef 
feh-ôn-es 

feh-w 

feh-w-ef 
feh-w-es 

feh-w-ôn-ef 
feh-w-ôn-es 

feh-il-ef 
feh-il-es 

66. A . de Buck, 1952. 
67. ibid. 
68. A . Mallon, pp. 207-34. 
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feh-t-ef 
feh-t-es 

feh-tyfy 
feh-tysy 

feh-tw-ef 
feh-tw-es 

feh-kw(i) 

feh-n-tw-ef 
feh-n-tw-es 

feh-y-ef 
feh-y-es 

feh-t-ef 
feh-t-es 

feh-ati-fy 
feh-at-ef 
feh-at-es 

mar-tw-ef 
mar-tw-es 

fahi-kw 

feh-an-tw-ef 
feh-an-tw-es 

feh-y-ef 
fey-y-es 

EGYPTIAN W A L A F 
^ C - n A = mer = love mar = lick69 

mer-ef 
mer-es 

mer-n-ef 
mer-n-es 

m e r - w 

mer-w-ef 
mer-w-es 

mer -w-n - f 
mer-w-n-es 

mer-in-ef 
mer-in-es 

mer-t-ef 
mer-t-es 

mer-tw-ef 
mer-tw-es 

mer-tyfy 
mer-t-tysy 

mer-kwi 

mer-y-ef 
mer-y-es 

mer-n-tw-ef 
mer-n-tw-es 

mar-ef 
mar-es 

mar-ôn-ef 
mar-ôn-es 

m a r - w 

mar-w-ef 
mar-w-es 

mar-w-ôn-ef 
mar-w-ôn-es 

mar-il-ef 
mar-il-es 

mar-t-ef 
mar-t-es 

mar-tw-ef 
mar-tw-es 

mar-at-ef 
mar-at-es 
mar-aty-sy 
mar-aty-sy 

mari-kw 

mar-y-ef 
mar-y-es 

mar-an-tw-ef 
mar-antw-es 
mar-tw-ôn-ef 
mar-tw-ôn-es 

69. By extension = love intensely (hence the verb mar-maral) after the fashion of a 
female animal licking the cub which she has just borne. This sense does not conflict with 
the other notion which the determinative m a y convey of a m a n raising hand to mouth. 
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Egyptian and Walaf demonstratives 

There are the following phonetic correspondences between Egyptian and 
Walaf demonstratives. 

EGYPTIAN 

pw 
(ipw) -

= pwy 
(ipw) 

WALAF 

-=> bw 

- > bwy 

—> w 

->w 

->5 
—>v/ 

->y 

B 
r p — ^ B 
|_n > n 
fp—^B 
In > 1' 

= pf 
(¡Pf) 

bafe ->b 

= pf3 > bafa P-
f- ->f 

w = pfy 
(ipfy) > bafy 

%:\ 

1~ 

I Dca 

= P3 > b â 

: îptW 

= iptn 

= iptf 
= iptf 

batw 

- > I" batné 

[ Bátale 

—> batafé 

P 
3 -

P 
t-

-^f 
^ y 

->b 

- > t 

—>w 

p-
t-
n -
n -

P -
t -

f-

^b 
-> t 

->n 
-̂ 1 

These phonetic correspondences are not ascribable either to elementary 
affinity or to the general laws of the human mind for they are regular 
correspondences on outstanding points extending through an entire system, 

70. See below for the explanation of this important law. 
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that of the demonstratives in the two languages and that of the verbal 
languages. It is through the application of such laws that it was possible 
to demonstrate the existence of the Indo-European linguistic family. 

T h e comparison could be carried further to show that the majority of the 
phonemes remain unchanged between the two languages. T h e few changes 
which are of great interest are the following. 

(a) T h e correspondence n (E) > 1 (W) 

E G Y P T I A N 
n 

= nad = ask 

J 2J\ 

1^%. 

W A L A F 
1 

= nah = protect 

= ben ben = well up 

= teni = grow old 

lad = ask 

lah = protect 

bel bel = well up 

talé = important 

= tefnwt = the goddess born of tefnit = 'spit out' a h u m a n being 
Ra's spittle teflit = spittle 

tefli = spitter 

= nebt = plait let = plait 
nâb = to plait hair temporarily 

(b) The correspondence h (E) > g (W) 

EGYPTIAN 
h 

'I + J* 

%iXP 

= hen = phallus 

= h w n = adolescent 

= hor = Horus 

WALAF 

g 

gen = phallus 

gwne 
gone 

. > = adolescent 
e J 

gor = vir (? male ?) 

: hor gwn = the youth Horus gor gwné = young m a n ( m . ä . m ) 

It is still early to talk with precision of the vocalic accompaniment 
of the Egyptian phonemes. But the way is open for the rediscovery of 
the vocalics of ancient Egyptian from comparative studies with the 
languages of Africa. 
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Conclusion 

T h e structure of African royalty, with the king put to death, either 
really or symbolically, after a reign which varied in length but was in the 
region of eight years, recalls the ceremony of the Pharaoh's regeneration 
through the Sed feast. Also reminiscent of Egypt are the circumcision rites 
mentioned earlier and the totemism, cosmogonies, architecture, musical 
instruments, etc., of black Africa.71 Egyptian antiquity is to African culture 
what Graeco-Roman antiquity is to Western culture. T h e building up of 
a corpus of African humanities should be based on this fact. 

It will be understood h o w difficult it is to write such a chapter in a 
work of this kind, where euphemism and compromise are the rule. In an 
attempt to avoid sacrificing scientific truth, therefore, w e made a point of 
suggesting three preliminaries to the preparation of this volume, all of which 
were agreed to at the plenary session held in 1971.72 T h e first two led 
to the holding of the Cairo Symposium from 28 January to 3 February 
1974.73 In this connection I should like to refer to certain passages in the 
report of that symposium. Professor Vercoutter, w h o had been c o m ­
missioned by Unesco to write the introductory report, acknowledged after 
a thorough discussion that the conventional idea that the Egyptian 
population was equally divided between blacks, whites and half-castes 
could not be upheld. 'Professor Vercoutter agreed that no attempt should 
be made to estimate percentages, which meant nothing, as it was impossible 
to establish them without reliable statistical data'. O n the subject of Egyptian 
culture: 'Professor Vercoutter remarked that, in his view, Egypt was African 
in its way of writing, in its culture and in its way of thinking'. 

Professor Leclant, for his part, 'recognized the same African character 
in the Egyptian temperament and way of thinking'. 

In regard to linguistics, it is stated in the report that 'this item, in 
contrast to those previously discussed, revealed a large measure of agree­
ment among the participants. T h e outline report by Professor Diop and the 
report by Professor Obenga were regarded as being very constructive'. 

Similarly, the symposium rejected the idea that Pharaonic Egyptian was 
a Semitic language. 'Turning to wider issues, Professor Sauneron drew 
attention to the interest of the method suggested by Professor Obenga 
following Professor Diop. Egyptian remained a stable language for a period 
of at least 4500 years. Egypt was situated at the point of convergence of 
outside influences and it was to be expected that borrowing had been 
made from foreign languages, but the Semitic roots numbered only a few 

71. See C . A . Diop, 1967. 
72. See Final Report of the First Plenary Session of the International Scientific Committee 

for the Drafting of a general History of Africa, U N E S C O , 30 March-8 April 1974. 
73. Symposium on 'The peopling of ancient Egypt and the deciphering of the Meroitic 

script'. Cf. Studies and Documents N o . 1, U N E S C O , 1978. 
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hundred as compared with a total of several thousand words. T h e 
Egyptian language could not be isolated from its African context and its 
origin could not be fully explained in terms of Semitic, it was thus 
quite normal to expect to find related languages in Africa'. 

T h e genetic, that is, non-accidental relationship between Egyptian and 
the African languages was recognized: 'Professor Sauneron noted that the 
method which had been used was of considerable interest, since it could not 
be purely fortuitous that there was a similarity between the third person 
singular suffixed pronouns in Ancient Egyptian and in Wolof, he hoped 
that an attempt would be m a d e to reconstitute a palaeo-African language, 
using present-day languages as a starting point'. 

In the general conclusion to the report it was stated that: 'Although the 
preparatory working paper sent out by Unesco gave particulars of what was 
desired, not all participants had prepared communications comparable with 
the painstakingly researched contributions of Professors Cheikh Anta 
Diop and Obenga. There was consequently a real lack of balance in the 
discussions'. 

A n e w page of African historiography was accordingly written in Cairo. 
T h e symposium recommended that further studies be m a d e on the concept 
of race. Such studies have since been carried out, but they have not 
contributed anything new to the historical discussion. They tell us that 
molecular biology and genetics recognize the existence of populations 
alone, the concept of race being no longer meaningful. Yet whenever there is 
any question of the transmission of a hereditary taint, the concept of race 
in the most classic sense of the term comes into its o w n again, for 
genetics tells us that 'sickle-cell anaemia occurs only in negroes'. T h e truth 
is that all these 'anthropologists' have already in their o w n minds drawn the 
conclusions deriving from the triumph of the monogenetic theory of m a n ­
kind without venturing to put them into explicit terms, for if mankind 
originated in Africa, it was necessarily negroid before becoming white 
through mutation and adaptation at the end of the last glaciation in 
Europe in the Upper Palaeolithic; and it is n o w more understandable 
w h y the Grimaldian negroids first occupied Europe for ioooo years before 
C r o - M a g n o n M a n - the prototype of the white race - appeared (around 
—2000). 

T h e ideological standpoint is also evident in apparently objective studies. 
In history and in social relations, it is the phenotype, that is, the individual 
or the people as that individual or people is perceived, which is the 
dominant factor, as opposed to the genotype. For present-day genetics, a 
Zulu with the 'same' genotype as Vorster is not impossible. Does this 
mean that the history w e are witnessing will put the two phenotypes, that 
is, the two individuals, on the same footing in all their national and 
social activities? Certainly not - the opposition will remain not social but 
ethnic. 

This study makes it necessary to rewrite world history from a more 
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scientific standpoint, taking into account the Negro-African component 
which was for a long time preponderant. It means that it is n o w possible 
to build up a corpus of Negro-African humanities resting on a sound 
historical basis instead of being suspended in mid-air. Finally, if it is 
true that only truth is revolutionary, it m a y be added that only 
rapprochement brought about on a basis of truth can endure. T h e cause 
of h u m a n progress is not well served by casting a veil over the facts. 

T h e rediscovery of the true past of the African peoples should not be a 
divisive factor but should contribute to uniting them, each and all, 
binding them together from the north to the south of the continent so 
as to enable them to carry out together a new historical mission for the 
greater good of mankind; and that is in keeping with the ideal of 
Unesco.7 4 

»NOTE BY THE EDITOR OF THE VOLUME 
The opinions expressed by Professor Cheikh Anta Diop in this chapter are those which 
he presented and developed at the Unesco symposium on 'The peopling of ancient 
Egypt' which was held in Cairo in 1974. A summary of the proceedings of this symposium 
will be found at the end of this chapter. T h e arguments put forward in this chapter have 
not been accepted by all the experts interested in the problem (cf. Introduction, above). 

Gamal Mokhtar 
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plate i.i Protohistoric figure ofTera-Neter,

a negro nobleman of the Anous race who were

the first inhabitants of Egypt

plate 1.2 A pharaoh of the First Egyptian

Dynasty, said to be Narmer.

plate i .4 (below) Door socketfrom Hierak-

onpolis. First Egyptian Dynasty
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plate 1.3 (left) Djeser, typical negro,

pharaoh of the Third Dynasty; this ushered

in the great age ofdressed-stone architecture:

the step pyramid and burial complex at

Sakkara. By his reign, all the technological

features ofEgyptian civilization were already

developed
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plate 1.5 Libyan prisoner PLATE 1.6 Foreigner

plate 1.8 Predynastic figurines

plate 1.7 Semitic captive
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plate 1.9 Indo-European captives

plate 1. 10 Indo-European captive

plate i.i 1 Indo-European captive
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plate 1. 12 Cheops, Pharaoh of the

Fourth Egyptian Dynasty, builder of

the Great Pyramid

plate 1. 14 Pharaoh Mentouhotep I

plate i. 1 3 Semitic captives at the

time of the pharaohs; Sinai rock

plate i. 1 5 Four Indo-European types

(Zeus, Ptolemy, Sarapis, Trajan). Com¬

pare with Egyptian groups II and III.
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plate 1. 1 6 Two Semites. Like the Indo-European type, the Semitic type was totally absent

from the Egyptian ruling class, entering Egypt only as war captives

plate i. 17 Ramses II, and a modern Batutsi
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plate i. i 8 Statue of the Sphynx as found by the first French scientific mission in the

nineteenth century. The typically Negro profile is thought to be that of the pharaoh Khafre
or Khefren (ca. IV Dynasty), the builder of the second pyramid ofGiza.

plate 1. 19 The Gebel-el-Arak knife haft, back and front views
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Annex to Chapter i: Report of the 
symposium on 'The Peopling of 
Ancient Egypt and the Deciphering 
of the Meroitic Script'1 

Cairo, 28 January-3 February 1974 

Summary report2 

T h e symposium was held in two stages: the first took place from 28 to 31 January 1974 
and concerned ' T h e peopling of ancient Egypt', the second dealt with ' T h e deciphering 
of the Meroitic script' and took place from 1 to 3 February 1974. 

T h e participants were as follows: 

Professor Abdelgadir M . Abdalla (Sudan) 
Professor A b u Bakr (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
M r s N . Blanc (France) 
Professor F . Debono (Malta) 
Professor J. Dévisse (France) 
Professor Cheikh Anta Diop (Senegal) 
Professor Ghallab (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
Professor L . Habachi (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
Professor R . Holthoer (Finland) 
M r s J. Gordon-Jaquet (United States of America) 
Professor S. Husein (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
Professor Kaiser (Federal Republic of Germany) 
Professor J. Leclant (France) 
Professor G . Mokhtar (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
Professor R . EI Nadury (Arab Republic of Egypt) 
Professor T h . Obenga (People's Republic of the Congo) 
Professor S. Sauneron (France) 
Professor T . Säve-Söderbergh (Sweden) 
Professor P . L . Shinnie (Canada) 
Professor J. Vercoutter (France) 

Professor Hintze (German Democratic Republic), Professor Knorossov, Professor 
Piotrovski (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) and Professor Ki-Zerbo (Upper Volta) 
were invited to the symposium but were unable to attend and sent their apologies. 

In accordance with the decisions of the International Scientific Committee, Professor 
J. Dévisse, the Committee's Rapporteur, was present and prepared the final report of the 
symposium. 

Unesco was represented by M r Maurice Glélé, programme specialist, Division of Cultural 
Studies, representing the Director-General, and M r s Monique Melcer, Division of Cultural 
Studies. 

1. This annex should have been inserted as an Annex to the whole volume and placed after 
the Conclusion. 

2. T h e present report is an abridged version of the final report of the symposium. It 
was prepared by the International Scientific Committee's Rapporteur at the request of the 
Committee, for insertion in this volume. T h e Proceedings of the Symposium have been 
published in the series The General History of Africa - Studies and Documents N o . 1, 
Unesco, Paris, 1978. 



Annex to Chapter i 

I Symposium on the peopling of 
ancient Egypt 

T w o papers previously commissioned by Unesco f rom Professor J. Vercoutter and 
M r s N . Blanc2 provided a basis for discussion. 

Three important stages m a y be distinguished in the discussion. 
A S u m m a r y of the introductory papers. 
B Preliminary statements m a d e b y most of the participants. 
C General discussion. 

A Summary of the introductory papers 
(i) Professor Vercoutter drew attention to a n u m b e r of points dealt with in greater 
detail in his written report, and m a d e a n u m b e r of further observations. 

(a) In spite of recent progress, physical anthropology had so far provided relatively 
little reliable data except in Nubia. T h e information available was insufficient 
to enable provisional conclusions to be d r a w n with regard to the peopling of 
ancient Egypt and the successive phases through which it m a y have passed. 
Furthermore, this information was not homogeneous as regarded either time or 
space and historians often disagreed as to h o w it should be interpreted. T h e 
methods themselves were being called in question; but it was n o w generally 
agreed that craniometry did not meet the requirements of such research. 

A n u m b e r of regions had still not been studied in any depth. This applied to 
the entire Delta during the predynastic and protodynastic periods, and to U p p e r 
Egypt prior to Neolithic times. Little was k n o w n of the area between the Second 
and Sixth Cataracts in Neolithic and protodynastic times. Similarly, the links 
existing in ancient times between the Sahara, Darfur and the Nile had as yet been 
very little studied. 

In that respect, the w o r k that had been done lagged behind what had been 
achieved in North Africa and in the Syria-Palestine zone. 

Evidence at present available did not warrant the assertion that the populations 
of northern Egypt had been different from those in the south. Similarly, the gap 
between Palaeolithic and Neolithic was probably due to the fact that insufficient 
research had yet been done in that field. 

(b) Insufficient and unsatisfactory use had been m a d e of iconography; the studies 
which had been carried out were based mainly on cultural criteria. T h e icono­
graphie material available, however, has extremely significant characteristics from 
the the eighteenth dynasty onwards. 

(c) Outline of the two opposing theories in their most extreme form: 
(i) T h e people w h o lived in ancient Egypt were 'white', even though their 

pigmentation was dark, or even black, as early as the predynastic period. 
Negroes m a d e their appearance only from the eighteenth dynasty onwards. 

F r o m the protodynastic period onwards , according to s o m e , the population 
remained the same; others believed that foreign penetration into Africa 
profoundly altered the conditions of cultural life, 

(ii) Ancient Egypt was peopled, 'from its Neolithic infancy to the end of the 
native dynasties', by black Africans. 

(2) M r s Blanc reported on her research findings. 

(a) Mindful of the fact that, for reasons wh ich were themselves historical, the 
historiography of the valleys of the Nile had been based o n the assumption 

2. These documents are attached to the Final Report, 1974. 
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that there was a civilized Egyptian valley providing a wealth of historical evidence, 
and another valley farther south, which was black and primitive, and of interest 
only to anthropologists, M r s Blanc hoped that historical research in the valley as 
a whole would in future be more balanced. This would mean abandoning 
traditional historical methods and broadening the field of inquiry to embrace a 
n e w methodology. M r s Blanc saw the work which had been going on in Nubia 
for the last twenty years or so as a first step towards the re-examination of the 
question which faced the symposium. 

(b) In order to escape from the traditional view of the Nile valley which traced its 
historical development in a north-south direction, from the 'more civilized' to 
the 'less civilized', M r s Blanc drew attention to the Nile regions situated between 
the twenty-third parallel and the sources of the river in Uganda. Her analysis 
took into account the dividing line, which she regarded as being of fundamental 
ecological importance, along the tenth parallel, where the advance of Islam 
stopped. 

Between the twenty-third and the tenth parallels, the Nile, being a navigable 
waterway, could apparently have played a role comparable to that which it played 
farther north, in Egypt. This did not occur, and the ecological conditions in 
this reach of the river no doubt provided the principal explanation. 

M r s Blanc went on to make an overall examination, in the light of this fact, of the 
respective contributions of settled and nomadic populations throughout the area considered. 

But after tracing the history of the population changes since the coming of the Mus l im 
Arabs, she concentrated particularly on reviewing hypotheses concerning the peopling of 
this zone prior to their arrival. She emphasized that the Nile valley facilitated c o m ­
munication with West Africa and sub-Saharan Africa and that it was reasonable to put 
forward the hypothesis that the civilizations which emerged there might be authentically 
African rather than civilizations intermediate between the Mediterranean world and black 
Africa. 

Darfur, to the west, about the social and political organization of which, prior to the 
seventeenth century, little is known, nevertheless played an important part as a regional 
centre of economic development. 

T o the east, the region of Sennar, inhabited by the Funj, was the centre of a 'black 
sultanate' which was originally neither Arab nor Musl im. 

T h e zone between the Nile and the Red Sea occupied by the Beja was barely able to 
support settled populations, on account of the harsh ecological conditions. 

South of the tenth parallel, the ecological conditions were totally different. In this 
area, there were isolated populations about which little was known either from archaeological 
research or from oral traditions. Hypotheses on the peopling and history of this zone 
today have little evidence to support them, and it is only in more southerly regions, in the 
interlacustrine zone in East Africa, that fairly thorough historical studies have been carried 
out. 

B Preliminary statements by participants 
(i) Professor Säve-Söderbergh gave information about the Scandinavian excavations in 
the Sudan between i960 and 1964. These excavations established that there were contacts 
between the Nile valley and North Africa and the Sahara. T h e subjects covered by the 
publications3 included 7000 rock drawings and the analysis of the remains of 1546 h u m a n 

3. See Scandinavian Joint Expedition to Sudanese Nubia, publications (especially Vol. 1, 
Rock Pictures; Vol. 2, Pre-Ceramic Sites; Vol. 3, Neolithic and A-Group Sites; and Vol. 9, 
Human Remains). 
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individuals. Van Nielson (Vol. 9) had defined the relations between the A Group, C 
Group, N e w K ingdom Group, etc. Comparative studies yielded different results, depending 
on whether craniometry only was used or anthropological and technological factors as 
a whole. Inconographical and physical anthropology studies lent support to the idea 
that there had been a migration of Saharan peoples and of groups coming from the south, 
and that they also had had considerable contacts with the ancient Egyptians. For the 
Mesolithic period, comparisons had to be made on the basis of fewer than 100 skeletons. 
Valid conclusions were impossible in the case of Nubia, but more accurate data could be 
obtained on the Neolithic period. 

In any event, Professor Säve-Söderbergh thought that it was impossible to base a study 
of the peopling of Egypt in ancient times, or any other similar study, on racial distinctions. 
In future, other lines of inquiry should be followed. Different cultures, contemporary 
with one another but isolated, might nevertheless belong to the same techno-complex. 
This new method confirmed that Egypt was African. But, if one looked beyond this finding, 
it was apparent that there were m a n y other problems. Nagada I and II did not belong 
to the same techno-complex as Nubia or the contemporary Sudan. In the Sudan, the 
zone extending from Kassala to Chad and from Wad i Haifa to Khartoum was a single, 
large techno-complex unit. The A Group constituted another and more recent techno-
complex between the First and Third Cataracts and possibly beyond. 

(2) Professor Cheikh Anta Diop gave an extensive account of his ideas. H e sum­
marized a written paper, picking out the main points. 

(a) From the anthropological point of view, research carried out since the discoveries 
of Professor Leakey led to the conclusion that the h u m a n race first came into 
existence in Africa in the region of the sources of the Nile. Gloger's law, which 
presumably applied just as m u c h to the h u m a n race as the other species, stated 
that warm-blooded animals which evolved in a w a r m , humid climate had a dark 
(eumelanin) pigmentation. T h e earliest h u m a n beings on earth were therefore 
ethnically homogeneous and negroid. T h e population spread out from this original 
area, reaching other regions of the earth by only two routes: the Nile valley and 
the Sahara. 

In the Nile valley, this spread took place from the south in a northerly direction, 
in a progressive movement, between the Upper Palaeolithic and the protohistoric 
periods. 

Even Professor Massoulard had reached the conclusion that the population of 
ancient Egypt perhaps comprised at least three different racial elements: negroids, 
amounting to over one-third of the total, 'Mediterranean' people and people of 
the C r o - M a g n o n type. Professor Diop inferred from this that the population of 
Egypt was basically negro during the predynastic period, a conclusion con­
tradicting the theory that the negro element spread to Egypt in later times. 

Skeletons with fragments of skin attached, dating from very ancient times, 
before the practice of mummification was introduced, had been discovered by 
Elliot Smith. These fragments, stated Professor Diop, contain melanin in sufficient 
quantity to establish them as negro skin. 

In the quest for positive proof, Professor Diop had studied a number of 
preparations being subjected to laboratory examination in Dakar. These consisted 
of samples of skin taken from m u m m i e s found in Mariette's excavations. They 
all reaveled - and Professor Diop invited the specialists present to examine the 
samples — the presence of a considerable quantity of melanin between the 
epidermis and the dermis. Melanin, which was not present in white skin, persisted 
for millions of years (notwithstanding frequent affirmations to the contrary) as 
could be seen from an examination of the skins of fossil animals. Professor 
Diop hoped to be given the opportunity of carrying out similar research on the 
skins of the Pharaohs whose m u m m i e s were in the Cairo M u s e u m collection. 

H e went on to state that a conclusive anthropological study would also include 
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osteological measurements and the study of blood-groups. It was remarkable, for 
example, that present-day Egyptians, particularly in U p p e r Egypt, belonged to 
the same blood-group, B , as the population of Wes t Africa, and not to G r o u p A 2 , 
which was characteristic of the white race. 

(b) Iconography: O n the basis of an important iconographical drawing and the 
definitions given in this work, Professor Diop contended that it was unnecessary 
to dwell on details which, for example , distinguished negroes from other 
personages - the latter being aristocratic - in the s a m e t o m b : this difference of 
representation was of social origin. T h e c o m m o n people were iconographically 
distinguished from m e m b e r s of the ruling class. 

(c) Professor D iop went on to speak of the evidence provided by ancient written 
sources, pointing out that Greek and Latin authors described the Egyptians as 
negroes. H e referred to the testimony of Herodotus, Aristotle, Lucian, Apollo-
dorus, Aeschylus, Achilles Tatius, Strabo, Diodorus Siculus, Diogenes Laertius 
and A m m i a n u s Marcellinus. M o d e r n scholars, he said, refused to take account of 
those texts. B y contrast, an eighteenth-century author, Volney, did speak of the 
inhabitants of ancient Egypt as negroes. Furthermore, the biblical tradition also 
considered Egypt as belonging to the descendants of H a m . Professor D iop con­
sidered that the science of Egyptology, a product of imperialism, had m u c h to 
answer for in denying all the facts to which he had just referred. 

(d) Professor Diop then turned his attention to the way in which the Egyptians 
described themselves. They used only one word for this purpose: K M T , 4 'the 
strongest term existing in the language of the Pharaohs to indicate blackness', 
which was translated by Professor Diop as 'the negroes'. Consequently, this 
hieroglyph was not written with crocodile scales but with a piece of charcoal. 

(3) Professor Debono contributed an extensive review of the information given in 
Vo lume 1. 

(4) Professor Leclant began by stressing the African character of Egyptian civilization. 
But it was necessary to distinguish clearly, as Professor Vercoutter had done, between 
'race' and culture. 

Physical anthropology in Egypt was in its infancy. Nevertheless, there was no justifica­
tion for relying on the totally outmoded studies of Chantre, Elliot Smith, Sergi, or D r 
Derry. Furthermore, there had already been important restatements of current knowledge 
such as that by Wierczinski.5 Groups working in Nubia had also shown considerable 
interest in physical anthropology, with the result that Nubia, reputedly 'poor' in archaeo­
logical remains, paradoxically seemed likely to become far better known than Egypt in this 
respect.6 Archaeological expeditions n o w gave great prominence to osteological studies, an 
innovation which was greatly to be welcomed.7 

In cultural studies, rock engravings, which showed an enormous degree of uniformity 
from the Red Sea to the Atlantic, were worthy of careful study. These traces had been 
left by successive cultural groups, hunters, herdsmen, or others. 

T h e peopling of ancient Egypt was a considerable problem and it would be very 
premature, at this stage, to adopt a synoptic approach as a means of solving it. T h e 
problem should be approached through separate, precise studies. For this purpose, the 

4 . This word gave rise to the term 'Hami te ' which has been m u c h used subsequently. 
It is also found in the Bible in the form ' H a m ' . 

5. Bulletin of the Egyptian Geographical Society, 31, 1958, p p . 73 -83 . 
6. Professor Leclant referred to the work of Nielsen, Strouhal, Armelagos, Rogalsky, 

Prominska, C h e m l a and Billy. 
7. cf. A n important recent article, D . P . van Gerven, D . S. Carlson and G . J. Armelagos, 

(Racial History and Bio-cultural Adaptation of Nubian Archaeological Populations), J A H , 
vol. X I V , no. 4 , 1973, pp . 555-64. 
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collaboration of specialists in disciplines not represented at this symposium was in­
dispensable. All the participants were 'general historians', qualified to compile and 
synthesize data supplied by specialists; such data were, for the m o m e n t , very inadequate. 

In any case, it was retrograde to have recourse to authorities w h o were today completely 
outdated, such as Lepsius or Pétrie. They might be recognized as having 'historical' 
importance but Egyptology had made great progress since their day. 

As for iconographical evidence, the only problem was to know h o w the Egyptians 
considered themselves in relation to other m e n . They called themselves R M T (Rame), that 
is to say ' m e n ' ; other people they regarded as an amorphous mass extending in all 
directions, designated by the cardinal points. For example, the statues of prisoners at 
Sakkara (Sixth dynasty, 2300 before our era) were partly northerners (Asians, Libyans) and 
partly southerners (Nubians, negroes). Stereotypes of northerners (whites) and southerners 
(negroes) under the sandals of Pharaoh confirmed that representation. 

(5) Professor Ghallab spoke of the successive elements which could be identified in the 
peopling of Africa between the Palaeolithic period and the third millennium before our era. 

In north-east Africa, a large quantity of stone objects dating from the second pluvial 
period had been found in the Nile valley and the oases. Professor Ghallab distinguished 
at least six ethnic groups in Egyptian population during the Mesolithic period, which, 
however, were united by a homogeneous culture. H e considered that the h u m a n race 
during the Palaeolithic period was more or less homogeneous and 'Caucasian'; the first 
negro types in Africa were Asselar m a n and O m d u r m a n m a n . In the late Palaeolithic period, 
the black race appeared from the Atlantic to the Red Sea. A m o n g the earliest Egyptians, 
however, traces had been found of 'Bushmen' , some of whose characteristics were modified 
as a result of their becoming acclimatized to Mediterranean ecological conditions. Even 
today, there were vestiges of this 'Bushman ' type in the population of Egypt. A negro 
culture did not really appear prior to the Neolithic period. 

(6) Professor Abdelgadir M . Abdalla did not think it important to establish whether the 
ancient Egyptians were black or negroid: what was most remarkable was the degree of 
civilization they had achieved. 

Iconographie evidence m a d e it clear that the creators of the Napata culture had nothing 
in c o m m o n with the Egyptians: their anatomical characteristics were completely different. 
If the Egyptians were black, what colour were the m e n of the Napata culture? 

Turning to the subject of linguistics, Professor Abdalla stated that K M (Kern) did not 
mean 'black' and its derivatives did not refer to the colour of individuals. H e gave a 
linguistic demonstration in his turn to illustrate his theory, which differed from that of 
Professor Diop. H e concluded that the Egyptian language was not a purely African 
language; it belonged to a proto-Semitic group, as could be abundantly demonstrated by 
supporting examples. Professor Abdalla considered that the linguistic examples given by 
Professor Diop were neither convincing nor conclusive and that it was hazardous to make 
too uncompromising a correlation between a language and an ethnic structure or an 
individual. A comparison drawn between a dead language and living languages was bound 
to be inconclusive; the similarities which had been pointed out were fortuitous and nothing 
was so far k n o w n of the evolution of ancient African languages. T h e evidence which had 
been given to support the theory of kinship was in fact far more consistent with the theory 
of the spread of ancient Egyptian throughout Africa than of its kinship with present-day 
African languages. W h y should it be assumed that ancient Egyptian and Wolof were 
related, but not ancient Egyptian and Meroitic, for example? T h e language of Napata and 
Meroitic were at opposite poles from one another. 

Professor Abdalla hoped that the inquiry would be pursued in the strictest fashion. 

(a) H e considered it impossible to establish any automatic correlation between an 
ethnic group, a socioeconomic system and a language. 
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(b) It was impossible to reach scientifically valid conclusions by working 'on a large 
scale'. The re were almost no unambiguous examples in history of major migrations 
accompanying major cultural transformations. 

(c) 'Negro ' w a s not a clearly defined concept today as far as physical anthropologists 
were concerned. A skeleton did not provide evidence of skin colour. On ly the 
tissues and the skin itself were important in that respect. 

(d) It was imperative to broach the study of palaeopathology and of funerary practices 
without delay. 

(7) Professor Sauneron intervened in the course of a lively exchange of views on linguistic 
matters between Professors Abdalla and Diop. Professor Sauneron stated that in Egyptian 
K M (feminine KMT) meant 'black'; the masculine plural was K M U (Kemou) , and the 
feminine plural K M N T . 

T h e form K M T Y W could mean only two things: 'those of K m t ' , 'the inhabitants of 
K m t ' ('the black country'). It was a derived adjective (nisba) formed from a geographical 
term which had become a proper name; it was not necessarily 'felt' with its original 
meaning (cf. Frank, France, French). 

T o designate 'black people', the Egyptians would have said Kmt or Kmu, not Kmtyw. 
In any case, they never used this adjective to indicate the black people of the African 
hinterland w h o m they knew about from the time of the N e w K ingdom onwards; nor, in 
general, did they use names of colours to distinguish different peoples. 

(8) Professor Obenga in his turn reverted to the linguistic demonstration which had been 
begun by Professor Diop.8 

(a) After criticizing Professor Greenberg's method, on the basis of the recent work 
by Professor Istvan Fodor' and remarking that, since the work of Ferdinand de 
Saussure, it was an accepted fact that linguistic evidence was the most obvious 
means of establishing whether two or more than two peoples were culturally 
related, Professor Obenga endeavoured to prove that there was a genetic linguistic 
relationship between Egyptian (ancient Egyptian and Coptic) and modern negro-
African languages. 

Before making any comparison, one must be on one's guard against confusing 
typological linguistic relationship, which gave no clue as to the predialectal 
ancestor c o m m o n to the languages being compared, and genetic relationship. For 
example, modern English, considered from the typological point of view, had 
affinities with Chinese; but, from the genetic point of view, the two languages 
belonged to distinct language families. Similarly, Professor Obenga rejected the 
notion of a mixed language as linguistic nonsense. 

Genetic relationship depended on establishing phonetic laws discovered by 
comparison between morphemes and phonemes of similar languages. O n the basis 
of such morphological, lexicological and phonetic correspondences, one could 
arrive at c o m m o n earlier forms. In this way, a theoretical 'Indo-European' 
language had been reconstructed in the abstract and had been used as an opera­
tional model. It was indicative of a c o m m o n cultural macrostructure shared by 
languages which subsequently evolved along separate lines. 

(b) Professor O b e n g a d rew attention to important typological similarities in g r a m m a r : 
the feminine gender formed by the use of the suffix -t, the plural of nouns by 
the suffix - m (ou, a). H e next analysed complete word- fo rms and noted similarities 
between those of ancient Egyptian and a considerable n u m b e r of African languages; 
between Egyptian and W o l o f the correspondence w a s total. Th is series of 
demonstrations led Professor O b e n g a to the conclusion that morphological, 

8. T h e full text, as transmitted to the Rapporteur by Professor O b e n g a , is attached as 
A n n e x II in the Final Report of the sympos ium. 

9. I. Fodor , The Problems in the Classification of the African Languages (Centre for Afro-
Asian Research of the Hungarian A c a d e m y of Sciences, Budapest, 1966), p . 158. 
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lexicological and syntactic similarities amounted to convincing proof of the close 
relationship between ancient Egyptian and negro-African languages of today. This 
kind of parallelism was impossible between Semitic, Berber and Egyptian. 

H e then dealt with comparisons of ways of expressing 'to be' in verb - noun 
combinations: the c o m m o n archaic form in the Bantu language was the same in 
this respect as that of the most archaic form of ancient Egyptian. The analysis 
of negative morphemes, of the emphatic future and of linking particles led to 
the same conclusions as the previous examples. Professor Obenga considered, 
therefore, that it would prove possible to discover a c o m m o n genetic structure. 

(c) Lastly, Professor Obenga spoke of what he considered to be the most interesting 
aspect of the comparison. 

H e drew parallels between the forms taken in different languages by certain 
words: palm, spirit, tree, place; and also between certain small phonemes: for 
example, K M (Kern), black in ancient Egyptian, becomes Käme, kernt, kern in 
Coptic; ikama in Bantu (with the meaning of charred by exposure to excessive 
heat), kante in Azer (cinder). Rome, ' m a n ' in ancient Egyptian, becomes lomi in 
Bantu. T h e same phonemes have the same functions in the different languages 
compared. 

Professor Obenga inferred from these comparisons that it would be possible 
in the future to identify a 'negro-Egyptian' language, analogous to 'Indo-
European'. In this • context, and in view of the undeniable c o m m o n cultural 
background of all these languages, there was a sound basis for the development 
of future studies. 

(9) Professor Gordon-Jaquet stated that the study of Egyptian toponomy could perhaps 
be brought to bear in support of the assertion that no massive immigrations or invasions 
of foreign populations had arrived in Egypt at least since Neolithic times. It was a well 
known phenomenon that topographical names were extremely long-lived and that each 
successive language group inhabiting the same area would leave its mark on that area in 
the form of place names, more or less numerous, depending on the size of the population 
and the length of time of its predominance in that area. A n y important permanent addition 
to the Egyptian population from the exterior would certainly have left its mark on the 
toponomy of the country. This was not the case. T h e toponomy of Egypt was very 
homogeneous, displaying names whose etymology could almost without exception be 
explained by the Egyptian language itself. It was only at the Ptolemaic period and still 
later, after the Arab conquest, that names of respectively Greek and Arabic origin were 
added to the basic fund of Egyptian names. It was only in the peripheral regions, Nubia, 
the Western Oases and the Eastern Delta - regions in immediate contact with neighbouring 
peoples speaking other languages - where names whose etymology could be traced to 
these foreign languages were to be found. 

(10) Professor Dévisse briefly abandoned his role as Rapporteur to inform the symposium 
of the unexpected results of an iconographie study. ' ° 

Three manuscripts11 included representations of black Egyptians which merited con­
sideration. After eliminating what could be attributed to biblical tradition (the descendants 
of H a m ) , and allegorical representations in a consciously archaic manner (Hades, Night), 
there remained a variable proportion of Egyptians represented with negro features and 
colouring. Admittedly, some of these were servants, but - and on this point the scenes 

10. This very wide-ranging international study will be the subject of a publication in 
three volumes two of which have already been published. T h e study has been carried out by 
the Menil Foundation (Houston, United States of America), a unit of which in Paris has 
co-ordinated the collection of a vast quantity of iconographie material. 

11. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, N e w Acquisitions: latin 2334 (VI-VIIe?), Vatican 
grec 747 (Xle), Vatican grec 746 (Xlle). 
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selected were extremely interesting - others were free Egyptians. S o m e of them - about 
a third of the participants - were around the table of Joseph, w h o was giving a banquet 
for his Israelite brothers seated at another table; others were taking part in the sale of 
Joseph to Potiphar, w h o was himself represented as white. Probably the most remarkable 
aspect of these representations, which were consistently realistic in their details, lay in 
the characteristic costume worn by these black Egyptians (particularly in the eleventh-
century octateuch). The negroes, w h o were clearly differentiated from Egyptians wearing 
beards and turbans, were in m a n y cases carrying spears and wore a 'panther skin' leaving 
the right shoulder bare. Professor Dévisse considered these observations all the more 
interesting because there were considerable contacts between Byzantium and Egypt during 
the Fatimid period, and because the representations which dated from this period were 
far more realistic than in the older manuscript. 

It was very difficult to interpret these documents: they pointed both to the Byzantine 
cultural background and to the biblical tradition. Nevertheless, they reflected a 'northerner's 
view' of the Egyptians which was not consistent with the standard 'white-skinned' theory. 

C General discussion 
T h e general discussion made it clear that a number of participants, in varying degrees, 
thought it desirable, in the present state of knowledge, to undertake macro-analyses 
embracing the history of ancient Egypt as a whole, or, in some cases, the entire continent 
of Africa; certain other participants, on the other hand, thought that it would be wiser 
to take geographical micro-analyses very m u c h further on a disciplinary or interdisciplinary 
basis. 

(i) Chronological analysis of the results achieved 

T h e discussion on this point was opened by Professor Cheikh Anta Diop. Since the 
Upper Palaeolithic period, the initial homogeneity of the h u m a n race had gradually 
declined; the population of Egypt was neither more nor less homogeneous than the 
population of other parts of the world. T h e first appearance of the h u m a n race was 
currently believed to have occurred in Africa s 300 000 years ago B . P . T h e origins were 
African. 

Homo sapiens appeared about —150000 and progressively spread to all the then habitable 
parts of the Nile basin. M e n living in Egypt at that time were black. 

Rejecting the opposing theory, referred to by Professor Vercoutter in his report con­
cerning the peopling of Egypt during the predynastic period, Professor Diop stated that 
the 33 per cent of 'white' Egyptians with a fairly dark, or even black, pigmentation were 
in fact, black, as were the 33 per cent of half-castes; adding the last 33 per cent of the 
population mentioned by D r Massoulard and admitted to be black, Professor Diop 
expressed the opinion that the population of Egypt as a whole was black throughout the 
protodynastic period. 

H e went on to reassert the general theory which he had previously outlined concerning 
the black population of Egypt which gradually became hybridized. 

At another point in the discussion, Professor Diop explicitly stated that the black 
population of Upper Egypt began to retreat only at the time of the Persian occupation. 

H e ended by making two general observations: one concerned the use of the word negroid, 
a term which he considered unnecessary and pejorative; the other concerned the arguments 
which were being put forward to contest his ideas, and which he considered to be negative, 
lacking in critical rigour and not based on the facts. 

Professor Diop's theory was rejected in its entirety by one participant. 
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None of the participants explicitly voiced support for the earlier theory concerning a 
population which was 'white' with a dark, even black, pigmentation. There was no more 
than tacit agreement to abandon this old theory. 

Numerous objections were m a d e to the ideas propounded by Professor Diop. These 
objections revealed the extent of a disagreement which remained profound even though 
it was not voiced explicitly. In respect of certain sequences, the criticisms arose out of 
the line of argument put forward. 

In so far as very ancient times were concerned - those earlier than what the French 
still called the 'Neolithic' period — participants agreed that it was very difficult to find 
satisfactory answers. 

Professor Debono noted the considerable similarity between pebble cultures in the 
different regions where they had been discovered (Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda, Egypt). T h e 
same was true of the Acheulean period, during which biface core tools were similar in 
a number of regions of Africa. 

O n the other hand, the homogeneity of the Sangoan industry, found in East Africa, 
progressively diminished as one moved farther north. At Khor A b u Anga (Sai Island in 
the Sudan), there was a more or less complete range of tools. F rom Wad i Haifa onwards, 
a number of elements were apparently lost. In Egypt, only one of the industry's typological 
characteristics was retained, between Thebes and Dahshur near Cairo. 

In the Middle Palaeolithic period, the striking of Levallois flakes with Mousterian 
variants differed greatly between Egypt and areas situated farther south or west. 

In the Palaeolithic period, for reasons which remain obscure but which were probably 
due to changed climatic and ecological conditions, Egypt became isolated from the rest 
of Africa with regard to the stone tool-making industry, and original industries were 
created (Sebilian, Epi-Levalloisian or Hawarian, Khargian). 

Furthermore, at the same period there was an attempt at foreign penetration by the 
Aterians from north-east Africa. Traces of them were found as far as the southern Sahara. 
Having reached the Siwah oasis and also, in large numbers, the Khargah oasis, they spread 
out in the Nile valley and their traces had been found at Thebes. Other evidence dating 
from the same period had been noted at Wadi H a m a m a t (Eastern Desert), at Esna 
(mingled with Khargian remains), at Dara, at Jebel A h m a r near Cairo, and as far as 
W a d i Tumilat in the Eastern Delta (mingled with Epi-Levalloisian remains). It was 
probable that at the same time there was a small-scale admixture of other races, rapidly 
absorbed by the native population. 

A n equally interesting intrusion of foreign peoples into Egypt was that of the Natoufians 
of Palestine, whose presence at Halwan near Cairo had long been an established fact. 
Recent excavations had shown that these people inhabited a larger area. Stone implements, 
attributable to these Natoufians, had been found at F a y u m and in the Eastern Desert 
along a belt extending in an east-west direction across the Nile valley at this point. 

Professor Sauneron considered that, in view of the existence of chipped pebbles in the 
old Pleistocene strata of the Theban hills, it could be inferred that h u m a n beings had 
inhabited the Nile valley since very ancient times. 

Professor Ghallab stated that the inhabitants of Egypt in Palaeolithic times were 
Caucasoids. H e went on to say the recent excavations had provided evidence of the 
existence of m e n of the 'San' type in the population during the predynastic period. 

Professor Shinnie was in agreement regarding the settlement of Homo sapiens, but 
without mentioning the colour of his skin, and dated the first settled population of the 
Nile valley at about 20000 years ago. Subsequently, various h u m a n groups came from 
different regions, increasing this population and altering its composition. 

T h e discussion was no less lively concerning the Neolithic and predynastic periods. 
Professor A b u Bakr emphasized that the Egyptians had never been isolated from other 
peoples. They had never constituted a pure race and it was impossible to accept the 
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idea that in the Neolithic period the population of Egypt was entirely black. T h e 
population of Egypt in Neolithic times was a mingling of m e n from the west and east, 
w h o had been incorrectly called Hamitic. 

This was also the theory of Professor El Nadury. In Neolithic times migrants from all 
parts of the Sahara had infiltrated the sedentary population settled in the north-western 
part of the Delta, resulting in an intermingling of m a n y ethnic groups. F rom that period 
onwards there was no break in continuity as regards the population until dynastic times. 
T h e site of Mer imdé with its wealth of clearly stratified archaeological material showed 
that the peopling of this area had been a gradual process. 

Professor Vercoutter firmly stated his conviction, with regard to the peopling of Egypt 
in ancient times, that the inhabitants of the Nile valley had always been mixed; outside 
elements coming from west and east had been numerous, particularly in predynastic times. 

During the predynastic period and the beginning of the dynastic period, a further 
element, coming from the north-east and described as Semitic, was added to the population. 
Like Professor A b u Bakr, Professor El Nadury thought it a striking fact that, during the 
first dynasty, fortifications had been built at Abydos, in all probability for the purpose of 
preventing immigration from the south towards the north. 

Professor A b u Bakr referred to the case of the yellow-haired, blue-eyed wife of Cheops 
as an example of the existence of 'non-black' people in Egypt. Professor Diop regarded 
this isolated instance as an exception which proved the rule. 

In the course of the discussion, Professor Obenga added some important points and 
emphasized the interest of ancient written sources concerning the population of Egypt. 
Herodotus, in a passage concerning the Colchians which was neither disputed by modern 
scholarship nor invalidated by the comparative critical study of manuscripts, endeavoured to 
show, through a series of critical arguments, that the Colchians were similar to the 
Egyptians: 'They speak in the same way as they do, they and the Egyptians are the only 
peoples to practise circumcision, they weave linen like the Egyptians'; these similarities 
were in addition to two other features which they had in c o m m o n , their black pigmentation 
and their crinkly hair. 

Professor Leclant maintained that ancient writers used the expression 'burnt face' 
(Ethiopians) to refer to Nubians and negroes but not to Egyptians. Professor Obenga replied 
that the Greeks applied the word 'black' (melas) to the Egyptians. Professor Vercoutter, 
in particular, asked in what precise context Herodotus had defined the Egyptians as negroes. 
Professor Diop replied that Herodotus referred to them on three occasions: in speaking of 
the origin of the Colchians, in speaking of the origin of the Nile floods, and in discussing 
the oracle of Z e u s - A m o n . 

In Professor Leclant's opinion, the unity of the Egyptian people was not racial but 
cultural. Egyptian civilization had remained stable for three millennia; the Egyptians 
described themselves as R E M E T (Rome in Coptic) and, particularly in their iconographie 
representations, drew a distinction between themselves and the peoples of the north and 
those of the south w h o differed from them. Professor Obenga denied that Egyptians, in 
using the word R E M E T , drew a racial distinction between themselves and their neighbours; 
he considered the distinction m a d e to be similar to that which led the Greeks to differentiate 
between themselves and other peoples, w h o m they termed Barbarians. 

Professor Leclant noted that important palaeo-African features in the cultural life of 
Egypt were worthy of study. As an example, he mentioned the baboon, which was an 
attribute of the G o d Thoth, and the frequent appearance in iconography of 'panther' 
skins as a ritual garment during the worship of Osiris by Horus. In his opinion, however, 
the Egyptians, whose civilization was culturally stable for three millennia, were neither white 
nor negro. 

Professor Sauneron then questioned the very idea of a homogeneous population, par­
ticularly if it was alleged to have existed from the earliest appearance of m a n in Egypt 
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up to the predynastic period. H e considered that none of the evidence currently available 
gave grounds for doubting that the population of Egypt was mixed. 

T h e conclusion of the experts w h o did not accept the theory, put forward by Professors 
Cheikh Anta Diop and Obenga, that the Nile valley population had been homogeneous 
from the earliest times until the Persian invasion, was that the basic population of Egypt 
settled there in neolithic times, that it originated largely in the Sahara and that it comprised 
people from the north and from the south of the Sahara w h o were differentiated by their 
colour. In opposition to this theory, Professors Diop and Obenga submitted their o w n 
theory to the effect that the valley was peopled uniformly by black people and that the 
movement had been from south to north. 

(2) Existence or non-existence of migrations of consequence towards 
the Nile valley 

As regards this item, the proceedings of the symposium remained very confused. M o r e 
than one discussion was inconclusive. 

Generally speaking, participants considered that the 'large-scale migrations' theory was 
no longer tenable as an explanation of the peopling of the Nile valley, at least up to the 
Hyksos period, when linguistic exchanges with the Near East began to take place (Holthoer). 
O n the other hand, several experts thought that population exchanges had evidently 
occurred with immediately adjacent regions in the valley, although very divergent opinions 
were expressed concerning the role played by geographical or ecological factors in creating 
natural or artificial obstacles to such population movements. 

At all events, it was generally agreed that Egypt had absorbed these migrants of various 
ethnic origins. It followed that the participants in the symposium implicitly recognized that 
the substratum of the Nile valley population remained generally stable and was affected only 
to a limited extent by migrations during three millennia. 

W h e n the later periods came to be examined, however, it proved impossible to reach 
this very broad measure of theoretical agreement. 

A s regards the Palaeolithic period, Professor Cheikh Anta Diop put forward the 
hypothesis that Homo sapiens settled progressively in the valley as far as the latitude of 
M e m p h i s . Professor A b u Bakr said that too little information was available concerning 
this period and that the northern part of the Nile valley might not have been inhabited 
at all. Professor Obenga, on the other hand, considered that between the Upper Palaeolithic 
and the Neolithic periods there had been continuous settlement by a uniform population; 
the Egyptians themselves had laid emphasis on this in their oral traditions, mentioning 
the Great Lakes as their original homeland and Nubia as a country identical with theirs. 

Whe re the Mesolithic merged with the Neolithic (Professor Vercoutter) or during the 
Neolithic period (Professors Habachi and Ghallab), it seemed likely that fairly large move ­
ments of population took place from the Sahara towards the Nile valley. Professor 
Vercoutter hoped that these movements, about which very little was at present known, 
would be dated accurately and that the relevant archaeological material would be collected 
and studied. 

Professor Cheikh Anta Diop submitted certain details by way of reply: Radio-carbon 
dating for the Western Sahara showed that a period of d a m p climate had extended from 
about 30000 B . P . to 8000 B . P . , with intermittent periods of drought; similarly, the dating 
of the ensuing dry period was becoming clearer. Similar datings should be obtained for 
the Eastern Sahara; by combining the results obtained with palaeo-climatic research and 
with studies of tombs and carvings, the information which Professor Vercoutter wanted 
would be obtained. 

Professor Habachi unreservedly supported the theory of migrations from the Sahara on 
the basis of known studies. Professor Säve-Söderbergh considered that the majority of 
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Neolithic cultures in the Nile valley belonged to a techno-complex of Saharan and Sudanese 
cultures; nevertheless, migratory movements were probably intense, especially prior to and 
at the end of the neolithic subpluvial period. 

As an alternative to the hypothesis postulating a migration from the Sahara largely during 
Neolithic times, Professor Diop put forward the hypothesis that the population had spread 
northwards from the south. H e restated the idea, to which reference had been m a d e 
several times during the discussion, that, during the Capsian period, this culture covered 
a vast area extending from Kenya to Palestine. 

O n the subject of the protodynastic and predynastic periods, Professors Diop and 
Vercoutter agreed that the population of the Egyptian reaches of the Nile valley was 
homogeneous as far as the southern extremity of the Delta. These two experts were in 
partial agreement on the hypothesis of migration southwards from the north, Professor 
Vercoutter finding this theory difficult to accept and Professor Diop rejecting it. Dis­
agreement emerged on the subject of defining the nature of these people more precisely. 
Professor Diop regarded them as being the A n u and identified them in the picture noted 
by Pétrie in the temple of Abydos. 

During the dynastic period, the stability of the population of the Egyptian reaches of 
the Nile valley was attested by the stability of its culture; Professor Diop showed that the 
Egyptian calendar had been in use as early as —4236 and, from the beginning, had a 
cyclic pattern of 1461 years. H e considered that, until the Persian invasion, that stability 
had been threatened only by a very powerful earthquake which occurred in about —1450. 
This had given rise to a series of migrations which affected the equilibrium of all countries 
bordering the eastern Mediterranean basin. Seafaring peoples then attacked the Egyptian 
Delta at a period contemporaneous with the disappearance of the Hittites and the appearance 
of the proto-Berbers in North Africa. Apart from this major upheaval, the only important 
episode in the life of the Egyptian people, even if it were not associated with a migration, 
was the conquest of Egypt in a south-north direction by the unifying Pharaoh Narmer in 
about —3300. 

There was no discussion of this analysis, but other analyses were put forward: Professor 
Säve-Söderbergh sought to establish, on the basis of the Nubian excavations, at what 
periods and in what conditions the Egypt of the Pharaohs had become cut off from the 
south. In Nubia, the most ancient culture gradually disappeared at the end of the first 
dynasty or perhaps at the beginning of the second. T h e C Group which succeeded it did 
not appear before the sixth dynasty. This meant that there was a 'chronological gap' of 
about 500 years, between —2800 and —2300, on which no information was available today. 
It was clear that, as a result of this situation, active contacts between Pharaonic Egypt and 
the south were destroyed or discontinued. 

, There was another instance of the same situation: no archaelogical remains dating from 
the period between —1000 and the beginning of the Christian era were to be found in 
Lower Nubia. The earliest Meroitic remains which had been discovered there dated from the 
first century of our era; exchanges between Egypt and the south had therefore varied con­
siderably between —2800 and the Meroitic period. 

Professors Vercoutter and Leclant noted the appearance, from the eighteenth dynasty 
onwards, of a type of negro representation which was totally different from anything that 
had existed earlier (the tomb of Houy or the tomb of Rekhmire, for example). H o w did 
these n e w populations m a k e their appearance in Egyptian iconography? W a s it the result 
of contacts between Egyptians and the south or because of migrations northwards into 
Nubia of populations living farther south? Professor Shinnie objected that this information 
gave no grounds for inferring that there had been a northward migration from the south 
which had affected the population of Egypt. 

Professor Leclant considered that, with the exception of the eighteenth-dynasty example 
already mentioned, no important change had occurred prior to the twenty-fifth dynasty, 
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w h e n the Kushites from the Dongola region appeared in Egypt. H e was inclined, 
incidentally, to regard this as attributable rather to the transitory increase of a particular 
influence in the life of the Egyptian population than to migrations of peoples. 

T w o main facts became very plain during the discussion and were not seriously 
contested: 

(a) There is a twofold problem in connection with the Nile Delta12 in prehistoric 
times. 

Firstly, as Professor Debono pointed out, this region, unlike Uppe r Egypt, is 
very little k n o w n , as the excavations being carried out at M e r i m d e , El Omar i 
and Meadi-Heliopolis have not yet been completed. 

T h e h u m a n remains so far discovered dating from prehistoric times and from 
the archaic period are different from those found in U p p e r Egypt. 

Secondly, it appears certain that h u m a n factors which affected life in L o w e r 
Egypt or the Delta, in so far as they can be discerned prior to the dynastic 
period, differ from those which were operative in the valley south of this region. 

(b) T h e study of the ancient substratum of the population has been m a d e possible 
in northern Nub ia by the intensive archaeological research organized under 
Unesco's auspices. For a great variety of reasons, this has not been the case in 
the remainder of the Egyptian part of the Nile valley, where research concerning 
predynastic times and ancient material cultures had produced far fewer results 
than in northern Nubia. T h e reservations and the unwillingness of s o m e of the 
experts to draw final conclusions are probably due in part to this fact. 

There is no doubt that one other factor at least added to the complexity of a discussion 
which often took the form of successive and mutually contradictory monologues. This 
factor emerged clearly from a phrase uttered by Professor O b e n g a , although it was not 
c o m m e n t e d upon. Professor Obenga considers it self-evident that a homogeneous cultural 
substratum necessarily implies a homogeneous ethnic substratum. 

Whether or not these two ideas lend themselves to simultaneous consideration, it seems 
likely that they were not kept sufficiently apart during the discussions and that, as a result, 
the conclusions reached were less clear-cut than they might otherwise have been. T h e 
possibility of finding points of agreement w a s probably affected by this fact. 

Nevertheless, if they are considered without reference to racial issues, two major themes 
did ultimately meet with almost unanimous agreement, at least as working hypotheses. 

It was probably in Neolithic times that the population of the Egyptian Nile valley was 
most affected by large-scale migrations. T w o theories are current in this connection: 
according to one, the migrants came, in the main, in a north-south direction from the 
entire area of the Eastern Sahara; according to the other, these movements of population 
came along the Nile from the south; from protodynastic times onwards, the population 
of Egypt was very stable. T h e nature of the peopling was not radically altered by the 
various population movemen ts which affected the political life and the military situation 
of Egypt, by the consequences of Egypt's commercial relations, by the internal efforts 
towards agricultural settlement or by infiltrations from nearby regions. This ethnic stability 
was accompanied by a high degree of cultural stability. 

H o w e v e r , during the discussion of the hypothesis of a homogeneous population, which 
was favoured by Professor Diop, and the hypothesis of a mixed population, which was 
supported by several other experts, it became clear that there was total disagreement. 

12. Professor Holthoer drew attention to the following work : D . G . Réder, ' T h e 
Economic Development of L o w e r Egypt (Delta) during the Archaic Period ( V - I V [centuries] 
before our era)', a collection of articles which appeared in the Journal of Ancient Egypt, 
i960 (translation of the Russian title). 
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(3) Results of the physical anthropology inquiry 

At various points in the discussion, it became apparent that the terms used hitherto for 
the purposes of racial description required to be more clearly defined. 

M r Glélé, the representative of the Director-General of Unesco, intervened to reassure 
those experts w h o advocated outlawing the terms 'negro', 'black' and 'negroid' on the 
grounds that the concept of race was outmoded and efforts should be m a d e to bring m e n 
closer together by repudiating any reference to race. M r Glélé reminded the participants 
that Unesco was committed to the cause of promoting international understanding and 
co-operation in the cultural sphere and that it had not been the intention of the Organiza­
tion, when deciding to hold the symposium, to give rise to tensions between peoples or 
races but rather, as far as the present state of knowledge permitted, to elucidate and clarify 
one of several subjects which were matters of doubt, namely, the question of the peopling 
of ancient Egypt from the point of view of its ethnic origin and of its anthropological 
relationships. W h a t was needed, therefore, was to compare the alternative theories, to assess 
the scientific arguments on which they were based, and to take stock of the situation, 
drawing attention, where appropriate, to any gaps. H e emphasized that the terms negro, 
negroid, black, had, in any case, been used hitherto; that they appeared in all scientific 
studies, as also did the word 'Hamitic' or 'Chamitic', even though doubts had been 
expressed on their validity in the course of the current symposium; he also stated that 
the authors of the General History of Africa would make use of those words, to which readers 
were already accustomed. Whatever general opinion one might have, it remained true that 
these words, as used in both scholarly and popular works, were not devoid of meaning 
and were inseparable from value judgements, whether implicit or otherwise. H e cor­
roborated a statement made by one expert with reference to Unesco's publications on 
racial problems. Unesco had not repudiated the idea of race; the Organization had drawn 
up a special programme to study race relations and had stepped up its efforts to combat 
racial discrimination. There had been several publications on this important problem. It 
was therefore out of the question for the symposium, in studying problems bearing on 
the peopling of ancient Egypt, to reject out of hand, and without proposing any new 
system, the generally accepted classification of peoples as white, yellow and black - a 
typology which had traditionally been used by Egyptologists to classify the people of Egypt. 
Furthermore, if the traditional vocabulary currently used by historians needed revision, 
it should not be revised merely for the history of Africa but for the entire world; if the 
symposium considered the matter important, it could be submitted for consideration at 
the international level to the historians' association. Pending the introduction of new terms, 
the terms black, negro, negroid and Hamitic, which were currently used, should be more 
clearly defined. 

T h e debate on this point was opened by Professor Vercoutter. H e recalled that the 
problem had been raised by the work of Junker, when he used the word 'negro' to 
denote the type of representations which appeared under the eighteenth dynasty, and 
was subsequently caricatured by the Egyptians. Junker used the word negro primarily 
in reference to West Africa, emphasizing both the pigmentation and certain facial 
characteristics. 

Professor Vercoutter was inclined to think that, in place of this old point of view, more 
specific criteria were essential in order to provide a scientific definition of the black race; 
in particular, he mentioned a blood criterion, the question of the precise significance of 
the degree of skin pigmentation and whether, for example, the Nubians should be con­
sidered as negroes. 

Various attitudes emerged with regard to these questions. Several participants hoped 
that the word 'race', which on a number of recent occasions had aroused strong feelings, 
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would be used with circumspection. Professor Obenga replied that the notion of race was 
recognized as valid by scientific research and that the study of races did not necessarily 
involve racialism. 

T h e discussion brought out the difficulty of giving a scientific content to the terms 
under review. Even more, perhaps, it brought out the fact that more than one expert was 
reluctant, for highly respectable reasons, to use those terms, which could rightly be regarded 
as having dangerous or pejorative implications. S o m e experts pointed out, moreover, that 
the basic answers on this issue could not be expected to come from historians and 
archaeologists, but only from specialists in physical anthropology. 

Professor Säve-Söderbergh was supported by a considerable number of the participants 
when he expressed the hope that racial terminology would be studied by specialists on 
modern physical anthropology. A strict scientific definition would be of use with regard 
not only to Africa but also, and perhaps more so, to Asia; similarly, the concepts of mixed 
population, composite population and groups of populations needed sharper definition. 
Unesco already had before it a request to this effect in connection with research being 
carried out in Nubia. 

M r Glélé said that if the criteria for classifying a person as black, white or yellow 
were so debatable, and if the concepts which had been discussed were so ill-defined and 
perhaps so subjective or inseparable from habitual patterns of thought, this should be 
frankly stated and a revision should be m a d e of the entire terminology of world history 
in the light of new scientific criteria, so that the vocabulary should be the same for 
every one and that words should have the same connotations, thus avoiding misconceptions 
and being conducive to understanding and agreement. 

Professors Diop and Obenga were ill-advised, however, to refer to the series of criteria 
established by anthropologists to characterize the negro: black skin, facial prognathism, 
crinkly hair, flat nose (the facial and nasal indicators being very arbitrarily selected by 
different anthropologists) negritic bone structure (ratio between upper and lower limbs). 
According to Montel, the negro had a flat and 'horizontal' face. Professor A b u Bakr 
observed that, if that were the case, the Egyptians could certainly not be considered as 
negroes. 

Professor Diop went on to specify that cranial measurements had never provided any 
statistical basis for specifying that a particular brain size was characteristic of one race or 
another. 

H e considered that there were two black races, one with smooth hair and the other 
with crinkly hair and, if the skin colour was black, it was unlikely that the other 
fundamental characteristics which he had previously enumerated would not be found. 
Lastly, whereas the blood-group A 2 was characteristic of white people, black people tended 
to have Group B , or, in a more limited number of cases, Group C . 

Professor Shinnie replied that the American specialists w h o m he had consulted while 
preparing for the symposium had told him that skeletal studies had some importance but 
that they did not in themselves provide a basis for determining race, and that the criteria 
regarded as adequate by Professor Diop were, rightly or wrongly, no longer considered to 
be so by American specialists. 

Professor Obenga considered that there were two groups within a single black race, 
one with smooth hair and the other crinkly hair. Professor Obenga reverted to the general 
question which was before the symposium: if the notion of race was accepted as valid and 
if the notion of a black race was not rejected, what was to be said of the relationship 
between this race and the ancient Egyptians? 

Professor Diop considered that the findings of the anthropological inquiry already 
provided an adequate basis on which to draw conclusions. Negroid Grimaldian m a n 
appeared about —32000, C r ô - M a g n o n m a n , the prototype of the white race, about 
— 20000, Chancelade m a n , the prototype of the yellow race, in the Magdalenian period, 
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about —15000. T h e Semitic races were a social phenomenon characteristic of an urban 
environment and were a cross between black and white races. 

H e was, therefore, in no doubt: the first inhabitants of the Nile valley belonged to the 
black race, as defined by the research findings currently accepted by specialists in 
anthropology and prehistory. Professor Diop considered that only psychological and 
educational factors prevented the truth of this from being accepted. 

As the assumption behind the research being carried out in Nubia was favourable to 
a universalistic view, the research findings were of little use in the current discussion. 
Professor Diop was not in favour of setting up commissions to verify patent facts which, 
at the present time, simply needed formal recognition: in his view, all the information 
currently available, even that which derived from the superficial studies m a d e in the 
nineteenth century, supported the theory that, in the most ancient times, the Egyptians 
were black-skinned and that they remained so until Egypt ultimately lost its independence. 
In response to the various questions put to him, Professor Diop stated that the samples 
already provided by archaeology were adequate to support his argument. H e was unable 
to accept Professor Vercoutter's proposal that anthropological documentation antedating 
about 1939 should be regarded as of dubious reliability owing to its lack of scientific rigour. 

Professor Diop's forceful affirmation was criticized by m a n y participants. 
T h e main criticism was voiced by Professor Sauneron, w h o observed that the total 

number of people w h o had occupied the Nile valley between the beginning of historical 
times and the present day could reasonably be estimated at several hundred million 
individuals. A few hundred sites had been excavated and some 2000 bodies studied; in 
view of the sparseness of the data thus obtained, it was totally unrealistic to infer from them 
such ambitious general conclusions. As the available samples gave nothing like a complete 
picture, it was advisable to wait until a rigorous and sufficiently comprehensive inquiry 
into general features had provided universally acceptable evidence. 

(4) T h e validity of the iconographie inquiry 

In this field also there were two opposing theories. Professor Diop considered that, as 
the Egyptians were black, their painted iconography, which, incidentally, he had not cited 
in support of his argument, could represent only black people. Professor Vercoutter, w h o 
was supported by Professors Ghallab and Leclant, considered that Egyptian iconography, 
from the eighteenth dynasty onwards, showed characteristic representations of black people 
w h o had not previously been depicted; these representations meant, therefore, that at 
least from that dynasty onwards the Egyptians had been in contact with peoples w h o were 
considered ethnically distinct from them. 

Professor Diop remarked that, in the course of his introductory statement, he had 
submitted a series of representations drawn exclusively from sculpture. H e regarded all 
these as representing black people or as showing features characteristic of black societies. 
H e asked for specific criticisms of these records and invited participants to produce 
comparable representations of whites in dignified or commanding postures dating from 
early Pharaonic times. Various participants replied that there had never been any question 
of discovering in Egypt representations comparable to those of Greek statuary, for example. 
Professor Vercoutter said that numerous representations could be produced in which h u m a n 
beings were painted red rather than black, but that Professor Diop would refuse to 
recognize these as non-black. Professor El Nadury did not deny that there were black 
elements in the population of Egypt during the Old K i n g d o m but said that it seemed hardly 
likely that the entire population was black. 

Professor Vercoutter stated that the photographic reproduction of Pharaoh Narmer was 
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considerably enlarged, that the features were probably distorted, and that to regard the 
person represented as black involved a subjective assessment. This was also the opinion 
of Professor Säve-Söderbergh, w h o said that the photograph could just as well be interpreted 
as a picture of a Laplander. 

Professor Vercoutter did not dispute that there might have been black elements in 
Egypt throughout history, and he himself adduced a number of further examples of their 
being represented graphically. H e took issue with the facts as presented, however, on two 
counts: they had been drawn indiscriminately from the whole Pharaonic period, without 
clear references; and the selection had been made to support a theory. O n this score, 
Professor Diop replied that he had made a point of submitting only carved objects or 
scenes in order to avoid the likelihood of discussion on the significance of colours, but that 
he had been obliged to use the material available to him at Dakar. T h e list was comprehen­
sive; it extended from the Old K ingdom to the end of the Pharaonic period. T h e evidence 
did, indeed, support a theory and any contrary theory must of necessity be supported by 
iconographie representations of 'non-black' Egyptians. 

During the lengthy discussion on colours, Professors Vercoutter, Sauneron and Säve-
Söderbergh, on the one hand, and Professor Diop on the other, were again in disagreement. 
During the discussion, nothing was conceded by either side. T h e only apparent point of 
agreement was that the matter warranted further study, in particular with the help of 
specialized laboratories. 

Professor Vercoutter conceded that there were representations of black people in Egyptian 
sculpture during the Old K ingdom, and he gave supporting examples. But he did not 
consider that they were representative of the Egyptian population as a whole, which was, 
in any case, also represented by contemporary sculptures showing quite different features. 

Professor Vercoutter wondered w h y the Egyptians, if they did regard themselves as 
black, rarely, if ever, used carbon black in their representations of themselves but used 
a red colour instead. Professor Diop considered that this red colour was indicative of the 
black Egyptian race and that the yellow colouring of the womenfolk illustrated the fact, 
to which attention had been drawn by American anthropologists, that w o m e n , in a number 
of racial groups studied, were, as a rule, of a paler hue than the m e n . 

(5) Linguistic analyses 

This item, in contrast to those previously discussed, revealed a large measure of agreement 
among the participants. T h e outline report by Professor Diop and the report by Professor 
Obenga were regarded as being very constructive. 

Discussion took place on two levels. 
In response to Professor Diop's statement that Egyptian was not a Semitic language, 

Professor Abdalla observed that the opposite opinion had often been expressed. 
A grammatical and semantic debate took place between Professor Diop on the radical 

which he reads K M T , derives from K M 'black' and considers to be a collective noun 
meaning 'blacks, i.e. negroes' and Professor Abdelgadir M . Abdallah w h o adopts the 
accepted reading of it as K M T Y W and translation as 'Egyptians', the plural of K M T Y 
'Egyptian', the nisba-iorm from K M T 'black land, i.e. Egypt'. The latter reading and 
translation were affirmed by Professor Sauneron. 

Turning to wider issues, Professor Sauneron drew attention to the interest of the method 
suggested by Professor Obenga following Professor Diop. Egyptian remained a stable 
language for a period of at least 4500 years. Egypt was situated at the point of convergence 
of outside influence and it was to be expected that borrowings had been made from 
foreign languages; but the Semitic roots numbered only a few hundred as compared with 
a total of several thousand words. The Egyptian language could not be isolated from its 
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African context and its origin could not be fully explained in terms of Semitic; it was 
thus quite normal to expect to find related languages in Africa. 

However, a rigorous methodical approach required the difficult problem of the 5000-year 
gap to be faced: this was the period separating ancient Egyptian from present-day African 
languages. 

Professor Obenga drew attention to the fact that a language which was not fixed by a 
written form and which developed normally might retain certain ancient forms; he had 
cited examples of this in the communication he had given on the first day of the symposium. 

Professor Sauneron noted that the method which had been used was of considerable 
interest, since it could not be purely fortuitous that there was a similarity between the third 
person singular suffixed pronouns in ancient Egyptian and in Wolof; he hoped that an 
attempt would be made to reconstitute a palaeo-African language, using present-day 
languages as a starting point. This would facilitate comparison with ancient Egyptian. 
Professor Obenga considered this method to be acceptable. Professor Diop thought it 
essential to derive a research method from linguistic comparisons, and he provided a 
specific example of what he had in mind. H e regarded the Dinka, Nuer and Shilluk 
groups and their respective languages, on the one hand, and Wolof, on the other, as 
being ethnically and, to a lesser extent, linguistically related. Senegalese proper names 
occurred in the groups in question at clan level. M o r e specifically, Professor Diop believed 
that he had found among the K a w - K a w , in the Nubian hills, the clearest link between 
ancient Egyptian and Wolof. 

Professor Vercoutter pointed out, as a matter of interest, that in the tomb of Sebek-
Hotep there were representations of three Nilotes w h o were indubitably ancestors of the 
Dinka or the Nuer. 

(6) Development of an interdisciplinary and 
pluridisciplinary methodology 

There was complete agreement on this point as to the necessity of studying in as m u c h 
detail as possible all the zones bordering on the Nile valley which were likely to provide 
fresh information on the question submitted to the symposium. 

Professor Vercoutter considered it necessary to give due weight to the palaeo-ecology 
of the Delta and to the vast region which Professor Balout had termed the African Fertile 
Crescent. 

Professor Cheikh Anta Diop advocated tracing the paths taken by peoples w h o migrated 
westwards from Darfur, reaching the Atlantic seaboard by separate routes, to the south 
along the Zaïre valley and to the north towards Senegal, on either side of the Yoruba. 
H e also pointed out how worthwhile it might be to study Egypt's relations with the rest 
of Africa in greater detail than hitherto, and he mentioned the discovery, in the province 
of Shaba, of a statuette of Osiris dating from the seventh century before our era. 

Similarly, a general study might be made of the working hypothesis that the major 
events which affected the Nile valley, such as the sacking of Thebes by the Syrians; or 
the Persian invasion of —525, had far-reaching repercussions on the African continent as 
a whole. 

D General conclusion 
It is to be expected that the overall results of the symposium will be very differently assessed 
by the various participants. 

Although the preparatory working paper sent out by Unesco gave particulars of what 
was desired, not all participants had prepared communications comparable with the pain-
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stakingly researched contributions of Professors Cheikh Anta Diop and Obenga. There 
was consequently a real lack of balance in the discussions. 

Nevertheless, for a number of reasons, the discussions were very constructive. 

i In m a n y cases, they clearly showed the importance of exchanging new scientific 
information. 

2 They brought h o m e to almost all the participants the shortcomings of the 
methodological criteria which had hitherto been used in research. 

3 They drew attention to examples of new methodological approaches on the basis 
of which the question before the symposium could be studied in a more scientific 
manner. 

4 This first meeting should, in any case, be regarded as providing a basis for 
further international and interdisciplinary discussions, and as a starting point for 
further researches which were clearly shown to be necessary. T h e large number 
of recommendations is a reflection of the desire of the symposium to suggest a 
future programme of research. 

5 Lastly, the symposium enabled specialists w h o had never previously had the 
opportunity of comparing and contrasting their points of view to discover other 
approaches to problems, other sources of information and other lines of research 
than those to which they were accustomed. F r o m this point of view also, the 
symposium undeniably proved constructive. 

E Recommendations 
T h e symposium draws the attention of Unesco and of other competent bodies to the 
following recommendations. 

(i) Physical anthropology 
It is desirable: 
(i) that an international inquiry be organized by Unesco, either by consulting 

universities in a sufficient number of countries, or by consulting individual experts 
of international repute, or alternatively by convening a symposium, with a view 
to establishing very precise standards on the strictest possible scientific principles 
for defining races and for identifying the racial type of exhumed skeletons; 

(ii) that the collaboration of the medical services of several Unesco m e m b e r states 
be sought for the purpose of carrying out statistical observations during post­
mortem examinations on the osteological characteristics of skeletons; 

(iii) that a re-examination be made of h u m a n remains which are already in the 
possession of museums throughout the world, and that a rapid study be made 
of remains discovered during recent excavations in Egypt, in particular in the 
Delta, with a view to adding to the available information; 

(iv) that the Egyptian authorities do everything in their power to facilitate the 
necessary study of examinable vestiges of skin, and that these authorities agree 
to set up a department specializing in physical anthropology. 

(2) Study of migrations 
It is desirable that the following studies be undertaken: 

(i) a systematic archaeological study of the earliest periods during which the Delta 
was inhabited. This operation might be preceded by the analysis of a core sample 
taken from the soil of the Delta. T h e study and the dating of this geological 
core sample could be carried out simultaneously in Cairo and in Dakar; 

(ii) a comparable inquiry in the regions of the Sahara near to Egypt and in the 
oases. This inquiry should comprise the simultaneous study of rock drawings and 
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paintings and of all available archaeological material. Here again, geological 
samples might be analysed and dated at the same time; 

(iii) a survey in the valley itself, comparable to that which has been carried out in 
northern Nubia, which would be concerned with non-Pharaonic tombs, with the 
study of ancient material cultures and, in general, with the prehistory of the 
valley as a whole; 

(iv) an inquiry on palaeo-African vestiges in Egyptian iconography and their historical 
significance. T h e cases of the baboon and of the leopard ('panther') skin have 
already been cited by the symposium. It would undoubtedly be possible to 
discover others. 

(3) Linguistics 

T h e symposium recommends that a linguistic study be m a d e without delay on the African 
languages which are in imminent danger of disappearing: K a w - K a w has been suggested as 
a very significant case in point. 

At the same time, the co-operation of specialists in comparative linguistics should be 
enlisted at international level in order to establish all possible correlations between African 
languages and ancient Egyptian. 

(4) Interdisciplinary and pluridisciplinary methodology 
T h e symposium earnestly hopes that: 

(i) interdisciplinary regional studies m a y be undertaken in several regions, with the 
following priorities: 
Darfur 
the region between the Nile and the Red Sea 
the eastern fringe of the Sahara 
the Nile region south of the tenth parallel 
the Nile valley between the Second and Sixth Cataracts, 

(ii) an interdisciplinary inquiry be m a d e as a matter of urgency on the K a w - K a w 
w h o are in imminent danger of extinction. 

II Deciphering of the Meroitic script 
(1) A preliminary report had been prepared by Professor J. Leclant at the request of 
Unesco. ' 3 

(a) T h e Meroitic language, which was used by the cultures of Napata and Meroe , was 
still not understood, although the script had already been deciphered. 

T h e historical account of the studies made on Meroitic showed h o w systematic research 
on the inscriptions, which had gradually been collected in a haphazard way in the course 
of excavations, had been started only in recent years. Archaeological research was likely 
to bring to light more inscriptions in the future; none had so far been discovered in the 
region between the Second and Fourth Cataracts: the same was true of the travel routes 
in the direction of the Red Sea, the great valleys of the West, Kordofan and Darfur. 

It was particularly important to persevere with archaeological work as it could reasonably 
be hoped that a bilingual inscription might one day be discovered. 

(b) T h e results were published in full in the Meroitic Newsletters, thirteen issues of 
which had so far appeared, which made it possible rapidly to publicize findings w h e n 
they were sometimes still only tentative. Regular meetings of specialists had taken place - at 
Khartoum in December 1970, in East Berlin in September 1971, and in Paris in June 

13. See this preliminary report in Annex IV of the Final Report of the symposium (1974). 
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1972 and again in July 1973; the results of the last-mentioned meeting were set out in 
Information Note N o . 34 issued by the International Scientific Committee for the Drafting 
of a General History of Africa, Unesco. 

Computer processes had also been used for analysing the Meroitic language for a number 
of years. As a result, there had been considerable and rapid progress in this field. 

By compiling lists of stichs, it had been possible to make a start on analysing the structure 
of the language. T h e index of words recorded now comprised 13405 units and a means 
had been found of putting questions to the machine. 

O n this basis, an effort had been m a d e , by using words of which the meaning was 
known or could be inferred, to compare the language with Egyptian or Nubian. 

(c) Professor Leclant ended his presentation with an account of the lines of research now 
being followed: 

Professor Hintze was working on structures; 
Professor Schaenkel was working on improving the data to be recorded by the 
computer; 
Professor Abdelgadir M . Abdalla was going forward with an inquiry about which he 
was to speak briefly; it had achieved results which corroborated the findings of the 
international team. 

Future efforts would include making a comparison between Meroitic and other African 
languages and discovering its place a m o n g a group of African languages, in particular in 
relation to Nubian; other comparisons would be made with the languages spoken in areas 
bordering on the Ethiopian region. Lastly, it would be desirable to compare Meroitic with 
African languages as a whole. 

Discussion 
(2) Professor Abdalla confirmed that he endorsed the system adopted for transcribing 
Meroitic and the method which had been devised for recording the texts. H e drew attention 
to the gaps in our knowledge: almost complete ignorance of the system of pronouns, of 
the use of demonstrative pronouns, of the nature of prefixes and suffixes. It was essential 
to know with what other languages Meroitic was linked. 

Professor Abdalla was in favour of carrying out a kind of dissection of the language, so 
as to study its components. H e drew attention to the mobility of the elements forming 
personal names in which these elements had social implications: the same mobile elements 
recurred in the names of several members of a given family; the names of certain children 
comprised elements taken from the names of their mother and father; certain names were 
titles; others contained place-names. 

(3) Professor Shinnie said that there were three possible methods of approach: the 
discovery of a bilingual text; the internal analysis of the structure of the language; and 
comparison with other African languages. 

Direct comparison between the two principal non-Arabic languages of northern Sudan 
and of the M Group had proved fruitless: Meroitic might prove to be a help in making 
this comparison. 

(4) Professor Kakosy, who was present as an observer, laid stress on the necessity of 
studying documentary sources. H e stated that there were in Budapest fragments of offering 
tables which came from a site close to A b u Simbel; he proposed to include these fragments 
forthwith in the Repertory of Meroitic Epigraphy. 

(5) Professor Cheikh Anta Diop was very pleased with the progress achieved. Pending 
the possible future discovery of a bilingual text, he suggested that use should be made of the 
computer-based methods which had m a d e possible the partial deciphering of the M a y a 
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hieroglyphs by the Leningrad team headed by Professor Knorossov. Most scripts had been 
deciphered with the help of bilingual or multilingual texts. T h e correct procedure in the 
case of Meroitic would be to combine multilingualism and the potentialities of the computer 
in the following manner: 

(a) Purely as a methodological procedure, a relationship should be postulated between 
Meroitic and negro-African languages, thus creating a multilingual situation. 

(b) A s , at the present time, 22 000 Meroitic words could be read with some degree 
of certainty, a 500-word basic vocabulary should be drawn up on punched cards 
for each of 100 African languages carefully selected by a suitable group of linguists. 
T h e words selected might be those indicating, for example, the parts of the body, 
terms of kingship, religious terminology, terms relating to material culture, and 
so on. 

(f) T h e computer should be programmed to recognize, for example, three identical 
consonants, two identical consonants, etc. 

(d) O n the basis of the results obtained, a comparison should be m a d e of the structures 
of the languages thus juxtaposed. 

This method was more rational than the haphazard comparison of linguistic structures, 
because too little was as yet k n o w n about the g rammar of Meroitic. T h e method was m o r e 
efficient than awaiting the result of a non-comparative study of the internal structure of 
Meroitic. 

Professor Leclant endorsed this investigatory and operational procedure as being likely 
to provide very valuable information. H e thought that it would be useful not only to m a k e 
a concordance of features actually present but also of features not present (the absence of 
certain structures or certain sequences). 

M r Glélé asked to what extent the methods used for deciphering other languages could 
also serve to clear up the mystery surrounding the Meroitic language. H e stated that 
Professor Knorossov and Professor Piotrovski had been invited to the meeting on the 
same basis as Professor Holthoer and Professor Hintze in order to provide the required 
information. 

Professor Leclant said that a very wide-ranging study of this matter had been m a d e 
at meetings held in Paris and London during the s u m m e r of 1973. T h e work both on 
the Mohenjodaro script and on M a y a had not yet got beyond the stage of working 
hypotheses. 

Professor Diop hoped, however, that the idea of using comparative methods side by 
side with the study of structures would not be abandoned. His proposal was approved by 
Professor Sauneron, w h o took the opportunity of emphasizing the importance of the work 
which had already been done by the Meroitic Studies Group . 

Subsequent discussion bore more especially on the languages of the Sudan; Professor 
Säve-Söderbergh emphasized that, in any case, it was important that they be studied, since 
quite apart from the comparison with Meroitic, a knowledge of these languages would 
assist in advancing African linguistics. Professor Säve-Söderbergh at this stage submitted 
the outline of a recommendation to this effect. H e also emphasized that it was possible, 
even with quite small funds, to set up an efficient secretariat and to accelerate the collection 
of material, its processing by computer and the redistribution of information. 

Lastly, there was discussion of the content of the recommendation. Professor Diop hoped 
that the excellent work done by the Meroitic Studies G r o u p would be continued with 
full international collaboration, that a systematic compilation of the vocabulary would be 
m a d e in the Sudan and that an identical compilation would be carried out in other regions 
of Africa with the collaboration of Professor Obenga. Professor Sauneron accepted these 
proposals in their entirety. As it was uncertain what bearing this work would ultimately 
prove to have on the deciphering of Meroitic, he hoped that the study of African languages 
would be developed independently, for its o w n sake, even if it were partly incorporated 
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in the overall project. It was likely to be very protracted and it was essential that a thoroughly 
sound method should be established from the outset, after strict critical appraisal. Professor 
Obenga endorsed this idea and suggested that an inventory should be m a d e of the 
grammatical features of Meroitic which were currently k n o w n . Professor Leclant considered 
that this proposal could be put into effect immediately. Professor Habachi hoped that 
the need for an archaeological inquiry would not be neglected. 

In response to a methodological proposal m a d e by Professor Obenga, M r Glélé stated 
that the methods to be adopted would be decided w h e n the membership of the international 
team responsible was finalized. H e explained that Unesco was supporting the studies being 
carried out in Khar toum with regard to Sudanese languages and was in a position to 
provide study grants in accordance with its normal procedures. Unesco was financing and 
directing a programme on African linguistics and had just adopted a ten-year plan for this 
purpose. 

Recommendations 
(i) (a) T h e meeting expresses its satisfaction for the work accomplished by the Meroitic 

Study Group in Paris in collaboration with scholars of m a n y other countries, and 
wishes to express its opinion that the work is well grounded and promises good 
results. 

(b) T h e meeting has unanimously decided to suggest the following measures to further 
the project: 
(i) the speeding up of the computer processes by making available additional 

funds, and circulating the information, in revised and improved form, to the 
main centres of Meroitic studies; 

(ii) to produce lists and where possible, of Meroitic personal names, place names 
and titles, and to classify linguistic structures, and to pursue collaboration with 
specialists in African linguistics; 

(iii) to establish and publish a complete corpus of all Meroitic texts with 
bibliography, photographs, facsimiles and transcriptions on the basis of the 
existing files (Répertoire d'Epigraphie Méroitique); 

(iv) to produce a complete Meroitic vocabulary. 
(c) Since the results of the project so far obtained are scientifically sound and promise 

a successful development, and since the greater expense of the project as a whole 
has already been met with funds from various sources, this meeting n o w considers 
it to be imperative to assure the continuation and completion of the project by 
providing funds for the following purposes: 
(i) costs of secretariat and personnel for the documentation and scientific publica­

tion of the material; 
(ii) costs of inquiries in collections and m u s e u m s ; 
(iii) travel expenses of specialists; 
(iv) costs of card punching and computer time. 

(2) T h e next step of research would be comparative structural and lexicographical studies 
of African languages, in the first place the languages of the Sudan and the border regions of 
Ethiopia, some of which are n o w dying out. This would best be done by giving Sudanese 
students at the University of Khar toum a linguistic training, preferably such students 
w h o have these languages as their mother tongue. 

Such training would also be of value for m a n y other purposes. Such a project, which 
would complement the valuable work already under way in the Sudan, would require to 
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be negotiated with the University of Khartoum, and funds would be required for the 
necessary scholarships. 

(3) In addition a wider linguistic survey of all African languages with the purpose of 
collecting key words was desirable. Such a survey should be made in collaboration with the 
Meroitic Study Group and be directed by specialists chosen by Unesco in collaboration 
with the International Scientific Committee for the General History of Africa. T h e choice 
should be limited to about 500 words of selected categories from some 100 languages. 

This collection, when computerized, would be a valuable tool not only for the deciphering 
of the Meroitic language but for m a n y other linguistic problems of modern Africa. 
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FIG. 2.1 The Nile from the Third Cataract to the Mediterranean 
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A. ABU BAKR 

T h e end of the glacial period in Europe brought major climatic changes 
to the lands south of the Mediterranean. T h e decrease in rain caused the 
nomadic peoples of Saharan Africa to immigrate to the Nile valley in search 
of a permanent water supply. T h e first actual settlement of the Nile 
valley m a y thus have begun in early Neolithic times (about —7000). 
T h e Egyptians then entered on a pastoral and agricultural life. While 
perfecting their stone tools and weapons, they also invented or adopted 
pottery which has greatly helped us to reconstruct a complete schedule 
of the different cultures of Egypt during the Neolithic period.1 

Shortly before the dawn of history, the Egyptians learned the use of 
metals2 in what is called the Chalcolithic (or Cuprolithic) period, in which 
metal gradually supplanted flint. Gold and copper also m a d e their first 
appearance, though bronze was not used until the Middle K i n g d o m and 
the use of iron apparently did not become widespread until the closing 
period of Pharaonic history. 

Prehistory 

Egypt, situated in the north-eastern corner of Africa, is a small country 
compared to the huge continent of which it forms a part. Yet it 
has produced one of the world's greatest civilizations. Nature herself 
divided the country into two different parts: the narrow stretches of 
fertile land adjoining the river from A s w a n to the region of modern 
Cairo, which w e call Upper Egypt, and the broad triangle formed in the 
course of millennia from the silt deposits of the river flowing north into 
the Mediterranean, which w e call Lower Egypt or the Delta. 

T h e first settlers did not find life easy and there must have been fierce 
competition a m o n g the different h u m a n groups to secure the land along 
the edge of the Nile and in the relatively restricted area of the Delta. Only 
the strongest and most able could have survived. These people, coming 
from the west and east as well as from the south, were doubtless of 

1. See Unesco, A General History of Africa, Vol. I, ch. 25, 'Prehistory of the Nile valley'. 
2. ibid., ch. 28, ' T h e invention and spreading use of metals and the development of social 

systems up to the fifth century before our era'. 
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different somatic groups. It is not surprising that the different natural 
obstacles, together with the diversity of origin, should at first have 
separated from one another the groups which settled in different areas 
along the valley. In these groups, w e can see the origin of the nomes, or 
territorial divisions, which formed the basis of the political structure of 
Egypt in historical times. However, the Nile provided an easy means of 
communication between the different localities along its banks and facili­
tated the growth of the unity of language and culture which ultimately over­
shadowed the particular characteristics of each group. 

T h e great achievement of the prehistoric period was control of the land 
(see Introduction). Settling at first on stony outcrops above the alluvial 
plain, or on the higher ground along the edge of the desert, the early 
Egyptians managed to clear the ground in their immediate neighbourhood 
for cultivation, drain the swamps and build dykes against the incursions of 
flood water. Gradually the benefit of using canals for irrigation was 
learned. Such work required organized effort on a large scale and this led 
to the growth of a local political structure within each district. 

S o m e m e m o r y of the growth of political unity in Egypt m a y perhaps be 
deduced from some of the fragments of early literary evidence.3 This 
suggests that in the dim and distant past, the nomes of the Delta had 
apparently formed themselves into coalitions. T h e western nomes of this 
region were traditionally united under the god Horus, while those of the 
eastern part of the Delta were joined under the god Andjty, Lord of 
Djedu, w h o was later assimilated by Osiris. T h e western nomes, it has 
been suggested, conquered those of the east and formed a united kingdom 
in northern Egypt, so that the worship of Horus as the chief god prevailed 
throughout the Delta, spreading gradually to Upper Egypt to overwhelm 
Seth, the chief god of an Upper Egyptian coalition.4 

Archaic period (—3200 to —2900) 

T h e first event of historical importance known to us is the union of these 
two prehistoric kingdoms, or rather the subjugation of Lower Egypt by the 
Upper Egyptian ruler w h o m tradition designated as Menés while archaeo­
logical sources seem to call him Narmer. H e begins the first of the thirty 
dynasties or ruling families into which the Egyptian historian Manetho 
(—280) divided the long line of rulers d o w n to the time of Alexander 
the Great. T h e family of Menés resided at Thinis in Upper Egypt, the 
foremost city of the district which embraced the sacred town of Abydos. It 
was near Abydos, with its sanctuary of the god Osiris, that Pétrie 
excavated the huge tombs of the kings of the first two dynasties. 
Certainly it was the southern kingdom which gained dominance over the 

3. O n the Pyramid Texts, see the English translation by R . O . Faulkner, 1969. 
4. The basic reference for this now disputed theory is K . Sethe. 
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whole country and soon after their first victory Narmer set up a capital at 
M e m p h i s , near the junction of the two lands.5 

T h e kings of the first two dynasties of the archaic period (see 
Chapter i) still remain rather nebulous figures to us, nor can w e learn m u c h 
more concerning the events of their individual reigns. Yet without doubt 
this period was one of hard work for consolidation. During the 300 years 
after the first dynasty the culture of the later years of the predynastic period 
continued, but during the third and fourth dynasties political unity was 
achieved and the new state was stable enough to express itself in a dis­
tinctively Egyptian way. This took the form of a new dogma by which the 
Egyptian king was regarded as other than h u m a n , as a god, in fact, 
reigning over humans. T h e dogma of the divinity of the Pharaoh6 m a y 
have been a concept worked out during the early dynasties to consolidate 
a single rule over the two lands. F r o m the third dynasty onwards one 
would be justified in saying that the head of the state was not an Upper 
Egyptian nor a Lower Egyptian, but a god. 

In the full theory of kingship, the Pharaoh was the state and was 
responsible for every activity carried out in the country (see Chapter 3). 
Moreover, he was high priest of all the gods and served them in every 
temple every day. Obviously it was not possible for him to do, in practice, 
all that he was supposed to do. It was necessary for him to have deputies 
to carry out his divine word: cabinet ministers, officials in the provinces, 
generals in the army and priests in the temples. True, his theoretical power 
was absolute. Yet, in effect, he was not free to carry out his will. H e was 
the embodiment of beliefs and practices which had long been in existence 
and which were progressively elaborated with the passage of years. T h e 
lives of the kings were actually so codified that they could not even take 
a walk or a bath except according to a pattern laid d o w n for them, 
regulated by ceremonies and obligations. 

Yet beneath their elaborate crowns the Pharaohs naturally had h u m a n 
hearts and h u m a n minds reacting to love and hate, ambition and mistrust, 
anger and desire. Art and literature set up an ideal standard to depict 
a stylized god king of Egypt from the beginning of the history of ancient 
Egypt to the end, and it is remarkable that w e nevertheless come to 
know individual kings as distinct personalities in their o w n right. 

W e all k n o w the great interest that ancient nations took in Egyptian 
beliefs, and h o w those that had lost faith in the credence of their fore­
fathers turned to the wise m e n of Egypt. A certain reverence for the 
wisdom of Egypt survived until the disappearance of polytheistic 
religions. 

Like other contemporary peoples, the Egyptians of the Neolithic age saw 
their gods in their natural surroundings, believing that the earth and heaven 

5. See W . C . Hayes, 1965; J. L . de Cénival. 
6. O n the actual conception of the divinity of the Pharaoh, consult G . Posener, i960. 
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were filled by countless spirits. These spirits, they believed, made their 
earthly abode in animals or plants, or in any object remarkable for its 
size or form. Subsequently, however, they no longer considered the 
animals or objects themselves as gods, for they progressively came to 
believe rather that these were the visible manifestation or seat of an 
abstract divine force. T h e animal or object selected as the manifestation 
of a god could be either a friendly and useful beast such as the cow, the 
ram, the dog or the cat, or a savage and awe-inspiring creature such as the 
hippopotamus, the crocodile or the cobra. In each case the Egyptian would 
pay homage and make sacrifices to one single specimen on earth. H e wor­
shipped the cow, yet he slaughtered it to supply himself with meat. H e 
also worshipped the crocodile yet he would kill it to defend himself. 

These were local gods and each in his o w n district was the supreme god 
and the undisputed master of the territory, with one exception. T h e local 
god of a town in which the chief of a group rose to power took precedence. 
If the chief ascended the throne and succeeded in uniting the southern and 
the northern kingdoms, this local god would be promoted to be the state 
god of the whole land. 

Moreover, the first Egyptians saw divine forces present in the sun, the 
m o o n , the stars, the sky and the Nile floods. They must have feared these 
phenomena and felt their influence, for they worshipped them and made 
powerful gods out of them, namely, the cosmic gods such as R e the 
sun, Nut the sky, N u n the ocean, Shu the atmosphere, G e b the earth and 
Hapi the flood.7 

They were represented in h u m a n or in animal form and their worship 
was not confined to any specific locality. Goddesses, too, played a decisive 
role in religion and enjoyed widespread reverence. T h e number, however, 
could not have exceeded a dozen though some, such as Hathor, Isis, Neith 
and Bastet, played important roles throughout the whole country. Hathor 
was usually connected with Horus, Isis with Osiris, Neith was the protec­
tive goddess of the prehistoric capital of the Delta, and Bastet (the Cat-
goddess) enjoyed great popularity after the second dynasty in the eighteenth 
n o m e of Lower Egypt. 

A m o n g no other peoples, ancient or modern, has the idea of a life beyond 
the grave played such a prominent part and so influenced the lives of the 
believers as among the ancient Egyptians.8 T h e belief in the hereafter was 
no doubt both favoured and influenced by the natural conditions of Egypt 
where the dryness of the soil and the hot climate resulted in a remarkable 
preservation of dead bodies. This must have greatly stimulated the convic­
tion in a continuation of life after death. 

During the course of history, the Egyptians came to believe that their 

7. A detailed systematic account of Egyptian beliefs is to be found in H . Kees, 1041. 
8. The amplified basic work on the funerary beliefs of the Egyptians is by H . Kees, 

1926; 2nd edn., 1956. 
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bodies comprised different immortal elements. These were the Ba, re­
presented in the form of a human-headed bird, having the same features as 
the deceased and possessing human arms. This Ba took over at the death 
of the individual, and the prayers and food offered by the priest presiding 
over the funerary ceremonies aided in transforming the dead m a n into a 
Ba or soul. T h e second element was known as the K a which was a 
guardian spirit which inhabited each person when he was born. W h e n the 
god K h n u m , the R a m - g o d of Aswan, the creator of humans, moulded them 
from the slime, he created two models for each individual, one for his body 
and the second for his K a . The K a exactly resembled the m a n and remained 
with him throughout his life, yet it passed before him to the afterworld. 
It was for the service of the K a that the Egyptians provided their tombs 
with that abundance of what w e call funerary furniture (a complete 
duplicate of all the owner possessed in his earthly house). Though the K a 
was believed to spend most of the time inside the tomb, he could also 
leave it. Thus the necropolis was the city of Kas, just as the town was the 
place of the living. T h e third important element was the lb, the heart. 
This was considered the centre of the emotions and the conscience of the 
individual. It was the guide of his deeds during his life on earth. T h e 
fourth element was the A k h which the Egyptians believed to be a divine 
or supernatural power only attained after death. They believed that the 
shining stars in the sky were the Akhs of the deceased. Finally, there was the 
body itself, the Khat or outer shell, which perished but which could be 
embalmed to enable it to endure in a suitable form to share with the K a 
and the Ba eternal life in the hereafter. 

Apart from these ideas of a future life in the tomb and the necropolis, 
the Egyptians gradually developed a number of other conceptions regarding 
the hereafter and the destiny which awaited the Ba. T w o of these, the 
Solar and the Osirian theories, became widespread. The deceased Pharaoh, 
since he was himself divine, was at first believed to reside with the gods 
and he was identified with both the Sun-god (Horus or Re) and with 
Osiris. In time, however, the concept was adopted by influential noblemen 
in the Middle K ingdom, and later on by all Egyptians, regardless of social 
rank. 

This is apparent from the mortuary texts, the earliest preserved versions 
of which are the so-called Pyramid Texts, written in hieroglyphics on the 
walls of the burial chambers in the pyramid of King Unias, the last 
Pharaoh of the fifth dynasty, and in the pyramid of a king of the sixth 
dynasty. W h e n the Pyramid Texts were appropriated by the local chiefs and 
petty kings of the First Intermediate Period, and then by the nobles of the 
Middle K ingdom, m a n y of the spells and rituals were eliminated, 
altered or interpreted to make them appropriate for individuals without 
rank. These texts, usually known as the Sarcophagus Texts,9 were mostly 

9. For the 'Sarcophagus Texts', the basic edition of the text alone is by A . de Buck, 
1935-61. A n English translation of the texts is to be found in R . O . Faulkner, 1974, 1978. 
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written in cursive hieroglyphic script on the interior surfaces of the 
rectangular coffins typical of the Middle Kingdom; the body of the spells 
in black ink, the titles in red. In the N e w K ingdom most of the spells of 
the Sarcophagus Texts, in addition to a host of new ones, were written on 
rolls of papyrus and placed on the mummified bodies of the deceased. These 
texts, comprising some 200 strophes, are somewhat misleadingly called 
the Book of the Dead. ' ° Actually no such book ever existed; the selection 
of the strophes written on each papyrus varied according to the size of the 
roll, the taste of its purchaser, and the judgement of the priestly scribe w h o 
wrote it. Between forty and fifty strophes were an average-sized Book of 
the Dead. In addition to it, the priests of the N e w K ingdom developed and 
popularized a number of other, more or less related funerary books 
written on papyrus, or inscribed on the walls of the tombs. These 
included what is known as the Book of He-who-is-in-the-Underworld 
(Imj-Dwat) and the Book of the Gates, magical guide-books describing the 
journey of the sun through the subterranean regions during the hours of the 
night. 

The Old Kingdom (—2900 to — 2280) " 

Third dynasty 

It has already been noted that the kings of the first two dynasties 
(archaic period) appear to have been primarily concerned with conquest and 
consolidation. W e believe that the new dogma of divine kingship actually 
began with the third dynasty and that it was not until then that Egypt 
became a single, united nation. T h e dynasty was founded by King 
Zoser w h o was evidently a strong and able ruler. Yet his fame has been 
overshadowed, to a great extent, by that of his subject I-em-htp, a m a n 
renowned from his o w n day until n o w as an architect, physician, priest, 
magician, writer and maker of proverbs. T w o thousand three hundred years 
after his death he became a god of medicine in w h o m the Greeks (who 
called him Imeuthes) recognized their o w n Askelepios. His outstanding 
accomplishment as an architect was the step pyramid, an extensive funerary 
complex built for his Pharaoh at Sakkara, on an area of 15 hectares in a 
rectangle 544 by 277 metres. H e endowed the construction with a fortress­
like enclosure wall but introduced a striking innovation in substituting 
stone for brick. 

T h e other kings of the third dynasty are as shadowy as those of the 
first two dynasties, although the huge unfinished step pyramid of 

10. A French translation is given in P. Barguet. The Oriental Institute of Chicago, for its 
part, has published an annotated English translation, a complete 'Book of the Dead'. See 
T . G . Allen. 

11. In English, see W . S. Smith; in French, J. Vandier, 'L'Ancien Empire' and 'La 
Fin de l'Ancien Empire et la Première Période Intermédiaire', in E . Drioton and 
J. Vandier, pp. 205-38 and 239-49. 
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King Sekhem-Khet (who was perhaps Zoser's son and successor) at 
Sakkara, and the immense excavation of an unfinished tomb at Zawijet-
el-Aryan, in the desert south of Giza, are sufficient indication that Zoser's 
pyramid complex was not unique. King H u n y , w h o closes the third dynasty, 
is the immediate predecessor of Snefru, the founder of the fourth dynasty. 
A pyramid at M e i d u m , some 70 kilometres to the south of Cairo, was 
built for him. This structure, originally constructed in steps, underwent 
several enlargements and changes of design before it was finished (perhaps 
by Snefru) as a true pyramid. 

Fourth dynasty 

T h e fourth dynasty, one of the high points in Egyptian history, opens with 
the long and active reign of Snefru, whose annals, as preserved in 
part on the Palermo Stone, ' 2 tell us of successful military campaigns against 
the Nubians to the south and the Libyan tribesmen to the west, the 
maintenance of traffic (particularly in timber) with the Syrian coast, 
and extensive building operations carried out year after year and involving 
the erection of temples, fortresses and palaces throughout Egypt. Snefru 
reigned for twenty-four years and probably belonged to a minor branch of 
the royal family. T o legitimize his position he married Hetep-Heres,13 

the eldest daughter of H u n y , thus carrying the royal blood over to the new 
dynasty. H e had two pyramids constructed at Dahshur, the southern being 
rhomboidal in shape, the northern of true pyramidal form and of a size 
which begins to approach that of the Great Pyramid of Khufu at 
Giza. 

Snefru's successors Khufu (Cheops), Khafre (Chephren) and Mankaure 
(Mycerinus) are remembered chiefly by the three pyramids which they 
erected on the high promontory at Giza, 10 kilometres south-west of 
modern Cairo. The pyramid of Khufu has the distinction of being the 
largest single building ever constructed by m a n , 1 4 and for the excellence of 
its workmanship, accuracy of its planning and beauty of its proportions 
remains the chief of the seven wonders of the world. T h e pyramids of 
Khufu's son and grandson, though smaller, are similar both in construction 
and in the arrangement of their subsidiary buildings. 

12. See Introduction. 
13. The tomb of Queen Hetep-Heres was discovered at Giza. It yielded furniture of 

excellent quality showing the skill of Egyptian craftsmen during the Old Kingdom. See 
G . A . Reisner, 1955. 

14. W e know that the pyramid proper, a sun symbol, which contains or surmounts the 
burial vault where the royal m u m m y lay, is but one element of the complex constituting the 
complete royal burial place. The latter comprises, in addition to the pyramid, a low temple on 
the plain, often referred to as the 'Temple of the Valley', and an open alley or roadway 
running up from the temple to the high part of the complex, on the desert plateau, consisting 
of the pyramid proper and the funerary temple built on to its eastern face, the whole precinct 
being surrounded by a wall. See I. E . S. Edwards. 
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There were several interruptions in the royal succession of the fourth 
dynasty, owing to fraternal strife between the children of the various 
queens of Khufu. His son Dedefre ruled Egypt for eight years before 
Khafre, and another son seized the throne for a short time at the end of 
Khafre's reign. A third may possibly have followed the last effective 
king of the dynasty, Shepseskaf. 

Fifth dynasty 

This dynasty stemmed from the growing strength of the priesthood of 
Heliopolis. A legend in the Westcar Papyrus15 relates that the first three 
kings of the fifth dynasty were the offspring of the god R e and a lady 
named Radjeded, wife of a priest at Heliopolis. These three brothers were 
Weserkaf, Sahure and Neferirkare. Sahure is known chiefly for the splendid 
bas-reliefs which decorated his funerary temple at Abusir, north of 
Saqqara. It is well known that though the royal pyramids of the fifth 
dynasty were far smaller than the great tombs of the fourth dynasty and of 
inferior construction the funerary temples adjoining the pyramids were 
elaborate structures extensively decorated with painted bas-reliefs, some of 
a semi-historical nature. Near the pyramid complex most of the kings of this 
dynasty built great temples to the Sun-god, each dominated by a towering 
solar obelisk. 

In addition to the erection and endowments of m a n y temples listed in the 
Palermo Stone the Pharaohs of the fifth dynasty were active in safeguarding 
the frontiers of Egypt and in expanding the existing trade relations with 
neighbouring countries. Punitive expeditions against the Libyans of the 
western desert, the Bedouins of Sinai and the Semitic peoples of southern 
Palestine were recorded on the walls of their funerary temples. Great sea­
going ships visited the coast of Palestine during the reigns of Sahure and 
Issessi. Egyptian ships also reached the shores of the land of Punt on the 
Somali coast to procure highly valued cargoes of myrrh, ebony and animals, 
among other goods. T h e traffic with Syria in cedar wood continued to 
thrive, and the ancient port of Byblos on the coast below the wooded slopes 
of Lebanon saw more and more of the Egyptian timber fleet. Trade 
relations with Byblos are known to have existed from the earliest dynasties 
(see Chapter 8). A n Egyptian temple was erected there during the fourth 
dynasty and objects inscribed with the names of several Pharaohs of the 
Old K ingdom have been found in the town and in the old harbour area. 

15. Written during the Middle Kingdom: see G . Lefebvre, 1949, p. 79. The Westcar 
Papyrus account is fictional. T h e first kings of the fifth dynasty were descended from the 
kings of the fourth dynasty. See L . Borchardt, 1938, pp. 209-15. However, the priesthood 
of Heliopolis seems definitely to have played an important part at the time of the trans­
ition from the fourth to the fifth dynasty. 
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Sixth dynasty 

There is no evidence that political disturbances in the country accom­
panied the transition from the fifth to the sixth dynasty. With the long 
and vigorous reign of Pepi I (the third king) the dynasty showed its 
strength. For the first time an Egyptian king abandoned purely defensive 
military tactics and carried the might of his army into the heart of the enemy 
country. With the large army under Uni, the Egyptian general, the enemies 
were driven back to their homelands as far north as Carmel and trapped, 
in the last five campaigns, by landing troops from an Egyptian fleet 
far up the Palestine coast. 

There are some indications that Pepi I m a y have taken his son Merenre 
as co-regent, for it is apparent that he did not reign alone for more than five 
years. During this time, however, he did m u c h to expand and consolidate 
Egyptian power in Nubia, and shortly before he died he appeared in person 
at the First Cataract to receive the homage of the Nubian provincial 
chiefs. 

O n the death of his brother Merenre, Pepi II, a child of 6, ascended the 
throne and ruled the country for ninety-four years, dying in his hundredth 
year after one of the longest reigns in history. During the king's minority 
the government of the country was in the hands of his mother and her 
brother. T h e second year of Pepi's reign was marked by the return of 
Herkhuf, the nomarch of Elephantine, w h o had been travelling in Nubia 
and had reached the province of Y a m , whence he had brought back a rich 
cargo of treasures and a dancing P y g m y as a gift for the king. With great 
enthusiasm, the 8-year-old king sent a letter of thanks to Herkhuf, re­
questing him to take every precaution that the P y g m y should arrive at 
M e m p h i s in good condition.16 

T h e very long reign of Pepi II came to an end in political confusion 
which can be traced back to the beginning of the sixth dynasty when the 
growing power of the nomarchs of Upper Egypt enabled them to build 
their tombs in their o w n districts and not near the king's pyramid on the 
necropolis. A rapidly increasing process of decentralization took place. As 
the king lost control of the districts, more and more power passed into the 
hands of the powerful provincial rulers. T h e impoverishment of the royal 
house is plain from the absence of monuments after those built by Pepi II. 
As disintegration rapidly set in, this poverty spread throughout all classes of 
society. It is not clear whether the forces of disintegration were already too 
strong for any Pharaoh to combat, or whether the very long and feebly 
defensive reign of Pepi II hastened the collapse. What is clear is that the 

16. Herkhuf, the nomarch, had the actual text of the royal letter engraved on the walls 
of his tomb at Aswan. A translation of the text is given in J. H . Breasted, 1906, pp. 159-61. 
T h e anthropological aspect of the problem of 'the dancing dwarf of the god' has been 
studied by W . R . Dawson, 1938, pp. 185-9. 
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Old K ingdom ended almost immediately after his death and then began a 
period of anarchy which we call the First Intermediate Period. 

T h e First Intermediate Period 
O n the death of Pepi II, Egypt disintegrated in an explosion of feudal 
disorder. A period of anarchy, social chaos and civil war began. Along 
the length of the Nile valley local princelings battled with each other amid 
such confusion that Manetho mentioned in his history of Egypt that the 
seventh dynasty included seventy kings w h o reigned for seventy days. This 
probably represents an emergency regime set up at Memph is to replace 
temporarily the kingship which disappeared with the collapse of the sixth 
dynasty. '7 

Little is known of the seventh dynasty and even when we have a record 
of the names of the kings the order of their reigns is disputed. Soon, 
however, a new royal house emerged at Heracleopolis (in Middle Egypt) 
and some attempt was made to continue the Memph is culture. These 
kings of the ninth and tenth dynasties evidently controlled the Delta, which 
had become a prey to marauding desert nomads. Upper Egypt, however, 
had split up into its old units, each n o m e under the control of a local 
ruler. T h e subsequent history of Egypt is characterized by the growth of a 
Theban power which, in the eleventh dynasty, was destined to gain 
control, first of Upper Egypt and, not very long afterwards, of the whole 
country. 

T h e condition of Egypt following the collapse of the Old Kingdom, 
which had realized the highest material and intellectual achievements of the 
country and had called forth the highest abilities of the individual, is best 
described by the sage Ipu-wer. His writings, which seemingly go back 
to the First Intermediate Period,18 have been preserved in a papyrus of the 
N e w K ingdom which is now in the Leiden M u s e u m . This passage indicates 
the social revolution which took place in the early part of the First Inter­
mediate Period and the absence of any sort of centralized authority: 

All is ruin. A man smites his brother, [the son] of his mother; 
plague is throughout the land. Blood is everywhere. A few lawless 
m e n have ventured to despoil the land of the Kingship. A foreign 
tribe from abroad has come to Egypt. T h e nomads of the deserts have 
become Egyptians everywhere. Elephantine and Thinis [are the 
domination] of Upper Egypt, without paying taxes owing to civil 
strife . . . T h e plunderer is everywhere . . . gates, columns and walls are 

17. The First Intermediate Period (abbreviated FIP) still presents a great many 
problems. General accounts will be found inj. Spiegel and H . Stock. Very good summaries 
of the problems are given in E . Drioton and J. Vandier, pp. 235-7 a n d °43_5-

18. The date of the text is controversial. It is tentatively ascribed to the Second 
Intermediate Period in J. Van Seters, 1964, pp. 13-23. However, this new date has not 
gained acceptance. 

95 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

consumed by fire. N o longer do m e n sail northwards to [Byblos]. 
W h a t shall w e do for cedars? Gold is lacking. Corn has perished on 
every side . . . T h e laws of the judgement hall are cast forth . . . 
H e who never possessed property is now a m a n of wealth. T h e poor 
of the land have become rich, and the possessor of property has 
become one w h o has nothing . . . ' 9 

Yet out of the turmoil certain positive values were born; an inspiring new 
emphasis on individualism, for example, social equality and the dignity of 
the c o m m o n m a n . Thus , amidst the chaos, the Egyptians evolved a set of 
moral standards upholding the individual. This is apparent from the well-
known papyrus known as the Protests of the Eloquent Peasant20 dating 
from the tenth dynasty. It is the story of a poor peasant who , having been 
robbed of his belongings by a wealthy landowner, insists upon his rights: 

D o not plunder of his property a poor m a n , a weakling as thou 
knowest him. His property is the [very breath] of a suffering m a n , and 
he who takes it away is one w h o stops up his nose. Thou wert 
appointed to conduct hearings, to judge between two m e n and to 
punish the brigand [but] behold, it is the upholder of the thief which 
thou wouldst be. O n e trusts in thee, whereas thou art become a 
transgressor. T h o u wert appointed to be a d a m for the sufferer, 
guarding lest he drown [but] behold thou art his flowing lake.21 

It is clear that the Egyptians thought of democracy as the equality of all 
m e n before the gods on the one hand and the rulers on the other. T h e 
most striking change, however, m a y be observed in the democratization of 
the funerary religion. During the Old K ingdom only personnages of royal 
rank or who had been distinguished by the Pharaoh could be sure of 
joining the gods in the after-life. With the weakening of the king's 
authority, however, the powerful of this world appropriated the royal 
funerary texts and inscribed them on their o w n coffins. Wealthy 
commoners were interred with proper ceremony and memorial stelae. Class 
barriers were thus dissolved at death and it was actually thanks to the god 
Osiris that this took place. 

Osiris was one of the gods of the Delta, known from very early times, 
whose cult soon spread throughout the country. His success was due less 
to the political importance achieved by his worshippers than to the funerary 
character of his attributes, and by the eleventh dynasty his cult was firmly 
established in Abydos, the great city which remained, throughout Egyptian 
history, the centre of the cult of dead kingship. T h e fact that the priests 
of Abydos did not nourish political ambitions spared Osiris the fate of 

19. According to A . H . Gardiner, 1909. 
20. A French translation of the text is to be found in G . Lefebvre, 1949, pp. 47-69. A 

recent English translation is given in W . K . Simpson, 1972, pp. 31-49. 
21. According to J. A . Wilson, in J. B . Pritchard, p. 409. 
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certain other gods whose cults survived no longer than the kings whose 
accession had prompted them. Late in Egyptian history the cult of Osiris 
and Isis became more widespread than ever, extending to the Greek islands, 
R o m e and even the forests of Germany . 2 2 In Egypt itself there was no 
temple to any deity which did not reserve some shrine to the cult of the 
great G o d of the Dead, and some rites at feast days to his resurrection. 

The Middle Kingdom (—2060 to —1785)23 

Although the Egyptian glimpsed democratic values, the vision did not 
endure. It seemed clear in times of trouble, yet d immed with the return of 
prosperity and discipline in the Middle K ingdom, which was the second 
great period of national development. Egypt was once more reunited by 
force of arms. Thebes, previously an unknown and unimportant name, put 
an end to the rule of Heracleopolis and laid claim to the entire state of 
Egypt and in winning the war reunited the T w o Lands under a single 
rule. 

King Menthuhotep stands out as the dominant personality of the 
eleventh dynasty. His great task was the reorganization of the country's 
administration. All resistance to the royal house had been crushed but 
there m a y have been occasional minor uprisings. However, the political 
atmosphere of the Middle K ingdom differed from that of earlier times in 
that the peaceful security of the Old K ingdom was a thing of the past. 
Menthuhotep II, w h o had a long reign, built the funerary temple at 
Deir el Bahari which is the greatest monument of the period at Thebes. 
His architect there created a new and effective architectural form. This was 
a terraced structure with colonnades, surmounted by a pyramid set in the 
midst of a columned hall on the upper level.24 

Following Menthuhotep IPs rule, the family began to decline. Under 
the last king of the eleventh dynasty, a certain Amenemhet , vizier to the king 
w h o also bore other titles, is probably identical with the founder of the 
twelfth dynasty, King Amenemhet , and the first of a succession of powerful 
rulers. 

Amenemhet I adopted three important measures which were strictly 
adhered to by his successors. H e established a new capital called Ithet-Tawi 
(Holder-of-the-Two Lands) not far south of M e m p h i s , from which he 
could better control Lower Egypt; he initiated the custom of placing his 
son beside him on the throne as co-regent, probably considered expedient 

22. The fullest account we have of the legend of Osiris is that gathered together and 
published by Plutarch in his De hide et Osiride. See in English J. G . Griffith, and in 
French J. Hani. 

23. See E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, ch. 7, pp. 239-81; W . C . Hayes, 1971; 
H . E . Winlock, 1947. 

24. E . Naville. 
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following a palace conspiracy which seriously endangered his life (and 
to which he referred bitterly in the admonitions he left for the guidance 
of his son Senusret I);25 and he planned the subjugation of Nubia and 
established a trading station farther south than had ever been attempted 
before. H e was perhaps the founder of the fortified trading post at K e r m a 
(near the Third Cataract) which was seemingly a centre of Egyptian 
influence from the reign of Senusret I. 

Senusret I followed in the steps of his father and through his o w n 
energy, ability and breadth of vision was able to implement plans for the 
enrichment and expansion of Egypt. A series of expeditions led by the king 
himself, or by his able officers, tightened Egyptian control over Lower 
Nubia. It was at this time that the fortress of Buhen 2 6 was built, below 
the Second Cataract. T h e king's activities to the west seem to have 
been confined to punitive expeditions against the T e m e n w Libyans and to 
the maintenance of communications with the oases. His policy with the 
countries of the north-west was to defend his boundaries and to continue 
trading with the countries of western Asia. 

T h e two subsequent kings, Amenemhe t II and Senusret II, were 
apparently not interested in the consolidation and expansion of Egypt's 
foreign conquests.27 Senusret III, however, is remembered for the recon-
quest and subjugation of Lower Nubia, which he reduced to the status of 
a province of Egypt. The long and prosperous reign of his successor 
Amenemhet III was characterized by an ambitious programme of irriga­
tion, leading to vast agricultural and economic expansion in the Fayyum, 
an oasis with a large lake fed by a channel from the Nile. This channel 
passed through a narrow break in the desert hills bordering the valley about 
80 kilometres south of Cairo. B y damming it, the flow of water into the lake 
when the Nile was high was controlled, and the cutting of irrigation canals 
and the building of dykes resulted in massive land reclamation. 

With Amenemhe t IV the royal family was evidently beginning to lose its 
vigour. His brief and undistinguished reign, followed by an even briefer 
reign of Queen Sobek Neferu, marks the end of the dynasty. 

The Second Intermediate Period28 

T h e names borne by some of the Pharaohs of the thirteenth dynasty 

25. O n the accession of this dynasty consult G . Posener, 1956. 
26. See accounts of recent excavations and.work at Buhen, following the campaign 

launched by Unesco to save the monuments of Nubia; see R . A . Caminos, 1975, and 
H . S. Smith, 1976. 

27. It will be noted that the fortress of Mirgissa south of the Second Cataract, the largest 
fortification in the Nubian Batn-el-Haggar region, was built by Senusret II (see J. Ver-
coutter, 1964, pp. 20-2) and that consequently Nubia was still under Egyptian control during 
his reign. 

28. The whole of this very obscure period of Egyptian history is covered in a publication, 
J. von Beckerath, 1965. 
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reflect the existence in Lower Egypt of a large Asiatic population. This 
element was no doubt increased by the immigration of large groups from 
the lands north-east of Egypt, forced southwards as a result of widespread 
population movements in western Asia. T h e leaders of these groups were 
called Hka-Hasut by the Egyptians, meaning Rulers of Foreign Countries, 
from which was derived the Manethonian term Hyksos which is n o w 
generally applied to the people as a whole. 

T h e Hyksos only began seriously to challenge the political authority of 
the thirteenth dynasty about the year —1729. By —1700, however, they 
had emerged as a well-organized, well-equipped and warlike people, and 
they conquered the eastern part of the Delta, including the town of Hat-
Wcrt (Avaris) which they refortified and used as their capital. It is generally 
admitted that the Hyksos domination of Egypt was not the outcome of a 
sudden invasion of the country by the armies of a single Asiatic nation. 
As w e have said, it was the result of an infiltration during the declining 
years of the thirteenth dynasty, of groups of several western Asiatic 
chiefly Semitic peoples. Indeed, most of their kings had Semitic names, 
such as Anat-Hr, Semken, A m u or Jakub-Hr. 

There is no doubt that the Hyksos occupation had a profound 
effect on the nation.29 They introduced the horse, the chariot and body 
armour into Egypt. T h e Egyptians, w h o had never before had need of 
such equipment, eventually turned them successfully against the Hyksos 
and expelled them from the land. This was the first time in their history 
that the Egyptians found themselves under foreign domination. T h e 
humiliation shook their ancient sense of supremacy and of security in the 
protection of their gods. They began a war of liberation, conducted 
by the rulers of the Theban nome. T h e few surviving records of this 
period mostly concern the war fought by the kings of the late seventeenth 
dynasty against the Asiatic oppressors after nearly 150 years of occupation. 
Ahmose finally succeeded in driving the invaders out of the Delta, capturing 
their capital, Avaris, and following them into Palestine where he laid siege 
to the stronghold of Sharuhen. After that he proceeded northwards and 
raided the land of Zahi (the Phoenician coast). Thus Hyksos power was 
finally broken. 

The New Kingdom ( — 1580 to —1085) 

Eighteenth dynasty30 

King Ahmose I, hailed by posterity as the father of the N e w K ingdom 
and the founder of the eighteenth dynasty, was evidently a m a n of 

29. O n the Hyksos and the various problems raised by their occupation of Egypt and its 
consequences, see J. Van Seters, 1966. 

30. See E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, ch. 9, pp. 335-42 and ch. io, pp. 390-414; 
T . G . H . James; W . C. Hayes, 1973. 
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exceptional vigour and ability. H e was followed by his son Amenhotep I, 
a worthy successor of his father, whose internal and foreign policy he 
vigorously carried forward. Though probably more concerned with the 
organization of the kingdom than with foreign conquest, he nevertheless 
found time to consolidate and expand the conquest of Nubia as far as the 
Third Cataract. Palestine and Syria remained quiet during his reign of nine 
years. 

Amenhotep I appears to have merited his reputation for greatness which 
culminated in his being made , as was his mother Ahmes-Nefertari, a titu­
lary divinity of the Theban necropolis.31 H e was followed by Thutmose I 
and II and then by Queen Hatshepsut, w h o married each of her half-
brothers in turn, Thutmose II and III. In the fifth year of her reign, 
however, Hatshepsut was powerful enough to declare herself supreme ruler 
of the country. In order to legitimize her claims,32 she announced that her 
father was the state god A m o n - R e , who came to her mother in the guise 
of her father Thutmose I. T h e two peaceful decades of her reign were 
prosperous ones for Egypt. She concentrated her attention upon the 
country's internal affairs and upon great building enterprises. T h e two 
achievements of which she was most proud were the expedition to Punt and 
the raising of two great obelisks at Karnak temple. Both were intended to 
celebrate her devotion to her 'father' A m o n - R e . 

Following the death of Hatshepsut, Thutmose III at last came into his 
own. A mature m a n in his early thirties, he himself tells us that, while 
serving as a youthful priest in a ceremony at Karnak at which his father 
was officiating, the statue of A m o n singled him out and by an oracle chose 
him as king. His first act as king was to overthrow the statues of Hatshepsut 
and erase her name and image wherever they appeared. His revenge 
appeased, he swiftly formed an army and marched against a coalition of the 
city states of the Palestine-Syria-Lebanon region, which had joined forces 
at the city of Megiddo and which were preparing to revolt against Egypt's 
domination. Marching with astonishing speed, Thutmose surprised the 
enemy and drove them to cover within the city walls. With the surrender 
of Megiddo the whole country as far as the southern Lebanon came under 
Egyptian control. In all, Thutmose III undertook seventeen campaigns 
abroad and Egyptian arms commanded respect in Syria and northern 
Mesopotamia for many years thereafter. Egypt was firmly established as a 
world power with a far-reaching empire. N o other reign supplies us with 
such complete records as the annals of Thutmose III, carved on the 
walls of Karnak temple. Other details were recorded by his generals, and 
events were even woven into popular tales like that of the surprise of 

31. J. Cerny, 1927, pp. 159-203. 
32. M u c h has been written about the 'Hatshepsut problem' and the 'persecution' of the 

queen by Thutmosis III. A good account of the problem and of the solutions proposed 
will be found in E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, pp. 381-3. 
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Joppa by General Djehuty who concealed his m e n in sacks and smuggled 
them into the beleaguered city, m u c h as in the tale of Ali Baba and the 
forty thieves. 

Thutmose III was followed by two able and energetic Pharaohs, A m e n -
hotep II and Thutmose IV, the latter being closely connected with the 
kingdom of Mittani for he married the daughter of the royal house. It was 
this lady, under her Egyptian name of M u t - e m - W a , who appears on 
the monuments as the Pharaoh's chief queen and the mother of A m e n -
hotep III. 

W h e n Amenhotep III succeeded his father he was probably already 
married to his principal queen, Teye. The young king's accession to the 
throne came at a time when, thanks to some two centuries of unparalleled 
achievement both at home and abroad, the country was at the peak of its 
political power, and was economically prosperous and culturally developed. 
Moreover, the world was at peace and both the Pharaoh and his people 
could enjoy the m a n y pleasures and luxuries which life now had to offer 
them. It seems that Amenhotep III was little interested in maintaining his 
power abroad, though he did endeavour to retain his northern vassal states 
and allies by means of liberal gifts of Nubian gold. Towards the end of his 
reign, as is evident from the Tell-el-Amarna letters,33 the absence of a show 
of military force encouraged energetic m e n to scheme for independent 
power and to revolt against Egyptian authority. Amenhotep III, however, 
seems not to have been unduly concerned. It was as a builder and patron 
of the arts that he earned his reputation for magnificence. T o him w e owe 
the Luxor temple, which is considered the most beautiful of all the 
constructions of the N e w K ingdom, other large buildings at Karnak, and 
m a n y others both in Egypt and elsewhere such as at Soleb in Nubia. 

Though the cult of Aton began under Amenhotep III, its growth seems 
to have had little effect on the worship of the other gods until later in his 
reign, possibly not until the thirtieth year of the reign, the probable date 
when his son Amenhotep IV (later known as Akhenaton) became co-regent. 
Physically weak, with a frail, effeminate body, the new king had in him the 
makings of neither soldier nor statesman. H e was mostly concerned with 
matters of the mind and spirit or, rather, his o w n mind and spirit. 
Exulting in the epithet He-who-lives-on-Truth, he sought an ever closer 
and more harmonious relationship with nature and in religion a more direct 
and rational relationship with his deity.34 

In his youthful fanaticism, Amenhotep IV instituted a radical change of 

33. Three hundred and seventy-seven cuneiform tablets found in the ruins of the Record 
Offices at the capital and consisting chiefly of correspondence between Amenhotep III and 
Akhenaton, and the kings of Hatti, Arzawam, Mittania, Assyria, Babylonia, Cyprus and the 
city rulers of Palestine and Syria. O n these texts, see W . F . Albright, 1973. 

34. Amenhotep IV - Akhenaton - and his period have recently been covered in numerous 
publications, including C . Aldred, 1968. 
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policy which led to a direct attack on the priesthood of A m o n . The 
reasons were possibly as m u c h political as religious for the high priests of 
the state god A m o n - R e at Thebes had gained such wealth and power as to 
be a distinct menace to the throne. Amenhotep IV at first continued to live 
at Thebes, where he had a great temple to Aton erected east of A m o n ' s 
temple of Karnak. Then, obviously embittered by the reaction to his re­
forms in Thebes, he decided to withdraw from the city. H e founded a new 
residence at Tell-el-Amarna in Middle Egypt. By the sixth year of his 
reign he and his family, together with a considerable retinue of officials, 
priests, soldiers and craftsmen, moved to the new residence which he called 
Akhet Aton (the Horizon of Aton) where he lived until his death some 
fourteen years later. H e changed his name to Akh-en-Aton or He-who-is-
serviceable-to-Aton, and conferred upon his queen the throne name of 
Nefer-Neferu-Aton, meaning Beauty-of-Beauty-is-Aton. 

Not content with proclaiming Aton as the sole true god, Akhenaton 
assailed the older deities. H e ordered that the name A m o n in particular 
should be erased from all inscriptions, even in personal names such as that of 
his father. H e further decreed the dissolution of the priesthood and temple 
estates. It was here that Akhenaton aroused the most violent opposition for 
the temples were sustained by government grants bestowed in return for 
formal blessings on the undertakings of the state. 

While tumult raged about him, Akhenaton lived in his capital 
worshipping his sole god. It was the worship of the creative power of the 
sun in the n a m e of Aton which required no images of the god and which 
was carried out in the open air of the temple court, when flowers and 
fruit were placed on the altar. T h e Aton religion was far simpler than the 
traditional one. It laid emphasis on truth and on individual liberty. This was 
bound up with a love of nature, for the life-giving powers of the sun 
were universally expressed in all living things. T h e h y m n composed by the 
king35 expresses, above all, a spontaneous joy in living and love for all 
things created, in which the spirit of Aton found embodiment. 

Akhenaton deprecated the stylized forms of traditional portraiture and 
insisted on a free naturalism in which the artist sought to represent 
immediate instead of eternal space and time. H e thus allowed himself and 
his family to be depicted in informal attitudes: embracing, eating, playing 
with their children. H e made no attempt to conceal his domestic life from 
the public eye, and so shocked the contemporary Egyptian, w h o found this 
informality belittling to the status of the god king. 

T h e Atonist revolution did not survive the death of Akhenaton. His co-
regent and successor Semenekh-Ka-Re almost immediately initiated a 
reconciliation with the priesthood of A m o n . A compromise was reached in 
which A m o n was again recognized. Semenekh-Ka-Re did not reign for 
more than three years and was followed by Tut-Ankh-Aton, who 

35. A translation by J. A . Wilson is to be found in J. B . Pritchard, pp. 369-71. 
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eventually changed his name to Tutankhamun. 3 6 Since w e know that 
this young Pharaoh died at about 18 years of age and that he reigned for 
at least nine years, he was probably about eight years old at his 
accession. T h e origin of these two kings is disputed, yet both based their 
claims to the throne upon marriages to the daughters of Akhenaton. During 
the reign of T u t - A n k h - A m o n , and even after his death; there was some 
hesitation in repudiating Aton w h o , in spite of the restoration of A m o n , 
maintained a place among the gods which continued during the short reign 
of King A y w h o followed T u t - A n k h - A m o n . It was only with Horemheb 
that the persecution of Aton began with the same persistence that had 
formerly applied to A m o n . 

Nineteenth dynasty37 

Horemheb came from a line of provincial noblemen in a small town of 
Middle Egypt. His long career as commander of the Egyptian army and as 
an administrator gave him an opportunity of assessing the political corrup­
tion which had increased dangerously since the beginning of Akhenaton's 
reign. O n accession he promptly initiated a widespread series of reforms 
which were beneficial to the country. H e also issued a decree to expedite 
the collection of national revenue and abolish corruption among military 
and civil officials. 

Horemheb showed great favour to an army officer called Pa-Ramesses 
w h o m he made vizier and chose to succeed him on the throne. However, 
Pa-Ramesses was already an old m a n and reigned for only two years, to be 
followed by his son and co-regent Seti I, the first of a line of warriors w h o 
turned all their efforts towards recovering Egypt's prestige abroad. As soon 
as Seti I came to the throne, he faced serious danger from a coalition of 
Syrian city states encouraged, and even sustained, by the Hittites. H e was 
able to defeat the coalition and enable Egypt to regain control over 
Palestine. After repulsing a Libyan attack, w e find Seti once again in 
northern Syria where Egyptian troops came into contact with the Hittites 
for the first time. H e captured Kadeshm but though the Hittites were 
forced to retire temporarily they retained their influence in northern Syria. 
T h e war was continued by his successor Ramses II. 

Under Ramses II the royal residence and administrative centre was 
moved to a city in the north-east part of the Delta, called Per-Ramesse, 
where a military base was established, suitable for marshalling large 
bodies of infantry and chariotry. In the fifth year of his reign Ramses II 
set out at the head of four armies against a powerful coalition of Asiatic 

36. T h e sensational discovery, in 1926, of the practically inviolate tomb of the young 
Pharaoh gave rise to a great many articles, including more particularly, H . Carter and 
A . C . Mace; C . Desroches-Noblecourt. 

37. See E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, ch. 9, pp. 349-56, and ch. 10, pp. 418-22; 
R . O . Faulkner, 1975. 
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people assembled by the Hittite King Mutawallis, and continued his 
father's attempts to regain Egypt's holdings in northern Syria. Though , 
in the famous battle near Kadesh on the River Orontes, Ramses led the 
vanguard of his forces into an enemy trap, saw one of his armies routed 
by the Hittite chariotry, and had to fight his way out of a desperate 
situation, he nevertheless managed to gather his forces and convert what 
might have been a defeat into a somewhat questionable victory. Detailed 
representations and accounts of this battle, and of some of the more 
successful campaigns in Palestine and Syria which preceded and followed it, 
were carved on the walls of Ramses IPs rock-cut temples at Abu-Simbel 
and at El-Derr in Lower Nubia, in his temples at Abydos and Karnak, on 
the pylon which he added to Luxor temple as well as in his funerary 
temple called the Ramesseum. Hostilities between the two countries con­
tinued for a number of years. It was not, in fact, until the twenty-first 
year of his reign that Ramses II finally signed a remarkable peace 
treaty with the Hittite King Hattusilis. Thereafter cordial relations were 
maintained between the two powers and Ramses married the eldest 
daughter of Hattusilis in a ceremony widely announced as a symbol of peace 
and brotherhood. As a result of this arrangement, Egyptian influence exten­
ded along the coast to the north Syrian town of Ras Shamra (Ugarit). 
Though the Hittites still retained their power in the interior, in the valley 
of the Orontes their power was nearing its close. With the death of 
Hattusilis a new danger from the movement of the Sea Peoples began. 
This mass migration radiated from the Balkans and the Black Sea region 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean world, and soon overwhelmed the 
Hittite kingdom. T h e ageing Ramses, w h o reigned for sixty-seven years 
after signing the treaty, neglected the ominous signs from abroad and his 
vigorous successor, Merneptah, found himself faced with a serious situation 
when he came to the throne. 

Great numbers of warlike Sea Peoples38 had moved into the coastal 
region to the west of the Delta and, entering into an alliance with the 
Libyans, threatened Egypt. Merneptah met them and, in a great battle in 
the western Delta in the fifth year of his reign, he inflicted an over­
whelming defeat upon the invaders. O n the Merneptah stelae he also 
records his military activities in the Syro-Palestine region and lists a 
number of conquered cities and states including Canaan, Askalon, Gezer, 
Yenoam and Israel - the last mentioned for the first time in Egyptian 
records. 

Twentieth dynasty39 

Merneptah's death was followed by a dynastic struggle and the throne was 
successively occupied by five rulers whose order and relationship one to 

38. O n the 'Sea Peoples', see the bold theory of A . Nibbi. 
39. See E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, ch. 9, pp. 356-66 and ch. 10, pp. 432-9. 
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another has not yet been clearly established. Order was restored by Seth-
nakht, w h o reigned for two years as the first king of the twentieth dynasty. 
H e was succeeded by his son Ramses III who , in a reign of thirty-one 
years, did as much as could be done to revive the glories of the N e w 
Kingdom. In his fifth and eleventh years of rule he decisively defeated 
invading hordes of western Libyans and, in the eighth year, beat back a 
systematic invasion by land and sea of the Sea Peoples. It is significant 
that these three wars were defensive and were fought, apart from a single 
land operation against the Sea Peoples, on or within Egyptian borders. 
Defeat in any one of them would have meant the end of Egypt's history 
as a nation, for these invasions were designed not merely for plunder or 
political domination, but for the occupation of the rich Delta and the valley 
by whole nations of land-hungry peoples w h o brought with them their 
families, herds and chattels as well as fighting m e n . 

In dealing with the internal ills which also beset the country, Ramses III 
was less successful than in defending it against foreign armies. The country 
was harassed by labour troubles, turbulence among government workers, 
an inflationary rise in wheat prices and a fall in the value of bronze and 
copper. Decadence grew in the reigns of subsequent kings from Ramses IV 
to Ramses X I . T h e feeble hold of the royal house became still more 
precarious as the power of the priests of A m o n increased, till finally they 
chose a high priest, Heri-Hor, to ascend the throne and begin a new 
dynasty. 

Period of decline40 

Twenty-first to twenty-fourth dynasties 

In the twenty-first dynasty rule was divided by c o m m o n consent between 
the princes of Tanis in the Delta41 and the Heri-Hor dynasty at Thebes. 
O n the death of the latter, Smendes (ruler of the Delta) seems to have 
taken control of the whole country. This period saw the flowering of a 
new power, a family of Libyan descent from the Fayyum. Perhaps they 
had originally been mercenary soldiers w h o settled there when Egypt with­
drew.4 2 However, one of the members of this family, named Sheshonq, 
seized the throne of Egypt and started a dynasty which lasted for about 
200 years. 

Towards the end of the twenty-second dynasty, Egypt was divided into 
squabbling petty kingdoms and was menaced both by Assyria and by a 
powerful independent Sudan. Then a m a n named Pedibast set up a rival 
dynasty. Although Manetho calls this twenty-third dynasty the Tanite, 

40. See K . A . Kitchen. T h e genealogy and chronology of this confused period are 
studied by M . Bierbrier. 

41. See J. Yoyotte, 1961, pp. 122-51. 
42. See W . Hölscher. 
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the kings continued nevertheless to bear the names of the twenty-second 
dynasty Pharaohs, namely Sheshonq, Osorkon and Takelot. During these 
two dynasties Egypt maintained peaceful relations with Solomon in 
Jerusalem, w h o even took an Egyptian princess to wife. In the fifth year 
of the reign of Solomon's successor, however, Sheshonq attacked Palestine. 
Though Egypt did not endeavour to hold Palestine, she regained something 
of her former influence and profited by a greatly increased foreign trade. 

The twenty-fourth dynasty had one king only, namely Bakenrenef, w h o m 
the Greeks called Bocchoris, son of Tefnakht. It was probably Tefnakht 
w h o made a treaty with Hosea of Samaria against the Assyrians. Bocchoris 
endeavoured to give support to the King of Israel against the Assyrian King 
Sargon II, but his army was beaten at Raphia in —720. His reign ended 
when the Sudanese King Shabaka invaded Egypt. 

T h e Sudanese twenty-fifth dynasty43 

There was another invasion of Egypt in about —720 but this time from the 
south. F rom a capital at the Fourth Cataract, Piankhi, a Sudanese who ruled 
the Sudan between the First and Sixth Cataracts, found himself powerful 
enough to challenge the throne of the Pharaohs. A certain Tefnakht of Sais 
had succeeded in uniting the Delta, had occupied M e m p h i s and was 
laying siege to Heracleopolis. Piankhi seized upon the report that the ruler 
of Hermopolis in Middle Egypt had joined forces with Tefnakht to send an 
army into Egypt. H e was no doubt a gallant ruler. His chivalry in battle, 
his austere avoidance of captured princesses, his love of horses, his 
scrupulous performance of religious ritual and his refusal to deal with 
conquered princes, who were ceremonially unclean (they were uncircum-
cised and eaters offish), are indicative of his character. This dynasty lasted 
for sixty years before the Assyrians, after many campaigns, succeeded in 
putting an end to it. 

Saitic k i ngdom 4 4 

Egypt was freed from Assyrian domination by an Egyptian named Psam-
metik.Tn —658 he managed, with the help of Gyges of Lydia and Greek 
mercenaries, to throw off all vestiges of Assyrian overlordship and start 
a new dynasty, the twenty-sixth. The kings of this dynasty tried valiantly 
to restore Egypt's position by promoting commercial expansion. Upper 
Egypt became a rich agricultural region growing produce which Lower 
Egypt sold. 

43. See also Chapter 11. A n overall view is to be found in H . von Zeissl. For further 
details on this period, see Chapter 10 below. 

44. See E . Drioton and J. Vandier, 1962, ch. 13, pp. 574-600. O n the Saitic intervention 
in Nubia, which is of great importance for the history of Africa, see S. Sauneron and 
J. Yoyotte, 1952, pp. 157-207. 
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Persian period45 

In the reign of Psammetik III, Egypt had to endure conquest by the 
Persians under Cambyses and with this occupation the history of the 
country as an independent power was in effect ended. The twenty-seventh 
dynasty was headed by Persian kings. T h e twenty-eighth was a local dynasty 
known as the Amyrtaios, who organized a revolt during the troubled reign 
of Darius II. By means of alliances with Athens and Sparta the kings of 
the twenty-ninth and thirtieth dynasties contrived to maintain the in­
dependence thus gained for about sixty years. 

T h e second Persian domination of Egypt began under Artaxerxes III in 
— 341. This was soon brought to an end by Alexander the Great, w h o 
invaded Egypt in —332 after defeating Persia at the battle of Issus. 

45. The basic work on this period remains G . Posener, 1936. 
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Pharaonic Egypt: society, 
economy and culture 

J. Y O Y O T T E 

E c o n o m y and society 

Fields and marshes 

T h e establishment of the Pharaonic state around the year —3000 and 
the little-known period that followed undoubtedly corresponded with great 
economic development. W e can see some evidence of this in the royal 
and private tombs of the Thinite era: the buildings become larger and 
the m a n y objects d'art suggest increased luxury and the consummate skill 
of the craftsmen. There is no means of knowing whether the need to 
co-ordinate irrigation was the principal cause of the formation of a unified 
state or whether the unification of the country under the Thinite kings, 
together with the development of writing, m a d e it possible to co-ordinate 
the regional economies by rationalizing basic construction work and 
ensuring the organized distribution of food resources. T h e fact remains 
that, until the nineteenth century of our era, Egypt's prosperity and vitality 
were to be tied to the cultivation of cereals (wheat, barley). A system of 
flood basins, which controlled and distributed the flood water and silt 
inside earth embankments, endured until the modern triumph of year-
round irrigation: there is evidence that it existed as early as the Middle 
K i n g d o m and w e m a y assume that it had taken shape even earlier.1 

Obviously, this system only permitted one crop a year; on the other hand, 
the shortness of the agricultural cycle m a d e plenty of manpower available 
for the major operations on the construction of the religious and royal 
buildings. T h e Ancients also practised year-round irrigation by raising 
water from the canals or from pits dug d o w n to the water table, but for 
a long time h u m a n legs and h u m a n shoulders bearing yokes were the only 
'machines' for raising water known, and watering by means of ditches 
was used only for vegetables, fruit trees and vineyards. (It is possible, 
however, that the invention of the shaduf àur'mg the N e w K i n g d o m made 

1. Texts relating to irrigation techniques are very rare. T h e oldest positive reference 
to irrigation by basins (hod) is found in the Middle K i n g d o m coffin texts: A . de Buck, 
1935-61, p. 138, b-c. 
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two crops of grain a year possible in places.)2 Lacking the knowledge of 
h o w to store water, they did not yet k n o w h o w to mitigate the con­
sequences of unusually low floods, which were the cause of infertility in 
m a n y basins, and unusually high floods, which devastated land and homes. 
However, the development of granaries and river transport enabled them to 
ensure food supplies from one province to another or from one year to the 
next. Average yields were good: the surpluses fed the large numbers of 
government officials and the workers in medium-sized places of employ­
ment (shipyards and weapon factories, spinning mills attached to certain 
temples, etc.). Through their control over food resources, which varied 
according to the period, the temple authorities and high officials exercised 
powers of patronage. 

Bread and beer made from grain were the staple diets, but the ancient 
Egyptians' food was astonishingly varied. O n e is struck by the number of 
types of cakes and bread listed in the texts. As today, gardens provided 
broad beans, chick peas and other pulses, onions, leeks, lettuces and 
cucumbers. Orchards furnished dates, figs, sycamore nuts and eating-
grapes. Skilful cultivation of the vine, practised mainly in the Delta and 
in the oases, produced a great variety of wines. Bee-keeping provided 
honey. Oil was extracted from sesame and nabk, the olive tree introduced 
during the N e w K ingdom remaining rare and not very successful. 

Pharaonic Egypt did not transform the entire valley into productive land 
and gardens. It exploited also the vast marshes and lakes along the northern 
edges of the Delta and the shores of Lake Moeris, and the low-lying 
land on the edge of the desert and in the meanders of the Nile. In these 
pehu, abundant and varied wildfowl were hunted or trapped. There was 
fishing with seine-net, eel-pot, line or basket for the Nile offered a wide 
variety of fish and, in spite of the prohibition of their consumption in 
certain provinces or by certain categories, they had a definite place in 
the people's diet, which was also supplemented by the gathering of the 
roots of the edible cyperus (earth almond), papyrus hearts and, after the 
Persian era, the seeds of the Indian lotus. Finally, the marshland gave 
pasturage for cows and oxen. 

Although the climate was not particularly favourable to cattle-raising 
because it was so wet, and herds depleted by these conditions had regularly 
to be supplemented from Nubia and Asia, it was of considerable importance 
in the country's life and religious conceptions. T h e tables of the gods and 
the great had to be well furnished with beef. T h e cutting-up of the 
carcass was a fine art, the animal fats being widely used to make perfumed 
unguents. W e know that the Old K ingdom Egyptians tried to raise a 
number of species - oryx, antelope, gazelle, etc., and even cranes and 
hyenas - but this proved labour-consuming and the results disappointing, 

2. See the ingenious interpretation proposed for the Wilbur Papyrus data by W . Helck 
and E . Otto, 1973. 
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and it was abandoned, the desert ruminants later becoming, in proverbs 
and in rites of sorcery, the symbol of untameable creatures.3 In contrast, 
they were very successful in raising poultry, notably the Nile goose. T h e 
meat of goats, so harmful to the valley's few trees, and sheep raised 
on fallow land and the fringes of the desert, as well as pigs (in spite of 
some prohibitions), acquired a considerable place in the people's diet. Well 
into historic times, w e see a change take place in the type of sheep reared: 
an earlier type of ram with horizontal, twisted horns, which was the incarna­
tion of K h n u m , Bes, Hershef and other ancient gods, was gradually 
replaced round about —2000 by the ram with curved horns, dedicated 
to the god A m o n . There is debate over whether it is of African or Asian 
origin. T w o African species domesticated by the Egyptians were par­
ticularly successful and are closely linked, in our minds, with the 
Pharaonic past: the ass, used as early as the archaic period, not for riding 
but as a beast of burden (and paradoxically dedicated to the evil god 
Seth), and the domestic cat, which does not appear until the end of the 
Old and the beginning of the Middle K ingdom (and which was worshipped 
as a more peaceable form of the dangerous goddesses). 

Min ing and industry 

T h e nobility and guards hunted hare and big game in the desert for sport 
and as a means of varying the ordinary fare, but tins could not have had 
m u c h economic importance. Wha t the desert did offer was a wide range 
of mineral resources: the green and black dyes of the Arabian desert used 
to treat and embellish the eyes even in prehistoric times; the beautiful 
hard stone used by the builders and sculptors (fine limestone from Toura, 
Silsila sandstone, A s w a n granite, Hatnoub alabaster, Jebel el A h m a r 
quartzite, H a m m a m e t 'grauwacke'),4 and semi-precious stones like the 
Sinai turquoise or Nubian cornelians and amethysts. T h e manufacture of 
glazes (glazed steatite and 'Egyptian faience' with a quartz core) developed 
very early, prompting the manufacture of objects with the look of turquoise 
or lapis lazuli. N e w K ingdom Egypt improved its glass-making techniques, 
thanks to contacts with Asia, and became a pastmaster in these processes. 

O n e of the riches derived by the country from the arid wastes sur­
rounding it was gold, which came from the Arabian desert and Nubia. 
T h e symbol of perfect immortality, it did not yet play the essential 
economic role it was to have in later civilizations but was considered a 
basic sign of wealth and was more highly prized than silver, although the 
latter, an imported metal, was always rarer and, in the Old Kingdom, more 

3. Zanzing Papyrus, 3, 8-9; R . A . Caminos, 1954, p. 382. O n the religious significance of 
the oryx, see Ph. J. Derchain. 

4. Grauwacke or greywacke (incorrectly called 'schist' in m a n y works) is a 'fine-grained, 
compact, hard, crystalline, quartz ore rock, very like slate in appearance and generally of 
various shades of grey': A . Lucas, pp. 419-20. 
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precious than gold. T h e deserts contained a number of copper deposits, 
of a rather low grade, except in Sinai, and Egypt soon became dependent 
on copper from Asia. It should be noted that changes in Pharaonic metal-
working techniques always lagged behind those of the Near East. T h e 
bronze age and then the iron age developed later here than elsewhere. 
Metal was relatively rare and precious; wood and flint successfully took 
their place in agricultural implements and hard stone in sculpting instru­
ments; metal tools and arms were stored and distributed by the government 
services.5 

If Ancient Egypt had to import metals and timber from its Asian 
neighbours, its industrial capacity was unsurpassed in two domains. T h e 
Pharaohs exported textiles, Egyptian linen being then of an unequalled 
fineness, and paper. Papyrus, useful in so many ways - for sails, ropes, 
clothing, footwear - above all m a d e possible the manufacture of a very 
flexible writing-surface, which was the source of the scribe's power and 
which was in heavy demand abroad from the m o m e n t alphabetic writing 
spread around the eastern Mediterranean. Intensive cultivation of this 
plant probably contributed greatly to the disappearance of the marshes, the 
haunt of the birds, crocodiles and hippopotamuses that, as the Ancients 
themselves felt, brightened the Egyptian landscape. 

T h e development of transport was one determining factor in the progress 
of the Pharaonic regime. Oxen were hardly ever harnessed to anything 
but the plough or the funeral sledge; the ass, hardier and less demanding, 
was the ideal beast of burden in the fields as on the desert trails (we know 
that the horse, introduced during the second millennium, remained a luxury 
for the warriors, and that the rich economic potential of the wheel, the 
principle of which was known as early as the Old K ingdom, 6 was not 
exploited). Less efficient, certainly, although the technique of using them 
in teams was known, the ass preceded and supplemented the camel, which 
only came very slowly into use in the countryside after the Persian era. For 
bulk transport over long distances Egypt used its river and its canals: 
small craft and large boats were rapid and reliable. Egypt's precocious 
navigational skill m a d e possible both the centralization of the economy 
and the prodigious architectural achievements (pyramids, enormous 
temples, colossi, obelisks). In addition, even at a very early date, sailing 
boats plied the Red Sea and the Mediterranean (there is nothing to prove 
the theory that the Phoenicians originally taught the Egyptians h o w to sail). 
For moving the heavy stone blocks needed for sacred buildings in par­
ticular, Pharaonic engineering had invented ingenious methods of an 
astonishing simplicity, using, for instance, the lubricating properties of 

5. During the thirteenth dynasty, flint arrows and javelin heads were made in imitation of 
metal models, but by archaic traditional techniques, as shown by the weapons found in the 
fortress of Mirgissa: A . Vila, pp. 171-99. 

6. A siege ladder mounted on wheels is shown in a sixth-dynasty tomb: W . S. Smith, 
1949, p. 212, Fig. 85. 
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wet m u d to m o v e simple sledges (without wheels or rollers), profiting from 
the rise of the Nile to float barges loaded with enormous blocks, or 
using reed matting for drogues.7 By reconstructing methods like these, 
which a modern would never think of, bemused as he is by sophisticated 
technologies and other notions of efficiency, research is on the way to 
providing the key to the mysteries of Pharaonic science.8 

Most agricultural and industrial processes had been invented by the 
third millennium and it seems that Egypt was slow and timid, indeed 
hidebound, when it came to introducing technical innovations from abroad. 
In the present state of documentation and studies, it would seem that 
the remarkable achievements of the early days had provided solutions for 
the vital problems facing the valley's inhabitants and led to the establish­
ment of an effective social and political system, 'Pharaonic despotism', 
whose shortcomings were pushed into the background by a religious out­
look so coherent that it still survived in the temples several centuries 
after conquest by foreign powers had demonstrated the inability of tradition 
and social praxis to meet the challenge from newer powers. 

T h e economic and social system 

It is best to refrain from abstract terms when describing the Pharaonic 
methods of production, which w e shall never be able to do more than 
glimpse, for lack of sufficient records.9 

S o m e general data emerge from the available documents. Foreign trade, 
mining and quarrying were state activities. T h e majority of the c o m ­
mercial transactions we know about from the records involve small amounts 
of commodities and are private contracts between individuals; the interven­
tion of professional middlemen is rare and they usually seem to be the 
commercial agents of the king or a temple. There is no reason to believe 
in the existence of a 'bourgeoisie' of entrepreneurs and private traders, 
and although the expression sometimes used, 'state socialism', is ambiguous 
and anachronistic, it does seem that, in general, production and distribution 
were in the hands of the state. 

A survey of the available material, in fact, gives the impression that 
everything stemmed from the king. In principle, certainly, all powers of 
decision and all material resources belonged to him. H e had a religious 
duty to ensure the cosmic order, the security of Egypt and the happiness 
of its people in this world and the next, not only by exercising his 
authority as king, but by maintaining the worship of the gods, with the 
result that he shared his economic prerogative with the temples. O n the 
other hand, both in officiating in those temples and in managing the 

7. G . Goyon, 1970, pp. 11-41. 
8. Most recently, H . Chevrier, 1964, pp. 11-17; 1970, pp. 15-39; I97I» PP- 67-111. 
9. Critical notes and bibliography in J. J. Janssen, pp. 127-85. 
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nation's affairs, Pharaoh, theoretically the sole priest, sole warrior, sole 
judge and sole producer, delegated his power to a whole hierarchy: one 
way of paying these officials was to assign them land, the revenue of which 
became theirs. In fact, at all periods the royal monopoly of the means of 
production was more theoretical than real. 

Certainly, the expeditions to Punt, Byblos, Nubia and the deserts to 
seek out exotic commodities and stones were normally sent out by the 
king and led by government officials. T h e building of the temples was 
likewise a government function, whilst, during the imperial era, the 
annexed territory of Kush and the Palestinian and Syrian protectorates 
were, for instance, directly exploited by the crown. In contrast, the develop­
ment of the land in Egypt itself did not depend exclusively on the crown. 
Alongside the royal domain there were the lands owned by the gods, 
w h o possessed fields, flocks, workshops, etc. (in the heyday of the cult 
of A m o n , the god himself could o w n mines), and had their o w n bureau­
cratic hierarchy. T h e fact that the gods were sometimes granted royal 
charters exempting them from certain taxes and levies is, ultimately, a 
sign that the temples were the 'owners' of their lands, personnel and 
tools. Moreover, at least from the eighteenth dynasty on, warriors were 
given hereditary tenure of land. High officials received gifts of land 
that they managed themselves. Scenes of domestic life carved in Old 
K i n g d o m mastabas show that their households included their o w n flocks 
and craftsmen and their o w n flotilla of boats. W e do not k n o w how 
inheritable private fortunes were m a d e , but it is obvious that there were 
some and that apart from the official position that one could only hope 
to be able to hand on to one's children, there were 'household effects' 
that could be bequeathed freely. However, virtually at every period, land 
tenure covered limited and scattered areas, so that the great fortunes did 
not take the form - of which the authorities were apprehensive — of large 
landed estates. Smallholdings are k n o w n to have existed, notably in the 
N e w K ingdom, when the term 'fields of poor m e n ' in fact designated 
the lands of small independent farmers quite distinct from tenants working 
the fields of the king or the gods. Relatively few in number , the foreigners 
deported to Egypt in the era of the great conquests were specialists 
(Palestinian viticulturists, Libyan drovers) or military settlers; the slaves 
acquired by private individuals were often only household servants and, 
although there is evidence that it existed, slave labour (sometimes penal 
labour) is believed to have provided only a limited amount of manpower 
for agriculture (even though the likening in later times of the magic 
'respondents' placed at the disposal of the dead to a troop of bought 
slaves10 would lead one to believe that under the Ramses it was slavery 
that made possible the major works of irrigation and land improvement). 
It remains true that the mass of the working population seems to have 

io. J. Cerny, 1942, pp. 105-33. 
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been tied defacto to the land, land that it had no occasion to flee except 
in the event of inability to pay the taxes. 

W e m a y assume that housekeeping was the predominant activity in the 
villages, the bulk of the fieldwork being done by the m e n . In the market 
towns, royal domains and temples, specialization was carried to a high 
degree. Guilds, sometimes with an elaborate hierarchy, of bakers, potters, 
flower-arrangers, founders, sculptors, draughtsmen, goldsmiths, water-
carriers, watchmen of all kinds, dog-keepers, shepherds, goat-herds, goose-
herds, etc., worked for the king or the temples, skills being handed d o w n 
from father to son. W e know comparatively well h o w the community of 
workers quartered in a village adjoining the Valley of the Kings (present 
site of Deir el Medina) lived while digging and decorating the tombs of the 
Pharaohs and their queens. T h e artists and excavators were public 
employees under the direction of a royal scribe and two overseers appointed 
by the sovereign. ' ' They received a regular allowance of grain, which 
was sometimes directly levied from the revenues of a temple, and rations 
offish, vegetables or other food. They exchanged small services and goods 
among themselves and administered their o w n justice (except for appeal 
to the oracular verdict of a local god), and their status was high enough 
and their moral position strong enough for the community to be able to 
go on strike in the event of delays in the distribution of their rations. 

T h e civil service 

T h e organization and distribution of production, the management of public 
order and the supervision of all activities were the responsibility of civil 
servants under the authority of either the prince - the Pharaoh or, in 
periods of schism, the local chiefs - or the temples. These officials were 
recruited from the scribes, the knowledge of writing being the gateway to 
all learning and all higher technical skills and thus, as those concerned 
enjoyed pointing out in their Satires of the Professions and epistolary essays, 
an arrogated source of power and comfort. Those scribes, trustees of both 
the religious and lay cultures, reigned over all professional activities (in 
the N e w K ingdom the highest army officers themselves were scribes). They 
might be engineers, agronomists, accountants or ritualists, and m a n y 
combined several capacities. Taught with a certain brutal strictness, they 
professed a moral code that was often lofty, full of benevolent intentions 
and a certain scorn for the commonalty and of respect for the social order 
as being the perfect expression of the harmony of the universe. Even if 
they avoided the malpractices against which they were constantly warned 
by the principles governing their service, they enjoyed rewards in propor­
tion to their rank in the hierarchy (the range of those rewards being wide, 
at least in the twelfth dynasty): '2 land grants, salaries in the form of food 

n . In D . Valbelle. 
12. For a typical text, see G . Goyon, 1957. 
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rations, priestly profits taken from regular temple revenue and royal gifts, 
honorific gifts or funeral presents received directly from the sovereign. T h e 
greatest of them lived in fine style in this world and the one to come and 
their wealth, not to speak of their influence, gave them powers of 
patronage. 

Title lists and genealogies clearly show that there was not a caste of 
scribes separate from that of warriors or of priests. T h e ruling class was 
all one and merged with officialdom. Every good student could normally 
find a post and climb in his career if his competence and zeal singled him 
out for the attention of the king, theoretically the sole arbiter in matters 
of social advancement. 

It was, however, normal to pass on to one's children at least part of 
one's functions, and w e should not lend too m u c h credence to a rhetoric 
that hastens to represent every official as someone w h o m the king had 
raised from nothing. W e know of dynasties of high officials, and in the 
Thebes of the first millennium w e see several families sharing out the posts 
and priesthoods of the 'House of A m o n ' at a time, it must be said, when 
the right of inheritance assumed considerable importance. 

Pharaonic history seems to have been acted out to the rhythm of the 
struggle between high officialdom, which tended to set itself up as a 
hereditary and autonomous power, and the monarchy, clinging to the 
right to control appointments. Thus the Old K ingdom disappeared when, 
in the southern provinces, the dynasties of hereditary 'great chiefs' or 
prefects became strong. In the Second Intermediate Period, high office 
became a personal property that could be bought and sold. T h e end of 
the N e w K ingdom came when the Theban priesthood and the southern 
military c o m m a n d were joined and became the appanage of a dynasty of 
high priests of A m o n , and the Libyan period saw repeated in the Delta 
the fissiparous process that Upper Egypt had gone through in the First 
Intermediate Period. T h e economic implications and the causes and con­
sequences of these changes cannot be identified with any certainty, but it 
may be said that in each period of weakened central power and territorial 
fragmentation of the system of administration, internal struggles disturbed 
the peace of the countryside and international influence and the security 
of the frontiers were compromised; temples were built less frequently 
and on a more modest scale and the quality of the works of art declined. 

Political organization 

The avowed ideal of Egyptian society was thus a strong monarchy, regarded 
as the sole means of giving the country the driving force necessary for 
its well-being. T h e sovereign was the embodiment of the public service: 
the term 'Pharaoh' comes from per-ao, which in the Old K ingdom 
designated the 'Great House' of the prince, including his residence and 
his ministers, and which in the N e w K i n g d o m finally came to designate 
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the person of the king. H e was of a different nature from the rest of 
mankind: the legends about his predestination, the four canonic names and 
the epithets that he added to his personal name, the protocol surrounding 
him, the p o m p and circumstance accompanying his appearances and 
decisions, his endlessly repeated likenesses, cartouches and title lists in the 
sacred buildings, his jubilee celebrations, the style of his tomb (Memphis 
pyramid, Theban rock-cut tomb) - all stress this difference. O n e of the 
most obvious demonstrations of the periodic attrition of authority and of 
certain social pressures is the adoption by a growing number of private 
individuals of tomb styles,13 iconographie themes and funerary texts 
formerly reserved for the king alone. In addition, whereas m o n o g a m y 
seems to have been the rule among ordinary mortals, the god-king c o m ­
monly took several wives, sometimes marrying his sister and even his 
daughters. 

There is some mystery about royal succession. It was certainly customary 
for son to succeed father on the throne, in conformity with the mythical 
model of Osiris and Horus, the prototype of the son w h o buries his 
father and avenges his death, and the hereditary principle sometimes, as 
in the twelfth dynasty, resulted in the premature coronation of the successor. 
However, it should not be thought that the right of kingship lay simply 
in mere hereditary transmission from male to male by primogeniture. T h e 
few sovereigns w h o tell us of their forebears stress their fathers' free choice 
of them as lieutenant-general and heir presumptive (Seti I, Ramses II, 
Ramses III, Ramses IV). However, the words of the formulae by which the 
'legitimacy' of the king is recalled are identical, whether he be the eldest 
son of his predecessor or a parvenu. Each ruler inherits 'the royalty of R a , 
the function of Shu, the throne of G e b ' , so being the direct successor of 
the gods w h o created and ordered the world; each was 'chosen' by the god 
of his native town. Predestined to his position, the king was begotten from 
the very acts of the Sun-god (figurative myth of theogamy)14 and in the 
N e w K ingdom designation or recognition of the new king by the oracle of 
A m o n was the guarantee of the new monarch's legitimacy. Thus direct 
'divine right' outweighed dynastic legitimacy. In fact, each reign was a new 
beginning. It was ritual that made and maintained the sovereign and each 
time he acted as priest or law-giver, the same purifications, the same 
anointings, the same ornaments renewed his 'appearance as the king'. Thus 
likened to a god, sometimes worshipped during his lifetime as a veritable 
god - Amenhotep III or Ramses II, for example, through their stupendous 
colossi - the Pharaoh assumed a supernatural role without, however, 

13. The phenomenon of differentiation in the posthumous treatment of the kings and 
then gradual usurpation of the sovereign's funerary privileges by private individuals occurs 
several times. The first cycle began during the Old Kingdom and was accelerated by the 
weakening of royal power during the First Intermediate Period; but it can no longer be 
argued that at that period there was an abrupt democratization of funerary privileges. 

14. H . Brunner, 1964. 
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seriously claiming to possess supernatural gifts and, on the contrary, 
remaining above all the exemplar of m a n dependent on the gods and owing 
them service.15 Four w o m e n became Pharaohs: Strangely enough, the 
first two (Nitokris and Sebeknefru) mark the end of a dynasty and the 
other two (Hatshepsut and Tauosre) were treated as usurpers by posterity. 
Honours were showered on the mothers, wives and daughters of the king. 
S o m e princesses of the Middle K i n g d o m , and more especially later, Teye, 
first wife of Amenhotep III, and Nefertari, first wife of Ramses II, 
received exceptional honours. Ahhotep, under Amasis, or Ahmosis-
Nefertari, under Amenhotep I, seem to have wielded a determining 
influence in political or religious matters. T h e attribution of the ritual 
function of'divine wife of A m o n ' to princesses or queens shows the key role 
of femininity and the female in the worship of the cosmic god. However, 
there is no positive evidence of a matriarchal regime in the Egyptian concept 
of royalty16 and in particular, the theory according to which, in the 
Amosid era, dynastic right was normally transmitted through the female 
is far from being proved. 

A study of the title lists of high and low officials and the few legislative 
and administrative texts that have come d o w n to us gives a more or less 
accurate notion of government organization: the government of the nomes, 
the hierarchy of the priesthood and distribution of the religious obligations 
of the priests, royal or priestly administration of the arable land, flocks, 
mines, granaries, treasuries, river transport, justice, and so on. Scholarly 
if not strict organization charts - which obviously varied depending on the 
period - give evidence of sophisticated management skills and remarkable 
techniques of secretarial work and accountancy (headings, brackets, cross-
tabulation, etc.). This paperwork was none the less effective. Egypt 
probably owed its power abroad more to its advanced organization than 
to its aggressiveness, and its monuments , which have withstood time, 
certainly owe their existence to the scribes' skill in manipulating labour and 
heavy materials on a grand scale. 

At the top of the system sat the tjaty or 'vizier', to use a traditional 
Egyptological term. This prime minister, responsible for public order, was 
likened to the god Thoth, 'the heart and tongue of the Sun Ra ' ; he was 
before all else the supreme legal authority in the land after Pharaoh and 
the Minister of Justice. S o m e viziers serving during several consecutive 
reigns must have dominated the country's political life. None the less, the 
tjaty (of w h o m there were two in the N e w K ingdom) was not the king's 
sole counsellor, nor even necessarily the principal one. M a n y dignitaries 
boast of having been consulted by their sovereign behind closed doors 
or having been selected for special missions and, in the imperial era, the 
governor of Nubia, an honorary 'royal son', was answerable directly to 

15. G . Posener, i960. 
16. Useful data in B. Gross-Mertz. 
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Pharaoh and was almost sovereign in his o w n territory. In fact, it does not 
seem that the hierarchy of government gave an exact image of ministers' 
political power. S o m e personalities, Amenhotep, the scribe of recruits and 
the son of Hapi, an architect gradually elevated to the ranks of the gods 
for his wisdom, or Khamois, the high priest of Ptah and one of Ramses II's 
m a n y sons,17 were no doubt as influential as the viziers of their time. 
T h e fundamental despotism of the Pharaonic monarchy resulted in the 
residency being responsible for resolving major political conflicts: the 
'unpersoning' of various high officials, not only Senmut and the other 
intimates of Hatshepsut, but individuals having served less controversial 
sovereigns (two royal princes and Usersatet, viceroy of Nubia under 
Amenhotep II), is the mute witness of government crises. 

Military organization 

T h e king was responsible for national security. In theory, all credit for 
victories and conquests was his. Ramses II m a d e great propaganda capital, 
in words and images, from having stood alone with his bodyguard at 
Kadesh, reaffirming the primacy of the king, sole saviour by divine grace, 
over an army from which his dynasty had in fact emerged. Naturally, as 
early as the time of the pyramids, the country had had a specialized high 
c o m m a n d , simultaneously military and naval, commanding troops already 
accustomed to manoeuvring and parading in disciplined ranks. In the 
third millennium, however, the peoples of the neighbouring countries posed 
no very great threat. Raiding parties easily thinned out the population of 
Nubia to Egypt's advantage; triumphal campaigns for which the rural 
population was levied en masse were enough to intimidate and plunder the 
sedentary peoples on the Libyan and Asian borders, while 'desert scouts' 
supervised the movements of the hungry Bedouins. W h a t w e know best 
about the M e m p h i s troops relates to their participation in operations of 
economic interest and in the great building operations. T h e 'teams of elite 
young recruits' serving as the king's bodyguard supervised the transport 
of stone for the pyramids and some major expeditions to the Sinai mines 
or the eastern quarries. A specialized paramilitary corps, the sementi,1* 
prospected and exploited the gold mines of Nubia and the desert, while 
'interpreters' travelled far afield to negotiate for - or to grab - Asian 
or African goods. With the First Intermediate Period, the division of the 
kingdom into rival principalities modified military organization: the 
prince's personal retinue and the contingents from the nomes were joined 
by auxiliary shock troops recruited from the Nubians or Asian A m u s . T w o 
features already apparent in the third millennium were always to 
characterize Pharaonic armies: participation by the troops in major 
economic or construction projects, as supervisors or as labour force; and 

17. Concerning this personality, see the recent thesis of F . G o m a a . 
18. O n this little-known corps of gold-hunters, see J. Yoyotte, 1975, pp. 44-55. 
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the use of fresh and fierce troops recruited abroad. Naturally military-
minded through its sense of order and a taste for prestige, Egypt was 
not of warlike temperament. 

O f course, the N e w K ingdom, a time of great international conflicts, was 
to see an unprecedented expansion of the professional army, divided into 
two arms of service, chariots and infantry, and subdivided into large army 
corps c o m m a n d e d by a complex hierarchy and served by a large bureau­
cracy, a vast structure that resisted the empires and principalities of Asia 
and seems to have successfully settled the crisis arising from the Aton 
heresy. T h e soldiers received small grants of land, and under the Ramses 
m a n y captives - Nubians, Syrians, Libyans, the pirate Sea Peoples - were 
enlisted and also given such grants. In spite of their relatively rapid 
assimilation, the Libyans (perhaps reinforced by invaders of the same stock) 
set themselves up as an autonomous force and ended by making their chief­
tain Pharaoh. Nevertheless, this Egypt of Libyan Meshwesh warriors could 
not adjust to n e w military techniques, whereas Assyria was organizing itself 
into a formidable war machine. In the new clash of empires, the 
Saite kings, rather than depending on these warriors, were to rely on new 
military settlers recruited from the Ionians, Carians, Phoenicians and 
Judaeans, whilst in the final wars against the Persian empire, the last native 
Pharaohs, like their opponents, hired Greek mercenaries recruited by cos­
mopolitan adventurers. T h e breakdown of the nation's defensive apparatus, 
which failed to dispel either the ancient myth of Pharaoh as sole 
victor, the nostalgia for past conquests (epic of Sesostris) or complacent 
recollections of the civil wars (Petubastis cycle), was the weak point of a 
renascent Egypt, neither the economy nor the culture of which had 
fallen into decline. 

Religious and moral conceptions 

Myths 

Certainly one of the great achievements of Pharaonic civilization, and 
perhaps one of its weaknesses, was its splendid image of the world and 
the forces ruling it, a coherent image manifesting itself in its myths, 
rituals, art, language and works of wisdom. O n e trait of this Egyptian 
mentality should be recalled to explain w h y the brief and incomplete 
summary of Pharaonic mythology below will provide neither a clear 
hierarchy or genealogy of the pantheon, nor a systematic cosmogony and 
cosmography. T o apprehend the forces of nature and natural phenomena, 
mythology accepted all the images and legends handed d o w n by tradition. 
There m a y be several 'sole' deities; the sky is a liquid ceiling, the belly 
of a cow, the body of a w o m a n , a sow, etc. Thus there existed several 
conceptions of the origins of the universe, which were combined in various 
ways into the great syntheses elaborated on a local basis through the ages, 
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each of which could be re-enacted in all its purity through performance of a 
given ritual act, on which it conferred a cosmic dimension. There are major 
features c o m m o n to all these systems. T h e present world was organized 
and is maintained by the sun, after the goddess (Methyer, Neith), w h o 
was swimming in the N u n , the primeval flood, or else a college of 
earlier gods (the Ogdoad or the 'dead gods' at Edfu and Isna), or else the 
first dry land (Ptah-Tenen), had prepared the way for the appearance of 
that demiurge, w h o existed as an 'inert' potentiality in the heart of chaos 
and w h o then unleashed the generative process with the help of His H a n d , 
the first goddess, and hived himself off into successive pairs: Shu (the 
atmosphere) and Tefnut (force of fire), both leonine beings, G e b (the 
earth) and Nut (the sky), and thereafter all the members of the Enneads, 
more precisely the m a n y manifestations of the divine, proceeded from 
him. T h e present structure of the cosmos, willed by the demiurge, was 
established and completed by his divine word, by the giving of form to 
sounds, so that, for example, m a n (rome) emerged from his tears (rame), 
as did fish (remit). 

T h e power of the solar divinity, a vital radiation that may also be 
destructive, is the 'Eye of Ra ' , a female entity occasionally blending with 
the goddess via w h o m procreation of the animal world occurred when the 
god split into two and w h o , at once consort and daughter, is manifested 
in the royal hair-style and crowns and m a y take the aspect of a cobra, 
a lion, a torch and the incense consumed by the fire. Genesis, which 
only threw back the primary darkness, is repeated practically every day 
at sunrise. Each day, as in the beginning, the creator must face hostile 
forces: the dragon Apopis, w h o threatens to dry up the heavenly river or 
halt the progress of the sun with his evil eye,19 the mysterious tortoise 
and the unnameable 'enemies' w h o rage in the east. Before each dawn 
appearance the sun must also wash itself in the pools at the world's 
edge and purify itself from night and death. It ages in the course of 
its daily voyage and it mysteriously regenerates itself while, throughout the 
night, on another river it travels across another world. In the N e w 
K ingdom, works of fantasy like the Book of A m Duat or the Book of 
Gates were to symbolize the phases of that physical regeneration of Ra's 
'flesh', describing the shores haunted by subordinate gods, enigmatic forms 
and forces, the blessed and the damned. 

Our world is very precarious. At night the m o o n , a second divine Eye, 
takes the place of the other, but it continually declines, attacked by 
the knife of a terrible god, Thoth or Khons , later to be tentatively 
identified with the sun itself,20 or by Seth, a pig, an oryx . . . Various 

19. This mythological theme has recently been spotlighted by J. F . Borghouts, 
pp. 114-50-

20. Selection of texts in S. Sauneron and J. Yoyotte, 1952. O n the archaic aspect of the 
lunar gods, G . Posener, i960. 
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legends, as well, recount that the Right Eye, the burning goddess, flies 
far from the sun and must be brought back. O n e such legend explicitly 
links this escapade to an attempt to annihilate mankind, which was con­
spiring against the ageing Ra: one fine day 'revolt' was born here below and 
m e n lost their primal equality.21 Periodically, also, the wrath of the Eye 
of R a is aroused, the 'powerful' Sekhmet afflicts m e n with disease, and 
the Nile flood is low, adding to the 'calamities of the year'. 

R a forgave m a n his rebellion and gave him magic to ensure his survival, 
but withdrew himself from m a n . A divine dynasty ruled this world. In 
those days Seth killed Osiris; revived by the attentions of Isis and Anubis, 
the embalmer, Osiris became the paragon of all dead kings and, by 
extension, of all the dead. H e is also the image of the sun that dies every 
evening, and the lymph that flowed from his body is taken to be the water 
that rises each year (one image among m a n y others of the Nile flood). 
Seker-Osiris is also the seed that is buried and that germinates. Banned 
from the Osirian tombs and sanctuaries, Seth was long worshipped as a 
god, the brutal life force, a turbulent being, Ra's helper against Apopis, 
the disorder necessary to order.22 It was only around the eighth century 
before our era that a new fervour drew Osiris and Isis from the funerary 
cult, where their myth was the basis for the notion of an after-life, degraded 
Seth to the rank of Apopis and treated him as the personification of evil 
and the patron of the invaders. 

H a r m o n y presupposes unity;- unity, always precarious, calls for re­
unification. Seth, rival of Horus, son of Osiris, is his indispensable counter­
part. According to the original tradition, each king embodies in his o w n 
person the reconciliation of Horus and Seth, just as the two plains of the 
north and south, or the black soil of the valley and the red soil of the desert, 
must be reunited. T h e myth according to which the eye of Horus was torn 
out by Seth and treated by Thoth was to become the subject of m a n y 
ritual glosses that likened every offering, every further addition of 
nourishing grain and the m o o n itself, symbol of everything that must be 
complete to ensure fertility and fullness, to the recovery of the healed Eye 
(oudjat). 

Corresponding to the divine order there is not only the structure and 
rhythms of the physical world, but a moral order - Ma'at - the norm 
of truth and justice which declares itself when R a triumphs over his 
enemy and which, for the happiness of mankind, should reign in the 
functioning of institutions and in individual behaviour. 'Ra lives by Ma'at . ' 
Thoth, the god of scholars, Ra's accountant, the judge of the gods, is 'happy 
by Ma 'a t ' . 2 3 

2i. A . de Buck, 1935-61, pp. 462-4. 
22. H . TeVelde. 
23. Texts associate natural disorders with disturbances in the political and social order. 

However, Ma'at is a moral and judicial concept and, in spite of a fairly c o m m o n theory, it 
is not obvious that this concept includes the physical order of the world. 
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The gods 

All the doctrines and images w e have just seen are accepted in all temples. 
T h e hymns singing the cosmic attributes and the wondrous providence of 
the god-creator take up the same themes, whether it be a primordial goddess 
like Neith, an earth-god like Ptah, or even A m o n - R a , K h n u m - R a , 
Sebek-Ra. T h e great myths - the Eye of R a , the Eye of Horus, the 
passion of Osiris - as well as the basic ritual practices are c o m m o n to all 
centres of population; but different gods, each with his o w n n a m e , 
traditional image, animal manifestation and associated gods, are the 
'masters' of the various towns: K h n u m at Elephantine, Isna and else­
where, M i n at Coptos and A k h m i m , M o n t at Hermonthis, A m o n at 
Thebes, Sebek at S u m e n u , the Fayyum and elsewhere, Ptah-Seker at 
M e m p h i s , Ra-Harakhte-Atum at Heliopolis, Neith at Sais, Bast at 
Bubastis, Uadjit at Buto, Nekhbet at El K a b , etc., and there were m a n y 
local gods called by the n a m e of Horus, m a n y goddesses w h o are fear­
some Sekhmets or kindly Hathors. H a d figures associated in more or less 
forgotten myths been in ancient times scattered across the country? It is 
possible, and in any event the existence of different local religions in 
prehistoric times might explain m u c h of the polytheism that proliferates 
in a religion whose unity is obvious. It seems that this religion tended, 
through the identification of certain gods with others, to reduce that 
plurality to a few types: a supreme deity, generally a sun-god and often 
explicitly identified with R a ( A m o n - R a , M o n t - R a , Haroeris-Ra, etc.); a 
consort goddess w h o is the Eye of Ra (Mut = Bast = Sekhmet = Hathor, 
etc.); the warrior god-son of the Horus-Anhur type; a dead god of the 
Osiris type (Seker, Seph, etc.). T h e N e w K ingdom theologians represented 
each 'initial' town as a stopping-place of the demiurge in the course of his 
wandering genesis and considered that the state's three principal gods, 
A m o n of the air, Ra of the sun, and Ptah of the underworld, were three 
cosmographie and political manifestations of one and the same divinity. 
T h e maze of theoretical problems presented by a multiform pantheon gave 
rise to m u c h theological and even philosophical speculation: Ptah con­
ceiving in 'his heart which is Horus' and creating via 'his tongue which 
is Thoth'; Sia, 'knowledge', and H u , 'order', major attributes of the sun; 
the four Souls which are R a (fire), Shu (air), G e b (earth) and Osiris 
(water); the unknowable and infinite G o d w h o is 'the sky, the earth, the 
N u n , and everything that lies between them'; and so on. A feeling of the 
unity of the godhead predominated among the educated, at least from the 
N e w K ingdom on, that feeling going with a faith that worshipped, as so 
m a n y approximations to the ineffable, the myths, names and idols of all 
the country's gods. T h e attitude of the celebrated Akhenaton, w h o would 
recognize only the visible disc of the sun as the sole true god, still lay 
in the mainstream of Egyptian thought, but was heretical in the manner in 
which it upset tradition, which, allowing for the mysterious, accepted and 
reconciled all forms of piety and thought. 
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T h e temple 

Each god created his town, each looked after his o w n domain and, beyond 
that domain, all Egypt. T h e king concerned himself with all the gods 
simultaneously. Heir to the sun and successor of Horus, it was his 
responsibility to maintain the order created by divine providence and, in 
order to do so, to support divine beings themselves threatened by possible 
relapse into chaos, to turn aside the wrath of the goddess, to resort to 
perpetual collaboration with the divine in order to ensure the cycle of the 
year, the rise of the Nile, the normal growth of vegetation, the increase 
of the flocks, the frustration of rebellion, the security of the frontiers, and 
happiness and the rule of Ma'at a m o n g his subjects. T o achieve this, 
sacred science employed the magic of word and gesture, of writing and 
images and of architectural forms, all processes also used to ensure the 
after-life of the dead. T h e ceremonies conducted by the initiate priests 
accompanied the ritual acts by verbal formulas reinforcing their power of 
compulsion by means of spells recalling mythical precedents. T h e depic­
tion of these rites and the writing of these texts on the walls of the 
temples perpetuated their action. Likewise, the m a n y statues of the king 
and images of private individuals in the sacred precincts enabled those 
portrayed to serve the god for ever, to dwell with him and to receive 
additional life force from him. T h e architect m a d e the temple a scale model 
of the universe, thus giving it permanence: the pylon is the mountain of 
the rising sun, the dark sanctuary is the place where the sun sleeps, the 
columns represent the primordial s w a m p out of which creation arose and 
the base of its walls are the soil of Egypt. A high brick perimeter wall 
isolates it and its gardens and service buildings from the impurities that 
might pollute the divine; the officiating priests and those privileged persons 
admitted to the témenos are required to perform ritual purifications and 
observe prohibitions relating to food, clothing and sexual activity. In order 
to show that it is actually Pharaoh performing the ritual, scenes carved 
into the walls depict him carrying out the various rites and presenting in 
long processions the nomes of Egypt, the phases of the flood and the 
minor gods that preside over the various economic activities of life. 
Throughout the day the idol, in other words the shape through which 
one m a y communicate with the god, is purified, censed, clothed, fed and 
invoked at length in hymns which exhort the god to awake, reaffirm his 
divine power and entreat his benevolent activity. During the great festivals, 
the god emerges in procession to recharge himself with divine energy from 
the rays of the sun, to visit the tombs of dead kings and past gods, and 
to re-enact the mythical events through which the world took shape.24 

24. Our understanding of temple symbolism and decor, as well as the rituals, is based on 
the great monuments built and decorated in the Greek and R o m a n eras (Edfu, O m b o s , 
Dandarah, Philae, etc.). For general information, see S. Sauneron and H . Stierlin. 
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Above all, the temple is a work-place where the king, supported by 
priestly initiates, makes high state magic to ensure the orderly course of 
events (primarily to ensure that his people are fed). Distant though they 
be, the gods, those prime movers of the world, are none the less felt 
as personal beings, near to each mortal. In the N e w K ingdom, the c o m m o n 
people come to pray to them before the side gates of the temples, in village 
chapels or in the ruins of ancient monuments, where their presence can 
be felt (the Great Sphinx of Giza, notably, was considered an idol of 
both the sun and Hu run , the healing god borrowed from the Canaanites). 
H y m n s are carved on small stelae witnessing to the faith of mere mortals 
in the god of their town, and the favours of great A m o n himself, 'impartial 
judge, w h o turns to him who calls upon him, w h o hears entreaties', are 
besought for one's health or business affairs. Throughout history, proper 
names show us that all classes of the population claimed the direct 
patronage of the greatest gods. Moreover, in spite of its strong specificity 
and a priesthood which jealously guarded the secrets that ruled the life of 
the nation, Egyptian religion was singularly hospitable. In the N e w Empire 
it annexed the Syro-Palestinian deities, made Bes, the tutelary genius of 
w o m e n and babies, an inhabitant of eastern Sudan, accepted and 
Egyptianized Dedun , the lord of Nubia, recognized A m o n in the Nubians' 
R a m - g o d and firmly implanted the worship of the Theban god in the land 
of Kush , later identified its gods with the Greek pantheon and, in the rural 
areas, w o n the hearts of the Greek settlers in the Ptolemaic era. 

N o n e the less, the identification of the land of Egypt with the organized 
world throws a singular light on the ideas of the Pharaoh's subjects about 
the world outside. T h e African and Semitic peoples and foreign cities and 
monarchies were equated with the forces of chaos, always ready to subvert 
creation (hieroglyphic writing depicts every foreign country as a 
mountainous desert!). O n either side of the temple gates are facing tablets 
showing, on the south, the king vanquishing the Nubians and, on the north, 
the king conquering the Asians.25 These images at the entrance-ways to 
the microcosm annihilate by the power of magic the 'rebels' w h o endanger 
order; in the N e w K ingdom the vast sequences of carvings on the outside 
walls showing victorious campaigns and the booty brought back to the god 
simply illustrate by historical anecdotes the constant co-operation between 
sovereign and deity in maintaining the equilibrium of the universe. A n 
interesting manifestation of this outlook and one which somewhat qualified 
the 'chauvinism' of dogma is that the magic rites directed against the 
princes and peoples of Asia, Nubia and Libya are not aimed so m u c h at 
destroying them as at ridding them of hostile intentions. 

Ethics 

Perfect harmony was created and the king exists to maintain it. Thus the 

25. C . Desroches-Noblecourt and C . Kuentz, pp. 49-57 and notes 178-9 (pp. 167-8). 
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ideal era was 'the days of Ra ' and the priests of the Late Period even 
conceived of a lost golden age when serpents did not bite, thorns did 
not prick, walls did not crumble and Ma'at reigned on earth.26 T h e perfect 
system is not a utopia that one tries to achieve by inventing new rules; it 
existed in the beginning and it becomes real again from the m o m e n t one 
conforms to Ma'at. This means that the morality professed in the Teachings 
written by high M e m p h i s officials (Djedefhor, Ptahhotep) and by various 
scribes in later periods (Ani, A m e n e m o p e ) , as well as the instructions to 
priests carved in the later temples, are fundamentally conformist and that 
teaching was scarcely propitious to the development of originality. Texts 
where someone describes his new findings are very few in number by 
comparison with the conventional autobiographies and standard formulas. 
T h e talent of the m a n y sculptors w h o managed to put their o w n personal 
stamp on their works while unaffectedly complying with the traditional 
constraints is thus all the more remarkable. 

Everyday ethics equated the virtues proper with the intellectual qualities, 
rectitude with decorum, physical impurity with baseness of character. 
Based on a psychology without illusions, it extolled submission to superiors 
and benevolence to inferiors. It was accepted that worldly success is the 
customary consequence of virtue, and although the idea of posthumous 
retribution for one's deeds developed very early, the magical expedients 
provided in the funerary formulas in order to escape divine judgement 
set limits thereto. Great care was taken in teaching correct behaviour: not 
to talk too m u c h , to remain calm in one's gestures and moderate in one's 
reactions, an ideal that Egyptian statuary expresses to perfection. All excess 
is harmful: he w h o is carried away by emotion disturbs others and courts 
perdition himself. S o m e sages, however, introduced into their reflections 
a strong personal religious feeling and expressed aspirations to individual 
excellence. Better an upright heart than formal compliance with ritual. In 
G o d one finds the 'path of life'. T h e debt of biblical wisdom to Egyptian 
culture should not be underestimated. Even though it usually relates more 
to social necessities than to charitable understanding, the concern for others 
is great. Kings and scribes have left us good lessons in social ethics: 
wholeheartedly to attend to the interests of the king and his people, not 
to benefit the strong at the expense of the weak, not to let oneself become 
corrupt, not to cheat over weight or measure. Egypt also developed the 
concept of h u m a n dignity: 'do not use violence to m e n . . . they were 
born from the eyes of R a , they are his issue'; in one of the celebrated 
tales in the Westcar Papyrus, a magician refuses to carry out a dangerous 
experiment on a prisoner 'for it is forbidden so to behave towards God 's 
flock'. 

T h e picture of the ideal order presented by the official ideology cor­
responded, all things considered, to that presented by the country when , 

26. E . Otto, pp. 93-108. 
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the T w o Lands having been duly reunited, a strong monarchy and 
conscientious government ensured general prosperity and peace. Wi th the 
First Intermediate Period, civil wars, the infiltrations of the barbarians 
and the sudden changes in circumstances awakened anxiety. 'Changes are 
taking place, things are no longer as they were last year.' ' N e w words' 
had to be found, said the writer Khakhêperre-sonb, called A n k h u , in his 
Discourses, to apprehend unprecedented happenings. A n d so a pessimistic 
literature emerged, from which proceeds, notably, the Prophecy o/Neferti, 
which evokes the crisis that put an end to the eleventh dynasty, and the 
Admonitions of the choirmaster Ipu-ur on the eve of the Hyksos era.27 

T h e Neferti and later the Potter's Oracle and the various tales relating to 
the expulsion of the Impure stigmatize the subversion of M a ' a t only in 
order to bring out to greater effect the final victory of the saviour-king 
and of order. In contrast, the Dialogue of the Desperate M a n with his 
Soul casts doubt on the utility of the funerary rites, while the Songs of the 
Harpist are an invitation to 'carpe diem'. Sometimes hedonistic asides 
slip into conventional works. If it had been better preserved, secular 
literature would reveal a m o r e diversified world of thought than do the 
royal and priestly inscriptions on stone. S o m e tales, the Songs of Love , 
comic details enlivening domestic scenes in the funerary chapels and the 
lighthearted sketches drawn on potsherds reveal, beyond Pharaonic con-
formism, a people fundamentally happy, skilful, humorous and friendly, 
such as it remains today. 

Law 

A s w e have seen, religion and ethics stress the maintenance of strict 
discipline, which benefits the whole commun i ty of subjects, and the ex­
clusive activity of the royal person in government and ritual. Art itself is 
more interested in the general than in the individual, in the typical example 
rather than individual spontaneity. It is thus all the m o r e striking that 
Pharaonic law remained resolutely individualistic. In relation to royal 
decisions and to legal procedure and penalties, m e n and w o m e n of all 
classes seem to have been equals before the law. T h e family was limited 
to father, mother and their young children, and w o m e n enjoyed equal rights 
of property ownership and judicial relief. In general, responsibility was 
strictly personal. T h e extended family had no legal substance and the status 
of a m a n was not defined in relation to his lineage. In the domain of 
law, Pharaonic Egypt was distinctly different from traditional Africa and 
curiously anticipates the m o d e r n societies of Europe. 

27. cf. J. Van Seters, 1964, pp. 13-23. 
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Funerary beliefs and practices 

T h e same individualism reigned in regard to beliefs and practices con­
cerning life after death. Each, according to his means, provided for his o w n 
after-life, that of his spouse and that of his children, in the event of 
their premature death. T h e son should participate in his father's funeral 
rites and, if the need should arise, ensure his burial. T h e h u m a n (or 
divine) being includes, in addition to the mortal flesh, several ingredients 
- the Ka, the Ba, and other lesser-known entities - whose nature remains 
difficult to define and whose inter-relationships are obscure. Funerary 
practices are intended to ensure the survival of these 'souls', but a well-
k n o w n feature of Egyptian religion is to have tied that survival to 
preservation of the body itself by means of mummification, and to have 
m a d e elaborate arrangements for the dead to be able to enjoy an after­
life at least as active and happy as life in this world. A tomb is composed 
of a superstructure open to the surviving relatives and a vault where the 
deceased lies accompanied by magical or domestic objects. Persons of 
wealth paid a regular stipend under contract to processional priests, w h o 
from father to son would be responsible for bringing offerings of food; and, 
as a final precaution, the compelling power of the spoken and written word 
and the magic of carved and painted images were employed. In the chapel 
- mastaba or hypogeum - the effective rituals of internment and offering 
are made eternal; other scenes re-create the work and pleasures of an 
ideal world; statues and statuettes create a multitude of substitute bodies. 
O n the planks of the coffin, on the stones of the vault, on a 'Book of 
the Dead ' given into the m u m m y ' s keeping, are copied the formulae 
recited at the time of burial and spells enabling the deceased to enjoy all 
his faculties, escape the dangers of the Other World and fulfil his divine 
destiny. A s in theology, Egyptian beliefs regarding life after death juxta­
posed various conceptions: survival as a companion of the sun, residence 
within the tomb with daily awakening at dawn , emergence of the Ba into 
the open air and enjoyment of familiar objects, life in a wonderful elysium 
with Osiris. In any case, he w h o was given a fine burial would change 
status: he is an equal of the gods, of Osiris, and of all the kings, each of 
w h o m is an Osiris. 
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Egypt's relations 
with the rest of Africa 

A. HAMID ZAYED 
with the collaboration of], D É V I S S E 

It is n o w commonly acknowledged that archaeological research has revealed 
no decisive evidence of contacts between Egypt and Africa south of Meroe . 
This does not, of course, rule out theories based on hypotheses, but they 
must be considered as such until evidence has lent them the necessary 
weight. 

A few years ago, there was talk of the discovery of Egyptian objects 
far away in the heart of the continent. A statuette of Osiris, dating from the 
seventh century before our era, was found in Zaire on the banks of the 
River Lualaba, near the confluence of the Kalmengongo; a statue inscribed 
with the cartouche of Thutmose III (—1490 to —1468) was found south 
of the Zambezi. However, a critical study of the circumstances in which 
these objects were discovered makes it impossible at the present time to 
conclude that they indicate the existence of relations in the seventh or 
fifteenth centuries before our era between Egypt and the regions mentioned 
above.1 A . Arkell reached the conclusion, on the strength of not very 
convincing evidence, that there were contacts between Byzantine Egypt 
and modern G h a n a . 

However, this by no means signifies that w e should conclude on the 
basis of a sikntio reasoning that no links existed in ancient times between 
Egypt and the rest of the African continent. Given the paucity of informa­
tion in this field and the conclusions sometimes drawn from inadequate 
evidence, w e should proceed with even stricter regard than usual for 
scientific accuracy and rely solely on facts which w e are confident have 
been scientifically established. 

For instance, the influence, in certain respects, of Egyptian civilization 
on other African civilizations m a y be regarded by some as established. 
Even if this were proved, this influence would not be a proof of ancient 
contacts. Eva L . R . Meyerowitz takes the fact that the Akan have adopted 
the vulture as the symbol of self-creation to be a proof of Egyptian 
influence.2 She also stresses the links between the god Ptah and the 
Akan god O d o m a n k o m a , both bisexual, w h o , after creating themselves 

1. See J. Leclant, 1956a, pp. 31-2. 
2. E . L . - R . Meyerowitz, p. 31. 
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created the world with their o w n hands. Although an interesting associa­
tion,3 it is not conclusive evidence that contacts existed between ancient 
Egypt on the one hand and the ancient Akan or the region of the Bight 
of Benin on the other. In the same way the serpent cult, studied in all 
African civilizations by m a n y distinguished scholars, was considered from 
early times likely to be derived from an Egyptian origin. But this view 
discounts the fact that ancient cultures observed their environment very 
closely and were perfectly capable of drawing their cults from their o w n 
observation. There are other hypotheses. J. Leclant,4 for instance, refers 
to the suggestion sometimes m a d e that the serpent cult had come to Meroe , 
and perhaps to other parts of Africa, from India. So m u c h for the 
importance of adopting a cautious approach. 

Before turning to the traces, whether certain, hypothetical or improbable, 
of Egypt's links with the rest of the continent in ancient times, w e should 
note that whatever the thesis finally adopted concerning the ancient people 
of Egypt,5 there is apparently a considerable chronological and techno­
logical discrepancy between the latter and its peripheral civilizations.6 Even 
though it is technically a part of Africa, Egyptian culture detached itself 
from its western and southern environment. Egypt obviously distrusted its 
northern neighbours still more when they became a threat. Culturally, 
Pharaonic Egypt felt out of step with its neighbours. That it outpaced them 
is certain, but w h y it did so is difficult to see. F r o m then onwards, 
gradually, even if technical solidarity persisted, profound differences in 
their way of life set the Egyptians apart from their neighbours. Above all, 
if w e take the ethnical identity of the Egyptians and their southern 
neighbours into account, it is of prime importance that w e consider the 
reasons for this - if w e succeed in discovering them - which would shed 
light on the extent to which writing was adopted as an instrument of social 
and cultural cohesion in the Nile valley. Research should be focused on this 
problem. Are the adoption and use of writing facts simply connected with 
biological and natural phenomena, an essential accident linked to the spirit 
of a people, or are they merely the inevitable product of a culture at a 
certain stage of its political and social integration? 

T h e Cairo Symposium (1974) stressed the ethnical and cultural stability 
of Egypt during the 3000 years of Pharaonic rule. T h e lower Nile valley 
was like a sponge absorbing, for over thirty centuries, infiltrations or 

3. It should be noted here that the self-creation problem is not limited to Ptah (a demigod, 
but all the craftsmen's patron). It also extends to R e and other deities. A subjacent general 
myth apparently existed in Egypt, among various local groups and perhaps at different 
periods. 

4. See J. Leclant, 1956b, ch. 10. 
5. See Chapter 1 and the summary of the Cairo Symposium. 
6. H . - J . Hugot, 1976, p. 76, points out that when Egypt was unified, about —3200, 

the Saharan Neolithic age was at its peak. H e categorically rejects the hypothesis 
occasionally formulated that Egyptian Neolithic m a n could be of Saharan origin (p. 73). 
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immigrations from various peripheries, except in some difficult times of 
intensified pressure by foreign peoples. T o the west, but also to the south, 
people related to one another in varying degrees were either kept within 
their habitat by Egyptian frontier fortifications or were regarded as available 
at will to the valley to provide food or m e n for its defence. Save for this 
feeling of Egyptian particularity, which m a y have been characteristic only 
of the upper classes of society and which developed gradually, it is hard to 
know h o w the Egyptians behaved towards their immediate neighbours. T h e 
latter - like all the other peoples with w h o m the Egyptians came into 
contact - were regarded as obliged as a matter of course to make their 
contribution in m e n and riches to Pharaonic civilization. Tribute, from the 
outset, was one of the signs of submission of Egypt's neighbours, and non­
payment was followed by punitive expeditions. However, the attitude of the 
neighbours was not resigned and passive all the time. Egypt was not always 
able to dictate to them and her relations with Africa varied with the 
centuries. 

Western neighbours: Saharans and Libyans7 

It is generally agreed that in the predynastic period frequent h u m a n 
exchanges with the Sahara declined. Very little is known about these 
exchanges and it is sometimes claimed that they did not exist.8 In the 
dynastic period it is certain that Egypt exerted an influence on the Sahara, 
although again very little is known about it.9 

In fact, for the Egyptians, according to the latest research, the Saharans 
during the dynastic period were mainly the Libyans w h o had gradually 
concentrated in the north of one of the most vast and inhospitable deserts 
in the world. T h e situation was different in the Neolithic period when the 
rapid spread of the desert, which increased during the dynastic period, 
forced the Libyans, shepherds and hunters, back to the periphery of their 
former habitat, or led them, starving, to knock at the door of the 
Nilotic paradise which had to be defended against them. Their pressure 
continued unremittingly but was seldom crowned with success, except 
perhaps in the western part of the Delta where the Saharan population 

7. I would here express m y thanks to Professor T . Gostynsky, the author of a m o n o ­
graph on ancient Libya which he kindly communicated to Unesco to facilitate the drafting 
of this chapter. I have drawn on it several times. 

8. InseveralpassagesoftheFíHa/Af/>0r/oftheCairoSyrnposium(i974). Oneofthemost 
promising current investigations is based on rock engravings and paintings 'from the 
Atlantic to the Red Sea'. Although apparently concerning the prehistoric era in particular, 
this study contains a wealth of precise data. 

9. H . -J .Hugo t , 1976, p. 73. However, note the warning (p. 82) against the hasty conclusions 
of those w h o , for example, detect in certain themes of Saharan rock paintings (ram with sun 
discs, sorcerers with zoomorphic masks, etc.) traces of an eighteenth-dynasty influence. H e 
says: 'This means working over-hastily and too easily overlooking the manner of applying 
the scientific proof required for the validity of a hypothesis.' 
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is undoubtedly ancient and homogeneous. In the great oases encircled by 
their desert - Khariyah, Dakhilah, Farafirah and Siwah - the Egyptian 
nobility took to hunting. In so doing, they assumed an obligation which 
had originally fallen to the king. T o fight against and destroy the in­
habitants of the desert (even the harmless hare) meant helping to maintain 
the cosmic order, because the desert belonged to Seth and to primary chaos 
that constantly threatened to return to earth and to destroy the order (Ma'at) 
which was willed by the gods and for which Pharaoh was responsible. 
Therefore hunting was not simply a pleasurable pastime of the privileged 
classes. It had a profound religious significance. 

These oases had to be crossed in order to go southwards towards Chad 
or northwards towards the Fezzan and the Niger. However, w e have today 
no proof that these routes were used regularly during the dynastic period. 

Research on these routes, apart from their inherent interest, should 
certainly be undertaken. Archaeology and toponymy should make it 
possible to find out whether or not the Egyptians used these major 
African traffic routes to go to Tibesti, Darfur, Bahr el Ghazal and 
Chad or to the Fezzan and Ghudamis. 

At all events, at least from the nineteenth dynasty onwards, the Libyans 
formed a reserve of manpower and soldiers for Egypt. Libyan captives, 
recognizable by the feathers they wore as a head-dress, had a good 
reputation as soldiers, particularly as charioteers. Often branded with a red-
hot iron, they were not used as labour for the great collective operations, or 
for domestic work. ' ° They were enrolled in the army where their proportion 
grew with the passing of centuries and where they met those other 
immigrants, the Nubians. As cattle-breeders they supplied livestock for 
Egyptian consumption,11 either as tribute or seized from them as booty 
during raids. T h u s they played an economic role comparable to that of the 
Nubians. 

O f course, Egyptian historiographers judged the Libyan encroachments 
very harshly when they occurred.12 In the thirteenth and twelfth centuries 
before our era, as under the Old K ingdom, the Libyans were driven by 
necessity to try to penetrate into Egypt. Seti I and Ramses II erected a 
network of fortifications against them and captured the boldest invaders. 
After two vain attempts to return to the western part of the Delta whence 
they had been chased, the Libyans obtained from Ramses III, in the twelfth 
century before our era, permission to settle there. In exchange, they played 
a greater part in the military defence of Egypt. In the tenth century, and for 

io. Snefru boasted of capturing n o o o Libyans and 13 100 head of cattle. 
11. The inscriptions mention imports of several tens of thousands of horned cattle, sheep, 

goats and donkeys. 
12. F rom — 3000 to — 1800 the Egyptians were able, according to their chroniclers, 

to check Libyan invasions. All the expeditions mentioned during this long period were from 
Egypt to Libya. T h e very fact that they occurred reveals a problem in Egyptian-Libyan 
relations. F r o m —1800 to —1300, Egyptian sources are silent on this point. 
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nearly two centuries thereafter, Libyans ruled Egypt under the twenty-
second and twenty-third dynasties. This new state of affairs aroused strong 
reactions in Upper Egypt where attempts were made to oust them with the 
support of the kingdom of Napata. This rivalry between black and white 
warriors and politicians was the beginning of a situation which was to prevail 
for a long time in the life of Egypt. T h e immediate Nubian response was to 
set up the Ethiopian dynasty created by Peye (Piankhi). 

W h e n considering the relations between Egypt and other nations, 
whether African or not, the still almost unknown part played by the Delta 
should never be forgotten. Archaeological excavations in this region of 
Egypt are still so inadequate that all w e can do is to put forward a few 
suppositions. 

During the dynastic period, the Delta was often and sometimes 
massively over-run by the migrations of neighbouring peoples from the 
west, north or north-east.13 This always affected the life of Egypt to a 
greater or lesser degree. It will suffice to recall Egypt's relations with 
Byblos (vital for timber supplies), the Hyksos episode, the exodus of the 
Hebrews, the attacks of the Libyans and the Sea Peoples, in order to under­
stand that the Delta was always a trouble spot in the days of Pharaonic 
Egypt. In particular, when seeking to develop additional foreign trade 
with Africa, Asia and the Mediterranean, Egypt had to exercise a firm 
control over the Delta seaboard. F r o m the beginning of the Pharaonic 
period, the commitment of Egyptian commercial and military policy to the 
north and the north-east ran counter, to some extent, to the desire to make 
contacts with and penetrate into the interior of the African continent. W h e n 
dealing with the history of Egypt throughout the ages, this important 
contradiction should be kept in mind. Egypt, a Mediterranean and mari­
time nation, had to control a serviceable space open to the Mediterranean 
and to the north of the Red Sea; well-built portages between the latter 
and the Nile, north of the First Cataract, sufficed to ensure the indis­
pensable junction between the western and eastern economic basins. 
However, as an African nation, the Egyptians may have been tempted to 
penetrate a long way inland along the Nile, at least as far as the Fourth 
Cataract. They would then have come up against difficulties of the kind 
dealt with in other chapters of this work. They m a y also have been attracted 
to Chad, passing through the ancient valleys which lead to the left bank 

13. As the Cairo Symposium strongly emphasized, the ancient history of the Delta has 
still to be discovered. In fact, what is known about northern Egypt in prehistoric and proto-
historic times does not go m u c h farther down than present-day Cairo. Nor was the Old 
Kingdom better informed. T h e coastal strip m a y have remained for a very long time and 
over a widespread area outside the Egyptian sphere. In fact, in the fourth millennium, when 
the Egyptian state was formed, Lower Egypt spread from Heliopolis to Al Fayyum inclusive 
and Upper Egypt from south of Al Fayyum to Al K a b . Therefore the Delta is scarcely 
involved, and Upper Egypt, said to be more African, stopped when sandstone, rightly 
qualified as Nubian, appeared marking the entry into another world, whether ethnical or 
political, of Ta-Seti, the Land of the B o w . 
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of the Nile, and to Ethiopia with its wealth of ivory. Southwards a major 
obstacle would probably have been the extensive marshlands which the 
Egyptians would have found difficult to reach or cross, and which 
throughout antiquity protected the secret of the very high Nile valleys. 
Although w e can today follow the history of Egypt's northern relations and 
of the portages between the Red Sea and the Nile fairly easily, archaeo­
logical data concerning the ancient Egyptians' land-ward relations with the 
distant south are sadly lacking. 

Therefore, for the time being w e have to resort to more or less probable 
suppositions, based on texts, linguistics, ethnology or simply c o m m o n 
sense. But the history of Egypt has been considered for so long by the 
Egyptologists themselves as Mediterranean and white that it is n o w 
necessary to change research techniques and materials, and especially the 
research workers' mentality in order to replace the land of the Pharaohs in 
its African context. 

Southern neighbours: the Egyptians, the upper Nile basins, 
their links with Africa 

The most recent archaeological excavations, the findings of which are often 
as yet unpublished, highlight similarities between the Khartoum area and 
the lower Nile valley in the Neolithic age; similarities which are very difficult 
to explain. 

With the Old K ingdom, however, this apparent similarity ceased to exist. 
Already in the first dynasty forts protected the south of Egypt against its 
southern neighbours. M o r e and more, throughout their long c o m m o n his­
tory, political and cultural differences and conflicting interests separated the 
territories north of the First Cataract from those that lie south of the Fourth 
Cataract. Nevertheless, relations, which were complex and diverse, were 
never completely broken off between the Egyptians and their southern 
neighbours w h o m they called the Nehesi. 

At all events, Lower Nubia interested the Egyptians on account of the 
gold it produced, and the more southerly Nilotic regions because of the 
routes leading to the African interior by the White Nile, the Saharan 
valleys or Darfur. Throughout the history of Egypt, access to the south 
was a predominant concern. This probably also explains the importance 
attributed to the control of the western oases, another access route 
parallel to the Nile. 

F r o m the beginning of the Old K ingdom, the Sudan, like Libya, 
represented for the Egyptians a source of manpower , 1 4 livestock and 

14. Pharaoh Snefru stated that he had brought back 7000 m e n from the south, from 
a land called Ta-Seti. Seti = archaic type of bow. A . H . Gardiner, 1950, p. 512. Ta-Seti = 
Land of those who carry the Seti bow. It is interesting to note that all the Sudanese tribes 
up to the Congo basin carry this same bow. 
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minerals. ' 5 T h e Nubians, famous for their archery, held a prominent place 
in the Egyptian army. They were brought in, too, as agricultural labourers 
(during the Middle Kingdom, for instance, at Al Fayyum, where villages 
are identifiable by their name: Villages of the Nubians), but were fairly 
quickly assimilated into Egyptian socio-cultural life. Probably at the end of 
the first dynasty, changes occurred in Nubia which in all likelihood 
upset relations with Egypt. T h e slow emergence of Group G , which 
appears not to have been fully constituted until the fifth dynasty, leaves 
a gap of five centuries in our knowledge of these relations. 

The Egyptians began to organize their links with the Sudan at the 
end of the fifth dynasty. During the same period, a new political and 
economic post was established known as the Governor of the South. T h e 
holder was responsible for guarding the southern gate of Egypt, for 
organizing commercial exchanges and facilitating the circulation of trading 
expeditions. This post required certain qualifications, among which was a 
knowledge of trade and of the languages of the inhabitants of the regions. 
Unas, a Governor of the South under the sixth dynasty, was in c o m m a n d 
of recruits from different parts of Nubia: Nehesi (Nubians) from the land of 
Irhtet, Madja, Y a m , W a w a t and Kau . 

At the end of the Old K ingdom trade relations between Egypt and the 
Sudan were interrupted. However, the prince of Edfu relates on the wall of 
his tomb at Mealla that grain was sent to W a w a t to prevent famine. This 
is evidence that relations between Egypt and Nubia continued at that time. 
Furthermore, Nubian soldiers played an important part in the battles in 
Middle Egypt during the First Intermediate Period. There exist painted 
wooden models of a company of Nubian archers, forty-strong, which 
show the importance accorded by the Egyptians to the Sudanese soldier. 

However, the development at this time of Group C in Lower Nubia 
was probably responsible, like the troubles during the First Intermediate 
Period, for the decline in relations between Egyptians and Sudanese. 

The peoples of Group C are still little known. It was long thought that 
they had slowly infiltrated into the Nile valley, but it is n o w believed that 
they were simply the successors of the Group A peoples. Whatever the 
reason, the relations between these peoples and the Egyptians were always 
awkward. Several pieces of pottery discovered near Jebel Kekan, beside 
the Khor Baraka at Agordat (Eritrea), are in the m u s e u m at Khartoum. 
They are similar to the Group C pottery discovered in Lower Nubia. 
H a d these Group C peoples, for some unknown reason (drought, Egyptian 
forces arriving in Nubia), been led to abandon Lower Nubia, probably 
during the twelfth dynasty? These peoples would then have left their homes 
in the Wad i el Allaqi Valley for the Red Sea mountains where the Beja 
tribes live today. Likewise, some peoples speaking a Nubian language n o w 

15. As from —2500 furnaces designed to melt the local copper were set up by the 
Egyptians at Buhen, south of Wad i Haifa. 

142 



Egypt's relations with the rest of Africa 

live in the N u b a hills south of Kordofan. Hence, it may be assumed that 
the Sudan witnessed a migration of Group C southwards and westwards 
from the north. 

In the south, the empire of K e r m a , less directly affected by the Egyptian 
invasion, had been influenced by Egypt in the cultural sphere since —2000. 
However, it retained its own identity until its end in about —1580. Little 
by little, the Egyptians were to give the name of Kush to this culture, 
known since —2000, but used by them to characterize the kingdom set 
up south of the Second Cataract after —1700. 

At the beginning of the Middle Kingdom the kings of Egypt, threatened 
by Asiatic Bedouins, appear to have asked the inhabitants of the Sudan for 
help. Menthuhotep III, founder of the eleventh dynasty, was perhaps 
black-skinned. If so, this might be why he asked the Sudan for help and it 
would tend to prove that relations between Egypt and the Sudan, 
interrupted during the First Intermediate Period, had been resumed. In all 
likelihood, some Egyptians crossed into the Sudan. F rom the stelae16 found 
at Buhen, we know that several Egyptian families lived in Nubia for a 
long time during the Middle K ingdom. They had Egyptian names and 
worshipped the local gods. '7 T h e kings of that period built fourteen forts 
in Nubia to safeguard their frontiers and trading expeditions. 

W h e n the Hyksos seized the northern and middle parts of Egypt, 
Kush increased its independence and power. T h e kingdom of Kush was a 
potential danger to the Pharaohs. A recently discovered Egyptian text 
reveals that during the war to overthrow the Hyksos, Kamose, the last 
Pharaoh of the seventeenth dynasty, was informed of the capture of a 
messenger from the Hyksos king inviting the king of Kush to be his ally 
against the Egyptians. With the eighteenth dynasty, pressure on the Sudan 
once again became very strong and relations were expanded on an unpre­
cedented scale.18 Simultaneously the egyptianization of the regions 
between the Second and the Fourth Cataracts gathered m o m e n t u m . In the 
reign of Thutmose III, the shape of the tombs in this region changed. 
Instead of tumuli, Egyptian-shaped tombs were built, and instead of rock 
tombs, small pyramids like those found at Deir el Medina were con­
structed. Hence the similarity of the cities of Buhen and Aniba to Egyptian 
cities. Likewise ushabtis and scarabs were found in tombs in the Sudan. 

16. J. Vercoutter, 1957, pp. 61-9. T h e dating system adopted by J. Vercoutter in this 
article has recently been disputed. J. Vercoutter now believes that these stelae belong rather 
to the Second Intermediate Period and are practically contemporary with the Hyksos. 

17. G . Posener, 1958, p. 65: 'This country [Kush] was colonized by the Pharaonic State. 
For many centuries, it was under the ascendancy of Egyptian civilization, its customs, 
language, beliefs and institutions. T h e whole course of Nubia's history bears the stamp of 
its northern neighbour.' 

18. This is the period when, for reasons that are still not clear today, Egyptian icono­
graphy shows a major change in its portrayal of black Africans. Various hypotheses have 
been framed, including one to the effect that contacts with the rest of the continent were 
extended at that time. 

143 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

T h e drawings and names on the princes' tombs were inscribed in a typically 
Egyptian way. T h e tomb of Heka-Nefer,19 prince of Aniba during the 
reign of Tutankhamun, is like the rock tombs in Egypt. Simpson even 
supposed that this tomb was covered by a pyramid in the style of those 
at Deir el Medina. T h e tomb of Dhuty-Hetep, Prince of Debeira under the 
reign of Queen Hatshepsut, resembles those in Thebes. 

Nubia and Egypt had never been so close before. In —1400, the temple 
of Soleb was built. T h e military and sometimes the administrative part 
played by the Sudanese was greater than ever before and reached its 
culmination when the Ethiopian dynasty dominated Egypt. Nevertheless, 
although egyptianized, the inhabitants of the high valleys did not become 
Egyptian. A distinct culture continued to express itself, albeit in Egyptian 
form, even at the time of the thirtieth dynasty. 

T h e latter restored to Egypt an African depth recorded in the Bible, first 
when the Lord protects the Hebrews from the assault of the Assyrians, by 
inspiring their king in a dream with the fear of an attempt against him by 
Tir-hakah,20 the king of Ethiopia, and, second, when the Hebrew King 
Hezekiah sought an alliance with the Pharaoh and his people.21 

These were the last great moments of unity. 
T h e conquest of Thebes by the Assyrians coincided with the rise in the 

south of the Meroitic empire. T h e defence of this region against the 
assaults from the north became all the more necessary in that the Egyptian 
armies henceforth included large contingents of Hebrew, Phoenician and 
Greek mercenaries. In the absence of the necessary research, the relations, 
certainly difficult, between the new Nilotic empire and Egypt are little 
known. 

Punt 

As in the case of other problems of African history, a great deal of ink, 
not always of excellent quality, has flowed in order to locate the fabled 
land of Punt, with which the Egyptians had relations, at least during the 
N e w Empire; and which the images at Dayr al Bahri reveal. Attempts were 
made to place this country in Morocco, Mauritania, the region of the 
Zambezi, and so on. 2 2 Today, agreement has almost been reached on the 
location of Punt in the Horn of Africa, although m u c h hesitation as to its 
exact boundaries still exists.23 O n e tempting theory is that it was situated 

19. W . K. Simpson, 1963. 
20. 2 Kings, 19: 9, and Isaiah, 37: 9. 
21. W . Reichhold. T h e author provided an interesting translation from a passage of 

Chapter 17 of the Book of Isaiah, concerning the sending of an envoy to the black 
Pharaoh: ' G o , you swift messengers to the tall and bronzed people, to a people always feared, 
to a nation mighty and conquering, whose land the rivers divide.' 

22. R . Herzog, 1968, pp. 42-5, gives a full list of the theories on this subject. 
23. ibid. 
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on that part of the African coast which stretches from the Poitialeh river in 
northern Somalia to Cape Guardafui. It is a mountainous area with terraced 
plantations reminiscent of those depicted at Dayr al Bahri. M a n y trees, 
including the incense-producing balsam, grow on these terraces. 

In the region which is today called Goluin there is an inlet where 
Queen Hatshepsut's vessels may have been moored and it is there that the 
ancient River Elphas flowed into the ocean. This location and the reference 
to Queen Hatshepsut's ships heading for Punt suggest the Egyptians' use 
of the sea route to the foreign land. Recently, R . Herzog tried to show 
this had not been so and that the Egyptians' relations with Punt were 
maintained over land. This theory aroused strong reactions.24 

Very recent research2 s led to the discovery on the Red Sea coast, north 
of Al Qusayr at the mouth of the Wad i Gasus, of traces of Egyptian con­
nections with Punt. O n e of the inscriptions found has been transcribed 
by the discoverer as follows: 'King of Upper and Lower Egypt, 
Kheperkare26 beloved of the G o d Khenty-Khety, son of Re , Sesostris 
beloved of Hathor mistress of Pwenet [Punt].' Another includes the 
passage: ' . . . the Mine of Punt to reach it in peace and to return in 
peace'. These inscriptions, supported by others, confirm that expeditions to 
Punt went by sea. Unfortunately, owing to the locality where they were 
found, they do not supply indications as to the geographical position of the 
land itself. 

Agreement therefore seems to have been virtually reached to the effect 
that Egyptian vessels sailed to Punt to seek precious incense and m a n y 
other products formerly provided by southern Arabia. A n attempt has 
been made to trace the route taken by these vessels.27 

It is claimed that several Pharaohs tried to reach more distant regions. 
A n expedition to Punt under Ramses III is described in the Papyrus 
Harris: ' The fleet . . . crossed the M u q a d Sea.' Its vessels arrived south of 
Cape Guardafui, perhaps as far as Cape Hafun on the Indian Ocean. But 
this route was somewhat dangerous because of the storms that rage in that 
area. Probably, therefore, w e can conclude that Cape Guardafui was the 
southernmost point for ships bound for Punt and that the latter's southern 
boundaries were near this Cape. As for its northern boundaries, they m a y 
be said to have changed from century to century. 

According to P. Montet, there is another way of looking at the problem. 
H e writes:28 ' . . . the land of Punt was certainly in African territory be-

24. See for instance K . A . Kitchen, 1971. However, recent archaeological discoveries 
in countries which lie between Punt and Egypt do not justify the rejection without a thorough 
study of R . Herzog's hypothesis. 

25. A b d el-Halim Sayyd (Mana'im), 1976. 
26. This refers to Sesostris I {c. —1970 to —1930) and Egyptian texts mention expedi­

tions to Punt well before that date, during the Old Kingdom. 
27. This has been done by K . A . Kitchen, 1971. 
28. P. Montet, 1970, p. 132. 
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FIG. 4.1 The Horn of Africa and neighbouring areas in antiquity 

cause according to a stele of the Saite Period, if it rains on the mountain of 
Punt, the region of the Nile was affected: the area also extended into Asia, 
because Punt of Asia, was a geographical expression - the only (and as yet 
unpublished) example of which is to be found at Soleb. In the light of these 
two indications, we can identify the two shores of the land of the god, with 
the two banks of the Trait of Bab el M a n d e b . Further proof is supplied by 
the fact that the incense-bearing tree grew equally well at Arabia Felix and 
in Africa.'29 

29. K . A . Kitchen, 1971, p. 185, pointed out that this theory is unacceptable, if only 
because of the presence of the giraffe among the animals characteristic of Punt. 
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W e can trace successive stages in the relations between Egypt and 
Punt. T h e first preceded the reign of Queen Hatshepsut. At that time, the 
Egyptians had very little information about Punt. They obtained incense 
from middlemen w h o spread legends about this country in order to raise 
the price of incense. T h e few Egyptians known to have completed the 
voyage to Punt were bold m e n . A m a n of Aswan, under the Old K ingdom, 
says: 'I went forth with m y lord, the count and treasurer and m y lord, the 
count and treasurer of the god Khui , of the god Theti to Kush , to 
Byblos and Punt eleven times.'30 T h e second period began with Queen 
Hatshepsut. A fleet of five ships, according to the artist who decorated the 
temple at Dayr al Bahri, was sent to bring back incense-bearing trees. 
Perehu and his wife — who was deformed31 - his daughter and a group of 
natives are shown receiving the expedition and exchanging compliments, 
presents and products known to come from Punt and clearly depicted: three 
great trees planted in the garden of the god A m o n , so tall that cattle 
could walk under them.3 2 Under these great trees, the other gifts are shown 
heaped together, such as ivory, tortoise shells, cattle with short and long 
horns, 'myrrh trees with their roots wrapped in their original soil, as a good 
gardener does today, dry incense, ebony, panther skins, baboons, chimpan­
zees, greyhounds, a giraffe, and the like .. . ' . 

In a room of the same temple at Dayr al Bahri, there is a picture of 
Hatshepsut's divine birth in which her mother, Ahmose , is awakened by the 
scent of incense from the land of Punt. Here, the association of the name 
of Punt with her divine origin is evidence of the friendship between the 
Queen of Egypt and Punt, whose inhabitants worshipped A m o n . 

T h e pictures of this expedition have taught us about life in the land of 
Punt, its plants, animals and inhabitants, and its cone-shaped huts, built 
on piles amidst palm, ebony and balsam trees. 

T o judge by the pictures of Punt on the temples, there is nothing new 
to report after Queen Hatshepsut's reign. Then the texts mention the 
Puntites' arrival in Egypt. Punt is henceforth listed among the vanquished 
peoples which, considering h o w far away it was, sounds rather unlikely. 
T h e Puntite chieftains were required to bring gifts to the Pharaoh, w h o 
ordered one of his subordinates to receive them and their gifts. There is 

30. J. H . Breasted, 1906, I, para. 361. 
31. Mainly by her steatopygia. 
32. D . M . M . Dixon, 1969, p. 55, finds that the success of the planting of the myrrh 

trees brought back by Hatshepsut's expedition to her temple was only temporary. 'Not­
withstanding a partial and temporary success, the transplantation experiments were a failure. 
T h e precise reasons for this failure will be clear only when the botanical identity of tree(s) 
producing the incense has been established. This cannot be done on the basis of the con­
ventionalized Egyptian representations. In the meantime, it is suggested that for reasons of 
commercial self-interest, the Puntites m a y have deliberately frustrated the Egyptian 
experiment.' If the success was short-lived, the kings w h o succeeded Hatshepsut would not 
have continued to import these trees, as, for example, Amenhotep II did (see T o m b N o . 143 
at Thebes), or Ramses II and Ramses III, w h o both ordered them to be imported. 
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some evidence of trading in Red Sea ports between Puntites and Egyptians 
and of the transporting of goods from Punt by land between the Red Sea 
and the Nile ( T o m b of A m o n - M o s e at Thebes and T o m b N o . 143). 

Towards the end of the reign of Ramses IV, relations with Punt came 
to an end. But the m e m o r y of Punt remained in the minds of the 
Egyptians. 

Perhaps w e should include a m o n g the testimonies to these relations in 
ancient times the fact that a headrest in modern Somali is called a barchi 
or barki, which is similar to its n a m e in ancient Egyptian. Moreover, the 
Somalis call their N e w Year the Feast of Pharaoh. 

T h e rest of Africa 

Endeavours by a people or its leaders to establish relations with other 
countries arise from diverse motives which can, in the last resort, generally 
be reduced to simple terms. Needs are a powerful spur to exploration and 
efforts to establish stable relations. Egypt needed African products: ivory, 
incense, ebony and, more generally, timber. For the last the Near East 
provided an obvious alternative source. T o be sure that timber from the in­
terior of Africa was in fact used it would be necessary to assess the 
whole range of Egyptian evidence. 

Egypt's relations with Africa are too often thought of as a one-way flow, 
as the spreading of her culture abroad. This is to overlook the fact that 
she depended materially on the sale of certain African products. Conse­
quently, influences m a y well have been reciprocal. In this field, everything 
has still to be done and investigation is very arduous. Ecology changed 
between the far-off times of the kingdom and the Greeks' appearance in 
Egypt; long, painstaking research, based on archaeology and linguistics, is 
required to reconstitute the ancient exchange of goods from texts and 
images that m a y at best only provide very indirect evidence. W h a t we 
have learnt in recent years from archaeology, for instance, about trading 
long ago in obsidian, which was a much-prized mineral in prehistoric times, 
should incite us to patience and caution but also give us the hope of 
obtaining results undreamed of today. 

A naval exploration of the African coasts at the time of Pharaoh Necho II, 
—610 to —595, has attracted the attention of research workers, but not all 
agree on the historical accuracy of the facts reported a century later by 
Herodotus. 

Libya shows clearly that it is encompassed by the sea, save only 
where it borders on Asia; and this was proved first (as far as we 
know) by Necos, King of Egypt. H e , when he had made an end of 
digging the canal which leads from the Nile to the Arabian Gulf, 
sent Phoenicians in ships, charging them to sail on their return 
voyage past the Pillars of Heracles till they should come into the 
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northern sea and so to Egypt. So the Phoenicians set out from the 
Red Sea and sailed the southern sea; whenever autumn came, they 
would put in and sow the land, to whatever part of Libya they might 
come, and there await the harvest; then having gathered in the crop, 
they sailed on, so that after two years had passed, it was in the third 
that they rounded the Pillars of Heracles and came to Egypt. There 
they said (what some m a y believe, though I do not) that in sailing 
round Libya they had the sun on their right hand. 

Thus the first knowledge of Libya was gained.33 

In this text, Libya, of course, means the whole African continent, the 
Pillars of Heracles are the Straits of Gibraltar, and the Phoenicians came 
from their o w n country, which had been recently conquered by Necho II. 
Therefore, the problem remains unsolved. J. Yoyotte34 believes in the 
authenticity of this tale and of the events it describes. A body called the 
Punt Association has recently been formed in France for the purpose of 
carrying out again, on a ship specially built according to ancient Egyptian 
techniques, the tour of Africa as described by Herodotus. But there are 
plenty of sceptics who explain such passages from Herodotus otherwise than 
by the circumnavigation of the continent, or w h o even contest the 
authenticity of this affair from start to finish. As in the case of the voyage 
of Hannon, the battle between research workers on this subject is probably 
by no means ended. 

Necho II, w h o comes very late in the line of Pharaohs, undertook many 
other operations. T o him is attributed the first great work of constructing 
a canal along a course which is still a matter of doubt among historians. 
It might have been intended to link the Mediterranean to the Red Sea. 
It was more likely the canal joining the Nile to the Red Sea, which was 
actually open to navigation for several centuries and which, in the 
Islamic area, was of major importance for the relations between Egypt and 
Arabia. 

Should w e also attribute to curiosity and a taste for the exotic the 
expedition which Harkhuf undertook on behalf of Pepi II and which gave 
rise to conclusions both contradictory and difficult to accept? Harkhuf, as 
mentioned below,35 brought back a dwarf dancer for Pepi II from the Land 
of Y a m . T h e conclusion is sometimes drawn on the unsupported 
assumption that the dwarf was a P y g m y , 3 6 that this example, unique of 
its kind, proves the existence of relations between Egypt, the upper Nile 

33. Herodotus, IV, 42. 
34. J. Yoyotte, 1958, p. 370. 
35. See Chapters 8, 9, 10, 11. 
36. P. Montet, 1970, p. 129, makes a far more cautious statement on this subject: 'Before 

Harkhuf, a traveller called Bawerded brought back a dwarf dancer, a native of the Land of 
Punt.' 
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and Chad. Harkhufs expedition belongs to history, whereas m a n y others 
are more or less in the realm of legend or fiction.37 In the first place very 
little is known about the ancient habitat of the Pygmies and it is dangerous 
to assume that they were found in large numbers in the upper regions of 
the Nile basins.38 Secondly, there is no proof that the dwarf concerned 
was a P y g m y , and, lastly, it is still not known for certain where the Land 
of Y a m was situated.39 

As w e have seen, the evidence is neither certain nor consistent as far as 
scientific curiosity or a taste for the exotic is concerned. T h e observation 
often m a d e , that African fauna is present in Egyptian iconography, is by no 
means conclusive evidence, in the present state of knowledge, of the 
existence of Egyptian relations with the heart of Africa. T h e ape, the sacred 
animal of Toth and the panther skins required for the priestly vestments 
for the rites of the cult of Osiris performed by Horus and also for the 
garb of the Pharaohs, m a y have come from bordering countries or from 
occasional chance exchanges between merchants. Before w e can form a 
clear idea of the extent of the Egyptians' knowledge of Africa a great deal 
of research must be done to investigate the chronology as well as the quan-
tative and qualitative significance of the m a n y references to animals found in 
Egyptian texts and images. 

Whether relations with Africa were impelled by need or by curiosity, the 
evidence assembled is very flimsy and its interpretation too difficult and too 
controversial for any conclusion to be reached in the present state of our 
knowledge. Yet there are many ways open for rewarding research. 

Therefore, although it is perfectly justifiable to record a few hypotheses 
and to stress the desirability of some further research, the reader should 
not be left with the impression that what follows is accepted or, still less, 
proved. 

It is permissible to wonder, and so far hardly anyone has, whether the 
Egyptians were able to use Nigerian tin. In ancient times there were two 
known and remote sources of tin production: Cornwall and the East Indies. 
Is it totally unreasonable to suppose that N o k could have originated from 
ancient tin mines in Bauchi with a market in the Nile valley?40 This is a 
mere academic hypothesis for the m o m e n t , but one which deserves to be 
investigated because if the results were positive they would shed so 

37. M . Girgiis. 
38. For variations regarding the location of the Pygmies, see C . Préaux, 1957, pp. 284 -

312. 
39. R . Herzog, 1968, is of the opinion that Harkhuf reached the Swaddi swamps or the 

Darfur hills. T . Säve-Söderbergh, 1953, p. 177, situates the Land of Y a m south of the 
Second Cataract and thinks that the 'Libyan' oases south of the Nile might have served 
as relay stations for the southward-bound expeditions which foreshadow the future Darfur 
caravans. 

40. Against this supposition, see Schaeffer's article in JEA. In his opinion, the tin used by 
the Egyptians came from Syria. 
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m u c h light on aspects of the relations between ancient Egypt and Africa 
farther south that are n o w hard to understand. For this it would be essential 
to examine very closely, at every level and with the aid of all disciplines, 
any vestiges that m a y remain in transit areas such as Darfur and Bahrel 
Ghazal. In this field, as in so m a n y others, almost everything remains to 
be done. Ethnologists, by undertaking long and arduous investigations, 
might add more evidence on this difficult subject. 

T h e question has often arisen whether the column-based headrest 
invented by the Egyptians has not spread with their civilization to other 
regions of Africa.4 ' Again, caution is advisable and the temptation to be 
diffuse must be avoided. Are this and other headrests exclusively African, 
originating from Egypt? D o they exist in other cultures far from Africa? 
Are they not rather of a functional nature and therefore likely to have been 
invented at different places very far apart? 

In another field, should it be concluded, as some research workers have 
perhaps been too quick to do, that any form of sacred royalty in Africa is 
of Egyptian origin, the result of a physical and historical relationship 
between ancient Egypt and its African creators?42 Should we not think of 
spontaneous developments more or less spaced out in time? 

W h a t were the routes taken by the cult of the ram, the sacred animal of 
A m o n , which is honoured in Kush , in the Sahara, among the Yoruba and 
among the Fon? For the time being, all these resemblances and presences 
must be listed, without leaping to conclusions.43 

In m a n y fields, it is possible to point to the similarity between ancient 
Egyptian techniques, practices or beliefs and African ones of more or less 
recent origin. O n e of the most attractive examples at first sight is that of the 
doubles (known as Kas in ancient Egypt) of the physical person to which 
the Egyptians and m a n y present-day African societies attach importance. 
T h e after-life forms of these doubles among the Bantu, Ule or Akan, for 
instance, make it very tempting to associate them with Egyptian conceptions 
in Pharaonic times.44 

It has long been pointed out that the Dogon bury voodoo pottery and they 
are by no means the only ones. This custom has been compared with that 
of the Egyptians, w h o placed potsherds bearing the names of their enemies 
in bowls which they buried at specific points. A comparison has also 
been drawn between Egyptian inhumation rites and those described by al 

41. A n entry on the column-based headrests of the ancient Egyptians and the ethno­
graphic affinities revealed by their use, by E . T . H a m y in G . Parrinder's book, p. 61, 
gives us a good example of an African headrest. It is on show in the British M u s e u m . 
Another was discovered in Fezzan: C . M . Daniels, 1968b. 

42. See G . W . B . Huntingford, in R . Oliver and G . Mathew, pp. 88-9, and B . Davidson, 
1962, p. 44. 

43. G . A . Wainwright, 1951. 
44. S. Sauneron, Paris, 1959, p. 113, pointed out the interest of this association but 

urged caution. 
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Bakri for the kings of G h a n a in the eleventh century of our era. 
There would be no end to the list that could be m a d e of practices of a 

similar nature accumulated for decades in studies of a more or less scientific 
nature. Linguistics also provides an enormous area for research, where 
probabilities at present outnumber certainties. 

All this leads to the conclusion that Egyptian civilization very probably 
had an influence on more recent African civilizations, though to what 
extent is still little known. In trying to assess the latter, it would be wise 
also to consider h o w far influence was exercised in the opposite direction, 
that is to say, on Egypt. A n influence extending over 5000 years is not 
proof of synchronological contacts, just as traces of contacts are not proof 
of their continuity. This is a fascinating inquiry which has only just been 
begun. 

Generally speaking the links between Egypt and the African continent in 
Pharaonic times is one of the most important matters facing African 
historiographers today. It calls in question a great m a n y scientific or 
philosophical postulates: for instance, the acceptance or refusal of the 
supposition that the most ancient peoples of Egypt were black-skinned, 
without exception, and the acceptance or refusal of the theory of 
diffusionism. It also calls in question the methodology or research, for 
instance, concerning the circulation of inventions, of copper or iron, or of 
the textiles on which it was customary to write. It sheds doubt on the 
possibility, hitherto calmly assumed, that an isolated research worker can 
achieve success in such a broad field without the aid of related 
disciplines. 

F r o m every point of view, this problem is a major test of the scientific 
conscientiousness, accuracy and openness of mind of the Africans w h o 
will endeavour to unravel it, with the help, more enlightened than in the 
past, of foreign research workers. 
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The legacy of 
Pharaonic Egypt 

R . - E L - N A D O U R Y 
with the collaboration of), V E R C O U T T E R 

Pharaonic Egypt's valuable contributions to the world can be traced in 
m a n y fields including history, economics, science, art, philosophy. Specia­
lists in these, and m a n y other fields, have long realized the importance 
of this legacy, even though it is often impossible to determine in 
what way it was passed on to neighbouring or subsequent cultures. 

Indeed, that legacy or, at least, the evidence w e have of it, which is 
so important for the history of mankind, was transmitted in large 
part by classical antiquity (first by the Greeks and later by the R o m a n s ) 
before passing to the Arabs. N o w , the pre-Hellenes and Greeks did not 
come into contact with Egypt before —1600 or thereabouts and close 
ties were not established until the seventh century before our era, with the 
spread of Greek adventurers, travellers and, later, settlers into the Mediter­
ranean basin, particularly into Egypt. At the same time, the Greeks and 
their forerunners in the second and first millennia before our era were in 
contact with the civilizations of Asia Minor and through them, with the 
ancient Mesopotamian world of which they were the continuation. It is, 
accordingly, often very difficult to ascertain the exact cultural milieu, 
whether Asian or Egyptian, both so closely linked, in which this or 
that invention or technique first appeared. 

In addition, the difficulty of establishing the chronology of the remote 
periods of antiquity makes attributions of the paternity of ideas very 
hazardous. Carbon 14 datings are too vague to determine to the nearest 
century or two whether, in a milieu where knowledge was always rapidly 
transmitted, it was the Asian or African world that was the originator. 
Lastly, the possibility of convergences cannot be disregarded. T o cite but 
one example: there is good reason to believe (see the Introduction) that 
writing was discovered at about the same time both in Egypt and M e s o ­
potamia without there necessarily having been any influence of one civiliza­
tion on the other. 

For all that, the legacy bequeathed by Egypt to succeeding civilizations, 
and to the ancient civilizations of Africa in particular, is not to be 
underestimated. 
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Contributions of prehistoric Egypt 

O n e of the earliest and most remarkable advances made by Egypt was in 
the field of economics. At the end of the Neolithic period, around 
—5000, the ancient Egyptians gradually transformed the Nile valley (see 
Chapter 1), enabling its inhabitants to progress from a food-gathering 
economy to a food-producing one, and this important transition in h u m a n 
development in the valley had great consequences, material as well as 
moral. For the growth of agriculture m a d e it possible for the ancient 
Egyptian to adopt a settled, integrated village life and this development 
affected his social and moral development not only in prehistoric but 
also during the dynastic periods. 

It is not certain that Asia played the predominant and unique role in the 
Neolithic revolution that was formerly attributed to it (see Unesco General 
History of Africa, Vol. I, ch. 27). However that might be, one of the 
first results of this Neolithic revolution in the valley was that the ancient 
Egyptian started to think of the natural forces around him. H e saw these, 
especially the sun and the river, as gods, w h o were symbolized in m a n y 
forms, especially in the animals and birds with which he was most familiar. 
In developing agriculture he also established the principle of co-operation 
within the community, for without such co-operation among the people of 
the village, agricultural production would have been limited. This led 
to another important development: the introduction of a n e w social system 
within the community; that is, the specialization of labour. Specialized 
workers appeared in farming, irrigation, agricultural industries, pottery-
making and m a n y other related fields and the large number of archaeo­
logical remains attest to their long-lasting traditions. 

Pharaonic civilization was remarkable for the continuity of its develop­
ment. Once a thing was acquired, it was passed on, with improvements, 
from the d a w n of the history of Egypt to its close. This was h o w 
Neolithic techniques were transmitted and enriched in the predynastic 
period (—3500 to —3000) and were subsequently preserved when the 
historical period was in full flower. T h e art of stone-cutting is sufficient 
evidence. 

As early as —3500, the Egyptians, the heirs to the Neolithic period in 
the valley, used the flint deposits there, especially those at Thebes, to 
carve instruments of incomparable quality, of which the Gebel-el-Arak 
Knife (see Chapter 1 ) is one example among hundreds. Produced by pressure, 
the fine and regular grooves of the stone gave the knife an inimitable gently 
rippled and perfectly polished surface. T o make such weapons required 
u n c o m m o n manual dexterity. This art remained alive in Egypt and a 
scene painted in a tomb at Beni Hasan depicts artisans of the time of 
the Middle K ingdom (c. —1900) still fashioning these same knives with 
incurvate blades. 
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This craftsmanship is also found in the carving of stone vases. Here, 
too, the technique of the Neolithic period carried through the predynastic 
period and the Old K i n g d o m and continued to the end of ancient 
Egyptian history. T h e Egyptian stone-carver used every kind of stone, even 
the hardest varieties, working with basalt, breccia, diorite, granite, porphyry 
as readily as with the softer calcareous alabasters, schists, serpentines 
and soapstones. 

F r o m Egypt, stone-carving techniques later passed to the Mediterranean 
world. T h e carvers of Cretan vases must surely have learned their skills, 
if not in Egypt itself, at least in a milieu that was thoroughly steeped in 
Egyptian culture like the Syro-Palestinian Corridor. Even the shapes of 
the vases that were carved in ancient Minoa betray their Egyptian origins. 

T h e dexterity of the cutters of hard stone passed to the sculptors. This 
can be seen in the great Egyptian hard stone sculptures, from the diorite 
Chefren of Cairo to the large black basalt sarcophagi of the Apis bulls. 
T h e skill then passed to the sculptors of the Ptolemaic period and later 
found expression in the statuary of the R o m a n empire. 

These changes in Neolithic times are characteristically reflected in the 
growth of town planning in Egypt. A striking example of this can be 
found in one of the oldest villages in the Nile valley: Mer imda Beni Salama 
on the western edge of the Delta. 

In conjunction with the very ancient Egyptian belief in the after-life and 
immortality, w e have here a combination of important cultural and social 
developments which can be traced throughout the Neolithic and Chalco-
lithic periods from the predynastic d o w n to the protodynastic period. They 
led to the establishment and development of the Egyptian Pharaonic 
tradition. 

Historical times 

In the Egyptian Pharaonic civilization of historical times two main currents 
can be discerned. T h e first is the material legacy. T h e second, also 
descended from the most distant past, is the more abstract cultural legacy. 
They are inter-related and together comprise the Egyptian cultural pheno­
m e n o n . T h e material legacy includes crafts and sciences (geometry, 
astronomy, chemistry), applied mathematics, medicine, surgery and artistic 
productions. T h e cultural side covers religion, literature and philosophic 
theories. 

Craft contributions 

T h e ancient Egyptians' contribution in the crafts can be traced in stone, 
as w e have just seen, but also in metal, wood, glass, ivory, bone and 
m a n y other materials. They explored and exploited the various natural 
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resources of the country and gradually refined the techniques required in 
making stone and copper tools such as axes, chisels, mallets and adzes 
designed with great skill for use in building as well as in industry for such 
purposes as drilling holes or fixing blocks. They also fashioned bows, 
arrows, daggers, shields and throwing-clubs. 

For a long period, and even during historical times, the tools and arms 
inherited from the Neolithic period continued to be made of stone. T h e 
chalk cliffs bordering the Nile are rich in flints of large size and excellent 
quality which the Egyptians continued to use long after the discovery of 
the use of copper and bronze. Furthermore, religious rites often required the 
use of stone instruments, a fact that contributed largely to the perpetuation 
of stone-cutting techniques and especially of flint knapping. 

Very little use was made of iron for metal vases until the very end of the 
Pharaonic period, so Egyptian metal-working techniques were confined to 
the use of gold, silver, copper, and copper alloys such as bronze and 
brass. Traces of the mining and processing of copper ore by Egyptians 
have been found in Sinai as well as in Nubia and Buhen where the 
Pharaohs of the Old K ingdom possessed copper-smelting plants. 

In Sinai and in Nubia, the Egyptians worked with the local populations, 
and the techniques used in the processing of metal could, therefore, pass 
easily from one culture to the other. This was perhaps the time when 
Pharaonic script, through the intermediary of proto-Sinaitic script, which it 
influences, played an important part in the invention of the alphabet. It 
was perhaps the occasion when copper working became widespread, first 
in the Nile basin and then beyond. 

As long ago as the early dynastic period (c. —3000), the Egyptians knew, 
and employed in making their copper tools, all the basic techniques of 
metal working such as forging, hammering, casting, stamping, soldering, 
and riveting techniques which they mastered very rapidly. As well as tools, 
large Egyptian copper statues have been found which date from —2300. 
Texts of an earlier time, dating back to —2900, note the existence of 
statues of the same type, and scenes from mastabas of the very earliest 
period depict workshops where gold and electrum, which is a blend of gold 
and silver, are being fashioned into jewellery. Although gold and copper 
working did not originate in Egypt, there is no doubt that Egypt 
contributed a great deal to its improvement and extension. 

As w e stressed at the beginning of this chapter, it is often difficult to 
determine whether a particular technique originated in an Asian or African 
culture. But, thanks to the representations found in tombs, Egypt at least 
provides us with a wealth of information on the techniques used by 
craftsmen. In the workshops depicted in paintings or bas-reliefs on the 
tomb walls, both above and below ground, one sees, for example, carpen­
ters and cabinet-makers at work making furniture, weapons and boats, and 
the tools they used, such as pliers, hammers, saws, drills, adzes, chisels 
and mallets, all faithfully represented and with infinite detail, as well as the 
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manner in which they used them. As a result, w e know that the 
Egyptian saw was a pull-saw and not a push-saw, like the modern saw. 
There is a mine of information for students of the history of techniques 
and the way they came d o w n to us, which has not yet been fully studied. 

As well as these pictorial representations the ancient Egyptians left in 
their tombs models of workshops with model craftsmen making various 
objects. These models are also invaluable to the historian in interpreting the 
techniques and the manner in which they developed. Furthermore the 
large quantities of artisan objects which have been found, manufactured 
either by hand or with the aid of tools, attest to the variety of industries 
in ancient Egypt. For example, in the making of jewellery they used 
precious and semi-precious stones such as gold, silver, felspar, lapis-lazuli, 
turquoise, amethyst and cornelian, fashioning them with remarkable pre­
cision into crowns, necklaces and other items of adornment. 

The cultivation of flax rapidly led to great ability in hand-spinning and 
linen-making. T h e latter was known from the start of the Neolithic period 
(c. — 5000), and its beginning coincided with the emergence of civilization 
in the Nile valley. T h e w o m e n spun the linen, doing so with great 
skill since they frequently handled two spindles simultaneously. Charac­
teristic of Egyptian spinning was the length of the thread produced and 
this required a technique which placed the spindle some feet away from the 
raw fibre. T o make the distance even greater, the w o m e n perched on high 
stools. Their looms were at first horizontal, and then, beginning in the 
Middle Empire, vertical which enabled them to produce the very long 
fabrics required for the loose-fitting everyday clothing, as well as for the 
funerary ritual m u m m y wrappings and shrouds. 

For the Pharaohs, woven fabrics constituted a commodity particularly 
appreciated abroad. T h e finest cloth of all, byssus, was woven in the 
temples and was especially renowned. T h e Ptolemies supervised the 
weaving shops and controlled the quality of the manufacture, and their 
central administration, doubtless following the pattern set by the earlier 
Pharaohs, organized sales abroad which brought the king huge revenues 
because of the superior quality of the goods produced by Egyptian 
weavers. Here w e have a graphic example of one of the ways in which the 
Egyptian legacy was handed down . 

T h e wood, leather and metal industries were also perfected and the 
products of these industries have survived in good condition to the present 
day. 

Other objects produced by Egyptian craftsmen included silver vases, 
wooden coffins, combs and decorated ivory handles. T h e ancient Egyptians 
also had a special talent for weaving wild reeds into mats and the spun 
fibre of the palm-tree m a d e possible the production of sturdy nets and 
ropes. Pottery manufacture which started in prehistory in a rough form 
developed into the finer red, black-rimmed pottery, and then polished and 
incised pottery. These vessels were used for storing various materials but 
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some were for decorative purposes. T h e Egyptian belief in certain values 
and especially in eternal life necessitated the manufacture of a great number 
of often decorated objects for the dead and led to a high standard of 
perfection and artistic production. 

Egypt contributed, if not the invention, at least the distribution of 
glass-making techniques to world civilization. While it is true that 
Mesopotamia and the civilizations of the Indus were likewise familiar at a 
very early time with glazing, the technique which is the basis of glass-
making, there is no evidence to suggest that they spread it abroad. T h e 
most one can suppose, therefore, is that once again there was a phenomenon 
of convergence and that glass-making was discovered independently both 
in Asia and in the Nile valley. 

It is certain that the Egyptians demonstrated their aptitude in the art of 
glass-making in a relatively short time. T h e presence of glass beads seems 
to be attested in the predynastic period (c. —3500), although it is not 
certain that they were deliberately m a d e by the craftsman. Glass, as such, 
was known in the fifth dynasty (c. —2500) and began to spread from the 
time of the N e w K ingdom (c. —1600). It was then used not only for beads 
but also for vases of a great variety of shapes, from the graceful stemmed 
chalice to vases in the form of fishes. They were usually polychromatic 
and always opaque. Transparent glass made its appearance under 
Tutankhamun (c. —1300). Starting about —700, Egyptian polychromatic 
glass vases, in the form called alabaster, spread throughout the Mediter­
ranean area. They were copied by the Phoenicians, w h o developed their 
manufacture into an industry. 

In the later period, hieroglyphic signs, moulded in coloured glass, were 
set in wood or stone to m a k e inscriptions. T h e techniques of the Pharaonic 
glass-makers were handed d o w n to craftsmen of the hellenistic period, w h o 
invented blown glass. Alexandria then became the main centre for the 
manufacture of glass-ware, exporting its products as far as China. Aurelius 
levied a tax on Egyptian glass-ware imported into R o m e . T h e Meroitic 
empire later imported some glass-ware from Alexandria but, above all, 
adopted its manufacturing techniques and spread them to the upper Nile 
valley. 

O n e of the most important industries was that of the production of 
papyrus invented by the ancient Egyptians. N o plant played a more 
significant role in Egypt than papyrus. Its fibres were used for boat-
making and for caulking, for the wicks of oil lamps, for mats, baskets, 
ropes and hawsers. T h e hawsers which served to moor the pontoon bridge 
that Xerxes tried to lay across the Hellespont were m a d e in Egypt out of 
papyrus fibres. W h e n tied together in bundles, papyrus stems served as 
pillars in early architecture until classical architects took them as a model 
for their simple or clustered columns whose capitals were shaped like closed 
or open flowers. But, above all, papyrus was used to make 'papyrus', from 
which the word 'paper' is derived, undoubtedly a cognate of the ancient 
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Egyptian word paperaâ which means ' H e of-the-Great-Residence' (Royal 
Palace) which has come down to us from classical antiquity. 

Papyrus was made by placing crosswise successive layers of fine strips 
taken from the stem of the plant which, after pressing and drying, formed 
a large sheet. 

Twenty sheets of papyrus joined together while they were still moist 
formed a scroll 3 to 6 metres in length. Several scrolls could be joined 
together and reach a length of 30 or 40 metres. It was this scroll that 
constituted Egyptian books. They were held in the left hand and unrolled 
as the reading proceeded. The volumen of classic antiquity is a direct heir 
of this scroll. 

O f all the writing materials employed in antiquity, papyrus was certainly 
the most practical. It was supple and light. Its sole drawback was its 
fragility. Over a long period it stood up poorly to humidity, and it burnt 
very easily. It has been estimated that to maintain the inventory of a small 
Egyptian temple, 10 metres of papyrus were required each month . 
Provincial notaries, during the Ptolemaic dynasty, used from six to thirteen 
scrolls or 25-57 metres each day. Every large estate and royal palace and all 
the temples maintained registers, inventories and libraries, which indicates 
that hundreds of kilometres of papyrus must have existed at that time 
whereas only a few hundreds of metres have been rediscovered. 

T h e papyrus used in Egypt from the time of the first dynasty (c. —3000) 
until the end of the Pharaonic period was later adopted by the Greeks, the 
R o m a n s , the Copts, the Byzantines, the Aramaeans and the Arabs. A large 
part of Greek and Latin literature has come d o w n to us on papyrus. 
Papyrus scrolls were one of the principal exports of Egypt. Papyrus 
was, unquestionably, one of the major legacies bequeathed to civilization 
by Pharaonic Egypt. 

All these industries depended on techniques and skills and led to the 
creation of a body of artisans and improved techniques. The m u s e u m s 
and private collections throughout the world contain hundreds, even 
thousands, of archaeological examples of the various products of ancient 
Egypt. 

Not the least of their technical contributions to the world were their 
tradition and ability in stonemasonry. It was no easy task to transform 
huge blocks of granite, limestone, basalt and diorite from raw material 
into well-shaped polished masonry required by various architectural 
designs. 

Moreover, the search for stone to build their monuments, no less than 
prospection for ores and efforts to discover fibres, semi-precious stones and 
coloured pigments, contributed to the spread of Egyptian techniques to Asia 
and Africa. 

T h e Egyptians did not hesitate to fetch their stone from the open desert, 
sometimes going as far as 100 kilometres from the Nile. T h e quarry 
from which the diorite came for the famous statue of Chephren in the 
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Cairo M u s e u m lies in the Nubian desert some 65 kilometres to the 
north-west of A b u Simbel. Quarries were worked from the dawn of 
Egyptian history (c. —2800). 

Egyptian quarrying techniques depended on the kind of stone being 
extracted. For limestone, they hollowed out galleries in the broad band of 
Eocene cliffs that border the Nile and extracted the magnificent 
blocks of fine stone used to construct the Great Pyramids which were then 
faced with blocks of granite. T h e sandstone deposits in the region of El 
K o b , in Upper Egypt and in Nubia, were mined by open-face techniques. 
For hard stone, the quarriers first cut a groove around the block to be 
extracted, and then at various points along the groove made deep notches 
into which they inserted wooden wedges. These they wet and the swelling 
of the wood was sufficient to split the block along the groove. This 
technique is still used today in granite quarries. Is it a legacy from 
Egypt? 

T h e only tools used by the Egyptian stoneworker were the wooden 
mallet and copper chisel for soft stones like limestone and sandstone, and 
the pick, chisel and hard stone h a m m e r for metamorphic rocks like 
granite, gneiss, diorite and basalt. W h e n the quarry was located far from the 
Nile, an expedition was launched with sometimes as m a n y as 14000 m e n 
comprising officers and soldiers, porters and quarrymen, scribes and 
doctors. Such expeditions were equipped to remain for long periods out of 
Egypt and must have contributed to the spread of Egyptian civilization, 
especially in Africa. 

T h e skills acquired by stoneworkers in the early dynastic period led the 
Egyptians, by the time of the Old K ingdom (c. —2400), to h e w their 
final resting-places in solid rock. M u c h before this date, from —3000 to 
—2400, the building of tombs, planned as the dwelling-places of the dead, 
had already led them to build imposing superstructures which, in time, with 
the changes which occurred in architecture, led first to the step pyramid 
and then to the pyramid proper. 

T h e Egyptian expertise in woodworking is brilliantly manifested in their 
shipbuilding. T h e necessities of daily life in the Nile valley, where the river 
is the only convenient thoroughfare, made expert boatmen of the Egyptians 
from the earliest times. Boats occupied a prominent position in their 
earliest works of art from prehistoric times on. Since in their belief an 
after-life was closely modelled on earthly life, it is not surprising that they 
placed models of boats in the tombs, or represented scenes of boat 
construction and river scenes on tomb walls. They would even sometimes 
bury actual boats near the tombs ready for use by the dead. This was the 
case at Heluan in a burial ground of the first two dynasties, and at Dahshur, 
near the pyramid of Sesostris III. But a more recent discovery is 
extraordinary. In 1952, two great pits dug into the rock and covered with 
huge limestone slabs were discovered along the southern side of the Great 
Pyramid. In the pits, partially disassembled, but complete with oars, cabins, 
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and rudders, were discovered the very boats used by Cheops. O n e of these 
boats has been removed from the pit and restored. T h e other one is still 
waiting to be taken out of its tomb. 

Cheops' boat, n o w in a special m u s e u m , has been rebuilt. W h e n found it 
consisted of 1224 pieces of wood which had been partially disassembled and 
stacked in thirteen successive layers in the pit. T h e boat measures 43-4 
metres long, 5-9 metres wide, and has a capacity of about 40 tons. The 
side planks are between 13 and 14 centimetres thick. Its draught is difficult 
to calculate precisely, but was clearly very slight in relation to the ship's 
mass. Although it does possess a rudimentary frame of timbers, Cheops' 
boat has no keel, and is flat-bottomed and narrow. T h e most remarkable 
fact is that it was built without any nails: the pieces of wood are held to­
gether solely by the use of tenon and mortise joints. T h e constituent 
elements, planks, timbers and cross members , are tied to each other 
with ropes. This facilitated their reassembly. T h e ship contained a large, 
spacious central cabin, as well as a covered shelter in the bow. There was 
no mast, and it was either propelled by oars or was towed, even though the 
sail had been in use in Egypt long before Cheops' reign. Amphibious 
military expeditions far from Egypt on the Red Sea and the Euphrates were 
m a d e possible by this method of construction, assembling separate sections 
which were then tied to one another. In fact, the Egyptian army carried 
with it, in a piecemeal form, the boats which it might need. 

W e can see from their width in relation to their length and from their 
shallow draught, that these Egyptian boats were designed for use on the 
river. Their primary object was to achieve m a x i m u m capacity while 
avoiding running aground. N o n e the less, beginning with the fifth dynasty, 
and probably even before, the Egyptians knew h o w to adapt their ships for 
ocean-going voyages. T h e boats of Sahure show that for use at sea the 
height of the prow and the poop were greatly reduced. In Cheops' boat, 
these were raised high above the waterline. This m a d e the ship difficult to 
manage in the waves of the Mediterranean or the Red Sea. In addition, 
Egyptian naval engineers lent great solidity to the whole structure by 
equipping the ship with a torsion-cable passing over the bridge and tying 
the stern firmly to the bow. This cable also acted as a keel, ensuring the 
rigidity of the entire structure and reducing the danger of its breaking in the 
middle. 

With these modifications, the Egyptian ship was capable of plying the 
farthest maritime routes opened up by the Pharaohs, whether on the Med i ­
terranean in the direction of Palestine, Syria, Cyprus and Crete, or on the 
Red Sea towards the distant country of Punt. There is no reason to believe 
that the Egyptians had been influenced by the Phoenicians in this field. O n 
the contrary, it is quite possible, although it cannot be proved, given the 
current level of knowledge, that it was the Egyptians w h o pioneered the use 
of sails in maritime voyages (Egyptian yards and sails were adjustable, 
allowing various speeds) and invented the rudder. Certainly from the time 
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of the Old K ingdom the large directional oars located in the stern were 
provided with vertical bars, transforming them in effect into rudders. 

Scientific contributions 

T h e Pharaonic contribution to science and applied mathematics has left a 
valuable legacy in the fields of physics, chemistry, zoology, geology, 
medicine, pharmacology, geometry and applied mathematics. In fact, they 
gave to humanity a large store of experience in each of these fields, some of 
which were combined in order to execute a specific project. 

M U M M I F I C A T I O N 
One outstanding example of the genius of the ancient Egyptians is 
mummification. It shows their mastery of a number of sciences including 
physics, chemistry, medicine and surgery. Their ability in each branch was 
an accumulation of long experience. For example, they exploited their 
discovery of the chemical characteristic of natron, which was found in 
certain areas of Egypt, particularly in the Wad i el Natrun, by using the 
chemical attributes of this substance for use in the practical fulfilment of 
the demands of their beliefs in the after-life. For the ancient Egyptians 
believed in the continuity of life after death and emphasized this belief 
in a practical way by preserving the h u m a n body. T h e compounds of natron 
have been analysed in modern times as a mixture of sodium carbonate, 
sodium bicarbonate, salt and sodium sulphate. T h e ancient Egyptian, there­
fore, was aware of the chemical functions of these substances. In the process 
of mummification he soaked the body in natron for seventy days. H e 
drew the brain out through the nostrils and he also removed the intestines 
through an incision m a d e in the side of the body. Such operations as these 
necessitated an accurate knowledge of anatomy and the good state of 
preservation of the m u m m i e s illustrates this intimate knowledge. 

S U R G E R Y 
It was, undoubtedly, the knowledge they acquired from mummification 
that enabled the Egyptians to develop surgical techniques at a very early 
period in their history. W e have quite a good knowledge of Egyptian 
surgery, in fact, thanks to the Smith Papyrus, a copy of an original 
which was composed under the Old K ingdom, between —2600 and —2400. 
This papyrus is virtually a treatise on bone surgery and external pathology. 
Forty-eight cases are examined systematically. In each case, the author of 
the treatise begins his account under a general heading: 'Instructions 
concerning [such and such a case]'; followed by a clinical description: 'If 
you observe [such symptoms]'. T h e descriptions are always precise and 
incisive. They are followed by the diagnosis: ' Y o u will say in this con­
nection a case of [this or that wound ] ' , and, depending on the case, 'a 
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case that I can treat' or 'the case is without remedy'. If the surgeon can 
treat the patient, the treatment to be administered is then described in 
detail, for example: 'the first day you will apply a bandage with a piece 
of meat; afterwards you will place two strips of cloth in such a way as 
to join the lips of the wound together . . . ' . 

Several of the treatments indicated in the Smith Papyrus are still used 
today. Egyptian surgeons knew h o w to stitch up wounds and to set a 
fracture using wooden or pasteboard splints. A n d there were times when 
the surgeon simply advised that nature should be allowed to take its o w n 
course. In two instances, the Smith Papyrus instructs the patient to 
maintain his regular diet. 

O f the cases studied by the Smith Papyrus, the majority concerned super­
ficial lacerations of the skull or face. Others concerned lesions of the bones 
or joints such as contusions of the cervical or spinal vertebrae, dislocations, 
perforations of the skull or sternum, and sundry fractures affecting the 
nose, jaw, collar-bone, humerus, ribs, skull and vertebrae. Examination of 
m u m m i e s has revealed traces of surgery, such as the jaw dating from the 
Old K i n g d o m which has two holes bored to drain an abscess, or the skull 
fractured by a blow from an axe or sword and successfully reset. There 
is also evidence of dental work such as fillings done with a mineral 
cement, and one m u m m y had a kind of bridge of gold wire joining two 
shaky teeth. 

By its methodical approach, the Smith Papyrus bears testimony to the 
skill of the surgeons of ancient Egypt, skill which it would be fair to assume 
was handed on gradually, in Africa as well as in Asia and to classical 
antiquity, by the doctors w h o were always attached to Egyptian expeditions 
to foreign lands. Moreover, it is known that foreign sovereigns, like the 
Asian prince of Bakhtan, Bactria, or Cambyses himself, brought in 
Egyptian doctors, that Hippocrates 'had access to the library of the Imhotep 
temple at Memph i s ' and that other Greek physicians later followed his 
example. 

MEDICINE 
Medical knowledge can be considered as one of the most important early 
scientific contributions of the ancient Egyptian to the history of m a n . 
Documents show in detail the titles of Egyptian physicians and their 
different fields of specialization. In fact the civilizations of the ancient Near 
East and the classical world recognized the ability and reputation of the 
ancient Egyptians in medicine and pharmacology. O n e of the most 
significant personalities in the history of medicine is Imhotep, the vizier, 
architect and physician of King Zoser of the third dynasty. His fame 
survived throughout Egyptian ancient history and through to Greek times. 
Deified by the Egyptians under the n a m e Imouthes, he was assimilated by 
the Greeks to Askelepios, the god of medicine. In fact, Egyptian influence 
on the Greek world in both medicine and pharmacology is easily 
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recognizable in remedies and prescriptions. S o m e medical instruments 
used in surgical operations have been discovered during excavations. 

Written evidence of ancient Egyptian medicine comes in medical docu­
ments such as the Ebers Papyrus, the Berlin Papyrus, the Edwin Smith 
Surgical Papyrus and m a n y others which illustrate the techniques of the 
operations and detail the prescribed cures. 

These texts are copies of originals dating back to the Old K ingdom 
(c. —2500). In contrast to the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus, which is 
highly scientific, the purely medical texts were based on magic. T h e 
Egyptians regarded sickness as the work of the gods or malevolent spirits, 
which provided justification for resorting to magic and which explains why 
some of the remedies prescribed on the Ebers Papyrus, for example, 
resemble more a magical incantation than a medical prescription. 

Despite this aspect, c o m m o n to other ancient civilizations as well, 
Egyptian medicine was a not inconsiderable science which contained the 
beginnings of a methodical approach, especially in the observation of 
symptoms, and this method doubtless passed to posterity by reason of its 
importance. T h e Egyptian doctor examined his patient and determined 
the symptoms of his complaint. H e then made his diagnosis and prescribed 
treatment. All the extant texts describe this sequence, from which it m a y 
be concluded that it was standard procedure. T h e examination was made 
in two stages some days apart if the case was unclear. A m o n g the ailments 
identified and competently described and treated by Egyptian doctors 
were gastric disorders, stomach swelling, skin cancer, coryza, laryngitis, 
angina pectoris, diabetes, constipation, haemorrhoids, bronchitis, retention 
and incontinence of urine, bilharzia, ophthalmia, etc. 

T h e Egyptian doctor treated his patient using suppositories, ointments, 
syrups, potions, oils, massages, enemas, purges, poultices, and even 
inhalants whose use they taught to the Greeks. Their pharmacopoeia 
contained a large variety of medicinal herbs, the names of which, un­
fortunately, elude translation. Egyptian medical techniques and medicines 
enjoyed great prestige in antiquity, as w e know from Herodotus. T h e 
names of nearly one hundred ancient Egyptian physicians have been passed 
down to us through these texts. A m o n g them are oculists and dentists, 
of w h o m Hesy-Re, who lived around —2600 under the fourth dynasty, 
could be considered as one of the most ancient. A m o n g the specialists 
were also veterinarians. T h e physicians used a variety of instruments in 
their work. 

M A T H E M A T I C S (arithmetic, algebra and geometry) 
Mathematics is an important field of science in which the ancient Egyptians 
worked. T h e accurate measurements of their enormous architectural and 
sculptural monuments are worthy proof of their preoccupation with pre­
cision. They would never have been able to reach this pitch of perfection 
without a m i n i m u m of mathematical capacity. 
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T w o important mathematical papyri have come down to us from the 
Middle K ingdom (—2000 to —1750), those of M o s c o w and Rhind. T h e 
Egyptian method of numeration, based on the decimal system, consisted of 
repeating the symbols for numbers (ones, tens, hundreds, thousands) as 
m a n y times as necessary to obtain the desired figure. There was no zero. 
It is interesting to note that the Egyptian symbols for the fractions 
j, \, ¿, and so on originate in the myth of Horus and Seth, in which one 
of Horus' falcon eyes was torn out and cut into pieces by Seth. It is 
these pieces that symbolize certain fractions. 

Egyptian mathematics m a y be considered under the three headings of 
arithmetic, algebra and geometry. 

Egyptian administrative organization required a knowledge of arith­
metic. The efficiency of the highly centralized administration depended on 
knowing exactly what was happening in each province, in all spheres of 
activity. It is not surprising, then, that the scribes spent an enormous 
amount of time keeping records of the area of land under cultivation, the 
quantities of products available and their distribution, the size and quality 
of the staff, and so on. 

T h e Egyptian method of calculation was simple. They reduced all 
operations to a series of multiplications and divisions by two (duplication), 
a slow process which requires little memorization and makes multiplication 
tables unnecessary. In divisions, whenever the dividend was not exactly 
divisible by the divider, the scribe introduced fractions, but the system 
used only fractions whose numerator was the number 1. T h e operations on 
fractions were also done by systematic doubling. T h e texts contain 
numerous examples of proportional shares obtained in this way, with the 
scribe adding at the end of his calculations the formula 'it is exactly that', 
which is equivalent to our ' Q E D ' . 

All the problems posed and solved in Egyptian treatises on arithmetic 
have one trait in c o m m o n : they are all material problems of the type that 
a scribe, isolated in some remote outpost, would have to solve daily, like 
the apportioning of seven loaves of bread among ten m e n in proportion 
to their rank in the hierarchy, or the calculation of the number of bricks 
required to build an inclined plane. It was, then, basically an empirical 
system, with little in it of an abstract nature. It is difficult to judge what 
elements of such a system might have passed into neighbouring cultures. 

It is not exactly clear whether one m a y properly speak of an Egyptian 
algebra and specialists in the history of science hold different views on this 
matter. Certain problems described in the Rhind Papyrus are formulated 
as follows: ' A quantity [ahâ in Egyptian] to which is added [or subtracted] 
this or that increment («) results in quantity (N). W h a t is this quantity?' 

x 
Algebraically, this would be expressed as x ±- = N, which has led 

n 
some historians of science to conclude that the Egyptians used algebraic 
calculations. However, the solutions proposed by the scribe of the Rhind 
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Papyrus to this type of problem are always reached by simple arithmetic, 
and the only instance in which algebra might have been used is a problem 
of division which implies the existence of a quadratic equation. T h e scribe 
solved this problem as a modern algebraist would do, but instead of 
taking an abstract symbol like x as the basis of calculation, he took the 
number i. T h e question whether Egyptian algebra existed or not depends 
therefore on whether one accepts or rejects the possibility of doing algebra 
without abstract symbols. 

T h e Greek writers Herodotus and Strabo concur in the view that 
geometry was invented by the Egyptians. T h e need to calculate the area 
of the land eroded or added each year by the flooding of the Nile apparently 
led them to its discovery. As a matter of fact, Egyptian geometry, like 
mathematics, was empirical. In ancient treatises, the task was first and 
foremost to provide the scribe with a formula that would enable him 
to find rapidly the area of a field, the volume of grain in a silo or the 
number of bricks required for a building project. T h e scribe never applied 
abstract reasoning to the solution of a particular problem but just provided 
the practical means in the shape figures. N o n e the less, the Egyptians 
knew perfectly well h o w to calculate the area of a triangle or a circle, the 
volume of a cylinder, of a pyramid or a truncated pyramid, and probably 
that of a hemisphere. Their greatest success was the calculation of the 
area of a circle. They proceeded by reducing the diameter by one-ninth 
and squaring the result which was equivalent to assigning a value of 3-1605 
to TT, which is m u c h more precise than the value 3 given to 77 by other 
ancient peoples. 

Knowledge of geometry proved of considerable practical use in land-
surveying, which played a significant role in Egypt. There are m a n y tombs 
with paintings showing teams of surveyors busy checking that the 
boundary-stones of fields have not been shifted and then measuring with 
a knotted cord, the forerunner of our surveyor's chain, the area of the 
cultivated field. T h e surveyor's cord or nouh is mentioned in the earliest 
texts (c. —2800). T h e central government possessed a cadastral office, the 
records of which were ransacked during the Memphi te revolution 
(c. —2150) but were restored to order during the Middle K ingdom 
(c. -199°)-

ASTRONOMY 
T h e documentation w e possess on Egyptian astronomy is not at all c o m ­
parable to the material available on mathematics (the Rhind and the 
M o s c o w papyri) or surgery and medicine (the Edwin Smith and the 
Ebers papyri). There is reason to believe, however, that treatises on 
astronomy did exist. Although the Carlsberg 9 Papyrus, which describes 
a method for determining the phases of the m o o n , was undoubtedly written 
during the R o m a n period, it derives from m u c h earlier sources and is 
devoid of any hellenistic influence; the same is true of the Carlsberg 1 
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Papyrus. Unfortunately the earlier sources are not extant and the Egyptian 
contribution to astronomy must therefore be deduced from practical 
applications made on the basis of observations. This contribution is, h o w ­
ever, far from insignificant. 

As w e have seen (see Introduction), the Egyptian calendar year was 
divided into three seasons of four months, each having thirty days; to these 
360 days, five were added at the end of the year. T h e 365-day calendar 
year, the most accurate known in antiquity, is at the origin of our o w n 
calendar year in as m u c h as it served as the basis of the Julian reform 
( — 47) and of the Gregorian reform of 1582. Side by side with this civil 
calendar, the Egyptians also used a religious, lunar calendar and were able 
to predict the moon's phases with adequate accuracy. 

Ever since the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt, Europeans have been 
struck by the accuracy of the alignment of structures built at the time 
of the Pharaohs, particularly the pyramids, the four façades of which face 
the four cardinal points. T h e Great Pyramids deviate from true North by 
less than one degree. Such accuracy could have been achieved only by 
astronomical observation either of the direction of the Pole Star at the 
time; or the culmination of a fixed star; or the bisectrix of the angle 
formed by the direction of a star at twelve-hour intervals, the bisectrix of 
the angle of the rising and setting of a fixed star; or the observation of 
the m a x i m u m deviations of a fixed star (which would have been 7 from 
Ursa Major, according to Z . Zorba). In all these cases, precise astronomical 
observation is required to calculate the alignment. T h e Egyptians were 
perfectly capable of such observations because they possessed a corps of 
astronomers working under the authority of the vizier whose job it was 
to observe the night sky, to note the rising of the stars, especially of 
Sirius (Sóthis), and, above all, to determine the passage of the hours of 
darkness. These, for the Egyptians, varied in length according to the 
seasons: night, which was supposed to contain twelve hours, always 
commenced at sunset and ended at sunrise. Tables have come down to us 
which indicate that each night hour was marked, month by month, at 
ten-day intervals, by the appearance of a constellation or a star of the first 
magnitude. T h e tables distinguished thirty-six such constellations or stars 
which constituted decans, each one of which inaugurated a ten-day period. 

This system dates back at least to the third dynasty (c. —2600). Apart 
from the tables, the priest-astronomer possessed simple observation instru­
ments: a sighting-rod and a square to which a plumb-line was attached 
and which required a team of two observers. Despite the rudimentary 
nature of this technique, the observations were precise, as evidenced by 
the accuracy of the orientations of the pyramids. Certain tombs have 
paintings representing the sky. T h e stars are represented in picture form 
which has m a d e it possible to identify some of the constellations recognized 
by the Egyptians. Ursa Major is called the O x Leg; the stars surrounding 
Arcturus are represented by a crocodile and hippopotamus coupled 
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together; Cygnus is represented by a m a n with his arms extended; Orion 
by a person running with his head turned back; Cassiopeia by a figure 
with outstretched arms; and Draco, Pleiades, Scorpius and Aries by other 
figures. 

T o determine the daytime hours, which also varied according to the 
seasons, the Egyptians used a gnomon, a simple rod planted vertically on 
a graduated board with a plumb-line attached. This instrument served to 
measure the time spent on the irrigation of the fields, since the water 
had to be distributed impartially. As well as the gnomon, the Egyptians 
had water clocks which were placed in their temples. These water clocks 
were borrowed and perfected by the Greeks and are the clepsydras of 
antiquity. They were made in Egypt as early as —1580. 

ARCHITECTURE 
T h e ancient Egyptians applied their mathematical knowledge to the 
extraction, transportation and positioning of the huge blocks of stone used 
in their architectural projects. They had a long tradition in using m u d -
bricks and various kinds of stone from very early times. Their first use 
of heavy granite was during the beginning of the third millennium before 
our era. It was used for the flooring of some tombs belonging to the 
first dynasty at Abydos. In the second dynasty they used limestone in 
constructing the walls of tombs. 

A new phase was started in the third dynasty. This was a vital develop­
ment in the history of Egyptian architecture, for it was the construction of 
the first complete building in stone. This is the step pyramid at Sakkara, 
which forms a part of the huge funerary complex of King Zoser. 

Imhotep, w h o was probably the vizier of King Zoser (c. —2580), was 
the architect w h o built the ensemble containing the step pyramid where 
hewn stone was used for the first time. T h e blocks were small and looked 
very m u c h like a limestone imitation of the sun-dried brick used earlier in 
funerary architecture. Similarly, the imbedded columns and the ceiling 
joists were stone copies of the bundles of plants and beams used in 
earlier construction. Thus , there is every indication that Egyptian 
architecture was amongst the first to use h e w n stone in coursed work. 

Egypt developed a wide variety of architectural forms, of which the 
pyramid is, undoubtedly, the most characteristic. T h e first pyramids were 
step pyramids and it was not until the fourth dynasty (c. —2300) that 
they gradually became triangular in form. F r o m that period, the architects 
gave up the use of the small stones of the third dynasty in favour of 
large blocks of limestone and granite. 

Until the R o m a n conquest, civil architecture continued to use sundried 
bricks even in the building of royal palaces. T h e outbuildings of Ramses 
in Thebes and the great Nubian fortresses provide a very good idea of the 
versatility of this material. It could be used with the utmost refinement, 
as can be seen from the Palace of Amenhotep IV at Tell-el-Amarna with 
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its pavements and ceilings decorated with paintings. Another contribution 
in the field of architecture was the creation of the column. This was at 
first attached to the wall, but later became free-standing columns. 

In developing this architectural skill the ancient Egyptian was m u c h 
influenced by the local environment. For example, in arriving at the idea 
of a column, he was inspired by his observation of wild plants such as 
reeds and papyrus. H e cut the capitals of the columns into the shape of lotus 
flowers, papyrus and other plants, and this was another architectural inno­
vation. T h e lotus papyrus palm and fluted columns of ancient Egypt were 
adopted in the architecture of other cultures. 

It is likely that the ancient Egyptians invented the vault during the 
second dynasty (c. —2900). T o begin with it was a vault of bricks but by 
the sixth dynasty the Egyptians were building stone vaults. 

T h e Great Giza Pyramid was one of the seven wonders of the ancient 
world. A building of such great proportions stands proof of the architectural 
and administrative ability of the ancient Egyptians. T h e construction of 
the ascending corridors, leading to the granite chamber of the king, and 
the existence of two openings or vents, on both the northern and southern 
sides of the royal chamber, extending to the outside to provide ventilation, 
are good examples of their ingenuity. 

T h e exact proportions, measurements and orientation of the chambers 
and corridors of the pyramids, to say nothing of the cutting and erection 
of giant obelisks in solid stone, indicate the possession of great technical 
skills from very early times. 

T o transport and position the stone blocks, the Egyptians used levers, 
rollers and wooden cross-bars. Their architectural achievements despite 
their considerable dimensions were accomplished solely through the 
strength of h u m a n arms, without the use of any mechanical means other 
than the principle of the lever in its diverse forms. 

T h e technical knowledge acquired by the Egyptians in construction 
and irrigation as the result of digging canals and building dikes or dams 
manifested itself in other fields allied to architecture. 

By —2550, they had sufficient skill to build a d a m of hewn stone in 
a wadi near Cairo. Somewhat later, their engineers cut navigable channels 
in the rocks of the First Cataract at Aswan. By all evidence, towards —1740, 
they seem to have succeeded in erecting a barrage on the Nile itself at 
Semna , in Nubia, to facilitate navigation to the south. A n d finally, during 
the same period, they built a ramp, parallel to the Second Cataract, over 
which they slid their boats on the fluid m u d of the Nile. T h e ramp 
extended over several kilometres, a predecessor of the Greek diolkos of the 
Isthmus of Corinth, and ensured that the rapids of the Second Cataract 
were never a hindrance to navigation. 

Garden design and town planning are other aspects of Egyptian 
architecture. T h e Egyptians had a great fondness for gardens. Even the 
poor managed to plant a tree or two in the narrow courtyard of their 
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houses. W h e n they were rich, their gardens rivalled their residences in 
size and luxury. Under the third dynasty (c. —2800), a high official 
would expect to possess a garden of more than two-and-a-half acres which 
always contained a pool, which was a distinctive feature of Egyptian 
gardens. T h e garden was arranged around the pool or pools, for there could 
be several of them. They served as fish ponds, as reservoirs for watering 
and as a source of cooling fresh air for the house nearby. Frequently, the 
master of the house had a light wooden pavilion built near the pool where 
he could come for a breath of fresh air in the evening and receive friends 
for cold drinks. 

These artificial pools were occasionally quite large. Snefru's palace lake 
was large enough for him to sail upon it accompanied by young, lightly 
clad girls plying the oars, and Amenhotep III had a vast pool built in 
his Theban palace. This very Egyptian taste for garden parks later passed 
to R o m e . 

There are earlier examples of town planning than those attributed to Greek 
genius. As early as —1895, under the reign of Sesostris II, the city of 
K a h u n was built inside a rectangular wall. T h e city had both administrative 
and residential buildings. T h e workers' houses, nearly 250 of which have 
been excavated, were built in blocks along streets 4 metres wide which 
ran into a central thoroughfare 8 metres wide. Each house occupied a 
ground area of 100 to 125 square metres and contained a dozen rooms on a 
single level. Located in another quarter of the city were the houses of 
the leading citizens - town houses which sometimes had as m a n y as seventy 
rooms, or more modest homes which were, nevertheless, considerably 
larger than those of the workers. These houses were also built along 
rectilinear avenues running parallel to the city walls. These avenues had a 
drain running d o w n the centre. 

T h e large fortresses in Nubia were patterned on the same lines, and 
the same urban plan was adopted, under the N e w K ingdom, at Tell-el-
Amarna , among other places, where the streets crossed at right angles 
though the city itself did not have the geometrical severity of K a h u n . 

It would, of course, be hazardous to suggest that all Egyptian cities were 
laid out like K a h u n or Tell-el-Amarna. Those cities were built at one go 
under the orders of a sovereign. Cities which grew up over a long period 
of time must have had a more haphazard appearance. T h e fact of the matter 
remains, however, that the geometric plans of the city and the standardized 
type of houses that were built shed light on the trends of Egyptian town 
planning. Were they the forerunners of the town planning of the Hellenes? 
T h e question is worth asking. 

While Egypt unquestionably m a d e a major contribution in the field of 
architecture, it is nevertheless more difficult to judge the impact it had on 
the world as a whole in this sphere. Architects in many cultures, to be 
sure, have used, and are still using, colonnades, pyramids and obelisks 
which are undeniably of Egyptian origin. But was there not, in addition, 
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an influence that goes back even farther and comes d o w n to us through 
the intermediary of the Greeks? It is difficult not to discern in the clustered 
columns of Sakkara and the proto-Doric columns at Beni Hasan the remote 
ancestors of the columns of Greek and, later, R o m a n classical art. O n e 
fact, at least, seems established: the architectural traditions of the Pharaohs 
m a d e their w a y into Africa first via Meroe and then Napata, which trans­
mitted forms such as pyramids and pylons, among others, as well as 
techniques such as building with small, hewn, well-shaped masonry. 

Cultural contributions 

This side of the Egyptian Pharaonic legacy is an abstract one. It includes 
their contributions in the fields of writing, literature, art and religion. 

LITERATURE 

T h e Egyptians developed a hieroglyphic writing system in which m a n y of 
the symbols came from their African environment. For this reason it can 
be assumed to be their original creation rather than borrowed (see 
Introduction). 

T h e ancient Egyptian at first expressed himself in pictorial ideograms 
which were soon formalized into symbols reflecting phonetic sounds which, 
in their later abbreviated form, could be considered as a step towards an 
alphabetic script. 

Cultural contacts with the Semitic script developed in Sinai, where there 
appeared distinctive forms of writing which borrowed forms possessing 
affinities with hieroglyphics, m a y have contributed to the invention of the 
true alphabet which was borrowed by the Greeks and had its influence 
on Europe. Apart from this, the ancient Egyptians invented the tools of 
writing (which w e have already described in the section on crafts). Their 
discovery of papyrus, handed down to classical antiquity, thanks to its light 
weight, flexibility and the almost unlimited dimensions that could be 
papyrus 'scrolls', certainly played a role in the diffusion of thought and 
knowledge. There is an extensive literature dating from Pharaonic times 
covering every aspect of Egyptian life, from religious theories to literature, 
such as stories, plays, poetry, dialogues and criticism. This literature can 
be considered as one of the most vital cultural legacies of ancient Egypt. 
Even though it is impossible to determine what parts of it were taken over 
by neighbouring African cultures, a modern ethnologist was able to recognize 
a legend of Egyptian origin, one also found in a text of Herodotus, 
among the Nilotes of the province of Equatoria in the Sudan. 

S o m e the most impressive examples of Egyptian literature are those 
written during the First Intermediate Period and during the early Middle 
K ingdom. O n e eminent scholar of Egyptology, James Henry Breasted, 
considered this literature as an early sign of intellectual and social maturity. 
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H e described this period as a dawn of conscience w h e n a m a n could 
debate with his o w n soul on metaphysical matters. Another example of the 
literature of this period was a work written by the Eloquent Peasant 
which expresses dissatisfaction with the community and with the condition 
of the land. This could be considered as an early step towards a social 
revolution and democracy. 

A good example of the sentiments expressed in Egyptian literature is 
seen in the inscription on four wooden coffins found in El-Bersheh in 
Middle Egypt: 'I created the four winds so every m a n could breathe . . . I 
caused the flood so the poor could benefit as well as the rich . . . I created 
every m a n equal to his neighbour . . . ' 

Lastly, it is conceivable that certain specimens of Egyptian literature 
have survived to our day thanks to the marvellous stories of Arabic 
literature. T h e latter, indeed, seem at times to have their source in 
Egyptian oral tradition. It has, for example, been possible to establish a 
parallel between the story of 'Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves' from The 
Arabian Nights and a Pharaonic story, ' The Taking of Joppe', and between 
'Sinbad the Sailor' and ' T h e Shipwrecked Sailor', a Pharaonic tale of the 
Middle K ingdom. 

A R T 

In the field of art the ancient Egyptians expressed their ideas in a great 
m a n y techniques including sculpture, painting, reliefs and architecture (see 
Pis 4-6). They combined worldly affairs and activities with hopes for 
the after-life, and their art was particularly expressive because it gave 
representation to beliefs that were deeply held. For them, there was only 
a semblance of death w h e n all signs of life ceased, for the h u m a n being still 
continued to exist in every way. But to survive they required the support 
of their body, through mummification or, failing that, through an image. 
Statues and statuettes, bas-reliefs and tomb paintings are there to 
perpetuate the life of the individual in the afterworld. This is w h y the 
details of the h u m a n body are shaped with such precision. T o heighten 
the intensity of his gaze, the eyes of the statues were inlaid, and even 
the eyebrows were fashioned in copper or silver. T h e eyeballs were m a d e 
of white quartz and the pupils were m a d e of resin. Sometimes the 
Egyptian artists manufactured gold statues or hammered copper ones on a 
wooden base. This required great skill and experience in the shaping of 
metal. This skill can be seen in a large number of statues dating from every 
historical period which have been found in various archaeological sites. 

In the field of minor arts, the ancient Egyptians produced a very large 
number of amulets, scarabs and seals and also ornamental objects and 
jewellery, which are no less beautiful for their smaller size. It is un ­
doubtedly these small objects which were most widespread and esteemed 
in Africa, the Near East and even in Europe. It is often the wide 
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distribution of these objects that makes it possible to discover the bonds 
which linked Egypt to other nations long ago. 

All artistic objects in ancient Egypt were made , not for the sake of 
art alone, but above all as an expression of the Egyptian belief that life 
relating to the living world would be repeated after death. 

Religion 

This can be considered as one of the philosophical contributions of Egypt. 
For the ancient Egyptians developed a number of theories concerning the 
creation of life, the role of the natural powers, and the response of the 
h u m a n community towards them; also the world of the gods and their 
influence on h u m a n thought, the divine aspect of kingship, the role of the 
priesthood in the community and the belief in eternity and life in the 
netherworld. 

It was their profound experience in such abstract thought that influenced 
the Egyptian community to such an extent that it had a lasting effect on 
the outside world. Particularly apparent to the historian is the Egyptian 
religious influence in certain Graeco-Roman religious objects, as can be 
seen by the popularity of the goddess Isis and her cult in classical antiquity. 

Transmission of the Pharaonic legacy. Role of the Syro-Palestinian 
Corridor 

Phoenicia played a special and important role in transmitting the Pharaonic 
legacy to the rest of the world. 

Egypt's influence on Phoenicia can be traced through the economic and 
cultural contacts between the two areas. Such a relationship became' 
apparent when trade and exploration started to expand during the pre-
and protodynastic times, in order to fulfil the vast needs of those periods. 
Even the invention of writing as an essential means of communication 
developed partly as a result of economic and religious factors. That is to say, 
the contacts with Phoenicia were indispensable to import vital raw materials 
like wood , for example, which were necessary for the erection and construc­
tion of shrines and religious monuments . 

Egyptian traders established a shrine of their o w n at Byblos, a city with 
which they had very close trade contacts. Egyptian culture and ideas were 
spread throughout the Mediterranean basin by the intermediary of 
the Phoenicians. 

T h e influence of Egyptian culture on biblical wisdom, among other 
things, is noteworthy (see Chapter 3). With regard to the Levant, c o m ­
mercial and cultural relations existed throughout the second and first 
millennia before our era, which include the Middle and N e w K i n g d o m as 
well as under the late dynasties. Relations naturally increased following 
Egyptian political and military expansion, and Egyptian artistic patterns 
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occur in various Syrian and Palestinian sites such as Ras Shamra, Qatna and 
JVlegisso, as can be seen from statues, sphinxes and decorative patterns. 
T h e exchange of gifts helped in expanding the cultural and commercial 
relations. 

It should be stated that it was the Egyptian artistic influence that 
affected Syrian local art and this was a direct result of the contacts between 
Egypt and the Levant. In Mittani, in the north-east of Syria, Egyptian 
artistic elements can also be observed. For example, the Egyptian goddess 
Hathor is represented in mural paintings. It seems that Egyptian artistic 
influence spread from Syria to neighbouring communities; this is indicated 
by the number of ivory handles and plaques of Egyptian motifs in the 
decoration of some bronze bowls and especially in attempts to imitate 
Egyptian dress, the winged scarabs and the falcon-headed sphinxes. 

Egyptian artistic influence, which has been observed in Phoenician and 
Syrian art, is actually combined with local artistic motifs, as well as other 
foreign elements, both in sculpture in the round and in reliefs. This 
phenomenon can be observed not only in Syria but also a m o n g the 
Phoenician objects found in Cyprus and Greece, since the Phoenicians 
played an important cultural and commercial role in the Mediterranean 
world and carried elements of the Egyptian culture to other areas. 

Egyptian hieroglyphic writing has been traced in the Semitic scripts of 
the Levant. This can be observed by comparing some typical Egyptian 
hieroglyphs, the proto-Sinaitic signs, and the Phoenician alphabet. T h e 
proto-Sinaitic elements were influenced by the Egyptian hieroglyphic 
ideograms, and they simplified these ideograms in a way which m a y be 
considered as a step towards alphabetical signs. Proto-Sinaitic writing could 
be taken as a step towards the Phoenician alphabet and hence towards 
the European alphabet. 

This vast Pharaonic legacy, disseminated through the ancient civiliza­
tions of the Near East, has in turn transmitted to modern Europe a 
civilization by way of the classical world. 

Economic and political contacts between Egypt and the eastern Mediter­
ranean world in historical times resulted in the distribution of objects of 
the Pharaonic civilization as far as Anatolia and the pre-Hellenic Aegean 
world. Thus , a cup bearing the n a m e of the solar temple of Userkaf, first 
Pharaoh of the fifth dynasty, was found on the island of Cythera, while 
pieces of a gold-plated armchair, carrying Schure's titles, were found at 
Dorak in Anatolia. 

Besides these relations between Pharaonic Egypt and the Mediterranean 
world, there were also the cultural ties which linked Egypt with the 
African interior. These relations existed during the earliest stages of pre­
history as well as in historical times. Egyptian civilization under the 
Pharaohs permeated the neighbouring African cultures. Comparative 
studies prove the existence of c o m m o n cultural elements between black 
Africa and Egypt, such as the relationship between royalty and natural 
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forces. This is clear from archaeological findings in the former territory of 
the land of Kush : royal pyramids were built in El-Kurru, Nuri, Gebel 
Barkal and Meroe. They bear witness to the significance of Egyptian 
influence in Africa. 

Unfortunately, our ignorance of the Meroitic language, and of the extent 
of the Meroitic empire, prevents us from judging the impact it had on the 
cultures of ancient Africa as a whole to the east, west and south of the 
Meroitic empire. 
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Egypt in the 
hellenistic era 

H . RIAD 
with the collaboration of], D É V I S S E 

At the death of Alexander the Great, his empire comprised Macedonia, a 
large part of Asia Minor, the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, and 
Egypt, extending into Asia to the east as far as the Punjab. After his 
death in —323, three dynasties founded by three of his generals were 
already well established to control the empire: the Antigonids in Macedonia, 
the Seleucids in Asia in what had been the Persian empire, and the 
Ptolemies in Egypt. 

T h e Ptolemies reigned over Egypt for three centuries, initiating a period 
that was very different from preceding periods in the country's history, 
at least in the outward aspects of its life and political geography. Egypt 
was subsequently to fall under R o m a n domination. ' 

A new type of state in Egypt 
Under rather more than a dozen Ptolemies, Egypt was initially strongly 
marked by the stamp of the foreign rulers and the demands of the n e w 
policy, with subsequent slow assimilation, as before, of the new masters2 

of the Delta.3 

T h e forward defence of the capital which, probably from the time of 
Ptolemy II onwards, was situated on the sea coast for the first time in 
Egypt's history, in Alexandria, necessitated military and naval ascendancy 
in the eastern Mediterranean. T h e twofold danger of attack from their 
Syrian rivals and from the Nubians compelled the Ptolemies to adopt a 
very costly military policy. First, they had not only to distribute land to 
the mercenaries but also to meet heavy expenses in cash; and, secondly, 

1. These are conventional limits. See: W . Tarn, 1930, pp. iff.; M . Bieber, pp. iff. gives 
— 330 to -300 as the limit; she mentions other authors such as Droysen (from -280 up 
to the time of Augustus) and R . Lagueur, w h o gives - 400 as the beginning of the period. 

2. This was particularly true under the founder of the line, Ptolemy Soter I (—367 to 
—283), his son Ptolemy II Philadelphus (—285 to —246) and Ptolemy III Euergetes (—246 
to —221), w h o were the most remarkable warriors - and possibly the most remarkable 
statesmen as well - of the entire fine. 

3. C . Préaux, 1950, p. i n , rightly draws attention to the Delta's quite unprecedented 
importance in Egypt's foreign relations. 
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they had to seek the basic materials for adequate military strength some 
considerable distance from Egypt. T o ensure an adequate supply of timber 
for shipbuilding, it was necessary to limit construction work in Egypt, 
to develop royal plantations in the Nile valley, and to import timber from 
the Aegean and the islands; it was also necessary to import the tar, pitch 
and iron needed for the shipyards.4 Hence was created what was to be a 
permanent feature of Egyptian economic life for more than a thousand 
years. T h e most spectacular aspect of this maritime development was the 
establishment of bases for elephant-hunting all along the African coast as 
far as Somalia,5 and the construction, at enormous expense, of ships 
designed for transporting the beasts. Elephants were needed to combat the 
rival Seleucids, w h o used to obtain theirs from Asia.6 It was also 
necessary to send to India for mahouts to train the captured elephants. O f 
this effort the only lasting trace is to be found in its cultural consequences: 
Hippalus' discovery, in the reign of Ptolemy III, of the pattern of the 
monsoons shortened the journey to the Indies and made it less dangerous 
and less expensive. Trade relations with Asia naturally increased.7 The 
Ptolemies spared no effort to improve relations between the Red Sea and the 
Delta. T h e canal driven by Darius I from the eastern arm of the Nile 
towards the Bitter Lakes was deepened in the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus 
and made more easily navigable by large vessels. Ptolemy Philadelphus 
also established a route between Coptos in the Thebaid and Berenice on 
the Red Sea. 

T h e foreign policy of the Ptolemies involved them in heavy expenditure, 
which had to be balanced by a very large income into the royal coffers. 
A partial solution to the problem was provided by strict control over the 
economy and by the supervision of exports, some of which were 
systematically developed under royal monopoly. Corn was stored in 
immense granaries in Alexandria providing the king with produce that 
could be exported to the north in exchange for strategic raw materials 
and also serve as the means of rewarding the enormous population of 
Alexandria by distributing grain from time to time, especially when there 
was a shortage. Increased production of exportable commodities led to a 
systematic policy of bringing virgin soil under cultivation at royal expense, 
but the ruler remained indifferent to the welfare of the Egyptian farmers. 

4. C . Préaux, 1939, emphasizes the magnitude of the undertaking: in —306 Ptolemy I 
possessed 200 vessels, while Ptolemy Philadelphus had over 400 ships deployed through­
out his empire. 

5. J. Leclant, 1976b, Vol. I, p. 230. Ptolemy Philadelphus opened ports at Arsinoë, 
M y o s Hormos and Berenice. H e also laid out roads between the Nile and the Red Sea 
(C. Préaux, 1939). 

6. C . Préaux, 1939. 
7. 'Ptolemy Philadelphus attempted to divert from the Arabian caravan route the 

merchandise which was transported along it from Ethiopia, Arabia itself, and, via the 
Arabs, from India. Again it was Alexandria that benefited from this policy': quoted in 
A . Bernand, pp. 258-9. 
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Initially, at least, he no longer co-ordinated production as the Pharaohs had 
done but merely seized the products needed for his treasury.8 

Another way of meeting the vast cost of armaments and imports was the 
export to the Mediterranean of African products: ivory, gold, feathers and 
ostrich eggs were bought in places to the south of Egypt and in the Horn 
of Africa, for resale in the Mediterranean. Other merchandise was brought 
from the Indian Ocean: rare woods, dyes, silks and precious stones were 
re-exported (in some cases after processing by the Alexandrians) to Greece, 
the Greek colonies, Italy, the whole of the eastern Mediterranean, and 
even as far as the Black Sea. It will be seen, once again, that this 
commercial activity had considerable cultural repercussions. 

It is even very probable that the Ptolemies sold slaves, although 
certainly to a lesser extent than Carthage during the same period.9 

A n attempt was also made to reduce the amount spent on purchasing 
special items demanded by the large Greek colony living in Egypt. So, in 
order to satisfy the tastes and the customs of the Greeks, the Ptolemies 
tried forcibly to introduce the cultivation of new species such as balsam into 
Egypt, but the Egyptian peasants resisted these novelties. 

These policies were to bear fruit only at the cost of constant military 
preparedness and permanent control over the eastern Mediterranean, the 
Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. T h e Ptolemies were never able to keep all 
the cards firmly in their hand for any length of time and, from the fourth 
of the line onwards, their grip gradually loosened and Egypt slowly slipped 
back once more into its traditional type of economy. 

T h e fact remains that the Ptolemies gave the Egyptian economy a 
vigorous, if probably highly artificial, boost to the benefit of the state and 
the Greek ruling class. 

T h e processing industry was particularly well developed in the Delta 
and the region of Alexandria. A special effort was m a d e to obtain wool 
and to introduce Arab and Milesian sheep. T h e cloth mills learned to 
work this new raw material in addition to flax, and it became possible to 
produce fourteen different varieties of cloth. Alexandria had the monopoly 
of the manufacture of papyrus, a plant peculiar to Egypt which grew in 
the marshes of the Delta not far from the capital. T h e art of glass-
making, which was already known during the time of the Pharaohs, reached 
a very high degree of refinement, new methods being perfected under the 
Ptolemies. For centuries Alexandria was renowned as a centre for the 
making of glass-ware. Alexandria also possessed great skill in the working of 
metals such as gold, silver and bronze, its inlaid vases being highly valued. 

Alexandria not only exported the merchandise it produced (cloth, 
papyrus, glass and jewellery) but also re-exported goods from Arabia, East 
Africa and India. 

8. Papyrus was of course among these products. 
9. J. Leclant, 1976b, p. 230. 
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Part of the price paid for the development of this kind of industrial 
production in the Delta was necessarily the growth of slavery. ' ° 

In order to deal with all these financial problems, a strong currency11 

was needed. T o expand trade with the rest of the hellenistic world, the 
currency had to be tied to that world's monetary standards, which were 
alien to Egypt. A complete, new financial system was therefore built up. 
Banks played an important part in the economic life of the country. A 
central state bank was set up in Alexandria, with branches in the capitals 
of the nomes and sub-branches in the major villages. These royal banks 
carried on every kind of banking transaction. There were also private 
banks, which had a secondary role in the country's economic life. T h e 
operation of the royal monopolies and the ponderous fiscal administration 
were extremely costly and imposed a very heavy burden on the popula­
tion.12 This highly structured economy brought no financial benefit what­
soever to the Egyptians themselves. 

In agriculture, conflicts between the indigenous population and the 
foreigners were frequent. S o m e of these conflicts ended in the peasants 
seeking sanctuary in the temples or fleeing far from their homes. 

T h e Ptolemies were looked upon as the wealthiest kings of their time. 
Their wealth was certainly shared by a large number of those Greeks 
w h o belonged to the ruling class, w h o all lived comfortably. T h e Ptolemies 
and the Greeks of Alexandria, for example, were easily able to obtain a 
variety of flowers and fruits when the fancy took them, even outside the 
capital.13 

Ptolemy Philadelphus was the first to realize that the weight of this 
system might be too heavy for the Egyptians to bear. H e wanted to 
become a true Egyptian sovereign and heir to the Pharaohs: w e know, for 
example, that he visited the land development works in the Fayyum. This 
trend was intensified by his successors following their failures abroad. 

T h e Ptolemies none the less never succeeded in eliminating the basic 
inequality of the society over which they reigned. 

Foreigners were socially, politically and economically in a very different 
position from that of the native population and had far greater advantages. 
The high officials of the palace and the members of the government were 
foreigners, as were also the army officers and the soldiers. In agriculture, 
foreigners had a better chance than Egyptians of becoming landowners. 

io. C . Préaux, 1939. 
11. Under the Ptolemies the search for gold in the valleys of the tributaries of the 

Nile towards Ethiopia was increased. Strabo described the mining conditions as appalling. 
The amount of gold produced was insufficient to meet the demand and its price continually 
rose (ibid.). 

12. As nearly always happens, this tax burden became heavier when the initial successes 
gave way to reverses (ibid.). 

13. For the Ptolemaic economy as a whole, see the recent publication by E . Will, pp. 133fr. 
PP- i33ff-
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In industry they were the contractors, not the workers. Most of the royal 
and private banks were managed by them. In short, they were rich while 
the natives were poor. If an Egyptian wanted to borrow money or corn he 
generally had to borrow it from a foreigner; when he rented a plot of land 
it was usually land owned by foreigners, and so it was with everything. 
Hence the natives became docile tools in the hands of the foreigners. 
Besides their normal work, the native Egyptians had numerous obligations 
to fulfil. They were required to perform compulsory work on the canals 
and embankments and, from time to time, in the mines and quarries. 
Foreigners, as a special favour, were probably exempted from compulsory 
labour, and some classes of foreigners enjoyed special tax privileges as well. 
This view of the situation, however, must not be exaggerated. S o m e 
native-born Egyptians such as Manetho, for example, by becoming rich 
and collaborating with the Greeks did manage to achieve a place among 
the ruling classes. 

Archaeology sometimes yields finds in connection with this society 
which are difficult to interpret: E . Bernand has published an epitaph of 
a black slave, written by a local Greek-educated poet.14 

O n e of the most unexpected consequences of the arrival in Egypt of 
large numbers of Greeks was the spread of certain Egyptian cults through­
out the Greek world. 

The Greeks, when they first came, had their own gods and their o w n 
religious beliefs, which were very different from those of the Egyptians. 
Very soon, however, there grew up a tendency to associate certain Greek 
gods with certain Egyptian gods and a new trinity was created, consisting 
of Serapis as the father-god, Isis as the mother-goddess, and Harpocrates 
the son-god. For the Egyptians, Serapis was their old god Osir-Hapi or 
Osirapis (whence the name Serapis was derived). For the Greeks, Serapis, 
w h o was depicted as an old m a n with a beard, resembled their god Zeus. 
Each of the two communities worshipped him in their o w n fashion. Isis, 
a purely Egyptian goddess, was henceforth depicted clad in a Greek 
robe with the characteristic knot at the breast. Harpocrates was the infant 
Horus, son of Isis, and was depicted as a child with his finger in his mouth. 

T h e focal point of this new religion was the Serapeion of Alexandria, 
which was erected to the west of the city. W e have very little information 
about the appearance of this temple, but w e know from R o m a n historians 
that it stood on a high platform reached by a stairway of a hundred steps. 
As early as the third century before our era, the cult of Serapis was 
rapidly spreading to the islands of the Aegean sea. By the first century, 
people everywhere were invoking Serapis and Isis as saviours. Worship of 
them spread far afield, the cult of Isis reaching Uruk in Babylonia and that 
of Serapis reaching India. O f all the gods of the hellenistic world, Isis ¡of the 
Myriad N a m e s was probably the greatest. A h y m n to Isis, found at Zos, 

14. E . Bernand, pp. 143-7. 
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runs: 'I a m she w h o m w o m e n call goddess. I ordained that w o m e n should 
be loved by m e n , brought wife and husband together, and invented 
marriage. I ordained that w o m e n should bear children, and that children 
should love their parents.'15 W h e n Christianity triumphed, Isis alone 
survived; her statues served as images of the M a d o n n a . 

Jean Leclant, in stressing the role of the black Africans in spreading the 
cult of Isis, ' 6 remarks in a recent work that the sculpted head of a priest 
of Isis, found at Athens and dating from the first century, is perhaps that 
of a half-caste. '7 

A renowned capital on the coast 'beside Egypt' 
It was during the reign of the Ptolemies that Alexandria was founded, a 
city so prosperous that it became not only the capital of Egypt but also 
the most important city of the hellenistic world. It must be stressed that 
Egypt, which had suffered military defeat and been politically incorporated 
into the Macedonian empire, exerted a matchless fascination on Alexander, 
w h o wanted to make it the site of one of his most renowned urban 
schemes and perhaps thought of establishing the capital of his empire there. 
Furthermore, Egyptian learning was held in such esteem that the scholars 
of the empire soon began coming to live in Alexandria. Under the Ptolemies, 
Alexandria m a y be regarded as the intellectual capital of the Mediterranean 
world. It was spoken of as though it were situated not in Egypt but near 
Egypt (Alexandria ad Aegyptum). Strabo described it as follows: 'the city's 
main advantage is that it is the only spot in the whole of Egypt equally 
well-placed for sea trade, by virtue of its fine harbours, and for inland 
trade, since the river makes it easy to transport all the merchandise there 
and bring it all together in that place, which has become the greatest market 
place of the inhabited world'. ' 8 In those few lines, however, Strabo both 
exaggerates the excellence of the site chosen and falls far short of painting 
a complete picture of Alexandria. 

T h e construction of the city and of its harbours, in point of fact, 
required an immense amount of labour over a long period.19 

T h e site of the new city had been chosen by Alexander the Great while 
on his way from M e m p h i s to the oasis of A m m o n i u m (Siwa) to consult 
the famous oracle at the temple of Z e u s - A m m o n in —331. H e had 
been struck by the excellent position of the strip of land lying between 
the Mediterranean to the north and Lake Mareotis to the south, well 

15. W . Tarn, 1930, p. 324. 
16. J. Leclant, 1976b, p. 282; see also F. M . Snowden, Jr, 1976, pp. 112-16. 
17. J. Leclant, 1976b, note 80. 
18. Cited by E . Bernand, p. 92. 
19. To give but one example, there were enormous cisterns to hold fresh water for the 

inhabitants. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, three hundred of these could still 
be seen (ibid., p. 42). 
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away from the marshes of the Delta and yet close to the Canopic branch 
of the Nile. T h e site was occupied by a small village called Rhacotis, well 
protected from the waves and storms by the island of Pharos. Plans for 
the future city which was to immortalize the n a m e of Alexander were 
drawn up by the architect Dinocrates, and work began immediately. At the 
time of Alexander's death, the work was not very far advanced, and the 
city does not seem to have been completed until the reign of Ptolemy II 
(—285 to —246). 

T h e architect devised a plan to connect the island of Pharos with the 
mainland by means of a wide mole called the Heptastadion because it was 
seven stadia (approximately 1200 metres) long. This has n o w disappeared 
beneath the alluvial deposits that have built up from both sides. 

T h e building of the Heptastadion resulted in the formation of two 
harbours: the one to the east —' the Tortus M a g n u s ' - being larger than 
the one on the west side, which was called Tortus Eunostos' or the port 
of safe return. There was also a third harbour on Lake Mareotis for inland 
trade. 

T h e new city was planned on the lines of the most modern Greek 
cities of the time. Its main characteristic was a predominance of straight 
lines. Most of the streets were straight and intersected at right angles. 

Under Ptolemy I Soter, the major political role was still held by 
M e m p h i s , but after the body of Alexander had been transported (it is said) 
to the new capital,20 Ptolemy II established the seat of power of the dynasty 
permanently there. 

T h e city was divided into districts. Philo of Alexandria (—30 to + 4 5 ) 
says that there were five districts called by the first five letters of the Greek 
alphabet. Unfortunately, we know very little about these districts. T h e 
royal quarter occupied nearly one-third of the city adjoining the eastern 
harbour. It was the most attractive part of the city, with the royal palaces 
surrounded by gardens with magnificent fountains and cages containing 
animals brought from all over the known world. This district also 
contained the famous m u s e u m , the library and the royal cemetery. 

T h e inhabitants of the city lived in communities. T h e Greeks and 
foreigners lived in the eastern part, the Jews in the Delta district close 
to the royal quarter, and the native Egyptians to the west in the Rhacotis 
district. The population as a whole had a reputation for instability, though 
the various ethnic or social groups differed greatly. 

T h e city's social spectrum was very broad. First, there were the king 
and his court, the high officials and the army. There were also scholars, 
scientists and m e n of letters, rich businessmen, modest shopkeepers, 
artisans, dockers, sailors and slaves. T h e native Egyptians, however, formed 
the main body of the population of Alexandria and included peasants, 
artisans, small shopkeepers, shepherds, sailors, etc. 

20. ibid., p. 299: the tomb, if it existed, has never been found. 
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In the streets of the city many languages were spoken; Greek in its 
various dialects was, of course, the most widespread. Egyptian was the 
language of the inhabitants of the native quarters, while in the Jewish 
quarter Aramaic and Hebrew were the prevailing tongues and other 
Semitic languages might also be heard. 

Alexandria was particularly famous for certain monuments whose 
location is n o w difficult to determine. S o m e of the most important parts 
of the hellenistic city are today below sea-level, and the rest is buried 
deep below the modern city. W h e n speaking of the monuments of the 
ancient city, therefore, w e often rely as m u c h on the descriptions of 
ancient authors as on what archaeologists have uncovered. 

In the south-eastern part of the island of Pharos, at the entrance to 
the eastern harbour, stood the famous lighthouse {Pharos), which ranked 
as one of the seven wonders of the world. T h e Alexandrian lighthouse gave 
its name and its basic form to all the lighthouses of antiquity. 

This lighthouse was completely destroyed in the fourteenth century, so 
that our knowledge of its shape and arrangement is derived from a few 
classical references and some descriptions by Arab historians.21 

Ancient coins and representations on mosaics give us an idea of its 
shape. It was designed by Sostratus of Cnidus in about —280 in the reign 
of Ptolemy Philadelphus. It was about 135 metres high and constructed 
chiefly of limestone. T h e friezes and ornamental work were partly in 
marble and partly in bronze. 

T h e lighthouse continued to function until the time of the Arab 
conquest in +642. This marked the start of a series of disasters 
culminating in the nineteenth century. In +1480, the Mameluke Sultan 
Kait Bey used stone from the ruins to build a fort as part of his coastal 
defences against the Turks w h o were threatening Egypt at that time. This 
fort is still standing and bears the Sultan's name. 

T h e Arabic word al-manarah means both lighthouse and minaret, and 
the Alexandrian lighthouse has often been held to be the prototype for the 
minarets of mosques. T h e truth of this has not been established beyond 
all doubt, but there are nevertheless interesting similarities between the 
proportions of the lighthouse and those of certain minarets. 

The m u s e u m , with its enormous library, was by far the most important 
achievement of the Ptolemies in Alexandria. It was started by Ptolemy I 
Soter on the advice of an Athenian refugee, Demetrius of Phalerum. T h e 
m u s e u m derived its n a m e from the Muses, whose worship symbolized the 

2i. In + 1 1 6 6 Abu-1-Hajjy Yussuf Ibn M u h a m m a d al-Balawi al-Andalusi went to 
Alexandria as a tourist. H e has given us an accurate description of the lighthouse's 
dimensions. In plan, the base was a square with sides of 8-35 metres; the first stage stood 
5673 metres high; the second, which was octagonal in section, rose another 27-45 metres 
above the first, while the third was a drum 7-32 metres in height (see ibid., 1966, p. 106). T h e 
measurements supplied by this Arab author do not agree with those traditionally associated 
with the Alexandrian lighthouse. 
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scientific mind. The buildings have been described by Strabo as 
follows: 'The royal palaces also comprise the M u s e u m , which contains a 
walk, an exedra and a vast hall in which the M u s e u m ' s philologists take 
their meals together. There are also general funds for the maintenance of 
the college and a priest set over the M u s e u m by the kings, or, at the present 
time, by Caesar.'22 Thus scientists and m e n of letters lived in this 
institution. They were housed and fed and were able to give themselves 
up entirely to their research and studies, with no menial duties to perform. 
Its organization was similar to that of modern universities, except that 
the resident scholars were not required to give lectures.23 

In the second century of our era, fellowships in the Alexandrian m u s e u m 
were still coveted. 

Demetrius of Phalerum had advised Ptolemy Soter to create a library 
which would bring together the whole of contemporary culture by means of 
purchases and systematic copying of manuscripts and very soon more than 
200 000 volumes had been collected. T h e management of this cultural 
repository was entrusted to illustrious specialists of the contemporary 
Greek world.24 

A smaller library in the Serapeion held 45 000 volumes. 
N o institution like the m u s e u m of Alexandria existed anywhere else in 

the hellenistic world. T h e only library that could compete with that of 
Alexandria was the one at Pergamon. W e are largely indebted to the library 
of Alexandria for the survival of the tragedies of Aeschylus, the comedies 
of Aristophanes, the odes of Pindar and Bacchylides and the histories of 
Herodotus and Thucydides. 

Cultural facilities such as these attracted the scholars of the Greek world. 
M a n y of them, in fact, came to Alexandria and made some of the most 
important discoveries of antiquity at the m u s e u m . 

Certain poets acted both as secretaries and as courtiers. Callimachus 
composed his famous elegy 'The Lock of Berenice' there, as well as m a n y 
other works. Berenice, the wife of Ptolemy III Euergetes, vows to give 
the gods a lock of her hair if he returns safely from the war in Syria. O n 
his return, the queen fulfils her vow. O n the following day the royal lock 
has vanished from the temple. At that time, Conon, the astronomer, had 
just discovered a new constellation and so he christened it 'Berenice's Hair' 
and invented the myth that the gods themselves had carried off the lock 
from the temple and placed it in the heavens. T h e constellation still bears 

22. Strabo, 17.1.8. 
23. Like our universities, the m u s e u m sometimes came in for criticism. O n e Alexandrian 

complained that 'in densely populated Egypt, scribes, great lovers of books of gramarye 
[sic], are waxing fat and carrying on their interminable squabbles in the aviary of the Muses': 
quoted by E . Bernand, 1966. 

24. O n e of these, Callimachus of Cyrene (—310 to —240), prepared a 120-volume 
catalogue of the library's entire contents. 
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the name C o m a Berenices to this day. Callimachus honoured the 
astronomer's courtly tribute in an elegy which we possess only in the Latin 
translation by Catullus (c. —84 to —54). 

Geographers, cosmographers and astronomers played a large part in 
Alexandrian scientific development. W e shall see, however, that certain 
discoveries of theirs they owed essentially to Egypt and not only to the 
library of Alexandria. 

Eratosthenes, the father of scientific geography, was born at Cyrene in 
about —285. In about —245, Ptolemy offered him the post of librarian, 
which he held until his death. His most remarkable achievement was his 
attempt to measure the circumference of the earth, basing his calculations 
on the relationship between the shadow cast at the summer solstice on 
the sundial at Alexandria and the absence of shadow at Syene (Aswan). 
H e concluded that the circumference of the entire earth was 252 000 stadia 
(i.e. 46695 kilometres), which is greater by one-seventh than the actual 
circumference (40 008 kilometres). It was also Eratosthenes who catalogued 
675 stars. 

T h e geographer Strabo (c. —63 to +24) , to w h o m we owe the oldest 
systematic account of the geography of Egypt, was born in Cappadocia, 
spent most of his life in R o m e and Asia Minor, and finally settled in 
Alexandria. Although Strabo belongs to the R o m a n period, the core of his 
work was hellenistic. His treatise on geography comprises seventeen 
volumes, with his description of Egypt taking up nearly two-thirds of the 
final volume. 

Geography and astronomy presuppose a very advanced knowledge of 
mathematics. A m o n g the museum's eminent m e n was the famous 
mathematician Euclid ( — 330 to —275), w h o was the first to be given charge 
of the mathematics department and wrote an important work on astronomy 
(the Phaenomena) as well as the famous treatise on geometry (the Elements), 
which remained the basic work on the subject and was translated into 
Latin and Arabic. Archimedes of Syracuse (—287 to —212), one of the 
greatest mathematicians of Euclid's school, discovered the relationship 
between diameter and circumference, the theory of the spiral and the law 
of gravity. His most important contribution to mathematics and mechanics, 
however, was his invention known as the Archimedean screw, a device 
still used in Egypt for raising water. 

Apollonius of Perga, the great geometer, came to Alexandria from 
Palmyra in about —240 to work in the mathematics school and owes 
his renown to his remarkable treatise on conic sections. H e was the founder 
of trigonometry. 

At first heavily dependent on the disciples of Eudoxus and Pythagoras, 
from the third century onwards the mathematics school of Alexandria took 
on its own distinctive characteristics and became the principal focus of 
Greek mathematics. 

Theophrastus, w h o lived at the time of Ptolemy I, is regarded, on 
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account of his work on the history and physiology of plants, as the 
founder of scientific botany. 

Diodorus Siculus, the historian, visited Egypt in —59. T h e first book 
of his historical work 'Library of History', written in Greek, is given over 
to an account of the myths, kings and customs of Egypt. According to 
Diodorus, the first appearance of m a n on earth took place in Egypt. H e says 
(1, 10): 'At the beginning of the world, m a n first came into existence in 
Egypt, both because of the favourable climate of the country and because 
of the nature of the Nile.' 

Physicians, too, came to work at the m u s e u m and at the library, the 
intellectual freedom which reigned there enabling them to make progress in 
the study of anatomy by dissecting corpses. 

Herophilus of Asia Minor, w h o came to Egypt in the first half of the 
third century before our era, was the first to discover the connection 
between the heartbeat and the pulse and to distinguish between arteries and 
veins. S o m e of the names he gave to parts of the body are still in use today, 
e.g. the duodenum and the torcular Herophili. 

Erasistratus, another eminent surgeon w h o was also born in Asia Minor, 
threw new light on the anatomy of the heart while working at Alexandria. 

Here again, the renown of the medical school of Alexandria was to be 
long-lived. There is an obituary verse preserved in Milan which says of the 
physician to w h o m it relates: 'Egypt the all-sublime was his fatherland.'25 

In the course of time, the native Egyptian element made its presence 
felt more and more. Manetho, an Egyptian from Samanud in the Delta, 
was one of the most famous scholar-priests of the beginning of the third 
century before our era. His chief work, the 'Aegyptiaca', would have been 
our best source of information on the history of ancient Egypt had it reached 
us in its entirety. T h e fragments which still exist contain lists of the names 
of kings arranged in dynasties and mentioning the duration of each king's 
reign, a method adopted by modern historians. 

T h e m u s e u m and its library, however, came to a sad end. It is believed 
that the first disaster occurred during Julius Caesar's Alexandrian cam­
paign, when he set fire to the ships lying in the harbour to prevent their 
falling into the hands of his enemies. T h e flames raged so fiercely that 
they reached the book repositories, although some think the fire did not 
reach the library itself but merely destroyed the booksellers' shops. 

After the R o m a n conquest of Egypt, the decline and ruin must have been 
progressive. T h e m u s e u m and library suffered from the troubles of that 
time. M a n y of the scholars left the country, and the books found their way 
to R o m e . In + 2 7 0 , the emperor Aurelian destroyed m u c h of the Bruchion, 
the district of Alexandria in which the m u s e u m and library were situated. 
T h e spread and triumph of Christianity, moreover, dealt them a mortal 
blow. There are absolutely no grounds for supposing that they continued to 

25. A. Bernand, 1966, p. 263. 
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exist after the fifth century. There is therefore no basis for the accusation 
made by the thirteenth-century Christian Syrian historian A b u al-Faraj 
ibu al-Ibri (known in Europe as Berbebraeus) that A m r u Ibn-al-As burned 
down the library of Alexandria. 

Egyptian influence on hellenistic culture 
W e have seen that the Ptolemies strove to develop relations between Egypt 
and the Indian Ocean. Where land exploration is concerned there is still 
m u c h discussion as to whether they had a systematic policy to trace the 
course of the Nile and make use of the river, far to the south, as a route 
for penetration and commerce. Be that as it m a y , it is certain that 
exploration to the south of Egypt took place. Timosthenes, navarch of 
Philadelphia, visited Nubia; Aristo reconnoitred the Arabian coasts; 

FIG. 6.1 Map of the world according to Hecataeus 
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Satyrus followed the African coast to a point south of Cape Guardafui. 
T h e accounts of these explorations have been recorded and provide material 
for the works of scholars such as Agatharchides.26 

These explorers, furthermore, were following in illustrious footsteps. In 
about — 500, Hecataeus of Miletus, the first Greek geographer to visit 
Egypt, wrote the first systematic description of the world. Unfortunately 
only fragments of his geographical treatise have survived. In Egypt he 
travelled as far as Thebes, and it seems very probable that he included 
a detailed description of Egypt in his treatise. Hecataeus considered the 
earth to be a flat disc with Greece at its centre. H e divided the world 
into two continents, Europe and Asia, the latter consisting of Egypt and the 
whole of North Africa, known at that time under the n a m e of Libya. H e 
imagined that in the south the Nile connected with the River Oceanus, 
which encircled the whole world. Herodotus of Halicarnassus had visited 
Egypt in about —450. H e went as far south as Elephantine, which 
he described as the frontier between Egypt and Ethiopia. Herodotus 
devoted the second of the nine books of his History to Egypt. H e was the 
first geographer to mention Meroe by name, having actually met Meroites 
at Aswan. 

Herodotus also thought that the earth was flat but, unlike Hecataeus, he 
did not think it was circular, nor did he believe that it was encircled by 
the River Oceanus. H e divided the world into three continents: Europe, 
Asia and Libya (i.e. Africa), stating that the last was surrounded on all 
sides by the sea except at the point where it was joined to Asia. 

M u c h later, in — 59, Diodorus visited Egypt and described the course of 
the Nile in the first book of his work. H e was of the opinion that the 
Nile rose in Ethiopia and contained a large number of islands including 
the one called Meroe. Diodorus devoted the whole of his third book to 
Ethiopia, that is, to what is n o w called the Sudan. Strabo, like him, 
referred to the Meroe region as an island and also gave details of its 
inhabitants. 

While the Greeks in general considered it an achievement to visit the 
First Cataract and venture a little farther south, an exploit which they 
commemorated by carving their names on the Egyptian monuments , 2 7 

scholars showed great interest in the valley of the Nile to the south of 
Aswan (known then as Syene). T h e exact latitude of Meroe was already 
known at the time of Ptolemy Philadelphus.28 Eratosthenes, w h o , as w e 
have seen, worked at Syene, calculated the distance from Meroe to the 
Equator. H e also described with a wealth of detail the conditions of 

26. See C . Préaux, 1939, p. 356. At that time the descriptions of the people visited con­
centrated on what was observed of their customs, and the names used to describe them 
reflected their eating habits; these characteristics later found their way into antique and 
medieval Latin texts and, to some extent, into Arab sources. 

27. C . Préaux, 1957, pp. 3ioff. 
28. ibid. 
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navigation on the Nile, and had at least indirect knowledge of the Blue 
Nile and the Atbara. His discoveries and those of m a n y other explorers 
found their way into later works, first those of Strabo and later those 
of Pliny, w h o was very fond of picturesque details about the interior of 
Africa and the valley of the Nile, and finally into the works of the great 
cosmographer, Ptolemy, w h o later compiled a systematic record of the 
material comprising the hellenistic Egyptian heritage. These authors in 
turn passed on this information, sometimes embellished with partly or 
wholly legendary details or observations, to the Byzantine, western or 
Musl im cultures. T h e essential body of knowledge about the middle valley 
of the Nile was therefore set for a long time to come at the time of the 
Ptolemies. It is true to say that this middle valley was the 'pole of 
attraction for astronomers and ethnographers' and that military expeditions 
were regularly accompanied by scientific missions.29 

Even more surprising was the slow absorption of the Greek milieu by 
the Egyptian. It would seem that the Egyptians did not give way to 
cultural pressure. They kept an independent attitude towards the 
Ptolemies, unlike the Greeks, w h o displayed a striking adulation of the 
sovereign.30 Yet the Greek language at that time enjoyed international 
status and was easier to write than Egyptian. Officially, everyone spoke 
Greek. It has been noticed by archaeologists, however, that almost as m a n y 
papyri are found in Demotic as in Greek.3 ' Greek law was very slow to be 
reflected in Egyptian legal instruments, while the Egyptian calendar 
gradually prevailed over the Greek. W h a t is more, by means of the Greek 
language an entire Egyptian heritage became available to a world it would 
never have reached without the new linguistic m e d i u m which served to 
convey it. 

Art can probably be said to be the sphere in which the Egyptian and 
even black African impregnation of hellenistic culture was the most 
surprising and spectacular. T h e Greeks, lovers of the theatre as they had 
been in Athens, built monuments in Egypt which reflected their taste. 
Contact with the Egyptian temples, however, had given them a sense of the 
colossal. T h e same tendency also crept into their sculpture: a head of 
Serapis measuring 51 centimetres has been found and there are numerous 
gigantic statues in the Graeco-Roman m u s e u m in Alexandria. 

At first, naturally enough, artistic techniques and tastes among the Greek 
community in Egypt were similar to those in other Greek communities of 
the far-flung empire. It is also true that products from the Alexandrian 

29. ibid. 
30. C . Préaux, 1939. 
31. T h e major difference between them lies in the subjects with which they deal: the 

Greek papyri treat of a large variety of subjects while the others cover very few. They can 
be regarded, however, as constituting an abundant source of information on the management 
of the temples and on the lives of Egyptian families. 
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workshops resembled those of Greece to some extent and showed the 
influence of fashions foreign to Africa. There are a great m a n y examples 
of this imported art in the Alexandria m u s e u m . O n e of the most remarkable 
is the head of Alexander, which belongs to the tradition of the school of 
Lysippus. But innovation was also taking place in Alexandria, the most 
important new technique being that described by archaeologists by the 
Italian term sfumato, which is a blending of light and shade on the softened 
contours of the facial features, not m u c h attention being paid to the 
representation of hair or cheeks. T h e latter were usually modelled in stucco, 
which lends itself to the soft modelling preferred by the Alexandrian 
artists. W h e n these parts were added they were usually coloured. Sculptors 
and painters looked to Egyptian models for inspiration at all levels, as m a y 
be seen from the representation of the gods. Isis wears a very tight-
fitting dress with the characteristic knot between the breasts and on her 
head she wears an Egyptian crown, but the modelling of the body is 
typically Greek. A favourite a m o n g the Greek goddesses was Aphrodite. 
Figurines often represented her naked in various attitudes: rising from the 
sea, braiding her hair, stooping to unfasten her sandal from one foot 
uplifted, or gathering her mantle about the lower half of her body with both 
hands. 

A m o n g the Greek heroes, Heracles was frequently represented. Bowls 
and lamps found at Alexandria depict his labours, showing him fighting 
the lion, the bull and the Amazons. 

In Pharaonic Egypt, the Nile had been depicted as a fat m a n with 
breasts bearing lotus or papyrus, the plants growing in the Nile valley. 
T h e Greeks represented him as a strong, bearded m a n either seated or 
reclining with hippopotamuses, crocodiles or a sphinx, the symbols of 
Egypt. Representations of royal personages followed the same pattern. 
Painting, which remained very faithful to the Greek models throughout the 
fourth and third centuries, began in the second to include scenes that were 
Egyptian in style side by side with others in Greek style, as, for example, 
in one of the tombs of Anfushi in Alexandria. T h e main burial chamber 
is decorated from the very entrance in a mixture of Egyptian and Greek 
styles, both in its architecture and in its painted decoration. 

T h e sketchy rendering of the palm trees painted in another Anfushi tomb 
is characteristic of the first century. The redecoration of the second Anfushi 
tomb contains m a n y more Egyptian elements, with new scenes in the 
Egyptian style. 

Mosaics appeared first in the eastern Mediterranean and possibly in 
Alexandria itself. Several mosaic pavements with pictorial motifs have been 
discovered in and around Alexandria. The most important is inscribed with 
the name 'Sophilos' and, inside the central rectangle, shows the head of a 
w o m a n with a mast and yardarm. This head is crowned with a head-dress 
in the form of a ship's prow and is thought to have been a personification 
of the city of Alexandria. Around the central rectangle is a series of 
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ornate decorative borders. It was found in the east of the Delta and dates 
from the second century. 

N o doubt the most surprising aspect of Egypt's hellenistic production, 
however, in the richness of its invention and tastes, was the proliferation 
of humorous, grotesque32 or realistic statuettes representing scenes from 
daily life and depicting Egyptians and black Africans. T h e small figurines 
in bronze, marble, terracotta or plaster were m a d e for the c o m m o n people, 
but the existence of more valuable pieces attests to the general popularity of 
these themes. 

Bes, the most thoroughly Egyptian of the Gods adopted by the Greeks, 
was given a grotesque appearance and was later given an equally comical 
and ugly wife, Besa or Beset. T h e attraction for the Greeks in Egypt of 
everything non-Greek prompted them to order objects for daily use, luxury 
articles, or ornaments showing negroes. The faithfulness of the rendering 
sometimes attained a high artistic quality, but more often it demonstrated 
the sculptor's powers of observation rather than his taste. Sometimes the 
subject is some street scene, like the statuette of a young negro asleep 
next to an amphora. Negroes were depicted on all kinds of daily objects such 
as water jars. T h e way in which they were depicted shows no sense of fear 
or of unhealthy exoticism. Negroes were often shown with elephants, or 
fighting crocodiles, while the inclusion of dwarfs is a muted echo of the 
ancient literary themes relating to Pygmies. Black wrestlers, dancing girls, 
jugglers, orators and musicians bear witness to the fact not only that scenes 
were taken from life by sculptors but also that such scenes were popular 
with the public. S o m e very fine heads and portraits of negroes prove that 
personages of higher social rank from black Africa lived in or passed 
through Ptolemaic Alexandria.33 T h e interest in negroes shown by the 
Alexandrians m a y perhaps be partly explained by the Ptolemies' interest in 
the great pre-Saharan oases which gave access to the black African world. 

Through the hellenistic art of Egypt, the figure of the negro spread into 
the Mediterranean world to a greater extent than ever before. 

Egypt in the hellenistic era: relations with Libya 
Through Cyrenaica (the eastern part of Libya), certain aspects of 
hellenistic civilization found their way from Egypt into North Africa.34 

This was not the first time that Greek civilization had appeared in 
Cyrenaica, for w e k n o w that Greeks from the Dorian island of Thaenae 
emigrated to Cyrenaica, where they founded Cyrene, their first colony, in 
— 631. This was followed by the founding of four more colonies: the port 

32. A . Badawy, 1965, pp. 189-98. 
33. O n this subject see F . M . Snowden, Jnr 1976, pp. 187-212. 
34. The author of this chapter was assisted on the subject of Libya by D r Mustapha 

Kamel Abdel Alim. 
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of Cyrene (later Apollonia), Tauchira, Barca (present-day A l -Merg ) and 
Euhesperides. These colonies, especially Cyrene, were products of Greek 
civilization and underwent the normal political changes that took place in 
every Greek city. Wi th the founding of Cyrene began the reign of the 
Battiad dynasty, which came to an end as a result of internal strife in about 
—440. T h e n followed the usual conflict between aristocracy and democracy, 
and Cyrenaica became a land of confusion and strife. 

T h e whole of the ancient world was at this time on the eve of a great 
upheaval with the coming of Alexander the Great, w h o invaded Egypt in 
the au tumn of —332 and pressed westwards to Praetorium (present-day 
Marsa-Mat rûh) on his way to the Siwa oasis to consult the oracle of 
Z e u s - A m m o n . Cyrene, and probably the other cities too (having in fact 
misunderstood Alexander's intentions and wishing to prevent his invasion 
of Cyrenaica), attempted to safeguard their independence by sending 
ambassadors to meet him at Praetenium and protest their cities' loyalty. 
But they could not preserve their independence for ever, for in —332, 
after Alexander's death, Ptolemy, while still satrap of Egypt, seized the 
opportunity provided by the internal struggles at Cyrene and annexed 
Cyrenaica, thus initiating the hellenistic period in that country. Except for 
a brief period of independence (c. —258 to —246), the domination of 
Cyrenaica by the Ptolemies lasted from —322 to —96, when Ptolemy Apion 
(son of Ptolemy Euergetes II), w h o was ruling over Cyrenaica, bequeathed 
it to the R o m a n people and it was combined with Crete into a R o m a n 
province. 

At the beginning of the hellenistic era, Cyrenaica was a country of small 
villages with very few towns. U n d e r the Ptolemies, the towns were given 
n e w names, some of which were Ptolemaic dynastic names. Cyrene kept its 
n a m e , but Tauchira was rechristened Arsinoë (present-day Tokra), and 
Barca's port was given the n a m e of Ptolemai's (present-day Tolmeta) and 
superseded Barca as the official city centre. Euhesperides gave w a y to a 
n e w city which received the n a m e of Berenice (present-day Benghazi) in 
honour of Berenice, the Cyrenaean princess and wife of Ptolemy III. 
Cyrene's port was raised to city rank and given the n a m e of Apollonia 
(present-day Susa). 

Cyrenaica was peopled by a mixture of races. In the cities, besides the 
Greeks (who were either full citizens or enjoyed certain limited rights) 
there was a non-Greek population composed mainly of Jews and m a n y 
other foreigners. Outside the cities, the rural population ('georgoi') con­
sisted of native Libyans and mercenary soldiers w h o had settled there as 
cleruchs. 

These 'georgoi' tilled the arable lands of Cyrenaica, m a d e up of the 
royal lands (gêbasilikê), the city lands (gê politikê), and the land left to 
the native Libyans. This social structure resulted in a clash between the 
native Libyans and the Greek settlers. 

Cyrenaica in the hellenistic period was a country of great economic 
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importance, being regarded as one of the granaries of the ancient world. 
It has been said that Cyrene sent a gift of 800 000 medimni of grain to the 
Greek cities in metropolitan Greece during the famine of —330 to —326. 
M u c h has been said about its wool, its horse-breeding, and the famous 
silphium of Cyrenaica, which was a monopoly of the battiad kings and 
probably remained a monopoly of the Ptolemies. 

This gift of grain is not the only evidence of the close relations existing 
between the Greeks of Cyrenaica and those in Greece itself. It is well k n o w n 
that Cyrene contributed greatly to the intellectual life of the Greeks, 
especially in the fourth century, through its renowned philosophers and 
mathematicians. A s a result of its close intellectual contacts with Athens, 
Cyrene made it possible for philosophy and a great m a n y branches of 
learning to flourish on the Cyrenaican plateau. It was here that the 
philosophical school known as the Cyrenaics developed. This was a minor 
Socratic school founded by Aristippus (c. —400 to —365), the grandson 
of the Aristippus w h o was friend and companion to Socrates. This 
intellectual activity and fertility were still evident in the hellenistic era. 
W e need only cite in evidence the names of Callimachus (—305 to —240) 
and Eratosthenes (—275 to —194), w h o were among those to leave Cyrene 
for Alexandria to enrich the latter's activity in the development of the 
sciences and literature. At the academy, the m u s e u m and the library, they 
added to the s u m of creative intelligence in Alexandria and enabled the city 
to become the main pole of intellectual attraction in the hellenistic era. 
Even in Athens itself, it was Carneades the Cyrenaean (—305 to —240), 
one of the leaders of the sceptics school of philosophers, w h o founded the 
N e w Academy. At Cyrene, as in other Greek cities, the Greek system of 
education was preserved. There are a great m a n y inscriptions referring to 
the gymnasia and ephebia. 

M a n y statues of philosophers, poets and the nine Muses have been 
discovered at Cyrene. The discovery of a bust of Demosthenes, albeit a 
R o m a n copy, is very significant since it shows the high esteem in which 
such a great Greek orator was held by the Greek population of Cyrene. 

S o m e fine examples of Alexandrian sculpture have been found among the 
numerous marble statues at Cyrene. T h e few original portraits from hellen­
istic times show very close affinities with what is known as the hellenistic 
art of Alexandria. It is not surprising that the technique used in Alexandria 
was copied to a certain extent at Cyrene. Another similarity between the 
Greek sculpture of Cyrenaica and that of Alexandria can be seen in the 
Cyrenaean busts. A comparison of Cyrenaean funerary busts with Egyptian 
m u m m y portraits clearly reveals the close similarity between them. Even 
when the pieces in question are from the R o m a n era, there is no denying 
their Ptolemaic origin. 

F r o m Cyrene came painted hellenistic pottery and terracotta figurines. 
These figurines were produced in local workshops which had started by 
reproducing and imitating Greek terracottas but gradually evolved their 
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o w n characteristic style. Study of these figurines is rewarding as they 
reflect the daily lives of the inhabitants of Cyrenaica, especially in the 
cities. 

In the sphere of religion, the dynastic Ptolemaic cult found its way to 
Cyrenaica, as can be seen from the large number of dedicatory inscriptions 
to the Ptolemaic kings and queens. T h e cities of Cyrenaica also adopted 
the cult of Serapis, and temples to Isis and Osiris have been found at 
Cyrene and Ptolema'is. 

F r o m Cyrenaica, this Graeco-Egyptian cult probably reached Tripoli-
tania, which was never ruled by the Ptolemies in pre-Roman times. T h e 
sanctuary of Serapis and of Isis was discovered at Leptis M a g n a , and 
it is interesting to note that at Sabrata the cult of Isis was combined 
with Isiac rites. T h e cults of Isis and Serapis must have extended farther 
west as the cult of Isis became more general and as the Serapis cult started 
giving the ancient world a new hope of a better life. 

M u c h of what has been said about hellenistic Cyrenaica concerns only 
the Greeks, since information concerning the native Libyans and the 
extent to which they were influenced by hellenistic civilization is scarce 
and hard to find. W e know that the native Libyans, driven away from 
the fertile coastal lands and contained in the interior, did not welcome the 
presence of the Greeks. Hellenistic civilization, nevertheless, owed m u c h 
to this region of North Africa which enabled it to develop and flourish 
for three centuries. 

T h e great prosperity of Meroe, especially during the reigns of 
Ergamenes and his successors, was due essentially to its friendly relations 
with Egypt. Few traces of hellenistic influence have to date been found 
in the temples and pyramids of Meroe . 3 5 T h e temple built by Ergamenes 
at Dakka in Lower Nubia is purely Egyptian in conception. W h e n he 
died, his m u m m y was entombed in a pyramid near Meroe , decorated with 
scenes taken from the Book of the Dead. His successor, Azekramon 
(Ezekher-Amon), built a temple in the Egyptian style near Debod, not far 
from Philae. 

T h e life of the people of Meroe was very like that of the Egyptians. Ou r 
knowledge of the life and society of those times has to be derived from a 
study of archaeological finds since w e are not yet able to read the 
Meroitic language3 6 and have no such rich source of information about daily 
life as is furnished by the tomb paintings of ancient Egypt. 

As in Egypt, the king was regarded as divine. Queens played an important 
part in the life of the country and sometimes ruled in their o w n right. 
Considerable influence was wielded by the priests, and the temples had 
rich possessions. T h e Meroitic people derived most of their official religious 
ideas from Egypt but also had their o w n gods. 

35. See F . and U . Hintze, 1967, pp. 23-8. 
36. See Chapter 10 below. 
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Meroitic burial customs show a mixture of local and Egyptian traditions. 
W e know from furniture found that the beds were of the style known as 
angareeb, similar to the beds of ancient Egypt that are still used today in 
the Nile valley. 

T h e main activity of most of the Meroitic peoples was agriculture. T o 
irrigate their lands, they used the shadouf and the sakkieh, two devices 
still used in both countries for raising water from lower to higher land. 

Similar tools and weapons such as adzes, hoe blades, axes, chisels, and 
m a n y small articles such as tweezers have been found in both countries. 
All these implements were m a d e of bronze. Large iron tools have, however, 
also been found in Meroe. T h e presence of large mounds of iron slag 
near the city shows that the production and use of iron was very c o m m o n . 
T h e ore was smelted in simple furnaces fired by charcoal produced from 
the acacia trees growing along the Nile. 

Resemblances have been noted between objects which have been found 
in Egypt and in the Sudan. S o m e of these, however, such as headrests 
and musical instruments, are strikingly Egyptian in appearance, and it is 
possible that they are Meroitic in origin. 
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plate 6.1 Lighthouse at Alexandria

PLATE 6.3 Head of Alexander the Great

plate 6.2 Relief representing Goddess Isis

with her son Harpocrates in the background

plate 6.4 Cleopatra VII
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plate 6.5 Ulysses escaping from Polyphemus by hiding beneath a ram's belly

plate 6.6 Painting from a tomb at Anfushi, Alexandria
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plate 6.7 A fragment of a bronze balsa-
marium

plate 6.8 Grotesque head

plate 6.9 Statuette (fragment) of a black

'street-lighter , upright, walking, wearing a

tunic and carrying a short ladder on the left arm

(right arm and feet missing)
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Egypt under 
Roman domination 

S. DONADONI 

R o m e : from alliance to domination over Egypt 
Egypt passed from the rule of the Ptolemies to that of R o m e almost 
imperceptibly. Relations between Alexandria and R o m e had for a long 
time, since Ptolemy Philadelphus, been very friendly. H e was the first of 
the line to sign a treaty of friendship with R o m e and send an embassy 
there, in —273. Half a century later Ptolemy Philopator had remained 
friendly to R o m e during its war with Hannibal (—218 to —201) and R o m e 
had reciprocated by saving Egypt's independence when Antiochus III 
invaded it in —168. Nevertheless, after establishing that position the 
republic had in practice become able and accustomed to control Egyptian 
affairs in a way that became all too obvious in the Ptolemies' last 
years. T h e aim of Cleopatra VII's intrigues with R o m a n generals between 
—51 and —30 had probably been to make them espouse her kingdom's 
interests, but her unconditional support of her friend M a r k Antony lost 
her the throne for good as soon as Octavian conquered him in —31. 

T h e attitude towards Egypt of its n e w master showed clearly the 
importance which R o m e attached to this new province of its empire. It 
stationed three legions there, nearly 15 000 m e n . Their duty was to restore 
control over the country, in which anarchy had raged during the 
Ptolemies' final reigns and led to the destruction of Thebes in —88. T h e 
first R o m a n prefect, Cornelius Gallus, led troops into Upper Egypt beyond 
the First Cataract. After him the prefect Petronius reconquered the 
province of Lower Nubia called the Dodecaschene (because it measured 
twelve schenes), about 120 kilometres from Syene (Aswan) to Hiera 
Sycaminos (Muharraqa). It had belonged to the Ptolemies, but the rulers 
of Meroe (now in the Sudan) had long since added it to their kingdom. 
T h e excessive trust that the prefect Gallus, the R o m a n emperor's confidant, 
placed in his successes finally cost him his life, an event which proved the 
very special importance that Octavian, by then called Augustus, attached 
to its conquest. H e very jealously retained the province of Egypt under 
his direct administration, and gave the senate no jurisdiction of any 
kind over it. Later, in fact, senators were expressly forbidden even to set 
foot in it, a rule that was very severely enforced. T h e R o m a n emperor 
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therefore succeeded the Ptolemies in Egypt, and tried to take their place 
in its structure. H e took charge of its religion, and was soon known as 
the builder of numerous temples, the best preserved of which are those 
of Nubia, in Debod , Talmis, Dendur and Pselkis. H e also took charge of 
its everyday well-being, and used the army not only to keep public order 
but also to repair the canal system, badly damaged during the disorders of 
the last Ptolemies. This exception became the rule, and troops were also 
used in this way in the reigns of M e r o (+54 to + 68), Trajan (+98 to +117) 
and Probus (+276 to +282) . 

R o m a n administration 
T h e R o m a n emperor, however, copied the Ptolemies' administration of 
Egypt as a kind of vast personal estate, the whole income from which 
was managed by the crown. This exploitation by Augustus soon became the 
starting-point of the whole policy he devised for Egypt, which continued 
even though his successor reproached the prefect with excessive taxation, 
reminding him that sheep ought to be shorn but not flayed. 

T h e emperor's direct authority was shown by his personal appointment 
of the prefect, w h o was always a knight (not a senator), to the highest 
office in the country, and of the other officers (the procuratores)1 w h o acted 
in his name. A small administrative detail clearly illustrates Egypt's special 
character: it was the only country in the whole empire where years were 
counted by the emperor's reign and not named after the consuls holding 
office. This perpetuated the ancient Ptolemaic and Pharaonic practice and 
invested the R o m a n head of state with an aura of royalty unrecognized 
anywhere else in the empire's organization. 

This imperial exploitation, however, contained a new factor which the 
Ptolemies did not have. Whereas under them the produce of Egypt's fields 
and industry had enriched a dynasty whose various interests were all in 
Egypt, the emperors regarded the country as the storehouse of the wheat 
they were accustomed to distribute to the plebs of R o m e to obtain its 
goodwill. Egypt's function as the empire's granary took away the fruit of its 
soil without giving it any substantial counterpart in regular trade. Its 
change from an independent state to a province actually brought other 
and more important differences of structure. W e can describe these in 
considerable detail because w e have learnt a great deal about every aspect 
of daily life in Egypt from some precious documents peculiar to itself, 
its papyri. These are public and private charters which its dry soil has 
preserved for thousands of years and passed down to scholars w h o for a 
century and a half have studied the philology and history they contain. 
T h u s our knowledge is based on original texts which illumine the narratives 
of the historians with a precision of detail rarely attained in other fields of 
the ancient world. 

1. Or 'representatives': 'pro' = instead of; 'curare' = take care of. 
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T h e government's geographical unit was the nome (nowadays k n o w n as 
a mudiria) which was subdivided into two toparchiai each containing a 
n u m b e r of villages (kome). T h e nomes of Uppe r Egypt formed together a 
higher unit, the Thebaid, which resembled the Heptanomis (the seven 
n o m e s of Middle Egypt) and the nomes of the Delta. A n o m e was 
governed by a strategos (the old Ptolemaic military title), w h o had beside 
him as an administrative technician a royal scribe (also a Ptolemaic title). 
Junior officials administered lesser units, according to even older traditions. 

T h e central government, however, was new. Its kernel was established 
in Alexandria, the old royal city, which n o w became the capital instead 
of M e m p h i s . This general staff of the government was composed entirely 
of R o m a n citizens nominated directly by the emperor. First came the 
prefect, the head of all the departments, including the treasury, the a rmy 
and the courts. His power was limited only by the power of appeal 
against his decisions to the emperor in person. T h e prefect, to enable 
h im to perform his duties, had a council which also consisted of R o m a n 
knights. T h e juridicus, the dikaiodotes and the archidikastes helped him to 
administer justice; the procurator usiacus2 helped h im to administer 
financially the funds which accrued to the emperor in person; and a knight 
had charge of the temples. T h e groups of nomes also came under the 
authority of the three epistrategoi, w h o were knights with the rank of 
procurator. According to the tradition of R o m a n organization, a person w h o 
had military c o m m a n d must also be the head of the administration in 
general and of jurisprudence in particular. This idea profoundly affected 
the older judicial machinery, which under the local Egyptian law gave the 
judges jurisdiction in cases where the documents were in the language of the 
country, and in other cases gave it to Greek judges. N o w the only judge 
was the prefect, w h o could obviously delegate his power to others, 
especially to the strategos, but w h o alone was responsible. H e m a d e a 
circuit of the country each year to settle the most difficult cases; it was 
called the conventus and was held at Pelusium near Alexandria, at M e m p h i s , 
and at Arsinoe in the F a y y u m . H e applied R o m a n law to R o m a n citizens and 
to others he applied the aliens' law, which took account of the manners 
and customs of the country but with a n u m b e r of exceptions. 

These examples alone show that the R o m a n presence had the capacity 
to change the structure of Ptolemaic Egypt. Since the beginning of the 
period of Augustus, however, other factors had still greater potentiality for 
change. T h e Ptolemaic administration was highly centralized and mostly 
consisted of paid officials, whose salaries came from their right to manage 
farms differing in size according to the importance of their duties. T h e 
army, likewise, was a hereditary organization which carried with it the 
right, also hereditary, to cultivate properties whose size was fixed according 
certain criteria (whether the official was Greek or Egyptian, whether he 

2. From ousia, 'estate'. 
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had a horse to feed or not, and so on). During the Ptolemaic period 
the system had already suffered from the inevitable exploitation. In the 
R o m a n period it changed completely. T h e paid official gave way to the 
honorary magistrate. At the same time colleges were formed of persons w h o 
all had the same duties and were all collectively responsible. Beside the 
sirategos stood the archontes and commandants; beside the komogrammateus, 
the village scribe, stood the elders, the presbyteroi. 

Although the state no longer maintained the government or paid its 
expenses, the small and middle-sized private estate was enlarged by the 
distribution of land which until then had been royal or usufructuary (the 
kleroi had paid the public servants). There grew up therefore a class of 
property holders from w h o m were elected the unpaid magistrates w h o 
fulfilled their functions as a duty, a munus, for which they had been 
reimbursed in advance by the property rights which they had been given. 
T o this class of property owners and potential administrators the empire 
entrusted the defence of its interests, choosing one social group to favour 
and setting it against the others. Under the first Ptolemies the Greeks had, 
defacto, occupied a privileged position which had declined considerably 
after the battle of Raphia in —217, when Egypt's national troops had 
been soundly beaten, and even more during the difficult times of the 
dynasty's last kings. 

T h e R o m a n occupiers, in their need to set group against group, resorted 
to the ancient custom and restored to the Greeks their privileged position, 
this time not only in fact but also in law. T h e Egyptians paid a poll-tax 
(the laographia to which a m a n was liable merely by existing) from which 
the Greeks were exempt. T h e inhabitants of the provincial capitals, the 
métropoles, paid less than villagers; peasants might not leave the land they 
tilled, the idia. So the important thing was to belong to a Greek-educated 
family. A m a n could claim this only if he could show by documents that 
his two grandfathers had both attended a gymnasion, a Greek school. Under 
the Ptolemies this was a free institution; after them it became restricted 
to metropolitans and was controlled by the state. A m a n could only call 
himself a graduate of a gymnasium {apo tou gymnasiou) after a scrutiny 
(epikrisis) of his genealogical title. If he proved his claim he was regarded 
as one of a Greek-speaking urban bourgeoisie as opposed to country folk, 
w h o were mostly peasants and Egyptians. T h e right of the Egyptians 
as such disappeared in this new social setting, the chief purpose of which 
was to organize a solid middle class with a stake in the future of the 
empire. 

It will be convenient here to mention the particular status of the 
autonomous cities (poleis) under the Ptolemies, such as Ptolemais in Upper 
Egypt and the ancient and glorious Naucratis3 in the Delta. T h e third 
polis, Alexandria, was still the greatest port in the Mediterranean, rivalling 

3. A Greek colony dating from the Saitic period. 
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R o m e in population and importance. Nevertheless it lost its senate and 
became the base of the naval unit known as the Augusta Alexandrina fleet, 
while quite close to the city the R o m a n army was encamped at Nicopolis. 
T h e Alexandrians, whose scathing and forceful wit was famous, were never 
on good terms with their new masters and lost no chance of showing it. 

Egypt under Roman domination 
For quite a long time these bases of the R o m a n dominion were left alone. 
Provincial life went on in a pax Romana paid for by the taxes based on the 
wheat levy, the annona, which was a source of periodical rebellion and 
protest. Tiberius (+14 to +37 ) , w h o succeeded Augustus, was able to 
reduce to two the number of legions stationed in Egypt. It was under his 
successor that disorders between the Greeks of Alexandria and the m a n y 
Jews w h o lived in the city broke out for the first time. A rivalry thus grew 
up which alternated between copious bloodshed and official complaints to 
the emperor at R o m e . A body of literature called the Acts of the Martyrs 
of Alexandria related in defensive tones the trials of Jews. Attempts were 
m a d e at R o m e to impose settlements, but these contented neither of the 
parties, each of which thought itself sacrificed. 

T h e relations between the government and the Jews of Egypt were 
embittered during the revolt in Judaea. Vespasian (69-79), w n o n a d 
become emperor in Syria and was acclaimed in Alexandria, recalled the 
legions from Nicopolis for the siege of Jerusalem. After its destruction 
in Trajan's reign (98-117) the Jews of Egypt rose in rebellion and besieged 
Alexandria, in troubles which were long remembered as the Jews' W a r . 
W h e n the general Marcius Turbo defeated the rebels the Jewish colony in 
Alexandria ceased to exist. 

Apart, however, from these particular events, the empire's first century 
and the early years of its second were a period of relative calm and 
prosperity. T h e emperor Nero (54-68) sent explorers into the kingdom of 
Meroe, with which R o m e had peaceful trading relations; Vespasian became 
very popular in Alexandria, which attributed miraculous powers to him; 
Trajan (98-117) reduced the legions stationed in Egypt to one only, which 
indicates that the situation was calm. H e also drove a canal between the 
Nile and the Red Sea to increase trade with the East and compete with the 
caravan routes which led to Syria through country outside R o m a n control. 
These measures all benefited Alexandria, which was still the chief port in 
the whole Mediterranean. Moreover, when famine devastated the country 
Trajan sent in much-needed wheat, reversing for once the principle that 
Egypt had to pay the annona to R o m e . 

Trajan's successor, Hadrian (117-38), showed still greater interest in 
the country, and in 130 and 131 made a fairly long journey there with his 
wife. Egypt owed to him the repair of the destruction caused in Alexandria 
by the Jews' W a r and the foundation in Middle Egypt of the town of 
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Antinopolis to commemorate his favourite Antinous, w h o had voluntarily 
drowned himself there to save his master - so it was said - from some 
obscure danger announced by the oracles. T h e young martyr was deified 
and identified with Osiris, well within the Egyptian tradition of apotheosis 
by drowning. There were, however, also practical reasons for founding that 
city, which was given the rank of a polis, or free city, and became a centre 
friendly to R o m e in the interior of Egypt and the starting-point of a 
caravan route between the Red Sea and the Nile valley. 

T h e economic situation of the peasants and smallholders, which is 
documented in detail in papyri, nevertheless showed that the discrimina­
tion in favour of the middle class which had been a principle of R o m a n 
policy would bear bitter fruit. T h e humble folk became poor and unrest 
began to stir. O n e of its first signs was the murder of the prefect at 
Alexandria in the reign of Hadrian's successor, Antoninus Pius (138-61), 
w h o had to go to Egypt to restore order. His son Marcus Aurelius, the 
philosopher and philanthropist (161-80), faced a still more critical situation 
when the boukoloi, the cattlemen of the Delta, broke out in a ferocious 
revolt. It was headed by an Egyptian priest called Isidor and the rebels 
were united by a mystical enthusiasm due, as some said, to the practice 
of ritual cannibalism; but they fought heroically for their right to a less 
miserable life and to racial recognition. T h e Alexandrians were this time 
on the R o m a n side because they had privileges which the Egyptians had 
not. T h e rebellion held out against the garrison forces. T h e general Avidius 
Cassius had to bring his legions from Syria and even then could not beat 
the cattlemen in battle until he had set them against each other. H e was 
the Avidius Cassius w h o , in 175, when rumours went about that the 
emperor was dead, had himself proclaimed emperor by his troops in 
Alexandria. This was the first attempt of its kind in Egypt and ended 
without m u c h trouble, since Marcus Aurelius pardoned the rash general. 

T h e tension between R o m e and Egypt went on growing in spite of the 
reforms of Septimus Severus (193-211), w h o gave the Alexandrians back 
their senate, boule, which signified autonomy and which Augustus had 
dissolved. W h e n Caracalla, his successor (211-17), visited Alexandria he 
was so enraged by its citizens' jeers that he promptly ordered a general 
massacre of its youths after he had assembled them on the pretext of wishing 
to enrol them in the army. After the slaughter the troops left their quarters 
in Nicopolis and stayed in the city to force it into submission. 

These episodes of blood and violence partly offset the importance of 
the emperor's best-known action which was the grant of the Antoninian 
constitution in 212. This supreme document m a d e citizens of all the 
inhabitants of the empire and removed the barriers which until then had 
separated R o m a n citizens from provincials. Until then, except for officials 
from abroad, R o m a n citizens had been very rarely found in Egypt. They 
were mostly Egyptians w h o had served in the R o m a n army, had gained 
their citizenship on retirement after twenty or twenty-five years' service, 
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and had gone back to their h o m e towns as notables in the little group 
of metropolitans. 

T h e constitution did away, in principle, with the dual status of the 
empire's inhabitants. The ordinary law became that of R o m e and the 
general structure of society was accordingly completely changed. Neverthe­
less, if any country felt this social revolution less than the rest, it was 
Egypt. A n article in the constitution barred from citizenship the dediticii, 
those w h o had surrendered after a military defeat, which the Egyptians 
were deemed to have done. Once more the emperors favoured the hellenized 
urban middle class against the indigenous peasantry. A n edict of Caracalla 
actually forbade Egyptians to enter Alexandria except to bring in fuel for 
the public baths or cattle for slaughter. It exempted, however, those w h o 
wished - and were able - to live there to acquire an education that 
assimilated them to the Greeks. Nothing could show more clearly the 
economic base of the discrimination. 

Together with the constitution the general administrative system was 
also changed. W h e n Alexandria recovered its senate, a general reform 
altered the standing of the towns. T h e métropoles became cities (poleis) 
and took over the direct administration of their provinces. Public office 
was no longer conferred on rich and capable (euporoi kai epitedeiot) persons 
w h o m the epistratege chose by lot, but on members of the senate (boule) 
which every town n o w had. In return, each senator was bound to perform 
his spell of administration and contribute towards its expenses. S o m e papyri 
contain full reports of meetings of the high-ranking boards on which the 
prytanes (senators) decided w h o should hold public office. S o m e eligible 
candidates tried to avoid it. Indeed these honours became unbearably 
burdensome in an economy hard hit by the revolt of the cattlemen and 
the ensuing decay of the system, which thus lost most of its former 
splendour. 

Egypt was no longer the empire's granary. That function was performed 
by Africa (the present Maghrib), from the end of the second century 
onwards. This could only mean that Egypt was exhausted. A movement 
that started, spread and became increasingly dangerous was the flight 
(anachoresis) of cultivators from their fields into the desert because they 
could no longer pay the taxes the state demanded of them. 

Towards the middle of the third century a series of highly dramatic 
events happened. A prefect of Egypt, Marcus Julius Aemilianus, had him­
self proclaimed emperor in 262 and was heavily defeated by Gallienus after 
reigning a few months. Foreign peoples appeared on the frontiers, raided 
the country and even occupied tracts of it for some time. It was not by 
chance that in the reign of Claudius II (268-70) an Egyptian named 
Thimagenes called the Palmyrians into the country. These people lived 
in a rich caravan town and were allied to the empire but independent 
of it. Their queen Zenobia, without an open breach with R o m e , sent in 
an army 70 000 strong which gave the legions a great deal of trouble because 
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victories were useless when the people sided with the invaders. Even when 
Aurelian took the situation in hand and drove the Palmyrians out, some 
anti-Roman sections of the population led by one Firmus joined those 
of the invaders w h o still remained in Egypt. They also linked themselves 
to a race which began to be spoken of with terror, the Blemmyes. These 
were nomads w h o were spreading into Lower Nubia and often appeared 
in Upper Egypt out of the desert, which they dominated, and terrorized 
the cultivators. 

The general w h o succeeded in dominating the Palmyrians, the Blemmyes 
and their allies the Egyptian guerillas was Probus (276-82), w h o succeeded 
Aurelian after commanding his forces. H e made serious efforts to improve 
the situation of the country, which was well on the road to ruin and no 
longer reacted to a social life centred in a traditional administration. T h e 
welcome given even the Blemmyes, w h o behaved like nomad raiders, 
showed clearly that the community would have to be strengthened from 
inside by giving its members new confidence. This was doubtless Probus' 
aim when, having beaten the invading barbarians and become emperor, 
he set his army to dig canals and improve agriculture. 

Egypt's crisis merely reflected in a clearly defined setting the m u c h larger 
crisis of the empire itself. T h e m a n w h o had the courage to face this larger 
problem was Diocletian (284-305), w h o remoulded the whole system of 
the state. This subject is too vast to touch on here except so far as it concerns 
Egypt. T h e new emperor saw the situation clearly and gave up Nubia 
which was open to invasion by the Blemmyes and to the N o m a d s , w h o 
were an African people akin to them, on condition that they should 
undertake to guard the empire's southern frontier. For this service they 
were paid sums which their petty kings (reguli, basiliskoi) enjoyed calling 
tribute. 

Egypt itself was now divided into three provinces, each of which had 
formerly been an epistrategy. The two northern provinces, the Delta and 
Heptanomis (the seven nomes), were n o w named Aegyptus Jovia and 
Aegyptus Herculia and administered by a civil governor (praeses) who had 
no authority over the armed forces. T h e southern province, the Thebaid, 
which was more exposed to invasion, was placed under a dux, who held 
both the civil and the military power. Egypt lost its character as a separate 
province and struck the same coinage as the rest of the empire. Its 
administration was brought into line with that of other provinces by the 
appointment of a curator civitatis, the city taxation officer, w h o had charge 
of fiscal problems. At the same time a new taxation system came into force 
which, broadly speaking, fixed taxes for fifteen years at a stretch 
(indictiones). This was an advance on the chaos of arbitrary and unexpected 
taxation, but to be a significant change, required that a balance be struck 
between taxation and the whole wealth-producing system. T h e community 
tended, slowly at first and later more and more obviously, to fall into fixed 
patterns which provided a refuge for the taxpayer when taxation became 
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too heavy. O n e consequence was that the state had to enforce immobility: 
no one was allowed to leave his post. Peasants had to remain peasants 
and stay on the same land, so that they became serfs of the glebe, but 
also the honestiores (the respectable citizens) were bound fast to their duties 
as taxpayers and administrators. Anachoresis soon became a necessity for 
all social levels. Only persons with clear-cut political authority could defend 
their position. Naturally the less fortunate tended to join the groups 
surrounding these potentates, relying on their protection against the tax 
gatherer and handing over their property to them to look after. T h e govern­
ment used every legal means of opposing this slide towards a society 
dominated and organized by large landowners; but the law was powerless 
because it took no account of the causes underlying the trend it was trying 
to stop. W h e n the large landowners had became entitled to regard them­
selves as the collectors of the taxes which they owed to the state (auto-
pragia), the property system had become completely different. T h e 
smallholding which at the beginning of the empire had been the strength 
of the middle class disappeared before the baronial estate - and baronial 
authority - which broke up the old municipal administrative units into 
other economic units. 

T h e impact of Christianity on Egyptian society 
This process obviously took a long time to grow and ran parallel with 
another development: the rise of Christianity in Egypt. Taken in a wide 
enough historical perspective, this m a y be regarded as one of the movements 
of religious exchange between Egypt and the rest of the ancient world. 
T h e extent and importance of the Nile valley cults in the R o m a n empire 
are well known. Isis and Osiris, or Serapis, another form of the same 
concept, became gods w h o were worshipped everywhere and gave widely 
separated peoples the same mystical hopes of salvation, the same 
experiences of ardent faith. 

Such cults, whose influence over the conscience and feeling of the masses 
the political authorities found hard to control, were often under attack. 
Augustus, although he built temples in Egypt, did not conceal his distrust 
of its gods. They had upheld his enemy Antony, whose relations with 
Cleopatra had, so the rumour went, even threatened the imperial position 
of R o m e . Antony's defeat at Actium had also been officially a defeat for 
the Egyptian gods. Caligula changed his attitude towards foreign divinities; 
Titus ( + 7 9 to + 8 1 ) had consecrated a bull to Apis, and his successor 
Domitian (+81 to + 9 6 ) was an ardent worshipper of the gods of Egypt, 
to w h o m he had been bound by a debt of superstitious gratitude ever since 
he had escaped from danger by disguising himself as a priest of Isis. Since 
then the passion of Osiris, the mourning of Isis and her spouse's resur­
rection had become promises for sufferers, w h o had recognized in them 
a deep harmony with h u m a n nature as well as qualities transcending it. 
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In this way the religious experience of Egypt m a y have helped to spread 
another religion of salvation, which Christianity in some of its aspects could 
be considered to be, especially in a country where concern with the here­
after had always been a powerful factor in religious speculation. Egypt, 
moreover, had for long centuries had a Jewish colony whose presence had 
as early as Ptolemy Philadelphus been a motive for the Greek translation 
of the Bible called the Septuagint. A knowledge of the scriptural root of 
Christianity was therefore likely in Egypt from an early period and among 
different communities and m a y have helped to spread the new religion 
at its outset. 

Very little is really known about all this. W h a t seems important is that 
the spread of Christianity was similar to that of other religious experiences 
such as those of the Gnostics or the Manichaeans, whose original texts 
Egypt has preserved on papyrus or parchment found in its soil. All this 
points to a crisis in the pagan world, whose traditional religion no longer 
satisfied the spiritual needs of the people. In Egypt religious precept 
demanded that the language of the country be adopted as the ritual tongue. 
Christianity as well as Gnosticism and Manichaeism adopted Coptic in 
one or other of its various provincial or regional dialects. Not only did 
this mean that preachers spoke to the humblest classes of the people, w h o 
had been shut out of the Greek culture of the ruling classes, but also that 
in religion the first place was given to the native population and to that 
national culture which had virtually been denied the benefits of the 
constitution of Antoninus and shut out of the new categories of citizens 
of the empire. Whereas in the official view the native Egyptian was a 
dediticius not worth the trouble of assimilating, for the Christians the word 
Hellena meant a pagan and therefore an object of contempt. 

T h e number and importance of the Christians was reflected, by a strange 
but not u n c o m m o n paradox, in their frequent persecution by the emperors. 
That of Decius (249-51) left a series of peculiar records in Egypt. 
Certificates were issued to persons w h o had m a d e in the presence of the 
authorities a pagan sacrifice by burning a few grains of incense as a greeting 
to the emperor. Those w h o refused were presumed to be Christians and 
were liable to be punished as disloyal subjects. But the persecution which 
eclipsed all others in the popular m e m o r y and started the Coptic or the 
martyrs' era was that which Diocletian (303) unleashed with all the energy 
and rigour of which that prince was capable. It was the final test, which 
showed the futility of opposing a movement which had already taken 
permanent hold. A few years later Constantine acknowledged at Milan 
(313) the right to be a Christian, and began the long task of assimilating 
the Christian society to the needs of the empire. F r o m that m o m e n t the 
history of Christianity in Egypt was bound up firmly with the relations 
between Alexandria and Constantinople, the new imperial capital. 
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T h e distinctive role of Egypt within the Christian empire 
F r o m the time w h e n the empire officially became Christian under 
Theodosius, the history of Egypt was directly affected by the official 
attitude of the emperors, w h o increasingly claimed the right to lay d o w n , 
from Constantinople, the dogma to be taught and accepted throughout the 
empire. T h e desire for juridical unity was soon combined with an insistence 
on the religious uniformity known as orthodoxy. 

As a religion, Christianity rests on certain articles of faith, and from 
the earliest centuries of its existence, differing views and interpretations 
of these articles have brought Christians into fierce conflict with one another. 

As long as the church was unable to come out into the open, quarrels 
a m o n g the faithful had no political significance, but as soon as the Christian 
community finally became representative of the majority of the subjects 
of the empire, their feuds became affairs of state. Even Constantine 
frequently had to intervene to settle discussions which were poisoning 
relations between groups of Christians and which, in the guise of theology, 
often threatened public order. T o Constantine's practical and authoritarian 
mind, religious discussion - heresy - ought to disappear and give way 
to an ordered and definitively acknowledged conception of what was true 
and hence lawful. His successors followed his example, and this attitude 
was at the root of the constant tension that existed between the 
Constantinople court and the bishopric of Alexandria, each considering 
itself responsible for maintaining the true faith, or orthodoxy. 

These religious debates frequently brought deeply felt, carefully 
preserved and venerated local traditions into conflict with the abstract and 
remote decisions of the authorities. In both Alexandria and Antioch, the 
prestige of Christianity's most ancient episcopal sees was reinforced by 
the personal qualities of some of the prelates w h o occupied them. W h a t 
is perhaps even more important, the two intellectual capitals of the Graeco-
R o m a n world gave the theological debates which developed there a slant 
that was difficult to reconcile with imperial ideas - and sometimes even 
with the ideas of the Bishop of R o m e . 

In Alexandria, Christianity acquired, at a very early date and by the 
normal processes of growth, a character that was rather different from 
that of Christianity in the rest of the country. T h e Greek culture with 
which the city was impregnated was visible even in the way the n e w religion 
had been received. T h e change to Christianity took the form not of a 
revolutionary act of faith but of an attempt to justify certain n e w concepts 
and integrate them into the broad framework of the philosophy and 
philology of antiquity. T h e Alexandrians had before them the example of 
what Philo the Jew had accomplished in their o w n city in the first century 
of our era, when he attempted to give scripture a Greek and universal 
meaning. They therefore organized a Didaskaleion, which is thought to have 
been founded by a m a n called Panthenus, a converted Stoic and therefore 
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well versed in Greek philosophy. T h e persecution by Septimus Severus 
forced the school to close for a time, but it reopened under the leadership of 
figures such as Clement of Alexandria (c. 145-210), a m a n of prodigious 
erudition; and his pupil Origen (185-252), under w h o m philosophical 
speculation and philological interest reached their summit. Origen managed 
to reconcile being a Christian with following the teaching of the founder 
of neo-Platonism, A m m o n i u s Sacca. It was these eminent personalities 
w h o did most to graft Christianity, which was still taking shape, on to 
the classical tradition, enabling it to take over the succession of a civilization, 
that of Greece and R o m e , which had seemed basically incompatible with 
it. This was Egypt's most important contribution to nascent Christianity. 
This attitude, however, had little appeal for the non-Greek population 
of the country, whose type of religious experience was more instinctive. 
As for the Bishop of Alexandria, his situation in relation to his priests 
(presbyteroi) was a very special one since they formed, as was usual in 
the early church, a very powerful college. T o maintain his authority he 
therefore had to rely on the provincial bishops (the chorepiskopoi or bishops 
of the chora, i.e. Egypt outside Alexandria) w h o depended on him for their 
consecration. 

In this conflict of interests and attitudes, very serious disputes broke 
out. T h e first of these began when Bishop Melecius of Lycopolis (Asyut) 
supported the advocates of rigorism in refusing to admit into the bosom 
of the church those w h o had proved wanting during the persecutions. 

Another dispute, which had m u c h more serious consequences, arose from 
differences of opinion between scholars and between philosophical schools 
concerning the dual h u m a n and divine nature of Christ. Did he have two 
indissociable natures, a single divine nature - his humanity being but an 
outward show - or two separate natures? T h e priest Arius, in Syria, opted 
for the second solution to the problem, stinging the church into an official 
rejoinder condemning him. T h e most ardent defender of orthodoxy was 
Saint Athanasius (293-373), Patriarch of Alexandria, w h o in the midst 
of this storm successfully stood up even to those emperors w h o supported 
Arianism and w h o was recognized as the champion of the church both 
by the Greeks and by the Romans . Half a century later, another Patriarch 
of Alexandria, Cyril (412-44), opposed the doctrines of Nestorius, the 
Patriarch of Constantinople, and successfully stood up to the emperor 
Theodosius II. O n this occasion, Cyril corrected the previous affirmations 
of the theologians by stressing that there were in Christ one person and 
two natures. After his death, the m o n k Eutyches, backed by Cyril's 
successor, Dioscurus, went a stage farther by maintaining that there was 
but one nature in Christ. T h e Council of Chalcedon condemned this 
doctrine in 451. It subsequently became a self-evident truth for the 
Alexandrians, with their pride in the learning and holiness of their 
patriarchs. This philosophico-theological movement was later to be known 
as Monophysitism. 
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T h e decisions of the Council of Chalcedon (451), which definitively 
settled the matter by declaring belief in the intimate union of two natures 
in Christ to be an article of faith, started a crisis in Alexandria which 
lasted until the Muslim conquest. F r o m the time of the Council there 
were two patriarchs in Alexandria. There was the Melchite Patriarch (from 
the Arabic malik meaning king), w h o was appointed by Constantinople, 
was responsible to the king and exercised administrative, judicial and law-
enforcement powers, and side by side with him there was a rival 
Monophysite Patriarch, w h o , in the eyes of the Egyptians, was the defender 
of the sole acceptable theological truth: the oneness of the nature of Christ. 
T h e power of the Melchite Patriarch, which was based on imperial 
legitimacy and strength, was matched by that of the Monophysite Patriarch, 
w h o had behind him a national feeling which was becoming more and 
more anti-Byzantine. 

T h e bitter and sometimes bloody feuds between the faithful took place 
mainly in the city of Alexandria. Echoes of the often scandalous events 
which took place in that city reached the provinces, but the Christianity 
of the Nile valley, in point of fact, succeeded in demonstrating its practical 
flavour, in contrast to the speculations of the Alexandrians, in an experiment 
that was to prove fundamental in the development of the church. 
Considering wordly life to be the source and occasion of sin, the Christians 
of Egypt systematically practised withdrawal from the world, forming 
religious communities which perhaps had precedents both in pagan Egypt 
and among the Jews in Egypt (such as the Thérapeutes whose virtuous 
practices Philo described) but which n o w became pillars of the new religion. 
Different phases can be distinguished in the history of this movement 
known as monasticism. Its first outstanding representative was Paul of 
Thebes (234-347), a hermit w h o with his disciple Anthony (251-356) fled 
the world and organized a group of anchorites. Last but not least there 
was Pachomius (276-349), w h o with great practical sense devised groups 
w h o shared certain tasks and responsibilities, were subject to a code of 
discipline and lived together in a highly developed communal life 
(Koinobia). This brings us to Shenout of Atripa (348-466) w h o , at the 
White Convent (Deir-el-Abyad), subjected m e n and w o m e n to the strictest 
discipline and perfected in Egypt the system which was further developed 
in medieval Europe. 

Clearly this withdrawal from the world and this gathering together in 
large groups were not simply acts of faith. They were rather a transference 
to a religious setting of factors which, as w e have already seen, were present 
in Byzantine Egypt. Anachoresis has both a religious and a fiscal meaning 
{anachorètes means both a hermit and someone w h o flees to evade taxes 
he can no longer pay); and people's eagerness to go and live in the idesert 
was an indictment of the hardships of daily life. Moreover, m a n y of the 
documents relating to life in the convents show that they were great 
organizations owning land, cattle, workshops, store-houses and farm 
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installations. A convent m a y be rich and active while its monks are 
individually poor and devoted to the contemplative life. It can easily be 
seen that this solution was similar to that which led to the disappearance 
of the smallholding in favour of the latifundium. T h e monks living in 
convents found fulfilment not only for their religious aspirations but also 
for another deep desire of those times, which was for a refuge from the 
difficulties of everyday life and protection against an overweening authority. 
This explains the very large numbers of the monastic population, running 
into tens of thousands, to which contemporary records refer. T h e effect 
of the use of the monasteries as a shelter from the state, or at least as 
a mitigation of its incapacity to fulfil its responsibilities to its citizens, led 
the ecclesiastical authorities increasingly to take the place of the civil 
authorities. In these circumstances the emperors had good reason in trying 
to prevent administrators from becoming monks . 

It is easy to see that this society was less inclined than in the past to 
adopt the traditions of hellenism, either in its classical form or in its n e w 
forms manifested in Constantinople. T h e figurative traditions of the R o m a n 
era were developed locally in what is rather vaguely called Coptic art. T h e 
national literature, which n o w dealt only with religious subjects, used the 
vernacular of the country, and the rich proliferation of pious texts bears 
witness to the development of a tradition to which historians have in the 
past perhaps not done full justice. 

In the end, however, the Alexandrian spirit of resistance, which was 
essentially theological, coincided in the sixth century with that of the 
anchorites. Constantinople was exerting increasingly heavy pressure to 
impose on a reluctant Egypt the doctrines of the Council of Chalcedon 
and m a n y others subsequently laid down in Constantinople. Circumstances 
combined to discredit, in Egypt, the rich and authoritarian official church, 
which was responsible for keeping order, and to confer popularity on the 
persecuted Monophysites, w h o in the fifth century received tremendous 
doctrinal support from Syria and were joined in the sixth century by other 
persecuted Syrians. A general feeling of lassitude overcame Egyptians of 
all social classes. T h e firm belief that the Egyptian position was right and 
just was reinforced by m a n y incidents in the growing number of apocryphal 
texts relating to episodes of Christ's life in Egypt. T h e Byzantines had 
become undesirable aliens, representing an unwelcome political occupation. 

T h e papyri have preserved very precise information on the m o o d of 
the population at its various levels. T h e same feeling of fear, privation 
and weariness was everywhere. N o wonder that the country, exhausted 
by a rapacious and ineffectual administration, divided internally by disputes 
and estranged from Constantinople by mutual distrust, was drained of its 
economic strength. 

Not m a n y years were to pass before the vulnerability of Byzantine rule 
was shown up by two military defeats. 

T h e Sassanid king Chosroes II wanted to weaken the power of 

221 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

Byzantium. T h e Sassanids already dominated the southern part of Arabia 
and were hindering Byzantine trade in the Red Sea. They struck in three 
directions: towards Anatolia and Byzantium, towards Aleppo and Antioch, 
and towards Aqaba and Egypt, reaching the Nile Delta in 615. T h e Persian 
occupation was marked by the insurrection of the Jews, finally liberated 
from the long R o m a n oppression, and by the open reappearance of the 
Monophysite church, which for some years became the only official church. 

T h e reconquest of Egypt by Heraclius in 629 gave the Byzantines only 
a brief respite, compelled as they were to exercise close surveillance over 
a colony which had by then become virtually ungovernable. Terror reigned 
in 632, under the Melchite Patriarch, when Byzantium decided to impose 
a new orthodoxy which was neither that of the Council of Chalcedon nor 
that of R o m e nor yet Monophysitism. F r o m 639 onwards the Musl ims 
adopted a threatening posture, and in 642 the Egyptians gave themselves 
up to the new conquerors, who had promised to establish more equitable 
economic and fiscal conditions. T h e Arab conquest marked the beginning 
of a new era in Egyptian history. 
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PLATE 7.7 Baouit painting

plate 7.8 The ancient residence which served Mari-Mina Monastery
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T h e importance of Nubia: a 
link between Central Africa 
and the Mediterranean 

S. ADAM 
with the collaboration O / J . V E R C O U T T E R 

A glance at a physical m a p of Africa is enough to bring out the importance 
of Nubia as a link between the Great Lakes and the Congo basin of Central 
Africa on the one hand and the Mediterranean on the other. T h e Nile 
valley, m u c h of which runs parallel to the R e d Sea d o w n the Nubian 
'Corridor', with the Sahara to the west and the Arabian or Nubian desert 
to the east, brought the ancient civilizations of the Mediterranean into 
direct contact with black Africa. T h e discovery of a fine bronze head of 
Augustus at Meroe, less than 200 kilometres from Khartoum, need cause 
no surprise. 

Although the Nile is a reliable means of crossing these desert regions, 
the journey is not as easy as it might appear at first sight. F r o m Aswan 
almost to O m d u r m a n , the cataracts make north-south progress up the Nile 
difficult, and at times navigation is quite impossible. Moreover, the river's 
two enormous bends add greatly to the distance and are sometimes a major 
difficulty in themselves: between A b u H a m e d and W a d i al-Malik, for 
example, the Nile flows south-west instead of north, so that for m u c h of 
the year upstream traffic has to struggle against both wind and current, 
though the downstream trip is, of course, m u c h easier. Farther south lie 
the extensive marshlands of the Sudds which, though not impassable, do 
not facilitate cultural or economic exchange. 

Nevertheless, all things considered, Nubia is one of the regions of Africa 
where contacts are very easy, not only between north and south but also 
between east and west. In the southern part of Nubia, the Blue Nile, the 
Atbara and their tributaries, the piedmont plains of Ethiopia and the 
depression which strikes d o w n from the Red Sea coast offer convenient 
access to the Ethiopian highlands and also to the Red Sea and the Indian 
Ocean. T o the west, W a d i al-Malik and W a d i H u w a r , n o w dry but not 
so formerly, join the Nile between the Third and Fourth Cataracts and, 
with the Kordofan and Darfur plains, provide Nubia with an easy route 
to the Chad depression, and thence to the valley of the Niger and West 
Africa. 

Nubia thus stands astride an African crossroads; it is a meeting-place 
for civilizations to the east and west, to the north and south of Africa, 
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as well as those of the Near East, distant Asia and Mediterranean 
Europe. 

In the last few years there has been a tendency to use the word 'Nubia' 
for the northern part of the country only, the area between the First and 
Second Cataracts. The Unesco 'Save Nubia' campaign reinforced - if it 
did not create - this trend. But Nubia does not end at the arid and stony 
Batn el-Hagar; it stretches m u c h farther south. As far back as 1820, Costas 
in his 'description of Egypt', defined it as 'that part of the Nile valley 
between the First Cataract and the K ingdom of Sennar', whose capital 
is more than 280 kilometres south of Khartoum. But even this more 
generous view understates the true extent of Nubia. 
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Historically, as the most ancient Egyptian texts bear out, travellers 
coming from the north entered Nubia a little south of AI -Kab. T h e 
Egyptian province situated between Thebes and Aswan was long called 
Ta-Seti, the 'Land of the B o w ' , in ancient Egyptian, and the hieroglyphic 
documents traditionally apply this term to what we call Nubia. Greater 
Nubia, in earliest times, thus began with the sandy areas of the Nile valley, 
where the 'Nubian sands' take over from the limestone to the north. 
Originally it included the First Cataract. Its southern limit is more difficult 
to determine, but archaeological research has shown that from the fourth 
millennium before our era the same or related cultures extended throughout 
the whole region from the edge of the Ethiopian highlands in the south to 
the Egyptian part of the Nile in the north. Thus , to give more precision to 
Costas' phrase, we could define historical Nubia as that part of the Nile 
basin lying between the west-north-west frontier of present-day Ethiopia 
and Egypt. This includes the Nile valley itself, parts of the White Nile and 
Blue Nile, and all their tributaries above 120 north, such as the Atbar, 
the Rahad and the Dindor (see maps). 

It is important to clarify the geographical limits of Nubia so that w e 
can review what is known about this country and gain a better under­
standing of its historical role in linking Central Africa with the Mediter­
ranean world. 

There is, however, an enormous disparity between our knowledge of 
the different parts of Nubia. Archaeological investigation carried out before 
the dams were built or raised at Aswan has provided us with far more 
archaeological knowledge of Lower Nubia, that is, the region between 
Aswan and Batn el-Hagar (Second Cataract), than of any other part of the 
Nile valley. Yet it should be observed that no excavations were made before 
the first d a m was built at Aswan, in 1896: all the ancient sites close to 
the river and within range of the first reservoir were destroyed before any 
idea of their number, nature or importance could be obtained. It was only 
when this d a m was raised for the first time, in 1902, that the archaeological 
remains were investigated, and this then became normal practice before 
each subsequent elevation. After the last occasion, 1928-38, more than 
fifty volumes, many of them folio, were produced which dealt with the 
monuments and archeology of 'Egyptian' Nubia. Before the new d a m at 
Shellal, the Sadd-al-Ali, was filled, a further series of investigations was 
carried out as far as Batn el-Hagar; the full reports of this final undertaking 
are just beginning to appear. 

It is therefore reasonable to say that the history and archaeology of Lower 
Nubia are fairly well k n o w n ; once all the historical, archaeological and 
anthropological studies under way have been published, w e shall be able 
to form an accurate picture of the role this part of Nubia once played 
in linking north and south. However, the situation as regards Nubia south 
of Batn el-Hagar is quite different and m u c h less satisfactory. With the 
exception of a few very small regions, m u c h of the country is still a terra 
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incognita from the archaeological, and therefore historical, point of view. 
It is true that the important 'Pharaonic' sites between the Second and 
Fourth Cataracts have been or are about to be excavated. T h e same can 
be said of a number of more specifically 'Sudanese' sites, such as (from 
south to north) Jebel M o y a , a few Neolithic settlements at or near 
Khartoum, Naqa , Mussawwarat es-Sufra, W a d - b a n - N a g a , Meroe, Ghazali 
Napata, Dongola and K e r m a . Yet none of these sites has been thoroughly 
explored, and some major sites such as K e r m a and Meroe, which were 
important political centres and are vital to the study of Nubian influence 
in Africa, have hardly been touched. 

Apart from archaeological research, ancient Pharaonic texts, as well as 
some in Latin and Greek, yield a little information about the early history 
of civilization in Nubia, and give us some idea of its role in the evolution 
of Africa. But these sources cannot make up for the lack of archaeological 
and literary information concerning the greater part of Nubia. This is true 
of the great valleys - the Nile itself south of the Second Cataract, the 
Blue Nile, the White Nile and the Atbara - outlying regions such as Darfur 
and Kordofan, and the eastern itineraries towards the Red Sea and Ethiopia. 

In short, Nubia is so situated that it ought to provide more well-dated 
information than any other African country concerning the historical links 
between Central and North Africa and between the east and west of the 
continent. But w e have so little to go on, except for the northern part 
of the country, that our knowledge of their nature, importance and duration 
is necessarily very inadequate. 

O n e fact struck all observers from the ancient Mediterranean world: 
Nubia was and is a land of black people. T h e Egyptians always depicted 
its inhabitants with a m u c h darker skin than their o w n . T h e Greeks, and 
later the R o m a n s too, called them 'Ethiopians', i.e. those with a 'burnt 
skin', and the first Arab travellers referred to Nubia as 'Baled-as-Sudan', 
the 'land of black people'. In medieval texts the title 'Prefect of the 
Nubians' is written 'Praefectus Negritarum' and the inhabitants are called 
'Nigrites'. A n d finally, in the wall paintings of Faras the dark skin of the 
Nubians stands out from the light skins of the heavenly beings - Christ, 
the Virgin M a r y and the saints. 

But, even if w e were able to do so, we should not wish to join in the 
purely anthropological debate as to whether the Nubians are of 'negro' 
or 'hamitic' origin. Egyptian drawings from before —1580 make a clear 
distinction between the physical type of the Nehesyu from Lower Nubia, 
w h o only differ from the Egyptians in the colour of their skin, and that 
of the 'Kushites' w h o appear in the Nile valley at this time either as invaders 
or, more probably, because Egyptians and Nehesyu Nubians had by n o w 
come into contact with them farther south. These new 'Kushites' were 
not only very dark-skinned; they also had m a n y of the facial traits still 
to be observed in Central and West Africa; they were quite different from 
both ancient and contemporary Nubians. 
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African in language and civilization, the inhabitants of Nubia were well 
placed to serve as useful intermediaries for the closely related neighbouring 
cultures. As Nubia's long history, from about —7000 to + 7 0 0 , is related 
in detail in the following chapters (9-12), w e shall give only a brief account 
of certain aspects of its history which cast light on Nubia's relations with 
adjacent civilizations. 

F r o m about —7000, and above all during the humid periods towards 
the end of Neolithic times, there seems to have been a c o m m o n material 
culture throughout Nubia, from the edge of the Ethiopian highlands to 
the A l -Kab region and even as far north as Middle Egypt. It was only 
towards —3000 that there is a distinct difference between the civilization 
of the lower Egyptian part of the Nile valley and that of the upper, Nubian, 
part. Until this time very similar, if not identical, funeral customs, pottery, 
stone and, later, metal instruments are found from Khar toum in the south 
to Matuar, near Asyut, in the north. They show h o w similar the various 
regions were as regards social organization, religious beliefs and funeral 
rites, as well as the general way of life, in which hunting, fishing and 
animal husbandry were associated with an as yet crude form of agriculture. 

Towards —3200 the art of writing appeared in Egypt, whereas Nubia 
south of the First Cataract remained attached to its o w n social systems 
and its oral culture. By —2800 writing was in general use in Egypt, 
probably because of the demands of a highly centralized political 
organization, and contributed to the development of irrigation and so of 
a c o m m o n agriculture which took over from hunting, fishing and stock-
breeding; and this gradually reinforced the differences between the 
civilizations of Greater Nubia and Egypt. 

In the south, the Negro populations of Nubia, with their oral culture, 
maintained a social and political organization based on small units, and 
felt no need for writing; they must, however, have known of its existence, 
because they still had contact, and sometimes violent contact, with the 
Pharaonic world. Egypt, driven by the requirements of irrigation, gradually 
evolved a highly centralized monarchic type of organization, since a 
powerful central authority was the only means of compelling the population, 
when necessary, to carry out the collective tasks that had to be done in 
order to make the whole of the lower Nile valley suitable for cultivation: 
building and maintaining dykes parallel to the river, levelling the 'basins', 
digging canals and making dams so that the ever-variable level of flood 
water could be used as efficiently as possible (see above). It was thus natural 
for two very distinct types of society to come into being and coexist in 
the Nile valley; one, in Nubia, pastoral and perhaps still semi-nomadic 
though not without agricultural skills, the other essentially agricultural, 
bent upon the intensive cultivation of the land, and politically centralized. 
These two 'specialized' civilizations, which had been similar and autono­
mous up to about —3000, gradually came to complement each other 
economically, a development which facilitated exchange between them. 
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Unfortunately it is extremely difficult to find out details of the links 
which grew up between these two societies. O u r knowledge of their relations 
from the end of the third millennium onwards depends entirely on Egyptian 
sources. Moreover, the literary texts give a false impression, because they 
tend to deal only with military expeditions, and the archaeological evidence, 
except for Lower Nubia, is quite inadequate, for it is limited to Nubian 
articles found in Egypt or, at best, to Egyptian objects discovered in Nubian 
sites between Aswan and the Second Cataract. 

Such as it is, this information suggests that the upper and lower Nile 
valley were in quite close touch. Their c o m m o n cultural origin must not 
be overlooked, and it was, after all, an asset. Protodynastic and Thinite 
Egyptian pottery ware is found in areas as far south as, and beyond, the 
Dal Cataract, and this shows that manufactured articles were exchanged 
between north and south, for while Egyptian objects - vases, pearls, amulets 
- have been discovered in Nubia, a great deal of ebony, ivory, incense, 
and perhaps obsidian from the south was used in Egyptian tomb furniture 
of this period. This commerce m a y have helped ideas and techniques to 
spread from one region to the other, but our knowledge is still too patchy 
for us to gauge the importance or even the direction of such influences. 
T o take but two examples: did the technique of enamelling, as applied 
to beads and amulets, for instance, originate in the north or in the south? 
It appears at almost the same time in both societies. 

T h e same is true of the red pottery with a black border which is so 
characteristic of the potter's art throughout the ancient Nilotic world. It 
seems to appear first in the upper Nile valley between the Fourth and 
Sixth Cataracts, before we have evidence of it in the lower valley, in Egypt. 
But again dating is too hazardous for us to be sure. 

O n the other hand, the pottery made from a buff-coloured fossil clay, 
known to specialists as 'Qena ware', is unquestionably Egyptian; both the 
raw material used and the technique of manufacture leave no room for 
doubt. A great deal was imported, at least into Lower Nubia, from the 
end of the fourth millennium until the beginning of the third millennium 
before our era. It is often found at Nubian sites south of the First Cataract, 
which suggests that there was a brisk trade between the Theban region and 
Lower Nubia. T h e Qena clay was suitable for making large vessels capable 
of holding liquids or solids, but unfortunately w e have no idea of what they 
contained -oils, fats, cheese? However, they are a clear sign that exchanges 
between Egypt and the Nubian Corridor were frequent, and probably of 
greater historical importance than the occasional raids which from about 
—3000 onwards the Pharaohs were in the habit of launching against the 
Ta-Seti - the Land of the B o w - between the First and Second Cataracts. 

These raids, however, which are referred to in the earliest Egyptian 
texts (see Chapter 9), provide the first indication of the dual aspect -
military and economic - of north-south contacts along the Nile valley. 
Despite their ambiguity, these contacts reveal the importance of the 
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'Nubian Corridor' in providing a link between Africa and the Mediter­
ranean. 

By —3200, under the first dynasty, the Egyptians already had sufficient 
knowledge of the country to risk sending a body of troops as far as the 
beginning of the Second Cataract. W e can hazard a guess as to the reasons 
for this expedition. First, there was the need to find raw materials which 
were lacking or becoming scarce in Egypt - especially wood. T h e belt 
of forest which, in former times, must have lined the banks of the river 
was becoming sparser and would progressively disappear as the lower Nile 
was increasingly brought under control and the irrigation system, with 
its networks of 'basins', was gradually extended. 

A second important reason for the Egyptian army to intervene in Nubia 
was the desire to keep open the passage southwards: incense, g u m , ivory, 
ebony and panthers come not from between the First and Second Cataracts, 
but from m u c h farther south. At this time, however, Lower Nubia was 
densely populated, as w e can see from the number and size of A - G r o u p 
burial grounds (see Chapter 9). 

These people did not come from the north, as was believed until a few 
years ago. They were the descendants of Neolithic groups which had settled 
in the valley between the First and Third Cataracts, but they were probably 
related to those which occupied the upper valley between the Fourth and 
Sixth Cataracts, judging by the household objects discovered by archaeo­
logists in both areas. S o m e of these people were still hunters and fishermen, 
but those near the river were mainly engaged in agriculture, whereas the 
inhabitants of the outlying savannah on both sides of the Nile led an 
essentially pastoral and perhaps even semi-nomadic life. For the climate 
was still in the humid phase which ended the African Neolithic period, 
and the 'Nubian Corridor' was not restricted to the narrow river valley, 
but probably extended a considerable way from each bank, so that its 
inhabitants could if they wished intercept the Egyptian caravans heading 
south overland as well as along the river. 

In any case, evidence of the Egyptians' interest in Lower Nubia is to 
be found in the m a n y ethnic terms or place names referring to this region 
which are preserved in the most ancient Pharaonic texts. But these concern 
no more than about 325 kilometres of the valley, from Elephantine in the 
north to the first rapids of the Second Cataract at Buhen (such sites are n o w 
submerged under the waters of the High D a m ) , which the Egyptians 
certainly reached under the reign of King Djer of the first dynasty if not 
in the time of King Scorpion himself, at the very end of the predynastic 
period. 

Around —2700, information on north-south contacts obtained from 
excavations on A - G r o u p sites suddenly dries up, at least in Lower Nubia: 
there are no longer more than a very few Nubian tombs or settlements. 
It is as if the inhabitants had suddenly deserted their land. W h y the formerly 
dense population between the First and Second Cataracts should disappear 
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in this way has not yet been fully explained. W a s it because the Pharaohs 
had stripped the country of its produce, or did the Nubians withdraw 
of their o w n accord - either towards the savannah on each side of the 
valley or farther south? These questions are particularly difficult to answer 
because there has been practically no archaeological investigation of the 
region south of the Second Cataract, or of the approaches on either side 
of the Nile. 

For knowledge of this period, between about —2700 and —2200, w e 
therefore have to rely on the very few hints to be found in Egyptian literary 
sources. These report military campaigns in the Ta-Seti region of Nubia 
- which might explain w h y the country was abandoned. Thus w e learn 
that under Snefru (about —2680) the Pharaoh's forces captured n o 000 
prisoners and 200 000 head of cattle, figures which confirm both the size 
of the population at the end of the A - G r o u p period before the country 
was deserted, and the large scale of animal husbandry in their society, 
sometimes compared to the present-day 'cattle-complex' in north-east 
Africa. Yet w e cannot account for such a vast quantity of livestock unless 
these people exploited m u c h of the steppe or savannah, which then extended 
far on each side of the river, as well as the Nile valley itself. 

A n important archaeological find in 1961-2 has helped to cast a little 
more light on the background of the history of the Nubian Corridor during 
this obscure period. A settlement of the Egyptian Old K ingdom was 
discovered at Buhen, with Pharaonic seals, some dating from the end of 
the fourth dynasty, but most from the fifth dynasty. This settlement was 
linked to a group of furnaces used for smelting copper. 

T h e discovery reveals, first, that the Egyptians did not depend solely 
on Asian copper - from Sinai in particular - and that they had already 
thoroughly prospected for metals in African Nubia. Secondly, it indicates 
something of great importance: that the Egyptians had been able - or had 
been obliged - to introduce smelting techniques in the upper Nile valley. 
T h e Buhen find proves that African copper was produced at this time. 
But to produce copper you must first discover and then mine the vein, 
build special furnaces and supply them with a suitable fuel, make melting-
pots, cast the metal and refine it at least to a certain extent before finally 
making it into ingots. T h e Nubians could hardly have watched all this 
going on, even if they were not actively engaged in it, without acquiring 
at least a basic knowledge of metallurgy. This early introduction to 
metallurgy, in the middle of the third millennium before our era, is probably 
the best explanation for the skill they showed some 500 years later (around 
—2000) in making copper objects as well as in handling gold. 

A little before —2200, this obscure period drew to a close, and we 
again come across information from both archaeological and literary 
sources. T h e Egyptian documents of the sixth dynasty, the last dynasty 
of the Old K ingdom, include several accounts of expeditions into Upper 
Nubia (see Chapter 9). At the beginning of this dynasty these expeditions 
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were clearly of a commercial nature, and peaceful: the Egyptians sought 
to obtain in Nubia the scarce types of stone needed for royal buildings, 
or simply wood. They employed a technique which was to be used again 
later: they looked for scarce or bulky goods and wood at the same time. 
W o o d from the upper valley was used to build boats which then transported 
the heavy goods back to Egypt, where the fleet of boats was dismantled 
and the wood reused for other purposes. Clearly this commerce also 
furthered the circulation of ideas and techniques in both directions. T h e 
Egyptian pantheon even acquired a new African deity, D e d u n , provider 
of incense. T o improve their communications with the south, the Egyptians 
dug out navigable channels in the rapids of the First Cataract at Aswan; 
this policy, initiated in the third millennium before our era, was to be 
continued by the Pharaohs of the Middle K ingdom and later by those of the 
N e w K ingdom. 

Egyptian expeditions also took the land routes as well as routes along 
the river valley. At that time these were certainly not desert tracks, because 
the Neolithic humid phase had barely ended; the journey south, if not 
in the shade, must have abounded with springs and water-holes, since pack-
animals such as asses, which need regular supplies of water, were in normal 
use. It was along one of these tracks, the so-called oasis route, that asses 
transported incense, ebony, certain oils, leopard-skins, ivory and so forth 
to Egypt. Recent discoveries suggest that at least one such road began 
at the Dakhilah oasis, the oasis of Khargah being still a lake. Unfortunately, 
Egyptian texts do not tell us what the Egyptians gave in exchange for 
the goods they brought back, nor do they state exactly where they got 
their supplies, which is still more unfortunate. They mention a number 
of African place names, but specialists are still uncertain where these are 
located. Here, too, m u c h could emerge from the systematic archaeological 
exploration not only of the Nubian part of the Nile valley south of the 
Second Cataract but also - and this is perhaps more important - of the 
land routes to the west of the valley, which link the chain of 'Libyan' 
oases with Selima and the valleys or depressions leading to Ennedi, Tibesti, 
Kordofan, Darfur and Lake Chad. 

Whether they followed the valley or went overland, it seems very likely 
that, from these early times, the Egyptians were already in touch with 
Africa south of the Sahara, and that the 'Nubian Corridor' played an 
important part in these contacts. Under Pepi II, towards —2200, an 
Egyptian expedition brought back from the distant south a 'dwarf for the 
sacred dance' (see Chapter 9). T h e word used to describe this person is 
deneg, whereas the usual term employed for a dwarf in the hieroglyphic 
texts is nemu. W e might well wonder - and the answer is likely to be 
positive - whether deneg refers in fact to a Pygmy . If this is so - and 
the translation deneg = P y g m y is now broadly accepted - the Egyptians 
of the Old K ingdom must have been in direct or indirect contact with this 
race from the equatorial forest. Even if the Pygmies' habitat extended m u c h 

236 



The importance of Nubia: a link between Central Africa and the Mediterranean 

farther north than it does today, which is possible and even likely, because 
of the different climate during the third millennium, this area would still 
have been very far to the south of Nubia. W e can therefore conclude 
that the Egyptians of the Old K ingdom had contacts with Central Africa, 
and that Nubia and its inhabitants did m u c h to make such contacts 
possible. 

In any case, contacts between Egypt and Central Africa probably go back 
a very long way, since the word deneg occurs in the Pyramid texts. 
Admittedly, there is a great deal of disagreement as to when these texts 
were written, but even if w e take the most conservative estimate they could 
not be later than the fifth dynasty, and it is very probable that they are 
m u c h older. 

Thus , in the sixth dynasty at the very latest, the Egyptians knew of the 
existence of Pygmies. This is confirmed by a sixth-dynasty text which 
relates that a deneg had already reached Egypt in the time of the Pharaoh 
Isesi, the last king but one of the fifth dynasty. This P y g m y had been found 
in the land of Punt, which suggests that his homeland must have been very 
far to the south of Nubia, since Punt must be somewhere along the coast 
of Eritrea or Somalia. Here, too, the 'dwarf dancer' must have been 
acquired for the Egyptians by a third party. In each case the probable 
presence of Pygmies in Egypt implies that there were contacts between 
the lower Nile valley and sub-equatorial Africa. 

At the end of the sixth dynasty, in the reign of Pepi II, the peaceful 
relations between Egypt and Nubia, based on mutual interest and the 
Pharaohs' need to have free access to the resources of the distant regions 
of Africa, appear to deteriorate. Texts written towards the end of Pepi II's 
reign hint at conflicts between Egyptian expeditions and inhabitants of the 
Corridor. For example, an Egyptian leading an expedition was killed during 
his journey south, and his son had to mount an attack to recover the body 
and bring it back for ritual burial in Egypt. 

It is difficult not to see a connection between this tension and the 
changes which began to affect the climate towards —2400, which certainly 
led to population movements. U p to —2400, the whole area between 
15° and 30o north was more humid than today and hence habitable. Even 
if it was not densely populated in relation to its size, this area must have 
supported a large number of inhabitants. 

But the climate gradually became dry, and drove these people to take 
refuge in more hospitable regions: the south and, of course, the Nile valley, 
Egyptian iconography seems to have perpetuated the m e m o r y of these 
migrations. It is about —2350, at the time of the fifth dynasty, that the 
theme of cadaverous shepherds first appears in the scenes of daily life 
painted on the mastabas. It is tempting, indeed more than tempting, to 
see in these famished figures nomadic or semi-nomadic shepherds w h o had 
fled the encroaching desert to find food and work in Egypt. 

There thus seems no point in looking - as has been done - for a distant 

237 



Ancient Civilizations of Africa 

origin of the so-called C - G r o u p peoples (see Chapter 9) w h o appear towards 
—2300 in the Nubian Corridor. These people had in fact been close by and 
were only driven to settle in the valley by the change in climatic conditions. 
But these migrants from the encroaching desert must have had to struggle 
against those already living by the river - and the texts from the end of the 
sixth dynasty might well be an echo of this antagonism. 

However this m a y be, these new peoples were descended directly from 
the A - G r o u p as archaeological sources make clear. They kept up the 
tradition of mutual exchange with the lower Nile valley, and later served 
as intermediaries between Africa and the Egyptian and Mediterranean 
civilizations. 

F r o m —2300, so far as archaeology can tell, the population of the Nubian 
Corridor split up into several 'families'. Though closely related, they each 
had their o w n material culture - pottery, types of instruments, weapons and 
tools - and their o w n burial rites - type of tomb, the arrangement of the 
tomb, furniture inside and outside the sepulchre, etc. T h e similarities, 
however, far outweigh the differences: the important place of livestock-
breeding, the widespread use of the red pottery with a black border, 
'tumulus'-type graves, and so forth. 

F r o m —2200 to —1580, the C - G r o u p peoples between Aswan and Batn 
el-Hagar (see m a p ) remained in close contact with Egypt, either because 
Egypt administered the region directly (c. — 2000 to c. — 1700), or because 
many Egyptians became permanent residents in the country (c. —1650 to 
c. -1580), very probably in the service of the new kingdom of K u s h (see 
below and Chapter 9). As they continued to keep in touch with their h o m e 
region, Thebes, they helped to spread Egyptian ideas and techniques. 

Farther south, from Batn el-Hagar onwards, lay the kingdom of K e r m a , 
named after the most important centre so far discovered (see Chapter 9). 
Its civilization differs only in detail from that of the C - G r o u p and 
archaeological finds in the very few sites so far excavated reveal links not 
only with Egypt but also, from —1600 onwards, with the Asiatic Hyksos, 
w h o appear to have been in direct contact with them. 

It is quite easy to determine the northern limit of the area administered 
by 'Ke rma ' : it is Batn el-Hagar. But the southern boundary is quite 
another matter. Recent finds (1973) of K e r m a pottery between the White 
Nile and the Blue Nile south of Khartoum appear to suggest that, even if 
the kingdom of K e r m a itself did not extend as far as present-day Gezira, 
its influence did, and so brought it into close touch with the Nilotic world 
of the Sudds (see m a p ) . 

It is particularly unfortunate that w e cannot be certain h o w far the 
kingdom of K e r m a extended towards equatorial Africa, since this kingdom, 
probably the first African 'empire' known to history, had achieved a high 
degree of civilization which enabled it to exert a profound influence on 
countries situated to its south, along the upper Nile and in Central Africa, 
as well as to the east and west. If w e accept the hypothesis that the 
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kingdom of K e r m a stretched from the Third Cataract up to the White Nile, 
it would have controlled not only the great north-south artery formed by 
the Nile valley but also the east-west routes from Atlantic Africa to the 
Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. It was therefore well placed to pass on 
techniques and ideas from Egypt or from the Hyksos with w h o m , as w e have 
seen, they had contacts to the African cultures of these regions. 

This is not the place to discuss the question whether the large buildings 
which still dominate the K e r m a site are of Egyptian or Nubian origin 
(see Chapter 9); though the bricks are m a d e according to a Pharaonic 
technique, the plan of the buildings is quite different from that of 
contemporary structures in the lower Valley. Until we know more, it is 
preferable to regard them as 'Kushite' work which underwent Egyptian 
influence. K e r m a seems to have been the most important urban centre in 
the kingdom of K u s h whose n a m e appears in Pharaonic texts from —2000. 

W e need only emphasize that this kingdom m a y have greatly influenced 
neighbouring cultures through its techniques, especially in metallurgy, and 
that its political strength, to which the size of its capital bears witness, 
m a y have enabled it to project its influence far afield. Unfortunately there 
has been little or no archaeological exploration in the outlying areas of the 
kingdom, so that we are not yet in a position to do more than speculate 
about the role of the kingdom of Ke rma in transmitting ideas, techniques 
or languages. 

W e have just stressed one point which appears certain: the material 
power of the kingdom of K u s h . This is proved by the precautions taken 
against it by the Pharaohs of the twelfth dynasty, from Sesostris I to 
Amenemhat III. The potential threat of ' K e r m a ' to Egypt is vividly 
illustrated by the chain of fortresses which, from Semna north to Debeira 
(see m a p ) , were built to defend the southern frontier of Egypt against the 
Kushite armies. All these fortresses, eleven in number, their walls from 
6 to 8 metres thick and 10 to 12 metres high, with rounded bastions jutting 
out and their access on the riverside well protected, not only defended 
the Nile but also served as military bases for campaigns in the desert or 
towards the south. Such expeditions were commonplace throughout the 
reigns of the first six Pharaohs of the dynasty, and are proof of the 
boundless energy of the K e r m a peoples, w h o were perhaps themselves 
under the pressure of ethnic groups coming from m u c h farther south. It 
is one of the tragic consequences of building the new Aswan d a m that 
these masterpieces in the art of fortification inevitably disappeared. 

T h e improvements made by the Egyptians to the north—south route 
from —2000 to —1780, prove conclusively that the Nubian Corridor was 
still the principal artery between Africa, the lower Nile valley and the 
Mediterranean world: the navigable channels through the First Cataract 
were kept clear, a doilkos - a track for hauling boats over land - was 
constructed parallel to the impassable rapids of the Second Cataract, and a 
d a m was built at Semna to facilitate navigation of the minor rapids of 
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Batn el-Hagar. All this shows that the Pharaohs of the twelfth dynasty 
were bent on making the passage south as satisfactory as possible. 

W h e n Sesostris III fixed the Egyptian frontier at Semna, he further 
reinforced the military defences against the possibility of attacks by a 
powerful aggressor from the south, but a famous text records his c o m m a n d 
that these fortifications should not hinder the commercial traffic from 
which both Egyptians and Nubians had m u c h to gain. 

Not m u c h is known about the troubled period from —1780 to —1580, 
which Egyptologists call the Second Intermediate Period, but it seems to 
have been a golden age for the kingdom of Kush , the capital of which, 
K e r m a , appears to have taken advantage of the weakening grip of 
Egyptian rulers to increase the amount of trade between the lower and 
upper Nile valley, from which it profited. 

T h e importance of this trade should not be underestimated. Countless 
marks of sigillarian earth, which were used to seal letters, and various other 
articles transported from the north, have been found at K e r m a as well as in 
the Egyptian fortresses; the latter, contrary to what used to be thought, 
were not abandoned during the Second Intermediate Period, or were 
abandoned at a relatively late stage, and not for long. Whereas during the 
Middle K ingdom the garrisons had been relieved at regular intervals, 
during the Second Intermediate Period those occupying the fortresses 
became permanent residents in Nubia; they had their families with them, 
and were buried there. It is even likely that they gradually recognized the 
suzerainty of the king of Kush. O f Egyptian origin, they must have done 
a great deal to spread their culture throughout the society of which they 
were members. 

Contact between the African kingdom of Kush and Egypt seems to have 
been closest during the Hyksos period ( — 1650 to —1580). All along the 
Nubian Corridor scarabs and seal-marks bearing the names of the Asiatic 
kings then ruling Egypt have been found. There are so many at K e r m a 
itself that at one time Nubia was thought to have been over-run by the 
Hyksos after the submission of Upper Egypt. W e n o w know that this 
did not happen, but the Africans of the middle Nile had such close links 
with the Asiatics, of the Delta, that when the Theban Pharaohs of the 
seventeenth dynasty embarked upon the reconquest of Middle and Lower 
Egypt, the Hyksos king naturally turned for help to his African ally and 
proposed taking joint military action against their c o m m o n enemy, the 
Pharaoh of Egypt (see Chapter 9). 

In any case, the relations between Theban Upper Egypt and the Kushites 
of K e r m a were both hostile and complementary. F r o m —1650 to —1580 
Thebans serving the king of K u s h brought their technical expertise to 
Middle Nubia, and the presence of many Egyptians stationed in the 
fortresses of Lower Nubia ensured that Kush would maintain contact with 
the Hyksos rulers in the north. Moreover, the last Pharaohs of the 
seventeenth dynasty employed Medja mercenaries both in their internal 
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struggles to unify Upper Egypt and in the war to drive out the Hyksos. 
These African soldiers from the Nubian desert were of the same race and 
practically the same culture as the sedentary Nehesyu people settled along 
the river. 

Thus throughout the Second Intermediate Period Nubians were to be 
found in Egypt and Egyptians in Nubia - and this certainly aided both 
commercial and cultural exchanges. Gradually the Nubian Corridor 
became a melting-pot in which African and Mediterranean elements inter­
mingled and produced a mixed culture. Yet these very close contacts had 
dramatic repercussions on the development of the first kingdom of Kush at 
Ke rma . 

T h e Pharaohs of the eighteenth dynasty, the Thutmosids, the heirs and 
descendants of those who had reunified Egypt and expelled the Hyksos 
invaders, realized that a united African kingdom on the other side of its 
southern border could be dangerous for Egypt: a Hyksos-Kushite alliance 
had almost reduced Theban ambitions to nothing. Besides, the Asian 
threat was still real, even after the Hyksos had retreated to Palestine. T o 
protect itself, Egypt embarked on a policy of systematically intervening in 
the Near East. 

Egypt's own resources - both of manpower and raw materials - were 
inferior to the potential strength of Asia Minor, as subsequent history 
made clear. The Theban Pharaohs knew that Africa south of Semna was 
richly endowed with the raw materials and manpower Egypt lacked, and 
they would not rest until they had complete control of the Nubian 
Corridor, the sole means of reaching that part of Africa whose resources 
were so essential to their Asian policy. 

It has often been held that the Egyptian armies had little difficulty in 
gaining control of the Nubian Corridor. This is not so. Campaign followed 
campaign, under each Pharaoh of the N e w K ingdom, from Ahmosis to 
Seti I and Ramses II, before they achieved success. 

Nubian resistance seems to have taken two forms: revolts against the 
Egyptian control of their country, and also a more or less general 
abandonment of their land as they fled towards the south. The country 
gradually became depopulated, as w e can see by the decreasing number of 
tombs in both Upper and Lower Nubia. This obliged the Pharaohs to 
push on farther and farther towards the south in order to obtain the 
African supplies which were vital to their policy of dominating the Near 
East. 

By the time of Thutmosis I the entire region between the Second and 
Fourth Cataracts had been conquered. The Egyptians now had direct 
control of the desert roads to Darfur, Kordofan and Chad, either from 
Sinai by way of Selima and Wad i Huwar or from present-day Debba 
via Wad i al-Malik. But they could also advance towards the Great Lake 
region of Africa, either by simply following the Nile from A b u H a m a d -
stone inscriptions including cartouches of Thutmose I and Thutmose III 
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have been found in this area — or by cutting across the Bayuda desert from 
Korti to rejoin the main course of the Nile, via Wad i M u q a d d a m and 
W a d i A b u D o m , at the Fifth Cataract. Besides being far shorter, this 
route avoided the difficulties of the south-west-north-east upstream 
journey between Korti and A b u H a m a d , as well as those of navigating the 
Fourth and Fifth Cataracts. 

Did the Pharaohs of the N e w K ingdom really take advantage of these 
exceptional opportunities to penetrate deep into Africa? W e cannot be sure 
that they did. Once again, no thorough archaeological survey of these 
itineraries - the western Wadis (Huwar and Al-Malik), the Nile between 
the Fourth and Fifth Cataracts, the Bayuda - has been carried out. 
Nevertheless, from the reign of Thutmose IV (about —1450) a striking 
change in the iconographie representation of negroes in tombs and on 
monuments suggests that either Egyptian expeditions or intermediaries on 
their behalf did indeed use these routes. 

T h e negro figures depicted on the Pharaonic tombs and monuments are 
of a completely n e w physical type, which sometimes bears a resemblance 
to the Nilotic Shilluks and Dinkas of today (the tomb of Sebekhotep) 
or to the inhabitants of Kordofan and the Naba Mountains of modern 
Sudan. 

T h e few thorough anthropological studies of the peoples that stayed in 
the Nile valley between the Second and Fourth Cataracts, despite the 
Pharaonic occupation, throw up no evidence of important ethnic changes 
in Nubia at this time. O n the contrary, they reveal that the physical type 
of the people living in the region has displayed a remarkable continuity. 
This means that until we k n o w more, w e can accept that the negroes 
w h o appear in the iconography of the N e w K ingdom met the Egyptians 
in their o w n country; and w e m a y conclude that direct contacts, even if 
only during brief military expeditions, existed between Egyptians and 
negroes in the heart of Africa between —1450 and —1200. 

This short survey has shown that Nubia's special and sometimes 
involuntary role as an intermediary, which arose from its geographical 
position between Central Africa and the Mediterranean, was well estab­
lished by —1800. It also brings out some constant features - the fact 
that it was important for Egypt to have access to African resources, together 
with Nubia's interest in the northern cultures - which brought about a 
continuing interchange that went on with varying degrees of intensity 
throughout the succeeding periods from —1200 to +700 . 

T h e kingdom of Napata ( — 800 to — 300) and the empire of Meroe 
(—300 to +300) , the civilizations of Ballana and Qustul (X-group) (—300 
to +600) and the Christian kingdoms after + 6 0 0 , all saw Nubia as the 
essential link between Central Africa and the Mediterranean civilizations. 
Like the Hyksos before them, the Persians, Greeks, R o m a n s , Christians 
and Muslims all discovered the world of black Africa in Nubia. Different 
cultures met and blended at this crossroads, just as they had done from 
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to when little by little a civilization had come into being
whose fundamentally Nubian aspects were suffused with unmistakable

Egyptian influences.

Through Nubia artefacts, techniques and ideas found their way from
north to south and doubtless from south to north. Unfortunately - and

once again this needs to be stressed - this account of mutual interchange
cannot be filled out until the archaeology of Africa south of 20o north

is more thoroughly explored; as things are it is very incomplete, and even

misleading, for the role of the north is obviously exaggerated, simply
because we know so little about the south. There have been many theories

concerning the diffusion of languages and cultures between the two sides

of the Nile, as well as between north and south, but theories they will

remain until we possess more detailed knowledge about the 'black' cultures
which existed from to +700, in the Nilotic Sudds, Kordofan,

Darfur, Chad, the eastern approaches to Ethiopia and the area between the
Nile and the Red Sea.

$4*

plate 8.1 Nubian monuments of Philae being re-erected on the neighbouring island of

Agilkia
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Nubia before Napata 
(-3100 to -750) 

N. M . SHERIF 

The A-Group period 
Around the end of the fourth millennium before our era there flourished 
in Nubia a remarkable culture known to archaeologists as the A - G r o u p . 1 

T h e copper tools (the earliest metal tools so far discovered in the Sudan) and 
the pottery of Egyptian origin unearthed from A - G r o u p graves show the 
flowering of the A - G r o u p culture to have been contemporary with the 
first dynasty in Egypt (—3100). This culture is denoted, as are also some 
other Nubian cultures, by a letter of the alphabet because it was non-
literate, no specific references to it exist on the part of literate peoples, nor 
can it be associated with any particular place of discovery or important 
centre. Yet it was a period of prosperity marked by a considerable 
increase in population. 

Definite A - G r o u p archaeological remains have so far been discovered in 
Nubia between the First Cataract in the north and Batn-el-Hagar (Belly 
of Stones) in the south. But pottery similar to that of the A - G r o u p has been 
found on the surface in various sites farther south in the northern Sudan. 
A grave near O m d u r m a n Bridge2 yielded a pot indistinguishable from 
another pot found at Faras in an A - G r o u p grave.3 

Ethnically the A - G r o u p was very similar in physical characteristics to the 
predynastic Egyptians.4 T h e y were semi-nomadic people, probably 
herding sheep, goats and some cattle. T h e y usually lived in small camps, 
moving whenever a pasturage became exhausted. 

T h e A - G r o u p belongs to the Chalcolithic culture. This means that 
essentially they were Neolithic, but with a limited usage of copper tools, 
all of which were imported from Egypt. O n e of the important characteristics 
of the A - G r o u p culture is the pottery found in the graves of the people 
associated with it. Several types can be recognized but the 'constant feature 

1. G . A. Reisner, 1910-27. 
2. A. J. Arkell, 1949, pp. 99, 106 and Plates 91-100. 
3. F. L. Griffith, 1921, No. 8, pp. 1-13. 
4. W . B. Emery, 1965, p. 124. 



fig. 9.2 Types of A-group pottery
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of the A-Group pottery is the skilful craftsmanship and the artistic
decoration and design, which set this ceramic art high above that of most of
the contemporary cultures'.5 Typical of the A-Group culture is a fine thin

pottery with a black-burnished inside while its outside has red-painted
decoration in imitation of basketwork. With this type of pottery are also

found large bulbous jars with a pointed base6 and pots with 'wavy ledge'

handles and deep pink ware conical jars of Egyptian origin.7

As for the burial customs of the A-Group people, two types of grave are

known to us. The first type was a simple oval pit about o-8 metres deep

while the other was an oval pit 1-3 metres deep with a sunk chamber on

one side. The body, which was enclosed in a leather shroud, was placed

in a contracted position on the right with the head normally to the west.

Besides pottery, articles deposited in the grave included stone palettes in

the form of oval or rhomboid plates, ostrich-feather fans, alabaster
grinding-stones, copper axes and borers, wooden boomerangs, bone

bracelets, female idols made of clay and beads of shell, carnelian and

blue-glazed steatite.

5. B. Schönbäck, p. 43.

6. W. B. Emery, 1965, p. 125

7. ibid., p. 125.
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T h e end of the A - G r o u p 

T h e A -Group , which is thought to have continued in Nubia to the end 
of the second dynasty in Egypt ( — 2780), was followed by a period of 
marked cultural decline and poverty. This period lasted from the beginning 
of the Egyptian third dynasty (—2780) to the sixth dynasty (—2258). 
That is to say, it was contemporary with what is known in Egypt as the 
Old Kingdom period.8 T h e culture found in Nubia during this era was 
termed the B-Group by the early archaeologists, w h o worked in the area. 
They claimed that Lower Nubia during the Egyptian Old Kingdom was 
inhabited by a distinct native group different from the preceding 
A - G r o u p . 9 Though some scholars1 ° still consider it valid, ' ' this hypothesis 
has been rejected by others.12 However , the existence of the B - G r o u p as 
such is n o w generally held to be doubtful.13 

T h e continuity of A - G r o u p features in the graves of the so-called 
B - G r o u p culture makes it probable that they were simply graves of 
impoverished A - G r o u p people when their culture was on the decline. These 
new features, recognizable in the B - G r o u p and which differentiate it in 
some aspects from its predecessor, were perhaps the outcome of the general 
decline and poverty. T h e cause of this decline m a y be found in the repeated 
hostile activities against Nubia of Egypt since its unification, and the 
formation of a strong centralized state under one sovereign. 

Egypt in Nubia 

F r o m very early times the ancient Egyptians were dazzled by Nubia because 
of its riches in gold, incense, ivory, ebony, oils, semi-precious stones 
and other luxury goods, and they continuously endeavoured to bring the 
trade and economic resources ofthat land under their o w n control.I4 Thus 
we see that the history of Nubia is almost inseparable from that of Egypt. 
A n ebony tablet from the time of Hor-aha, the first king of the Egyptian 
first dynasty, seems to celebrate a victory over Nubia,15 but the exact 
nature of the king's activity against the Nubians is as yet unknown. It 
might have been only a military movement planned to safeguard his 
southern frontier at the First Cataract.! 6 T h e Egyptian artefacts discovered 

8. ibid., pp. 124, 127. 
9. G . A . von Reisner, 1910-27, pp. 313-48. 
10. W . B . Emery, 1965, pp. 127-9. 
11. B. G . Trigger, 1965, p. 78. 
12. H . S. Smith, 1966, p. 118. 
13. F. Hintze, 1968. 
14. B . G . Trigger, 1965, p. 79. 
15. W . M . F. Pétrie, 1901, p. 20 and Plates 1 and 2. 
16. T . Säve-Söderbergh, 1941. 
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fig. 9.4 The inscription of King Djer at Jebel Sheikh Suliman

at Faras17 in the A-Group graves which belong to the reign of Djer

and Ouadji, the third and fourth rulers of the first dynasty, also indicate
contact between the two countries even in that remote time.

However, the earliest record of Egyptian conquest in Nubia is the very

important document now exhibited in the Antiquities Garden of the Sudan
National Museum in Khartoum. This was a scene originally engraved on

a sandstone slab on the top of a small knoll, known as Jebel Sheikh
Suliman, about seven miles south of Wadi Haifa town on the west bank

of the Nile. ' 8 It belongs to the reign of King Djer, the third king of the

first dynasty already mentioned. The scene records a battle in the Nile

waged by King Djer against the Nubians.

At the extreme right of the scene there is a first-dynasty-style boat,

with its vertical stern and high prow. Many corpses float below the boat,

while a figure (a Nubian chieftain perhaps) hangs from its prow. To the

left of this are two wheel-like designs, which are the hieroglyphic signs

portraying a village with crossroads which signify a town. To the left of

the town signs we see the ripple sign of water (probably denoting

that the cataract region was the field of battle). Then a figure of a man

is seen with his arms tied behind his back and holding a bow which in

Egyptian is called Zeti, and which personifies Ta-Zeti, the land of the
bow, meaning Nubia. Behind this figure is the name of King Djer on what

is probably a palace façade.19

Another record of Egyptian hostile actions in Nubia is a fragment of an

inscribed stone from Hierakonpolis (El-Kom-el-Ahmar on the left bank of

the Nile north of Idfu) which shows King Kasekhem of the second

dynasty kneeling on a prisoner representing Nubia. But the actual sub¬

jugation of Nubia seems to have come in the reign of Snefru, the
founder of the fourth dynasty. The Palermo Stone20 tells us that King

17. F. L. Griffith, 1921, pp. 1-18.

18. A. J. Arkell, 1950, pp. 27-30.

19. N. M. Sherif, pp. 17-18.

20. J. H. Breasted, 1906, Vol. I, p. 146.
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Snefru destroyed Ta-Nehasyu, the Land of the Nubians,21 and captured 
7000 prisoners and 200 000 cattle and sheep. 

After the military operations of Khasekhem and Snefru the Nubians 
seem to have accepted Egyptian supremacy, for it is evident that the 
Egyptians found no difficulty in exploiting the vast mineral resources of 
Nubia. The diorite deposits west of Toshka were quarried for stone for royal 
statues, and inscriptions of Cheops, the owner of the great pyramid at 
Giza, Dedefre, and Sahure of the fifth dynasty (—2563 to —2423) were 
engraved on the rocks there by successive expeditions. T o exploit effectively 
the mineral resources of the land they conquered, the Egyptians colonized 
Nubia. Recent archaeological discoveries at Buhen, just below the Second 
Cataract, have shown the existence of a purely Egyptian colony at Buhen 
in the fourth and fifth dynasties. O n e of the industries of this Egyptian 
settlement was working copper, as is shown by the furnaces and remains of 
copper ore found in it. This indicates the existence of copper deposits 
somewhere in the region. T h e names of several kings of the fourth and 
fifth dynasties were found there on papyrus and jar sealings.22 

Moreover, it is very probable that the Egyptians extended their authority 
even over the land south of the Second Cataract at least as far as Dakka 
some 133 kilometres south of Buhen. A n Old K ingdom inscription 
discovered by the author at Dakka shows that the Egyptians were searching 
for minerals in that part of Nubia.2 3 

T w o records of King Merenre discovered at the First Cataract24 m a y be 
taken as an indication that Egypt's southern border was at Aswan during 
the sixth dynasty (—2434 to —2242); yet it seems that the Egyptians even 
at that period exerted some sort of political influence over the Nubian 
tribes, for these records show that King Merenre came to the district of the 
First Cataract to receive the homage of the chiefs of Medju, Irtet and 
W a w a t , which were presumably tribal regions south of the First Cataract. 

Peace reigned in Nubia during the sixth dynasty and the Egyptians 
recognized the great importance of the commercial potentialities of that 
land and its significance for the economic well-being of their o w n country. 
Trade was well organized and conducted by the able monarch of Aswan, 
the importance of which increased enormously both as a trading centre 
between the north and the south and also as a frontier control post. T h e 
records of these monarchs inscribed in their tombs on the west bank of the 
Nile at Aswan furnish researchers with m u c h interesting information on the 
conditions existing in Nubia at that time. This evidence shows that Nubia 
seems to have been divided into a number of regions with independent 
rulers. 

21. A . H . Gardiner, 1961. 
22. W . B . Emery, 1963, pp. 116-20. 
23. F. Hintze, 1965, p. 14. 
24. J. H . Breasted, 1906, Vol. I, pp. 317-18. 
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The most revealing of the inscriptions of these Aswan nobles relates to 
the life of Harkhuf, the famous caravan leader w h o served in the reigns of 
Merenre and Pepi II. H e led four missions to the land of Y a m , a region 
not yet identified but certainly beyond the Second Cataract to the south. 
Three of these expeditions25 were m a d e during the reign of King 
Merenre and the fourth under King Pepi II. O n the first journey Harkhuf 
and his father were commissioned to 'explore a road to Y a m ' , a mission 
that took them seven months to accomplish. The second journey, which 
Harkhuf made alone, lasted for eight months. In this journey he took the 
Elephantine road (the desert road starting on the west bank at Aswan) 
and returned through Irtet, Mekher and Tererés. Here Harkhuf makes it 
clear that the lands of Irtet and Setu were under the jurisdiction of a single 
ruler. His third journey was undertaken along the oasis route. During this 
journey he learned that the chief of Y a m had gone to Libya to conquer it. 
H e followed him into that country and managed to appease him. H e 
returned from this journey 'with 300 donkeys loaded with incense, ebony, 
oil, panther skins, elephant tusks, tree trunks and many other beautiful 
objects'. W h e n he passed north through the territories of Irtet, Setu and 
W a w a t , which were now united under one chief, Harkhuf was conducted 
by a military escort from Y a m . O n the fourth and last expedition Harkhuf 
brought back from the land of Y a m a dancing dwarf for the young King 
Pepi II, w h o was extremely delighted with it. 

But from the tombs of Pepinakht, another monarch of Elephantine who 
held office under King Pepi II, w e learn that in spite of the general good 
relations between the Egyptians and the Nubians (which certainly was 
profitable to both) during the sixth dynasty peace was at times seriously 
disturbed in Nubia. It seems that there were periods of trouble when 
Egypt was compelled to resort to force of arms. Pepinakht was sent once 
to 'hack up W a w a t and Irtet'. H e may be regarded as successful in his 
errand for he killed large numbers of Nubians as well as capturing 
prisoners. H e made a second expedition to the south with the aim of 
'pacifying these countries'. This time he was able to bring two Nubian 
chiefs to the Egyptian court. 

The C-Group period 
Towards the end of the Egyptian Old Empire26 or sometime during 
the period of Egyptian history called by Egyptologists the First Inter­
mediate Period (—2240 to — 2150)27 there appeared in Lower Nubia a new 
independent culture (with different characteristic objects and different 
burial traditions) known to archaeologists as the C-Group . Similar to its 

25. ibid., Vol. I, pp. 333-5. 
26. B . G . Trigger, 1965, p. 87. 
27. A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 46. 
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forerunner, the A - G r o u p , this culture was also a Chalcolithic culture. It 
lasted in this part of the Nile valley up to the time when Nubia was 
completely egyptianized in the sixteenth century before our era. T h e 
northern limit of the C - G r o u p culture was at the village of Kubanieh North 
in Egypt28 but the southern border has not yet been demarcated for certain, 
though some remains of the culture have been found as far south as Akasha 
at the southern end of the Second Cataract region. This makes it probable 
that the southern boundary of the C - G r o u p was situated somewhere in the 
Batn-el-Hagar area. 

O f the origin of the C-Group culture or the ethnic group to which 
it belonged, nothing definite is yet known. Owing to the lack of any 
substantial evidence on this problem, archaeologists have been led to put 
forward various hypothetical theories.29 O n e of these theories suggests that 
this culture might be a continuation of its predecessor the A - G r o u p , for 
they were related to each other.30 Another theory claimed that the culture 
grew out of influences introduced into Nubia by the arrival of a n e w 
people. T h e supporters of this theory differed among themselves on the 
question of the original h o m e of these new people and on the direction 
from which they came. Cultural and anatomical data have been cited to 
support the various arguments. S o m e claim that the n e w people immigrated 
into Lower Nubia from the eastern desert or the region of the river 
Atbara.31 Others believe that they came from the west, specifically from 
Libya.32 A recent theory rejects the migration hypothesis and sees the 
C - G r o u p culture as the outcome of a cultural evolution. However, a great 
deal is yet to be discovered about the archaeology of the areas concerned 
and until extensive scientific research is carried out there, these theories 
will remain hypotheses only. 

It seems clear that the C-Group were essentially cattle-herding people 
w h o lived in small camps or occasionally settled in villages. T h e houses 
discovered in the region of Wadi Haifa were of two types: one had round 
rooms, the walls of which were built of stones plastered with m u d , and 
the other type had square rooms built of mud-brick.3 3 Their basic 
characteristics are inferred from the large number of rock pictures of 
cattle and the prominence of cattle in their burial rites. 

T h e earliest burials of the C - G r o u p culture are characterized by small 
stone superstructures over round or oval pits. T h e semi-contracted body was 
laid on its right side with the head oriented east and often placed on a 
straw pillow. T h e body was frequently wrapped in a leather garment. This 
type of grave gave way to another of large stone superstructures over 

28. H . Junker, 1919-22, p. 35. 
29. M . Bietak, 1961-65, pp. 1-82. 
30. G . A . Reisner, 1910-27, p. 333. 
31. C . M . Firth, pp. 11-12. 
32. W . B . Emery and L . P. Kirwan, 1935, p. 4. 
33. T . Säve-Söderbergh, 1965, p. 48. 
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rectangular pits, often with rounded corners and sometimes lined with

stone slabs. A third type, which is later in date, is also found among the

C-Group. Now we find brick chapels often built against the north or east

of the stone superstructures. Burials were commonly oriented north to

south. Animals were buried in the graves. Sometimes skulls of oxen or

goats painted with patterns in red and black were placed all around the

superstructures. The grave-goods consisted of different forms of pottery,
stone, bone and ivory bracelets, shell ear-rings, bone and faience beads,

leather sandals, mother-of-pearl discs for armlets and Egyptian scarabs.

Sometimes bronze mirrors as well as weapons (daggers, short swords and

battle-axes) are found in the C-Group graves.34

Despite increasing contact with Egypt, the C-Group culture continued

to develop along its own lines, adopting neither Egyptian technology, nor

religious beliefs, nor literacy. One of the most important characteristics of

this culture is its pottery. It is handmade and is normally in the form of

bowls, frequently decorated by impressed or incised geometric patterns,

which were often filled with a white pigment. A typical C-Group stone

tool is the polished colt of green stone (nephrite).

fig. 9.5 Typical C-group graves (after Steindorjf)

34. ibid., pp. 49-50.
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The Middle Kingdom 
The rulers of the Egyptian Middle Kingdom put an end to the internal 
troubles of their country and united it under their sway. They then directed 
their attention to the land south of Egypt, namely, Nubia. This move began 
under the kings of the Theban eleventh dynasty. O n a fragment from the 
temple of Gebelein in Upper Egypt, Menthuhotep II is depicted striking 
his enemies, among w h o m we find Nubians. A rock inscription of 
Menthuhotep III at the First Cataract refers to an expedition 'with ships 
to W a w a t ' which is the Shellal-Wadi Haifa reach of the Nile. Moreover, 
there are references which make it probable that the Egyptians of the 
eleventh dynasty had occupied Nubia as far south as Wad i Haifa. There are, 
for instance, several graffiti on two hills west and north of Abdel Gadir 
village on the west bank of the Nile just below the Second Cataract which 
mention Antef, Menthuhotep and Sebekhotep (names c o m m o n in the 
eleventh dynasty), and which relate to quarrying, hunting and clerical 
work.3 5 However, whatever the situation in Nubia might have been 
during the eleventh dynasty, it was under the twelfth dynasty ( — 1991 to 
— 1786) that Nubia was effectively occupied as far as Semna, where 
the southern border of the kingdom was firmly established. It was here 
that the remarkable stele of Senusret III, the fifth king of the dynasty, was 
set up to provide an unmistakable boundary mark. T h e stele forbade any 
Nubian to pass 'downstream or overland or by boat, [also] any herds of 
Nubians, apart from any Nubian w h o shall come to trade in Iken or 
upon any good business that may be done with them'.36 Iken is now 
known to be the fortress of Mirgissa, about 40 kilometres north of Semna . 3 7 

Several pieces of evidence indicate that the permanent occupation of 
this part of Nubia was begun by Amenemhet I, the founder of the twelfth 
dynasty. H e is thought to be partly of Nubian origin. The descent of 
King Amenemhet is deduced from a papyrus now in the m u s e u m of 
Leningrad, the sole aim of which was to make legitimate his coming to the 
throne of Egypt. According to this papyrus, King Snefru of the fourth 
dynasty called in a priest to amuse him. W h e n the king asked him about 
the future, the priest foretold a time of hardship and misery in Egypt 
which would end when 'a king shall come belonging to the south, A m e n y 
by name, the son of a w o m a n of Ta-Zeti [Nubia]'. T h e name A m e n y is 
the abbreviation of the name Amenemhet . 3 8 A rock inscription found near 
Krosko in Lower Nubia dating from the twenty-ninth year of Amenemhet's 
reign states that his troops reached Krosko in order to 'overthrow Wawat ' . 
In the teachings he left to his son w e hear Amenemhet say: 'I seized the 

35. A . J. Arkell, 1961, pp. 56 and 58-9. 
36. A . H . Gardiner, 1961, p. 135. 
37. J. Vercoutter, 1964, p. 62. 
38. A . H . Gardiner, 1961, p. 126. 
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people of Wawa t and captured the people of Medju . ' 3 9 Once again, 
inscriptions of the same king west of A b u Simbel show quarrying activities 
in Lower Nubia during the last part of his reign. 

The occupation of Nubia commenced by Amenemhet I was completed 
by his son and successor Senusret I.40 O n a large inscribed stone put 
up in the eighteenth year of Senusret I at Buhen by an officer with the 
name Mentuhotep, the Theban war-god Mon tu is shown presenting to the 
king a line of bound war-prisoners from ten Nubian localities. The name 
of each locality is contained in an oval frame beneath the head and 
shoulders of the captive w h o represents the people of the said locality. 
Amongst the conquered lands mentioned on this sandstone stele are Kush, 
Sha'at and Shemyk. Sha'at is the present island of Sai,41 some 190 kilo­
metres south of Buhen, while Shemyk, according to a recently discovered 
inscription, is the Dal Cataract region 40 kilometres downstream of Sai 
Island. 

Kush, though soon used by the Egyptians to describe a large southern 
land, was originally a restricted Nubian territory first heard of during the 
Middle K ingdom. 4 2 If the Buhen stele enumerates place names from north 
to south as do other known documents from the same period,43 then Kush 
was not only north of Sha'at but also north of Shemyk. N o w , we know 
that the latter is Dal Island or the Dal Cataract region north of Sai 
Island; and thus w e can safely locate Kush somewhere north of Dal and 
south of the Second Cataract or Semna . 4 4 

A second indication of the victory over Nubia won by Senusret I, which 
left the Pharaohs of the twelfth dynasty in full control of the country north 
of Semna, is provided by an inscription found in the tomb of A m e n y , 
the monarch of Beni Hassan in Egypt. This tells us that A m e n y sailed 
southward in the company of the king himself and 'passed beyond Kush 
and reached the end of the earth'.45 

The reasons which prompted the Egyptians to occupy part of Nubia 
were both economic and defensive. Economically they wanted, on the one 
hand, to secure skins, ivory and ebony and, on the other hand, to exploit 
the mineral wealth of Nubia.46 T h e security of their kingdom necessitated 
the defence of its southern frontier against the Nubians and the desert 
dwellers to their east. The strategy was to maintain a buffer between the 
border of Egypt proper in the region of the First Cataract and the land 
south of Semna, which constituted the source of real menace to them, 

39. J. H . Breasted, 1906, Vol. 1, p. 483. 
40. A . J. Arkell, 1961, pp. 59-60. 
41. J. Vercoutter, 1958, pp. 147-8.' 
42. G . Posener, 1958, p. 47. 
43. ibid., p. 60. 
44. ibid., p. 50. 
45. A . H . Gardiner, 1961, p. 134. 
46. B . G . Trigger, 1965, p. 94. 
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FIG. 9.7 Nubia, 1580 before our era 
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in order to control traffic along the Nile and eradicate any threat to their 
country from Kush. 

T h e defensive nature of the Egyptian occupation of Nubia during the 
Middle K ingdom period is clearly manifested by the number and the 
strength of the fortresses the kings of the twelfth dynasty were compelled 
to build in the occupied territory. A late Middle K ingdom papyrus 
discovered in a tomb near the Ramesseum at Luxor4 7 names seventeen 
Nubian forts between Semna in the south and Shellal in the north. They 
fall into two groups, those to the north of the Second Cataract intended to 
maintain a strong grip on the native population,48 namely, the C - G r o u p 
people, and those built on eminences between the Second Cataract and 
Semna to protect boats in trouble in the shoals and defend the frontier.49 

That these forts were clearly built for defence is even shown by the 
names assigned to them, such as 'Repelling the Tribes', 'Repressing . . . ' , 
'Curbing the Deserts', 'Repelling the Inu' and 'Repelling the Mazaiu'.50 

T h e strength of these forts and the effort m a d e to render them 
impregnable can be seen from the fortress at Buhen, which was one of the 
best-preserved forts in Nubia before it was flooded by the waters of the 
new Aswan High D a m . This formidable Middle K i n g d o m fortress 
consisted of an elaborate series of fortifications within fortifications built 
on a rectangular plan measuring 172 by 160 metres.51 T h e defence system 
consisted of a brick wall 4-8 metres thick and at least 10 metres high with 
towers at regular intervals. At the bottom of this main wall was a brick-
paved rampart, protected by a series of round bastions with double rows 
of loopholes. T h e whole fort was surrounded by a dry ditch cut into the bed 
rock 6 5 metres deep. T h e ditch was 8*4 metres wide and the other 
scarp was heightened by brickwork. There were two gates on the east side 
facing the Nile, and a third, heavily fortified, on the west side facing the 
desert. 

Following the collapse of the Middle K ingdom and the Hyksos (Asiatic 
tribes) invasion, the Egyptians lost their control over Nubia. T h e forts were 
ransacked and burnt by the natives, w h o seem to have seized the oppor­
tunity of the collapse of the central government in Egypt to regain their 
independence. 

Kerma (—1730 to —1580) 
W e have already noticed that the southern boundary of the Egyptian 
Middle K ingdom was unquestionably fixed at Semna by Senusret III. 
But the important excavations carried out by the American archaeologist 

47. W . B . Emery, 1965, p. 143. 
48. A . H . Gardiner, 1961, p. 135. 
49. A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 61. 
50. A . H . Gardiner, 1961, p. 135. 
51. W . B . Emery, i960, pp. 7-8. 

258 



Nubia before Napata ( — j/oo to — 750) 

G . A . Reisner between 1913 and 1916 at Ke rma , a short distance above 
the Third Cataract and 150 miles south of Semna as the crow flies, revealed 
what has come to be known as the K e r m a culture. This culture has since 
been the subject of conflicting interpretations from scholars. 

T h e ancient site of K e r m a comprises two remarkable edifices locally 
known as the Western Dufufa and the Eastern Dufufa. The former is a 
solid mass of sun-dried brick and the latter is a funerary chapel, also in 
mud-brick, surrounded by a large cemetery of m o u n d graves. Both 
buildings are typical of Middle K ingdom construction. In the Western 
Dufufa, Reisner found fragments of broken alabaster vases with the 
cartouches of Pepi I and II of the sixth dynasty together with those of 
Amenemhet I and Senusret I. Beside the Eastern Dufufa was unearthed 
an inscribed stone relating that the king's sole companion Antef had been 
dispatched to repair a building in Inebu, using the word Amenemhet maa 
kheru which means the walls of Amenemhet the Justified. In a burial 
m o u n d near this funerary chapel were found the lower part of a statue of 
Hepzefia (prince of Asyut in Egypt, whose tomb has been found there), a 
statue of his wife Sennuwy and fragments of other statues of officials and 
kings. In the light of these discoveries, Reisner concluded52 that: (a) the 
walls underneath the Western Dufufa are those of an Old Kingdom trading 
post; (b) the Western Dufufa was, in the Middle K ingdom, the southern­
most stronghold in the chain of forts built by the Egyptians, between 
Aswan and Kerma , to safeguard their interests in Nubia; (c) K e r m a was 
the headquarters of Egyptian Governors-General, the first of w h o m might 
have been Hapidjefa; (d) the Egyptian Governors-General were buried in 
the cemetery near the Eastern Dufufa in an Egyptian fashion; and (e) when 
the Hyksos invaded Egypt the fortified outpost at Ke rma was destroyed 
by the Nubians. 

Reisner's interpretation of the archaeological evidence discovered at 
Kerma was first questioned by Junker.53 The Western Dufufa was too 
small for a fort and was also dangerously isolated, being situated 400 
kilometres away from the nearest Egyptian fort at Semna. Moreover, the 
raw materials, such as graphite, copper oxide, hematite, mica, resin, rock 
crystal, carnelian, ostrich egg-shell, discovered in the various rooms indicate 
that the Western Dufufa was a fortified trading post rather than an 
administrative centre. 

As for the cemetery, Reisner's view, that it was the burial place of 
Egyptian Governors, was based solely on the discovery of the statues of 
Hapidjefa and his wife in one of the large burial mounds. The m o d e of 
burial in these large graves of K e r m a was entirely Nubian. Here 
mummification was not practised and the dead m a n was buried on a bed 
with his wives, children and attendants in the same grave. N o w , bearing 

52. G . A . Reisner, 1923a. 
53. H . Junker, 1921. 
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in mind that these graves are Egyptian neither in their construction nor in 
their method of burial, and knowing that the Egyptians dreaded being 
buried abroad mainly because they might lose the appropriate burial rites, 
it becomes peculiarly difficult to believe that a person of Hapidjefa's social 
and political status would have been buried in a foreign land in a fashion 
utterly alien to Egyptian religious beliefs. Moreover, among the things 
found in the supposed tumulus of Hapidjefa were numerous grave-goods 
unquestionably dating from the Second Intermediate Period or the Hyksos 
period.54 F r o m this, Säve-Söderbergh and Arkell55 concluded that the 
statues found in this m o u n d grave had been exchanged by Egyptian traders 
for Nubian commodities from the local princes of K e r m a during the 
Second Intermediate Period. 

Thus Reisner's theory concerning the Western Dufufa and the cemetery 
around the Eastern Dufufa has been generally rejected. Instead most 
scholars advocated the view that the Western Dufufa was only an Egyptian 
trading post, while the cemetery was the burial ground of the native 
princes. 

Hintze, re-examining the different theories put forward regarding the 
K e r m a problem, sees that they 'contained inner contradictions making 
their correctness dubious'.56 In the first place he notes that the arguments 
raised by Junker, rejecting Reisner's interpretation, hold good also to refute 
Junker's o w n assumption that the Western Dufufa was a fortified trading 
post. Hintze also considers it unlikely that an Egyptian fortified trading post 
would have existed in this part of Nubia at this time, particularly if K e r m a 
is taken as the political seat of Kush (as some of Reisner's opposers 
hold),57 which was the traditional enemy of Egypt during the Middle 
Kingdom. A n d as all the scholars whose views he has re-examined agree 
that the cemetery is a Nubian cemetery and that the Eastern Dufufa is a 
funerary chapel attached to it, Hintze points out the improbability of the 
Pharaoh sending an Egyptian official to 'vile Kush ' in order to repair a 
chapel to a Nubian cemetery. Lastly, Hintze stresses what has already been 
shown by Säve-Söderbergh, namely, that the cemetery belongs to the 
Second Intermediate Period; that is to say, that it is later than the Western 
Dufufa and therefore the supposed Governors of the Western Dufufa in the 
Middle K ingdom could not be buried there. 

All these considerations led Hintze to abandon once and for all the 
'conception of an Egyptian trading post' at K e r m a . T o him K e r m a is simply 
the 'centre of a native Nubian culture and the residence of a native 
dynasty'. T h e Western Dufufa was the residence of the native ruler of 
Kush and it was destroyed by the Egyptian troops at the beginning of the 
N e w K ingdom. 

54. T . Säve-Söderbergh, 1941. 
55. A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 71. 
56. F. Hintze, 1964. 
57. A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 72. 
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Nubia befare Napata ( — jioo to — 750) 

This is a simple theory which sounds nearer to the truth especially as 
regards the evidence from the cemetery. T h e date of the objects found in 
the graves and the mode of their construction and burial rites clearly show 
that they were not built for the Middle K ingdom Egyptian Governors-
General. But substantial evidence is still needed to prove that the Western 
Dufufa was the residence of the native ruler of Kush. T h e existence of 
an ordinary Egyptian trading post at K e r m a during the Middle K ingdom 
cannot be ruled out as easily as Hintze contends. T h e site dug by 
Reisner is the only site so far excavated in the Dongola region, and even 
this single site is not yet fully excavated. T h e Dongola area is rich in 
Ke rma sites, and until systematic archaeological research is carried out 
there, a great deal will remain unknown regarding the K e r m a culture. 

T h e K i n g d o m of K u s h 

As the geographical name K u s h is connected with K e r m a 5 8 and as the 
tumuli at K e r m a clearly show that they were the burials of strong native 
rulers w h o had commercial and diplomatic relations with the Hyksos 
kings in Egypt, it seems more likely that K e r m a was the capital of the 
kingdom of Kush. This kingdom flourished during what is known in 
Egyptian history as the Second Intermediate Period ( — 1730 to —1580). 
T h e existence of this kingdom, whose ruler was called the Prince of Kush, 
is n o w known from a variety of documentary evidence. T h e first stele of 
Kamose, " the last king of the Egyptian seventeenth dynasty and probably 
the first king w h o raised the banner of organized struggle against the 
Hyksos, depicts the political situation in the Nile valley at that time. This 
stele shows the existence of an independent kingdom in Kush, with its 
northern frontier fixed at Elephantine, an Egyptian state in Upper Egypt, 
situated between Elephantine in the south and Cusae in the north and 
finally the Hyksos kingdom in Lower Egypt. Another stele60 tells us that 
Kamose captured on the oasis route a message sent by Apophis, the 
Hyksos king, to the ruler of Kush seeking his aid against the Egyptian 
king. Moreover, two stelae discovered at Buhen show that two officials by 
the names of Sepedher61 and K a 6 2 served under the ruler of Kush. T h e 
kingdom of Kush, which controlled the whole of Nubia south of 
Elephantine after the collapse of the Middle K ingdom in Egypt following 
the Hyksos invasion, came to an end when Tuthmose I conquered Nubia 
beyond the Fourth Cataract. 

58. G . Posener, 1958, p. 39; A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 72. 
59. L . Habachi, 1955, p. 195. 
60. T . Säve-Söderbergh, 1956, pp. 54-61. 
61. Philadelphia, 10984. 
62. Khartoum, N o . 18. 
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fig. 9.8 Types of Kerma pottery
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Nubia before Napata (—3100 to —750) 

K e r m a culture 

Typical sites of the K e r m a culture have been discovered in Nubia only as 
far north as Mirgissa,63 indicating that the Second Cataract was the 
boundary between the Kerma and C - G r o u p cultures. T h e characteristic 
features of the K e r m a culture were a thin highly polished black-topped red 
ware that was m a d e on a potter's wheel; animal-shaped vessels and others 
decorated with animal motifs; special copper daggers, woodwork decorated 
with patterns of inlaid ivory figures and mica figures and ornaments sewn 
on leather caps. Although m a n y of the wares discovered at K e r m a 
undoubtedly manifest a native cultural tradition, the influence of Egyptian 
techniques of craftsmanship and design cannot be overlooked.64 It has been 
suggested that a great deal of the material in question was actually 
manufactured by Egyptian craftsmen,65 but it could equally be said that it 
was produced to meet local taste by native craftsmen w h o had acquired 
Egyptian techniques. 

Regarding the religious aspect, the characteristic feature of the K e r m a 
culture is the burial rites. A K e r m a grave is marked by a dome-shaped 

FIG. 9.9 Kerma burial 

tumulus of earth outlined by a ring of black stones sprinkled over with 
white pebbles. O n e of the big tumuli at K e r m a Cemetery (K III) consisted 
of circular brick walls, 90 metres in diameter.66 T w o parallel walls running 
across the middle of the m o u n d from east to west formed a central 
corridor which divided the m o u n d into two sections. Other parallel walls 
ran out at right angles from the two sides of this corridor to the circum­
ference of the circle to the north and south. In the middle of the southern 
wall of the corridor a doorway opened into a vestibule leading to the 

63. J. Vercoutter, 1964, p. 59. 
64. B . G . Trigger, 1965, p. 103. 
65. A . J. Arkell, 1961, p. 74. 
66. G . A . Reisner, 1923a, p. 135. 
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FIG. 9.10 Nubia during the New Kingdom 
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The empire of Kush: 
Napata and Meroe 

J. L E C L A N T 

Though today the region is extremely isolated behind a barrier of deserts 
and the difficult hurdles of the Second, Third and Fourth Cataracts of the 
Nile, Dongola and the adjacent basins of the Middle Nile were formerly 
the centre of rich and powerful political structures. In the first half of the 
second millennium the so-called K e r m a culture marked a rich and 
prosperous kingdom, the Kush of the Egyptian records. T h e extremely 
patchy archaeological prospection of this still little-known zone is quite 
inadequate for fixing the history of this sector after the brilliant but 
relatively short phase of Egyptian domination under the N e w Empire 
(—1580 to —1085); for nearly three centuries, the link between Africa and 
the Mediterranean world seems to be broken and almost total silence 
blankets Nubia. But from the end of the ninth century before our era w e 
get a re-awakening: G . A . von Reisner's excavation of the El-Kurru 
necropolis1 near Napata below the Fourth Cataract revealed the tombs of 
a succession of princes: initially m o u n d s and later masonry structures of 
mastaba type. 

Sudanese domination in Egypt: 
the twenty-fifth or 'Ethiopian' dynasty 
These are the royal ancestors of the line which effected the union of 
Egypt and the Sudan, known in general history as the twenty-fifth or 
'Ethiopian' dynasty of Egypt.2 It was long thought that this dynasty 
descended from Egyptian refugees from the Theban region, on the strength 
of the similarity of certain names and the position of the god A m o n and his 
priesthood. Later some arrow-heads of Saharan type led to a belief in the 
dynasty's Libyan origin. In actual fact it sprang from the soil and m a y 
perhaps represent the succession of the ancient sovereigns of K e r m a . 

T h e names of the earliest rulers are unknown. T h e n one Alara was 
succeeded by Kashta, whose n a m e seems to be formed from 'Kush' , and 
his Egyptian-style cartouches appear on a stele discovered at Elephantine, 

1. D . Dunham and O . Bates. 
2. J. Leclant, 1965b, pp. 354-9. 
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T h e civilization of 
Napata and Meroe 

A. A. H A K E M 
with the collaboration ofi. H R B E K and 
J. V E R C O U T T E R 

Political organization 

The nature of kingship 

T h e most outstanding feature of political power in Nubia and central Sudan 
from the eighth century before our era to the fourth century of our era 
seems to have been its remarkable stability and continuity. Unlike m a n y of 
ancient kingdoms, the country escaped the upheavals associated with 
violent dynastic changes. Indeed one can say that basically the same royal 
lineage continued to rule uninterruptedly under the same traditions. 

Until recently theories prevailed that the Napatan dynasty was of foreign 
origin, either Libyan1 or Egyptian derived from the High Priests of 
Thebes.2 But the arguments on which these theories are founded are weak 
and most modern scholars are inclined to consider the dynasty as of local 
origin.3 Apart from the somatic features depicted on statues of the kings4 

m a n y other traits - the system of their election, the role of queen-mothers, 
burial customs and some other indications - clearly point to an indigenous 
culture and origin uninfluenced from outside. 

S o m e of these traits are significant in helping us to sketch the character 
and nature of the political and social structure of the empire of Kush . 

O n e of the peculiar features of the Meroitic political system was the 
choice of a n e w sovereign by election. Classical authors, from Herodotus, 
fifth century before our era, to Diodorus of Sicily, first century before our 
era, express their surprise about this usage, so different from that in other 
ancient kingdoms, in their accounts about the 'Aethiopians', as the in­
habitants of the K u s h empire were then generally called. T h e y insist on the 
oracular choice of the new king; Diodorus affirms that 'the priests pre­
viously select the best of candidates and from those that are s u m m o n e d the 
people take as a king the one w h o m the god chooses as he is carried round 

i. G . A . Reisner, 1918-19, pp. 41-4; idem, 1923b, pp. 61-4; and many of his other 
papers; cf. also F. L . Griffith, 1917, p. 27. 

2. G . Maspero, p. 169; E . Meyer, p. 52; S. Curto, 1965. 
3. A n account of the controversy is given by D . M . M . Dixon, 1964, pp. 121-32. 
4. cf. J. Leclant, 1976b. 

























































T h e spreading of 
Christianity in 
Nubia 

K. MICHALOWSKI 

T h e social structures and historical events of Nubia's early Christian period 
were shaped by two main factors. O n e of these was the decline of the 
kingdom of Meroe, which occupied Nubia from the third century before our 
era to the third century of our era. T h e other was the romanization and then 
the christianization of Egypt, its northern neighbour. After the kingdom of 
Meroe fell, a Nobadian state was formed in northern Nubia between the 
First Cataract and the Dal, i.e. the area between the Second and the Third 
Cataracts. It emerged after a long series of struggles between the Blemmyes 
and the Nobades, w h o finally gained control of the Nile valley and pushed 
the Blemmyes (Bega or Buga) out into the eastern desert. 

T h e excavations carried out by various international missions as part of 
the campaign to save the Nubian monuments yielded m u c h fresh informa­
tion on this period of Nubian history. 

T h e Polish excavations at Faras confirmed that ancient Pachoras was 
the capital of the kingdom of the Nobades towards the end of its existence. 
It was the site of their sovereigns' palace, which was transformed later into 
the earliest cathedral.1 

T h e remains of their material culture show that the contrasts in their 
society's living standards were extreme. T h e masses were relatively poor. 
Their humble burial places made the British archaeologist G . A . von 
Reisner,2 w h o first discovered their civilization, use the term 'the X - G r o u p 
Culture' — for lack of a more exact historical definition. In contrast to the 
c o m m o n people's low level, the ruling classes, princes and court cultivated 
the traditions of Meroitic art and culture. T h e most representative remains 
of the material culture of that tenuous upper crust of society are the lavish 
tomb furniture of the well-known tumuli of Ballana, discovered in 1938 by 
W . B . E m e r y , 3 and the Sovereigns' Palace of Nubia at Faras mentioned 
earlier. 

T h e interdependence between the Ballana culture and that of the 

1. K . Michalowski, 1967b, pp. 49-52. 
2. G . A . Reisner, 1910-27," pp. 345. 
3. W . B . Emery and L . P. Kirwan, 1938. 































Pre-Aksumite culture 

H . DE CONTENSON 

T h e northern regions of Ethiopia, which were to emerge from prehistoric 
times about the fifth century before our era, do not seem to have been very 
densely populated in an earlier age. Very little is known about their original 
inhabitants; the scant information w e have, however, indicates that h u m a n 
groups developed there in m u c h the same way as in the rest of the H o r n of 
Africa. 

During the last ten millennia before our era, the few stone tools that have 
survived resemble the collection of artefacts dating from the late stone age of 
southern Africa. In this period, pastoral peoples seemed to have lived here, 
w h o m a d e drawings of their humpless, long-horned cattle on the rocky 
crags that stretched from the north of Eritrea to the land of the Hareri; 
their herds resembled those that were raised at the same period in the 
Sahara and in the Nile basin. These peoples were in contact with the 
Egyptian world from a very early date. 

Linguistically, the Kushite element is also of importance; it was of local 
origin, and was beginning to be perceptible in other spheres. T h e recent 
discoveries m a d e at Gobedra, near A k s u m (Phillipson, 1977), show that the 
practice of millet-growing and the use of pottery began in the third or fourth 
millennium. T h u s there is reason to believe that, alongside pastoral 
activities, a recognizably Ethiopian type of agriculture began to develop 
from this time. T h e n e w techniques were probably associated with a more 
settled way of life, which created more favourable conditions for the 
development of a higher civilization. 

While the founding of the city of A k s u m and the appearance of a royal 
Aksumite dynasty can be dated from the second century before our era, 
from the evidence of the geographer Claudius Ptolemy,1 corroborated a 
hundred years or so later by the Periplus Maris Erythraei ('Circumnavigation 
of the Erythrean Sea')2 and by archaeological discoveries,3 ancient Greek 
and Latin writers tell us almost nothing about the centuries leading up to 
these events. 

1. Claudius Ptolemy, 1932; H . de Contenson, i960, pp. 77, 79, Fig. 2. 
2. H . de Contenson, i960, pp. 75-80; J. Pirenne, 1961, pp. 441, 459. 
3. H . de Contenson, 1960, pp. 80-95. 











































T h e civilization of 
A k s u m from the 
first to the seventh 
century 

F. A N F R A Y 

According to primary sources, the history of the kingdom of A k s u m extends 
from the first century of our era over almost a thousand years. It includes 
two armed incursions into south Arabia in the third, fourth and sixth 
centuries, an expedition to Meroe in the fourth century, and, during the first 
half of that same century, the introduction of Christianity. 

A score of kings, most of them known only from their coinage, succeeded 
one another on the A k s u m throne. T h e names of Ezana and Kaleb are 
particularly illustrious. Those of other monarchs have been handed d o w n 
by tradition, though here tradition is unfortunately very unreliable. T h e 
earliest king actually recorded is Zoscales, mentioned in a Greek text 
belonging to the end of the first century, but it is still an open question 
whether he is the same as the Za-Hakalé w h o occurs in the traditional lists 
of monarchs. 

O u r knowledge of Aksumite civilization comes from various sources, 
from authors of antiquity, such as Pliny, w h o mentions Adulis, to Arab 
chroniclers such as Ibn Hischa, Ibn Hischam and Ibn Hawkal. But these 
texts are mostly somewhat vague, and the greater part of our evidence comes 
from local epigraphy and the gradually increasing amount of archaeological 
material. Inscriptions, which are few, began to be collected in the nineteenth 
century. A m o n g the most important are texts by Ezana, engraved in stone. 
T h e discovery of other inscriptions by Ezana, by Kaleb, and by one of the 
latter's sons (Waazelia), in Greek, Ge'ez and pseudo-Sabaean, yielded all 
kinds of information, added to in the last twenty years by other evidence 
of a similar kind, including cave inscriptions and texts on sheets of schist 
found in Eritrea. These date from the second century, and are the earliest 
writings of the Aksumite period. 

But archaeological observation and excavations are undoubtedly the 
major source of evidence on Aksumite civilization. In the nineteenth 
century, travellers began to record the existence of sites, buildings and in­
scriptions. Various studies were published, some of them of the greatest 
interest, as for example the amply documented work produced by the 
G e r m a n mission to A k s u m in 1906. T h e Ethiopian Institute of Archaeology 







































A k s u m : political system, 
economics and culture, 
first to fourth century 

Y. M . K O B I S H A N O V 

Historical sources of the second and third centuries record the rapid rise 
of a new African power: A k s u m . Claudius Ptolemy (around the middle 
of the second century), the first to mention the Aksumites as one of the 
peoples of Ethiopia, knows the cities of M e r o e and Adulis but not that of 
A k s u m . This situation in north-east Africa resembles that described in 
Aethiopica, the novel by Heliodoros, a Graeco-Phoenician author of the 
third century, w h o describes the arrival of the Aksumite ambassadors, 
not as subjects and tributaries, but as friends and allies of the Meroitic 
king. T h e Periplus Maris Erythraei ('Circumnavigation of the Erythrean 
Sea'), where one can find data on different periods from before 105 to the 
beginning of the third century of our era mentions the 'metropolis of the 
so-called Aksumites' as a little-known city and the kingdom of its ruler 
Zoscales (obviously Za-Hecale of the A k s u m kings' list) as very young. 
Zoscales ruled all the Red Sea coast of Erythrea, but the hegemony in the 
Beja desert belonged to Meroe . T h e balance between these two powers -
the old metropolis of the Meroites and the young metropolis of the 
Aksumites - recalls the novel by Heliodoros. T h e Periplus makes no 
reference to the Aksumites' expansion to south Arabia. T h e earliest sources 
to mention it are the Sabaean inscriptions of the end of the second and the 
beginning of the third centuries which report on the 'Abyssinians' or 
Aksumites w h o wage war in Y e m e n and occupy some of its territories. 
Between 183 and 213 the Aksumites' kings, Gadara and his son, seem to 
have been the most powerful rulers in southern Arabia and the real 
leaders of the anti-Sabaean coalition. At the end of the third and in the early 
years of the fourth centuries, 'Azbah, an Aksumite King, also waged war 
in South Arabia'.1 

Subsequently, the Himarites united the country but the Aksumite kings 
claimed to be their sovereign, as can be seen from their titles. 

1. The main inscriptions in Corpus inscriptionum semiticarum ab Academiae inscriptionum 
... Pars quarta, 1889-1929; A . J a m m e , 1962; G . Ryckmans, 1955, 1956. For some remarks 
on the inscriptions see G . Ryckmans, 1964. For an account of the events see also H . von 
Wissmann, 1964. For the chronology see A . Loundine and G . Ryckmans, 1964. 









































Christian Aksum 

T E K L E TSADIK M E K O U R I A 

Traditional pre-Christian cults in A k s u m 
U p to the eighteenth century, religion, whatever its form, played a major 
part in every h u m a n society. In general, polytheism preceded monotheism. 
Present-day Christian centres were once cradles of paganism. N o nation 
has adopted Christianity without first passing through a period of paganism. 

Ethiopia is no exception to that rule; it was not privileged to accept 
monotheism directly, without first practising the most diverse forms of 
worship. In a country like Ethiopia, which never experienced long periods 
of foreign rule, it was natural for several cults to exist and to be trans­
mitted from father to son. 

A m o n g the inhabitants of ancient Ethiopia the Kushitic groups (Beja 
and A g u e w ) , unlike the ruling classes, had escaped assimilation to Semitic 
culture, and worshipped different natural objects such as giant trees, rivers, 
lakes, high mountains or animals. All these were believed to shelter good 
or evil spirits, to w h o m various annual or seasonal offerings and sacrifices 
had to be made . 

T h e tribes of Semitic origin w h o had not inherited the Kushitic cult, 
and the Semitized Kushites, fairly advanced as compared with the previous 
groups, worshipped nature in its celestial and terrestrial forms (the sun, 
m o o n and stars, the land and the earth) under the names of the triad 
M a h r e m , Behër and Meder. These were in rivalry with foreign or semi-
national gods of south Arabia or Assyro-Babylonia such as Almuqah, 
A w b a s , Astart, w h o in turn were assimilated to the Greek gods Zeus, Ares 
and Poseidon.1 

This somewhat arbitrary assimilation, fostered by influential travellers 
w h o proselytized on behalf of their o w n gods, was allowed by certain kings 
of A k s u m whose culture was Greek. But it did not shake the foundations of 
the divinity of M a h r e m , regarded as the national god. T h e M a h r e m of the 
Aksumites could be called Zeus by a Greek and A m o n by a Nubian of 
Egyptian culture, since every m a n spoke in his o w n language. It will be 

i. E . Littmann and D . Krencker, pp. 4-35; C . Conti-Rossini, 1928, pp. 141-4; 
E . A . Drouin; A . de Longpérier, p. 28. 













































T h e proto-Berbers 

J. DESANGES 

T h e Berbers in Africa Minor: genesis of a people, drying 
up of the Sahara, and early Mediterranean influences: the 

'Ethiopians' of Africa Minor, a residual ethnic element 
T h e ethnic components of the Libyan population were more or less settled 
before the arrival of the Phoenicians on the African coasts at the beginning 
of the first millennium before our era, they were not to alter at any time 
during the whole of antiquity, for it would not seem that the Phoenician 
and R o m a n demographic accretions were of any consequence. In fact the 
demographic contribution of the Phoenicians to Africa Minor cannot be 
assessed precisely. It is unlikely, however, that the Carthaginians would 
have such constant recourse to mercenaries on the battlefield if those of 
Phoenician origin had been more numerous. T h e demographic contribu­
tion of the R o m a n s is also difficult to evaluate. T h e number of Italians 
settled in Africa in the time of Augustus, w h e n colonization was at its 
peak, has been estimated at 15000.1 T o this figure should be added a few 
thousand Italians w h o settled in Africa of their o w n free will. In our view 
some 20000 colonists would be the m a x i m u m for the Augustan period, 
for R o m a n Africa was in no way a mass-settlement area. T h e d e m o ­
graphic contributions of Vandals and Byzantines were undoubtedly far 
more modest. 

At least thirteen millennia before our era2 there existed a culture very 
improperly known as Ibero-Maurusian (although navigation across the 
Straits of Gibraltar was not to open until 9000 years later). Its bearers, the 
race of Mechta el-Arbi, were tall (1.72 metres on average) and dolicho­
cephalic. They had a low forehead and long limbs (they would be the first 
race to represent homo sapiens in the Maghrib),3 and were addicted to 
removal of the incisors. A trend towards mesobrachycephalism and signs of 
slenderness have been detected on certain sites, notably at Columnata in 

1. P. Romanelli, 1959, p. 207. 
2. G . Camps, 1974b, pp. 262-8. 
3. See L . Balout, 1955, pp. 435-57; also G . Camps, 1974a, pp. 81-6. 





































T h e Carthaginian 
period 

B. H. W A R M I N G T O N 

T h e entry of the Maghrib into recorded history begins with the arrival 
on its coasts of sailors and settlers from Phoenicia. T h e reconstruction 
of the history of this period is complicated by the fact that the sources 
are almost all Greek and R o m a n , and for these two peoples the Phoenicians 
of the west, especially under the leadership of Carthage, were for most 
of it bitter enemies. Hence the picture in the sources is a hostile one. N o 
Carthaginian literature has survived;1 the contribution m a d e by archaeo­
logy is also limited because in most cases the Phoenician settlements are 
overlaid by m u c h more substantial R o m a n towns, though in the last two 
decades some progress has been made . There are a large number of 
inscriptions in various forms of the Phoenician language but almost all 
are tomb or votive inscriptions which tell us little. 

T h e development of the indigenous Libyan cultures before the third 
century is likewise to some degree obscure. T h e Neolithic in the Capsian 
tradition continued in the Maghrib well into the first millennium before 
our era and there was little that could be described as a separate Bronze 
Age. T h e archaeological picture of the first millennium is therefore one of 
continuing slow evolution but with Phoenician influences operating with 
increasing effect from about the fourth century. T h e particular pheno­
m e n o n of widespread large stone-built surface tombs appears to have no 
connection with the m u c h earlier megalithic cultures of northern Europe, 
and it seems probable that they are to be dated to our period. T h e largest, 
such as the tumulus of Mzora and the Medracen, are probably connected 
with the growth of larger tribal units in the fourth or third centuries. There 
is a marked degree of uniformity throughout the Maghrib. 

i. S. Moscati, p. 113: 'Greek and Latin authors chiefly concentrated their attention on 
the wars first between Carthage and Syracuse and later between Carthage and R o m e . 
Here the accounts are comprehensive, detailed and written soon after the events. With 
regard to the rest of Carthaginian history the information is sporadic. Aristotle's observations 
on the Punic Constitution, Polybius' account of the revolt of the mercenaries, the Greek 
version of Hanno's inscription, the list of Carthage's dominions in Africa in the middle 
of the fourth century given by Pseudo-Skylax, are examples taken from a scattered and 
disorganized documentation, full of lacunae and frequently difficult to assemble.' 

















































The Roman and 
post-Roman period 
in North Africa 

Part I: the Roman period A. MAHJOUBI 

T h e R o m a n occupation 
and the resistance of the indigenous population 
After the destruction of Carthage in —146 and the reduction of her 
territory to the status of a R o m a n province, the fate of North Africa lay 
in the hands of R o m e and the indigenous kingdoms. It would have been 
desirable to devote a special chapter to the study of the latter, from the 
advent of the Numidian kingdoms up to the end of the reign of the last 
king of Mauretania in + 4 0 . Thereafter, the whole of North Africa became 
R o m a n and remained so until the Vandal invasion. 

However, neither the occupation of the country, nor, above all, what 
is euphemistically referred to, in the language of colonialism, as its 
pacification, was easily achieved. T h e R o m a n thrust southward and 
westward from the former territory of Carthage and the former kingdom 
of Juba I met with obstinate resistance. Unfortunately, w e only have 
records of the most outstanding episodes of the struggle. After R o m e had 
established and consolidated her domination, the economic and cultural 
unity which she had worked so hard to bring about in North Africa was 
eventually undermined by an endless resistance taking a military form, 
and also having political and ethnic, social and religious aspects. Every­
thing w e know about this resistance and these revolts is gathered from 
literary and epigraphic sources presenting a purely R o m a n point of view, 
and the difficulties of historical analysis are further aggravated by some 
of the lines of approach adopted by modern historiography. At the 
beginning of the century, in particular, and until very recently, historio­
graphers were unable or unwilling to discard certain views influenced in 
varying degrees by the prevailing ideology of the colonial period.1 

T h e distinctive nature of the African wars emerges, more particularly, 

1. See in this connection the Introduction to the work by M . Bénabou, 1976, particularly 
pp. 9-15. 









































































































T h e Sahara 
in classical antiquity 

P. SALAMA 

T h e traditional notion of 'classical antiquity' m a y appear a priori incom­
patible with the study of Saharan problems. These have a very particular 
classification. T o take only one example: in Mediterranean archaeology, 
classical antiquity covers a period of roughly a thousand years, from the 
fifth century before our era to the fifth century of our era, but in the 
protohistory of the Sahara it would cover the end of the 'caballine' period 
and part of the 'Libyco-Berber', neither of these periods, moreover, being 
exactly datable. A n y absolute chronology would therefore seem to be ruled 
out in this case. 

Nevertheless, during that same millennium, the Saharan universe 
was the scene of highly important events which were connected in large 
part with the history of the Graeco-Roman world. So I have no hesitation 
in using classical chronological criteria, which are valid for the whole of 
the k n o w n world. 

H o w is the question of the Sahara of antiquity approached by the 
historian? First, Graeco-Latin textual sources must be examined: while 
the information collected is not always reliable, and m a y induce error, it 
is in principle of value. T h e next step is to bring modern methods of 
scholarship to bear so as to correct the raw data little by little and shed 
light on the problem as a whole. That done, the Sahara of 'antiquity' 
will no longer be judged only from the outside. It will reveal its o w n 
personality. 

Contemporary textual sources and their overinterpretation 
W e k n o w the analytical methods of the ancient geographers and historians. 
Unable to visit inaccessible regions themselves, they gathered second-hand 
information which had a goodly share of error and fable. Terra incognita, 
the great desert, was not even given a n a m e . Not until the Arabs came 
was the term 'Sahara' applied to that vast region which was like an 
enormous basin. T h e Greeks, and later on the R o m a n s , spoke only of Inner 
Libya, a very vague geographical expression signifying what lay beyond 
the North African territories, or Inner Ethiopia, a zone still farther south 
which derived its n a m e from the dark skins of its inhabitants. Descriptions 
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Introduction to the 
later prehistory of 
sub-Saharan Africa 

M . POSNANSKY 

Information obtained from archaeology 
O n e of the main achievements of recent research in sub-Saharan African 
archaeology is the realization that peoples at different stages of technological 
development were living contemporaneously in different parts of Africa. 
There was no single end to the stone age, agricultural practices were 
adopted at different times and m a n y of the communities with w h o m w e 
will be concerned in the next few chapters were still living by hunting 
and food-gathering and using a stone age technology right up to the end 
of the first millennium of our era. But no societies were ever static and there 
was in most cases active culture contact across quite long distances. Contact 
was strongest paradoxically across what might have been thought of as 
the most impenetrable of barriers, the Sahara desert, and provided a 
unifying force in African history. It is impossible to assign an exact closing 
date for the period under discussion in an area for which w e have no fixed 
historical dates. Dates w e have, but they are largely obtained from 
radiocarbon determinations (Carbon 14). T h e dates obtained are relatively 
accurate but the variability for the period under review m a y range over 
several centuries. Rather than fix a definite date for the close of the period, 
the chapters on sub-Saharan Africa deal largely with what is commonly 
known as the 'Neolithic' and early iron age period. T h e period thus defined 
ends in most areas around —1000. T h e 'Neolithic' in sub-Saharan Africa 
is a term which has been used in various inconsistent ways in the past 
either to denote an agricultural economy and/or to distinguish tool 
assemblages which include polished or groundstone cutting tools, pottery 
and in m a n y instances querns or grindstones. Early farming communities 
were not necessarily characterized by the same tool assemblages. Recent 
research in m a n y parts of Africa has demonstrated the time-trangressive 
nature of tools like the ground stone axe which m a d e its first appearance 
in parts of Africa amongst hunter and food-gatherer tool kits of more than 
7000 to 8000 years ago, whilst similar tools were probably still used in 
parts of the Zaïre basin (Uelian) probably less than a thousand years ago. 
Pottery seems similarly to have been used by hunter-gatherers in contact 
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T h e East African 
coast and its role 
in maritime trade 

A. M . H . SHERIFF 

O n e of the outstanding characteristics of the East African coast has been 
its relative accessibility, not only from the interior but also from the sea. 
Accessibility from the interior has been a vital factor in population 
movements into the coastal belt, and helps to explain its ethnic and 
cultural complexity. T h e sea, on the other hand, has been a means of contact 
with the outside world. O n e of the main features of the history of the 
East African coast over the last 2000 years has therefore been not 
isolation but the interpénétration of two cultural streams to produce a 
n e w amalgam, the coastal Swahili civilization. T h e vehicle of that process 
has been trade, which facilitated the assimilation of the East African 
coast into the international economic system with its attendant conse­
quences. 

A dearth of historical sources, however, makes it difficult to reconstruct 
the history of the East African coast before the seventh century of our era. 
All the available sources, both documentary and numismatic, are the 
products of international trade, and w e have little material on the history of 
the coast before the establishment of international contacts. T h e earliest 
Graeco-Roman documentary sources make only indirect (though often 
valuable) references to the east coast of Africa. Strabo (—29 to + 1 9 ) , 
w h o witnessed the period of R o m a n expansion under Augustus, not only 
gives contemporary and sometimes eye-witness accounts of the Red Sea 
region and Indian Ocean trade, but also incorporates fragments of earlier 
geographies n o w lost.1 Pliny (+23 to + 7 9 ) describes the R o m a n empire at 
its height, and is most valuable for his descriptions of trade and navigation 
in the Indian Ocean, and of the luxurious and decadent style of imperial 
R o m e . 2 

T h e most important source for the Indian Ocean during this period, and 
the first direct, though meagre, account of the East African coast, is the 
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1. Strabo, Vol. II, pp. 209-13. 
2. Pliny, Vol. II, pp. 371-2. 





















































































West Africa 
before the seventh 
century 

B. WAI A N D A H 

Critical appraisal of the available archaeological and other relevant data 
does not support the popular belief that outside cultural influence was 
mainly responsible for the origins, development and overall character of 
the Neolithic and 'iron age' societies of West Africa. In particular, it is 
wrong to claim that ideas and peoples from outside, usually from the north 
across the Sahara, stimulated or generated most major developments 
pertaining to early food production or the earliest working of iron and 
copper. T h e data suggest rather that complex regional, sub-regional and 
local factors were variably important and that West African Neolithic and 
iron age sites explicable to a greater or lesser extent within systems of 
sites integrated as m u c h as possible with the major ecological constraints 
at work. 

The origins of 
agriculture and animal husbandry 

It cannot be overemphasized that to obtain a proper understanding of the 
history of plant/animal domestication in the tropics, traditional (i.e. 
European) concepts and contexts need to be drastically reviewed and in 
some instances completely abandoned. Experiments need to be conducted 
to find out h o w long it must have taken to develop the present African 
cultigens from their various wild ancestors, and in the various ecological 
niches. Furthermore the scope of archaeological work needs to be widened. 
Plant succession and soil studies of prehistoric sites (hitherto grossly 
neglected) have a major role to play in understanding h o w and w h e n the 
change from hunting and gathering occurred in West Africa - especially 
as 'direct' evidence is often lacking. 

Domestication in this context means the process of withdrawing animals 
from natural selection processes; directing their reproduction; making them 
serve m a n (by their work and/or their products); and modifying their 























































Central Africa 

F. V A N N O T E N 
with the collaboration ofD. C A H E N 
and P. DE MARET 

Introduction 
T w o problems fundamental to the history of Africa are the diffusion of 
metallurgy and the amazing spread of the Bantu languages. 

For a long time there has been a distinct tendency to link the two 
questions and explain them in terms of one another. T h e diffusion of 
metallurgy is seen as a consequence of the spread of the Bantu-speaking 
peoples, and, conversely, this expansion is supposed to have been facilitated 
by the possession of iron tools which made it possible to tackle the equa­
torial forest. 

Language specialists were the first to put forward the theory that the 
Bantu languages originated on the plateaux of Nigeria and Cameroon. 
Archaeologists, historians and anthropologists followed suit and tried to 
m a k e the findings in their respective fields fit in with that hypothesis. But 
the areas covered by these sciences do not exactly coincide, and it is a pity 
that the word Bantu, a linguistic term, should have come to be used for the 
ethnological concept of the Bantu peoples and their societies, and thence 
for the archaeological concept of a Bantu iron age. ' 

Geographical background 

T h e region dealt with in this chapter is Central Africa, i.e. the republic 
of Zaïre and the neighbouring countries of G a b o n , Congo, the Central 
African Republic, R w a n d a , Burundi and northern Zambia. 

It forms a huge basin with an average altitude of 500 metres. Around 
this vast inner plain the ground rises in steps to become mountains or high 
plateaux. 

T h e regions near the Equator have abundant rainfall all the year round. 
T o both north and south are belts which have two rainy seasons that 
merge into one; from about latitudes 50 or 6° there is one rainy season. 

M e a n annual temperatures are fairly high, the range widening with 
distance from the Equator. 

1. In this chapter 'Bantu' will be used only in the linguistic sense. 
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Southern Africa: 
hunters and 
food-gatherers 

J. E. P A R K I N G T O N 

Note by the International Scientific Committee 

T h e International Scientific Committee would have preferred this chapter 
like all the others to have been presented within the chronological 
framework strictly laid d o w n for Volume II. It therefore requested the 
volume editor to put this point to the author. T h e latter did not consider 
it possible to m a k e any radical alteration to his text. T h e Committee is 
therefore publishing it in the form agreed after discussion with the author. 
It nevertheless maintains serious reservations regarding the method used, 
particularly in paragraph i, and regarding the resulting confusion for the 
reader, w h o is presented at one and the same time with information on 
the Palaeolithic and the contemporary periods. 

Recent research has shown that iron-using peoples had moved south of the 
L i m p o p o by at latest the fourth or fifth century of our era. ' Although m u c h 
detail remains unpublished, it seems clear that the iron age inhabitants 
of the Transvaal and Swaziland were agriculturalists and herdsmen, and 
manufactured pottery similar to that known from Zimbabwe , Zambia and 
Malawi at about the same time.2 It is not k n o w n whether the apparently 
rapid diffusion of iron age peoples continued farther south at the same pace, 
but the earliest dates for iron-working in Natal are somewhat later, around 
— 105o.3 Nor is it yet possible to say at what time the iron-using groups 
reached the most southerly extent of their distribution, around the Fish 
river in the eastern district of the Cape. Despite these uncertainties, which 
will no doubt be the focus of m u c h further work, it is known that the iron 
age populations disrupted and displaced indigenous groups of hunter-
gatherers w h o were largely ignorant of metal-working, stock-breeding and 
plant domestication. Only in areas unsuitable for occupation by mixed 
farmers, such as the rugged Drakensberg escarpment, were hunters able to 

1. P. B . Beaumont and J. C . Vogel, pp. 66-89; R . J. Mason, 1973, p. 324; M . Klapwijk, 
1974. PP- '9-23-

2. See Chapter 27 of this volume. 
3. O . Davies, 1971, pp. 165-78. 

































































T h e beginnings 
of the iron age 
in southern Africa 

D. W . PHILLIPSON 

Introduction 

T h e cultural episode in southern Africa1 k n o w n to historians as the 
early iron age saw the introduction into the area of a w a y of life 
which contrasted sharply with those which had gone before, and one 
which established the character of subsequent historical developments 
throughout the region. Early in the first millennium of our era a substantial 
population movement brought to southern Africa a negroid farming people 
whose economy, settlement-type, perhaps even their physical appearance 
and their language, were in marked contrast with those of the earlier 
inhabitants, and w h o introduced knowledge of the arts of metallurgy and 
potting which were, in this area, previously unknown. It is with the nature, 
origin and development of these early iron age societies that this 
chapter is concerned. 

Archaeologists n o w recognize a broad cultural similarity a m o n g the 
communities w h o introduced iron age material culture into southern Africa. 
T h e remains of these communities are attributed to a c o m m o n southern 
African early iron age industrial complex2 which is distinguished from 
other later, iron age industries, both by its chronological integrity and by 
the clear designation of its associated pottery to a c o m m o n tradition. T h e 
distribution of this early iron age industrial complex extends far beyond 
the southern African region here discussed.3 N u m e r o u s regional sub­
divisions within the complex m a y be recognized primarily on the basis of 
ceramic stylistic variation, and in m a n y areas these groupings m a y be 
confirmed by further unrelated cultural traits. T h e early iron age ceramic 
tradition appears to have been introduced throughout its area of 

i. T h e geographical area covered by this chapter (see m a p , Fig. 27.1) comprises 
Angola, the southern half of Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Swazi­
land and parts of Namibia and South Africa. Readers should also note that dates have 
been given in uncorrected radio-carbon years. 

2. R . C . Soper, 1971, pp. 5-37. 
3. For the most recent statement, see ibid. 
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Madagascar 

P. VÉRIN 

Cultural investigations 

T h e population of Madagascar has been the subject of m a n y studies, yet 
despite several often valid hypotheses, its origins are still veiled in 
mystery. Most authors agree that while the neighbouring African continent 
has m a d e ethnic contributions to Madagascar, the Malayo-Polynesian 
elements, that are just as obvious, especially in the central highlands, should 
also be stressed. T h e double ethnic origin of the Malagasy would explain 
the physical differences amongst the inhabitants of the island, w h o all 
speak an Indonesian language. Although this language is divided into three 
dialects, its linguistic unity is unquestionable. 

Archaeological discoveries of historical importance first began to be m a d e 
from 1962 but previously important results had been gained from research 
in the fields of comparative linguistics, ethnology, musicology and physical 
anthropology. It is therefore appropriate to summarize briefly the investi­
gations into Malagasy cultural history m a d e in these auxiliary sciences 
before examining the data that w e possess on the first settlements. 

Linguistics 

T h e D u t c h m a n de H o u t m a n was the first scholar to suggest that 
Malagasy belongs to the Malayo-Polynesian linguistic group. In 1603 he 
published some dialogues and a Malay-Malagasy dictionary,1 and his 
theory was reaffirmed by Luis Mariano w h o a few years later recognized 
the existence in the north-west of a 'Kaffir' language (Swahili) that was 
spoken on the north-west coast, as distinct from a 'Buki' language 
(Malagasy) spoken 'throughout the interior of the island and on the rest of 
the coast . . . that is very similar to Malay'. 

Van der T u u k 2 later established scientifically the relationship between 
Malagasy and the Indonesian languages. His research was followed by 
that of Favre, Brandstetter, Marre, Richardson and, especially, D e m p -

1. R. Drury, pp. 323-92. 
2. Van der Tuuk. 



















































T h e societies of 
Africa south of the 
Sahara in the 
early iron age 

M . P O S N A N S K Y 

In the last few chapters w e have looked at the archaeology of 
different regions of sub-Saharan Africa in the closing millennium before our 
era and during the first millennium of our era. T h e purpose of this chapter 
is to try to assess some of the major trends which seem to have been 
developing in the history of Africa during the period under review. T h e 
changes which took place in all areas were of a fundamental nature. T h e 
economy was transformed from one which was largely parasitic on the land­
scape to one which was in control of its means of food production from both 
plants and animals. T h e technology was equally transformed from a simple 
one based largely on stone and wood to a far more complex one based on 
various metals as well as stone. During the period the foundations had 
been laid for the African societies w e k n o w today - the boundaries 
between different linguistic groups were to alter slightly, the population 
was to expand radically, and social and political groupings were to 
become more complex as states emerged, but by and large m a n y of the 
fundamental demographic and economic aspects of sub-Saharan Africa had 
been established by the last quarter of the first millennium of our era. 

O n e of the problems in trying to delineate the emergent trends lies in 
the unevenness of the archaeological coverage. Vast areas still remain 
archaeologically unexplored, particularly in some of the largest countries 
such as Angola, M o z a m b i q u e , Zaïre, the Central African Republic, 
Cameroon, D a h o m e y , the Ivory Coast, Mali, Upper Volta, Niger, Sierra 
Leone and Madagascar. Even where significant research has been under­
taken it is highly localized, as in Senegal or Chad. It is important to note 
that whereas organizations concerned with antiquities date from the nine­
teenth century for parts of North Africa (e.g. Egypt, 1858) m a n y sub-
Saharan countries have only initiated research with independence and 
the establishment of national m u s e u m s and universities. Nevertheless the 
establishment within the last ten years of radio-carbon chronology has 
revolutionized our knowledge of the early iron age and allows some broad 
generalizations to be made about the time scale involved in the various 
economic developments. 





























Conclusion 

G. M O K H T A R 

In this volume an attempt has been m a d e to show, as far as possible, the 
main trends in the early history of Africa: the major changes that 
occurred, the fundamental contacts between its various regions, and the 
state of African societies and groups during the period under review. 

T h e volume outlines a general framework for research, and the main lines 
along which studies should be directed. However, it already seems possible 
to reach some conclusions and to adopt some hypotheses although it should 
be clearly and strongly emphasized that a great deal remains to be done and 
long, in-depth studies are needed. 

T h e chapters on ancient Egypt demonstrate that before the third millen­
nium before our era, Egypt had achieved a high intellectual, social and 
material standard, compared with most other parts of the world. T h e 
ancient Egyptian civilization, besides being old, original and rich in 
initiative, lasted for almost three thousand years. It resulted not only from 
favourable environment factors, but also from the efforts to control those 
factors and put them to beneficial use. There is no doubt that the natural 
elements played an important and remarkable role in the development of the 
ancient Egyptian civilization. But, on the other hand, this role was supple­
mented and became effective only through the Egyptians' struggle to tame 
their environment, to overcome the difficulties and problems it posed, and 
so to render it beneficial for their o w n prosperity. 

T h e ancient Egyptians, through the invention of writing in their pre-
dynastic period, m a d e a considerable advance towards civilization. Writing 
extended the range of man's communications, developed his mentality and 
widened his knowledge. T h e invention of writing was more important and 
effective than any battle the ancient Egyptians fought or any other 
achievement they accomplished. T h e first writing appeared about —3200, 
and in its last stage - the Coptic language - is still used today in Coptic 
churches in Egypt. So, w e can consider this rich life of almost fifty 
centuries of the ancient Egyptian language as the longest of any of the 
world's languages. Finally, w e can say that the invention of writing was 
the main stage passed by the Egyptians on their long road towards 
civilization and prosperity. 

O u r knowledge of ancient Egypt is due mostly to the discovery of 
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