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Introduction

This is the story of Egypt – the story of its ancient culture, and how this first came into being, how it developed and flourished, apparently declined, and then finally came to a notional end.

Retold countless times down the centuries, there are as many versions of Egypt’s story as there are those to tell it. And so this is simply my version, featuring the people, places and events that have fascinated me my whole life.

And it is fair to say Egypt has pretty much been my life. Familiar and accessible through my family’s books, photographs and wartime recollections, the ancient Egyptians were, it seems, always around during my childhood, as the inspiration for my earliest drawings, the way I dressed my dolls, the things I read and collected.

The defining moment came in 1972, when the Tutankhamen exhibition arrived in Britain. His beautiful golden face appeared everywhere in the media frenzy for all things pharaonic, and Egyptologists of the day were regularly asked for quotes by the press. The revelation that people actually studied ancient Egypt as their job seemed to me both astonishing and wonderful – so at the age of six, I announced that I was going to do that too.

Admittedly it was not a particularly straightforward career choice for a young girl growing up in the Yorkshire mining town of Barnsley in the 1970s, when ancient Egypt was certainly not on the national curriculum. Assuming I was completely deluded, careers advisors insisted that teaching or nursing were my only realistic alternatives, while letters seeking the advice of curators and academics likewise drew a blank.

Yet my mind was made up. Falling head over heels in love with the country, its people, and its past on my first trip to Egypt at the impressionable age of fifteen, I worked all the harder to gain the required exam results for acceptance on to my dream degree course – Egyptology and ancient history. Initially studying as an undergraduate, then as a postgraduate, I am now lucky enough to teach the subject myself, working with universities, museums, laboratories and television companies, and spending time in Egypt, with my adopted family, with my friends, and with some of my Egyptological heroes.

And this has led to a whole range of fascinating projects I could never have imagined as a child; not only to rediscover the past, but to try to recreate it, to better understand how the Egyptians lived, how they died, and how they then lived on through mummification, preserving themselves for the future.

Work that has taken me all over Egypt, as far afield as Yemen, Sudan and South Africa – not to mention Barnsley, Harrogate and Wigan – the results of diverse projects in diverse places, has certainly caused me to question some long-held notions about Egypt’s ancient past and its people, meaning that my story of Egypt inevitably varies from more ‘traditional’ histories.

For these can sometimes almost suggest that an elite group of men sprang fully formed from the banks of their great river, remaining in splendid isolation for the last three thousand years BC, before apparently disappearing as mysteriously as they had arrived, their exotic and arcane legacy largely impenetrable to the modern west.

Yet for all their esoteric reputation, the Egyptians were actually the most practical and inventive of people, whose view of their world – quite logical when seen through their eyes – is really no more curious than our own.

And certainly all the elements that made up ‘ancient Egypt’ were already in place far earlier, lasted far longer and covered a much wider area than is generally acknowledged, certainly far beyond the narrow confines of the Nile Valley, and much of traditional Egyptology.

So by pushing back boundaries beyond limited time frames, beyond current borders, and beyond a male elite of kings and priests, there emerges a rather more balanced kind of story.

Spanning millennia, continents and classes, it is a story initiated by climate change and migrating populations, brought together in a very particular environment – a desert irrigated by a single great river, whose fertile banks nurtured the greatest culture the world has ever seen.

Jo Fletcher

Yorkshire

2015
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In the Beginning

Within their rich body of myth and legend, the Egyptians believed that ‘in the beginning’ was complete darkness, a darkness made up of the infinite, formless waters from which the very first mound of earth appeared.

Yet creation was no unique event; it reoccurred every single year when the world was created anew from the annual Nile flood, when ‘the whole country is converted into a sea’, as one ancient eyewitness claimed.

Believed to originate in a cavern in the furthest reaches of southern Egypt, the floodwaters’ arrival was heralded by the rising of the Morning Star (Sirius), which the Egyptians identified as the glittering goddess Sothis, ‘the most beautiful of all, at the start of a happy year’.

As the Nile’s welcome waters began to rise and spill out across the land, they literally brought life, ‘hugging the fields, so each is reborn’. As ‘the meadows laugh when the riverbanks are flooded’, it was said that ‘the whole land leaps for joy!’ as people threw flowers, offerings and even themselves into the waters.

Just as the rhythms of the river dictated the pace of life as its levels rose and fell each year, so its annual cycle formed a structured calendar of three seasons – the inundation (akhet), followed by spring planting (peret) and summer harvest (shemu). Each year the receding waters would reveal a revitalised land filled with the promise of new life, a layer of rich black wet silt, sparkling in the sunshine, within which bountiful harvests could grow. In fact, the silt was such a stark contrast with the sterile sands of the surrounding deserts that Egypt was very clearly a land of two parts, a dual landscape of Red Land, Black Land: deshret and kemet.

Since this phenomenon was witnessed along the whole length of the river’s course as it flowed its 750 miles from south to north, each separate region of Egypt had its own explanation of these annual events, explanations that took the form of creation sagas in which their own local deity took the starring role.

In Memphis, creation was regarded as the handiwork of Ptah, who had combined masculine and feminine elements within the primeval waters to emerge as the risen land itself. Then, having simply thought the world into being, Ptah, ‘the Father of the gods’ as well as the ‘Mother who gave birth to all the gods’, summoned up all living things by simply speaking their names, in the earliest known version of the familiar refrain ‘In the Beginning was the Word’.

At nearby Sais, a more exuberant variation on this ‘word of God’ scenario involved the thunderous laughter of Neith ‘the Terrifying One’, the armed creator goddess who alone gave birth to the sun. And as one who could be both ‘the male who acts the female, the female who acts the male’, she could at any time make the sky crash down and destroy all she had made, personifying the two extremes of life and death, inherent in the floodwaters and within the sun itself.

Further south, at Hermopolis, it was claimed that life had been created by a cooperative of eight deities, ‘the fathers and mothers who were before the original gods’. Taking the form of pairs of male frogs and female snakes, the first creatures seen to emerge from the receding floodwaters, their combined energy was believed to have first sparked life into being, creating the primeval mound, an ‘island of flame’, from which the sun first burst forth.

But the key creation myth centred on Heliopolis, ‘Sun City’, where the supreme deity was the sun, ‘the mother and father of all’ and the ‘great He-She’. As the great fiery orb rose up from the primeval mound to create the first spectacular sunrise, its daily journey across the sky thereafter was the constant cycle of renewal that formed the rhythm of an entire culture. For as day followed night followed day, so too did life and death and new life, two states of existence regarded as an eternal continuum – to live was to die, but then to be born again.

And with solar power having initiated this perpetual motion of the universe, it was a process personified by Maat, daughter of the sun. Responsible for everything her single solar parent had created, Maat, the cosmic caretaker, maintained the new universe in perfect balance, with everything countered by its opposite in repeated sets of dualities – day and night, light and dark, fertile and sterile, order and chaos, life and death – each two halves of the same state, and neither able to exist without the other. It was an essential equilibrium obeyed by all, from the living to the dead, and to the very gods themselves, all of whom must ‘live by Maat’.

Yet Maat was not an only child. For within a vast body of myth developed over centuries, the androgynous sun produced a plethora of daughters, from the cow goddess Hathor to the lioness Sekhmet and Tefnut, goddess of moisture. Brought forth with her twin brother, Shu, god of the air, the sibling deities were commonly believed to have been brought forth through a sudden expression of body fluid, by ‘sneezing out Shu and spitting out Tefnut’; although an alternative version suggested they had been ejaculated into existence via ‘the hand of God’.

In turn, male Shu and female Tefnut produced twin children of their own: the laid-back green earth god Geb, usually depicted lying down, and the shimmering sky goddess Nut, arching over him to form the heavens, a celestial powerhouse who physically supported the universe and protected all below her.

Known as ‘the great one who bore the gods’, Nut’s onerous duties also involved daily childbirth, as each day at dawn she gave birth to the sun: a tricky task, given that the sun was technically her grandparent, but not a problem within Egypt’s all-encompassing belief system, which evolved sufficiently over time to synthesise, and indeed rationalise, the most unlikely of divine genealogies.

Nut and Geb were the parents of four more offspring, twin couples Isis and Osiris, Seth and Nephthys. And it was their inter-family feuding that first brought death into the solar saga.

According to myth, Isis and her younger brother Osiris were Egypt’s first rulers, joint monarchs presiding over a golden age, until their jealous brother Seth seized power by drowning Osiris, dismembering him and scattering his body parts throughout the Nile Valley.

But Seth’s triumph was short-lived. Having first mourned for Osiris, literally crying him a river – her tears caused the Nile’s first flood – Isis recovered Osiris’s body, which she then reassembled, wrapping the parts together to create the first mummy. Then, using her great magic, she resurrected both his soul and his reproductive powers to conceive their son Horus.

Truly ‘more clever than a million gods’ and ‘craftier than a million men’, Isis raised her son in secret to avenge his father and take on his uncle Seth in a series of violent struggles. For Isis was her son’s protector, ‘more effective than millions of soldiers’, whose ability to both nurture and attack was typical of the way the Egyptians never assumed that male and female must necessarily equate simply with the concepts of active and passive.

And while Osiris, his father Geb and fellow deities like fertility god Min were usually portrayed as static and inert, with only their prominent reproductive organ betraying any sign of life, their female counterparts were often seen to be initiating action, from Nut, the ‘Great Striding Goddess, sowing precious stones as stars’ to her dynamic daughter Isis who, by gradually absorbing the powers of her fellow goddesses, eventually became Egypt’s most powerful deity, striding out across the Mediterranean to be worshipped for centuries across three continents.

As the perfectly mummified Osiris took his place as King of the Underworld, bound up tightly in his wrappings to be ‘everlasting in perfect condition’, he passed, like a parcel, into the permanent care of ‘Mighty Isis who protected her brother’, and joined him in the night sky; Osiris as the constellation of Orion, guarded by Isis, who absorbed the star qualities of Sothis (Sirius), herald of the Nile flood.

Yet Isis was also present in the land of the living, to protect and guide their son Horus, who had succeeded his father to take the throne of Egypt. Horus came to symbolise the divine nature of kingship, with every subsequent human monarch named ‘the Living Horus’, and then at death, transformed into ‘an Osiris’, their souls absorbed into an accumulating underworld power base, reinvigorated each night by the nocturnal visit of the omnipresent sun god.

Although this father–son relationship between Osiris and Horus was the model by which the Egyptians interpreted the transition between monarchs, it was also a three-way relationship, since kingship was very much ‘a composite of male and female elements’: Isis, whose very name means ‘throne’, was the vital presence linking the generations together. She was the daughter, sister, wife and mother, whose familial relationships were the foundation of royal continuity.

And this cuts to the very heart of an ancient culture in which female and male, mother and father, sister and brother, daughter and son, were all essential halves of a complete whole. So the modern tendency to focus on the masculine can only ever see half the story. Certainly the Egyptians used the term ‘people’, featuring both a male and female hieroglyphic determinative sign, while their use of the phrase ‘women and men’ was similarly balanced with ‘mother and father’.

This same notion extended to monarchy’s mythical origins, with Isis and Osiris both appearing as rulers in the official king lists, to be succeeded by their son Horus, and then the ‘Followers of Horus’, the demi-gods, who represented the souls of long-forgotten human monarchs.

For gods and royals dominated the Egyptian worldview, and indeed their history, with humans themselves often something of an afterthought, believed to have been created in a range of different and highly inventive ways.

In the south of Egypt, where the goddess Satet and her ram-headed consort Khnum were believed to regulate the flow of the Nile from their subterranean cave, Khnum was credited with making every human on his potter’s wheel. At Sais, it was the goddess Neith who invented birth and is described as ‘moulding beings’, while at Heliopolis, the androgynous sun, ‘Creator of all who makes them live’, was ‘the beneficent mother of gods and humans’. Mortals were sometimes dubbed ‘the cattle of god’, although one version of events employed wordplay to claim that they came forth when the sun god wept, the tears (remyt) falling to earth as people (remet).

And certainly the sun god had plenty of reason to weep, for almost as soon as humans appeared on earth they began to cause trouble.

Deciding to punish them, the sun summoned the gods together and asked which of them would best perform the required cull; their unanimous choice fell on yet another of the sun god’s daughters. Known as ‘the Eye of the Sun’, this was the cow-like goddess Hathor, the ‘Golden One’, who wore the sun as a crown and personified love and care for the living and the dead. Yet when roused, she instantly transformed into the lioness Sekhmet, ‘the Powerful One’, who brought death to all enemies of her sole, solar parent.

And as this uncontrollable force was unleashed upon an unsuspecting world, the treacherous humans ran for their lives and tried to hide in the desert. But the gleeful goddess hunted them down – ‘the Eye appears against you, she devours you, she punishes you’, wading through their blood to visibly transform into the ‘Lady of Bright Red Linen’ in her gore-soaked robes.

Her killing spree was only halted when the sun saw the human suffering and relented, devising a plan in which beer was mixed with red ochre and poured out upon the sands. The goddess, assuming it was yet more human blood, gulped it down and was soon too drunk to move, forgetting where she was, and even what she was supposed to be doing, as she fell soundly asleep.

On waking, she was once more gentle Hathor, but imbued with both the powers of primeval Tefnut, goddess of moisture, and the astral goddess Sothis, a supercharged deity whose return to Egypt heralded ‘both the coming of the floodwaters and the rejuvenation of the world’.

With the reinvigorated goddess resuming her place as supreme protector of the sun, the remaining humans, spared their fate, returned home to Egypt too, celebrating their deliverance with what would become an annual beer festival, where general inebriation was accompanied by music and dancing to soothe all anger away.

Yet the notion that humans had hidden from the goddess at the desert fringes before migrating back to the Nile Valley does contain a tiny fragment of historical truth, for amidst this mysterious haze of mythic beginnings, it is becoming increasingly clear that key aspects of the Egyptians’ true origins did lie far beyond the familiar world of the Nile Valley.

But not in the mystical realm of the gods – in the very heart of the prehistoric Sahara Desert.
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Sahara Savannah: c.55,000–5500 BC

Today a searing wilderness of barren sands, appropriate to the destructive powers of the sun god’s daughter, the Sahara was once a vast, green savannah, stretching right across north Africa from sea to sea.

As a result of the rain belt shifting further north at various times, there was sufficient rainfall to sustain grassy landscapes dotted with acacia and tamarisk trees, and a wide range of wildlife from lions to giraffes, elephants, camels, gazelle, wild cattle and, of course, humans. The earliest human remains from Egypt are – perhaps appropriately – those of a child, who lived around Dendera some 55,000 years ago.

As the Nile Valley was predominantly swamp, these earliest Egyptians inhabited the higher ground on each side, following herds of wild cattle as they wandered the plains in periodic migration. These prehistoric hunter-gatherers also tracked animals along the seasonal, lateral tributaries leading to the Nile. These river valleys (wadis), dry beds today, are still dotted with the stone hand axes, flint blades and arrowheads vital to the earliest Egyptians’ survival, both in this world and, it seems, the next, since such artefacts were already being placed in graves some 30,000 years ago.

By around 25,000 BC, these early people had established hunting camps at places like Qena, where traces of their cooking fires and the bones of the animals they hunted have been found. Such animals, carved into the sandstone rocks of Qurta near Edfu some 19,000 years ago, form ‘the oldest graphic activity ever recorded in the whole of north Africa’, this ‘Lascaux along the Nile’ featuring huge figures of wild cattle, seemingly erupting from the rock face. There are also gazelle, hippos, birds and fish, and the stylised, female figures representing the Egyptians’ earliest attempts at self-portraits.

Further traces of these early people have also been found on the high plateau above the West Bank of the Nile at Luxor, where petroglyphs of cows and stars at the head of one particular wadi, now known as the Valley of the Queens, forever mark it out as the home of the goddess Hathor. Believed to give (re)birth to the dead via the womb-like cave at the valley head, the waters of the occasional flash flood gushing forth from here were seen as visible proof that Hathor, later herself known as ‘the Great Flood’, was surely present.

With such flash floods still capable of ‘turning dry wadis into raging torrents for a few hours’, such conditions were also found in Egypt’s Eastern Desert, whose now-arid Wadi Hammamat – the ‘Valley of Many Baths’ – was a regular thoroughfare 12,000 years ago. Among a number of routes between the Nile and Red Sea, but in places hundreds of miles from either, the rocky terrain nonetheless features repeated rock images of multi-oared ships following the lone star Sirius high above them, while a further image, described as ‘the world’s oldest map’, presumably helped navigate this complex terrain.

Yet the richest source of images in the whole Sahara lies in Egypt’s Western Desert, 600 kilometres from the Nile, within the Gilf Kebir ‘Great Wall’ plateau. Here in the rock shelters of the Wadi Sura, the ‘Valley of Pictures’, are images of people running, hunting, dancing and drinking milk from the udders of cows, the very origins of ancient Egypt, pictured within ‘the earliest sanctuary on the map of Egyptian temple architecture’.

So striking are the images that, looking at them, the eight millennia that separate ancient artist and modern viewer suddenly disappear. For some of these little stick figures can be observed stretching out their arms and legs and swimming! Splashing about in the middle of the desert within their aptly named ‘Cave of Swimmers’, the people they represent once plied the lake that then existed within Wadi Sura and formed a focus for social gatherings.

More of their swimming companions were discovered in 2002 in the nearby ‘Cave of Beasts’, in which some 8,000 animals and humans were carved over a background ‘wallpaper’ made by the artists spitting red paint over their hands. A veritable trail of such handprints overlaid with incised figures have been found at sites further east toward the Nile Valley, both within the Farafra Oasis and in the ‘Cave of the Hands’ in a wadi so remote as to rarely feature on maps. Yet ‘the handprint motif in the Cave of Hands is one of the most remarkable and strongest pieces of evidence for connections between early Egyptians and the Sahara/inner Africa’.

Those who inhabited this huge expanse also shared a reliance on cattle, and in south-west Egypt, close to the Sudanese border, summer rains once formed large lakes – playas – which attracted both animals and the nomads who followed them. One of the largest was Lake Nabta – Nabta Playa – some sixty miles west of the Nile, where wild cattle were being herded by around 8000 BC. A form of ‘walking larder’ or ‘walking blood banks’, such cattle provided milk and blood for protein, as they still do today for the Maasai people; but since the cattle also represented the communities’ wealth, most meat was acquired through hunting gazelle, hare and ostrich and, later, the sheep and goats that were introduced from the Near East by about 6000 BC.

By then, previously nomadic herders had set up permanent homes by the lakes in oval houses of tamarisk branches and animal skins. They had hearths for cooking and heating, grinding stones for preparing food, and storage pits which when excavated still contained traces of millet and sorghum, tubers and fruit. There were also ostrich eggs, each huge egg capable of feeding up to eight people and their shells then employed to make beads.

Yet the Neolithic inhabitants of Nabta Playa were still heavily reliant on the annual summer rains, and it was essential for them to be able to predict exactly when these would return to replenish their supplies.

So, drawing on an impressive level of astronomical knowledge acquired over centuries, the same skills that had allowed them to navigate by the stars and create rudimentary rock-carved maps helped them to create a highly innovative piece of time-keeping equipment.

Made up of narrow sandstone blocks set up in a small circle some four metres across, the Stone Circle of Nabta Playa is a far smaller version of Stonehenge. But at more than 2,000 years older, it is the world’s oldest known calendar – the first to be created by the sun-fixated Egyptians, who ‘by their study of astronomy discovered the solar year … in my opinion their method of calculation is better than the Greeks’’, admitted a later Greek historian. Indeed, as ‘the only rational calendar ever devised’, this solar calendar with its origins in the Stone Age Sahara was the way the Egyptians would mark the passing of their entire history; it was adopted by the Romans, and then the papacy, eventually to become the calendar still used in the west today.

The largest of the Nabta calendar stones was aligned to the summer solstice, marking the beginning of the rainy season when people came together at this sacred site to focus on the things ‘that would have been of both practical and symbolic importance to the nomads: death, water, cattle, sun and stars’. Close to the calendar site, a high dune, still covered with huge piles of cattle bones, suggests that the beginning of the rainy season was marked by the rare slaughter of precious cattle, both for human consumption and as a sacrificial offering to the unseen forces who brought the rains.

There was also a great slab of sandstone sculpted as a stylised cow, perhaps ‘a surrogate sacrificial cow’, and the earliest known example of large-scale stonework in the whole of Egypt. There were also mounds topped with stones weighing up to two tons each, possibly marking the burials of Nabta’s elite, and some fashioned with anthropomorphic shoulders ‘suggesting that they served as stele, perhaps representing the dead.’ Like the calendar, they were carefully oriented to the northern hemisphere and the circumpolar stars, the brightest in the sky, which never set and which would later become known as the ‘Imperishable Stars’.

Of great importance to the Nabta communities, these monoliths had been transported from a quarry over a mile away, representing a huge investment of time and effort, and an impressive level of organisation and cooperation. And as people began to work together to achieve such tasks by around 6000 BC, those who assembled at Nabta Playa were clearly pooling skills and ideas that in turn triggered other technological developments, from the domestication of cattle to the production of some of the earliest known pottery in Africa.

Yet, by around 5500 BC the rain belt was gradually shifting south, and as the rains began to diminish, so too did the savannah grasslands.

Some of the last Neolithic inhabitants of the remaining savannah can be traced to the lakeside of Gebel Ramlah – ‘Sandy Mountain’– only twenty kilometres away from Nabta Playa. This apparently peaceful society, dated to around 5000 BC, was a blend of ‘Mediterranean and sub-Saharan’ populations whose ‘complex and exuberant material culture’ is represented by their tools of flint and granite, implements made from animal and fish bones, pottery beakers and bowls, and stone objects ranging from diorite vessels to an exquisite tilapia fish of irridescent mica, pierced for suspension by its female owner.

The fact that such materials were obtained from as far away as Sinai and the Red Sea coast is intriguing, since most were employed purely for personal adornment. As ‘remnant vocabulary from a lost language of display’, it really is one of the best ways to understand such preliterate cultures. And the striking people of Gebel Ramlah favoured generous quantities of beads in red carnelian, green chalcedony, blue turquoise, black diorite, white limestone and ostrich-egg shell, together with animal teeth, bird bones and shells from the Red Sea, worn as adornments on their arms, wrists, legs and ankles, waists, necks and heads. Noses and lips were enhanced with studs of carnelian, turquoise, shell and bone, and they coloured their faces and bodies with red ochre, yellow limonite and green malachite – mineral pigments from the Eastern Desert crushed up with pebbles on stone palettes.

Even death had little effect on their desire to maintain a well turned-out appearance, personal ornaments being the objects most commonly found with bodies, which were wrapped in mats of fresh green reeds or animal skins and placed within oval pits in the sand. The suggestion that the grave acted as a womb from which the dead could be reborn is further reinforced by the fact that some bodies were ‘practically covered’ with powdered red ochre – possibly representing the blood of childbirth, with the body itself placed in a contracted foetal postion. Yet this may simply have been a practical decision – allowing for the smallest possible hole to be dug!

Whatever the original motivation, such burials are typical for the men, women and children of fifth-millennium-BC Egypt, whose accompanying possessions strongly suggest a belief that they would still need them after death.

Bodies were arranged in family groups within ancestral burial grounds, presumably representing the social units that had existed in life; this shows genuine care and concern for the dead, since any damage to the existing occupants caused by new interments would be carefully rectified, ornaments repositioned, and stray bones collected and replaced with the correct body, suggesting a need for physical ‘completeness’. Nor do the bones reveal any trace of violence; they indicate that the people of Gebel Ramlah were a peaceful community, well nourished, tall in stature and in relatively good health.

But as the rains diminished, these people of the playas could not remain in their lakeside idylls. And as the savannah gradually disappeared beneath the encroaching sands, people were eventually forced to migrate ever eastwards, toward the nearest source of water – soon the only source of water – the mighty River Nile.
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Seeking the Waters: c.5500–3500 BC

Driving its course through endless desert, the Nile’s bright blue waters, bordered by its lush green banks, form a ‘linear oasis’, a literal lifeline visible from space.

Yet for all its fame, the Nile’s various sources were shrouded in a degree of mystery until the twenty-first century. In the case of the fast-flowing White Nile, long believed to begin at Uganda’s Lake Victoria until it was traced to a stream at the base of Burundi’s Mount Kikizi in 1937, its furthest tributary, Rwanda’s River Kagera, was only identified in 2006. As for the silt-bearing Blue Nile, which begins in Ethiopia and is generally claimed to originate in Lake Tana, it actually issues from a spring at Gish Abay, cared for by the ‘Custodians of the Holy Waters’ of the Ethiopian Orthodox church.

These two mighty rivers then unite at Khartoum to create the Nile itself, flowing 6,741 kilometres north from the heart of Africa to the Mediterranean Sea. As the world’s longest river, it truly deserves its many superlatives, for without the Nile there would be no Egypt.

As the only reliable source of water as the rains continued to decrease throughout the sixth millennium BC, the Nile became a magnet, gradually pulling in those who had once inhabited the plains far beyond.

And it is this transition from savannah-dwelling nomads to Nile-side communities which marked the beginning of the late Neolithic period, Egypt’s Predynastic Period – literally ‘before the dynasties’ of the later, literate culture.

The coming together of people in closer proximity than ever before initiated rapid cultural growth and innovation, for those who came seeking water had little choice but to live along the Nile’s narrow banks, whose moist land, heated by the sun, formed the perfect incubator for Egypt’s emerging culture.

Blending together the skills of diverse regions east and west of the Nile Valley, from the central African south and the Mediterranean north, this ethnically disparate population had wide variations in their customs and beliefs along the 1,480 km stretch of Egypt’s portion of the Nile. And as regional centres polarised over time into a classic north–south divide, this geographical division evoked the concept of dualities, which the Egyptians believed upheld the universe in a state of balance, and which underpinned their entire worldview.

The northern half was known as Lower Egypt and the southern half Upper Egypt, in recognition that the Nile flows from south to north. The names also reflect the very different terrain of the so-called Two Lands, in which the south is made up of the narrow Nile Valley, flanked on each side by desert and mountains, while the north is predominantly the Nile’s lush Delta, whose expanse of multiple river channels eventually gives way to the Mediterranean Sea.

Even the climate of the two regions was, and remains, somewhat different, the hotter, drier south again contrasting with the more humid north, where ‘a Mediterranean winter rainfall regime continued’, and its sedentary population ‘followed a more typically Mediterranean path of development’.

This was certainly true of the early inhabitants of the northern Fayum oasis, who lived in wickerwork houses, made pottery and took full advantage of their region’s diverse wildlife, particularly the fish, fowl and hippopotami within the Nile-fed Lake Qarun. Each hippo could supply as much meat as five cattle or fifty sheep and goats, together with the pigs kept by these early Fayumi people in Egypt’s first farming communities.

Agriculture began here around 5500 BC, somewhat later than in the rest of the Near East, presumably because edible wild plants such as barley-like grasses and carbohydrate-rich sedge roots were easily available. It may also be the case that the women of these early communities were Egypt’s first farmers, ‘primarily linked with the agricultural settled life in contrast with the males who may have continued at least initially to hunt and perhaps more frequently to herd cattle’.

These first farmers grew wheat and barley, harvested with flint-bladed sickles, threshed with flails and stored their grain within large communal granaries sunk into the dry desert sand. Their interior linings of coiled straw still contain the first traces of cultivated plants in Egypt, which were among the first samples tested by the new technique of radio-carbon dating in 1955 to produce the approximate date of 5145 BC.

Another crop that thrived in the relatively wet and fertile Fayum was flax, from which linen was being manufactured by c.4500 BC. Linen was soon the standard clothing textile for simple loincloths and wraparound dresses, complemented by jewellery of turquoise nuggets from the Sinai and the shells of the Mediterranean and Red Seas, acquired from caravan traders who specialised in such items.

North of the Fayum around the Delta, communities established at Maadi by about 4000 BC kept the same livestock as their Fayumi neighbours, consuming pork, mutton and the catfish whose bones they recycled as arrowheads. The people of Maadi hunted ostriches and hippo, domesticated the donkey and were interred with their much loved dogs, as were their neighbours at Heliopolis, buried in the foetal position facing east toward the rising sun.

But what is most striking about these early northern communities is that they buried their dead beside the living. At Maadi, the dead were buried beneath the houses in large pots, some thoughtfully provided with holes through which their souls could ‘see’ out. And at el-Omari, grain storage pits were recycled as graves in which the dead were not only provided with flowers, but also wrapped in the textiles that would become synonymous with Egypt’s dead.

The partly subterranean reed houses of Merimda Beni Salama were strengthened by the bones of hippo, whose sturdy tibias were the perfect size for entrance steps. Their severed legs were also set up as totems. Since hippo were quite capable of flattening a home and all within, it is perhaps not surprising that the Egyptians would forever after try to tame such wild animals through magical means, with the hippo made goddess-guardian of the home, the protector of women and children, whose bodies were buried within Merimda’s hippo-boned houses.

Grave goods were limited to a single pot or a few flints, since their proximity to the living meant the dead could continue to ‘share’, and required no separate arrangements.

Yet these were certainly not deprived communities with little material culture. Merimda rapidly grew into a settlement of around 16,000 inhabitants, whose craftspeople exchanged their wares for food and supplies in Egypt’s barter economy. There was a flint-knapping workshop and areas for textile production, leather-working and ceramic manufacture, whose output included the earliest known human sculpture from Africa. Dating from around 4500 BC, this small terracotta head, resembling a baked potato, was once painted in red ochre, a large hole in its base allowing it to be fixed atop a pole. It was possibly used as a human proxy in rituals, as this same site also produced Egypt’s earliest known stone mace head, a form of weapon that would be employed for the next 5,000 years to bludgeon enemies to death.

The Maadi culture was certainly dynamic. Its northerly location was linked to neighbouring Palestine by sea, and by a 200-kilometre, ten-days’-ride donkey train, along which was transported imports of wine, oil and the conifer resins burned as incense or exported further south. Trade was sufficiently brisk to encourage Palestinian traders to open businesses in Maadi, whose location at the mouth of the wadi leading to Sinai gave direct access to basalt. With this stone transformed into fine quality vessels that were exported around the country, the rich copper deposits contained within the basalt were being smelted by 3800 BC, to produce the adzes, chisels, axes and fish-hooks, again exported south upriver, in exchange for the pottery and slate palettes manufactured by their neighbours in Upper Egypt.

The earliest of these southern cultures was centred on Badari, which gives its name to the ‘Badarian Culture’, traditionally dated to about 5500–4000 BC but recently revised to nearer 4400–3800 BC.

Covering a thirty-kilometre stretch of the Nile Valley from Badari north to Mostagedda and Matmar, relatively little remains of the Badarian settlements strung out along the riverbank, where wheat, barley and flax were cultivated some 600 years later than in the Fayum.

Yet unlike their northern neighbours, the Badarians buried their dead away from their limited arable land, in burial grounds at the edge of the desert, whose dry environment has preserved what otherwise would have disappeared. And with these graves effectively acting as time capsules, bringing these most ancient Egyptians into the present, the ancient dead are by far the best way to understand the ancient living.

Again in contrast with the northerners, southern Egyptians tended to face their dead west, toward the setting sun where their souls would be reborn. Yet they were still laid in the same foetal position, in pits in the sand lined with reed mats, their bodies covered with mats or hides like blankets and straw or hide pillows making them comfortable in their final resting place.

The graves were then covered with sand, and as the body fluids that would normally cause decomposition drained away through gravity, the same hot, dry conditions preserved skin, hair, nails and even the internal organs, which, in some cases, still contained a last meal.

Nor were humans the only creatures buried at Badari: cattle, antelope, sheep and dogs were similarly wrapped in matting and placed in pits. Some even shared human graves, including Egypt’s earliest known cat, buried with its male owner at Mostagedda around 4000 BC.

The Badarian dead were certainly decked out as elaborately as their near contemporary neighbours at Gebel Ramlah; like them they must have undertaken ‘collecting expeditions’ through the Eastern Desert to collect stones for adornment, malachite for eye-paint and the greeny-grey slate to make the palettes on which the cosmetic was prepared, sourced exclusively from the Black Mountains of the otherwise beige Wadi Hammamat.

In contrast with the minimal grave goods of Lower Egypt, the Badarians took all their possessions with them for use in an afterlife already regarded as ‘earthly life transposed to a less substantial realm’.

Although the names of such preliterate people can never be known, their possessions do give some idea of their lives. The man buried in Badarian Grave 5735 seems to have been something of a Predynastic dandy whose bracelets of seashells were complemented by a black fur pelt over a linen loincloth, overlaid by a nine-metre-long belt of green-glazed beads, wrapped repeatedly round his waist in a fashion known from other burials. A bead and seashell bracelet and matching anklet were worn by his female neighbour in Grave 5738, her beer supply accompanied by a pot of green eye-paint, thoughtfully placed in front of her face in the same way as others had their slate palettes placed beside their hands so they could prepare cosmetics in the next world.

Yet the main type of Badarian grave goods were handmade pots, their characteristic black tops created by placing orangey-red clay vessels upside down in glowing embers to carbonise the top. The resulting black and red combination encapsulated in a simple, yet striking form the Egyptian landscape of Red Land, Black Land. And as black was also the colour of new life, while the red represented chaos and death, ‘the two colours were combined to represent the contrast between life and death’.

These two-tone pots contained ‘provisions for the dead’, but not always the bread and beer claimed. For although empty to the naked eye, enough remains at a molecular level to provide a chemical fingerprint of the original contents: a complex blend of bitumen from the Suez Gulf, a sponge extract from the Mediterranean and a pine resin from the distant shores of southern Turkey.

As evidence that the Egyptians were in contact with a much wider area far earlier than is generally acknowledged, such pots really are a microcosm of the Egyptians’ world, with all these exotic and hard-won commodities obtained from far-flung lands brought together inside vessels representing their own red-and-black environment. And if these colours did represent life and death, the pots’ contents were equally likely to have played a key role in burial rites.

And this has in fact been confirmed by re-examining material discovered in Badarian burials at Mostagedda. Some of the bodies were partly wrapped in linen coated in a ‘toffee-like’ substance, which has recently been identified as the same mixture found within the black-topped pots. And quite amazingly, carbon-dating of both the linen and the coating has produced a date of around 4300 BC, not only pre-dating all known embalming in the Old World, but almost 2,000 years earlier than mummification is supposed to have begun in Egypt.

The Badarians’ carefully prepared dead were also provided with female figurines, from one ‘minimalist’ torso with an incised, fan-shaped tattoo believed to have been ‘made by a female potter, who knew her craft and her sex’, to another woman, carved from bone in such a casual posture that it looks as if ‘she has her hands in her pockets’. Because of an emphasis on the breasts and pubic area, such figurines have traditionally been called ‘concubines for the dead’, although their discovery in the burials of women and children suggests they were actually meant to promote the rebirth of the dead in general.

Similar assumptions have been made about weapons, which are usually assumed to have belonged to men as the only ones thought capable of using them in combat. So the stone mace-heads, ‘not rare in the graves of females’, are usually dismissed as purely ‘votive items’ incapable of inflicting much damage, even though recent experimental archaeology has graphically demonstrated their ability to cause serious if not fatal damage – even when wielded by a female Egyptologist of advanced years!

Yet armed conflict did not bring about the end of Badarian culture; it was simply eclipsed by its southern neighbour Naqada. As another site that has given its name to an entire timespan, this was once thought to be a whole millennium, but recent scientific dating techniques have halved this ‘to a period of roughly five centuries c.3800–3300 BC’.

With Naqada culture extending from Abydos in the north to Hierakonpolis in the south, Naqada itself lay midway between them, at the mouth of the mineral-rich Wadi Hammamat. Growing rapidly into a large settlement of substantial mud-brick walls, Naqada’s cemetery, located in the desert beyond, expanded over some seventeen acres and was the first Predynastic site to be excavated in Egypt in 1895, before which virtually nothing was known about Egypt’s earliest past.

Excavating over 2,000 graves in only three months, the early archaeologists reported that ‘the bones were stacked up in the courtyard [of the dig house] until we could scarcely get out of our huts, and inside my hut the more perishable and valuable things filled all the spare space – under my bed, on shelves and in heaps’.

With many more burials of Naqada sites excavated in the century since, such bodies were placed in the foetal position and wrapped in reed mats and skins, while some female bodies at Hierakonpolis had their heads and hands wrapped in linen, coated in a similar kind of resin-like mixture to that used in Badarian burials a thousand years earlier. The same continuity included the burial of animals alongside humans, but not only cattle, goats, sheep, dogs and cats, but again, at Hierakonpolis, also baboons, ostrich, hippo, crocodiles, a leopard and even elephants, whose wrapping in linen and matting must have been no small undertaking.

Some of the human burials were sufficiently complete to reveal health problems: almost half of the fifty bodies studied from Gebelein tested positive for malaria; an elderly individual from Adaima was possibly the world’s earliest victim of tuberculosis; and Hierakonpolis revealed several examples of achondroplasia, the most common type of dwarfism.

It has even been possible to work out the appearance of these early people, whose hairstyles ranged from short curls to long plaits, and even a well-trimmed beard. While the majority have dark, black-brown hair, the occasional example of ginger and blond suggests such colours ‘may originally have been white or grey and had discoloured through the millennia’. Yet the greying hair of one mature lady at Hierakonpolis had been treated with henna, made from the ground-up leaves of a native shrub (Lawsonia inermis) that still grows at the site, her reddened hairstyle built up with small, dreadlock-like hair extensions.

As well as the earliest false hair yet found in Egypt, recreated in experimental archaeology to work out how such styles were achieved, so too the perfumes which are also likely to have been manufactured even at this early date. A basket found at Hierakonpolis contained dried fruit, mint, chips of juniper and cypress wood, sedge tubers and ‘chunks of resin’, a veritable potpourri whose ingredients hint at the earliest version of the later classic fragrance kyphi, with its distinctive, Christmas-pudding-like smell.

The desire of the inhabitants of Hierakonpolis to enhance or transform their appearance included the use of clay masks, with holes for the eyes, mouth and nose. Evidence from Naga ed-Dêr suggests that sandals were worn, along with leather penis sheaths. But most forms of adornment appear to have been stolen by ancient graverobbers, the neck area specifically targeted at Hierakonpolis where its men, women and children, like their Badarian predecessors, had once been buried with their jewellery of steatite and agate, ivory, coral and shells.

The thieves also targeted copper weaponry, including daggers, tied to the left upper arm for rapid access with the right hand. As the weapon apparently used in Egypt’s earliest known murder, its victim was none other than ‘Gebelein Man’, the naturally preserved body of an adult male in the British Museum known to generations of schoolchildren as ‘Ginger’ on account of his red hair. Acquired by the museum in 1900 and the subject of public scrutiny for more than a century, only in 2012 did curators undertaking CT scans notice that Ginger had literally been stabbed in the back, around 3500 BC.

In fact there is increasing evidence for violent deaths throughout this period, with cut throats, decapitation and smashed skulls found at Adaima, Hierakonpolis and Naga ed-Dêr, together with defence fractures to the arms from warding off blows. And weapons continue to be found in the burials of men and women alike, from bows and arrows to the mace-heads regarded as both ‘symbols of authority’ and ‘symbols of protection’.

Well-used cosmetic palettes were also discovered in the tombs of both sexes. Fashioned into the shapes of stylised animals, some represent deity-like images, from the star-tipped horns of the celestial cow goddess who would come to represent Hathor to the double-barbed arrow of the fertility god Min.

Such palettes also portray hunting scenes in which the hunters wear masks to resemble their prey. The keen vision essential for the hunt was ritually enhanced by the cosmetics prepared on the palettes, emphasising the features and, like ancient sunglasses, reducing the glare of the sun. It also repelled the flies responsible for spreading eye disease, even acting as an antibacterial – the copper content of malachite inhibits Staphylococcus aureus, a leading cause of skin infection.

These pigments were also used to outline the eyes of figurines, although one, made of bone around 3800 BC, was provided with separate eyes of lapis lazuli so large she appears to be wearing Jackie O sunglasses. Remarkably, the nearest source of her lapis eyes was 2,000 miles away in Afghanistan, with Egypt already in contact with the western end of the lapis trade route at Byblos on the Levantine coast by the fourth millennium BC.

Other such figurines morph human and animal forms together, their bird-like heads anticipating the way the human spirit, or ba, would after death be represented as a bird with a human head, able to flutter around at will. The same figurines sometimes have their arms stretched upwards like a ballerina, so-called ‘dancing goddesses’, whose pose, still found in modern Sudan, has been described as ‘miming cow horns’. The cow would soon become emblematic of Hathor, patron of dance, and as she was also the goddess who cared for dead souls, the clay models of cattle placed in Naqada graves and assumed to sustain the dead as an eternal food source would be equally able to do this as representatives of the bovine divine.

With these same balletic ‘cow-dancers’ portrayed in rock art, one dominant figure in scenes in the Eastern Desert’s Wadi Umm Salam has a crown of tall plumes and a giant erection, key attributes of the fertility god Min. This is perhaps ‘the earliest known image of a god in ancient Egyptian religion’. And dating from 4000 BC, the earliest known portrait of a pharaoh-style leader is to be found in the same desert’s Wadi Qash, an image which would remain much the same for the next four millennia, with his shepherd’s crook sceptre and the same distinctive red crown as found on Naqada pottery.

Such vessels also feature increasing numbers of animals, painted on the surface or added as tiny figurines to the vessel rims to evoke watering holes. The Naqada potters also used imitation stone effects and faience-type glazes to create the huge range of pottery used in life for both practical and ritual purposes. The same pots were also placed in graves according to a set tradition, from the wavy-handled vessels usually placed above the body’s head to the large storage jars positioned by the feet. And it is the wide variation in their type, size and colour that formed the very basis on which archaeologists were first able to trace Egypt’s preliterate history, using a system of ‘sequence dating’, in which gradual changes in the style of the pots were plotted chronologically to create a timeframe of relative dates. It was a system used for almost a century, until modern scientific techniques created fixed dates, which continue to be refined and updated as Egypt’s early history is pulled into ever-sharper focus.

But not everything the Egyptians took with them into the beyond has a scientific secret or an esoteric meaning. Some things were simply treasured possessions, sufficiently dear for their owners to want to keep for ever. This was surely true of a set of skittles found in Grave 100 at Ballas, each piece carefully retrieved by the archaeologists, who could not resist setting up the game 5,000 years after it had last amused the child it had been buried with.

As studies of grave goods revealed ‘the emergence of Homo hierarchicus’ by around 3500 BC, ‘the tombs of women were larger and contained objects of greater interest than the graves of men’. And, wanting their elevated status to be acknowledged after death, the male and female elite required rather more than the previous hole in the ground. So their grave pits were now enlarged, reinforced with beams, bricks or plaster, and even painted. In the case of Egypt’s earliest painted tomb, at Hierakonpolis, its 1.5-metre-high walls were covered with the same red and black images found on pottery and rock art, including boats, and humans engaged in hunting animals and smiting bound enemies with a mace.

The same tomb’s dividing wall also reveals that one part was for the body and the other for possessions, from rich jewellery and flawless stone vessels to the costly wines, oils and resins imported from the Levant. Removed from circulation by being buried in the ground like this, such prestige items were soon beyond the reach of most people, since ‘the source of materials used to make them had been appropriated by the elite’, who had gained control of long-distance trade.

Reflecting a rapid rise in technical ability as much as the social divide were also ivory-handled knives, whose pristine flint blades suggest they were reserved to be worn as a form of adornment or status marker, something that is certainly the case with the Gebel el-Arak knife from Abydos, whose once-gilded, hippo-tooth handle features the image of a bearded man in Mesopotamian dress flanked by two rampant lions.

As the handle is also decorated with the same tall-prowed boats and hand-to-hand conflict found in the rock art of the Eastern Desert, early European Egyptologists assumed this must be evidence of a Mesopotamian ‘Master Race’, that invaded, via the Red Sea, to bring civilisation to African Egypt. This they rapidly transformed into ‘das Volk und das Reich’ – the people and the empire – of the Pharaohs, a once-influential theory reflecting unfortunate attitudes prevalent in 1930s Europe, so later rebranded the ‘Dynastic Race’. Yet this is now seriously undermined by the wealth of evidence that the origins of much of Egyptian culture emerged instead from the Western Desert and the Sahara.

And while ‘people from Mesopotamia were sailing to the western shore of the Red Sea and entering Egypt via the Wadi Hammamat’, they were doing so in order to trade, rather than to conquer, their unmistakable cultural influence on Egypt ranging from mud-brick walls with repeated recesses known as ‘palace façade’ panelling to the carving of ivory, from furniture legs modelled on bulls’ and lions’ feet to delicate ivory combs and hairpins.

Beads of garnet, carnelian and lapis were also popular, as, of course, was gold. At first acquired as small nuggets washed down by occasional flash floods into the valleys of the Eastern Desert, Naqada’s prime location, close to the gold sources at Bir Umm Fawakhir, explains its ancient name, Nubt – ‘Gold Town’. The proximity of Hierakonpolis to the gold within the parallel Wadi Baramiya saw its own sources of wealth increase too, and as gold started to appear in graves, it was already being paired with imported lapis in that classic blue and gold combination, which so well expressed the golden sun against a bright blue sky, reflected in the Nile.

The rarity and value of such aesthetically pleasing combinations also demonstrated to everyone that those in possession of such costly and hard-won materials were special, different and to be held in high regard.

This growing contrast between the haves and have-nots was certainly apparent in the south’s regional power centres of Abydos, Naqada and Hierakonpolis, all of which underwent rapid expansion, with fortifications, monumental buildings and imposing cemeteries. Their leaders were buried in ever more elaborate tombs with multiple chambers, surrounded by treasures befitting their status, beneath superstructures of imported cedar. Such tombs were even encircled with fencing, effectively proclaiming ‘Keep Out’ to the masses.

The emergence of an elite class also spread north into Lower Egypt’s power bases at Buto, Harageh and Abusir el-Melek, whose pottery was now made in Upper Egypt. Their former reed-built homes were gradually replaced by the same mud-brick structures as in the south, and their previously low-key burials took on the same characteristics and grave goods as their southern neighbours. Everything was ‘associated with the spread, and eventual predominance, of Upper Egyptian social practices and ideology across Egypt’.

For the south would soon come to dominate the north, not only culturally and commercially, but ultimately politically, to create the first nation state anywhere in the world.
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