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Introduction

Ancient Egyptian Art Today

“I want to see the Egyptian art first!” The writer has heard these
words again and again from visitors entering The Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York for the first time. And indeed the Egyptian works of
art — after the famous Impressionists — are the most popular in the
museum. This has been the case for decades and still is, not just in New
York but in museums all over the world.

What draws people in our computer age so irresistibly to the
sculptures, reliefs, paintings, and small artifacts from the valley of the Nile
in northeast Africa, objects that are now thousands of years old? Cyril
Aldred, the great historian of Egyptian art, attributes their fascination to a
simple but immediately compelling common denominator: “The
overwhelming impression [of Egyptian art] is of its humanity.”
Irrespective of all the monumental temples and the many huge sculptures,
the dimensions of most ancient Egyptian works of art can be surveyed at
a glance, and their content is directly comprehensible. Men, women, and
children stand before us in simple clothing, with a few readily understood
symbolic attributes. They look straight ahead of them with eyes usually
wide open to the world, and their bearing and gestures display self-
confidence. Individuality is expressed not only through the precise
depiction of physical features but by integration into such generally
human categories as the “perfect woman,” the “old man,” the “corpulent
dignitary,” the “father of fine children,” the “scribe,” the “experienced,
responsible official,” and so on.

An awareness of connections is characteristic of all humanity and its
actions. It is expressed in the three-dimensional stone sculptures of Egypt
by lingering traces of the cubic form of the original block of stone: in the
slabs and pillars that serve as background to the figures and in the
“shadow areas” between one standing and one striding leg, between a leg
and the pillar behind it, between torso, arms, and hands. The human
figure, bound to the stone, is also secured and supported by it. If wooden
and metal figures do not display these qualities but show the human body
freestanding in space, it is not simply for technical reasons; the fact also
emphasizes the special feeling of ancient Egyptian culture for stone as the
noblest of materials and a pledge of eternity.

The existence of freestanding figures of wood and metal as well as
stone statues 1s an impressive indication of the experimental creativity of
Egyptian artists.<The ancient Egyptians themselves thought that artists
were directly linked to the divine creative power, as Cyril Aldred again has
cogently put it.

6

All the figures in Egyptian reliefs and paintings are part of a firmly
established fundamental system of order. The ordered structure of the
world is expressed in the grid pattern into which all the walls are
organized. The base lines of each rectangle in the grid may be understood
as base lines in the literal sense, lines upon which humans and animals
stand and act. Figures standing free in space almost always symbolize the
dissolution of order in the Egyptian state. The arrangement of animals
and human beings in registers, on the other hand, indicates a structural
organization that was of the utmost importance, even in prehistoric times:
an act turning the ambient chaos into a civilized world capable of being
surveyed and controlled.

Within this system of order reclaimed from chaos, the rich world of
life in the Nile oasis can develop freely and be made present in artistic
depiction. These works of art show people not only plowing, sowing,
harvesting, drawing up lists, storing and distributing food, but building
ships and making furniture and other items for everyday use. We see them
at celebrations with their families and friends, dancing, making music,
and caring for the welfare of the dead in their tombs. As a priest, pharaoh
mediates with the gods on behalf of humanity, and as a warrior he wards
oft the ever-present threat of chaos.

Order as experienced in this world also offers succor in the face of
fears of death, for the sun — regarded by the Egyptians as the most
important manifestation of the creator god — visits the underworld by
night in a life-giving rhythm. Again, the sun generates and maintains life
on this side of the tomb. Its light enables the artist to observe the finest of
nuances in the faces and bodies of men and beasts, and to depict them on
the surface area of sculptures with matchless realism, yet without
abandoning the ordered structural system of Egyptian art as it had been
created. The linking of that structural order with precise natural
observation made the ancient Egyptians perhaps the most creative
inventors of “signs” of all time, for their scribes devised and refined
thousands of written characters. In hieroglyphic script, word and image
were always one, and interpretive art was both writing and symbol.

Despite the great and varied powers of attraction exerted by Egyptian
works of art on people of our own time, remarkably few books are devoted
specifically to this aspect of the culture of the Nile Valley. The present
volume represents an outstanding exception.

Dorothea Arnold



Foreword

Roman emperors, Arab scholars, early travelers, and millions of
modern tourists coming year after year have been captivated, and still are,
by the extraordinary and powerful fascination of the high civilization of
ancient Egypt. The pyramids of Giza, the temple city of Karnak, and the
Valley of the Kings, with the tomb of Tutankhamun, represent the unique
values of a cultural achievement that will claim its place in the history of
mankind for ever. It has a number of characteristic peculiarities that often
baffle those from other cultural backgrounds, and to this day many of its
real or presumed mysteries are the focus of enduring interest.

The search for ancient wisdom, mystical experiences and hidden
treasures has led many who feel the fascination of Egypt to turn repeatedly
to the same subjects, for instance the Sphinx and the Pyramid of Cheops,
the mummies, the curse of the pharaohs, and powerfully “efficacious”
symbols and rites. The chief reason for this may be the impressive size and
quality of many pharaonic monuments and their durability in apparent
defiance of time, an impressive contrast to the fast-moving world of
modern man.

Such notions, born of wishful thinking, constantly come to the fore,
and the really sensational aspects of ancient Egypt are often insufficiently
appreciated. They include not only the astonishing technical and
administrative achievements of the ancient Egyptians, the high standards of
their script and their literature, their architecture and pictorial art, but also
a concept of the world as a whole that was based on very exact observation
of nature, and in which science and religion were an indissoluble unity.
However, that concept of the world can easily tempt us to see ancient
Egyptian society and its ideas as static, and thus to adopt far too superficial
a way of studying them. In view of the countless monuments, the huge

quantity of inscriptions and the almost inconceivable wealth of
archaeological finds discovered and studied daily by thousands of scholars,
we have a constantly changing picture of ancient Egypt to which we can do
justice only by formulating a very wide variety of questions.

The present volume therefore hopes to convey an idea of ancient
Egypt that is sufficiently differentiated to indicate the wide variety of
development within the state, but it does not dispense with general
statements that illustrate particular features of Egyptian culture. It is
designed to provide a mixture of the familiar and the new, of basic and
detailed information, with an extensive account of the various historic
situations, social backgrounds, and religious systems of ancient Egypt. It
also attempts to trace the view of the world as a whole that was adopted
by the Egyptians themselves.

We would like to express our thanks to the staff of the Seminar fiir
Agyptologie of Cologne University, the Institut fiir Agyptologie of Munich
University and the Pelizacus-Museum in Hildesheim for all their help with
the work on this publication, and for making their facilities available to us.

We also offer our grateful thanks to all the authors and our colleagues
who have contributed to this project in spite of their many other duties,
and who have also been ready and willing to help us overcome a series of
unforeseen difficulties. Finally, our thanks go to the editorial team for
working with enthusiasm and commitment, in circumstances that were
not always easy, on the production of this book, particularly unusual as it
is for its wide range and its wealth of illustrations.

_Regine Schulz
“" Matthias Seidel






Egypt’s Path to Advanced Civilization

Stephan Seidlmayer

Culture and Natural Surroundings

Cultural development is very closely linked to geographical and
ecological conditions, and Egypt provides a perfect example of that
link. The valley of the Nile is a river oasis lying between two deserts:
the wide expanses of the Sahara to the west, and the rugged mountain
ranges separating Egypt from the Red Sea to the east. Only in the
northeast does a narrow passage over the north coast of the Sinai give
access to Palestine and the Near East. The river valley itself, protected
and cut off from the outer world, spreads out into an increasingly broad
alluvial plain north of the first cataract at Aswan, until the river divides
into many distributaries to the north of Cairo, creating the broad fan of
the Nile Delta. The country has low rainfall, but the annual flooding
of the Nile in late summer provided the conditions for stable agrarian
prosperity. These fundamental ecological factors have always, correctly,
been recognized as the basis of the pharaonic culture that made such a
deep impression on all succeeding generations.

However, these conditions were not always present. In seeking the
prehistoric roots of Egyptian culture, we must also examine the
changes in its geographical setting. The climate was subject to great

variation. Two factors should be taken into consideration: rainfall and
the inundation of the Nile. While the latter influenced living condi-
tions in the valley itself, the former decided whether the bordering
desert regions were habitable or not, thus determining the relationship
of the Nile Valley to its surroundings, and the relations of its inhabi-
tants with their neighbors. .

The Beginnings

Finds of stone tools provide evidence of human life in the Nile Valley
going back to the Early Paleolithic. However, it is impossible to discern
any characteristics specific to Egypt as a cultural area at this time.
Those characteristics emerge only in the Late Paleolithic, somewhere
between 25,000 and 10,000 BC. During this period a phase of extreme
drought drove the early human groups out of the savannas of the
Sahara, where they had led a nomadic life as hunter-gatherers, and into
the valley of the Nile. The Nile was still a small river at this time,

1 Head of a human idol

Merimda, the most recent settlement level; ca.
the middle of the fifth millennium BC; clay;
H. 11 cm; Cairo, Egyptian Museum, JE 97472.
Materials representing hair and beard were
originally threaded through the holes around
the face. A cylindrical hole at the bottom of
the head enabled the object to be mounted on
a stick.

2 Hand axes

Theban area; early Paleolithic, pre-100,000
BC; flint; L. 16 cm; London, The British
Museum, EA 41496-7.

Heavy hand axes trimmed to shape from
flints are a characteristic and universal tool of
the earlier Paleolithic. Many such tools are
found in the gravel terraces running beside

the course of the Nile in Upper Egypt.

3 Polished pottery with herringbone pattern
Merimda, the oldest settlement level; ca. the
end of the sixth to the beginning of the fifth
millennium BC; Cairo, Egyptian Museum.
The pottery of the oldest settlement level at
Merimda is of high quality. Bowls and deep
dishes of fine clay were polished smooth with
a hard object on the outside, and on the inside
so far as could be reached. The process gave

the surface a dark red-to-purple tone. In many
items, a decorative band with a herringbone
pattern was incised over the shoulder of the
vessel below the rim.

PREHISTORY 9



@
P
.
% Ain Dalla
w -
®
El
o
v
©
o

« Farafra
w ©Abu Mingar
. s
2 \‘
Tazirbu £, W, .
B Sighen o b 1P P
- n;‘ e A .'Khalga
Dakhla ™= %
Hej <) 3
i o
ana Sapny ; *g// «! Baris |
s o . !
St AT (T Abu Ballas £ |
B . +
Rebiana | 3Kebir . E |
Y d Dungul ¥ |
A, % oF |
Gebel Eghei i) o |
ebel ! / " 5 1
; { Y o Bir Sahdra BIr Tarfawi g ooy |
i ¥4 1082 A\ El-Shab Gebel Nabt |
1435/ Gebel Kamil gir pisaha |2° S
i Gebelmen\i‘lasa » - 6‘ EGYPT r
; Sarra e e ";,;o A SUDAN Wadi Halfa . 7
Gebel Auena | #1712 3 Seli
| GebelKissu & A
19 v %°
&
C/Y ?’4 ! et Tuyur
45 | .

Laqiya Arbain
|- 20° Yaaly

i L.

20°

. Wany]nga Kebir

s, 2

4 Diagram: the eastern Sahara

The climate of northeast Africa was subject to
considerable fluctuations until the beginning
of historical times. These variations some-
times caused shifts in the belt of vegetation, as
shown in the diagram for the carly fifth

millennium BC. The zones are divided as
follows: 1. Desert; 2. Desert with rain-
dependent vegetation; 3. Semi-desert; 4.
Thorn savanna; 5. Savanna with foliage plants
(according to K. Naumann).

probably containing water in its bed only seasonally, but it offered
subsistence. Sites where stone tools and traces of food have been found
prove that a number of small groups had adapted to life in the condi-
tions then prevailing here. Instead of traveling over large areas, they
probably moved relatively short distances between seasonal campsites
and ate the foods naturally available, depending on the time of year.
Next to hunting and gathering, fishing in particular played a key role
in the economy of these people.

Within this context, developments of great significance began to
occur. The stone tools, predominantly small blades and geometrical
microliths, do not look impressive at first sight. However, they were
used to give a sharp edge or point to composite tools — knives, arrow-
heads, spears, fishhooks and harpoons — and they actually represent
enormous technical progress. The remnants of food found show that
provisions such as fish were already being dried and stored to tide
people over the months of scarcity. The first step to economic foresight
and the storing of surpluses had been taken. Finally, the increasing
number of such sites over the course of time also shows that a semi-
settléd way of life made population growth possible.

10 PREHISTORY

The Neolithic in Egypt

A far-reaching climatic change from about 10,000 BC, with a general
increase in rainfall, led to high (sometimes extremely high) inunda-
tions of the Nile Valley, and the rise in precipitation made the
bordering desert areas habitable once more. They became savannas
well provided with watering holes and oases. There were settlements in
the Sahara again, and innovations of great significance are evident here
in the eighth and seventh millennia BC. The technological features of
the Neolithic period make their appearance in early pottery and
polished stone axes. People still lived a semi-nomadic life as hunters,
and were not yet cultivating crops, but collecting the seeds of wild
grasses. However, these groups seem to have domesticated cattle. The
Near East, the Levant and Palestine, on the other hand, saw the
building of fortified settlements, the beginnings of farming and the
domestication of sheep and goats during the eighth millennium. The
technological, economic and social features that, taken as a whole,
were to be characteristic of a new era in the history of mankind,
emerged and interacted over the entire extended area of northeast
Africa and southwest Asia.

The Nile Valley in Egypt seems to have played no part in this
process at first. The archacological evidence is scanty, and a series of
very high inundations may have destroyed entire levels of sites. The
well-known sites at Elkab, in the Faiyum and at Helwan, however,
show that the Egyptian way of life that developed at the end of the
Paleolithic, in adaptation to conditions in the Nilotic area, continued
into the sixth millennium BC. The unusual wealth of the areca where
they lived allowed the people to maintain a primitive lifestyle, and
there was no change in these conditions until another period of
drought, in the seventh and sixth millennium BC, forced the inhabi-
tants of the border regions back into the Nile Valley. At this time, the
end of the sixth millennium and the fifth millennium BC, the first
Neolithic cultural groups appear in Egypt. The quantity of archaeolog-
ical finds does not yet allow us to trace the merging of the Epipaleo-
lithic traditions of the Nile Valley with the cultures of immigrant
groups. However, the originally heterogeneous character of the Egyp-
tian Neolithic can be accounted for only if it arose in this way.

A progressive increase in aridity, leading to the modern climatic
situation in the middle of the third millennium BC, made the Nile
Valley more clearly a strictly delimited area. In a process of internal
colonization and the fusion of cultural factors, an independent form of
culture appeared that can now be called genuinely Egyptian. Although
it was late in coming by comparison with the cultures of neighboring
areas, it developed all the more powerfully in the fourth millennium
BC, and at the turn from the fourth to the third millennium it led to the
creation of the pharaonic state and the advanced civilization of Egypt.

The Prehistoric Cultures of Lower Egypt

Merimda Beni Salama, probably the oldest truly Neolithic Egyptian
site, 1s situated in Lower Egypt on the western border of the Nile Delta
and, at its southern extremity, about 50 km northwest of Cairo. Recent
excavations of this extensive site have identified five archaeological
phases, the oldest of which probably goes back to the sixth millennium
BC, while the later phases cover most of the fifth millennium BC.

The oldest cultural level of Merimda clearly shows independent
features. In the excavator’s opinion, the fishbone patterns incised into
plates, dishes, and deep bowls of beautitul, fine, polished or burnished
pottery indicate contact with the Near East, as do the arrowheads. On
the second cultural level, however, there is also evidence of contact with



