Egyptian Civilization

I.  Geography of the Nile river valley.


A.
Egyptian people lived within a few (5-6) miles of 

       the Nile river and the in Nile delta.  

B.   Egypt is divided into two geographical regions.


1.  Lower Egypt: the area that contains the Nile 

                   delta

2.  Upper Egypt: the area of Egypt where people 

     lived that is south of the delta.

C. Geographical Isolation 

1.   The cataracts and the Sudd swamp protected Egypt    

      from barbarian invasions originating in the 

      south.  

2.   To the east of the Nile is the Sahara desert.  

3.   To the west is the Red Sea.

4.   To the North is the Mediterranean 

5.   These geographical features isolated Egypt from 

      their neighbors and any potential enemies.  

6.   Fewer traders came to Egypt.  

7.   New ideas were slow to reach Egypt.

D. The importance of the Nile.

1. The Nile flooded annually and unlike the Tigris and Euphrates the river rose gradually and was usually predictable.

2. Irrigation was necessary but small villages along the Nile could irrigate their land without massive help from the state.  

3. Egyptian civilization remained more rural with many small communities clustered on either side of the Nile.  (Mesopotamians lived in large cities)

4. The Nile promoted easy transportation throughout the inhabited portion of Egypt.

5. The Nile promoted communication between the cities.  

6. Consequently, Egypt was very unified and much easier to govern than Mesopotamia.

II. Egyptian History timeline

A.  Early Dynastic Period


3100—2700 BC

B.  Old Kingdom




2700—2200 BC

C.  First intermediate Period

2200—2050 BC

D.  Middle Kingdom



2050—1652 BC

E.  Second Intermediate Period

1652—1567 BC

F.  New Kingdom 



1567—1085 BC

G.  Post-Empire




1085—30 BC

III. Political Structure of Ancient Egypt.

A. Before 3100 BC Egypt consisted of numerous populated areas ruled by tribal chieftains.

B. Around 3100 BC a king by the name of Menes succeeded in uniting both Upper and lower Egypt into one kingdom.  

C. In around 2700 BC Egypt experienced a prolonged period of prosperity and splendor called the Old Kingdom by Historians.

1. During the Old Kingdom the largest of the pyramids were built.

2. The capital of the Old Kingdom was located in Memphis.

3. Egypt was a monarchy and the king was believed to by divine.

4. The king possessed absolute authority, but, was not supposed to rule arbitrarily.

5. The king was supposed to rule according to a set of principles called the Ma’at.
6. The Ma’at was a spiritual precept that conveyed the idea of truth and justice.

7. Egyptians believed that order and harmony had existed throughout the universe since the beginning of time.

8. Kings (During the New Kingdom period the king came to be called Pharaoh) were the divine instruments who maintained this order and harmony on earth.

9. Early in the Old Kingdom the Egyptians developed a bureaucracy with standardized procedures.

10. Some departments of the bureaucracy were police, river transport, justice, and the two most important: agriculture and treasury.

11. To run the kingdom Egypt was divided into provinces or nomes.

12. Each nome was ruled by a governor called a nomarch.

13. The nomarch would run the day to day functions of the government and collect taxes within his nome. 

14. The government also employed a host of scribes who kept records of everything

15. Scribes could both read and write and considered themselves a higher class of men.  Scribes enjoyed a very high standard of living.

D. The First Intermediate Period

1. The Old Kingdom eventually collapsed and a period of 150 years of chaos followed.

2. The reason for the collapse of the Old Kingdom was that nomarchs grew in power and eventually rivaled the power of the king.

3. Loyalty to the kingdom was replaced with loyalty to the nome

4. Another reason for the fall of the Old Kingdom was famine.  Egypt experienced a series of crop failures because of low Nile flooding.

5. These crop failures caused an economic crisis.

6. In 2050 the king of Thebes Reunited all of the Egyptian nomes.

E.  The Middle Kingdom  2050—1652 

1. Later Egyptians looked back on the Middle Kingdom as a golden age of stability.

2. Several changes in the nome occurred during the Middle Kingdom.

a. The boundaries of each nome were settled precisely.

b. Nomarchs duties to the state were clearly defined.

c. The nome was required to pay a taxes to the state.

d. Nomes were required to provide labor for royal projects.

3. The Pharaoh took his son as co-ruler to prepare him for governing.

4. The Pharaoh took a new concern for his people. No longer was he considered an inaccessible God-king.  Pharaoh was now seen as the shepherd of his people with the responsibility to provide for the public welfare.

F.  Second Intermediate Period 1652—1567 BC.

1. A group of invaders known as the Hyskos invaded Egypt from the Mediterranean in 1652 conquering the delta region.

2. The Hyskos invasion of Egypt was not entirely negative.

a. The Hyskos introduced Bronze age technology to the Egyptians.

b. They also introduced the war charriot, a heavier sword, and the compound bow.

3. Eventually the Egyptians used these new weapons to overthrow the Hyskos.

G. The New Kingdom 1567—1085 BC.

1. Pharaoh Ahmose I managed to defeat and expel the Hyskos from Egypt in 1567 BC.

2. During the New Kingdom Egypt developed a professional army and embarked on a campaign of conquest.

3. Egypt conquered Palestine and parts of Syria.  Egyptian armies made it as far as the Euphrates.

4. The Egyptian empire reached its height during the reign of Amenhotep III (1412—1375).  During his reign as Pharaoh, great temple complexes at Karnak and Luxor were built as well as 70 foot tall statues of himself along the Nile.

5. By the end of Amenhotep’s reign the Egyptian empire was facing a military challenge from a people called the Hittites.

6. Amenhotep IV (1364—1347) was unable to deal with the Hittites and lost control of Syria and Palestine to them.

7. Amenhotep IV could not effectively deal with the Hittites because of his preoccupation with a religious revolution that he had initiated.

a. Amenhotep IV introduced the worship of Aton as the sole god and changed his name to Akhenaten.

b. Egypt had always been polytheistic and very tolerant of many gods.

c. The introduction of Monotheism was accompanied by a closing of temples to all gods except Aton.

d. The Egyptian people refused to give up their traditional gods and Akhenaten’s attempt at instituting a single god religion failed.

8. Akhenaten’s successor was the boy Pharaoh Tutankhamon.  

9. Tutankhamon restored the old gods.

10.   Egyptian power surged one final time under the   reign of Pharaoh Ramses II (1279—1213 BC).

a. Ramses II regained control of Palestine.

b. Ramses II built one of the greatest monuments in Egypt the giant temple of Ramses located at Abu Simbel.

c. Ramses had over 70 wives and fathered well over 100 children.

11. The Egyptians were unable to hold the gains made by Ramses and the Egyptians were forced to retreat back within the boundaries of their old territory.  The Egyptian period of empire had ended.

12. The New Kingdom expired in 1085.

H. Post Empire Era 1085—30 BC.

1. During the thousand years of the Post Empire era Egypt was dominated by the Libyans, Nubians, and Persians.

2. Alexander the Great conquered Egypt without a fight in 333 BC.

3. Finally the Romans conquered Egypt in 30 BC and brought the history of ancient Egypt to an end.

4. Throughout the Post Empire era Egypt continued to influence its conquerors because of the richness of its history and the awesome physical achievements that they made.

IV. Egyptian Cities

A.  The Egyptians used sun-dried bricks to build   

             Homes.

B. Public structures such as temples and palaces were built 

from stone blocks carved to fit very tightly.

C. Major cities were: Thebes, Gaza, Memphis, Cairo, and 

         Heliopolis.

V. Social Structure of Ancient Egypt.

A. Pharaoh—was the ruler of Egypt.  It was believed that 

       Pharaoh was a god in human form.

B.   Priests and Nobles—they were large 

landowners that controlled most of the wealth 

in ancient Egypt.


C.   Merchants and Artisans—formed the middle 

class and engaged in trade up and down the 

Nile river valley.

D. Farmers—By far the largest class of people in Egypt. 

E. Egypt did not use slaves.  Most of the farmers were serfs.  

F. Serfs are people who are bound to the soil that they farm.

VI. Economic Structure

A. Trade in Egypt was conducted by the barter system. 

B. The barter system is an Economic system where goods are traded for other goods.

C. A tremendous amount of trade took place up and down the Nile.

D. The Egyptians produced numerous high quality goods.

1. Stone dishes

2. Ceramic boxes

3. Wooden furniture

4. Copper tools

E. Some merchants took part in foreign trade with the Mesopotamians.

F. Wood had a tremendous value because the nearest forests are located in Lebanon.

G. By far the largest group of people were farmers.

H. By the end of the old kingdom there were no small landowning farmers.  They had all become serfs.

I. In Theory all land was the property of Pharaoh.

J. Pharaoh in turn gave the land to the nomarchs, priests and other nobles.

K. Taxes were paid as a percentage of a farmers crop or for artisans and craftsmen a portion of their product.

VII.  Religious structure

A. Ptah was the creator god.  Ptah was embodied in every fiber of the universe, including Egypt.  

B. Egypt then belonged to a universal cosmic scheme.

C. Pharaoh was the divine being who maintained Egypt’s stability within the cosmic order.

D. The Egyptians possessed a tremendous number of gods.

E. The most important of the gods were the land and sun gods.  Land gods included river and sea gods.

F. The chief sun god was Re.

G. Osiris and his wife Isis were the two most important land gods.

H. A famous Egyptian myth related that Osiris, who brought civilization to Egypt, was killed by his evil brother Seth.  The dead Osiris was found by his wife Isis who received the cooperation of other gods in resurrecting Osiris to new life.  Their son Horus avenged his father by castrating Seth.  Osiris became a symbol for resurrection and was seen as Judge of the Dead. Egyptians believed that by identifying with Osiris one could hope to gain new life, just as Osiris had done.  The dead, embalmed and mummified, were placed in tombs (in the case of kings in pyramidal tombs), given the name of Osiris , and, by a process of magical identification, became Osiris,  Like Osiris, they could then be resurrected.  The story of Osiris is one of the earliest accounts of a reborn God who helped humans to achieve immortality.

I. Later Egyptian practice placed an emphasis on morality by stressing Osiris’s role as judge of the dead.

J. The dead were to give an account of their earthly deeds to show whether they deserved a reward.

K. Other means were also used to gain immortality.

L. The Book of the Dead was a book which described 

      magical means of achieving immortality.

M. In the Book of the Dead specific instructions were given on what to do when confronting the Judge of the dead.

N. The reason for mummification was to magically prepare the body for resurrection.

O. Often a noble would be buried with his possessions and even his servants (in the case of a Pharaoh).  

VII. Egyptian Art and Sculpture

A. Most Egyptian sculpture was functional.  

B. Statues were commissioned by nobles to adorn tombs or temples.  

C. Statues were placed close to walls or actually carved into the wall.  Because of this placement near walls Egyptian sculpture is meant to be viewed from the front. 

D. They also carved sheets of rock such as on page 40 of the textbook.  The photo shows a picture of a style known as relief.  The design is carved into the rock.  If the design were raised it would be called a bas-relief.

E. Sculpture was usually painted to give it a more lifelike appearance.

F. Tomb and temple walls were usually covered with paintings depicting all sorts of activities.

IX. Egyptian Writing

A. The Egyptians developed a system of writing called Hieroglyphic.

B. Hieroglyphs were picture signs that had meaning.

C. The Egyptians never developed an alphabet.

D. Egyptians wrote on a paper-like substance called papyrus.

E. Papyrus was made from reeds that grew in the Nile.

F. Most of the Egyptian literature that comes down to us was written on papyrus.

G. The most popular stories were adventures about the deeds of historical kings or famous men.

X.  Great Architectural achievements

A. The Pyramids

1.  One of the great achievements of Egyptian civilization, the building of the pyramids, occurred in the time of the Old Kingdom.  

2. The pyramids were built were built as part of a larger complex dedicated to the dead.  It was in effect a city for the dead.  

3. The pyramids and the sphinx were built under the direction of King Khufu around 2540 BC.  The Great Pyramid and the Sphinx were built at the city of Gaza.  

4. The Great Pyramid stands 481 feet tall and is 756 feet at each side of its base.

5.  It took twenty years and 100,000 men to build the Great Pyramid according to Heroditus, a Greek historian.  

6. Its four sides are almost precisely oriented to the four points of the compass.

XI.  Daily Life in Ancient Egypt

A. The family was central to the Egyptian way of life.

B. People were encouraged to marry young, set up a household and start a family.

C. Monogamy was the general rule, but a man could take another wife if his first wife was childless.

D. Only Pharaohs were entitled to harems.

E. The husband was the master in his house, but wives ran the household and educated the children.

F. Women had equal legal rights with men.

G. Women could own and inherit property and she retained ownership even after marriage.

H. Divorce was legal and did occur.

I. Adultery was strictly prohibited a woman could have her nose cut off or be burned at the stake for committing adultery.

J. Egypt was blessed with enough food so that the commoners always had enough to eat and the upper classes could lead a life of leisure.

K. Upper class Egyptians were avid gardeners.  Their estates often contained pools for swimming and relaxing.

L. The Upper classes also participated in many lavish feasts and banquets.

M. The Egyptians drank alcoholic wine and fermented grains, but drunkenness was seriously frowned upon.

N. Music and singing were very popular forms of entertainment.  The Egyptians used a variety of instruments including: drums, tambourines, stringed instruments and trumpets.

O. The upper classes enjoyed hunting.  Waterfowl were hunted with boomerangs. 

P. Dogs and chariots were used to hunt antelope and gazelle.

Q. The earliest board games in the world have been found in Egyptian tombs.

