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n this early period, Egyptians sought to preserve the
I bodies of the dead on the low desert beyond the reach of the
Nile's waters when it overran its banks during the annual
Inundation (flood period). The early graves were small ovals
or rectangles dug in the sand. They could accommodate the
body of the deceased in a contracted position on its left side
along with a few jars of food and drink and slate palettés

with magical religious significance. Gradually, the graves
increased in size to keep pace with the increased status or
wealth of the deceased.

The simple mounds of sand and rubble that covered
the early graves evolved into mud brick super-structures
filled with rubble, known locally as mastabas. In time,
these tombs came to be built in more durable stone, and
the'simple offering places in the form of false doors
(stepped-back niches or recesses) on their facades grew

into multi-roomed decorated chapels. Whether on the

facades of tombs or inside chapels, the false door was

the focus of the offering cult and the place of passage for
the soul of the deceased between this world and the next.

The burial chambers deep in the rock below the mastabas contained personal goods, including
valuable objects and commodities. Since these required protection, architects had to design security
features. For example, the openings of the burial shafts were hidden under the paving of the roofs, and
the entrances to the burial chambers were sealed with blocking stones. Royal mastabas developed into
"step pyramids" and then "true pyramids."
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While a pyramid's large size was intended to protect against E gyp-to’ogy and

robbery, it also may be related to religious beliefs associated with o
the cult of the sun-god Re, since the pyramid shape resembled the the Egy pto’()g IS t
rays of the sun descending to earth. Although most religious centers lﬁEEﬁ?ﬂ

in ancient Egypt had specific beliefs about the afterlife, it is the

beliefs concerning the afterlife of the king that are the most fully KR SINF5
documented. These beliefs are found in the collection of rituals, BREMFEEHRTIE
hymns, descriptions, prayers, offering lists, and magical spells that BB A . FERAHEM
we know today as the Pyramid Texts. B —#, BEHYFELEE
Inscribed on the interior walls of the pyramids, these texts ELikthEEm., Bk, &R
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Egypt. Every living king EH9175. RELREFEBAN
was identified with the fEHBEREE, MO IUE

& FHHEAR B RREMEE X—RS.

associated Egypt's kings with

the various gods and their
religious worship in such a
way that the kings became
divine unifying sources
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sky god Horus, who avenged the murder of his
father Osiris. Thus, as Osiris was the Egyptian god
of the dead, every deceased king became an Osiris.

Osiris' spiritual rebirth is also connected with
the richness of the land and with the source of this
richness the Nile River and its yearly flood cycle.
Osiris also had his place in the Field-of-Offerings
in the sky. There, lower-ranking followers spent
their afterlives working for him?

The Pyramid Texts offer many descriptions
of the ascension of the deceased to the sky so that
he might take his place in the boat of the sun-god
Re. There, the king is associated with the Lord of
All As the pilot of Re's boat, the king accompanies
him on the journey through the clear day sky and
the threatening night sky, which the Egyptians
believed was filled with obstacles and demons.
Descriptions of the geography of the sky, names
and images of its guardians, and serpent spells to
use in self-defense are all contained in the Pyramid
Texts. Beginning with Unis, the last king of the
Fifth Dynasty, these texts have been found on the
walls of the royal burial chambers. They may also
have been written on papyri included in earlier
royal or private burials that were plundered by
robbers.

For the Egyptians, it was important that the
deceased kings, and eventually others not of royal
rank, return to the womb of their mother Nut to be
reborn. In myth, Nut was the mother of Osiris.
She is also described as the female sky goddess
stretched across the heavens (like the Milky Way),
who swallowed the sun-god Re every evening and
gave birth to him every morning. Inscriptions
identify burial chambers and coffins with the
goddess Nut. The cycles of death and rebirth were
goals for the divine kings that clearly became much
more widespread by the end of the Old Kingdom.

For a non-royal Egyptian, the most important
goal was to become an equipped spirit — an akh.
To be "equipped" referred to the preparations an

8

Egyptian made for death and the afterlife. These
preparations involved building a sturdy tomb and
storing up treasure. More important, however, it
meant having knowledge of the afterlife. This
knowledge was available in the Pyramid Texts and
other similar guidebooks to the afterlife.
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by Barbara S. Lesko

ECAUSE EGYPT'S KING WAS REGARDED AS

THE EARTHLY FORM OF THE SKY-GOD HORUS,
THE kingship was traditionany a male role. However, the
mother of the reigning king was seen as divine herself. As a
result, royal marriages in the Old Kingdom were kept within
the family, with kings marrying sis ters or half-sisters to
preserve their power. All the known queens of the Second
and Third Dynasties, for example, held the title "king's
daughter."

A king's son might inherit the throne at an early age, and,
in such cases, his widowed mother would rule on his behalf.
The earliest queen who did so was probably Neith-hotep of
the First Dynasty, who had a huge tomb similar to a king's.
These Old Kingdom queens had many titles, among which
were "Great Lady of the hetes-scepter, .... She who sees Horus
and Seth," and "Everything she says is done for her."

The names of the mothers of some of the first kings of
Egypt were carved in stone 500 years later. This shows that
they were remem bered by history and that possibly, for a
time, they had ruled the country for their sons.

While few details about the earliest queens survive, their
titles show that they officiated as high priestesses at important
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temples, serving the gods Thoth and Min and the goddesses Hathor
and Neith. Once the cult of the sun-god Re became popular
and the king was called the Son of Re, the queen
of Egypt was regarded as the human form of
his divine wife, the goddess Hathor. The"
surviving golden furniture of Hetepheres, the
mother of King Khufu (the builder of the Great
Pyramid), reflects the queen's connection with Hathor.
So, too, does the distinctive hair style of queens of the
Fourth Dynasty and later. Statues show the hair divided into
three sections. Like a goddess, the queen sat in a chair with
gold-covered poles that was carried about on the shoulders of
servants.

It is very likely that at least three women ruled the country during the
second half of the Old Kingdom. Queen Khentkawes, who is regarded as a
link between the Fourth and Fifth Dynasties, built her large tomb in front of the
three great pyramids at Giza. It is sometimes called the Fourth Pyramid, although it
is really not that shape. Khentkawes' titles — those found inscribed within the structure

— show her as a mother of two kings. Most likely, she was a regent for at least one of them.
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The remains of a destroyed pyramid and temple of the wife of King Izezi of the
Fifth Dynasty hint at the grasp for supreme power by another queen whose monuments
were later attacked. Another woman who ruled for her young son was Queen Ankh-
enes-merire, mother of Pepi II of the Sixth Dynasty. That dynasty was remembered
in legend as coming to an end around 2200 B.C. with the rule of a female ruler
named Nitokerty, said to have been the most beautiful and bravest of women.

Certain privileges set kings and their moth ers apart from all other
royalty. During the Sixth Dynasty, the funerary spells, which helped the
deceased king ascend to heaven and become one with the gods after death,
were also carved on the inside walls of the queens' pyramids. This fact
confirms that this advantage extended to the chief queen as well. Mothers
of kings already had pyramid tombs in the Fourth Dynasty. Although
smaller in size than the kings', the queens' structures also came
equipped with the boats that would allow the women to accompany
the sun-god by day and night.

Both in this life and in the afterlife, Egyptian queens of
the Old Kingdom possessed powers beyond those of ordinary

women. Later generations considered the period during

which they lived as the golden age of a remarkable people.
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