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Introduction 

Welcome to the World of Ancient Egypt, a History of Ideas course for enthusiasts of history, 

philosophy, and ancient Egyptian culture. Sterling courses such as the The Concept of 

Religion by Darknessvisible, The French Revolution by Duck_of_Orleans, and Haiti Today, 

by firedrops, have already been released, and I encourage you to read them via 

www.reddit.com/r/historyofideas. Haiti Today is particularly interesting for any historians 

who have been fed on a Euro-centric historical worldview, and I encourage you to try it out. 

Today we begin to delve into the world of Ancient Egypt; our focus will not be historical per 

se, but will emphasise the ideas and philosophies emanating from one of the oldest and most 

splendid of humanity’s ancient civilisations. For the sake of convenience, we have divided 

our work into VI distinct parts, arranged chronologically. 

Part I – The Old Kingdom: Pyramids and Priests 

Part II – “High Egyptian:” The Literary Golden Age 

Part III – Calamity and Reprisal: Egypt’s 9/11 and its Imperial Response 

Part IV – Akhenaten, or The Pharaoh’s Retrospective 

Part V – The Counter-Reformation and the Ramesside Age 

Part VI – The “Third” Intermediate Period and the Age of Alexander 

As we pursue these courses, one publication per week, we will discuss the mentalities of the 

ancient world. History, as we know, is not simply a linear progression of events culminating 

in the modern day. History is more or less a web of influences stretching forward and 

backwards in time, affecting both our conception of the past and visions for the future: the 

past influences the present influences the past. 

The overarching “question” of the course is deceptively simple: what did the Egyptians 

“believe” their world meant and how do we, two-to-five thousand years after the fact, 

understand this? 

If this sounds ambitious to address, that’s because it is; it is a question Egyptologists, scholars 

and historians in general have wrestled with constantly since the first foreign travellers began 
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to “rediscover” the land of the Pharaohs in the age of the Renaissance and Enlightenment. We 

can’t expect to find a perfect answer here, try though we will. I will cover it as concisely as 

possible given the format of this course, and until Part VI will keep my eye firmly centred on 

Egypt and its neighbours in the Syria-Palestine region (the area stretching from the east of the 

Sinai peninsula to the southern regions of Anatolian Turkey, and from the Mediterranean 

coast to the Euphrates river). In the Age of Alexander we will expand our eye across the Near 

Eastern world to discuss how Egypt’s Macedonian Age (the age of the Ptolemies) ‘fits’ into 

what is commonly known as the Hellenistic Era, or Successor Kingdoms. 

The Start of Egypt’s Kingdom and How We Define Our “History” 

The period known as Egypt’s “Old Kingdom” did not spring fully formed from the minds of 

its protagonists. Indeed, by the year the first pyramid – the Step Pyramid of Netjerykhet 

Djoser (“Net-jerry-ket Joe-zur”) was completed, Egypt was already millennia old. Its early 

history, after long eons of hunter-gatherer-tribalism, was a disunited collection of small 

chiefdoms spread through the Nile valley, related culturally but competing for land, livestock 

and generally raiding for captives. 

From this long-standing state of affairs came the slow domination of one kingdom over the 

others: the kings of Nekhen (Greek Hierakonpolis) slowly spread their influence beyond their 

own borders, coming to assimilate the others into their political union. Was this a violent 

process? At times it must have been, and subsequent generations certainly commemorated the 

event as one of a violent conquest by the Nekhen-ite ruler Narmer, seen here on the famous 

Narmer Palette.  

Narmer, wearing the crown of Upper Egypt 

(southern – the Nile flows from North to South, 

so Upper Egypt is upriver), races his mace to 

strike at a defeated man of the Delta, signified 

by his distinctive wig and the marsh reeds 

above his head. 

Horus the patron deity of Nekhen and symbol 

of their kings strikes at the head of another 

Delta-man, bestowing his blessing upon 

Narmer for this act.  

On the obverse side of the palette, we see 

Narmer, now wearing the crown of Lower 

Egypt, marching triumphantly before the 

decapitated bodies of his northern enemies (Fig. 

2). 

Through the continued use of this semi-

ceremonial object (most likely intended for 

 



application of paint, make-up or ointment), the owner was repeatedly reminded of the legacy 

of Narmer, one that could inspire loyalty and devotion towards the newly-minted Royal 

Dynasties of Egypt. 

It is these Dynasties by which we 

divide and define the eras of 

Egyptian history, though their use is 

becoming increasingly problematic 

among scholarship. For one thing, 

the dynasties were defined by an 

Egypto-Greek historian named 

Manetho writing during the era of 

the Ptolemies, following the death of 

Alexander. His sources were ancient, 

even then, and carried all the problems one might expect in an age where preservation, 

conservation and recording were far less scientifically advanced than today. So how are we to 

trust him? 

Well, Manetho was aided by the Egyptian fondness for annals and king-lists, the most well-

preserved of which are the Abydos King-List commissioned by Seti I and the Old Kingdom 

annals recorded on the Palermo Stone (now housed in Palermo, Sicily). These records, which 

survive today, give the clearest indication of the order of kings and some of the events of 

their reigns; however, they are far from complete and feature one crucial difference from 

Manetho’s Dynastic record: they list kings in one long, continuous stream of succession. No 

breaks, no divisions, no “dynasties.”  

One of the things to understand about Egyptian mind-sets is that they viewed the past and the 

present as very much a continuum; the past was alive, the ancestors were intrinsic players in 

the events and circumstances by which people led their daily lives. In later periods we find 

papyrus letters written to deceased ancestors, asking for their intervention in daily life. When 

kingship was viewed in this light, it was self-evident to the Egyptians that the living king was 

not simply the successor of his father, or predecessor, but of every Egyptian king that ever 

lived. The pharaoh was Horus-on-earth, he was the essence of kingship (as an eternal 

concept, e.g. “the king is dead, long live the king”) embodied in human form. 

So when we discuss Dynasties, we are doing the Egyptian legacy a disservice; we break away 

from their own perception of time as a continuation of what-came-before and move it into 

“categories,” which fit our own mentalities. This is something I’d be happy to see die out in 

the scholarship, but for the moment we are stuck with it.  

With that being said, let’s jump right in. 

 

 

 



The Old Kingdom: Pyramids and Priests 

When Netjerykhet Djoser commissioned the Step Pyramid, he was building on a tradition of 

tomb construction dating back centuries. Earlier kings had been buried in a variety of tombs 

that evolved over time in their architecture and design. From early burial mounds and simple 

graves came walled enclosures like the enclosure of Khasekhemwy (“Ka-sek-em-wee”) 

below. Surrounding a court, this enclosure was designed for the performance of rituals and 

celebrations of the king in his afterlife; it was a cult dedicated both to the individual 

Khasekhemy and the notion of semi-divine royalty which he embodied. I say semi-divine 

because at this early juncture there was little to suggest that the king himself was a god on 

earth, merely a representative of a concept (kingship) which was embodied in a deity, Horus. 

 

By the time of Netjerykhet Djoser the wheels were in motion for a single man to accumulate 

more than mere earthly power with a few divine overtones. Used properly, monumental 

architecture can be a powerful force for inspiring awe and devotion among a population. For 

example, we might consider the Statue of Liberty or the Taj Mahal. Both are monumental 

works of architecture, but their design and purpose give them entirely different symbolism. 

The former, positioned in the New York harbour and bearing a “welcoming” creed, has 

become synonymous with the notion of the United States as a land of “opportunity and 

freedom” far beyond what the statue actually does as a functional item. Likewise the Taj 

Mahal: a beautiful building indeed, but it is often presented as a monument of “romantic 

love,” in the sense that it was built by a Shah in memoriam to his wife. Devoted though the 

man may have been, the mausoleum is simply a building; it is the attitudes of the population 

who visit, view and live near the Taj Mahal which have given us the symbolism of this 

monument. 

This is how we must view the pyramids: not as mere architectural marvels, or feats of 

engineering, or evidence for “ancient advanced civilisations,” or – heaven forbid – aliens, but 

as tools. Netjerykhet Djoser commissioned a tomb the likes of which had not been seen in 

Egypt before, a towering monument to grace the skyline west of his capital at Memphis (a 



Greek name for Men-nefer “enduring beauty”). The purpose of this tomb was as a ceremonial 

centre for the cult of the king, a burial place for his earthly remains, and a testament to his 

power and splendour. Whether he intended it or not, Netjerykhet Djoser’s pet project (below, 

left, photo by the author) would come to outshine the man and his accomplishments in life. 

Most anyone with more than a passing familiarity with Egypt has seen a picture of the Step 

Pyramid, but to name its instigator would be another thing entirely for the average person. 

Djoser (meaning “sacred” in Egyptian) and his successors were also, perhaps consciously, 

actors in a process that had been on-going for centuries and was beginning to approach its 

culmination. The rise of pyramid construction went hand-in-hand with the increasing 

ceremony and supernatural mystique being attributed to the ruler, to the point that the king 

was becoming in a very palpable sense “responsible” for Egypt. A semi-divine figure, the 

king undertook to maintain balance and order both in society and nature; if the annual 

flooding of the Nile was too high or too low, and famine ensued, the king was held 

responsible and social disorder would ensue. 

 

The form of this growing veneration was linked to the sun god, Re. One of the oldest 

Egyptian gods (for obvious reasons), Re was both the supreme deity and king of the gods but 

also the father of the king. Like any monarch, the pharaohs carried many titles and one of 

these was “son of Re.” The more they came to associate themselves with Re, and present the 

idea that in death they would ascend to the heavens to join Him, the more the Egyptian kings 

elaborated on the basic tomb structure designed by Djoser’s architects. If we view the images 

above-and-below we can see the development, architecturally, of the pyramid form. From the 

staircase terracing of the Step Pyramid, via the mis-calculated angles of the “Bent” Pyramid 

(below, left, photo by the author) we arrive at the Red Pyramid (below, right) the first True 

Pyramid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Commissioned by Sneferu, first king of the Fourth Dynasty, the Red Pyramid marked the 

perfection of the pyramid form. From here on out, the form of the main tomb edifice changed 

very little, except in accuracy of its alignment and sheer size. The son of Sneferu, Khufu, 

took the latter to its utmost extreme, erecting a monument of unparalleled size and grandeur 

which we now know as the Great Pyramid of Giza. 

 

Volumes have been written on these monuments (Great Pyramid at right, photo by the 

author), and they are well-known to audiences. Like the Taj Mahal or Statue of Liberty, but 



to a far greater extent, they have become synonymous with the country of their origin; the 

pyramids are almost a byword for the mystique and grandeur of Egypt’s ancient culture.  But 

let’s move beyond that simplistic description and into the real meat of their symbolism and 

enduring legacy. 

Viewed from the courtyard of its offering 

temple the third pyramid of Giza, erected by 

Menkaure (“Enduring is the Ka [soul] of Re;” 

photo by the author), is an eloquent example 

of the supernatural elements surrounding the 

construction of these edifices. A ritual temple 

sits before the east side of the edifice, oriented 

towards the rising sun; hidden within lies the 

burial-chamber itself, concealed and 

protected. Every day, for years, priests would 

ascend the long causeway from the Nile plain 

towards this temple, in order to make 

offerings of incense, bread and wine to the 

statue of the king housed within. Periodically 

the clothing of the statue would be changed, 

its body anointed with oils and swamped in 

incense to purify it. 

 

Long after this man has left his mortal coil, he is venerated and revered by others who follow 

the tradition…but to what purpose? What is the cause of this behaviour? 

To answer it involves delving deeply into the Egyptian world-view, their conception of life 

and the natural world around them, and their beliefs concerning death and what follows. 

Habit alone does not answer the question; even a habit as strong as faith can die if 

unrewarded or left to inaction. No, the Egyptians were aiming for something. Not in a 

grandiose, apocalyptic “Second Coming” way, but their beliefs were pointed in a very 

specific direction: namely, the West. 

From the earliest periods, Egyptians buried their dead to the west of their settlements, and the 

major cemeteries are located on the west bank of the Nile. Why the West? Several reasons: 

the desert is an inherently dangerous place, chaotic and unpredictable but also a dry, reliable 

place which helps the preservation of the mortal body. More explicitly, and visibly, it is the 

home of the setting sun; the end of the day was the beginning of Re’s nightly journey through 

the celestial Other-world. 



The pyramids are connected, 

intrinsically, to the nightly 

journey of Re. Buried beside 

many of the monuments, 

including the pre-pyramid 

enclosure of Khasekhemwy 

(above) are boat-pits, in 

which cedar ships were laid 

to rest beside their owner and 

enshrined in stone.  

The idea, in essence, was to 

provide for the king a 

celestial equivalent of his 

earthly conveyance. Re, 

likewise, was thought to traverse the heavens in a ship; seeing a pattern? In death, the king 

achieved apotheosis, a true union with Re, the Creator and eternal King of the Gods.  

Nowhere is this conveyed more explicitly than in the Pyramid Texts, a collection of spells, 

myths, prayers and hymns (called “Utterances” in the translated Egyptian) which began to 

appear in pyramid burial chambers at the end of the Fifth Dynasty, long after the death of 

Khufu and the completion of the Giza pyramids. Let us peruse a short section of one of the 

Pyramid Texts, which I have chosen with an unabashed “populist” sensibility in mind; the 

imagery in this text is vivid, unusual and captures the curiosity of most readers. I present to 

you the Cannibal Hymn of Unas. 

As a god who lives on his fathers and feeds on his mother 

Unas is the Lord of Wisdom, whose mother does not know his name 

The glory of Unas is in the sky, his power is in the horizon 

Like Atum his father who begat him; when Atum begat Unas, Unas was mightier than he 

The souls of Unas are about him, his attributes are under his feet 

His gods are upon him; his uraei are upon his brow 

The guiding-serpent of Unas is upon his forehead, and his soul beholds the serpent of flame 

The powers of Unas protect him. 

Unas is the bull of the sky, who conquers according to his desire, who lives on the being of 

every god. 

Who eats their entrails, who comes when their belly is filled with magic. 

From the island of fire 



Colourful stuff, yes? Few religious texts conjure up such wonderful imagery to convey the 

potency and power of an individual. Many religions have included sacrificial and bloodthirsty 

imagery in their prayers and myths; but cannibalism? More specifically: the living king 

eating the immortals? That’s a bit rarer. 

Consider the ramifications of this sort of language. A mortal man, who from our perspective 

seems to have every confidence both in his own divinity and future deification, evokes 

imagery of dismemberment and consumption regarding the very spirits he is attempting to 

join. How are we to interpret this? Is it akin to the animistic idea that “in consuming a being 

or animal you gain some of its properties?”  

Maybe. The truth, as always, is a bit more complicated. Egyptian notions of death and life 

were, as I have noted, not as clear-cut as we are used to. The notion of time as persistent and 

eternal, with the dead being an active participant in the world around them, means that what 

we view as a violent cannibalistic passage has many more subtle meanings and purposes from 

the Egyptian point of view. 

Indeed, let us continue the passage… 

Unas is the Great Mighty One who has power over the mighty ones 

Unas is the figure of a god who endows with majesty the great figures of the gods 

Him whom Unas finds in his way, he devours for himself quite raw, 

The protection of Unas is before all the noble ones who are in the horizon 

Unas is a god, older than the oldest 

Thousands serve him, hundreds offer to him. 

 

Remember when I said that the Egyptian king was simultaneously the mortal ruler and the 

sum of all his dead predecessors? This is what I’m talking about. 

Unlike a modern ruler, who ascends to the throne and honours the legacy of their predecessor 

while forging their own path, Egyptian kings were the guardians of their lineage. In 

protecting the souls and eternal power of their predecessors, they maintained the balance of 

the natural world and ensured its safe continuation. 

Unas’ hymn is a many-sided poem with a cornucopia of meanings and possible 

interpretations. One thing is clear: in asserting his divine power and manifesting himself as 

the greatest, and oldest of gods, the king took on the role of protector for his fellow deities. 

The forces of chaos and disorder that permeated the outside world had to be subdued, made 

to obey, and the king took on this role as the son and protector of Re. This was conveyed in 

the Pyramid Texts through both medium (hieroglyphs – the artistically presented, but 

grammatically functional written language of ancient Egypt) and location. Deep within the 



pyramid, upon the walls of the burial chamber (pictured here in the pyramid of Teti – Vith 

Dynasty, photo by the author). 

 

In building pyramids, and the 

increasingly vast temples that began 

to appear in the Fifth Dynasty, the 

king maintained and contributed to an 

increasingly sophisticated network of 

theological philosophies. To refer to 

Egyptian Religion (as if it were some 

kind of single, united dogma) is 

mistaken. The Egyptians were not at 

all dogmatic; not for them the 

disagreements and rivalries which 

mark the history of monotheistic 

religion like Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam. How could they be? In a 

world with thousands of deities, what 

priest or devotee could truly claim to 

know the essential Truth. 

To find answers, the Egyptians 

looked everywhere, to every avenue 

of enlightenment they could get their 

hands on. As our history progresses, 

we will see the pantheon of religious 

figures expand from a few dozen local divinities to thousands of beings, each with their 

complicated functions and backstories. The network was on a scale to beggar the most ardent 

of social-media-users; understanding it today is proving to be a logistical nightmare. 

So, if any deity could potentially be a power worthy of worship, how was the Egyptian to 

discern the most valid direction in which their worship could be directed? How could they 

cover their bases, make sure that the most visible powers in the universe (the sun, live-giver, 

and Death, life-taker) were honoured and placated? 

The answer was simple: look to the West, so that their soul would fly towards the setting sun 

on the day they died. If a king died in the day, his soul was thought to unite with the sun god 

Re at evening, and the night would remain a kingless anarchy, when the world held its breath 

and existence hung in the balance. Overnight, mourning would begin in the capital city, the 

word would go out by river ship and fast runner, the temple priests would begin their 

libations and hymns in honour of the fallen king, and if the gods were strong, chaos would be 

held at bay through the long hours of darkness. Finally, dawn would break, and the birds 



(including our favourite falcon, the bird of Horus, would begin to take flight in the early 

light). The new king would be proclaimed to the people, and the lands could breathe again. 

In death, the king ascended to heaven, to unite with Re. This was a paradigm that lasted 

throughout the Old Kingdom, which we know best as the age of the pyramids. But as time 

wore by, and the kings came and went, the lineage of deceased predecessors grew and grew. 

Every beloved father was venerated by his son and, since the kings liked to outdo their 

ancestors as best as they could, the rhetoric surrounding the deceased father grew and grew. 

It is in this pattern that we begin to see the rise of Osiris. 

Death, that great destroyer of humans, is near unanimously rejected by the world’s great 

religions; if there is a common thread binding theology together, it is the notion of an after-

life, a world beyond death. Death can be triumphed over, we are taught, through the essential 

power of [insert a god or religious philosophy here]. Obviously this is not explicit in every 

religion, but if you look closely enough it underlies pretty much every one of the great faiths 

throughout history. 

Egyptians were no different in their desire to escape this ultimate end of life; Osiris, the lord 

of the Underworld, was the embodiment of that story. Murdered by his brother Set (a chaos 

god, protector of Re and most visible in the thunderous power of storms), Osiris was 

dismembered and his body parts strewed about the land. Isis, his wife, collected the pieces 

together and, putting them back together in the form of the first mummy, brought her 

husband back to a form of life. No longer truly whole, or alive, Osiris took to the Underworld 

for his domain, and ruled there as the shadow-counterpart to Re whose glory in the day was 

on display to all. 

Osiris’ realm was one of hidden mystery; who among us can know what occurs beyond 

death? Well, the Egyptians were quite happy to present an idealised version of what they 

conceived the after-life to entail. 

The pyramid, as I said earlier, was a tool for achieving immortality, but it was not 

immortality itself. The afterlife was not a cold, dark tomb; it was a bright, vibrant land of 

infinite plenty and a cool breeze under a warm sun. In essence, it was just like the real world, 

only….nicer. Everything worked; people were happy, they lacked for nothing, and the 

climate was stable. Remember, that’s pretty important for these people. Food had to be 

grown, and for that the soil had to be rich and well fertilised, which meant the Nile had to 

flood at the right time of year and to the right level. Too low, and the fields would dry out in 

the summer sun and the crops would not grow enough; if the waters were too high, they 

would wash away the topsoil and the ground would be stripped of essential nutrients. For the 

Egyptians, one of the most central factors of the after-life was the eternal river which 

bestowed plenty and life upon the souls. 

Bear in mind, that this afterlife – that of the average man – was not quite the afterlife of the 

king. Unas was going to the stars, to slay demons and journey through the sky with Re, 

probably partying at every opportunity. Kings had different roles in life, and so their 



afterlives would be different so – not separate, for it was all a single eternal realm; merely 

that their duties in that afterlife were different by nature of their different status in life. Some 

pyramid texts say that the king “shall live with the living” meaning the souls living both in 

our world and the afterlife. He resided with Re, yes, and followed those duties, but he still 

retained powers in the rest of the afterlife as Osiris. 

I can almost hear you say: wait, what? I thought he was Horus. How can be Osiris, too? 

Simple: when the living king, embodying Horus died, he became Osiris who in mythology 

was the father of Horus. Death was not merely a transition from life to un-life, it was a 

transition from one state of being, one identity, to another. It’s like a three-fold 

transformation. How many divine prophets can claim that kind of transformation? Maybe 

Jesus, but even then the mythology say that he was already his own father, not that he became 

his father on death. An Egyptian king began life as a prince, and on his ascension to the 

throne took on the divine role of Horus, kingship made manifest; in death he passed the 

mantle of Horus to his son, and became Osiris, lord of the afterlife. Simultaneously, he 

journeyed across the sky with Re, protecting him in his nightly journey through the 

underworld which, although peaceful and comfortable in most places, nevertheless was 

surrounded by demons and monsters who had to be kept at bay. 

 

It’s an enormous set of ideas, and if you are feeling overwhelmed I can totally understand; 

Egyptologists have been at work decoding the Egyptian pantheon of gods and their notions of 

the afterlife for over a century, and the work is nowhere near “done,” whatever that means. 

 

 

So we have now discussed the function of pyramids and the gods and theologies which went 

into their conception and construction. But what of the world in which they were developed? 

Ask a person what they spend most of their day thinking about, and they’ll probably say 

something about bills, expenses, income, friends, relationships, then maybe a bit down the 

line, god and eternity. This changes from person to person, obviously, but by and large it is 

the material concerns of this world that bother us more than where our soul is going. 

So how did the Egyptians deal with a world that was quite indifferent to their existence? If 

the Nile could bring famine as equally as plenty, the Egyptians were determined to be as 

prepared as possible. To this end grew a kingdom fuelled by a bureaucracy to make a small-

government conservative weep with exasperation.  

By comparison to the population of Egypt in this period (probably less than a million), the 

early state controlled a vast amount of the economic wealth and utilised an enormous 

collection of individuals to ensure the farms, estates and mines spread throughout the royal 

domains were harvested properly and brought to the royal holdings. Everything the royal 

household needed to hold onto power and build the monuments and temples it needed to 

maintain prestige and legitimacy came from areas that it claimed as its own property. Grain? 



Harvested from the estates it administered, each bearing the name of the king who founded it. 

Stone? Quarries along the edge of the desert provided limestone, sandstone and granite for 

the construction of the monuments. Gold? Down into the Sudan went the caravans and royal 

expeditions – not that the king went along, just his representatives. Exotic goods like spices 

and high-quality wood? Trade ships went north to Syria-Palestine and south to Ethiopia to 

bring back the required goods. 

As the goods returned to the capital, and into the administrative centres, they were recorded 

in minute detail by departments of scribes. The scribe, one of the few social groups in Egypt 

capable of reading and writing, was a highly-respected and venerated position. They were the 

functioning arm of the state; without the knowledge their records provided the king would 

never have been capable of organising the labour required to commission such huge 

monuments. 

This is not to downplay the most important role of all – the labourers; merely that when 

discussing the narrative of civilisation one usually finds the “centre of organisation” rests 

with those who can read and write, and make it their career to do so. Middle-managers, the 

lot of them. 

This is one reason why I consciously avoid saying that “king x built this monument and king 

y built that one.” The king didn’t really build anything, and to attribute it solely to their 

responsibility is a bit misguided. I prefer the term “commissioned,” or “funded.” They were 

patrons, demanding work of the highest quality, but it took a veritable army of organisers, 

overseers and workers to make these monuments happen. 

Not slaves, mind you; the pyramids were not built by slaves, Jewish or otherwise. This is one 

of the most persistent and frustrating misconceptions about the pyramids, for it does a 

complete disservice to the Egyptians, presenting them as little more than cruel overseers with 

whips, beating mercilessly at an army of poor captives. 

Here’s the truth. 

The Nile floods in the northern summer; during that time, if things go according to plan, it 

covers the fields with water and no farming can be done for at least two to three months. How 

is a farmer to make his living in that period of time?  

The king’s organisers traversed the land throughout the year, but especially in this period, 

recruiting men to come serve on the pyramid construction site for a period of time. By doing 

this, each labourer could reduce the amount of his crop he would need to pay to the royal 

family in tax at the next harvest. It was sort of a “community service” thing. 

By doing this, the labourer benefitted economically, but also shared in the power of the 

monument – if the king went to the afterlife successfully, it was assumed that those who 

helped build his eternal monument would share in his glory and be rewarded generously in 

the idyllic fields of the Underworld. 



So there was good incentive for thousands of men to undertake this enormously dangerous 

project, and undertake it they did. Pyramids arose along the Nile valley in the dozens. 

Seriously, we keep finding them (usually all that’s left of these later pyramids, which are 

much smaller than those at Giza, is the foundation layer which has been buried by sand; this 

is why satellites are so useful, they pick up the form of the pyramid from an angle you simply 

can’t get by walking through the desert). 

Over time, particularly after the heinously expensive monstrosity that was Khufu’s Great 

Pyramid, the monuments of the kings began to diminish in size. There are many reasons for 

this, most of them economic. Pyramids are large, expensive, and time-consuming. People 

didn’t live that long in this era, and Khufu kind of lucked out in staying alive long enough to 

build a monument of such size; for all the supposed power of the theology surrounding it, 

Khufu’s mortuary cult did not long outlast the decline of the Old Kingdom. Priests were still 

serving in his temple in later dynasties – attested in papyrus archives and tomb biographies – 

but with the exhaustion of Royal “vigour” over the following reigns, the power of kings as an 

institution is cyclical. 

Cyclical Power 

What do we mean by this? 

Cyclical power is an old theory (discussed by the ancient Greeks, even) that civilizations go 

through “life cycles” similar to those experienced by humans. We are born, we grow and 

learn and we thrive in youth and maturity, achieving as much as we are capable of doing; 

then we pass the zenith of our abilities and begin a slow decline in strength and ability 

towards our inevitable death. 

The idea follows that civilisations do the same thing. In their infancy they are small, weak, 

and easily overwhelmed by others. In time they achieve a youthful vigour, often 

overthrowing their masters or defeating nearby rivals and establishing independence, or 

regional power. Then they approach their high water mark of “success:” they create empires, 

or enormous trade power, or flourish in the arts and sciences – they achieve those things most 

well-known in the world at large. 

Then comes corruption and decay: not necessarily of financial or moral sort – those can be 

present at any point. More in a “strength and vigour” sense: the new generation achieves 

slightly less than their predecessors, then the next generation achieves less still. Finally, the 

Empire/Monopoly/Golden Age begins to crumble, and the mighty descend into mediocrity, 

before their civilisation as we define it is destroyed or dies. 

Like I said, it’s an old theory, and is thus sometimes dismissed by academia; it has merit, 

though, even if it’s not yet a scientifically defined phenomenon.  

Does it hold true for Egypt? Yes, depending on which angle you are looking at. 



As we approach the end of the Old Kingdom, and the end of this first lecture, the power of 

the kings began to recede from “total, absolute, life-or-death power” to more tempered forms, 

involving the influence of more and more people. 

At the height of the Fourth Dynasty, in an era of unrivalled royal expenditure and grandiosity, 

one might have found it inconceivable that scarcely two hundred years later a king named 

Pepi II would oversee the decay of his kingdom to such a point that, at his death, the land 

effectively ceased to be a political unity. Culturally, everything continued as normal: people 

still recognised the king as sovereign, and they obeyed and worshipped the traditional gods, 

making donations to local cults and testifying in their tombs that they had lived just, moral 

lives.  

But no longer could the king command obedience from every man, woman and child; had he 

said “jump,” most people might still have jumped. There now existed a large group of men, 

governors of their local provinces, who would have said “make me.” These men were far 

more relevant to their “constituents,” or local population. They were the real power in their 

little corner of the land. 

For the majority of the population, the only difference really was that the land was controlled 

by a local, or a chap living one or two towns over in an estate, rather than a king off in his 

capital making occasional appearances with his bureaucrats. Same life, different master, you 

might say. 

This decline of centralised authority (where power is in the hands of a small group, usually 

focussed in one location like a capital city) is known as the First Intermediate Period, 

because it is “intermediate” between two eras (Old and Middle Kingdoms) where the king 

and his family were extremely powerful. 

This era was not wholly peaceful; reference is made in the texts to chaos and violence, and 

the governer Ankh-tyfy (“ankh-tee-fee”) made special mention of his just rule regarding this: 

How happy was the day on which I found well-being in this nome!  

No power in whom there is the heat of strife will be accepted, now that all forms of evil 

which people hate have been supressed. 

I am the vanguard of men, and the rearguard of men.  

One who finds the solution where it is lacking. 

A leader of the land through active conduct. 

Strong in speech, collected in thought, on the day of joining the three nomes. 

 

Ankhtifi here refers to his active and just rule, and his special focus on stamping out moral 

corruption which has taken the form of strife and conflict. His reference to “joining the three 



nomes” tells us of his active conquest of other localities (a nome was a small region or 

province within the Nile valley or Delta; Egypt had many of them). 

The rise of a greater number of individuals holding authority and power over their regions 

was the death-knell of the Old Kingdom royal dynasties, but it also heralded a new age of 

literary and cultural achievements. 

It is a strange truism that in times of strife and internal stress, local culture flourishes: the 

desire to “let off steam” or forget one’s troubles for a few hours can stimulate great creativity 

among the population. 

So it seems to have been in Ancient Egypt. As we shall see in the next lecture, the chaos of 

the First Intermediate Period (on a political level) gave rise to a flourishing artistic and 

cultural scene, which will make the Middle Kingdom of Egypt akin to a “literary golden age” 

in which all the classic forms of literature and story-telling were brought to the heights of 

their art. 

Thanks for listening and reading; I am Dominic Perry, and will return soon with Part II of this 

series, in which we delve deeply into the mind of the Egyptians via their stories, biographies 

and myths. 

 

 


