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The Whole Thing in One Page

Ancient Egypt is the civilisation that lasted three thousand years
and then stopped. It ran from the union of the Two Lands around
3100 BCE to the death of Cleopatra in 30 BCE, when Rome swal‐
lowed it whole, and by then its own people had been ruled by for‐
eigners  for  centuries.  The  gods  were  abandoned,  the  temples
closed, and the writing was forgotten so completely that for four‐
teen hundred years nobody alive could read a word of it. This is
the deepest lesson Egypt has to teach, and the reason it is worth
an hour: it was not eternal, though almost everything it built and
believed was an attempt to be.

Start with the river, because everything else follows from it. Egypt
is a strip of green cut through the largest desert on earth, and the
Nile flooded every summer with such reliability that it laid down
fresh soil and a surplus of grain, then left the country walled off by
sand on both sides. That gave Egypt two things almost no ancient
people had: wealth without much effort, and safety without much
fear.  Out of that came the rest.  A god on the throne, since the
pharaoh was not a man appointed by the gods but a living god
himself, the incarnation of Horus, whose person held the country
together. A principle called Maat, meaning truth, justice, and cos‐
mic order, which it was the king’s whole purpose to uphold against
the  chaos  always  pressing  in.  A  crowded sky  of  gods,  animal-
headed and local and ancient. And a conviction that death was a
door rather than a wall, which produced the mummies, the tombs,
the spells, and the pyramids.
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That is the famous obsession,  and it  is usually read backwards.
The Egyptians were not morbid. They loved being alive so much
that they engineered an entire technology to keep doing it forever,
and the monuments are the residue of that hunger for perman‐

ence, built by paid Egyptian workers rather than by slaves, aliens,
or a lost race.

Two cautions. The dates here are approximate, and Egyptologists
argue  over  some  by  as  much  as  a  century.  And  the  famous
changelessness is real but overstated: Egypt collapsed twice, was
conquered repeatedly, and once, briefly, tried to abolish its gods.
What survived was not a civilisation that never changed, but one
that kept insisting it had not.

That is the book.
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Why You Should Care

Start with the arithmetic, because it is the fact that reorganises
everything else. Cleopatra lived closer in time to the moon landing
than  to  the  building  of  the  Great  Pyramid.  The  pyramid  was
already two and a half  thousand years old when she was born,
more ancient  to  her  than she is  to  us.  When Egyptian  tourists
carved graffiti  into monuments they considered impossibly old,
Rome did not exist.  This is the thing that no amount of reading
quite prepares you for: Egypt was not an episode. It was a civilisa‐

tion that ran for three thousand years, longer than the entire span
from Cleopatra to now, and it is the closest the human species
has come to permanence.

Which is why it is worth your attention even though it is dead, and
being dead is the point. Egypt is the only great ancient civilisation
that  ran  the  full  course  and  stopped:  born,  matured,  declined,
conquered,  and  extinguished,  with  its  gods  abandoned  and  its
script unreadable for fourteen centuries. That makes it the most
complete case study we have of what happens to a civilisation
over the very long run, and its arc raises the uncomfortable ques‐
tion you cannot ask of  a living culture.  Egypt lasted longer and
tried harder than anyone to build things that would never end, and
it ended anyway. If that does not make you look differently at your
own civilisation’s assumption of permanence, nothing will.

It is also the deep root of a great deal you think of as Western.
Egypt was the ancient world’s ancient world, and the Greeks were
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tourists in it, awed and slightly embarrassed, borrowing its stone
architecture, its columns, its monumental sculpture, and its math‐

ematics, and treating its priests as the keepers of wisdom older
than their own. Plato and Herodotus went there the way we go to
Rome. When you look at a neoclassical bank with columns, or an
obelisk in a European capital, or a dome over a tomb, you are look‐
ing at a long chain of borrowing that runs back to the Nile. Under‐
standing Egypt is understanding the floor that later civilisations
were built on.

And then there is the human core of it, which is why the subject
grips people who care nothing for chronology. Egypt is the largest
experiment ever conducted in the refusal to accept death. An en‐

tire civilisation, for three millennia, poured its wealth, its engineer‐
ing, its art, and its best minds into the proposition that a person
could go on existing forever,  and left  behind the mummies,  the
spells, the tombs, and the pyramids as the evidence. You are look‐
ing  at  your  own  species  trying,  with  total  seriousness  and  ex‐
traordinary resources,  to defeat the one thing it  cannot defeat.
That is not a curiosity of the Bronze Age. It is a mirror.

Be clear about the limits. This is a short introduction to a vast field,
and it cannot make you an Egyptologist.  Egypt is reconstructed
from fragments, so much is uncertain and some of the dates are
disputed by a  century.  And no ancient  culture  is  buried under
more rubbish:  curses,  aliens,  lost civilisations,  and mystical  non‐

sense, most of it resting on the assumption that Egyptians could
not have done what Egyptians demonstrably did. This book takes
the position that the evidence-based Egypt is far more interesting
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than the fantasy,  and that  the real  achievement needs no help
from Atlantis.

The rest of the book is that Egypt.
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The Core Ideas

1. The Nile and the Two Lands

Egypt is the only civilisation you can very nearly explain by point‐
ing at a map. It is a strip of green a few miles wide, running eleven
hundred  miles  through  the  largest  hot  desert  on  earth,  and
everything the Egyptians built, believed, and became follows from
that single geographical fact. The Greek historian Herodotus called
Egypt the gift of the river, and while the phrase has been repeated
to death, it is close to literally true. Without the Nile there is no
Egypt; there is only Sahara.

The gift had a precise mechanism. Every summer, monsoon rains a
thousand miles south in the Ethiopian highlands swelled the river
until it burst its banks and spread across the valley floor, and when
the waters withdrew they left behind a fresh layer of black silt,
fertile, mineral-rich, and renewed annually at no cost to anyone.
This was agriculture on a cheat code. Where farmers in Mesopot‐
amia  fought  salt  and  unpredictable  floods,  and  farmers  every‐

where else exhausted their soil over generations, Egypt’s was re‐

plenished  free  every  year  by  a  flood  that  arrived,  crucially,  on
schedule. The Egyptians divided their world accordingly into the
black land, kemet, the dark fertile soil where life was possible, and
the red land, deshret, the killing desert on either side. They called
their country Kemet, the Black Land, naming it after the mud that
made it.
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The consequences  ran  deep.  A  reliable  annual  surplus  of  grain
meant a population that did not spend all its time growing food,
which meant a state could tax that surplus and feed people doing
other things: scribes, priests,  soldiers,  and tens of thousands of
labourers hauling stone. The pyramids are, in a real sense, made of
surplus wheat. The flood also imposed a rhythm of three seasons,
inundation, growing, and harvest, and during the months the fields
lay under water a vast agricultural workforce was idle and avail‐
able,  which is a large part of how Egypt built  what it  built.  And
because the flood was so regular the Egyptians could predict it,
which drove them to watch the sky, track the star Sirius, and con‐

struct a calendar of 365 days, the direct ancestor of the one on
your wall.

Then there was the desert,  which Egyptians saw as  death and
which  was,  politically,  salvation.  On  both  sides  lay  hundreds  of
miles of waterless sand, and beyond the delta the sea; Egypt was
walled off by geography in an age when armies moved on foot and
carried their water. For most of two thousand years no serious in‐

vader could reach it,  and that near-total  security is  why Egypt
looks so unlike Mesopotamia, where the flat open plain meant con‐

quest every few generations and a civilisation that changed hands
constantly.  Egypt  was left  alone to be itself,  at  length,  and the
continuity  of  its  culture is  in  large part  a  gift  of  the sand.  The
isolation cost it a certain insularity and a suspicion of foreigners
as agents of chaos, but for millennia the trade was worth it.

Finally the river made Egypt two things, and then one. The valley in
the south,  narrow and hemmed by cliffs,  was Upper Egypt,  up‐
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stream and confusingly to the south; the wide fan of the delta in
the  north,  marshy  and  open  to  the  Mediterranean,  was  Lower
Egypt. They were different places with different landscapes and
different gods, and their union around 3100 BCE created the coun‐

try.  But  Egypt  never  stopped  thinking  of  itself  as  a  pair.  The
pharaoh was the Lord of the Two Lands and wore a double crown,
the white of the south fitted into the red of the north. The whole
state was understood as a balance of two halves held together by
the king, and duality, two lands, two crowns, two banks, order and
chaos,  black  land  and  red,  became the  deep  grammar  of  how
Egyptians thought about everything.

2. The Pharaoh: The God on the Throne

At the centre of the Egyptian world stood a man who was not, in
the Egyptian understanding, a man at all. The pharaoh was a god:
not a king appointed by the gods, not a king ruling with divine ap‐

proval, not even a king who would become a god after death, but a
living deity walking the earth in human form, the incarnation of the
falcon god Horus while he lived and identified with Osiris, lord of
the dead, once he died. This is the single most important thing to
grasp about Egyptian politics, and it is alien to modern intuition.

Compare the alternatives to see how radical it is. The Chinese em‐

peror held a Mandate from Heaven that could be revoked if  he
ruled badly, which made rebellion legitimate. The European mon‐

arch ruled by divine right, appointed by a God who remained em‐

phatically separate from him. In both cases a human being holds
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an office granted by a higher power. In Egypt there was no gap.
The king was himself part of the divine order, the point where the
world of gods and the world of humans overlapped, and the state
was  not  a  political  arrangement  but  a  religious  one.  To  rebel
against the pharaoh was less treason than a category error, an act
against the structure of the cosmos.

His function followed from his nature. The pharaoh’s job, the reas‐
on the universe needed him, was to maintain Maat, the cosmic or‐
der,  against the chaos perpetually pressing at the edges of the
world. He did this by performing the rituals that kept the gods fed
and content, by dispensing justice, by ensuring the Nile flood and
the  harvest,  and  by  defeating  Egypt’s  enemies,  which  is  why
temple walls across the country show the king in the same eternal
pose, gripping a bundle of foreign captives by the hair and raising
a mace to smash them. That image is  not a war record.  It  is  a
statement that the king is holding chaos down, and it was carved
for pharaohs who never fought a battle in their lives.

Two honest complications.  First,  the theology was absolute but
the practice  was not.  Divine  kings  were  assassinated in  palace
conspiracies, were dominated by their officials, lost control of the
country  entirely  during  the  collapses,  and could  be  old,  young,
sick, or incompetent like anyone else. The Egyptians managed this
contradiction the way most societies manage the gap between
doctrine and reality:  by not looking at it  directly,  and by distin‐

guishing the eternal, perfect office from the fallible individual filling
it. Second, the ideology worked precisely because it was total. A
god-king who embodied the cosmic order supplied a legitimacy
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so complete  that  Egypt  could  be governed for  three  thousand
years with no standing constitutional argument about who should
rule or why, which is one plausible reason the civilisation was so
extraordinarily stable, and also why its collapses, when they came,
were experienced not as political failures but as the end of the
world.

And there was a woman on the throne more than once, which the
theology handled awkwardly.  Hatshepsut,  one of  the most  suc‐

cessful  rulers  Egypt produced,  was depicted in  statuary with a
king’s false beard, not out of confusion about her sex but because
the  office  was  male  by  definition  and the  iconography  had no
other way to say king.

3. Maat: Order Against Chaos

If you take away one Egyptian word, take Maat. It is usually trans‐
lated as truth, or justice, or order, or balance, and it means all of
those at once and none of them exactly, because English has no
equivalent for a concept that covers cosmic order, social justice,
honest dealing, correct ritual, and the way things are supposed to
be, all in a single idea. Maat was the principle that held the uni‐
verse together,  and it  was personified as a goddess wearing an
ostrich feather.

Its  opposite  was isfet:  chaos,  violence,  injustice,  falsehood,  dis‐
order. And the crucial point, the one that explains the mood of the
entire civilisation, is that the Egyptians did not believe order was
the natural state of things. They believed the universe began when
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the creator god pushed back the primordial chaos and set Maat in
its place, and that chaos had never gone away. It pressed at the
borders of the ordered world, in the desert, in the foreign lands, in
the night, in every lie and injustice, waiting to flood back in. Order
was  not  the  default;  it  was  an  achievement,  maintained  daily
against pressure, and it could be lost.

This makes sense of much that otherwise looks strange. It explains
the obsessive ritual: every offering in every temple every day was
not ceremony but load-bearing work, part of the labour of keeping
the  cosmos  running.  It  explains  the  pharaoh’s  job  description,
since maintaining Maat was what a king was for.  It  explains the
suspicion  of  foreigners  and the  desert,  which  were  not  merely
dangerous but chaotic in their nature. And it explains the conser‐
vatism, because if the correct order was established at creation
and must be maintained, then change is not progress but slippage,
and  doing  things  exactly  as  they  have  always  been  done  is  a
cosmic duty rather than a failure of imagination.

Maat was also, and this is often missed, an ethical demand on or‐
dinary people. It was not only cosmology for kings. Every Egyptian
was expected to live according to Maat: to deal honestly, to judge
fairly, to refrain from cruelty and theft and lies, to speak truth. The
wisdom literature of Egypt, some of the oldest ethical writing on
earth, is instruction in how to live in accordance with Maat, and it
is startlingly recognisable, counselling moderation, humility, honest
speech, kindness to the poor, and restraint in anger.
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And it reached past death, which is where the two great Egyptian
ideas lock together. In the judgment of the dead, the heart of the
deceased was weighed on a balance against the feather of Maat,
and only a heart not heavy with wrongdoing would pass. A civilisa‐

tion obsessed with eternity made the entry requirement for etern‐

ity  a  moral  one:  you  got  in  by  having  lived rightly.  Maat  is  the
thread that ties Egyptian cosmology, politics, ethics, and the after‐
life into a single system, and it is the closest thing the civilisation
had to a philosophy.

4. A World Full of Gods

Egyptian religion is the part that most defeats modern readers,
because they approach it looking for a system and find instead a
swarm. There were well  over a thousand gods,  they overlapped,
contradicted one another, merged and split, changed roles across
three thousand years and hundreds of miles, and the Egyptians
appear to have been entirely comfortable with all of it. There was
no scripture, no creed, no orthodoxy, and no belief that the various
stories had to be reconciled. Several utterly different accounts of
creation  coexisted  for  millennia  and  nobody  seems  to  have
minded.

Start with the ones you cannot avoid. Ra, the sun, sailing across
the sky in his boat by day and through the underworld by night,
fighting off the serpent of chaos before dawn. Osiris, murdered by
his brother Set, reassembled by his wife Isis, and made lord of the
dead: the founding myth of resurrection, and the model for every
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Egyptian’s hope. Isis, magician and mother, whose cult eventually
spread across the Roman empire. Horus, their son, the falcon who
avenged his father and whose living incarnation was the pharaoh.
Set, chaos, the desert,  the storm, the necessary and dangerous
outsider. Anubis, jackal-headed, who oversaw embalming and led
the dead to judgment. Thoth, ibis-headed, god of writing. Hathor,
love, music, and joy. And Amun, the hidden one, obscure early and
then fused with the sun into Amun-Ra, king of the gods, whose
priesthood at Thebes grew rich enough to rival the throne.

The animal heads, which look primitive to a modern eye, are noth‐

ing of the kind. Egyptians did not think Anubis was a jackal in a hat.
The imagery was symbolic notation for a divine nature that was
understood to be beyond depiction:  the jackal  because jackals
prowl cemeteries, the falcon because the sky-god’s gaze is a rap‐

tor’s, the ibis because of its stately, deliberate manner. These were
not crude idols; they were a visual language for expressing what a
god did in a form that could be carved on a wall.

Religion also had two levels that are easy to confuse. The state
cult was performed in vast temples that were not churches but
houses:  the  god physically  lived  in  the  sanctuary,  was  washed,
dressed, fed, and entertained daily by priests, and ordinary people
were not admitted at all.  Popular religion, the faith of the actual
majority, ran on household gods, amulets, spells, magic, and small
local deities like Bes, the grotesque dwarf who guarded women in
childbirth. A peasant’s religion had far more to do with Bes than
with the theology of Amun-Ra.
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Then there was the great exception, the one moment Egypt broke
its  own rules.  Around the  fourteenth  century  BCE the  pharaoh
Akhenaten abolished the gods. He proclaimed a single deity, the
Aten,  the physical  disc of  the sun,  closed the temples,  cut  the
funding, attacked the name of Amun on monuments across the
country, built a brand-new capital in the desert at Amarna, and re‐

wrote Egyptian art into a strange, elongated, intimate style unlike
anything before or after.  It  is often called the first monotheism,
which  overstates  it:  the  Aten’s  sole  earthly  intermediary  was
Akhenaten himself, which made the religion something closer to a
monopoly on divine access than a  spiritual  revolution.  It  lasted
about seventeen years. When he died, the priesthoods came roar‐
ing back, the old gods were restored, the capital was abandoned,
and later kings chiselled his name off the monuments and struck
him from the official list, so that this most radical of pharaohs was
successfully  erased  from  Egyptian  memory  for  three  thousand
years and had to be rediscovered by archaeologists. The lesson is
worth holding: the one time Egypt tried to change fundamentally,
the civilisation rejected the transplant.

5. Death and the Hunger for Eternity

This is the famous part, and it is almost universally misunderstood.
The mummies, the tombs stuffed with treasure, the spells, the pyr‐
amids: the standard reading is that the Egyptians were a morbid
people obsessed with death. The exact opposite is true, and the
correction is the key to the whole civilisation. The Egyptians loved
life so intensely, and found the Nile valley so good, that they re‐
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fused  to  accept  that  it  should  ever  stop.  All  the  apparatus  of
death is machinery for the continuation of life. They were not in
love  with  dying.  They  were  in  love  with  living,  and  they  built  a
three-thousand-year technology to make it permanent.

Their picture of the afterlife makes this plain. The Egyptian eternity
was not  a  spiritual  realm of  light  or  an ecstatic  union with the
divine. It was the Field of Reeds: Egypt, again, forever. The same
river, the same fields, the same barley, the same family, the same
beer, without illness, without hunger, without end. This is a heaven
imagined  by  people  who  wanted  more  of  exactly  what  they
already  had,  which  is  one  of  the  more  touching  facts  in  the
ancient world.

The mechanics required the body, which is where mummification
comes in. Egyptian thinking divided a person into several parts, in‐

cluding the ka, the life-force that needed feeding, and the ba, the
mobile  personality  that  could leave the tomb and return.  For  a
person to survive, those parts had to reunite, and to reunite they
needed a recognisable  home:  the body.  If  it  rotted,  the person
ended. So the Egyptians refined, over centuries, an extraordinary
preservation technology: organs out into jars, brain discarded as
useless,  the  corpse  dried  for  weeks  in  natron  salt,  then  oiled,
resined, and wrapped in hundreds of yards of linen with amulets
between the layers. It took seventy days, it was expensive, and at
its peak it was very good, which is why you can still look at the
face of Ramesses II. Mummification is not a death ritual. It is life-
support equipment.
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The tomb was the other half of the system, and it was a house, not
a grave.  It  held  the food,  furniture,  jewellery,  games,  boats,  and
servants the dead would need, and its walls were painted with the
good life,  farming,  feasting,  hunting,  music,  precisely  so the de‐

ceased would have them forever. Model servants, the shabti fig‐

ures, were included to do the agricultural labour on their behalf,
since even paradise had fields to work and nobody intended to do
it  personally.  This  is  not  the  furniture  of  a  death  cult.  It  is  the
packing list of someone moving house permanently.

And the whole apparatus was gated by ethics, which brings back
Maat. The dead person’s heart was weighed against the feather of
truth in the Hall of Judgment, before Osiris and forty-two divine
assessors, while the deceased recited a declaration of innocence,
a list of the sins they had not committed. A heart light enough
passed, and the person went to the Field of Reeds. A heart heavy
with wrongdoing was thrown to a waiting monster, part crocodile,
part  lion,  part  hippopotamus,  and  eaten,  and  this  was  the  real
Egyptian hell: not torment but annihilation, the end of existence al‐
together. That is the deepest thing the death-obsession reveals.
What terrified the Egyptians was not judgment or suffering. It was
ceasing to be. Everything, the mummies, the pyramids, the spells,
the names carved on stone so they would go on being spoken,
was a defence against that one intolerable possibility,  and their
word for the truly dead was simply that they no longer existed.
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6. Hieroglyphs, Scribes, and the Art That Barely
Changed

The Egyptians called their writing the words of the gods, and they
meant it: script was a divine gift from Thoth and a sacred techno‐

logy,  which  is  why  it  appears  carved  into  temples  and  tombs
rather than merely on account books. Our name for it comes from
the Greek for sacred carvings. And for fourteen centuries after the
last inscription was cut, nobody on earth could read a word of it,
which is the strangest fact about the most legible-looking script
ever devised.

The great misunderstanding is that hieroglyphs are picture-writ‐
ing,  that  a  bird means bird,  and that  the system is  therefore a
charming primitive precursor to the alphabet. It is not. Hieroglyphs
are a sophisticated mixed system in which some signs stand for
sounds, some for whole words or ideas, and some are silent mark‐
ers indicating what category a word belongs to, so that the same
drawn owl might be an owl, or the sound m, depending on context.
That is a system of considerable subtlety, and the assumption that
the pictures were merely pictures is precisely what kept scholars
from cracking it for centuries. There were also everyday cursive
forms, hieratic and later demotic, scribbled quickly on papyrus for
the actual  business of  running a country,  because nobody was
carving a tax return.

Writing produced the scribe, and the scribe was the engine of the
Egyptian state. Perhaps one per cent could read, which made liter‐
acy the sharpest social divide in the country and the one real lad‐
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der out of the fields. A boy who mastered the script became an
official, exempt from manual labour and taxation, and schoolroom
texts survive in  which teachers hammer this  home with propa‐

ganda of magnificent bluntness, cataloguing the misery of every
other trade, the potter caked in clay, the fisherman among cro‐

codiles, the soldier beaten and dead, before concluding that the
scribe  alone  is  spared.  Behind  the  god-king  and  the  temples
stood this  literate bureaucracy,  counting grain,  measuring fields
after each flood, assessing taxes, and organising labour, and it was
they, not the pharaohs, who ran Egypt day to day.

Which  brings  us  to  the  strangest  thing  in  Egyptian  culture:  an
artistic style that held, recognisably, for three thousand years. An
Egyptian  figure  is  instantly  identifiable,  head in  profile,  eye and
shoulders frontal, torso twisted, legs in profile, standing rigid on a
base line, and it looks like that in 2600 BCE and still looks like that
in 300 BCE. No other tradition has ever held a style for a fraction
of  that  time.  Modern  art  moved  further  in  twenty  years  than
Egyptian art moved in two thousand.

This was not incompetence, and it is worth being emphatic, be‐

cause the whole primitive reading of Egypt rests on the miscon‐

ception. The Egyptians could draw realistically when they wanted
to, as the naturalism of some tomb paintings and of the Amarna
period proves.  They were not depicting how a body looks from
one viewpoint at one moment. They were depicting what a body
is:  the  head  clearest  in  profile,  the  eye  from  the  front,  the
shoulders square on, each part shown from the angle that states it
most completely, so the result is not a snapshot but a definition.
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Combined with a strict scale in which importance dictates size, so
a pharaoh looms over his wife and a peasant is a doll at his feet,
this produced an art of statements rather than impressions. And it
barely changed because change was not the point: the style was
correct,  correctness was Maat,  and a  canon received from the
gods at the beginning of the world is not something an artist im‐

proves.

7. Building for Eternity: The Monuments

The pyramids are the last standing member of the ancient world’s
seven  wonders,  and  the  numbers  are  worth  stating  plainly  be‐

cause they are what the myth-makers cannot handle. The Great
Pyramid at Giza contains roughly two and a third million blocks av‐

eraging over two tonnes each, rises about 146 metres, sits on a
base level  to  within  a  couple of  centimetres,  is  aligned to true
north with an error of a fraction of a degree, and was built, on the
best evidence, in about twenty years, around 2560 BCE, with cop‐

per tools, stone hammers, ropes, timber, water, and an enormous
amount  of  very  well-organised  human  muscle.  It  remained  the
tallest structure on earth for nearly four thousand years.

The pyramid was not a sudden inspiration but the end of a visible
development, which is the strongest argument against every mys‐
tical  explanation of  it.  The Egyptians  began with  mastabas,  flat
mudbrick tomb benches. Around 2670 BCE the architect Imhotep,
the first named architect in history and later deified, stacked six of
them for the pharaoh Djoser and produced the Step Pyramid at
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Saqqara, the first monumental stone building anywhere. His suc‐

cessors tried to smooth the steps into a true pyramid and got it
wrong more than once, most visibly at Dahshur, where a pyramid
changes angle partway up because the builders realised mid-con‐

struction that the original  slope would collapse. That building is
the Bent Pyramid, and it is the most useful monument in Egypt,
because it is a mistake. Aliens do not need a practice run. Human
engineers, learning by trial and error across generations, do.

We also know a great deal about who built them, and it was not
slaves.  Excavations at  Giza  have uncovered the workers’  settle‐

ment:  bakeries  and  breweries  producing  food  on  an  industrial
scale, cattle and fish hauled in to feed the workforce meat, healed
fractures showing that injured labourers were treated and kept,
and, most decisively, the workers’ own tombs, built in the shadow
of the pyramid they raised. Slaves are not given tombs beside the
king’s. The picture is of a permanent skilled core supplemented by
rotating gangs of conscripted peasants, working in named teams
whose  graffiti  survives  on  the  blocks  boasting  of  their  own
strength, fed and housed by the state, and drafted very likely dur‐
ing the inundation when the fields were under water and no farm‐

ing was possible. This was national service on a colossal scale: not
a chain gang, but not a holiday either, and paid in bread, beer, and
a share in eternity.

The pyramid age did not last. The Old Kingdom exhausted itself,
and New Kingdom pharaohs, having watched every pyramid on the
plateau get robbed, gave up advertising their tombs and hid them
instead,  tunnelling  into  a  remote  valley  across  the  river  from
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Thebes. The Valley of the Kings is the opposite strategy to Giza:
concealment rather  than proclamation.  It  failed too.  Every royal
tomb there was plundered in antiquity but one, a minor boy-king
of no historical importance whose burial was forgotten under the
rubble of a later tomb and found intact in 1922, which is the only
reason most people have heard of Tutankhamun.

Meanwhile  the  monumental  instinct  went  into  temples,  whose
scale is easy to underestimate because they do not photograph
like pyramids. The hypostyle hall at Karnak is a forest of 134 sand‐

stone columns, the largest twenty-one metres high and so thick
that a dozen people can stand on a single capital; it was built and
rebuilt over roughly two thousand years by pharaohs each adding
their piece, which makes it less a building than a geological forma‐

tion of ambition. Ramesses II cut a temple into a cliff at Abu Sim‐

bel fronted by four seated colossi of himself, twenty metres tall,
positioned so that twice a year the rising sun reaches sixty metres
into the rock to light the innermost sanctuary: astronomical engin‐

eering casually built into a work of propaganda. And the obelisks,
single  shafts  of  granite  weighing  hundreds  of  tonnes,  quarried,
floated downriver, and stood on end, were so admired by later em‐

pires that Rome, Paris, London, New York, and Istanbul all took one,
and more now stand outside Egypt than inside it.

The common thread is the argument this book keeps returning to.
Every one of these things is a machine against oblivion, built in
stone rather than mudbrick because stone lasts, at a scale that
dares time to try,  by people who had worked out that  a  name
carved  deep  enough  goes  on  being  spoken.  On  that  specific
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measure, and no other, they succeeded. We are still saying Khufu’s
name four and a half thousand years later, which is precisely what
he paid two and a third million blocks to achieve.
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How It Actually Works

Section 3 laid out the ideas and structures that define ancient
Egypt. This section is the story they lived in: three thousand years
of it, which is the hardest thing about the subject, because that
span contains more history than most readers have shelf space
for. The shape is easier than the detail. Egypt has three great peri‐
ods of unity and confidence, the Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms,
separated by two collapses and followed by a long decline into
foreign hands. Hold that rhythm, and the rest hangs on it. At the
end, how we know any of it, which is a story in itself.

Before the pharaohs

People were living along the Nile long before there was an Egypt,
and the deep background matters more than it sounds. Around
8000 BCE the Sahara was not desert but grassland, dotted with
lakes, herded and hunted by people who left rock art of cattle and
swimmers  in  places  where  nothing  has  swum for  six  thousand
years.  Then  the  climate  turned,  the  grass  died,  and  the  drying
pushed those populations toward the one reliable water in North
Africa. Egypt was, in part, created by the desiccation of the Saha‐

ra:  a  civilisation of  climate refugees,  funnelled into a valley and
forced to become something new.

By around 4000 BCE the valley held settled farming cultures with
fine  pottery,  copper  tools,  cosmetics,  and  increasingly  unequal
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graves, which is the archaeologist’s clue that some people were
becoming more important than others. These are the Naqada cul‐
tures, and across a thousand years you can watch the pieces of
pharaonic Egypt assemble in them: elite burials, trade with the Le‐

vant, the first hints of writing, and eventually two rival kingdoms,
one in the valley, one in the delta, wearing different crowns.

The union of the Two Lands

Around 3100 BCE, give or take a century, the two kingdoms be‐

came  one,  and  Egypt  began.  Tradition  credits  a  king  named
Menes; the archaeology gives us Narmer, and the two are prob‐

ably the same man, or the tradition has fused several. Our best
evidence is a ceremonial slate palette found at Hierakonpolis, on
which a king wearing the white crown of the south clubs a kneel‐
ing captive, and on the reverse the same king wears the red crown
of the north. It is the world’s first political poster, and it says: one
man, both crowns, one country.

The truth was messier than the poster. Unification was probably a
process rather than an event, a matter of generations of conquest
and absorption rather than a single decisive battle, and the tidy
story of Menes was itself the sort of founding myth every state
produces. But the outcome was real, and the machinery followed
fast: a new capital at Memphis planted exactly where valley meets
delta, a system of provinces, an administration to tax the harvest,
and writing, which appears in Egypt at almost precisely the mo‐

ment the state does,  because a state is  a thing that keeps re‐
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cords. Within a few centuries Egypt had the pharaoh, the gods, the
script, the art style, and the bureaucracy. The template was set,
and it would run, with interruptions, for three thousand years.

The Old Kingdom: the Pyramid Age

From roughly 2686 to 2181 BCE, Egypt did the thing everyone re‐

members. The Old Kingdom is the age of the pyramids, and it rep‐

resents the pharaonic idea at  its  most absolute:  a  god-king so
completely at the centre of the state that the entire surplus of the
country  could  be  turned to  building  him a  tomb the  size  of  a
mountain.

It moved fast. Djoser’s Step Pyramid at Saqqara, designed by Im‐

hotep around 2670 BCE, is the first monumental stone building on
earth.  Within  about  a  century  the  experiments  at  Meidum and
Dahshur had produced the Bent Pyramid and then the first true
pyramid, and within another generation Khufu built the Great Pyr‐
amid at Giza, the largest of them all. From first stacked mastaba to
the greatest structure of the ancient world took roughly a hundred
and twenty years, which is a rate of technical advance that ought
to embarrass anyone who thinks the Egyptians were static. Khufu’s
successors added the two other Giza pyramids and the Sphinx,
and then, gradually, the pyramids got smaller and shoddier, which
is the clearest possible index of a state running out of money.

The Old Kingdom ended in collapse, and the reasons are instruct‐
ive. The pyramid-building had been ruinously expensive. Provincial
governors had grown hereditary and rich, draining power from the
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centre.  The temples had accumulated tax-exempt estates.  And,
on the current evidence, the climate turned: a severe drying epis‐
ode around 2200 BCE weakened the Nile floods, and low floods
meant  failed  harvests,  famine,  and  the  one  thing  the  theology
could not absorb, since a god-king’s central function was to guar‐
antee  the  inundation.  When  the  Nile  failed  year  after  year,  the
entire justification for the pharaoh failed with it.

The first collapse

What followed, from about 2181 to 2055 BCE, is called the First In‐

termediate Period, which is a bloodless name for the end of the
world.  Central  authority  disintegrated,  the  country  broke  into
competing regions, and the literature of the era, some of it written
later, describes famine, tomb-robbing, social inversion, and the in‐

tolerable spectacle of the poor wearing the clothes of the rich. To
Egyptians, this was not political disorder. It was isfet, chaos itself,
breaking through into the world because Maat had failed.

The honest  qualification,  which recent  scholarship  insists  on,  is
that it  was not a dark age everywhere.  Freed from a devouring
central court, the provinces produced vigorous local art and pros‐
perous local  elites,  and some ordinary Egyptians were probably
better  off.  But  the  Egyptians  themselves  remembered  it  as  a
nightmare, and the memory did permanent damage to the theo‐

logy. A god-king had been shown to be a man who could fail.
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The Middle Kingdom

Reunification  came from the  south,  from Thebes,  around  2055
BCE, and the Middle Kingdom that followed, to about 1650 BCE, is
the period Egyptians themselves later regarded as their classical
age.  Its  literature became the model  studied in schools for  the
next fifteen centuries, its art is often considered the finest Egypt
produced, and its kings look different from the Old Kingdom’s se‐

rene  god-faces:  the  royal  portraits  of  the  Twelfth  Dynasty  are
lined, heavy-lidded, and careworn, the faces of men who know the
throne can be lost.

That  is  the  real  change.  The  Middle  Kingdom pharaohs  worked
harder  at  justifying  themselves.  They  presented  the  king  as  a
shepherd  of  his  people  rather  than  a  remote  divinity,  they
conquered Nubia and fortified the southern frontier, they drained
and farmed the Faiyum basin in a huge land-reclamation project,
and, most significantly, the afterlife democratised. Where eternity
had once been a royal privilege, now any Egyptian who could af‐
ford the rites could hope for the Field of Reeds. That is a profound
shift, and it followed directly from watching a god-king fall.

It ended in a second fragmentation, more quietly than the first, as
the dynasty weakened and power leaked away.

The Hyksos and the second collapse

Then, for the first time, foreigners ruled part of Egypt. From around
1650 BCE a  Levantine  population  that  had been settling  in  the
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eastern  delta  for  generations  took  power  there  and  ruled  the
north as the Hyksos, a Greek rendering of the Egyptian for rulers
of foreign lands. They ran the north from Avaris, the Egyptian dyn‐

asty at Thebes held the south, and Nubians held the far south, and
the country was split three ways for about a century.

Later  Egyptian writers  described the Hyksos as  brutal  invaders
who burned the temples and oppressed the pious, and modern
scholarship has largely dismantled that account. The Hyksos may
not  have invaded at  all  so  much as  gradually  settled and then
taken over; they never ruled the whole country; and they adopted
Egyptian  titles,  gods,  and  customs  enthusiastically.  The  propa‐

ganda was written by the people who beat  them,  which is  the
oldest reason in the world to distrust a story.

The  consequence  was  enormous  and  entirely  unintended.  The
Hyksos brought technology Egypt did not have: the horse-drawn
chariot, the composite bow, better bronze, improved fortification.
When the Theban kings finally drove them out around 1550 BCE,
under Ahmose, they did it with the invaders’ own weapons, and
they emerged with a professional army, a chariot corps, and a per‐
manent  lesson learned.  Never  again  would  Egypt  sit  behind its
deserts and assume it was safe. The New Kingdom would go out
and  take  the  buffer  zone  by  force,  and  the  most  conservative
civilisation on earth became, briefly, an empire.
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The New Kingdom: empire and famous names

From about 1550 to 1069 BCE, Egypt was the superpower of the
eastern Mediterranean, and this is where nearly every name you
know belongs.

Hatshepsut, ruling from around 1479 BCE, was one of the most ef‐
fective pharaohs Egypt ever had and a woman in an office defined
as male, which she solved by being depicted with a king’s beard.
She  built  a  magnificent  terraced  temple  at  Deir  el-Bahari,  and
rather  than campaign she traded,  sending a  famous expedition
down the Red Sea to the land of Punt that came back with in‐

cense trees, ebony, gold, and apes, recorded in loving detail on her
temple walls. After her death her successor Thutmose III had her
images  and  names  systematically  hacked  out,  an  erasure  long
read  as  personal  spite  and  now  more  often  read  as  dynastic
housekeeping, an attempt to tidy an awkward female interruption
out of the official line.

Thutmose III himself was the closest thing Egypt produced to Na‐

poleon, campaigning almost annually into the Levant and pushing
the empire to its greatest extent. Amenhotep III presided over its
wealthiest,  most opulent  phase.  Then came Akhenaten and the
Amarna heresy, described in Section 3: seventeen years in which
Egypt abolished its gods, moved its capital to virgin desert, and
produced the strangest art in its history, followed by a total restor‐
ation under his successors and the erasure of his name. His son
Tutankhamun, a boy who reigned briefly, changed his name back
to honour Amun, restored the old order, and died at around eight‐
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een, would have been an utter footnote had his small tomb not
been overlooked by robbers and found intact in 1922.

And  then  Ramesses  II,  who  ruled  for  sixty-six  years,  fathered
something over a hundred children, and built more, and more co‐

lossally, than any pharaoh before or since, including Abu Simbel.
His defining moment is instructive about the whole civilisation. At
Kadesh in 1274 BCE he fought the Hittites in one of the largest
chariot battles ever recorded, walked into an ambush, was nearly
destroyed, and extracted a draw. He then covered the temples of
Egypt with reliefs and poems celebrating Kadesh as a magnificent
personal triumph in which he single-handedly routed the enemy.
We know the truth because the Hittite version survives too, and
because the war ended some years later in the earliest surviving
international  peace  treaty  in  history,  a  negotiated  settlement
between equals of the kind you do not sign after a crushing vic‐

tory. Ramesses is the reminder that Egyptian monuments are not
evidence of what happened. They are evidence of what the king
wanted carved in stone forever, which is not the same thing, and
the distinction matters everywhere in this subject.

The New Kingdom died in the general catastrophe that ended the
Bronze Age across the whole eastern Mediterranean around 1200
BCE, when trade networks collapsed, cities burned, and mysteri‐
ous raiders the Egyptians called the Sea Peoples came at them by
land and water. Ramesses III fought them off and Egypt survived
where the Hittites did not, but the empire was gone, the treasury
was empty, and the country limped into another fragmentation.
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The long twilight

The last  thousand years  of  ancient  Egypt  are  the  part  nobody
teaches, and they are essential to the honest story, because this
is  the stretch in  which the civilisation slowly stopped being its
own.

It was ruled by Libyans. It was ruled, from around 747 BCE, by Nu‐

bians from the south, the kings of Kush, passionate Egyptophiles
who revived the old styles more piously than Egyptians had and
built pyramids of their own; the Nubian pharaohs are one of the
great overlooked chapters, and Sudan today has more pyramids
than Egypt does. Then the Assyrians invaded. Then, after a final
native revival under the Saite kings, Persia conquered Egypt in 525
BCE and ruled it as a province.

In  332  BCE  Alexander  the  Great  took  Egypt  from  the  Persians
without a fight, was welcomed as a liberator, and had himself de‐

clared the son of Amun. When he died, his general Ptolemy took
the  country,  and  for  three  centuries  it  was  ruled  by  a  Greek-
speaking Macedonian dynasty from Alexandria, a Greek city that
became the intellectual capital of the world, home to the Library
and the Lighthouse. The Ptolemies played pharaoh in the temples
and Greek kings everywhere else, and built some of the best-pre‐

served Egyptian temples standing today, at Edfu and Dendera and
Philae, in impeccable traditional style, which is why the last great
monuments of Egyptian religion were raised by foreigners.

The last of them was Cleopatra VII, and the most useful thing to
know about her is that she was Greek, not Egyptian, the descend‐
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ant of Ptolemy, and reportedly the first of her line in three hundred
years to bother learning the Egyptian language. She was a formid‐

able politician playing an impossible hand against Rome, and she
lost. In 30 BCE, after Actium, she died, Octavian annexed the coun‐

try, and Egypt became a Roman province and Rome’s granary.

Ancient Egypt did not end in that moment; it faded over the fol‐
lowing  centuries.  The  temples  stayed open and the  gods  were
served under Roman rule for a long time, in dwindling numbers, un‐

til Christianity arrived and then dominance passed. The last dated
hieroglyphic inscription was carved at Philae in 394 CE, and the
last demotic in 452. Around 550 CE the temple of Isis at Philae,
the final working temple of the old religion, was closed by imperial
order. That is the true ending: not a conquest, but a slow silence,
three thousand years after Narmer, when the last priest who could
read the words of the gods died and there was no one to teach
them to.

How we know

For the next fourteen centuries, Egypt sat in plain sight and could
not be read. The monuments stood, covered in writing, and every
scholar who looked at them assumed the pictures were mystical
symbols encoding profound spiritual truths. They were not. They
were sentences, and the belief that they were symbols is exactly
what made them unreadable, one of the more elegant ironies in
intellectual history.
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The break came from Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, which
was a military failure and a scientific triumph, since he brought
scholars along and they produced a monumental survey that set
off  Europe’s  Egyptomania.  In  1799 his  soldiers,  digging  fortifica‐

tions near Rosetta, turned up a slab of granodiorite carrying the
same decree in three scripts:  hieroglyphic,  demotic,  and Greek.
Greek could be read. It followed that the others could be, and the
race was on.

It  took over  twenty years.  The English polymath Thomas Young
made real progress, establishing that some signs were phonetic
and cracking the royal name Ptolemy. But the decisive work was
done  by  the  Frenchman  Jean-Francois  Champollion,  who  had
been  obsessed  with  Egypt  since  childhood  and  had,  crucially,
learned  Coptic,  the  liturgical  language  of  the  Egyptian  church,
which  is  the  direct  descendant  of  ancient  Egyptian  written  in
Greek letters. That gave him the sound of the language behind the
signs. In 1822 he announced the solution: the script was neither
pure pictures nor pure alphabet but a mixed system of sound-
signs, word-signs, and category markers, and the language it wrote
was the ancestor of Coptic. Egypt began to speak again, in its own
voice, after fourteen hundred years of silence.

That is the foundation everything since rests on, and it is worth
being clear about what it means. We do not know Egypt through
mystical intuition or by decoding secret geometry. We know it be‐

cause the writing was cracked, and because two centuries of ex‐
cavation have supplied the physical evidence: the workers’ village
at Giza, the tombs, the temples, the papyri, the letters, the laundry
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lists. The reason a modern account can tell you that pyramid la‐

bourers ate beef and had their broken bones set is that someone
dug up the bakery and the skeletons.

Two honest cautions belong at the end. The first is that the evid‐

ence is radically skewed toward the rich, the royal, and the dead.
Egyptians  built  tombs  and  temples  in  eternal  stone  and  their
houses, towns, and daily lives in mudbrick on the floodplain, which
the annual inundation dissolved. So we have Tutankhamun’s chari‐
ots and almost nothing of the villages where nearly everyone lived,
and the picture is drawn from the funerary record of a tiny elite.
The second is that Egyptology was born as a European colonial
enterprise, and it behaved like one: monuments were carted off
wholesale,  excavations  were  run  by  foreigners  for  foreign  mu‐

seums, and the modern Egyptians who did most of the physical
work of  discovery are largely absent from the histories.  That  is
changing, and Egyptian archaeologists now lead the field in their
own country,  but  the collections of  the world’s  great  museums
were  assembled  under  conditions  that  would  be  indefensible
today,  and the ownership of  the past  is  a  live argument,  not  a
settled one.
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What People Get Wrong

“Slaves built the pyramids”

This is the most durable myth in the subject and it is false, and it
is worth knowing where it came from: Herodotus repeating tour-
guide gossip two thousand years after the fact, later fused in the
popular imagination with the biblical Exodus, and then set in con‐

crete by Hollywood. There is no evidence for it and a great deal
against it, as Section 3 set out: the builders’ settlement, the indus‐
trial bakeries, the fed and doctored workforce, and above all the
workers’  tombs  raised  in  the  shadow  of  the  pyramid,  because
nobody gives a slave a tomb next to a god-king. What the evid‐

ence supports is conscription rather than chattel slavery: a skilled
permanent core plus rotating gangs of peasants, drafted largely
when the flood put farming out of the question, and paid in bread,
beer, medical care, and a share in the king’s eternity. That is not
slavery. It  is not volunteering either,  and it was hard, dangerous,
and non-negotiable.  Egypt  did  hold  slaves,  mostly  foreign  cap‐

tives, later and in far smaller numbers. They did not build the pyr‐
amids.

“Egypt never changed for three thousand years”

Egypt is the great poster child for the changeless civilisation, and
the impression is understandable, since a statue from 2500 BCE
and one from 500 BCE do look like cousins. But the continuity was
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in  the style,  not  the society,  and taken as a  description of  the
history  it  is  nonsense.  Consider  what  fits  inside  the  supposed
stasis.  Egypt went from stacking mudbrick tombs to raising the
Great  Pyramid  in  about  one  hundred  and  twenty  years.  It  col‐
lapsed utterly, twice, into famine and civil war. Its afterlife demo‐

cratised. It was ruled by Levantines, Nubians, Assyrians, Persians,
Macedonians, and Romans. It acquired an empire, then lost it.  It
abolished its entire pantheon, reversed the revolution, and deleted
the revolutionary from history. That is more upheaval than most
countries manage in three centuries,  let alone thirty.  What held
firm was the visual and religious idiom, and it was stable because
the  Egyptians  worked  to  keep  it  stable,  since  correctness  was
Maat  and  change  was  slippage.  They  were  not  incapable  of
change.  They  were,  uniquely  and  deliberately,  committed  to
disguising it.

“The Egyptians were morbid”

The mummies, the tombs, the spells, the coffins in every museum:
it is easy to conclude that this was a culture in love with death. It
is precisely backwards, for the reasons Section 3 set out at length.
Every part of the funerary machine exists to prevent death rather
than to dwell on it, their heaven was simply the life they already
had continued without end, and the fate they dreaded was not
judgment but annihilation. A people who build a three-thousand-
year technology to keep on living are not obsessed with death.
They are obsessed with life,  and refuse to accept the terms on
which it is offered.
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“Cleopatra was Egyptian”

She was Greek. Cleopatra VII was the last ruler of the Ptolemaic
dynasty,  founded by  one  of  Alexander  the  Great’s  Macedonian
generals, and her family had ruled Egypt for nearly three centuries
while remaining stubbornly Greek in language,  culture,  and mar‐
riage, to the point that she is reported to have been the first of the
line  to  bother  learning  Egyptian.  She  was  born  in  Alexandria,  a
Greek city, and she belongs to the very end of the story, sitting
nearer to us in time than to Khufu’s pyramid by a wide margin. This
matters beyond trivia, because Cleopatra is, for most people, the
face of  ancient Egypt,  and she is  a foreign ruler  from its dying
weeks. Using her to picture pharaonic Egypt is like using the last
Habsburg to picture the Roman Republic. Her portrayal has also
become a proxy war for modern arguments about race, which ob‐

scures the plainer point: whatever she looked like, she was Mace‐

donian Greek by ancestry, and she was not what three thousand
years of Egyptian civilisation looked like.

“Hieroglyphs are picture-writing”

The intuition is that a bird sign means a bird, and that Egyptian
writing is therefore a charming, clumsy ancestor of real writing. It
is not, as Section 3 explained: the signs do three different jobs at
once, and reading them requires knowing which job each one is
doing. The point worth adding here is what the misreading cost.
Europe took fourteen hundred years to crack the script precisely
because scholars were certain the pictures were mystical symbols
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encoding  esoteric  wisdom,  when  they  were  sentences:  tax  re‐

cords, love poems, treaties, complaints, laundry lists. The mystical
reading was not merely wrong; it was the single obstacle that kept
the civilisation mute for a millennium and a half.

“There is a curse on Tutankhamun’s tomb”

The curse is a newspaper invention, and its origin is almost comic‐

ally well documented. When Carter opened the tomb in 1922 the
press could not get enough of it, and when Lord Carnarvon, the
excavation’s financial  backer,  died a few months later,  the story
wrote itself. What killed him was blood poisoning from an infected
mosquito bite that he had cut open while shaving, in an era before
antibiotics, in a man already in poor health. There was no curse in‐

scribed in  the  tomb,  though journalists  reported one.  Novelists
and spiritualists piled in, including Arthur Conan Doyle, who sug‐

gested vengeful  spirits.  The obvious test is  whether the people
present at the opening died unusually early, and it has been run: a
study published in the  British Medical  Journal in 2002 followed
the forty-four Westerners Carter recorded as being in Egypt at
the time and found no effect on survival at all. Howard Carter him‐

self,  who opened the burial  chamber and handled the mummy,
lived another seventeen years. The curse persists because it is a
better story than sepsis, and because Egypt has always attracted
people who want it to be magic.
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“The Egyptians couldn’t have built it”

And so,  the aliens.  Or Atlanteans,  or a lost super-civilisation,  or
refugees from a vanished ice-age technology. This is the largest
and ugliest myth in the subject, and it deserves to be met directly
rather than laughed off, because the laughter misses what is being
said.

Start  with the evidence,  which is  overwhelming and boring.  We
have the quarries, with unfinished obelisks still lying in the bedrock
showing exactly how they were cut. We have the tools, the ramps,
the workers’ village, the bakeries, the bones, the pay records, the
team graffiti  scrawled on  the  blocks  by  the  gangs  who hauled
them. We have the sequence of development, from mastaba to
step  pyramid  to  the  Bent  Pyramid,  whose  slope  visibly  shifts
halfway up because the builders got the maths wrong and correc‐

ted in mid-air.  Nothing about the pyramids is inexplicable. They
are  the  product  of  a  rich,  obsessive,  superbly  organised  state
throwing colossal quantities of labour, time, and bread at a prob‐

lem for a century. A civilisation that leaves behind its own botched
prototypes is not a civilisation receiving help from the stars.

Now the part that matters. Ask why this theory attaches so over‐
whelmingly to Egypt, to Nubia, to Great Zimbabwe, to the Maya,
and so rarely to Chartres or the Parthenon, and the pattern is not
subtle.  The  ancient  astronaut  industry  is,  in  its  origins  and  its
structure,  a  refusal  to believe that  Africans and non-Europeans
built the things they demonstrably built. It grew up alongside nine‐

teenth-century  race science,  which insisted that  the Egyptians
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must have been white, or must have been taught by a lost light-
skinned  race,  because  the  alternative  was  intolerable  to  the
people doing the insisting. Strip away the flying saucers and the
argument underneath is always the same: not these people. It is
racism with a paint job, and it should be named as such.

Which brings us to the underlying question, since it is asked con‐

stantly  and deserves a  straight  answer.  What  were the ancient
Egyptians? They were an indigenous northeast African people, liv‐

ing in Africa, who arose in the Nile valley and had been there all
along.  That  is  the  whole  of  the  well-supported  answer,  and
everything past it  gets thin fast.  Egypt was a corridor for three
thousand years, in constant contact with Nubia to the south, the
Levant to the northeast, and Libya to the west, so its population
was mixed, varied by region, and changed considerably over thirty
centuries;  and  the  ancient  genetic  evidence  remains  sparse,
drawn from few sites and periods, and does not support confident
claims  in  any  direction.  More  fundamentally,  the  modern  racial
categories the argument uses did not exist for the Egyptians, who
sorted the world by language, culture, and geography rather than
by skin colour,  and who depicted themselves in  a  conventional
artistic palette that is not a photograph. Forcing them into a mod‐

ern box is anachronism whichever box you pick. Two things can be
said firmly.  Egypt was African,  geographically and culturally,  and
always was;  and Black African pharaohs certainly ruled it,  when
the Nubian kings of Kush took the throne in the eighth century
BCE and governed Egypt as its Twenty-fifth Dynasty. Beyond that,
the honest position is that the question is mostly a modern argu‐
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ment  being  conducted  through  ancient  people  who  would  not
have recognised it.

44



Use It

Egypt is dead, and its uses are different from a living civilisation’s
but not smaller.  What it offers is a way of seeing: a method for
standing in front of an object or a monument and understanding it
instead of gawping at it, a calibration of your sense of time that
nothing else supplies, a defence against a large industry of non‐

sense, and a mirror held up to the one problem every human being
has. This section is how to use it, and where to stop.

Read the object, not the label

The  standard  museum  experience  is  a  slow  shuffle  past  glass
cases, reading the little cards, feeling vaguely that you ought to be
impressed, and retaining nothing. Reverse it. Look at the thing first
and ask what it was for, because almost every Egyptian object in
every museum had a job, and the job is the interesting part. That
painted wooden figure is a shabti, and it is there to do the dead
person’s farm labour in the afterlife, which tells you they expected
paradise  to  involve  fieldwork  and  had  no  intention  of  doing  it.
Those four jars held the liver, lungs, stomach, and intestines, be‐

cause the organs rotted and the body had to last. That scarab was
placed over  the  heart  with  a  spell  instructing  the  heart  not  to
testify  against  its  owner  at  the  weighing,  which  is  a  wonderful
glimpse of  a  people  who believed in  a  moral  afterlife  and also
wanted to rig  the trial.  Ask what job it  did and the case stops
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being a display of curiosities and becomes the equipment of a co‐

herent, purposeful, entirely comprehensible way of thinking.

Look for the name

Once you know that the Egyptian terror was annihilation and that
a name spoken aloud kept a person in existence, the whole civil‐
isation reorganises around one detail,  and you can see it every‐

where. That is what the cartouche is: a name in a protective loop,
carved deep,  repeated obsessively.  It  is  why Hatshepsut’s  suc‐

cessor chiselled her name out, why Akhenaten’s was struck from
the king lists, why tomb inscriptions plead with passing strangers
to read the name aloud, why usurping pharaohs recut their own
names  over  their  predecessors’  monuments  rather  than  build
fresh.  Defacement  in  Egypt  is  not  vandalism;  it  is  attempted
murder, carried out on someone already dead. And it means that
every  time  you  read  the  word  Khufu,  or  Ramesses,  or
Tutankhamun, you are completing a transaction that a person set
up  four  thousand  years  ago  at  enormous  expense,  and  it  is
working. Say the names. That was the entire point.

Ask what it wanted you to believe

Ramesses covered the temples of Egypt with the story of his per‐
sonal triumph at Kadesh, and Kadesh was a draw that nearly went
far worse. That is the interpretive key to almost everything monu‐

mental  in  Egypt,  and  it  generalises.  The  smiting  scene  on  the
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temple wall is not a battle record but a claim that the king holds
chaos down, carved for kings who never fought. The tomb painting
of the deceased hunting birds in the marshes is not a photograph
of his weekend; it is a claim about the life he intends to keep hav‐

ing.  A  monument  in  Egypt  records  an  intention  rather  than  an
event: what somebody with power wanted permanently believed,
which is a different and more interesting fact. Once you have the
habit of asking what a monument is arguing for, you have a skill
that works on war memorials, corporate headquarters, and politic‐

al photography without any modification at all.

Recalibrate your sense of time

Keep the arithmetic, because it does something to you that no ar‐
gument can. Cleopatra stood further from Khufu’s pyramid in time
than we stand from her. Egypt ran for three thousand years, and
then it did not: the worship stopped, the sanctuaries emptied, and
the script went dark for fourteen centuries, so completely that the
civilisation had to be excavated and decoded like a foreign planet.
Sit  with  that.  Every  civilisation,  including  the  one you live  in,  is
convinced that  it  is  the normal  and permanent state of  things.
Egypt was more entitled to that conviction than anyone has ever
been, tried harder than anyone to make it true, built in granite spe‐

cifically  so  it  would  be true,  and it  was  not  true.  This  is  not  a
depressing thought  so much as  a  corrective  one,  and it  is  the
most valuable thing a dead civilisation can offer a living one: the
specific, evidenced knowledge that permanence is not something
you can build your way into.
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Use it against the nonsense

Egypt  is  the  most  heavily  mythologised  subject  in  the  ancient
world, and having the real thing in your head is a practical defence.
The test transfers to anything. When someone claims a lost civil‐
isation or an alien hand behind a monument, ask what evidence
would exist if ordinary people had built it, then check whether that
evidence is there; for Egypt, as Section 5 set out, all of it is. Ask,
too, why the theory clusters around Africa and the Americas and
rarely  around  Europe.  And  notice  the  shape  of  the  reasoning,
which never varies: an argument from personal incredulity dressed
as an argument from evidence, running I cannot imagine how they
did it, therefore they did not. That move is not confined to pyram‐

ids, and being able to spot it is worth more than anything else in
this section.

The limits, and one honest warning

Be clear about what this does not give you.

It cannot make you an Egyptologist, and this book is a map rather
than the territory: enough to make a museum legible and further
reading rewarding, and no substitute for either.

It rests on evidence that is radically skewed. Egypt built its tombs
in eternal stone and its towns in mudbrick on a floodplain that dis‐
solved them, so almost everything we have comes from the funer‐
ary world of a small elite. We know a great deal about how a rich
man expected to spend eternity and very little about how most
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Egyptians spent Tuesday. Any confident statement about ordinary
Egyptian life should be held loosely, including several in this book.

And much is uncertain in ways popular accounts hide. Dates in the
earlier periods are argued over by up to a century, motives are in‐

ferred, and whole reigns are known from fragments. The field re‐

vises itself constantly, and anyone who tells you Egypt is solved is
selling something.

The warning is subtler, and it catches thoughtful people. Egypt se‐

duces. Its scale, its strangeness, and its silence make it a screen
onto which people project whatever they need: mysticism, empire,
race, romance, the occult. Two centuries of Europeans did exactly
that,  and the discipline itself  was born as a colonial  enterprise,
hauling monuments away by the shipload for museums whose col‐
lections would be indefensible if assembled today. The antidote is
not cynicism but specificity.  Stay with the evidence,  prefer  the
boring explanation, and resist the urge to make Egypt mean some‐

thing about you. The actual people, who worried about their taxes
and their teeth and whether their name would be spoken, are far
better company than the mystery.

The one thing to keep

If you keep one thing, keep this. Ancient Egypt is the longest and
most determined attempt in human history to defeat time, and it
failed, and the failure is not the sad part. Khufu wanted his name
to last forever and it has lasted four and a half thousand years,
which is not forever but is closer than anyone else has come. The
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Egyptians did not get eternity. They got the longest run in the his‐
tory  of  civilisation,  a  heaven imagined as  more of  the life  they
already loved, and a name still  being said by strangers in a lan‐

guage they could not have conceived of, in a world they would not
recognise,  four  millennia  after  they died.  That  is  not  nothing.  It
might  even  be  the  most  any  of  us  gets,  and  they  understood
something the rest of us mostly avoid looking at: that the only im‐

mortality on offer is being remembered, and that it has to be built
by hand, in the time you have.
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Terms

A glossary of the key terms used in this book, and a few you will
meet the moment you walk into a museum.

Maat. The Egyptian principle  of  cosmic order,  and the goddess
who embodied it.  A  single  word for  truth,  justice,  balance,  and
rightness, spanning the cosmos, the courts, and personal conduct
alike.  Upholding  it  was  the  pharaoh’s  whole  purpose and every
Egyptian’s moral duty.

Isfet. The opposite of Maat: chaos, disorder, falsehood, violence.
Understood not as an absence but as an active force pressing on
the edges of the world, held back only by constant effort.

Pharaoh. The Egyptian king, understood as a living god rather than
a man appointed by gods. The word itself comes from an Egyptian
term for the palace, and only became a title for the person late in
the story.

The Two Lands. Egypt as a pairing of Upper Egypt, the southern
valley, and Lower Egypt,  the northern delta.  United around 3100
BCE, and thereafter symbolised by the double crown worn by the
Lord of the Two Lands.

Kemet and Deshret. The Black Land and the Red Land: the fertile
strip of silt where life was possible, and the lethal desert either
side.  The  Egyptians  named their  whole  country  after  the  mud,
calling it Kemet.
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Inundation. The annual summer flood, driven by monsoon rain far
to the south, which laid fresh silt across the fields and reset Egyp‐

tian agriculture free of charge every year. It also emptied the fields
of work, freeing labour for building.

Dynasty. A line of rulers, numbered one to thirty-one in a scheme
devised by the priest Manetho in the third century BCE and still in
use. A classification convenience rather than something Egyptians
counted by.

Intermediate Period. The polite scholarly name for a collapse. The
stretches between the kingdoms, when central authority fell apart
and the country fragmented, experienced by Egyptians as chaos
breaking into the world.

Hieroglyphs. The sacred monumental  script,  carved on temples
and  tombs.  Some  signs  carry  sound,  some  a  whole  word,  and
some are silent and merely tell you what kind of thing is meant.
Not picture-writing, and unreadable to everyone on earth between
the fifth and nineteenth centuries CE.

Hieratic and demotic. The quick cursive hands, brushed with a reed
pen for letters, accounts, and administration. Demotic is the later
of the two, and one of the three scripts on the Rosetta Stone.

Cartouche. The oval loop drawn around a royal name in an inscrip‐

tion, a protective ring guarding the thing that mattered most. Its
presence is how the first decipherers knew where to find kings’
names.
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Scribe. A literate official, one of perhaps one in a hundred Egyp‐

tians. Literacy was the one real ladder out of manual labour, and
Egyptian school texts sell the career with relentless propaganda
about the misery of every other trade.

Ka, ba, and akh. The components of a person. The ka is the life-
force that must be fed after death, the ba the mobile personality
that can leave the tomb, and the akh what the two become when
successfully reunited: an effective, enduring spirit.

Mummification. The preservation of the body so the dead person
still has somewhere to exist. Organs out, brain discarded, seventy
days in natron salt, then oils, resin, and hundreds of yards of linen.
Life-support equipment, not a funeral rite.

Canopic jars. The four containers holding the liver, lungs, stomach,
and intestines, removed during embalming and kept because the
person would need them again.

Shabti. A small figure buried with the dead to perform their agri‐
cultural  labour  in  the  afterlife.  Evidence  that  Egyptian  paradise
involved work, and that nobody intended to do it themselves.

Book of the Dead. Not a book and not about death: a customisable
collection  of  spells,  buried  with  the  deceased,  giving  them the
passwords,  protections,  and correct  answers needed to survive
the journey and the judgment.

Weighing  of  the  heart. The  judgment.  The  heart  was  balanced
against Maat’s feather before Osiris; a light heart passed to etern‐
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ity,  a  heavy  one  was  fed  to  a  waiting  monster  and  its  owner
ceased to exist. The Egyptian hell was deletion, not torment.

Field of  Reeds. The Egyptian afterlife:  Egypt over again,  perman‐

ently, with the same river and fields and family and beer, minus
illness and hunger. A heaven built by people who wanted more of
what they already had.

Mastaba. The flat, bench-shaped mudbrick tomb of the early peri‐
od. Stack six of them and you have the Step Pyramid,  which is
precisely how the first one was made.

Valley  of  the  Kings. The  remote  desert  valley  opposite  Thebes
where New Kingdom pharaohs hid their tombs after centuries of
watching pyramids get robbed. It did not work: all were plundered
in antiquity except one.

Obelisk. A  tapering  granite  shaft  raised  as  a  solar  monument,
quarried and erected in one piece. Later empires coveted them,
which is why so few remain in the country that made them.

Aten and Amarna. The sun-disc promoted to sole god by Akhen‐

aten, and the desert capital he built for it. The whole experiment
lasted about seventeen years and was erased after his death.

Kush. The Nubian kingdom to the south, long a rival and trading
partner, whose kings conquered Egypt in the eighth century BCE
and ruled it as the Twenty-fifth Dynasty. Sudan today holds more
pyramids than Egypt.
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Ptolemaic. The Greek-speaking Macedonian dynasty founded by
one of Alexander’s generals, which ruled Egypt for its final three
centuries and ended with Cleopatra VII.

Rosetta Stone. The slab found in 1799 carrying one decree in hiero‐

glyphic, demotic, and Greek. Because the Greek could be read, the
others eventually could too, and in 1822 Champollion cracked the
script.
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Go Deeper

This was a short map of three thousand years. If you want to go
further, here is where to start, and what each book is for.

The narrative.

Toby Wilkinson, The Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt (2010). The best
single-volume telling of the whole story, from the first unification
to the Roman annexation, by a Cambridge Egyptologist writing for
the general reader without condescension. It is also the ideal fol‐
low-on from this book because it takes the same view of its sub‐

ject:  readers  arrive  expecting  three  thousand  years  of  serene
changelessness and get civil war, political intrigue, and unchecked
egomania instead. Start here.

How it actually worked.

Barry  Kemp,  Ancient  Egypt:  Anatomy  of  a  Civilization.  Not  a
narrative but a dissection,  asking what made the thing run:  the
ideology,  the  economy,  the  towns,  the  machinery  of  the  state.
Wilkinson,  who  was  taught  by  Kemp,  calls  it  the  most  original
scholarship on Egypt in fifty years, and he is right. Be warned that
it is heavier going than the others here, and worth every page.
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The Egyptians in their own words.

Toby Wilkinson, trans., Writings from Ancient Egypt (Penguin Clas‐
sics, 2016). Hymns, letters, battle accounts, proclamations, stories,
and complaints, in modern translation. The single fastest cure for
treating Egypt as mystery rather than as people:  nothing punc‐

tures the incense-and-eternity image quite like reading what they
actually wrote down.

How we know, and who took it.

Andrew Robinson,  Cracking  the  Egyptian  Code (2012).  The  bio‐

graphy of Jean-Francois Champollion and the twenty-year race
to read the hieroglyphs, which is the detective story this book’s
fourth  section  builds  to,  complete  with  his  bitter  rivalry  with
Thomas Young. Pair it with Wilkinson’s A World Beneath the Sands
(2020),  which  covers  the  century  from  the  decipherment  to
Tutankhamun and does  not  flinch  from what  it  was:  a  ruthless
scramble between European powers to carry off a country’s past,
which is why the collections are where they are.
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Notes and Sources

Egyptology has a vast literature. The references below cover the
standard  datings,  the  foundational  sources,  and  the  specific
claims  used  in  this  book.  Egyptian  chronology  is  approximate
throughout, and for the earlier periods it is disputed by up to a
century; where a point is contested, that is flagged.

The Core Ideas

The Nile. The description of Egypt as the gift of the river derives
from Herodotus,  Histories,  Book II.  The Egyptian names for their
land,  Kemet,  the  Black  Land,  and  the  desert,  Deshret,  the  Red
Land, reflect the silt of the floodplain and the sand beyond it.

Divine kingship. The pharaoh was identified with Horus in life and
Osiris  in  death.  The ceremonial  smiting pose,  in  which the king
clubs foreign captives,  appears from the Narmer Palette (about
3100 BCE) onward and is an ideological statement rather than a
record of events.

Maat. Maat covered truth, justice, balance, and cosmic order, and
its opposite was isfet, chaos and injustice. Egyptian tradition held
that the creator set Maat in place of chaos at the moment of cre‐

ation, and that kings inherited the duty of maintaining it.

The gods and Akhenaten. Akhenaten,  who reigned in the four‐
teenth century BCE, promoted the Aten and suppressed the cult
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of Amun, building a new capital at Akhetaten, modern Amarna. The
experiment lasted roughly seventeen years and was reversed after
his  death,  and his  name was later  removed from the king lists.
Whether it constitutes true monotheism is debated.

Death and the afterlife. The weighing of  the heart  against  the
feather  of  Maat,  before  Osiris  and  the  divine  assessors,  is  de‐

scribed in the funerary spells collectively known as the  Book of
the  Dead.  A  heart  heavier  than  the  feather  was  devoured  by
Ammit, and the deceased ceased to exist.

Hieroglyphs. The script combines phonetic signs, logograms, and
unpronounced  determinatives  that  indicate  a  word’s  category.
Hieratic  and,  later,  demotic  were  the  cursive  scripts  used  for
everyday writing.

The monuments. The Great Pyramid was built for Khufu around
2560  BCE  and  remained  the  tallest  structure  in  the  world  for
roughly four millennia. The Step Pyramid of Djoser at Saqqara, at‐
tributed to Imhotep and dated to about 2670 BCE, is the earliest
monumental stone building. The Bent Pyramid at Dahshur changes
angle partway up, evidence of a mid-construction correction.

How It Actually Works

Unification and the Old Kingdom. The unification of Upper and
Lower Egypt is dated to around 3100 BCE and traditionally cred‐

ited to Narmer, often identified with the Menes of later tradition.
The Old Kingdom is conventionally dated about 2686 to 2181 BCE.
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A  regional  drought  around  2200  BCE  is  widely,  though  not
universally, implicated in its collapse.

The Hyksos. The Hyksos ruled Lower Egypt from Avaris during the
Second Intermediate Period, roughly 1650 to 1550 BCE, and were
expelled by Ahmose I.  They never controlled the whole country,
and the later Egyptian portrayal of them as brutal conquerors has
been  substantially  revised.  They  introduced  the  horse-drawn
chariot and the composite bow.

The New Kingdom. Hatshepsut reigned about 1479 to 1458 BCE
and sent the celebrated trading expedition to Punt. The Battle of
Kadesh  was  fought  in  1274  BCE  between  Ramesses  II  and  the
Hittites; it was indecisive, despite Ramesses’ monumental claims
of  triumph,  and  was  followed  by  a  surviving  peace  treaty.
Ramesses  III  repelled  the  Sea  Peoples  during  the  wider  Late
Bronze Age collapse.

The end. Nubian kings of  Kush ruled Egypt as the Twenty-fifth
Dynasty from about 747 BCE. Persia conquered Egypt in 525 BCE,
Alexander  took it  in  332 BCE,  and the Ptolemaic dynasty ruled
from his death until the death of Cleopatra VII in 30 BCE. The last
dated hieroglyphic inscription was carved at Philae in 394 CE, and
the temple of Isis there was closed around 550 CE.

Decipherment. The Rosetta Stone was found in 1799 during Napo‐

leon’s  Egyptian campaign.  Thomas Young made important  early
progress,  and  Jean-Francois  Champollion  announced  the  de‐

cipherment in 1822, aided decisively by his knowledge of Coptic.
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The curse. Lord Carnarvon died in 1923 of blood poisoning follow‐

ing  an infected mosquito  bite.  A  study published in  the  British
Medical Journal in 2002 examined the survival of the forty-four
Westerners recorded as present in Egypt at the tomb’s opening
and found no effect attributable to a curse. Howard Carter died in
1939.
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